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Karjalainen, Magda, Treading gently between the wor(l)ds. Autoethnographically
exploring "strange dialogues" within the modern university
University of Oulu Graduate School; University of Oulu, Faculty of Education
Acta Univ. Oul. E 214, 2022
University of Oulu, P.O. Box 8000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland

Abstract

This autoethnographic dissertation is a story of a transformational journey, initiated by necessity
to critically engage with questions of power/knowledge relationships in international higher
education in Finland. As a student/teacher/researcher in international study programs, I found it
compelling to think with (de)coloniality/modernity to attend to my complicities and
responsibilities in this context, so imbued with dilemmas of epistemic injustice. Living
autoethnographic inquiry with this lens became also a matter of reclaiming the unified body-mind-
spirit as a legitimate site and mode of knowing/being.

While autoethnography as a process emerged organically from my academic experiences, as a
product, it emerged from the process of writing from the body as inquiry, buttressed by three
important encounters: butoh; the multidisciplinary artist Hanna Ojala; and Martin Buber’s
philosophy of dialogue. These modes of knowing/being, each sprouting from a different
timespace, have come to permeate my educational and researcher praxis, pointing towards
holistically nurturing bodymindspirit capacities to encounter uncertainty and the unknown,
enabling unlearning in order to imagine alternative forms of living. They intersect and enter
dialogues with each other throughout the story, creating spaces for decolonial gestures within and
beyond academia. This performative dissertation—a decolonial gesture—is an account of these
strange dialogues and their potential for personal and community transformation. It is an invitation
to such dialogue.

The dissertation is structured around the four seasons of the subarctic climate. Each season-
chapter is an entry point to a different dimension of the transformational process. Each chapter has
its own role and focus, but none can exist without the others. The reader can follow the cycle
beginning with any season. This circular structure emerged organically and offers the reader a
sense of the tempos and rhythms that drove the inquiry, yet it leaves a possibly individual sense of
wholeness. The dissertation asks a reader to let go of immediate meaning-making, outcomes, and
conclusions, to allow their heart, body and soul to be affected. The dissertation is an
autoethnographic account that aims to give the reader an experience of the experience of a
transformative process of coming to, going through, and coming out of this inquiry.

Keywords: autoethnography, butoh, decoloniality/modernity, higher education,
pedagogy, philosophy of dialogue





Karjalainen, Magda, Askeltaen sanojen ja maailmojen välillä. Autoetnografisesti
tutkimassa "outoja dialogeja" modernissa yliopistossa
Oulun yliopiston tutkijakoulu; Oulun yliopisto, Kasvatustieteiden tiedekunta
Acta Univ. Oul. E 214, 2022
Oulun yliopisto, PL 8000, 90014 Oulun yliopisto

Tiivistelmä

Tämä autoetnografinen väitöskirja on tarina muutosmatkasta, joka sai alkunsa tarpeesta puuttua
kriittisesti valta- ja tietosuhteisiin liittyviin kysymyksiin kansainvälisessä korkeakouluopetukses-
sa Suomessa. Opiskelijana/opettajana/tutkijana kansainvälisissä opinto-ohjelmissa oli pakottavaa
pohtia (de)koloniaalisuutta/moderniutta hoitaakseni velvollisuuteni ja vastatakseni osallisuudes-
tani tässä viitekehyksessä, joka on täynnä episteemisen epäoikeudenmukaisuuden dilemmoja.
Näiden lasien läpi tarkasteltuna elävä autoetnografinen tutkimus sai myös aseman yhtenäisen
keho-mieli-hengen palauttajana, oikeutettuna tietämisen/olemisen paikkana ja muotona.

Prosessina autoetnografisuus kehittyi orgaanisesti akateemisista kokemuksistani, luomukse-
na se syntyi tutkimalla keholähtöistä kirjoittamista kolmen tärkeän kohtaamisen tukemana:
butoh; taiteilija Hanna Ojala; Martin Buberin dialogin filosofia. Nämä eri aika-avaruuksista ver-
sovat tietämisen/olemisen tavat läpäisivät koulutus- ja tutkijakäytäntöni, kukin kehottaen koko-
naisvaltaiseen keho-mieli-hengen hoivaan kyetäksemme kohtaamaan epävarmuutta ja tuntema-
tonta, oppimaan pois pystyäksemme kuvittelemaan vaihtoehtoisia elämänmuotoja. Nämä risteä-
vät ja käyvät dialogia läpi koko tarinan luoden tiloja dekolonialistisille eleille paitsi akateemises-
sa ympäristössä myös sen ulkopuolella. Tämä performatiivinen väitöskirja – dekolonialistinen
ele – on kertomus näistä oudoista keskusteluista ja niiden potentiaalista henkilökohtaisiin ja
yhteisöllisiin muutoksiin, kutsu vuoropuheluun.

Väitöskirja rakentuu subarktisen ilmaston neljän vuodenajan ympärille, jossa jokainen kausi-
luku on sisäänkäynti muutosprosessin eri ulottuvuuteen. Jokaisella luvulla on oma roolinsa ja
fokuksensa, mutta mikään niistä ei voisi olla olemassa ilman muita. Lukija voi seurata kiertoa
aloittaen mistä tahansa vuodenajasta. Tämä kehämäinen rakenne muotoutui luontaisesti ja tarjo-
aa lukijalle käsityksen niistä temmoista ja rytmeistä, jotka usuttivat tutkimukseen jättäen kuiten-
kin tilaa yksilölliselle kokonaisaistimukselle. Väitöskirja pyytää lukijaa luopumaan välittömästä
merkityshakuisuudesta, tarpeesta tuloksiin ja johtopäätöksiin, jotta sydän, keho ja sielu voisivat
vaikuttua. Väitöskirja on autoetnografinen kertomus, jonka tarkoituksena on antaa lukijalle
kokemus muutosprosessista, joka johti tähän tutkimukseen, kuljetti sen läpi ja toi siitä muka-
naan ulos.

Asiasanat: autoetnografia, butoh, dekolonialisuus/modernisuus, dialogin filosofia,
korkeakouluopetus, pedagogiikka





Karjalainen, Magda, Stąpając łagodnie pomiędzy słowami i światami.
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uniwersytetu
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Acta Univ. Oul. E 214, 2022
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Streszczenie

Rozprawa opisuje transformacyjną podróż, zainicjowaną z konieczności krytycznego
zaangażowania się w kwestie relacji władza-wiedza w międzynarodowym szkolnictwie wyższym
w Finlandii. Aby pochylić się nad moim współudziałem i odpowiedzialnością studentki,
wykładowczyni i badaczki w tym przesiąkniętym dylematami epistemicznej niesprawiedliwości
kontekście, uczyniłam (de)kolonialność/nowoczesność myślą przewodnią pracy. Przeżycie
autoetnograficznej eksploracji z tej perspektywy, stało się również kwestią odzyskania
zjednoczonego ciała-umysłu-ducha, jako uprawnionego źródła oraz sposobu poznania i bycia.

Autoetnografia jako proces wynika z moich doświadczeń akademickich, ale jest również
produktem procesu ucieleśnionego pisania jako dociekania, wspartego trzema ważnymi
spotkaniami: z butoh; multidyscyplinarną artystką Hanną Ojalą oraz filozofią dialogu Martina
Bubera. Te sposoby poznania i bycia, pochodzące z różnych czasoprzestrzeni, przeniknęły moją
praktykę edukacyjną i badawczą. Ukierunkowały mnie na pielęgnowanie potencjału
zunifikowanego ciała-umysłu-ducha w obliczu niepewnego i nieznanego oraz oduczania się, w
celu wyobrażenia sobie alternatywnych sposobów życia. Przecinają się i wchodzą ze sobą w
dialogi, tworząc przestrzeń dla dekolonialnych gestów w środowisku akademickim i poza nim. Ta
performatywna rozprawa—gest dekolonialny—opisuje te „dziwne dialogi” jako źródła
potencjalnej osobistej i wspólnotowej transformacji i zaprasza do takiego dialogu.

Rozprawa zbudowana jest wokół czterech pór roku klimatu okołobiegunowego. Każdy
rozdział reprezentuje inny wymiar procesu transformacji. Każdy z nich ma własną rolę i cel, ale
żaden nie może istnieć bez pozostałych. Czytelnik może podążać za procesem rozpoczynając od
dowolnej pory roku. Wyłoniona organicznie kolista struktura oferuje czytelnikowi możliwość
odczucia temp i rytmów pisania, przy możliwie indywidualnym doświadczeniu całości. Praca
zaprasza czytelnika do porzucenia potrzeby natychmiastowego tworzenia znaczeń i wyciągania
wniosków, aby wpłynąć na jego serce, ciało i duszę. Rozprawa jest relacją autoetnograficzną,
która ma na celu dać czytelnikowi transformacyjne doświadczenie dochodzenia do, przechodzenia
i wychodzenia z procesu dociekania.

Słowa kluczowe: autoetnografia, butoh, dekolonialność/nowoczesność, filozofia
dialogu, pedagogika, szkolnictwo wyższe
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Prologue 

Czy dobrze robię, że opowiadam? Czy nie lepiej by było spiąć umysł 

spinaczem, ściągnąć lejce i wyrażać się nie historiami, lecz prostotą wykładu, 

gdzie w zdaniu po zdaniu klaruje się jedna myśl, a w następnych paragrafach 

fastryguje się ją z innymi. Mogłabym używać cytatów i przypisów, mogłabym 

w porządku punktów czy rozdziałów zawrzeć konsekwencje dowodzenia krok 

po kroku, o co mi chodzi; weryfikowałabym wcześniej postawioną hipotezę i 

w końcu mogłabym wywiesić argumenty, jak prześcieradła po nocy poślubnej, 

na ludzki widok. Byłabym panią własnego tekstu, mogłabym uczciwie wziąć 

za niego wierszówke. 

A tak zgadzam sie na rolę akuszerki, ogrodniczki, której zasługą jest co 

najwyżej posianie i późniejsze nudne plewienie chwastów. 

Opowieść ma swoją bezwładność, nad którą nie można nigdy do końca 

zapanować. Domaga się takich jak ja—niepewnych siebie, niezdecydowanych, 

łatwych do wywiedzenia w pole. Naiwnych.  

(Tokarczuk, 2007/2019a, pp. 239–240)  

 

Am I doing the right thing by telling stories? Wouldn’t it better to fasten the 

mind with a clip, tighten the reins, and express myself not by means of stories 

and histories, but with the simplicity of a lecture, where in sentence after 

sentence a single thought gets clarified, and then others are tacked onto it in 

the succeeding paragraphs? I could use quotes and footnotes, I could in the 

order of points or chapters reap the consequences of demonstrating step by step 

what it is I mean; I would verify an aforementioned hypothesis and ultimately 

be able to carry off my arguments like sheets after a wedding night, in view of 

the public. I would be the mistress of my own text, I could take an honest per-

word payment for it. 

As it is I’m taking on the role of a midwife, or of a tenderer of a garden whose 

only merit is at best sowing seeds and later to fight tediously against weeds. 

Tales have a kind of inherent inertia that is never possible to fully control. They 

require people like me—insecure, indecisive, easily led astray. Naïve.  

(Tokarczuk, 2007/2019b, p. 212) 
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This is a story of a reluctant dissertation that did not want to be written, for it was 

afraid of becoming yet another paper—a commodity 1  produced within “the 

division of labor under the law of efficiency and the concomitant division of the 

subject from the object of his or her labor” (Pollock, 2007, p. 239). I was afraid of 

the blood-drained dissertation (Moriarty, 2013) that I felt was out of my hands, 

before I even put my fingers on the keyboard (Pollock, 2007, p. 240), though it 

would open more possibilities of earning honest per-word payments. Indeed, 

surrendering to the reluctance of this dissertation, or as I learned later, surrendering 

to its own rhythm, had its material costs. But I dreamt, perhaps in all my naivety, 

that the unalienating experience Marx talked about (e.g., Chabot, 2008; Pollock, 

2007; Øversveen, 2021) was still possible, even in the increasingly alienating and 

hostile academic environment marked by neoliberal shifts of late capitalism (e.g., 

Bottrell & Manathunga, 2019; Lund & Tienari, 2019; Moriarty, 2020; Nikunen, 

2012; Nordbäck et al., 2021; Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development [OECD], 2021; Sparkes, 2021; Ylijoki, 2003, 2010). This experience 

seems to have become increasingly difficult to find in the academic world of 

“citationality and compulsive reiteration” (Pollock, 2007, p. 239), arguments built 

in a polished paragraph-by-paragraph way, with help of the cleaned up quotations 

and hoards of references that built not only the arguments, but also the CVs, careers 

and, ultimately, even salaries of depersonalized, quantified distant others (e.g., 

Sparkes, 2021); in the world where teaching, which is so important to me, is 

considered a waste of time and/or an academic suicide, or at best the object of 

research, at least regarding career advancement in the university hierarchy (e.g., 

Jauhiainen et al., 2009; Lund & Tienari, 2019; Smith, 2013; see also Altbach & de 

Wit, 2019). 

This is a story of a reluctant doctoral thesis that did not want to be written, for 

it was afraid of becoming a homeless story in search of an audience, just as the 

 
1 The number of scientific articles worldwide has been growing exponentially over the past century and 
it is estimated that about 2–2,5 million articles are published annually in English-speaking peer-
reviewed journals (Altbach & de Wit, 2019; Ware & Mabe, 2015). This can be associated with the 
emergence of the so-called knowledge economy and massification of higher education. In Finland that 
trend can be for example seen in the steady rise of the number of completed doctorates over the past 20 
years (with a slight variation since 2017) (Vipunen – Opetushallinnon tilastopalvelu, 2022a). Thesis by 
publication, which has become predominant and preferred format of doctorate, mainly due to the change 
in the university funding model, and related to international and national competition (Valo, 2013), has 
further contributed to not neScessary desirable (Altbach & de Wit, 2019) proliferation of academic 
publications. To illustrate the shifts taking place: in 2010 in Finland in the field of education there were 
665 peer-reviewed scientific articles published and 86 books/monographs, in 2020 the numbers were 
1182 and 53 respectively (Vipunen – Opetushallinnon tilastopalvelu, 2022b). 
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author is—the unconfident, the undecided, the naïve. Perhaps, though, there are 

more of us than meets the eye. Perhaps we are simply silen-t/-ced by the world 

where error, disorder, doubt, and difference seem to have little space. Perhaps we 

are just silenced by our privilege to be able to write at all (Sparkes, 2021). 

This is a story about “the patience of not starting” (Ohno, as cited in Fraleigh, 

2010, p. 218). This is a story of a reluctant thesis, yet one that demanded to be 

written, perhaps out of the internal necessity to be faithful to that something that 

often goes unnoticed yet that makes a difference. It could not remain shut up within 

me, even if it meant shouting quietly and gently with “tears of reluctance” (Wilber, 

2000, as cited in Andrew, 2017, p. 24). This is a story of the search for or generation 

of the space where the naïve, unconfident, and undecided voice could co-exist with 

other voices. This is a story that resisted being ordered. The need for this research 

emerged from compulsion to live truly, transform, and find meaning, and as soon 

as that purpose started to be partially fulfilled, I resented writing it into a coherent 

piece that could allow me to put the three letters before my name. Influenced by 

my dance/movement experiences, which have re-entered my life and taken a whole 

new role and meaning, putting anything and everything into words began to feel as 

if I needed to freeze, close, or reduce something that is inherently open, infinite, 

and unlimited (Grant et al., 2013). One of the founding persons of the butoh dance 

art form, Tatsumi Hijikata, put it as follows: 

To explain “life” in words is like catching a fish that has been swimming in the 

water. At the very moment it leaves the water it begins to dry up and die. “A 

fish that has become a corpse” and can no longer be a proof of “life.” (Nakajima, 

1997, p. 6)  

Freeze, close or kill what is inherently alive? It was not until I got a glimpse into 

the possibility of finding my own words, words that come from a different place 

than the head, and that might reawaken life rather than strangle it, that this thesis 

became imaginable. In fact, this thesis has been a continuous struggle in the process 

of finding those words, movements, sensations, and invisible ways of 

being/relating in the world and of giving, or rather letting, them take equal status 

to those of the mind. In that sense, I have had to constantly strip the mind of the 

privilege it has acquired throughout a long intellectual history (of the West) into 

which I have been socialized. I do not intend to demonize the cognitive dimension 

of human life ruled by the rational(izing) mind, but it is one of the central premises 

of this thesis, following decolonial thinking (e.g., Maldonado-Torres, 2007; 

Mignolo, 2011, 2013; Quijano, 2007; Tlostanova, 2012), that modernity/coloniality 
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has fragmented and marginalized other modes of being and knowing and that 

multiple intertwined crises facing the world will be difficult to address without 

delinking from that hierarchy and its implications. 

This would mean writing a story that does not bend itself to linear 

chronological progression, specificity, and concreteness (Grant et al., 2013, p. 2). 

This could not be the story at the end of which I could “carry off my arguments like 

sheets after a wedding night” (Tokarczuk, 2007/2019b, p. 212). If I wanted it to be 

read and felt, it needed to be honest—the reader senses dishonesty, just as an 

antiplagiarism system discovers the unethical use of sources. It needed to be a story 

that would offer a reader the possibility to go on a journey, creating their own 

story—many stories possibly—like the ones I am taken on when I sit at the 

computer screen, open a book, stumble upon a sentence that shakes my whole being, 

engage in a conversation with a student, ride a bike, work in my garden, touch the 

tree, dance, move, write ...  

Most of the time I was working on this thesis, I had a feeling of not moving 

anywhere, or at least of not moving forward, but in circles at best; that is what 

happens when we are told that linear is the only way of thinking. Most of the time, 

I was moving around and between the fragments, watching them grow tentacles 

and offshoots. At times, I have been able to sense the whole, which is too 

overwhelming yet compelling. These many journeys, many routes, and many 

directions were always brought back together by the pervasive sense of wholeness 

I knew was there but that I could not yet fully grasp. Mircea Eliade (1959) reminds 

us: 

Properly speaking, there is no longer any world, there are only fragments of a 

shattered universe, an amorphous mass consisting of an infinite number of 

more or less neutral places in which man [sic!] moves, governed and driven by 

the obligations of an existence incorporated into an industrial society. (pp. 23–

24) 

And Olga Tokarczuk (2019c) encourages in her Nobel speech entitled “The tender 

narrator”: 

Perhaps we should trust a fragment, as it is fragments that create constellations 

capable of describing more, and in a more complex way, multi-dimensionally. 

Our stories could refer to one another in an infinite way, and their central 

characters could enter into relationships with each other. (section 6, para. 9) 
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It was during the Covid-19 lockdown, I believe, that I began to trust the fragments 

more. Uncertainty, interdependence, precarity and inevitable change toward 

something yet unknown, though already permeating our lives, became so much 

more tangible during this time. This trust did not come easily, as I have been 

continuously seduced by the conventions of academic scientific traditions, where 

many research practices, even qualitative ones, can be sometimes characterized by 

oppressive and inflexible institutional rules, restrictions and normative assumptions 

(Grant et al., 2013, p. 1). 

However, the fragments that kept coming up, such as mushrooms in the autumn 

forest, had a much more seductive power, and I kept picking them, sensing they 

were all connected by the endless fungal mycelium that wraps its hyphae threads 

around tree roots, connecting the visible and the hidden, underground horizons. No 

wonder, then, that as I tried to trace some beginnings, to begin to write something 

comprehensible for you, my dear reader, I realized that it is not the tracing and 

uncovering of the roots in which I am engaged here, but rather in mapping of that 

incomprehensible hidden world of “the offshoots, the expanding root systems, the 

ruptures, and the detours that are continually producing new relations of power and 

all manner of becoming(s)” (Martin & Kamberelis, 2014, p. 671). Over and over, I 

arrived at the thought that my whole life has taken me here, sensing simultaneously 

this thought is too grandiose or perhaps too clichéd to share. It is too overpowering, 

and not in line with what some doctoral students are told, in my experience, or what 

I have heard: “this is just your PhD,” “just get it done, so you can move on to other 

things,” “this is just a driving license for academia, permission to enter the 

academic discussion room,” and the like. So, I consciously worked against that 

thought of the “lifework,” yet sensing deep inside it is something more than a 

doctoral dissertation for me ... And then, somewhere in the process, 

being/doing/thinking a doctorate differently became a necessary experience, a 

gesture that moved me and made my footing shiver, rather than a gesture I made ... 

To learn to think in and with other categories is a good start, but other 

categories will not make our ontological pillars shiver. For that to happen, other 

experiences are necessary. In other words, there is no way we are going to 

intellectually reason our way out of coloniality, in any conventional academic 

sense. There is no way we are going to publish our way out of modernity. There 

is no way we are going to read our way out of epistemological hegemony. 

(Burman, 2012, p. 117) 
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Is there any way we can write our way out? Can writing be at least one little gesture 

of getting out, getting beyond? Writing for writing, not necessarily for publishing. 

We know that stories, narratives, literature have the power to change the dominant 

discourses, but what kind of writing it needs to be to get beyond the hegemony of 

the logocentric and librocentric epistemologies? I have tried to write from the body. 

I let my body write me. I am releasing this text into the world, as a small gesture 

towards something that cannot be known, that I cannot be in control of, curious to 

see what that gesture can do, if anything. It is a nervous, crooked, jittery, but 

necessary gesture, because 

“You begin when the fear of doing nothing overcomes the fear of doing it badly.” 

(Art Bochner, personal communication, June 2019). 
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Introduction: Beginnings that choose us 

This is a story of a reluctant dissertation, yet this research revealed itself out of 

necessity. It is a necessary response to the ethical demand for reflexivity that 

emerged from my experiences as a teacher/student/researcher working in contexts 

deeply imbued with dilemmas of epistemic (in)justice and complex questions of 

the power/knowledge relationship or, to use concepts that 

(de)coloniality/modernity scholars think with, coloniality of knowledge and being 

(e.g., Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2013; Quijano, 2007). What began as a 

self-study of my teaching, and, more generally, life in academia, that was 

empirically grounded in my work as a university teacher, in particular as a full-time 

teacher in the academic year 2018/2019, became a story of transformation. What 

began as research on the experiences of a so-called international 

student/teacher/researcher in Finnish higher education became an exploration of 

the in-between spaces in which I have been dwelling, becoming, finding and 

carving for myself in academia and in life in general.  

I was born in Białystok, a city in northeastern Poland. Growing up amidst the 

eastern European political transitions of the late 80s and early 90s, many of the 

hopes and dreams of my generation were associated with opening to the (western) 

world. Though I have only a few memories related to border crossing from before 

1989, I have enough to be able to say that after 1989 it became easier, and the 

direction of my crossborder ventures changed. In 1994, for the first time in my life, 

I travelled west of Poland, to Denmark as part of a school exchange. Ten years later 

I was an Erasmus student in the Netherlands, where I met my Finnish husband-to-

be, and in 2005, I moved permanently to Finland. This could be yet another 

beginning of the story. 

There are many beginnings, as could already be inferred from the preface, and 

as will become clear throughout this thesis. Yet, one moment that might help you 

enter the story for now is the moment (intellectual rather than temporal) when I 

committed myself to autoethnography as my theoretical/methodological approach 

to the study of my experiences as an international teacher/student/ researcher in the 

context of (global) higher education. Although it was the only clear commitment I 

made at the “official” beginning of this inquiry, it was not a choice in a rational, 

intentional sense but rather an organic call. What it became (and what it might 

become as it is released into the world) has morphed through the process, but laying 

the foundations for this research approach would be a good starting point to enable 
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the reader to begin to imagine what the inquiry entails and where and how it might 

(have) take(n) me and the reader. 

Autoethnography has been gaining ground as (post)qualitative methodology 

since the 1990s. Influenced by postmodernist thinking, it was a response to the 

triple crisis of representation, legitimation, and praxis (Holman Jones, 2005, p. 766). 

It was a response to a crisis of confidence (Ellis et al., 2011) about the possibility 

of finding universal, objective truths, as it enables the provision of alternative 

personal accounts that “show contradictions, gaps and ambiguities of multiple and 

conflicting interpretations” (Bochner & Ellis, 1996, as quoted in Gannon, 2017, 

Autoethnography becomes methodology, para. 2). As part of the narrative turn, it 

allows for a better account of the “wilderness of the lived experience” (Bochner, 

1997, p. 421). One of the most widely cited definitions of this approach by Carolyn 

Ellis and Arthur Bochner (2000) captures autoethnography’s main points, and I take 

a liberty to quote it at length:  

Autoethnography is an autobiographical genre of writing and research that 

displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the 

cultural. Back and forth autoethnographers gaze, first through an ethnographic 

wide-angle lens, focusing outward on social and cultural aspects of their 

personal experience; then they look inward, exposing a vulnerable self that is 

moved by and may move through, refract, and resist cultural appropriations. (p. 

739) 

Multiple labels, with different meanings and applications, often overlapping and 

with blurred distinctions, have been used to indicate how much a particular kind of 

autoethnography puts emphasis on the research process (graphy), culture (ethno) 

or self (auto) (see e.g., Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Still other labels have been 

developed to point toward the purpose, methodological strategies, and 

ontoepistemological premises that the research emphasizes (Hughes & Pennington, 

2017). One may wonder whether the tendency to define, categorize and label all 

these different kinds of autoethnography works as a (re-colonizing) strategy to 

make autoethnography fit the existing academic structures, standards, and 

traditions. The cornerstone of autoethnography is that knowledge is contextually 

rather than definitionally derived, so there are as many types of autoethnography 

as there are autoethnographers. For that reason, I resist choosing a particular label 

to give to this research. Instead, I sketch certain influences that can be associated, 

but not exclusively, with specific types of autoethnography. In so doing, I introduce 

this autoethnographic research as a process. In the latter part of this introduction, I 
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will take a closer look at the circular structure of the dissertation, offering 

summaries of each season chapter, and assisting the reader in the encounter with 

this autoethnography as a product.  

I first encountered autoethnography through Tami Spry’s (2001) performative 

strand. As I tried to make sense of what my body was trying to tell me (see Spring: 

Body cells talk), alongside the re-surfacing centrality of dance and movement in 

my life (see Spring: Butoh), I found autoethnography as a “methodological praxis 

of reintegrating my body and mind into my scholarship” (Spry, 2001, p. 708) 

speaking directly to both. I remember going to Tampere for a weekend butoh 

workshop. I was re-reading a copy of Spry’s article on the train, and I started to see 

tentative possibilities for bringing my worlds together, as I began to wonder with 

her, “when will academic discourse reflect the integration of the body in research 

rather than publishing rhetoric about it?” (p. 725, italics original).  

The embodied autoethnography requires “an enfleshed methodology, and ... an 

expansion of form in academic writing” (Spry, 2001, p. 726). I did not see this in 

the field of education in which I has been educated, as Susanne Gannon’s 

observation confirmed for me: “autoethnographic accounts in the field of education 

do not tend to push the edges of experimentation with textuality” (2017, 

Autoethnography in education, para. 1). As I began to live my inquiry more 

consciously—teaching, reading, writing, dancing—the possibilities of the 

expansion of form were emerging. As I increasingly found myself writing about 

bodily, felt-sensed experiences for which words (as I then thought about them) were 

not enough, I found writing autoethnographically, as inquiry and for evocation, to 

be very powerful and inspirational (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, 2002). With its purpose 

of giving the reader “an experience of an experience” (Ellis & Bochner, personal 

communication, 2019), striking a chord in readers or even taking a reader by the 

throat, breaking her heart and healing it again (Allison, as cited in Ellis, 2004, p. 

138), evocative autoethnography opened for me paths to become vulnerable, not 

only in and through my embodiment practices but also in writing the pages of this 

doctoral dissertation. Becoming vulnerable, as much as it often creates discomfort, 

which can be counter-intuitive in terms of our well-being, can be liberating and 

ultimately healing.  

This therapeutic dimension of (auto)ethnographic research—i.e., the potential 

to develop therapeutic relationships between researcher(s) (including the researcher 

herself), participants and/or readers, or to nurture “the ability to respond 

therapeutically” (Ellis, 2004, pp. 135–137)—emerged as central to my inquiry as a 

decolonial gesture (see e.g., Chawla & Atay, 2018; Diversi & Moreira, 2016; Dutta, 
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2018; Dutta & Basu, 2013; Toyosaki, 2018). An integral part of coming to 

autoethnography was also coming to thinking with (de)coloniality/modernity 

(Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2011, 2013; Quijano, 2007; Tlostanova, 2012), 

(see Summer: Jyväskylä), in terms of the mutually constitutive, inseparable nature 

of these two narratives: just as it can be said that autoethnography found me, the 

decolonial option was not an intentional, rational choice of an autonomous subject 

(see Tlostanova, n.d.). Instead, it revealed itself out of necessity, as my experiences 

in Finnish academia were revealing themselves to be inherently embedded in the 

colonial power/knowledge matrix. Decolonial thinking then informs, shapes, 

triggers, destabilizes, and drives this process of “putting meanings into motion” 

(Bochner, 2013) in various, often unexpected ways. Ultimately, decoloniality and 

autoethnography intersect at Mignolo’s definition of decoloniality as being about 

reclaiming one’s whole existence (Mignolo, as cited in Moosavi, 2020, p. 339). 

This is distinct from decolonization, which is reclaiming control of the state 

apparatus. Here, also, certain links to critical autoethnography can be detected 

(Holman Jones, 2005; Toyosaki & Pensoneau-Conway, 2016) as a form of social 

justice praxis that turns the personal into the political, though critical social justice 

work and decolonial projects should not be conflated (see Gopal, 2021). This type 

of autoethnography has also shaped my inquiry, as the political potential of 

poeticizing the researcher’s body (Pelias, 1999) revealed itself through the creative 

practices that I more and more courageously engaged in, thanks to an encounter 

with multidisciplinary artist Hanna-Maria Ojala. As I came to feel the deeply 

transformative power of evocative, poetic, performative, artistic research, and 

teaching praxis, I began to see these gestures as radically political, as they can open 

and hold timespaces for (sometimes difficult and unwanted, but necessary) 

dialogues among different bodies, minds, and hearts (Holman Jones, 2005). 

Thinking with (de)coloniality/modernity in this autoethnographic inquiry 

forced me to engage in “the labor of reflexivity” (Madison, 2011), which is to not 

only contemplate my actions and meanings (reflective) but also to turn inward to 

contemplate how I am contemplating, which “is not merely ... being self-conscious 

about how the self illuminates the social, but it is an implication of the knowledge 

systems, paradigms, and vocabularies we employ in our contemplations to interpret 

and speak through the self and the social” (Madison, 2011, p. 129). Initially, I saw 

engagement with creative experimental practices as part of contemplating how we 

contemplate and exploring the possibilities of embodied modes of reflexivity. In 

the process, however, it became viscerally clear that the work of reinstating the 

body as a legitimate site of knowing is inseparable from the ontological work of 
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regenerating the holistic body/mind/spirit way of being. These shifts are addressed 

in Autumn, especially in The letters to Veronique, through the discussion of a 

decolonial concept of aesthesis, as well as through relating my process of becoming 

an “artist” to the practice-based research approach called a/r/tography, which builds 

on the interplay between artistic, pedagogical and research praxes (Irwin et al., 

2017).  

A/r/tography can be thought of as another type of autoethnography, as it 

bridges artistic, research and teaching practices in the pursuit of living one’s inquiry 

(Irwin et al., 2017). It embraces artefacts and events as both processes and products, 

showing that we cannot stand outside of practice and apply it, just as we cannot 

stand outside of practice and (objectively) reflect on it. As such, it moves beyond 

researching possibilities to researching potential (Irwin et al., 2017, p. 37), always 

gesturing towards the yet-to-be known. In that sense, it has the potential to fulfil 

the gap identified by Gannon (2017) with regard to autoethnography in education 

(see above). Although there has been a growing interest in autoethnography among 

education scholars, the dominant scientific discourse shaping research in the field 

of education, which is engrained in (post)positivistic thinking, has made it difficult 

to push the explorations of that potential. While autoethnography has been 

increasingly influential and daring in different fields of social sciences, 

autoethnographic studies in education have been rare (Marx et al., 2017), and even 

fewer exist in higher education (see e.g., Campbell, 2016, 2017; Grant, 2019; 

Ridgway, 2022; Trahar, 2009, 2013; Ucker-Perotto & Hellsten, 2018). Regarding 

research on teaching, one reason for the lack of autoethnography among university 

teachers may be, as Trahar (2013) and Armstrong (2008, as cited in Trahar 2013) 

reflect, that scrutinizing and rendering visible their innermost thoughts and 

concerns regarding the construction of their teacher identities is a risky business. It 

makes them vulnerable and susceptible to criticisms of self-indulgence. Regarding 

research on doctoral students’ journeys, the fear of (or perhaps irrelevance of) 

revealing the messy, uncertain, often troubled, and anxiety-filled process is 

reflected in the existence of very little research on what happens behind the scenes 

(Ridgway, 2022). It is the written product of the doctoral journey in which modern 

outcome-focused academia is mostly interested, not the process beneath that shiny 

finished text (Ridgway, 2022). Perhaps that also partly explains why many 

autoethnographic attempts are often squared back into the conventional standards 

for empirical research, establishing similarities with authorized methods and 

closing the possibility of “the radical and necessary difference that 

autoethnography might bring to educational research” (Gannon, 2017, 
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Autoethnography in education, para. 2). And perhaps there is also a desire to avoid 

not only (sometimes even constructive) criticism of self-indulgence (see Sparkes, 

2001) but also the outright hostility of other academics who publicly shame 

autoethnography and autoethnographers (see Campbell, 2017a). 

The call for the radical difference/change and reimagining of how we think, 

how we live and how we engage in research and relationships has been made by 

critical and postcolonial scholars within intercultural/international/comparative/ 

global/global citizenship education2  for some time now (e.g., Abdi et al., 2015; 

Andreotti et al., 2018; Common World Research Collective, 2020; Takayama et al., 

2016). By shifting the focus from the known to the knower, autoethnography has 

the potential to call into question the modern/colonial foundations of the control of 

knowledge, and thus to contribute to changing not only the contents of the 

conversation, but more essentially the terms of the conversation (Mignolo, 2009). 

It has the potential to make “a turn actually turn and a change actually change” 

(Toyosaki, 2018, p. 34), though we cannot know what lies around the corner, as 

decolonial praxis is a long-haul, never-ending process of giving birth to something 

yet undefined, with no guarantees (Andreotti et al., 2018).  

The following moments have already been mentioned in this introduction: The 

re-emergence of butoh, a dance art form that I had encountered in Poland in my 

early twenties; the collaboration with Hanna-Maria Ojala, a multidisciplinary artist; 

and the encounter with Martin Buber’s philosophy of dialogue. These modes of 

knowing/being, each sprouting from a different timespace, have come to permeate 

my educational and researcher praxis, intersecting in often unpredictable ways in 

the process of writing as inquiry. This process, as St. Pierre (1997, p. 409) points 

out, is accidental rather than intentional; it is writing that thinks, discovers what we 

think, changes what we think, it is writing that is itself a field of inquiry (Richardson, 

2000; St. Pierre, 1997).  

 
2 These are used here as umbrella terms, and as such will be generally used, interchangeably, throughout 
the thesis, as the conceptual debates and differences between those are not the focus of this research. 
Where a particular definition is of relevance, I will use specific terms intentionally. For the discussion 
of the differences and the emergence of those fields see e.g., Bosio (2021), Bourne (2020), Crossley and 
Watson (2003), Manzon (2011), Pashby et al. (2020), Suša (2019).  While in terms of the institutional 
context my work can be said to be located in and emerge from the field of broadly understood global 
education, as for example reflected by the name of the professorship held by the academic director of 
the Master’s Degree in Education and Globalization (EDGLO) and Intercultural Teacher Education 
(ITE) programs at the University of Oulu, I believe it extends beyond that field, addressing education 
in general as always necessarily, inherently and fundamentally concerned with the ontoethical questions 
of creating, sustaining and nurturing non-oppressive modes of living.  
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This method of inquiry, in which the author and the text write each other (St. 

Pierre, 1997, p. 414), gave birth to the circular structure of my dissertation. The 

main part of the dissertation is built around the four seasons of the solar cycle of a 

typical year in the subarctic continental climate in which I am geographically 

located. Preceded by this introduction and followed by the afterword, which act as 

necessary limiting frames, the middle of the thesis offers a safe in-between space 

for freedom of reading/thinking/knowing/being/sensing. Each season-chapter can 

be viewed as an entry point into a different dimension of the transformational 

autoethnographic process. Each chapter has its own role and focus. However, none 

can exist without the others. After finishing this introduction, the reader is warmly 

encouraged to begin the journey at any season-chapter and follow the seasonal 

cycle (regardless of the order I have chosen for the linear space of the written 

publication), finishing with the concluding chapters (Consenting to rhuthmos and 

Epilogue). Optional reading paths are illustrated in Figure 1.  

 

Fig. 1. Structure of the thesis and possibilities of reading. 

This structure is to offer the reader a chance to experience the multiple tempos and 

rhythms that drove the inquiry, yet to leave a sense of wholeness, though possibly 

a different such sense for each reader. As one of the responsibilities of an 

autoethnographer is to understand the inherent fragmentation of the “I” (Bochner, 

1997; Spry, 2016), this autoethnography aims not to prove or demonstrate, but to 

open up a possibility of living and performing the inquiry in search of entire 
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constellations in the small particles of events and of the self—the unsettled “I”—

fragmented, partial, dialogic “I” (Spry, 2016, p. 83). Below I offer summaries of 

the season-chapters, which I hope can help the reader make choices regarding their 

entry point into the seasonal cycle and develop a sense of the possibilities that lie 

in this reading journey. 

The Spring chapter offers an entry point to my inquiry through my body. It 

begins with the conversation that I imagine my body cells might have had during a 

minor shoulder surgery in 2017. Assuming consciousness sits not in the head but 

permeates the body, in Body cell talk, I imagine that my body cells decided to speak 

out loud to remind me of their existence, which manifested in a series of 

psychosomatic symptoms that began about two weeks after the surgery. At roughly 

the same time butoh—the dance art form that I encountered for the first time in my 

early twenties in a dance school in Poland—re-emerged in my life, offering me a 

way to listen and respond to my body’s call. It offered me a possibility of healing.  

The Spring chapter continues with tracing the story of this re-emergence and 

of how butoh practice and philosophy have leaked into my personal and 

professional life. Returning to some of my encounters with butoh, especially during 

two workshops on the Danish island of Bornholm in 2017 and 2018, the chapter 

offers some background knowledge on the origins, practices, and philosophical 

foundations of butoh—dance form that one of the butoh artists Endo Tadashi 

describes as “dance in-between” (Fraleigh, 2010, pp. 167–171; Geoffroy, 2018). It 

points toward the ways butoh has leaked into and shaped the object, product, and 

process of this inquiry on multiple levels.  

In terms of their effect on my pedagogical praxis, my re-encounters with butoh 

inevitably morphed my pedagogical choices and the nature of my educational 

encounters with students. As I had been critically reflecting on the 

power/knowledge matrix in the context of the international program I have been 

working with, I began to see more clearly the need for and possibilities of 

teaching/learning as a way of nurturing our affective, cognitive, and bodily 

capacities to encounter uncertainty and the unknown, to unlearn in order to imagine 

alternatives. Butoh inspired me to think about and live education as a search for 

and creation of silent, slow, and empty spaces; this conception of education also 

challenges us to attend to various temporalities in and of education. I elaborate on 

this further in the Winter chapter, which examines some educational encounters 

with students in detail. 
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Butoh has also shaped this autoethnographic inquiry in terms of writing from 

the body as inquiry and in exploring poetic writing as a way of knowing (Autumn: 

Body that writes me and The letters to Veronique). Embodied memory stories from 

the dance workshops, mainly from the two butoh camps on Bornholm, are woven 

throughout this chapter, as well as through other chapters.  

The Spring chapter points also toward the connections between butoh and 

decoloniality/modernity. First, it does so through butoh’s historical roots in 

resistance to the western political and sociocultural hegemony of 

colonial/modernist grand narratives of post-war Japan. Second, through butoh’s 

insistence on the embodied ways of knowing/being, it links to the idea of decolonial 

aesthesis (Mignolo & Vazquez, 2013; Tlostanova, 2019) as a (potentially healing) 

awareness of sensed experience and expression (further elaborated on in Autumn: 

The letters to Veronique). 

The Summer chapter offers an entry point through my lived experiences as a 

researcher, looking for her place in modern academia, experienced as a highly 

disembodied space. The chapter starts with the story of a conference where I 

presented a paper in which I opened, for the first time publicly, my visceral 

experiences of the body (Spring: Body cells talk) and my subsequent arrival at 

autoethnography as a decolonial praxis that examines and troubles intersections of 

various identity markers shaping our encounters with the politics of knowledge 

production.  

Jyväskylä is a story of beginning to story myself into academia onto-

epistemologically and methodologically. It begins to inquire what autoethnography 

as a decolonial praxis that allows us to turn the gaze away from knowledge to 

knower means for me and this research process. This same part of the chapter 

elaborates also on (de)coloniality/modernity and the difference between 

(de)coloniality and (de)colonization. That distinction is essential for the entire 

thesis but also more specifically for contextualizing theoretically the next section 

of the chapter, Białystok, which focuses on my lived academic experiences as a 

researcher with a post-socialist background in Finnish academia.  

The story of the educational conference in my hometown, where I unwittingly 

ended up in a position of one of the experts on the Finnish education, became an 

exploration of the conference as a postcolonial experience. Rather unexpectedly, it 

set into motion a journey into my personal past, marked by the global void of 

coloniality (not quite western, and not quite non-western either) (Tlostanova, 2012), 

intertwined with the historical past of my hometown and marked by the eradicated 
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presence of a one thousand year long Jewish tradition in this part of the world. 

Personally, unveiling these absences and opaque voids, and attending to them 

through writing, was a highly unanticipated yet essential part of this 

autoethnographic inquiry as a decolonial gesture—the historico-embodied move 

that works towards re-existence, as reclaiming the right to opacity, which is also a 

point of connection to butoh as a healing praxis.  

The next part of the Summer chapter takes the reader from the northeastern 

region of Poland back to the corridors of a Finnish university, passing through the 

island of Bornholm, to trace the emergence of and my engagement with the 

philosophy of Martin Buber. His philosophy of dialogue as an encounter that is an 

end in itself, similar to butoh’s insistence on an embodied radical presence, shaped 

my autoethnographic inquiry, and my educational praxis. This part traces my 

encounter with Buber’s mystical, embodied writing, and the way it shifted my 

thinking about dialogue in intercultural and global education (GE) toward sensing 

with and through the writing, which is to me another dimension of the sensing with 

and through the body that butoh teaches. While the purpose of this section is to 

outline the core of Buber’s philosophy of the between, it is not meant to provide a 

summary or synthesis of his philosophy that would function as a theoretical 

framework of this thesis (which is exactly the thinking about). Rather, I want to 

give the reader a chance to sense and live with Buber’s writing, giving a glimpse 

into my experience of meeting his work and how it shaped this inquiry and my 

pedagogical thinking and doing. Hence, I cite Buber quite extensively in this 

section, perhaps more so than would be accepted by academic writing conventions, 

at least in the social sciences.  

I elaborate on Buber’s (non)philosophy, continuing to think with 

(de)coloniality/modernity in the context of modern academia and about what 

decolonizing academia means to me in terms of ways of knowing, the need for 

theorizing, our epistemic commitments, disciplinary affiliations, and theoretical 

labels. In that elaboration, I draw some connections between decolonial thinking 

and postqualitative scholarship, acknowledging that encountering the latter was an 

important moment in my intellectual journey, but also delinking from it. At that 

point of living my inquiry I saw that “cut” was essential in making space for 

imagining myself differently, allowing all my worlds to co-exist nonhierarchically. 

The Autumn chapter offers an entry point through my experiences of 

reclaiming my artistic sensitivities. It begins with an insight into the empirical 

context from which this inquiry emerged and by which autoethnography as 
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methodology, but also as a way of life and an ethical mode of being in the world, 

was necessitated. Becoming a teacher at a Finnish university who was involved in 

what is broadly understood as global education, working toward global social, 

cultural, cognitive, ecological ... justice brought about the need for critical 

reflexivity on my role and position in the power/knowledge matrix. By zooming 

into the moment just before the academic year starts after the summer break, the 

chapter arrives at that unsettling intersection of my disembodied experiences as a 

member of the academic institution and embodied experiences as a 

dancer/mover/artist, which compels the blurring of a professional/personal binary. 

As such, the chapter points toward another dimension of autoethnographic inquiry 

as a transformational process of reclaiming all my “selves.”  

The remaining part of the Autumn chapter is essentially an exploration and 

account of the search for modes of writing, creating, expressing, (re)presenting and 

performing that would do justice to my ways of sensing/being in the world and 

which would help me to bridge and/or unsettle personal/professional, body/mind, 

art/science ... The core of this chapter is the account of my encounters with an artist, 

Hanna-Maria Ojala, who I also call Veronique (see Autumn for explanation of this 

name). Meeting her, just like the re-emergence of butoh in my life and the encounter 

with Buber’s work, is an integral part of this inquiry. Indeed, I do not think this 

dissertation would have come into existence, and certainly not in this form, if our 

paths had not crossed. Not only did she point me toward some concrete artistic tools 

that helped me to see the possibilities of bringing a word and movement together 

but also set into motion another dimension of this transformative journey, that is, 

re-generating the “artist” in me. It was through our dancing/moving encounters, 

conversations, WhatsApp exchanges and artistic processes of co-creation that I 

came to sense what might be meant by the butoh body as a body filled with words 

and how writing from the body “steeped in the grammar of the heart” (Snowber, 

2016, p. 42) can be a legitimate form of academic inquiry.  

This chapter is a dialogical space for the meeting of art/research/teaching, as 

indicated also by the reference to a/r/tography, which at the same time unsettles the 

idea of art and artist (and by extension researcher and teacher) by thinking with 

(de)coloniality/modernity. Here, a more thorough discussion of the idea of 

decolonial aestheSis as distinct from aestheTics is offered. Also, the need for and 

the potential of poetry and poetic inquiry as methods of philosophical sense/truth- 

making is given more explicit attention. Engaging in an extensive review of the 

relevant literature, I clarify some literary choices I make in this dissertation. 

Ultimately, this chapter is an account of yet another dimension of the 
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transformational journey that this inquiry turned out to be, that of becoming a 

writer/artist/poet. 

The Winter chapter offers an entry point through my experiences as a 

university teacher. It takes up three moments from my educational praxis, 

incidents that for one reason or another came to matter in the autoethnographic 

process. Writing about them and working with them as a practice that thinks 

(Taguchi & St. Pierre, 2018) opened up further dialogical spaces for reflecting on 

what education and teaching/learning are to me, what they could be and what kind 

of teacher I am and want to be. These moments reveal some ways that the sticky 

threads of butoh, Buber’s philosophy and overarching thinking with 

(de)coloniality/modernity have stretched into my educational praxis. The chapter 

can be considered illustrative of the ways these modes of knowing/being have come 

to permeate and trouble my teaching praxis, as well as my ways of reflecting upon 

it. Meandering along various paths, all sections of this chapter attend to the question 

of teacher-student relationships in a modern university, though in different ways. 

The encounters illustrate frictions that intersections of various (dominant and 

marginalized) temporalities have produced in living this autoethnographic inquiry, 

and from which the need to search for alternative ways of being with students and 

of doing research, have emerged.  

Backward walk is an internal dialogue between myself and my sparring 

partner/friend/mentor/dancing partner, reflexivity, taking place in the suspended 

timespace of a classroom, as I wait for the return of students from a “backward 

walk” activity that I had asked them to do. Poethic encounters starts with an 

account of a tutorial meeting with a student, a moment that I thought with and 

through in a conference paper presented at the European Congress of Qualitative 

Inquiry (ECQI) in Edinburgh in 2019. In that presentation, I explored how one of 

the central concepts in butoh cosmology—MA (elaborated in Spring: “Thanks for 

a MA class”)—can help me work toward autoethnographic reflexivity beyond the 

intellectual. I explored the possibility of creating spaces for deep listening, 

meditative stopping and de-reflection, where not knowing is not paralyzing but 

generative. The conference paper is followed by further exploration of the emerging 

themes set into motion by the reception of that paper by a member of the audience, 

which triggered me to consider more deeply the issue of an educational encounter 

through the concept of love (The rude word(s)).  

The last section of the Winter chapter draws on my experiences of teaching a 

course called Comparative Educational Research (CER). In many ways, it is from 
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these experiences that the need to autoethnographically engage with questions of 

epistemic (in)justice and the coloniality of knowing and being revealed itself. Some 

of the core dilemmas triggering this inquiry can be related to the circumstances in 

which I came to teach this course. In the first part of the sub-chapter Considerate 

educational research, CER, I bring back my sparring 

partner/friend/mentor/dancing partner, reflexivity, to help me live through some of 

these dilemmas. In the latter part of this sub-chapter, I and my “reflexivity” are 

joined by the composite student voice in the form of a fictionalized meeting—a 

weekly reading circle group that is an integral part of the course. The composite 

student voice is constructed from excerpts taken from informal interviews and 

conversations, students’ reading journals and feedback comments. Weaving the 

literature into a conversation that did not happen, but could have, I continue tracing 

how my own transformational teacher/student journey intertwines with those of the 

students, who become my teachers. 

Each chapter, just like each season, has its own traits. Each chapter, just like each 

season, is in a state of continuous change, and none exists without the other. Each 

chapter, each fragment tells a part of the same, though always a new story. Each 

chapter is also a story on its own, with its own cycle. In that sense, the circular 

structure is perhaps more of a spiral—“returning again and again to the river of 

story accepting what you can never fully, never unquestionably know” (Adams & 

Jones, 2011, as cited in Spry, 2016, p. 56). Each season-chapter gives this circular 

movement of “repetition with variation” (Gross 1965, as cited in Furby, 2007, p. 

25) a deepening force with a constantly shifting angle of perspective. The spiral 

carries the metamorphic essence of this inquiry and gives rise to the emergence of 

multiple co-exiting options.  

The circle/spiral asks also for a certain kind of reading. That is why, similarly 

to Kristi Bruce Amatucci, who used writing as inquiry in her dissertation Teacher 

Undone (2010) in an attempt to untangle the multiple teaching selves, I invite you 

to “suspend dis/belief at times, to revel in the absence of easy answers and 

straightforward explanations and linear plots, to relish the sense of suspense, of not 

knowing everything from the start, of surprise” (p. 15). I invite you to fill in the 

missing information with your own life experiences and imagination, dreams and 

memories or, if necessary, to let go of the need for meaning-making altogether, to 

let go of the need for aims and outcomes, and allow your heart, body and soul to 

teach you. How you as a reader respond to my story as you read is as important a 

part of this work as my writing it. I hope my text will be met in a similar way to 
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Putnam’s interpretation of Buber’s writing: “his sentences are hortatory, not 

descriptive, and they are meant to suggest, to point, to invite to a certain mode of 

being in the world, not to prove or demonstrate” (2008, p. 67). Perhaps through 

letting go of the need to immediately understand, like in Noh drama, “narrative 

story and action [will] give way to deeper message, which shines through the cracks 

and gaps in those forms” (Pilgrim, 2000, p. 260).  

Existing on the porous border between art and science and contributing to the 

reshaping of both, autoethnography opens up cracks 

to get into and articulate the strange dialogues we have and strange places we 

inhabit with each other. To go where other methods do not go. To reflexively 

narrate the pain and joy for purposes of sociocultural hope (…). (Spry, 2016, 

p. 56, emphasis in original)  

This performative dissertation—a decolonial gesture itself—aims to be not just an 

account of these strange dialogues and their potential for personal and community 

transformation but also an invitation to such a dialogue, or rather dialoguing—as 

strange, esoteric, unrealistic as it might feel and seem at times. I offer you particles 

of events, trusting you can discover some constellations for yourself. Of course, 

that is only an invitation, and I have no control over how and if you are going to 

respond to it, especially as my fear of producing “endless wallowing swamp” 

(Rautio, 2020, p. 2) that is intelligible only to me, is very tangible. Indeed, that 

would be against the purpose of autoethnography itself, which aims to make 

research more accessible and to write in ways that cultivate readers, meaning 

“communicating with them, not above them or beyond them” (Goodall, as cited in 

Adams et al., 2015, p. 42). 

I hope my invitation works as such cultivation and does not ask for too much 

of your time and attentive energy, though as Richardson reminds us, of something 

seemingly obvious, “[q]ualitative research has to be read, not scanned; its meaning 

is in the reading” (2000, p. 924). Much as you might feel I am an unreliable narrator 

(Bhattacharya, 2021), I want to believe that I can be a tender one (Tokarczuk, 2020) 

or at least that I can gesture toward becoming such a narrator-inquirer. While asking 

you to suspend your beliefs, loosen your grip and slow down, I hope the text can 

take care of you, as it has been taking care of me, teaching me how to meet it with 

no fixed expectations, how to be moved by it and how to trust in the emergence of 

constellation(s). I invite you to what I was invited to by butoh-infused 

autoethnography, that is, 
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to still, slow down the pace of my narrative, to contemplate what other 

meanings might emerge when I am silent. In my silence, I hear differently. I 

feel differently. And the interruption of the quick paced expectation of a white 

temporality, of the chrono-politics, of the rehearsed narratives that emerge out 

of the silence imposed, I offer that this practice of silence is a healing one: a 

healing that works across generations, across relations, and across 

communicative practice. (Pérez, 2013, p. 211) 

Like butoh, autoethnography as a process and a product can radically change an 

individual’s perception of time, troubling their perceptions of the past, present, and 

future (Custer, 2014) and revealing existence in a plurality of temporalities—linear, 

circular, rhizomatic (Furby, 2006). The circular rhythm revealed itself to me not 

only as the organizing structure but mainly as an underlying rhythm of the 

seemingly chaotic world. As Gross (as cited in Furby, 2006, p. 25) puts it, “it is the 

rhythm that gives time a meaningful definition, a “form””. The trust in the rhythmic 

design of the circle did not come easily, though. In the early stages of the process, 

I was often struck by the fear and wondered how to act so the stories did not escape 

or freeze and die forever. How could I hold on to them? Then, I realized that living 

and writing this inquiry would work only if I let the text write me as I write it (St. 

Pierre, 1997, p. 414; see Autumn: Body that writes me). Once I let the centrifugal 

force of circulating fragments suck me in, giving their alleged randomness a 

surprising systematicity, revealing the healing rhythm aligned with my 

body/mind/soul, taking this research to the end became possible. 

As the circular structure of this thesis emerges at the intersections of various 

temporalities—institutional and bureaucratic clock time; scheduled time of 

teaching, research and administration; family time; physiological/biological cycles 

implicated in daily life (Alhadeff-Jones, 2017; Ylijoki & Mäntylä, 2003); natural 

time of growth and decay; suspended, sacred (see e.g., Boutet, 2007) time of 

creative processes; writing time and many other temporalities I am not even aware 

of—there is no one key through which to make your own meaning from these 

fragments I have put together. And I ask you to not obsess about finding the right 

one. I guess I ask you to let the text read you as you read it, to paraphrase St. Pierre 

(1997), just as this inquiry researched me as I engaged in it. 

What began as a critical self-study of my educational work in the context of (global) 

higher education and of life in academia more generally became an (un)research 

into what happens when you stop to listen. What began as an exploration of the 
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possibilities of reflexivity beyond language-based thinking became an (un)research 

into what happens when we try to open more than just our eyes and minds3 to the 

realities of the worlds and the ways everything and everyone is connected in the 

relatedness of the whole (Silova, 2020)? What happens when we slow down and 

stop to listen to all the worlds in relation to which we become? What possibilities 

for imagining education otherwise would we be able to “hear,” “see” and “sense”? 

