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ABSTRACT 
Personal and research experiences over the last seven years with a community of activists distributed across 
Greece and Germany have raised opportunities to understand how sociotechnical power and privilege affect 
how we approach and realize our goals for community impact. In this workshop paper, I discuss the 
sociotechnical artefact of the academic written word and the challenges it raises for community 
engagement. I argue that (1) access to the academic written word as a way of representing knowledge is a 
privilege and that (2) using the academic written word to represent community knowledge may, in some 
ways, constitute a colonizing act. I describe two strategies to grapple with these issues and conclude with a 
brief discussion of the meanings of ongoing research for grassroots politics of collaboration.  
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1 Introduction	
Over the past seven years, through personal connections and academic research, I have engaged with and 
become increasingly accountable to a community of activists distributed across Greece and Germany that is 
especially interested in issues surrounding migration. Beginning in 2012 with a research fellowship, I have 
been exploring the values that dance may contribute to individual, local, national, and transnational 
identities for Afghan communities in the United States, Germany, and Afghanistan. This research generated 
a collection of stories in text, video, and image formats from self-identified community members that I 
developed as a web-based project, Dance Afghanistan, in 2016 in response to community interest in having 
access to the collection. This community interest in learning what other people were saying about dance 
encouraged me to go to Greece with plans to collect stories of interested self-identified Afghan community 
members’ experiences with dance. Again, in response to community interest, support, and request, this 
story-collecting project evolved into work with crisis response units to support sustainable language 
learning programs and dance-based cultural integration initiatives among Afghan refugees. Extending my 
connections between research and community engagement further, I found funding for a research project to 
ask about how self-identified refugee communities in Greece and Germany engage with information 
resources to navigate identity during liminal and post-liminal portions of their refugee experiences.  
 
This sequential and increasingly complex research has raised in me equally complicated questions about 
my personal process of navigating the betweenness among different identities that I hold, and about my 
community’s process for navigating similar identity questions during liminal and post-liminal phases of 
their migration experiences. When it came time to describe the community’s experiences in academic 
written contexts, I found myself struggling to represent aspects of the community’s knowledge in a way 
that reflected the expressions they had shared with respect and integrity. For example, there were moments 
in which community members communicated their knowledge as energetic stillness or by moving their 
hand in a dance performance in a particular way. As I attempted to translate such stillnesses or motions into 
writing, I experienced moments in which academic writing felt like a mischaracterization of the 
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community’s knowledge, and perhaps somehow extractive. I was struck by a concerning conundrum: if I 
wanted to make sure that unheard voices were heard in the ways that they intended themselves to be heard, 
I could not write them in an academic tone of voice. On the other hand, if I did not academically write 
them, they would not be heard because the language of power in academic spaces is particular forms of the 
written word.  
 
In the sections that follow, I situate this internal conflict in existing literature that discusses representations 
of knowledge. I then discuss two approaches to (1) grappling with the understanding that access to the 
academic written word as a way of representing knowledge is a privilege, and (2) understanding how 
academia can make space for non-written forms of knowledge representation.  

2 Academic Word as a Way of Knowing	
Research on the nature of the human mind provide some insight to the tensions inherent in working with 
the academic written word as a sociotechnical artefact to represent intangible community knowledge. 
Beginning in the mid-1950s scholars of the human mind based in the United States and Europe experienced 
a divide in perspectives on what the mind constitutes. One group of scholars characterized the mind as an 
information processing system, or one that reduces phenomena to internal symbolic events in the brain 
where decisions are made (Hutchins, 2010, 707). Studying the world through the information processing 
lens is by design reductionist in that it seeks to understand phenomena through their inner parts and 
workings. Another school of thought pursued an understanding of the mind as an ecological system, or one 
that extends through the body into the world in a continual ecological feedback loop (Hutchins, 2010; 
Bateson, 1972; McQuown, Bateson, Birdwhistell, Brosin, & Hockett, 1971; Gibson, 1986; Vygotsky, 
1978). Studying the world through an ecological lens is generally holistic in that it defines knowledge and 
understanding as complex systems that cannot necessarily be separated into parts, but that ought to be 
understood through their collective performances.  
 
Pickering frames this dualistic conversation as one between those that study the mind as a 
“representational, cognitive device which we use for thinking”, and those that study the mind as 
“performative, an organ that does something, that acts – as an active and engaged switchboard between our 
sensory inputs from the environment and our motor organs” (Pickering, 2009, 472-473). Such a dialogue 
between the information processing mind and the ecological mind provides a helpful framework for 
thinking about different ways in which human societies have approached making sense of the world, and 
the tensions that exist between these different ways. As Shannon Mattern succinctly asks in her work on 
field guides as an approach to representing knowledge, “How do we reconcile our competing aspirations 
for ordered knowledge about how the world works with our desire to believe in its magic?” (Mattern, 
2016). 
 
