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CHAPTER 1 

 Understanding an unlived life, arts and research as 
means 

LIA LONNERT 

In 1996 I saw Mats Ek’s version of Christopher Marlowe’s play The Jew of 
Malta. The leading part was danced and acted by Niklas Ek. Somewhere in the 
middle of the play Niklas Ek danced a solo. I remember only fragments of it: he 
was close to a pillar, he was lying on his side at some time during the solo, his 
toes moved. The fragments I remember do not seem important to me. What I 
remember is how the performance moved me, how I felt his movements in my 
body although I was myself sitting still without moving—as audiences normally 
do. It was a physical understanding of the character, of his pain, and the conflicts 
he was undergoing. Dancer Niklas Ek could create an understanding across space 
and time for a character in a play from the 16th century. Through his dancing the 
complexity of the character was deepened. It was an emotional understanding 
beyond intellectual understanding. I could understand another human being, or 
maybe myself, with arts as a means. 

The unlived life  
Landquist (1920/1971) maintains that we have two different roles in life, building on Goethe 
who says that every human being has two roles to play: one real role and one ideal role. 
Landquist’s slightly different approach is that the first role is the life we live, and the second 
role is the life we could have lived. The life we could have lived is not only about the choices 
we made or were forced to make which led to our life taking one direction and not another, 
but it is also about understanding the lives of others. Sympathy, which is the term Landquist 
uses, means to connect to other selves without confusing them with our own self. This is 
similar to how Bresler (2013) describes empathic understanding. Landquist (1920/1971) 
maintains that an aesthetic experience does not depend on a unity between object and subject 
but on the relationship between them. He stresses that it does not have to be an experience of 
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beauty; it could also evoke other emotions, such as repulsion. The possibility to understand 
others through art creates a way of evoking the capacity for a hidden understanding. Thus, the 
empathy we use to understand aesthetic expressions is related to the lives we could have 
lived. This concept of living different lives through art is appealing. It would mean that we 
can have an understanding and empathy with others through the arts. 

Alheit (1994) uses the term “unlived life” and claims that this unlived life has can be a 
means of changing the life lived. 

We dispose of a biographical background knowledge with which we are able to 
fill out and utilise to the full the social space in which we move. None of us has 
all conceivable possibilities open to him or her. But within the framework of a 
restricted modification potential, we have more opportunities than we will ever 
put to practice. Our biography therefore contains a sizeable potential of “unlived 
life”. (p. 228) 

Alheit here describes the unlived life as an on-going process, since our lives are full of 
choices and possibilities. However, Landquist claims that the unlived life also has the 
potentiality to facilitate an understanding. An unlived life triggered by an aesthetic 
expression—or by a performer or artist—has the potentiality to create an unlived life 
previously unknown to the listener/viewer/subject experiencing the art form. 

It is possible that one can have a deeper understanding of an unlived life through art, in 
the sense of having a deeper understanding of other human beings and the self. The 
knowledge of an art-form may be essential to this understanding but perhaps not the personal 
experience of performing the art-form itself. There is a possibility to have a vague 
understanding of something different—a different life: the unlived life evoked by the artist. 
This should not be confused with understanding the artist, or having a “true” image of what 
the artist intends. However, the question is whether one’s empathic understanding of an art-
form only is dependent on choices in life and the lives one chose not to live. Gabrielsson 
(2013) maintains that powerful experiences (which Gabrielsson refers to as “strong” 
experiences) of music do not have to be dependent on previous knowledge of the art-form. 
Unfamiliar music can give powerful experiences. It is possible that unfamiliar art-forms can 
also facilitate understandings of another person. 

Understanding other human beings 
The notion of a possible unlived life can be associated with Landquist’s (1920/1971) 
experiment on himself in which he analysed his own emotions when watching a theatrical 
performance. He discovered that he felt it was easier to feel empathy for somebody he 
respected even if he did not agree with the character. He found it was difficult to feel empathy 
with somebody who was ridiculed, that he was laughing at. How the characters in the play 
were presented was the result of choices by the writer of the play, but also the interpretation 
by the director and the actors. Landquist, on the specific occasion when he conducted the 
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experiment, found himself feeling empathy for the actor rather than for the performed 
character or role. The understanding of another human being was thus multi-layered; it could 
be about understanding the author, the role, the director, the actor’s interpretation of the role, 
or the actor. 