How could we be animated and transformed by what we hear, see, sense? And how 

can we write that in ways that leave the blood in (Moriarty, 2013) what we hear, 

see and sense. Instead of reading this dissertation as my attempt to answer some 

(possibly) unresearched questions, I invite you to join me in living with and posing  

 

unresearch4 question(s) 

 

what happens when we allow ourselves to learn  

to stop to listen 

what if ... 

you stop and listen  

 

to your body 

to other’s body 

to the beat of your heart 

to the shimmer of your breath 

to sand 

to water 

to gravity 

to birches 

to a butterfly caught in your office 

over and over again 

and the dead swallows in a dance studio 

to the silence of your students 

to the words of their poems 

 
3 This is an allusion to the definition of global education as outlined in the Mastricht Declaration of 
Global Education that has shaped policy and practice, and international cooperation on global education 
in Europe for the past twenty years. Global education is there defined as “education that opens people’s 
eyes and minds to the realities of the world and awakens them to bring about a world of greater justice, 
equity and human rights for all” (Global Education Network Europe, 2002, p. 2). 
4 Unresearch is inspired by, among other things, the idea of butoh as “un-dance” (Kasai, 2000) and the 
idea of “unlearning” (e.g., Takayama, 2020a; Tlostanova & Mignolo, 2012). 
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to their tears and smiles 

to their hopes and fears 

to your child’s skin 

to the tales of Jewish mysticism 

to the ghosts of our ancestors  

to the failing heart of your father 

and to the heads in the suits 

The questions “What if?” and “And if?” (Silova, 2020; Spry, 2016), rather than 

“what should be” are necessary for “a radical reimagination and transformation of 

education” (Silova, 2020, p. 143), and I see this transformation to begin with the 

reimagination and transformation of ourselves, which is reflected in my 

autoethnographic approach. “What if?” can be answered only speculatively with 

“perhaps,” and it is “perhaps” that is perhaps one of the most used words in this 

text, as I attempt to join Spry (2016) in her look “toward an autoethnographic praxis 

where nervous conditions reside within the inherent uncertainty of encounter, rather 

than an anxiety caused by a lack of reflexivity” (p. 44). Through and in this 

“perhaps-ness” (Pelias, 2011), this autoethnographic inquiry “is not a tribute or 

homage to who I was. It is about who I want to be going forward” (Moriarty & Fox, 

2020, p. 34) or, rather, who I may be becoming as I tread gently between my worlds. 

A note on the videos: 

Four videos are included in the text created in collaboration with the artist Hanna-

Maria Ojala. As a creative being/knowing process, this work has been an integral 

part of my autoethnographic journey. As a product, the videos add another layer 

and create another space for the encounter, possibly offering yet another entry point 

into the inquiry. As such, they should be seen as part of the performative argument 

rather than as serving an illustrative purpose. Having said that, it is not absolutely 

necessary to watch the videos during reading to be able to follow the text. They can 

be watched at any time. 
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Spring 

Image 1. It’s in the mo(ve)ment of rise and fall ... that life manifests itself. It’s in the 

danceful encounters of birth and death ... that hopeful utopias take their shape. 

The snow is finally gone. My feet meet the wet, freshly thawed earth again, as I 

wander around my garden, still pondering students’ grades in the last course of this 

academic year. Was it a good decision to give them all the highest grade? I immerse 

my hands in the warm earth for the first time after a long winter and sense another 
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possibility of a beginning. I hold onto that felt thought until I lie my hands on the 

keyboard, to return with words to the time/space where I touched the ground in a 

very different way. 

One rainy, icy November day in 2011, I fell off my bike. My left shoulder took 

the impact of my entire body weight, my bike and the weight of my two-year old 

son strapped safely in his seat behind me. I was on my way home from work—

work at the Language Center of the University of Oulu, which I was lucky enough 

to be doing on a full-time contract that year. This meant that the medical treatment 

would be financially covered and hence go much more smoothly. Pain filled up my 

eyes, but I somehow managed to do the impossible and lift the bike with my son 

from the icy bike path and walk home. I spent most of the evening in the emergency 

room. To my surprise, nothing was broken; the shoulder was not even dislocated 

enough to require surgery. It was immobilized until it healed enough for me to begin 

a recovering physiotherapy. The insurance company paid for ten sessions. My 

shoulder never healed properly nor regained its full strength, but the pain bothered 

me only sometimes, usually during flamenco and yoga classes and hardly ever 

while typing. 

Five years after the accident, I was lucky enough to have another full-time 

contract, this time at the Faculty of Education. Lucky is perhaps a misused word in 

this context, as in fact a series of both fortunate and tragic events led to that contract, 

but there I was—sitting in the office that used to be the office of my master’s thesis 

supervisor some years before. His was a messy office filled with books and piles 

of papers, an image usually associated with the academic culture of never-satisfied 

curiosity and a drive for never-ending learning. Mine was a cold office where I had 

to work with my gloves on, but with a heart warmed by all the joys and sorrows 

that working with students brings. There was a label at the door—“yliopisto-

opettaja”—and there was occupational healthcare again. My shoulder was in pain 

more than before and my arm was getting numb and tingling more frequently. It 

disturbed my work. The doctor said a minor surgery might help, so I went agreed 

to it. I wonder whether it was when I was under anesthesia on that day in February 

2017 that I could hear my body cells talking. 

Body cells talk 

she forgot us ... how could she have forgotten her own body cells, there are so 

many of us after all, more and more every year ...  
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we can’t be like this anymore, mummified while we are still alive, tamed and 

domesticated, it is not fair ... we have to wake her up; let’s scare her ... no one 

else will do it for us; she used to treat us better ... we used to move a lot, we 

used to matter, in fact nothing else mattered, remember? remember that one 

night when she was three, we danced the whole night; her parents were cool 

enough to let us do it ... we were (her), and now? Now we are just used to carry 

her big head along these suffocating corridors; we deserve more than that ...  

how about we make her lose us, well, the feel of us, just some of us, you know, 

like you usually notice that something matters once it’s gone; it might be fun 

for her to watch her arm moving yet not to think it is her moving it, though it 

might be scary, no?  

yeah, but she can deal with it ... don’t you think? oh, I know, then we could give 

her a nice birthday present—an ambulance ride from the university, what do 

you say? it would be a pity if she would need to leave the lecture room in the 

middle of the student’s research presentation, but the students will understand ... 

and then we would finish with something big, just to make sure ...  

don’t you think that is going too far?  

well ... what if we do it while she is in her own bed, that might make it easier? 

you think? 

oh, come on, she can take it ... and it might be fun for us too, to feel like we are 

about to explode from the inside ... like really explode ... nothing like that 

metaphoric explosion from excitement, but a real burst from the tangible force 

rolling up through the body like a road roller, the force that can only find its 

way out through the larynx, releasing the scream that will scare her son to 

hell ... explode, breaking into endless tiny pieces, tiny universes, we can then 

all be distinct, multiple dancers ... coming into relationships with each other 

as we need, want and should, always saying “yes” to whatever emerges, like 

in contact improvisation, creating new universes again and again ... 

but she might experience this as if she is dying, don’t you think? the breaking 

into endless tiny dots 

that’s even better, she might be more likely to hear us ... 

yes, let’s scream, break, and dance for our right to be recognized as the 

legitimate site of knowing and being, not only in the inferior personal space of 
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everyday life but also in the professional space of academia that she has 

attempted to become part of for so long ... 

that makes me think we need some theory to give this call a solid foundation; 

we need scientific rigor, don’t we? you know, maybe something from the posts— 

Barad, Deleuze, Haraway, Massumi might seem relevant, no? isn’t the 

multiplicity Deluze’s thing, and Massumi’s affect work will surely resonate? or 

maybe check Snowber (2017); she offers a great overview of some ways of 

theorizing and articulating body and of embodied forms of inquiry 

oh come on, not this again, even you/we get co-opted into this thinking? you 

sound like you actually missed Snowber’s main point of emphasizing the lived 

body (2017, p. 251)? don’t you remember (her) love letter to the academy from 

the body (2011)? when and where did we even learn these names? and where 

is this gendered discourse on scientific rigor (Bochner, 2017) coming from 

anyway? can’t you sense the chasm between ungentleness, coldness, rigidity 

and firmness of “scientific rigor” and vulnerability, compassion, presence and 

openness (Bochner, 2017) that we are trying to bring in here? besides, body 

cells do not need theories to live and affect; why do you have to theorize the 

body? how can you theorize the body when its presence is so intense that all 

you can say is that IT EXISTS. The body does not need to be written/theorized 

into existence, because it already exists. What needs to be written into existence, 

theorized and legitimized is silence—the body’s language, but not the body 

itself. Don’t you see some irony in that as we demand our place in her life, 

taking her out of her mind, at the same time, we retreat to the mind; do we want 

to challenge the mind or engage the body? so let’s forget the theories for the 

moment; she will figure it all out later, if needed, theory might even be healing 

for her ... 

you mean like for bell hooks ?  

yes, like for bell hooks (1994) and many autoethnographic writers as well (e.g., 

Custer, 2014; Ellis, 2004) ... and many others, and maybe the most healing 

contribution of the theory is the possibility of liberation from its tyranny 

through storytelling (University of Cape Town, 2021) ... storying with the 

embodied fragments  

Yes, after all, isn’t “theory a story,” in which the political is personal and, even 

more importantly, the personal is the grounding for theory (Richardson, 2000, 
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p. 927)? we will take her to Tami Spry, who will convince her that “the get up 

part is what makes it scholarship” (2016, p. 26), who will show her that she is 

not alone in her need to dis-(re)-cover her body and voice, giving courage to 

do it even if it meant it had to be “academically heretical,” as heresy, “when 

put into good use, can begin a robust dance of agency in one’s 

personal/political/professional life” (Spry, 2001, p. 708). We will take her 

(back) to Walter Mignolo (2009), who will also legitimize this heresy with his 

decolonial invitation to be epistemically disobedient in order to change the 

terms of conversation, not only the contents. We will take her to Madina 

Tlostanova, who will give her vocabulary to understand her (post)socialist 

experience from a decolonial perspective. We will take her to Martin Buber, 

who ... We will help her return to butoh and artists that shaped her, and she 

will begin to understand, following feminist writers, though resisting the label 

of feminist, that narrativizing one’s life is theorizing one’s life (Richardson, 

2000, p. 927), but she needs to listen to us first, quick, before it is too late ... 

ok, ok, but just notice another irony here, too—body cells talking with words 

on the pages of the academic dissertation—I wonder how this will challenge 

the mind of a reader, might it be a good practice for imagination? and another 

paradox as well—if we don’t need any theory, at least for now, why are we 

throwing in all those names here anyway? 

right, first, you know it is not really us talking here; it is her/our mind (and 

indeed it got bit carried away); we are not much without that, but she would 

never be writing these words if it weren’t for us; we are her teachers; second, 

could it be that she is preparing the reader for a journey full of paradoxes and 

contradictions, for the opacity of the in-between spaces (Glissant, 1990/2010), 

for un-disciplinary being within epistemic borders (Mignolo, 2013) and for 

these gestures of ours, which she is still to come to think of as decolonial 

gestures (as explained in Summer) that can be only paradoxical, seemingly 

impossible, contradictory gestures, pushing and pulling, emptying and filling, 

answering and asking, giving birth and killing at the same time? Hopefully, 

they will get a glimpse into what Ohno Kazuo taught, that the “illogical is 

liberating” (Viala & Masson-Sekina, 1988, p. 55). Hopefully, they won’t get 

too tired with the “illogical.” I’m getting tired from all this talk; besides, I feel 

like I’m beginning to speak the “academese” with all the ordering, “first” and 

“second,” let’s get to work now ... that is not my native tongue 
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right, silence is, isn’t it? 

if silence is the language of the body, how do we make her hear us? 

we need to create a silence that is generative, that is the language of a body, a 

liberated body, not a body that is colonized by the modern culture of 

disembodiment, and turned into a “mobile device” for conducting the mind 

work, the unquestioned epistemically supreme mind work, in which bodies 

become “things” to be serviced toward the ends of production and efficiency 

(Shahjahan, 2015, p. 494); yes, that body is silenced, meaning it is made 

invisible for the sake and purpose of the visible productivity of the mind, unless 

there is a problem with it, unless it becomes sick or in pain ... unless the heart 

or lungs say it is enough ... unless the body says no (Maté, 2011); we will help 

her find the “weak body” living in her body (Hijikata, as cited in Fraleigh, 

2010; see also Spring: Butoh) and turn it into strength, teaching her that to 

expose oneself to being wounded is actually courage not a weakness (Brown, 

2012) ... 

so how do we know she won’t turn us off again after the pain is over? 

we don’t, like she can never know what lessons her students take from her 

teaching, all teaching is rooted in some form of hope, but we need to trust she 

will listen; we need to trust she has not forgotten us completely,  

we need to try and hope she will finally choose to be truthful to herself, even if 

it means turning all her professional undertakings upside down ... and starting 

everything from scratch, though it is never really a beginning, it is always the 

middle, it is always already there ...  

yes, that sounds like a plan, let’s do it ... 

when? 

we start two weeks after the surgery 

but she will want to get back to work very quickly; who will take care of all her 

teaching? it will be difficult to sort this out, especially now toward the end of 

the semester, no one will fill in for her for so long, as least that is what she 

thinks in all her self-conceit ... 

that is exactly why we do it then 

shh, she is waking up 
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Butoh 

A few months after my body cells implemented their plan to remind me about their 

existence, they became a fish lost in time on the beach of the island of Bornholm 

(see Summer: Thinking extensively about “dialogue”). 

A few months before my body cells implemented their plan to remind me about 

their existence, I spent two full days in a butoh workshop with Motimaru company.5 

As I walked, walked and walked with other walking bodies around me, learning to 

observe my own body, to scan it, to listen to it, building a ladder that would take 

me down to the darkness of my body, I began to remember what it was about butoh 

that, like a magnet, drew me to it fifteen years earlier. I smelled again the dust of 

the archives of the Center for Contemporary Art Ujazdowski Castle in Warsaw, 

where as an intern, I met for the first time Ohno, Hijikata and Dairakudakan, 

speaking to me from newspapers, photographs, and posters, and from the only book 

about butoh I had access to at that time (Viala & Masson-Sekina, 1988). I think it 

was a private copy belonging to Mr Janusz Marek, the director of the Performative 

Arts Department and the art curator thanks to whom butoh entered the Polish dance 

landscape. I had to handle gently this beautiful, hardcover volume filled with 

photos, poems, sketches and informative text on the history and philosophy of this 

art form when I photocopied the pages for my use after I finished the internship and 

left the Center. 

In that workshop with Motimaru, I was reminded of what I wrote in the 

introduction to my final thesis for the dance school, exploring the origins and 

development of the butoh dance art form, that butoh “może stać się cennym 

źródłem inspiracji i nowych doświadczeń nie tylko w sferze sztuki tanecznej, ale 

także w życiu codziennym”6 (Grabek, 2001). I was reminded of a moment when, 

sitting in the sound and lighting control room assisting in setting the light plan for 

a dance performance of a duo from Denmark, something in the slowly (im)moving 

body on the stage absolutely captivated me and left me speechless. The piece was 

called The Invisible Symphony Orchestra. I was reminded of it but did not yet fully 

embrace what remembering it might mean for my personal, not to mention 

professional, life. 

 
5 See http://www.motimarubutohdance.com/  
6 Butoh can be a valuable source of inspiration and new experiences not only in the field of dance art 
but also in everyday life (own translation). 
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So, what is it about butoh that can sleep deep in the body for so long and yet 

awaken with such force, like a flush of mushrooms that suddenly emerges from its 

sleeping mycelium to overtake the forest floor? What is it about the body or in the 

body that enables butoh to awaken, trigger, pull out, shake, disrupt, unsettle ... 

(re)generate? How is butoh able to produce this ever-lasting awe, that unspeakable 

mixture of wonder, surprise and fear that has the potential to transform? As 

Motimaru artists write: “One of the evolutions butoh has brought to the performing 

art is that instead of using body as a tool to express some stories, concepts or ideas, 

it opened the possibility to use body to express body itself, or rather to reveal it” 

(Motimaru, n.d., para. 1). That is why one of the main “principles” of butoh is that 

there are no rules regarding how to move or dance; “[t]he truth of the body” that 

butoh seeks to reveal can manifest itself in multiple ways, including stillness.  

During that weekend with Motimaru, I stepped onto the path that I knew was 

irreversible, or maybe I simply saw the path I had been on for a long time more 

clearly. Maybe that workshop was just like one of those mushrooms that suddenly, 

somewhat magically, for no reason, make themselves visible to the world, though 

they are always already there in the hidden underground kingdom. Something 

happened, seemingly out of nowhere, that made me realize that I had to finally 

allow myself to fall apart, collapse and begin to build myself anew. The image we 

worked with as part of the workshop, engaging in the practice of body scanning, 

left me deeply unsettled. 
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Image 2. My own rendition of the picture from the Motimaru butoh workshop, adapted 

with permission from Motimaru (n.d.). 

“Who are you?” “Why are you here?” “Why are you interested in butoh?”—these 

questions, often posed at the beginning of a course or a workshop (or a study 

program for that matter) make me uneasy. These questions, alongside other similar 

ones, such as “Where are you from?”, have no answers or have an infinite number 

of answers. How do we choose what to tell about ourselves? How do we make 

ourselves through our stories? Who are we really making? And with what effect? 

Who am I supposed to be here and now? How can I be truly inclusive of myself 

when I am constantly concerned with the image I want or need to create as a 

protective filter for “the contaminations of the world” (Gesturing Towards 

Decolonial Futures [GTDF], n.d.-a)? As the GTDF arts and research collective 

observes,  

Stories are useful and interesting, but they cannot describe a shape-shifting 

living thing. Hence, we are not the stories we like to tell ourselves. We are not 

the stories others can tell about us. Our existence cannot be captured by endless 

chains of concepts. (GTDF, n.d.-a) 
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Yet I am writing this story here ... or it writes me, and as it does I realize over 

and over again that through butoh, I arrive at autoethnographic inquiry as a way of 

joining the stream of stories always opened from the edges. I join this stream not 

as a way of writing/storying myself into the world, but rather as a way of re-

existence through continuously unstorying oneself. In and through butoh praxis I 

found the beauty of “unselfing,” as well as the radical potential of being “unsettled” 

by beauty (Spry, 2016, p. 85). In and through butoh I learn to keep asking “who am 

I”? 

 

beyond the stories you tell 

beyond stories told about you 

beyond imposed categories 

beyond self-identified categories 

beyond imposed social roles 

beyond resistance to imposed social roles 

beyond ancestral blood lines 

beyond the temporality of this body 

beyond physical form 

beyond time 

beyond representation 

beyond self-image, self-authorship, self-centeredness? 

(GTDF, n.d.-a) 

Encounters on the border zone island7 

It used to be a barn. Now, it is the space in which the participants of butoh camps 

bring the nature in their bodies to the dance floor. The big sliding door should 

always be open so that the swallows that have been making their nests there for 

years can fly in and out freely. The new owner and manager of the art center keeps 

closing the doors—“swallows’ shit is all over,” she says. If only she could imagine 

that in a few days, the lifeless bodies of swallows will join our dancing. We came 

that day to the dance studio ready to perform our pieces inspired by the backward 

 
7 Geologically the island of Bornholm, where I attended two butoh workshops is one of the horsts of the 
Fenno-Scandian border zone, i.e., the faulted zone between the Fennoscandian shield and the Danish-
Polish sedimentary basin. This means that part of the island is part of the granite bedrock in the north, 
which was formed around 1.7 billion years ago, and of the sandstone layer in the south of Bornholm, 
which is only around 500 million years old (Gry, 1960). 
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walk the other day (see Winter: Backward walk), from which I carried the black 

silhouette in front of/behind me. And there they were ...  

 

Image 3. Swallows in the dance studio. 
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they will dance with you today—she says 

as if this was the most obvious thing to do 

you will dance with them today—she says 

as if it was to bring them back to life 

they will dance with you today ...  

not to honor the lost life 

not to soothe the broken heart of our butoh teacher  

our broken hearts 

you will dance with them today ...  

until their cells merge with yours 

until you feel with your brain 

see with your heart 

smell with your hair 

hear with your tongue 

taste with your ears 

know with your skin 

the future that lies in front of us if we do not learn to sit with the shit ...  

you will dance together until you face life in its full form ... 

until you become them in you/you in them 

and see what lies ahead if you don’t 

dance with this shit 

you will carry it with you 

until you are ready to let it carry you 

you will dance with them today ...  

 

Because the new manager could not stand the birds’ shit, all the more visible on the 

white dancefloor ... 

The first day of the camp, in August 2017, I sit on the floor, captivated by 

photographs displayed on white walls, cut through with wooden beams supporting 

the high ceiling. Morning light enters through big windows looking out onto the 
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fields and forest in the distance. “What is this place making you feel?” is the first 

question that our butoh teacher asks, as all six of us gather for the first time in the 

studio.  

no “who are you?” 

no “why are you here?” 

no “tell me about yourself” 

but a simple  

“What do you sense in this space right now?” 

 

Image 4. Dance studio. 

And I freeze. I say I need a bit more time. “There is no time”—she cuts me short. 

Over the next few days, I will learn to see this firm, authoritarian response not as a 

sign of rudeness but as indispensable part of teaching that might actually teach. 

“What should I tell about myself? Why am I here?”—there is no time for these 

kinds of questions. This is no timeplace for making sense of our identities, for 

crafting our perfect(able), unique “selves,” for defining our bodies. This is the 

timeplace to turn toward imperfection, time to seek to question, deconstruct, shed 

or deform the body’s cultural conditioning. This is the timeplace to remind 

ourselves that “we do not have the body, but we are the body” (Ichikawa, as cited 

in Ozawa-de Silva, 2002, p. 25). This is the timeplace for re-familiarizing “with 

sensing the body, becoming the sense-ei, our own personal master teacher of feeling” 

(shadowbody, 2022, para. 1). It is timeplace for being with world, to tune in and be 

able to hear when someone or something calls us out (Biesta, 2013). It is not time 
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to ask, “what makes me unique in relation to others?” but “when does it matter that 

I am I?” (Biesta, 2013, p. 144). I will be learning to hear this question this whole 

week, and perhaps that is why the laptop I took with me, planning to write a diary, 

remained closed the whole time. Our teacher insisted we did not write down 

anything, apart from during the sketching time. Understandably so, as Susanna 

Åkerlund (ac cited in shadowbody, 2022, para. 2) says,  

To train butoh is to train one’s abilities to intensify sensory experiences. It is a 

violent strive to come closer, closer to the environment, all objects, bodies, by 

taking them into your mouth, really taste the leaves, the rocks, the dirt, the 

water, feel the coldness of the wind, the hardness of the trees, the sliminess of 

the animals, to do it from the outside, with one’s real skin, and then take in 

these things inside oneself. 

My own sensei-body did not let me type any words either until about a year later. 

And still, it is my body that is writing me (see Autumn).  

And I can still smell the odor of the decomposing swallow’s body ... 

Our butoh teacher studied in Japan with Ohno Kazuo—one of the founders of 

butoh—along with Hijikata Tatsumi. They are often said to be the two opposite yet 

complementary core elements that together gave life to this art form. Hijikata is 

said to be the dark side and Ohno the light side of butoh, or, as Viala and Masson-

Sekina (1988) put it, the soul (Ohno) and the architect (Hijikata) of butoh. Yael 

Karavan (2020) described their artistic working processes as follows: Hijikata 

started from form to reach soul and Ohno started from soul to reach form. It is 

through the cooperation of these two artists that this hybrid dance form was born 

and injected with the restive force, allowing it to spread worldwide and transform 

through the “global alchemy” (Fraleigh, 2010), “linking physical and spiritual 

cultures from around the world, also accounting for aging bodies as well as the 

buoyant qualities of youth” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 11). It is often referred to as a 

postmodern, avant-garde art form and as such escapes all definitions or is defined 

through its indefinability and resistance to fixity. “Butoh’s spirit defies techniques, 

histories, and mummification typical of Western dance forms” (Waychoff, 2009, p. 

38), which reflects its ontological position, captured, for example, by Hijikata in 

speaking about butoh as “the body that becomes” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 55). Indeed, 

metamorphosis, transformation and their healing potential are the essences of butoh 

philosophy and practice.  
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As such, butoh is not about expression that could be easily analyzed 

psychologically and hence interpreted and described in words. Strongly inspired by 

early twentieth-century European surrealism, and particularly Antoin Artaud’s call 

for the theater of the senses that would attack the sensibilities of the audience 

(Fraleigh, 2010; Moore, 2006; see also e.g., Kolankiewicz, 1988), butoh 

performances often have palpable, physical impacts on the audience. As such, the 

best way to begin to understand and experience it and its potential impact on both 

dancers and audience is to practice/participate/do/live/watch it.8  However, a closer 

look at the sociohistorical and cultural origins of butoh might help to reveal and 

relate to some elements of its philosophical backbone, especially the aspects that 

have inspired, triggered, and unsettled me in this living inquiry. 

Butoh is said to have been born in the 1950s and 1960s in the shadow of 

ecological and social crisis in postwar Japan—a period marked by sociopolitical 

transformations brought about by the lost war, followed by the U.S. occupation, 

which eventually turned into an uneven military alliance. That turmoil awoke 

internally contradictory feelings—the enemy that dropped the atomic bombs on 

two Japanese cities just recently was now to be the best friend, a role model for 

modernization and democratization (or indeed westernization/americanization). 

That place of fear and anguish, of being torn between modernization and tradition, 

gave birth to the desire to discover and redefine what it means to be “Japanese,” 

which found its strongest channel in the artistic movements of the time. The search 

for an identity that would not evoke the baggage of nationalism, yet would sustain 

cultural continuity, resulted in the re-examination of Japanese premodernity 

(Moore, 2006) and the emergence of art forms that aimed both to reject the western 

influences of modern dance and theater (that were already quite strong in Japan) 

and, at the same time, drew extensively on European expressionism and surrealism. 

Similarly, butoh artists abandoned the inherent restraint of traditional Japanese 

forms such as Kabuki and Noh, yet the contemporary avant-garde movement they 

created had very strong indigenous roots (Fraleigh, 2010). 

One of these roots can be found in butoh’s shamanistic basis. The search for 

identity, driven by “a sense of dissociation, lack of wholeness, or ‘sorrow’ for 

something missing” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 14), meant confronting the demons 

haunting postwar Japan and reclaiming the “world of shadows” that was becoming 

 
8 See for example Fraleigh (2010, part two) for a collection of descriptive-evocative essays on the range 
of butoh performances from 1973 to 2008. For some video-recorded performances see for example: 
https://www.contemporary-dance.org/butoh.html 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLlC-ClH7nQdv4lN4BBrvKAtljSiLgBv_8 
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lost to modernity (Moore, 2006, p. 50). That process was essentially about healing 

the soul, or “soul retrieval,” at both the individual and collective levels (see Fraleigh, 

2010). This shamanist basis is by no means unique to butoh nor something 

explicitly pointed out in workshops, but it is essential to be aware of it to begin to 

understand the ontoepistemology of butoh, butoh performance and life, and its 

therapeutic potential.9 At its origins, as seen in the work of Hijikata, the aim of 

butohists’ creative work was to invoke the ghosts dwelling in the “resurfacing 

abjected past—in flesh form, ... to create an art form that would reconnect with and 

unleash the power of a ‘premodern’ body” (Moore, 2006, pp. 50–51).  

Both Hijikata and Ohno, in their own ways, encountered war, death, abuse and 

hardships in life, which had huge impacts on their life and art. Ohno, twenty years 

older than Hijikata, experienced war firsthand as a soldier and prisoner, which is 

often said to have had a defining effect on his art (Viala & Masson-Sekina, 1988). 

Hijikata’s art, on the other hand, was deeply shaped by his childhood, marked by 

abuse, poverty, and hardships of postwar agrarian life. As Moore (2006) describes, 

Hijikata “began to see his home life as dark theater, where he would be forced to 

play a role” (p. 51), but rather than becoming a victim, he would turn his experience 

to dance: “life is dance, dance must be as real as life” (Kurihara, as cited in Moore, 

2006, p. 51). As such, Hijikata’s dance was to dig into most primodial, hidden, 

darkest vulgar layers of humanity through revealing the authentic body, liberated 

from the confines of analytical logic and rationality. For Hijikata “butoh gets its 

energy from resurrecting that which is lost at birth” (Moore, 2006, p. 55). He 

believed “body was overly domesticated and only by de-domesticating it—could 

one attain a state of latent chaos” (Kurihara as cited in Moore, 2006, p. 55). 

Hijikata’s Ankoku butoh is often translated as the “dance of darkness,” which, 

especially for the western mind, evokes associations of danger, cruelty and mental 

and physical pain or suffering. However, as one of my butoh teachers pointed out, 

the translation of “ankoku” into “darkness” is inaccurate, as what is meant here is 

“shadow”: something that is hidden or not readily visible and, hence not known 

(yet) or perhaps not knowable at all, at least to a rational mind. So, perhaps a more 

accurate way to think of Hijikata’s butoh is as the “dance of what is unknown,” 

“dance into what is unknown” or “dance into what cannot be fully known.” 

Therefore, (ankoku) butoh is, essentially, about facing our fears and, perhaps most 

of all, the fear of “not knowing,” turning that fear into ever unfolding dance with 

 
9 See, for example, Waychoff (2009) for the account of the healing dimension of butoh practice with 
regard to the events of 9.11.  
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an uncertain outcome. It is from this point that one of the threads connecting butoh 

to my philosophy and practice of teaching/learning (see Winter), as well as 

autoethnographic inquiry and writing (see Autumn) stems. 

Ohno’s traumatic experiences shaped his art in totally different ways from 

Hijikata’s. Like Hijikata, Ohno was trained in western modern dance, and it was 

through his encounter with Hijikata in 1954 that his butoh began to take shape but 

in a very different direction. It is often said that Ohno’s direct encounter with death 

during war made him turn toward dance as a way to cherish and nurture life, 

kindness and delicateness. As Sondra Fraleigh recalls, “‘Butoh is just a word’, 

Ohno said to me in my first class with him, ‘for dancing from the heart’” (2010, p. 

32). Re-discovery of the heart is at the core of dance for both Hijikata and Ohno 

(and all who came after them), but they seemed to enter it from two different yet 

inseparable sides: the dark and the light, the right and the left, oxygenless and 

oxygenful, death and life, ugliness and beauty. In that “dance in-between” (Endo in 

Geoffroy, 2018), they transgress the boundaries between those dualities, getting 

closer and closer to that lost state of wholeness. 

While Hijikata worked with his dancers of using textual images often related 

to the themes of decay and decomposition,10  Ohno (as well as his son Yoshito) 

would often work with (images of) flowers and other natural elements, telling 

students to “become the flower” or dance “the flower that blossoms in your mouth.” 

In my first real encounter with butoh at the workshop with Tiziana and Motoya 

from Motimaru, who both studied for years with Yoshito Ohno, we walked for 

hours. We walked for hours, holding in our hands the flowers each of us brought 

with us. We walked for hours on a walk that seemed to never start and never finish. 

Likewise, the camp in Bornholm began with a walking meditation, meeting the 

sand of the Baltic sea beach with our feet, meeting its ghosts and introducing it to 

our own, learning to nurture the patience of not starting (Ohno, as cited in Fraleigh, 

2010, p. 218), learning that to move is to wait to be moved and waiting to be moved 

by something we found on this walk—a surprise, a realization, an intuitive insight 

that we would carry back with us to the dance studio (and, as I would learn later, 

far beyond the studio), which we would carry with us until it stopped serving us. 

 
10 For example: “Now, the door to the furnace has opened and the body has come out. Hands are stuck 
to the feet while the neck is stuck to the chest and the back.”; ”A person washing dishes becomes a 
chopped head of an executed man, displayed on a gibbet which is washed away by a river.”; ”To be a 
ghost is having a conversation with your destination. To be a ghost is having a conversation with the 
air.”; ”The things the body remembers when I stood against the wind. ... The person becomes like barks 
of trees. Your back is full of insects. Your body is flat and hard like a wooden board. Your ankles are 
bitten by rabbits.” (Butoh-Kaden, 2020; see also the footnote 12, p. 56 “ash pillar”) 
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How can you carry something that is not material? Don’t we do this everyday? 

We carry burdens, hopes, and illusions, the lies we tell ourselves, and the things 

we can’t let go of. These are just a few “things” we carry. Their particular 

features can become apparent to us in meditative dance experiences. They 

resonate as questions that come to mind through the dance. (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 

28) 

breath 

walk 

breath 

walk 

breath 

always look beyond 

into the infinity 

do not fix your eyes on anything 

do not concentrate 

for there is no center 

except for 

your (im)moving body  

it is your only horizon 

there is nothing more local than 

the beautiful darkness of your body 

walk 

breath 

walk 

breath 

step by step  

live the walk 

walk the life 

dance the life 

give time to 

each step to extend a new thread of mycelium  

to sow a new seed 

to grow a new root 

each step—toh 

is a circle—bu  

folding the past into presence as you move forward 
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each step asking questions 

each step offering answers 

bu-toh11 

walk 

breath 

walk 

breath 

feel the breath of your ancestors under your feet 

they walked this way before 

listen to what is already there 

what you already carry with you 

“muscles do not exist for resisting and governing the gravity.  

muscles are the ears for listening to the words of the god of gravity.”  

(Taiso, as cited in shadowbody, 2021) 

walk 

breath 

walk 

breath  

don’t try to be 

anything 

 other than 

kind to yourself 

as you become  

“a pillar of ash12 with an uncertain future” (Fraleigh, 2010 p. 61)  

diaphanous uncertainty 

and cutting, explosive disintegration 

always on the vulnerable verge of disappearing 

and the hopeful verge of emergence 

body on the edge of crisis 

walk 

breath 

 
11 Butoh (sometimes written butō) as noted in kanji (Chinese characters used in the Japanese writing 
system) is composed of two characters: 舞 meaning dance, circle, wheel and 踏 meaning to step on, to 
trample, to tread on, to investigate onsite (舞踏, 2020). 
12 “Ash Pillar” is one of the images used by Tatsumi Hijikata in his teaching and choreographic work, 
and captures an important aspect of butoh, that is of metamorphic process. It became a part of the butoh-
fu notation system that Waguri Yukio put together based on his notes from studies with Hijikata (for 
more on butoh-fu, see https://butoh-kaden.com/en/) 
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walk 

breath 

clenching fist 

bitten nails piercing through the palm 

a gentle touch 

release 

a tear 

head lightly sitting on the neck 

flower growing out of my stretched arm 

be the flower 

that perfect life form  

offering a gift to whoever is willing to receive it 

butoh walk is a walk with our ghosts  

with our attractions and repulsions 

find eternity in this walk 

dancing somewhere not in this world 

yet facing this world as it is (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 106) 

breath 

walk 

breath 

walk 

breath 

“turn your solar plexus into a terrorist” (Hijikata, as cited in Fraleigh, 2010, p. 66) 

self-erase 

over and over again 

“one pace, one synapse, and one cell at the time” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 16) 

showing how  

“our global survival depends on empathy with others” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 16) 

not control 

not sheer strength 

but the compassion for others and ourselves  

lived through the vulnerable body we all share 

empathy as a “somatic resonance” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 49) 

“Is this art?  

Butoh walking can be beautiful, 

and it can be beautifully odd as well. 
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Is this therapy? 

Yes. 

Somewhere between the East and West, 

it is.” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 28) 

breath 

walk 

breath 

walk 

tread 

flit 

dance 

like Sondra  

“in butoh walking, I find answers,  

as I often see myself in various life stages and relationships.  

Walking on, I always find a way to transform” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 28) 

The butoh walk, hokotai, is one of the fundamental butoh practices of the 

immediacy of experience. With its smooth continuity and floating lightness, it 

creates an incredible sense of timelessness (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 48). It is movement/ 

dance that “suspends time within space” (Badiou & Toscano, 2005, p. 62). Through 

the floating power of hokotai, butoh-ka (dancers) practice shedding of the social 

skin, reaching toward the original body that is one with the soul and mind. Butoh 

walk is one way to study the body, which in butoh means “to study the shifting 

structures and transformative habits of matter through dance—where in confusion 

and moments of weakness, we encounter our foreign body and experience again 

our original, spiritual body” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 62). Alongside other meditative 

practices, butoh walk is one way to reach the empty body, to silence it, which is the 

first step in the creative process, followed by encountering and transformation. The 

starting point and basic material of for this process are always the body in its 

changing conditions. Regardless of the unique aesthetics of different artists, butoh 

always begins with the concrete body in concrete time/space with the purpose of 

emptying the body. It is constant work on the impossible but worth trying, the task 

of finding “our original body before culture gets to it” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 66). In 

this process of purge, there lies the potential of becoming no one and everyone at 

the same time. Emptiness is a way to reach fullness. To reach that state or, better, 
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to live it is to “slow down and pay attention to somatic attunements of feeling” 

(Fraleigh, 2010, p. 96). Slowing down does not mean, however, having more time 

to think, to come up with a nice story, a polished answer, an image of oneself that 

we want to display to the world. This slowing down, which often comes down to 

the point of an absence of visible movement, is about internal attunement to the 

natural rhythms of our bodies as inseparable from nature. It is the art of awakening 

of the body and the art of deep listening, realized through the physical movement 

between consciousness and unconsciousness.  

This constant process of emptying and filling, disappearing, and appearing, in 

which the human body is not split from the natural world, undergoes the eternal, 

cyclical processes of death-rebirth, challenging the idea of solidity of the body (and 

life); this is where butoh shares its roots with Zen Buddhism, even if butoh artists 

seldom talk about Buddhism directly13 (Fraleigh, 2020). Emptying, encountering, 

transformation and evanescence are then seen not only as elements of this art form’s 

making process but of life itself: life as creative process.14 In that sense, in and 

through butoh practice, one can perhaps discover philosophy, so it becomes 

important to think about not only a butoh dancer, but also a butohist. Tadashi Endo 

talks about this beautifully in the short film Dancing in Between: A Portrait of 

Butoh with Tadashi Endo (Geoffroy, 2018): 

as I told you that butoh is a life. ... Fumiaki Nakamura, ... spoke about butoh 

dancer and butohist. Butoh dancers, they are the people who dance Butoh, they 

are butoh dancers, but butohist can be shoemaker, florist or painter, it doesn’t 

matter, they can be butohist. That means these people doesn’t (sic) dance on 

the stage Butoh, but their life is Butoh. What is that butoh? ... it’s not easy to 

explain, but I feel that when I saw Kazuo Ohno ..., Kazuo Ohno is on the stage 

as a Butoh dancer, great master, but his life: how he cooked, how he spoke, 

how he works in his garden, everything, that is butoh for me. 

In that sense, butoh is a cosmocentric dance (T. Prestø, personal communication, 

January 27, 2022) permeating all aspects of life. The cosmology it is immersed in 

is that of Zen Budhhist thought. As mentioned above, it is also deeply immersed in 

shamanism and a traditional Shinto animist view of the world that stresses the unity 

of all forms of life. Recognizing something sacred in all creatures, who are both 

 
13 It can be said that Kazuo Ohno took Buddhism for granted in his life, although he converted to 
Christianity early in his life (Fraleigh, 2020). 
14 See Marim (2021) for the interesting parallels between butoh and the process philosophy of Alfred 
Whitehead. 
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physically and spiritually part of nature, Shinto decenters humans by stressing the 

greatness of the universe and recognizing the agencies of the more-than-human 

worlds and their spiritual impacts on humans (see e.g., Takayama, 2020b). However, 

Shinto, just like Budhhism, is rarely explicitly referred to in butoh circles. Perhaps 

this is because it was highly politicized, especially through and within education, 

during the Second World War and in postwar Japan, becoming deeply entangled 

within the process of re-examining Japanese identity during which butoh emerged. 

During wartime, Shinto was incorporated into the state apparatus and played a key 

role in indoctrinating people into the imperialist ideology. As Takayama further 

explains,   

The postwar U.S.-led Occupation ordered the complete removal of Shinto 

religious elements from state apparatus and put in place constitutional 

mechanisms to ensure separation of church and state and freedom of religion 

(Koyasu, 2004). The Occupation’s hunt for any remnants of the ostensibly 

Shinto-informed wartime ideology was so comprehensive that it even included 

Japanese martial arts, calligraphies, and other benign cultural artifacts and 

practices (Shibata, 2004). (2020b, p. 56) 

That removal of Shinto planted the seed for postwar political struggles, with those 

on the political right consistently demanding the resurrection of traditional Shinto 

cosmologies and patriotic values back into public, political life and especially 

within formal schooling. They called for the normalizing of Japanese education, 

that is, fixing the unusual situation “left by the Occupation’s imposition of liberal 

values, which has arguably detached the postwar generations from the nation’s 

cultural ‘essence’” (Takayama, 2020b, p. 56). Shinto’s central, unquestioned 

devotion to nature “was then politically appropriated to generate people’s 

allegiance toward the emperor/imperial state and the catastrophic ‘sacred’ war for 

the imperial household” (Takayama, 2020b, p. 56). Postwar liberal political 

discourse, shaped by the legacies of the Occupation and the Cold War, saw this as 

a “retrogressive desire to reinstate the imperial state and its ideology” (Takayama, 

2020b, p. 56), that is, a regression to the romanticized past and away from progress. 

In this discourse, the principles of rationality, freedom and secularization of the 

state were part and parcel of the country’s search for a new identity under the 

geopolitical alliance with U.S. and their “rescue and conversion” narrative, which 

was appealing in the immediate postwar period, as it offered a way to free and 

rescue Japan from the irrationality and dogma of fascism.  
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However, postwar Japanese artists and intellectuals recognized early on the 

limits of this debate trapped within the colonial/modernist grand narrative. They 

searched for an identity that would go beyond rhetoric and not be deemed 

nationalistic by exploring suppressed pre-modern culture and regenerating it 

through new artistic forms. Hijikata and his avant-garde peers’ critique of 

modernity was more than a nostalgic trip in search of original indigenous 

cosmologies. They searched for the memory of uncanny pre-modern spaces 

deemed eccentric, magical, sexualized and ambiguous in contrast to the modern, 

manufactured, idealized, clean and official images of Japan. Munroe writes that 

Hijikata’s performances “aimed to uncage a primal energy at the core of man’s (sic!) 

physical being, an energy long suppressed and forgotten he believed, in modern 

society” (as cited in Moore, 2006, p. 57). Moore (2006, p. 52) continues: 

Hijikata sought to use the body as an agent of transformation, invoking the 

memories and trauma of the Japanese psyche. He used the body and the face 

to articulate what could not seem to be spoken. He and his dancers created a 

new language by which to unleash the hidden, taboo sides of Japanese 

consciousness: ... what critic Ishikawa Miyabi called ‘the body that has been 

robbed’. 

Although born in Japan, by way of Japan, Europe, and America as “the result of the 

unique vision of Hijikata Tatsumi and the spiritual dancing of Ohno Kazuo” 

(Fraleigh, 2010, p. 33), butoh has manifested itself in still newer amalgamations 

through its global scattering and alchemy, “fast becoming a borderless art for a 

borderless century” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 1). Across the world, shintoist animist 

concepts such as “empathic identification with non-animated objects that transcend 

the modernist culture-nature, subject-object dualism,” “radical personalization of 

the universe” and “the insignificance of humans in the whole universe” (Takayama, 

2020b, pp. 53–56) persist and continue to regenerate the work and life of butohists 

and butoh-inspired artistic practices. Perhaps for someone from outside, it is easier 

to imagine that butoh could be one space where Shinto animist cosmology could 

be “conceptually freed from its historically over-determined connotations of 

political regression” (Jensen & Blok, as cited in Takayama, 2020b, p. 57), allowing 

deep engagement with its potential contribution to the global discussions about 

decolonizing and de-centering the human of Western epistemologies.  

For example, Kasai Akira’s notion of “community body” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 

41), which is to be accessed through dance and partly through the compression of 

global elements, especially as in border crossings, resonates with Shintoist 
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cosmology. For Kasai, butoh is dancing with a consciousness of community, 

including with more-than-human beings. Community includes fellow human 

beings, nearby and far away, but community is also the ground that your feet touch, 

air you take in, birches you hear, sand your back sinks into, tomatoes you tend to. 

It is your ancestors and those who have yet to be born. It is the dead swallows, 

whose smell moves me to remember “the smell of burning witches” (Stengers, 

2012), and ontological violences that eradicated “other” worlds in the name of 

objectivity, rationality and the great nature/culture divide (e.g., Silova, 2019, 2020; 

Stengers, 2012; Takayama, 2020b; Takayama et al., 2016). “Community body” 

embeds the shamanistic dimension of butoh, pointing towards its healing potential 

on an individual and collective level. It is here that butoh crosses paths with 

decolonial thinking that, in Mignolo and Vazquez words (2013, VII) is “at once 

unveiling of the wound and the possibility of healing.” Decolonial thinking makes 

the wound visible, voicing the scream and re-generating “the dignity of those 

aesthetic practices that have been written out of the canon of modern aestheTics” 

(Mignolo & Vazquez, 2013, VII).15 

Kasai says that “if we are not dancing with a consciousness of community, we are 

not dancing at all” (as cited in Fraleigh, 2010, p. 41). If dance is life, then living 

means living with a consciousness of community. If educators are interested in life, 

as Clandinin and Connelly remind me (2000, p. xxii), our work should then be 

about educating in, through and for a consciousness of community.  

The term “community body” points toward the essential dimension of 

understanding body in butoh—which is as a relational body—the body that exists, 

or indeed becomes with others (human and non-human, physical and spiritual), the 

body that “expands the self to include others and to find otherness in herself” 

(Fraleigh, 2010, p. 48), which also connects to my understanding of 

autoethnographic inquiry as never just the story of “self.” Butoh body, as I see it, 

is a dancing thought or a thinking body that is moved against and despite its 

conscious will. It is a way of creating somatic awareness and attunement to the 

world that goes beyond cognitive means. This builds on the philosophical 

conception of the body as immaterial, developed extensively by Japanese thinkers, 

such as Ichikawa Hiroshi and Yuasa Yasuo (Fraleigh, 2010; Ozawa-De Silva, 2002). 

They employ the work of European phenomenologists but take it further, drawing 

 
15 See more on modern aestheTics and decolonial aestheSis in Autumn: The letters to Veronique. 
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freely on religious traditions as living forces (Ozawa-De Silva, 2002). In this mode 

of thought, the body is not an object or entity, but a relational existence between 

the other and the self and between spiritual and physical levels of reality. Ichikawa’s 

“body-as-spirit” and Yuasa’s “oneness of body-mind” (shinshin ichinyo) are rooted 

in the idea that spirit and mind are simply names given to the same reality; the 

distinction between spirit, mind and body is a heuristic choice that provides clues 

for understanding life, which, for the most part, cannot be reduced to single one of 

these elements. As such, this unique structure is itself fundamental—“a 

fundamental science, the entrance to metaphysics” (Yuasa, as cited in Ozawa-De 

Silva, 2002, p. 32).  

As Fraleigh suggests (2010, p. 67), the idea of an unlimited, immaterial body 

may be difficult idea for some operating within the edifice of western science, 

where the body is generally conceived of in a material, biological sense. This 

conception may be difficult because it highlights the existence of a body as a 

phenomenon that unites spiritual and physical levels of reality and, as such lies, 

beyond scientific rational inspection, because spirituality is left to the domains of 

religion and faith.16 Indeed, my mind-body, so deeply colonized by a rational logic 

of duality and logocentric culture (Fiumara, 1990), is stretched to its limit as I try 

to comprehend the relational logic that governs the idea of an immaterial body; 

however, it cannot be understood as a logical construction through associations 

established in space and time. It cannot be comprehended through logos. It can only 

be lived, sensed and heard through my body-mind oneness, as these are the 

foundation of knowing. This conception of the body is a foundation of a cosmology 

that does not use the Cartesian ontological split between nature and culture or body 

and mind as a universal foundational point of reference, even as it works against 

that split, as some posthumanist theories may (Sundber, 2013; see also Summer: 

Sensing intensively with Buber).  

Another (non)concept governed by relational logic is central to the butoh 

cosmology—MA. Though it cannot be easily explained, one can begin to think 

about MA as a “meaning-full interval in space, time or space-time” (Hamera, 1990, 

p. 57). Its centrality in butoh reflects the artistic traditions from which this art form 

has drawn (e.g., Noh) and, in fact, the whole religio-aesthetic milieu from which it 

was born and in which it has continued to morph and transform. Some consider it 

problematic to foreground MA as a lens for understanding butoh precisely because 

 
16 For more on separation of religion, theology, and philosophy, see Autumn: The letters to Veronique.  
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of these religio-aesthetic roots, which butoh itself deconstructs (Hamera, 1990). 

Perhaps the problem lies again in employing the dual logic in which tradition and 

modernity are in conflict. Thinking of butoh as “filial dance” (T. Prestø, personal 

communication, Jauary 27, 2022) that is conscious of its heritage, re-generating 

spiritual traditions, but by no means stagnant, makes the “problem” of (cultural) 

opacity irrelevant.  

Indeed, the opacity of the third space is an essence and spirit of MA, of butoh, of 

the butoh body and of the community body. 

“Thanks for a MA class” 

I get off the bus  

I see that road leading into the forest 

at its end one of our dance studios 

the beach 

the sand and the sea where I became a dead fish lost in time ... 

we drove that road many times 

eight of us 

six human and two non-human animals 

in the tiny car with our butoh teacher behind the steering wheel 

and here I am again 

breathing in the ghosts of the border zone island  

perfect place to expand 

to straddle 

to feel the in-betweenness ... 

to feel the border in the body 

 

to experience MA 

light shining through a gate 
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interval 

 

pause 

gap 

blank 

room 

rest 

opening 

 

in time 

 

and space 

 

timespace 

 

void 

non-action 

silence 

inaction 

stillness 

empty  

space 

in 

between 

 

MA is MA itself 

where meanings converge 

where A is A  

and  
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A is not-A 

it inhabits the contradictory and simultaneous space 

deconstructing all mind-created boundaries  

and “orders imposed 

on the chaos of experience” (Pilgrim, 1986, p. 257) 

one and the other 

neither one nor the other 

more important than this side 

or the other side 

operating between 

traditional and contemporary 

religion and art 

between one religion and another 

religion and culture 

between the stimulus and response 

between a breath in and 

breath out 

religio-aesthetic “way of seeing” (Pilgrim, 1986),  

vague, yet concise 

deep and living word that cannot be even discussed 

much less analyzed  

 

SO, I CANNOT BELIEVE I WROTE AND READ A PAPER ON IT AT THE 

SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE!17 

 

And I asked my students (from Japan) to explain it in the class ...!? 

MA is something within the descriptive reality—a crack, a fissure, a gate through 

which the sunlight comes in. But it is also a particular mode of experience in which 

objective/subjective wor(l)ds are “emptied.” It is possible only within aesthetic, 

immediate, relational becoming, in “the state of mindlessness in which one 

conceals even from oneself one’s intent” (Motokiyo, as cited in Pilgrim, 1986, p. 

258). 

Hamera helps me to think of MA as a relationship between action and meaning 

(Hamera 1990). In western movement-based art forms, meaning lies in 

 
17 See Winter: Poethic encounters. 



 

70 

action/movement: meaning and action/movement coincide. In butoh, the meaning 

and the opportunities for reading lie in between action/movements, not only in 

doings, but also and mainly in beings, in “no-actions” (Motokiyo, as cited in 

Pilgrim, 1986). Those spaces created through stretching and suspending 

movement/action in time are spaces of listening. They are the void that is never 

destructive emptiness and the silence that is never destructive muteness.  

MA carries the essence and spirit of butoh as “dance in-between” (Geoffroy, 

2018). It is a dance in “negative space/time “filled” by imagination more than by 

some thing” (Pilgrim, 1986, p. 259). It is MA that helps me to sense the meaning 

of butoh and how it has morphed my lived experience of this autoethnographic 

inquiry, which is itself becoming this treading/dance in-between. 

I am trying to understand again. So, I can write about it. But how can I write about 

silence? You can only live it and dwell in it ... 

So, I brought it into the class ... 

 

Thanks for a “Maa” class, 

where language was ... 

 

discussed 

questioned 

de-constructed 

transformed 

re-constructed 

and now is ... 

 

Ready to be questioned again ... 

(from a student’s feedback) 

Discovery of my legs 

I do not think I have ever said this in any of my answers to the questions “Why are 

you here?” or “Why are you interested in butoh?”, but it must be its shape-shifting, 

transformative potential that compels me most. As philosophy and practice, butoh 

re-entered my life at a moment when “being-in-question” (Levinas in Biesta, 2013, 

p. 20) was becoming a burden. It helped me to begin to become comfortable with 
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the groundless place of constant disappearing, emerging, be(coming) nothing, 

be(coming) something, be(coming) everything, which is often filled with pain and 

discomforts. It helps me to learn to let go of “self” or the desire to re-discover some 

fixed, imagined “self” by, paradoxically, turning the gaze inside and finding the 

infinite multiplicity of the self in others and others in self. Butoh is an awe-

generating praxis, through which one may begin to realize one’s own insignificance, 

to realize that there is something bigger than us—something we humans (will) have 

to face if we want this planet to survive (see e.g., Common Worlds Research 

Collective, 2020; Silova, 2020; Silova et al., 2020). At the same time, this Zen 

Buddhism-rooted insistence on lingering with curiosity and not insisting on 

answers is also filled with hope—hope that Freire (1992/1994) sees as an 

ontological need. Perhaps in times of (perceived) crisis and uncertainty, the need 

for ontological security should give primacy to nourishing the ontological need for 

hope, for change perhaps, “even when the change seems to come magically from 

nowhere” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 11), or at least for the possibility of the next step, even 

if we might not reach the end of the trail (Massumi, 2015, p. 3). Perhaps here is 

where the power of butoh praxis lies for me: it teaches me to locate and embody 

hope in the present, separating it from the concepts of utopian optimism and 

paralyzing pessimism as located in some distant future (Massumi, 2015). The butoh 

body is always affectively, intensively focusing on that “margin of 

maneuverability ... rather than on projecting success or failure” (Massumi, 2015, p. 

2), asking itself “‘where we might be able to go and what we might be able to do’ 

in every present situation” (Massumi, 2015, p. 3). And this “focusing on the next 

experimental step” (Massumi, 2015, p. 3) is neither settling for less nor aiming for 

more, it just is. This radical presence is hope freed from the linear, deterministic 

constraints of past and expectations of future and, as such, is also paradoxically 

future-oriented, as it is life-oriented. 

— — 

In a few days, I will go to Bornholm again. Treading, dancing, moving with other 

beings on the borderland island, I hope, will keep preparing me for uneven footing. 

“But why would I want to put myself in such a groundless place?”—I join Sondra 

in her wonder (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 42). Perhaps like her, it is because I need to learn 

how to live every day ready to respond and not to judge (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 42). I 

need to keep (un)learning how to live and facilitate critical yet non-polarizing 

dialogues (Tlostanova et al., 2016), and I need to be okay with not knowing. 

Hijikata said “[w]estern dance, ... begins with its legs planted firmly on the ground, 
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but butoh begins with the discovery of legs” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 86). I need to keep 

discovering my legs to keep walking in-between. 
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Summer 

I am on the bus from Jyväskylä to Oulu, filled with some sense of confidence, yet 

somehow doubtful, hesitant and ambivalent. The Finnish summer landscape passes 

through me, with its intense greenness spilling over me its life and hope. My body 

is thinking into the future. In a few days, I will be on my way to Bornholm again, 

this time to explore MA with/in nature. Last year, the butoh camp turned me inside 

out and back again, so what am I hoping for now? I want to go with no expectations, 

or perhaps only one. I just want to continue carving another home in and out of 

another strangely familiar space, where my unfit, aching, not-so-dancerly body can 

actually fit, drawing shapes of borderlines to dwell, think, feel, sense, do with.  

In a few days, I will go to border zone island again 

to keep relearning 

to walk 

but first 

I will loose my legs in ... 

Jyväskylä 

I am on the bus to Jyväskylä again, full of doubts, yet somehow confident. I have 

gone to quite a few conferences there since I started my doctoral studies and 

research on language policies in South African higher education. I remember how 

excited I was when Alistair Pennycook was one of the keynotes in 2012—I will 

always remember his words from the panel discussion on Applied Linguistics: 

Frontiers and Innovations: “we should have never had sociolinguistics, as distinct 

from linguistics, in the first place, as there is nothing else but sociolinguistics” 

(personal communication). His inevitable next step toward posthumanist applied 

linguistics has been incredibly inspiring, too (Pennycook, 2018) (see Summer: 

Thinking extensively about “dialogue”). However, I have always felt rather out of 

place at these conferences, feeling the weight of all the insufficiently studied 

linguistic volumes: Hymes, Gumperz, Austin, Bourdieu, Bakhtin, Chomsky ... I 

was wondering why I am not able to find a suitable place for myself.  
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Now, I am not going to any of the linguistic conferences. This time it is the 

Annual International Southern African-Nordic Centre (SANORD18) Conference, 

with the exciting theme of Academic Citizenship: Recognition, Resilience or 

Resistance? “Decolonizing academic citizenship through autoethnography” was 

the title of the abstract I submitted over half a year earlier. Had I possibly found my 

place? The passing comment from the chair of my session, entitled Academic 

partnerships and decolonization of knowledge, as we were preparing to begin, casts 

a doubt. “Isn’t it interesting that there are only white presenters in the session on 

decolonization?”—he casually observed. Indeed, it was probably the casual nature 

of this comment that made it stick to me ...  

I timed my presentation carefully, and I practiced it carefully—exactly twenty 

minutes of reading the text. The timing is always so strict at these academic events, 

but I knew I should be fine this time. I had hardly ever written and read a full paper 

for a conference presentation, but now I knew there was no other way than to read 

out loud, every word, articulate it and feel it, even if I could not expect or assume 

it could be heard. I brought some copies of one page that I was sure I would not 

have time to read to be distributed among the audience—it could be read at any 

point, as the beginning or the end of the story, or even left unread altogether.  

