
 

5 A critical retrospective on whiteness 
in Possible Worlds video artwork 

Mari Mäkiranta and Outi Ylitapio-Mäntylä 

Abstract: The chapter examines the communally and interculturally constructed video 
work Possible Worlds in terms of its arts-policy meanings related on whiteness, living 
environments and youth. The video art work consists of seven episodes relating to the 
living environments of young women residing in different parts of Europe. The aim is 
to consider what kinds of meanings these young women produce related on the places 
they inhabit, and how the critical perspective on whiteness could challenge the ways 
how the knowledge of the place has been produced in the video artwork. The founda-
tion of the chapter is arts-based research, where the artist-researcher is a participant 
in constructing the content of the art in collaboration with the human subjects of the 
study, and in which the production of the art intrinsically relates to both the research 
methodology and the presentation of results. The chapter draws on experiences of 
inhabiting a white world as a white, and explores how taking whiteness under a 
critical retrospective might produce new ways of understandings of living conditions 
produced in the video art. 

Keywords: Arts-based research, whiteness, communal art, ‘new’-materialism, 
young people, interculturalism, gender, social engagement, plurality 

Introduction 

The video work examined here, Possible Worlds (Mäkiranta & Escudeiro, 2017), 
consists of spoken narratives and photographs related to the living environments 
of seven young women living in different European lands. During the project, the 
women were photographed either on their own or with Mari Mäkiranta in their liv-
ing environments—the places they inhabit, the people they meet and the daily lives 
they lead. The speech was produced in conversations occurring between the picture 
taking. In addition, some of the women recorded their stories after the meeting, send-
ing the audio fles to Mäkiranta afterwards for inclusion in the work. The women 
were between 16 and 27 years old and resided in Poland, Estonia, Croatia, Russia, 
Finland, Holland and Slovenia. A thread connecting the women was their general 
interest in art or their status as art students. The women’s interest in visuality is 
manifested in the video through their thoughtful considerations for the aesthetics and 
structural features of the photographs. The speech component also demonstrates an 
informed awareness and analysis, as well as a sense of poetry and atmosphere. 

The material for this chapter is taken from Possible Worlds—especially the segment 
on Kielce in Poland—and from the photographs and stories told by Daria Maron-
Ptàk. Mari Mäkiranta invited the participants by an invitation letter sent to different 
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institutions and universities—in this case, the University of Kielce and Maron-Ptàk were 
chosen after a meeting with her. Her position and contribution in the research was 
signifcant because of the fact that she was very interested in the project, photography 
and visual language. Our investigation in this chapter focuses on the content of the 
video and its process-oriented character: the varying, interpretative and mobile mean-
ings relating to the living environment and the audio-visual worlds constructed within. 
When producing the artwork, Mäkiranta, as a researcher-artist of the project, did not 
pay attention to the questions of race, whiteness or non-whiteness in the process. How-
ever, the call in the book Artistic Cartography and Design Explorations Towards the 
Pluriverse inspired us to ponder the blindness that rests behind white domination both 
in the case of research and in the contents of artwork. When analysing the data, Outi 
Ylitapio-Mäntylä joined the process, and we started to coauthor this chapter together. 
In this chapter, we retrospectively examine the process of the artwork and the question 
about why the issues of whiteness matter. We ask the following: What kinds of critical 
retrospectives on whiteness can be formulated in the artwork? 

The theoretical and methodological inspiration comes from affect theories on visual 
media and from the contributions of art research to the development of new material-
ist thinking (see Ahmed, 2004, 2008; Kontturi, 2012; Marks, 2000; Sobchack, 2004; 
Väätäinen, 2007). Inspired by arts-based research and material-affective approaches, 
we bring theorising on affectivity to the feld of arts-based-oriented research (Bar-
rett & Bolt, 2013). In addition, we defne whiteness as a racial category that is varied 
and complex and a theoretical concept constructed and reconstructed by different 
kinds of social and political surroundings (Green et al., 2007). Our aim is to make 
some of the less-studied topics in arts-based-oriented research visible: the intertwining 
of affects and whiteness. We have sought to show the dimensions of affectivity, visual-
ity and whiteness present in video art in dealing with living environments. 