This scholarly discourse undergirds fundamental challenges to representing community knowledge in an 
academic space. It provides us with the language to describe academia’s privileging of the written word 
that represents complex phenomena as a series of socially meaningful symbols, and in doing so 
underrepresent ecological formulations of these complex phenomena that leave them whole in their 
performance of knowledge. As I have continued to engage with my community personally and in research 
capacities, I experience a growing discomfort with my expectation of myself and the expectation of 
academic spaces, to characterize and represent aspects of my community through the academic written 
word. On the one hand, I deeply appreciate the value of the academic written word in making the 
unknowable knowable through its practiced capacities in categorization. The written word has also 
generally “been crucial to the Western myth of the distinction between oral and written cultures, primitive 
and civilized mentalities” and as such, a deeply important tool for marginalized communities to deconstruct 
these harmful distinctions through the “power to signify” (Haraway, 1984, 55). On the other hand, I 
become increasingly uncomfortable with the idea that in order for unheard voices to be heard, they must be 
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translated into the language of academic writing rather than preserved in holistic integrity in the way that 
they were expressed.  
 
Mattern shares this discomfort in Cloud and Field, where she describes the ethnographic practice of Dark 
Ecology that sends artists and researchers to difficult-to-access places in the world to make field guides for 
these places. She points out that these practices rely on the myth of the masculine explorer weathering 
unforgiving nature to bring back stories of conquest that aim to make unknowable phenomena knowable in 
the form of a field guide (Mattern, 2016). Mattern raises here an important question: are all representations 
- written word or otherwise - in and of themselves colonizations in that they assign meaning to phenomena 
without allowing the phenomena to speak for themselves? In the more specific case of my community, if I 
reduce the phenomenon of us and what we express, to only the academic written word when our initial 
expressions manifested as energetic stillness or the way in which a person moved their hand in a dance 
performance, am I engaging in a colonizing act? 
  
Finally, I raise the question, what would the process of rendering non-written forms of representation 
legitimate in academic spaces look like? Liminality theory and critical perspectives help us to better 
understand this question. Liminality theory describes the passage of a person from one stable identity state 
to another (van Gennep 1909; Turner 1987) and emphasizes the responsibility of the liminal person to 
integrate into a society as they move into their new identity state. The liminal person, who is not easily 
categorized by existing identity labels (Douglas, 1966, 119-120), is often saddled with the workload of 
finding a way to exist in a society in such a way that does not harm themselves or society. Audre Lorde 
argues that by asking marginalized communities (in this case the uncategorizable liminal person) to do the 
work of educating others, “the oppressors maintain their position and evade their responsibility for their 
own actions.” She continues: “There is a constant drain of energy which might be better used in redefining 
ourselves and devising realistic scenarios for altering the present and constructing the future” (Lorde, 
1984). If we think about this question of “onus” in relation to the academic written word, perhaps it is not 
necessarily the academic written word in and of itself that feels uncomfortable as a form of community 
knowledge representation, but rather its dominance as one of the few socially legitimate forms of 
knowledge representation in academic spaces. As such, other ways of knowing or representing knowledge, 
marginalized within academic spaces, are tasked with the bulk of the work to exist with respect and 
integrity in these spaces. 
  
In the sections that follow I briefly explore approaches for grappling with the sociotechnical power and 
privilege of the academic written word, and thereby understand how academia can make space for forms of 
knowledge representation that preserve the unheards’ voices with greater integrity. I attempt to highlight 
approaches that ask both marginalized and dominant voices to do work rather than place the preponderance 
of responsibility only on the marginalized. I will describe one type of work I am doing that I will call 
“wording the unwordable” (i.e. use academic written word to describe phenomena that usually feel 
indescribable in this way), and related work to imagine ways in which academic spaces can representing 
knowledge phenomena in non-written representations. 

2.1 Wording the Unwordable	
In order to get at the idea of what it means to translate “unwordable” knowing or knowledge representation 
into academic written words, I recently began a project of attempting to word personal expressions that feel 
unwordable in academic spaces. By personal expressions that feel unwordable, I mean moments in which I 
feel I know something, but cannot verbalize this knowledge in spoken or written word. Susan Rethorst 
helpfully describes this kind of phenomenon as “inwit”, or interior knowledge (Rethorst, 2012, 12-13). We 
might externalize this interior knowledge in some representational format, like the physical action of a 
twitchy heel, a film inspired by this interior knowledge, or the emotional energy we contribute to a space. I 
clarify here that people have been practicing wording the unwordable for academic spaces for generations 
(think dance writing, anthropological descriptions of community spiritual practices, or poetry, for 



4	
	

example). The newness of this exercise is its specific reflection on what is lost and what is gained from 
translating marginalized representative forms into academic written word. At the moment, my general 
approach to this project boils down to three core components that I practice on a somewhat ad-hoc but 
frequent basis: wording, reflecting, and repeating. 
  
