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Dissertation initial outline: Playing with slip or learning to correspond with matter.

My dissertation is the continuation of my interest in our[footnoteRef:1] interaction with our environment. I have had several experiences that made me realize the importance of materials and my relationship with them: experiences with sand (Hardi, 2019), with clay, dancing, and experiences with slip. The latter of which is the focus of my dissertation.   [1:  “our” here and in this whole document will refer to us: humans.] 

I conducted my fieldwork last summer in my home-village, Taizé, in France. For four weeks, I facilitated a slip workshop as part of other workshops offered to people visiting Taizé, where young people meet for a time of retreat. Those who took part in this workshop, with their consent, are the people (around 25) who have informed my research. I include myself as a participant of my research as I also played with slip. The first step was to prepare slip. Slip is a material composed of Kaolin, a type of clay and water. Kaolin has to soak in water overnight, then it is mixed thoroughly so that the wet clay and the water become homogenous. It then becomes a fluid, thick, light greyish thing called slip. In the workshop, I put some slip on a table and asked the people to put their hands in it and do whatever they want, to play with the slip. If slip is put on a table and moved around with their hand, it allows for a discovery of movement, texture, speed and pressure, creating a large variety of shapes and forms. 
I have had to adapt my methods during my fieldwork. Instead of conducting interviews which felt out of place and useless, I had informal conversations with the people while we were around the slip. Instead of keeping a field journal as I had intended, I only took notes whenever ideas would manifest. Instead of writing a lot, I took pictures. It turned out to be a more practical, appropriate and efficient way of recording such a sensory experience. Participant observation was also part of my method, as I was also a human being next to the other people, trying to find ways of corresponding with slip. I was sharing my thoughts, trying to listen and learn from the people around me, and from the slip itself. In my learning from slip I used all of my senses: visual observation, smell (when the slip would get “old” it started to smell), hearing (when mixing it with water), and especially touch, the main facilitator of our relationship with slip. For this reason, Pink’s work (2006) on sensory anthropology will help me explore my experience more in depth. 
From my fieldwork-notes and experience some themes seem to emerge. The first being ‘fun’; playing with slip is usually a positive experience that makes people happy. The second topic that stood out is freedom, because of the lack of expectation about playing with slip. “It’s the doing itself that matters” (quote from Franzi, a research participant). Slip also offers a great variety in textures and forms. It helped some participants explore and discover their own hands in ways they hadn’t before, bringing me to the last one: hands are important. Some people tried to play with slip using their feet and they came to be disappointed, going back to using their hands that they qualified as more capable in interacting with slip.
Using these emerging themes from my research I want to explore the value of experiences such as playing with slip. Experiences that could be qualified as useless or unproductive, yet myself and lots of the participants greatly valued and cherished the moments we had with slip. Playing with slip, playing in the sand on the beach, or even dancing[footnoteRef:2] are ‘unproductive’ ways of spending one’s time in the sense that it does not finish with a final product. All of the above are examples of moments giving sensory experiences. In all of these, what matters most is the moment of doing. I want to show why, in my opinion, such experiences have enormous value, not in any therapeutic or ‘productive’ way, but because they are moments of growth, learning, corresponding and living, moments of fitting in, belonging and becoming (Deleuze and Guattari,1992). I also want to link and place this example within what I see as a necessity to re-think our relationship with our environment in this time of climate crisis.  [2:  Parallel between slip and dancing made by Florian, one of the participants of the workshop.] 

My principal sources of theory are Tim Ingold (2011, 2013), Barad’s Agential Realism (2003) and New Materialities movement (Coole and Frost, 2010) which will provide me with ethnographic examples to use (Fayers-Kerr 2019, Govier 2019, Sambento 2014). Ingold’s work offered the best and most suitable framework for my experience with slip. His idea of correspondence (2013) and Barad’s Agential Realism are notions that I have further explored and better understood thanks to my experience with slip. Other notions and theories will also be part of my work, such as Bennett’s idea of Vibrant Matter (2010), Malafouris’ “extended and embodied mind” (2013) or Gell’s Art and Agency (1998). However, each of these theories lack necessary aspects to truly transmit my own experience with slip and do my fieldwork justice. I will elaborate on these aspects in my dissertation.
[bookmark: _GoBack]A week before starting my fieldwork, I discovered that the person behind the idea of ‘playing with slip’ was accused of touching a child inappropriately. This news was unsettling and disturbing on a personal and professional level; my dissertation was based on something this man created. This news started a tornado of questions inside me. Can you separate the art from the artist? I still have no answer for this. Until recently I avoided self-reflexivity because I did not want to face this extremely uncomfortable, very personal complication that I saw as a divergence from what I wanted to focus on. I have come to understand that by trying to avoid it I have possibly made it worse. I, now, acknowledge it, and I will not be mentioning this person’s name or his work. Realizing that I neglected my place in my dissertation has made me re-think what I want to achieve with this work, making me realize that being subjective, personal and alive is the only option I have so I shall embrace it instead of hiding behind an “objective” and “dead” writing. 
In conclusion, even though my research is based on participants I met, it will also be based on my personal experiences. I would not qualify it as an auto-ethnography, rather it will be the outcome of an “active conversation” (Gudeman and Rivera, 1995) between myself, the slip, the people, my professors and other sources of inspiration. 
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