Intersectionality is a suitable analytical tool when analysing how different kinds of 
categories intersect, and it helps in understanding the pluriverse in our societies at the 
micro- and macro-levels (Christensen & Qvotrup Jensen, 2012). Thus, intersectional 
thinking focuses on exploring the pluriverse from structural, political and representa-
tional perspectives (Crenshaw, 1991), and the focus is on analysing power structures 
in different positions and relations between people (Christensen & Qvotrup Jensen, 
2012). Yuval-Davis (2006) states that social divisions are found in people’s attitudes 
and prejudices towards others. Hence, the importance of exploring the pluriverse 

Figure 5.1 Still images of the video artwork Possible Worlds. Mäkiranta and Escudeiro (2017). 
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is evident. By using art-based methods, the understanding of the pluriverse and dif-
ferent structures of power can be reached. In particular, when studying whiteness, 
it is necessary to analyse constructions of society’s values, morals, ethics, practices 
and discourses (Green et al., 2007). Furthermore, the discourses mentioned earlier, 
such as ethics and practices, need to be refected upon when exploring visuality and 
affectivity. The aim is to point out the relation of the affectivity to the pluriverse and 
address an antiracist orientation to deconstruct the power structures that maintain 
white dominance—here as a way to avoid setting whiteness back at the centre. 

Arts-based research, affects and critical perspectives on whiteness 

‘Making visible’ refers not only to the presentation of research results via the written 
word, but also to the video work itself as a medium. Arts-based research is in close 
proximity to artistic research in terms of methodology (see Mäkelä, 2013; Mäkiranta, 
2017). Arts-based research, however, is a feld in which art content and art produc-
tion are inseparably related to the methodology and the presentation of the results, 
for instance, in audio-visual form, as in the present case. 

When we analyse the artwork together, we can better understand that we need a 
relevant, critical set of concepts and methodology to retrospectively investigate the 
whiteness and affects and to articulate how the encounter with the human subjects of 
our research are key factors for understanding the intertwining of living environments 
and race. In addition, the methodology to which we have committed our work—arts-
based research—and in which we produced the material in collaboration with the 
research subjects demands self-refection on our part as researcher-artists. In addition, 
we need refection on the researcher-research-subject relationships and to hear the 
affective voices and emotional expressions to further register their seriousness. 

We understand affectivity as part and parcel of a materially oriented research 
approach, one in which the material—pictures and stories or the visuality and speech 
they produce—is seen as mobile and ever fexible rather than static and stable. In this, 
our thinking runs parallel to that of materialist feminism (Braidotti, 2006; Haraway, 
1991; Grosz, 2006) and is congruent with the ontological turn away from dualism 
towards change, movement and non-essentialising ways of apprehending the world. 
Materialist feminism refers to the recognition by materiality that the artistic endeav-
our is ultimately grounded in material substance, affects, embodied experiences, gen-
der and race. We claim that materialist feminism refers to those artistic production 
processes and chains of gendered and racialised meanings that can never be reduced 
to pure linguistic performance. Arts-based research productions such as the video 
speaks sensuously to viewers, for example, in the form of bodily vibrations, aural 
images or memories that are diffcult to verbalise or ineffable (Mäkiranta, 2017). 