2.1.1  Wording 
In instances in which I feel moved to express my interior knowledge in non-word form, first I allow myself 
to express in the way that I feel is appropriate, and then I attempt to use words to express the same interior 
knowledge either in spoken form (to another person, to myself, or recorded by a recorder on my mobile 
phone), or in written form (with pen on paper or some other material, or typing into a digital document of 
some kind).  
 
2.1.2  Reflecting 
Following this wording practice, I engage in a process of reflection. I ask myself a range of questions, 
including but not limited to: 

1. What did the worded attempt feel like as compared to the unworded attempt?  
2. Why did I choose the unworded representational form initially?  
3. What didn’t I express in the worded attempt that I did in the unworded attempt and vice versa? 

 
2.1.3  Repeating 
As the reader might have already picked up on, this process can become necessarily circular, given that the 
reflective process often involves the expression of knowledge in written and non-written formats (i.e. 
journaling, speaking with a friend, sitting and thinking, etc.). In this sense, part of reflecting is also 
wording. This repeating step allows me to reflect on the wording aspects of reflecting. I perform this cycle 
as many times as time permits. 
 
Given this project’s newness, I do not present findings from these processes here, but hope that the 
description of these strategies will provide substance for discussion and reflection. I look forward to 
continuing this project and beginning to better understand what it looks like (i.e. what is lost and what is 
gained) for marginalized representative forms to do the work of participating in the sociotechnically 
privileged artefact of the academic written word.  

2.2 Unwording the Wordable	
While I practice wording the unworded, I am also practicing asking academic spaces to meet the 
unwordable half-way. In order to understand what meeting the unwordable half-way might mean, I engage 
in activities that constitute unwording the wordable, which boils down to two core components that I also 
practice on a somewhat ad-hoc but frequent basis: unwording, and reflecting. 
 
2.2.1  Unwording 
In an instance in which an unworded form of expression feels fitting to the interior knowledge that I want 
to communicate with another academic, I may choose to express myself in that unworded way. For 
example, instead of attempting to speak a thought, I might move my body in a certain way, draw a series of 
shapes, or allow us to sit in each other’s energetic spaces for a while. These interactions may happen in one 
of two principal ways: 

1. Informal and spontaneous engagements. One such engagement includes an interaction in which an 
academic asked how my work was going. Instead of using spoken words, I made a series of hand 
movements and facial expressions. 

2. Planned engagements. One such engagement includes an opportunity to prepare a workshop that 
relies on movement-based exercises to understand a phenomenon. Another such engagement 
includes a bi-weekly meeting with an academic in which we practice engaging in non-word-based 
exercises to understand and communicate about our respective research questions. 



5	
	

 
2.2.2  Reflecting 
During and following these unwording practices, I engage in a process of reflection. I ask myself a range of 
questions, including but not limited to: 

1. How did the given academic space respond? How did it change? 
2. How did the academic(s) I was trying to communicate with respond to my unworded 

representation? Did they understand / feel uncomfortable / feel confused / feel relieved?  
3. How did I feel about the experience? Did I feel uncomfortable / respected / heard? 

 
With a head start on the preceding strategy, a few initial thoughts have emerged that I look forward to 
exploring. The first is that in certain moments, other academics appear excited by an opportunity to reflect 
on an idea in a different way and choose to respond in similar non-verbal ways. This experience presents an 
encouraging opportunity to continue these projects and asking these questions. The second thought, is that 
in other moments, I feel distinctly professionally uncomfortable. Certain forms of knowledge that may be 
inherently professional to one academic space like a dance department, are determined unprofessional in 
another space. Body movements, in particular, raise a lot of questions around social norms surrounding 
what a body means and what it is expected to do. The questions of sexualization and infantilization remain 
quite salient in this context. These experiences present complex challenges that will be important to 
understand in continuing these projects. 

3 Contributions to Grassroots Politics of Collaboration	
Through beginning projects like wording the unwordable and unwording the wordable, I attempt to grapple 
with questions the sociotechnical privilege that comes with knowing how to use / using the academic 
written word, and its potential extractive or recolonizing impact on my community and its voices. By 
presenting two nascent projects which aim to ask both marginalized and dominant voices to do the work of 
integrating non-written representations of knowledge into the academic canon, rather than only the 
marginalized, I hope to have provided food for reflection and discussion. This type of work raises questions 
about the infrastructures that we use to engage in grassroots politics of collaboration aimed to question 
power and systemic oppression. By representing community knowledge in predominantly academic written 
form, are we complicit in erasing aspects of the unheard’s voices by reducing non-written representations 
of knowledge to a collection of decontextualized symbols? If so, what can we do about this? 
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