Then, a last-minute change occurred, there would be one more presentation in 

this session, which meant that each presenter had only fifteen minutes. I screamed 

inside, objected hesitantly on the outside—unwittingly complying with the 

Cinderella status of conference presenters (Rowe, 2015). After all, I am no star with 

a big name allowing me to demand my time. I made sure I had a glass of water at 

my fingertips and started reading, loud and clear, louder than usual, as if at the 

beginning of as class when you want to gain students’ attention. Or perhaps I was 

hoping my voice would obscure the sound of my heartbeat, as it did on the beach 

during the butoh camp (see Summer: Thinking extensively about “dialogue”), when 

the ocean took me over and obscured all the voices of a controlling mind, allowing 

me just to be alive: 

Autoethnography, as Tami Spry (2001) suggests, begins always in the concrete 

body/space, in those moments, when something captures us and makes us 

(im)move, in those moments that make us silent and speechless. In those events 

 
18 As stated on the SANORD website (https://sanord.uwc.ac.za), the center is “committed to advancing 
strategic, multilateral academic collaboration between institutions in the Southern African and Nordic 
regions”, seeking “to address new local and global challenges of innovation and development.” 



75 

after which life does not look quite the same ... those events that often only 

come to matter later on as a result of a rigorous hyper-reflexivity, rigorous 

‘labor of reflexivity’ (Madison, 2011). That labor is not only about 

contemplating one’s actions and meanings , but also contemplating how we are 

contemplating, how we come up with the stories, what “knowledge systems, 

paradigms and vocabularies we employ in our contemplations to interpret and 

speak through the self and the social” (Madison, 2011, p. 129) ... 

I can hear and see from the corner of my eye someone coming into the room, 

navigating their way among tightly placed tables and chairs. I take a deep breath 

and continue, raising slightly the volume of my voice: 

Could we enter this story in the space/time of that morning in my bedroom 

when my body collapsed ... when I lost the feel of my body’s right side ..., when 

I saw my arm moving, yet I wasn’t moving it, ... 

or in that space/time of the afternoon in the university lecture room, when I had 

to walk out in the middle of the student’s presentation to find myself on the floor 

of my office and, soon to be taken to the hospital by the ambulance, it was a 

nice birthday present ... 

or in the space/time of that evening in my bed when my body decided to show 

me what it is like to feel you are about to explode from the inside. I collapsed ... 

The next morning after yet another visit to the emergency, I felt as if the whole 

world dropped from my pelvis. I had given birth to two boys who are now the 

whole world to me, yet then I felt as if I had actually given birth to the whole 

world ... 

It took me long time to learn to breathe and walk again ... to trust my body 

again ... 

For the next three pages of my conference paper, I move back and forth between 

my personal stories of growing up in post-socialist/post-Cold War Poland, of my 

experiences in Finnish academia, of my (bodily) experiences of breakdown and 

healing and the theoretical argument for the need to bring these kinds of 

experiences into our work in various roles in academia. I argue that (critical) 

autoethnography, as an inherently self-reflexive practice that centers the subject-

object, shifting the focus from the known to the knower (Mignolo, 2009), compels 

us to question, destabilize, imagine, and produce these roles differently. By 

showing “contradictions, gaps and ambiguities of multiple and conflicting 
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interpretations” of the real-life experiences (Bochner & Ellis, 1996 as quoted in 

Gannon 2017, Autoethnography becomes methodology, para. 2), autoethnography 

has the potential to challenge linear stories and subvert dominant narratives and 

ways of (re)producing them. It opens a possibility of including autoethnographers’ 

own literary and philosophical traditions, pluralizing storytelling techniques 

(Chawla & Atay, 2018) and disrupting academic imperialism endemic in the social 

sciences (Pathak19 , 2010, 2013), thus changing not only the contents but, more 

importantly, the terms of conversation (Mignolo, 2009). That, to me, is at the core 

of decolonial practice—calling into question the modern/colonial foundations of 

the control of knowledge that have shaped the ways and meanings of our being and 

doing in academia. During the next three pages of the text, I try to show the 

audience how and why the personal began to turn itself into political (Holman Jones, 

2005), offering them the autoethnography of my coming to autoethnography. I take 

a deeper breath once or twice, a sip of water, taking a moment to collect my 

quivering voice, and push through the three pages of the text. 

I know my time is up soon. I know I do not have time to finish my carefully 

crafted and rehearsed story, even if it has no real end; it is the story that I had no 

choice but to write at that time, almost as though I had to convince myself that the 

break and the turn I was taking was real. The chair of the session showed me the 

time sign. I drew near to the end of the page: 

The body was screaming for help, but it was also screaming offering the help 

if only I was willing to listen. If only I was willing to recognize it as a legitimate 

way of knowing and apologize for allowing the colonial gaze of academia to 

push it into the personal space of everyday life inferior to the professional 

space “bound by the monoform of academese” (Spry, 2001 p. 720). 

A monoform of twenty minutes, cut down at the last moment to fifteen—I silently 

thank the organizers for helping me make my point tangible, though I wonder 

whether I made any point at all with my paper. The silence does not help to figure 

it out—no questions, no comments, no response, nothing to fill the generous five-

minute discussion time. Maybe it was too much, too far ... or too close? Is their 

discomfort greater than mine? My discomfort made me speak. What made them 

silent? If there was any discomfort at all ... What happened in that conference room 

that day? Has anything happened?  

 
19  Pathak frames her theorization of autoethnography as postcolonial, and while there are certain 
overlaps, I see the distinction between postcolonial and decolonial as central to my inquiry, which I 
elaborate on later in this section. 
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I feel I need to apologize to the audience who invested their time to attend that 

session on Academic partnerships and decolonization of knowledge, in case I did 

not deliver what they expected, in case my presentation did not speak to its title 

and/or the conference theme, in case it did not hold the relevance they thought it 

would (Henderson, 2015). I feel I need to apologize, in case I caused discomfort in 

a space where it is not usually expected. After all, academic conferences, like most 

other academic practices traditionally constructed as emotion-free sites of pure 

rationality, do not exist to make people uncomfortable, unless we (re)turn (is it a 

return?) to the idea of an academic conference as a potentially educational event, 

not merely an economic one (Burford et al., 2018; Skelton, 1997), in which learning, 

and hence possibly something unexpected, might occur.  

But what are conferences for? Who are they for? Why was I there? Surely, I 

am not the only one to ask these questions, uneasy with the performativity of those 

events (Benozzo et al., 2019; Henderson, 2015; Oliver & Morris, 2019; see also 

Henderson & Burford, 2020)—gendered and racialized spaces, intimately 

concerned with power in the context of increasing precarity, especially for early 

career academics (Belliappa, 2020; Oliver & Morris, 2019). Shaped by the global 

economy of neoliberal universities, conferences are spaces of recognition for 

academics (Benozzo et al., 2019; Skelton, 1997). Occupied with the production of 

knowledge, conferences are the events at which the task is to succinctly present and 

effectively defend one’s research work, make wise contacts, network, make one’s 

name less “unknown”, become the insider, find one’s “box” and otherwise 

productively use this material-discursive architecture of intellectual capitalism 

(Benozzo et al., 2019). Naturally, conferences are experienced, navigated and 

constructed in various ways (e.g., Belliappa, 2020; Burford et al., 2020; Nicolazzo 

& Jourian, 2020; Oliver & Morris, 2019). There have also been some shifts in the 

format and nature of conferences, as academic communities have become 

increasingly alerted to the environmental, economic and sociocultural impacts of 

neoliberal influences on these academic practices (e.g., Belliappa, 2020; Bonnett, 

2006; Hall, 2007; Hickel, 2018; Rowe, 2018), which have been further affected by 

the pandemic.20  Despite some observable positive changes, the concern that the 

educative, inclusive research community-building value of conferences is being 

compromised under the workings of global capitalism is very much justified 

(Belliappa, 2020; Rowe, 2018; Skelton, 1997). Do conferences—these highly 

 
20 For an interesting example of the experimental format of the Decentralized Satellite Conference, see 
https://spinning-the-sticky-threads-of-childhood-memories-from-cold-war.in.howspace.com/welcome  
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regulated, standardizing, competitive and hierarchical spaces—offer genuine 

possibilities to produce different knowledge and produce knowledge differently 

(Benozzo et al, 2019)? Is there space for disruptive moments of learning here? Is 

there space for failure here?  

 Did I try to turn my participation in this conference into an educational 

moment (for myself)? Did I do it for myself and only for myself, creating further 

grounds for critiques of autoethnography as self-indulgence, narcissistic 

confessionalism (see e.g., Sparkes, 2001)? And why now, and not at any of those 

earlier conferences I had attended? Why did I write this text and choose to read it 

there, fulfilling my part in this performance of rapid quick-fire presentations? How 

could I think I could defend autoethnography as a decolonizing gesture in the 

fifteen-minute talk, especially after being named and hence performatively 

constituted as a subject (see Henderson, 2015) that may be not entirely entitled to 

talk about decolonization, particularly at a conference where seemingly so many 

more bodies better fitting the social imaginary of a legitimate voice in the 

decolonization discourse were present. The chair’s passing comment (see above) is 

still with me, even as I become aware of its shaping by simplifying postcolonial 

and post–Cold War binaries of oppressed/oppressor, colonized/colonizer, 

South/North, Black/White (and East/West) (see e.g., Walker et al., 2021; Silova et 

al., 2021). How could I think I could argue for autoethnography as a decolonial 

gesture in a fifteen-minute talk when it is clear that the power of (add any adjective 

here, perhaps except for analytical (Anderson, 2006)) autoethnography lies in 

showing, not telling (Ellis & Bochner, 2000)? And how could I think I could show 

anything in a fifteen-minute performance, if the audience and I might have had 

different expectations regarding the rules of performance? Yet, it was a 

performative act. I used the same power of discursive practices that naming strategy 

exploits (Butler, 1997) to begin to (re)claim my subjectivity, to gesture toward 

naming or simply sketching (Gannon, 2013) myself in the world. I performed 

 

The volatile 

The mundane 

The human 

... 

An ontological turn 

Toward a being that is always political 

Always writing from the visceral 

Experience of everyday life 
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Of the body 

(Diversi & Moreira, 2016, p. 582) 

Perhaps this was the beginning of writing myself into the world (of academia), 

which would make me visible to myself and to the reflection that my own “body 

sends back to the relational world we live in ..., to the intersections of race, gender, 

sexuality, nationality, and class [and many other identity markers] shaping and 

informing our encounters with students, scholarly texts, and the politics of 

knowledge production” (Diversi & Moreira, 2016, p. 582), which autoethnography 

as decolonial gesture should examine, deconstruct and trouble (Diversi & Moreira, 

2016). Perhaps this was the beginning of giving my voice the necessary body that 

“personal narrative furnishes” (Langellier 1998, as cited in Spry 2001, p. 720). As 

Spry puts it: “[a]utoethnographic performance creates a space for the detached 

voice and the “profane” body to dialogue reintegrating the head and the heart into 

academic writing, and challenging the construction of master narratives” (2001, p. 

720).  

Strangely, exposing the visceral experience of the body, which modern 

academia has relegated to the personal sphere, to the “disembodied heads in suits” 

(Spry, 2001) (am I naming here too?) felt just right, despite the words coming 

clumsily out of my dry mouth. Once I managed to quiet down my mind, whose 

logic could not fully comprehend this exposition as a good idea, I was able to take 

that inevitable step in my autoethnographic journey—the step that does not feel like 

a terrifying jump into the void anymore, even though it is a step into the abyss that 

cannot be undone. I was not there to report and receive a validation or critique of 

my research methodologies and findings, of my doing, knowing, and understanding, 

or to convince anyone that the (imaginary, potential) funding was well spent. I took 

that timespace “to become,” to make my “self”—the inseparable, holistic 

body/mind/soul self—familiar to myself in the first place, perhaps to begin to 

reconcile that strangely familiar state of psychological refuge when one feels 

foreign to oneself. Perhaps this storying of myself was/is to ultimately help me in 

a search for an academic home (Atay 2018; Dutta 2018). As I write these words, a 

scary thought germinates in my body, which helps me understand the meaning of 

Winterson’s (2011) dangerous writing that writes us might mean (see Autumn: Body 

that writes me). What if this performative search for home is ultimately for the 

purpose of becoming able to leave that (illusory) home behind? And with every 

word of this question typed, the scary thought soon transforms into a more hopeful 

one: What if that performative home-carving is to be able to see the shape of 
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borders, to be able to begin finding ways to cross them, (re)making a new home 

somewhere in-between? What if the unhomeliness is not to be reconciled, as the 

colonial demand and desire for transparency and accessibility would necessitate, 

but lived with, allowing it to teach me? (see e.g., Trahar, 2013) What if “I story my 

home, stories become my home, and I story in my methodological home” (Atay 

2018, p. 21; see also Dutta, 2018)?  

But the hope keeps also mixing with a sense of futility in storying oneself into 

academia, where it is knowledge and what is known, as separate from knowing and 

the knower, that are still the main driving onto-epistemological interests, despite all 

the post-turns (e.g., Lather, 2013; St.Pierre, 2013). It is (allegedly) new knowledge 

that academia is after. It is new knowledge that is to be produced, valorized, and 

disseminated, not new knowers and ways of being/knowing, which are largely 

taken for granted and unquestioned. Paradoxically, the knowing subject does matter, 

but mainly when it comes to (de)legitimization of the knowledge produced, 

identification of “a good informant” (Fricker, 2007). Can the white body talk about 

decolonization? How does a (white) body do (de)coloniality? If (de)coloniality 

needs to be a global project (Tlostanova & Mignolo, 2009) because of “the force, 

pervasiveness, and complexity of colonial perceptions and relations, [which] frame 

decolonization as a lifelong, life-wide process, fraught with difficulties, competing 

demands, and uncertain outcomes” (Stein & Andreotti, 2016, Conclusion), always 

bound to a specific context and vantage point that needs to be disclosed, would the 

more relevant question for me to ask be: How does a white body of a middle-age 

woman born and brought up in post-socialist eastern Europe and further educated 

and socialized into Finnish academia do (de)coloniality in the academic conference 

space as defined within the frame of north-south power/knowledge relations? Why 

was I there? How was I there? How was I made of coloniality there? And how was 

I doing coloniality, as I proudly displayed my fancy Prezi presentation in the 

seminar room of the northern-European university? 
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Image 5. Decolonizing … in the seminar room of a northern European university. 

I try to convince myself I did not come to receive validation from the audience, 

though the presence of the audience and the context of the conference session were 

the necessary conditions for the “becoming” to be possible. In this, I join Emily 

Henderson (2015) in her view that academic conferences, though conceptualized 

as globalized, marketized and technologized sites, can also be sites of resistance to 

their treatment only as such; this requires seeing them not only as sites of 

intellectual, rational activity but primarily as affective realms filled with and shaped 

by the “investments, feelings, fears, pains, pleasures and contradictory emotions 

entangled within the world of education” (Leathwood & Hey, 2009, p. 431). And 

also here, I see the potential of autoethnography and narrative approaches in general 

to reach where other approaches might not be able, (re)stor(y)ing ourselves in ways 

that may begin to shift the grand narrative we inhabit (Dutta, 2018; Toyosaki, 2018). 

I see autoethnography as a way to perform my onto-epistemological turn, exposing 

the cracks and breaks of my being in Finnish academia (Diversi & Moreira, 2016), 

articulating my coming-into-presence, or “authorizing” myself (Bakhtin, as cited 

in Jons, 2014, p. 483). I see autoethnography as speaking in an act of reclaiming 

my agency, as the voice and agency are often equated (e.g., Malhotra & Rowe; Atay 

2018).  
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But the silence I was met with reminded me of the need for thinking about 

speaking as (self)-constitution in terms of a speech act with a speaker and a listener. 

That silence reminds me that “[w]e write ourselves into being as we write our texts, 

but not in a naïve or innocent manner. Instead, we write ourselves into particular 

subject positions within the texts we write and, in unpredictable ways, we call 

others into relation [emphasis added]—both inside the text and in their readings of 

our texts” (Gannon, 2013, p. 230). At that moment, it was somewhat important for 

me to understand this silence, though I knew it could carry so many meanings 

(Fiumara, 1990; Malhotra & Rowe, 2013). The trouble was that I was trapped in a 

modernist binary construction of silence/voice, which not only overlooks the 

possibility that silence is perhaps wholly unanalyzable but also positions it in a 

dependent, inferior position to voice (Pérez, 2013). Is that not why I spoke at that 

conference in the way I did—to break the silence and avoid remaining outside the 

democratic processes of the public sphere, dependent on others to represent me and 

prevent me from being misread or misunderstood (Pérez, 2013, p. 202)? “In the 

binary relation of voice and silence, voice is everything. Silence is to voice as 

absence is to presence. To have voice is to utilize the agency to speak for oneself. 

Voice is agency, visibility, location, determination, and power” (Pérez, 2013, p. 

202). 

If performative texts are to open a flow of affects, recognizing “the movements 

of attraction, repulsion and compulsion between writers, readers and texts” 

(Gannon, 2013, p. 229), to speak and be met with silence might feel like not 

speaking at all. Perhaps in that desire to recognize movement, any kind of 

movement, I was blinded by the idea that only visible movement can be called 

dance. Lessons from butoh as “un-seen dance” or “un-dance,” where movements 

are not always explicit to the outside but are internal or mental (Kasai, 2000, p. 

354), had yet to penetrate me. I was still to learn “to believe in the political effect 

of internal movements” (D’Emilia & Chávez, 2015). I was still to learn to consider 

the possibility of reading silence not as being against (or for), but as being with, in 

sheer human togetherness, as Hannah Arendt would teach (Todd, 2011). Perhaps I 

could not yet think of silence in that way because I was blinded by the idea of 

dialogue, implied in the celebrated idea of diversity, the supposed purpose of which 

is to aid us in understanding across and remedying differences (which can be only 

seen as attributes of cultural subjects), rather than meeting them in us as unique 

embodied individuals (Todd, 2011) (see more on dialogue in Summer: Thinking 

extensively about “dialogue”). I was still to learn that it is not that kind of dialogue 

but the act of narration itself that holds true political potential (Todd, 2011).  
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Perhaps more importantly, though, I began to sense my internal movements of 

wonder about the ethics of my speaking there, about the responsibilities and 

response-abilities of our performances at conferences and other academic practices. 

If, as I want to believe, the conference should be a space of dialogical learning 

(Burford et al., 2017), should my speaking there not be mindful of that and attempt 

to open space for dialogue, make response possible, make it possible to complete 

the speech act? I suppose my initial reading of the silence of the audience was that 

I failed in that attempt. I read the silence (the lack of articulated words) as our 

logocentric western culture commonsensically reads it, as an absence and rupture—

an absence of understanding, a break in communication, a closure of any possibility 

of a relationship (Fiumara, 1990; Malhotra & Rowe, 2013). I was not being 

response-able in my speaking. I felt that all I had done was commit a narcissistic 

act of self-exposure for the selfish purpose of healing my own wounds, at best. I 

felt guilty of hijacking and violating the space that was to be devoted to the 

discussion of decolonization of knowledge in a specific context—the Nordic–

Southern African academia cooperation network—the issue that has become of the 

utmost ethical importance to me in recent years of my academic life. I have feared 

critiqued for engaging in self-indulgent diary-writing or academic masturbation 

(see Sparkes, 2001) since I began this autoethnographic journey, but the fear of 

being critiqued for turning a decolonization discussion into a discussion of 

white/non-Indigenous guilt and/or “white/non-Indigenous fragility” (DiAngelo, 

2011) was even worse.  

And I keep wondering about that silence ...  

As there were no questions, I asked the audience if I could perhaps use the five 

minutes of discussion time to read the page I had not had time to read due to the 

last-minute schedule change. The response was encouraging. I read, and they kept 

listening. Perhaps some opening for an encounter had been created after all. 

Perhaps the speech act had been completed after all. How do we know? 

The next morning, I woke up sick. The performance was being concluded only 

now, and as the remnants of the words I attempted to articulate so clearly the day 

before were finding their way out of my guts, I realized that “it is in the action of 

saying that one’s presence makes itself felt, not in the actual words one speaks” 

(Todd, 2011, p. 105). 

— — 
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I am on the bus back home, filled with a sense of confidence, yet somehow doubtful, 

hesitant, and ambivalent. “Isn’t it interesting that there are only white presenters in 

the session on decolonization?”—the comment casually uttered by the chair of my 

session keeps turning around my head as the Finnish summer greenness passes 

through me on the bus ride back home. It makes me think of all the different 

meanings decolonization has been taking and morphing into throughout different 

times and spaces. It makes me think of how it has been appropriated, superficially 

understood, simplified, and reduced to a metaphor that further essentializes and 

reinforces what it sets out to dismantle, overlooking some forms of colonial 

exclusions, producing nativisms and becoming tokenistic (Moosavi, 2020). It 

makes me think how I have been implicated in all of these processes through my 

academic practices, first through my research on South African higher education 

and then through teaching on the international degree program at the Finnish 

university. It makes me think what it has come to mean for me and all the unsettling 

implications that it demands of me. It makes me think of all the possibilities that 

the growing, or even “explosion of” (Moosavi, 2020), interest (among 

western/northern academic communities) in decolonization, especially since the 

2014 Rhodes Must Fall movement, and all the ambivalences (Tuck & Yang, 2012), 

dangers (Moosavi, 2020) and myths (e.g., Curriculum Change Working Group, 

2018) it has produced. It makes me think about when and how I jumped onto that 

bandwagon, where “one can find calls to decolonize everything from sexualities to 

cameras, from dieting to counselling, from disability to peacebuilding” (Moosavi, 

2020, p. 333; see also e.g., Abdi et al., 2015; Chawla & Atay, 2018; Shahjahan, 

2015; Spatz, 2019; Sundberg, 2014) and I add “academic citizenship” to the list of 

“objects” to be decolonized. It makes me think deeply with the Decolonial Futures 

Collective who observe that: 

decolonization is increasingly treated as a site and subject of consumption and 

accumulation, not only of material benefits, but also of knowledges, 

relationships, experiences, and even critique itself. Decolonial critiques have 

become a valuable currency within the intellectual, affective, relational, and 

material economies of mainstream Western educational institutions. ... When 

efforts made under the umbrella of decolonization are rerouted back into the 

same desires and entitlements that produce colonization in the first place, the 

transformative possibilities and ethical responsibilities of decolonization are 

eclipsed, and decolonization itself becomes weaponized as an alibi to continue 

colonial business as usual. (Stein et al., 2020, p. 44) 



85 

“Reclaiming my existence through autoethnography”—I whisper to myself an 

alternative title for my presentation as the bus continues to cut through the 

overwhelming greenness outside. Would that better convey the essence of the 

process that I am beginning to engage in, that of decoloniality rather than 

decolonization? It would refer directly to Mignolo’s (2018) important 

differentiation between these two, the latter being about reclaiming control of the 

state apparatus and the former exactly about reclaiming one’s whole existence. 

Perhaps the conference theme could then be expanded to (re)think academic 

citizenship alongside some other Rs in addition to recognition, resilience, or 

resistance, such as reclaiming (Mignolo, 2013), regeneration (Stengers, 2012) and 

re-existence (Achinte, as cited in Tlostanova, 2012). 

That title would help me draw attention to the distinction between 

decolonization, as referring to colonialism as a historical/political project, and 

decoloniality, as evoked by the recognition of coloniality as the constitutive, 

indispensable underside of modernity—“a racial, economic, social, existential, 

gender and epistemic bondage created around the 16th century, firmly linking 

imperialism and capitalism, and maintained (though reconfigured) since then 

within the modern/colonial world” (Tlostanova, 2012, p.132). 

The former emerged as a process from anti-colonialist political movements and 

the intellectual tradition of postcolonial studies and with the emergence of the 

Subaltern School in the 1980s and, as such, is understood mainly as a process of 

redressing, reversing perhaps, the power asymmetries produced by colonial 

political and economic relations. What is “de-” is the process and effects of 

colonialization or colonialism, which “denotes a political and economic relation in 

which the sovereignty of a nation or a people rests on the power of another nation, 

which makes such a nation an empire” (Maldonado-Torres, 2007, p. 243). In this 

understanding, decolonization as a process and the theoretical debates surrounding 

it are of concern only for former formal colonies and former colonizers, making 

other geopolitically located bodies, eager to talk about decolonization, suspicious. 

Postcolonial thinking may mislead people into thinking that colonialism expired 

when the reign of colonial administrations ended (Quijano, 2007). 

Mignolo thinks with Aníbal Quijano’s idea of coloniality and Felix Patzi-

Paco’s colonial matrix of power in his focus on the coloniality of knowledge and 

the coloniality of being engendered in it, that is, the effects of coloniality in lived 

experiences (e.g., Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2013; Tlostanova & Mignolo, 

2009). This conceptual universe departs from the one produced by postcolonial 

theory, as limiting for our understanding of the post-Cold War world, when it 
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became clear that colonial patterns of power extend beyond post-colonial 

administrations. As Tlostanova (2012) points out, “[b]oth postcolonial and 

postcommunist discourses are products of modernity/coloniality, emphasizing 

different elements, yet having a ... shared birthmark in the rhetoric of modernity ... 

acting as a tool to justify the continuing colonization of time and space, of lives and 

futures” (p. 132). (De)coloniality reimagines the world typically constructed as 

neatly divided between (former) empires and colonized nations, unsettling spatial 

partitions and re-orienting our thinking toward seeing coloniality as present in all 

societies, not as a property of only certain countries or regions and/or territorially 

assigned to them groups (Silova et al., 2017, p. 13). Maldonado-Torres (2007) 

captures the essence of coloniality as follows: 

Coloniality ... refers to long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a result 

of colonialism, but that define culture, labor, intersubjective relations, and 

knowledge production well beyond the strict limits of colonial administrations. 

Thus, coloniality survives colonialism. It is maintained alive in books, in the 

criteria for academic performance, in cultural patterns, in common sense, in 

the self-image of peoples, in aspirations of self, and so many other aspects of 

our modern experience. In a way, as modern subjects we breathe coloniality all 

the time and everyday. (p. 243) 

Modernity/coloniality collective thinkers see coloniality as constitutive and not 

derivative of modernity, so the dyad of modernity/(de)coloniality is used. 

Coloniality is recognized as the darker side of modernity, hidden or obscured by its 

“shine”—the shine of the complex “narrative that builds Western civilization by 

celebrating its achievements” (Mignolo, 2011, pp. 2–3). Just as there is no shine 

without a shadow, there is no modernity without coloniality. One could perhaps 

even say that the stronger the illumination, the darker the shadow it casts. 

(Re)thinking colonial relations, then, requires revealing the dark side of modernity 

and the ways we are all made out of it, though differently.  

The rhetoric of modernity, including the mission of progress and development, 

is impossible to employ without simultaneously mobilizing the coloniality of being 

and the creation of ontologically different others. It is then global coloniality we 

are discussing, which “is always manifested in particular local forms and conditions, 

as well as personal histories and experiences” (Tlostanova et al., 2016, p. 215). 

As a modern subject and a subject of modernity living and working in 

international/global higher education, which is an inherent part of the web of 

coloniality of knowledge, I breathe coloniality all the time. From the macro-
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rationale for existence and structure of the programs I have been involved in to the 

micro-level of interactions, encounters, and practices that this work demands, 

enables, necessitates and shapes, I have been breathing coloniality. But although, 

like air, coloniality is “not over, but all over” (Fong, as cited in Theory from the 

margins, 2020), it is manifested and experienced differently around the world, 

necessitating different responses. 

This plurality of experiences of coloniality and of the decolonial responses that 

coloniality generates is crucial. Decolonial thinking is about formulating an 

“epistemic, political and ethical basis of global decolonial options [emphasis added] 

to the existing world order, which we all witness or take part in today” (Tlostanova 

& Mignolo, 2009, p. 130). The plural form of options carries the ontological 

premise of this thinking, which is about (re)imagining alternative worlds and 

thinking about alternatives to alternatives. There needs to be space for multiple 

decolonial responses that (re)emerge from multiple worlds coexisting on a non-

hierarchical basis (see e.g., Silova, 2020).  

Decoloniality entails both “the analytic task of unveiling the logic of 

coloniality,” which constitutes the Western modernity project, and “the prospective 

task” of building a world in which many alternative worlds can coexist (Mignolo 

2011, as cited in Silova et al., 2017, p. 2). The way I see these tasks in the context 

of international higher education, which brings various worlds together, is to unveil 

the epistemic, political, and ethical terms on which these worlds come together and 

interact, as well as to (re)imagine, through this unveiling process, conditions for 

co-existence that are not premised on the colonial logic of domination, exploitation 

and oppression. These tasks cannot be achieved through a series of pre-defined 

steps because that logic we need to unveil is the air we do not see but continuously 

breathe. Perhaps then all we can do is gesture toward more aware breathing (see 

more on decolonial gesture later in this chapter in Sensing intensively with Buber). 

That is what I have been trying to do in this autoethnographic journey with 

decoloniality, which I see not as a theory but rather a backpack on my shoulders, 

which I need to constantly revise for ever-emerging circumstances and conditions.  

Decoloniality does not position itself as studies. That may be overlooked if we do 

not take enough time and energy to sufficiently dwell in decolonial thinking, 

allowing the coloniality of mind to resort to the familiar frame of theory, as 

constructed by modern discourse, characterized by the “Western agonistic principle 

of making theories and practices compete for dominance” (Tlostanova et al., 2016, 

p. 224) and rooted in oppositional, often antagonizing, and divisive discourse 



 

88 

(Boveda & Bhattacharya, 2019). Specifically, in seeking to avoid becoming yet 

another hegemonic project, decolonial thinking is understood as an option—in 

contrast to a paradigm or grand theory—one option among a plurality of options. 

Hence, there is also an important shift from thinking about the world as universe 

toward pluriverse (Mignolo, 2013; Silova, 2020). To reiterate in Tlostanova’s (2012) 

words, a decolonial option 

attempts a conceptual denaturalization, a qualitative shift not a quantitative one, 

as sometimes happens in those variants of postcolonial studies which rely 

exclusively on western postmodernist concepts, seldom questioning the 

disciplinary matrix established in modernity. The decolonial option attempts 

not to “study colonialism”, but to decolonize knowledge, subjectivity, gender 

and sexuality, from a multiple border position. (p. 133) 

Therefore, instead of analyzing existing post or neo colonialist processes and 

phenomena, such as nationalism, diaspora or hybrid identities, maintaining the 

divide between the known object and knowing subject, “the decolonial approach 

allows for a specific epistemic, political and ethical instrument for transforming the 

world by transforming the way people see it, feel it and act in it” (Tlostanova & 

Mignolo, 2009, p. 131). Decolonizing knowledge means destabilizing the subject-

object relationship from the perspective of those who have been denied the 

legitimacy of knowing, which means destabilizing knower/known relationships 

and the very idea of knowing/being. By foregrounding problems to be addressed, 

and not the objects to be studied, a decolonial option “leads any investigation 

through the scholar, intellectual or researcher, into the world, rather than keeping 

him or her within the discipline” (Tlostanova & Mignolo, 2009, p. 131). Decolonial 

thinking leads from, through and into the spaces “where I think” (Mignolo 2011; 

Tlostanova, et al., 2016) and where I do, revealing the unthinkable paths. It leads 

from, through and into the space where I breathe. 

It leads also this investigation through the researcher, into the world, rather than 

keeping her within the discipline. Is that why this inquiry has been so 

overwhelming 

inspiring 

exciting 

scary 

messy 

disobedient 
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frustrating 

liberating 

slipping away 

complex 

suffocating 

unpredictable 

taking me back to my hometown? 

Białystok 

Dear Sir/Madam 

In Poland, more and more people are interested in the education model in 

Finland ... We are currently undergoing another reform of education model in 

Poland ..., we are organizing a conference on the Finnish model of education ... 

it will be held at the University of Białystok ... it will certainly also meet the 

interest of the academic world ... we are looking for specialists from Finland 

who would like to present these issues in an interesting and practical way 

during the conference ... our targets are: presentation of the Finnish education 

solutions ... to show possibility of implementation of Finnish solutions in Polish 

schools, to elaborate on how to implement. ... we provide the opportunity to 

cover flight costs and accommodation for speakers whose own institution can 

not cover ... getting acquainted with the region of eastern Poland ... 

Normally, I would ignore this email, forwarded by someone in charge of 

international relations in the faculty one day in 2017. It is one of an increasing 

number that have been popping up in the inboxes of people involved in any way in 

education in Finland, inviting us to share expertise on education with an audience 

elsewhere. I feel my skepticism regarding the possibility of “implementing 

elements of the Finnish education model into Polish schools” might prevent my 

meeting the organizer’s practical objectives for the conference. Besides, there are 

people far more disposed, experienced, knowledgeable, and epistemically entitled 

to talk about Finnish education, even if I have been part of it as a student, teacher, 

researcher and parent for over ten years now. Perhaps this sense of inadequacy is 

one of the symptoms of mind-colonization disease common in all parts of the world 

and all strata of society (Tlostanova, 2012, p. 132). Perhaps it has been silently 

brewing within me ever since I entered the Finnish university world as a master 

student. Or maybe even earlier ... 
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Maybe it had begun already in the early 90s, when on a school exchange trip 

to Denmark in my primary years, I saw a cheese slicer for the first time in my life 

and had no clue what this tool was for and how to use it, or perhaps even earlier, 

when my brother hosted a student from the Netherlands, who left for me the bottle 

of sweet-smelling honey liquid soap, which was nice but puzzling, or even earlier 

when my mom brought a suitcase of chocolates from her trip to East Berlin—an 

unattainable collection of shapes and colors. Why is a knife not enough to cut the 

cheese? Is a basic soap bar not enough to wash with? And the home-made chocolate 

will never be good enough anymore once one knows there are all these options 

(un)available out there. It is perhaps this gently simmering sense of inadequacy that 

is the sign of dwelling in “a void of global coloniality” (Tlostanova, 2012, p. 130) 

that the collapse of the Cold War order produced. It opened a crack between the 

first and the third world, producing a second, intermediary one, not quite western, 

not quite non-western either (Tlostanova, 2012). Dwelling in that space goes hand 

in hand with border epistemology—thinking/sensing/doing within modern/colonial, 

epistemic and ontological borders of immigrant consciousness (Mignolo, 2013), 

and I had a feeling that it would be difficult to fit this epistemology into the space 

of this kind of event.  

So, normally, I would ignore this email. But this particular invitation drew my 

attention, as the event was to take place in my hometown—the city of Białystok, 

where I was born and lived for the first eighteen years of my life; this city in 

northeastern Poland, at the eastern border of the European Union and the Shengen 

Area—a borderland city, in the borderland country—is forever trapped/suspended 

between the East and the West or/and perhaps between the North and the South, as 

Cichocki argues (2020). Historically home to Jews, Poles, Germans, Lithuanians, 

Tatars, Russians and Belarussians, the identity of Bialystok has always been 

(re)constructed and contested by the geopolitical and sociocultural forces typical of 

borderlands. The co-existence of the Jewish, Catholic, Orthodox, and Islamic 

religions has shaped the social and material architecture of the city and the everyday 

life of the people. It is no coincidence that Białystok is the hometown of Ludwig 

Zamenhof (1859–1917), the creator of Esperanto—the international, auxiliary 

language created with the idea of fostering inter-ethnic and international 

understanding and the eradication of senseless violence. Zamenhof was a member 

of a large Jewish community, who considered themselves as the indigenous people 

of the city (Sadowska, 2018) and who for centuries have shaped its economic, 

cultural, and religious life. As Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “Here in the Eastern 

Europe, the Jewish people became themselves. They did not live as guests in 
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someone else’s house, who must constantly remember about traditions and habits 

of the host” (Heschel, 1996, as cited in Gadacz, 2009, p. 611). Indeed, by the end 

of the nineteenth century, my hometown was one of the major centers of the Polish 

Jewry, with 76% of its population of sixty-three thousand being Jewish (Sadowska, 

2018). However, by the time I graduated from the high school—the same that 

Zamenhof had attended—at the end of the twentieth century, there were five 

citizens who would identify themselves as Jewish (Kobrin, 2010). The Nazi policy 

of extermination and the anti-Semitic policy of the communist Polish authorities, 

as well as the hostile attitude of Polish society toward the Jewish minority after 

1945, all led to the nearly complete eradication of the Jewish community from the 

population statistics, cityscape, public discourse and local collective memory, 

leaving the void of an empty plate (Tokarczuk, 2020), which had remained in the 

shadows for me until very recently (as The empty plate will unveil below). 

I left Białystok in 1999 to study at a dance school in the city of Kalisz in the 

western part of Poland. I continued my studies there, becoming an English language 

teacher, and then moved to Finland, never returning to Białystok for longer than 

holiday visits. I do visit my parents quite regularly. Perhaps I could drop a line to 

the organizers of the conference and see if they would be interested in what I could 

offer. Perhaps I could take my sons with me. I know how my parents cherish every 

moment they can spend with their grandsons. And every chance for exposure to the 

Polish language is invaluable; after all, the much-celebrated asset of 

bi/multilingualism is not something inherited with genes, contrary to what many 

seem to assume. Surely, I could be doing a better job in this regard and in keeping 

up with my own Polish language that is becoming crooked, twisted, less and less 

adequate with every year. So, I reply to the email in what feels to me like fraudulent, 

distorted language, misspelling words and missing the Polish letters: 

Dzien dobry, 

Mam na imie Magda Karjalainen i pisze w zwiazku z ponizsza wiadomoscia o 

konferencji na temat finskiej edukacji. Od 12 lat mieszkam w Finlandii, 

konczylam tu studia magisterskie na wydziale edukacji na uniwersytecie w 

Oulu, a teraz pracuje na tym samym wydziale, miedzy innymi ksztalcac 

nauczycieli, wiec pomyslalam ze byc moze byliby panstwo zainteresowani 

jakas forma wspolpracy. Byc moze moja wiedzia, przemyslenia i 

doswiadczenia, jakkolwiek ograniczone i zawsze w pewien sposob 

jednostronne, moglyby kogos zaciekawic lub zainspirowac. Mogloby byc to tez 
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dla mnie z pewnoscia ciekawe doswiadczenie, tym bardziej ze Bialystok to moje 

rodzinne miasto. 

Pozdrawiam serdecznie, 

Magda Karjalainen 

University teacher/Doctoral candidate 

“Perhaps my knowledge, thoughts and experiences, however limited and always 

only situated in a specific perspective, could be of interest and inspiration to 

some”—I run my eyes through the sentence, wondering whether it is a critical, self-

aware researcher or rather an imposter in me speaking. Will “doctoral candidate” 

suffice to fit their idea of a “specialist”?21 Apparently it does, as I receive a response. 

Yes, the world is small indeed—I agree with the opening sentence of the message 

from the organizer. “Yes, we are very much interested,” reads the second sentence. 

In the following months, we exchange emails, negotiating the contents of my 

presentation. I suggest I could discuss teacher education in Finland, drawing mainly 

on my experiences of teaching in the Intercultural Teacher Education program. 

They want to make sure they get a solid general overview of teacher education. I 

want to make sure I meet their needs, yet I need to ensure they are aware of my 

limitations and perspectives. I am still not entirely sure about the format and nature 

of this conference, but when they ask me to send a photo and a short biographical 

note, I realize that it is in fact a day-long series of key notes, one of which is to be 

me. It makes me feel uneasy—I am not quite sure why—but I suppose it is too late 

to withdraw. I will give them what they want, but I am also determined to leave 

enough space for raising some critical questions. Perhaps this is not the space for 

that, for the idea of the conference, as I am perhaps too slowly beginning to realize, 

is mainly to reveal the secret of “the miracle of Finnish education” (see e.g., Shatz, 

2016; Simola, 2005). Nevertheless, I promise myself that whatever I turn out to be 

part of, I will try to avoid contributing, at least knowingly, to the uncritical 

reproduction of Nordic benevolent exceptionalism (e.g., Keskinen et al., 2009, 

Stein et al., 2020), the discourse repertoire that has been increasingly enriched by 

“the best education in the world” narrative. Perhaps I have seen too many 

international students living silently with an inferiority complex. Perhaps I should 

not be going to this conference at all. 

 
21For the discussion on the dynamic and multifaceted processes of the development of professional 
identities of doctoral students in Finland see for example Pyhältö et al. (2012) (see also Coffman et al., 
(2016). 
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My academic-self is trying to convince my immigrant-self that there is nothing 

wrong with that promise—is that not what academic endeavors should always be 

characterized by: critical, rigorous analysis and questioning? Yes, the immigrant-

self whispers at the back of my head, but please keep in mind it is me who is going 

to be labelled “ungrateful.” Yes, but I am not going to deny that Finns in many 

respects have gotten it right. I am continuously in awe, for example, of how well-

respected Finnish teachers are ... And I do not mean only on the societal level shown 

in statistics. And look at what an excellent job they have been doing during the 

corona crisis. I can hardly think of a better place to raise my children.  

“The Finnish miracle,” “the secret of education,” “the best education in the 

world” have been increasingly coming under the scrutiny of a more critical analysis 

that seems to be aware of the complex relations between education and 

sociocultural, historical, and political contexts and problematics of commodifying 

education and positioning it as superior on a global stage (e.g., Shatz, 2016; Shatz 

et al., 2017). Perhaps I naively believe I can delink myself from participating in 

these processes by carefully preparing my talk, thinking of every word and phrase 

I will utter and every piece of information and statistics I will share, reproduce 

and/or problematize. But as I will learn, delinking is not (at) all in my hands ... 

Perhaps, the only way to truly delink would be to never have accepted this 

invitation in the first place. Perhaps, I am complicit in this benevolent (neo)colonial 

project (see e.g., Shatz, 2016) by simply going there, no matter that my main 

motivation was to have an opportunity to visit my parents. Or was it? Perhaps this 

is yet another chance for me to keep carving my home, making and remaking my 

home at home far away from home, to again keep finding my academic home? 

Perhaps this is yet another space to negotiate being inside and outside at the same 

time, to continue living/being “rooted in irremovable contradictions—neither here 

nor there or both here and there at the same time” (Tlostanova, 2013). One would 

not know about them until one is thrown amid these contradictions, trying to make 

sense of the moves one makes in these negotiations, no matter how much one 

believes one can self-reflexively prepare for them.  

My preparations become more careful and language-aware, as something 

compels me to decide to give my talk in Polish. I could resort to simultaneous 

translation devices, but while it was initially obvious I would speak in English, at 

some point in the course of preparations, anything other than presenting in Polish 

became unthinkable. The thought of addressing Polish teachers, principals, 

educators, academics, policy makers, students, and parents in English, in a lecture 

room on the campus located just one kilometer from the house where my 
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grandparents used to live and where we would spend every Christmas Eve of my 

childhood, sat very uncomfortably with me. I am not ready to give up my Polish 

language. Maybe expanding it beyond the personal, private space limited to that of 

family interactions and into the academic, professional domain could be yet another 

way of (re)carving the boundaries of the alienating modern life stretched between 

public and private. I decide to keep the text in my visual presentation in English, 

with some translations provided, and to speak in Polish. I practice a lot to find the 

right words and structures and to make them sit more comfortably on my tongue. 

But they do not, just as my whole “self” does not sit comfortably in this situation. 

I am visiting my hometown, I am at my parents’ house, with my sons, yet I am 

about to give a talk (little did I know it was more than a talk that I had signed up 

for) at an “international conference.” And I cannot help but wonder to what extent 

branding the conference as international is rooted in the need to raise it out of the 

periphery. And I wonder if that wondering is rooted in my own parochialism or 

perhaps in undermining my own historical context. 

Why am I so surprised how much this city has changed? The question I have 

heard before in my head pops up again as the taxi takes me to the university through 

parts of the city I do no longer recognize. As I uttered the street address to the taxi 

driver, I could nearly hear my dad uttering the same street name, as we used to 

make our way to my grandparents’ house on so many occasions, before we got our 

own car in the early ’90s. Unlike my dad, I am hesitant to engage in a conversation 

with a taxi driver, aware of the fact that over the past few years, the politics of the 

right-wing, nationalist, ultra-Catholic government had polarized an already 

fragmented society to the extent that even innocent small talk might suddenly turn 

into an antagonizing exchange. In the country that has long defined its national 

identity through the external oppressor—Berlin, Moscow, Brussels, liberals, 

socialists, communists, capitalists, Catholics, Jews—interpersonal relationships are 

shaped by the us/them division now perhaps more than ever. And I am not sure on 

which side of the “/” I sit. 

I am not even sure why I sit in this taxi that is taking me across time and space, 

from private to public, from old to new, from past to future. As we drive through 

the new, wide streets, funded by the generous European Union, where the ghosts of 

the city’s Jewish heritage do not dare to enter, the taxi driver asks me about my 

visit. 

“I grew up here”—I hear myself say, and as I say it, I feel the here slipping away, 

like a fish from a broken net. I really do not know what the here is ...  
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The empty plate 

Is here the primeval forest surrounding the city? I would spend so much of my 

childhood there, playing with my brothers and cousins, and picking mushrooms 

with my parents, unknowingly looked after by the ghosts of travelers of multiple 

ethnicities, languages and religions, moving across the internal border of the 

Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth—in the XVth and XVIth centuries the place of 

refuge for even the most radical religious movements that were under persecution 

in the rest of the Christian world.22 The same forests, five centuries later would 

become graves for thousands of the descendants of those travelers.  

Or is here the primary school I attended for eight years, with the Catholic 

chapel tucked right in front of the school’s building? Though separated by a fence, 

these two spaces always felt inseparable to me, perhaps because our religion classes 

took place in the chapel until 1989, when religion was introduced back to schools. 

It was the same chapel where I was baptized and where, a few years later, I would 

lie to the priest about my Sunday mass attendance. He would not understand, and 

surely neither did I at that time, that the forest could be a shrine too. He was too 

occupied with ensuring that we could recite our catechism and know about the life 

of the Catholic mystic Saint Faustyna Kowalska and her confessor and spiritual 

director Michał Sopoćko, the founder of the Congregation of the Sisters of the 

Merciful Jesus, who moved to Białystok in 1947 and served, lived and died at the 

chapel, eventually becoming the patron of the city in 2016. I was too occupied with 

ensuring that I was no different from my mass-attending peers. 

Is here the past—the memory of the dandelion-covered railway embankment 

on the other side of the street from the school-chapel twin unit—the usual place of 

many of my childhood play on the way to and back from the school? This is the 

very same embankment where the big granite cross is erected to commemorate and 

express gratitude for salvation from a potentially deadly danger, when a train 

carrying toxic liquid chlorine from the Soviet Union to the German Democratic 

Republic went off the rails just opposite my school a few days before my eighth 

birthday. According to the group of people who initiated the erection of the cross, 

the city was saved due to Father Sopoćko’s plea to god. Well, I do not know about 

 
22 In 1573 the Warsaw Confederation act was signed granting religious freedoms to all religious sects, 
becoming one of the first acts of this kind in Europe. It created a legal basis for a new political system 
and at the same time secured the unity of the state which had been inhabited for generations by 
communities from different ethnic backgrounds (Poles, Lithuanians, Russians, Germans, Georgians, 
and Jews) and of different denominations (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization [UNESCO], 2017). 
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that, but I remember how thrilled I was to be turned back on my way to school that 

day. I was happy to go home to play with a new doll my mom had just brought for 

me from yet another business trip, unaware of the threat hanging over the entire 

city, as the rescue team tried to lift four train wagons without causing a deadly 

leak—unaware at the time but forever reminded by the cross opposite my school.  

Or is here the present—thirty years later—on the very same railway 

embankment, covered now with inexplicable anger and frustration as I learn that it 

was here that some thirty thousand Jews from the Białystok ghetto were loaded 

onto trains taking them to the Treblinka Nazi extermination camp? Was it the same 

god that saved your city from the deadly toxin that told you to forget all the 

murdered Jews that “he” chose not to save? The anger and frustration are not simply 

that it happened; after all, we learned at school about the atrocities of the war, 

Auschwitz, the Warsaw Ghetto uprising and Janusz Korczak going with two 

hundred orphans to the Treblinka extermination camp. 

It is the anger of a nearly forty-year-old woman who just found out that she 

happily spent her childhood and teenage years in the very same streets and forests 

where hundreds of people were executed and not a single sign of the memory of 

those events was brought to her awareness. It is the anger of someone who feels 

robbed of a part of her past through the very active process of forgetting and 

eradicating the uncomfortable, unwanted history from the collective memory and 

the public space of the city she thought to be her hometown. It is the anger that 

turns into frustration that forces her to place her “Polishness” under a microscope—

something she thought she had already done, but all she really did was to distance 

herself from it. It is the frustration that turns into confusion as she begins to wonder 

whether the scream of her body could have anything to do with the quest for the 

lost pagan Slavic legacy, which left a void in the Polish consciousness, as Maria 

Janion argues in her Uncanny Slavdom (2006). Is she looking for something more 

than mushrooms in the autumn forest? Is the mystical writing of the Jewish 

philosopher’s visceral effect on her perhaps a trace of the awakened phantom pain 

that Olga Tokarczuk discusses in reference to the coexistence of Slavs and Jews in 

Central/Eastern Europe, so intertwined for nearly a thousand years that the 

extinction of one caused the pain of the other (2020)? It is a frustration that returns 

as she disregards these explanations as too simplistic and naïve, even as the 

soothing scent of the herbs drying on her kitchen window seems to console her 

unsettled mind. 

It is the frustration of a “non-absolute other” (Tlostanova, 2003) who, while 

trying to live with the contradictions of being neither here nor there or both here 
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and there simultaneously (Tlostanova, 2003), begins to sense the lost past and the 

taken-away memory, begins to sense a lie, a myth, a product of historical and 

political amnesia. It is the frustration of someone who realizes that here/there is in 

fact nowhere (see Chibner, 2020; Janion, 2006). But it is also a frustration that can 

turn the question “Where am I from?” into “Who am I?” and “How shall I live?’’—

the central existential questions embodied in the butoh aesthetic war, with the body 

turned into a terrorist, a war “that keeps people honestly engaged in soul work and 

definitions of identity” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 95; see Spring: Butoh), a hopeful war 

that reveals wounds as well as possibilities for healing. It is a frustration that makes 

me dance. 

It is a frustration—that “state of psychic unrest” of border dwelling (Anzaldúa, 

1987, p. 73)—that makes me write. Or maybe, like Tokarczuk (2020, p. 185), I 

write out of this primeval sense of lack—that hole that disables us and that is 

perhaps the essence of human condition, as “we are told in the language of Jewish 

myth that in his mother’s womb man23 knows the universe and forgets it at birth” 

(Buber, 1923/1996, p. 76). Tokarczuk (2020) writes about the discovery of this lack 

as follows: 

For many, the presence of Jews boiled down to the tragedy of the Holocaust, 

the Jews were associated with the Holocaust, and the realization of what had 

happened during the war pushed aside another question—about the centuries-

old common history of these two cultures and two ethnic groups. ... By 

realizing that the Jewish world existed in the same space, over the same rivers 

and in the streets of the same towns, I discovered that what had passed could 

still remain real and influence, even though it ceased to exist. 

However, it was not a usual meeting with the past, which breeds nostalgia. 

Nostalgia has a mild, moist, filling nature, like a thick, aromatic sauce that adds 

flavor to the food and even ordinary potatoes can turn into a sophisticated dish. 

No, there was an empty plate in front of me. (pp. 182–183) 

“I grew up here”—I mutter to the taxi driver, trying to fill in the empty plate, 

conjuring a dish from the fragments of my/our stories hoping it will nurture my 

body and heal my soul like a mushroom soup.  

 
23 For commentary on the gendered language in Buber’s writing see footnote 32. 
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I grew up here, I grew up nowhere, I grew up in-between, I grew up in the nowhere 

of in-betweenness. I grew up on an empty plate, though the plates on my family 

table were never empty.  

Our plates were never empty—neither during my early childhood when my dad 

would queue over night to buy less easily available groceries, nor during my 

teenage years, when I could pop in any time and buy anything I wanted at my 

mom’s shopping center. My childhood, although stretched between late socialism 

and early capitalism, was as smooth as my mom’s transition from a state-owned 

merchandise company director to one of the shareholders of that company and the 

director of one of their shopping centers, where we would innocently and joyfully 

begin to internalize the capitalist mindset. It was as though the milk and honey of 

the promised land, of which I had had only a glimpse of through bananas and 

oranges sent to us in big grey boxes from my aunt in the US, had finally started 

flowing onto this side of the wall. The colorful, fashionable clothes and accessories 

could make up for almost anything—the absence of ever-working parents, the 

discomforts of the illnesses and maybe even the doctor’s ban of all physical activity 

for a year, which meant no dancing. 

Our plates were not empty—neither at the times when my brothers were 

obliged to study the Russian language in a state school nor at the times when I 

would twice a week proudly make my way to a private language school to learn 

English. That language, as for many others around the world, turned out to be the 

double-edged sword—privileging me and opening the whole world for me and 

paralyzing me in that world, as that language has never felt good enough or 

adequate for anything I wanted to say/write—as is the case right now. It was the 

English language that made my first border crossing toward the West possible 

because, due to my adequate English skills, I was one of the lucky students who 

joined an exchange with a Danish school. Well, it was the English language in 

addition to my family’s socioeconomic status at the time that enabled this, as we 

were able to cover some of the costs of the exchange program, unlike another 

classmate, who was equally good if not better in English. English made my first 

encounter with butoh possible, but it was also the English language that took me 

away from butoh, and from dancing as a way of life in general, as becoming an 

English language teacher seemed like a much more viable option in the newly 

forming country that had just set off in pursuit of the promised land of capitalism—

maybe this option of Enlightenment-derived modernity would work out better for 

us. Indeed, that seemed to be the only trajectory available in post-socialist contexts 
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(Silova et al., 2021). Communism finally fell, and we were lucky enough to be 

offered a place in a socioeconomic convergence narrative (Ferguson, 2006, p. 184; 

see also Silova et al., 2021). We had waited for long enough, and our time in the 

natural evolutionary progression of development had come; soon, we would join 

the first world if we only worked hard enough to catch up and make up for the forty 

years lost to socialist experimentations.  

Or, at least, we would believe so ... my parents seemed to believe so, even if 

our plates were never empty. 

I grew up in the “in-between” Poland. I belong to what is labelled as a 

transformation generation. I was nine months old when my homeland was 

announced to be “at the edge of an abyss,” and martial law was introduced as “the 

ultimate way to bring the country out of the crisis, to save the country from collapse” 

(Jaruzelski, 1981/2009, see also Silova et al., 2021). I was nine years old when 

Lech Wałęsa won the first direct presidential elections in the history of Poland, a 

clear sign that the country was saved from the collapse, leaving behind the “blank 

slate onto which the values of democracy and market-economy [were] waiting to 

be readily written” (Silova et al., 2017, p. 8). 

During the interview at the entrance exam to one of the first international 

master’s programs in Finland in 2006,24 called Education and Globalization (see 

Autumn: In a few days I will meet new students ...), I was teased about considering 

whether it were perhaps a better option for me to return to Poland and establish yet 

another private English language school. I am not sure if it was my ability to see 

through the provocative sarcasm of this question or the intuitive rejection of that 

capitalist idea (after all, private education does not really have, or at least did not 

have at the time, an important place in the Finnish welfare-state ethos), but I got a 

place in the program. Now, I was also personally offered a place in the convergence 

story, but was I ready to work hard enough and make up for the lost time of inferior 

education (see also Silova et al., 2021) that did little to introduce me to German, 

French or Anglo-American philosophy and/or social theories? Was I ready to work 

hard enough to prove I deserved a role in this storyline? Would I be able to use this 

scarce resource—time—properly, productively, efficiently to catch up in this 

 
24 The first international master’s programs in Finland started in 2004. The International Master’s 
Degree in Education and Globalization started in 2006 and was one of the first in the field of educational 
sciences. It was part of the expansion and mainstreaming of international degree programs (IDPs) that 
took place in the 2000s, influenced by the EU Bologna process (see e.g., Haapakoski, 2020; Välimaa & 
Weimer, 2014). Currently Finland offers about 580 such study programs at 40 institutions of higher 
education (see https://www.study.eu/country/finland). 
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modernization walk, or would I turn out too “lazy” and lag behind forever? 

(Shahjahan, 2015; Silova, et al., 2017, 2021; Tlostanova, 2016) 

The taxi stops in front of one of the buildings of the University of Białystok. 

Certainly, time and generous European Union funding had been used well here. 

This campus—home to the faculties of physics, biology, math, and information 

technology, opened just two years before—was the biggest investment in the 

history of the institution, and only the beginning of a much larger modernization 

project. The modern glass and steel campus and the house where my grandparents 

lived are just about one kilometer apart, with the timeless Zwierzyniecki Forest 

between. I can almost smell again the sultry scent of tomatoes in my grandfather’s 

greenhouse. 

