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Abstract  
 

This research dissertation is a study on relational responsivity, looking at spontaneous 

activity and improvisational movements in relational contexts, with implications for 

therapy practice. I study improvisational movements through the generation of a 

collection of creative writings and reflexive essays. I create examples of relational 

movement from within the doing of therapy and I also show and discuss examples from 

other everyday relational contexts. In particular, I explore the role of spontaneity, 

improvisation, and imagination in relational moments – whether in a supermarket or in 

the boxing gym, or buying flowers. I use metaphors and theories from other contexts 

which open new doorways to help me understand better what it is I do with others in the 

micro-practices of living movements of relational practice. 

In the essays in this thesis, I use a range of literary styles to tell stories that are infused 

with philosophical reflection. The stories are threaded with discussions of new materialist 

theory and core systemic ideas such as reflexivity, relational ethics, collaborative action, 

contextual knowing, and the de-centring of power. 

I have chosen an approach to studying relational practice in my work and elsewhere in my 

life using first-person research – a combination of relational ethnographic practice and 

performative writing. The writing is inspired by the oral practices of storytelling as a 

method of inquiry, which also reflects the place of storytelling in the practice of systemic 

therapy. I am concerned with mirroring and extending the ethics of systemic practice into 

the relationship between writer and reader, attending to the dialogic agenda of holding 

the audience in mind. The systemic practices of reflexivity and transparency have played 

a guiding role in developing my research writing ethically. In both my professional practice 

and my research practice, I use transparency, reflexivity, and creativity to show relational 

choices and actions across different contexts; to discuss the processes involved in 

orientating my ways of knowing how to go on with people and activities; to show my 
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position for the time being; and to obtain experiential understanding of distances 

between different positions. 

The stories in this thesis show complex and intimate dialogical and relational movements 

and processes as well as intimate learning in motion from within relational activities. 

These stories pay special attention to our improvisational activities, to our sense of what 

is right and needed in relationships. The rendering transparent of inner dialogue and 

dilemmas opens up aspects of relational practice which practitioners often feel safer to 

keep to ourselves. The essays are infusions of systemic, dialogical, narrative, and new 

materialist theory, and together act as a method of reflection on relational practice and 

transformations. I bring alive the new materialist perspective on systems and social 

structures, using new materialist theory in the context of practice. I link practice-inspired, 

reflexive and imaginative explorations of indeterminacy and diffraction – concepts from 

quantum physics-philosophy – with the wave-like behaviour of relational movements in 

practice. I introduce some developments on systemic practice theory by presenting new 

concepts such as aesthetic ambiguity and relational conviction, which draw attention to 

the ethics of embodied understandings and subjectivity as a relation of responsibility to 

the other. I politicise the discomfort we can feel when embracing emergent learning-from-

within-the-doing and regard relational knowing as a political act showing how making 

something with or for others always require daring, stepping away from what is familiar 

to us. 

The thesis concludes with reflections on the research process and the methodology and 

identifies the usefulness of this research in the training and professional development of 

psychotherapists and members of allied professions. 

  

Key words 

Relational responsivity, improvisation, spontaneity, ethics, intra-action, reflexivity, 

diffraction, daring, systemic therapy  
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Man:  Bananas don’t Float! 

Pi:  Of course they do. Try it yourself! 

Man: Look. We are not closer to understand why the ship sank. 

Pi: … it may have been an explosion; I can’t be sure. And then 

the ship sank. What else do you want from me? 

Man: A story that won’t make us look like fools. We need a 

simpler story for our report. One our company can 

understand. A story we can all believe. 

Pi:  So… a story without things you never seen before. 

Man:  That’s right.  

Pi:  Without surprises, without animals or islands. 

Man:  Yes. The truth.  

 

(Life of Pi, 2012) 
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1. Daring moments: An introduction 

If I ever feel I am getting to the point where I am playing it safe, I’ll stop. 

That is all I can tell you about how I plan the future. 

(Barron et al., 1997, cited in Vedeler, 2011, p. 264) 

 

This thesis is a philosophical and reflexive ethnographic inquiry into practice. It explores 

our in-the-moment, improvisational, on-the-spot relational movements with one another, 

both by means of talking deep from within relational interactions in practice and by 

exploring philosophically what it means to know how to go on as relational, entangled 

beings. Through rich and diverse accounts of stories from practice and other relational 

interactions, it focuses on providing insights into the lived experience of meeting-with-

the-other in relational contexts. The thesis attempts to extend established conceptual 

constructs that drive professional therapeutic practice, inviting a shift towards a more 

holistic and embodied understanding of and participation in relational ‘phenomena’ 

(Barad, 2007, loc 2390). It is a study in relational orientation that neither explores a 

particular technique, method or approach nor provides how-to accounts, but rather aims 

at studying relationality in therapy practice: 

- as a creative improvisational space where actions are shaped only partially by 

plans and intentions of cognitive logic alone, emerging instead in a relationally 

responsible way as an ‘intuitive “expertise”‘ (Shotter, 2016, p. 14) in the midst of 

risk and excess, as a relational conviction, a ‘something else’ (Shotter, 2014b, p. 

593) to do with our “in-the-moment-in-touchness-with-the-reality-in front of us”, 

an ‘in-touchness’ (Shotter, 2010b, p. vi) with the other and otherness in the world 

we are part of. 

- as movement emerging from within our moment-by-moment entangled 

becomings. 
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- through the lens of flowing intra-active performativity and a de-centred therapist 

role. 

In this thesis, I am writing relational experience as I have lived it rather than as I 

conceptualise it, moving from concrete, detailed stories – real or fictionalised – to the 

discussion of more abstract concepts through theoretical and philosophical reflection. 

Encountering the relational moment, while in motion and while being part of that 

relational moment we encounter, is like a dance of creative improvisation, a kind of 

knowing born out of our living as part of the world. It is learning in-the-moment while 

being immersed in fluid embodied sensing and participatory action – seeing, hearing, 

talking, hearing back, and responding. It is learning what and how to be, as we are 

breathing in and out in our relationships, as we are giving ourselves up to the “now” over 

and over again. It is a being and becoming intertwined with the being and becoming of 

others who we are sharing the world with.  

The relational moment is a complex phenomenon to understand cognitively, it is a process 

of which we are aware of in a holistic, embodied way. Shotter (2010b) calls this our 

spontaneous, embodied, expressive-responsive activity with one another. There is 

livingness in our in-the-moment relational activity and as such it is unpredictable, 

unrepeatable and inseparable from its unique, first-time encountered, local 

circumstances. 

It is perhaps for this reason that a special kind of anxiety can be experienced (Shotter, 

2011b, p. 38) when we feel we have-to-know-how-to act in the moment; when acting 

acquires a meaning as a separate thing, disjoint from its iterative, intra-active, living 

responsive nature. This anxiety – fearing the “mistakes” of the body, of sensations, 

feelings, and spontaneity – can be particularly present in professional practice and 

research – mind-led or cognitive activities to a large extent. It can feel risky to get our 

hands dirty with improvisational responses and so we might often end up organizing 

ourselves in terms of systematic types of understandings. But trying to stick to action 

maps and turning to taken-for-granted, sterile knowings about how to understand a 
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situation and how to respond can feel restricting, confusing, and not exactly harmonious 

with the situation we find ourselves in. 

Do good theories mean good practice? It is easy to be seduced by the glamour and the 

taken-for-granted usefulness of good theories and to want to apply them in practice. But 

is it even possible to “apply” theory to practice? Practice is not application. It is not a 

demonstration of the effectiveness of our theories. Like in acting: an actor performing 

needs to know everything about the context – the what, the when, the who – but she 

never knows how to perform a scene. The how is only performed real time on stage. It is 

then practical theory that develops from actions emerging in a situation which are not a 

methodological copy or a repetition of pre-chosen responses but appear as 

advancements, stretching, or even dissonance of our theoretical ideas, our 

understandings of ourselves and the world of which we are part. 

Professional or other theoretical constructs can be useful in guiding our interactions and 

helping deliver responsible and accountable practice; etiquette is important. But I have 

often felt there is a dangerous trap for practitioners to rely too much on codes of 

behaviour in the moment of interaction, attempting to showcase the effectiveness of an 

approach at the expense of other things that are going on. For example, in my work as a 

systemic therapist, I have found through the years that at times, when I thought I was 

applying important and useful systemic concepts in practice, I was often missing 

something important in the interaction. At times: 

Curiosity (Cecchin, 1987) was inappropriate – I needed to stay still 

Systemic questions (Burnham, 2002) felt like interrogation – I needed to stay silent 

Systemic exploration ended up being directional – I needed to listen more 

Not-knowing position (Anderson and Goolishian, 1992) became chaotic – I needed to 

“understand” quicker and take a position 
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Empowering the client (Burnham, 2011) proved hurtful – I needed to stay with my client’s 

feelings of inadequacy 

Context setting was tiring and disconnecting – I needed to be more relaxed 

Relational reflexivity (Burnham, 2005) created confusion – I needed to dare make a move 

Reflecting-in-action (Schon, 1987) was a cut off – I needed to allow myself to cry and to 

maintain a moment-to-moment relational orientation 

Our ability to notice and respond to things as they come up in an interaction can be 

distorted by firmly established professional signage such as theory or codes of ethics. 

Being open to meet with anything emerging in a moment of interaction is staying open to 

the possibility of accident and chance and new forms of usefulness. The ‘new can be 

plucked from nowhere but the random’ (Bateson, 1979, p. 45). For the new to emerge, it 

requires forgetting about existing signage, even ignoring the logic behind it; another way 

may be in the making. 

Relating is a messy endeavour; it is by its nature shapeless and fluid and it requires 

imaginative involvement and emotional openness to flourish. Going down the foggy 

slopes of interactions and seeing for ourselves what we can make of the ride is an 

adventurous undertaking. It requires daring to keep fending off sterilised theories in the 

midst of the emotional hurly-burly of relating in order not to miss out on the surprise and 

enable new relational learning from within dynamically unfolding relational processes. 

I always experience a very uncomfortable feeling when I respond to my worry, “What 

should I do in this case?” by trying to codify fleeting moments and control my responses 

in relational practice, by looking for certainty and familiar ways of organising and 

accounting for my responses in the moment. Strangely, control weakens my alert 

presence, my connectedness, and my expressiveness. But I cannot afford to be absent, 

disconnected and boring in relationships. Being present in the moment is like belonging 

in our intertwined living regardless of whether one is finding home or not, regardless of 

whether one is moving on, moving far, or going back. As Stern (2004, p 24) wrote: 
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‘presentness is something like existential affect’. I found that being open in the relational 

moment, being enmeshed in the realities emerging from within the moment of 

interaction, is a matter of desire over discipline, a desire for the possibility of co-existing 

with the other simply, serenely, and respectfully. Discipline comes second and this is why 

this is a daring endeavour. 

Stern (2004, p. 32) defines the present moment as a process unit with a (brief) duration 

which helps us understand human interaction unfolding in real time. The relational 

present moment is what I, as a systemic, social constructionist, narrative, and dialogical 

practitioner, focus on in my practice. The relational present moment is not only a 

multifaceted, indeterminate outside-of-its-special-circumstances phenomenon, but it 

also involves an extremely rich package of unspoken knowings. But quite often in 

professional practice and research, the stories systemic practitioners tell (or write) about 

lived and fluid relational moments are thinly sketched around professional language and 

framework expectations of specific outcomes and about what counts as professional 

practice (and academic research). But the ‘map is not the territory’ (Korzybski, 1931, p. 

750) and the ‘name is not the thing named’ (Bateson, 1979, p. 190); what we do in 

relational practice with one another is so much more adventurous and uncharted – our 

entire being is put into play. So it needs daring to stand one’s relational ground and to 

own the unspoken and unnamed knowing emerging from within the relational moment. 

It needs daring to perform this knowing in all its fluidity; to enact it, try to put it in words, 

and make it real. It needs daring to let go of what we think we know, what we think we 

are doing, what we believe will happen, what we fear might happen, in every situation. It 

needs daring to follow an elusive something emerging from within our interactions, to 

follow this something with our responses, although we don’t know where we will be taken. 

Daring is a form of intense meeting with the world afresh, acknowledging that what is at 

play in interactions is unprecedented every time; it is making space for the unknown and 

celebrating surprise learnings from within the doing in a playful way. 

In this philosophical and ethnographic inquiry, then, I am looking at the meanings of taken 

-for-granted values guiding professional practice as they are revealed from within 
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relational stories, and I am inviting critical and reflexive thinking about in-the-moment 

improvisational movements. This thesis is full of stories: relational stories of being and 

becoming as part of living in the world; composite scenarios from therapy and from 

professional practice; stories from holidays, from walking down the street; stories from 

going to buy groceries or flowers. Alternating relational tales from professional practice 

with relational stories from everyday life is key to what I am trying to say in this thesis: 

that relating with the other is not something we can define and measure as a separate, 

cut thing, but it is a spontaneously unfolding process; it is something we do organically 

and with agility. I have found that it is often easier to attend to the emergent from within 

relational encounters when there is little by way of required professional language, 

norms, and protocols in place, so I am using the stories from everyday life as examples of 

spontaneous expressive-responsive activity in the moment of interaction; examples of, as 

Bava says (ThinkPlay, 2019), ‘attending to the emergent, to that which we haven’t yet 

named’. 

Shotter (2016, p. 16) writes about noticings in relational interactions. They are: ‘events 

that happen contrary to our expectations, or events which, whilst seemingly to matter to 

us, we cannot make any sense of them at first at all’. He writes:  

Although our ordinary, everyday, spontaneous ways of speaking have in 

fact been disparaged as vague, as full of contradictions and ambiguities, 

they are, in fact, crucial to our intelligible acting in the world, in that they 

“work” to orient or to relate us to events occurring in our surroundings in 

ways shared by all the others around us. 

 (Shotter, 2016, p. 11-12) 

 

Focusing on everyday-life relational encounters with people I find makes me more curious 

about the smaller, “insignificant” things in interactions, and helps me to question my own 

beliefs and see them from different perspectives. Looking at my spontaneous and intuitive 
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self-in-relationship at times when I am not in the role of the therapist (where observation 

often goes hand in hand with justification) helps me think more critically and be more 

dialogically open.  

As a professional inquirer wanting to avoid functioning mainly as thinker, arguer, and 

debater (Shotter, 2016, p. 14), to avoid looking from the outside at static pictures of 

already-existing forms and theoretical representations of the world and talking about 

processes and states only in cognitive kind of ways, my aim in this inquiry has been to 

concentrate on uncomprehended processes in yet unexplored mediums (Wittgenstein, 

1986, p. 103), to find ways to express the uncomprehendedness of relational processes, 

to pay attention to the emergent, the complex and the not-as-yet-existent activity, to 

attend to the performative. So I have felt I needed to stay with the noticings in relational 

encounters both from professional practice and everyday life. Moving from noticing to 

noticing and relating with what I am noticing openly and intimately has, I hope, generated 

lively dialogic texts which do not aim at pinpointing specific, measurable, reproducible 

learnings. 

These events – my noticings – stir an ongoing inner dialogue with myself and with the 

topic of this inquiry, and thus I see them as important for the development of an open 

dialogue with the reader. The themes of this philosophical and reflexive inquiry emerged 

from first-person relational experiences, from being in touch with my own vulnerability, 

from recognising all relational interactions as valid and “equal” and from being touched, 

moved, and changed. So, it is these kinds of events/noticings I mostly focus on in this 

inquiry: 

a) relationally complex events inspired from professional practice, which evolve 

contrary to my expectations or to how I would normally plan them/understand 

them/ expect them to develop; 

b) relational events from everyday life which, although they seem unimportant, 

carry a significant value of relational experience for me.  
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In my philosophical essays, I connect these stories with different areas of theory – 

systemic theory, social constructionist theory, new materialist theory – weaving spiritual 

ideas, scientific theories, ideas from art and education philosophies, research theories, 

and philosophical theories. As I am going around and through these relational stories, 

exploring and clarifying theoretical constructs shaping my practice – like curiosity, not 

knowing position, reflexivity (Tomm, 1987, p. 169), collaborative dialogic stance 

(Anderson and Gehart, 2007) –I introduce new concepts in the context of relational 

practice: daring, artistic ambiguity, relational conviction, and captivating playfulness, and 

I develop them as practical theories as they emerge from within moments of interaction. 

I have found new materialist ideas very helpful to the theme of my inquiry. From a new 

materialist perspective, (Fox and Alldred, 2017), research inquiry is something to do via 

practice – via materiality. New materialism calls for embodied, affective, relational 

understandings of research process (Hickey-Moody and Page, 2016, p. 169). My 

methodology in this philosophical inquiry is ‘diffractive’ (Barad, 2007, loc 1584) and 

playful; ideas, experiences, and practice constantly meet one another, forming and 

reforming in a tidal way. Essay-writing has helped me tell rich stories unfolding in brief 

relational moments, not cut off or isolated from the rest of life (Stern, 2004, p. 7), stories 

which are re-lived and extended in personal and imaginative ways from within the 

relational moments of writing. Stern (2004, p. 185) says: ‘… the functional past, the one 

that influences the present can be rearranged at the meeting ground of the present 

moment’. In my writings, I have tried to stay within the relational phenomena I am writing 

about and let them unfold through the relational phenomenon of writing itself. I have 

tried to bring alive the ‘messy-real’ (Smith, 2009), irregular, entangled, spontaneous 

expressive-responsive relational activity (Shotter, 2010b) in a performative way. Bava 

wrote (2014, loc 3312): ‘Performative is that which we make in the process of naming and 

enacting it to be as such’. The essays, philosophical, auto-ethnographic, fictionalised, 

reflexive, and creative, are all quite different: settings and times change, the plot and the 

characters change. Despite the many times that they have been written and re-written, 
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they remain un-finalised, open to further development from within the relational 

phenomenon of the present moment.  

 

Daring 

Daring is a key concept unfolding in this inquiry. It refers to relational performances when 

we take chances in relating with the world, when we take emotional initiatives and we 

‘risk vulnerability’ (Mason, 2010, p. 10), when we are poised to act, to be surprised, to 

change and be changed in and from within relational moments. Daring is participating 

with our whole being in diffractive patterns ourselves – like in the physical world when 

waves encounter obstacles and break up in different directions; it is finding ourselves, 

together with the others who we are sharing the world with, in unforeseeable, 

unanticipated places where we are acting in an improvisational manner. As Waterman 

says (2008, p. 1), improvised performance is the ‘tumbling out of (mind) reason into 

(embodied) emotion’. 

Daring is not meant here as an act of power or resistance, but as a micro-process from 

within moments of interaction, a process of affecting and being affected before anything 

else in the relational dance we are part of, a process of actively taking part in the world 

and feeling the participatory responsibility for the role we play. If our being is a being-in-

touch-with-the-other (human and non-human) then ‘each of us is constituted as 

responsible for the other’ (Volker, 2019, loc 2337). 

Daring means I am not the centre of activity; this is why daring is not just impulsive. My 

agency emerges spontaneously but in context, in-touch with (the) other/s; it starts with 

being deeply respectful of the other and responsible for the otherness of the world. In this 

way, responsible practice is more than human – it is not an arbitrary implementation of 

‘subjective intentionality’ (Barad, 2007, loc 4525) neither it is an obligation that the 
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subject chooses but rather an embodied relation that precedes the ‘intentionality of 

consciousness’ (Barad, 2007, loc 7750). 

Daring in relational contexts is being alert and respectful to ethical calls as they emerge, 

attentive to the political generated in our entanglements, and response-able for 

establishing differences and ‘agential cuts’ materialising different phenomena (Barad, 

2007, loc 3578). Respect is not meant as a central value, a virtue, or something good from 

a moral or theoretical perspective. Rather it is the appreciation of difference through 

sensing that the other – human or non-human – is not very far from us; we, humans, are 

constituted by the ‘alterity of the world’ (Volker, 2019, loc 2377).  

As a systemic professional, I have a strong focus on relational ethics and a passion for 

creating a culture in which the people I work with understand that I value their input, that 

I hear their responses and guidance. I invite feedback; I invite people to co-steer together. 

As a systemic practitioner, ethics is not an add-on in my work; it is entrenched in how I 

work. I critically approach and challenge power relationships and I reflexively question my 

own attachments with theories, hypotheses, and methods all the time. I am offering 

transparent accounts to others as to which stories I privilege and which I discard, and I 

have ways to check and review the understanding and sense-making with others and on 

my own and to collaboratively navigate complex relational co-ordinations. Speaking 

about, explaining, and analysing my work in supervision and through reflexive accounts is 

an important part of my work. 

In her book, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of 

Matter and Meaning, Karen Barad (2007, loc 7840) metaphorically asks, ‘Do I dare disturb 

the universe?’, denoting the dilemmas that exist when one is faced with ethical choices in 

relationships. But she sees the use of the word “dare” as a perverse provocation (2007, 

loc 7839) because “to dare” is an expression of agency and for Barad, coming as she does 

from a new materialist perspective, agency is a realist enactment, a doing, a being in its 

intra-activity. For Barad, there is no exterior position from which to contemplate “daring” 
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or, actually, anything else. Distance is only a fantasy; ‘we are of the universe’ (Barad, 2007, 

loc 7839). 

Barad writes (2007, loc 7847) ‘Meeting each moment, being alive to the possibilities of 

becoming, is an ethical call, an invitation that is written into the very matter of all being 

and becoming’. The concept of daring as I develop it here is a reminder of this invitation: 

to stay alive to the possibilities of becoming. Braidotti (2011a) sees agency as synonymous 

with political subjectivity; I am using the word daring as a prompt for relational 

practitioners to stay with subjectivity which, according to Barad (2007, loc 7740), is ‘not a 

matter of individuality but a relation of responsibility to the other’. 

 

Can we simply follow our passion to know without getting our hands dirty? 

 (Barad, 2007, loc 7833) 

 

The main body of this thesis is presented in three sections under the triptych: Dare to 

Know, Dare to Find, Dare to Play. The sections and the papers in each section can be read 

in order or independently and are intended as diverse responses to the main theme of 

the thesis about improvisational movements and relational responsivity. My aim has been 

to create autonomous sections and papers which vibrate against one another, leaving 

space for the reader to decide what he/she would like to taste from what is on offer and 

what might be useful to keep and reflect on. In interplay between form and content, each 

of the three sections comprises creative philosophical essays with some interludes in 

stanza form and fictionalised stories with reflections – inspired by practice material. 

Knowing how to go on in unique, first-time-encountered circumstances (Shotter, 2011b), 

meeting with newness from within our lives together, and improvising playfully with one 

another in the context of relational practice are all daring acts. Relational practice is 

experimental, nonlinear, and often chaotic, crossing lines in terms of “right/wrong” ideas. 
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Thus relational practice can feel like a risky endeavour, a putting on-the-spot”, ‘an 

embodied performance of self-readiness’ (Goldman, 2010, cited in van Hennik, 2018, p. 

75). 

The section Dare to know is not about knowledges we know we have, but about 

knowledges we learn unexpectedly and surprisingly, often out of coincidence, in the 

process of our interactions; it is about our bodily, felt knowledges, and about seeing them 

validated in our in-the-moment enactments. Expanding on Shotter’s concepts of knowing 

from within (2002) and knowing of a third kind (1993a), Tom Andersen’s intuitive knowing 

(1992) and Anderson and Goolishian’s not knowing position (1992), in this section I 

introduce the concept of relational conviction. Relational conviction is a kind of knowing 

born in action, like the bending of a wave; it is momentarily suspending doubt, making us 

feel full of the intra-activity of which we are part. Relational conviction is a moment of 

stepping outside of reflexive activities and strict cognitive processes, a fleeting moving-

beyond-epistemological curiosity of the “how do we know what we think we know” type. 

Relational conviction is daring to embrace an ethic-onto-epistemology of performance-

knowing. It is a spontaneously emerging need and at the same time an ability to respond. 

The section Dare to Find is not about picking up the spyglass but about putting it down. I 

introduce the concept of artistic ambiguity in relational practice as an intentional blurring 

of established context-based vision, as a way of completely giving up the “box” which we 

are operating from, for a moment, and connecting with things before even naming them, 

before confirming to ourselves what we “know” them to be. Inspired by art training 

material, I propose experimenting with exercises and positions which invite us to tolerate 

and even set up ambiguities in relational processes. Artistic ambiguity is a dynamic, 

embodied emotional experience, a celebration of originals: making novel things visible 

through relational inspirations, making the non-obvious shine, infusing brightness by 

switching off the light. 

The section Dare to Play is an invitation to revisit luminous childhood experiences of 

playing, to remember the humble path of a child who, with tiny hands, grasps for great 
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learnings in a world of huge potentials, complexities, and new discoveries. In the context 

of relational practice, this section talks about embodied involvement, the passion for 

exploration and experimentation, an eager dedication to joining what is unfolding and 

improvising our part in it. It is about doing serious things together in a playful and light-

footed way, trustingly joining the flow and spontaneously responding to the calls of the 

moment. It is about the transformative dynamic of being present and focused in relational 

involvements. Play changes the order of things, creates unimaginable realities, and is 

perhaps one of the best demonstrations of moments of entanglement and connectedness 

with the others we share the world with. I introduce the concept of captivating playfulness 

in relational practice, as the experience of jointly withdrawing from usual norms, indulging 

ourselves with trusting novel invitations and sharing the making of something uniquely 

important.  
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2. An intimate prelude to the doctorate 

Drops of rain 

I have an enormous desire for dives,  

encounters, 

and drops of rain 

outside my window,  

falling onto the pavement,  

making patterns,  

as they flow into each other, 

connecting together,  

making little canals  

leading to other canals,  

making shapes,  

making more shapes. 

Making the initial shape look different now,  

and how exciting this is! 

Revealing new patterns, again and again. 

 

Then, more rain coming  

to wipe out all those shapes, all those patterns 
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leaving a clean pavement. 

And all those shapes, 

they are here  

and they are not, 

and how magical this is! 

I have a clean pavement, 

clean from those shapes,  

clean because of those shapes. 

It can start all over again. 

It starts all over again, 

and I feel the drops of rain on my face. 

 

I want to live it. 

Be involved 

in living life, 

living practice, 

living inquiry. 

 

Holding a pen, 

I want to write what I know is important 

in this moment, 
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for this moment. 

Leave out the unnecessary 

I would like this inquiry to be what I read somewhere art is: 

not only what rests in the frame, but itself a frame for experience1

 

 

 

1 (de Botton and Armstrong, 2013) 
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Becoming intimate: staying alive 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This inquiry, as I suspect is the case with many inquiries, is really 

about keeping alive in the world. Starting this work, I feel I need 

to make a promise to myself in order to feel true to what I am 

about to do: promise that this work will only continue, if it 

continues to enhance my experience of being alive, and hopefully 

my readers’ experience of feeling alive. This, for me, is the only 

Figure 1: A kitten I found outside my door – we fought together for 
his survival day and night. He stayed alive. 
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kind of experience which can give someone something new to 

say; and that would be from within the livingness of the situation. 

The “life” of this work depends on “living” the moments of life. I 

say to myself: get involved in living this work. 

For a long time after I decided to do this doctorate, I was just churning out versions of the 

story of me and my research focus. One minute I connected with “what” I was researching 

and the next it was like I couldn’t recognise the writer. For a long time, I had a feeling that 

I was missing something, a sense of elusiveness, the feeling that what I know I want to 

write is moving, is changing all the time. What I know is only partial. 

And thus, the idea that I was doing a research project, the idea that I was doing something 

special and very different to how I have been living my practice, never particularly fit with 

me. For a long time, I was trying to connect with these ideas but was disturbed by the 

image of myself standing outside of this “something”, trying to “do it” when I didn’t even 

know how to do it. I felt a connection with a quote attributed to Maria Rilke, ‘It is a 

tremendous act of violence to begin anything. I felt I was not able to begin. I simply 

skipped what should be the beginning’. Thus I preferred to think of this work differently; 

I preferred to think of this work as part of my continuing becoming. I saw it as “a becoming 

intimate with the experiences in focus”, as an “intimacy”. Intimacy, I was reading, requires 

dialogue, transparency, vulnerability, and reciprocity. And of course, intimacy is about 

finding, about making ourselves known, and about getting to know from within 

relationships. 

It all started because I was puzzled by and becoming very curious about some of my 

responses in professional practice, which I saw as linked to my disquiet about the risks of 

“doing therapy”, about the danger of “sitting” in the position of a therapist, of being in 

the “role” of a therapist, of “using” myself in a certain “professional” way. Inquiring into 

(becoming intimate with) my responses, I believed would help me continue doing what I 

do in my work, and extend it. 
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I was noticing that some of my on-the-spot, unplanned responses connected with and 

worked for my clients in difficult turnings of our work, although they didn’t emerge from 

a step-by-step, structured thinking process based on my – at the time – dominant 

understanding of favourite professional theories. I was noticing that responses in the 

moment of interaction, constructed in my head based on some useful theoretical contract 

which I thought would fit the context, often came out as flat, uninteresting, and 

disconnecting. Right in the moment of interaction, my unplanned responses – which I felt 

to be coming out of uncharted territories in terms of my up-to-that-moment 

understandings of my approach and professional constructs – were surprisingly 

meaningful, further enriching my understanding of favourite theories in a special way, 

making my understanding wider, deeper. The living, interactional context of therapy 

practice made this possible. I hoped writing about these kinds of experiences would 

benefit other practitioners and the people they work with. So, as a practitioner looking at 

my own practice, I wanted to explore movements and relational encounters in some of 

my work and outside-work contexts. 

And maybe it is the place here to admit that my relationship with the word “therapist”, 

(from the Greek “θεραπεύω”) has always been a dubious one, as the meaning of the word 

for me, as someone born and raised in Greece, connotes Expertise, Know-how and Supra-

Power, ideas that never quite fit with the way I wanted to connect with my clients. 

The attraction of this “intimacy” for me is to “see” ways in which I, in my practice, am able 

to find myself more often in a position which I cannot explain straight away, one which it 

takes a while to understand, one I didn’t plan, one I didn’t anticipate: a position demanded 

by what is happening in the moment, in the relationship, in my movement with the other; 

a position not easily accounted for in terms of my pre-existing and well-established 

accounting systems; a position which makes me ask myself if I have changed my beliefs, 

one which can throw me and challenge what I know about myself; and yet a harmonious 

position, one which entails my full embodied presence and involvement with the other, 

in the moment. 
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For me, it is an ethical matter, as I see the title “therapist” as a promise to my clients that 

I will be continuously aware of my embodied feeling of the rightness or wrongness of the 

fit of my interaction (Shotter and Katz, 1998) with them, and that I will take action based 

on this awareness while remaining deeply interested and sensitive to their embodied 

presence in our meetings together. I will be looking at them to know how to go on. 

Keeping this promise, for me, is about giving myself over to the here-and-now 

relationship; giving myself, and not something that is not mine; participating in the bond 

with the clients as a whole person, thus reducing the chances of practising as if it wasn’t 

my relationship, as if that relationship belonged somewhere else – to the “profession”, to 

the “mental health sector”, to the “regulator” to the “work” – as if it was simply a 

“therapeutic relationship”. 

 

 

Figure 2: The frame: ‘“This is psychotherapy”’ (Bertrando, 2010) 
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I don’t mean to say that “frames” are not important and useful in our work. I would like 

to take a both-and position here to explore how the frame “therapy” can most of all mean 

a relationally responsible move-ability which would keep expanding the meaning of the 

word from within the relationship between the conversational partners, in the moment. 

When I talk about pre-existing and well-established accounting systems, I am more 

concerned with the “language of the profession”, the dominant professional discourses, 

which we therapists “inhabit”, and within which we have grown and developed our 

professional identity. 

As Hansen puts it:  

The biggest problem concerning the training of professionals is to loosen 

them from the discipline based, methodical, and epistemic oriented 

(‘knowing’ or ‘knowledge oriented’) approach, which is usually the mark of 

honour for the academic philosopher and the professional supervisor.  

(Hansen, 2008, p. 200, cited in Helskog, 2019, p. 112) 

 

In the work Towards a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin (1993) talks about theoreticism as 

the tendency of the mind to generalize and form abstractions from particular human 

experiences, then formulate them as principles from which rules and norms are derived. 

But this, according to Bakhtin, is a tendency that falsifies human experience because the 

most basic characteristic of a human act is its unrepeatability and uniqueness. Theoretical 

abstraction robs the human act of this uniqueness and destroys its eventness. ‘It is a 

reductionist, and most importantly, an unethical approach to human beings’ (Caliskan, 

2006, p. 4). 

The reason for my concern with professional discourses about what counts as therapy, is 

that I feel they can be taken for granted, accepted as fixed and unchallenged realities and 

followed uncritically. They can become ‘single stories’ – and ‘how impressionable and 
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vulnerable we are in the face of a story’ (Adichie, 2009). Single stories are powerful and 

can become ethically dangerous, although by themselves, they are incomplete and often 

absurd. 

 

Figure 3: The Emperor’s New Clothes (a tale by Hans Christian Andersen) 

 

Power is the ability not just to tell the story of another person but to 

make it the definite story of that person. 

(Adichie, 2009) 

 

I was fortunate beyond measure to work with many remarkable supervisors in clinical 

practice during the years of my training. Once, during a therapy session, one of them who 

was very close to my heart and a great source of inspiration for me, gave twenty pounds 

to a client who was left with two pounds for the week. And that was not in private practice, 
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it was in an NHS setting. What informs such a decision? I have an idea that not many 

therapists would have done it – maybe it wouldn’t even be a dilemma for many of us, or 

maybe I am wrong. For my part, I know that my decision NOT to give some money to the 

client didn’t even feel like a decision. Why would I even see a dilemma when I knew that 

such a thing would be a breach of boundaries and breaching boundaries in therapy 

practice is not acceptable, going against what is considered professional and “right”. I 

wonder: if I hadn’t witnessed my supervisor giving those twenty pounds to the client, 

would I have bothered to reflect on my decision NOT to give money to the client who had 

just told us that he didn’t have the means to make it through the week? But it was a 

decision. So how was that decision made? Who decided for me so quickly and with such 

certainty? I connect with Bakhtin here: ‘neither the flow of the moment nor the eternal 

norms are responsible but I am responsible’ (Morson and Emerson, 1990). 

 

I feel like I need a break here and some strength to continue 

writing. I know if I looked in the mirror I would see a head-in-a-

bag (Simon, 2013) and hear it saying: “How do you dare write in 

this way in this context? Who do you think you are? What is your 

experience with writing?” I take a few big breaths and I continue.  

 

The above example happens to point at the professional discourse about “boundaries” in 

therapy, which is a well-accepted story about professional practice – in some schools of 

thought more than in others. But what is the heaviness and strict use of this word – or any 

“heavy” word and concept – doing to us and to our work? And how does it fit with the 

ever-new, unique situations we are faced with in our everyday practice? If the voice of a 

professional discourse is too loud, how are we going to be able to make a relationally 

responsible (Shotter and Katz, 1999) decision, in the moment? It is about those abilities 

to play with the volumes in our inner “sound board” – Gail Simon talks about ‘volume 

control’ (2015) – and to know which voice to put up. Shotter (2007, p. 17) says, ’But to 
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orient and re-orient ourselves continuously to another’s movements… we have 

continuously to direct and re-direct both our attention and our own movements in 

relation to theirs’. 

In a TED speech about the transformative power of classical music, pianist, composer, and 

conductor Benjamin Zander said that what is happening when a good pianist finds his 

body in all kinds of strange and unexpected positions while playing a piano piece –  

 

 

what we see in a pianist’s body movement when music is taking over, is that his impulses 

subside as he becomes one with the music; the pianist and the music together become 

one smooth impulse.  

And this, I would say, is the difference between a person being possessed by their 

impulses and one being in impulse with their surroundings. How can we therapists escape 

the “impulse” of answering to a situation based on our pre-edited responses? In my work, 

I see this impulse subsiding, when I manage to take it more slowly and allow myself to get, 

as Tom Andersen said, ‘...in that moment of risk and uncertainty, [when you need] to live 

Figure 4: Benjamin Zander performing (2008)  [Screenshot from video] 
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with the fear of having to act, yet not knowing whether your action will be ‘fitting’ or not, 

being able to trust that if it wasn’t, then others will help out…’ (Shotter, 2007, p. 19). 

…my intuition tells me that I shall take part first, and then sit down and 

think about the taking part: not sit down and think first and thereafter take 

part. As I am sure that my thinking is with me as I take part… 

(Shotter, 2007, p. 31) 

 

The risk of becoming “anaesthetic” in practice is losing sensation, responsiveness, and 

sensibility. To me, this is the risk of becoming unethical. How attuned, present, and 

attendant one must be; how receptive, responsive, interested, and open; how perceptive, 

sensible, and sensitive to be able to see and hear, to know from within (Shotter, 1993b). 

This ‘knowing of the third kind’ is an embodied form of practical moral knowledge in terms 

of which people are able to influence each other in their being, rather than their intellects 

(Shotter, 1993b). 