Our research subscribes to the notion that an affect is connected to one’s experi-
ences and personal emotions. The concepts of affect and emotion carry the burden of 
conceptually gendered history and culture, which assign emotion to the feminine in a 
way that often disallows it as a form and way of knowing (Koivunen, 2008, p. 182). 
We conceive of affects as a corporal emotional effect infuenced by bodily experi-
ences and that is related to culture and disallowed meanings (see Ahmed, 2004, 2008; 
Probyn, 2005; Sobchack, 2004). An affect is not simply born of an individual’s body 
and experience, but it emerges through encounters between two or more materially 
embodied actors in a lived place and community. 
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In the current study, we critically refect on the experiences of inhabiting a white 
world as a white person, exploring how taking whiteness under a critical retrospec-
tive analysis might create new ways of producing video art. The beginning of white-
ness studies can be traced back to the early 1990s when it emerged and developed 
in the social sciences and humanities (Steyn & Conway, 2010). ‘Whiteness could be 
described as an ongoing and unfnished history, which orientates bodies in specifc 
directions, affecting how they “take up” space, and what they “can do”’, as Sara 
Ahmed (2011) argues. 

We claim that the defnition of whiteness is on transition because the world around 
us is changing. For example, Nordic countries have been considered homogeneous, 
white territories (Lundström & Teitelbaum, 2017). This has caused domination and 
racism against the Sámi peoples and other ethnic minorities that have, however, lived 
in Nordic communities (Puuronen, 2011). 

These are associations centuries in the making. Nordics have long functioned as 
whiteness standard bearers in pseudoscientifc race typologies. [. . .] However, 
Nordic whiteness is by no means natural or static. [. . .] Moreover, whiteness in 
the Nordic countries is today in fux because of infuxes of non-white migrants 
and the increased mobility and mobilization of domestic minorities like the Sámi, 
Jews, and Roma. 

(Lundström & Teitelbaum, 2017, p. 151) 

In the United States and South Africa, whiteness is understood as a skin colour, and 
in India, it is identifed through educational status (Green et al., 2007). Thus, the 
defnitions of whiteness are based on history and cultural and social constructions. 
Whiteness often appears in our living environments as a way of thinking and acting 
as a canon that will stereotypically repeat whiteness of a certain kind (Truman & 
Shannon, 2018). It should be remembered that whiteness is not the same identity of 
all white people (Green et al., 2007). 

Whiteness signifes knowledge that has been a privilege for white people because 
of their possibilities to educate themselves, and it indicates national identity and an 
understanding of whiteness (white privilege) are an important part of antiracism prac-
tices (Green et al., 2007). Green et al. (2007) state that whiteness is reconstructed and 
reproduced; however, this requires a cultural shift in knowledge production, requiring 
white people to recognise racial limitations and understand how power and privilege 
are white dominated. 

Whiteness in Possible Worlds 

On the day of the meeting, Daria Maron-Ptàk in Kielce, Mari Mäkiranta and Daria 
Maron-Ptàk took photographs, both countries such as Poland, feminist individually 
and together, and discussed our ways of making art, sense of place and how we felt 
about that small, formerly socialist city. As a researcher-artist, Mari Mäkiranta ended 
up in different places, towns and cities because her research interest considered young 
peoples’ living environments and photography art (Mäkiranta et al., 2013, 2014, 
2015, 2017). The knowledge of the residents and various living environments in the 
Polish city deepened as we spent the day exploring Daria’s hometown cityscapes and 
communities. As Mari Mäkiranta and Daria Maron-Ptàk walked, we became more 
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assimilated with each other’s worlds and, at the same time, differentiated from them 
as well, encountering each other as corporal agents, producing photographs and cre-
ating meanings related to the environment in the context of community and networks 
of relationships. In addition to the communities and people, we photographed many 
buildings and the vicinities around them. 

The use of walking and photographing methods is a performative approach includ-
ing collaboratively working together; it creates a space to walk, sense and sees places 
and living environments in a novel way (O’Neill & Hubbard, 2010). Also, affects 
are intertwined with walkers during the photographing and discussing process (Tru-
man & Shannon, 2018). 

The foundation of our visualisation of Kielce involved performative walks, along 
with experiential and affective dimensions. These dimensions materialised as move-
ment: physical distancing and coming together as social agents in an urban space. 
When our lack of a common language limited these expressions, we conversed with 
gestures and our bodies. The affects, too, such as our expectations about each other, 
anticipation and the sense of wonder, delight or disgust towards the urban space, 
induced bodily sensations. Bennett (2005, p. 36) and Kivinen (2013, p. 33) write of 
the relation between art born of such affective encounters and the production and 
presentation of multisensory, experiential and corporal-linguistic knowledge. How-
ever, the experiential knowledge of the living environments in our work was not free 
of power relations and hierarchy. 