As I enter the lobby of the Faculty of Physics and say my name at the 

registration table, I am immediately picked up, introduced, and shown to the 

conference venue. I sit with the other speakers in one of the first rows of the large 

lecture hall, and as I see the men and women in suits around me, I start questioning 

my choice of outfit. Luckily, I decided on the plain black skirt rather than the 

colorful one I bought in South Africa. It might tone down a bit my colorful boots, 

and the big conference badge will do the same for the purple shirt with Normal 

people scare me printed on the front. 

The conference soon begins with the standard opening words from the 

organizers, acknowledging honorary patronage, business partners and media 

patronage and welcoming consuls, the mayor, the rector of the university and other 

officials, of which I lose track. After more welcoming and thanking words from the 

rector and the mayor and someone from the Finnish embassy in Warsaw, the 

municipal superintendent takes the floor. She reminds everyone that, while it is 

important to draw inspiration from others, we should focus on “our” educational 

reform at hand—part of “Dobra zmiana” (good change)—the structural and 

curricular reform that has just started with the new academic year in September. I 

sense that the conference organizers’ attempt to keep the conference as apolitical 

as possible might not be successful after all. The air in the lecture hall, filled with 

two hundred fifty teachers, principals, educators, academics, and parents from all 

around the country, is thick with palpable tension, frustration, and anger. I begin to 

feel it in my body. A later comment from the audience pointing out “the very good 

mood of the superintendent” while practitioners on the ground are confused, 

stressed, and frustrated regarding the reform, received a round of applause, which 

for some weird reason fills my eyes with tears. For a moment, I feel like I am in the 
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right place, and for a moment I feel like this is my fight too. Another round of 

applause follows a comment from a Finnish guest referring to the fact the latest 

Finnish curriculum reform took about five years of wide, consultation-based work 

to prepare. She smiles with understanding eyes. She must be aware of the 

extraordinary pace at which the Polish reform was prepared and introduced. After 

all, it does not take that long to rewrite a country’s history, once there is a clear 

vision of what it is and should be. The current government had such a clear and 

authoritarian vision of how to (re)build Polish exceptionalism, based on the myths 

of martyrdom and innocence. 

Suddenly, another Polish guest from Finland and I are asked to go outside for 

a moment, as it is time for a radio interview. A what? Oh yes, and then also a quick 

interview for the local TV. A what? No one had asked about or even mentioned this 

before, but why would anyone object to being interviewed in the media, right? Is 

media presence, just like internationalization, not always a good thing? Is it not my 

duty to share with the public my knowledge, experience, and opinions? I had to set 

that question aside, as it was nearly the time for my talk. 

“I am very happy to be here, especially as Białystok is my hometown, and the 

house where my grandparents used to live is just a kilometer away from here”—I 

confess in the opening words, and a strange warmth fills me in as the audience 

responds with applause. There comes more applause later, and I am not sure what 

is more surprising to me, the fact that the audience responded in this way or the 

confidence and strength in my voice as I utter, “You do not play political games 

with education.” 

These two moments push themselves to the front of my memory now. Maybe 

they fill themselves with meaning as I continue dwelling with the dis/comforts of 

in-betweenness. I look back to Madina and Walter, sensing that their “border 

thinking” (Mignolo, 2013; Tlostanova, 2012; n.d.) could help me to figure out why 

these two rounds of clapping—this widespread cultural form of expressing 

approval—made me feel ... something. Maybe they created for me some sense of 

being at home amid the out-of-placeness of the day. For the moment, all the 

intellectual and ethical dilemmas I had occupied myself with in the process of 

preparing for the conference became irrelevant, as here were the signs of 

recognition and approval creating a sense of belonging. Even if they were only 

fleeting signs, they were better than silence. It was a momentary sense of being in 

the right place, giving me a fleeting illusion of coherence as here and there 

momentarily merged. My “immigrant consciousness” (Mignolo, 2013) brought 

together two different kinds of homes here, with different temporal and spatial 
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origins. The first had roots in my childhood and those very first places of becoming 

into the world, and the second was anchored in my life and experiences in Finland, 

developed through my professional engagement with education. I played my 

trickster game (Tlostanova et al., 2016) with two powerful epistemic cards in my 

hand—the right place of birth and the right kind of training and professional 

experience. I used these cards to negotiate inclusions and exclusions in the “global 

void of coloniality”—that nothingness space produced almost overnight by the 

collapse of the Cold War order (Tlostanova, 2012, p. 131), positioning post-

socialist spaces as not quite western and not quite non-western either in terms of 

time and linear progress toward modernity (Tlostanova, 2012). What are you when 

you are neither this nor that? You are a border: 

When you are the border, when the border cuts through you, when you do not 

cross borders in order to find yourself on either side, you do not discuss borders 

from some zero point positionality, but instead you dwell in the border, you do 

not really have much choice but to be a border thinker. (Tlostanova, n. d., para. 

13) 

The modern world does not seem to like border thinkers. They are too opaque, 

multilayered, ambiguous, leaving others wondering where they belong (see e.g., 

Silova et al., 2017). The modern/colonial mind does not like to be in-between—it 

likes certainty, security, and repetition; it does not like maneuvering into inventing 

itself all the time. However, it likes inventing others, reducing their difference to 

what is familiar, to what is and/or can be expected. Being invited to address Polish 

educationalists about Finnish education, I was positioned among those who are 

assumed to have the answers (through my Finnish education and work experience), 

and yet I found myself also positioned among those who are assumed to seek the 

answers (through being born into Polish society) (Silova et al., 2017). Perhaps that 

is why the only answer I was confident enough to suggest was a mere naïve “You 

don’t play political games with education,” referring to the relative social 

consensus in Finnish politics regarding the nature and role of (basic) education in 

the welfare state, which has allowed for the continuity of the educational reforms. 

I wondered whether that was interesting and/or practical enough, recalling the open 

invitation from the organizers. Had I met their brief, or had I taken this space to 

play my little game? Was I being response-able in my speaking at this incredible 

campus made of glass walls engraved with wise words reminding us of the 

importance of science?  
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The rest of the day program goes quickly, as I try to live up to the unexpected 

and unwanted position of an expert I had been thrown into and not to suffocate. I 

return home before the evening networking dinner. I am happy to see my boys, but 

I am not really able to tell my mom how the day went. She can watch the local 

news and listen to the radio. She seems kind of proud. I do not eat anything at home, 

change my clothes and leave. As I approach the restaurant in the city center, I 

wonder again about how much this city has changed, how beautiful it is. I am 

hungry. But as I enter the restaurant room, it seems that this is going to be a lot 

more about networking than dinner. I manage to get a glass of wine just before I 

realize there is a line of people queuing to talk to me. Early childhood education, 

language education, difficult youth, gifted pupils, special needs and inclusive 

education—suddenly, my doubtful expertise needs to quickly expand. I feel 

uncivilized and unprofessional, as I do not have a business card to give, and people 

are writing my email in funny places. I cannot breathe, like a fish caught in a net. 

The net is clearly working—and the “true” meaning of the networking concept 

reveals itself. When I finally make my way to the buffet table, there is nothing left 

but dry cookies. I take one. It does not even need a plate. I cannot breathe, I am 

starving, I choke on a dry cookie, I need to get out of there. I do not want to play 

this game anymore today, even if it might be the only way “to overcome the 

suffocating system existentially, intellectually and affectively” (Tlostanova et al., 

2016, p. 217) and to keep (re)claiming my right to opacity (Glissant, 1990/2010; 

see also Silova et al., 2017). 

I take a taxi back home. I am hungry and exhausted. I feel like I just got off a 

twelve-hour roller-coaster ride, which I did not willingly get on in the first place, 

and have been trying to hold back vomit all that time. This is the place I come for 

holidays and family time. This is the place where the only thing I get to be an expert 

in is being a child again.  

My mom puts a plate of food in front of me ... Luckily, there is some time 

before we go back home to restore this old transparent order.  

Home? 

Thinking extensively about “dialogue” 

“All actual life is encounter.” (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 62) 
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Image 6. Encounters on the beach. 

Bornholm, 2017 

We are working on/with the beach again. We are to roll slowly our bodies on sand 

toward water, work with the gravity, let the gravity work, go deep enough to let the 

bodies float freely ... become water ... come out and let the partner bury us in the 

sand, become a cocoon to let a new being be reborn, metamorphosis ... sun has 

nearly set ... 

 

I lie down on the sand,  

it is wet and cold,  

the body takes a moment to get used to it,  

my skin pores greet the sand grains, before the body starts slowly the journey 

towards water, 

each millimeter of my skin reads endless stories each sand grain carries 

the body listens to the gravity of earth and the gravity of water  

as the body slowly becomes comfortable with the sand,  

I feel first touches of water  

it disturbs, it disrupts my meeting with sand, but the body wants to keep going,  

it is slowly getting surrounded by water,  

trying to go further, deeper,  

I can’t ... 

huge long waves appear out of nowhere,  
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as if the sea wants to say ... 

“you are not allowed here” 

I insist—this was my task to complete 

but every time I manage to move a bit further, the forceful water brings me back 

onto the sand,  

the moment I get deep enough to let the body float,  

the wave turns it around, shouting 

‘you don’t belong here’ 

making me fight for my breath ... 

 

and then ... 

some  

thing ... 

happens ... 

 

I give in 

I don’t fight 

I don’t insist 

I don’t try 

I don’t respond 

I don’t expect 

I let go unconditionally 

I am erased 

yet 

I finally do not have the body 

I am the body 

there is no time  

no space 

I trust the water,  

I trust myself,  

I trust the rhythm of the sea to teach me to breathe 

again 

inhale ... as the sea withdraws from the sand 

exhale ... as it takes me in 

inhale ... 

exhale ... 
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I become a dead fish thrown at the porous border between water and sand 

dead, yet never more alive ... 

I feel the hand on my shoulder, gently inviting me out of water, I need to learn to 

walk on my feet again, I’m buried in the cold sand, my new/old friend, to be born 

again, and to give birth again, to affirm life ... 

— — 

I put my meeting with the sea and sand into words only about a year after it 

happened. I felt a sudden urge and need to write about “becoming a dead fish,” as 

if the words that the experience filled my body with had been just waiting for the 

right moment to come out. It was two days after I met Martin Buber and about a 

week after I had a conversation with my new supervisor about the new direction of 

my doctoral research. 

“This could be all about dialogue—dialogues between you and students, 

colleagues, theories, ideas, authors, yourself. Maybe you could do the entire 

dissertation in a different way, like as dialogues,”—she suggested after reading my 

“intuited research plan,” where I attempted to put together all these ideas emerging 

in my head/body/soul—self-reflexivity, being-in-question, limitations of language-

based cognitive reflection, intuition, embodied ways of knowing, teacher/student 

relationships, neoliberal higher education, power relations in international 

education, performative autoethnography, border thinking, butoh, ... As I reread 

that messy intuited plan now, I wonder, on one hand, how the idea of a dialogue as 

a possible permeating heuristic emerged in her mind, and on the other, why I had 

not seen it there. 

So, there I was, outside the office of my supervisor with the concept of dialogue at 

hand. Where did it come from and what was I supposed to do with it? 

Surely, autoethnography can be said to be all about dialogue and creating spaces 

for dialogue, and as Spry observes, “processes of dialogical engagement are 

plentiful and generative in autoethnographic research praxes (Adams 2011; Adams 

& Jones 2011; Alexander 2006, 2013; Gingrich-Philbrook 2005, 2013; Jones 2005; 

Madison 2011, Pelias 2007; Pineau 2000)” (Spry, 2016, p. 30). Also, some of the 

evaluation criteria put forward for consideration regarding performative 

autoethnography (Holman Jones, 2005) center around the idea of autoethnographic 

work creating the space for “dialogue among authors, readers, and subjects 

written/read ..., a space of debate and negotiation” (Holman Jones, 2005, p. 773). 
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“How well does the work create a space for and engage in meaningful dialogue 

among different bodies, hearts, and minds?” is one of the questions Holman Jones 

asks herself while evaluating the autoethnographic work of others (2005, p. 773). 

I wonder, then, why in the process of coming to autoethnography I have not 

felt particularly excited to think with this concept. Maybe it is because I felt that 

this concept, as it has been framed in much of the global/intercultural education 

discourse, has been exhausted, stripped of its meanings, devoid of any generative 

force, able only to (re)produce the same answers to the same questions, more “junk 

knowledge” (de Sousa Santos 2009, p. 111). 

Maybe I was disappointed by the world around me and myself in the world, 

which seemed to pride itself in the creation of spaces for intercultural dialogue yet 

was not able to enter that dialogue when it was called to. In autumn 2016, as I 

prepared for the opening speech at the anniversary seminar that was to celebrate 

ten years of the Education and Globalization Master’s Program, I felt the shiny 

bubble I was socialized and educated in(to) burst, beginning to expose its shadow 

side. The words I uttered that day seem now like a desperate and naïve attempt to 

rescue the hope of, need for and possibility of dialogue: 

But then again, we seem to forget that this dialogue is not just to be 

intercultural but also intracultural, that we should be building it in our 

everyday lives, in everything we do, in our everyday encounters. I have been 

wondering why sometimes it is more difficult with people closest to us, people 

we have known and lived with for long, why it is sometimes much easier to 

understand the person from the other side of the world than from the other side 

of the corridor. Yet, perhaps the most difficult dialogue is the one we should be 

having with ourselves, as individuals and communities. ... 

In these words, I begin to see not only the seeds of the autoethnography I will end 

up writing but also some of the underlying assumptions of the understanding of 

(intercultural) dialogue that I would later realize are not only unproductive but also 

problematic and potentially harmful. 

Looking at some of the texts that discursively exert much influence on the 

shape of global/international/intercultural education policies and practices (and 

research), there is a somewhat established consensus on the central role of dialogue. 

Dialogue is seen as a foundational value of global and intercultural education and 

as a pedagogical tool for transformative learning that strives toward building a 

global society based on that value (Council of Europe [CoE], 2008/2019; OECD, 

2020; UNESCO, 2015). CoE (2008/2019) guidelines for GE, for example, call for 
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“[e]ducation as a dialogical act” (p. 30). GE “supports the idea that the 

communicative action [emphasis added] is part of the search for knowledge and 

part of the way to share knowledge with others. Therefore, dialogue is not only an 

act of human understanding of the other but also a method for learning” (CoE, 

2008/2019, p. 30). The learning that the world needs is learning that develops 

respect for difference, diversity and the dignity of each individual as a means 

toward more peaceful world. Dialogue is then seen as an indispensable strategy that 

“should be used to help us recognize our different identities and cultural affiliations” 

(CoE, 2008/2019, p. 54), “move forward, to deal with our different identities 

constructively” (CoE, 2008/2019, p. 4) and manage cultural diversity (CoE, 2008). 

It is the only thing that “allows people to live in unity in diversity” (CoE, 2008, p. 

16). It is an educational tool believed to allow us “prevent ethnic, religious, 

linguistic and cultural divides” (CoE, 2008, p. 4). It fosters “connections between 

people in order to foster mutual knowledge and understanding and a collective self-

awareness” (p.19). Therefore, it is to be made “meaningful in order to obtain direct 

results and/or solve the problems” (Batelaan, as cited in Todd, 2011, p. 103).  

This view of dialogue as a tool for conflict resolution/ prevention is widely 

spread in modern society (see e.g., Todd, 2011; Vansieleghem & Masschelein, 

2012), but it carries several assumptions that, when unpacked, might shed some 

light on the shadow that I had not previously seen, specifically regarding the idea 

of the essentialist, colonial view of “diversity” and the modernist assumption of 

“mutual understanding.”  

Pennycook (2018) problematizes the latter point in his posthumanist critique 

of the communicative view of (intercultural) dialogue by calling into question the 

central tenet of the humanist theory of mind: the capability to attribute states of 

mind to others (see Pennycook, 2018, Chapter 5); the ability that some believe only 

humans share and that perhaps partly defines consciousness (p. 91). This is the 

assumption that underlies one of the major goals of intercultural communication, 

that is, “to arrive at forms of mutual understanding that are otherwise obfuscated 

by our cultural frameworks” (p. 100). This goal, driven by what Glissant 

(1990/2010) calls the western requirement for transparency, assumes that mutual 

understanding is in fact possible, desirable and achievable and that 

misunderstanding is undesirable deviation. It assumes that “we can know another 

and we can know how another knows us” (Pennycook, 2018, pp. 100–101). What 

we need is only sufficient knowledge and awareness of cultural/linguistic factors 

that affect communication. Education then becomes focused on the development 

of that necessary cultural/linguistic knowledge and “‘enabling factors’ that 
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characterize a true, meaningful intercultural dialogue” (CoE, n.d., Objectives and 

conditions) and/or the creation of the necessary conditions, such as voluntary 

engagement in dialogue, readiness to look at both cultural similarities and 

differences, a minimum degree of knowledge about the distinguishing features of 

one’s own and the “other” culture and the ability to find a common language for 

understanding and respecting cultural differences (CoE, n.d., Objectives and 

conditions) (see also Deardorff, 2020). Educators’ task, then, is to create safe spaces 

where individuals can voluntarily choose to enter a dialogue, with a view to 

cultivating curiosity, gaining increased self-awareness and critical reflection, 

practicing listening for understanding and developing relationships with culturally 

different others (Deardorff, 2020, p. 20). 

This is not to say to that fostering and maintaining spaces for intercultural 

dialogue in education is not possible or important. Indeed, dialogical “teaching 

through others” can be seen as essential for aligning educational spaces with social 

justice efforts (Martin & Yannuzzi, 2011). This view of dialogue, however, tends 

to obscure the fact that we are always, whether we want to be or not, already in a 

dialogue with the other (e.g., Jons, 2014) and that these enabling factors or 

preconditions build upon a very specific idea of diversity embedded in an 

essentialist view of culture and cultural difference. Dialogue as a way “to resolve 

conflicts—to identify individual needs, to clarify difficult issues, to explain 

perspectives and to negotiate and formulate agreements” (Vansieleghem & 

Masschelein, 2012, p. 88)—starts from the view of diversity as a “seemingly 

endless list of our differences” (Todd, 2011, p. 102): our identities, beliefs, interests, 

physical and intellectual characteristics, cultural affiliations, gender, age, social 

situation, geographical origins ... This implies that diversity does not need to be 

only recognized and respected but also managed, as the objectively existing 

differences among individuals create conditions for conflicts to arise (see e.g., CoE, 

2008/2019). Importantly, as Todd (2011) argues, although these differences might 

be seen as personal, they are in no way unique or particular, which means that the 

individual “becomes a generalized figure read through her attributes” (p. 103). 

Dialogue then becomes  

concerned with the ways these generalized individuals can communicate across 

their cultural differences. Dialogue is positioned as the necessary tool for 

remedying the competing worldviews, beliefs, knowledges, and positions to 

which cultural differences give rise. Dialogue therefore cannot be about 

particular persons engaging as unique, embodied individuals but only as 
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‘cultural’ subjects (i.e., those who represent a particular cultural community) 

who solve problems in the service of democracy. (Todd, 2011, p. 103) 

If diversity is then rooted in “an understanding of what individuals represent and 

not in an understanding of who they are” (Todd, 2011, p. 104), the pursuit of mutual 

understanding, so central in intercultural communication, becomes the pursuit of 

similarity through which the other can be re-incorporated into totalizing 

frameworks of universality (Glissant, 1990/2010; Pennycook, 2018). Even if we 

shift attention from the understanding of others toward the pursuit of self-

understanding and self-knowledge (also central in common discourses on 

intercultural dialogue (Vansieleghem & Masschelein, 2012; Pennycook, 2018)), 

living diversity in the essentialist terms also threatens to turn the process of 

developing self-awareness through dialogical acts into the pursuit of similarity at 

the same time as it develops an awareness of one’s own difference. It becomes a 

pursuit of the “what” of representation at the cost of the “who” of unique persons 

(Todd, 2011, p. 104). The pursuit of self-understanding embedded in and driven by 

the desire to belong inhibits the possibility of attending to or embracing the multiple 

emerging “whos” of embodied, unique persons. That is where (intercultural) 

dialogue conceived in communicative terms and largely instrumentalized in 

intercultural education as a tool for reaching mutual understanding hits a brick wall 

for me, as a transformative, creative concept. The underlying paradox here is that, 

while dialogue is seen to require the voluntary participation of an individual vested 

with humanist intentional, autonomous agency,25  in an exchange of ideas, that 

individual can enter that relationship only as a specific “cultural subject,” which is 

beyond the agency of the autonomous, rational, self-regulating subject. It seems 

that one way to think out of the paradox is to rethink uniqueness not in autonomous 

terms of “uniqueness-as-difference,” where we only need the other in order to 

articulate how we are different from them, but relational “uniqueness-as-

irreplaceability”, that is, not what makes me unique but “when does it matter that I 

am I” (Biesta, 2013, p. 144) or what I become when the other (or the world) calls 

me out (Biesta, 2013). I have still to learn what I become when the world of Martin 

Buber’s philosophy of dialogue calls me out (see below in Sensing intensively with 

Buber).  

 
25 The ontological individualism, with the rational, autonomous, intentional, self-reliant agentic subject 
is the corner stone of modern(ist) education, which is reflected, among others, in dominant, taken for 
granted, learner/child/student-centered learning approaches that have emerged as “magic bullet” to 
many of the world problems (see e.g., Komatsu et al., 2021).   
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But still, there I was, outside the office of my supervisor with the concept of 

dialogue at hand and brick walls around me. Where did the concept come from, 

and what was I supposed to do with it? 

Why, in the process of coming to autoethnography, which is all about dialogues, 

has this concept not really emerged as a possible building block of my theoretical 

framework that would help me to shape, contextualize, situate, focus and guide my 

research—a framework that could be used as “some form of tabulation, assessment, 

and interpretation” (Colebrook, 2017, 654), a framework that would indeed 

predetermine what can be thought and seen and hence explored, asked about and 

researched? I suppose that was the problem. I was very much thinking of theoretical 

concepts in terms of extensive concepts (Colebrook, 2017), that is, labels, which 

operate “with the notion of method as some type of already consecrated or 

legitimated practice of inquiry” (p. 654). In this (post)positivist mindset, dialogue 

as an extensive concept felt exhausted and unexciting, even constraining, like the 

classical ballet positions that predetermine what a body can do and what a 

choreographer can compose, even as they suspend and modify the classical 

techniques for their own purposes. It was only when I tried to perform one of those 

classical academic ballet moves that I realized it was not what autoethnography 

demanded of me at that time. Brief feedback on a conference abstract submitted to 

one of the global education conferences, in which I thought I could conceptualize 

dialogue in my research, made me realize that trying to meet the expectations of 

the choreographer would only tame the dance that I felt living this autoethnographic 

inquiry demanded of me at that moment in time. The feedback, which asked for a 

clearer definition of my idea of dialogue through the articulation of similarities to 

and differences from other notions of dialogue within global education scholarship 

and what difference these distinctions make in educational terms, seemed 

reasonable. This is, after all, what I continuously told students in my feedback on 

their essays, research plans and theses drafts and in my research methodology 

lectures: it should be clear where your concepts are coming from, and they should 

be clearly defined and possible to operationalize, even if only in qualitative terms. 

After all, part of my job is to make sure they meet the thesis assessment criteria, 

such as that concepts should be well-defined and used correctly and clearly or, as I 

recall from some earlier versions, properly and lucidly.26 

 
26 In the latest version of the theses assessment matrix from 2022, which is both more detailed and more 
encompassing to account for different research approaches and the nature of different degree programs 
and subjects, this dimension of the thesis is framed as follows (for grade 5): “The theoretical framework 
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lu·cid (adj.) 

1. Clearly expressed; easily understood 

2. Thinking or expressing oneself clearly, especially between periods of confusion;  

3. Brightly lit; luminous 

4. Clear; transparent 

[Latin lūcidus, from lūcēre, to shine] 

(The Free Dictionary, n.d.) 

There is no shine without the shadow—the numbness in my hand seems to remind 

me, as the other one leaves (un)helpful comments on the lucidity of the concepts in 

students’ writing. That numbness also reminds me that this “heliocentric view of 

knowledge, the passive receipt of rays” (Richardson, 2000, p. 927) is not what 

butoh-infused autoethnography demands of me. Autoethnography chose me not to 

study (intercultural) dialogue in higher education but to live dialogues, to feel, see 

and sense what they can become, what I/we can become through and in those 

dialogues. What can I/we become in those encounters that the world requires and 

generates? What can I/we become through “thinking, moving, responding in a 

manner that differs in kind and not just degree” (Colebrook, 2017, p. 655), and what 

counts as learning and pedagogy once these special encounters have taken place 

(Colebrook, 2017)? 

So, there I was, outside the office of my supervisor with the concept of dialogue at 

hand. Where did it come from and what was I supposed to do with it? 

As the brick walls around me seemed to be closing in, something about the 

conversation with my supervisor made me take this concept home. It must have 

been something more than a sense of having a concrete point of reference to build 

my new research plan around, to meet the requirements of the graduate school to 

renew my study right, to move me out of the passive register, to reactivate me as a 

doctoral student. It must have been something more than just the comfort of having 

a familiar, intelligible construct that could point me and my readers into some 

“necessary factual and phenomenological direction” (Tlostanova, 2017, p. 28). It 

must have been something more, as it will reactivate me as a human being ... 

 
and concepts manifest comprehensive mastery of the theoretical starting points of the thesis, and they 
have been presented in a varied and appropriate scope.” (see 
https://www.oulu.fi/sites/default/files/content/KTK_optyo_arviointi_eng.pdf)  
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Sensing intensively with Buber 

It must have been something more that made me take this concept of dialogue home, 

because soon after, somehow, somewhere, out of the blue I met Buber, whose 

writing seized me. His writing “rocked my world” (Bridges-Rhoads et al., 2018), 

producing the seismic shift that both foreclosed old possibilities and opened new 

ones (Bridges-Rhoads et al., 2018, p. 817). The seismic waves of (Jewish) 

mysticism began to spread and merge with waves generated by (Zen/Buddhist) 

butoh, (shintoist) MA (see Spring), (South American-born/postsocialist) 

decoloniality, the water of the Baltic sea, Bornholm sand and multiple other 

universes, penetrating my body. They would disrupt and carry me in this inquiry, 

introducing continuously “doubt about the position of mental images and their 

relationships” (Artaud, as cited in Dale, 2002, p. 85) and provoking confusion 

“without destroying the strength of an emergent thought” (Artaud, as cited in Dale, 

2002, p. 85). 

Buber’s writing offered me dialogue with all its potential intensity of thought, 

and it reminded me once again that dialogue as an extensive concept (Colebrook, 

2017) is likely to produce only more of the same kind. I did not want to dance what 

had already been danced. Here was a concept to live/think/sense with, not to discuss. 

Here was writing rooted in the lived experience of the world “rich with presence 

and corporeality” (Lewisohn, as cited in Friedman, 1955/2002, Chapter 1 para. 14), 

writing that “has drunk much of the sensual into itself and has become dense with 

it. But it has remained full of deep feeling and organic; each of its forms gleams 

with living meaning” (Lewisohn, as cited in Friedman, 1955/2002, Chapter 1 para. 

14). Here, I felt, was non-philosophy with its capacity to regenerate life, not to turn 

it into the perpetual discussion as “communicative rationality” or as “universal 

democratic conversation” (Deleuze and Guattari as cited in Colebrook, 2017, p. 

651). As Vansieleghem and Masschelein (2012) observe, “Buber always insisted 

that his dialogical principle was not a philosophical conception—‘one can only 

write around it,’ inspired by one’s own conviction of its own veracity” (p. 97). 

As I encountered Buber’s thinking first through I and Thou (1923/1996), the 

veracity of my body demanded response. It was as if the book became “a place to 

think with” (Burman, 2012). Here was the poetic text full of silence that, while 

“writing around” the experience of life, was reaching right to its core, fusing 

creativity and consciousness (Shapira, 1999, p. 14). Here was writing that did not 

call for understanding and grasping of the philosophical system, for it never aimed 
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to be a coherent philosophical system,27 but that called me for an encounter with 

the “ancient questions” (Putnam, 2008, p. 59), such as “Am I living as I am 

supposed to live?”, “Is my life something more than vanity, or worse, mere 

conformity?” or “Am I making the best effort I can to reach ... my unattained but 

attainable self?” (Putnam, 2008, p. 59). These questions, rooted in individual lived 

experiences yet universal ones, are akin to the questions that de Sousa Santos calls 

“strong questions” (2009)—that is, the questions that “address not only our options 

of individual and collective life but ... mainly the roots and foundations that have 

created the horizon of possibilities among which it is possible to choose” (de Sousa 

Santos, 2009, p. 109). These are the questions that arise in butoh walk (see Spring: 

Butoh). These are questions that “arouse a particular kind of perplexity,” and it is 

the perplexity that science is not able to deal with (de Sousa Santos, 2009, p. 109). 

These are the questions that the problems of the present, just as the problems of the 

Buber’s Zeitgeist (Morgan & Guilherme, 2010), call for: 

I have no science. I only show something. ... I show something in reality that 

has not been noticed, or has been insufficiently noticed. I take the hand of 

whoever listens to me and lead them to the window. I open the window and 

show. I have no science, but I am having a dialogue”.28  (Buber, as cited in 

Doktór, 1992, p. 38, own translation) 

 
27 In fact, it is on these grounds that most of the critique of Buber’s philosophy is built (see e.g., Doktór, 
1992), but as Buber writes himself in the reply to his critiques, “Since I matured to a life from my own 
experience ... I have stood under the duty to insert the framework of the decisive experiences that I had ... 
into the human inheritance of thought, but not as “my” experiences, rather as an insight valid and 
important for others and even for other kinds of men. Since, however, I have received no message which 
might be passed on in such a manner, but have only had the experiences and attained the insights, my 
communication had to be a philosophical one. It had to relate the unique and particular to the “general,” 
to what is discoverable by every man in his own existence. It had to express what is by its nature 
incomprehensible in concepts that could be used and communicated (even if at times with difficulties). 
More precisely, I had to make an It out of that which was experienced in I-Thou and as I-Thou. ... If the 
thought remains true to its task, a system will not come out of it [emphasis added], but certainly a 
connected body of thought more resolved in itself, more transmittable” (Buber 1967, as cited in 
Friedman, 2002, Appendix A, para. 6). 
28 The Polish word “nauka” has multiple meanings and depending on the context can be translated as 
“science,” but also “teaching,” “learning,” “education,” “study” and other. Gadacz (2009, p. 569) 
translates the last sentence of this quote as “Ja nie uprawiam nauki, lecz prowadze rozmowę,” which 
could be best translated into English as “I do not do science, but I am having a conversation” (own 
translation, emphasis added), which confirms for me that Buber indeed means “philosophy” in the 
western classical sense of building coherent systematic philosophical systems governed by dialectic 
logics or in words of de Sousa Santoz (2009) scientificized philosophy. 
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Doktór (1992) suggests this is how Buber should be read, as does Kaufmann (1996), 

and I felt the way he spoke to me simply did not leave me any other option than to 

read it with my whole being. In my autoethnographic journal, I find a note on June 

26th, 2019: “Came across Martin Buber’s philosophy of dialogue, it’s interesting 

to feel how even when not all is immediately comprehensible, intuitively I know 

there is something that strikes the strings inside me, and that way of writing, kind 

of mystical, poetic ...” Later, when I got a hard copy of his book, I understood that 

his words, just like his penetrating, gentle eyes looking at me from the cover, were 

an invitation to meet him on the “narrow ridge”: 

I have occasionally described my standpoint to my friends as the “narrow 

ridge,” ... I wanted by this to express that I did not rest on the broad upland of 

a system that includes a series of sure statements about the absolute, but on a 

narrow rocky ridge between the gulfs where there is no sureness of expressible 

knowledge but the certainty of meeting what remains undisclosed. (Friedman, 

1955/2002, Chapter 1, para. 1) 

That “narrow ridge” does not mean a happy middle ground, which tries to avoid 

tensions and contradiction to escape from the discomforts and suffering they might 

produce. It is rather a unity of what is often understood only as alternatives and 

either-ors: “I and you, love and justice, dependence and freedom, the love of God 

and the fear of God, passion and direction, good and evil, unity and duality” 

(Friedman 1955/2002, Chapter 1, para. 1). As Buber himself put it, “[t]he unity of 

the contraries is the mystery at the innermost core of the dialogue” (Buber, as cited 

in Friedman, 1955/2002, Chapter 1, para. 2). Perhaps that is what might make his 

work difficult, even painful to read (and write about), especially if one approaches 

it, as most of us do approach most of books, “expecting little other than an extension 

and application of concepts which we already possess or at the most a stretching of 

these concepts through the introduction of new perspectives” (Friedman, 

1955/2002, Chapter 1, para. 3). Friedman, reflecting on his work on his book 

Martin Buber: The Life of Dialogue (1955/2002), expressed that part of the process 

was “coming to the conviction that the real heart of Buber’s philosophy—and of 

the “lived concrete” about which he was so concerned—is found not in conceptual 

or systematic thought but in the four-dimensional reality of events and meetings 

[emphasis added]” (Friedman, 1973/2002, p. 12). Buber’s major work I and Thou 

emerged from “the events and meetings” that Buber himself described  as “one long, 
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religious29 experience” (Doktór, 1992, p. 37), shaped by the historical milieu of fin-

de-siècle doubt and the inter-war period of rising Germanism and nationalist-

populist mood and ideology, which gave rise to Aryanism, Nazism, racism and anti-

Semitism, resulting in the atrocities of the Second World War (Morgan & 

Guilherme, 2010). 

Buber’s philosophy has often been labelled as a philosophy of dialogue or 

philosophy of relationship. I agree with Woo (2012), however, that “philosophy of 

the between” or even better, in Buber’s own words, “ontology of between-humane,” 

best conveys the essence of his project, which lies in the ontological shift away 

from the Cartesian cogito. It is the nature of the between that interests Buber most 

and through which he defines what it means to be human in the world. It is essential 

to bring it up before I attempt to sketch the foundations of Buber’s thought, as it is 

easy, as Woo (2012) shows, to misinterpret and move away from the “primacy of 

the relation” in reading Buber, falling back onto the Cartesian subject-centeredness 

against Buber’s intent. Even the concept of relation or relatedness might be a 

suspect here, as it comes from separatedness, simply replacing the Cartesian 

thinking “I” with the relating “I,” yet leaving the “I/ego” at the center, and 

remaining within the dualist subject-object paradigm (Woo, 2012).30 That is why, 

as already alluded, Buber created a unique language of philosophy that calls us to 

question the everyday pragmatical-normative use of language.  

Buber (1923/1996) uses two basic words to give us an account of relationships, 

including relationships between humans but also between human and (non)material 

reality and between human and god(s): I-You and I-It. These are word pairs, but I 

will continue referring to those pairs as words to maintain the emphasis on the 

inseparability of these ontological structures and the importance of “-.” These 

words are philosophical metaphors for “the mode of existence” (Buber, 1923/1996, 

p. 54) or attitudes,31 that is how humans stand in and toward the world they live in 

(Woo, 2012, p. 572). 

 
29 From my reading of and on Buber, I see it justified to say that Buber’s “religious” resonates with 
Eliade’s understanding of the sacred and religious experience, not as necessarily implying belief in god(s) 
or spirits, or related to institutionalized religion, but as an experience of reality that is the source of our 
awareness of being in and making meaning of the world (Eliade, 1959; see also Autumn: The letters to 
Veronique for more on art and sacred). 
30 I elaborate on taking the Cartesian split as a universal foundational point of reference even while 
working against it further in this section. 
31 This view of dialogue as an orientation, way of being, not a tool, technique or method can be found 
in many meditative traditions, and educational thinking shaped by them, for example in the ideas of 
Jiddu Krishnamurti (see e.g., Kumar & Downey, 2018). Buber himself makes explicit references to 
Buddhism and wrote and spoke extensively on the influences of the Eastern thought, especially 
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The world is twofold for man32 in accordance with his twofold attitude. The 

attitude of man is twofold in accordance with the two basic words he can speak. 

The basic words are not single words but word pairs. One basic word is the 

word pair I-You. The other basic word is the word pair I-It; ... Thus the I of 

man is also twofold. For the I of the basic word I-You is different from that in 

the basic word I-it. (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 53) 

In a possibly futile attempt to put it simply, one can say that I-You mode of being is 

that in which “I” meets the world (other humans, other sentient beings, nature, god, 

texts, ideas, etc.) in an unassuming, unobjectifying, unmediated manner, where the 

meeting is an end in itself. In this mode of being, characterized by mutuality, 

directness, presentness, intensity and ineffability, the world is encountered as 

holistic, infinite, eternal You, “as an organic unity, rather than as an object to be 

used or analysed” (Putnam, 2008, p. 62). The I-It mode of existence is in turn about 

“experiencing” the world through the “activities that have something for their 

object,” “in the sphere of goal-directed verbs” (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 54). It is a 

way of encountering the world that has some objective. It takes place within a 

human and not between her and the world, and so is entirely subjective, mediated, 

and indirect. It is comprehensible, orderable, and significant only in connection to 

its objectives, and other things through which “It” can be used, but not itself 

(Friedman, 1955/2002, Chapter 9).  

Buber says: “The world as experience belongs to the basic word I-It. The basic 

word I-You establishes the world of relation” (1923/1996, p. 56). But the distinction 

is not as simple as it seems because, as alluded to above, Buber’s “I” is not a rational 

decision maker (Woo, 2012, p. 574). It is not a separate, intentional agent who goes 

out of herself, seeks, plans, and achieves relations.  

There is no I as such but only the I of the basic word I-You and the I of the 

basic word I-it. When a man says I, he means one or the other. ... And when he 

 
Buddhism and Tao. In fact, it was thinker and writer Paula Winkler, who was also Buber’s wife, that 
introduced him to Eastern philosophies and mysticism (see Stair, 2018).   
32 I am aware of the Buber’s use of gendered language, especially when translated into English. Seeing 
language as performative (see also Summer: Jyväskylä), I consider inclusive, non-sexist language use 
as integral to any work toward overcoming social injustices. However, here I decided to leave Buber’s 
text alone whenever quoting directly, that is, I chose not to insert [sic!] or a less sexist term whenever 
problematic language is used. Similarly to Cissna and Anderson (2002, p. xxi), I see Buber’s language 
use as product of his times and culture(s), and for the purpose of this dissertation, these insertions could 
possibly threaten the reader’s experience of the author’s style and flow and/or unnecessarily deflecting 
the sense rather than solving the problem of the sexist language. (for some analysis of gender in Buber’s 
work, see e.g., Stair, 2018) 
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says You or It, the I of one or the other basic words is also present. Being I and 

saying I are the same. Saying I and saying one of the two basic words are the 

same. Whoever speaks one of the basic words enters into the word and stands 

in it. (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 54) 

This twofold account of relationships should not be mistaken for an expression of 

a dualist ontology that reduces the manifold of the world to the twofold. This seems 

to be a common misreading of Buber that shows a tendency to judge these different 

modes as superior and inferior (Putnam, 2008, p. 62; Kaufmann, 1996; see e.g., 

Kyrönlampi et al., 2020). To be sure, Buber’s account is normative in that he sees 

the primary essence of being a human in meeting the world in its “You”—relations, 

which arise in the spheres of life with nature, life with people, and life with spiritual 

beings (Buber, 1923/1996, pp. 56–57). However, Buber does not say that I-You is 

always good, and I-It is always bad (Putnam, 2008, p. 63). There are many I-You 

worlds, including demonic ones, as for example in a relation to a dictator (Putnam, 

2008, p. 63). I-You, in its lack of continuity and order, can be also destructive to life 

(Friedman, 1955/2002). Neither does Buber say that “the telos of a fully human life 

was to achieve and remain in an “I-You” relation” (Putnam, 2008, p. 63, emphasis 

in original). It is in fact impossible, as I-You, as a direct presence of meeting “not 

in space and time but space and time in meeting” (Friedman, 1955/2002, Chapter 

10, para. 4), can be only of short duration (in a linear sense of time). Of course, one 

cannot live in pure presence, but one can live in pure past and future of planned and 

purposeful experiencing of the world in I-It relations. The point is that, according 

to Buber (1923/1996, p. 85), one who lives only in that mode is not human.33 Living 

in the “It” world, we become sick as individuals and communities. Thus, in a way, 

we should strive for I-You relations, which is paradoxical, because they cannot be 

sought after nor planned. I-You can be entered only with one’s whole being, and 

one’s whole being is realized in this relation. But to enter with one’s whole being, 

all partial actions need to be suspended. “Only where all means have disintegrated 

encounters occur” (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 63). This resonates for me with butoh and 

that state of waiting without waiting that butoh nurtures (see Spring: Butoh). 

However, as noted above, one cannot live in that state, as “You” continually 

and necessarily becomes “It”. “It” may again, but does not have to, become “You.” 

The nature of relations lies, therefore, not in the nature of objects/subjects but in 

 
33 Interestingly, in the Japanese language, the word for human, ningen, carries also that in-betweenness, 
relational and experiential essence: ningen is written in kanji as 人間, where 人 = person and 間 = 
interval (MA) (see Spring: Butoh for deeper discussion of MA) (Pligrim, 1986, p. 256). 
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the string between them, in the “-“ that connecting multidimensional tissue woven 

of contradictions, tensions and paradoxes. It is that space where “[a]gainst ... 

reductive transparency, a force of opacity is at work. ... the opacity that [is] 

considerate of all the threatened and delicious things joining one another (without 

conjoining, that is, without merging) in the expanse of Relation” (Glissant, 

1990/2010, p. 62). It is in that opacity of the between that the transformative 

potential of I-You relations lie, for “I” of I-You relation will never be the same, even 

after it exits I-You relation and returns into the world of “It”. “Every actual 

relationship in the world alternates between actuality and latency; every individual 

You must disappear into the chrysalis of the It in order to grow wings again” (Buber, 

1923/1996, p. 148). And once we get a glimpse of a butterfly we can become, we 

carry that awe, that spark back to the “It” world, no longer feeling “oppressed by 

causal necessity” (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 102), and we have the real capacity for 

decisions (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 100) about how we want to stand in and towards 

the world. “As we have nothing but a You on our lips when we enter the encounter, 

it is with this on our lips that we are released from it into the world” (Buber, 

1923/1996, p. 159). 

In this, I sense the core of the inspirational force of Buber’s dialogue for my 

thinking/living education as transformational (see also Winter). The power of 

dialogue as an encounter lies not in its potential to provide me with a better, deeper, 

broader understanding of the world, including my “self,” which happens in I-It 

mode, but in the possibility of sensing and imagining what “I” can become through 

those (I-You) encounters. Vansieleghem and Masschelein (2012) invite us to think 

about I-You moments as invitations to speak but not to make a better world. This 

invitation is rather “a sign of the world-order that you ... must make into a question 

for yourself, that you must ... respond to. And this must be done continually 

[emphasis added]” (p. 95). They call this speaking self-communication, but not in 

a sense of reflective speaking about or with oneself as an object of discussion. Self-

communication, Vansieleghem and Masschelein explain (2012), “means rather the 

radical acceptance that our being-in-the-world comes to us through and in 

abandonment, and that in this sense we can never experience nor describe the form 

that meets us, but only, ... ‘body it’ forth [emphasis added]” (p. 95). In relation to 

this, Putnam’s reminder is crucial: what is the end is not the I-You relation itself but 

“the transformation of life in the world, life in the It-world, through the 

transforming effect of the recurrent “I-You” relation” (2008, p. 64, emphasis in 

original). Even more importantly, “the transformation that Buber envisages is not 

just a transformation of the individual’s life, although that is where transformation 
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always begins [emphasis added], but also the transformation of our social life” 

(Putnam, 2008, p. 63). This is fundamental for my thinking with Buber’s mystical 

philosophy of dialogue and its educational/pedagogical potential, as it is here that 

mysticism meets social work (Friedman, 2013). Buber thought that mysticism need 

not, indeed must not, lead outside the world (Kaufmann, 1996, p. 23). In combining 

mysticism with social work, Buber brings together his inner search for wholeness 

and the responsibilities of educator and teacher, or in words of Shapira (1999), “[h]e 

strove to combine ... three dimensions: that of the artist, the thinker, and the man of 

social responsibility. Principally he desired the fusion of ‘creativity’ and 

‘consciousness’” (p. 14). Perhaps, if he were doing that in the milieu of the modern, 

western academia, he could be called a/r/tographer (Irwin et al., 2017).  

So, the relevance of Buber’s thought to my living inquiry is not so much about the 

pedagogical adaptation of his philosophy, where I as a teacher should think about 

creating I-You relations or conditions for these relations to emerge, in/through 

teaching. That would imply relating to Buber’s thought in a way that goes against 

the very intent of this ontology of between, where we cannot approach others with 

what we have and say, “you must know this,” “you must do this.” What is received 

in the I-You encounters is not content but presence, presence as strength (Buber, 

1923/1996, p. 158). This resonates strongly with butohists (see Spring: Butoh) and 

with the shamanistic mode of teaching in general, as conveyed for example in the 

answer of the Aymara shaman34  when asked by Burman (2012) if he was not 

worried about not having anyone to pass on all this knowledge: 

You still don’t get it, do you? I can’t pass anything on to anyone. They have to 

sense it for themselves. I can only point to the places they should go ... then 

they will go there and feel and think. If it’s a good place, they will think good 

thoughts. (p. 111) 

In that light, the question becomes about how my I-You encounters with the world 

transform my “I” of the I-It, in which most of our lives happen, including my life 

as an educator. How do I “body forth” that received presence as strength? Thinking 

of I-You relations in terms of radical presence and/or affect (Massumi, 2015), the 

question can then be: what does it mean for my life as an educator to consider my 

capacity of being affected by the world as always inseparably going together with 

 
34 See also Spring: Butoh: Encounters on the border zone island for the discussion of the shamanistic 
basis of butoh. 
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the capacity to affect? Or, in Vansieleghem and Masschelein’s (2012) words, what 

does it mean for me as an educator to be inspiring, if “being inspiring requires being 

inspired and that being inspired means being ... being fascinated or captivated by 

something that is strange to us and that permits (even forces) us to say: ‘How can I 

continue’” (p. 93)? It is about that moment when the present appears as a question 

“that makes us speechless and silent” (Vansieleghem & Masschelein, 2012, p. 93) 

but not because we lack words, but because we find our words have lost their 

significance. And adding to the list of questions posed by Toyosaki & Pensoneau-

Conway (2016, p. 559) inviting us to imagine the potential of autoethnography, one 

could also ask: what if educators were to live through their autoethnographies of 

strange, silent dialogues?  

Is this what I am doing here? 

I am writing around Buber’s ideas through writing around my experience of 

meeting him through his writings. Autoethnography allows us to, indeed demands 

that we acknowledge how we are thinking with a person, an experience, a moment, 

something that more traditional forms of academic writing do not leave space for, 

even as they demand us to cite multiple sources “in order to situate our ideas and 

ourselves within existing conversations in the field and garner authority for the 

arguments we are making” (Bridges-Rhoads et al., 2018, p. 817). 

In the autoethnographic inquiry that I came to embrace and live, which “holds on 

to the material methodological foundation of the researcher’s body ... [and like all] 

research ultimately, pragmatically, brutally emanates from a corporeal body that 

exists within a sociopolitical context” (Spry 2016, p. 37), concepts a 

researcher/researched thinks with emerge intensively from that world in which the 

researcher’s body exists. They orient and reorient the thought, rather than identify, 

organize, and represent the experience. They can “produce an entirely different 

image of thought in which existing concepts ... cannot be thought and in which 

others we have not yet imagined can” (Taguchi & St. Pierre, 2018, p. 643). In this 

sense, philosophical work—experimental, creative, differently empirical “practice 

that thinks” (Manning, 2016, as cited in Taguchi & St. Pierre, 2018, p. 643), in 

which the philosophical problem is recentered as a source of inquiry, is 

indispensable for education and educational research that aims to be transformative 

and inventive (Taguchi & St. Pierre, 2018).  
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For me, this is also at the center of the decolonial praxis of building the world 

in which many alternative worlds can coexist (Mignolo, 2011; Silova, 2020). Fazal 

Rizvi placed timely emphasis on the role of imagination in research on GE during 

the panel discussion at the conference of the Academic Network on Global 

Education and Learning (May, 2020), urging researchers not to forget the 

importance of speculative and creative, apart from explanatory empirical, research 

on GE, as broadly understood education for global justice. Importantly, the notion 

of justice should be expanded beyond human-centric social justice, toward 

ecological justice, where recognizing the value of human relationships with Earth 

others is at the core and indeed a foundation of the living and dying well on a 

damaged planet (see e.g., Common Worlds Research Collective, 2020). As the 

environmental philosopher Val Plumwood urges us, “If our species does not survive 

the ecological crisis, it will probably be due to our failure to imagine [emphasis 

added] and work out new ways to live with the earth ... We will go onwards in a 

different mode of humanity, or not at all (as cited in Common Worlds Research 

Collective, 2020, p. 2). The role of imagination is then inextricably linked with our 

survival on the earth. 

Traditional empirical research, or Science with a capital S (Stengers, 2012, 

2018), that exists in and informs the representational domain of practice tends to 

use concepts as nouns—fixed entities that “sit on shelves and are lifted down from 

time to time, dusted off and applied in different settings and contexts” (Gale, 2018, 

p. 9). It is then primarily the material to which that concept is applied that possibly 

undergoes the change, rather than the concept itself. This kind of use of concepts 

forecloses the possibility for Science to be rethought as science(S) and be 

conceived in terms of adventure, rather than conquest—adventure that is driven by 

the need “to make the difference between relevant questions and unilaterally 

imposed ones” (Stengers, 2012, p. 2; see also Stengers, 2018).  

It is the open-endedness of adventure rather than the fixity of the conquest that 

puts into motion imagination that enables asking “strong questions” (de Sousa 

Santos, 2009) that render us silent and speechless. These are the questions that are 

indispensable for “epistemological resistance” (de Sousa Santos, 2007) or 

“epistemic disobedience” (Mignolo, 2009, 2013) in the critical task of not only 

generating new alternatives for living together in the world but thinking 

alternatively about the alternatives (de Sousa Santos 2007, p. 63). The strong 

questions are the existential questions—such as about meaning of life or the 

relationship between human beings and other creatures—that the problems of our 

world call for now more loudly than ever but that cannot be answered by modern 



123 

science. Modern science, including scientificized theology, philosophy, humanities, 

and broadly understood social sciences, reduced “the existential problems to the 

analytical and conceptual markers that are strange to them” (de Sousa Santos 2009, 

p. 110), resulting in constraint and impoverishment. This orthopedic thinking, as de 

Sousa Santos calls it after Ortega y Gasset (de Sousa Santos 2009, p. 110), has been 

able to answer only the questions that it itself has been able to formulate, producing 

“weak answers,” ultimately strangling imagination. Buber’s philosophy seems to 

speak to that as well, as orthopedic thinking could be thought of as locking the 

world in the It-form of conceptual knowledge. Buber’s epistemic resistance could 

be then seen in his call for unlocking and beholding the world through I-You 

encounters, as I have elaborated above, but also in the identification of the 

colonizing threat of knowledge: 

But knowledge can also be pursued by stating: “so that is how matters stand; 

that is the name of thing; that is how it is constituted; that is where it belongs.” 

What has become an It is then taken as an It, experienced and used as an It, 

employed along with other things for the project of finding one’s way in the 

world, and eventually for the project of “conquering” the world [emphasis 

added]. (Buber 1923/1996, p. 91)  

In the area of education for global justice and global justice in education, the threat 

of orthopedic thinking and the potentially harmful discrepancy between strong 

questions and weak answers seems to resonate in the call of Andreotti et al. (2018) 

for mobilizing conversations that would recognize and critique the ontological 

dominance of modernity (and modern science). They encourage us to look at the 

problems of the current world not as rooted in the methodological challenge of 

producing more effective strategies, policies and/or forms of communication, nor 

the epistemological challenge of producing more data and/or information, but as 

the ontological challenge of addressing the questions of being, relating and living 

together on the planet. Also, seven visionary declarations on what education could 

be in 2050 offered by Common Worlds Research Collective (2020), written in a 

form of a speculative fabulation inspired by Donna Haraway’s work (2013), can be 

seen as one provocation to such conversations and, indeed, actions. The seventh 

speculative vision pushes us to stretch our imagination to see a world in which the 

human is not a master; a world in which we realize our own insignificance (see also 

Spring: Butoh); the world in which we let go “of the grandiose fantasies of humans 

saving the environment,” the world in which “we have now been able to focus on 

the much more modest goal of collaboratively attending to the mutual flourishing 
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of all—human and more than human—and on recuperating our damaged common 

worlds together, even if only partial recuperation is possible” (Common Worlds 

Research Collective, 2020, p. 8).  

Building on this, “concept as a method of inquiry,” where concepts orient 

thinking rather than produce or perhaps select answers to questions with a 

predetermined field of answers (Colebrook, 2017; Taguchi & St. Pierre, 2018), can 

function as such provocation too. Like the work of science fiction, it can aid in 

asking strong questions in educational practice and research, which would make 

possible to think of learning as “something different with every event of education” 

(Colebrook, 2017, p. 655), which may possibly “expand our existing sensibilities 

and constellations of knowledge, relationality, and affect” (Andreotti et al., 2018, 

p. 29) and assist us in learning “the joys of travelling alongside one another (rather 

than in front or behind)” in order to pluralize not only knowledge(s), but also the 

very possibilities for co-existing on a fragile planet (Andreotti et al., 2018, p. 29). 

Education, understood as honest engagement with strong questions, can also 

help us develop stamina and strength to face the inherent uncertainty of the moment 

we live in, as it is necessarily messy, full of uncertainty, affective and cognitive 

paradoxes, mistakes and “essential risk of stupidity” (Colebrook, 2017), as it 

becomes a process of (un)learning that may (but does not necessarily have to) lead 

to viable, but yet undefined, unknown, unimaginable futures (Andreotti et al., 2018; 

Colebrook, 2017; Silova, 2020). Similarly, educational inquiry becomes then a 

process that cannot be planned in advance. It is based on an ethico-onto-

epistemological arrangement that does not begin with the Cartesian cogito of 

preexisting human mind that formalizes, systematizes and instrumentalizes 

empirical social science research methodologies commonly used in educational and 

social science inquiry (e.g., quantitative, qualitative, mixed methodologies 

(Taguchi & St. Pierre, 2018, p. 643), and as such it urges inquirers to be open to the 

(lived) concepts emerging from the world in always relational ways.  

I first encountered “concept as a method” in the pre-conference workshop with 

Elisabeth St. Pierre organized at our university as part of the conference of the 

Finnish Educational Research Association in 2014. It was called Concept as a 

method in the new inquiry. At that time my doctoral research, which I worked on 

alongside the teaching job in the language center, was still focused on the language 

policies in South African higher education, and it was clearly leaning toward 

poststructural analysis of policy-as-discourse (Bacchi, 2000), with a focus on how 

policy problems are discursively constituted in policy processes and what 
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conceptual logics allow these problems to become problems to be solved with those 

policies (Bacchi, 2000, 2009). I think it was in that workshop that I heard that 

qualitative methodology and poststructural analysis cannot be married, and perhaps 

it was then that some forms of postqualitative sensibilities began to develop more 

clearly. I have always been drawn to philosophical inquiry, and “concept as a 

method” seemed to see educational research as essentially and necessarily 

philosophical. I was happy and relieved to hear that lost is where you want to be 

and that the state of rigorous confusion (see Guttorm et al., 2015) is very much 

encouraged rather than to be avoided.  

Importantly, as Rautio (2020) reminds us, postqualitative scholarship 

“emerged from identification of alarming trends in existing mainstream research 

(mainly in the Anglo-American context): namely, the repositivization of 

educational sciences (Lather, 2006) as evidence-based science (St. Pierre, 2006) in 

the face of increasing demand for accountability (MacLure, 2006)” (p. 1). I have 

come to see these alarming trends of “conventional humanist qualitative inquiry” 

(St. Pierre, 2011) through a (de)coloniality/modernity lens as a continuous 

operation of the colonial matrix of power/knowledge, at the very foundations of 

which is a construction of a specific idea of human, among others, through the 

separation of human from nature (see also Autumn: The letters to Veronique). It is 

that questioning of the nature/culture binary, and all the theoretical/methodological 

implications of that move, that invited me to think of postqualitative inquiry as 

potentially decolonial gesture.  