 

Passionate living-practice  

Soon after I came back to Greece in 2012, after having lived and worked in the UK for 

fifteen years, I started working with a group of people, members of an Art Society who all 

had an interest in joining a conversational space aiming at exploring together life matters 

in creative ways. I had met these people when the Art Society in question had invited me 

to run a one-off personal development workshop for its members. After the workshop, 

the participants asked me to meet again. So we started working together in an open way 

– the work didn’t have a “title” or a “name”. These people were not self-referred for 

therapy but, in a way, they were self-referred for participation in an open, conversational, 

creative space for personal development. Together, we improvised how to do it every 
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time we met and what to pay attention to. There was never a fixed structure about when 

to meet or how to organise our meetings. Even the meeting places would change. Shotter 

talks about our ongoing unfolding involvements:  

… there is much at work… that … (mis)leads us into believing that when we 

intend to do something (in an interaction), the process begins with an event 

in our head… whereas following Wittgenstein I shall be saying that it begins 

from within the midst of our ongoing, unfolding involvements with what is 

going on around us… the dynamics of our everyday lives together that 

affect us much more than we can affect them…  

(Shotter, 2016, p. 13) 

 

When I think of my meetings with this group I find it useful to think of the verb meet in 

the Greek language and, in particular, to think about it in Ancient Greek. In Ancient Greek, 

the verb meet – απαντώ (apanto) – was used to mean both meet and respond, 

emphasising the conceptual connection between the two verbs. In this way, meeting with 

this group was responding to their calls every time. It was about co-creating unique 

meaning-contexts for our meetings and for responding to each other. Bakhtin (1986, p. 

127) said that for a human being there is nothing more terrible than a lack of response. 

Sitting in my working room, writing, I am looking outside my window at the long dark-

green cypresses moving their heads with the wind and thinking about what I was reading 

a couple of days ago in a Christian philosophy book: 

The natural “relationality” … of entities, their “principle of union”, and the 

“loving affinity” between them impel them to become part of the universal 

realization of being as a dialogical reciprocity, through a “unifying 

relationship”.  

(Loudovikos, 2010, p. 199)  
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Gergen (1994, p. 62-63, cited in McNamee and Hosking, 2012, p. 102) says that dialogue 

can provide the space in which ‘new realities and practices are fashioned’. I like to see 

therapy practice as a pursuit of advancements in relating and I would like to use the word 

“intimacy” next to the word “relating" as for me the word intimacy also captures: 

- The transparency and vulnerability that we show in an intimate relationship; 

- The trust in the “truths” which our knowing from within our relating with the other 

reveals to us; 

- The promise to respect this knowledge and be able to answer for what it tells us; 

- The reciprocity in the relationship. 

The work with that group moved around a spontaneous and emergent process of co-

created and co-creating, participatory, collaborative time-spaces of interaction. became 

very interested in how the meetings with that group changed me and the way I work, how 

they changed my level of responsiveness when I am with clients, how they made me more 

able to notice alternatives popping up almost by themselves (Shotter, 2007, p. 23) in the 

midst of our interaction. The experience of working with these people and the daring 

required to experiment with many different shapes of the work was a significant 

inspiration for this research. I found, in the years that I worked with this group, that 

working collaboratively, alongside people, in a shared and sharing process, in uncharted 

territories and contexts, helps free people to be in the moment of interaction in a 

spontaneous expressive-responsive way more ready to affect and be affected as part of a 

relational dance. 

In the beginning of this prelude I wrote that I don’t particularly like the idea of “beginning 

something”. But I definitely like “beginnings”, continuous or discontinuous, fresh, 

meaningful, important, passionate beginnings and learnings. Closing this prelude, I hope 

that the readers will be seeing, in this inquiry, an opportunity to participate in new 

“beginnings”, beginnings inviting enough that they don’t need to be “closed” and 

“finalised” but can be generative of more, new, meaningful beginnings.   



43 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

I want… 

 

If we had a world of our own […], nothing would be what it is, because 

everything would be what it isn’t. And what it is, it wouldn’t be. And what 

it wouldn’t be, it would.  

(Walt Disney’s Alice in Wonderland, 1951) 

 

Figure 5: Red wool in the window – Luton 2013 
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I want to be able to let the “who I am not” (yet), teach me who I 

am becoming, every moment, in life and in practice. 

I want to “live” therapy as advancements in relating and relating 

as never-ending new knowing. 

I want to experience overthrows in practice in my effort to 

‘answer with my life what I am experiencing and understanding’2. 

I want to keep inviting the outside inside and offering my inside to 

the outside in practice. 

I want to keep creating with my clients, in the moment, what 

needs to be created, without having to worry about whether 

what we are creating is included in the official “list” of things to 

do in therapy practice. 

I want to trust knowing of the third kind to lead the way I am with 

the clients. 

I want to relate to my work from within the unique, living 

moments of interaction so I am more connected with what my 

clients are communicating to me. 

I want to be able to let the moments of spontaneous embodied 

reactions in the moment teach me what I need to learn (and 

enact) in the moment.  

I want to find myself, more often, in a totally new and unique, 

position which will catch me by surprise every time as I realise 

that it fits; this, and not necessarily what I thought it would. I 

 

 

 

2  (Bakhtin, 1990, p. 1) 
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connect here with Tom Andersen: ‘What we come to form, and 

thereafter understand (both the formed and the forming)…’3. 

I want the plain view and feel of expressive reactions occurring 

around me to talk to me louder. 

  

 

 

 

3 (Andersen, cited in Shotter, 2007, p. 15) 
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3. Research Overview 

a. Research focus 

b. Research questions 

c. Contexts giving rise to this research 

d. How I have approached this inquiry methodologically  

e. Anticipated contributions of the research 

f. Criteria for the research 

 

a. Research focus 

This is a practice doctorate. My focus arises out of my professional practice and my 

conversations with people in systemic therapy. The research explores the dynamic 

process of our improvisational activity and relational movements in systemic practice, 

with much attention given to the unpredictable and unrepeatable impromptu expressive-

responsive activity from within moments of interaction with our clients. My interest lies 

in the livingness of our meetings with people and their power to touch us and call out 

spontaneous responses from us, which we would want to express as part of our dialogic 

relatedness with the other and which the other perhaps anticipates. This is distinct from 

our intellectual considerations and reflections about what our actions might mean. The 

texts reflect an intimately involved and intuitive relationship with the theme of the study, 

with the stories I create and perform in my writing, and with the reader, as I write in an 

informal, conversational, and experimental way. I find ways to write stories of relational 

interactions from professional practice and from everyday life from within the present 

relational-writing moment. Engaging with literary and sometimes metaphorical ways of 

writing, I create permission to write in essay form, including some experimental writing in 

the shape of poems, stories, inner dialogues and outer conversations with colleagues, 
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people from my everyday life, academic writers, fiction heroes and fictionalised client 

characters – all woven together with theoretical and philosophical reflections. I aim at 

creating a doctoral research portfolio coherent with the improvisational responsivity of 

practices of my everyday working life and a way of writing sensitive to matters of respect, 

representation, and confidentiality. 

 

b. Research Questions 

Main Research Question 

How does my spontaneously expressive-responsive, improvisational activity from 

within relational living moments change my work as a therapist? 

 

Supporting Research Questions 

 

How can I use reflexivity in a way which respects the entanglement of ideas and 

other materials and ‘the complex, dynamically intertwined character of the living 

unities’ (Shotter, 2010b, p. 9), and does not fix object and subject in advance? 

 

How can I use reflexivity as a fusion of intellect and imaginative thought, 

mentalizing and embodied intuitive understandings, in a way that does not 

separate me from whatever feels right and needed in a relational moment? 

 

How can my expressive-responsive activity be more holistically performative and 

less disjointedly reflexive (representationalist), based on the fluid and emerging 

knowing from within the relational moment with the other? 
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How can I use my subjective understandings trustingly as part of my collaborative, 

dialogical participation in a relational encounter, and be open to and curious about 

my imaginative response alternatives in the moments of interaction? How does 

this change or enhance my relational practices? 

 

How do I use open, expressive-responsive impromptu activity in my practice in a 

way which fits and extends systemic ideas about the relational nature of 

knowledge, the locality of meaning and the importance of affect? 

 

c. Contexts that give rise to my research interest  

Last Saturday evening, after a long day of working on my thesis, I was sitting with my 

partner, Alex, in the garden. It was an intense working period as I was only a few months 

away from submitting the final thesis. I had just sat down and was about to take the first 

sip of my hot chocolate when I heard him exclaim: “What a journey!”  

I looked at him – I think for the first time that day. “What?” I asked, expecting him to start 

talking about something totally irrelevant, which is his way to get my mind off the 

doctorate and “help me relax”. 

“This doctorate,” he continued. “Such a journey!” he repeated.  

I was looking at him now, waiting to hear more. 

“How many places you have been… I remember… When was it that you were reading 

Father Loudovikos’ theology book? And then when was it that you were having 

conversations with Ivan about his doctorate on machine learning? And how many times 

have you asked me to explain to you various concepts from quantum physics? (Alex is a 

physicist). And you were making all these strange connections…” he laughed. 
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I love it when Alex shares his observations with me, so I started talking – a full five-minute 

monologue it must have been, by the end of which my hot chocolate was lukewarm. He 

listened to me with interest. When I finished, he didn’t say anything else about what I had 

said, but shared with me a joke a friend had sent him on Viber that day. 

My interest in the topic of my doctorate is inextricably linked with the numerous contexts 

of my life and history. In those five minutes of talking to Alex about my journey, I went 

years back in my mind and told him a story about some of the contexts that I felt had been 

important in giving rise to this research interest of mine. But of course the story I told him 

that evening is only one way to account for the numerous contexts of my life which played 

a role in my developing an interest in this topic. It is the way that felt important to me that 

evening and which seems significant, brief, and relevant enough for the purposes of this 

introduction. 

At the moment, I am writing this in Athens where I have been living for almost nine years, 

working as a systemic therapist in private practice. I mostly work on my own with 

individuals, couples, and groups of friends who come to see me together to talk about 

their relationships as they go through various life transitions. I also do quite a lot of work 

with families and groups jointly with my colleagues Dimitra and Chris. Before Athens, I 

was living in London for fifteen years where I initially worked in investment banking before 

moving to psychotherapy. In 2006 I became a trainee in systemic therapy at the 

Kensington Consultation Centre (KCC), which is where I completed my MSc qualification. 

Then, I worked in family therapy clinics in Adult Mental Health with the NHS in Essex. 

 

Social constructionist training 

Coming from banking to psychotherapy wasn’t a straight forward journey. Not having a 

first degree in psychology or social work meant I practically needed to complete one in 

parallel to my psychotherapy training. I took many university modules on Adult Mental 

Health, Child Development, and more, and I was doing clinical practice six days a week. 
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Meeting with post-modern, systemic, social constructionist ideas at the KCC was of 

tremendous value to me. As a theory of knowledge, social constructionism focuses on the 

development of co-constructed understandings of the world which form the basis of our 

shared assumptions about reality; meanings are co-constructed in our social interactions 

and in language. Our lives exist as they are, and our realities and knowledges are created 

and sustained due to our specific social interactions and through our communication. The 

categories with which we as human beings apprehend the world do not necessarily refer 

to absolutely “real” divisions and are culturally and historically specific (Burr, 2005), so a 

critical stance towards taken-for-granted knowledge is emphasised. Social 

constructionism tells us that there is no universal true or false, right or wrong, good or 

bad. Rather, what we know to be right or wrong is constantly being co-constructed in our 

social interactions and in language. Social constructionism sees language and speech acts 

as central in our processes of interaction through which we co-construct the world we 

inhabit together. In ‘early versions of social constructionism, there was much talk of 

language as a thing or entity in its own right’ (Shotter, 2014a, p. 316) and as being a pre-

condition of thought, which means that our experiences exist in language. 

Social constructionism is anti-essentialist and anti-realist (Burr, 2005, pp. 5-6) and for me 

its central aim has been to guard against foundationalism and absolute, single truths, 

inviting us to be open to and curious about multiple possibilities. But I remember there 

were times during my training when I felt that social constructionist invitations/guidelines 

to be curious about possibilities and to keep exploring the issue at hand through questions 

and in multiple ways, were somehow interrupting the flow of my interaction with the 

client. Not only this, but in this process I sometimes felt I was disconnecting from the 

pragmatic, material “reality” of the situation, disconnecting with where the client and I 

were going together, although I didn’t know where exactly we were going.  

The theory was strong: together we can co-construct, in language, useful and empowering 

realities, and we can deconstruct unjust and constraining ones. Our communication is 

powerful: we can coordinate our actions, make and manage meanings together (Pearce, 

2007, p. 78). In those days, during my early training, my believing in the co-construction 
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of useful meanings and in co-creating the space for alternative narratives to emerge, 

meant being busy asking questions, understanding patters of communication, keeping 

multiple hypotheses in my mind, constantly exploring in every direction. It made sense 

and it was a useful way to be in a conversation. So, my mind would quickly travel to think 

about the next question, to explore, to help bring up more possibilities for the 

construction of new, hopefully useful meanings. 

But somehow, in my training, the flowing and dynamic, embodied process of 

connectedness with the client, in the moment, was not talked about so much, and 

sometimes it felt like it wasn’t so important in a systemic social constructionist context. In 

that context, the invitations to stay curious felt more like the good and ethical way in 

which a subject (me) would help co-create something useful for/with the object (the 

client). In the midst of much talk about the multiverse of realities, somehow systemic 

curiosity, hypothesising, and exploration – in the way and in the context within which they 

were talked and written about – felt like they were standing outside the multiverse of 

possible responses, in a universe of their own. I felt like living processes were perceived 

more like something to be constructed piece by piece by separate, distinguishable, pre-

defined elements, and that complex, pragmatic, material situations were perceived as de-

constructible in language. I felt in my work I had to do things to co-create those alternative 

realities when I knew that I was just a participant in bringing the reality into being as I was 

responding within it (Simon and Salter, 2019, pp. 12). 

I know other people had similar thoughts. I recollect in particular the dissertations of two 

colleagues of mine who felt the same about the emphasis of the training on questions as 

expressions of curiosity. One of my colleagues explored the usefulness of systemic 

statements (not systemic questions) and the other wrote about systemic listening and 

silences. I remember when I was still in training, Peter Lang had talked in a workshop 

about “Emotions in Systemic Therapy” (2008), and I remember how hot the subject was. 

There was a lot of interest from the trainees as emotions were not something talked about 

very much in our training. I recall two things that were important for me in that workshop: 

a) when Peter Lang said that systemic therapy does not ignore emotions but goes beyond 
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emotions; and b) when he told us: ‘don’t censor yourselves’. That made sense: I needed 

embodied expressions and responses to be legitimated and validated. 

Another time, in one of the workshops organised by the KCC, the facilitator invited one of 

my colleagues to have a brief conversation as therapist with one of the participants who 

wanted to experience systemic interviewing. In the reflecting conversation after the 

interview, my colleague who had taken the role of the therapist in the exercise, talked 

about his concern that he had “understood too quickly” because he happened to be from 

the same country of origin as the interviewee. For this reason, he said, he hadn’t been 

able to maintain his curiosity because inside his mind he was making familiar assumptions 

about what was happening with the client. When the client’s turn for reflections came, he 

said: “I felt so understood”. Coming from the same country wasn’t necessarily a constraint 

in the therapeutic process. Curiosity, hypotheses, and questions arise naturally from 

within the flow of an interaction, and I remember thinking that being connected with the 

other, being dialogically daring and open, is what is most important. 

The problem I was having wasn’t a problem of my freedom of expression being 

constrained by always having to direct my responses towards exploration activities, but it 

was a philosophical and ethical confusion. It felt to me that an approach of multiplicity 

and dialogue, like the systemic social constructionist approach, could often feel monologic 

in my body. I wondered how it might feel for the client. So, for my dissertation as part of 

my MSc in Systemic Therapy, I interviewed systemic therapy clients about their 

experience of connectedness with their therapist. 

I had often felt that despite social constructionism’s openness and its invitations to tell 

new stories and imagine alternative futures, the professional training and development 

approach was quite radical in terms of focusing too much on language and stories. 

Somehow it felt to me like a mechanical process of using the right kind of language to 

build those stories which would then change the realities we inhabit. Although as an 

ethics-led practitioner, I very much believe in the power of language, the co-construction 

of stories, and the use of reflexivity, something was missing for me. 
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Beyond social constructionism 

Something was missing. I believed in a multiverse of realities but I couldn’t flow in a 

connected way from here to there because it seemed wrong to stand anywhere; it felt 

inappropriate to arrive. The notion of “truth” was almost excommunicated. But how can 

one flow if one doesn’t arrive (temporarily), arrive and flow again? All those distinctions I 

felt my work comprised didn’t work for me. To me, there was no space between flow and 

arrival. I felt that my role wasn’t allowing me to stay inside the moment of emotional hurly 

burly. My work was to keep trying to co-construct new realities, but there was a distance 

between me and the realities I was hoping to co-construct with the client. I could talk 

them through – the different realities – and represent them in words, hypothesise and ask 

about them. I could look at them from the outside, check where I was going, reflect on 

them. But the personal was missing, the body was left out, and emotions were mostly 

talked about in the theoretical texts and professional conversations as voices. Language 

was granted too much power in relation to what exists and what doesn’t. I felt that 

through reason we could choose some form of speaking to design, together with the 

client, our experience and reality in the moment of interaction. Although there is no 

objective reality in social constructionism, it seemed to me that there still was objectivity 

about reflections of reality. But I felt that all living expressions, spoken and unspoken, 

inner dialogues, thoughts and ideas, outer conversations, embodied sensations and 

emotions, noticings, and bodily expressions needed to be seen as emerging from within 

our being together as part of the world. We are not just collaborative and conversational 

beings, we are living beings in constant flux as part of a world, endlessly bigger than our 

linguistic world. 

John Shotter’s work was a relief to me; I found myself diving into his papers and books 

from my early days at the KCC back in 2006. Shotter talked about practical ways of being 

with people, spontaneously responding to whatever is unique every time, leaving behind 

theoretical constructs. He addressed the dynamic complexity of our in-the-moment 
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interactions and their openness to being specified yet further by those practically involved 

in them (Shotter, 2010b, p. 7). Shotter talked about ‘human realities as indivisible wholes’ 

(2011b, p. 120) and emphasized ‘the joint, dialogical, or chiasmic (i.e. completely 

intertwined) nature of the activities occurring in such meetings’ (2011b, 126). Sheila 

McNamee (2016, p. 89) writes: ‘John Shotter has devoted himself to unfolding a way of 

understanding the social world that centres human connection not human cognition’; it 

was in his work that I first saw the difference between co-construction and joint action 

(Shotter, 1985). Shotter discusses with-ness thinking (2012b), and ‘spontaneously 

responsive, expressive activity’ (2005a, p. 148), bringing embodied action centre-stage in 

our ways of knowing. According to Anderson, in Shotter’s view (Shotter, 2010b, p. i), 

‘people are unique “individuals”, actively engaged in developing knowledge rich in local 

relevance and fluidity’. 

Through Shotter I came to appreciate Tom Andersen’s work more, especially his stated 

reliance on his intuition: ‘…at this point in time my intuition seems to be what I rely on the 

most…’ (Andersen, 1992, p. 55, in Shotter, 2007, p. 31). Talking about our practices as 

social health care professionals, Tom Andersen (2007) says that apart from a modernist 

either-or way of thinking (which best applies to issues that are visible but dead, that is 

firmly defined but not linked with specific contexts) and the social constructionist both-

and way of thinking (where we deal with living issues for which many simultaneous, visible 

descriptions are possible without considering one point of view to be right and another 

wrong), he also sees a third “neither-nor” way of thinking. He says that ‘things are invisible 

but living. We experience something as taking place but we do not have an exact linguistic 

description for it’ (Seikkula, 2011, p. 185). 

I remember at some point reading Gail Simon’s paper ‘Incitement to Riot? Individual 

Identity and Group membership: Some reflections on the politics of a Post-Modernist 

Therapy’, in which she discusses ethical dilemmas in questioning in systemic therapy 

(Simon, 1998, pp. 6-8). In an example from practice, she uses eight possible systemic 

questions as a response to a particular client’s difficulty with finding a job. Simon then 

looks at the political implications of each potentially fitting systemic question. I like the 
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fact that Simon talks about dilemmas. Exploring a multiverse of hypothesis and “realities” 

is not enough. We need to take risks in ethical positioning, we have to (and cannot not) 

participate in the choice of realities. This is an embodied participation, not a cognitive one. 

Generating alternative explanations for the client through different systemic and reflexive 

questions is not the same as being open to seeing the unexpected, the unimaginable other 

– but very specific – reality, which would fit the client. Systemic questions just aimed at 

pointing to a multiverse of realities can be equally constraining, even hurting. When I read 

Incitement to Riot I felt that I wasn’t going mad and that I was right to feel that something 

was missing from the systemic socialist constructionist training, texts, and conversations: 

How can we know where to go next in our interaction with our clients? We systemic 

therapists are always faced with decisions about the implications of our choice of focus in 

the therapeutic conversation (Simon, 1998). But of course, looked at from the outside, it 

is never ethically possible to know the right response. It is about what is ethical in the 

specific, unique situation we are in. Something from within our relationship with the client 

in the moment of interaction – maybe a silent, bodily sense – makes us dare to take the 

step in one direction instead of another, to ask a question which despite its political 

dimensions (no position or question is ever neutral) would be ethically fitting This is 

because the question emerges from within all the things that are happening in that 

relational moment intra-actively, and from within our openness, transparency, and our 

desire to risk vulnerability and make a move with the other. 

In the Greek Christian spiritual tradition, the word “diakrisi” (διάκριση) is of significant 

importance. Having “diakrisi” is a desirable state and means something like to discern or 

to descry, to “know” the difference, to “know” (in a Wittgensteinian way) how to go on in 

our always first-time encountered circumstances. To have diakrisi is a “with-ness” 

(Shotter, 2011b) thing. It means to be in a position to know from within the specific 

circumstances how to go on in a fitting way, and it denotes the exact opposite of a stuck, 

uninvolved, dry, closed, theoretical approach to interactions. There is no one-way living. 

Living together calls for the ability to be relationally open, trustingly accepting to step into 

what might be unknown to us, and to let out surprising new responses. Living together is 
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to be able to trust that which is called out of the unique situations we are part of, and to 

use imagination to paint our way into what emerges in front of our eyes. 

By the end of my training, I had started to worry that reflexivity in my work was mostly 

talked about in the context of discovery, in the context of thinking about what is 

happening, what happened, what else could have happened in relation to this or the other 

response. I felt that there was something else, less loud but very important, which I 

needed to allow the space to emerge from within the moments of my interactions. In my 

present-relational moment with my client, I had first of all to do exactly this: relate with 

my entire being. I didn’t have to discover, I didn’t have to find, but I had to be there, open 

enough, vulnerable enough so that I would be able to notice and see, so that I could walk 

alongside my client. 

In the train on the way to the open day for this doctorate programme back in 2012, I wrote 

down a few lines in case I was asked to say what some of my research interests were:  

When we are reflecting in action (as a means to get out of our 

“universe” and look from a multi-perspective at what we are 

actually doing, saying or not saying and why), we are somehow 

disconnecting, moving outside of that space which is fluidly 

emerging from within our meeting with the other. And when we 

are “cut” from that, where are we? Are we in a useful place? And 

what makes it a useful place and what possibly makes it a not- so-

useful place? What do we have to lose in order to do “reflecting in 

action”?  

Soon after I joined the doctorate programme, I wrote the first reflexive paper required by 

the programme (included in this portfolio as the prelude). At that time, the title was “Free 

for our relationship as whole persons with the other”, and I was able to capture some of 

my thoughts and emotions in relation to staying open to my spontaneous expressive-

responsive activity as it emerges from within relational moments in practice. For me, the 

relationship between the “I” and the “we” has been at the core of my ethical and 
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philosophical explorations in systemic theory and in practice. In line with Ravi Kohli’s 

reference to the meaning of the word “we” (2014, p. 86), I have always felt it was 

important to ask in my practice: “who is we?”. It is not about who “they” (the clients) are 

and how “we” (therapists) respond to “them”, but it is a much more liquid and flowing 

“we” I was interested in. An exciting journey was about to unfold. 

 

Researching… 

Then I started to read. Not being an academic, I felt I needed to read widely in order to 

see how others, from different areas, disciplines, and perspectives, view the world and 

the people who inhabit it. So, apart from texts on qualitative research, reflexive research, 

systemic inquiry, research methodologies, writing, and the works of a number of diversity 

theorists, I also read Western philosophy, Ancient Greek philosophy, and Greek Christian 

theology. In addition, I read about neuroscience and neurobiology, as well as physicist 

Roger Penrose’s book on Consciousness and the Universe (Penrose and Hameroff, 2011, 

p. 142) and about the ‘hard problem’ (Chalmers, 1996, p. ix) of consciousness (that is, the 

question of how cognitive processes are accompanied or driven by phenomenal conscious 

experience and subjective feelings, referred to by philosophers as ‘qualia’). I read physics 

books to understand quantum concepts like entanglement; I read about science, 

computers, and machine learning to see how the application of artificial intelligence can 

provide systems with the ability to automatically learn and improve from experience. I 

read the story of the Apollo spacecraft and the journey to the moon, wanting to learn how 

the Apollo crew committed themselves to the gravity of the moon (Woods, 2010, p. 225) 

in lunar orbit insertion, after which point there was no possibility of a return to Earth 

except by the successful operation of one major system within the service module. I was 

stunned by the crew’s daring and risk-acceptance. 

I read poetry, biographies of artists and their philosophies on art; I read about and 

practiced mindfulness; I read books by theatre practitioners, drama theorists and 

musicians to better understand improvisation; and I read psychotherapy books. I even 
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went on to read chapters of books that I disagree with like the Bell Curve and Jordan 

Peterson’s work, because a friend with a totally different worldview to mine suggested 

them and I was curious. And I practised improvisational relatedness a lot. I practised 

experimentally in my professional work and I had lots of conversations with colleagues 

and supervisors. I practised daring improvisations in my life with the people and the 

situations I was meeting with every day. I started singing lessons, I took tango lessons, I 

joined a boxing class. I wanted to learn and experience bodily improvisations and 

spontaneous relational co-ordinations with the other. 

And then I read Barad. And Braidotti. And that was very important for me. New 

materialism ideas provided a philosophical home for me. Barad’s Meeting the Universe 

Halfway had a big impact on me as she goes beyond the co-construction of realities and 

the joint action in our lives together to talk about the entanglement of intra-acting 

agencies. She finds a way to talk about the individual in full – about embodiment, about 

responsibility and subjectivity, about emotions and experiences, about the intellect – by 

situating that individual as emerging through and as part of our entangled intra-relating 

with and as part of the world. Reading Barad, I felt I existed in my skin and that at the 

same time the “I” which I understood as existing, existed together with other agencies at 

work within me and all around me (Shotter, 2014a, p. 306). Nothing exists in separation 

from anything else. Barad’s move toward performative alternatives to 

representationalism shifted the focus from questions of correspondence between 

descriptions and reality to matters of practices, doings, and actions. (Barad, 2007, loc 

2706). In talking about Barad’s agential realism, Shotter writes: ‘…in enacting agential 

cuts, we must see ourselves as exhibiting at least two aspects, one which does the sensing 

and another which is subjected to what is sensed.’(Shotter, 2014a, p. 321). 

Rosi Braidotti’s passion in articulating new figurations of subjectivity spoke to my heart. 

According to Braidotti:  

The body and the embodiment of the subject is to be understood as neither 

a biological nor a sociological category but rather as a point of overlapping 
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between the physical, the symbolic and the sociological… A nomadic vision 

of the body defines it as multifunctional and complex as a transformer of 

flows and energies, affects, desires and imaginings. 

(Braidotti, 2011b, loc 560) 

 

When I read Braidotti’s concluding chapter in her book Nomadic Theory: the portable Rosi 

Braidotti (2011a, loc 6441-6568), which is her ‘secular prayer’ for the death of her beloved 

uncle Romano, ‘a man of God’, I felt even greater connection with the openness and 

inclusivity of new materialism as I felt it provided me with ample ground to move away 

from a binary way of thinking.  

Faith and religion are among the things that are still not talked about in systemic theory 

and practice so much; there is still lots of suspicion about “religious prejudice” and dogma. 

In her secular prayer for her uncle, Braidotti writes:  

… we were both materialist, you on the theistic side, I on the atheist one, 

and we remained mirror images of each other to the end… We both knew, 

albeit in different ways, that we just don’t know what an embodied human 

can do or become – we shared the fundamental passion of wonder at the 

complexity of living beings. 

(2011a, loc 6554) 

 

As a child I grew up in a family who believed in God in the most open, free, and loving 

way. Loving your fellow people, animals, and nature, being mindful and respectful of 

everything in the world, loving even your enemy, giving away privilege, and using 

“diakrisi” were the most important teachings of the Greek Christian culture that I grew up 

in. I have felt, in some ways, that new materialist ideas are very close with some of Greek 

Christian ideas. For example, I noticed a deeper connection with Barad’s concept of intra-
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action. In the Greek language, the word “prosopo” (πρόσωπο), literally means “face” and 

is used in Greek to denote a person, an individual. Etymologically, the word “prosopo” 

originates from constituents meaning “in front of” or “interface”. That is, in the Greek 

culture a face is a face-in-front-of-other-faces, it is an interface. A person is a unique 

individual, a face, but his/her uniqueness is understood as an interface; his/her 

uniqueness comes into being at the meeting point with the other and with the world. It is 

a uniqueness which arises out of a multiplicity in our endless meetings with the others 

who we share the world with. This brings me back to Barad’s definition of subjectivity: 

‘subjectivity is not a relation of individuality but a relation of responsibility to the other’ 

(2007, loc 7736). 

 

New Materialism 

New materialism is a kind of philosophical monism (in that it challenges dualistic ways of 

looking at the world), taking on board insights from the linguistic turn of post structuralism 

and constructivism which rejected earlier materialism’s deterministic explanations of 

social organisation/social action (Fox and Alldred, 2017, p. 4). It has moved to reject 

binaries, the distinction between the natural and the social, nature and culture, body and 

mind, subject-object, ontology-epistemology, human and non-human. Seeing matter and 

meaning as entangled, new materialism has brought about some conceptual paradigm 

shifts:  

- The idea of the de-centring of influential concepts: human agency and the social 

are not privileged anymore. Agency does not exclusively belong to the human and 

it is not subject-centred (Volker, 2019, loc 2033) 

- The idea that intra-actions (as opposed to interactions) iteratively reconfigure 

what is possible and not possible – possibilities do not stay still (Barad, 2007, loc 

3557). When two entities intra-act, they do so according to processes emerging 

from within the relationship, processes which change and adapt; they act not in a 

preexisting given way but in co-constitutive ways. The ‘notion of intra-action 
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reformulates traditional notions of causality and agency in an on-going 

reconfiguring of both the real and the possible’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3563). 

- The idea of an openness towards the ‘heterogeneity and indeterminacy of social 

relationality’ (Volker, 2019, loc 2033) – New materialism talks about assemblages 

not systems, not mixtures. 

- The idea of the irreducibility of the ethical element. From a new materialist 

perspective, ‘ethicality is part of the fabric of the world’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3665) 

and responsibility is the ability to respond. The call to respond and be responsible 

is part of what is. ‘Ethics is not a geometrical calculation’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3588) 

and are understood in their immanent dimension. 

- The idea of performativity. For Barad (2007, loc 2680), performativity is a 

contestation of the excessive power granted to language to determine what is real. 

 

Below I list some of the important new materialist ideas from Barad’s Meeting the 

Universe Halfway which I have found useful:  

- The idea of flat ontology: everything is intra-acting, everything is entangled. 

- The idea of the fundamental relationality of matter – all matter is seen as part of 

the relational fabric of the world.  

- The idea that phenomena are constitutive of reality: ‘Reality is composed not of 

things-in-themselves or things-behind-phenomena but of things-in-phenomena’ 

(Barad, 2007, loc 2815). 

- The idea that an inherent ontological indeterminacy is only ever partially resolved 

in the materialization of specific phenomena. There is wholeness in relational 

phenomena. There are infinite possibilities for the creation of a phenomenon but 

not everything is possible at every moment (Barad, 2007, loc 3663). 

- The idea of agential realism – agency is cut loose from its traditional humanist orbit 

and is not ‘aligned with human intentionality or subjectivity’ (Barad, 2007, loc 

3565). The relationship of the human subject to the world is one of a (de-centered) 
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“thing” among other animate or inanimate “things”, but a special “thing”, which 

objectifies their “entanglement” exactly in this involvement (Volker, 2019, loc 

2070). 

- The idea that ‘agency is a matter of intra-acting’ not something that someone or 

something has – it is a doing, a being in its intra-activity (Barad, 2007, loc 3570) as 

part of relational phenomena in their differential becoming. But this is no 

refraining from responsibility: it is ‘a shift from responsibility of an autonomous 

human subject towards a necessary response of the human to its relational 

entanglement with the eventfulness of the world’ (Volker, 2019, loc 2079). 

- The idea that responsibility is seen as ‘the essential primary and fundamental 

mode of subjectivity’ (Levinas, 1985, cited in Barad, 2007, loc 7737). 

- The idea of agential cuts as an expression of performativity. Agential cuts splice 

things together and cut them apart in the fabric of relationality. We are ‘co-

constituted and entangled through the very “cuts” we help to enact’ (Barad, 2007, 

loc 3589). 

- The idea that power and resistance are matters of performativity: ‘particular 

possibilities for intra-acting exist at every moment, and these changing 

possibilities entail an ethical obligation to intra-act responsibly [use our ability to 

respond] in the world’s becoming, to contest and rework what matters and what 

is excluded from mattering’ (Barad. 2007, loc 3580). (insertion in square brackets 

is mine). 

- The idea that we are responsible for our involvement in enacting agential “cuts”, 

‘not because we do the choosing (neither do we escape responsibility because 

“we” are “chosen” by them), but because we are an agential part of the material 

becoming’ of the world (Barad, 2007, loc 3585). 

- The idea that ‘cuts are not enacted from the outside, nor are they ever enacted 

once and for all’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3590). Humans partake in the occurring of the 

world but they do not control it from an outside position. 
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- The idea that ‘respectful engagement attends to detailed patterns of thinking (…); 

fine grained details matter’ (Barad, 2007, loc 1902). 

- The idea that objectivity is about taking account of ‘marks on bodies’ (Barad, 2007, 

loc 3584), that is the differences materialised. 

- The idea that differences emerge from ‘within and as part of an entangled state’ 

(Barad, 2007, loc 1875). 

- The idea of diffraction (Barad, 2007, loc 7549) which I found useful in relational 

practice. Diffraction is seen as a better way to describe movements in 

relationships, compared to reflexivity which is based on representationalism, that 

is, ideas or explanations of binary nature. In physics, diffraction has to do with the 

way waves intertwine when they overlap and the bending and spreading of waves 

when they come across an obstacle. Diffraction can be seen as ongoing 

differentiating – parts of the world meet with other parts of the world, 

reconfiguring patterns, enacting agential cuts, and materialising constantly new 

entanglements. 

- The idea that divergence emerges within phenomena – ‘agential separability, real 

material divergence, but without absolute separation’ (Barad, 2007, loc 1887). 

- The idea that subject and object do not pre-exist but emerge through intra-actions. 

- The idea of an entangled ontology – in other words, material-discursive 

phenomena. 

- The idea of ethicontoepistemology (Barad, 2007, loc 8081): ‘knowing is a material 

practice of engagement as part of the world in its differential becoming’ (Barad, 

2007, loc 1883). Ethics, ontology and epistemology are not separable. 

The concept of improvisation that I use in this inquiry, is about responding in the moment 

to what we hear and understand, expecting that our response will be fitting with what will 

come next and hoping that we will contribute to the co-creation of something beautiful, 

harmonious, and useful as we are involved with the other in developing that which is going 

on. In improvisation, we are together in a mutual involvement, within a particular 
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relational phenomenon which changes us, we are occupied with and participating in the 

same “topic”, we are engaged with a shared “theme”. 

 

Practice context  

When I joined this doctorate programme back in 2013, I had recently moved back to 

Greece from London, and I had started working in private practice for the first time after 

having worked in a number of NHS family therapy clinics. 

Being back to my birth country was a liberating and also an exposing experience. I was 

meeting my people again, I was appreciating my culture again, I was speaking my language 

again; I was meeting myself again. It felt like my compatriots and I were, after many years, 

meeting again in a common place, a place where “expert rescuers” were not seen as the 

answer to problems anymore, and creative improvisation felt like a safe way to go on. The 

sharply deteriorating financial and social situation in Greece at that time came with all 

sorts of difficulties and serious problems for everyday living. The recession was severe due 

to the Greek government’s debt crisis: hundreds of thousands of jobs were lost and levels 

of support dropped significantly, all of which had a multiplier effect on the overall capacity 

of the system to provide necessary help where needed. People were losing touch with 

their own dreams and meaning in their lives, and there was a strong sense of loss and 

betrayal towards those in political authority who should have known better and should 

have acted more ethically and responsibly to protect the people from this disaster. 

Within that distressing context, I felt strong enough to allow my new experience of living 

in Greece to affect the way I practised. I felt my work becoming deeper and more 

relationally response-able. I felt able to allow myself to improvise with new ways of 

relating with clients and to find ways to practice as a ‘community member alongside other 

community members’ (Simon, 2011, p. 36). The process of accounting for what I was doing 

in my private practice in Athens while I was reflecting on my work and during supervision, 

was an extremely interesting one. I found that some of the themes that had always 
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interested me in my practice – for example, prioritizing “living and embodied” relating 

and connectedness with the other, and trying to minimise the risk of alienation from those 

around me (Shotter, 2011b) – were coming into play spontaneously in my work in Athens 

at that time. 