The struggle to facilitate an understanding as a writer and researcher is reminiscent of the 
study by Peshkin (1986) whose own empathy and respect was a basis for presenting his 
research for the presumptive reader even if this was not an obvious choice since his own 
experiences and standpoint were different than his interviewees. Peshkin carried out a study 
of a Christian fundamentalist school. Being Jewish himself, he did not share the Christian 
values of the school. Nor did he share the fundamentalist, dogmatic values. However, as a 
researcher he saw it as vital to understand the intrinsic values of the school, and to treat his 
interviewees with respect. Peshkin could have chosen to present his research very differently 
since his personal viewpoints in many ways were the opposite of the values and ideas of the 
school and the people he was researching. The writer’s ethical standpoint is thus related to the 
aesthetic choices made and to the possible capacity for the reader to understand: not living the 
lives of others, or necessarily identifying oneself with someone else, but understanding the 
lives of others. To Peshkin, this did not mean that he did not use the critical eye of the 
researcher. It meant that he conducted—and presented—research with multiple layers, using 
the respectful, empathic researcher I, the critical researcher I, and the personal I. The role of 
the respectful, empathic researcher is possible to use as a tool for understanding. Peshkin 
(1988) also states that the researcher’s awareness of his or her subjectivity is important in the 
research process. Subjectivity and the awareness of subjectivity can be used as tools for the 
researcher. 

Actors and writers use words as tools, thus providing the reader/audience with an 
aesthetic expression that might be more easily understood than many other aesthetic 
expressions. A verbal aesthetic expression might help the audience understand the story, the 
actions, the verbal description—an intellectual understanding. However, within aesthetic 
expressions too, an emotional understanding is central. There might be a vague understanding 
which is not a formulated understanding. It is possible to have an understanding and at the 
same time be unable to verbalize it, or be unable to grasp it completely. It might be an 
understanding that is related to the understanding of others, but also to the understanding of 
ourselves. 

Aesthetic manipulation 
To be able to touch the soul of the audience may be a kind of knowledge on the part of the 
performer. The Danish bassoonist, philosopher and writer Peter Bastian (1987) describes how 
he was listening to a clarinet player who suddenly smiled at him when playing, aware of the 
emotions he was evoking. Bastian was surprised since he assumed that music that could affect 
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an audience was created by a musician that him- or herself was affected. But the experience 
he had when listening and watching this clarinettist was that the musician was aware of the 
way he could evoke emotions. Bastian also mentions that he learnt this art himself. However, 
he states that it is a skill that may not work on all occasions. It might go wrong with the result 
that the concert will not attain the emotional qualities it might have had. According to 
Bastian, emotional aesthetic manipulation is an art a performer can learn. 

To be able to touch the soul may also be knowledge on the part of the creator of the 
artwork, such as a composer, choreographer or painter. I recall speaking to the composer 
Sven-David Sandström about his clarinet concerto in 2008. I told him I found the end so 
beautiful after the fragmented beginning and he winked at me and said: “But then, you see, 
that was my intention.” Choreographer and researcher Åsa Unander Scharin is examining the 
limits of emotion and aesthetic manipulation in her project with music and industrial robots.8 
In her research the borderlands between humans and machines are examined. According to 
Unander-Scharin’s work and the conversation with Sandström, emotional aesthetic 
manipulation may be a choice on the part of the creator of the artwork. 

Ideas and discussions about who or what evokes emotions, and how these emotions relate 
to the emotions of the composer or the performer are not new (Langer, 1942/1951). Langer 
(1942/1951) claims that the strength of music as an art-form is that music is not a referential 
form, and not a verbal form. Music is related to emotions. However, she states that the facts 
that music evokes emotions and that music contains emotions should not be confused. It is not 
a given that music can evoke the emotions it contains, or the emotions the composer had in 
mind or was affected by when composing. Music as a symbolic form is relevant as a means to 
express human life and Langer claims that music can articulate things that language cannot. It 
is not possible to ascribe one interpretation or meaning to music “for music at its highest, 
through clearly a symbolic form, is an unconsummated symbol” (Langer, 1942/1951, p. 240). 

Gabrielsson (2013) shows in his research that powerful musical experiences are not 
always equivalent to the skill of the performer evoking the experiences. He describes 
powerful musical experiences as a complex combination of the music, the experiencing 
human being and the situation where it is experienced. But can the possibility to evoke 
powerful musical experiences also, as Bastian describes, be a skill that might be developed by 
the performer? Is it a skill that might be developed by the composer, as in Sandström’s 
description? Understanding the unlived life—of the self—is possible, and the understanding 
of a possible different unlived life—of the self—given by the artist or creator of the artwork is 
thus perhaps possible. However, it would be naïve to think that music could provide a 
biographical understanding, or a true image, of an unlived life. 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
8 Åsa Unander Scharin http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mC2LZcQVZ3k 
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Emotional understanding—to reach beyond research 
Cassirer (1944/1972) suggests that the instability/uncertainty inherent in any interpretation 
might be the strength of art: 

Art, on the other hand, teaches us to visualize, not merely to conceptualize or 
utilize, things. Art gives us a richer, more vivid and colourful image of reality, and 
a more profound insight into its formal structure. It is characteristic of the nature 
of man that he is not limited to one specific and single approach to reality but can 
choose his point of view and so pass from one aspect of things to another. (p. 170) 

Cassirer claims that art has the ability to show the richness and variety of reality. Bresler 
(2013) argues that a researcher can learn empathic understanding through art. She argues that 
it is possible to consciously cultivate empathic understanding with the aid of artworks. Thus, 
this richness and variety of reality can be used as a tool for understanding. 