Another aspect in which post- and decolonial thinking align in my mind is the 

problematizing of language and representation (MacLure, 2013), which was in fact 

my entry point to post-thinking at the time that I was still researching language 

policies in South African higher education. As I was looking at the ways certain 

language problem(atization)s have come to be (re)presented and constituted in 

educational language policies, as well as at the effects of these problematizations 

and the possible silenced, alternative problematizations (Bacchi, 2009), I was 

suddenly drawn to engage with the materiality of language itself—its material force 

and its entanglements in bodies and matter (MacLure, 2013). It is somewhere in 

that journey that I began to realize that these silenced ontologies of language cannot 

be expressed in the language of modernity (underpinning the ontoepistemology of 

mainstream research, as mentioned above) and that a shift regarding the “terms of 

conversation” is needed (e.g., Mignolo, 2009, 2013), but it was not until butoh re-

entered my life that I saw, or indeed viscerally felt, what the shift in “terms of 

conversation” might mean and how it relates to my concrete sensing/thinking/doing 
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in the world. Most importantly, then, post-scholarship has given me an opening 

through which I could bring my moving, intra-acting with the world body into the 

inquiry, bridging also the personal/professional divide.  

However, though post-scholarship has offered me hope for the possibility of 

being/knowing/thinking differently in academia, it did/does not feel entirely home. 

Perhaps that feeling was precisely the implication of being forced to think 

differently, and it is to be welcomed, lived and learnt with. Perhaps it is that utopian 

search for some academic home, fed with the deeply internalized hierarchical view 

of research approaches, that has obscured the view of the postqualitative as “an 

attitude and the ability to co-exist with—ideally also to collaborate with—as well 

as to question the diversity of existing understandings: of research, of knowledge, 

of the world” (Rautio, 2020, p. 1), embodied in the “continuous acts of balancing” 

(Rautio, 2020). This can be perhaps seen as in line with decoloniality, understood 

“not as a new universal that presents itself as the right one that supersedes all the 

previous and existing ones, but as an option” (Mignolo, 2013, p. 130). Perhaps 

decolonial gesturing (see e.g., Lane et al., 2014; Mignolo, 2014; Stein et al., 2020) 

is somewhat akin to Rautio’s balancing when poked, when it comes to 

ontoepistemological questions regarding the nature of data, the role of methods, the 

quest for increasing clarity, and the idea of an individual “voice”—St. Pierre’s four 

elements of conventional humanist qualitative research (Rautio, 2020).  

 

Image 7. Balancing boards in the dance studio.  
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While balancing and gesturing both carry the idea of movement (evoking a thought 

of a body moving in particular), pointing toward the fluidity and ever-becoming 

nature of the inquiry, I began to sense a difference between them that might offer 

me another explanation for my uneasiness with post-scholarship. Balancing, even 

if unpredictable in its constant experimentation in contact with the real, implies 

equilibrium, stability, steadiness; balancing implies not falling, and there is only a 

certain range of movements you can make in order not to fall. That certain range of 

movements is only comprehensible to both the balancer and the observer of the 

balancing act within a certain “universe of meaning” (Mignolo, 2014), be it 

ideological or disciplinary universes of liberalism, Marxism, Christianity, social 

sciences, humanities, arts, postcolonial, decolonial, postqualitative or posthumanist, 

for that matter.  

Gesture, understood in decolonial thinking as a performance/action, comes 

with the very possibility or perhaps even intention of falling (when poked), as its 

implicit purpose is to delink from that colonial matrix, of which we are all of and 

from. It is about loosening the grip when poked, losing the balance, and falling 

beyond and across the “universes of meaning” that have been created through 

millions of colonial gestures and have claimed universality, even while challenging 

that universality. Decolonial gesture (or option) is then “always at once analytic of 

and signs of delinking from coloniality” and from the logic of critique (Mignolo, 

2014, para. 10). It is opacity that epistemic disobedience inevitably generates. It is 

a refusal of that which has been refused to you and the refusal to see this refusal as 

lack of action. It is the change that you can hear happening when you stop making 

demands and requests (Lane, et al., 2014). 

Decolonial gesture involves risks of making mistakes and reinforcing the 

matrix of coloniality through trying to make itself comprehensible to those 

disciplinary, methodological, or ideological territories that hold the grip of the 

matrix. As Stein et al. (2020) reflect on their own work “we can only “gesture” 

toward the direction of decolonization, and we will undoubtedly make mistakes in 

the process, for which we are also accountable. Yet these mistakes also offer 

important learning opportunities” (p. 45), and these learning opportunities seem to 

do a lot with continuous interrogation of one’s own complicities in coloniality. So 

it is also in these mistakes that the work gets done. I am beginning to play with the 

idea of delinking as a gesture of cutting off the invisible rope or shutting off the 

magnetic field that enables balancing acts, which might force us to examine how it 

has been possible to maintain this balance in the first place.  
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There lies, perhaps, my puzzle with post-scholarship and its potential to act as 

a decolonial gesture. While it has contributed greatly to the deconstruction of the 

nature/culture binary (and other related binaries) through its rich ontological 

critique (St. Pierre, 2013), in doing so, it has been also continuously perpetuating 

the presumed universality of that split, establishing itself, perhaps unwittingly, as 

“humanism’s Other, defined always in relation to what it is not,” thus producing its 

own set of methodological and conceptual closures (Gerrard et al., 2017, p. 386). 

As Sundberg (2014) reflects on decolonizing posthumanist geographies, 

I am concerned that posthumanist theory remains within the orbit of 

Eurocentered epistemologies and ontologies. Indeed, the literature 

continuously refers to a foundational ontological split between nature and 

culture as if it is universal. ... While Anglo-European thought does not 

comprise a coherent body of work, and dualist constructions are continuously 

examined and challenged, my point is that this literature repeatedly references 

such dualisms as if they are universal foundations of thought, which only 

serves to perpetuate their presumed universality. (p. 3) 

Essentially, the main concern is whether post-qualitative approaches engage deeply 

enough with questions of power and politics, as rooted in the historical trajectories 

of coloniality and imperialism. Seeing present inequalities merely as the 

consequence of anthropocentrism, neglecting how the colonial western gaze 

produced that anthropocentrism, might obscure the tremendous consequences of 

that process for contemporary societies at all levels, addressing the questions of 

epistemic injustices at the surface level (see Stein, 2017) (Gerrard et al., 2017; 

Zembylas, 2018). Zembylas’s question (2018) of whether the posthumanist critique 

of disembodiment “pays adequate ethical and political attention to the complex task 

of dismantling the systematic and widespread linkages between humanist 

knowledges with coloniality” (p. 257) is not just a rhetorical one if we want to strive 

towards truly transformative and critically responsive higher education (Zembylas, 

2018). Gerrard et al.’s (2017) and Sundberg’s (2014) answers seem to be no, as they 

observe that addressing one’s “loci of enunciation,” to use Mignolo’s term, is rather 

uncommon in posthumanist theorizing (Sundberg, 2014, p. 4). If posthumanism 

begins with the recognition of “the fundamental anthropological dogma of 

Enlightenment humanism, which holds that the figure of the human is achieved by 

transcending materiality and especially animality” (Sundberg, 2014, p. 4), without 

recognizing that these dogmas “represent a particular, indeed provincial, body of 

thought on the question of the human” (Sundberg, 2014, p. 4) that originated in 
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European societies involved in colonization and were globalized in and through 

colonial practices, it continues to universalize the enlightenment humanist dogmas 

even as it works against them. In other words, post-scholarship and decolonial 

thought might intersect somewhat at the level of enunciated (contents), not at the 

level of enunciation. Tlostanova (2017) points this out in relation to affect theories, 

many of which are informed by posthumanist ontological critiques:  

The decolonial body- and geopolitics of knowledge, being, sensing and 

perception somewhat intersect with the Western mainstream theories of affect, 

but only at the level of the enunciated, not at the level of enunciation; at the 

level of the contents and some phenomena, not their perception or 

interpretation. (pp. 27–28) 

Decolonial gesturing/the poke does not therefore originate within or in opposition 

to the coloniality/modernity of a Cartesian body/mind split or Marxian 

professional/private or Kantian art/philosophy or posthumanist (human/non-

human); it is always a gesture from and within a “border.” As indicated above, 

“decoloniality and border thinking/sensing/doing are ... strictly interconnected 

since decoloniality could not be Cartesian or Marxian” (Mignolo, 2013, p. 132). 

Border thinking always involves displacement of the “immigrant consciousness” 

(Mignolo, 2013). It is that consciousness of “the anthropoi, who do not want to 

submit to humanitas, but at the same time cannot avoid it” (Mignolo 2013, p. 131). 

And it is that consciousness that seeks to regenerate and reclaim itself not through 

creation and infatuation with the “new,” which might carry the imperial tendency 

to discover and chart new territories (Gerrard et al., 2017), but with voluntary exile 

(Bhattacharya, 2021) from the paradigms and epistemes that no longer serve as 

points of reference of epistemic legitimacy (Mignolo, 2013). 

The (academic) immigrant finds her exile from “internal fragmentations” 

(Bhattacharya, 2021), on the border—forever longing for home, yet knowing she 

needs to cut the umbilical cord, de-link, not to belong but to re-member, as a process 

of recovery from the “colonial enforcement of separability” (Alexander, 2005). She 

realizes that post-, de-, isms-, -logies are the result of colonization that produced 

fragmentation and dismemberment, making us mistake our primordial, universal 

yearning for wholeness for the yearning to belong (Alexander, 2005). She realizes 

that yearning to belong makes us build more fences and boxes, further reproducing 

the very dismemberment that caused the yearning in the first place. And she realizes 

that this movement toward wholeness is a job, an inevitable “journey of the Soul 
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in its vocation to reunite us with the erotic and the Divine” (Alexander, 2005, p. 

282). 

Malta 

“I do not tell my students who to read” I heard from Elisabeth St. Pierre in a 

response to my question at the end of the panel entitled Reading to Learn, Teach, 

and Invent New Approaches in Inquiry at the 4th ECQI in 2020 in Malta. My 

question was about what reading to learn and teach means in the light of questions 

posed by decolonial thinking. I posed it both as a teacher who assigns readings in 

the international study programs, and as a researcher who reads and thinks with 

readings. I posed it as a teacher who tries to avoid filling syllabus with “dead, white 

men,” being aware that cultural essentialism can end up in “thin inclusion” or 

cosmetic multiculturalism (Stein, 2017) and as a researcher who was perhaps still 

digesting the stupid guilt of being so inspired by the work of the dead white man. 

The casual answer I got seemed to disregard the relevance of the question, 

confirming the concerns expressed by Gerrard et al. (2017), Sundber (2013) or 

Zembylas (2018). I was disappointed, perhaps surprised, but I am not sure why ... 

Was it because it was an answer from such an influential scholar? And I begin to 

wonder why I chose that panel and not for example the one entitled Today There is 

Multi-Verse Healing: A Ritual for Ceremonial Spells, thinking once again how 

conference spaces participate in the (re)production of power/knowledge matrix and 

how we are implicated and complicit in this construction (see also Summer: 

Jyväskylä).  

As I continue to wonder what led me to decide it was important to trace my journey 

with post-, or whether it is important indeed ... the process miraculously finds its 

own way out, like the moving body finds its way out in the butoh dance. Suddenly, 

I begin to hear the answers that the body offers me more clearly than ever, and I let 

it do its reclaiming job, not talk about it and for it.  

It makes me realize, with the help of Buber and Stengers, that it is the 

devastated relationship to myself, in which some parts of me, my colonized thought, 

judged some dimensions of this autoethnographic inquiry as dangerously “spiritual” 

or “supernatural” and hence not belonging to the pages of the academic doctoral 

dissertation within a modern, secular institution (see e.g., Menon et al., 2021)— 

actually not belonging to any domain of public modern life, rendering it 

unimportant or irrelevant, producing unwittingly a disastrous modernist binary that 
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sent thousands of people labeled as witches to death and millions of Jews to the gas 

chambers. I tried to reclaim it or seek epistemic legitimacy for it by attaching it to 

one of the boxes created with the pride “in our critical power to “know better” than 

both the witches and witch hunters” (Stengers, 2012, p. 6). Seeking recognition of 

my experiences by and in the “milieu that is defined by the modern pride in being 

able to interpret both witchery and witch hunting in terms of social, linguistic, 

cultural, or political constructs and beliefs” (Stengers, 2012, p. 6), I did not see that 

I am the heir “of an operation of cultural and social eradication—the forerunner of 

what was committed elsewhere in the name of civilization and reason” (Stengers, 

2012, p. 6). I tried to reclaim my holistic body by understanding how the past has 

shaped me and my experiences, but understanding is not reclaiming. Reclaiming 

means recovering—“recovering the capacity to honor experience, any experience 

we care for, as “not ours” but rather as “animating” us, making us witness to what 

is not us” (Stengers, 2012, p. 7). It is to honor “flesh and blood experiences to 

concretize a vision that can begin to heal our colonial wound” (Moraga & Anzaldúa, 

1981, as cited in Tlostanova, 2017, p. 28).  

“How do you theorize ‘body’?”—the question I once heard from a colleague—

keeps hunting me throughout the whole journey. “You have to theorize body, 

otherwise you will be deemed crazy, irrational, unreasonable, unscientific,”—the 

inner voice insisted, amplified by outside discourses. I wanted a label through 

which I could be legitimized and not deemed to be the proverbial “crazy old lady 

with cats” (Stengers, 2012) (or more accurately “a crazy lady with a tortoise”), a 

weird person dancing with dead birds or becoming a fish, listening to the trees and 

talking to mushrooms, cutting her own hair in a dance ritual, too weird, too esoteric, 

too obscure ... Phenomenology, posthumanisms, affect theory, new materialism, 

quantum theory—I wanted to reclaim my body/mind/spirit by further separating it 

from itself with theoretical boxes that produced the dismemberment that caused the 

yearning for wholeness in the first place. I wanted to heal by further poisoning the 

very flesh and blood from which the very necessity to heal was born. I felt I needed 

to write down the theory, while recovery means letting the metamorphic 

transformation of the writing experience (Stengers, 2012) bring a “theory-in-the-

flesh” (Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1981, as cited in Tlostanova, 2017, p. 28) onto the 

pages of the doctoral dissertation. 

So, as I try to create a narrative that will be comprehensible to humanitas, 

including the one in me, I try not to erase the theory-bearing flesh of anthropoi 

(Mignolo, 2013). And I hesitate less when a nightmare from childhood, now turned 

by time into a memory of a dream, suddenly asks gently to be let in onto these 
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pages, offering tears that sharpen the insights. In the dream that I repeatedly saw as 

a child, I walk out from the block we lived in in the 1980s to take out our trash bin 

to the common trash area, a roofed enclosure made of red bricks with no doors. I 

throw the trash, but I cannot make my way back home, as some invisible yet 

tangible force is pulling me back. All the various versions of this dream always 

ended the same way. I am stuck in-between—I never make it home, neither am I 

ever pulled all the way back to the trash enclosure. 

Reclaiming begins with recognizing the infective power of this milieu, a power 

that is not defeated in the slightest when the sad relativity of all truth is 

affirmed. ... Recovering means recovering from the very separation itself, 

regenerating what this separation has poisoned. The need to struggle and the 

need to heal, in order to avoid resembling those we have to struggle against, 

are thus irreducibly allied. A poisoned milieu must be reclaimed, and so must 

many of our words, those that—like ‘animism’ and ‘magic’—carry with them 

the power to take us hostage: do you “really” believe in ...? (Stengers, 2012, 

pp. 5–6) 

I use the dream to let the body/spirit/mind take the reason hostage to stay long 

enough with the question “do I “really” believe”? It is at this point not only the 

question of being able and daring to imagine the world and life, hence education, 

differently, as pluriverse, where many kinds of worlds, from human to natural and 

spirit, coexist nonhierarchically, always interconnected in time and space (Silova, 

2020). It is the question of whether I am able to and dare to imagine myself 

differently, allowing all my worlds to co-exist nonhierarchically, as I tread between 

them, without the fear of being accused of regression, of slowing down, as I need 

to step gently between them, not crash them with the overconfident critical reason, 

and allow them to move me, morph me, regenerate me? Do I dare to cut the 

paralyzing invisible string that keeps me “fighting” between home and trash bin, to 

see that to move, to dance, to live, I need the space in-between them? Do I dare to 

be crazy to stay in a strange, troubled dialogue with all (my) worlds without judging 

them nor seeking consensus? Do I dare to be an “unreliable narrator ..., who 

traverse[s] multiple worlds and find[s] transformation in movement, shuttling, and 

liminalities?” (Bhattacharya, 2021, p. 179). 

 

Clear your head 

Clear your throat 

Clear your heart 
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So you can begin to hear 

your vulnerabilities 

in the voices of your ancestors 

in the voices of all the people you carry in your body  

So you can hear them in your chant 

So you can see them in your tears 

Clear your house 

And welcome your ghosts 

Do I dare to meet students like I am meeting a tree? Do I dare to meet them as an 

unreliable narrator? Am I able to meet them as an unreliable yet tender narrator? 
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Autumn 

In a few days I will meet new students … 

 

I gently enter the university corridors 

careful not to drop a single cell of my body 

that I just re-found in Bornholm  

 

In a few days I will meet new students …  

This year I won’t teach them that much 

My primary task now is to write 

 

keep myself for writing  

 

In a few days I will meet new students …  

And I’m learning to let go  

like trees let their leaves go in autumn 

with no fear, no regret 

knowing they will return after winter 

greener and stronger than ever 

In a few days, I will meet new students ... 

In a few days, I will meet new students. Redcurrants in the garden have been 

collected, waiting to be turned into juice to nourish our bodies through winter. 

Roses in the park once again burst with all the colors, shapes, and smells, attracting 

the senses in an intense, but short show. Tomatoes keep absorbing every bit of 

sunshine in their desire to ripen before the night frost inevitably announces the 

coming of winter. I race the falling leaves on the bike, looking out for mushrooms—

these living signs of death and decomposition. Nature gently slides into the 

inevitable, recklessly revealing its ugly/beautiful decaying side. 

But the autumn time at the university is different. This is the time of new 

beginnings. As the institution rapidly emerges from the suspension of summer, 

calendars are filling up with classes, meetings, seminars, and deadlines. Courses 

are being planned, syllabi revised and regenerated, ready for another round of 

encounters, hoping to be educational ones. New people, new hopes and new fears, 

new roles to be taken, maybe new/old masks to be put on ... 
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In a few days, I will meet new students. In fact, I already met some of them. I met 

them through their motivation letters and research intents, and/or entrance 

interviews—the procedures that are part of the selection process35 for the admission 

to the International Master’s Degree Program in Education and Globalization.36 

Every year “we” (as individuals who are made of and make the institution of the 

university), meet them first in this process in which “we” decide on the so-called 

top candidates. “We” meet them to decide which twenty to thirty people from 

around the globe, committed to making the world a better place through education, 

are suitable for us, for the program, for the institution, for this country, really. Some 

years ago, someone also decided that I was one of the suitable ones.  

I started writing my “official” research diary the day I started familiarizing 

myself with the applicants’ motivation letters in preparation for the entrance 

interviews in spring 2018. A few days earlier, I was encouraged by the colleague 

and friend who, after listening to the story of my ... well, let us call it a breakdown 

for now, for a lack of a better word,37 suggested I should write about that (rather 

than about language policies in South African higher education). “You know, it’s 

funny, most people I know who are somehow involved in some form of educational 

work for global/social justice, are like this—they are just so all fully in it, it’s all or 

nothing, very passionate.” Well, these are not her exact words, but that is the 

essence of what I remember she told me. Walking back home that evening, an hour 

long walk from the city center, her words kept singing in my head, merging with 

the creaky sound of the snow under my feet. A few days later she sent me an article 

by Susanne Gannon (2017)—a comprehensive overview of autoethnography from 

the Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education. It was not totally unfamiliar to 

me—by then I had already come across the work of Tami Spry—but the overview 

began to open up new paths and possibilities. I read it between reading the 

 
35 The selection process consists of two stages, evaluated by different people: the written applications, 
(including among others motivation letters and research intents), based on which the selected applicants 
are invited to the interview. The process has been the same from the beginning of the program in 2006. 
What has changed over time, however, is that since 2019, the interviewers do not read the motivation 
letters and research intents of the selected applicants before the interviews. I have taken part in the 
selection process in various roles for nearly ten years: interviewing prior to and after 2019, as well as 
evaluating applications at the first stage of the process. In this section I draw on all of these different 
experiences, not referring to any particular year or cohort.  
36 While I have also been teaching in the Intercultural Teacher Education program, which is a five-year 
primary school teacher education degree, most of the experiences I directly and indirectly reflect on, 
think with and about in this dissertation are related to my work with the Education and Globalization 
program.  
37  But being aware of and keeping in mind all the problematic sociocultural associations and 
assumptions that the word carries.  
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motivation letters. I read it and I started writing—my autoethnographic diary, 

woven with the thoughts on the applications, my own memories, questions for 

myself and for the interviewees ... 

 

Bangladesh 

Indonesia 

India 

Ghana 

Greece 

Canada 

United States 

Belgium 

Croatia 

China 

Germany 

Colombia 

Brazil 

Australia 

Egypt 

Italy 

Argentina 

New Zealand 

Japan 

Nigeria 

Jordan 

Lebanon 

Mali 

Cyprus 

Portugal 

Spain 

.... 

A colleague once said that she loves this job because she loves to travel, and with 

teaching such groups, the world comes to her; she does not need to actually travel. 

But is it not ultimately up to us, here, what world we let in? Participating in this 

universal commodification (e.g., Shatz, 2016), we employ our judgment to decide 

who is a good match for our program (Pelias, 2004, pp. 114–115; see also 
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Medvedeva, 2018), who is most likely to benefit most from what we have to offer, 

to successfully graduate, and ultimately generate benefits for “us”.38 As I “travel” 

around the globe reading and evaluating the applications, the responsibility that 

comes with the power to partake in deciding which “world(s)” to invite becomes 

very heavy again. And it is doubly heavy, as there seem to be so many overlapping 

desires, motivations, concerns, and plans for the future—similar in my eyes, at least. 

I know I risk appropriation of the other for my own purposes (Spry, 2016; Trinh, 

2012) by saying that so many of the applications are in one way or another informed 

by a modernist, singular story of progress, development and evolution (see e.g., 

Ferguson, 2006): “we are so undeveloped, my country is so behind, you are the best 

in the world, with the expertise from you, I could help to bridge the gap and save 

the world,” I keep reading in the application letters. “I could not think of a better 

place to study in the field of education than the country that has one of the best 

educational systems in the world”—I read in my own motivation letter for the 

application to the EDGLO program from 2006.  

Is that the sentence that got me invited for the interview back in 2006, I wonder 

as I struggle to keep my tired eyes focused on the lines of another motivation letter, 

trying to decide what value to assign to these words on paper, thinking of Pelias’s 

reminder that everything and everyone are judged in the market economy (2004, p. 

114; see also Sparkes, 2021). And I recall that encounter from June 2006, just a few 

weeks before I got married, or am I actually dreaming one of the interviews I did 

myself in the past, or maybe the one I would be doing in future?39 

INTERVIEWER: Hello, how are you? My name is Magda, I work as a teacher 

here, and I also do some research. It is very nice to meet you. Why don’t you 

tell us a little bit about yourself and why you are applying to this program? 

APPLICANT: Hello, my name is Magda. I come from Poland. I have a 

bachelor’s degree in English language teaching and a vocational degree as a 

culture animator in the field of contemporary dance. I moved to Finland a year 

ago and I wanted to continue my studies here, but it was too late at the time to 

 
38 For more on the complexities of internationalization of Finnish higher education and how it is 
intertwined with marketization and corporatization of the universities see for example Haapakoski 
(2020), Kauko & Medvedeva (2016), Medvedeva (2018), Välimaa and Weimer (2014). 
39 What follows is a fictional, perhaps dreamt, entrance interview, conjured from the memories of my 
own EDGLO entrance interview, my written motivation letter sent as part of the application, and the 
experiences of working in the student selections process, as explained above.  
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apply, luckily, because only then was your program opened, and it seems like 

a perfect choice. 

I: Why? Wouldn’t it be a better career option to stay in Poland and establish a 

dance school or, better even, a private English language school? 

A: Career?  

I: Yes, you know, your working life, your plans for future, the goals you want 

to achieve, who do you want to be? 

A: Oh, that, well ... I have always wanted to be a dancer, but that just didn’t 

happen, but I definitely don’t want to be the founder nor the owner of another 

private language school in Poland; that country doesn’t need another private 

language school ... 

I: Yeah, there must be like 2,000 of them by now ... 

A: Actually, 6,329 to be exact, mostly branches of international companies 

(Ministry of National Education, 2005). I think Poland could work on adapting 

its education system to the new realities of the globalizing world that we have 

now, become part of it in some other ways than privatizing everything. I know 

my dad would call me a Marxist if he heard this; we are now supposed to be 

leaving that behind, erasing the Soviet past and embracing the free market and 

all that, but ...  

I: And what makes you think completing this program would help you prepare 

for contributing to that work? 

A: Don’t you have one of the best education systems in the world? Isn’t this 

program established to share Finland’s expertise in, let’s say, overcoming the 

“globalization shock” of the 1990s (Kauko & Medvedeva, 2016)? You’re a 

success story, aren’t you? 

I: Well, okay, we can come back to that, but for now, since you mentioned 

globalization, what is that? 

A: I’m not quite sure; it seems like such a buzzword, all-encompassing and 

frequently appropriated to whatever purposes are at hand (e.g., Jokila et al., 

2019; Kauko & Medvedeva, 2016; Medvedeva, 2018), but there are surely 

some qualitatively new processes shaping the world, which affect us all in such 

complex ways, whether we want it or not. That obvious realization made me 
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interested in your program in fact ... Isn’t the program supposed to prepare me 

to  

– make informed and ethical decisions in complex and diverse education 

environments in local and global contexts 

– exercise socially responsible leadership in the fields of policy, curriculum, 

planning and evaluation in educational contexts 

– work ethically and productively in partnership with diverse individuals, 

groups and communities 

– show cross-cultural competence, considering ... differences as a source of 

learning, introduce multiple perspectives into their professional activities 

and research, and engage with different knowledges/cultures in ethical 

ways 

– relate to the constantly changing nature of education and society, 

recognizing professional development as a collaborative process of 

lifelong and lifewide learning? (University of Oulu, n.d.) 

I: Wow, you did your homework, good for you. But don’t you wonder how on 

earth are we supposed to do all of that in two years? 

A: What? 

I: What if ... we just want your money ... for example 

A: I thought you don’t charge tuition fees ... 

I: Oh yes, sorry, it’s still some years before that comes, but don’t get too 

attached to this idea, fees will come sooner than you think. Would you be ready 

to work hard to make sure you graduate in no longer than two years to avoid 

paying fees from your own pocket, especially looking at some of your 

classmates having the opportunity to use all four years of their study right 

without financial pressures? 

A: I thought the fees concerned only non-EU students; Poland has been an EU 

member for two years now ... 

I: Right, only two, feels more like fifteen ... so how would you feel being so 

privileged? 

A: I don’t see free education as a privilege, more as a right 
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I: Of course, right ... Marxist ... and once again, why do you think completing 

this program will help you in work towards realization of that right? 

A: Aren’t you the experts in realizing some sort of welfare capitalism?  

I: What do you mean by “you”? 

A: What? 

I: What do you mean by “experts”? Can a child be an expert? 

A: What? 

I: How can a Polish-born and -educated person teach you anything about 

welfare capitalism? 

I: What do you expect to happen here? 

I: How am I supposed to decide that you are more capable of healing the world 

than the rest of the two hundred odd applicants? 

A: What? 

I: What makes you happy? 

I: What makes you smile? 

I: What makes you angry? 

I: What makes you cry? 

I: What makes your body shiver in the excitement of anticipation of something 

special happening? 

A: What? 

A: What? 

A: What?  

I wake up with my head on the pile of application papers. Among them are twenty 

amazing people who I will soon have the privilege to work with again. Many will 

arrive here in this northern city in Finland after taking some difficult life decisions, 

sacrificing their existing relationships or jobs and spending a lot of money, time 

and energy on getting through the migration bureaucracy. They will arrive here 

hoping that “we” will give them some answers, fulfill the promise of a quality 

learning experience, career opportunities, academic networks, and overall 
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development of their human capital (see e.g., Calikoglu, 2018; Medvedeva, 2018). 

Yet, I am afraid all I will have for them, again, is my questions and confusion, 

sometimes anger and tears, for that is all I have mostly had myself. Ever since I 

entered this Finnish university as a master’s student and moved between different 

roles of student, part-time/full-time teacher, funded/unfunded/unemployed PhD 

student/researcher and mother/wife/friend/daughter, I have been constantly 

doubting my legitimacy to be at a Finnish university ... I have been constantly 

uneasy ... constantly inadequate ... constantly in question, even if unconsciously for 

most of the time. At some point, being-in-question became a matter of 

responsibility, responsibility that goes hand in hand with the agentive power that 

anyone who works within education exercises, especially education that puts as its 

explicit objective a contribution to the elimination of social injustices and global 

problems through building socially responsible and ethical North-South-East-West 

dialogue (University of Oulu, n.d.). This responsibility, even imperative, as Gert 

Biesta puts it (2017, p. 7), is a gift we are asked to carry when we are put into the 

position of being an educator. And it might get heavy sometimes. 

As I have been researching the power effects of discourses of educational 

language policies in South Africa or teaching students to see themselves as woven 

into the fabrics of knowledge/power(lessness) and reflecting on the effects of those 

entanglements, I found it increasingly ethically problematic and pedagogically 

undesirable to leave my “self” out (Lanas, 2014) from the transformative process 

that I encouraged students to engage in. It became impossible, as for Buber, to 

imagine that I would have “the right to want to change another if I am not open to 

be changed by him40 as far as it is legitimate” (Cissna & Anderson, 2002, p.42). In 

a similar spirit, Leibowitz et al. (2010) conclude their reflexive paper on the 

learning processes of curriculum designers, emphasizing the need for professionals 

in caring professions, in which I include education, to genuinely and deeply engage 

in the same reflexive learning processes that we ask students to engage in:  

It is our firm contention that learning how to function as a professional in the 

health and caring professions involves much introspection, reflection and an 

element of risk-taking. ... We, too, should experience the emotional risk of 

talking about ourselves and should reflect on who we are and what we are 

hoping to achieve, and should allow for the discomfort that such learning 

entails. (p. 131) 

 
40 For a comment on the gendered language in Buber’s writing, see footnote 32 in Summer. 
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That is where autoethnography reveals itself out of necessity—the necessity to 

unpack the gift of an educational task that was “given” to me and through that make 

it perhaps a bit lighter, or easier to carry. It chose me as a “way of life, an ethical 

code of being in the world, being with others, and being there for others ..., as a 

response to social injustice” (Toyosaki & Pensoneau-Conway, 2016, p. 559). I 

joined Toyosaki and Pensoneau-Conway (2016) in their excitement about the 

potential of autoethnographic praxis as social justice or as a response to injustice. I 

began realizing that if I truly believe in the potential of education to contribute to 

the elimination of (global) injustices, there is no other way for me to be honestly 

involved in it than to analyze my own position/context and participate in changing 

structures, assumptions, identities, attitudes and power relations in my own 

contexts, recognizing that we are all part of the problem as well as solution, creating 

spaces for (self) reflexivity and dialogue and striving toward the creation of ethical 

relationships with difference. In other words, I think I began more deeply to 

embrace engagement with what could be called critical orientation to GE (Andreotti, 

2006; see also Pashby et al., 2020). I began to realize that I need to fit my PhD into 

this shifting landscape, and if so, it needs to begin here and now, in the concrete 

body/space (Spry 2001) of my being/doing. I suppose these shifts had been 

happening slowly within me for a long time, but it was not until my body spoke 

(see Spring: Body cells talk and Summer: Jyväskylä) that I started embracing them 

viscerally. I realized that to be honest and truthful in my work as a 

teacher/researcher/student, I needed to be first honest to myself as a human being, 

listen to my body, and listen to the world through my body. And it is in the work of 

people who, through autoethnography, have made critical, political, and personal 

sense out of their often difficult and painful life experiences, I began to find strength 

and inspiration to begin to position myself “as active agent with narrative authority 

over many hegemonizing dominant cultural myths that restricted my social 

freedom and personal development” (Spry 2001, p. 711). The necessity to begin to 

do that and, even more importantly, the necessity to begin to realize how my 

positioning can restrict the social freedom and personal development of others 

determined the decisions regarding my future (academic) path. 

In a few days, I will meet the students, and all I have for them is a promise that I 

will keep reflexively laboring with them (see Winter for more on reflexivity), I will 

keep searching, asking, thinking with them. As I begin to see/live/sense 

autoethnography as a “way of being in the world, one that requires living 

consciously, emotionally and reflexively” (Holman Jones et al., 2013, p.10), I begin 
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to shift my focus on what is/can be born out of that reflexivity. With help of 

Madison (2011) I begin to think about reflexivity as a labor that affirms life and 

keeps producing questions, provocations, always asking how to respond to the 

world, helping to work with and through the paralyzing internal conflict and sense 

of guilt (the potential, perhaps inevitable, problems of critical GE, after Andreotti 

2006). I begin to strive for reflexivity that inspires and opens space for creativity; 

creativity understood, in the butohist sense (see Spring: Butoh), as duration, 

becoming. It is creativity that is an inherently transformative aspiration to change 

that is unpredictable, unforeseeable and incalculable, aspiration toward a genuine 

encounter that poses the problem how to act forcing us to overcome our habits 

(White, 2008). I begin to embrace uncertainty with the hope that global (social, 

cognitive, ecological ...) justice can be enacted in the spirit of with and towards (not 

for) others (Andreotti, 2006; Toyosaki & Pensoneau-Conway, 2016).  

In a few days, I will meet new students. I need to be so careful not to drop or forget 

a single cell of my body when I enter the long university corridor again at the end 

of summer, that space that so often suffocates and frustrates yet inspires at the same 

time. I just came back from Bornholm from the butoh camp. This time, I managed 

to join for a week of holistic body/mind/spirit explorations of MA with/in nature ... 

(see Spring: Butoh: “Thanks for a MA class”) 

 

the old coal wasteland ... 

ever-changing barren, moonlike landscape  

a hardly visible string stretched  

between  

two fingers 

two hands 

two bodies 

move 

don’t break the string 

tight and horizontal 

the silky coal dust under the feet 

caring coalmine41  

 
41 For a full account of the coalmine encounter, see Winter: Poethic encounters. 
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How do I carry on the sense of a caring coal wasteland into the university walls? 

How do I carve a caring space for myself and for my students within these walls? 

How do I sustain that holistic awareness of doing/being so needed for teaching and 

for critical (auto)ethnographic reflexivity? Is it possible to carry on into these walls 

that sense of total attunement to other bodies in time/space that I experienced on 

my way back from Bornholm, as I walked through the crowded Copenhagen airport, 

knowing exactly the speed, direction, and the way I should walk, floating like a 

ghost between other body/spirits? Can I ever walk like this within these walls that 

have a potential to create suffocating and/or life-generating spaces? Sometimes the 

university can feel more “violent” than the coalmine. Sometimes the university can 

feel like the airport. Indeed, as one of the students once observed, reflecting on his 

first impression of this university space, it feels like an airport, with its long central 

hallway and side corridors and classrooms as gates. Students come and go on their 

journeys toward ...? Toward where? Toward what? I want to stop to ask them where 

and why they are going. Why did you choose this airport, this route? Why did I 

choose this airport and this route? What is the destination? 

 How do I create caring silences within these loud walls, so we can hear those 

questions? How can I make sure I do not become numb to the doings of my body 

again? I must not let my body cells forget that they know what they are doing when 

I sit in the team meeting where we discuss all the important issues before the new 

students’ arrival ... so many body cells from all over the world. So, the first thing I 

write on the TO DO sticky note at my computer desktop is BREATHE. And I begin 

to understand what Irwin (2006, p. 75) means by saying that “[e]ducators usually 

focus their care on the others; yet if they wish to truly care for others it is vitally 

important for them to care for themselves first.” As I continue breathing, finding a 

possibility of a new beginning in every breath, I will keep finding new ways of 

caring for myself.  

In a few days, I will meet new students. This year I will not teach that much, nor 

will I be their official teacher tutor. I might get to know them in different ways than 

the previous groups, but I know they will become equally important to me. I will 

have Language, Education, Society course with them in autumn and in spring, a 

Comparative Educational Research course and some other classes too. I will also 

be helping a newly appointed lecturer—the post I have been filling in in various 

configurations for past four years or so, always temporarily, always putting my PhD 

research on language policies in South African higher education on the side, as I 

just found it impossible to find time and split my energy, attention and passion into 
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two separate, though in fact inseparable, realms of teaching and research. Now, I 

am to help the person to take on the job I have been doing, help her to familiarize 

herself with the work, with the university, the teaching programs, help her to 

integrate—is that really the word? “Perehdyttäminen” is the official task in my 

contract. “Perehdyttäminen”—familiarization, introduction, induction, especially 

in the context of worklife—is one of the main ways to ensure job safety, and it is 

guaranteed by Finnish law (Työturvallisuuslaki, 1: 3§). “Perehdyttäminen”—I stare 

at my two-month, 50% of full-time contract, yet another new breed in the precarity 

collection.42 

Perehdyttäminen—“initiation” is another translation I run into through all-

knowing Google. Initiation—“a rite of passage marking entrance or acceptance into 

a group or society. ... a formal admission to adulthood in a community or one of its 

formal components. ... it can also signify a transformation in which the initiate is 

‘reborn’ into a new role” (Initiation, 2022). Signing the contract, getting an office, 

computer, email address, label on the door and occupational health insurance, and 

here you go—you are the part of the secret society, the work community, or are you? 

I feel like I have been in a continuous process of “perehdyttäminen” my entire time 

here. If initiation, as Mircae Eliade (1958) writes, marks a basic change in 

existential condition, to be in the constant state of initiation means being constantly 

at the beginning of something, of some new existential condition, constantly 

becoming. That can indeed be tiring, but also fascinating and life-giving—every 

breath is a new possibility, as one of my yoga teachers says. Since I decided to sign 

a full-time “perehdyttäminen” contract with my breathing body, things have been 

different. And now it is also helping me to initiate into my new and major role, that 

of a writer.  

 

My primary task this year is to write.  

In a few days, I will meet new students.  

 

My primary task now is to write 

And all I can think of  

is the twenty faces in zoom 

I will meet 

Twenty or nine? 

 
42 For more on precarity in academia see for example Nikunen (2012), OECD (2021), Shahjahan, (2019b) 
and Valero et al. (2019). 
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uncertainty becomes ever more tangible now than ever 

 

My primary task now is to write 

keep myself for writing  

 

“you work (too) much on your teaching” 

“we only pay you for 50% of your working time” 

“it seems for some years you have done volunteer work for the university” 

“you need to focus on completing your dissertation now” 

 

but isn’t this dissertation the fruit of that reckless abundance 

too much effort 

too much time 

too much care  

too much thought 

too much body 

 

please do not make me feel like teaching is only important  

as long as it can be turned into the object of 

another article to be published 

to appear and disappear in the endless pulp of 2.5 million per year 

 

“you need to learn to separate your private and professional life and protect 

your ‘self’’’ 

 

shame on you if you can’t fit into this  

temporal spatialized norm (Shahjahan, 2019b) 

 

“just give the courses, not yourself” 

 

what if giving myself is my form of resistance  

counterhegemonic practice in the neoliberal university?  

 

I grieve over the academic world, in which spending a lot of time on 

“preparing teaching activities ensuring students could be meaningfully  

educated and supported in their learning” (Lund & Tienari, 2019, p. 109) 

becomes a form of resistance  
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if you could only find a way to commodify caring 

but counterhegemonic rewards come in different shapes and colors ... 

a sparkle in a student’s eyes 

a long hug 

a message few years later 

with an answer 

to a question posed long ago 

 

besides ... what if ... 

it is not “just” care 

that “housework” of academia, which you have been exploiting for years 

what if ... 

it is eros 

that life-giving force 

that love for the world  

the prime mover 

that makes you long for learning and making sense of it  

 

what if it is that longing ... 

 

“for becoming a whole human being” (Lund & Tienari, 2019, p. 99) 

longing that goes beyond you and me in search for  

“what humans have in common at the root” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 62) 

longing for the third space where 

“we are open to what we can learn from each other’s bodies, speech and silence 

without losing ourselves” (Lund & Tienari, 2019, p. 110) 

 

that longing does not take holidays 

you can’t make it work only 50%  

for that longing for the “illusive matter of existence” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 62)  

it is the existence 

you can exploit my caring and my passion  

for your own neoliberal purposes (Lund & Tienari, 2019) 

but you cannot exploit my existence 

if you insist I exist only part-time 

you insist I do not exist at all 
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even if you chop me, describe and classify my parts 

divide and conquer will not work 

 

right ... 

 

“yes, but please do not forget to record in detail your working hours in  

the time tracking university system” 

 

x% a teacher 

x% a researcher 

x% a student 

x% a writer 

x% a person 

x% a mother 

x% a wife 

x% a body 

x% a mind 

x% a soul 

... 

“must you again divide the indivisible?”  

(Buber, 1923/1996, pp. 58–59) 

 

I sense the blade of a double edge sword  

the “/” of shine/shadow slowly entering my guts  

and I run away into the garden  

thanking pandemic for the work from home  

 

why isn’t a flower ever asked to be a 

half-time root 

half-time stem 

half-time petal 

half-time leaf 

 

My primary task now is to write 

writing to know 

teaching to know 

writing to teach 
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teaching to write  

being to know 

knowing to be 

writing oneself into being 

being oneself into writing 

breathing oneself into teaching  

 

My primary task now is to write 

(un)write myself into the world with my body 

And I fear the virus will take the bodies away 

reducing us back 

to the heads 

 

My primary task this year is to write.  

In a few days I will meet new students.  

And I’m learning to let go  

like trees let their leaves go in autumn 

with no fear, no regret 

knowing they will return after winter 

greener and stronger than ever 

 

In a few days, I should meet new students 

instead  

I am filling up the suitcase with black clothes 

In a few days, I should meet new students 

instead 

I am collecting green tomatoes 

so the night frost doesn’t kill them 

when I leave 

They shine in the sun  

like the skin on your bony shoulder I touched last time I saw you 

In a few days I should say  

“hello and welcome,  

I’m excited to begin this learning journey with you” 

instead  

I am saying 

“good bye, thank you for this last life lesson, dad” 
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Body that writes me 

This work is at the “will of the body” (Sparkes, 2013), many bodies indeed. This 

work would never be even imagined, if it were not that my body demanded it. So I 

am learning to respect the body’s own time and space that do not care much about 

the linear, future- and product-oriented time (Shahjahan, 2015), and as I do it, I 

have to continuously shake off the oppressive questions how long it will take ... 

when will you finish ... why can’t you just finish it and move on ... “[w]hy be happy 

when you could be normal?” (Winterson, 2011). 

In her novel, Winterson suggests: “there are two kinds of writing; the one you write 

and the one that writes you. The one that writes you is dangerous. You go where 

you don’t want to go. You look where you don’t want to look” (2013, p. 54). 

I agree with Winterson that the writing that writes you is dangerous, but I am 

hesitant to say that it is where you do not want to go, where you do not want to 

look. I believe that as (educational) researchers committed to the search for 

alternative possibilities of living together, these are precisely the places we have to 

go, difficult and scary as it might be. 

 

Image 8. ECQI 2020: videostill 1. 

For me it is butoh—the philosophy and practice of this dance-form—that has been 

a helpful way to explore those fears. Through butoh-inspired work, I have been 
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learning to look deeper and deeper and trust the body to always find a closure, if 

only temporarily. Through butoh, I have been learning to loosen the grip of the 

familiar, to be able to hang in the void and dwell in-between—recognizing that 

powerful space where radical possibilities might reside, as Stacy Holman Jones 

(2005) urges us to do. Through butoh, I have been learning to loosen the grip of 

familiar moves, even if it simply means withdrawing from the movement in the 

first place. Through butoh, I am learning to trust my body as a source of words, as 

a source of words that I did not know I have. In butoh-inspired movement, I practice 

extending the boundaries of my imagination. It is more than aesthetic form; it is 

rather a way of feeling and being, as Sondra Fraleigh writes: 

The practice of butoh is inspired through hidden messages from the 

subconscious; ... “What is waiting to emerge?”, the dancer asks her body 

without forcing the answer. “How might it speak? Does it have a color or a 

sound, a shape or a smell? Can I let my dance find its own way out? The trust 

that is asked of the dancer is how she can stay with the emergent image, let it 

be, let it move and morph, and not fix it. Then she can be surprised by her 

dance. And if she is performing, perhaps she can also surprise her audience by 

awakening something in them of their own hidden truth. (2010, p. 14) 

As I have been living my autoethnographic journey, searching for modes of 

reflexivity to unravel my experiences as an “international” university 

teacher/student/researcher/mother/wife in a northern city in Finland, working in 

academic contexts imbued with dilemmas of power/knowledge, it became clear to 

me that I have to be honest and truthful to my own ways of being, feeling and 

knowing. Bringing my butoh-self into the process surprised me with fruitful 

parallels between that and writing. I became surprised not only by my dance but 

also by my writing ... 
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Image 9. ECQI 2020: videostill 2. 

Butoh is not interested in a pre-known form of dance; it is not interested in how we 

move but in what it is that moves us. In that sense, it is akin to writing as inquiry, 

which is writing “in and as act of discovery rather than out of respectful obedience 

to established ‘truth’” (Said, 1979, as cited in Marrouchi, 2004, p. 75). It is writing 

to find emerging questions rather than to externalize the found answers. It is writing 

that is about beginning again rather than taking up “dutifully at a designated point 

and in a way ordained by tradition” (Said, 1979, as cited in Marrouchi, 2004, p. 75). 

Like a butoh walk, it keeps asking questions and finding temporary answers, just 

to leave them behind to ask new questions. Like butohist dances into what is 

unknown, a writer writes into what is (yet) unknown and perhaps into what cannot 

be fully known (see Spring: Butoh: Encounters on the border zone island). 

Regardless of the material that is writing, the starting point is 

silencing/emptying bodymind in order to hear the questions emerging, the 

questions that have the potential to move us—physically, intellectually and 

spiritually. This silence “draws near the aesthetic experience which requires 

conscious and unconscious participation in work” (Fidyk, 2013, p. 124) (see more 

in Spring: Butoh: Encounters on the border zone island). Following from that, art’s 

function is not to tell a story, but to awaken something, giving nothing in particular 

yet making something possible—an awareness of one’s self, one’s life and one’s 

meanings (Bochner & Ellis, 2003, p. 510). Butoh dance, butoh body is like the 

engaging text that Ronald Pelias describes, the piece that “plays, opens closed doors, 
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discovers hidden passageways, creates new spaces. It is mischievous, utopian, 

saying the unsayable, the forbidden, the dangerous. It knows the master’s house 

can be rebuilt. It believes there should be no master” (Pelias, 2011, p. 666). 

I was supposed to be a writer this year, teaching only a couple of courses, with 

no bigger responsibilities. I was supposed to be able to put most of my so-called 

working time into my dissertation, even if it were paid for with the unemployment 

benefits. Still. For how long, I cannot be sure. 

 

Image 10. ECQI 2020: videostill 3. 

But as a person working at the university, where one of the dominant affective 

norms is precarity (Shahjahan, 2020; see also e.g., Nikunen, 2012; OECD; 2020; 

Valero et al., 2019; Ylijoki, 2010), I find myself occupied also with curriculum 

development, student selections, thesis supervision, with creating and sustaining 

meaningful and ethically responsible relationships with students and, most of all, 

being in and for my family. My body craves timespaces to write me, and so I find 

myself mostly writing by not writing and waiting without waiting for the words to 

breed in me and come out when the time comes.  

I am supposed to be writing, looking back and into the past, “but life does not stand 

still; it is always getting in the way, always making what may appear static and not 

changing into a shifting, moving, interacting complexity” (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000, p. 125). As I continue teaching and encounter new people, new groups, new 

thoughts, events and dilemmas, all these “moments of learning and insight that 
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offer themselves as gifts to anyone who will accept them” (Sparkes, 2013, p. 205), 

the present brings presents. It comes in with new stories, disturbing and inspiring 

at the same time, shifting and moving the constellations of meanings. The past and 

present merge and emerge through and within each other, carving the spaces in my 

body, to crawl into and breed, in order to reclaim the future,43 perhaps ... 

And Carolyn Ellis’s (2007) ever present ethical question, “How shall I 

continue?” stops me and makes me wonder what to do next, so that the stories do 

not escape or freeze and die forever. How do I hold on to them? And like Andrew 

Sparkes (2013), I feel these dilemmas in the body, viscerally, sometimes in ways 

visible to the world, as my nails bleed, but most often invisible to the outside gaze. 

Butoh teaches me to listen to my corporeal being and not panic in the face of those 

dilemmas. It teaches me to trust that bodily knowledge, that “unbeknown 

knowledge,” which is not mediated and signified by conscious, intellectual activity 

(Uotinen as cited in Sparkes, 2013, p. 209). When the invisible wall built from 

bricks of self-doubt and expectations, joint with tears of loneliness, grows in front 

of me, butoh reminds me of the need to return to the present, to ask myself what it 

is now in my unified body/mind/spirit that moves me and how it moves that which 

I wanted to write about.  

Through butoh, I learn to give my heart the last word, as Ronald Pelias 

encourages us in his “Methodology of the heart” (2004). Through movement that 

is all about cultivating the listening body (see Spring: Butoh), “the heart learns that 

stories are the truths that won’t keep still. There is always another version, another 

eye to tell what it sees, another voice ready to speak” (Pelias, 2004, p.171). Through 

movement that is all about cultivating the listening body, I learn to locate my 

scholarship in my body, “a body deployed not as a narcissistic display but on behalf 

of others, a body that invites identification and empathic connection, a body that 

takes as its charge to be fully human” (Pelias, 2004, p.1).  

Through butoh, I am learning to do justice to my/our bodies, aiming to reclaim 

its epistemic legitimacy in my academic work. It helps me to see, just as for Julia 

Colyar, that contrary to what we are told most of the time in the academia, “being 

a writer and being uncertain can poetically co-exist” (2013, p. 379). It helps me to 

work with, into and against the anxieties of being uncertain and turning them into 

generative forces. Just as Pelias’s engaging text is unembarrassed by the struggle 

of writing (Colyar, 2013, p. 376), a butoh body is unembarrassed by the struggle of 

 
43 I owe this expression to my co-supervisor Sheila Trahar. 
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moving, being able to produce only “small, nervous solution[s], offered with 

humility” (Pelias, 2011, p. 666).  

 

Image 11. ECQI 2020: videostill 4. 

— — 

The conference room at the hotel in Malta, where the 4th ECQI took place, was 

cold although filled with people. The light and acoustics were not optimal, to say 

the least, for the presentation I had planned. I weaved the above Body that writes 

me text with the dancepoetry video that we created together with the artist Hanna 

Ojala (see the entire video on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Coap7zuCpCM). 

The wind was singing loudly outside, and I wondered if anyone could even hear 

me as I read. I stood back, watched, read, stood back, watched, read. I would have 

never imagined I would do anything like this at the academic conference. And yet, 

every cell of my body was grateful we were there. This was exactly the right thing 

to do. The body felt grateful for being listened to.  

I felt grateful to have met Hanna/Veronique ... 

The letters to Veronique 

It was Krzysztof Kieślowki’s first film produced in the West, after the collapse of 

the Berlin Wall. I was ten when it was released, but it must have been only a few 

years later that I watched it for the first time. And when and where did I get a CD 
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with the soundtrack, produced and published in France? La Double Vie de 

Veronique/The Double life of Veronika. The original motion picture soundtrack was 

composed by Zbigniew Preisner—it must have also been my first encounter with a 

language other than Polish or English.  

I have been influenced by the metaphysical films of Krzysztof Kieślowski, 

together with the music of Zbigniew Preisner, who became inseparable in their 

artistic work, long before I had any idea what the word metaphysics means. I do 

not think I know now any better, but as I have been living and writing this 

dissertation, I have come to realize more clearly how some of Kieślowski’s work 

shaped my way of being in the world. The ordinary characters and their ordinary 

stories turned into the extraordinary with the light and movement of the camera that 

zooms onto to the minute details of mundane lives and holds long enough to fill the 

uneventful moments with the most important meanings, alongside the music—all 

put together to talk about the human in its all complexities, contradictions, beauty, 

and ugliness, just like butoh, just like autoethnography. I never had the words, need 

or possibility to talk about that influence, but perhaps I could have been that fifteen-

year-old girl Kieślowski once met in France, who told him: “I have seen your 

Double life of Veronique and I felt that there is something like soul” (Zawiśliński, 

2005, p. 304). 

I suggested that Hanna watch it. We were only a few days into the Covid-19 

lockdown when we exchanged some WhatsApp messages, worried about the 

situation and especially its impact on small businesses like the yoga studio she 

works with and artists’ work in general. Perhaps I thought she would like 

Kieślowski’s unique filming language, remembering what she once told me on 

WhatsApp: “I’m soooo over filming myself and getting more and more interested 

in learning about the camera movements”. Maybe I thought she might like it 

because he finds a way to talk about the most important questions about the 

meaning of life through the stories of ordinary people and their everyday lives. He 

talks about divinity, avoiding banality and pathos, like she does—I have never met 

a person who would use the word “divinity” in conversations in such a natural, 

unpretentious way, a way that goes beyond the “ideas of God and religion,” “divine 

figures,” or “belief in God, in gods or in spirits.” It is the way that embodies 

understanding of the sacred as an inherent element of human consciousness, as the 

source of our awareness of being in the world (Eliade, 1959). 

Maybe I thought she would like the film because Kieślowski had a gift of 

talking about the divine in a similar manner. He reached straight into the depth of 

the human soul, its fractures, desires and inexplicable behaviors, bringing to light 
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the invisible mysteries, something I have felt her artistic work does as well. Or 

maybe I wanted her to watch it because I felt there was something in her artwork 

that, like Kieślowski’s film, spoke to our deepest sorrow for something missing, 

some lack (see also Spring: Butoh: Encounters on the border zone island and 

Summer: The empty plate). Maybe I felt she was the other Veronique ... 

— — 

June 2020 

Dear Veronique,  

I hope you don’t mind me calling you that. Maybe if you watch the movie I told 

you about, you’d understand better why I do that. I am thinking of what I just told 

you on WhatsApp. Could we do something together on the encounter between art 

and academia? Spaghetti is boiling, dinner needs to be on time before Filip’s double 

bass lesson, conveniently online these days, and Arto and Fabian will be home soon 

too. But I wanted to write you a letter for a long time now, and it feels like this is 

the right moment to begin. The music from the movie I recommended you a while 

ago is piercing me again throughout the flesh all the way down to the bone marrow, 

and fingers are racing now on the keyboard, and I’m pretty sure spaghetti will be 

overcooked, but I cannot stop. It is the first day of schools and daycares being 

reopened and I’ve been home alone for the first time in two months. I feel like so 

much has been boiling under the skin (a lot more than spaghetti), and it is time 

again to squeeze it out, push it through, make visible.  

 Fucking spaghetti ... 

(I continue a few days later ...) 

I recently returned to this article on the Epistemic Companions: Art and the Sacred. 

I found a link to it in my notes from 2017, in the file called aptly, “I was born a 

dancer and other crap.” This makes me think of so many of our conversations. 

We are used to thinking of art as a form of expression, more than a way of 

knowing. Yet if artists do, indeed, express what they know about the world and 

about themselves in their work, it is most often the work—through the 

experience and the process of its making—that informs the artist about what it 

says. ... “What I do tells me what I am looking for,” says Soulages ... . The 

successful artwork surprises the artist, who is often the first to be taken by its 

meaning. (Boutet, 2007, para. 9) 
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As I read these words, I cannot help but think about some of the most rewarding 

moments in my teaching/inquiry—the moments that take me by surprise with their 

meaning, richness and force. I think this is what Gert Biesta, one of the educational 

philosophers that have inspired me greatly, refers to when he says that teaching is 

really out of the hands of a teacher; it goes beyond her comprehension. Teaching 

has so much in common with art in so many ways, though it seems to be forgotten, 

especially in modern higher education, as a teasing comment from a colleague 

when we discussed grading and pass/fail assessment options made me realize once 

again: “Do you see teaching as some sort of art, or what?" As a matter of fact I do, 

I thought to myself at that moment, but did not say anything out loud. As I continue 

my inquiry, I am reminded that I am not alone in that view (e.g., Biesta, 2013). The 

whole of life is art, as Nietzsche said. The metaphysical purpose of art, which for 

Nietzsche was a form of philosophy, is to support, maintain, affirm, and enhance 

life through giving meaning to the otherwise tragic existence (Gadacz, 2010, pp. 

89–91). It could be said it stems from a certain kind of love, love for life, for the 

world, which resonates with the view of teaching, put forward by Vlieghe and 

Zamojski (2019) that centers educational love as the ontological root of teaching. 

They propose to see educational love as a unique form of love, different from other 

forms of love, directed towards the world, which is essentially a matter of 

“unreserved affirmation” (p. 528) of goodness and joy in life. They write: “this is 

not to say that teaching entails denial of the existence of the many evils of our 

world—injustice, violence, oppression, etc. Rather, teaching stems from an 

affirmation of the good that lasts in spite of evil” (p. 528, emphasis in original); this 

is just like art, as Nietzsche and Buber after him would say (see also Winter: The 

rude word(s)).  