It is at that time that a group of people from an art organisation asked me to work with 

them in an open way – a combination of personal development workshops and group 

therapy work. Something about the unique context of working with a group of people in 

my country of origin at that particular point in time, and in my mother tongue, produced 

a situation that demanded more of me, a situation that helped me move towards a 

different understanding of my work and a different way of being with clients – not 

necessarily “clients-in-therapy” as I knew it. 

The participants of that group were self-referred to work together with me but the work 

didn’t have a “title” or a “name”. They were not self-referred for therapy exactly but, in a 

way, they were self-referred for participation in an open, conversational, creative space 

for personal development. Together, we improvised how to do it every time we met and 

what to pay attention to. As involved participants in joint action (Shotter, 1995), in the 

midst of our collaborative unfolding activities we decided to let the “we” in our dialogue 

invent the rules of working together (Simon, 2012) within the context of systemic practice. 

This group work started as a one-off personal development workshop, within the context 

of that art organisation’s learning and development activities. We then agreed to meet 

for more workshops. As the group evolved and our meetings became more regular, there 

came the temptation for me to frame it as therapy group. What was it that we were doing 

together? How could I account for what I was doing with this group? I remember at times 

I felt the need to “fix” some context for these meetings and to fit what I was doing to some 

known (from theory) category. Was it group therapy (Yalom and Leszcz, 2005), systemic 

group therapy (Katakis, 2002), art-play therapy (Huizinga, 1955), or outside witness 

practices (White, 2007)? Were we participating in a personal development workshop, a 

resonance group, a conversational team, a social therapy group (Newman and Holzman, 



66 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

1997), a reflecting team (Andersen, 1987), a support group, a nurturing team (Fredman 

and Combs, 1996), or doing community work (White, 2003)? I needed to “frame” what 

we were doing in terms of ’theories made up of separate elements that can be 

reconfigured in a rule-governed way, ahead of time, to give us a new representation, a 

“prediction” of future events’ (Shotter, 2004, p. 297). But, at the same time I felt that it 

wasn’t possible to impose the “therapy” frame – or any fixed theoretical frame – to 

meetings with people who were coming together to explore things about themselves and 

about ways of “being”: ‘I act not simply “out of” my own plans and desires but in a sense 

also “into” the opportunities offered to me to act, or else my attempts to communicate 

will fail or be sanctioned in some way’ (Shotter, 1989, p. 144). It seems to me that in the 

process of going on with life, the participants of this group were choosing to turn to 

themselves and to each other in creative ways. In so doing, they taught me new ways of 

practising systemic ideas. I had gradually overcome my prejudices about what counts as 

useful in “therapy” and I felt free to let the group participants teach me the meaning of 

the words they wanted to use for our meetings, in the midst of our unfolding relational 

activities.  

Meeting with that group changed my ideas about the contexts in which I could work with 

people therapeutically and encouraged me to be more open to people’s ideas about what 

they might find helpful in how we meet together. My work with this group had an 

important impact on me, opening the way for me to practise ever since in more open 

ways. Moreover, it encouraged me to pursue this doctoral research, which is connected 

to ideas about “local” knowing (McNamee and Hosking, 2012), tacit knowing (Polanyi, 

1996) relational ethics (Simon, 2013; McNamee and Hosking, 2012), relational 

responsibility (McNamee and Gergen, 1999), and the ‘dialogic fabric of human life’ 

(Bakhtin, 1984, p. 293). 
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d. How have I approached this inquiry methodologically 

Thinking about how I have approached this inquiry methodologically, the following words 

come to my mind: retrospective, in-person, reflexive, transparent, irreverent, 

spontaneous, improvisational, and diffractive. I feel these are necessary elements for 

producing, in a consistent way, writings to do with spontaneous improvisational activities 

from within our moments of interaction in practice, and for creating pragmatic ways to 

show the living detail of in-the-moment dialogic processes. Throughout this doctorate, I 

respond to the theory and literature in contextually dialogical ways. A stand-alone, pre-

focused literature review section would have limited my freedom to be interested in and 

inspired by an emerging range of multi-context theory in relation to my theme. This work 

takes seriously the importance of alive theory, meaning those emotional and intellectually 

inspiring experiences which make us believe in and experiment with new forms of 

practice. My methodology has evolved as neither a mix of different methods nor a multi-

methodological endeavour. It has followed diffractive patterns in that there is no in-

advance plan of a combination of methods. Instead, elements from different 

methodological areas become recognisable as the work progresses. A framing of the 

methodology in advance would dampen the livingness of the work and would prevent the 

experimental assemblage of relational sensibilities from emerging in the research process. 

So, although I didn’t want to pre-plan a methodology in advance of its invention, I can say 

now that the core pillars of my methodology are: 

1) Writing. Writing is a relational, expressive, and generative method of reflexive 

inquiry. With dialogic and with-ness writing (Simon, 2011; Shotter, 2011b; 

Wittgenstein, 1966), I show relational interactions in ‘slow motion’ and in a ‘micro-

detailed way’ (Simon, 2011, p. 124), entering into a real-time dialogue with myself 

about my spontaneous reactions and felt senses in my relational moments in 

practice. I write in a way which allows for the expression of emotions and bodily 

sensations. According to St. Pierre (Richardson and St. Pierre, 2005, p. 972), writing 

involves a politics and ethics of difficulty: there is nowhere to turn for 
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authorisation comfort. According to Richardson (Richardson and St. Pierre, 2005, 

p. 962), the writing process and the writing product are deeply intertwined and 

they are both privileged: ‘There is no such thing as getting it right, only getting it 

differently contoured and nuanced.’ 

2) Autoethnography. As a research methodology, autoethnography (Simon, 2013; 

Etherington, 2004) ‘… blends the practices and emphases of social science with the 

aesthetic sensibility and expressive forms of art’ (Ellis, 2008, p. 30). 

Autoethnography offers me the freedom to put myself in the middle of the inquiry 

and, from a position of being “present” and open, write the story about myself and 

my personal experiences within a social context (Etherington, 2004) in a visible, 

detailed, and transparent way. Owning these stories gives me the freedom to 

present what I “know” in creative ways, and the responsibility to place this 

knowledge in a context of multiple and participatory conversations. Writing auto-

ethnographically means conjuring up emotional, visual, and other sensory images 

about my experience, putting myself (back) into the scene (that took place or was 

created based on numerous experiences), making imaginative selections of scenes 

and characteristics to develop, and searching for words to describe the feelings 

running through me (Ellis, 2008, p. 33). 

3) Play. I have used play as part of my methodology as I decided to keep diving in and 

responding to what is unfolding in my experimental writings, improvising with 

form and content. I see play as an important element of relational practice. 

Other methodological influences include: 

4) Diffractive methodology. According to Barad (2007, loc 716), a diffractive 

methodology provides a way of being respectful of ideas and other materials, 

attending to their entanglements in terms of reading important insights through 

one another. A diffractive methodology recognises that what ‘often appear as 

separate entities (…) does not actually entail a relation of absolute exteriority at 

all’ (Barad, 2007, loc 1965); it is the entangled nature of the differences that 

matter. 
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5) Essay-writing as a research methodology. According to Kebbe (2014, loc 3977), 

‘essay writing does not ask for finalised analysis but it is open to a multitude of 

aspects’. For this reason, essay writing is experimental, a trying-out, ‘always a first-

draft, tentative, unmade and unpolished’ (Smith, 2009). 

6) Performative writing (Pollock, 1998). According to Pollock, performative writing is 

evocative, metonymic, subjective, nervous, citational, and consequential. 

Performative writing can be discontinuous, moving in time and space and using 

literary devises like poetic expression and metaphor to interrupt linearity, escape 

explanations, and invite resonance. 

7) Fiction-based research. The power of fiction lies in its ability to create 

‘truthfulness’ through a marriage of ‘the real’ and the imaginary. (Leavy, 2019, loc 

5029). Fictionalised research ‘…oversteps the empirical world we aim to reference’ 

(Leavy, 2019, loc 5032), takes what we learn from our experiences and shares it 

with others in ways which invite empathy and intimate engagement, leaving space 

for the readers to fill in gaps in interpretation and understanding of the narrated 

situations by drawing on their personal experiences. 

 

e. Anticipated contributions of the research  

In the concluding chapter of this thesis, there is a discussion section where I summarise 

what I think has come out of this inquiry, the novel contributions and practical 

consequences for others. This might be a good place to admit that I have high hopes about 

communicating to the readers of this research (including the people who will read it in the 

role of examiner) my passion for extending systemic practices to include whatever feels 

right and needed from within our relational moments with one another, and for giving 

permission to ourselves as systemic practitioners to keep improvising with boundary- 

setting, -moving or -breaking, aiming at pushing existing theoretical knowledge further 

from within practice. 



70 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

I have been down many paths and explored many avenues, wondering whether these 

writings might be interesting and useful to my readers. Will my readers connect with what 

I am writing? How will my writings sound to my readers’ ears? I have tried to write in a 

way which respects multiple points of view as much as possible, but how this portfolio is 

understood – whether it is found useful, interesting, or gets rejected as not useful –, is out 

of my control. I have tried to share, with honesty and transparency, my disquiets, my 

passions, my dilemmas; the things that interest me; what has moved me and why; how I 

have responded to situations and how I might have liked to respond. But it is up to the 

readers to select what might be of interest to them and to decide whether this thesis 

offers something original and exciting. 

What excites me the most in this inquiry and what I see as a main contribution is my use 

of writing ‘as talk’ (Simon, 2011, p. 136), as everyday, spontaneous, improvisational talk, 

consistent with the spontaneous, expressive-responsive improvisational way of relating 

with my clients. Inviting the reader into a more intimate relationship with me, I create 

real-time, “unedited” stories from diverse relational contexts, weaving inner emotions 

and reflections with outer voices, knowledges, experiences, and texts, and presenting 

findings in heterogeneous ways. This is part of my effort to respond in a living, expressive 

way to the questions at hand, and to participate in a dialogue with the reader as well as 

with and from within the stories I write. In this research, I offer: 

- Unique tales created from within my experiences with relational encounters in 

professional practice, which offer details of my polyphonic/cacophonic (Simon, 

2011, p. 124) inner dialogue at “cross-road” points in relation to how to go on in a 

conversation. 

- Stories about and from within everyday life relational encounters which reposition 

everyday living interactions closer to what we do in our work as therapists, and 

focus on the value of spontaneous, improvisational connectedness with the others 

and the world we live in. 
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- Creative and detailed descriptions of inner conversations, associations, and 

dilemmas which I hope will invite the reader into a reflexive positioning with their 

own ethical dilemmas and questions. 

- Examples of experimental writings as a performative mode of inquiring into 

spontaneous expressive-responsive relational activity. 

- Texts which move away from “objective” research by means of first-person, 

transparent story-telling with the use of literary form such as evocative writing, 

fictionalisation, and poetry. 

- Writings in essay form or ‘sketches’ (Kebbe, 2014, loc 4048) of various relational 

experiences that focus spontaneously on presenting certain perspectives and not 

aiming at giving a “full picture” of the story – which is what we do in our living 

expressive-responsive activities: a lot is being left out. 

- Examples of using “free” –writing –in terms of form, content, and structure – as 

part of my research method in this inquiry on improvisational activity in relational 

practice. Through free writing, I am able to capture ideas and emotions arising out 

of my in-the-moment intuitive and spontaneous connection with what strikes me 

as important and useful in the present (writing) moment. 

- A creatively designed text as a meeting place for ideas and bodily responses where 

new avenues for relational practice and research might appear. 

 

From my point of view, I would like to think that these writings might: 

- Inspire practitioners and invite them to re-think relational practice in an open, 

intuitive, and spontaneous way, paying attention to whatever feels right and 

needed from within relational moments. 

- Encourage a more fluid engagement with practice research, extending ideas about 

what count as methods of research inquiry. 

- Add some value to the on-going debate about the shape and role of research in 

psychotherapy by experimenting with the usefulness of performative writing 

methodologies. 
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f. Criteria for the research  

This research is situated in the area of Qualitative Inquiry. Below I include a set of criteria 

which connect with the mode of inquiry and my research methodologies. The criteria are 

intended as signposts for me and also provide guidance to the readers and the assessors. 

In listing the criteria below, I have been based on some qualitative researchers whose 

work relate with the methodologies used in this research (Bochner, 2000; Tracy, 2010; 

Denzin, 2000; Ellis, 2000; Richardson, 1994; Richardson 2000; Simon, 2018b; Clough, 

2000), and I have adapted them to suit the context of this practice doctorate. I have also 

taken into account the recommended validity criteria for assessing the quality of research 

in the handbook of this doctorate programme (University of Bedfordshire, 2013): 

- The research makes a substantive contribution to the field of systemic practice and 

research, offering novel and transformative ideas.  

- The research has a clear practical and theoretical situatedness in relational, 

dialogical, collaborative systemic practice. 

- The research demonstrates literary ability and its presentation has aesthetic merit. 

- The research privileges evocative writing, offering much detail not only of facts 

and theories but also of the intangible and fleeting, feelings, thoughts in progress, 

sensations, noticings, imaginations, affect. 

- The research presents sophisticated examples of self and relational reflexivity and 

provides enough transparency and self-exposure for the readers to make their 

own judgements about the points of view presented. 

- The research makes an impact on the reader. It moves the readers emotionally 

and intellectually, inviting them to experiment with new forms of relational 

practices. The research also makes an impact on the writer, showing 

transformation in some areas of my thinking and practice. 

- The subjectivity and creativity of the research is demonstrated as a relation of 

responsibility to the people involved in the stories and the texts, as well as the 

readers. 
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- The research is truthful and transfers an embodied sense of lived experience, 

reflecting real issues and real concerns for people.  

- The research pays sufficient attention to relational ethics. There is care, respect, 

and concern in the treatment of people, characters, communities, and views. 

- The research speaks from within lived experience and practice relationships rather 

than about them. 

- The research demonstrates theoretical and structural irreverence, independent 

thought and practice. 

- The research manages to interrupt habit patterns in the field of systemic practice 

and the writing about it, by showing originality and independence in thinking, and 

by demonstrating theoretical and practical irreverence.  

- The research invites readers to engage with the texts and create their own 

connections rather than be taught something fixed. 

I will address how the research meets the criteria towards the end of the thesis.   
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METHODOLOGY: 

Engaging with a first-time encountered passion  
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4. Research Methodology  

 …from music and genetics, in both cases transposition indicates an 

intertextual, cross-boundary or transversal transfer of codes, in the sense 

of a leap from one code, field, or axis into another... it is not just a matter 

of weaving together different strands, variations on a theme (textual or 

musical), but rather of playing the positivity of difference as an ontological 

force and of setting up adequate frames of resonance for their specific 

rhythms of becoming. As a term in music, transposition indicates variations 

and shifts of scale in a discontinuous but harmonious pattern. It is thus 

created as an in-between space of zigzagging and of crossing: nonlinear and 

chaotic, but in the productive sense of unfolding virtual spaces. Nomadic, 

yet accountable and committed; creative and hence affective, relational, 

and cognitively driven; discursive and also materially embedded—it is 

coherent without falling into the logocentric inflexibility of instrumental 

rationality…  

(Braidotti, 2011a, loc 4085) 

 

 

Methodological Passions 

Clarity about which research methodology to use is viewed as one of the most important 

requirement in the initial steps of a research process. But in my view, this may defeat the 

role of methodology in inquiries. One does not necessarily need to set a fixed 

methodology for one’s research in advance: the way in which new knowledge emerges 

and how the inquiry is put together evolve in the process of studying the research theme. 

A research project, above all, is part of an ongoing communication, a dialogue, with a 
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community around a specific theme, and dialogues are not planned activities. Being 

methodical in our work and being able to communicate the logic of our study clearly and 

transparently is important so that the community of interested readers have enough 

information to be able to enter into a mental dialogue with the writings. But, being 

methodical in how we proceed with an inquiry is different to strictly adhering to 

established ways of doing it. Methodology does not need to be some specific costume 

that researchers have to wear to enter the “grand hall of research”. Method can emerge 

from within the activity of researching, which in itself is a live and unpredictable process. 

Methodology does not need to pre-determine the nature to one’s research. 

In talking about my methodology, I might perhaps find it easier to swap the word 

methodology for the word “philosophy” like Vedeler, who, quoting Docherty, talks about 

philosophy as a mode of inquiry which pushes 

… our thinking to the point where we are not prepared for its results, to the 

point of a kind of surprise or to the point where there is an eruption of that 

which could not already be accounted for in our prior forms and rules of 

thinking 

(Doherty, 1996, cited in Vedeler, 2011, p. 60) 

 

But I would probably need to start this chapter with the passion driving my research 

process; my “methodology” emerged in an evolving process. 

I could say that my ‘mode of inquiry’ (Vedeler, 2011, p. 72) is a passionately creative and 

playful inquiry. It is creative because in my writings I never knew what was coming up 

next, playful because of the freedom with which I am stepping out of “real” scientific 

research into a sphere of activity with a disposition of its own, and passionate because of 

my commitment and striving to do something difficult: I write with an element of tension, 

uncertainty, and chanciness, and communicate with my readers in ethical, enchanting, 

and captivating ways, in the context of a doctoral thesis. Running the risk of under-
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achieving against a criterion for rigour in this doctorate, I could say that in this inquiry I 

have tried to avoid “seriousness” in my writing – believing that a focus on writing-with-

seriousness might constrain inspiration and emergence, which I see as key elements of a 

serious engagement with this work. 

During the first year of this doctorate programme, I visualised my thesis being written in 

two columns – the whole thing. The column on the left, would be written in “professional” 

language like orthodox “research”. The column on the right would be some kind of 

“translation” of the left column, in as plain a language as possible, so plain that it could 

speak straight to the heart. I didn’t organise my thesis this way because this research is 

not based on a pre-planned, pre-thought structure, and also because accurate 

translations are never possible. But what emerged, I would like to think, in a way 

resembles that interplay, that dialogue between the right-hand and left-hand columns as 

I visualised it back then. 

Sometimes, when I am sitting with the mothers of my eleven-year-old daughters’ friends, 

the conversation revolves around plans and decisions in relation to parenting dilemmas 

that we expect to come: when the children should be allowed to have their own mobile 

phones; to go out with friends unsupervised and until what time; to have access to social 

media, and so on. I have noticed that quite often the mothers know how they will do it 

and I don’t. I don’t know now. As I told one mum who asked me how come I didn’t know: 

“I don’t know now but I am getting to know every day…” I have noticed that every few 

months, I find myself knowing important things that I didn’t know a few months before 

about those kinds of decisions in relation to my child, as I am getting to know her and as 

she is developing her identity. Even my questions about those issues change as the 

months go by… It seems that when it is time for me to know, things are already clearer, 

because learning is a continuous and interactive process. And it is true. Lots of these 

decisions are indeterminate in my mind before the action time, when the actual 

“coordinates” are in place. 
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For similar reasons, this thesis is not written as one piece with a pre-determined order 

and a pre-planned design and structure, but as a collection of essays and short 

fictionalized stories, which were written in their own time and space. Writing this thesis, 

I haven’t tried to use my “knowledge” purposefully in order to engage with it in some 

specific way and I didn’t engage with it in order to get to know some specific thing. 

According to Barad’s onto-epistemological philosophy, ‘Knowing is a material practice of 

engagement as part of the world in its differential becoming’ (2007, loc 1883). Knowing is 

not produced or coming out of our engagements; knowing is our very engagements. So, 

this research is improvisational, based on a philosophy of becoming as emergent, 

unscripted activity. Unsettling a technology of “undistorted” representations of form and 

content, this inquiry on relational practice follows no orderly phases in the process of its 

unfolding. 

My position as a therapist and my position as a researcher bear a significant resemblance. 

Most importantly, in both positions I don’t know my exact position; I do not fantasize 

about knowing what I am doing, exactly where I am going and in precisely what way, 

outside of the doing of it. In both these positions, I resist standing in any pre-determined 

space as I believe that the boundaries between object of observation (the “what”) and 

agencies of observation (how “the what” is defined) are indeterminate in the absence of 

an observation apparatus (Barad, 2007, loc 2307). I would like my observation 

apparatuses to be chosen organically from within and as part of engaging with the calls of 

each relational moment in therapy and in research. In both these positions, I have the 

choice (and the privilege) to use observation apparatuses handed out to me in advance, 

apparatuses well designed for “such” purposes. And I can use them with some authority. 

But I prefer to see no “such” purposes; I prefer not to know an exact purpose. I choose to 

let the effects of indeterminately combinable embodied “data”, from within moments of 

interaction, “write” my diffractive pattern on paper – when I write – and direct my 

expressive-responsive acting when I am with people. 
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The capacity to affect and be affected 

Ethical practice requires thinking beyond the already known, being open in 

the moment of the encounter, pausing at thresholds and crossing over. 

(Davies, 2018, p. 121) 

 

So what is the passion driving my research process? To explore and inspire openness in 

expression and a freedom with our embodied choices of words, styles, and ways of acting. 

It is my belief that as systemic practitioners we need to be able to show that we are not 

afraid to openly engage with uncertainty, complexity, and multiplicity, not only in our 

practice rooms but in broader circles as well: in our training sessions, professional 

conversations, publications, and in academia. We need to show that we can use freely 

and shamelessly words and working ways that feel right and see where they take us. We 

need to prove our understanding that systemic thinking is about synthesis and creativity, 

that ethical behaviour is never an add-on, that one can never “shape” an ethical 

behaviour. Bakhtin says: ‘Ethical action, by its very nature consists of a free gift to another 

from a different integral position’ (Morson and Emerson, 1990, p. 91). Freedom entails 

risks. 

How can we be open to relational unpredictability if we constrain ourselves with our own 

constructs? Words like truth, reality, feelings, and own-voice, for example, have been 

difficult to use freely and shamelessly in systemic, social-constructionist culture. Ontology 

has been a word with suspect connotations, out of sight for quite some time compared to 

epistemology, which has been used freely and become the basis of reflexive activities and 

theoretical developments. But, ‘Practices of knowing and being are not isolable; they are 

mutually implicated. We don’t obtain knowledge by standing outside the world; we know 

because we are of the world,’ Barad tells us (2007, loc 3712). 



80 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

On the other hand, in our systemic, social constructionist community, we use words like 

psycho-therapy fluently – no questions asked. Terms like reflexivity, dialogue, and 

multiplicity are perhaps used too much in an almost iterative, mimetic way. This risks 

creating theoretical corridors of thinking and acting, despite the fact that moving with 

fluidity is perhaps systemic practitioners’ greatest skill. How can we keep revealing ever-

new and unique meanings of our own, from within our encounters with the world we are 

part of, if we are not free to ‘stumble around in words’ (Shotter, 2011b, p. 199), while 

“walking” our relational paths? 

Showing ourselves “at work” in our writing needs to start from showing that “at work” is 

not only in the therapy room or in front of the client; it is outer as well as inner dialogue, 

feelings, vulnerabilities, inspirations, confusions, uncertainty, daring, new learnings. 

Simon writes: 

How can we teach psychotherapy and learn from each other unless we 

write from within the complex moments of interaction? In our everyday 

practice, we have learned how to move fluidly, responsively to spoken and 

unspoken movements in inner and outer dialogue. This information and 

professional know-how is not incidental to what happens but an integral 

part of the therapeutic, teaching, or supervisory process and therefore 

inevitably part of a reflexive first-person research process.  

(Simon, 2018a, p. 2) 

 

In this inquiry, I hope to show the entangled nature of systemic inquiries – how they are 

not supposed to stay inside specific theoretical schemes of things and alienate us from 

the world we are part of; how they need to risk stepping on unfinalised understandings 

and tolerate the vertigo effect of a constant flow of new knowings.  

Deciding to follow my passion – and not choosing one specific research methodology in 

advance and outside of the doing of this research project – is not a decision based on an 
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individualistic, essentialist idea about finding the path to my own deeply held passions. 

Nor is it based on a negative critique of or disrespect for more structured ways of 

conducting research. I am not taking a unitary perspective but I am trying to open up a 

multiplicity that goes beyond the dichotomies of subjectivity/objectivity. I believe that the 

researcher and the researched are inextricably linked and that even with sophisticated 

methodology designs, it is not possible to limit the effects of the observer on the 

observed. I feel responsible for my choice of voice here – in the same way that I feel 

responsible for my choice of voice in my professional and other relational interactions – 

and my need for moral coherence calls for my responsible participation in the on-going 

dialogue in the systemic field about what counts as professional practice and scientific 

research. 

The choice to follow my passion with the mode of my inquiry is my personal way of 

showing moral coherence between my talk and my walk. I approach therapy practice and 

practice research based on an ethico-onto-epistemological philosophy, where the 

personal and the professional is one, as are the “talk” and the “walk”. If my talk (writing) 

is about daring improvisations in our moment to moment expressive-responsive actions, 

I need to take a daring improvisational position with my writing so that the way I write is 

consistent with what I am writing. My relational writing is a kind of dialogic monologue, a 

way of writing which respects and anticipates the reader and invites the reader’s 

reflexivity and emotional responding. 

Bakhtin (1990, p. 1) asks, ‘What guarantees the inner connection of the constituent 

elements of a person? Only the unity of answerability’. So, my passion is also a passion for 

moral coherence, or for “walking the talk”. With experimental, open, spontaneous, 

improvisational writing I walk my talk about being loyal to the very moment or action. In 

this inquiry, I am not so much concerned with the talk in itself (writing, in this case), as I 

am concerned with talking from within my walking. Richardson writes: 

… producing ‘things’ always involves value – what to produce, what to 

name the productions, and what the relationship between the producers 
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and the named things will be. Written “things” are no exception. No textual 

staging is ever innocent (including this one). Styles of writing are neither 

fixed nor neutral but reflect this historically shifting domination of 

particular schools or paradigms 

(1994, p. 518) 

 

In this inquiry, I offer my intimate engagement with relational experiences, and with the 

writing itself, as embodied knowledge accountable to specific circumstances – time-

space-people-other – of this inquiry. I write with honesty, emotional openness, and 

vulnerability, displaying myself, my contradictions, and my ambivalence in my writing, 

hoping to inspire my readers’ imagination regarding new ways of moving in practice and 

research. 

 

My mode of inquiry 

I speak as an “I”, but do not make the mistake of thinking that I know 

precisely all that I am doing when I speak in that way. I find that my very 

formation implicates the other in me, that my own foreignness to myself 

is, paradoxically, the source of my ethical connection with others. 

(Butler 2005, p. 84) 

 

So, this is an inquiry of “real time” stories, relational stories popping up or created in the 

process of writing, inspired by my professional and everyday life and emerging as a 

combination of ethnographic and fictional scenes. The stories from everyday relational 

life, wherever they appear in the text, speak about real situations. Most of these stories 

are developed as essays and include relevant literature for each topic they touch on. 
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Although they involve fictional techniques which allow me to show in a lively way how life 

flows, they are real stories which happened to me and to people around me. My stories 

from professional practice are fictionalised scenarios inspired by numerous relational 

experiences through the years of my practice. They never happened as they are storied, 

but they could have happened. The characters are created. I have called these writings 

“Relational leaving in practice”. 

The dictionary meaning of “practice” is: ‘the application or the use of an idea or method; 

the customary, habitual or expected procedure or way of doing something’. I often feel 

that as a systemic practitioner, when referring to “my practice”, I must understand it 

somehow in relation to the above definition. But I feel that this is just drying up the 

livingness of the relational flows with my clients and can affect how I talk about those 

experiences. Quite often, theoretical creations may estrange us from the aliveness of 

moments of interaction and numb our sensing of them. 

My aim being to exclusively explore unique and unrepeatable moment-to-moment 

relational encounters, I bring up in my writings a number of random, “unimportant” – if 

measured in terms of more familiar scales of importance – moments from everyday life, 

and look at their micro-details closely. The specialness of our moments together in our 

everyday lives is not to do with their objective significance but with their richness, 

uniqueness, unpredictability, and unrepeatability. The use of such episodes is part of my 

methodology, then, and part of my effort to consider relational interactions outside 

professional framework conditions; to experiment with some freedom from the constant 

need for explanations and justifications of meanings; to consider things beyond ideas to 

do with the concrete application of specific theories and methods; to keep the focus on 

simple, spontaneous knowings; to emphasise the radical aliveness of relational 

encounters; to show that ‘ethical concerns are not supplemental to practice but an 

integral part of it’ (Barad, 2007, loc 863); and to try to do some justice to our bodily 

awareness from within and as part of living in the world. 
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What I am trying to capture in both everyday life situations and composite stories from 

practice is the idea of phenomena which Barad (2007, loc 788) defines as ‘...not mere 

laboratory creations but basic units of reality’. Units of reality, according to a 

‘nonrepresentationalist form of realism’ (Barad, 2007, loc 1235), are not to do with the 

existence of “things” and concepts (words) which correctly define and correspond to 

these “things”, but with entangled living agencies intra-acting from within and as part of 

the phenomena which they are producing. In my writings, I try to avoid exploring 

“relationality” or “connectedness” or “response-ability” in systemic practice. Instead, I try 

to write anything which might pop up in the process of writing as one unit of reality, 

coming from within and enacted in specific relational experiences and intra-actions. It is 

my consistent effort in this inquiry to move away from practice and research “robotics” 

as well as analogical understandings of relational encounters, and to look at “phenomena” 

as units of reality arising from entangled states of intra-acting agencies. 

It is also my intention to show myself in my writings as a living being entangled with the 

world I am part of; as a systemic practitioner and an academic researcher; as a writer, a 

story teller, and an art lover; as a Greek woman, a mother, a member of society; as a 

playful and curious young person (in heart!) who wanders around; as someone who has 

been hurt and has suffered injustice; as someone who is worried about many things; as 

someone who is passionate about ethic-abilities, attentive-being, mind-full-becomings, 

the capacity to affect and to be affected. It is my intention to try to do justice to knowings 

emerging in my interactions and to write with an openness which will invite new, real-

time learnings as I write. 

So, in this thesis, the reader will meet with a lot of relational stories – from everyday life 

and from professional practice experiences – stories which provided so much learning to 

me, often out of coincidence, and which are told from the ‘I’ position; stories about and 

from within complex relational movements and improvised co-ordinations. I bring 

together literary devices in story-telling infused with philosophical reflection, discussion 

of new materialist theory and core systemic ideas like reflexivity, relational ethics (Simon, 

2013), collaborative action, contextual knowing, and the de-centring of power. I offer 
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infusions of systemic, dialogical, narrative and new materialist theory in reflections on 

these stories about relational practice and transformations. The essays and short stories 

show relational movements and processes, paying special attention to our 

improvisational activities, to our sense of what is right and needed in relational moments. 

My aim is to try to illuminate “connections”, “differences”, and “being-withs” as they 

emerge from within instances of wholeness, without comparing, contrasting or analysing 

them in any standard way and without drawing conclusions about “how to” practice. This 

thesis is a(bout) being with (one another). 

 

Stories from within everyday relational living 

Being curious about the things we do not pay attention to when we are convinced what 

paying attention must look like, I have tried to “remember” episodes from my everyday 

life, in the writing, and through spontaneous and imaginative “acting-outs” of “important-

unimportant” details. This surprise element resembles real-time living and I have tried to 

show what living as part of those moments feels like and what it can mean. 

I haven’t written accounts of stories as they happened chronologically or as I remember 

them happening in full detail. I never decided in a structured way which story to write and 

how to write it; I just wrote, paying real-time attention to the novel emerging from within 

the writing, and to the specific needs of the story as it unfolded at the moment of writing. 

Recognising the pragmatic logic of our fluid, unpredictable, and dynamic processes of 

“going on” – which are not based on a unitary, immovable self, guiding and supervising 

their unfolding, but emerge while we are in motion – the writing of these essays has been 

the generative space for my “data”, also providing a space for the thinking and analysis to 

happen (Richardson, 1994). “Data” emerged from everywhere: random occurrences, 

emotional stuff, memories, significant insignificancies, data felt in my body, data firmly 

existing in my mind, data which wouldn’t be data at all if I hadn’t allowed them to emerge 

in my writing. 
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Each piece of experimental writing marks a “phenomenon” of actualised relational 

transformation, moving me elsewhere from where I was before. The essays appear in no 

particular sequence and are left to vibrate against each other in a form of bricolage, open 

to a dialogue with my readers’ own dynamic becomings. 

The livingness of my performative writing is an important part of my “methodology” as I 

feel that embracing my spontaneous expressive-responsive writing has been a good way 

for me to stay within the “phenomenon” I am “studying” every time. Through reflexive 

writing, I show and I share my inner dialogues; through performative writing, I add 

another layer – I show my desire to speak directly to you, the reader, initiating 

conversations, as I would do if I was talking with colleagues during the coffee break at a 

systemic conference. Although I cannot hear my readers’ voices, I anticipate my readers’ 

responses in the way I write. 

So, my methodology involves first-person story-telling, a form of relational ethnographic 

practice with gives much attention to performative writing. Reflexivity and transparency 

are core activities in my research, helping me to orientate my ways of knowing how to go 

on, to show my position for the time being, and to obtain experiential understanding of 

distances between different positions. With self-reflexivity and the still unfinalised 

polyvocality of my inner dialogues, I try to avoid engaging with practices of otherness like 

holding “objects” of study at a distance, copying “originals” in my understanding of living 

processes, and conforming to pre-existing ideas about what is there to be found. 

An important aspect of how I try to do the above is spending lots of writing time trying to 

find the words for what I would like to say from within unique living-writing moments: ‘I 

am concerned with finding words that resonate with what I want to convey’ (Vedeler, 

2011, p. 77). Thus my writing – both the themes and the style – is of an informal kind. I 

could say it is conversational, not because it hasn’t been revised or re-written (because it 

has gone through these processes many times as a way of dialoguing with voices, ideas, 

texts, feelings, and images), but in terms of my conscious choice to accept its being open 
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to further development and to embrace its flaws and imperfections as part of the radical 

aliveness of writing. 

 

Stories of relational living in professional practice 

Working within a non-positivist paradigm allows me to take a more artistic path in telling 

practice tales, seeking the truth of experience. I create short, fiction-based stories 

informed by my experience as a therapist over the last fifteen years. I chose these 

composite stories to be the content of the professional practice part of my study as an 

ethical, well-suited way to portray the complexity of lived experience, allowing for details, 

nuance, specificity, contexts, and texture (Leavy, 2017, p. 198). I build scenarios of 

possible client interactions, possible reflections, possible inner and outer dialogues 

grounded in reality, in my experiences of working with people in different contexts and 

different countries. The episodes I write about from professional practice never happened 

as they are storied and the people who participate in the stories don’t exist; they are 

created characters. In this way, there is no asking for consent, which would be necessary 

if the stories involved real people; asking for consent is never a neutral act and some 

clients might find it difficult to say no. 

The plots of the composite scenarios revolve around moments and themes which have 

created dilemmas for me in practice, such as: realising there is something in my client’s 

story I haven’t heard; noticing the voices in my inner dialogue are too loud; considering 

the ethics of texting with clients; seeing on an individual–basis people who are connected 

outside therapy. I showcase the process of my responsivity in my inner dialogue and outer 

activity, inviting the readers to join the reflexive space. I pay particular attention to the 

characters’ development, incorporating elements from a wide variety of experiences with 

different people aimed at adding to the dramatic tension of the stories. 
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A diffractive philosophy 

Diffractive methodology is an approach developed by Donna Haraway and 

Karen Barad in an effort to avoid linear representations and explore 

interferences, for instance by reading multiple data sources together, or 

reading different theorists alongside one another. 

(Fox and Alldred, 2017, p. 196) 

 

I have depicted my mode of inquiry retrospectively and I understand retrospective 

observations to be the only way one can talk about a diffractive “methodology” of inquiry. 

In the double slit diffraction experiment, one cannot determine from the beginning which 

particle will pass through each slit; the outcome can only be revealed through the 

interference of all the particles. Similarly, the methodology of this research emerged from 

within the specificity of intra-acting connections. This inquiry – which includes me and a 

multitude of other human and non-human actors in its process – is a phenomenon which 

has been in/determinate all the way, enacted from within the intra-action of mutually 

constituent, entangled agencies (Barad, 2007, loc 790). All possibilities have been open; 

possibilities don’t stay still. ‘It is about specific material (re)configurings through which 

boundaries, properties and meanings are differentially enacted’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3686). 

This is how I understand a diffractive mode of inquiry to be enacted in practice. The 

diffractive patterns my work follows can be seen in the behaviour of my “overlapping” 

knowings and their effect on my writing. The boundaries between the different contexts 

which I am writing from are not definite as I connect voices flowing in from areas of 

experience and knowledge which theoretically can be seen as separate and distinct. But 

Barad warns us that ‘...what often appears as separate entities with sharp edges does not 

actually entail a relation of absolute exteriority at all... but a relationship of “exteriority 

within”’ (2007, loc 1967). 
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Barad proposes the optical phenomenon of diffraction as a productive model for thinking 

about non-representationalist methodological approaches, instead of reflection, which 

according to Barad (2007, loc 1858), is a model heavily reliant on representationalism: ‘A 

diffraction pattern does not map where differences appear, but rather maps where the 

effects of differences appear’ (Barad, 2007, loc 1559). 