Bresler (2005) maintains that qualitative research involves three directions; towards the 
object of research, inwards for the researcher, and towards the audience. It is thus central that 
the researcher can create meaning for him- or herself and for the audience. Barrett and 
Stauffer (2012) address a similar concern with the concept resonant work, which describes a 
research process and product in which the researcher, the researched and the audience are 
involved. 

“Resonant” in that the inquiry resounds in the lives of the inquirer and those with 
whom the inquirer engages, as well as those who engage with what is created; 
“work” in that it is a practice (verb) that produces an artistic or textual account 
(noun) that can be shared. (p. 8) 

If a researcher, as I did in my own thesis (Lonnert, 2015), conducts research within their own 
profession the resonance between researcher and the researched is a given. From this 
perspective, the researcher’s aim to evoke understanding for an audience is also a given. 
However, the crucial point is the resonance and the understanding the audience can have for 
the researched. 

Miles and Huberman (1994) maintain that one of the criteria for quality in qualitative 
research is the possible utilisation or application of the research. They also describe possible 
generalization and transferability as quality criteria. Lincoln and Guba (1985) also consider 
transferability as crucial. However, researchers, in the guise of aesthetic manipulation and to 
create understanding an unlived life, also have the possibility of evoking an aesthetic 
understanding—and an emotional understanding. The tools a researcher uses are mainly 
words. These words have the possibility to transfer the contents in the research; the scientific 
results, the new contributions to the body of knowledge and so forth. However, qualitative 
researchers also have a more profound reason. They can through their tools—their words— 
reach the reader and thus create an understanding for different possibilities, an understanding 
for lives they have not lived themselves. The tools they have as researchers are words, but the 
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very use of words might also contribute to obscuring the possibilities of this empathic 
aesthetic aim. Stake (1995) uses the concept of vicarious experiences, in which the writer 
presents the qualitative research so well that the reader sometimes feels as if something 
happened to him- or herself. He argues that it is the writer’s responsibility to give the reader 
the possibility to construct meanings and to be able use his or her previous knowledge to 
construct this meaning by using vicarious experiences and naturalistic generalizations. By 
naturalistic generalizations are meant the possibility to generalize from one’s own experience.  

Wittgenstein’s (1967) notion that the experience is the explanation in itself and not a 
description of the experience when referring to music might be worth considering from this 
angle since it highlights words as a researcher’s tool and as a carrier of experience. Words in a 
qualitative report should of course be relevant to the tradition in which it is written and are 
important to the quality of the report. But, an additional quality could be that the words are 
used as tools to reach an emphatic understanding. It is possible as a writer to have the 
awareness of the clarinet player in Bastian’s (1987) anecdote. This is an aesthetic 
manipulation, but it might be necessary for the writer to develop this tool. This involves 
trying to transmit the unspeakable, in the sense of Wittgenstein, with the help of words. To be 
able to evoke understanding and empathy—is this not what qualitative research is all about? 
However, this does not imply that the researcher should not use the critical I, or the critical 
eye. 

To learn from performing 
For a qualitative researcher the aim is not only to be able to understand an unlived life him- or 
herself, but primarily to be able to transmit an unlived life for someone else to understand. 
The researcher here has a task in between those of a composer and a performer. The 
relationship composer—performer—audience has an analogy in object of research— 
researcher—reader. Furthermore, the researcher as well as the performer co-create or 
interpret the object of research or the musical work.  

Leaning on Landquist’s (1920/1971) experiment, the question is whether the empathy is 
with the researcher or with the objects of research – the interviewees, the informants or the 
observed. Who does the voice or voices belong to? For the reader of qualitative research, in 
the best of texts, there is an emotional understanding beyond the results of the research. 
Respect, in the sense Peshkin (1986) uses it in his work, is thus central. Peshkin’s choice to 
present his topic and his interviewees as human beings that it was possible to understand is an 
ethical choice by a researcher. It is also an aesthetic choice. We should not only confirm 
ourselves through art—we should expand ourselves. We should not only confirm ourselves 
through research—we should expand ourselves. What we cannot fully grasp may be the most 
important part. Even though the communication of the research is through words —which can 
easily facilitate an intellectual understanding—it might be equally important to facilitate an 
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emotional understanding. I would claim that what affects us and provides us with new unlived 
lives—as researchers, as readers—are the things that really matter to us. They may even touch 
our souls. 

What the researcher can learn from the arts is that the communication of qualitative 
research is not only through research results. It is also through the readers emotional 
understanding, perhaps of an “unlived life”. The aesthetic communication by the researcher 
through words is a means to reach the emotional understanding through empathy. In this 
process, the researcher can be seen as an artist and a performer of a work by another artist— 
similar to a performing artist, musician, dancer or actor. 
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