“What I do tells me what I am looking for”—maybe now I finally do what I am 

meant to do, or do I? Life begins to feel more complete, at times. Experiences of 

the past few years made me (re)embrace art as a search for meaning and 

counterforce to nihilism and cynicism, which one might rub against when engaging 

critically with this world, and (re)embrace that this is art’s one and only purpose 

and justification. Teaching, of course, could not remain unaffected by this re-

emergence of artistic sensitivities. Perhaps that is why I began to be more and more 

troubled, as well as internally torn, by the changes in my work context that many 

associate with neoliberal shifts in higher education, and which manifest themselves 

in, for example, a need to instrumentally justify every action and then demonstrate 

the effectiveness of that action. Education and research become defined in terms of 
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input and output, objectives, expectations, outcomes and steps to reach them, 

evaluations, and rewards and punishments for reaching them or not. Research and 

education need to be usable, relevant, practical and applicable, so teaching ceases 

to be teaching as a matter of self-exposure, vulnerability, generosity and seduction, 

(Vlieghe & Zamojski, 2019) but becomes rather a matter facilitating, training, or 

instructing (see e.g., Biesta, 2013). The art of teaching and teaching as art is being 

lost. Something inside me refuses to accept this, though it makes my life at the 

university filled with dilemmas and tensions. Someone just recently asked me what 

I would like to do after I complete my doctoral degree, and I said that I believe I 

already do what I want to do, at least for now. Teaching is what I want to do, but it 

is only when I started to truly (re)integrate the heart (Ellis, 1999) into it that it began 

to feel as though it had a fuller meaning. You have played a crucial role in this 

process, in the process of reclaiming the place for heart, body and spirit in my 

personal/professional/political life and reintegrating all into one again. 

For a long time, I wanted to write you a letter. I imagined it could become the 

beginning, or rather a continuation, of our conversation(s) if you were willing to 

engage in it through this correspondence mode. That conversation, I imagine, could 

then become a chapter in my thesis, in which I would explore the role of art and 

creative experimental practices in my autoethnographic research, most likely 

inevitably locating it in the arts-based (ABR) field. We all have to locate our work 

somewhere, in some paradigm. That could satisfy the need for having a so-called 

“methodological chapter,” although my methodology runs throughout this whole 

thesis, I believe. Who needs a methodological chapter and why, anyway? 

As I sat at my kitchen table to write, I suddenly realized I got trapped in this 

plan. Once again, I got co-opted into the expectations of what I experienced as 

mainstream forms of academic research process and writing, the inadequacy of 

which have brought me to this autoethnographic inquiry in the first place. Luckily, 

the rose came to help. Do you remember the rose you gave me at the end of that 

workshop when we met for the first time? It helped me to remember what this letter 

is really for. Have you ever realized how intensely a dry rose can smell? One would 

expect its scent to be faint like the scent of memory. 

The dried white rose made me stop to question if there is something ethically 

problematic in using the pretext of writing a letter to you as a “creative” way just 

to write what is expected from me. It seems to violate the very merits of a letter—

the possibility of establishing and maintaining the relationship of reciprocity, the 

give-and-take and the expectation of a response (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 

106). (And forgive me for continuing to insert the citations into the letter, but that 
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is just one way of subverting conventions from within). If I want to talk about the 

encounter between art and academia, as a genuine meeting in-between, I cannot be 

writing a letter to you as a disguise for what is expected from me by the academic 

community to be included in the doctoral dissertation. But then again, why not? 

After all, letters, like diaries, are well recognized and established genres for 

autobiography and life writing, allowing a writer to document and communicate 

events and situations from their lives, responding to the world rather than 

representing it (Livholts, 2020). And aren’t then all our public writings essentially 

letters that we produce always with audience in mind (Stanley, as cited in Livholts, 

2020, p. 32)? 

Honestly, I think the main reason I wanted to write a letter to you is to thank 

you. Thank you for becoming part of my life and research and showing me some 

ways to materialize in a concrete art form the ideas that had been driving my inquiry, 

yet which I had no idea how to make more visible. When I saw the first video 

I/you/we made, as part of that workshop when we met for the first time, I felt as if 

a giant weight I had been carrying on my shoulders dropped (see the dancepoetry 

video called Re-existence on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AaJ7Aq_n6sQ). 

That felt like a perfect way to bring the movement and word together, and 

possibilities seemed endless. It was yet another moment in my research journey at 

which I felt like a missing piece was found. But it was only the beginning, wasn’t 

it? Yet another beginning ... 

Our first encounter was through email. I missed the workshop in June. I was in 

Bristol for three weeks of uninterrupted research work—reading, writing, thinking 

whenever and wherever I wanted, no need to worry about anyone’s spaghetti. But 

I was so happy to see the workshop being offered again in autumn. 

“Dancepoetryvideo” workshop—it sounded like a perfect opportunity to explore 

some creative possibilities. In the response to your pre-workshop email, in which 

you addressed us as tanssirunovideo-taiteilijat, I wrote: 

I don't have a poem written or selected as such, but I have some text that I 

would like to experiment with. The text is produced as part of my PhD research 

at the Faculty of Education, at the University of Oulu, which is a kind of 

autobiographical 44  exploration of my own experiences as an international 

academic (teacher, researcher, student ...) at the Finnish university. One of the 

purposes of this research is to blur various boundaries, like the one between 

 
44 I deliberately used the term autobiographical instead of autoethnographic, assuming it would be more 
familiar and understandable to someone from outside of the academia. 
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art and science, or the boundary between professional and personal, and of 

course the body and mind, and that is why I am aiming to bring the me-

dancer/mover and me-teacher/academic together. I hope this workshop will 

give me some ideas on how to do it in concrete terms. I have some sounds 

recorded, and I am particularly inspired by the natural sounds (water, the 

sound of walk on the snow, etc.), also it would be really interesting to film in a 

natural scenery, but I am open to any suggestions. These inspirations come 

mainly from a bit of work that I have done with butoh dance, which I am 

infusing into my research. I have never tried anything like that, and I am really 

looking forward to experimenting, learning and exploring this form of art. 

Now, when I retrieved this message from my inbox, I think again about the way 

you addressed us. Perhaps the Finnish word taiteilija does not carry as much weight 

for me as the English word artist or Polish artysta, but it makes me think again 

about some of those times I experienced the feeling of not really belonging to the 

group, especially in the butoh workshops and camps, where I worked with 

professional dancers and performers, as they would often describe themselves. It is 

usually not a lasting feeling, and most often it vanishes as we go into work, but the 

initial introductions, which are often part of workshops (see Spring: Butoh) used to 

make me ask myself (and perhaps others) “what am I doing here”? I work at the 

university. I am a teacher and do my doctoral thesis in education. I guess I become 

less bothered by this feeling of unhomeliness, as I did not hesitate to tell you about 

my background in the introductory email. And I have never sensed any skepticism 

or prejudice from you, something I have often felt and heard when telling artists or 

other embodiment practitioners that I am writing a doctoral dissertation. 

These tensions seem to underlie the entire inquiry, resurfacing every now and 

then. I remember sitting in the lounge of the hotel in Edinburgh, overhearing a 

conversation between what appeared to be a supervisor and her doctoral student. 

They were sitting two meters away from me and, as there was no one else around, 

it was rather difficult not to hear their talk. She seemed to be a dancer and dance 

therapist doing her research around that. At some point she said, “I think no other 

profession is trying to appropriate another’s field as much as art is being 

appropriated without having solid knowledge of what art is. If you do that, you 

need to understand the epistemic of the art.” This was the first time I attended the 

ECQI, in 2019—the space that brings together the community that needs no 

convincing of the epistemic legitimacy of ABR, the community that explicitly 

embraces the ontological and epistemological premises of creative inquiry and 
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opens safe spaces for experimentations, much more than some more conventional 

conferences.  

So what was I doing there? It hit me. Did I understand the epistemic of art? 

Was I afraid that I did not understand the epistemic of art sufficiently? Is this why 

I have been so implicitly reluctant to call whatever I do ABR? Oh, by the way, let 

me give the definition of ABR so you know what I am referring to. Patricia Leavy 

(2017) describes art-based practices as “methodological tools used by researchers 

across the disciplines during any or all phases of research, including problem 

generation, data or content generation, analysis, interpretation, and representation” 

(p. 4). Researchers engage in art making as a way of knowing, adapting the tenets 

of the creative arts in order to address research questions holistically (Leavy, 2017). 

But I think you may find more inspiring another way of defining it, through not 

what it is but what it does or what a good ABR should possess, that is “the capacity 

for inviting members of an audience into the experiencing aspects of a world that 

may have been otherwise outside their range of sight and to thereby cause them to 

question usual, commonplace, orthodox perspectives on social phenomena” 

(Barone & Eisner, 2011, p. 56). 

Meeting you, and experimenting with the artistic mode of dancepoetry videos, 

made me realize I do understand the epistemic of art; indeed, I often feel this is the 

only epistemic I understand. Indeed, it is not an epistemic to be understood, its 

ontology—being and doing. Maybe in ABR, it is the focus on the art-making as a 

way of knowing that has been problematic for me. It is not just about knowing 

differently but being differently, and that is what decoloniality is about (see Summer: 

Jyväskylä). Maybe that is really where my problem with art lies, as I come to realize 

the constitutive, totalizing effects of the logic of coloniality/modernity in the 

statement I heard in the hotel lounge: “having a solid knowledge of what art is.”  

I wonder then if this is why I have been avoiding using the term art-based, 

using art-infused research instead? This was inspired by a conversation with a 

colleague, early on when butoh had just began to sieve into my work, who 

suggested I could infuse my research with butoh. I liked it; I still do. I think I do. I 

did further research and for a while entertained even the concept of art-in(tra)fused 

research, inspired by Alexander and Wyatt (2018), but then dropped it. Perhaps I 

sensed it to be too Baradian, which is of course nothing bad in itself but would 

require me to open up that whole conceptual world to become legible for my 

readers and less prone to the critique of the examiners: the quantum world that I 

viscerally sense but cannot (do not want to) put into words. Infusion seems to 
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sufficiently help me convey that butoh, and art in general, as a way of 

living/being/knowing the world, as a certain sensibility that asks questions that 

have more to do with “how to live” rather than with “how to know” (Bochner & 

Ellis, 2003), permeates the whole research; it is the blood and breath, object and 

subject of this autoethnography. In other words, these are questions that require not 

technical but value judgements (Biesta, 2013) about what is to be done here and 

now, not so much how things should be done in some utopian future. Unlike “based,” 

it is not a separate foundation, to be built first and on which to build further, a brick 

on top of which other bricks can be methodologically placed; it is more like a thread 

weaving throughout the whole process (Jimmy et al., 2019)—a lot less controllable 

than bricks, a lot more likely to get entangled. Infusing something into something 

else might transform its very nature, just as water infused with tealeaves is not 

simply water anymore. I wonder if and how infusing research with butoh 

transforms the nature of research itself, not only in the sense of a paradigmatic shift 

from quantitative towards qualitative approaches but in a much larger sense of 

research as dance into what you can never fully, unquestionably know (see this 

chapter Body that writes me and Spring: Butoh). 

But then perhaps I am just introducing (as far as I am aware) yet another term 

into the long list of terms used to describe various artistic forms of research that 

have come to form the field, or paradigm even, of ABR (Leavy, 2015, 2017). It is 

widely acknowledged that ABR has emerged as part of a postmodernist, 

poststructural feminism and postcolonial critique of the positivistic, scientific 

method born out of the European rationalist movement that has separated science 

and art as ways of exploring and representing the world (Leavy, 2017). In that sense, 

it aims to validate art as a way of knowing, remaining within the enlightenment 

logic, as it does not question the very concept of art itself and the ontopolitical 

effects of its constitution (see also Spatz, 2019).  

I find thinking with coloniality here important for revealing the problematic, 

marginalizing roots of art/science separation, which should be seen as inseparable 

from the constitution of human/nonhuman, rational/nonrational, culture/nature, 

philosophical/theological, mind/body, man/woman ... (Maldonado-Torres, 2007, 

Mignolo, 2011; Quijano, 2007). Through the constitution and work of a modern 

university, among others, colonial relations of power created a divide within the 

academy between scholarships of the spirit (Divinitas) and those of the flesh 

(Humanitas). Excluding theologies and religious studies from academia or 

containing them through specialized departments was closely linked to setting a 

discovery of human as the main pursuit of academia and giving academia the power 
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to decide who is human and who is not (Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Quijano, 2007): 

who is to study and who is to be studied, who is the rational, civilized subject 

driving the unstoppable machine of desacralized modernity (Eliade, 1959) and who 

is the object to be desacralized, modernized and civilized. As Maldonado-Torres 

(2007) writes,  

The very relationship between colonizer and colonized provided a new model 

to understand the relationship between the soul or mind and the body; and 

likewise, modern articulations of the mind/body are used as models to conceive 

the colonizer/colonized relation, as well as the relation between man and 

woman, particularly the woman of color. (pp. 245–246) 

Returning to my problem with art, the related concept of aesthetics, derived from 

the Greek aesthesis, entered European philosophy amid eighteenth century 

“enthusiastic debates about the primacy and superiority of secular reason, the 

concept that displaced theological reason and allowed for the foundation of secular 

philosophy and secular science” (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2014, p. 200). It was then 

taken by Kant and turned into a branch of philosophy. The notion of aesthetics, 

coupled with art, reduced and confined the holistic human sense of 

experiencing/being in the world within the normative, universalizing “theory of 

sensibility sentiment, sensations, and, briefly, emotions, in contrast with the 

obsession for the rational” (Mignolo & Vazquez, 2013, section III, para. 2). 

“Modern aestheTics”, originating from the eighteenth-century European local 

experience, became “the regulator of the global capability to “sense” the beautiful 

and the sublime” (Mignolo & Vazquez, 2013, section III, para. 2), regulating also 

who is or can be an artist (much like who is or can be human, philosopher, scientist, 

etc.). AestheTics, as a philosophical theory of beautiful and sublime, occupied with 

rational investigation of existence, knowledge and ethics, and appreciation of the 

beauty and good taste (domain of artists), colonized the senses (not least through 

formal education). “AestheTics, as many other normative frameworks of modernity, 

was used to disdain or ignore the multiplicity of creative expressions in other 

societies” (Mignolo & Vazquez, Section V, para. 7). 

As a way of delinking from modern aesthetics and decolonizing “the regulation 

of sensing all the sensations to which our bodies respond, “from culture as well as 

from nature”” (Mignolo & Vazquez, Section III, para. 2), decolonial thinkers 

propose an important step of distinguishing between aestheTics and aestheSis (see 

also Tlostanova, 2019). AestheSis is generally defined as elementary awareness of 
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stimulation, a sensation of touch, related to awareness, sensed experience, sensed 

expression and perception. It is, as Tlostanova (2019) puts it, 

an ability to perceive through senses, and the process of sensual perception 

itself. Decolonial aesthesis originates, then, in the affective experience of those 

who have never been given a voice before or have been seen as dangerous or 

noble savages and native informants. It acts as a mechanism of producing and 

regulating sensations, and hence is inevitably linked with the body as an 

instrument of perception that mediates our cognition. (pp. 104–105) 

As such, it is not restricted to art, but it is a basic human attribute (not in a sense of 

colonially constructed humanitas, as different and superior from anthropoi 

(Mignolo, 2013)), and in fact the attribute of all living beings. AestheSis is a 

concept that allows us to de-naturalize the existing, dominant epistemic vocabulary 

within which we are trapped, including such words as artist, art, dancer and poet. 

Recognizing the trap, we can try to move toward the work from and away from 

those given concepts and looking beyond, behind and under them, by work of what 

Enrique Dussel calls analectic negation. Analectic negation is different from a 

Hegelian dialectic negation of thesis, antithesis, synthesis—dialectical totality that 

is always self-referential from Aristotle and Plato to Hegel, Marx, and Habermas 

(Mendieta, 2016/2020). Analectic negation is the geo- and body-political negation 

that comes from memories, sensibilities, skills, knowledge, and forms of being that 

cannot be determined once and for all. Analectic negation comes from the 

authenticity of life that is always outside the totality (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2014; 

Mendieta, 2016/2020).45 Every person or every group is always beyond the horizon 

of totality, so the principle is not that of identity, but that of separation and 

distinction (Dussel, 1980/1985, pp. 158–159) or dis-identification (Tlostanova et 

al., 2016).46 

 
45 Analectic negation is a concept emerging from Enrique Dussel’s analectical current of Philosophy of 
Liberation (1980/1985), which in a broader sense is a philosophical movement, originating in Latin 
America that aims to challenge basic assumptions and themes of Euro-American philosophy, arguing 
for philosophy that is more responsive to and responsible for the socio-political situation in which it 
finds itself, drawing on autochthonous cultural and intellectual resources and emphasizing the need for 
increased reflexivity and self-awareness in theorizing, critiquing all forms of philosophical/intellectual 
dependency and inauthenticity and working towards pluriversality (Mendieta, 2016/2020). 
46 I also find the writing of Édouard Glissant (1990/2010) helpful for understanding the difference 
between dialectic and analectic thinking, for example, his comparative metaphor of “truth” of a 
computer and “truth” of a poem: “The poet's truth is also the desired truth of the other, whereas, precisely, 
the truth of a computer system is closed back upon its own sufficient logic ..., every conclusion reached 
by such a system has been inscribed in the original data, whereas poetics open onto unpredictable and 
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My body shivers as I come across the resonating words on the pages of I and 

Thou, as well, as Buber (1923/1996, p.143) captures the essence of the human 

“‘religious’ situation, existence in the presence,” which lies in the dissolubility of 

antinomies: 

Whoever affirms the thesis and repudiates the antithesis violates the sense of 

the situation. Whoever tries to think a synthesis destroys the sense of the 

situation. ... Whoever would settle the conflict between antinomies by some 

means short of his own life transgresses against the sense of the situation. It is 

the sense of the situation that it is to be lived in all its antinomies—only lived—

and lived ever again, ever anew, unpredictably, without any possibility of 

anticipation or prescription [emphasis added]. (1923/1996, pp.143–144) 

AestheSis is about liberating senses or, as the Colombian intellectual, artist and 

activist Adolfo Albán Achinte puts it, “the possibility of re-existence through the 

everyday aesthetic practices and the senses” (as cited in Mignolo & Vazquez, 2013, 

section II, para. 3). While aestheTics belongs to philosophy, turning art into an 

object of philosophy, aestheSis belongs to language in its broadest sense, any 

language (Mignolo & Vazquez, 2013), and as such art belongs to all, and all can 

be/are artists. As a decolonial option, aestheSis opens alternatives that recognize 

“the plurality of ways to relate to the world of the sensible that have been silenced” 

(Mignolo & Vazquez, 2013, section IV, para. 3). But this does not mean to bring 

back traditional, indigenous, or pre-modern art as ways of knowing, for there is no 

such thing as pre-modern art or pre-modern philosophy, as there is no such thing as 

pre-modern aestheTics, which was a European enlightenment invention.47 Mignolo 

and Vazques (2013) remind me: 

If we think that there is a pre- or non-colonial aestheTics, we accept the modern 

conceptualization that aestheTics is universal and not a regional invention of 

the European Enlightenment that precisely colonized aestheSis, all kind of 

sensing, and aimed at regulating taste. One task of decolonial thinking and 

doing is precisely not to deconstruct but to decolonize (thinking and doing and 

 
unheard of things. That is to say that exclusion is the rule in binary practice (either/or), whereas poetics 
aims for the space of difference—not exclusion but, rather, where difference is realized in going beyond” 
(p. 82). This also resonates with the way Todd talks about difference and diversity in relation to dialogue 
see Summer: Thinking extensively about “dialogue” (pp. 106–108). 
47 See Summer for more on taking the Cartesian split and European enlightenment as a universal 
reference point in post-scholarship. 
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doing while thinking) key concepts in the European genealogy of thoughts to 

show their historical and regional scope. (Section V, para. 10) 

AestheSis allows us to see and live (again) world-making (art) and to think about 

world-making (philosophy) as one. It resonates with Alain Badiou’s idea of 

inaesthetics as a place of encounter between art and philosophy—“a relation of 

philosophy to art that, maintaining that art is itself a producer of truths, makes no 

claim to turn art into an object for philosophy” (Badiou, 1998, as cited in Badiou 

& Toscano, 2005, p. xiv). In Badiou’s thought, “[a]rt is rigorously coextensive with 

the truths that it generates” (immanence) and “these truths are given nowhere else 

than in art” (singularity) (p. 9). Engaging in artistic praxis, then, cannot aim at 

translating it into the language of non-art, but taking it seriously in itself, to 

think/be/live in art. 

AestheSis also regenerates the importance of religious experience for being 

human, decentering (modern) human as an autonomous, sole subject and agent of 

history. It helps to, as Eliade (1959) hoped, decipher the camouflage of the sacred 

in the desacralized world. Religious here refers to Eliade’s sacred that is, alongside 

profane, one of the basic modes of being in the world (see also Summer: Sensing 

intensively with Buber). Sacred and profane are two modalities of experience or 

existential situations that humans assumed in the course of history (Eliade, 1959) 

or, as decolonial thinkers would say, were actively invented through coloniality of 

being/knowing. Putting aside at this point the complex intersections between 

Eliade’s work and coloniality (see e.g., Winters, 2021), the essential point here is 

that originally, all the imaginary worlds and creative modes of being had a religious 

value and function, and the desacralized autonomy of dance, poetry or fine arts is 

a recent invention (Boutet, 2007; Eliade, 1959). Religious being is not a matter of 

choosing to believe in some conjured sacred; it is a matter of “being aware of the 

sacred, because it manifests itself, as something wholly different from the profane” 

(Eliade, 1959, p. 11). To me, it is exactly what Buber means by the encounter as 

that moment in which something happens—something that one lacks words for but 

that is filled with meaning, the moment after which nothing is meaningless anymore 

(see Winter: Backward walk).  

Oh, can you imagine what the world could be if we could attend to education 

through art as a way of nurturing the sacred mode of being in the world? 
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But sacred (just as soul, religious or spiritual) seems to be yet another rude word 

(alongside love and I don’t know; see Winter: The rude word(s)) that one should 

utter with caution within the walls of the modern university, unless walking the 

corridors of theology or religious studies departments. Perhaps it is even a 

dangerous word, if even artists often feel a need to excuse themselves when uttering 

it (e.g., Ojala, 2019; Zagajewski, 2019). Perhaps this is what artists fear when they 

meet science—not only that they would be laughed at, at best, but mainly that the 

truth that can be given nowhere else than in art will be turned into an object of 

knowledge and representation rather than lived as an event through which meanings 

are born: that this objectifying will turn attention away from the essential “what art 

can do” to “what art means” (e.g., Jagodzinski & Wallin, 2013). Perhaps that is my 

problem with some of the ways ABR as a field has come to be conceived, 

translating art into research (philosophy), stripping it of its immanence and 

singularity, not taking it seriously in itself as a mode of living, although often 

recognizing that insights gained through artistic practices are not available in other 

ways (e.g., Leavy, 2015). 

This kind of critique is, for example, offered by Jagodzinski and Wallin (2013), 

who identify some problematic ways that creativity and imagination have been 

hijacked by capitalistic discourses of commodification, functionality, and 

usefulness, producing ABR that is a product of its Zeitgeist (see also Chemi, 2018). 

Some ABR, as I pointed out above, can be viewed to operate within this logic, with 

creative, artistic practices being tools for research with instrumental purpose, also 

instrumentalizing art itself, turning it into a method of knowledge production, not 

as a mode of being in the world. For example, movement and music can be used in 

education to help develop communication and literacy skills, to develop creative 

outlets for shy people or to support the development of self-esteem (Leavy, 2015, 

p. 117). To a certain extent, ABR as a field seems to have to justify its legitimate 

presence within modern academia by being useful and practical (Jagodzinski & 

Wallin, 2013; see also Chemi, 2018). This is not to diminish the value and 

importance of ABR as a field. Indeed, I am certain I would not be writing any of 

this if it were not for the fact that ABR, and autoethnography as part of it, is a well-

established field of research. However ... 

I reread the paragraphs above and notice that I slipped into the academic, esoteric 

jargon again; I am sorry, I have not been considerate, but then again, isn’t it arrogant 

of me to assume you will not be able to think about what Hegelian, Baradian, 

decolonial, aesthesis or analectic refer to? Am I not reproducing here these grounds 
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for a skeptical distance or asymmetrical relation between art and academia? Isn’t it 

just as arrogant as for someone else to assume that others do not understand the 

epistemic of art? 

I want to share with you so much more; my head is filled with thoughts and readings, 

but my body is refusing to serve the head and the hands anymore. I want to return 

to all those things that I have learnt about/through butoh as “a body filled with 

words,” as “universal poems,” and how “the conflict between language and body 

form the backbone of Ankoku Butoh” (Nakajima, 1997, p. 6). I want to tell you 

about my troubles with treating poetry and dance and all other art genres or 

categories separately, as is done in much of the ABR literature (e.g., Butler-Kisber, 

2018; Leavy, 2015), and with seeing them often merely as ways of knowing, 

analyzing, and representing data. I want to talk to you more about how these 

divisions continue to structure not only academic departments, as well as your 

world, but also how these divisions carry certain assumptions about the speech, 

word, narrative, movement, gesture, sound, and music that derive from European 

forms (Spatz, 2019). And I want to wonder with you how we can transcend these 

divisions, focusing on the question of art as a way of unknowing and unlearning?  

I want to tell you how playing with video-recorded movement, still pictures, 

sound, voice, silence, word, light ... in our work on poetrydancevideos feels just so 

right for being/knowing/doing inquiry through (poetic) writing. Perhaps we could 

sit and chat with Mona Livholts (2020), who also seems to find generative power 

in the intimate interlinks between writing and image-making, “in the sense of 

seeing through words in combination with visual symbols and artefacts, captured 

through photography” (p. 36) and video and audio recordings. I like the idea of 

turning our bodies into artefacts through capturing them on the recording and then 

manipulating as we wish, sometimes creating something completely new and 

unexpected. I’m trying to learn to use this process as a way of distancing myself 

from my self, paradoxically turning my self into the object of this lived research. 

And I’m trying to be tender toward that “object”. 

I want to get back to all those things we’ve been sharing through WhatsApp—that 

technology that came to be so pervasively present in our everyday lives, mediating, 

sustaining, and shaping a wide range of our activities, from personal, economic and 

spiritual to political, that it can be even called “technology of life” (Cruz & 

Harindranath, 2020). Indeed, much as it is sometimes difficult to put into these 

short messages all that is going on in my mind/body/soul, these exchanges have 
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been life-sustaining. They have been creating this non-binding, yet deeply attentive 

and caring space of sharing random thoughts, questions that itch, quotes and images 

that move, video and audio recordings that are born as we move and are moved 

through our lives, or simple but genuine “how are yous?”. Unexpectedly, this 

technological tool has created the breathing space where letters dance forming 

messy letters to be given and taken, with no sense of obligation to respond, where 

thoughts can be left and picked up as they wish, where silence is not a sign of 

indifference, but a sign of attention (see more on silence in Summer: Jyväskylä and 

Winter: Considerate educational research, CER). So I am so happy you gave me 

permission to use our WhatsApp conversations here.  

I want to share with you so much more. My head is boiling with thoughts, words 

from readings entangled like spaghetti jumble, but my body is refusing to eat it; it’s 

overcooked ... I will continue ... 

 

Image 12. I will continue.  

really? 

how will you continue? 

with every word you try to analyze and philosophize us 

to move us into the conversation 

we can be also marginalized from the conversation (Snowber, 2011) 

with every citation  
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you decide 

to dissect us 

pretending you can miss  

nothing 

you lose 

us 

— — 

Image 13. Dearest Magda … 
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August 2020 
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September 2020 

Dear Veronique,  

I am so happy we finally managed to meet after a long time.  

We need to make a piece out of it ...  

That body/mind dualism is a trap I cannot escape, not at least yet, but something 

happened that day on the beach that seems to have made a little crack in that trap. 

Coming out and away from the brick wall to the beach, or perhaps taking “the brick 

wall” with me in the form of a rolled, stapled fragments of the manuscript, returning 

it and burying it back where, in a sense, it came from, seems to be liberating, even 

if that paper controlled everything I did that day on the beach ...  
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... the necessary middle part that so often gets sanitized in the research process, as 

if we are afraid to admit we do not always know what we are doing.  
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Image 14. For the full encounter with the dissertation, see the video from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8spU8LbtgvU&t=19s. 
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I like the direction your thoughts have been taking me. “Complete” ... have you 

thought about the word, it means to finish something, but also having all the 

necessary parts. I think I have all the necessary parts now to finish this. I have 

always had them; perhaps I was just afraid of them, by their limitless, infinite 

number of possible constellations. And I can feel it in the writing, it feels different 

now. Yes, I’m not afraid of that mess/complexity, not afraid I’m going to miss/lose 

some important thought or connection. I kind of finally gave up the control over 

this work, and finally truly trust it, at least for the time being ... 

As you realized yourself, something meaningful happened on the beach. I think 

we should make a piece, or you can make a piece. I’m sure you have been brewing 

it in your head already, but we both know it takes time to give it a form. I think the 

question of how to give a form to that which is formless is a question that brings 

dancers and poets, all artists indeed, intensely together. Maybe at some point we 

could spend some time with it together. However, I really like the idea of giving it 

all up to you. I’m happy you are open to work with it on your own. Feel free to do 

with it what you like. The coming into existence of this piece, just like the previous 

ones, has to be free of my mind and eye, as they are trapped and paralyzed by either 

the judgmental questions of what should have been or the descriptive analytical 

what is, rather than creative, subversive what can be ... 

Yes, I think at this stage, when my artist “self” is still a very wobbly, shy 

creature, trying to reclaim its position in the crowd of multiple selves competing 

for supremacy (Bochner, 1997, p. 421; Spry, 2016), the possibility of letting 

someone else nurture that part of me feels good. Letting go of the control, of the 

pressure to produce something, and become vulnerably open to the caring gaze of 

the other can be perhaps thought of as a form of self-care—letting another person 
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care, inspire and become my teacher. Maybe in this collaborative process of living 

my autoethnographic inquiry, I am learning to care, nurture, (re)discover and 

understand “the inherent fragmentation of the ‘I’” (Alexander as cited in Spry, 2016, 

p. 83), which Alexander sees as the responsibility of the autoethnographer. Perhaps 

living my inquiry and composing performative autoethnography (Spry, 2016) is 

about dwelling in yet another in-between space, a third space, in which the artist-

researcher-teacher, can come together with all their ways of understanding 

experience—theoria, praxis and poesis, continuously questioning my very being 

and becoming (Irwin et al., 2017; Springgay et al., 2008). It creates time, space, 

and awareness to attune to the needs of my body, and to create ways of reconnecting 

my fragmentary roles of a dancer, teacher, researcher, being all of those and none 

of those at the same time. Learning to dwell in that space and become an 

a/r/tographer allows me to embrace each movement, each new idea, as a new reality 

rather than discovering that which already exists (Irwin et al., 2017). That dynamic 

force of living one’s inquiry transforms the ideas into further practices and 

“embraces both artifacts and events as processes and products as it moves beyond 

researching possibilities to researching potential ... Art practice demonstrates that 

we cannot stand outside of practice and apply it. Indeed, it is an emerging practice, 

a living practice” (Irwin et al., 2017, p. 37).  

Working, living this inquiry in collaboration with you, Veronique, helps me to 

sense what I have not been able to sense to be in need of composting, in the search 

for the starter of “the feel of new forms of vitality” (Triggs et al., as cited in Irwin 

et al., 2017, p. 37). I feel the idea of constructing research and knowledge as acts 

of complication, as some a/r/tographers say, might resonate with you, as it allows 

for recognizing that meaning making can be disturbing, unexpected, hesitant—the 

necessary middle part that slips in and from time (Springgay et al., 2008), 

responding to the felt potential of what that which is already known may become. 

And when you surrender to that necessary messy middle part, the heavenly 

coincidences can surprise us with the birth of something unique, just as you write 

in your essay: 

I enjoy infinitely when I can surprise myself by combining elements that, when 

viewed superficially, don’t seem to fit together, but when close to each other 

they reveal something completely unexpected. When seemingly separate parts 

complement each other in a way that forms their own larger and more multi-

layered whole than the parts alone could ever express, the tremors in my spines 

signal the birth of something unique. When the spark created by some 
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unintentionally colliding movement and word seems to illuminate the whole 

consciousness, my mind becomes silent and my soul sings. I modestly call the 

event a “heavenly coincidence.” (Ojala, 2019; para. 5, own translation) 

I feel it in my spine too, the tremor that connects the vertebra-artist, researcher, 

teacher ... student, mother, daughter ... dancer, gardener, cook ... When we allow 

the seemingly separate parts to come close to each other, meet or gently collide, 

they begin to morph and complement each other in ways that give birth to meanings, 

forms and modes of being that the separate parts could never give birth to. 

What if we think about and do teaching a little bit more like that? 

November 29, 2021 

 

Dear Veronique, 

 

It has been a year and a half since my first letter to you, though a lot longer since 

we met, perhaps even longer than we think. I’m listening to “Veronique” again. The 

flute cuts straight through to the bone marrow, like the frost outside. Preisner’s 

notes are crisp and sharp like tears freezing at the tips of eyelashes. The world has 

been frozen and deprived of colors for a while now. I can see so much more clearly 

again. And can you believe I am boiling spaghetti again?  

But I don’t fight against it anymore. I don’t fight against life’s messy rhythms, 

even if they don’t align with deadlines, timetables, or what supposedly should be 

my “career” timeline. We have been trying to return to the beach for so long, but 

life has been continuously demanding of us something else. Like now, when you 

need to be with your mom. I hope she is well. I hope my mom is well. People have 

been asking me how she’s been managing, as if I can tell anything, being here, even 

though we are in regular touch through the life-sustaining technology. 

I have been ok, by the way ... thank you for asking. I have come to believe my 

father’s passing is to be yet another lesson ... in, perhaps, letting go. I’m reminding 

myself again of Andrew Sparkes’s (2013) invitation to accept these moments of 

learning and insight that offer themselves if we are just willing to accept them (see 

Autumn: Body that writes me).  

I have been learning to accept these gifts throughout this inquiry. As I (have 

been) slow(ed) down by the rhythms of my body, of nature, of life, these gifts have 

been morphing my writing, and I do not fight it anymore. Accepting these gifts 
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stretches the timespace between stimulus and response, creating fissures for poetic 

being/writing not only as an alternative way of knowing but as an essential survival 

strategy. And as we are learning to live with Covid-19, as the complete lockdowns 

are no longer viable responses, I am too learning to live with this benevolent virus 

of poetry that permeates life and rides on the life force itself (McNamara, 2020). I 

am learning to embrace poetic inquiry not merely as a way of using poetry or poetic 

prose to (re)present something, but mainly as poetic being/knowing that is 

essentially metaphorical, as it seeks to express that which is inexpressible, put into 

words that which cannot be put into words.  

 

Poetic inquiry creates potential space for reaching out, just as I keep diving further 

in, and like autoethnography, it is driven by the continuous movement between two 

forces—the personal and cultural, micro and macro, ordinary, everyday life and 

that which is beyond our gaze or comprehension. Poetry dwells between earth and 

sky, which is exactly where our bodies dwell too. Adam Zagajewski (2019), 

referring to the healing power of poetry, writes: 

Poetry saves only because it does not turn away from what is every day and 

common like bread, because it is in solidarity with the common human. ... It 

draws strength from two sources; it is strengthened by the search for what is 

above us, but it needs contact with the earth, with the fate of its fellow humans, 

with the city street where the poet meets dozens of faces that she attempts to 

take a close look at. (p. 112, own translation) 

And I find some consolation also in Richardson’s (2000) words on metaphor as 

“the backbone of social science writing. Like the spine, it bears weight, permits 

movement, is buried beneath the surface, and links parts together into a functional, 

coherent whole” (p. 927). But if the spine enables the emergence and movement of 

the coherent whole, it is the spaces in between the spine’s vertebra that permit the 

movement of the spine itself. And so, I keep dancing in my living room/beach to 

keep these spaces open. In these spaces I find the rhythms of knowing that only 

poetry allows. In these spaces, I find poetry about poetry48 ... 

 
48 What follows is a “found poem” with which the reader can engage either through a dancepoetry video 
(the link in the caption of the stillshot) or through reading a poem that follows.  
“Found poetry” or “literature-voiced research poetry” (Butler-Kisber, 2018; Prendergast 2009, as cited 
in Leavy, 2015; Prendergast, 2012) is poetic writing that through rearrangement of words, phrases and 
sometimes entire passages and/or additions/deletions aims to process, create and convey the meaning of 
poetry and poetic inquiry in my research. It draws on literature by researchers, particularly those 
associated with the poetic and embodied inquiry field, philosophers, and poets (Badiou & Toscano, 
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Image 15. Videostill from ”Radically tender”—a dancepoetry video with the “found 

poem” about poetry: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2bUOitcQUGI&t=1s. 

In these fissures I find poetry 

about poetry 

and I know how to continue 

so the words don’t leak 

but thrive in those spaces in-between 

allowing the absence of mythos 

to teach us  

how to coexist with lack 

 

now ... 

that’s radical 

in a world obsessed with the presence of logos 

in a world where the act of looking at a tree 

 
2005; D’Emilia & Chávez, 2015; Glissant, 1990/2010; Gorman, as cited in Foss et al., 2022; Leavy, 
2015; Leggo, 2008; Livholts, 2020; Miłosz, 1968; Pelias, 1999; 2004; Prendergast, 2012; Snowber, 
2016; 2017; Szymborska, 1997; 2003; Zagajewski, 2019). Similar poems, as well as generated poems, 
are constructed and woven throughout the dissertation, although it should be noted that found/generated 
poetry (Butler-Kisber, 2008) or researcher-/ participant-/literature-voiced poetry (Prendergast 2009, as 
cited in Leavy, 2015) are false dichotomies, and it is not always possible to clearly distinguish what is 
found and what is generated (see Butler-Kisber, 2018).  
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is more often than not 

an act of seeing lumber 

 

what if you look at the tree 

with your spine horizontal 

what if you let your hips take the lead 

and walk with your navel gazing at the sun 

and with your heart on the ground 

and with your feet in your heart 

and your head in your fingers 

your hips in your knees 

your hands in your womb 

your feet in your belly 

and your belly in your head 

 

in these fissures 

you will find the power of the ineffable 

the power of the sparrow 

or perhaps a swallow 

that you may hold  

but only for a moment 

and when you do feel it flutter 

it is a gift 

it does not need to be appreciated 

but at least should be given its due attention 

all words read, not skimmed 

like another article 

all sounds heard 

not swallowed 

like colorful infographics 

let it approach you 

slowly 

let it come to you 

listen  

it wants to be taken in 

it wants to be taken seriously 

with more pleasure, passion, poignancy 
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it’s always ready to possess you 

you may use it 

but never master  

you may want it  

but never control 

 

inherently rebellious 

revolutionary seductive work of words  

radical  

tender 

radically tender 

radical at-tend-er 

 

we need you 

and it needs us 

so there can be dance that hasn’t been danced before  

and words that haven’t been spoken before  

writing encyclopedias 

can only take us thus far  

pure repetition  

can only conceal the hole at knowledge’s heart 

pretending to miss nothing 

to gather, hold, contain and have 

like that bumptious word 

EVERYTHING 

trying to persuade everyone 

that in conclusion ... 

as aforementioned ... 

and argued by ... 

we have something important to write 

while we should convince ourselves that we have 

NOTHING 

 

my body curls up with laughter 

and the soul ... 

oh, that little thing we only have at times, 

it sits silent 
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though I can count on it to speak 

when I’m sure of nothing  

and curious about everything  

 

poetry is Sabbath time 

that turns ordinary into sacred 

enigma 

that makes everything clear 

passing from a dreamed-of transparency  

to the irreducible opacity of words 

which you have to try to reverse my dear  

taking away my right to opacity 

perhaps calling the text difficult 

 

but don’t forget that 

the purpose of poetry 

is to remind us  

how difficult it is 

to be just one person 

for our house is open 

and invisible guests come in and out at will 

the purpose of poetics is 

to remind us  

that being a writer 

and being uncertain 

can co-exist 

that the opacities can co-exist  

and converge, weaving fabrics 

but to understand these truly  

one must focus on the texture of the weave  

and not the nature of its components 

the purpose of poetics 

is to remind us  

that it is okay to be agnostic 

the least religious human is not the atheist, but the positivist 

who misses poems  

that are everywhere 
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poetry is not a luxury 

inspiration not an exclusive privilege of poets 

poetry’s resuscitative power is always there  

small moments that become lifelines 

first-aid kits 

always ready to be used 

survival strategy  

palliative for eternity 

potential refuge that does its job by simply existing 

offering a place you can fall into 

to re-exist 

to resist 

to regenerate  

to reclaim the open promises  

of bodies filled with words 

 

poetry is winter 

that makes the silence possible 

 

poezji potrzebujemy chyba do tego 

żeby znowu nie rozumieć świata 
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Winter 

it comes too soon 

but always in time  

always as a surprise 

that you expect  

either 

falling from the sky 

or raising from the ground 

it brings 

the white veil  

it does not care if you managed to deal with your shit 

and wash your hands from dirt 

it does not care if you are prepared 

for the darkness 

for the cold 

for the silence 

for the rupture of hibernation 

there can never be preparation 

for the stopping that comes 

for the de-cision 

in the objective order of the world 

for the simplicity of fullness 

that is capable of producing the truth 

that will leave you with no words  

 

it froze the earth  

nearly over night 

put it to stand 

silenced the engines of the world—the talking heads  

slowed down the feet 

it freezes the world 

nearly over night 

the snow under your boots no longer melts  

under the comforting warmth of easy answers 
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to get the answers we need 

we have to ask questions sharp as the ice blades that fly from under your feet 

as you jump on the frozen puddles 

every year with the same first-timer excitement  

biting questions we didn’t know we have  

fly from under the feet 

don’t be afraid to catch them  

they might hurt 

but ultimately will heal 

catch them 

and allow yourself to be a philosopher again 

searching for the slow cure  

for the unmoored normalcy 

slow silence 

silent slowness 

agonizing 

disorienting 

discomforting 

after the lush splendor of overwhelmingly alive summer 

and mushroom-infused autumn 

that life of death 

 

it froze the world over night 

and suddenly we began to follow our breath 

between following the news 

and sensing the warmth of our bodies 

let the benevolent virus of silence 

enter your body 

overtake and dwell in your every cell 

let its poetics to cool it down 
  



189 

Backward walk 

Bornholm, 2017 

You will walk down the road to find a tree. You will walk backward. Keep to the left 

side of the road. If you hear the car, stop and wait until it passes. You will walk for 

about two kilometers, all the time along the asphalt road. You will pass the fields, 

some houses; the road curves and then goes slightly up. Soon after it enters the 

forest, the tree will be on the left, a few meters into the forest. You will know when 

to turn ... most likely you will know. It is a unique tree; there are only two of this 

kind on this island. It is a very old tree. It was struck by the lightening, but it keeps 

on living. It might tell you the story if you ask nicely. Spend some time with the tree 

and come back to the studio.  

We leave the farm and walk to the crossroad where we meet our road. I left my 

shoes in front of the studio. We start walking. The pleasant warmth of the asphalt 

is slightly disturbed by its coarseness. Soon, each of us finds our own pace and 

rhythm. My feet slowly adjust to the reverse movement, first toes, then heels. My 

body adjusts its way of finding its balance. Soon the walk starts to feel comfortable 

and effortless. Foot after foot, as if this was THE way to move through space. The 

white clouds seem to move with me, after me, they seem to move closer and closer, 

as if they want to catch me. The whole sky is moving with me, as if I were a circus 

artist walking on the ball, the earth ball. M. in front of/behind me gets smaller and 

smaller in the distance. One moment, I only see her black silhouette under the tree 

arc, and ... 

suddenly she is me/I am her 

we are 

I am walking away from myself, some kind of my 

-self 

-youngerself 

-fitterself,  

-fullofexpectationsself  

-pastself 

-futureself 

-sharpself 

-opaqueself 

I am looking at “it,” leaving “it” and yet cannot leave “it” 
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I will dance “it” later in the studio 

now the clouds are coming closer and closer as if they wanted to embrace and 

comfort me with their soft sunny touch. I hear the car behind/in front of me; I stop, 

I wait, I continue placing my feet one after another, gently, toes, heel, toes, heel. 

The road turns slightly. The feet start climbing uphill. The asphalt feels cooler. I 

keep walking. I pass by the tree we were supposed to find ... perhaps still absorbed 

by the black silhouette somewhere infrontof/behind me 

I miss the tree ... 

— — 

“We will start today’s Language, education, society class with a bit of outdoor 

“being,” so please meet me at 12 outside the entrance to our faculty. Leave your 

stuff in the class before coming outside. Even though we shouldn’t be too long, it 

might be a good idea to have your gloves and hats on. Please, spread the 

information. See you later,”—I write on the student group Facebook page one 

morning after I arrive at the university.  

We cross the street. The Finnish sun warms up my heart, but it might not do much 

for the students’ bodies, so hats and gloves are not too much indeed. I give simple 

instructions—walk down that street, all the way to the traffic lights. Walk backward, 

keep to the left of the sidewalk. Walk at your own pace. When you reach the end of 

the street, come back the “normal” way. I will be waiting for you in the classroom.  

“Why are we doing this?”—I hear from one of the students ... 

“Just do it and we will talk afterwards”—I hear my own voice. And my “sparring 

partner”49—reflexivity—immediately punches back: 

– Did you mean to say, “I don’t know, I hope to find out with you, but I am also 

aware that I/we might not find out, and that is okay, or that some of you will, 

 
49 I am using here the metaphors for reflexivity that came from the participants of the workshop Being 
reflexive about research and reflecting on reflexivity by Marco Gemignani and Linda Finley, organized 
as part of the 4th ECQI in February 2020. Although I am referring to reflexivity, I see this internal 
dialogue (like other in this inquiry) also as a diffractive process of producing differences, of troubling 
dualism of me/not me, discourse/ matter, words/things, mind/body, of challenging the taken-for-granted, 
coherent “I”, producing many “selves” as I move in my teacher/researcher world (see e.g., Bozalek & 
Zembylas, 2017; Lanas et al., 2017). In that sense, I follow Bozalek & Zembylas (2017) in their 
acknowledgement of the entanglements of reflexivity and diffraction that include continuities and 
breaks rather than being a story of one vs the other (see also Serra Undurraga, 2021). 
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some of you won’t, or that some of you will find out much later, and some of 

you will never find out, and that is okay”.  

– But I cannot say that, can I? 

– Why not? 

– ... 

They all start walking. I watch them for a while. The why-student turns around after 

a few steps and continues walking with the rest of the group but facing the direction 

of the movement. 

 

Image 16. Three locations of the backward walk I did with students in Oulu (from the left 

2020, 2018, and 2019). 

This will be more challenging than I had anticipated (as if I had really anticipated 

anything at all), I think as I walk back to the classroom. I try to arrange the chairs 

and tables in a semicircle. It is not easy in this room—too small to allow for any 

other arrangement than long rows of heavy tables paired with uncomfortable chairs. 

I hope the crooked semicircle will do the job. But what is its job, anyway? Similarly 

to Trahar (2006, pp. 52–53), I have not questioned much the premises of this sitting 

arrangement as simply most conducive to my dialogic approach to teaching. 

Creating a space conducive to the formation of a community of inquiry has 

certainly been one idea behind the circular arrangement of the classroom furniture. 

More importantly, however, is this arrangement also to ease the alienating effects 

of the dull, cold, harsh, limited space, making it just a bit more of a place? Perhaps 

had I left the traditional rows intact, the immobilizing, colonizing power that they 

exercise over our bodies would be more likely to reveal itself in juxtaposition with 

the backward walk in the sun and wind that I just put students through. Surely for 

some students this space marked with rows of tables and chairs within the four 
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walls is a lot more comfortable than the space marked with rows of birches and the 

sky. Is it safer because, despite often-heard critical declarations against the 

oppressive educational structures that the rows of tables and chairs may symbolize, 

they do provide us with a sense of comfort? Is the space safer because it promises 

some way forward? Is it promising because it foregrounds and favors the parts of 

our bodies that are tied to “visible productivity”—heads, hands, eyes, and mouths, 

rendering invisible the non-productive parts—stomach, chest, shoulders, legs, 

knees, backs and so on (Shahjahan, 2015, pp. 493–494)? When we do set aside 

special time for our bodies, if just to make sure they will be able to carry us through 

a productive work day (Shahjahan, 2015), continue carrying us forward, in the 

spaces very much like this class, filled with chairs, tables and projector screens, 

serving our thinking minds, seeing eyes, (allegedly) listening ears and speaking 

mouths. Is this space filled with the promise of the way forward with our bodies 

relevant only as vessels that house our brains?  

As I wait for the students in that (un)comfortable space, my sparring partner picks 

up the game again: 

Isn’t this ridiculous? What a stupid idea, what were you thinking? YOU ARE 

WASTING THEIR TIME, surely more than one, maybe even all of them, wonder 

“why” they are doing this; they just didn’t have the guts to ask, at least not 

there in the sun. Some might be perhaps later surprised at their own 

unquestioning obedience, but soon they will come here and will expect some 

answers. Do you have answers for them, my dear? No? So what are you doing 

here? Who are you to be here? If you have no answers, you do not really belong 

here.  

“Here”? That is where? The modern institution of higher education, the 

classroom at the modern institution of higher education, the classroom at the 

Faculty of Education of the modern institution of higher education, the 

classroom at the Faculty of Education at the modern institution of higher 

education in Finland, the classroom of an internationalizing modern institution 

of higher education, or ... 

... or the universe, you should add ... 

Yes ... exactly, so since I am here, we are here, would it be worth our time to 

rethink what might constitute wasting our/their time. Maybe I have some 

answers after all, answers that I might not even know I have, answers that can 
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only come to the light once we meet in our confusion together, I might have 

the answers but unless something is triggered in me, something moves me, I 

won’t be able to speak, at least not in the ways this institutional setting expects 

me to ... 

Oh, come on, you are doing again your all-confusing talk about confusion! 

Yes, I am. Do you think I am not tired of this too? But this is the only way I 

can do this, the only thing I can do for the students to remind them that “they 

can see and think for themselves and are not dependent upon others who see 

and think for them” (Biesta, 2013, p. 94). And even more importantly, I feel 

this is the only way I can keep myself inspired, and hence perhaps at times, in 

those moments of “sporadic teaching” (Biesta, 2013, p. 54), inspiring too 

(Vansieleghem & Masschelein, 2012). I feel this way we might be closer to 

education as existential, rather than merely communicative dialogue, where it 

is not a matter of leading a dialogue but being dialogue (Buber, 1923/1996, 

1967/2002). This regards not only the teacher-student relation but also the 

relation between the learner and the subject studied (see Jons, 2014), not 

forgetting that a teacher/researcher is also always a learner. 

Doesn’t this align with the Humboldtian idea of university where both learner 

and teacher exist for the sake of learning? Moving away from the utilitarian 

ideology of the Napoleonic model, Humboldt laid foundations for the ideal of 

academic freedom, redefining the modern university as a space devoted to 

discovery of knowledge, treating ”knowledge as a not yet wholly solved 

problem” (Humboldt, as cited in Zgaga, 2009, p. 178). Humboldtian tradition 

has been surely influential in shaping Finnish higher education, so I see no 

reason you should have any dilemmas here. Maybe you could have given more 

attention to this when revising the curriculum and the learning objectives for 

this course:  

– Identify the relationships between language, language diversity, power and 

social justice 

– Define critical literacy and discuss its use in educational contexts 

– Analyze and evaluate their own experience of education in linguistically 

diverse contexts 

– Examine and evaluate how intertwined language and sociocultural 

processes affect education 
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It is interesting that you see no tension in bringing together the question of 

academic freedom (that is, “freedom of research, art and teaching”) 

(Universities Act, Section 6), safeguarded by the principle of autonomy 

(Universities Act, Section 3), and defining learning objectives. I see a kind of 

paradox here, perhaps a bit akin to the one embedded in the Humboldtian 

university model itself, where the university is dependent on the state’s 

material support in its task of defending its freedom from its biggest threat, the 

state itself (Perkin, as cited in Zgaga, 2009, p. 178). It is kind of a central 

question to me how much, or rather what kind of freedom the modern (Finnish) 

university enables, for example with regard to thinking about teaching and 

learning, when it clearly is structured as and evaluated through outcomes-based 

education (OBE), something that has discursively become a kind of a sacred 

cow in (European) higher education, associated with a paradigm shift toward 

student-centered learning (see e.g., Adam, 2008; Biggs & Tang, 2007; 

Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher 

Education Area [ESG], 2015; Tam, 2014), despite a long-lasting critique (see 

e.g., Bagnall, 1994).  

Well, yes, it is after all “a convenient and practical way of maintaining 

standards and of improving teaching. Standards are stated up front, and 

teaching is tuned to best meet them, assessment being the means of checking 

how well they have been met” (Biggs & Tang, 2007, p. 5). Defining learning 

objectives is also intended to help students enhance their learning process. You 

have plenty of freedom here, especially in the Finnish model of OBE, where it 

is not a question of the list of topics to be covered by curriculum, but rather a 

set of general statements regarding what students “are supposed to know, 

understand and be able to do at the end of learning” (Faculty of Education, 

personal communication, January 15, 2020), what they could not do or only 

partially able to do before teaching. “Good teachers have always had some 

idea of that—that is one reason why they are good teachers. In outcomes-based 

teaching and learning, we are simply making that as explicit as we can—

always allowing for unintended but desirable outcomes” (Biggs & Tang,50 

2007, p. 7). 

 
50 The work of Biggs and Tang (2007) was one of the main learning materials used in the University 
Pedagogy course I took in 2019, another being Hyppönen and Lindén (2009), who also conceptualized 
successful teaching around the central idea of learning outcomes. These two sources have been also 
among the ones used during the Faculty of Education curriculum development work.  
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Oh, yes ... “good teachers”, “the unintended but desirable outcomes”, that is 

something very much underestimated, and it is also related to the point raised, 

for example, by Biesta—that of the relation between what is desired and what 

is desirable (e.g., 2017), which shifts the discussion from seemingly strong, 

secure, predictable and risk free, impatient outcomes-based education toward 

seemingly weak, uncertain, unpredictable, slow, frustrating value-based 

education (Biesta, 2013). Maybe we can return to this in a moment. Before that, 

I just want to remind you that there is a lot less so-called freedom when it 

comes to defining learning outcomes than you think. Setting aside for a 

moment different levels at which they are defined (institutional, program or 

specific course), which would take us think about them in different terms, such 

as attitudes, attributes, skills and competences, consider for example the faculty 

guidelines for defining learning outcomes at the course level regarding the kind 

of language to be used: “use active verbs like compare, justify, explain, classify, 

analyze, design, build, lead, apply, compute, report, organize; avoid ambiguous 

terms like know, understand, master, familiar with, learn, acquaint, familiarize, 

direct, orientate, perceive, the assessment of which is difficult” (Faculty of 

Education, personal communication, January 15, 2020). It is not just that “to 

identify” or “to define” are much clearer and easier to assess, and that the part 

of the problem lies in our obsession with assessment as part of a broader 

outcome-based quality assurance (e.g., ESG, 2015) (a whole other path that 

should be explored too), but these active verbs pre-determine a kind of 

relationship with subject, with discipline, with knowledge in general that 

students and teachers are able to enter/build. To use Buber’s terms, it is the 

objectifying, instrumental mode of I-it relation. The mental actions that these 

active verbs refer to are tools for describing and analyzing the world, not 

encountering it. It is embedded in thinking about education in terms of 

“positive education” (Takayama, 2020a), that is training to acquire skills, 

knowledge and socialization. Paradoxically however, as Buber reminds me, 

“[t]he improvement of the ability to experience and use generally involves a 

decrease in man’s51 power to relate” (1923/1996, p. 92) and ...  

... and you, similarly to Jons (2014), who is also very inspired by Buber’s 

thought, imagine learning to happen only in this idealized dialogical encounter 

of I-thou nature?  