In this inquiry, I focus on the wave-like behaviour of relational practices, including the 

relational practice of writing. Unless we are trying to look at relational practices 

mechanically and in terms of theoretical considerations and set frameworks, everyday, 

fluid relational connectedness can be seen like wave behaviour, extending in space-time, 

occupying more than one position at any point in time, or overlapping in the same 

position.  

What is and what is not is indeterminate outside of the particular observation apparatus 

which is also part of the phenomenon which is being studied, but it is specifically, 

absolutely determinate under the gaze of the chosen observation apparatus. What is and 

what is not is exhibited under mutually exclusive (complementary) circumstances. That is, 

the nature of the observed phenomenon changes with corresponding changes in the 

observation apparatus on an on-going basis. So, for example, using a “which 

methodology?” apparatus, I would say that inspirational qualitative research 

methodologies for my inquiry include: systemic inquiry, reflexive research, philosophical 

inquiry, writing as inquiry, performative and experimental writing, auto-ethnography, 

relational ethnography, and performance ethnography. 

I have crossed boundaries in this inquiry by mixing ways of writing about various parts of 

life, treating them as intra-acting entities. I diffract systemic conversations with random 

everyday conversations, therapy practice with everyday relational occurrences, theories 

of learning with cubism in painting, children playing with martial arts, cats with music, 

quantum physics with poetry, the old with the new, the now with the past and the future. 

And still there is so much missing from this description…  
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Ultimately, I argue that a diffractive methodology is respectful of the 

entanglement of ideas and other materials in ways that reflexive 

methodologies are not.  

(Barad, 2007, loc 717) 

 

I feel that the intensity of the focus on discursive activities and meaning in a post-modern, 

social constructionist culture can sometimes create another kind of essentialism that 

constrains open and free involvement in the fluid complexity of living. Traditional 

postmodern qualitative research, with a focus on human actions and voices and reflexive 

interpretations of those voices and actions through traditional methods of data collection 

and analysis, still tends to keep the object of observation at a distance, and analysis usually 

maintains the emphasis on interpretation and reporting: 

Different methods and methodologies “cut” data in multiple ways, as does 

intra-action with researchers’ own theories, insights or reflections. 

Diffractive approaches are engaged and creative, and incorporate 

researchers’ experiences and insights as means to specify a particular 

contextual cut in how data is analysed.  

(Taguchi and Palmer, 2013, cited in Fox and Alldred, 2019, p. 11) 

 

Karen Barad’s onto-epistemological perspective approaches research methodologies in a 

different way. With the use of any research design or theory, the researcher puts a mark 

on the subject through his/her specific way of involvement and particular point of view, 

what Barad calls an ‘agential cut’ (2007, loc 2964). Based on a “diffractive” methodological 

approach, Barad ‘reads insights from (these) different areas of study through one another’ 

(2007, loc 630). 
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New materialism perspective: the totality of the living moment 

I have found the intellectual project of new materialism inspiring and close to some of my 

long-held disquiets in relation to post-modern, social constructionist ways of approaching 

and studying the social and natural world; new materialism has provided a home for my 

research philosophy. 

A passionate sense of wonder at the complexity of living beings and life’s timeless 

livingness, at the totality of the living moment and the ‘outside of the human’ (Braidotti, 

2011a, loc 6542), are important points which have brought me close to new materialist 

texts like Barad’s and Braidotti’s. New materialism, which is a new perspective rather than 

a revival of the “old” materialism, attempts a rethinking of the language/reality dichotomy 

from the ground up, re-visiting the issue of matter, looking at the material world as not 

separate to the cultural world. I feelthat in post-modernism and social constructionism 

there is a strong logocentric focus which can result in embodied experiences like pleasure 

and pain being overlooked; a language/reality dichotomy is maintained. According to the 

new materialist ontology, matter and meaning are inextricably linked as “phenomena” in 

their on-going materialisation. This ontological standpoint puts new materialism in a 

position to re-address materiality without returning to essentialism. In a way, it works 

beyond realist positivism and social constructionism. New materialism does not focus on 

discursive statements or matter in itself, but on a flow of emergent entangling-

disentangling entities with the capacity to affect and be affected:  

Included in the new materialisms are perspectives from affect theories to 

non-representational theory, but despite this breadth all may be 

characterized as posthumanist and postanthropocentric (Braidotti, 2013: 

86), materially embedded and embodied (Braidotti, 2011: 128), relational 

and contingent rather than essentialist or absolute (Coole and Frost, 2010: 
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29), and as supplying social theory with the means to re-immerse itself in a 

material world that is plural, complex, heterogeneous and emergent. 

(Fox and Alldred, 2019, p. 1) 

 

According to Barad’s agential realist account, agency is understood as an enactment. 

Barad’s post-humanist account of performativity  

challenges the positioning of materiality as either a given or a mere effect 

of human agency… Nature is neither a passive factor awaiting the mark of 

culture nor the end product of cultural performances… Discursive practices 

and material phenomena do not stand in a relationship of externality to 

each other; the material and the discursive are mutually implicated in the 

dynamics of intra-activity. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 3677) 

 

According to Barad, in intra-activity the real and the possible are being reconfigured all 

the time, and this reconfiguration is not to do with ‘human intentionality or subjectivity’ 

(2007, loc 3565). ‘Agency is “doing” or “being” in its intra-activity’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3576). 

A focus upon materiality has significant consequences for social theory, 

cutting across a number of dichotomies that have often been fundamental 

in the humanities and social sciences. These include differentiations 

between natural and social worlds; between human and non-human, 

animate and inanimate; and between mind and matter. However, the new 

materialisms also impact directly upon research epistemology and 

methodology, challenging conventional distinctions between ‘subjectivity’ 

and ‘objectivity’ and consequently between realism and constructionism; 
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questioning the aim of research at ‘representing’ the social world; and re-

appraising methods of data collection, analysis and reporting. 

(Fox and Alldred, 2019, p. 1) 

 

 

Methodological paths and companions 

Essay writing does not ask for finalized analysis, but is open to a multitude 

of aspects… If there is no single grand narrative to be told and if truth is 

local, I could not act as if the world I was working in was stable and just 

waiting to be discovered. 

(Kebbe, 2014, loc 3977) 

 

Working from an orientation that blends the practices and emphases of 

social science with the aesthetic sensibility and expressive forms of art, 

these (ethnography) researchers seek to tell stories that show bodily, 

cognitive, emotional, and spiritual experience. The goal is to practice an 

artful, poetic, and empathic social science in which readers can keep in 

their minds and feel in their bodies the complexities of concrete moments 

of lived experience… Their goals include: one, evoking emotional 

experience in readers; two, giving voice to stories and groups of people 

traditionally left out of social scientific inquiry…  

(Ellis, 2004, p. 30) 
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This research falls into the broader area of qualitative inquiry (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; 

Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Simon, 2012); my main methodological influences are 

ethnography and writing (Denzin, 2003b; Ellis, 2008; Richardson, 2000; Simon, 2013; 

Richardson, 1997). Looking back at the process of writing this thesis, I realise that I use 

auto-ethnography, relational ethnography, experimental ethnography, performative 

writing, arts-based, philosophy and fiction-based research (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; 

Leavy, 2017; Sheffield, 2004). 

I perform my writing while engaging in literary and poetic techniques in order to share my 

learning and hopefully evoke my readers’ embodied participation in that which I write. I 

have used first-person story telling – a form of relational ethnographic practice – giving 

much attention to performative writing. Calling up emotional, visual, sensory, and 

acoustic images from actual relational experiences, I put myself (back) in the relational 

scenes and try to find ways to describe my emotional experiences, extending them on the 

page by making connections with systemic theory and practice in order to produce 

something useful for the reader. In the hope that my texts will resonate and inspire my 

readers, I welcome words, emotions, questions, situations, random episodes, and images 

from various areas of life, believing that the personal, the professional and the academic, 

the artistic and the scientific, the serious and the playful, are always indistinguishably 

intertwined. 

The scenes I write about, some of which are fictionalised, all involve real experiences with 

people – clients, colleagues, or people from my personal environment. I have tried to stay 

“true” to my relational experiences, writing my share of the stories from the “I” position, 

and extending it through reflexive, experimental, and performative writing. In the scenes 

I write, I only include what it was possible for me to know in the role I played. Thus, I don’t 

take readers into other people’s thoughts and feelings except when I have information 

about what others were thinking and feeling. 
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Essays, poems and fiction-based short stories 

The essays and short-stories are written as personal-professional reflections on 

experiences of my sense of “being in the moment”/“not-being-in-the-moment” in 

relational encounters inspired by professional and everyday life. These texts feature 

action from relational scenes from both professional (fictionalised) and everyday (real) 

relational moments, and showcase my inner dialogues by interweaving emotional 

embodied experiences with theoretical voices and philosophical explorations. 

The following five essays involve lots of theoretical and philosophical reflections:  

• An intimate prelude to the doctorate (or “Free for our relationship with the other 

as whole persons”); 

• Relating in therapy: where does the new knowing go? 

• Dare to think about those “knowing moments” when we are not thinking about 

knowing; 

• Excessive purposiveness and the need for artistic ambiguity;  

• The return of Valerio and the concluding plan for my thesis. 

In other essays, I am inspired by some specific relational scene from everyday life through 

which I explore in-the-moment improvisational activity, making connections with 

systemic theory and practice. These essays are:  

• Too Many Mind; 

• Dare to Play;  

• Thinking about Barad at Till Number Five;  

• The Voice of the Florist.  

Interwoven with the essays are six fictionalised short stories involving scenes from 

professional practice. The information for the practice material I created comes from my 

experience of real conversations I have had with clients over the last fifteen years. I have 

let various elements of my memories and experience call each other up in an interplay 
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with my thoughts and feelings at the moment of writing. Caroline Ellis (2004, p. 337) says 

that the ‘…novelistic attitude fits well with writing as inquiry, where you find out about 

your topic and yourself through the process of writing’. 

All the characters in my practice stories are made up; I never had Mark, Mary, Rola, Alan, 

Maria, Isabella, Dina and Lisa as therapy clients. The tales from professional practice did 

not happen but they could have happened. Certainly what has happened – not once, but 

numerous times in the years of my practice – is that I was moved, confused, worried, 

surprised, and overthrown by what people bring in the moment of interaction, and by the 

unique learnings that each meeting offers. I have struggled with my couples as they 

struggled to stay together or to separate. I have gone on travels alongside my clients 

though hope and despair, fear and anger, frustration and worry, when they were feeling 

stuck, when they weren’t feeling good about themselves, or when they were trying to 

overcome difficult things that had happened. And I have met with ethical dilemmas in 

every single meeting. In these fictionalised episodes, I am looking at my spontaneous and 

improvisational respondings to the ethical calls of fleeting moments of interaction. In all 

my scenes, dialogue is central – usually a combination of inner and outer dialogue. As I 

write the dialogues, I try to “hear” the conversation in my mind, to feel it, to imagine 

myself or someone else in the dialogue. I then read it aloud to feel the effect it has on me 

and imagine the effect it might have on readers. And I ask myself if in my dialogues I can 

hear the sound of talk. Do my dialogues sound true? Are they moving? 

I chose my first composite episode, Performing ethicality, to be dramatic and intense as 

ethical matters usually are. The characters and the plot are created. The scene takes place 

in a hospital outside of the therapy room, signifying the complexity of the circumstances 

therapists often find ourselves in. The scenario is allegorical (Denzin, 2003a, p. 245) and 

symbolises the powerful impact that witnessing people daring to do what feels right, even 

by crossing boundaries, has on our ideas, inspirations, and lives. Orthodoxy is not a fixed 

thing. The second tale, Can I say I know?, is a created dialogue based on my experiences 

of brief, first-time contacts with clients, which often happen on the telephone, and about 

their hazy nature. I created the third story, Whose change?, to show relational 
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movements in how we understand each other and the indeterminacy of how we make 

connections in the therapy process. The scene takes place in the therapy room. A 

reference to a personal development workshop as a turning point in my relationship with 

my client comes up as a symbol of the unpredictability of what emerges when different 

contexts, people, ideas, and circumstances mix. Dina takes the role of the client who 

openly shares her reflections about our relationship. The transparency, spontaneity, and 

relational reflexivity in my dialogues with Dina are common elements of my conversations 

with my clients. 

“A conversation with Maria” takes place in the therapy room. An emotionally intense 

outburst in the last minutes of the session, which is often when important emotional 

information emerges in therapy sessions, creates all sorts of hypotheses and dilemmas 

for me. Maria is built to have a daring attitude. Maria takes the role of a client who has 

developed a trusting and honest relationship with me and with the therapy process and 

feels free to openly express her emotions. In this tale, the multiplicity of ideas and voices 

emerging over split seconds during my reflexive dialogue creates a chaos of ought-to 

“choices”, blurring the picture in my mind and making it difficult to notice vibes felt in the 

body in the relational moment. 

“Texting with a client about coffee” is about text-messaging with clients. Exchanging 

casual messages is nothing extraordinary in my relationship with a number of clients: 

quite often they text me to fix appointments, but also when they want to share some 

thoughts or to touch base during the periods that they are taking a break from therapy, 

or even just to send me something they found interesting. Lisa’s character is playful as 

some clients are. She is comfortable joking with me and uses a lot of humour. The tale is 

about my inner reflexive dialogue about my spontaneous playful exchange of texts with 

Lisa.  

Paying attention to the here and now is constructed around what might plausibly happen 

in my mind after a difficult session. In particular, the issue of undertaking individual 

therapeutic work with people who are connected, who might even be in a close 



98 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

relationship with each other, is an important theme in my work and a controversial issue 

in the psychotherapy community. It is not rare that I undertake this kind of complex but 

interesting work when people ask me to, and this story lets some of the powerful ethical 

issues and dilemmas unfold through my inner dialogue as I walk home one evening after 

work. Rola’s character is built as shy and introverted, someone who needs to “let it out”, 

whereas Alan’s character is built as strict, someone traumatised by past experiences of 

infidelity. I have done this in order to make my inner dialogue about the issues of 

boundaries and confidentiality more intense and dramatic. 

When writing my thesis, I struggled with words and re-presentation as well as with 

conventional ways of organising form and content, wondering how I could protect the 

honesty and truthfulness of my relational experiences without engaging in explanatory 

over-analysis, producing a thematically and structurally mainstream text. How could I 

perform the emergent relational learning on a page – a kind of locally evolving new-

knowing which would keep flowing even as I wrote? The way round it I found was to write 

myself into the text in the moment of writing. I stayed open to that which was arriving on 

the page as I was writing, in the same way that I like to be open to that which arrives to 

me from within my relational encounters. 

Inquiring into relational moments through performative writing includes the relational 

moments of writing itself; my use of language and my felt experience are in a constant 

dialogue. I am in a dialogue with the reader, with myself as a writer, with the characters 

of the scenes I am writing about, and other “visiting” fiction or movie characters. I have 

woven literature for the various topics I am touching on in my journey about our moment-

to-moment expressive-responsive activity, topics like: knowledge, play, indeterminacy, 

new materialism, artistic ambiguity, spontaneity, and method. The use of stanza form 

helps me to show deeper embodied experience and to admit “truths” which are not 

otherwise evident – a brief poem is probably to be found in every essay. I see poetic 

expression widening the ground of what it is possible to say. I have also included three 

separate poems or ‘narratives of the self’ (Denzin, 1997, p. 199): 



99 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

• Not a divine composure;  

• Daring; 

• Eliminating the unnecessary.  

My dialogues are on sight: dialogues with inner voices and with various texts. I also make 

a lot of use of quotations as a means not only to enter a dialogue with the voices of other 

writers, but also as a means to bring up a world that is already performative – that is 

composed in and as repetition and reiteration (Pollock, 1998, p. 92). 

 

Methodological inclinations 

So, the methodological approaches which I feel to be my closest companions are listed 

below: 

- Reflexive research (Etherington, 2004; Simon, 2012) provided me with the 

inspiration to maintain a high level of transparency and relational awareness 

throughout the research process, which helps me keep moving with people, texts, 

and forms of life.  

- Dialogic and with-ness writing (Simon, 2011; Wittgenstein 1966, Shotter, 2011b) 

inspired me to write about specific episodes of interaction from within my 

relational experiences as if I was immersed in the moments of that involvement 

(Shotter, 2011b); to write in slow motion and in a micro-detailed way (Simon, 

2011); to create thick descriptions of specific episodes from ‘once-occurrent 

events of Being’ (Bakhtin, 1993, p. 13); to describe moments of ‘joint spontaneous 

involvement’ (Goffman, 1967, p. 113); to present talks of "the other that enters us 

and makes us other” (Steiner, 1989); to show ‘arresting moments’ (Shotter and 

Katz, 1998); and to write in a way which would allow for the expression of 

emotions and bodily sensations. 
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- Writing as method of inquiry. I was inspired by Richardson and St. Pierre’s 

question, ‘What else might writing do except mean?’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p. 

969). Richardson says: ‘I write in order to learn something that I did not know 

before I wrote it… Writing as a method of inquiry is a way of nurturing our own 

individuality and giving us authority over our understanding of our own lives.’ 

(Richardson, 2001, p. 35) 

- Autoethnography (Simon, 2013; Etherington, 2004) gave me the freedom to put 

myself in the middle of the inquiry and, from a position of being fully “present” 

and open, write the story about myself and my personal experiences within a 

social context (Etherington, 2004) in an equitable, visible, detailed, and 

transparent way. Owning these stories gives me the freedom to present what I 

“know” in creative ways, and the responsibility to place this knowledge in a 

context of multiple and participatory conversations (Ellis, 2004). 

- Relational Ethnography holds ‘a philosophical and ethical stance which embraces 

reflexivity, responsivity, transparency and the researcher’s relational awareness 

and dialogical coherence between that which is being researched and how 

research material is shared with others.’ (Simon, 2013, p. 11). 

- Performance ethnography. I have appreciated the immense value of performing 

in gaining access to powerful bodily knowings. I see performance ethnography as 

helping me take relational knowings to another level. Performing ethnographic 

texts is like generating another layer of knowing to reflect on as it invites a dialogue 

between the text and the body. This can allow a critical insight into multiple 

dimensions of difference and focuses ‘attention to the denotative, sensory 

elements of the events and its affective dynamics’ (Hamera, 2011, p. 319). 

- Performative writing. I see performative writing as a relationally responsive way 

to write with unique, never-before-encountered, ‘first time’ events (Shotter, 

2011b, p. 161). Barad sees performativity as iterative intra-action (2007, loc 3690). 

She uses the term intra-action to speak to the nature of being as the ‘mutual 

constitution of entangled agencies’ (2007, loc 790), ‘…[the] non-arbitrary, non-
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deterministic causal enactments through which matter-in-the-process-of-

becoming is iteratively enfolded into its ongoing differential materialisation’ 

(2007, loc 3599). Performative writing takes the focus away from the explanatory 

and the expected, moving freely in space, time, form, and metaphor. It is evocative 

and poetic, inviting the reader’s resonance and imagination (Pollock, 1998). 

- Experimental ethnographic writing is, I find, more closely connected with new 

materialist ideas as it points to a new materiality of writing in the way ‘it frames 

the inextricability of the subject and object of knowledge and observation’ 

(Clough, 2000, p. 282). 

- I have used Play as part of my methodology as I decided to keep taking part in 

what is unfolding the moment of writing, to keep engaging with new and unknown 

ways of doing research, improvising with form and content. I see play as an 

attempt to know differently, an important element of relational practice. 

- Fiction–Based research. According to Leavy (2019, p. 190), ‘Fiction is a vehicle for 

not only greater immersion in what we read but also what we get out of what we 

read.’ As with other arts-based research, making fictionalised stories became the 

data for the research, offering unique capabilities for creating engaging, evocative, 

and accessible research (Leavy, 2019, p. 198).  

 

Notes on methodology from my reflexive diary in the first year of the 

doctorate 

During the process of assembling the various writings for this portfolio, I bumped into lots 

of notes from my reflexive diaries written throughout the years of this journey. Given that 

the writing of this thesis wasn’t organised as a specific, planned, orderly activity but more 

as an expressive-responsive process, it was interesting to see how my initial position, my 

view of what I am engaging with and how and what I am trying to do, has changed in some 

ways, and how in other important ways it was very close to what actually came out. Below 
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I include some reflections about methodology from my first-year reflexive diary – that is 

six years ago: 

‘There is a whole world of inquiry before and beyond models which tends 

to get lost in the shuffle. It is filled with disorder, ambiguity, groping, 

confusion and complexity, but for me it is in some ways a richer world in 

which the raw materials of experience and the energy of inquiry have not 

yet been moulded into a pattern, no matter how elegant, useful and indeed 

revolutionary it might be. What if knowing and not knowing were not 

polarised, if not knowing is not seen as the enemy of knowledge but as an 

intimate friend?’ 

(Montuori, 1997, p. 35) 

 

- I like this quote by Montuori as it troubles, in a way, the idea that to conduct an 

inquiry, one has to enter a process of suspending not-knowing, throwing out of 

the way elements of doubt, and producing “clean”, orderly knowledge, all 

gathered nicely together.  

- I was just about to start a sentence: “I see my research…” but immediately I 

thought, “Well… I don’t really see my research.” I have no idea how it will end up 

looking. But I will be present, deeply engaged, and fully transparent in the process, 

because both the research process and the “outcome” only make sense in the 

context of the researcher’s values.  

- I would like to think of my research writings, symbolically, as a collection of 

photographs, taken by me – because I will be holding the camera – but in 

collaboration with my textual and relational partners. My detailed descriptions, on 

the side of each photograph, would try to capture the voices in the pictures, like 

trying to transform the pictures into mini theatrical plays, dialogues, relationally 

responsive ‘monologues’ (Simon, 2013). A theatrical scene can never be 

performed in the same way twice. 
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- I would like to work with a ‘blurring of boundaries between inquiry and daily life’ 

(McNamee and Hosking, 2012, p. 5), between research and working practices 

(Wulff and St. George, 2014). I would like to see my methodology as emergent, 

local, and based in reflective dialogue (Finley, 2011, p. 435). 

- An ethics-led methodology, like an ethics-led practice, pays attention to 

transparency, collaboration, and equitability. I would like my methodology to be 

“soft” enough so that it can emerge in response to the situations as they arise in 

the process of research; I would like a locally fitting “how” to define the “what” 

and not the other way around.  

- Relational ethics and ethics of care in an inquiry (Simon, 2013, p. 13) pay attention 

to questions like ‘How can we collaborate with people and take their voices into 

account in our generating and presenting of research?’ I see transparency and 

reflexivity throughout the process from my side, as my main way to scrutinize and 

interrogate my own positions, views, and behaviours, and to take an ethical stance 

in front of all research relationships. Etherington (2004, p. 227) suggests that 

‘reflexivity enables the researcher to recognise their point of entry and interest in 

others’ stories and that this is subjectively chosen’.   
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5. Not a divine composure: a methodological poem 

Each of the essays in this thesis 

will try,  

from a different angle, 

theoretical, artistic and practical, 

to different extents, 

and in different ways, 

to tell 

in a way entangled as much as possible 

with everything else, 

a story about the difficulty 

of being between  

two worlds 

which are one really 

but which we often experience as two: 

in between theory and practice, 

rules and outcomes, 

knowing and being, 

intentions and love. 

 



105 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

I will try to stand at a point where, 

accepting my wanting to write a ‘good’ practice doctorate 

and accepting that I don’t really know practically what this means, 

I will stay excited  

and choose to believe that a good practice doctorate emerges in the process, 

in a doubting process  

of writing about the problems of doubting, 

a process of delicate balance between  

believing too much and believing too little, 

between here and there, this and that, yes and no, 

a process where I will have to move with conviction, say Yes,  

and land softly 

or abruptly,  

every time 

keep landing 

softly 

or abruptly, 

and flying again 

and falling  

again. 
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This is what a creative 

process  

is like, 

this is what a relational  

process  

is like. 

 

When I am singing, 

I cannot sing  

if I don’t sing. 

If I don’t sing a specific note, 

If I don’t open my mouth and try to pitch a note, 

there is no singing –  

that’s how it starts. 

 

I want to sing, 

I intend to sing a note. 

It may not come out exact 

and I may hear myself singing a false note. 

I will hear the dissonance 
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and I will not like it 

and I may not want to sing then – 

it is easier to use a keyboard. 

But if I decide to sing 

I will have to try to sing the specific note, 

the note I want.  

The note that is required harmonically. 

The band is playing and I must join in 

in this moment. 

And when I sing the note 

it may be  

harmonically and aesthetically, off, 

and I may be  

wrong and panicked, 

but I still have to sing it 

and hear it 

or there is no singing. 

 

This is also what living is like, 

this is what practising is like. 
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Seeing theory and practice, 

meaning and action, 

this and that, 

as separate, distinct or opposite 

(which is what we do most of the time) 

although, in a way, they are not, 

can be both a help and a big trouble. 

 

Their oneness, though,  

cannot be proved by matching and reconciling them. 

There is no between them: 

they are entangled 

and if separated 

cannot be put back together retrospectively. 

Their oneness 

is not a theoretical oneness, 

their oneness is a living and rolling one. 

Theories establish truths and knowledges, 

many of them. 
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Actions are truths and knowledges 

infinite and unique. 

 

But like in singing 

There is never a certainty of what is going to happen, 

what each action will bring, 

what is on the other side. 

To live is to be there, to see it, 

hear it. 

Harmonically good or bad, 

we will feel it 

and move on together 

 

Here is the test: 

to keep meeting the world  

with an open and loving heart-mind  

with spontaneous attentiveness to life  

in the midst of passion and fear. 

  



110 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

DARE TO KNOW 
 

…as we are breathing in and out in relationships… 
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6. Introduction to the section and papers included 

Knowing has been a vast area of discussion in relational practice and a key theme in 

systemic therapy in relation to the position of the therapist in the therapeutic system: 

When do we say we know? What is it that we know? When do we feel we know? How do 

we know? Who decides what we know and what is knowledge? How do we decide on the 

use of our knowledge and which knowledge, whose knowledge? How do we relate with 

what we (think we) know and how do we relate with what we (think we) do not know? 

Expert positions, not knowing positions, curiosity positions, neutrality positions; the co-

constructed, collaborative creation of knowing; intuitive knowing, embodied knowing, 

knowing of a third kind, knowing from within our lives together and with-ness knowing – 

all the above have been expressions of systemic social constructionist ideas in relation to 

knowing how to go on in relational interactions. 

Influenced by a new materialist perspective, in this section I proceed with John Shotter’s 

idea of ‘knowing of the third kind’ (Shotter, 1993a), which he defines as an embodied form 

of practical-moral knowledge. In these terms, people are able to influence each other in 

their being rather than their intellect, which occurs prior to theoretical and merely 

technical knowledge (Shotter, 2002, p. 40). I pay attention to the kind of knowing that 

emerges as we breathe in and out in relationships, as we affect the world we are part of 

and are affected by it. I focus on a local, subjectively felt, embodied knowing, 

spontaneously expressed as a realist enactment of response-ability in the midst of what 

is, in this moment which we are part of. Moving away from the limits imposed by an 

anthropocentric view of knowledge as co-constructed among humans in language, this 

section attempts to approach the dynamic and generative actualization of the present 

moment in terms of a relational ontology where complex and unpredictable relations 

within material phenomena participate in an affective knowledge dance. 

Moving around the theme of knowing and how we relate with knowing in the moment of 

action, the section starts with a creative writing – an imaginary dialogue with an ant – and 
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ends with a poem with reflections from within my inner dialogue in relational encounters 

with clients. I have included a number of reflexive writings from within relational practice 

in professional and everyday life: stories which reveal the indeterminate nature of 

knowledge – before the (perceived as separate) moment of action – which emerges from 

within our interactions, and emphasise the role of relational conviction in daring to enact 

our embodied, felt knowledge. There are also three essays discussing relational knowing 

as a local, intimate constituent of who we are becoming together. Relational knowing is 

often a discontinuous process (if looked at in terms of cognitive processes), emerging with 

a spontaneous conviction as the mobility agent in our interactions. I also look at relational 

knowing through the lenses of quantum theory concepts like indeterminacy, phenomena, 

entanglement, and diffraction.  
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7. Contents of the section 

Mr Doubt and Madam Suspension of Doubt 

An imaginary dialogue with an ant about “knowing” how to go on.  

 

Relational living in practice  

Reflections on a brief episode from everyday life: The lady who knew how to go on. 

 

Daring to think about those “knowing moments” when we are not thinking about 

“knowing” 

A paper about the tension between thinking about “knowing” and not-thinking about 

“knowing” in the moment of action. 

 

Relational living in practice: performing ethicality 

Crossing professional lines: a tale about a colleague who owned his knowing when it 

mattered. 

 

Thinking about Barad at till number five 

In this essay I look at relational understandings and interactions in everyday life and in 

practice through the quantum theory concepts of “indeterminacy” and “phenomena”. I 

use the concept of diffraction to describe the indeterminacy of moment-to moment 

relational interactivity. How can we know what to do in the midst of a multitude of 

simultaneously possible interactional states? The actual realised interaction is only 

determined in the moment of action as a unique instance of wholeness in space-time. 

 

Relational living in practice: can I say I know? 

A little story about an unexpected phone call. 

 

The voice of the florist: a message about we-ness awareness 
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A creative writing unfolding around a brief dialogue with the florist down the street who 

knew what we-ness is. I attempt a practical understanding of Barad’s idea of 

entanglement, performativity, and diffraction through “a tale of a performative self and a 

fluid sense of knowing-with others”. 

 

Relational living in stanza: Daring 

My inner dialogue from within moments of relational daring to know how to go on 

in relational practice. 
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8. Mr Doubt and Madam Suspension of Doubt: a 

creative writing about knowing 

This tiny ant, 

Where does it go? 

It looks like it knows exactly when to walk, 

Where to go 

When to stop. 

It looks relaxed, 

Not like it’s walking on eggshells. 

How come? Not afraid? 

I would be frozen if I was a little ant. 

Or am I? 

Frozen 

What does this little one know? 

What it needs, it seems.  

What it needs to keep going. 

I don’t know. 

What does the little ant know? 

The little ant knows to walk, it seems. 

Is this enough? 

It is All.  
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Me:  Are you sure, little ant, that this is where you should 

be going? I see you are turning to the right… 

Ant:     What? What do you mean sure? 

Me: I mean, how do you know where you are going? The 

place is huge and you are so tiny you cannot even 

see what lies ahead… 

     Ant stops walking. 

Me:     How did you know to turn right? 

Ant:     I am going home. 

Me:     How do you know this is the way home? 

Ant:     … 

Me:     I don’t understand. You are going to the left now? 

Ant:     I am going home. 

Me:     You are turning left? 

Ant:     I am going home. 

Me: Please explain to me… You first turned right and 

then left and now you seem to be going backwards. 

What does it all mean? 

Ant: [talking in Picasso’s words] ‘People want to find a 

“meaning” in everything and everyone. That’s the 

disease of our age, an age that is anything but 
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practical but believes itself to be more practical than 

any other age.’4 I am going home. 

Me: But how do you do it? How do you know how to take your 

next step, little ant? 

Ant: Nothing about knowing, my friend. It is a game I am playing. 

Me:    A game?! 

Ant: Yes. A game between “Mr. Doubt” and “Madam Suspension 

of my Doubt”. 

He is here all the time. She is also around very often; she 

visits me momentarily, then she is gone again and back 

again. She exists because He exists. They co-exist. She is 

always helpful. She makes me do things. She is the one who 

makes me hug my friends. She wears a transparent, see-

through dress. She has a soft but clear voice. She likes 

looking others in the eyes when she comes. What does she 

see, I don’t know… But she is fearless. She is tall, she has a 

small head with big eyes, big hands, a sweet voice. She is 

powerful and daring when she is around. 

He is alright. He is my beloved friend. We have been to many 

places together. We have travelled a lot. We have seen a lot. 

He is very good at thinking things through. He looks funny. 

He has a big round head and a hundred eyes. They are 

 

 

 

4 (Picasso, cited in Walther, 1996) 
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always wide open. He doesn’t sleep. He notices everything. 

He remembers everything. He asks about everything. He is 

very curious. 

Just sometimes… he wanders around like a child. And he 

gets me into a muddle and I feel wobbly and I swirl until I 

freeze. That’s not good. I can’t find my friends’ eyes when I 

am swirling. And they can’t see me, it seems. And it gets 

cold. And I feel like I am abandoning myself and everyone… 

It was one of these times when I learned his other names: 

Distrust, Disbelief… 

To be honest with you, in these moments, I would like to 

receive a visit from Madam. Sometimes I look out and I call 

for her. Sometimes she comes quickly. And I am relieved 

and transformed! Other times she doesn’t come straight 

away... 

Well… I am going now… I am going home. 
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9. An episode from everyday life 

I am at a lecture in Athens and the room is full of people. The seats are full and there are 

lots of people standing. I am standing among other people somewhere in the middle of 

the room, looking at the speaker. The place is packed and people start gathering outside 

the room. Suddenly I feel a lady moving next to me. She passes on my right and keeps 

going between people all the way until she reaches the front of the room. I stop listening 

to the lecture and find myself looking at the lady. She is a short, older lady; she probably 

has some kind of difficulty or disability as she is not walking properly. I look at her as she 

moves forward between people. She doesn’t apologize for disturbing people or for 

moving in front of them. Her manner is gentle, although her body doesn’t seem to help 

her walk very steadily. I stare at her until she disappears in the crowd. I can’t hear the 

speaker anymore; I can hear all the voices in my head. 

Could I do that? Move between standing people to go to the front of a lecture room? How 

does one make a decision like that? Is it an easy decision? There are rules. Strong social 

rules that one learns from childhood about respecting other people and not moving in 

front of them to get to the front when one arrives late to a lecture. The general rule is 

about respect and politeness. And respect is a very important value. The “single story” of 

respect and how to “do” it; we are told that it needs to be applied in all similar situations. 

Suddenly “respect” feels to me like an empty cell-word. How would I feel if I was in pain 

and needed to squeeze through the crowd to move forward to find a seat for myself? I 

would feel frozen. What would other people think? They would think I wasn’t respecting 

them. The worst is that I would be thinking that I wasn’t respecting them. The “single 

story” of respect dominating my sense-making, my choices, my actions. I was taught how 

to use reason. But I can see I am using it inadequately. 

Rationality is but a moment of answerability 

 (Bakhtin, 1993) 
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How can we be in a position to celebrate our and other people’s ability to do what makes 

sense, to do what has to be done when it matters? How can we learn to ‘respect the logic 

and unique experience’ of people (Lang and McAdam, 1995) and not of specific actions 

and ideas? Even good rules can be bad if people don’t feel the right and responsibility to 

break them and the need to see them broken when it matters. What something, anything, 

means is never fixed but continuously created between us. 

The highest value is a human being and the subordinate value is ‘the good’ 

and not the other way around.  

(Bakhtin, cited in Morson and Emerson, 1990, loc 3473) 

 

…because of the multiple factors particularizing me, no one else is ever in 

a position to do what I, at this moment, can do.  

(Bakhtin, cited in Morson and Emerson, 1990, loc 928) 

 

If freedom is possible, then ethical problems are also possible. If freedom 

is necessary, then responsibility is unavoidable. There is no alibi for being.  

(Bakhtin, cited in Morson and Emerson, 1990, loc 838) 
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10. Daring to think about those “knowing moments” 

when we are not thinking about “knowing” 

I insist that words are totally absent from my mind when I really think and 

I shall completely align my case with Galton’s in the sense that even after 

reading or hearing a question, every word disappears the very moment that 

I am beginning to think it over; and I fully agree with Schopenhauer when 

he writes, ‘thoughts die the moment they are embodied by words’. 

(Hadamard, 1945, cited in Penrose, 2016, p. 548) 

 

Nomadic texts are not written for those who confuse thinking with the 

mere exercise of sedentary protocols of institutional reason. 

(Braidotti, 2011a, loc 4074) 

 

Summary 

In this essay I look at the meaning of the word “thinking” in a wider context beyond the 

more usual linking of “thinking” with cognitive functions of the mind. I look at the tension 

between thinking and not thinking (cognitively) in the moments of action with the aid of 

emotion-ful words and expressions like intimacy, daring, stealing time/space, conviction 

overthrows, all of which help me look at concepts like interaction, knowing, thinking, 

words, through new doorways. I concentrate on what Shotter calls knowing from within 

unique, never-before-encountered, concrete circumstances (Shotter, 2011b, p. 17). I 

discuss knowings which we meet with while in motion and action, which we didn’t know 

or plan or think about. I explore the special kind of anxiety (Shotter, 2011b, p. 17) caused 

by always having to act in relation to all the others in moments when multichannel 
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experiences intertwine into a unitary whole – the unique situation we are in every time 

and responding to – and the feelings of safety-unsafety / certainty-uncertainty emerging 

from acting from within the midst of the fluid complexity of interactions.  

No, no, you are not thinking, you are just being logical.  