However, during the process of walking and photographing, we did not speak 
about the whiteness around us, even though whiteness is one of the identity cat-
egories defning subjectivity, in addition to gender and place. While analysing the 
artwork retrospectively, we noticed that we needed to recognise our ‘Western’-based 
academic tradition and be aware of whiteness in us and in our artwork. We had not 
questioned whiteness earlier in the process because we had been too close to it, even 
though as feminist researchers we had studied diversity and marginalisation and rec-
ognised power issues in other research processes (Mäkiranta & Ylitapio-Mäntylä, 
2011; Ylitapio-Mäntylä & Mäkiranta, 2020). Blindness is present when we are work-
ing in our own, familiar surroundings. Nevertheless, our retrospective working with 
the concept of whiteness helped us see whiteness as a structure and source of power 
that produces privilege. 

Retrospectively, almost ten years after exhibiting the artwork, it is crucial to discuss 
the issues of whiteness and the conservative nationalist government continuing to 
strengthen its grasp in Poland. Attacks and harassment against lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender (LGBTQ+) people have increased, and several LGBTQ+, environ-
mental and political activists have been arrested; in addition, xenophobic, homopho-
bic and antisemitic rhetoric has been rising. The video artwork was implicated in the 
differential power relations, but at the time of producing the artwork, we were not 
aware enough about the political changes occurring. 

During the production, Mari Mäkiranta talked with Daria Maron-Ptàk about what 
kinds of researcher-subject hierarchies might exist in the production process. Our 
encounter could be described as involving a two-way interaction (see Marks, 2000) 
between a small-town woman from ‘Eastern Europe’ and a feminist researcher from 
the Nordic ‘West’. It makes little sense to speak of two different cultures or geo-
graphically locative labels such as ‘East’ and ‘West’ in our production process or to 
draw a line between the researcher-artist and the research subject (see also Rainio, 
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2015, p. 110). The question is more about a movement between corporal white social 
agents and between cultures, a matter of working practices, ways of thinking and 
people infuencing and being infuenced by each other. 

Crossing dichotomies and challenging assumptions 

In former socialist countries such as Poland, feminist art produced by women gained 
a real foothold in the early 1990s (Koobak, 2013). However, the issues of race and 
whiteness should be considered from a critical perspective. Certain surroundings and 
environments are flled with historical, cultural and practical layers, and this is a rea-
son why whiteness will not be seen (Ahmed, 2011). Analysing whiteness in and around 
us helps us see our habits and constructions of environments that can be harmful and 
excluding of non-white people. Deconstructing whiteness as a norm can enhance the 
understanding of complex dynamics between place, affects and whiteness. 

Hemmings (2011, p. 9) notes that the dominant position of discourse and cultural 
idioms in speech reveals that feminist thought is often conceived of as a product of 
Western capitalist democracy, suggesting that this form of society in and of itself 
is what makes feminist thinking possible. Thus, a power constellation is created in 
which the need for feminism is based on a fantasised shared oppression, one applied 
in the same way to East European women as to West European women (Hemmings, 
2011). In the meeting with Maron-Ptàk, it struck us how by assuming this shared 
oppression, we might be glossing over the differences between our experiential worlds 
because white feminism in the ‘West’ has been progressive, advanced through various 
stages and dealt with issues of gender equality, whereas in the ‘East’, the problems 
are more acutely present. In the production process for our artwork, interculturalism 
also means challenging our own ingrained ways of thinking, giving oneself over to 
the affects and reaching out towards that other world, the framework in which the 
subject would present herself. In addition, intercultural artwork should include a 
critical understanding of whiteness, for instance, how whiteness affects the questions 
of nationalism, politics and histories of certain places. 