 
51 For the comment on the gendered language in Buber’s writing, see footnote 32 in Summer. 
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Yes ... and no, I mean not only. I would insist that the move from only positive 

education is very much needed. I would insist that we respond to Takayama’s 

invitation to “negative (comparative) education” (2020a), though I imagine 

that our modern minds might be afraid of anything labelled as “negative,” just 

like our modern52 bodies might be afraid of walking backward. But what if we 

imagine learning as that which might happen in the encounter that does not 

expect anything, that is more about losing than acquiring, that does not start 

from “pre-developed theoretical constructs that prevent us from getting in 

touch with things as they are” (Takayama, 2020a, p. 86). What if we imagine 

what kind of unexpected shifts it might produce, shifts that transcend students 

and/or researchers existing framings. This “negative mo(ve)ment of 

substraction” (Sevilla, as cited in Takayama, 2020a, p. 84, parenthesis added), 

where one learns to “allow oneself to let go of the constructs by which one both 

comprehends reality and separate oneself from reality” (Sevilla, as cited in 

Takayama, 2020a, p. 84), might invite exploration of another, previously 

invisible horizon, where impossible, strange encounters are possible.  

Like the one between Hassidic mysticism of Buber’s dialogical theo/philosophy 

and Zen Buddhism of the Kyoto School of philosophy?  

Oh, you have noticed it too; although, when you stop to think about it, this 

encounter, strange on the surface, is not that unlikely after all. They both center 

ontological transformations rather than merely epistemological ones; they both 

collapse the division between realms of knowing and being, they both ask us 

to encounter the world as it presents itself, they both see “self” as always 

constantly, relationally morphing, actually they both ask to forget “self”, 

especially in face of something that one finds neither understandable nor 

interesting, and continue in that struggle long enough, until “self” itself 

changes ... 

Okay, okay, stop for a moment; I’m getting frustrated when you go all spiritual, 

abstract and esoteric like that. How do you imagine, then, your learning 

outcomes and teaching methods to look? What would your role as a teacher be 

in that? You cannot just present students with the course objectives, such as: 

 
52 Throughout this dissertation, I understand modern and modernity as the inseparable, indispensable, 
constitutive other side of coloniality, especially in a sense of coloniality of knowledge and being, as 
understood by decolonial thinking (e.g., Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2013; Tlostanova & 
Mignolo, 2009; Quijano, 2007) and represented in the coloniality/modernity. This is elaborated in 
Summer: Jyväskylä.  
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“forget yourself,” “take a journey to the epistemic void,” “make students 

comfortable with confusion,” “imagine differently,” “unlearn,” “sit with 

things students do not find interesting” ... 

I suppose not, at least “not here,” at least not yet, though it could be fascinating 

to experiment with that.  

I think you already are; you are just still trapped in the linear notion of time 

that is the necessary presumption for the notion of learning outcomes to 

operate in such powerful ways (Shahjahan, 2015). Your “problem” is that you 

see learning objectives, if we need to continue using this unhelpful term, in 

ontological terms because presence, the way of being, rather than way of 

knowing and doing is what shapes you as a “pedagogic being” (Fidyk, 2013, 

p. 114). And since you have had glimpses into the experience of “the movement 

of time that is empty of the need for a result” (Shahjahan, 2015, p. 497), you 

might find it challenging to dwell in-between those two worlds. Have you 

considered that it might be what gives rise to many of the tensions you so 

viscerally experience sometimes? Like now, you are raising your shoulders 

again; relax, we still have some time before students begin to return ... 

Oh, you have turned into a dancing partner now; for a while, I thought you 

moved onto your mentor role, but thank you, I will happily improvise with you. 

As a sidenote, I think the main principle of improvisation—always say yes—

could be one of the main principles of negative education (do you not just love 

these emerging paradoxes: always say yes in negative education). But going 

back to Fidyk, I think you are right; I also think pedagogy today in general 

exists in the overlap between an ontological position and epistemological 

practices (Fidyk, 2013, p. 114). Every teacher faces these tensions and what we 

do and how we live with this tension will depend on “the quality of the 

pedagogic being” that the teacher is (Aoki, as cited in Fidyk, 2013, p. 114). 

That is, “[w]hat she chooses to do with this tension tells much about who she 

is and how she sees and so lives with the world” (Fidyk, 2013, p. 114). 

This makes me think about what you mention in the letters to Veronique (see 

Autumn) in relation to artists’ work: “What I do tells me what I am looking for” 

(Soulages, as cited in Boutet, 2007, para. 9). 

Hmm, yes, interesting connection: it is actually exactly that. If we see this 

“indwelling” as a learning dialogue in which a teacher is called to respond to 
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the tensions emerging from the world, by the way she responds, she does not 

only state “who she is” but also “where she stands” and who she imagines she 

wants to be(come) (Jons, 2014). I guess I do not want to be that teacher who 

“seeks to control, remove or sublimate the tension as if it is not a valuable 

aspect of learning, as if life was without its own resistance and force” (Fidyk, 

2013, p. 114). 

... and uncertainty? Aoki also talks about that, the quest we need to undertake 

for a change from “is” to the “not yet”, and it is this tension of living 

simultaneously with limitations and with openness, openness that necessarily 

entails risks and possibilities, it is living in this tension that can take us beyond 

the visible horizon of achievable, desired learning outcomes, but we as 

pedagogues need to respond to the call of this tension “to make time for 

meaningful striving and struggling, time for letting things be, time for question, 

time for singing, time for crying, time for anger, time for praying and hoping” 

(Aoki, as cited in Fidyk, p. 115). What if we as scholars take seriously the idea 

of “scholastic time”—time suspended and freed from the ordinary time of 

productivity, investment, functionality (Masschelein & Simons, 2012/2013), 

“sacred time” that makes us go out of the everyday time (Eliade, 1959). What 

if we make time for dance that suspends time? What if we make time for ... 

... walking backward? 

Right, I wonder how that is going. I wonder if they are still thinking about why 

they are doing this, hoping to find out when they are back here. 

Yes, they will be back soon, so what should I say?  

You are asking me? 

Yes, of course, aren’t you my “mentor”? 

Well, I’m thinking of being “an old friend” now and just considering with you 

some options, but to “make you think for yourself,” isn’t that what you want 

for them too? Didn’t you say somewhere that you cannot expect from them 

something you are not ready to do yourself? 

I’m not sure we have time to consider all the options. 

I cannot believe you are falling back into this trap of capitalist temporality of 

academic life again (Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2018; Roberts, 2008; Shahjahan, 

2015, 2019b). Maybe you should have taken a walk with them. We do “have” 
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time, remember? We can make it, we can queer it, stretch, slow down, turn 

around, twist and bend, meander and wander promiscuously (Childer, 2014) 

for as long as you need with your nondata and alldata (see e.g., Koro-

Ljungberg et al., 2017) diary notes, with your meetings with students, 

colleagues and supervisors, words typed on the phone’s notepad and endless 

postits flying around your desk, books, WhatsApp exchanges, photos, videos, 

sketches, philosophical concepts and other material and nonmaterial artefacts 

that might suddenly turn out to matter in this aleatory, infinite journey of 

“promiscuous analysis”—“this writing, thinking, and theorizing [that] happen 

all at once and exceed the containment of phases, time, and space” (Childer, 

2014, p. 820; see also Autumn: Body that writes me on how writing as inquiry 

has shaped this dissertation). This is your autoethnography, remember? So let 

me help you; let’s imagine I am “them”: Wow, this was 

interesting/uncomfortable/boring/stupid/exciting/cathartic .... So why did we 

do this? How does it relate to the themes of critical literacy that were on the 

syllabus for today’s class? 

I think you are right; I should have taken a walk with them rather than let my 

“sparring partner,” which you were earlier, start this whole conversation by 

making me feel guilty for wasting their time, but I ...  

It is you who decided to make a lot of noise arranging the classroom furniture, 

instead of staying in the sun and searching for some silence, but I’m sorry, 

please continue ... 

 ... but I am beginning to be much more acutely aware of all these ways that 

the material and discursive forces continue shaping our perceptions of time. 

After all, the possibility of thinking about wasting one’s time comes from a 

Judeo-Christian tradition of linear, constant, and irreversible time. In that 

tradition, built on the Christian belief in the birth, crucifixion, and death of 

Christ as a unique, irreversible event, the proper use of our earthly time is to 

ensure salvation in heaven (Lee & Liebenau, 2000). In the Gregorian 

calendar—the prototype of the modern western calendar—years ran endlessly, 

unlike in, for example, the Chinese calendar, in which each year is given its 

own name that returns every sixty years (Lee & Liebenau, 2000). The invention 

of the pendulum clock allowed for the quantification of this linear time in 

standardized units, creating consciousness of minutes and seconds separated 

from time as experienced by our bodies in connection to the physical and 
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bitopic phenomena, such as the cycles of the sun, moon, seasons, and harvest 

(Lee & Liebenau, 2000). Human bodies were disconnected from nature and 

cyclical time and the cosmological experience of time (Shahjahan, 2015; see 

also e.g., Mignolo, 2011; Roberts, 2008). It is this linear notion of time that has 

also been used as “an epistemic tool through which a chronology of difference 

was created by colonial logic” (Shahjahan, 2015, p. 490), creating opposing 

categories, such as intelligent/slow, lazy/industrious, developed/undeveloped, 

and civilized/primitive (see also e.g., Mignolo, 2011; Smith, 1999). (Good) 

modern (neoliberal) subject recognizes the importance of productive use of 

time, accuracy and punctuality in the ever accelerating society (see Rosa, 2019), 

and modern institutions skillfully employ the notion of scarcity of time to 

affectively and cognitively propagate this subjectivity (Shahjahan, 2015; see 

also e.g., Hartman & Darab, 2012; Ylijoki, 2011; Ylijoki & Mäntylä, 2003) The 

problem is that our bodies have become too slow to keep up with the pace of 

the ever-running world. As Rosa observes, “[l]ate modern subjects tend to 

overexploit their bodily resources, as can be seen by the fact that it is only their 

bodies themselves which bring them to a halt” (2019, p. 98). 

You would know this best yourself, even now, still now when we are writing this, 

I can sense your shoulders raising again, and that pain in your arms, pelvis 

and lower back, but it is not because you don’t know what to tell your students 

when they come back, is it? 

No, I promised this draft will be ready in less than two months, and I only seem 

to be able to find a few hours a day to work on it, my son will be back home 

soon, and the draft of master’s thesis needs to be urgently reviewed, and still 

the final evaluation of the course is due ... and dinner ... So, you see, added to 

the effects of overexploitation of our bodies are the emotional and physical 

effects of shame produced and activated as a response to the sense of not being 

enough, not managing your time properly and productively, not knowing 

enough, not doing enough, not progressing on our academic paths fast enough, 

not completing degrees in time, not being a “good academic citizen.” 

Academics struggle to “manage,” “keep up” and “maintain” themselves among 

temporal norms shaping our ways of knowing/being in academia (see 

Shahjahan, 2019). Many researchers show that as we try to reconcile work time, 

institutional time, family time and body time, it becomes “the biggest source 

of dispute, anxiety and stress in academia as academics are called on to do 

more with less (Crang 2007; Fochler and Sigl 2018; Carpintero and Ramos 
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2018; Oleksiyenko 2018; Taylor and Lahad 2018)” (Shahjahan, 2019, p. 5; see 

also Bottrell & Manathunga, 2019). And this concerns students as well, which 

is why it is very difficult for me to ignore your point about wasting students’ 

time by asking them to walk backward, especially as I’m really not quite sure 

myself why they are doing it ...  

That is why we are considering various possibilities, remember? And I think 

we have to go back to the notion of learning outcomes, which are also 

embedded in the linear conception of time—“white temporality,” which 

structures relations in terms of binary separations (Pérez, 2013)—knowing/not 

knowing, not being able to do something/being able to do something. To quote 

Shahjahan, again, “[t]ime is packaged into a particular way of knowing 

whereby as a particular unit of time progresses, the student’s knowledge is 

supposedly ... increase[d] by a particular amount” (2015, p. 492). So, are you 

worried that their knowledge won’t increase out there in the sun among the 

birches? 

Increase? You still don’t get it. You can increase “knowledge” but not 

“knowing”. So maybe the degree of awareness of their bodies can increase, as 

walking backward puts one out of the usual position, requiring a shift in how 

we place our feet and balance our center of gravity. Perhaps, in relation to that, 

I see some possibilities for (re)awakening and nurturing modes of knowing that 

cannot be simply placed on the growth continuum, at least not growth 

understood as increase in the amount of something. For I am not sure that 

perturbing the idea of time or language can be done in such ways ... 

“language”? How come you are arriving now with the idea of destabilizing 

“language”? 

Oh, yes, I am sorry, you are right; I have not developed a clear, logical argument 

that would take us to see clearly how the linear conception of time and 

representational language depend on each other; let’s see if I can do it now. 

Remember how I wrote in my diary and then later also read to students at the 

end of the course in the form of a little reflection ... 

You mean that day when you asked them to assume the most uncomfortable 

position they could imagine? 

Yes, that day ... 
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Image 17. Uncomfortable listening. 

For some reason, I thought making them physically uncomfortable would put 

us on equal footing, as I had to deal with my discomforts of admitting that I 

had embarked on the course with little more than intuitive insights and the 

awareness of the peripheral vision that allows me to believe in what cannot be 

seen (D’Emilia & Chavez, 2015). That is why I saw only a few days before 

that last class that I wanted to teach a course on the failure of language ... 

If you were so uncomfortable, why did you share that reflection with them? 

Wouldn’t it be enough to leave it in your diary? 

I’m not sure; perhaps it was just a moment of naïve temerity that displacing 

this (unnecessary?) vulnerability could be indeed the way to deal with the 

emerging at the time tensions. Maybe I needed to become a weak body, lose 

footing for a while in order to rediscover my legs. Isn’t that the difference 

between studying something and living your inquiry? Perhaps it was also a way 

to show them that I am engaging in the same process that I ask them to engage 

in. Perhaps it was my way of dealing with that sense of shame, part of 

recognizing the presence of multiple temporalities that operate through us, and 

part of the process of interrogating “how one learns to identify and distinguish 

specific physical, biological or sociocultural rhythms, such as those expressed 

through discourse, body and sociality” (Alhadeff-Jones, 2017, p. 210). Maybe 

by acknowledging explicitly that I embarked on the course on language in 

society and education allowing myself to be largely driven by intuition was an 
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attempt at “narrating different timescales, rhythms, and temporalities that offer 

a vocabulary for slowness, for reflection, and for nonlinear paths” (Crang, 2007, 

p. 514). Perhaps it was an invitation to embody non outcome-oriented 

temporalities. Maybe I wanted to shape the space of this course into a 

caringscape or livingscape (Roberts, 2008), into a me-time, destabilizing the 

work-life dichotomy made of inherently separate and competing quantitatively 

defined spheres (Roberts, 2008; see also Ylijoki, 2011); a space to reconcile 

with myself, and allow myself to become my own “pedagogic being”, center 

the ethic of (self)care, to nurture alertness to the possibilities of our pedagogical 

touch, pedagogic tact, attunement … (Aoki, as cited in Fidyk, p. 115), to care 

for my “self” as a whole being—the artist, the researcher, the teacher ... have 

you heard of the a/r/tographer (Irwin et al., 2017) (for more on a/r/tography see 

Autumn: The letters to Veronique)? Maybe I was just “living my inquiry” 

(Irwin et al., 2017) into what teaching/learning might be/may become, in 

search for “the feel of new forms of vitality” (Triggs et al., 2014, as cited in 

Irwin et al., 2017, p. 37), living in continuous search for the way to channel 

that creative life force. 

Yes, indeed, it seems clear that your teaching practices are not an object of 

your autoethnographic study but an integral part of your living inquiry into the 

possibilities of embodying alternative temporalities. It also seems clear that, 

by asking students to walk backward, you are inviting them to join you in this 

living inquiry. But what about this idea of perturbing “language”? After all 

the main theme of the course is “language,” and it is in that realm students 

will most likely be searching for some answer to the “why,” even if only one of 

them dared to pose the question explicitly. 

Yes, I know I am not doing very well with the development of the logical 

argument again; I was about to explain that, but you distracted me again. I am 

having trouble keeping my ideas distinct and contamination-free. Let me try 

again. So, it was just a few days before that last class that I verbalized to myself 

the essential purpose of the course, which was to consider and experience the 

ways that language as we know it and live by, especially in educational 

contexts, has been failing, constraining, and misleading us. Critical literacy, 

critical thinking, reflexivity, dialogue … (see Summer: Thinking extensively 

about “dialogue”)—these undisputable aspects of modern (global) education 

have been largely language-centered activities. As Turner observes, “[b]eing 

critical is historically embedded in western educational culture as a positive 
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value” (Turner, 2011, p. 185). But it requires familiarity with the rhetoricity of 

being critical, that is the ways language is to be used in discursive texts and 

(pedagogical) interactions, which are deeply seated in the cultural tradition of 

debate grounded in the western intellectual tradition (Turner, 2011, p. 185). 

That tradition, going back to Aristotle and then Locke and Saussure, invented 

language driven by the metaphysical desire for it to be a perfectly transparent 

tool that can precisely and naturally (hence invisibly) translate the thought or 

the real world (Turner, 2011). Locke’s metaphor of language as a conduit, 

through which “Men convey their discoveries Reasoning and Knowledge, from 

one to another” (Locke, 1975/1689 as cited in Turner, 2011, p. 56)  

was given impetus from the need for an emergent scientific rationality to 

assert its dominance. The conduit model for language seems appropriate 

in that it suggests directness and security, keeping the way ‘clear’ and free 

from error in the transmission of what were themselves tightly boundaried 

and contamination-free clear and distinct ideas. Both Descartes, the 

archetypal rationalist, and Locke, the archetypal empirist, seem locked into 

the same value system for language, a discourse of transparency, in which 

knowledge becomes clear by utilisation of the correct method and is 

clearly conveyed by the medium of language. (Turner, 2011, p. 57) 

I wanted to call students to consider how this conduit model that is permeating 

our linguistic expressions, academic writing conventions and teaching and 

assessment methods continues to perpetuate the cognitive model, where 

rationality is equated with clarity and transparency. Indeed, as Glissant 

(1990/2010, pp. 189–190) points out, thinking about the understanding of 

people and ideas in western thought is impossible without this basic 

requirement of transparency (see also Autumn: The letters to Veronique). 

Perhaps I wanted to invite them to consider this desire, rooted in western 

metaphysics, as a central building block of modernity, which as the other side 

of coloniality (see Summer: Jyväskylä), has blocked the “affects and the realms 

of the senses beyond the eyes” (Mignolo, 2013, p. 136), and beyond what is 

transmissible in a direct, secure, clear and free from error way through the 

medium of language (Turner, 2011). Hence, the skepticism of the reasoning 

method, so central to European modernity (Maldonado-Torres, 2007), has one 

main aim: 
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to proceed to the systematic exclusion of all those ideas, sentiments, 

feelings, desires, and values which could be thought to belong to an old 

decaying order, or to be competing to replace it, and to the exclusion of 

everything which threatens the purity of a Reason that alone becomes the 

source of knowledge and of truth. (Venn, 1984, as cited by Turner, 2011, 

p. 55) 

It is so deeply entrenched in our lives, our educational spaces and modern 

academia, filled with and run by disembodied heads, that we are all implicated 

in it: I am relieved I do not teach Professional English anymore, but still every 

time I read my comments on students’ writing, I feel like I am betraying myself: 

“make clearer links between your points,” “avoid vague wording,” “think of a 

clearer structure,” “make it more explicit,” “make sure you understand and 

define your key terms,” “this is confusing,” “rethink this sentence structure,” 

“make clear to the reader where your arguments are coming from” ...  

If it is any consolation, you are not alone with these feelings (e.g., Trahar, 2013), 

but I was really surprised by one of the suggestions for the classroom 

discussion rules you used to propose to students in the comparative 

educational research course: “speak up only when you think your contribution 

will further the discussion.” What on earth does “further the discussion” 

mean?53 

Well, at that time, I saw it as a management strategy to avoid situations where 

some students would dominate classroom interaction. But this just proves the 

point of how deeply that linear idea of language and communication, and its 

underlying (con)sequential, cumulative logic, has been rooted in my 

educational practices. The need for a conclusion, even a temporary one, or best, 

an applicable outcome also shows in some of the comments I sometimes hear 

from students: “we talked and talked, but we didn’t reach any conclusions,” or 

“I appreciate the process and the personal growth, but I’m not sure if I know 

how to use this beyond myself.” Why are we so obsessed with finding (weak) 

 
53  “Before you answer”—the old friend reflexivity interrupts—“I know the use of footnotes is 
discouraged in the social sciences referencing system (Richardson, 2000, p. 927), but I think it is 
important in relation to the point around the comments on students’ writing that I mention one of your 
more recent comments from one of the courses, where you wrote, I have to admit that much as I tried 
to sink into your daydreaming mind-bender this time, I think I would need perhaps a conversation with 
you over a cup of tea to relate to your thinking a bit better. I think it opens up something more than just 
a secondary argument to be relegated to the footnote, but I did not want to disrupt the flow of your 
thinking. Please continue.” 
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answers? (see also Summer: Sensing intensively with Buber). Why are we so 

obsessed with acting upon the world? 

I can easily imagine your reader thinking the same—where is she going with 

all of that talk? 

I can imagine that too, which only proves further how deeply entrenched this 

linear rationality and the need for answers is and that by merely talking and/or 

writing about it more and more will only perpetuate the power of disembodied 

talking heads, marginalizing seemingly chaotic and free workings of intuition, 

creativity, feelings, desires, ideas, and sentiments that characterize nonlinear, 

holistic thinking/being. That is why I thought the invitation to reconsider 

“language,” communication and knowing should be an embodied one. 

Exploring the potential of embodied experiments for reconfiguration of the 

connections between reason and affect always embedded in the relation with 

the world was, after all, one of the starting points of this inquiry; the relation 

“as the category of being, as readiness, as a form that reaches out to be filled, 

as a model of the soul; the a priori of relation” (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 78) 

between things and beings of the world. I wanted to see if I, as a teacher at the 

modern university, can do ‘knowing’ differently than as a cognitive skill that 

can be taught and developed with the purpose of realizing the modernist project 

of the self, which requires an ability to employ professional judgment and make 

informed choices. I felt I needed to go beyond the reflexivity that is inevitably 

embedded in a judgmental framework, making it a process of judging one’s 

own actions against a set of pre-defined ideals, rather than a moment-by-

moment ethics of how, in specific ways, things come to matter in an encounter 

(Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017) (see also Sitomaniemi-San, 2015). This 

encounter is an end in itself, but it can (though does not have to) also transform 

into learning if it is approached in a mode of being at disposal and openly 

receiving (Buber, 1923/1996). In that mode, the encounter, be it with subject 

matter, another human or more-than-human being is more likely to be 

experienced as foreign and provocative, opening perhaps a space for an 

“inventive provocation” (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017)—an event that often 

remains unnoticed but that produces difference that interrupts familiar 

categories of knowing and experiencing. It is in that unassuming, unexpecting 

I-You relation that fragmenting (Spry, 2016) rather than coherence, 

disidentifying (Tlostanova et al., 2016) rather than identification, or diffraction 

(Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017) rather than reflection might happen. It is in that 
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unassuming encounter in the in-between space that questions, doubts, and 

aversions are produced, which do not need to be resolved, but encountered over 

and over again in a similar manner. That is the transforming power of I-You 

relation—the relation itself can only be of short duration, but its end does not 

mean lapsing back to the purely instrumental I-It attitude. Its significance is in 

the transformative power it has on our subsequent relations with the world 

(Putnam, 2008, pp. 63–64). (see more in Summer: Sensing intensively with 

Buber) 

Is that why you asked your students to walk backward today and why you will 

continue doing so in the future as well? Is that what the “black silhouette” 

gave/did to you? 

Yes, and some other encounters that are at times “like feeling a breath and at 

times like a wrestling match” (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 158), and as you step out 

of that moment when something happens, there is something new in you that 

has not been there before and for whose origin you lack any suitable words, 

formula or image, “and yet it is more certain for you than the sensation of your 

senses“ (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 159). It is when “[t]he world (or the present) ... 

does not appear as an object about which I can think and speak, but the world 

speaks into my life“ (Vansieleghem & Masschelein, 2012, p. 93). Once there 

is this “inexpressible confirmation of meaning. It is guaranteed. Nothing, 

nothing can henceforth be meaningless” (Buber, p. 158). So even as I spent the 

whole week thinking on how to go about the topic of critical literacy and 

reflexivity that would allow me to bring in the question of limits of reflexivity 

as an intellectual activity, it was the birches this morning that told me (how) to 

do it. As I cycled again along the all too familiar birch-lined street, they assured 

me that whatever happens (if anything) to the students, they will be there for 

them, just as the clouds were there for me during my walk. The birches also 

reminded me that “[t]he guarantee does not wish to remain shut up within me, 

it wants to be born into the world by me” (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 159).  

Wow, it seems to me you have plenty to consider with your students, perhaps 

even too much for the time you have. By the way, have you ever wondered who 

decided ninety minutes is a suitable time for a teaching session—and why? 

Besides, I am not even sure it can be discussed, as to me it sounds rather 

esoteric ... 
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Esoteric? I sense you are trying to distract me again; I will skip that, though I 

am tempted to ask you what you mean by “esoteric”: Esoteric as 

understandable only to the small, restricted circle, requiring a specialized 

knowledge, or esoteric as in the “Western esotericism,” referring to all forms 

of knowledge that fall outside of the rational enlightenment, hence rejected or 

ignored? Either way, one could say then that in a way every research, every 

piece of writing, every piece of knowledge can be always “esoteric” to 

someone. In fact, you are absolutely right. If “the meaning itself cannot be 

transferred or expressed as a universally valid and generally acceptable piece 

of knowledge” (Buber, p. 159), perhaps teaching itself is esoteric ...54 

and sporadic 

moments when the gift of teaching  

is received 

the gift of enigma 

that signifies itself without revealing itself 

the gift 

beyond my cognition and comprehension 

beyond reason 

beyond being 

the gift that lies beyond the capacity of a teacher 

 

sporadic moments of 

speaking  

but not telling 

talking  

without communicating 

giving  

something one does not have 

 

sporadic moments of 

provoking 

putting out of position 

 
54 What follows is a “found poem” (see e.g., Butler-Kisber, 2018, Prendergast 2009, as cited in Leavy, 
2015; Prendergast, 2012) that through rearrangement of words, phrases, and sometimes entire passages 
and/or additions/deletions aims to process, create, and convey the meaning of teaching. It draws 
primarily on Buber (1923/1996), Biesta (2013), Jons (2014), Vansieleghem and Masschelein (2012) and 
Vlieghe and Zamojski (2019) (see also footnote 48 for more on “found poetry”). 
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ex-centric moves beyond the capacity of the “I” 

a faithful leap  

and  

a leap of faith 

beyond the visible horizon 

tempting, sweet, inevitable 

passion without guarantees 

unconditional love for the world 

 

sporadic moments 

when the meaning we received 

is put to the proof in action 

in the uniqueness of one’s being  

in the uniqueness of one’s life  

 

sporadic moments 

that do not order themselves to become the world 

but are all the signs of the world order 

that always appears new to you 

seemingly unreliable world 

the world that comes to fetch you 

 

sporadic moment of 

inspiring  

and being inspired 

to keep walking 

 

with the back to the future  

and the eye to the past  

making each and every step irresistible 

though uncertain 

The students are slowly returning to the classroom from their backward walk, 

finding their bags, taking seats. Cold, confused, smiling, excited, tired, relaxed, 

annoyed—their faces seem to reveal all sorts of feelings and sensations. So ... What 
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did you see? What do you think about it? What do you make of it? What ...? 

How ...?55 

 

 
55 The first and second times I did the backward walk activity with students, we only talked about it 
afterwards. The third time, I asked students to freely write about it for fifteen minutes. I then created a 
poem/collage out of students’ words and photos I took during the walk, which I then shared with them. 
It is published here with their permission in its original form. The text of the poem is also included in 
the Appendix for easier reading. 
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Image 18. A collage/poem from the backward walk in 2020. 
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Poethic encounters 

Bornholm, 2018 

today she tells us to take the road along the coast, just follow the path and wait 

when you get there, where? when we get there, we know where “there” is ... the old 

open caste sea coal mine ... ever changing barren, moonlike landscape  

she blindfolds me, and wraps a thin string around my finger, the other end she 

wraps around her own, my only job is to keep the string tight and horizontal, keep 

it tight but don’t break it ... whatever happens 

she takes me on a walk around the mine, she walks me around the mine, the 

coal dust under the feet is soft, softest my feet ever felt, my feet rediscover the earth, 

it gives in to whatever the body needs to do, and it surrounds it gently like water, 

who would have ever thought the coalmine can be so caring,  

she takes me for a walk, leading up and down the gullies, she takes care of me, 

she waits, she gently pulls, she waits, she gives space, she waits, my feet slide gently 

down, climb in effortless desperation, move thoughtfully millimeter by millimeter 

or run in haste, backward, forward, up and down, horizontal, vertical, after a while, 

there is no more doubts, my body knows exactly what to do, there is no fear, no 

questions, I submit and breath with the earth, I lose the sense of space, as if I 

became space myself, I can hardly feel the string between us, yet I know it is there, 

tight and horizontal, I’m blind but I see more than ever, I am aware, but I am not 

focused, and I want to stay blind, unfocused and silent forever ...  

she stops and takes my blindfold off; I stand at the bottom of the gully, 

embraced by the ageless caring coaldust, and I feel like I am no more than that 

dust, yet never more alive 

— — 

I am walking back to my office, my heart beating as if I just got off my bike. The 

synthetic smell of newly renovated faculty premises still irritating the nostrils, but 

I am walking slowly, as slowly as possible without looking suspicious, though not 

as slowly as my body desires. It desires, because it knows and remembers the 

precious timelessness that can be found in that heavily grounded, yet lightly 

floating butoh walk—one of the basic practices butoh dancers engage in in their 

body/mind/spirit movement explorations between consciousness and 

unconsciousness. And it is that timelessness when “you are caught in the wonder 

of the thing itself” (Buhner, as cited in Fidyk, 2013, p.119) that I want to hold on 
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to: that silent time/space that I found myself with one of my students, for these 

precious moments are too rare in this house to let go easily ...  

But a slow walk does not seem to belong to these corridors, always in rush to 

move forward, wherever that is (just like waiting at a red light to cross the street 

even if no cars are in sight). If you walk slowly (or stand still), you might be seen 

as not busy enough, and if you are not busy enough, you are probably not 

productive enough, not hard-working enough, not a good time-manager, organizer, 

not in charge of your career. “Being lazy” in the academic space colonized by the 

Eurocentric notion of time is not a legitimate way of being (Shahjahan, 2015). Yet, 

my body craves now for slowness and silence that could delay the objectification 

or nomination of the event by giving it a name. I am stretching that timespace that 

has just emerged in the meeting with a student ... I am not being “lazy” at all ... I 

dance “to play time within space” (Badiou & Toscano, 2005, p. 61). I dance to teach 

my will, to use Nietzsche’s words, “to be slow and mistrustful” (as cited in Badiou 

& Toscano, 2005, p. 60). I dance invisibly through the brick-walled corridor to keep 

the encounter “at the extreme edge of its veritable disappearance; in its vanishing, 

without the shelter of the name” (Badiou & Toscano, 2005, p. 61). I dance to see 

what my will is capable of learning from the encounter.  

— — 

We sit on the big stairs/benches next to the faculty café, the Faculty’s Heart—

someone named the space thoughtfully, and it makes me wonder if I keep searching 

for that heart in all the wrong places. Since we moved into the shared offices, I 

often meet students here. It is a busy space, filled with many conversations, but 

perhaps in that busyness, one can find some privacy, at least the kind of privacy 

that should suffice for a discussion of issues related to a master’s thesis. It is only 

the beginning of the second semester of their two-year International Master’s 

Programme in Education and Globalization, but there is already a sense of pressure 

to have it all figured out as soon as possible, to cross the street and get to the 

destination as quickly as possible, to know what to do and do it. That pressure 

seems to build up even earlier now, since the tuition fees for non-EU/EEA students 

were introduced in 2017. That pressure seems to sift through this student’s 

questions and doubts, as he is hoping for some clarity on the concepts he could use 

in his theoretical framework. I try to answer; no ... I create an illusion of having 

answers ... we talk, and I give him what I think he needs to hear ... he doesn’t seem 

to be convinced, but it will do for now ... I am hoping my questions made him think 

a bit more about what and why he wants to do, and I wonder aloud why he gave up 
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on the idea of autoethnography in his thesis, recalling our earlier meeting at the 

beginning of the academic year.56 

Suddenly he pulls out a book from his backpack—a collection of poems called 

View with a Grain of Sand, by Wisława Szymborska (1996). “I want to show you 

this poem”—he says, and I recall the same meeting earlier in autumn, when apart 

from being intrigued by his familiarity with and interest in autoethnography, I was 

also thrilled, and slightly surprised, to learn that the student from India reads Polish 

poetry. It turned out that his English teacher in India read with them Szymborska’s 

Nobel Lecture, entitled The poet and the world, also known as I don’t know 

(Szymborska et al., 1997). 

Why was I so surprised, anyway? Where did this imaginary distance between 

“our” “cultures” come from? I suppose I met him at that time as more of an 

essentialist “what” of representation rather than a “who” of a unique person (Todd, 

2011; see also Summer: Thinking extensively about “dialogue” and Winter: 

Considerate educational research, CER). Perhaps it was equally an essentializing 

post-colonial perspective that made it hard for me to imagine that an English 

teacher in India would introduce students to something more than Anglo-Saxon 

literature. Or was it coloniality within me that made me so surprised that an English 

teacher in India chose to introduce their students to the work of the Polish poet?  

I start reading the poem he shows me, trying to ignore the strangeness of reading it 

in English:  

 

True love. Is it normal 

is it serious, is it practical? 

What does the world get from two people 

who exist in a world of their own?  

I continue reading, slowly running my eyes through the words; he sits quietly next 

to me, staring at the floor of the Faculty’s Heart ...  

 

True love. Is it really necessary? 

Tact and common sense tell us to pass over it in silence, 

like a scandal in Life’s highest circles. 

 
56 On the complexities of the interpersonal dimension of thesis supervision in the context of international 
master’s degrees in Finland, see Filipou, 2019. 



215 

Perfectly good children are born without its help. 

It couldn’t populate the planet in a million years, 

it comes along so rarely. 

 

Let the people who never find true love 

keep saying that there’s no such thing. 

 

Their faith will make it easier for them to live and die. 

(Szymborska, 1996, pp. 89–90) 

I finish reading and point to some verses that called to me. I leaf through the book 

to find my favorite one, rejecting his suggestion to use a table of contents to find it: 

“That way you always have a chance to find something unexpected ... Oh, here it 

is, Utopia.” He takes the book and starts reading ... 

 

The island where all becomes clear, solid ground under your feet ...  

The only roads are those that offer access. 

Bushes bend beneath the weight of proofs. 

The Tree of Valid Supposition grows here 

with branches disentangled since time immemorial. 

The Tree of Understanding, dazzling straight and simple. 

sprouts by the spring called Now I Get It .... 

The thicker the woods, the vaster the vista: 

the Valley of Obviously. 

If any doubts arise, the wind dispels them instantly. 

Echoes stir unsummoned 

and eagerly explain all the secrets of the worlds. 

On the right a cave where Meaning lies. 

On the left the Lake of Deep Conviction. 

Truth breaks from the bottom and bobs to the surface. 

Unshakable Confidence towers over the valley. 

Its peak offers an excellent view of the Essence of Things. 

... 

(Szymborska, 1996, p. 127–128) 

I sit quietly and time slows down. In this silence there is  

nothing 
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and everything 

no purpose intervenes between us  

no greed 

no anticipation  

no action 

no experience 

I hear Martin Buber whispering to me in his mystical voice: “Those who experience 

do not participate in the world”, for the experience is “in them” (Buber, 1923/1996, 

p. 56), like the blood that circulates within the body, “and not between them and 

the world” (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 56), like the air that you breath. The experience 

is in and of and about,  

 

the participation is between.  

The “monological experience” of the world is demanding, full of expectations, 

responsibilities, desires and needs to be fulfilled. It is a technical dialogue, 

functional encounter, prompted solely by the need for objective understanding, and, 

as such, always turns the self back on oneself (Buber, 1923/1996; Fulford, 2016).  

The “dialogical encounter” in-between turns the self to the other and 

transforms the “It” of the I-it monological mode of existence into the dialogical 

“You” of the I-You in the radical presence event of relation (Buber, 1923/1996). 

“Only silence toward the You, the silence of all tongues, the taciturn waiting in 

the unformed, undifferentiated, prelinguistic word leaves the You free and stands 

together with it in reserve where the spirit does not manifest itself but is.” (Buber, 

1923/1996, p. 89)—as Buber keeps whispering to me, the words of my butoh 

teacher also find their way through the cracks and fissures of my silent body: we 

are looking for the emptyfull time/space, where  

 

I don’t want to give,  

don’t want to receive,  

I just want to be part of ...  

 

This empty silence is at the same time “ripe, full, fertile” (Fidyk, 2013, p. 117). 

The invisible string between us is carrying all the possible movements, though with 

no guarantees ... In this moment of “deep attendance,” “meditative stopping,” 



 

218 

“forgetting,” or “de-reflection” (Fidyk, 2013, p. 117) that always arrives 

unexpectedly, something is fully accomplished. It is this pause, the “pregnant point, 

when you and the phenomenon itself—at this moment of interwoven, participatory 

consciousness—are suspended in time in a state of dynamic tension” (Buhner, 2004, 

as cited in Fidyk, 2013, p. 119). It is this silence that implies and is a prerequisite 

for deep and intentional listening, the listening that starts in the body. It is that 

silence that I found and listening that I learn from and through butoh—wait without 

waiting for your body to move, wait without waiting for the questions to surprise, 

wait without waiting for what is to emerge, to take hold, without forcing answers, 

waiting to see how the dance will find its own way out ... wait without waiting to 

see how the thought will find its own way out ... 

A few minutes later, we end up talking about death ... “I don’t understand why 

people are so afraid of death,”—he wonders at some point. My eyes get wet as I 

recall the conversation with my nine-year old son not long before, when he 

wondered what happens to us when we die: 

You know what I think? I think when you die, then you open your eyes again 

and see your new parents’ face above you welcoming you to the world.  

Maybe we come back as animals?—I suggest—a whale would be cool, 

wouldn’t it? 

Yeah ... 

DID YOU WANT TO TALK ABOUT THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR 

YOUR MASTER’S THESIS? 

— — 

I really liked the way you described your encounter with the student—I suddenly 

hear a voice behind me. I am walking back from the autoethnography session, in 

which I have just presented, to the main building for the closing session of the ECQI 

2019 conference in Edinburgh. I was so happy to see that my presentation was 

scheduled for the last day of the conference. I had had so little time to spend on it, 

with all the teaching work. The spring semester just started, with one course for 

teacher students running for the first time, and Comparative Educational Research 

(CER) course always taking so much energy, time, and emotional and intellectual 

labor. All that, besides all the grading work left from autumn, thesis supervision 

and other usual business. So, a few more days to work on my paper were very 

welcome. “I will find time and space for that there,”—I thought as I sat on an early 
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morning flight to Edinburgh. After a few weeks of extremely cold weather in Oulu, 

the smells and colors of the unusually early Scottish spring were overwhelming. I 

realized how crystal clear, even if deceptively, everything is in the frozen world 

covered in snow—no colors, no smells, no sounds—transparency is remarkable 

and at times soothing. And now that sensory silence was broken. Life burst with an 

intensified force, as if it had been withholding itself somewhere, waiting patiently ... 

Yes, this was the space to finish this paper about MA—this nonconcept of the 

Japanese religio-aesthetic paradigm (see Spring: Butoh), originated in the Zen 

tradition, and one of the central ideas in the butoh cosmology that I had committed 

myself to write about over a half a year before, before anything that I was actually 

writing about happened. Yes, this was the space for letting the viscerally intuited 

verses to come out and, with them to relive, re-sense, rethink my encounters with 

students, with butoh praxis, with myself. Yes, this was the space to write about 

something that “cannot be even discussed, much less analyzed and interpreted 

across the boundaries of culture and language,” (Pilgrim, 1986. p. 257), something 

that “takes us to the boundary situation at the edge of thinking and at the edge of 

all processes of locating things by naming and distinguishing” (Pilgrim, p. 256). 

Yes, this was the space to open the cracks and pour words onto pages, reminding 

myself and the audience that although the language driven by the logic of duality 

makes it impossible to talk about MA (see also Spring: Butoh). I have been living 

(with) it at least since the last visit to Bornholm, yet patiently waiting for (not) 

starting ... and so now ... 

I WAS WRITING AND READING A PAPER ON IT AT THE CONFERENCE  

and somewhere in-between ... 

somewhere between 

one session and another 

one jotted quote another 

one keynote and another 

between  

third cup of coffee and first cup of tea 

between bodies I see but avoid talking to  

and bodies I do not talk to but sense with my whole being 

somewhere between my hotel room and a conference venue  

and between a familiar face and a crowd of strangers 

somewhere between perfectly pronounced “DeleuzeandGuattaris” 
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and between my shame and sympathy for the drunk Polish couple  

having a loud argument in the streets of Edinburgh  

somewhere between a self-absorbed question “what am I doing here?”  

and the shocking news from my best friend 

... somewhere in-between the cells of my body, between my feet and my hands, my 

body found the words, and the mover and writer were one and writing was not 

suffocating anymore when it comes from the breathing body. Not suffocating, but 

intoxicating, like the sweet smell of blooming flowers of the early Scottish spring 

that soothed my nostrils, as I walked back to the main conference venue ... 

I really liked the way you described your encounter with the student—I turn 

around; I see the voice behind me belongs to the young man. He is panting, as if he 

tried to catch up with me, though I did not walk fast, I never walk fast these days.  

 Oh, thank you, it is nice to hear that it resonated with you—I reply, slightly 

surprised that someone wants to talk specifically to me after all. Although there was 

an inspiring discussion at the end of the session, bringing all three talks together, I 

felt a bit of an outsider with no familiar faces in the audience and no one coming to 

talk to me after. 

Yes, it was quite powerful really, it sounded almost as if you ... as if you were 

in love with him ... 

Oh?—I am not quite sure what to say, now genuinely surprised, if not shocked. 

Well, it was not meant to be, not in that way, not at all—I don’t know why I am 

trying to explain myself. Is it because he just mentioned the “rude word,” the word 

“you absolutely can’t say in a primary school, a lycée, a university or anywhere 

like that ..., the word that if used when talking about education you’d be lynched” 

(Pennac, as cited in Masschelein & Simons, 2012/2013, p. 66). But then I quickly 

admit that he is probably right, there is a kind of love in question here—pedagogical 

love, I suggest, seeking refuge in the well-established concept in critical education; 

he must have heard of Freire ... 

The rude word(s) 

I cannot remember what we talked about for the rest of the short walk to the main 

building. Was I more taken aback by the “rude word” or by the poststructuralist 

reminder that no text ever belongs solely to the author, that “the text of the self is 

also, always, simultaneously, a text that brings others into being, too” (Gannon, 

2013, p. 230)—readers and others in our stories, as well as our other selves. Was I 
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more afraid of “being lynched” or of the enormous challenge of embracing all the 

ethical consequences and responsibilities that details of autoethnographic writing 

carry in terms of the textual performance of self and other in, and around, any text 

(Gannon, 2013). 

 My listener’s response made Susanne Gannon’s (2013) reminder reverberate 

more tangibly: 

There is no neutral space from which we write, or from which we read. As well 

as our past experiences, we bring our present locations, and the immanence of 

futures that are opaque and that offer multiplicitous possibilities. (pp. 229–230) 

Where did my listener speak from? What made him respond in this way and why 

did he decide to share his thoughts with me?—I wonder and at the same time 

dismiss the need to know as irrelevant simply because it is impossible to satisfy. 

But I do wonder also if his reception would be any different if the rude word was 

never said out loud. And is love the only dirty word here? What about utopia? What 

if we read other poems? Would that alter the encounter itself? Would that change 

this listener’s relation to my story?  

“I don’t know,” I think and smile inside recalling Szymborska’s Nobel speech, 

in which she praises the value of that little phrase so much, the small phrase that 

“flies on mighty wings. It expands our lives to include the spaces within us as well 

as those outer expanses in which our tiny Earth hangs suspended” (Szymborska, 

1997, p. 6). That small phrase is so frightening to so many of us, especially teachers 

and researchers: the rude words,—Nie wiem. 

Most of the time, we are forced into the epistemological space of doing—

experiencing, knowing, and understanding—as we inhabit a contractual culture of 

exchange in (higher) education (Fulford, 2016). In that exchange, the relation, 

teacher is considered an expert, whose expertise is based on (scientific) knowledge, 

and/or who acts methodically and competently (Masschlein & Simons, 2012, p. 66). 

Within that epistemology, the phrase “I don’t know” might be scary as it might 

seem, to generate destructive muteness, closing the possibility of response and 

exposing vulnerability.  

But the “I don’t know,” and perhaps even “I don’t need to know,” that dwell in 

the ontological holistic be(com)ing, in the not yet of the radical presence, is the “I 

don’t know” that gives birth to all the possible answers. In that silence of “I don’t 

know,” which I think can be taught and learned, it is possible to hear the question 

“How do I continue?” and not being paralyzed by it. 
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That life-driving question is central in all research and education, as we seek 

to navigate the reality of changing relationships with our participants and students 

over time (Ellis, 2007). And it is both art and our ethical responsibility to respond 

to the question in a way that makes it possible for the other to respond (Madison, 

2019), so that it is rather I-You than I-it mode of existence that drives our lives, for 

as Buber gently whispers again: “in all the seriousness of truth ... : without “It” a 

human being cannot live. But whoever lives only with that is not a human” (p. 85). 

“It sounded as if you were in love with him”—the rude word deafens Buber’s 

caring fatherly voice, and I cannot help the urge to slap it like an annoying mosquito. 

I wish I could explain to the young man that “by assuming that true love is between 

two individuals who are insulated from the rest of the world, we deny the possibility 

of love as a force for social inclusion, transformation and justice” (Chabot, 2008, 

p. 808), and I blame Szymborska for her similarly limiting, apolitical, though 

literarily brilliant, take on love. And I imagine her attentive, perceptive eyes 

meeting Buber’s equally attentively generous eyes in one of the streets of Crocow, 

and without any tongue being used, she knows: love is not the feeling that dwells 

in human, “love occurs,” and a human dwells in it (Buber, 1923/1996, p. 66):  

Feelings accompany the metaphysical and metapsychical fact of love, but they 

do not constitute it; ... Love does not cling to an I in such a way as to have the 

You only for its “content,” its object; love is between I and You. The man who 

does not know this, with his very being know this, does not know love; even 

though he ascribes to it the feelings he lives through, experiences, enjoys, and 

expresses. Love is a cosmic force. ... Love is responsibility of an I for a You: 

in this consists what cannot consist in any feeling—the equality of all lovers. 

Seeing pedagogical love with Buber’s eyes is to see the way Game and Metcalfe 

(2008) describe one of the teachers in their study on life-changing teachers: he was 

“in a sense, hopelessly in love with his poets, his students, his work, and his world, 

all of which were part of a whole [emphasis added]. There was no choice in this 

love” (p. 467). Buber’s love is the subjectless quality of an I-You relation, and “it 

is from this suspension of subjecthood that loving authority emerges” (Buber, 

1923/1996, p. 467).  

“I don’t know” can be then perhaps viewed as an expression of a pedagogical 

relation that can be called “authority with love” (Sennett, 1980, as cited in Game 

& Metcalfe, 2008)—a “relation through which people give and receive the support 

they need to live creatively” (Game & Metcalfe, 2008, p. 461). It is a relation that 

is not brought about by anyone but that comes about if people do not stand in their 
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way (Game & Metcalfe, 2008). Thus, it is not authority that is entirely in the hands 

of a teacher, as in the teacher-centered Platonian traditional model, or entirely in 

the hands of a student, as in a student-centered anarchist Rousseaunian model (see 

Michaud & Välitalo, 2017). Neither is it the Deweyan authority, shared in the 

relational process of negotiation. (Michaud & Välitalo, 2017). All these models, 

like most modern social, cultural, and educational theory, assume that “there is 

always a subject, always the action of an actor” (Game & Metcalfe, 2008, p. 469). 

“I don’t know” helps to get rid of our own desires, our own need to show off or 

interpose our own bright ideas rather than let the responses arise from the 

encounters with the world. “I don’t know” helps to get out of the way and allow 

relations to form—relations that come about but are not brought about by anyone 

(Game & Metcalfe, 2008, p. 462). It is a necessary condition for letting go of a 

teacher’s desires and hopes for their students, for it takes her away from the reality 

that matters, from the here and now. As such, teachers always remain in the 

darkness of “hopeless hope”—the faith that “tomorrow will fulfil today in a way 

that no one today could expect” and acceptance of “the creativity of relations which 

lead us to become what we (don’t yet quite know we) are” (Game & Metcalfe, 2008, 

p. 467). This is the necessary, beautiful risk of education (Biesta, 2013), just as it is 

a necessary, beautiful risk of love (Badiou, 2009/2012), if we want to see both as 

an encounter that is potentially “a beginning” of something new, not just a 

continuation of something that already exists and is pre-determined. And this is also 

a necessary risk of art (e.g., Buber, 1923/1996, p. 60; see Autumn: The letters to 

Veronique). 

Back on Bornholm 

she stops and takes my blindfold off; I stand at the bottom of the gully, 

embraced by the ageless caring coaldust, and I feel like I am no more than that 

dust, yet never more alive 

after a while, we swap the roles, I blindfold her, and wrap one end of a thin 

string around her finger, the other end I wrap around hers, her only job is to keep 

the string tight and horizontal, keep it tight but don’t break it ... whatever happens, 

it is my turn now to take her for a walk around the coal mine 

I take her for a walk, leading up and down the gullies, trying to take care of 

her, I wait, not long enough, I pull, not gently enough, I wait, I think it is enough, I 

give space, not enough, her feet struggle to find the way, even in the caring, soft 

coal dust, but I don’t see it, I lead her through gullies, up and down, backward, 
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forward, horizontal, vertical, learning to listen to her body; I wait, I think I wait ... 

the sun is approaching the horizon, I feel it is time to finish the walk, I place her at 

the bottom of the gully facing the sun and take off her blindfold ... 

It was more than the sharp light of the setting sun that pierced her eyes as they 

emerged from the darkness of the blindfold. It was my authority without love. It 

was me leading her through the coalmine without careful listening and observing 

of her at this very moment, in the uniqueness and incomparability, the infinitude of 

here and now (Game & Metcalfe, 2008). I was a see-er, and she was seen, but there 

was no seeing (Game & Metcalfe, 2008), for I was blinded by all my 

preconceptions of who she is/ought to be or is capable of as a dancer, teacher, and 

the leader of the camp, who, I thought, had done this activity multiple times. I had 

to make it interesting and challenging enough for her. But I was blinded, and I did 

not see that her feet were not the feet of a young dancer anymore. Though it was 

her who was deprived of the sense of sight at the time, it was me who was blind, 

and it was my authority without love that actually blinded her, as I took the cover 

from her eyes. I was not tender enough. There was the leader and the led, but there 

was no leading, for I did not tender, although the string between us seemed to be 

stretched most of the time ...  

tender (v): 

“to offer, hold forth” 

from a derivative of proto-indo-european root *ten- 

“to stretch,”  

tender (adj.): 

“soft, easily injured” 

“thin” 

“weak” 

stretched 

 (Online Etymology Dictionary, n.d.-c) 

tenderness 

that most modest form of love 

not as a sentimental emotion but  

a cognitive perspective (Tokarczuk, 2020) 

an ontological stand  
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I was not weak enough ... 

I was not considerate enough ... 

consider (v.) 

from Latin considerare 

con- “with” + sidus "heavenly body, star, constellation" 

literally ”to observe the stars” 

or  

perhaps 

from a derivative of proto-indo-european root 

con- “with” + side “stretch, extend” 

 (Online Etymology Dictionary, n.d.-a) 

Considerate educational research, CER57 

It is a writing day again, no teaching, no meetings. Just a draft of the master’s thesis 

waiting to be commented on and an anxious student on the other side of the globe. 

Yet, it is already noon, and no word has appeared on the screen, except for a few 

vague lines of a poem that no one will understand anyway. I felt this morning this 

is the part I finally need to start writing, yet ... This text has a rhythm of its own.  

It is a meeting day today, no writing, yet as I meet students for thesis supervision, 

I end up writing ... 

I have a few days just for myself and writing. No family, no shopping lists, no 

cooking, no fights and cries over the screen time, no frustration over the lost line 

of thought amid the noises of the house, just me, the computer, books, the 

shimmering birches and buzzing mosquitoes outside, perfect working conditions, 

yet ... This text has its own pulse of growth, not submissive to the work/holiday 

time. 

 
57 I owe this phrase to one of the students on the CER course, who concluded her final reading journal 
of the course as follows: “Having deepened my knowledge and immersed with new topics, I come to 
the conclusion that I would rename CER and call it “Considerate educational research”—being 
thoughtful of others and considering their context, attitudes and perspectives.” 
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I have to read those final reading journals from the CER course and complete the 

course evaluation. Or is it just an excuse? I got stuck with the “backward walk.” 

Maybe I got stuck walking backward. I have to let it breath for a while ... What do 

“I” have to do? What do “I” need to? What is demanded of me? What do the 

students’ writings demand of me? How do they call me to respond? How do I end 

up here again?  

My sparring partner/friend/mentor-reflexivity enters through the backdoor, shaking 

snowflakes off her coat:  

Wow, it’s so beautiful out there … and you are stuck here again. You have been 

circling around it for too long, you need to join now the circular dance, become 

part of it and “believe that if something is meant to be known it will find its way 

onto the world through the Circle”—you seem to forget that wisdom of the Lakota 

people in De la Garza (2013, p. 109). You seem to forget the bodily wisdom of the 

circle in the ritual dance in the butoh workshop.  

Perhaps it is because here the entanglement of self and other comes particularly 

tangible and I am not sure that I am ready to enter that entanglement.  

But you did this before. Could there be any more tangible entanglement than the 

one that those five bodies were taken into by the centrifugal force of dance?  
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Image 19. Get that Bornholm drawing out from the bottom of the drawer ... 

Do you remember all the sweat and tears you exchanged in this entanglement? Do 

you remember your shaking leg muscles as you pushed to your body’s limits to do 

your part in sustaining that entanglement? 

Perhaps I am more comfortable exchanging sweat than exchanging words. Perhaps 

sweat is more translucent than words. Perhaps it is a better connective substance 

than words. Perhaps here, where all the dilemmas of relational ethics become all 

the more visible, with concrete people, places and events more likely recognizable 

than in some other fragments of this story, I worry that I will not be able to avoid a 

harmful trap of categorizing, judgmental, othering binaries. Perhaps it is here where 

I experience most directly that “our stories are not our own” and that 

in the process of writing about ourselves, we also write about others. In this act 

we run the risk of making those we write about not only recognisable to others 

but recognisable to themselves in ways they might not feel comfortable with 

or agree to even if they have given their informed consent (whatever this might 

mean) for the story to be told. (Sparkes, 2013, p. 207) 
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Perhaps it is because here, in the timespace of this course over the past few years, 

I have felt most viscerally the inseparability, or indeed a primal radical relatedness 

of “I” and “You”/”It” (Woo, 2012), which further demands that I carefully weigh 

each word, as they weave the fabric of our community body (see Spring: Butoh), 

of our collaborative and relational thinking and feeling spaces. Here ... 

 

I feel the weight of every word  

carrying the responsibility towards the world 

and I wait for every word 

to feel its own weight 

under the gravity of its power 

and either  

sit gently between the spaces 

or drop off into the abyss 

to be buried 

at least for now 

too heavy to stick to the page  

too heavy to stay in the heart 

even if becoming vulnerable 

may mean exposing vulnerabilities of others 

What if there is no such thing as “being ready” for entering the entanglement? 

What if, as Buber says, there is no preparation for “the lightning and counter-

lightning of encounter” (1923/1996, p. 77)? The call of the encounter is not 

something you can choose to listen to or not, for in Buber’s relational ontology “to 

hear the call is to have responded: ’the relation means being chosen and choosing, 

suffering and action in one’ (Buber 1958, p. 11)” (Game & Metcalfe, 2008, p. 472). 

You know you entered this inescapable entanglement the moment you put your foot 

into the university space, earlier even, the moment you moved to this country ...or 

the moment you took your first breath ...  

... and that moment when someone resigned, someone was made to resign, someone 

moved to another institution, seeking more welcoming academic spaces, someone 

just left burning the bridge, someone passed away ...  