(Niel Bohr, cited in Frisch, 1980) 

 

Playfully reinventing names for things  

In this practice doctorate I work with words and phrases I have known as “key” in my life 

and work as a therapist, words like: relating, interaction, knowing, from within, 

entanglement, flow, thinking, and becoming. For quite some time I have been going round 

and round with these rich and important words, unable to take the next step in 

articulating what I want to talk about in this thesis. It was like I needed to make the words 

mine – bring them alive, fill them with emotion and experience. And in the process I found 

that what I wanted to write about was alive, present in the moment and in the making 

even as I was writing – in a way, what I wanted to write also came out of how I was writing 

it. This is a physical “how”: how much time I take to write each paragraph; how I connect 

with the emotional systems which I have been re-living through my writings; how I get 

into a dialogue with the texts I am writing and reading; how I design the pages, the 

phrases, the paragraphs; how I imagine you, the reader, and get into a conversation with 

you:  

Because he wants to avoid what he calls a "general disease of thinking 

which always looks for (and finds) what would be called a mental state from 

which our acts spring as if from a reservoir" (1965, p. 143, my emphasis), 

and it is precisely this – talk of any 'thing' that we cannot in some sense 

actually point to – that he wants to avoid 
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(Shotter, 2012a, p. 36) 

 

I started to wonder what was wrong with me: I felt stuck and I became suspicious of these 

words which couldn’t help me go on. Maybe it was something about their already 

established status as “key” words in my mind, which made them look like “short-cuts” to 

get quickly at the “something” that I needed to articulate, to do justice to. 

I wanted to find fitting ways for me to put the indefiniteness of this “something” – which 

I know is open to further development and change – into correct, for the moment, words. 

And those “key” words were standing in front of me, tall, solid, and finalised; I realised I 

had never known a way to take part in their re-creation or re-working. For me, these 

words had already arrived where I felt I was going, but I was on a journey. And I realised 

that this journey was the best part of my research – I wouldn’t sacrifice it: 

So, although we may invent all kinds of 'theories' as to what it is that we 

are doing – 'idealist', 'materialist', ‘social constructionist', 'realist', 

'communitarian', 'intentionalist', or whatever – no theory as such could 

ever be a final account of what it is that we are in fact doing in simply 'going 

on' with each other. 

(Shotter, 2012a, p. 37) 

 

And so, alongside these words, I began using other, different, more unorthodox words 

and expressions for this context, such as: daring, conviction, overthrows, stolen times, 

suspension of doubt, intimacy – words that seemed to me a better bet in helping real 

stories from within my moments of relating with others in life and in therapy unfold. Some 

of these words felt a bit “naughty” – intense, not quiet words – and I became uneasy 

about using them here, but they were coming straight from my living practically. I also 

believe that using words that are irreverent in a particular context can put one in a better 

position to participate in a continuous making of new meanings, a re-shaping of existing 
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ideas by calling into being new subjects. As Simon (2017) says, ‘There is no shame in trying 

to tell true stories’. So I became very curious about how the word “daring” had become a 

big word for me, and about what glues these more unorthodox words together in a 

research project about relating with the other in the context of therapy: 

…It is this, that we do not know how to see for what it is, without 

continually distorting it, without continually telling ourselves that it must 

have this or that kind of nature to it... 

(Shotter, 2012a, p. 36) 

 

 

A daring therapist? 

Through the open participation of the therapist, I believe that psychotherapy practice can 

be effective in ‘bringing forth the world in its specificity, including ourselves’ (Barad, 2007, 

loc 6986). Therefore, this research on systemic practice is about people, everyday people 

in interaction, people who come together with all their emotions and passions. It is about 

desires and logic; it is not about sanitised people. It is about someone saying or doing 

something and someone else responding; it is about someone asking for something and 

someone else attending to this call. In relation to collaborative therapy, Harlene Anderson 

writes (Anderson and Gehart, 2007, p. 44), ‘A client wants help and a therapist wants to 

help’. 

And is that a daring endeavour? I think it is. Wanting to help is different to delivering 

measurable help in terms of evidence-based professional accounting systems. Anderson 

does not say, “a client wants help and a therapist delivers help” because this is not what 

happens in therapy practice. There are a lot of “correctness” rules firmly in place. Deciding 

in our heads – in the form of “knowing”, as required –which one is the “correct” action 

for a particular situation, and then delivering it, is an impossible task. As therapists, we 
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live our lives in the tension between acting simply from within out moments together and 

delivering “it”. On the one hand, being in a place where specific deliverables are required 

and often measured in specific ways, and on the other hand relating openly to a situation 

without being able to draw correspondences with manualised practices, and having to 

keep one’s eyes firmly on the other person in the moments of interaction – that, I think, 

requires daring. 

 

Perhaps you will say here: to have got the system (or, again, to understand 

it) can’t consist in continuing the series up to this or that number: that is 

only applying one’s understanding. The understanding itself is a state which 

is the source of the correct use. 

(Wittgenstein, cited in Arif, 2010, p. 77) 

 

 

Part one: The relationship between knowing, thinking, and not-thinking 

In one of our conversations, Gail Simon mentioned something about the tension between 

thinking and not-thinking. And it stuck with me. What is the tension about? 

As I sit here writing on my laptop, I feel it: the tension between  

trying to think in my mind, in an explanatory way and in relation to my knowledges, 

how to approach things in such ways that they can be written down in the paper 

completed for delivery 

and  

relaxing myself back into a floating state, together with all my senses, knowings 

and experiences, people and texts, which I may or may not be able to point to at 
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the moment – from which state significant things connect naturally, at least for 

the moment, in a spontaneous, logical –way, and what feels unnecessary slowly 

gets disentangled. Shotter talks about authentic writing as revealing “something” 

in the writer’s relations to the others and otherness around him or her, that is 

“there” to be revealed (Shotter, 2011b, p. 176). This not-thinking involves a kind 

of imaginative “thinking” from within the moment of acting and with detailed 

concrete circumstances in mind. Shotter calls this kind of thinking “with-ness 

thinking” (2011b, p. 2). 

In re-walking my professional tracks, my intuition tells me that I shall take 

part first and then sit down and think about the taking part; not sit down 

and think first and thereafter take part. As I am sure that my thinking is 

with me as I take part, I have felt comfortable following what my intuition 

has suggested to me.  

(Andersen, 1992, p. 55) 

 

How easy is it to live in this tension in our professional contexts?  

In therapy, we often hear that the therapist needs to be able “to think on his feet”, to 

have ‘an acrobatic mind’ (Teng, 2015), to hold many stories in her mind while in action, to 

be reflecting in action (Schon, 1987), and so on. And we are used to understanding these 

kinds of statements as putting emphasis on the power of the mind and the training of our 

intellect to think. But more often than not, as a therapist I find myself in a situation where 

deconstructing how I decided to say or do something seems like an exercise of 

constructing in my head a new logic about it from the beginning. And although I don’t 

seem to have access to the specific web of entangled intra-acting agencies (Barad, 2007) 

in the moment of action, my insistence to understand, after-the-fact, why I reacted the 

way I did, leads me to choose particular observation apparatuses through which I am able 



127 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

to break down my behaviour. But how does this breaking down relate to what is going on 

in the moment of action? 

The process of deconstructing what I did in practice (or what I am doing in the moment of 

action, if I am reflecting in action) is a process prone to comparison. It often makes me 

wonder whether I should have thought more carefully about certain things before I acted 

as I did, and whether there was a more fitting response. I sometimes start to doubt my in-

the-moment responses and my position “as the knower from within the doing”. The 

wholeness of entangled phenomena cannot be matched by attempts to observe things 

from the outside. But the process of deconstructing is also a process of doubting which 

can lead to a disbelief in the importance of relating with the other and the value of 

withness knowing. Then, feeling intimidated by the dominant professional image of the 

expert-knower, I run the risk of falling back to the safety of relying too much on 

“geometrical” methods of practising, distrusting living relational processes to guide my 

work. 

… only if we are prepared to live ‘on the edge’, that is, in the present 

moment, in the midst of complexity, can we find the new openings, the 

new possibilities we need to truly bring about innovative change. We will 

find it difficult, however, to understand how this might be possible […] 

given our present modes of factual and rational expression. 

 (Shotter, 2010a, p. 142) 

 

It is interesting how we think about thinking: we are supposed to use active cognitive 

thinking to ensure that our acquired knowledge and experience are put to work 

“correctly”, delivering a measurably effective service to our clients. 

Going back to the tension between thinking and not thinking, in this writing I am 

interested exactly in that moment of tension, in the fleeting feeling of doubt and 

conviction and the fleeting commitment to and uncertainty about that “something” that 
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I am just about to say or do in the moment of interaction with the other and the otherness 

around me. 

The process of active understanding is anticipated by the speaker; he 

counts on it at every point, and could not continue to formulate his 

utterance without counting on it. 

(Morson and Emerson, 1990, loc 2459) 

 

When in a situation, I am not focused on attending to specific knowledge and a specific 

order of connections which I have learned are representative of similar situations, I often 

notice an experience of knowing how to go on (Shotter, 2011b, p. 96), as if I am embracing 

an embodied, entangled knowing from within and as part of a larger system. I feel a 

commitment in that moment to following that knowing together with the others around 

me. I feel it is a kind of with-ness knowing, a way of sensing the situation, a way of relating 

to the situation. I am interested in this moment because of its special nature: intense and 

relaxed at the same time, clear and vague, coming to me with a sense of closeness and 

connectedness with the others. It is being in the moment with some certainty and yet a 

feeling of risk-taking as I accept that being part of what is going on, I am not controlling it. 

Must I know whether I understand a word? 

(Wittgenstein, 1986, p. 53) 

 

In the main square of Cephalonia island one evening last August, I was watching the 

children playing. One child of about ten had a skateboard. Another child of about seven 

approached and looked at the board. They looked at each other and then the little one 

looked at the skateboard again. “Do you know how to ride a skateboard?” asked the older 

child. “Yes,” the younger one replied, and she approached.  
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The owner of the skateboard stepped back and the young one started to ride the board. 

She had never tried skateboarding before, her mother told me afterwards. But she wasn’t 

lying when she said “yes”. The fact that she didn’t know from before if she knew how to 

ride the board didn’t mean she didn’t know how to go on and do it. 

The reality that we are failing to see, the reality right in front of our eyes, 

every day, is, I want to claim, the reality of us living our lives in practice. It 

is this that we do not know how to see for what it is, without continually 

distorting it, without continually telling ourselves that it must have this or 

that kind of nature to it.  

(Shotter, 2012a, p. 36) 

 

 

Part two: How to disrupt patterns of thinking that see the past as finished 

and the future as not ours or only ours?  

(Barad, 2007, loc 117) 

 

Knowing entails differential responsiveness and accountability as part of a 

network of performances. Knowing is not a bounded or closed practice but 

an ongoing performance of the world. 

 

(Barad, 2007, loc 2993) 

 

When I am actively thinking about what or how to do something practically, I make a 

conscious mental effort, conducting research in my mind. It usually starts with a feeling of 

uneasiness about a particular something that I need to do. Then the uneasiness develops 
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into well-formulated questions in my mind and I start looking to find answers. So the 

thinking about that something precedes the actual doing of it. In our meetings with 

people, the “problems” are complex, the contexts are multifaceted, and the interactions 

are fleeting; finding out “solutions” through mental thinking, through explaining 

everything we do in the moment, is just not possible. 

In the voice of Bohr’s wife, Margaret, Barad writes (2007, loc 539): ‘If you’re doing 

something you have to concentrate on it, you can’t also be thinking about doing it, and if 

you’re thinking about doing it then you can’t actually be doing it. Yes?’ Overthinking the 

doing while in motion can lead to a schism in the unity of the logic of in-the-moment 

doing/being/becoming, and can get us to a different kind of doing altogether, a doing of 

something else from the outside. But we can only meet with the uniqueness of our never-

before-encountered, ‘first time’ events (Shotter, 2011b, p. 161) from within the inside of 

our entangled living moments. 

In Meno (Plato, 2013), in relation to searching for solutions to problems, Plato says, that 

either we know what we are looking for and then there is no problem, or we don’t know 

what we are looking for and then we cannot expect to find anything. But I think this 

“knowing what we are looking for” or “not knowing what we are looking for” is the kind 

of knowing that can be understood in terms of definitions and specific mental concepts. 

Shotter distinguishes the knowing which has to do with facts and the skills, the knowing – 

“that” – from the knowing that exists only in our relations with others, a ‘kind of knowing 

that we can only have from within a social situation’ (Shotter, 2005a, p. 152). He calls it 

knowing from within because its content is primarily derived from its circumstances. 

According to Shotter (2005a, p. 152), ‘knowing from within owes its special nature to the 

fact that in all living activities, there is always a kind of developmental continuity involved 

in their unfolding’. 

Consciously knowing what we are doing and understanding the effectiveness of our 

doings are very important values in our culture. Sometimes, I hear parents asking their 

child a question, and when the child doesn’t know the answer, they tell them to “think!”, 
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pointing to mental pathways to finding the answer. And in school, children need to think 

to come up with answers to problems or to solve exercises. But in our meetings with 

people, knowing “what is” and how to go on is an embodied activity (Shotter, 2012a); it is 

a knowing which does not come from active thinking and planning about the situation, 

but a spontaneous expressive-responsive improvisation from within the relational 

situation. 

Here I would like to mention an anecdote from my primary school years. Sometimes 

people would ask me if I was a good student – a typical question grown-ups ask children 

in my culture. It is the kind of question which points at assessment scales and grades. But 

at the age of 12, I preferred to answer in a different way: “I don’t really know what kind 

of student I am because every year, with different teachers, different subjects, and 

different circumstances, it seems I am a different kind of student”. The way I answered 

the question back then tells me now that I didn’t have one answer. And I didn’t feel I 

wanted to base an answer on a metric system about academic achievement, an answer 

independent from how I felt. The answer was embedded in the way things were for me; 

it included the relationship with my teachers. I was embodied in my answer: there was no 

space between my academic profile, my relationships, my ideas, and my contexts. So, my 

way of answering the question had to do with the circumstances every time: 

Thus what I wanted to say was: when he suddenly knew how to go on, 

when he understood the principle, then possibly he had a special 

experience—and if he is asked: "What was it? What took place when you 

suddenly grasped the principle?" perhaps he will describe it much as we 

described it above—but for us it is the circumstances under which he had 

such an experience that justify him in saying in such a case that he 

understands, that he knows how to go on.  

(Wittgenstein, 1986, p. 61) 
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‘Explanatory thinking’ (Shotter, 2011b, p. 2) about something is more like a process of 

looking up, figuring out various bits of knowledge which seem relevant to the question at 

hand, distilling them, and making a choice in our mind about what kinds of connections 

and decisions seem to be the correct ones for the situation. This process results in a 

“knowing” of the “what to do” or “what is” type, which looks more like an ability of 

individual agents to make an educated guess about what to do in a situation, to make a 

mental choice between various actions. This process can produce feelings of safety 

because in trusting the power of our minds and intellects, we gain a sense of control of 

the process – we can deconstruct our knowing and decisions bit by bit and explain the 

process all the way; we are accountable, we have considered the options available in our 

heads. But of course, we cannot be certain about the fit – it is only a safe choice that we 

have made. In his paper, Barry Mason (1993) suggests that a good position to help our 

therapy clients move to is a position of safe uncertainty. Because, although there is no 

certainty, people can still feel safe, and this is what is important for our mental wellbeing. 

I think the opposite may be another valid proposition: although safety is never an absolute 

given in life, we can feel certain and confident in the moment of our interaction with 

others about our performative improvisations from within and as part of living in the 

world. Like the mother and her infant coming to know each other intimately as they join 

together in a ‘…wordless conversation conducted very largely in terms of intonations, 

contours, gestures, facial expressions, joint attention…’ (Storch and Shotter, 2013, p. 4). 

If we see knowing not as having an essence, to be described by scientists 

or philosophers, but rather as a Right, by current standards, to believe, then 

we are well on the way to seeing conversation as the ultimate context 

within which knowledge is to be understood. 

(Rorty, 1980, p. 389) 

 

Our in-the-moment doing, this participatory entangling/disentangling activity, called out 

from us by our circumstances, is a different type of concrete, pragmatic, embodied 
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knowing, one which cannot be deconstructed into separate elements after the fact in a 

cognitive way. A fleeting feeling of in-the-moment, “local” certainty about our 

participation emerges; but it is not a feeling of safety in what we do, because there is no 

objective evidence of effectiveness of the fit of our response. All validity measures 

available to us seem bizarre as there is no step-by-step explanation of how we arrived at 

certain interactional points. This bodily, involved, and spontaneous way of knowing-doing 

seems to me more like a position of “unsafe certainty”. Unsafe because my mind is not 

consciously processing every available piece of information to ensure a “well-thought” 

decision about the situation which will be making professional sense; I am not the lone 

controller of a-reality-out-there, but I am part of it. I cannot exactly explain it, because it 

doesn’t belong to me entirely. But I feel certain about my position within the intra-active 

phenomenon I am part of. It is like a momentary conviction about overcommitting to 

some knowledge which springs out of my connection with the other. 

…even if there is no truth, man can be truthful, and even if there is no 

reliable certainty, man can be reliable. 

(Arendt, 1998, p. 279) 

 

In her paper, Harlene Anderson (Anderson and Gehart, 2007) talks about the ‘certainty of 

uncertainty’. She writes that collaborative therapy students told a researcher of 

collaborative therapy that ‘there is certainty in uncertainty’, referring to the unexpected 

enhancement of their self-confidence, self-competency, and self-agency when they began 

to trust uncertainty and let go of the need to know and, the pressure to ask the right 

questions or have the best solution: ‘They expressed a newfound sense of autonomy, 

flexibility, and creativity and a release from the constraints of certainty to the possibilities 

of uncertainty’ (Anderson and Gehart, 2007, p. 53). 

In his paper about relational risk-taking and the therapeutic relationship, Barry Mason 

(2005) talks about the importance of taking risks in therapy. Mason considers staying in a 
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higher risk/lower safety position essential for the establishment of greater trust in the 

therapeutic relationship. Mason talks about the importance of the therapist taking the 

risk of owning their expertise through the taking of a position. I like to see knowing the 

way Barad sees it: ‘Knowing is a specific engagement of the world where part of the world 

becomes differentially intelligible to another part of the world in its differential 

accountability to and for that of which it is a part’ (Barad, 2007, loc 7516). 

 

Part three: Inside the daring moment 

So, going back to the daring moment when we have to act while experiencing the tension 

between thinking and not thinking, I would describe it as follows:  

- some knowing from within my interaction with the other person feels obvious, “real” 

to me and  

- in my effort to give this knowing ground to stand and voice to be heard I consciously 

quit the effort, in my head, to make sure that my response will be fitting;  

- I free myself from the need to know how it is that I know what I know,  

- my confusion will start subsiding because I will start feeling sure about what I know in 

that moment, for that moment, without trying to explain it 

- and although my sense of certainty, emerging out of my participation in the situation, 

suspends my doubts in the moment of action, it remains a fleeting feeling constantly 

up for revision and change from one moment to the next. 

Returning to my choice of using irreverent words in this thesis: in those moments when 

we are immersed within a continuous flow of intra-mingling activities (Shotter, 2016, p. 

25), I do feel intimate in the space between me and the other, and I feel that my mind is 

with me but this powerful “knower” isn’t ruling. And because of this sudden overthrow of 

the cognitive thinking dynasty, it feels risky; it takes daring to stay in this space, open and 

vulnerable, because it runs contrary to dominant ideas about knowing processes 
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preceding action. It seems like in the place of learned cognitive processes leading to 

secure knowing about what-to-do, a random but clear and striking conviction about acting 

in those moments emerges. In those moments I feel out of the balance I am used to 

creating for myself with my constant intellectual examining of issues. As if suddenly I know 

what “way” to walk and what path to take, what thoughts to discard, in the moment, as 

not useful. And it feels like this conviction sneaks dynamically into my thinking process 

and steals with confidence the space from other well-established important ideas. And in 

these moments I feel overthrown from a powerful “knower” position, totally enchanted 

by a participatory, warm, fresh learning-in-action. 

 

Art is theft.  

(Picasso, cited in Shields, 2010, loc 122) 

 

I showed my masterpiece to the grown-ups, and asked them whether the 

drawing frightened them. But they answered: "Frighten? Why should 

anyone be frightened by a hat?"  

(de Saint-Exupéry, 2016, p. 3) 

 

Overcoming the anxiety one can feel when one realises that a number of other ways of 

proceeding are possible but have been blocked in favour of prevailing ways of action, and 

allowing imaginative thinking-acting with the others, needs courage and daring: 

For presently, we are committed to conducting all our inquiries into the 

essence of things as scientific inquiries… But in so doing, we mislead 

ourselves; we send ourselves off in the wrong direction with the wrong aim 

in mind.  
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(Shotter, 2005a, p. 147) 

 

 Shotter warns us that:  

while this power of mastery and control is not without its attractions, it still 

leaves us ignorant of the ordinary, everyday ways in which we do in fact 

relate ourselves to the others and othernesses around us, the ways in fact 

in which we first learnt to be functioning members of the everyday 

communities within which we live our lives 

(Shotter, 2005a, p. 145) 

 

 

Relational conviction 

In this paper about “knowing”, I introduce the concept of relational conviction. Relational 

conviction is about embracing an ethic-onto-epistemology of performance-knowing, it is 

about daring to know and enact that which is coming into existence in this very moment. 

Relational conviction is the lived reality (from within) of the phenomenon unfolding in the 

present moment. It is a moment of stepping outside of reflexive activities, or cognitive 

“checking”, a fleeting move beyond epistemological curiosity, of the “how do we know 

what we think we know?” type. It is a way of acting and responding where human 

beings/professionals take ethical responsibility not only for what we know, how we know 

and what we do but for what “exists” in our relational moments. It is a site of praxis, a 

knowing born and breathing in action, a space where knowledge production is not located 

in the brain. It is a micro-level situation which shapes the knowledge it produces according 

to flows of affect (affecting and being affected) and validates it from within the 
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phenomenon in place. Like the bending of waves, relational conviction momentarily 

makes us feel full of the intra-activity we are part of.   
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11. Relational living in practice: Performing ethicality 

What moves me politically, and that for which I want to make room, is the 

moment in which a subject – a person, a collective – asserts a right or 

entitlement to a liveable life when no such prior authorization exists, when 

no clearly enabling convention is in place.  

(Butler, 2004, cited in Loxley, 2007, p. 112) 

 

In the context of my work, I have met with many moments which have left a mark on me. 

One of these moments was when I witnessed Andrew, a worker from Mark’s professional 

support team, suggesting to Mark’s wife, Mary, that she lies to Mark. That was a slap in 

my face. Not the suggestion itself; I am not going to enter into a discussion about “lying” 

here. But what was mind-blowing was how Andrew, a professional and well- respected 

dietitian, didn’t choose to ignore a tough reality when everything and everyone else had 

become immobilised, desperately stagnant and cruelly ready to accept Mark’s emotional 

and physical death. 

What do you do when you feel you need to move outside professional constructs and pay 

attention to a screaming now that you are not “required” to hear? What do you do when 

you feel the pain in your body and you feel you must share it with the clients in the 

moment? Relating with the other is imaginative and transcends professional 

responsibilities. Not only that, it can disobey them. Andrew took a risky and bold initiative. 

This story has nothing to do with successful interventions, which are usually our measures 

of evidence-based practice, but it speaks about taking the risk of responding with care, 

care-fully. It speaks about responding when one is scared, taking a position when one 

would like to avoid it and when perhaps one is told to avoid it. Responding to risk without 

knowing whether one’s response will be good or bad, responding now and finding out 
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later. Or, to say it better: responding now and never stopping to respond in order to find 

out. Finding out while responding. 

It was 8 a.m. and I had just woken up when my phone rang. I heard Mary’s trembling 

voice: “We are in the hospital again. Mark’s situation is critical.” I didn’t know what to 

think, Mark was well into the last year of his recovery after having battled with a life 

threatening condition. What had happened? 

The couple-work with Mark and Mary had ended a few months ago. Although I felt that 

the work wasn’t finished, they decided to stop coming because “there was nothing that 

could be done”. Mark and Mary were in the process of separating after 20 years of 

marriage and they had come to me to support them through this process. Mary had 

decided to leave Mark, blaming him for his ill health and holding him responsible for the 

standstill in her life during the last five years when she became his carer. But Mark couldn’t 

imagine his life without her. 

I arrived at the hospital, which was ten minutes away from my practice, three hours later. 

Andrew, a consultant dietitian, part of Mark’s professional support team, who had been 

close to the family for the last five years, was there too. The doctors had asked that only 

close family members go into Mark’s room, so I stayed outside with Mary. 

She was lost, upset and scared – and she was angry. She kept repeating that she had had 

enough of Mark’s problems and illnesses and that she wouldn’t be able to support him 

with his health problems anymore. She said that she was glad she had told Mark she was 

leaving him because she wouldn’t be able to stay, not one more day. She said she needed 

to spend time with her new lover. 

I listened to her without knowing what to say. I knew Mary had gone through very tough 

times with Mark’s illness and she had given up. I was trying to support her, to remain open 

and curious about what she was telling me. But I was worried about Mark and I was finding 

it difficult to empathise with her angry outburst and her cry for freedom in those 

moments. Maintaining my neutrality was a challenge. 
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But I did show neutrality, firmly standing my professional ethical ground. To do that, I put 

my feelings aside, trying to disengage from the pain I was feeling in my body. I tried to 

disengage from my worry about Mark’s critical situation. I knew there was nothing I could 

do for Mark in that moment; I could only be with Mary, hear her, support her. But standing 

my ethical ground didn’t feel very ethical. Mark’s voice was missing and that felt unethical, 

particularly in those moments. I tried to bring his voice into the conversation but that 

would only make Mary angrier. 

Andrew came out of Mark’s room after he had had a chat with the doctors. Things were 

not looking good for Mark. The doctors did not understand what was happening; Mark’s 

deterioration was unexpected and sudden. He was giving up. 

I felt upset. My mind went back to the conversations with Mark and Mary in my office 

three months ago. Mark couldn’t face the divorce and Mary had given up on him. Was 

that why he was giving up now? Was he looking for a dignified departure from a life 

without Mary? 

When Andrew came out of Mark’s room he went straight to Mary: “I know the decisions 

you have made, Mary. But telling Mark that you are coming to see him only out of 

politeness, is very hurtful for him… Please don’t do that.”  

 “Look,” Andrew continued, “I am going to suggest something. I know this is not what is 

going to happen, but I think it might be very important for Mark to hear it now, Mary. The 

doctors don’t understand why he is deteriorating so fast. They are losing him. Why don’t 

you go inside, stay with him a while, and tell him that you love him and that you will be 

getting back together? We need him to find hope and start fighting for his life again… 

Would you do that?” 

I was shaken by this reversal of energy and emotion in my body. What kind of performance 

was this from Andrew? What meanings did such a performance produce in those 

moments? What is the meaning of truth, of the “real” or the “unreal”? How could he 

perform his role as a professional in such a way? How pragmatically linked Andrew’s 
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improvised performance was to the material context of the situation in those moments? 

I felt it in my body: I witnessed right there what Barad calls ‘the ethicality of what matters’ 

(2007, loc 3666), the ethicality of loving awareness. An improvised performance emerging 

from within and as part of our intertwined living. 

Mary didn’t say anything and headed straight into Mark’s room. The numbness I 

experienced compared to Andrew’s “awake-ness” was a shock to me. In those critical 

moments, still trapped in the box of my professional capacity, I was incapable of even 

thinking about the possibility of acting in this way. 

Sometime later, I spoke with Andrew about that day. He said that what he had suggested 

to Mary came out spontaneously. “We had to do something, we had to try!” he told me. 

Mary came to see me a few months later. She spoke to me about how important that last 

conversation with Mark had been for them. She had no doubt Mark knew how much she 

loved him. 
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12. Thinking about Barad at till number five 

…Nothing will unfold for us unless we move toward what looks to us like 

nothing … because believing a thing’s true can bring about that truth… let 

my glance be passional toward the universe and you. 

(Fulton, 2004, loc 926)  

 

Summary 

As a systemic therapist, I have found Barad’s physics-philosophy useful when trying to 

comprehend understandings of my responses from within the ongoing stream of my 

interactions with my clients. In this essay, I borrow Bohr’s ideas of “indeterminacy” and 

“phenomena” from quantum theory, using them to look – through stories from everyday 

life – at the entangled nature of our actions which are constantly emerging as part of our 

interconnectedness with the world. By quantum indeterminacy we mean the necessary 

incompleteness in the description of a physical system as each one of the variables of a 

given quantum state cannot be simultaneously determinable, that is they don’t have a 

determinate, sharp value. Bohr uses ‘the term “phenomenon” to designate particular 

instances of wholeness’ (Barad, 2007, loc 2398). A phenomenon is specified only by those 

variables that are mutually compatible. Complementary variables are reciprocally 

determinable (when one is defined, the other can’t be) and their values require mutually 

exclusive apparatuses (circumstances) for their definition and measurement. 

In the same way that Bohr’s philosophy supports the idea of a system existing 

simultaneously in multiple states, which by deduction rejects the idea of the absolute 

determinacy of its properties, our moment-to-moment relational interactivity exists in a 

multitude of states simultaneously. The actual realised state is only determined in the 

moment of action as a unique phenomenon, an instance of wholeness with inherently 
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compatible and harmonious variables at the exclusion of other potentially 

complementary determinate variables, which cannot exist simultaneously as part of the 

same phenomenon. The issue is not that we do not know which state a system is at – a 

problem which, in a classical world, could be resolved with increased control, better 

measurements and more information – but that the state of the system – I would argue 

similarly for a relational system – is not determinable outside of specific uniquely existing 

phenomena, of which we practitioners are a part. 

 

Painting connections – A prelude 

This paper is a spontaneous expressive-responsive writing piece which “flew” out of me 

when I was reading Barad’s Meeting the Universe Halfway for the third time and 

connecting with her philosophy about the entangled nature of reality: ’…phenomena are 

constitutive of reality. Reality is composed not of things-in-themselves or things-behind-

phenomena but of things-in-phenomena’ (Barad, 2007, loc 2814). In this prelude 

separately I present the reader some clues to the themes which interest me and which I 

explore in the paper by connecting “data” – stories from everyday life and practice 

experiences – with Barad’s physics-philosophy. 

 

The entangled nature of everything in systemic therapy 

Barad (2007, loc 81) writes: ‘To be entangled is not simply to be intertwined with another, 

as in the joining of separate entities, but to lack an independent, self-contained existence. 

Existence is not an individual affair’. In Barad’s physics-philosophy, the “individual”-

“relational” binary is challenged as she makes distinctions between philosophies of 

interactivity and intra-activity, adopting Bohr’s ideas which shake traditional notions of 

causality. 
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It is through specific intra-actions that a casual structure is enacted. Intra-

actions effect what’s real and what’s possible, as some things come to 

matter and others are excluded, as possibilities are opened up and others 

are foreclosed. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 7784) 

 

As a systemic therapist, my work is a “messy” kind of endeavour where the traditional 

conception presenting ‘only the binary options of free will and determinism’ (Barad, 2007, 

loc 590) is out of the question. In our work, surprising ways to go on often appear plainly 

in front of our eyes although the how is rarely clear. But sometimes it is. Other times our 

clear ideas about a situation lead us nowhere far and seem meaningless, but when left to 

go with the fluidity of what “is”, what comes out can take us further than we could have 

ever hoped for. Certain things we know, but lots of things we don’t. We can’t base our 

work on things we don’t understand but we often do; we need to use what we don’t 

understand to develop our work. And we cannot base our work only on things we 

understand because chances are we will be wrong, as sometimes our understanding can 

be sketchy. We are traversing foggy slopes all the time. While looking to find out about 

specific things, we end up learning about other impressive things – not the ones we 

wanted to learn about in the beginning. We might even say that it was our intention and 

effort to learn about what we wanted to learn which played a role in what we ended up 

learning. 

Practices of knowing and being are not isolable; they are mutually 

implicated. We don’t obtain knowledge by standing outside the world; we 

know because we are of the world. We are part of the world in its 

differential becoming. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 3710) 
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The things that come to matter 

Meaning and reality are context-bound. To know the meaning of something, we need to 

know the context, then we can act. Clearly setting out contexts helps us in our 

interactions; as systemic therapists, we like to work towards creating shared contexts, 

articulating contexts, deconstructing contexts. This process helps us know. When we 

know, we feel we can go on; we feel we have options and are able to choose which maps 

to follow. We can travel. But how accurately and safely can we, therapists, define and 

measure “from-here-to-there” contexts so that there is a fit between context and 

content-process? Where does “content-process” begin and where does it end? What 

constitutes a specific content-process? Can we, as external agents, decide or even simply 

agree on contexts? Is “fit” something to be decided by us alone? Where are we positioned 

in relation to everything else? 

Barad rejects the metaphysics of individualism that serves as a foundation for traditional 

approaches to ethics, which is much to do with ethical codes and frameworks holding 

individual people accountable for specifically defined requirements, providing clear rules, 

regulations and boundaries. In traditional approaches to ethics, there are singular causes 

and individual agents of change. Consequences are seen as a chain of events that follow 

one after the other based on a linear and inter-active model. But, according to Barad:  

Therefore accountability and responsibility must be thought in terms of 

what matters and what is excluded from mattering. 

(2007, loc 7799) 

 

Responsibility entails an ongoing responsiveness to the entanglements of 

self and other, here and there, now and then.  

(2007, loc 7793) 
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Ethics is therefore not about right response to a radically exterior/ized 

other, but about responsibility and accountability for the lively 

relationalities of becoming of which we are a part. 

(2007, loc 7779) 

 

How to “purify” a presence? 

I like to think of my responsibility in my work as a presence, a being aware and wide-

awake, open to receiving and responding. “Importants” make their appearance and keep 

“waking me up”. I want that. When I reflect on my work, the act of reflection demands 

me to stand outside of the specific “phenomenon” which I have been (or currently am) 

part of, and think about separate and distinct “things”, actions, feelings, thoughts – it 

makes me think of a distilling process. What I find is that this ‘aboutness’ (Shotter, 2010b, 

p. vii) position, this looking at a situation from the outside, the “doing” of reflexivity, helps 

me get an experiential understanding of distances, of the “inside”, the “outside”, and 

possible connections.  

…for any given apparatus, those (quantities) that are determinate are said 

to be complementary to those that are indeterminate, and vice versa. 

Complementary variables require different – mutually exclusive – 

apparatuses (e.g., one with fixed parts and one with movable parts) for 

their definition, and therefore these variables are reciprocally 

determinable… 

(Barad, 2007, loc 520) 

 

In the professional culture we have been brought up, questions about responsibility are 

difficult to answer. Or they are easy to answer when looked at from the outside. 

Experientially feeling the distances one covers in one’s reflection travels and knowing 
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where the (intra) action is flowing, is a daring position. This knowing is both situated and 

fluid but never transferable to other situations or phenomena are ‘once-occurrent events 

of being’ (Bakhtin, 1993, p. 13). 

I often need to remind myself that when I am present (a presence), what I say or don’t 

say, how I respond to a situation, and what touches me is what is real and possible in that 

moment and for that moment:  

That is, you can’t both think about something and also reflect on your own 

thinking about the matter. This is because you need to make a choice 

between two complementary situations: either you think about 

something, in which case that something is the object of your thoughts, or 

you examine your process of thinking about something, in which case your 

thoughts about what you are thinking (about something), and not the 

something itself, are the object of your thoughts.  

(Barad, 2007, loc 545) 

 

But there is the need to “purify” things which is often done through trying to understand 

what is what and what else might be there. Whatever comes out of reflexive, “from the 

outside” positions, whichever information I get, I know I cannot use it before I return to 

the intra-play-ground and see how it looks and how it “breathes” in there. 

As one system becomes entangled with another, through a mutual intra-

action, the ontological indeterminacy in the form of a superposition of one 

of the systems before it intra-acts with another is spread over the system 

as a whole. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 9263) 
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I see my work through the ethical lens of the ‘lively relationalities of becoming’ (Barad, 

2007, loc 7779). The vertigo experience, to the individual therapist, myself, caused by 

dilemmas about “what else might have been more helpful to do?” is of course always 

present. 

… we can’t have definite thoughts about something and definite intentions 

concerning that thing simultaneously. That is, the point is that there is no 

determinate fact of the matter about both our thoughts and our intentions 

concerning the object of our thoughts. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 552) 

 

 

Connecting experiences 

I don’t seek, I find.  

(Attributed to Pablo Picasso) 

 

I’ll give up walking on water. I’ll make a splash. Onlookers don’t want 

miracles. Failure is glamourous. The crash course needs its crash.  

(Fulton, 2001, loc 762) 

 

Cuts cut “things” together and apart. Cuts are not enacted from the 

outside, nor are they ever enacted once and for all. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 3589) 
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Think of a situation when you are seeking something, anything: an answer, a thing, a 

solution to something. Don’t we always, in our searches, come across a field of 

possibilities about what or where that thing which we are looking for may be? We come 

across a mixture of probabilities, each with clear and separate boundaries from the other, 

although some of these scenarios might be connected somehow – unless we are not 

seeking “something” and we suddenly find it. Then there is no mixture of probabilities. 

We just find it. Until the time we might want to go back and measure our result. From the 

outside this time. Then a mixture of possibilities comes up as we evaluate our choice. 

A “Printer in an error state” message appears on the screen of my computer as I try to 

print my draft paper. It is a quarter to five; I have to run to the office for my 5pm 

appointment. At this moment, no matter what the actual words in the message which 

appears on my screen are, I “read”: “I will not be able to take a copy of my draft paper 

with me to review it in the gaps between my client appointments”. 