In our retrospective analysis, we became aware that within the feminist approach, 
racial confict between white and non-white continues to be one area of struggle (see, 
e.g., hooks, 1986). In fact, hooks reminds us that ‘often these conficts are so over-
whelming that they cause us to despair that we can ever live and work together in 
social spaces that are no irrevocably tainted by politics of domination’ (1986, p. 125). 
We claim that our commitment to analysing whiteness as white researchers and our 
privileged ‘Western’ position can strengthen the political struggle and solidarity as 
while confronting racism. We as white people admitting that we have privileges is not 
enough if we do not actively deconstruct this privilege in arts, politics and education. 
We understand that this is a complex but necessary task because the structures are 
deeply embedded in our ways of being and constructed as gendered and racial (and 
racialising) subjects. 

Discussion and conclusion 

At the visual and verbal narrative moment, the story itself and what the narrator 
herself experiences are connected to affectivity and nonverbal expression (Saresma, 
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2010). This is a crucial point in bringing into the discussion something that is hidden: 
whiteness. Braidotti (2006), Ahmed (2004) and Probyn (2005)—all of whom have 
conceptualised the construction of the subject not through discourse but as corporal 
and material—might say that whiteness is something that we carry in our emotions 
and bodies. 

The present chapter’s conception of the subject emphasises materiality and affective 
dimensions. We claim that taking whiteness under a critical perspective and under-
standing the subject as a multivocal racial and gendered entity, we might be able to 
formulate new methodologies in arts-based research that take into account hidden, 
unseen habits, thinking and acting. When walking, photographing, sensing and talk-
ing, it is possible to fnd an unknown phenomenon of race and whiteness. Whiteness 
must be critically approached to create art and research, admitting that racism and 
racial prejudice is impossible to understand without analysing the normative white 
centre that gives rise to it. Social justice and educational equity do not happen with-
out analysing race. Whiteness is the norm around which other races are constructed; 
its existence depends on the mythologies, art practices and material inequalities that 
sustain the current racial system in arts, societies and research. 

More research is needed about whiteness, for example, what kind of historical 
and cultural defnitions are used. As Western researchers and artists, we carry on the 
specifc disciplinary epistemologies and methodologies of Western academics, which 
could make us unconscious of other ways of knowing. Thus, when exploring race and 
whiteness, self-refective work is needed. Furthermore, whiteness should be under-
stood as one category of race and as a racialising system and practice. 

The consciousness of our understanding and refections of our position as white 
researchers are the ways to see racialised practices, which gives us some tools to 
see the necessity of pluriversal methods in art-making processes and other societal 
contexts. For example, the knowledge of political intersectionality in art activism 
against right-wing populism might be one way. Sauer and Siim (2020) study the mat-
ter regarding the perspectives of migration, race, gender and sexuality intertwined 
with the questions of whiteness; they address the challenges of the cases of Aus-
tria and Denmark in mobilising against radical right-wing and how the challenge 
is in generating pluriverse politics constructed on intersectional solitary. We claim 
that intersectional solidarity and feminist politics are important tools to deconstruct 
racialised processes in societies, cultures and arts. 

In addition, by following the critical race theory tradition, our analysis, ways 
of making art and conducting research in the future must include the idea that the 
most dangerous form of ‘white supremacy’ is not only the obvious and extreme fas-
cistic posturing of small right-wing groups but rather the taken-for-granted routines 
that privilege white peoples’ interests. The aim of the study has been to explore how 
affects and whiteness are intertwined in arts-based oriented research. The video 
work Possible Worlds illustrates the phenomenon of young white women’s lives 
and sense of place and living surroundings. In the context of arts-based research 
methods and retrospective interpretation, we claim that it is possible to see the sur-
roundings and the world from a new standpoint. Arts-based research allows us to 
reach out to pluriverse and diversity, helping us in understanding the complexities 
of identities and our privileges as white people and the racialising processes we 
engage with. 
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