 

... and you stayed ... 
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with the guilt 

and the full-time job 

for two seconds 

and the cold office 

and the need to prove yourself you deserve one 

and you stayed  

trembling 

 

was it your beloved imposter that kept shaking your legs 

or is it the foundations of the programs  

cracking 

under the uncomfortable questions 

conversations it has not been able to carry 

or was not meant to 

maybe this house was not built for the earthquakes 

 

but the earthquakes must come 

if you are seriously serious 

about all this “justice” talk 

Someone resigned, someone was made to resign, someone moved to another 

institution, seeking other more welcoming academic spaces, someone just left 

burning the bridge, someone passed away ... And I stayed 

 

with the guilt 

and disappointment 

disillusioned idealist 

on an eroding ground 

I stayed, because I had nothing else 

I stayed, because there it was 

a job for me 

an opportunity I should be grateful for 

apparently I have learnt to play this game 

as a colleague once approvingly pointed out 
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my self-righteous self believed to be hacking58 the game  

yet  

the line between  

playing the system 

and being played by it 

is a thin one 

 

but walking out  

in search for alternatives with guarantees 

is not an option either 

 

so you keep sitting at this table 

trying to bend the rules and 

bend yourself to fit the rules 

of the game that has long exhausted itself 

 

and you keep sitting at this table 

with a soothing view of the garden 

and unemployment benefits 

and option to walk out  

from this game 

that maybe never made sense 

 

switching it off like you switch off your fancy TV 

when you grow tired of all the games played there 

and go to weed your garden 

Someone resigned, someone was made to resign, someone moved to another 

institution, seeking other more welcoming academic spaces, someone just left 

burning the bridge, someone passed away ... And you stayed, for now ... 

 

so excited and grateful 

eager to take on the teaching tasks  

how come you did not imagine that 

 
58 The ideas of “walking out,” “hacking,” and “hospicing” as three broad kinds of responses in relation 
to reform with regard to modernity/coloniality are taken from Stein et al. (2020). 
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an interest in teaching could be a demerit  

at an educational institution 

how come you did not realize  

you were stepping on the track  

towards academic suicide (Jauhiainen et al., 2009) 

Someone resigned, someone was made to resign, someone moved to another 

institution, seeking other more welcoming academic spaces, someone just left 

burning the bridge, someone passed away ...  

 

and you stayed ... 

 

unaware 

that being good at teaching  

caring about students 

or going that extra mile with students  

is not what counts (Smith, 2013) 

Do you really think that inviting students to your place again is such a good idea? 

You could spend that time writing your thesis. Don’t you think it is high time? You 

don’t need to spend any more time with them; you did put a lot of time and energy 

into dialoging with them through their reading journals, and you do spend a lot 

time on informal conversations with them otherwise. You know a lot what has been 

happening in the course; you are quite aware of their journey through this course 

and the working of the reading circles. And if you want to keep that last meeting at 

your place as a kind of a course wrap-up and feedback, keep in mind there is also 

feedback that students should leave through the official system. They haven’t been 

very active there, perhaps because they feel they have already communicated with 

you sufficiently ... 

You still don’t get it, do you? 

Oh yes, I do; you just want to hang out with your students so you can feel like a 

student again. Come on, it’s time to grow up; you think you can be their friend, you 

think you can be a student forever ...  
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Yes, indeed, why not. Do you really find it so difficult to imagine me joining their 

reading circles, for example? I think you could try to join as well ... 

Ok, let’s try; why don’t you call them? I just hope they won’t take too long; I am 

quite busy. You know all these roles I need to juggle—a sparring partner, a friend, 

a mentor, a dancing partner ...  

I thought maybe we could play the role of fellow students for a while. After all, 

aren’t the students also friends and mentors, as well as sparring partners, to each 

other at times? 

Hmm ... ok, I will try ... 

— — 

Where are they? They are always late, and there is never enough time to discuss all 

these assigned readings. I need to run to another class soon. 

I’m sure they will be here any minute. I think they wanted to eat lunch before we 

meet; they have a long day of classes too. By the way, have you decided on your 

object yet? 

What? 

The object, for the final CER ... have you decided what to bring? 

Oh, I’m not sure yet if I will go. It is optional, isn’t it? I’m still not quite sure about 

those gatherings at the teacher’s place. I feel bit uncomfortable with that. 

Right, yes, it is optional, so you can do as you wish ... but I think it is kind of an 

important part of learning; it’s been for me at least. I think the way she welcomes 

us to her home is integral part of her teaching, part of the whole package. I guess 

she attempts to practice what she preaches, you know, the topics we have been 

talking about, to question and to think critically about existing structures, so I think 

also by inviting us to her home and by opening things to what is outside of the 

typical structure, it fits naturally ... 

Yeah, maybe you are right, but it doesn’t change the fact that I do feel 

uncomfortable 
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True, but isn’t feeling uncomfortable with doing something new part of the game? 

Remember that reading we talked about last week? Or that working paper that the 

Common Worlds Research Collective put together for the UNESCO Futures of 

Education initiative (Common Worlds Research Collective, 2020)? It really struck 

me how important imagination is if we want to take actions that will build 

alternative futures, and part of this reimagination of a different future is about 

discomfort too.  

... 

Oh, look, here they are, great that you are finally here; let’s get started. So, what 

do you think of this week’s readings? I actually found Ferguson quite fascinating, 

his analytical move to decompose modernity by unhinging the time axis from the 

status axis ...  

Wait a minute ... before that, don’t you want to go back to what happened last week? 

What? Oh, you mean that weird circle thing. I don’t want to talk about it now; we 

have some heavy readings to go through, and as usual, there probably won’t be 

enough time for it. I’m quite frustrated with the amount and complexity of these 

readings. And then this, what was that anyway? I thought it was really 

uncomfortable, and there was surely not enough support offered afterwards. How 

can a teacher make her students cry and then leave as if nothing happened? And 

where in the syllabus was this kind of personal development was included anyway?  

Wow, it seems you really don’t want to talk about it. To be exact, she didn’t make 

us cry; one of us led the circle after all ... 

Well yes, that too is questionable. How can you put a student on the spot like that, 

to do your “dirty” job of instigating uncomfortable discussions, and for what? For 

the purpose of her own research? What were the original questions we were to 

discuss anyway? This conversation went in such strange directions that I lost track 

of the original purpose ... 

Wait, let me see my notes; yes, there were these three questions:  

What is the place/role of EDGLO and exchange program in the comparative 

education (CE) field? 
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How are the programs entangled in the web of knowledge/power (re)production? 

How are we as individuals and members/doers of various “cultures” entangled in 

the web of knowledge/power (re)production? 

To me, these are perfectly justified questions to ask, especially in the context of this 

course. For example, if you think of that “tiger” reading, I mean Marginson and Mollis 

(2001), you could even say it was in a way written in the syllabus, if that is so important 

for you. Maybe we didn’t draw attention to that aspect of that reading in our group 

discussion, but in their call for reflexive comparative education, Marginson and Mollis 

clearly point out that “the growth of cross-border international education foregrounds 

it as an object of research itself” (p. 612), and we as students, future educators and 

researchers inevitably become subjects and objects of that research. 

I completely agree with you. I think that circle was a continuation and reflection of 

the central themes of the course. Isn’t our group a kind of microcosm of the CER 

field, while the program itself is also one of the actors of the field, which comes 

with both risks and possibilities? I think it is valuable, indeed necessary, to translate 

more explicitly and concretely all these debates on power/knowledge in CER onto 

our own ground. Isn’t the only fair thing to do, thinking of what Mitchell (2015, as 

cited in Stein, 2017, p. S26) says: “Our theories of intellectual work ... are 

problematically incomplete if they do not open onto a practice of confronting the 

extent to which we are made by that which we seek to oppose.” We keep focusing 

on these power/knowledge relationships on a very abstract level, forgetting we are 

the ones weaving the fabric of these relationships; we are the actors, among many 

other actors. If we want to avoid reinscribing relations we seek to change, we need 

to look at the micro-level construction of our identities and relationships (Martin & 

Yannuzzi, 2011). I think, for example, the unequal balance of which ideas are 

validated and which are less validated seems to be reflected in our class in terms of 

how confident our classmates are to vocalize their points. In a sense, the logic of 

dominant CE is reflected in what is valued in the class and whose view is regarded 

as the standard against which the sameness and difference are measured and judged. 

Maybe the emotional reactions in the circle were a reflection of the frustrations this 

imbalance has produced over time, maybe some critical mass has built up as a result 

of cyclical repetition of the same unsatisfactory experience (Alhadeff-Jones, 2012), 

making people open up like that, leading to some form of transformative learning; 

I know it was important to at least some of us ... 
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Well, yes, it is indeed great that these quiet students have finally spoken. I was 

happy to see that some finally dared to take the space that was intended for them. 

It requires work from both sides after all. It is important if we want to create an 

inclusive, diverse classroom in an international study program, isn’t it? I have been 

struggling with some excuses I have heard to not speak, including “I don’t feel like 

speaking” or “I feel uncomfortable to speak.” Although I understand that voice is 

not only about the verbal representation of voice and can be creatively represented, 

feeling uncomfortable with doing something new is part of the game, just as you 

said earlier ... 

Hold on; here seems to lie a part of the problem. What do you mean by “inclusive and 

diverse,” the terms to which, to be honest, I have recently begun to have a reaction of 

rejection. To me, this issue of inclusion often comes across as “okay, let’s everyone 

give space to talk and let’s add some non-western readings,” whatever that means, but 

at the end of the day, it feels like it is all the same, the same logics, the same concepts, 

the same categories. Isn’t it what Stein (2017) calls “thin inclusion of epistemic 

difference”? Perhaps it is an important move to some extent, but when this superficial 

“diversity” begins to be conflated with decolonization (see e.g., Gopal, 2021), the harm 

we are trying to transcend might be actually increased and the center’s position 

reinforced. The dominant epistemic frames continue to create the norms and culture of 

an international study program, because that different voice, the local specificity, is 

recognized only to the extent that it makes it possible to attach it to the hegemonic core 

(Marginson & Mollis, 2001, p. 586). I mean we should be asking how it is possible to talk 

about “diversity” in the first place and how we are implicated in the (re)production of 

this “diversity,” how we are implicated in the CE as “difference producing set of 

relations” (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992). 

Wow, you sure did your reading. 

Yes, I sure did. You know ... I sometimes feel like I need to put in extra effort so that I 

can be taken seriously. Like I said in the circle last week, even coming from a historically 

colonized space, I don’t feel particularly “western” or “non-western,” but unfortunately 

these are the boxes we tend to assign to a voice, and these are the boxes that influence 

the credibility, impact and legitimacy of that voice, regardless of the message of the 

person, so yes, I do my readings diligently, perhaps because it gives me more 

confidence to shatter that box. Besides didn’t we all agree to do our readings diligently 

when we began this reading group?  
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Indeed, we did, and I have been really happy with our group so far; I really 

appreciate you all and your effort. I know some groups are struggling. I wonder if 

this question of the credibility of voice has something to do with that, you know like, 

I guess some of us might unconsciously carry this sense of epistemic superiority, 

even as we begin to realize that western/non-western binary has been fabricated in 

and through European colonial rule. It is actually what you said last week that 

made me think about it more ... 

Interesting ... so maybe you could think a bit more about what you said earlier about 

quiet students finally speaking. It seems the way we approach and interpret students’ 

speaking or not speaking in the class might be actually a good example to think 

with in relation to our role in othering and producing “diversity,” often falling back 

onto that west-non-west binary. The simple question that first comes to mind is 

what we mean by an inclusive classroom: a place where everyone talks or where 

everyone is heard? It is in fact a foundational question posed by Spivak a long time 

ago. There seems to be this tendency to explain away students being vocal or not 

in the classroom interactions in psychological, individualistic terms of personal 

characteristics, such as introvert/extrovert (e.g., Toma, 2015). It reduces the idea of 

students’ involvement and activity to the observable behavior of speaking, 

sometimes labeling quiet students as passive or not involved. But, more importantly, 

this kind of so-called commonsensical psychological explanation neglects the 

social, epistemic and colonial structures shaping students’ ways of being and doing 

and their conscious and unconscious choices. 

I guess what I am trying to say is that while it is somewhat easy to come to an 

understanding of the construction of the west/non-west (as well as other binaries) 

through colonial processes, it is a lot more difficult to actually see how we are all 

made of those colonial epistemological infrastructures, to see how what we came 

to think of as modern education or modern science, for example, is intertwined with 

these colonial processes. Isn’t it what Takayama et al. (2016) are drawing attention 

to? 

Yes, among things. So ... that’s why zooming moments like that circle are important. It 

made me really stop and think about the assumptions and implications of my answers 

to the questions like: Why did I decide to come here to study and do research and what 

made it possible for me to be here? What expectations and goals brought me here? 

What do I expect from my teachers and fellow students and what makes these 

expectations justified? What do I make of this “Finnish” experience? Why am I doing 
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this or that research? What questions do I ask and why? What methods do I use and 

why? Who am I in this space, who do I “appear to be,” and who do I become in relation 

to others? And how open am I to becoming something else, something new, something 

unexpected? In other words, how open am I to be taught, transformed by the difference, 

which requires reflecting also on how I am implicated in othering. Surely, it’s not an 

easy task and no single discussion, no matter how reflexive and critical, will do the job. 

I think though we are generally encouraged to engage in this reflexivity throughout the 

program, which seems to be increasingly critical of colonial power reproduction, but I 

am not sure we have enough time and space, especially with so many of us pushed to 

graduate in a strict two-year time frame. It is like saying, engage in a critically reflexive 

process, but not too much, not too deep, not too long, so you can complete your 

courses, do your research, and write your thesis in two years. But maybe then that kind 

of memorable moments, critical incidents that often only come to matter later on, are 

crucial for learning, that learning that carries on an impact into the future, regardless of 

whether one graduates in two, three or four years, or doesn’t graduate at all.  

Hmm, yes ...  

... to be honest, I already feel it was such a critical moment for me. Last semester, I was 

a very quiet student; I was afraid of speaking and saying my opinion out loud because 

of my English skills and lack of confidence. But this class was different. As we all 

started to speak from our deepest thoughts and sharing feelings, at some point, I felt 

the need to express some of my reflections that I had been keeping for myself for a 

whole semester. This class gave me a voice for the first time in my whole path through 

my life in the education system. 

Wow, really? I didn’t realize it was so meaningful to you. 

Maybe because you see these emotional reactions and discomfort mainly as 

negative, as something to be avoided in the classroom and it is not that black and 

white. For example, I was uncomfortable, but I didn’t want it to finish, so you know, 

what is uncomfortable? I know everybody was uncomfortable, but I was happy that 

that circle happened ... it was stressful, but I thought it was important. 

You didn’t want it to finish? I just felt she was using us for her own research 

purposes, making us uncomfortable for the purpose of the research work, and 
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taking this objective observer role by stepping outside the circle, which is really 

problematic, after all she is western too ...  

I remember someone saying exactly the same thing in the circle, too; it’s amazing 

how we can never escape these boxes. You see, that position outside the circle, so 

not able to speak and respond, wasn’t exactly the comfortable position of the 

objective observer, if you think about it, as she as one of the teachers in the program 

was also at the core of the discussion. She would not have known where the circle 

would take us, so choosing to silence herself, giving up the possibility of controlling 

the discussion, in a way giving up the teacher’s authority was also a kind of a risk, 

somewhat putting her into an uncomfortable place.  

This time, she stepped out, and I think it served the purpose well. But remember the 

language course last semester (see Winter: Backward walk), that short self-reflexive 

piece she shared with us at the end? I am sure this kind of opening up to students, 

which destabilizes the traditional teacher-student hierarchical relation, didn’t come 

easily to her, but it was essential; it meant a lot to me, at least. It meant she trusted us, 

it meant she believed in us, she believed that we can bear the weight of her story (Brown, 

2012). After all, we “need to feel trust to be vulnerable and we need to be vulnerable in 

order to trust” (Brown, 2012, p. 47). It made me feel safe. In a way, this was also an act 

of destabilizing the teacher’s authority, but different, deliberately exposing herself by 

speaking out, as opposed to depriving herself of voice entirely, as now in the circle. 

Still, it is she who, as a teacher of the course, decides when, if and how to speak; 

she has the freedom to decide how to participate, and we don’t. This is a compulsory 

course after all. How can those general research consents be considered voluntary 

if they concern the use of coursework from the courses that are compulsory? 

But your being here, in Finland, taking a few years of your life to complete the 

international master’s degree is voluntary, isn’t it? 

What do you mean? 

I mean by coming here, we already made some choices, and we still do have a great 

deal of freedom and responsibility for what we do with the implications of these choices; 

I mean, anyone could have left that circle, yet no one did ...  



239 

Ha, I bet she would love that, it would make her research material richer, giving 

one more tangible, observable moment to think of and through, like the one when 

one of us refused to walk backward, remember? (see Winter: Backward walk) 

Well, sure, these kinds of disruptive moments are important when you are interested in 

transformational learning, don’t you think? Especially that it can take so many different 

shapes, I mean that transformation or opening of the self. For someone, it is that tipping 

point as they gathered courage and spoke up, giving the legitimacy to their voice. For 

me, one such moment was when I understood that I can remain silent, I can remain true 

to myself even if that goes against what seems to be the “norm” here and now and the 

expectations or demands of others. I can remain true to myself, giving legitimacy to my 

way of being. I remember realizing it toward the end of the “language” course. You know, 

as a person, I choose silence a lot, especially when it has to do with my thoughts and 

sometimes with my emotions. I thought that this was something that I have to change. 

But through that course I understood that this was exactly the opposite of what I had to 

do. So, it is kind of opposite to what Marginson and Mollis say in relation to hegemonic 

comparativists, who expects all identities and practices to be open to transformation 

except his or her own (2001, p. 604), because you know when I entered these walls, I 

had this constant pressure I needed to fit in, and one thing I had to change to fit in was 

my silence ...  

Sorry to interrupt, but a thought just came to my mind that the transformation you 

are talking about might be not so opposite to what Marginson and Mollis say after 

all. If before you felt you needed to change to fit in, and now you are comfortable 

and confident with your way of being, that marks also a kind of transformation, in 

fact it highlights nicely what Marginson and Mollis say about appreciation of the 

other, which ”does not have to rest on deconstructing the other or on dissolving the 

self” (2001, p. 604). 

That is a good point, thank you ... so the silence ... yeah, I had felt that pressure to 

become more outspoken, which I think was exacerbated by some people encouraging 

us, meaning those who were generally less vocal, to speak. Maybe they felt they were 

doing us a favor by being encouraging, supportive, creating space for our voices, but 

for me, it felt like a pressure, almost a demand, justified by their desire to learn from 

others, especially from those “less familiar” kind of “minority” experiences. They 

seemed to say: “After all, we are all here to learn from each other, isn’t it where the 

strength and potential of international programs is? The problem is that I cannot learn 
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from you if you don’t speak.” It is almost as if “having critically oriented discussions 

means that the dominant group must be “taught” minority experiences by a minority 

“expert in order to continue the dialogue” (Yannuzi & Martin, 2011, p. 713). But I kept 

saying directly and indirectly, “I prefer to listen, in a way that you also might want to 

listen to me.” I hoped they would learn to listen to me, not only to my words in this 

teacher-student interaction imposed on me through that master identity, through what 

I “appear to be” to others (Yannuzi & Martin, 2011). I wish people who expect to be 

taught about “minority” experiences as part of their entitlement to learning from 

diversity stop and think how through these expectations they produce that difference 

that constitutes diversity, in ways that can be psychologically and emotionally harmful. 

I feel like I am failing my classmates by not contributing in meaningful ways to this 

learning community as a legitimate representative of the location they imagine and 

attach to me. And I am failing them in that regard because I have not still been able to 

position myself or figure out where I come from. When you think that you are from one 

of the most “developed” countries in the world, which also “colonized” some places in 

the past but not geographically located in “the West,” and you do not feel you 

“represent” that country as a whole because you came from a small southern island, 

which was also colonized and now, in my opinion, very much marginalized and 

exploited by “the nation” that people think I am coming from. So, what am I? How 

should I position myself when we have these conversations? Sometimes, it is very 

difficult to grasp the gists of readings and lectures (which can be because of my English 

comprehension level, too) because I am very unstable, and I do not know from where 

and which position I should understand those key concepts like “unknowing” and 

“unlearning.”  

And I feel like while we may be increasingly more and more comfortable with that 

state of confusion, in fact taking advantage of this studying time, suspended from 

“normal” daily life, for grappling with our own identity struggles, at the same time we 

deny others this right, because it might destabilize and shatter the foundations of that 

diversity, which for many could have been a rationale to be here in the first place. So 

really, again the question we go back to is how open are we to transform not only the 

contents but also the terms of the conversations?  

The circle last week—I said I didn’t want it to finish I think because I actually felt I 

was hearing people. I remained silent, and what I wanted to share, perhaps what I 

wanted to teach in that space at that moment was my silence. You know, I don’t see that 

silence as a defensive expression of my desire to keep my thoughts inside a well-

defended fortress (Fiumara, 1990, p. 102). It is not something opposed to dialogue; I 

think it “can be a very fertile way of relating, aimed at the inner integration and 
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deepening of dialogue” (Fiumara, 1990, p. 102). In fact, the “highest function of silence 

is revealed in the creation of a coexistential space which permit dialogue to come along” 

(Fiumara, 1990, p. 99). When I tried to explain again in the circle last week that I prefer 

to listen to you, because I can learn a lot, that means if you listen to me, you can also 

learn, even though you don’t push, you don’t need to push me to speak, if you listen to 

me, you learn from me, and so then they responded, okay, so you prefer listening over 

speaking, which is a very straight way to take it, almost as if they were saying, okay, so 

he is more an auditory student type, which is again this individualistic, psychological 

explanation. They misunderstood this because their interpretation is based on this 

binary of listening/speaking or silence/voice, while to me, silence which is always in a 

state of listening, is a necessary condition for speaking, for the voice, for sound to be 

heard. 

And my silence was different; it was this paralyzing silence that needed to be 

overcome, because it was not coming from that place of deep listening and hearing, 

but from the place of fear and anxiety. It is a kind of imposed silence. The world 

makes me feel I am not good enough, I don’t know enough, my language is not 

good enough, my education was not good enough, my ideas are not interesting or 

relevant enough, my country is not good enough, etc., so I will stay quiet ... 

Yes ... or I am not good enough, I don’t know enough, so I will keep producing noise to 

cover up those anxieties. What I mean is that paradoxically, speaking, like silence, can 

also come from a place of fear. Our “continuous involvement with language might be 

considered an automatic, repetitive defense against the separation anxieties that 

silence can represent” (Fiumara, 1990, pp. 102–103). If “[d]eep comparison requires a 

capacity and willingness to open the self” (Marginson & Mollis, 2001, p. 604), one should 

be able to hear “self” first, to hear one’s breath, with all its pains and fears, which might 

be difficult if the main and only reason for breathing is production of verbal fillers ... 

This reminds me of something I read a while ago: “While the violence of imposed 

silence might have been the cause of holding my breath in, silence might also be 

the conditions under which I am able to release it. And breath freely” (Pérez, 2013, 

p. 211, emphasis in original). 

Yes, exactly, if silence is of my own choosing and kind, it can be healing ... 
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... just as speaking, and speaking, if imposed, can be equally violent as the imposed 

silence. Just like you said earlier, that feeling of failing your fellow students, your 

friends really. That sense of failure comes from the expectations of others, which 

you cannot meet, and you should not be coerced to meet, I think, because it is in a 

way the reproduction of harmful patterns. I mean, they say, “you should open your 

mouth because we are not here to hear all those western perspectives all the time,” 

but what is the point if you are going to translate everything into your pre-existing 

categories and structures?  

... and even worse, present it as your own discovery ... 

Yes. If they expect you to “teach” them, but only on their own terms, it all just 

comes down to learning from difference (Stein, 2020), turning certain “diverse” 

students into sources of knowledge to extract from like from “data mines for the 

accumulation of knowledge and the development of theory in the global North” 

(Takayama et al., 2016, p. S3; see also e.g., Connell, 2007, de Sousa Santos, 2014; 

Smith, 1999).  

Yes, so it is not only about those non-dominant voices not being heard, but about that 

when these voices are heard, it is mostly shaped in a form to fit only a certain 

epistemological framework. We as international students are studying in the frame of 

“the West” as we carry individual ways of knowing and learning, which can hardly be 

shared in this “internationalized” system and structure.  

Yes, and the problem is that, on the surface, there is this good intention to expand 

one’s frames of reference, but if it is done selectively and in ways that avoid social 

conflict or individual discomfort (Stein, 2020), there is a danger that that 

knowledge will fall or dissolve into abyss (de Sousa Santos, 2007). That forecloses 

any kind of deeper transformation, which might be, I don’t know, for example, 

about shutting up and listening ... 

... or about taking a deep breath and jumping into that abyss, taking a deep breath and 

speaking, even if your heart is racing, your eyes are watering and your head is pushing 

you this idea that what you are saying is not worth others’ attention and time, and you 

cannot be sure everyone will understand your English anyway, even if they recognize 

the words ... 
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Is that how it felt for you last week? 

Yes, kind of, I think, I cannot really remember anymore, because it is like taking an 

unpleasantly tasting medicine, or a vaccination, these little/big discomforts that will 

eventually make you better, even if there is never any absolute guarantee of that ...  

So, there are some expectations ... 

Yes, and no, because at that moment you don’t think “I will do it, because it will make 

me feel better,” there is something compelling at that moment of standing at the edge 

of abyss, you just know you need to do this, no matter the consequences, so there is 

no expectation really, or expectation that goes beyond what I can imagine, wait, hope 

for or demand. I mean there is no way I could expect that that reflective group class last 

week, when I could say out loud my deepest thoughts to all “neighbors on this globe,” 

in Noah’s (1984) words, would put into motion this chain of moments of deep reflection 

that are forcing me to change my present status. I am asking now different questions 

than I did, for example, in my first reading journal, such as who I am, here in this place 

and now, as well as there in that space in the uncertain future. So, it is a very different 

way of thinking about expectations, which goes deeper into the meaning of the word 

itself, for if you look at its etymology ... 

Oh, here we go again ... I really admire your fascination with etymology, but ...  

Well, yes, much like Mignolo, I find it not only fascinating but indispensable to think 

with our semiotic roots, to dig deeper into the meaning of words and concepts we keep 

using as if everyone means the same. So, forgive me, but I want to tell you about the 

word “expectation” and its proto-Indo-European root *spek-, which means “to observe” 

(Online Etymology Dictionary, n.d.-a). The root in the Latin ex-spectare means “to look 

outside or beyond”. So, in this context it might mean looking beyond ourselves (Fulford, 

2016), a kind of reaching out, but not in a sense of observing and demanding, but of 

observing and waiting, without waiting … 

It is kind of related to “educere” as the etymological root of “education” too, don’t 

you think? I remember the teacher talked about it in the beginning of the language 

course last semester. I remember this so well, as I had never thought about the 

meaning of “education” in this way. The meaning coming from the first Latin root, 

“educare” is more familiar to us, but when you dig deeper, you find another root, 
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“educere,” which takes you to ex- “out” and ducere “lead.” When you think of 

education as an act of “being led out of” or/and “leading out of” (see 

Vansieleghem & Masschelein, 2012), the whole idea of expectations is turned 

upside down (see also Backward walk), and it is fascinating, but I cannot stop 

thinking about the need to feel safe in the first place. In order to jump into this 

abyss, or to be led out, you need to feel there is some kind of safety net or a rope 

that will pull you up. And like I said earlier, I don’t think there was enough support 

from the teacher after the circle last week ... 

How do you know there was no support? And what kind of support do you mean anyway?  

Maybe some kind of a whole group follow-up discussion. 

I’m not sure discussing any further at that point would help much. Besides, I feel there 

is enough space for that in every class; I feel like the course offers this continuous 

follow-up support. Think of her “dialogical” comments on our reading journals, not to 

mention that she spends time talking with people individually. I often do feel this 

emotional need to unwind, unpack, rethink and discuss uncomfortable content, and we 

have each other for that too. But I also think, while there is obviously a lot of groupwork 

to be done, ultimately each of us needs to do their own work individually, after all, each 

of us has their own internalized ideas that we need to work through. I mean, for example, 

I’ve always been uncomfortable about being a slow learner, I’m slowly realizing now 

that I had internalized the idea of learning having to be fast and effective, very much in 

neoliberal terms ... I wasn’t even aware of it before. Through this course, through the 

discussions, readings and a comment that I got for my first reading journal, I have 

started to let myself be in the discomfort, learn slowly and leave space for confusion 

too. This kind of processing is necessary for developing “courage and stamina to face 

the full range of emotions ... [when] faced with epistemic uncertainty” (Stein, 2020, p. 

71). All she can do is to make us aware she is there for us, though of course each of us 

might need different kind of support or might imagine support in different ways ..., 

which kind of goes back to expectations ... also expectations regarding our ideas of 

safety, trust, support or dis/comfort, there are no simple answers here, I don’t even 

think this should or can be processed on this cognitive level, this is the work of the 

affective and relational domains, which are rarely given adequate attention in the 

practice of global learning (Stein, 2020). I don’t think the current university spatio-

temporal structures allow for that work ...  And that is why I think those meetings at her 

house, for example, and other informal meetings have been so important, to me at 
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least ... they kind of crack the patterns of relationships based on authority and 

extraction (Stein, 2020). There I feel less as a student, in a sense of an object, and she 

feels to me less as a teacher in a sense of a subject, and I also see others more clearly, 

I mean kind of beyond myself, not merely as objects to mirror my “self” (Game & 

Metcalfe, 2008). The university as both a physical and ideological space is so much less 

conducive to the creation of these attentive, less noise-filled states, states that allow us 

accept uncertainty with humility, and attend to the reality of a learning situation in the 

here and now without anticipation, that is, with love, love as responsibility for the other. 

The space of a modern university is not enough for practicing these non-paternalistic 

forms of responsibility, to use Stein’s (2020) words again. Modern university is perhaps 

able to recognize love as a condition for understanding, similar to a clear head, good 

night’s sleep, or good language skills, but it has a long way to recognize it as a “form” 

of understanding that “inclines us to truth … allowing us to meet difference” (Game & 

Metcalfe, 2008, p. 463; see also Badiou, 201259). 

... so maybe “teacher’s authority is [emphasis added] love” (Game & Metcalfe, 

2008, p. 463), and maybe it is that authority that allows students to trust teachers? 

And if love is a form of vulnerability (Brown, 2012), then one could say that the 

teacher’s authority is her vulnerability ... 

... 

Gosh, it’s so late already. I need to go. I want to eat before the next class. I will see 

you later. 

Wait, so, are you coming to the final CER meeting? 

I am not sure. I still have trouble with blurring these personal/private vs. 

professional/public spaces. Maybe it is another binary I need to think about ... 

But if you were to go, what object would you take? 

I am quite sure I won’t go, but if I did ... maybe I’d take a poem someone read to 

me a while ago. I remembered it now as I was listening to you. I think it was 

 
59  For more on love as one of the fundamental “truth procedures” or “conditions of philosophy,” 
alongside art, science and politics, see e.g., Bartlett and Clemens (2010). 
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Szymborska’s “Utopia.” I feel like its meaning is slowly being revealed now to me. 

The end went something like ... 

 

For all its charms, the island is uninhabited, 

and the faint footprints scattered on its beaches 

turn without exception to the sea. 

As if all you can do here is leave 

and plunge, never to return, into the depths. 

Into unfathomable life. 

(Szymborska, 1996, p. 128) 

— — 

You did not show up at that gathering at my house after all, did you? I can’t 

remember. 

Yes, I was there, but as a quiet, learning-to-listen reflexivity-friend this time. I had 

tried to pick a fight again when you decided to spend your precious personal time 

on handwriting Szymborska’s poem on the handmade cards to be given to each 

student as an after course gift, but I gave up ... 
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Consenting to rhuthmos 

How to finish this? How should this end? When will this end? Does it ever end? 

The reluctance to finish is surprisingly similar to the reluctance to begin, though I 

feel the latter has over time morphed into patience—the patience of not starting. 

Perhaps I should now be practicing the patience of not finishing. But I do not have 

time for that, do I? Perhaps, paraphrasing Art Bochner quoted at the end of the 

introduction to this text, you finish when the fear of never finishing overcomes the 

fear of doing it badly. And it may feel as if just as beginnings chose me, the end is 

also out of my hands ... but maybe I am just giving the last word to the heart (Pelias, 

2004), following the yoga teaching that our hands are the extension of our heart ... 

I put my hand into the pocket of my sweater—a long black cardigan I bought 

especially for my father’s funeral. I sense dried lavender remains. They still smell 

when I rub them between my fingers. I picked a couple of flowers from the bushes 

growing in front of the funeral house. Their scent helped me to get through the day. 

I am thinking of the small lavender bush that is still sleeping under the snow in my 

backyard, remembering the instructions for pruning—in spring when new signs of 

life are already visible. Soon, the cut is to be made ... to complete this part of the 

cycle and give space to the rise of new beginnings ... 

When will this end? How will this end? Does it ever end? 

As we enter 2022, with continuously changing regulations and recommendations, 

in the face of the new virus mutation, which some say may be the pandemic finisher 

(see e.g., Vainio, 2022), the uncertainty of the future persists. People around the 

world are asking themselves in one way or another, will this be the year that the 

pandemic ends? How does it end? Who decides it ends? Who decides when and 

how it ends? (Vainio, 2022). Who makes the cut? These questions are asked in and 

out of frustration, exhaustion, and fear, but also with hope and optimism and 

perhaps a somewhat transformed fear, more a concern, which may be indeed a sign 

of the pandemic nearing its end, as we have no other choice but to learn to live with 

it. Perhaps some lessons, if “only” that of patience, are being learnt. Maybe it has 

transformed us. Perhaps it is that edge that we have to be taken to in order to finally 

listen to each other and to the planet. Perhaps it is that edge of water and sand that 

we reach in order to embrace the tidal rhythm of the pandemic, trusting that the 
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moments when we cannot catch our breath are only temporary discomforts to live 

with and learn from. 

This dissertation took me over like the virus took over the world, infecting the cells 

of my bodymindspirit, morphing, and undoing them in all the unpredictable ways. 

The writing took me over like that wave on the Bornholm beach (Summer: Thinking 

extensively about “dialogue”). Becoming a dead fish on the edge of the sea, which 

represents the illegible alternation between order and chaos (Glissant, 1990/2010, 

pp. 121–122), was just a prelude to becoming an (unreliable) narrator, (vulnerable) 

teacher, (homeless) academic and ... and ... and ... Though I had initial reluctance, 

there was no other way than to give in to the rhythm of the endless sea, just as there 

was no other way than to embrace this dissertation like nervous gesturing between 

order and chaos, between fixity and movement. Perhaps it is this initial reluctance 

to order that makes it a decolonial gesture, performative argument for another way 

of being in academia. 

The tidal rhythm of the pandemic, just as the rhythm of the sea, is not just a 

repetitive sequence of beats. That contemporary understanding of rhythm, rooted 

and spread through Plato’s and Aristotle’s work, refers mainly to the cycle of strong 

and weak beats, organized arithmetically, hence conceived first through their order, 

metric and measurable feature—metron (Alhadeff-Jones, 2017, pp. 75–76). What 

is given primacy in the Platonian usage of rhythm is the repetition that is ordered 

and measured through a number. The work of Aristotle and his followers 

contributed to this usage being widespread, shaping our modern understanding of 

rhythm and erasing the other key aspect of rhythm—that is, of movement. The first 

use of the Ancient Greek rhuthmos, which is at the origins of rhythm, referred to 

the singular form taken by moving atoms (Alhadeff-Jones, 2017, pp. 75–76). In this 

original usage, two main interpretations of the meaning of rhuthmos stressed the 

relationship between order and movement, form, and flux, changing configurations 

of what is moving and imposition of order. The qualitative and quantitative 

dimensions of rhythm were equally important. The qualitative, like the quantitative 

sequence of beats, is also about repetition but is never exactly the same. What is 

repeated is rather the act of movement itself, the gesture but not the form. Rhuthmos, 

in its expanded meaning, draws attention to the process, not only the product. It is 

a rhythm that is rooted not in a predictable, measurable time or an abstract time 

(like a watch or a calendar) but in a concrete, lived reality (Alhadeff-Jones, 2017, 

p. 65). It is rhythm rooted in our concrete lived experiences filled with uncertainty, 

not in a certainty of arithmetically organized beats. The beats are important; the 
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form, product and outcome are important, as they give us something to temporarily 

hold on to, whereas life cannot be put on hold. They cannot take us over, for what 

happens in-between the beats, what happens in-between the moments of order, is 

what life in its all plurality is. 

Being overtaken by the rhuthmos of this dissertation, which I can only 

articulate now that I have arrived at the temporary form/product, has taken me to 

and through an exploration of multiple understandings of time, as it is rhythm that 

makes us sensible to time, it is through rhythm that we can perceive it (Sauvanet, 

as cited in Alhadeff-Jones, 2017, p. 64). Being overtaken by the rhuthmos of a lived 

inquiry allowed me to explore possibilities beyond the metron of modernity. 

Learning to recognize rhuthmos, learning to relate to “this rhythm of the world that 

we consent to without being able to measure or control its course” (Glissant, 

1990/2010, p. 124) has been one of the big lessons of this (doctoral) journey, at 

least as of now.  

Consenting to rhuthmos in this inquiry meant embracing the continuous 

movement of fragments that carry potential for multiple stories, yet accepting and 

recognizing temporarily fixed constellations that emerge from that movement. 

Consenting to rhuthmos meant embracing the flowing fragments of “the self” that 

this story writes, yet accepting the emerging, distinctive, not blurry, multiple 

“selves” that write this story. Consenting to rhuthmos is moving between Buber’s 

I-it and I-You modes of existence (see Summer: Sensing intensively with Buber). 

Consenting to rhuthmos meant embracing all the encounters with the world not as 

opportunities to order it, but as tender pokes that could shake and rearrange 

constellations of fragments of this story. Consenting to rhuthmos became a 

decolonial gesture of reclaiming one’s existence, but not in the sense of returning 

to some primeval, ideal, decolonized state, or finding one’s true self, but in 

shattering, splitting self and letting it fall open, into endless fragments, which opens 

up possibilities for endless new wholes, overcoming the “numbing effects of 

specific existences” (Glissant, 1990/2010, p. 124).  

Consenting to rhuthmos in and through autoethnography meant seeing writing 

as an accidental, not intentional process (St. Pierre, 1997), but not an accidental 

that is the result of chance (Glissant, 1990/2010, p. 82). Consenting to rhuthmos 

was waiting without waiting and writing without writing through the pain and 

pleasure, fear and hope, restlessness and peace, silence and noise, shame, and 

confidence. Consenting to rhuthmos is becoming confident about your lack of 

confidence and secure about your vulnerability—and future vulnerabilities that can 
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never be fully anticipated, even if I keep thinking about this text as an “inked tattoo” 

(Tolich, 2010, p. 1605). Consenting to rhuthmos in writing means telling, 

stories honestly in a way that activates a sense of the whole in the reader’s mind, 

that sets off the reader’s capacity to unite fragments into a single design, and 

to discover entire constellations in the small particles of events. Telling a story 

that makes it clear that everyone and everything is steeped in one common 

notion, which we painstakingly produce in our minds with every turn of the 

planet. (Tokarczuk, 2019c, section 6, para. 7) 

Being “steeped in one common notion” means that auto in autoethnography is 

inevitably a misnomer (Tolich, 2010). It means that just as my body is a 

“community body” (see Spring: Butoh), this story is a community story. While my 

main purpose was to question and reveal to myself my own colonialities, I am 

aware, and indeed hope, that it will raise similar questions for others. I am aware 

that my main ethical concern here is the risk of making those intertwined in my 

stories recognizable to themselves in ways they might not feel comfortable with or 

agree (Sparkes, 2013). 

I believe that I have done my best to avoid hurt to any individuals, groups or 

institutions directly and indirectly implicated in my story, engaging in “process 

consent” (Ellis, 2007) when relevant, and using literary tools such as 

fictionalization to enhance confidentiality and protect others. However, as Ellis 

(2007, p. 23) reminds us, no “matter how strictly you follow procedural guidelines, 

situations will come up in the field that will make your head spin and your hearts 

ache.” That is why thinking/knowing/writing with the relational, Buberian ethics 

of care (Ellis, 2007), which requires us “to act from our hearts and our minds, to 

acknowledge our interpersonal bonds to others, and initiate and maintain 

conversations” (Ellis , 2007 , p. 5), throughout the text has been essential.  

But while avoiding harming others and myself is one of the foundational 

research ethics principles, thinking with coloniality/modernity compels me also to 

critically engage with the very idea of harm. Perhaps we need to distinguish 

between discomfort and harm, between unease and pain—one as necessary and the 

other as inhibiting potential transformation and healing. Taking a painkiller to 

alleviate the pain in one part of the body will not heal the underlying root causes of 

illness. Perhaps instead of taking painkillers, under the disguise of research ethics 

steeped in the individualist models concerned with the protection of the 

autonomous, independent homo economicus (Tikly & Bond, 2013), we could be 

striving, as far as possible and feasible in each of our unique contexts, to 
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continuously reevaluate our entitlements and related perceived harm asking 

ourselves: is it the pain of being exploited, abused or denied participation in 

conversation or is it “just” a discomfort of giving up a privilege of controlling the 

terms of the conversation? And if my writing/moving gestures caused anyone any 

discomforts or uneasy questions, all I can do at this point is to make myself 

available—to sit, stand, move, dance, and breathe together through the discomforts, 

questions and pain. All I can do at this point is to reiterate the invitation to the 

dialogical encounter underpinned by tenderness or love (see Winter: The rude 

word(s); see also Boveda & Bhattacharya, 2019).  

Consenting to rhuthmos is to embrace the weakness of being tender as strength.  

Consenting to rhuthmos is stopping to listen to that visible and invisible movement 

of visible and invisible particles, the repetition of movement—spring, summer, 

winter, autumn, always coming, never the same, every autumn meeting students, 

never the same, re-reading the sentence, the paragraph, the book, never the same, 

panic attack again, never the same, looking into a mirror, never the same face—

repetition of those thickened moments “of the present, which contains memory of 

the past and anticipation of the future” (Furby, 2006, p. 24). And this so-called final 

chapter, which some might be tempted to read as some sort of “conclusions,” will 

never be the same in future moments. It can only be read as one temporary, open, 

messy constellation of “endings” in this timespace, remembering that “the mess is 

the message” (Guttorm, 2012). 

Consenting to rhuthmos is to write, to cook spaghetti, to rake your garden, to 

read poetry with your students, to dance with a dead bird, to talk to the ghosts of 

your hometown, to pick mushrooms, to play the expert 

to bite your nails 

to tend your tomatoes 

to bury your writing 

to massage the calves of your son 

to read 

to walk 

to clean the tortoise poo 

to write 

to dance 

to write 

to dance 
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to teach 

to learn 

to read 

to dwell 

to sit 

to step outside 

to revisit 

to reread, rewrite, rethink, cook spaghetti, dance, cry and sing ... 

all at the same time.  

it  

more often than not  

ends up with writing poetry 

 

when you try to write prose  

 

it is to keep re-discovering your legs 

over and over again 

Consenting to rhuthmos is to work against and within that chaos of movement and 

within and against the numbing effects of order. It is to work within and against the 

order that resists chaos and chaos that resists order. It is writing words, a lot of 

words, more and more words, and then looking at them and deleting them, multiple 

movements of fingers on the keyboard ordered by a prolonged press of a single 

button: ordering wor(l)ds, deleting the pretentious mess in a tender gesture toward 

the reader, who I hope will hear the silences between the words, deciding the story 

can continue and be retold (Winterson, 2011, p. 8), deciding this is worth their time 

and attention, deciding this is worth some recognition in that place called 

academia ...  

Consenting to rhuthmos is to break with binaries of teaching versus research, 

pedagogy versus scholarship, practice versus theory, teaching, and reflection on 

teaching without publication, and published research on teaching, subject/object, 

material/discursive, body/mind, nature/culture, private/professional, life/work ... It 

is to be moved beyond the boundaries of disciplinary thinking and institutional 

orders of modern academia ... 
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Consenting to rhuthmos is to let yourself be changed by the movement of the 

process, hoping and trusting that the reader will let themselves be changed by the 

product, setting the fragments of their selves into motion toward new constellations 

of meanings. Consenting to rhuthmos is to let yourself be overtaken by the process, 

yet never lose sight of your reader, who can only meet you through the product. 

And it is also to be able to meet my “self” anew through that product and become 

a reader of my own story (Sparkes, 2013), though that may be the most challenging 

part. Perhaps because, as Erica Burman (personal communication, October 21, 

2021), pointed out “we’re attached to particular narratives we’re telling ourselves.” 

Being able to move between being a writer and a reader, much like moving between 

being a teacher/learner, is then essential. 

Consenting to the rhuthmos of this work is to keep finding pluriverse within 

ourselves—that “nonhierarchical coexistence of different worlds—ranging from 

human to natural and spiritual worlds—which are all interconnected in time and 

space” (Silova, 2020, pp. 139–140; see also Common Worlds Research Collective, 

2020). Consenting to rhuthmos is to resist essentializing desires, accepting that each 

of these different worlds might contain another pluriverse within. It is to keep 

finding MA within ourselves, that in-between space—“a liquid negotiating 

bordering realm where new meanings, symbols, concepts and tactical 

identifications are generated to destabilize and erode the established and fixed 

geocultural, disciplinary and epistemic models, be they Western, non-Western, 

Northern or Southern” (Tlostanova, et al., 2016, p. 216). It is to traverse the ocean 

of seemingly unrelated and free-floating fragments of Jewish mysticism, Zen 

Buddhist butoh, South American-born/postsocialist decoloniality, shintoist MA, 

Western enlightenment, nature, dreams, memories, and ..., and ..., bringing them 

into horizontal, open, and decentered encounters that connect rather than 

hierarchize, pluralize rather than universalize (Silova, 2020; Tlostanova et al., 

2016). It is dwelling on the epistemic and/or ontological borders, which can help 

us not only to gain awareness of coloniality and its legacies but also become attuned 

to “other” worlds (Silova, 2020, p. 145). 

It is to tread gently between those worlds. 

Consenting to rhuthmos is to trust the reluctant dissertation that came from the 

place that no one commands and is now being released into the world, beginning 

its own life. Consenting to rhuthmos is to become ready to be cha(lle)nged again 
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by this new life that cannot be controlled. It is to tender those new lives as they 

emerge like tomato sprouts breaking the seemingly solid surface of the ground.  

Consenting to rhuthmos in the process of gaining a doctorate is to consider the 

evaluation of an autoethnographic dissertation as “another story from a highly 

situated, privileged, empowered subject about something he or she experienced. To 

evaluate autoethnography in a genuinely useful way, you have to open yourself up 

to being changed by it, to heeding its call to surrender your entitlement” (Gingrich-

Philbrook, 2013, p. 618; see also Sparkes, 2020). In that sense, as I emphasized in 

the introduction, this performative dissertation is an invitation to a dialogue in 

Buber’s sense, going beyond its communicative understanding and purpose. It is 

an invitation to an embodied encounter with what is, not necessarily with what 

should be, potentially, but only potentially, with a great degree of uncertainty and 

with no guarantees, opening fissures for the emergence of what could be. It is the 

invitation to a connective encounter of worlds, responding to Silova’s invitation to 

reconfigure education as a “connective tissue” (2020) between different worlds. It 

is the invitation to engage in the e-valu(e)-ation of this autoethnography 

autoethnographically. 

I am still very much worried that I am leaving the reader in an endless swamp 

(Rautio, 2020, p. 2), but maybe the problem of the swamp is not that it exists but 

that we do not allow ourselves—or the world does not allow us— the time to stay 

in it, to struggle in it, to wallow in it, or even let it suck us in completely. As the 

conventions of academic writing are rooted in the epistemic of objectivity, which 

is constructed through rhetorical devices of clarity, transparency, and coherence 

(see Bennet, 2015; Turner, 2011). I worry if the reader will have timespace to stay 

long enough with my text, to meet me—a knower dwelling in opaque border zones, 

not the object—the knowledge and with all its potential utility. I worry I will be 

“wasting” my reader’s time, just as I worried I was wasting my students’ time when 

I asked them to walk backward (Winter).  

And I look outside. 

I see the silenced garden covered in snow, withdrawn, hibernating, sleeping, yet 

buzzing with potential of life waiting to burst in a few months, soon, not yet, soon, 

not yet, patience ...  
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So, I worry, but at the same time I trust the rhuthmos of this work and all the work 

that argues for the need to slow down, counterintuitively amidst the urgent calls for 

immediate action in times of multiple crises. I trust in work that emphasizes the 

need to stretch the time in-between the beats, taking process and attentive, intense 

presence radically seriously. I am excited about joining the stream of the important 

work on slow science, scholarship and pedagogy (e.g., Alhadeff-Jones, 2017; 

Chemi & Neilson, in press; Kumar, 2013; Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2018; Shahjahan, 

2015; Stengers, 2018; van der Sluis, 2020), as there seems to be more need than 

ever for work that responds to Gayatri Spivak’s call for higher education to be about 

slow cooking of the human soul that is needed for social justice (Spivak, 2014), for 

work that nurtures imagination necessary for that slow cooking, for work that 

makes timespace for philosophizing, being/thinking/sensing extensively with 

concepts, objects, images, for creative poetryprosefiction writing and reading, for 

walking backward, for breathing, dancing and drawing ... Timespace for dwelling 

with the texts that might not fit some preconceived ideas of what a doctoral 

dissertation should look like.  

And in that chaotic flow of ambivalent emotions—a sense of relief, anxiety, hope, 

uncertainty, frustration, I am once again consenting to rhuthmos, getting excited 

about what it might bring. I get excited about what living autoethnographically in 

the future might bring, especially if I am privileged enough to continue to work 

within higher education with all its/my complicities in (re)producing patterns of 

coloniality/modernity. I get excited together with Toyosaki & Pensoneau-Conway, 

(2016) in their “what ifs”: “What if global leaders in the world were 

autoethnographers? What if educators were trained to engage their students 

autoethnographically in classrooms? What if oppressors and the oppressed 

dialogued through their autoethnographies?” (p. 559). 

What if we slowly cook our souls in a nurturing sauce of autoethnographic living 

in higher education? 

Consenting to rhuthmos in living autoethnographic (and a/r/tographic, see Autumn: 

The letters to Veronique) inquiry in academia means inevitably, organically, 

implicitly, or more explicitly teaching autoethnographically. It also means getting 

excited about the pedagogical potentials of autoethnography. Thinking of 

scholarship of teaching and learning (Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2018) through an 

autoethnographic lens, the potential is not only for students to be morphed by the 
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autoethnographic (writing) processes, but also for me to be changed by students’ 

stories, surrendering my entitlement to know (better). It keeps me continuously 

engaged in a labor of reflexivity (Madison, 2011), particularly in the sense of how 

I am made of and in the logic of modernity/coloniality. It asks me to continuously 

dis-possess myself of my “self,” in order to see how “nothing works” (Matta-Clark, 

as cited in Riga International Biennial of Contemporary Art, 2020). It asks me to 

continuously scan myself and unsettle to become chaos that appears to be nothing 

in-between the beats of inevitable orders. I have been finding embodied practice 

infused with philosophy of butoh and other authentic movement practices helpful 

in that process, and I get excited about pedagogical potentials of becoming nothing 

through autoethnography infused with art (in a sense of aestheSis as discussed in 

Autumn).  

Paradoxically, autoethnography as pedagogy, or autoethnographic pedagogy, 

helps to put the self back into teaching and learning (Pennington, 2007; Trahar, 

2013), but not necessarily in order to understand your students’ perspectives (if that 

is even possible, as discussed in Summer: Thinking extensively about “dialogue”). 

It puts “self” back into teaching and learning so that “self” can be unsettled, 

questioned, fragmented, and undone through encounters with the students (and with 

all the other human and more-than-human beings) in and through all of their stories. 

As a decolonial gesture, autoethnographic pedagogy can help us as teachers to 

“show up authentically with our entanglements with coloniality and engage in non-

hierarchical dialogue with our students” (Menon, et al., 2021, p. 947). It can help 

us move from the fear of being vulnerable and uncertain about embracing 

vulnerability and uncertainty as pedagogical forces (Andreotti et al., 2018; Boveda 

& Bhattacharya, 2019; Leibowitz et al., 2010). Embracing and nurturing these 

forces in and through education can help us reconfigure education as “connective 

tissue” (Silova, 2020) that develops our affective, relational, and cognitive stamina 

for uncertain futures. It can help us to reconfigure education as utopian thinking, 

because it is the open, liberating, and generative nature of utopia that we need in 

times of, and for managing, uncertainty and ambiguity. It is utopian thinking that 

we need to envisage change that will not be just more of the same (Haste & Chopra, 

2020). 

Without utopian thinking, there surely would not be this dissertation. 

But consenting to rhuthmos also means that in all the excitement, fueled with all 

the future research ideas and publishing plans that now will be all the more 
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expected from “me the PhD,” my body cells remind me once again to breathe, to 

move, to slow down, to surrender. Now that they have taken their voice back, giving 

it equal status, they can speak more gently, more tenderly. Now that I have been 

making an effort to take care of them, they can take care of me, perhaps helping me 

in “detecting arrhythmias—the increasing disjunction between the institutional 

demands of accelerated production and the slower, irrational rhythms of 

craftsmanship (sic!)” (Dakka & Wade, 2019, p. 185). Perhaps consenting to 

rhuthmos in academia can help to turn academic labor into a liberating activity of 

doing the embodied political work without waiting for hierarchical permission. 

Perhaps consenting to rhuthmos in and through autoethnographic personal-political 

living in academia can help me dare to dream and dare to share the dreams, not 

necessarily with the purpose of implementing them but as a way of dialoguing 

toward life-sustaining co-existence of multiple dreams.  

Consenting to rhuthmos is to turn ...  

 

Fig. 2. Structure of the dissertation as a product, as introduced in Introduction. 

into ... 
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Image 20. Dissertation as a process. 
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Epilogue 

Coming to an end is gathering everything in a hand, putting together a small 

collection of moments in life. It is no loss, on the contrary, it is finding what 

seemed to be lost. (Tokarczuk, 2004, p. 191, own translation) 

There are so many beings that have co-authored this dissertation with me: students 

I have encountered, artists, other writers/thinkers, supervisors, fellow teachers and 

researchers, friends and family, sand, water, swallows, birches, tomatoes, snow, and 

others I am not even aware of. Yet, paradoxically, the process of crafting this 

autoethnography has ultimately been very lonely, despite its relational ethic-

ontology. Perhaps this is an inevitable, indeed necessary, dimension of 

transformational experience, of unbecoming. After all, that most transformational 

experience of all, that of dying, is also the loneliest one, no matter if one dies at 

home surrounded by people or in an empty hospital room, no matter if one ‘dies’ 

dancing on the beach or on the pages of the doctoral dissertation ... 

But giving birth is an equally lonely experience. Perhaps that is why toward the end 

of the writing process, I felt an urge to hide away from the world, to close the doors 

to any new ideas, new readings, people’s comments, which was not easy, as I 

continued teaching all this time. It was like a final stage of labor, when no-one but 

the person giving birth can do the job. It is that moment when every single cell of 

your body is there only to bring this life out from the darkness into the light of the 

world. 

 

beginning  

is invisible  

the intimate moment of conception  

that your body hides even from you 

only later you learn 

the process has already started 

irreversible 

process 

that repeats itself 

from the dawn of the universe 

you begin to dwell  

pregnant in nothingness 
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the world might get a glimpse of 

you pregnant nothingness 

might even give you advise 

how to ease the pain of your back 

how to best use your time 

what (not) to eat 

what (not) to drink 

what (not) to read 

how (not) to write 

they will ask you over and over 

when is your due date 

and you will feel like it will never come 

utopian moment of birth 

you don’t want it to ever come 

fearing you won’t handle 

that new life 

but just as your body knew the beginning 

it knows  

when 

it is time to finish 

hiding from itself again 

it will bring this life out  

life of me but not mine 

some story of me 

but beyond my control  

as it begins to live its own life 

and write its own stories 
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Appendix 

Backward walk poem from the Image 18. 

At first, fear, the unknown lies ahead 

Where are we going? For how long? Will I be safe? 

Who does this? What is the point? What will happen? 

Bugs, wet feet, insecurity. 

dormant leaves under my shoes 

my thoughts still at the university ... 

my mind still with a way of its own 

only when doing the unthinkable it could be tamed 

I often think about change as a bad thing.  

But is it really? 

It took me a while to hear the slower heartbeat of the planet ... 

It is unexpectedly beautiful ... 

The sky is grey, but full of character  

and hope 

the image I was looking at was coming towards me 

slowly checking who's behind me 

I see there is nothing or no one to worry about. 

time started to go backwards  

I was in a slow motion movie ... 

focus on one thing and one thing only 

step by step I became more secure,  

step by step I allowed myself to look up,  

step by step my body took over my mind.  

I turn my hands to the sky to receive energy all over around me 

I smiled  

After all I think I can find beauty in change 

I can dance now 

I breath again and continue my dance and my own rhythm 

my spirit feels as though it belongs here 
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I am home 

and 

I understand that not everything I go through 

experience,  

or feel  

has to be a safe 

familiar action 
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