 

Conviction and ambiguity 

It always amazes me how many ways are there to “read” a message; if we purposefully 

try to read “it”, that is. And yet, I spontaneously “read” the “printer in an error state” 

message with certainty: “I will not be able to take a copy of my draft paper with me to 

review it in the gaps between my client appointments”. To read something which we 

externally define as one “it”, “cut” with such and such “dimensions” is different to the “it” 

which will spontaneously come out of a situation demanding to be read by us. The way a 

message will be “read” is determined by that which it “speaks” to us; by that which makes 

it alive for us; by the way it touches us as we are intra-acting together. Meaningful “cuts” 

are made from the inside, although the ones made from the outside can be helpful as they 

serve some important purpose. We make “cuts” when we want to direct our attention to 

a part of the “wholeness”. 



150 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

In “reading” messages, conviction and ambiguity go hand in hand. Conviction, a 

persuasive “read” comes out of the ambiguous, out of the indeterminate, entangled state 

of the intra-play-ground. And ambiguity, probabilistic multiplicity in “readings” can come 

out of conviction, out of determinacy, the certainty in cuts and measurements. 

 

And then, there is no answer to the question “Why?” and no need for 

defence 

(Aronsson, 2018, p. 94) 

 

So, can we talk about more or less correct ways to read a message? It is not what we know 

about things, it is simply how things are in their absolute specificity. Probabilistically 

speaking, there are numerous ways to read a message and often it feels difficult to choose 

the most “correct” way – we feel we don’t know. But the probabilistic nature of such a 

result is not rooted in ignorance; it is not that “we don’t know” what the correct answer 

will be. Rather, the result – the “how” a message is read – is indeterminate if we are not 

in the “playground”, it is indeterminate from the outside. What happens in that 

playground, no one can “know”, no one can articulate from the outside – because to know 

means to determine and to determine means to measure. Measurement resolves the 

indeterminacy; it is a way to disentangle things. We make measurements all the time by 

conceptualising determinate “realities”. Deleuze and Guattari (1991, p. 15) speaks about 

concepts as ‘matters of articulation, of cutting and cross-cutting’, as ‘wholes, because they 

totalize their components, but as fragmentary wholes’. And this is how, according to 

Deleuze and Guattari, a concept can ‘…escape the mental chaos constantly threatening it, 

stalking it, trying to reabsorb it’. 

Endless messages appear on our minds’ screens all the time – 100 billion neurons in 

action, that’s what our brains do. Multiple messages can appear on our minds’ screens 
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even in relation to a simple everyday situation. For example, if I am feeling under the 

weather, some of the following will cross my mind: “I am ill”; “I am tired”; “I am stressed”; 

“I am sad”; “I am angry”; “I am tense”; “I am too demanding”; “I am negligent”; “I am 

overworked”; “I am stretched too thin”; “I am alone”; “I am disappointed”; “I am 

negative”. Each of these messages will involve a different understanding and attach a 

different meaning to the situation. Each of these messages “speaks” about a different me. 

Some of them can combine around the same meaning; others may be excluded from that 

meaning, while a few minutes later, meanings and arrangements may be different. With 

each of the readings, it all changes: what is, what is not, who am I, who I am not. Who 

knows what is and how can we talk about “it”? 

According to Barad:  

Discourse is not what is said; it is that which constrains and enables what 

can be said.  

Statements are not the mere utterances of the originating consciousness 

of a unified subject; rather, statements and subjects emerge from a field of 

possibilities. This field of possibilities is not static or singular but rather is a 

dynamic and contingent multiplicity.  

(Barad, 2007, loc 2936-2938) 

 

What can be said and what will be said in a given moment is not indiscriminately coming 

out of a collection of individual “things”, meanings, and ideas with separately determinate 

boundaries and “properties”, but belongs to a phenomenon, is of the phenomenon of 

which it speaks: ‘We live within circumstances of practical concern to us’ (Shotter, 2016, 

p. 91). Cuts are made, separability is possible in an expressive way. 

I remember one time, I went to see two clients of mine, a couple, in their home. The 

woman had given birth to their daughter 20 days ago and it wasn’t easy for them to come 
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to my office. It also seemed that they were facing some difficulties which is why they had 

asked me to visit them. So I went to see them. We talked together for an hour. The baby 

was there, sleeping at first, feeding later, sleeping again, moving from mummy’s to 

daddy’s arms. I bought a present for their daughter and I didn’t accept to be paid for the 

appointment as I thought it was an extraordinary, joyfully unique occasion – their new 

baby had just arrived! So, what was it? A social occasion where I visited a friend, who had 

just given birth, with a present and a card with wishes for the baby? A therapy session? 

Something else?  

Inspired by Bohr’s philosophy-physics, Barad talks about “phenomena” as ‘particular 

instances of wholeness’ (Barad, 2007, loc 2398). I see Barad’s ideas about phenomena and 

reality as very useful in answering such kinds of questions:  

The primary ontological units are not “things” but phenomena – dynamic 

relationalities/(re)configurations of the world. Phenomena are constitutive 

of reality. Reality is composed not of things-in-themselves or things-

behind-phenomena but of things-in-phenomena. “Things” don’t pre-exist; 

they are agentially enacted and become determinately bounded and 

propertied within phenomena. Outside of particular agential intra-actions, 

“words” and “things” are indeterminate. Relata do not pre-exist relations; 

rather relata-within-phenomena emerge through specific intra-actions. 

Crucially then, intra-actions enact agential separability – the condition of 

exteriority-within-phenomena.” 

(Barad, 2007, loc 2825) 
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Indeterminacy of entangled states 

Yesterday, I went to the supermarket. When I had finished shopping and was ready to 

pay, I stood for a minute trying to decide which queue I should join. It wasn’t easy to 

decide because at that moment, there was not any significant fact about any one of the 

ten tills in front of me to determine affirmatively that I should queue for this one and not 

the others. The very Mediterranean part of me was insisting that I should find the quickest 

way out. I ended up moving queues a few times as I changed my mind about the quickest 

line. The task was impossible; the situation was changing every minute. The lady who was 

paying now at till number four had a problem with her card and there was an unexpected 

delay, while till number six had been moving much faster than I expected. One customer 

decided to leave the queue for till number two and at till number one someone joined his 

friend in the queue with an extra basket of shopping. Suddenly I felt like I was wasting my 

time. I took a brief look at the tills and said to myself: “till number five”. And I went to 

queue there. 

There was a point in time when my question about which queue would be the quickest 

had ten different answers, all at the same time, as it seemed that each one of the ten tills 

was the one. I was thinking, “Maybe till six, maybe till four. Hmmm… Maybe one, no, two, 

seven, five is moving fast. Three is not bad either, nine has only two customers, six has 

three customers but with less shopping. Ten possibly, eight looks similar to six…” I was 

going round and round trying to calculate the differences between the tills. 

The physics chapters I have been reading recently are on all accounts far too many and 

too confusing for a therapist like me and the effect of this on my thinking is pretty obvious. 

Being the kind of person who becomes easily enthused and loves to learn and engage with 

many different things not relevant to my professional area and background (despite the 

unfortunate fact that most of the time my abilities fall short of the level at which I would 

like to engage with those things!), I couldn’t avoid being inspired by Barad’s physics 

chapters. So I am thinking that in that moment in the supermarket when all ten tills looked 
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to be the answer to my question about the quickest queue, I was experiencing something 

like the superposition of various states, which is related to quantum indeterminacy. 

In physics, superposition is a phenomenon that we observe in waves; it is a way of 

combining the effects of the individual waves’ disturbances into the resultant wave. 

Waves can be superimposed on one another. When the two waves interfere, their 

amplitude can add up in some spots, and cancel out in other spots. This creates an 

interesting interference or diffraction pattern. In a quantum world, where we can also see 

the wave nature of matter, experiments prove that particles, behaving as waves under 

certain circumstances, also exhibit superposition: they can be in more than one possible 

state at the same time, before a measurement apparatus is used to measure the actual 

state of the particle. These experiments illuminate the very nature of superpositions as 

ontologically indeterminate states, and their links to the so-called entanglement of states, 

which physicists now believe lies at the heart of all quantum phenomena. Superposition, 

a wave behaviour, does not simply represent a mixture of separate pieces of matter with 

determinate properties. A superposition, made of particle traces, is a distinctive mark of 

quantum behaviour and leaves an interference or diffraction pattern as an objective mark. 

Mixtures leave different objective marks, so they are physically distinguishable from a 

superposition. In the world of classical physics, there are mixtures of particles but not 

superposition. 

A wave can be thought of as a wave of probabilities and in the supermarket situation I 

found myself in front of such a wave of probabilities: the answer to my question was the 

sum of a wave of probabilities of every till being the quickest one. If my dilemma could be 

seen as a kind of “wave function”, the answer to my question was a combination of all 

possible till choices at the same time, the sum of all possible ten (wavy) states, a 

superposition of states. Until the time I made a decision, until I “locked a measurement” 

into the system, the tills could be said to have been in multiple states at the same time 

(fastest – not fastest). By moving to till number five, my probability wave function 

collapsed, reducing the various potential answers to just one. A single state out of the ten 

superimposed states became my actual, measurable state. My answer took up a definite 
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location from among the various possible locations. The answer to my question was till 

number five: 

What is most disturbing, most in need of explanation, is the nature of the 

transition of the state during the process of measurement, not merely the 

nature of its state beforehand. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 5521) 

 

Diffraction (pattern) in physics is understood as the result of the superposition or 

interference of waves and a diffraction grating is an apparatus that gives rise to the 

superposition of various states. It is the tool of choice, for example, for separating the 

different component colours in white light and it is attentive to fine detail, illuminating 

the indefinite nature of boundaries. Diffraction attends to the relational nature of 

difference and ‘maps where the effect of differences’ appears (Haraway, 1992, p. 300). 

So, how did I decide which till? What kind of “measurement” did I use? In his physics-

philosophy, Niels Bohr provides a critical examination of the role measurement processes 

play in the ‘construction of knowledge’ (Barad, 2007, loc 1447). My open question “which 

one of the ten tills?” and my alert approach to responding to this question could be 

thought about as a diffraction apparatus giving rise to a diffraction pattern depicting the 

effects of the various potential differences between the tills. I could have just used some 

other logic (like using different diffraction apparatuses. For example, I could have just 

gone to the first till in front of me, or to the one with the sign “cards only”, or to the one 

with the sign “fast track – ten items or less”. Instead, I tried to “read” through some kind 

of hypothetical “diffraction grating” the effects that differences in the various tills might 

make:  

When we observe a system, it ceases to be in a superposition. But how is 

the indeterminacy resolved? By what mechanism does the system go from 

a superposition of eigenstates to a definite value measured for the 
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corresponding property? It seems as if the wave function has somehow 

“collapsed” from a superposition (or entanglement) to one in which all the 

coefficients except one of them are set to zero, that is, in which only one 

of the possible eigenstates appears to be selected. But how is such a 

collapse possible? By what mechanism is the wave function reduced to a 

single eigenstate? 

(Barad, 2007, loc 5511) 

 

But how did I go from trying to solve that wave function in my mind to simply enacting an 

answer? What kind of discontinuous process is that, jumping from trying to solve some 

puzzling equation to stepping straight into the queue for till number five? According to 

Barad, it is the very intra-play of continuity and discontinuity, determinacy and 

indeterminacy, possibility and impossibility that constitutes the differential spacetime 

matterings of the world:  

The discontinuity of the [wave function] due to measurement is 

unavoidable (…). The discontinuous change is certainly not governed by the 

otherwise valid causal law, since it depends on the measured value, which 

is not predetermined. The change also definitely includes (because of 

“maximality”) some loss of knowledge, but knowledge cannot be lost, and 

so the object must change – both along with the discontinuous changes 

and also, during these changes, in an unforeseen, different way. 

(Schrödinger, 1935; cited in Barad, 2007, loc 5563) 

 

I feel that as a therapist, when responding to the calls of my clients I am often in front of 

situations of discontinuity, going from indeterminacy to determinacy and vice versa. I feel 

like I am in different states at the same time and experience the vertigo effect of being 

involved in a “measurement”, making a “move”, “locking” the next question, statement, 
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even the next silence, constantly collapsing some “wave function” to one single response. 

What saves me is that this is a never-ending process. 

But how we are to understand the nature of measurement then? Is ontological 

indeterminacy really resolved or extended through measurement intra-actions? In 

Barad’s agential realist account, the resolution of ontological indeterminacy is understood 

in terms of the enactment of agential separability, which is different from individuation. 

According to Barad, 

There is something importantly different about the state of the system 

before and after measurement. Upon measurement, the superposition 

appears to “collapse” into a mixture. 

(2007, loc 5523) 

 

That is, the wave function is not collapsed in the sense of physically 

destroying the superposition or entanglement so much as establishing or 

extending it in such a way as to account for the observed phenomenon. 

Hence, what we find is that there is an important sense in which 

measurements create and further extend entanglements (since 

measurements produce correlations between “instruments” and 

“objects”). 

(Barad, 2007, loc 6811) 

 

Returning to our discussion about phenomena, according to Barad, phenomena are the 

ontological inseparability/entanglement of intra-acting “agencies”. She writes:  

It is through specific agential intra-actions that the boundaries and 

properties of the components of phenomena become determinate and 

that particular concepts become meaningful [in a relation of “exteriority-
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within”]. Intra-actions include the larger material arrangement that effects 

an agential ‘cut’ between “subject” and “object”. 

(2007, loc 2797) 

 

I am always involved in “cutting”. We all are, all the time. But being a therapist, I could say 

that my work is very much this: making “agential cuts” together with my clients, from 

within our entangled states. And cuts, according to Barad, cut “things” together and apart 

and are not enacted from the outside. But certainly they are never enacted once and for 

all (2007, loc 3589):  

Crucially, agency is a matter of intra-acting; it is an enactment, not 

something that someone or something has. Agency is “doing” or “being” in 

its intra-activity. It is the enactment of iterative changes to particular 

practices. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 3574) 

 

So in the supermarket episode, the answer was performed in that moment and that 

context as, according to Barad (2007, loc 2685), performativity is understood as iterative 

intra-activity, ‘as a contestation of the unexamined habits of mind that grant language 

and other forms of representation more power in determining our ontologies than they 

deserve’. 

I was ten minutes late for my yoga class and the yoga class was certainly part of the 

phenomenon I have just described, part of the same field of intra-activity. When the 

dilemma appeared, which till to queue for, my yoga class was the next thing I was going 

to do straight after paying at the till. This didn’t simply play a role in how I responded to 

the dilemma but also played a role in bringing the very dilemma to life; it surely would 
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have been a very different situation if I had been sitting in an exam room and was given 

this wave function to solve. 

I was late for my yoga class. Was it a wrong decision to queue for till number five? Would 

it have been faster had I joined till number three? Actually, at the end I noticed that till 

number five was among the fastest moving tills, so I had been quite efficient in my choice. 

But in the time of the decision, how was I able to know if I was choosing correctly? How 

“objective” was my idea that till number five would be among the quickest? 

Objectivity is about being accountable to the specific materialisations of 

which we are part. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 1921) 
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13. Relational living in practice: Can I say I know? 

 

The phone rings. It is 8.30am. The screen says: “Isabella”. Not a very common name in 

Greece. I don’t have many contacts with the name Isabella in my phone book. My mind 

goes back in a time-traveling mode… Is it perhaps that girl I saw for a one-off consultation 

in my colleague’s psychiatry practice? Would that be her, after so many years? The 

teenage girl who I was so worried about? Or maybe, maybe my other client who ended 

therapy a couple of years ago? Might she want a follow-up appointment? The phone rang 

again. I picked it up. 

 

Me:   Hello? 

Voice on the phone: Hello. Is that Mrs Anna? 

Me:   Hello. This is Joanna… Yes? 

Voice on the phone:  Yes. This is Isabella, I don’t know if you remember me, we met one 

time a few years ago… I have a sister, Rene, who you also saw for a 

while… And you also met with my mum... 

Me:   Yes, Isabella, of course I remember you. How are you? 

Isabella: Erm… OK. I wanted to ask if I could book an appointment to see 

you?  

Me: Yes, of course… Only, I am on holiday at the moment and I will be 

back at work in two weeks’ time, at the beginning of September. 

Would you like to make an appointment for the beginning of 

September? 
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Isabella:  Erm… er… yes. 

Me: Or… is it perhaps something more urgent? We could have a 

telephone or Skype session before we see each other in September. 

Although I am on holiday, I do some telephone or Skype work. Or if 

you would prefer face to face, I could refer you to a colleague of 

mine.  

Isabella:  Erm… No. It is OK to meet in September… 

Me:   OK.  

Isabella:  So shall I call you then? 

Me:   Yes, if you prefer… Or we could book it now… Shall we? 

Isabella:  Er... yes. 

Me: OK. The first available time is Thursday the 5th of September. 

Would that be a good day for you? 

Isabella:  Erm… I don’t know because I may be on holiday. 

Me:   OK. What might be a good date for you?  

Isabella: Erm… I don’t know because I also expect to hear back from the 

university I applied to and so I will know after I have received their 

reply… 

Me: OK… So, how shall we do this? Shall we agree to speak on the phone 

at the beginning of September and see where you are? 

Isabella:  Yes, let’s do that. 

Me: OK. That’s fine… Erm… Again, if you would like us to talk earlier, 

send me a message and we will arrange a time. 
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Isabella:  Yes. 

Me:   OK.  

Isabella:  OK. 

Me: It was good talking with you after all this time, Isabella. You were in 

school back then… 

Isabella: Yes. I finished school and university and I will be going for post- 

graduate studies now… 

Me:   Brilliant! Well done, Isabella! 

Isabella:  Thank you. 

Me:   OK.  

Isabella:  OK.  

Me:   So… let’s talk again… 

Isabella:  OK. 

Me:   Bye. 

Isabella:  Bye. 

--------------------------- 

A conversation I had had with a friend about my work some time ago came into my mind. 

He had said that he thought my job was a very difficult one, and that in order for therapy 

to actually work the client must have a lot of trust.  

“Trust in what?” I had asked him.  

“The client must trust that you know what to do and that you can help him,” he had 

replied.  
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The phone call that morning with Isabella took me back to exactly where I had left her six 

years ago and brought alive my feelings of anxiety for her. Clearly there was not much 

information in the call, but a hypothesis was pretty loud in my mind: she was in a difficult 

situation and she needed help. I remembered that I had been worried about her when I 

saw her six years ago. I thought she was at risk at that time; I was worried about substance 

abuse. And I had kept her in my mind for a long time. I had felt disappointed back then 

when she had decided not to continue with the therapy, but I was pleased that her mother 

was seeing my psychiatrist colleague regularly. 

When I had seen Isabella in the past, she didn’t trust people. She had no relationship with 

her mother and she wouldn’t ask anyone for help. I was surprised that she had called for 

an appointment after so many years, and I wondered what made her make that phone 

call. I was worried that the fact that I couldn’t see her for two weeks might feel like a 

disappointment and a rejection to her. Somehow I was afraid I would lose her again. What 

had happened with her all these years? Had she been having any therapy since? What had 

happened with her sister and family? 

I didn’t know. I had no idea what was going on. Did I have the space to explore the 

situation on the phone? Maybe I could have tried to sustain the conversation a little 

longer, but it wasn’t easy to have a long conversation on the phone after so many years; 

in that phone call I felt like the shy and distant teenage girl I had met all those years ago 

was on the other end of the line. Did I put pressure on her when I repeated that she could 

call me if she liked before September? Was I performing a similar pattern to the one we 

had in the past: me being available for her requests for appointments and her always 

declining or cancelling the appointments? I was confused and my inner dialogue was 

chaotic. But somehow I felt I knew I wanted to try to be available for her before she left 

for her studies. 

So what does one do? How does one react to a random call like this? What is the meaning 

of “randomness”? Does one just do whatever? Is doing “what feels right” the right thing 
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to do? I don’t know. The only way I have to know, is by attending to the situation and 

responding; responding and attending back.  

“What does that mean -- tame?” 

“It is an act too often neglected,” said the fox. 

“It means to establish ties.” 

“To establish ties?” 

(de Saint-Exupéry, 2016, p. 64) 

 

When I hung up I knew I wasn’t done responding to her. I had heard the call. I had “heard” 

that something might be happening for Isabella which might need my involvement. I knew 

six years had passed and things might have changed in so many directions, but I felt I 

wanted to follow her call up. 

She didn’t call me at the beginning of September. So I called her on the 10th of September 

although I knew she might be on holiday and I knew I might be disturbing her. She didn’t 

pick up. Later on that day, she called me back to say that she had been admitted for a MSc 

degree in England and she would be leaving in a few days. I took the opportunity to ask 

what was going on for her and she told me that that she had been struggling with anxiety 

and depression throughout her university years and that she wasn’t seeing anyone for 

help. She said she was worried about how she could manage abroad. We talked about 

finding a therapist in England and I gave her the contacts of a couple of my colleagues in 

London. 
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14. The voice of the florist: a message about we-ness 

awareness 

 

Life is desire aiming at expressing itself. 

(Braidotti, 2011a, loc 6517) 

 

Summary 

Continuing with the themes from quantum physics, this essay unfolds around a brief 

dialogue with the florist in the street where I live and around my inner dialogue and 

reflections in relation to his question to me: “Did they like what we made?” I let 

overlapping knowledges and experiences from various areas interact in this paper and, 

through a kind of “diffractive” writing, I am in dialogue with the reader; with myself 

backdated to the day when I went to the flower shop to buy a bouquet; with myself as a 

therapist and a researcher; with Barad through the use of a number of quotations from 

her work; and with a number of novel and fictional heroes who, although unrelated to the 

theme of this writing, come to my mind as I relive the episode I am writing about. Building 

on the quantum concepts of indeterminacy and phenomena, which I touched on in the 

previous paper, in this paper I attempt an understanding of Barad’s ideas of 

entanglement, performativity, and diffraction through “a tale of a performative self and a 

fluid sense of knowing-with others”. 

 



166 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

Direct material engagements about direct material engagements 

In this writing, I attempt to share my understanding of Karen Barad’s ideas of 

“performativity” and “phenomena” through the making of a bouquet in the flower shop 

down the road. The choice of the episode is random but its spontaneous nature fits with 

the notion of a “phenomenon”. It is a simple, brief, mostly non-verbal occasion, which 

allows for a real-ist performance improvisation without the need for evaluating and 

measuring separate individual agencies and actions. According to Barad (2007, loc 868), 

‘realism is not about representations of an independent reality but about the real 

consequences, interventions, creative possibilities, and responsibilities of intra-acting 

within and as part of the world.’ In the hope of being somehow protected from 

“hallucinations”, which can be provoked by a whirlpool of representational reflexivity, and 

in my effort to ‘show that values are integral to the nature of knowing and being’ (Barad, 

2007, loc 864) as ‘it is not possible to extricate oneself from ethical concerns and correctly 

discern what science tells us about the world’ (Barad, 2007, loc 865), I have avoided the 

urge for reflections based on hypothesising about what might be indicating what or 

theorising about what might mean what in this essay. 

 

Real-ness does not necessarily imply thing-ness 

(Barad, 2007, loc 1229) 

 

The florist defined the making of the flower bouquet that day as we-ness, and I had felt it 

too. But being aware of we-ness so simply, naturally, and spontaneously as he was, he 

woke me up and refreshed my sense-making antennas; his simple words felt like a fuller 

and better account of we-ness than many articulate efforts I have been making to speak 

about it using more formal terms, like: connectedness, collaboration, relationality, 

interaction, with-ness, and so on. 
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How come his use of “we” meant precisely what we-ness was in that moment? I felt like 

we-ness touched his body and he was able to express it simply and directly; his words got 

me back to a body-led understanding of we-ness. And I wondered how the theoretical 

knowledge about the “things” which apparently exist out there quite specifically, guide 

what we are finding out and acknowledging. In the midst of all this, is there room to meet 

with the unexpected? Do we even notice our bodily awareness? Are we able to feel our-

selves-in-relation-to-the-world we are part of? And if we have lost some of these 

embodied abilities, are we able to express “aliveness” and respond to the world as part of 

the world in our work as therapists? 

 

A quantum ontology 

Barad’s agential realism philosophy is based on quantum ontology: ‘At the heart of 

quantum physics is an inherent ontological indeterminacy, which is only ever partially 

resolved in the materialization of specific phenomena’ (Barad, 2012, p. 7). Phenomena 

are the ontological inseparability/ entanglement of intra-acting agencies (Barad, 2007, loc 

785). 

I understand entangling and disentangling as the two sides of the same coin in the same 

way that Barad speaks about “agential cuts” cutting things together and apart. In Barad’s 

philosophy, the nature of relationality is reworked beyond the notion of causality through 

the idea of intra-action – the vitality, dynamism, and agency of entangled aliveness (Barad, 

2007, loc 795). Determinate boundaries and properties of objects-within-phenomena and 

determinate contingent meanings, are enacted through specific intra-actions. Outside of 

particular agential intra-actions, “words” and “things” are indeterminate: ‘“Things” don’t 

preexist; they are agentially enacted’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3002). There is “wholeness” in 

phenomena: ‘The quantum state of a system is specified not by all the variables that the 

classical mechanics requires in its specification of state but by only those variables that 

are mutually compatible’ (Barad, 2007, loc 5776). The indeterminacy principle is an 
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expression of complementarity: ‘There are an infinite number of possibilities for the 

creation of a phenomenon, but not everything is possible.’ (Barad, 2012, p. 12). 

 

A tale of a performative self and a fluid sense of knowing-with others  

Together, we become other than what we were before we came close. 

(Braidotti, 2011a, loc 2864) 

 

The work of a florist has always been a puzzling thing for me. Quite often, I would stand 

outside the little flower shops around my area, looking at the beautiful flower pots, 

admiring the collections of flowers and the lovely bouquets. Not knowing many things, 

even the names of the flowers – except for just a few: rose, daisy, tulip – if you asked me, 

I would have no idea about colours, varieties, sizes, seasons, scents. I have never thought 

of myself as a person capable of making nice flower bouquets in creative arrangements. I 

have never known how to select from a variety of flowers; how to combine the colours, 

shapes and sizes; whether to add greenery; what to do with the leaves that sit below the 

water level in the vase; how to start; which flowers to use as a base for the bouquet; how 

tall the bouquet must be; how wide, and so on. Not knowing any “rules”, I have always 

felt inadequate in creating bouquets. 

I grew up in the city of Athens, in a fourth-floor apartment, quite central. Although I spent 

most of my summer holidays in our holiday home and my parents were very fond of 

flowers, there were always more exciting things for me to do as a child than get to know 

the flowers in our garden and take care of them. As I was growing up, I always felt I had 

no idea about flowers and was unable to do anything with them. Of course that wasn’t a 

big deal – I knew that for flower bouquets, I could rely on the florist’s taste or some ready-

made arrangements.  
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For a person who needs to feel confident and “at home” in order to get involved with 

something, my inexperience in making bouquets always kept me distant from this creative 

activity; I was convinced that special knowledge and artistic abilities were required for an 

aesthetic result. But it is interesting how a random interaction can sometimes lead us to 

experience the world (as if) from a different (multi) dimension, and enable us to grasp 

connections with our surroundings (human and non-human) we never thought we had an 

idea about. Surprising situated understandings can come out of everyday coincidental 

happenings; what we call “our position”, the “who we are” and the “what we know”, is 

an ‘endless reconfiguring of boundaries’ and properties – never an absolute or an ‘a priori 

determinate feature’ (Barad, 2007, loc 7454). It is as if there is a thread running through 

time-space-individual entities-objects-subjects-matter-meaning like an entanglement of 

practices of knowing and becoming in an inconceivable way. 

In the story in the flower shop, I try to stay in the specialness of the moment, a random 

interaction, a phenomenon emerging from within our spontaneous intra-activity which 

feels like traversing to a tangent universe where the notion of “becoming-with-others” 

extends beyond our usual, linear way of seeing it as changing, growing, or learning from 

within interactions. It feels more like a dis-continuous “being transported-with” -others to 

places outside our usual space-time conceptual fields, places which are private and 

communal at the same time, brand new yet familiar, multifaceted yet commonplace, 

places which appear like windows on the wall in the midst of our living-with-others. Like 

Harry Potter’s platform nine and three-quarters (9 ¾), a platform which can be accessed 

by walking straight through the apparently solid barrier between platforms nine and ten. 

Barad writes: 

Neither space nor time exist as determinate givens outside of phenomena. 

As a result of the iterative nature of intra-active practices that constitute 

phenomena, the “past” and the “future” are iteratively reconfigured and 

enfolded through one another: phenomena cannot be located in space and 

time; rather, phenomena are material entanglements that “extend” across 

different spaces and times. The production of the new can’t be located and 
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it certainly can’t be owned. Neither the past nor the future is ever closed. 

It’s not that the new is generated in time; rather, what is at issue is the 

intra-active generation of new temporalities, new possibilities, where the 

“new” is the trace of what is yet to come. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 7586) 

 

The florist’s call 

Heading back home from work for my mid-day break, I pass opposite the little flower shop 

where I have regularly been buying flowers during the last year, when I suddenly hear a 

voice from the other side of the street: “Did they like what we made?” 

I turn towards the voice and I see the florist standing outside his little shop, arranging his 

flower display. I look at him with a smile on my face, puzzled for a moment, but then I 

realise what he is talking about, and I respond: “Oh, yes, they loved it!”. Then I continue 

walking at a fast pace as my daughter will be arriving home from school any minute. 

“Did they like what we made?” His words keep echoing in my mind as I walk home. He 

could have asked whether they liked the flowers I bought from him, whether they liked 

the bouquet I offered them – but why did he refer to “what we made”? I remember the 

day, a week ago, when I went to his flower shop to buy a bouquet. I remember how at 

some point I dared to ask him to swap some of the flowers he was putting in the bouquet 

for me for some other more brightly coloured flowers. I dared to walk straight through 

the solid (for me) barrier between “expertise” and “ignorance” – that’s how I felt! 

When I had the finished bouquet in my hands, I thought he had created something really 

beautiful– or was it we? 

The “historical narrative” in my mind is clearly about the florist making the bouquet for 

me. But that “we” he used makes sense to me. What specifically was my contribution to 
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that bouquet? As I try to decide who made the bouquet, him or us, I am reminded of the 

questions Barad raises about the nature of two-ness and one-ness: 

Quantum entanglements are generalized quantum superpositions, more 

than one, no more than one, impossible to count. Quantum entanglements 

are not the intertwining of two (or more) states/entities/events but a 

calling into question the very nature of two-ness, and ultimately one-ness 

as well. “Between” will never be the same. One is too few, two is too many. 

 (Barad, 2010, p. 251) 

“Did they like what we made?” That “we” he used felt just right and in a way it doesn’t 

need any justifications. On the contrary, I feel like it validates exactly what happened and 

articulates in a unique way systemic ideas about collaborative work, relational 

responsibility, relational reflexivity, not knowing positions, expert positions, power and 

empowerment positions – all of which start to fly through my mind as I reflect on the 

event. And right now, I feel the florist’s use of “we” bringing alive for me what in systemic 

practice we call with-ness interaction. “Did they like what we made?” This “we” captivates 

my mind as I re-live my favourite idea about knowledge as a fluid and performative sense 

of self and a fluid and emerging sense of knowing-with others. Barad writes: ’An intra-

action is a single event that is not one’ (2010, p. 244), and ‘Quantum entanglements tell 

us that being and becoming is an indeterminate matter’ (2010, p. 251). 

In the few minutes before arriving home, I go back in my mind to that day last week when 

I bought the flower bouquet from him, only to realise that I cannot distinguish that day 

from other days in his flower shop. I realise that with him, it has always been like this – 

was just that his question that made me notice. What I am looking to find in my mind 

cannot be located by rewinding my memory to the details of that day: ’Scenes never rest 

but are reconfigured within and are dispersed across and threaded through one another’ 

(Barad, 2010, p. 244). 
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As Hans-Jörg Rheinberger points out ‘the new isn’t the new until it is 

already not new — for the new “becomes a novelty only in a transformation 

which makes it a trace of something to which it has given rise”. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 7581) 

 

…the historiality of phenomena is written into their materialization, their 

bodily materiality holds the memories of the traces of its enfoldings. 

 (Barad, 2007, loc 7584) 

 

So, as I search in my mind, an image comes straight to me from that day: we made the 

bouquet together, although it was his hands making it. How strange! How is it possible to 

remember making the bouquet together when my recollection is of him making it? Not 

only that, but the florist also thought that we had made the bouquet together.  

The condition of possibility for objectivity is not absolute exteriority but 

agential separability-exteriority within phenomena. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 3696) 

 

 

Day-dreaming on my way home: Karen Barad and the three fairies 

A scene from the Disney movie Sleeping Beauty pops up in my mind as I turn the corner 

in the street where I live. Despite the oath they had made not to touch their wands for as 

long as Princess Aurora was living with them, on the occasion of her sixteenth birthday 

the three fairies decide they cannot continue living an “ordinary” life and agree to bring 

out their wands. With the use of magic, the three fairies, together with everything else in 
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the room, in a harmonious, rolling, dance-like, collaborative flow, clean up the place and 

make Princess Aurora’s dress and birthday cake. And, although we know that 

Merryweather is responsible for tiding up the room, Flora for designing and sewing the 

dress, and Fauna for making the cake, in the surprise party preparation scene, we cannot 

really tell who – between the flour, the broom, Merryweather, the eggs, the milk, the 

fabric, the needle, Fiona, the sugar, the cups, the candles, the thread, the scissors, the 

water, Flora, the light, the kettle, the chair – is doing what. The harmonious collaborative 

becoming is being performed as a magical intra-acting system with blurred boundaries 

between the agencies of everything in it. 

I think that one of the things which distinguishes the concept of intra-action from the 

concept of interaction is that we measure interactions in steps, even as we go, by way of 

processing time and considering causality, to produce “continuous” understandings of 

what is happening. But with intra-action, it is different. An intra-action ‘is a single event, 

that is not one’ (Barad, 2010, p. 244). We can’t measure intra-actions in the same way as 

we emerge as part of those intra-activity “phenomena” that we seek to understand. 

According to Barad’s mention of Bohr’s philosophy-physics:  

Our ability to understand the world hinges on our taking account of the fact 

that our knowledge making practices are social-material enactments that 

contribute to, and are a part of, the phenomena we describe. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 654) 

 

When we refer to an interaction, we use static representations of the world, describing 

the actions taken by the various participants in turns. When describing reflexive 

interactions, again the actions are described as coming from separated agents acting upon 

one another, only this time each action somehow is seen to entail a denser quality 

because the reflexive participant in an interaction is looking back on the actions, becoming 
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aware of important aspects, thinking about alternative ways of actions and trying them 

out. 

Intra-actions cannot be described in those terms. Barad’s concept of intra-action involves 

the ‘mutual constitution of entangled agencies’ (Barad, 2007, loc 790) where complex 

material practices assemble in particular ways to produce specific phenomena (Hill, 2017, 

p. 3). At its simplest level, entanglement is the idea that two things which are separated 

in time and space can still be the same thing. According to Barad, (2007, loc 785) ‘the 

primary ontological unit is not independent objects with independently determinate 

boundaries and properties but rather what Bohr terms “phenomena”’: 

In contrast to the usual [concept of] interaction, which assumes that there 

are separate individual agencies that precede their interaction, the notion 

of intra-action recognizes that distinct agencies do not precede, but rather 

emerge through, their intra-action.  

(Barad, 2007, loc 791) 

 

 

What “actually” happened on that day? 

Last week, I was going to a birthday party and wanted to buy a flower bouquet for the 

birthday girl. So I went to the flower shop and asked the florist to make me a nice bouquet. 

Straight away, he started moving around in the shop, showing me different flowers which 

I could choose for the bouquet, asking me which ones I liked. I didn’t know what to say or 

where to start. I had no idea how to mix and match the flowers together. So he started 

making the bouquet. And although he was making it by himself, he was making it with me. 

He was choosing the flowers and arranging them nicely together for me. I was watching 

him closely: how he was thinking what to choose next, how he was using his hands, how 
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he was removing the excess leaves. He was working silently and carefully, with a smile on 

his face. He wasn’t looking at me and he never verbally asked my opinion about the 

flowers he was choosing, but his body language was telling me, “This bouquet is an 

attempt to make something that you will like”. He was designing and refining the bouquet 

in a focused but uncertain way, and he was alert to picking up on what was odd or 

“wrong”. I felt his expertise was not making bouquets but trying and experimenting. 

And then, at some point, from knowing nothing about flower bouquets, I started to know 

something about this particular developing bouquet that the florist was making for (with) 

me. I felt that some flowers in the bouquet-in-the-making were a bit dull and I thought 

this bouquet would look better with brighter colours. And I imagined pink and orange 

roses in the bouquet, many of them. Straight away I told him. 

The vitality and energies of the imagination do not operate at will; they are 

fountains not machinery. 

 (James, cited in Langer, 1995, p. 27) 

 

I wasn’t sure if what I said was worth saying, whether it would lead to an aesthetically 

better outcome or whether it would destroy the lovely arrangement, but I dared say it. I 

felt I could join him in experimentation! I felt he was with me and so I was able to notice 

my dissatisfaction about the flower combination, experience it as part of creating with 

him, and share it with him. Expressing my opinion about a different combination of 

flowers felt like an extension of his hands. He took out the pale flowers and he added 

brightly coloured roses. And he kept adding more bright flowers to the bouquet. At that 

point, I couldn’t tell the difference between his selecting, my suggesting; his silence, my 

watching him; his expertise, my daring; his understanding, my preference; his doing it, my 

doing it. Hill talks about the overlapping and interference of waves with one another 

creating fluidly changing boundaries which are continually illuminated and reconfigured 

in their meeting (Hill, 2017, p. 3). 
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“Did they like what we made?” My opinion about the more brightly coloured flowers was 

not an indication of anything specific; it did not represent knowledge, or expertise; it did 

not indicate a preference based on some exact logic. My sense of knowing about the more 

brightly coloured flowers was based on nothing specific, nothing which I could classify as 

having some pre-determined, measured value. Value was being continually and mutually 

assigned in our interface as differences were cutting through and re-splicing with one 

another. My experience was one of a performative self and a sense of knowing with him. 

I think that in the therapy profession we are still grappling with the issue of what 

“indicates” what, and what else could be a better “indication” of certain “things” we value. 

With evidence-based practice, there is a belief that there can be “measures” of objective 

evidence of the “work”. Trustworthiness in mental health care is mainly provided by 

reductionist outcome research and the standardisation of evidence-based practice. But 

our measurements are not identical to that which has been measured (van Hennik, 2018, 

p. 43). According to Barad (2007, loc 1100), performative understandings ‘take account of 

the fact that knowing does not come from standing at a distance and representing but 

rather from a direct material engagement with the world’. 

We are not outside observers of the world. Neither are we simply located 

at particular places in the world; rather, we are part of the world in its 

ongoing intra-activity. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 3697) 

 

 

We-ness in our bodies 

But isn’t even the use of the expression “my practice” a performative breach of that which 

one means to address? Have we not already determined too much about “it” simply by 

pronouncing the expression “my practice”? What does “collaborative” mean? What has 
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the word “work” got to do with what we were doing that day in the flower shop? How can 

one be “relationally responsible”, who is giving the order and when? What is the 

difference between “responsible” and “relationally responsible”? Who decides what is 

responsible and what a proper “relational” looks like? How can we disentangle the 

entanglements of life if not as part of other intra-acting entanglements? Who can specify 

“positions”? What is the metric of “expertise”? What is the measure of “power”? 

Nothing stands separately constituted and positioned inside a spacetime 

frame of reference, nor does there exist a divine position for our viewing 

pleasure located outside the world. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 7457) 

 

The following vignette about the baobabs comes to my mind from Antoine de Saint-

Exupéry’s book, The Little Prince. I feel it can be a metaphor for dominant power 

structures which tell us what knowledge is, and evidence-based practice frameworks 

which can oppress our creativity and humanity in our work, and constrain our being 

attuned, practical and able for empathic understanding and ethics of care. 

Now there were some terrible seeds on the planet that was the home of 

the little prince; and these were the seeds of the baobab. The soil of that 

planet was infested with them. 

A baobab is something you will never, never be able to get rid of if you 

attend to it too late. It spreads over the entire planet. It bores clear 

through it with its roots. And if the planet is too small, and the baobabs 

are too many, they split it in pieces… 

“You must see to it that you pull up regularly all the baobabs, at the very 

first moment when they can be distinguished from the rosebushes which 

they resemble so closely in their earliest youth. It is very tedious work,” 

the little prince added, “but very easy.” 
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…I do not much like to take the tone of a moralist. But the danger of the 

baobabs is so little understood, and such considerable risks would be run 

by anyone who might get lost on an asteroid, that for once I am breaking 

through my reserve. “Children,” I say plainly, “watch out for the 

baobabs!”… Perhaps you will ask me, “Why are there no other drawings in 

this book as magnificent and impressive as this drawing of the baobabs?” 

…When I made the drawing of the baobabs I was carried beyond myself 

by the inspiring force of urgent necessity. 

(de-Saint-Exupéry, 2016, pp. 18-20) 

 

If what I am writing about here was not about the florist and the bouquet but it was some 

“example from practice”, I would almost automatically dive into what we call “reflection 

on practice”. I would reflect on important areas of the work, aiming at better 

understanding the position I took in terms of knowing, power, curiosity, how I used myself 

in the interaction, whether I was relationally reflexive, whether I practised collaboratively. 

I would look back at the process to discover (McNamee and Hosking, 2012, p. 99) what 

justified my choice of actions, what the outcome was, and what else it was possible for 

me to do. With this observation apparatus called “my practice”, discovery and justification 

go hand in hand. 

While, within the scope of classical physics, the interaction between object 

and apparatus can be neglected or, if necessary, compensated for, in 

quantum physics this interaction thus forms an inseparable part of the 

phenomenon. 

 (Bohr, 1963, cited in Barad, 2007, loc 2399) 

 

Well, professional theoretical lenses often tend to become my observation apparatus in 

practice and in life, and I am very conscious of the danger of these ideas getting entangled 
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with the “phenomenon” I am looking at. They will make it another! And the problem is, 

they will make it foreign, looked at from the outside just when I want to own it because I 

am part of it – and this is where my responsibility lies. 

In the same scene from Sleeping Beauty that I mentioned above, there is a little dialogue 

between the three fairies which has stayed with me since I watched the movie with my 

daughter years ago. When the three fairies, Flora, Fauna, and Merryweather, are 

preparing the little birthday party for Princess Aurora, magic provides the connecting glue 

for a harmonic collaborative flow of the preparations. However, the three fairies had 

promised not to use magic at all as long as Princess Aurora was living with them. To be 

loyal to their oath, they first tried to make the preparations for the party without using 

magic, following the how-to guides just as “ordinary” people would do. But despite their 

persistent efforts and constant encouragements to each other – “It’s simple: all you do is 

follow the book and do it as it says here!” – an “ordinary”, by-the-book way, of doing 

things never worked. Flora, Fauna and Merryweather are never “ordinary”; magic is part 

of who they are. 

I wonder whether my passion to live in “phenomena” – not just in language and concepts 

– is what makes me bring in my writings casual, everyday living “phenomena” which don’t 

necessarily fall into some fixed category. I have noticed my difficulty when writing the so-

called “examples from practice”, a difficulty related to the pre-determined nature of what 

I am about to write. The context is too closed for that which I mean to address. What does 

it mean for something to be an “example” of some category? What kinds of things does 

the category of “my practice” include and, most importantly, what does it exclude? How 

can life-with “clients”, this dynamic fountain of relational phenomena, be examined using 

an observation apparatus called “my practice”? An apparatus which tends to yield results 

of the on/off type. Collaborative? Yes/No. Responsible? Yes/No. Empowering? Yes/No. 

Barad writes: 

Concepts are indeterminate outside of the appropriate material conditions 

needed to make them intelligible. Any particular experimental 
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arrangement which gives determinate meaning to a particular concept will, 

by necessity, always produce its constitutive exclusion, that is an equally 

necessary “complementary” concept, which is thereby left outside the 

domain of intelligibility. That is the contingent determination of the 

meaning of any concept, necessarily entails constitutive exclusions. Every 

concept is haunted by its mutually constituted excluded other. 

(Barad, 2010, p. 253) 

 

 

Indeterminate and precise 

There isn’t anything concrete in terms of fixed concepts which can be said to describe how 

the florist and I were building our “collaboration” together; it is not about the sum of 

specific and measurable actions that each one of us took which created the we-ness. 

Positions and properties cannot be determined outside the ever-emerging conditions 

specifying them, but they are precise within the phenomenon they create and 

determinate as part of it. In Barad’s physics-philosophy, the indeterminacy principle can 

be stated as follows: 

Bohr’s indeterminacy principle (…) is an ontic [not an epistemic] principle: 

the point is not that measurements disturb pre-existing values of inherent 

properties but properties are only determinate given the existence of 

particular material arrangements that give definition to the corresponding 

concept in question. In the absence of such conditions, the corresponding 

properties do not have determinate values. And the determinateness of 

one set of properties materially precludes the determinateness of a 

complementary set. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 5142) 
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A way to understand the “phenomenon” I have been writing could be that it is a state of 

openness and trustfulness from within our spontaneous fluctuating together in the space 

of relationality. 

I would like to borrow from Quantum Field theory the idea of a vacuum as a metaphor for 

the space of our relational movements. In a quantum vacuum, virtual particles are quanta 

of vacuum fluctuations, quantized indeterminacies of existence/nonexistence-in-action. 

Barad writes:  

No determinate words are spoken by the vacuum, only a speaking silence 

that is neither silence nor speech but it is the conditions of im/possibility 

for non/existence. There are an infinite number of im/possibilities but not 

everything is possible. The vacuum isn’t empty but neither there is 

any/thing in it. 

(Barad, 2012, p. 12) 
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15. Relational Daring: A poem 

 

You have come, 

you are here. 

I am looking at you and 

I see you want to be here. 

I want to be here. 

 

What is this you and me really? 

What would it be like? 

 

I remember, 

I know, 

I know that 

I want to live 

this 

Not just survive 

this 

with you. 
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I like you 

Tell me, 

show me, 

I want to understand. 

 

You are looking at me 

you are calm. 

Are you relieved? 

Are you sad? 

In pain? 

Are you in doubt? 

What are you hoping for? 

You are hesitating... 

Are you disappointed? 

You are looking tense now 

You are looking at me. 

 

Silence 

what do you see? 

Hello 
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Expectations 

Fear 

Excitement 

Warmth 

Which me? 

Which you? 

 

You are speaking now 

I am listening 

How can we start? 

Silly me 

We have already started 

What? 

Doesn’t matter, I am listening now. 

 

You are telling me 

It makes sense. 

And it doesn’t. 

Let’s talk 

I need more 
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to understand 

I am asking you 

I am looking at you 

you want me to understand, 

you want to find out, 

you are asking me 

I am asking you. 

You are looking confused 

you are looking disappointed 

are you 

with me? 

Are you tired? 

 

What did I miss? 

The voice in my head is screaming loud 

It is bothering me… 

Which voice did I miss? 

Which voice did I miss? 

 

Let’s go again. 



186 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

Take me with you 

again 

I am here 

Where do we go from here? 

Do we have-to go somewhere? 

You don’t look like you would like to go anywhere. 

In this moment 

maybe this is all you need 

for now 

just here. 

 

To be honest 

I have noticed 

that 

you are walking 

when you are outside of this room. 

Together we stand, 

alone you are moving. 

I notice that every time I see you. 

And at other times 



187 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

you are saying something 

and it hits me. 

I never thought such a thing would make sense 

and it does! 

Oh, those moments 

like you have given me the earth! 

The voices in my head go silent 

for a moment 

as they get shaken 

because I see something new. 

I learn. 

There is more 

of course 

much more. 

 

We want to talk; 

some things are really difficult. 

I am starting to understand 

some options are obvious 

to me 
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silly me 

silly me again 

keep going then 

there is more 

 

How can I find you where you are? 

this trip is what I am here for. 

 

I can’t see ahead 

it feels like 

there is lots for us. 

 

You know what I am thinking? 

Words come out of my mouth. 

Hello 

I had no idea these words will come out of my mouth. 

They say that you don’t know what you are thinking until you hear yourself speak. 

I seem not to “know” what I am “thinking” even after I have heard myself speaking 

but I know what I have just said. 

I still don’t know 
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how it is for you 

you are correcting me. 

I like that. 

There is another piece of you 

another little voice 

like building blocks 

children playing 

building blocks 

building “us”. 

 

Or sometimes 

I say something 

and you are not responding back 

and I feel your voice is missing 

and this leaves me hanging in there 

I am in the air 

what I just said 

was it OK? 

I am looking at you. 

Did what I said have anything to do with you? 
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With us? 

or not… 

are we together? 

I have to wait 

and observe 

what happens with what I just said to you. 

 

And at other times 

my words seem not to be doing any justice 

to that something which I am noticing; 

that something that I am feeling 

it is part of us. 

How to capture it? 

I want us to talk about it 

or maybe we need to talk from within it 

maybe we cannot talk 

maybe “be” with “it”? 

You and I. 

But I want you to know that I can see it 

I want you to know. 
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I am trying 

I am looking at you 

you are waiting 

I am scared 

what will come out of my mouth? 

Silence 

And then 

words, many words as I am trying, 

trying to say “it” 

for you 

that “it” which – I know – 

it won’t be “it” unless 

you hold it in your hands 

unless you make it that “it”. 

 

Do I dare to learn? 

Do I dare to change me? 

Do I dare to see? 

Do I dare to be who I am in this moment? 
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So that I can become someone new? 

right now 

because of you? 

In front of you? 

 

Do I dare to listen to you 

for very long 

and not interrupt? 

even if I don’t understand all of it? 

Even if I am not sure? 

do I dare to interrupt when I want to hold your hand? 

When I want to offer you my hand so that we can go on together? 

 

I have a question 

do I dare ask it? 

 

I “know” a question 

do I dare drop it? 

 

I have something to say 
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do I dare say it? 

 

I don’t know what to say 

Do I dare stay silent? 

 

Do I dare show you that I don’t know 

When you would like me to know. 

When you are looking for someone to tell you. 

 

And other times 

I feel I really have something to say 

do I dare hold it in my mind 

not share it with you 

until I feel it has a place? 

If there will be a place. 

 

Sometimes I can hear myself talking for too long 

God 

what do you make of it? 

voices in my head 
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Which one? 

I think I know 

but I am not sure; 

Do I dare tell you? 

Do I dare hear you? 

Sometimes, I want to cry 

with you 

do I dare? 

 

Maybe I am not going to keep what I am thinking for myself 

and reflect about it later 

and I am not going to just let it go 

and forget about it 

maybe I will get it out 

offer it to you. 

But I don’t know how. 

I am silent. 

Then 

I will open my mouth 

and I will speak slowly 
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and as I will be looking at you 

I will know 

what I am saying 

the moment when I will be saying it 

that moment when doubt will be suspended. 

I am with you; 

Doubting me will be doubting you. 

The moment I will be saying it, 

that moment when daring takes over 

that moment which makes sense. 

 

What happened to the other voices in my head? 

They allow now the space for me to surrender to the moment 

ignoring everything else in this second; 

Right and wrong 

good and bad 

pride and vulnerability 

all the words of the world 

everything 

everything I “know” surrendering now to that-which-I-am-finding-out-right-in-this-very-

moment 
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because I am with you 

 

Voices 

will stay quiet 

for the moment. 

Somehow 

after I have responded to you 

after you have responded to me 

somehow it feels better. 

Voices in my head are not at war anymore. 

I know that 

Yes, I can say I know 

when I know. 

And yes, I can say I do not know. 

You know 

I feel like I don’t know 

most of the time 

and it shows 

I like that 

in a way 
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I feel vulnerable. 

it’s a good place to be; 

I feel open 

to the “us” which you and I are creating together 

in this moment. 

 

Do I “know” what I am doing with you? 

Do I connect with what I am doing here? 

what I connect with 

and what I don’t connect with 

are both part of my wanting to be with you. 

Who am I in this trip, I don’t “know” 

Or maybe 

What I “know” 

doesn’t seem to be exactly what it is. 

Doesn’t matter 

 

The question remains 

Are we going to be taken to where we are dreaming to go? 

You and I 
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we want this 

there is a dream. 

I know I am part of your dream not just someone to simply show you from here to there; 

you are part of my dream, you are not just the next person who came to see me. 

I feel your presence 

Do you feel mine? 

these words in our mouths 

let us make them something 

in this moment; 

The moment we believe in both what we know and in what we don’t know 

The moment we believe in both what we are and what we are becoming together. 
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DARE TO FIND 
 

…ourselves in unforeseeable, unanticipated places… 
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16. Introduction to the section and papers included 

Following from the previous section and looking at relational practice as thought and 

knowledge already in the act (Hickey-Moody, 2016, p. 1), this section focuses on finding 

or arriving at affective experiences from within our interactions as an important part of 

relational learning. I reflect critically on the effect dominant professional discourses might 

be having on how practitioners live moments of interaction with clients, and discuss how 

the ‘heaviness’ of theory might be inviting a linear way of mind-working in our 

interactions, blocking possibilities for reciprocal affect and surprises emerging from within 

our relational interactions. 

Affect and sensation are part of our material entanglements with the world, emerging as 

part of an aesthetic compound in relation to unique phenomena in space-time. The lived 

reality of relational interactions is creative and inventive when we are able to move away 

from restricted zones of theoretical propositions and work from within the fluid 

complexity of relational phenomena. Welcoming overthrows of standard procedures and 

jumps to unorthodox positions require an appetite to meet with and embrace the 

unexpected. I suggest that some artistic ambiguity in the way we position ourselves in our 

interactions is important for the spontaneous and coincidental invention of knowledge-

in-action and I propose experimenting with exercises and positions which invite us to 

tolerate and even set up ambiguities as part of our relational processes. 

In this section, two fictionalised tales from within practice interaction experiences tell 

reflexive stories about how learning and finding out something new from within our 

moments of interaction with the other often feels more like bumping into it unexpectedly, 

and can be quite disconnected with familiar cognitive reflexive processes. There are also 

two papers included in this section: “Relating in Therapy: where does the new knowing 

go?” discusses the practical limitations of finding new learning from within our 

interactions created by stagnant theorising which fails to recognise the intertwining of all 

phenomena – human, non-human, social, physical, embodied, en-fleshed, affective, 
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material, and immaterial – in relational practice. There are ethical implications in 

considering interactions as step by step processes of thinking, reflection, and construction 

of meaning: we miss the feeling of learning and the embodied experience of finding from 

within intra-active, iterative, messy, chaotic, and generative relational moments; 

‘…framing (of) the territory could dampen the liveliness of our moments together by 

prescribing what we wish to discover in advance of its invention.’ (O’Donnell, 2016, p. 36). 

In Revolution in Poetic Language, Kristeva (1984, cited in Hickey-Moody, 2016, p. 9) 

suggests that ‘creative practice does not name, but rather enunciates, the very places of 

the material dialect that human science has yet to approach’. In the second paper, 

“Excessive purposiveness and the need for artistic ambiguity”, I look at relationality as a 

highly creative process and suggest that ideas from art training session might be useful 

ways for systemic practitioners to develop tolerance for ambiguity in creative practice. 

Finding unique and creative ways to respond from within the unique phenomena we are 

part of is not achieved by purposeful directional searching and explorations from the 

outside of a situation, but by sensing our special entanglement with the circumstances 

while performing our part. Manning tells us that ‘to sense is to invent’ (2009, cited in 

Hickey-Moody, 2016, p. 3). There is also a poem I wrote inspired by Picasso’s philosophy, 

inviting experimentation with virtual relations rather than remaining stuck in habitual 

patterns of familiar experiences. 
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17. Contents of this section  

 

Relational living in systemic practice: Whose change? 

Reflections on a novelized episode from practice: Finding another “us”. 

 

Relating in therapy: where does the new knowing go?  

In this paper, I reflect critically on the fact that the practical, embodied processes of new 

knowledge called out and emerging from within our unique moments of interaction are 

still not paid much attention in social constructionist systemic frameworks. Practice is still, 

to an extent, talked about as an object held at a distance. “Knowers” are still positioned 

outside of spontaneous, embodied sources of knowledge. Ethics, ontology, and 

epistemology are still talked about as separate things, although praxis is always an ethic-

onto-epistemological unity. The paper invites professionals to let practice come first, 

sensing our personal involvement in the relational phenomena we are part of, finding 

newness from within our interactions, and resisting the compartmentalisation of our 

experience according to familiar and fixed categories of meaning. 

 

Excessive purposiveness and the need for artistic ambiguity 

Firm understandings about what practice is and fixed ideas about how it is structured are 

inadequate for the appreciation of and participation in living occasions; they can be 

counterproductive and deprive our work of creative inspiration. Excessive purposiveness 

can work to subject professionals to linear and restricted zones of production and keep 

them distanced from where the relationally responsive action is. I introduce the concept 

of artistic ambiguity and propose that professionals experiment with muting the context 

for a few minutes, mentally jumping out of place to the other side of what we know and 
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back again, bumping into and embracing ever new findings and learning. I propose using 

expressive-imaginative art techniques in order to momentarily blur professional maps in 

the background and infuse our work with creativity. 

 

The elimination of the unnecessary: a poem 

‘I don’t seek, I find’. A poem inspired by Picasso’s philosophy. 

 

Relational living in practice: A conversation with Maria 

A tale from practice experiences: too much purposeful, reflexive analysis while in motion 

may not be useful in finding how to go on. 
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18. Relational living in practice: Whose change?  

 

An expert is a person who has found out by his own painful experience all 

the mistakes that one can make in a very narrow field. 

(Bohr, cited in Coughlan, 1954, p. 62) 

 

 

I learn by going where I have to go. 

(Roethke, 1961) 

 

 

It is the end of a session with Dina. She is already standing up, putting on her coat 

and reaching for her handbag to get ready for her trip home. I look at her, thinking 

how amazing she is, and can’t help but say: “Dina, I have to say I am impressed 

with how you have been managing the difficult interaction with Helena. I don’t 

know,” I continue hesitantly. “I feel like in the last couple of months I have got to 

know another important part of you... I was always impressed by your kindness, 

sensitivity, and your ability to think carefully and clearly in the midst of complex 

situations, and now I am getting to know about your daring side and your 

confidence to let your voice heard!”. 

“I feel like you understand me better now…” Dina says in a quiet voice.  

“Maybe it is about my change, maybe it is also I who, through our conversations, 

opened my eyes and saw you better. You know, in this work, I am constantly seeing 

and learning new things,” I say. 
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“I don’t know,” she continues, “I feel changed and stronger in the last couple of 

months. Maybe it is the things we have been doing together here… But what do 

you mean you are learning? You are learning about your clients, you mean?” 

“Yes, and I am learning from my clients,” I smile. “My clients help me open my eyes 

to see surprisingly important things!”  

Dina looks straight at me with her penetrating eyes. Maybe she would like to talk 

more about this.  

“This is very interesting,” she says. “I have never thought about it in this way…” She 

begins to walk slowly towards the door. I know she is someone who would be very 

careful not to take more of my time. I also know that both of us don’t have to rush 

today; I don’t have another appointment for the day and she is going home now. 

We could talk a little more about changes and about our interaction.  

“We can talk more about this next time, if you like,” I say, deciding to respect the 

scheduled duration of our appointment, feeling guilty that I have arbitrarily thrown 

at her – just as she was getting ready to leave – something which, however relevant 

to her and to our relationship, was about me. 

As I say goodbye and close the door behind her, I remember that Dina and I had 

talked before about the changes we had been seeing in ourselves during the past 

months in the context of our work: when she is talking to me now, I hear a confident 

woman talking, which is something I wasn’t hearing before; when I am talking to 

her, she says she hears things that she finds connect with her more than before. 

We are both the same people we were before and also a different person to each 

other. This is ‘our’ change. 

I sit back in my chair and open my reflexive diary to three weeks ago: “September 

12th: Today I told Dina that I was seeing a change in her. She was very interested 

to hear what I had noticed. I told her that the first time I noticed, was two months 

ago in the personal development workshop I facilitated with my colleague Sonia. I 
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told her that her more daring, open, and playful side had suddenly become visible 

to me in that workshop for the first time. I was surprised and excited. I was struck 

and deeply touched by her wisdom, confidence, and clarity of thinking. She said 

that she also found some of the things I was saying in that workshop very important 

for her and she felt closer to me. I asked her jokingly where that part of her had 

been hiding all the time that we were meeting, and then I immediately rephrased 

my question in a playful way: “where was I hiding all this time and I hadn’t seen 

that side of yours?” We laughed… One thing she told me was that her decision to 

join that workshop on that specific day and at that specific time, coincided with her 

decision to withdraw from another not-so-helpful meeting which was being held at 

the same time. This seems to have been an important decision that she made for 

herself to mark a ‘new beginning’, and it made her feel stronger inside. 

September 19th: Today in the session I was ‘seeing’ according to the new image I 

have of Dina – the confident, the wise, and the daring Dina. I was ‘hearing’ with 

that image of Dina. That image of her was with us.”  

I close my diary and I smile.  

I often have similar eye-opening experiences that Shotter (2005a, p. 144) calls expressive-

responsive activities. They do not require our thinking but our paying attention with our 

whole embodied self; they are both exciting and puzzling for me. I feel they are points of 

better connection with my clients which also show the things I have been missing before. 

Suddenly I come to see this other side of my client’s experience: an ability that I might 

have underestimated or even neglected, an ability to be more sensitive than I thought, 

more thoughtful; braver, more loyal to her values; more faithful to her people, more just; 

more able to cope with complexity, more able to stay with difficult emotions; more 

confident, more determined, more resilient; more optimistic about what life can bring. Or 

sometimes I have found myself suddenly realising that my client is emotionally more tired 

than I thought before and that my “empowering” words don’t fit. And in those moments 

I feel I am moved by my client to a new place where we find each other again from the 
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beginning. In the words of Wittgenstein, ‘since everything lies open to view there is 

nothing to explain. For what is hidden, is of no interest to us’ (1953, cited in Shotter, 

2011b, p. 99) 

Maybe this “unlocking of a secret room”-like description of my moments of coordination 

with my clients, has to do with my personal way of learning in a series of “aha” moments 

which feel to me like a sudden change of view, a reshaping of who I was a minute ago. 

Quite often those moments feel like a U-turn in how I have been approaching a situation 

in the session, or like an evolving zig-zag process with corner points of my learning-change. 

Maybe this way of evolving within a relationship also has to do with my own personal way 

of inhabiting a “reality” and meeting with a new one when it appears eloquent and 

meaningful in front of me. 

I find it very interesting when I can put my finger on those ‘striking, touching, moving, 

arresting events’ (Shotter, 2010a, p. 160), recall them, and reflect on them. I can recognise 

them because of: 

- A “finding home with the other” feeling through an open acceptance of what ‘is’ 

in front of my eyes; a feeling of humility and learning all over again what ‘is’. 

- A swift detachment from and letting go of previously knowings, ‘for we want to 

act in ways which are not at odds with our surrounding, in which, among the many 

other barriers to effective and proper action, we do not become entangled in our 

own rules’ (Shotter, 2012a, p. 128). 

- An awakening of the charming and alive newness from within an interaction its 

unexpected and unplanned nature.  

- A feeling of a harmonious and warm, yet unplanned, synchronization with the 

other. 

- A feeling of fulfilment from within moments of connectedness with the other: ‘It 

is in spontaneously finding ourselves answerable to specific “calls” coming to us 

from our surroundings, along with (more or less elaborated) “action guiding 
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advisories” of some kind, their “grammar”, that gives us the orientation we need’ 

(Shotter 2012a, p. 125). 

These are relational moments. I feel I am spontaneously making space for the other who 

is waiting to unfold and expand within our relationship. In a clumsy way, I feel I am making 

space for the other, but it is a space filled with believing, trust, and warmth. 

I cannot say that these experiences only come with a positive feeling. When I see myself 

going through these changes during my work with a client, I also experience doubt and 

insecurity about my professional abilities. I ask myself: for those revelations to be possible 

in the way I see and understand things, what does that mean about my effectiveness and 

expertise in this work? How can the client rely on me, rely on where I am guiding her to 

through my hypotheses and questions, if at the next crossroad I might have yet another 

eye-opening realisation and discover another “blind spot” of mine? But instead of 

wondering, I have realised I need to keep my connection with my client alive, keep being 

in the moment 

One of the things I have been thinking is that doing this job necessitates being comfortable 

with the idea that – on a hypothetical measurement scale – the client will be better than 

me, even at some of the things that I am supposed to be helping the client with. And this 

awareness alone is very important for improvised co-ordinations like therapy work, where 

learning is necessarily reciprocal. Taking the therapist’s role too seriously, striving to help 

and to achieve outcomes, can become an obstacle until the moment one realises the 

impossibility of doing much more than being genuinely present and involved with the 

other. 

Taking the therapist’s role too seriously won’t allow me to learn. Only when conscious 

striving and inflated responsibility subside, am I able to find out, to hear, and to see. And 

there will be moments when the client’s abilities will be uncovered and stand tall in front 

of us. The richness of his life experiences will be greater than me and my profession. I will 

be wrong, when I am expected to make the right judgement about where to focus and 

how to understand a story. I will be missing part of his richness while trying to be helpful. 
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I will have my blind spots even in moments which are sensitive for the client and 

sometimes, despite my best efforts, I will not be as useful as I would have liked to be. And 

I will learn. 

All therapy is experimental. Errors lead performers to reach beyond their comfort zones 

in the very moment of performances. Experimenting and performing happen together in 

real-time interactions. Relating is a messy process with unknown outcomes that no one 

can control from the outside. To be in an interaction means to act, and acting means 

accepting the risk (and responsibility) of unknowable outcomes. 
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19. Relating in Therapy: where does the “new knowing” 

go? 

  

Summary 

In this paper, I will be discussing the hypothesis that the way postmodern, social 

constructionist ideas are taught, talked, and written about in professional contexts of 

systemic therapy may defy the very logic of these ideas in practice. For example, the 

critical stance towards taken-for-granted knowledge, the relational co-construction of 

knowledge, and the decentring of power have mainly been communicated theoretically 

through about-ness positions, and are quite often disengaged from practitioners’ 

moment-to-moment lived experience with clients. New knowledge is constantly called 

out and emerges from within our moments of interaction, but these practical processes 

have not been paid much attention; overall, the practice side of social constructionist 

systemic therapy has been talked about as an object held at a distance. I will be critically 

reflecting on the effect the field’s dominant discourses might be having on how 

professionals and practitioners live moments of interaction with our clients. I will discuss 

how the heaviness of “favourite” theories in our field might be inviting single, directional, 

and linear ways of working, even if the talk has been largely about polyphony and 

reflexivity. I suggest that we practitioners should let practice come first, embrace 

reciprocity in the relationship with our clients, and welcome surprises in our conversations 

and displacements of our power position in practice. Even more important than curiosity 

about our clients’ stories and our own, is an appetite for risk, and the willingness to meet 

with and embrace the unexpected. 

Let us learn always to receive further surprises. 

(Illich, 1977, p. 114) 
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Any kind of practical orientation of my life within the theoretical world is 

impossible: It is impossible to live in it, impossible to perform answerable 

deeds. In that world I am unnecessary. 

(Bakhtin, 1993, p. 9) 

 

In re-walking my professional tracks, my intuition tells me that I shall take 

part first and then sit down and think about the taking part; not sit down 

and think first and thereafter take part. As I am sure that my thinking is with 

me as I take part, I have felt comfortable following what my intuition has 

suggested to me. 

(Andersen, 1992, p. 55) 

 

 

Relating: a process of never-ending new knowing 

I was born in Greece. When I was at school, we learned the necessity of being taught. Ivan 

Illich (1971, p. 22) said that learning the necessity of being taught makes people close up 

to the surprises life offers if these surprises are not predetermined by institutional 

definitions. Being in love is about learning all these previously unknown things, receiving 

all these surprises through relating with the other and seeing them as wonderful. But what 

does being in love have to do with professional practice? Love has been characterised as 

“blind” and who wants to be “blind” in practice? I will borrow from Rorty (1980, p. 389) 

here: ‘If we see knowing not as having an essence to be described by scientists and 

philosophers, but rather as a right, by current standards, to believe, then we are well on 
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the way to seeing conversation as the ultimate context within which knowledge to be 

understood’. 

I have lived half my life in Greece and half in the UK. And it seems to me that both these 

societies, each one in its own way, makes it difficult for people to seek/accept something 

different to that which society offers in terms of ideas, norms, institutions. I have often 

wondered whether it is even difficult to imagine or to believe that there may be something 

different out there which may be valuable. In her book the Overweight Brain, Lois 

Holzman says:  

Thinking outside the box isn’t enough. We need to give up the box 

completely. We need to think without a box. But of course we can’t… But 

that’s OK. Because developing ourselves and our world doesn’t depend on 

whether we actually can think without a box. It hinges on whether we can 

imagine that we can. 

(2018, p. 22) 

 

Similarly, when he talks about our modern society, Michael White says: 

 … (It) employs a technology of power that is characterised by continuums 

of normality/abnormality, tables of performance, scales for the rating of 

human expression, formulae for the ranking of persons in relation to each 

other, and specific procedures of assessment and evaluation that make 

possible the insertion of people’s lives into these continuums, tables, scales 

and ranking systems. 

(2005, p. 23) 
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By their nature, discourses can be both enabling and restricting (Nicholas, 2012, p. 246). 

My belonging to the “care” sector as a therapist and to the systemic community has been 

hugely inspiring and, at the same time, confusing for me. What does it mean to “belong” 

to the caring sector, the therapeutic profession, and the systemic community? What does 

it mean to wear the hat of a caring person who can help others through conversation? 

Fifteen years ago, entering the culture of this professional discipline, I went through a 

process whereby there was a ‘shift in what counts as legitimate knowledge’ (White, 1997) 

and to whom. According to Epston and White (1992), people need to be curious about 

dominant narratives and the contexts in which these narratives were established and 

maintain their dominance. Social constructionism tells us that knowledge is co-

constructed between people and I think part of the mechanism for participating in such 

co-construction of knowledge is people’s ability to receive surprises in their interaction, 

even experience displacements in their positions, and respond to them openly and 

flexibly. To construct together, we need to be together, to relate. Relating is possible when 

I keep the door open for the other to reach my inner dialogue. My response, coming out 

of a joint “we”, will be uniquely and unexpectedly fitting and creating that “we”. As Steiner 

(1989, p. 188) says: ‘the “otherness” which enters into us makes us other’. 

Having a polyphonic mind and being comfortable with polyphony in our heads provides a 

foundation for receiving the other in the moment of interaction. Bakhtin has been 

associated with the concept of the “self” as “dialogical or “polyphonic”, i.e. consisting ‘of 

a number of different “voices” that speak to each other from different “positions” or 

points of view’ (Pollard, 2008). I would like to borrow from Gail Simon here. In her paper 

on Relational Ethnography (Simon, 2013, p. 2), she talks about her inner dialogue being 

more often a cacophony than polyphony. The existence of cacophony gives me some hope 

that the tension between the voices in my head is still there; that there isn’t an automatic 

resolution of that tension with a dominant voice prevailing straight away; that there is 

some kind of equality in the power struggle between voices talking at the same time.  
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However, polyphony in our heads does not automatically mean uncensored responses 

and good communication. Polyphony can also be oppressive. In the midst of polyphony, 

it may be that a voice is strongly authoritative, not allowing space for other voices, cutting 

out other stories, telling us: “This is exactly what you think.” Or, it may be that the process 

of choosing our response has a different feel. Our response is a choice, one story, but that 

story can be unfinished. It can have a beginning but no definite middle or end. It can be 

one story but not the single story, excluding all other stories. It can be soft and humble. 

Even when it becomes our response, it can keep asking: “What do you think?”. 

As an ethics-led practitioner, I am committed to a reflexive exploration of my inner 

dialogue and the connections with the outer dialogue (Simon, 2013, p. 3). Here, I would 

like to focus on the point where I draw the line, the moment when I actually return to the 

outer dialogue, when inner and outer voices become one. When we are involved in joint 

action, “we create unique, novel and circumstantially appropriate responses, because we 

call upon each other ethically to recognise and respect what exists between us” (Shotter, 

2011a). So how do we do this? Our responses always involve a choice and hopefully some 

reflection in the moment. Perhaps a criterion for my responses being more or less 

“dialogical” can be the sense of “fit”, or coordination, in the moment of interaction. This 

fit is not something one can put one’s finger on, but something that one feels bodily. From 

there arises the importance of personal ethical responsibility; the responsibility of 

participating in the relational moment. I have often thought about my responses being 

more relational when: 

- I feel the waves of my dominant voices being shaken in my body; 

- I feel the discomfort of actually not knowing, not being able to see my way ahead; 

- I feel a sense of naivety about the ground on which I was standing a minute ago; 

- I feel a sense of risk about where I am going. (I see risk taking also as an ethical position 

in relation to the power dynamics present in therapy. If the client dares to come to 

therapy, is faced with uncertainty about the outcome, jeopardises her comfort 

position to open up to a stranger, then I, as well, have to dare to jeopardise my 

comfort position. The risk involved in the openness ‘to hearing’ what, a minute ago, I 
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didn’t seem to be able to hear, is ethical action to me: ‘…ethical action by its very 

nature consists of a free gift to another from a different integral position …’ (Morson 

and Emerson, 1990, loc 1821)); 

- I feel vulnerable when I offer transparent accounts to my clients about my responses; 

- I feel amazed when suddenly a new window appears in front of my eyes where from 

which I can see “us” creating “us”, new and old meanings joining together in a totally 

new play-space. 

Those one-off, unique, unrepeatable events which, as Garfinkel puts it, are occurring for 

‘yet another first time’ (1967, cited in Shotter, 2001, p. 10) in our practice, will not fall 

under predetermined categories; quiet voices may be woken up and they may call out 

from us responses that may not fit with what we thought would fit, but they will fit the 

moment of that unique interaction. Those uncensored responses are our participation in 

the co-construction of what is happening in the moment, our participation in the meaning-

making process. There is a random dynamic in relating, and this has not only to be 

respected but also to be celebrated. 

 

The question of how we talk about things: naming or “neither this nor 

that”? 

 

The way that can be named is not the true way, the way that can’t be 

named is the true way. 

(Lao Tzu) 

 

In his work Towards a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin (1993) talks about “theoreticism”: 

the tendency of the mind to generalize and form abstractions from particular human 
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experiences. These generalizations are then formulated as principles from which rules and 

norms are derived. This, according to Bakhtin, is a tendency that falsifies human 

experience, 

because the most basic characteristic of a human act is its unrepeatability 

and uniqueness. Theoretical abstraction robs the human act of this 

uniqueness and destroys its “eventness”. It is a reductionist, and most 

importantly, an unethical approach to human beings. 

 (Caliskan, 2006, p. 4) 

 

Post modernism has critiqued the notions of universal truths, scientific method, and 

objectivity (Simon and Whitfield, 2000). Social constructionist systemic therapy is based 

on the recognition that there is a multiverse of realities and that meaning depends on 

context. But because everything is woven together with everything else, talking about an 

infinite number of possible unique and unknown realities might be more useful than 

talking about multiplicity as a large number of possibilities which we can access in some 

way from the outside. Simon and Whitfield (2000) talk about our many selves being fluid 

and emergent and varying between contexts and over time. I suggest we can have an 

infinite number of unique selves. I am infinite because infinite is my world, infinite are my 

relationships and the possible connections with the world I am living in. 

Neither the flow of the moment nor the eternal norms are responsible but 

I am responsible. To understand responsibility, one must recognise a 

unique self, acting at a unique time and place. Ethical action is born of a 

sense that each act is unrepeatable and responsibility is non transferable. 

“What can be accomplished by me, cannot be accomplished by anyone 

else, ever”. 

(Morson and Emerson,1990, loc 3416) 
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Talking about our practices as social and health care professionals, Tom Andersen (2007, 

p. 82) says that apart from a modernist either-or way of thinking (best applied to issues 

that are visible but dead, that is firmly defined but not linked with specific contexts), and 

the social constructionist “both-and” way of thinking (where we deal with living issues for 

which many simultaneous, visible descriptions are possible without considering one point 

of view to be right and another wrong), a third way of thinking exists: ‘neither-nor’ way of 

thinking. As he says, there are things which are invisible but living. In other words, ‘We 

experience something as taking place, but we do not have an exact linguistic description 

for it’ (Seikkula, 2011, p. 185). We may say that it is neither this nor that, but we know, 

with accuracy, in our embodied experience, that something is taking place in our joint 

action. 

However, we are still flooded with lots of important “what is” and “how to” stories in our 

field. And I think that walking the walk instead of talking the talk, requires a realisation 

that there is no such thing as “the” walk. Walking is all we have. 

Dominant ideas and theories carry a lot of weight and importance in our field and, 

however ethical and good they may be, when they work to create a “professional 

identity”, separate from the person involved and touched by life’s livingness, they can 

contribute to a more rigid inner dialogue in the therapist. In the moment of interaction, 

they might serve the need for certainty, becoming ideations and oppressing other stories. 

The conviction I may feel about the good-ness and the ethical strength of postmodern 

ideas and connected practices might work to create a situation where I try to incorporate 

them into lived practice. The problem with trying is that it can involve a passionate loyalty 

and emotional commitment to ideas and the connected processes. But in our lived 

experience, all important knowing and “truth” emerges in the moment.  

...in that moment of risk and uncertainty, [when you need] to live with the 

fear of having to act, yet not knowing whether your action will be ‘fitting’ 

or not, being able to trust that if it wasn’t, then others will help out… 



218 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

(Shotter, 2007, p. 19) 

 

The problem as I see it is that speaking of particular actions, particular ways of being, 

particular methods, particular – although multiple –, identities, can imply that we have a 

theory of identity for adjusting an action, or way of being, or identity α as the same as or 

as other than α (Newman and Holzman, 1997, p. 101). So, if we are speaking of particular 

actions, particular ways of working, particular aims, are we saying that we have a theory 

of identity of the self? Even of multiple selves who can then fit into specific boxes and 

targets? How can we replace our tendency to keep making and subscribing to more 

distinctions, elaborations, and theories – thus continuing the modernist theme of “if I have 

articulate knowledge of something, I will be taking the right action when I apply it” – with 

in-the-moment relating and dialogue? ‘The dialogue of life needs a dialogic concept of 

truth to represent it’ (Bakhtin, cited in Morson and Emerson, 1990, loc 1246), and I think 

we need to be prepared to dive into life’s unfinalised dialogues. 

 

The invention of Them created Us, and We may need to reinvent Them to 

reinvent Ourselves.  

(Laing, 1967) 

 

 

You are right, Mary 

In our field, the therapist’s explorative and deconstructive orientation is very important 

but sometimes can be mechanical if it is pre-determined and born out of a pre-existing 

conviction of what is good practice. If I am convinced I have to search, I can become 

suspicious that where I am now is not a good enough place. If I have to search, I have to 



219 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

find – maybe not the truth, but I have to find more. But I can’t have-to find more. It is the 

natural wanting that is important in relating, which is born in the moments we share with 

others. Sometimes, our field’s official ‘love affairs’ with the concepts of curiosity and 

reflexivity feel like social constructionist therapy’s search engines to me. But when I am 

relating, I trust my connection with what is happening in the moment of doing, in the 

relating with the other. The other will show me. 

 

Mary is talking to me about her separation from her boyfriend. She is sad as she 

didn’t want to separate from him. “I am going to wait for him,” I can hear Mary 

saying, “I feel I will be alone until he comes back”. Peter told her that he loves her, 

that she is the one for him; but that he cannot be with her; he feels that he can’t 

handle a relationship like theirs; he needs to be alone. Maybe, in the future they 

can be together again. But he is not promising anything. 

As I listen to her talking, I wonder whether Mary tends to hear quite selectively 

what her ex-boyfriend tells her. Does she only hear how much he loves her, that 

she is the one and that they may be together again? She doesn’t seem to hear 

anything about him needing to be alone, not being able to be in a relationship, not 

promising anything about the future. I realise I am in some kind of agony for her: 

living in the hope that someone will come back to love you one day can be 

torturous. I wonder how this might be possible in their relationship and I decide to 

tentatively explore this hypothesis through the use of reflexive questions. As I talk 

with her, I notice her looking sadder and more silent. I wonder if I am focusing too 

much on reflexive questions, while at the same time thinking that it would be 

helpful to proceed with this exploration. But something is not right. Am I 

connecting with her now? Are my questions a torture for her? I wonder whether 

she wants me to stop asking questions. I wonder whether she just wants to cry. 

I stop. I stop asking and I stop thinking. I look at her. I have no idea where to go 

from here and I decide to just stay with that not-knowing. I decide to stop reflecting 
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on what might have gone wrong, or what I can do differently. I know something 

doesn’t fit and I just need to sit here in silence for a moment. As I do that, I notice 

her body language changing. She looks like she wants to talk to me. She lifts her 

face, looks at me – I can see a tear in her eyes – and she says: “But… Tell me… 

Joanna, is it really possible not to expect him to come back?” 

How do I respond to that? I decide to go back to my position of silence for a minute. 

I look at her looking at me, desperate for my response. What does she need me to 

“see”? 

I realise that she is right. She is right to be holding onto her expectations, because 

in their relationship there is still commitment and lots of promises. I need to 

recognise that. I am feeling with bodily clarity this reality which exists between 

them. “You are right. Mary.” I say, not knowing still how to go on from here: “It 

would be illogical if you didn’t have expectations”. I see her face light up. 

 

Reflexivity is important in helping us with power dynamics by inviting our transparency, 

which is integral to ethical practice. Reflexivity requires an awareness of ourselves as 

active agents in our processes and practices, and also an awareness of the inner story that 

we tell ourselves as we listen to our clients (Etherington, 2004). The way I understand 

reflexivity is as a constant movement in and out of several levels of awareness as we listen 

to the client and to ourselves (Etherington, 2004). But I have wondered about the 

relationship between those activities, which are supposed to be reflexive and must be 

practised by reflexive practitioners, and our in-the-moment expressive-responsive 

activities from within our interactions. 

1) How can reflecting in action be useful if not in the form of expressive-responsive 

action? 

2) Where is the other, when I am reflecting having inner reflections? Which voices do 

I hear most in my inner conversations when I am reflecting? How does reflecting 
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in action connect with joint action? How do reflection and action/interaction 

connect? 

3) Where am I when I am reflecting? What am I losing in the process of getting out 

of what I see in order to “see more”, or “see differently”? 

Curiosity and reflexivity can help professionals to hear more stories, work with 

marginalised aspects of the human experience, and be sensitive to the unique logic and 

coherence of people’s stories (Lang and McAdam, 1995). But I think these practices can 

still fall into the trap of reproducing versions of THE “one” reality, the reality of the power 

legitimate professional knowledge holds over local, emerging knowledge from within 

unique moments of interaction. These powerful stories about curiosity and reflexivity still 

tell me how I should be. And, in a way, the social constructionist idea that there are 

multiple realties, in the way it is being storied in therapy and professional contexts, is not 

too different from the idea that there is one absolute reality in that it is still telling us 

“what is”. We are still left in a position similar to that of modernism: We know “what is”. 

There isn’t one thing; there are many. 

 

Some ethical, theoretical, and practical problems  

Mary and Ken Gergen (Gergen and Gergen, 2002, p. 13) write that ‘our manner of writing 

and speaking contributes to life forms that may be extended throughout the educational 

sphere and into public modes of existence.’ I have often felt a discomfort with what Simon 

(2013, p. 2) refers to as a ‘contradiction between form and content’ when in our field we 

talk and write about postmodern ideas in a monological tone, which is not coherent with 

the feeling I get when I am involved in living these ideas. The relationships described and 

the way they are described quite often don’t add up for me; I often feel that these ideas 

are self-contained, quite sure of their usefulness, distant, and even imposing sometimes. 

I feel emotion and vulnerability are often missing from the picture. I have wondered 

whether this has to do with forms of talking and writing that arise from positions which 
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exist because of power structures in our society and which are kept in existence through 

the exercise of power. Foucault (1980, p. 93) says that ‘we are subjected to the production 

of truth through power and we cannot exercise power except through the production of 

truth’. So, coming back to the contradiction between form and content, I have three 

problems. An ethical. I call it hypocrisy. A theoretical. I call it confusion (my confusion). 

And a practical. I call it oppression. 

The way I use the word hypocrisy here denotes a failure to follow one’s ethical rules and 

principles, like a gap between my words and my actions. For example, I feel like I am not 

giving up enough of my power position although I am talking about it. Etymologically, the 

Greek word hypocrisy (υποκρισία) is from hypo (meaning under, sub-) and the verb krino 

(meaning to take a position or to decide). Thus, the original meaning of the word can imply 

a deficiency in the ability to actually take a position or decide.  

Confusion is the loop I find myself in in relation to knowledge (local knowing and dominant 

knowledge). My confusion is about how the importance of local knowledge is put on a 

throne up high, on an “established knowledge” castle, whereas being coherent with the 

hurly burly of the moments of relating, when local knowledge is being generated, would 

mean that some of this chaos would be depicted in the way we talk and write. 

A practical problem that I faced, particularly in the first years of my training, was a feeling 

of oppression, a disabling idea that I had to do it as I should. And although I realise that 

this idea of “doing it as it should be done” was related to my novice years and may also 

be linked with some of my personal contexts, I still think that dominant narratives can be 

oppressive and restricting in our work, particularly if they are communicated in a 

monological and definite tone. Bakhtin describes such authoritative words (structures, 

forms of life) as follows:  

The authoritative word demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it 

our own; it blinds us, quite independent of any power it might have to 

persuade us internally; we encounter it with its authority already fused into 

it. The authoritative word is located in a distanced zone, organically 
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connected with a past that is felt to be hierarchically higher. It is, so to 

speak, the word of the fathers. Its authority was already acknowledged in 

the past. It is prior discourse… It is akin to taboo, i.e. a name that must not 

be taken in vain. 

(1981, p. 342) 

 

 

How do I relate with you? 

The hypothesis in this paper is that systemic therapy, including social constructionist 

practices and the theories supporting them, in its institutionalised form and shape, may 

still not be contributing sufficiently to the process of being-with-the-other in relationship. 

The notion of the “therapeutic” relationship, in the way that is understood in our field, 

can be seen as potentially undermining the living process of relating with our clients in 

the moment. In our field, I think the term therapeutic relationship is understood as a 

certain sort of relationship defined by the specific institutional role of the therapist. We 

know (Hubble et all, 1999) that the therapeutic relationship is one of the most robust – if 

not the most robust – common factor in successful psychotherapy, and it is interesting to 

wonder how the definitions and fixed meanings of ways of relating that come with the 

term “therapeutic relationship” might affect the openness and responsiveness that a 

random moment of interaction might call for. 

When we use the term relating or relationship for something we are supposed to be 

offering and inviting the other to, as the therapist offers the therapeutic relating to clients, 

I think it is ethical to see some things as non-negotiable in terms of what we promise to 

offer from our side: reciprocity, vulnerability, dialogue, and transparency are important 

elements of relating. Otherwise, we might be talking about a “therapeutic contract” or 

therapeutic alliance. And from there ethical questions arise: where do my responsibilities 
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as therapist begin and end? Where do my responsibilities as human being begin and end? 

For example, there is no such thing as a “dentistry relationship” or a “solicitor 

relationship”. There may be a relationship going on with my dentist or my solicitor but 

this, in general, is around the procedures of the specific profession. In therapy, the 

relationship between the therapist and the client is among the most important things in 

the work. If we can step away from the definitions of what therapy is inside our discipline, 

in the clients’ eyes therapy is probably the profession which tampers with their most 

important dream: the dream to relate, to be understood, and to be “seen” by the other. 

A work led by targets and trying to achieve them would be like locking what matters in a 

box in order to commit our emotions to something predetermined. How can I be in the 

therapy room in a way that is not primarily connected with my professional purpose of 

“doing therapy”? Because, ‘coming to embody the appropriate reactions can only be 

achieved through living responsively within circumstances that ‘call’ them out from you 

in the first place; they cannot be acquired simply by attempting to acquire them’ (Shotter, 

2012a, p. 12). 

If the structure does not permit relating as whole persons with the other, then I suggest 

the structure must change. In our relating with people, if we accept to reduce ourselves 

to parts of our whole being, and relate through some role or theoretical position, we will 

unavoidably be limiting the other person and shaping her to fit in the boxes that we chose 

to operate from. 
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20. Excessive purposiveness and the need for artistic 

ambiguity 

 

Summary 

Working within the fluid complexity of unique, first-time relational phenomena, systemic 

practitioners also have to be able to think and talk about understandings coming from 

static standpoints, which is something required by our professional frameworks. Work 

principles, standardised aims, measurable outcomes, controls to ensure professional 

accountability, and codified outcomes are organised in linear processes requiring us to 

take a position at times, as disengaged observers of our work. But these structured 

practices are inadequate for the appreciation of and participation in living processes; they 

can be counterproductive with paradoxical effects if followed too closely and can deprive 

our work of creative inspiration. Excessive purposiveness can work to subject 

professionals to linear and restricted zones of production and keep them distanced from 

where the relationally responsive action is. I introduce the concept of artistic ambiguity 

and propose that professionals experiment with jumping to unorthodox positions in our 

minds, muting the context for a few minutes, mentally jumping out of place to the other 

side of what we know and back again, using expressive-imaginative art techniques in order 

to momentarily blur professional maps in the background and infuse our work with 

creativity. This creative ambiguity connects with the principle of indeterminacy in Barad’s 

physics/philosophy. 

They’ll sell you thousands of greens. Veronese green and emerald green 

and cadmium green and any sort of green you like, but that particular 

green, never.  

(Quote attributed to Pablo Picasso) 
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My drawing was not a picture of a hat. It was a picture of a boa constrictor 

digesting an elephant. But since the grown-ups were not able to 

understand it, I made another drawing: I drew the inside of a boa 

constrictor, so that the grown-ups could see it clearly. They always need to 

have things explained.  

(de Saint Exupéry, 2016, p. 4) 

 

According to Barad (2012, p. 12), in Quantum Field Theory, the indeterminacy principle 

tells us that a vacuum can’t be determinately nothing. Neither silence nor speech, a 

vacuum is the conditions of possibility/impossibility for existence/nonexistence. 

 

The vacuum space of relationality and the possibility of distinguishing 

paths? 

 

The secret of many of my deformations – which many people do not 

understand – is that there is an interaction, an intereffect between the lines 

in a painting: one line attracts the other and at the point of maximum 

attraction the lines curve in toward the attracting point and form is altered. 

(Quote attributed to Pablo Picasso) 

 

What is the metric of relationality? Is relationality something we do? Is it something that 

just happens to us? Is it something in between us? Relationality, it seems to me, is not a 

state but a never-ending dynamism, a ghostly existence. It is much more than a concept; 
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it is embodied, living, and ongoing. Barad’s notion of entanglement can be useful in how 

I try to approach relationality here. ‘Existence is not an individual affair’ Barad (2007, loc 

82) writes, and she uses the concept of entanglement to talk about ‘connections between 

entities that may not appear to be proximate in space and time’ (Barad, 2007, loc 1599), 

or may appear not to exist at all. Relationality is everywhere. 

Although this is not a scientific/philosophical paper looking at the concept of relationality 

in terms of quantum theory, Barad’s physics/philosophy writings can be useful as 

explanatory devices in order to help us think about the social in a different way. Barad 

writes: ‘In Quantum Field theory, a vacuum can’t be determinately nothing, because the 

indeterminacy principle allows for fluctuations of the quantum vacuum’ (Barad, 2012, p. 

9). And she continues: ‘We can understand vacuum fluctuations in terms of the existence 

of virtual particles: virtual particles are quanta of vacuum fluctuations. That is, virtual 

particles are quantized indeterminacies-in-action’ (Barad, 2012, p. 11). We can think of 

relationality as a vast vacuum space surrounding all existence. Connectedness is an 

indeterminate matter and the existence of fluctuating entanglements in the vacuum 

space of relationality can fire up an infinite number of relational possibilities, but ‘not 

everything is possible though’ (Barad, 2012, p. 12). 

So, how should we view relationality in our work as systemic therapists? How can we feel 

it, how should we measure it and how must we “be” in “it” when, in a way, relationality 

is the space we exist and work in? Theoretical concepts provide guidance and a solid 

framework for understanding circumstances in our work and for making decisions. 

Evidence-based practice is centred on the idea that we can take (scientific) evidence about 

practices which are working well, and apply them to reproduce the good results. However, 

for something to be reproducible requires some kind of causal structure – something must 

be the cause and something the effect –otherwise it would be impossible to try to 

reproduce it reliably. And relational practices are far too complex for such linear 

applications. Furthermore, both the cause and the effect must be accurately measured by 

reliable instruments for the evidence to be valid. Barad writes: 
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Measurements, including practices such as zooming in or examining 

something with a probe, don’t just happen (in the abstract) – they require 

specific measurement apparatuses’. Measurements are agential practices, 

which are not simply revelatory but performative’.  

(2012, p. 6) 

 

Professional language and constructs are always dominant in the construction of 

professional identities and the identity of professions. As a result, professionals risk losing 

their ability to sense and realise the myriad sub-shadings of meaning and intention from 

within unique, first-time relational encounters in practice. Realising our position not only 

as competent professionals acting professionally, but also as agents of performative acts, 

can work to de-programme the determinate structuring of our work.  

In our everyday work as therapists, we are met with a relational complexity which is far 

more multifaceted than the binary logic of theoretical distinctions. Our expressive-

responsive activity from within our moments with people is indeterminate outside of the 

moment of interaction; relational activity observed form a distance can look like 

deterministic action of the “what is what” category, or free-spirited, “anything goes” 

movement. 

I have found Barad’s notion of “phenomena” useful in portraying both the unpredictability 

of the “results” in our relational encounters (in life and in therapy) and the impossibility 

of before-the-fact planning about a relational meeting. Barad speaks about the 

ontological inseparability of intra-acting agencies which emerge from within the 

phenomena they produce. Phenomena are inseparable from the nature of knowing and 

being. 

This view of phenomena does not deny agency but it denies the binary proposition that 

agency is either on or off (Barad, 2007, loc 3453), intentional and subjective (Barad, 2007, 

loc 3565): ‘Agency is an enactment, not something that someone has’ (Barad, 2007, loc 
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3575). Ethical concerns are not simply supplemental to our “practice” but an integral part 

of our relational performances, exactly because our performance improvisations are 

never an exact application of theoretical ideas. Our values are indeterminate before their 

measurement (Barad, 2007, loc 5225) and, ethically speaking, measurements are part of 

the phenomena they attempt to evaluate; there is no room for analogical reasoning in our 

relational in-the-moment practice. ‘Values are integral to the nature of knowing and 

being’ (Barad, 2007, loc 864) in that what matters to us in every first-time-encountered 

situation, belongs to and emerges from our intertwined living in the world. Reality is not 

about representations but about real interventions. 

There is wholeness in “phenomena” in the entirety of the conditions particularising them. 

These conditions, however, cannot be articulated in any unambiguous way as distinct and 

independent elements without running into conflict with other descriptions. Thus, with 

phenomena, there is simultaneously a relational conviction about a unique, unrepeatable 

material existence and an ambiguity about distinct, separable formal specifications of this 

existence. 

 

The manualisation of creativity. Can we bear the void? 

Naming is the first moment of social invasion, into that still-unformed 

experience of oneself, that first delicate time and space of our own. We are 

now officially theirs, with only a starting little moniker of our own, often 

less distinctive than a stone. Joe they could have called me, or Bill – names 

everywhere. Either would have safely hid me, perhaps for a lifetime. 

(Havens, 1994, loc 991) 

 

It is necessary to be quite clear about the universal truth that whatever 

“things” may be in their pleromatic and thingish world, they can only enter 
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the world of communication and meaning by their names, their qualities 

and their attributes (i.e., by reports of their internal and external relations 

and interactions). 

 (Bateson, 1979, p. 61) 

 

I can hardly understand the importance given to the word re-search in 

connection with modern painting. In my opinion to search means nothing 

in painting. To find is the thing. 

(Pablo Picasso, cited in de Zayas, 1923) 

 

 

Living, systemic, whole processes 

As a living process, the process of human interaction – and within that, therapy – is a 

highly creative process. It is not a process for creation, it is not targeting creation; it is a 

truly creative process itself. It is an open-ended exploration, a making of connections 

between sometimes seemingly unrelated materials, a process of indeterminate – but not 

arbitrary – unfolding of and engagement with different positions, an emergence of 

surprising new perspectives, a pragmatic demonstration that ‘truth rarely exists with a 

consensus’ (Simon, 2018b, p. 44), an unpredictable but “appropriate” process of 

discovery. 

It is commonly believed that the creative moment must bear contradiction and contrast, 

holding two apparently irreconcilable positions at once. According to Harding and Hale 

(2007, p. 1), one of the most persuasive makers of creativity is the ability to tolerate 

ambiguity. According to Barad (2007, loc 8600), meaning is never fixed once and for all; 
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discursive practices entail on-going contestations and reconfigurings and ambiguity 

always exist.  

Like artistic endeavours, living interactions are naturally full of ambiguity due to their 

complex, asymmetrical, original, spontaneous, uniquely emergent, indeterminate nature. 

The only justifiably “correct” meaning in a living interaction is the one co-created from 

within that interaction in the moment of interaction – it is impossible to justify choosing 

one meaning over another from the outside, without bumping into other meanings 

demanding to be considered. Interactivity is a constant process of becoming and within 

that ‘indeterminacy is never resolved once and for all’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3603).  

Complementarity. Contingency. Indeterminacy. Inseparability. Any 

attempt to say something, anything, even about nothing, and we find 

ourselves always already immersed in the play of quantum indeterminacy. 

(Barad, 2012, p. 7) 

 

Bateson says  

The artist may have a conscious purpose to sell his picture, even perhaps a 

conscious purpose to make it. But in the making he must necessarily relax 

that arrogance in favour of a creative experience in which his conscious 

mind plays only a small part. 

(2000, p. 444) 
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Concreteness, ambiguity and emergent order 

People want to find a “meaning” in everything and everyone. That’s the 

disease of our age, an age that is anything but practical but believes itself 

to be more practical than any other age. 

(Picasso, cited in Walther, 1996, p. 67) 

 

Ambiguity comes from the Latin root –ambo meaning “both, two together, doubled”, and 

is commonly used for situations when something can be more than one thing at the same 

time and there is no clear way to distinguish between them. Ambiguity in art implies a 

richness of interpretations and multiple meanings, an openness to experience and making 

imaginative links. As such, it can enhance the aesthetic experience. In professional 

contexts like systemic therapy, ambiguity is usually seen as unwanted and risky, 

particularly in relation to the need for the profession to work within specified contexts, 

control outcomes, and ensure the validity, reliability, and effectiveness of the work.  

Concrete professional contexts have been developed and extensively used, aiming at 

counterbalancing the unpredictability and ambiguity of the relational vacuum space of 

our work. They are useful in organising our thinking about what counts as good and ethical 

practice; promoting concreteness in our understanding; helping to navigate uncertain 

relational waters; facilitating measurement and evaluation; and providing the framework 

for evidence that the work that is supposed to be done, is done.  

 

Professional Frames and our devotion to “clarity”, evaluation and planning 

If you allow purpose to organize that which comes under your conscious 

inspection, what you will get is a bag of tricks – some of them very valuable 
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tricks… If you follow the “common-sense” dictates of consciousness you 

become, effectively, greedy and unwise. Again I use “wisdom” as a word 

for recognition of and guidance by a knowledge of the total systemic 

creature. 

(Bateson, 2000, pp. 439 - 440) 

 

“What makes psychotherapy psychotherapy?” asked Bertrando at a workshop in London 

(2010, p. 62) a few years ago. He answered that it is the frame that makes psychotherapy 

psychotherapy; otherwise the therapy situation, as he called it, is something which “exists 

between two people whenever, God willing, they succeed in giving each other the 

freedom of discussion”. 

Purposive consciousness pulls out, from the total mind, sequences which 

do not have the loop structure which is characteristic of the whole systemic 

structure. 

(Bateson, 2000, p. 440) 

 

In relation to frames, guidelines and directional guidance, Cecchin proposes the concept 

of irreverence:  

By becoming irreverent the individual is free to be playful without falling 

into the impoverished meaning system that is constraining him. He is free 

to begin to look for the absurd aspects of the situation… 

(Cecchin, Lane, and Ray, 1994) 
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Picasso said: ‘You mustn’t always believe what I say. Questions tempt you to tell lies, 

particularly when there is no answer’. There is a well-known story about Kandinsky which, 

he claimed, changed the history of art forever:  

Wassily Kandinsky came home one night to find a strange painting in his 

studio. Weird, indecipherable, unlike anything else, it nonetheless seemed 

to him “of extraordinary beauty, glowing with inner radiance”. It was, of 

course, one of his own pictures propped upside down, but it suggested the 

potential power of abstraction.  

(Cumming, 2006) 

 

Our profession is organised around general concreteness: concrete concepts, concrete 

ways of positioning, concrete contexts. This is good “housekeeping”. Stepping outside of 

concreteness feels risky, but there is a risk of neglecting that caring, through connecting 

with the other, is at the core of our work. And the process of connecting with someone is 

generally not a concrete thing; it requires a certain level of ambiguity tolerance, and a 

fluid understanding of purpose. In his doctoral thesis on Practice Based Evidence Based 

Practice, Van Hennik (2018, p. 71) quotes Tilsen and McNamee: ‘Evidence Based Practice 

often relies on manualised approaches, thus silencing creativity in the therapeutic 

practice, marginalizing relational inclinations, restricting therapists’ capacity to respond 

to clients’ unique circumstances’ (2015, p. 125). They argue: ‘When we view therapy as 

social construction, we are not particularly interested in predetermining what sort of 

interactions will produce transformation’ (2015, p. 127).  

I would like to think of ambiguity here as “significance” indeterminacies, fluctuating in the 

vacuum space of relationality, which can become “locally” determinate from within our 

interactions. In this essay, I use the concept of ambiguity as an antidote to theoretical 

stagnancy and as a way for a freer, embodied experience of being with our clients. Taking 

a position of someone looking at abstract art, diving into the ambiguous before reaching 
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clarity, and not seeking “immediate” concreteness can open new windows of 

understanding. Choosing for a moment to look at things as if they are ambiguous and 

floating, to the extent that words and images are embedded in discourse, may yield 

paradoxical results. Articulating ambiguity may bring up paradox. At the same workshop 

in London, Bertrando argued that (2010, p. 73) ‘there is an important ingredient common 

to comfortable human relations… and that ingredient is the presence and acceptance of 

paradoxes’.  

Ambiguity never remains ambiguous. Ambiguity, I find, affects us in very concrete ways, 

whereas concreteness often just lies there ambiguously, waiting for us to be affected. 

Looking at the Cubist art movement, perhaps the most influential of the 20th century, we 

can see that cubist painting, which is paradoxically abstract in form, was actually 

developed as an attempt at a more realistic way of seeing. A philosophy of changing 

viewpoints in relation to an object, taking into account a greater context, allows the artist 

to look from above, from below, or from the side. A typical Cubist painting depicts real 

people, places, or objects, but not from a fixed viewpoint. Instead, it will show many parts 

of the subject at one time, viewed from different angles, and reconstructed into a 

Figure 6: Abstract Cubism Elephant Art Print by Tommervik 
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composition of planes, forms, and colours which become interchangeable elements in the 

design of the work. 

Elizabeth Day (2014, p. 72) uses an innovative methodology for her doctoral research. As 

a painter, therapist, and researcher who uses portraiture as a method of inquiry to 

research her practice, she made portraits which capture a range of moments for a group 

she had been working. Those moments are presented together as if they happened at the 

same time, something which resonates with the cubist movement and the work of 

Picasso. 

The Italian avant-garde composer Sylvano Bussotti, a violist also involved in painting, 

graphic art, and journalism, was trained in abstract expressionism and the concepts of 

aleatory (“chance”) music. He was also a well-known film director, writer, actor and 

singer. In his work as a composer, he devised unusual notation because he found 

traditional musical notation too precise. He believed that the traditional composer-

performer relationship, in which the composer “controls” performance through the 

exactitude of his notation, should be changed. Instead, the composer should establish 

only certain general situations and then allow the performance to develop freely. In his 

multimedia theatrical performances, every performance is different; success depends on 

both the ability of the performers to improvise and on the ability of the audience to 

empathise.  

In the therapy profession, I sometimes feel like all that is needed is concreteness, 

particularly in the way that professionals account for what they do in practice. But 

moments of concreteness are part of our trip in ambiguous waters. Concrete “findings” 

are never arrival points; they are never final. In ambiguity, we can meet with a field of 

possibilities. 
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Turning things back to front and resisting anti-creativity 

The reasons we speak, the very reasons texts are made, lie in what is 

unrepeatable about them. The unrepeatable aspects of an utterance 

reflect our daily purposes, which are always changing, if ever so slightly. 

(Morson and Emerson, 1990, loc 2428) 

 

In my work, when I feel I am getting to a place which feels quite familiar, a place I feel I 

know well, I sometimes I like to jump to the other side of what I know, to move to an out-

of-place space to see what I can see from there. It is like extreme hypothesizing, or contra-

hypothesizing, but it is neither for testing nor for sharing because it is not actually 

hypothesizing. It is just for me to jump momentarily out of where I am, to open up another 

window so that I may be able to bring more into the conversation. In such moments, I play 

by muting the context for a minute and then bringing it back again; I intentionally blur 

background knowledges and professional discourses. I like momentarily to set up 

ambiguities for myself, for example by imagining that it is the first time I am meeting with 

this client; that some of the circumstances of this client are not what they are but the 

opposite; that I am not her therapist but I her friend; that the client knows how to go on, 

despite not having realised it; or that I know how to go on, although I can’t say what I 

know. And of course such a thing is only useful because the frame is firmly there, because 

the context is well defined, and I am engaged with my client. In naturally ambiguous 

contexts, such a setting of ambiguities is neither desirable nor helpful.  

In systemic training, the concreteness of theoretical ideas and their practical applications 

is seriously emphasised at the risk of creating single stories in our professional minds. 

Training in concreteness can create, unintentionally, professionals expert in separating 

things, in marking this versus that, in going so far and no further. But relationality is 
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ambiguous and ambiguity is not only to be tolerated and survived but also appreciated, 

enjoyed, believed in. 

About human consciousness organised in terms of purpose, Bateson says:  

It is a short-cut device to enable you to get quickly at what you want; not 

to act with maximum wisdom in order to live, but to follow the shortest 

logical or causal path to get what you next want, which may be dinner; it 

may be a Beethoven sonata; it may be sex. Above all, it may be money or 

power… 

(Bateson, 2000, p. 439) 

 

Picasso said: ‘I have never had time for the idea of searching. Whenever I wanted to 

express something, I did so without thinking of the past or the future’ (quote attributed 

to Pablo Picasso). Systemic trainees and professionals often hear about the importance of 

developing reflexive abilities, critical thinking, and an ability to adapt, abandon, or utilise 

theory to suit the specific circumstances. But how can we be trained practically and 

experientially on these things if we have learned that ambiguity needs to quickly be 

converted to the one or the other form of structured, professional thinking? We systemic 

practitioners need to be comfortable with ambiguity and to experience relating with the 

clients in a light-footed, creative, and flexible way. We need our training and institutional 

bodies to loosen up regarding the concreteness of manualisation by embracing 

contradiction as well as a constant reconfiguration of what systemic practice might look 

like. Therapists need to have their artistic and creative confidence boosted:  

My wish at the moment is that we stop talking about therapy [and 

research] as human techniques and rather talk of it as human art; the art 

to participate in the bonds with others. If we exclusively started to use the 

word “human art”, how would that bewitch our understanding and our 

lives? 



239 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

(Andersen, 2012, p. 54) 

 

In her editorial in the third issue of Murmurations: Journal of Transformative Systemic 

Practice (2019, p. iii), Gail Simon, writes: ‘The current state of the world requires more 

than manualised practices at this point. Something more radical. Something we commit 

to. Practices which do not constrain our humanity and creativity.’  

 

A place out of place: the setting up of ambiguities in creative processes 

Academic training in beauty is a sham. We have been deceived... Art is not 

the application of a canon of beauty but what the instinct and the brain can 

conceive beyond any canon.  

(Attributed to Pablo Picasso) 

 

Artistic form correctly understood does not shape already prepared and 

found content but rather permits content to be found and seen for the first 

time. 

(Bakhtin, 1984, p. 43) 

 

McNamee and Hoskin (2012, p. 62) write: ‘When relating goes on in softer self-other 

differentiation, the different participating “forms of life” have power to unfold from 

within their own “local” rationality.’ On the contrary, they continue: ‘In subject-object 

ways of relating, one rationality dominates others (here we speak of “power over”), and 

the “what” and “how” of relating is imposed “from the outside”’. 
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We have to create those spaces for ourselves in our training and in our work. Spaces which 

can help us float in softer this-that differentiation grounds so that the can help local 

rationalities and beauty.  

In her doctoral thesis, (2014, p. 68) Elizabeth Day writes: ‘I worked with others in a very 

large studio subdivided by temporary partitions. The day after beginning a new painting, 

I would take care to approach my space by an unusual route. I wanted to capture some of 

the strangeness of what I had created as this occurred in a fleeting moment – a bit like 

home looking strange after you have been away on holiday’. 

Below I give some examples of experiential exercises for training in ambiguity which are 

inspired by various education training materials, such as those of Eichinger and Lombardo 

(2012). I wonder what it would be like if some of the ideas below were adopted as part of 

systemic training and development. To serve their experiential purpose, these kinds of 

exercises need to be experienced in a broad, general context – like the examples below – 

not in a restricted or specific therapy context. 

 

Dare to be affected – examples of experiential exercises in ambiguity 

Look at something, anything. Resist naming it. Keep looking at it. Tell a 

story about it. 

Create something to communicate how you are feeling right now, with different materials 

that you can find around you. 

Practice breaking set contexts by doing something different than 

usual/expected.  

Ask yourself: what disjoint task or project can I undertake? 

What new project can I undertake today even though I have other things 

in the works? 
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Get involved at an “expert” level with something you don’t know. Find the confidence to 

do it. 

Don’t mind reaching conclusions without enough data. Fill in gaps with 

things that are not there, without being specific enough. 

Undervalue orderly problem solving, ignore precedent and history, err towards the new 

and the risky at the expense of proven solutions, end up overcomplicating things.  

Don’t think about minimising relational risk, don’t try to prepare yourself 

and others for the potential impact of an anticipated change.  

Don’t anticipate. Don’t break down and analyse tasks.  

Don’t be afraid to make quick decisions, don’t be put off by the idea that 

you may make a mistake or you may be reinventing the wheel. 

Do not attempt to define things all the time.  

Take on a task that you dislike doing, pick something new, different, and 

unfamiliar.  

Teach others something you don’t know well. 

Be a student of your clients/students/children. 

Look at something and think what else it could be called. 

Train your intuitive and playful observer’s eye and ear. What do you see? 

What do you hear? 

Eliminate the unnecessary. In the past, children, didn’t have toys – they played with 

anything they could find, pretending it was something which was important to them. Pick 

materials up from the ground (outdoors) and use your imagination to create identities for 

those materials. 
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What would you eliminate from “this” (whatever you choose) to make it in 

some way more “fitting” with “that” (something else)? 

 

 

Ambiguity and paradox 

 

As Penrose has described when visiting Picasso’s apartment, “I happened 

to notice that a large Renoir hanging over the fireplace was crooked. ‘It’s 

better like that,’ he said. ‘If you want to kill a picture, all you have to do is 

hang it beautifully on a nail and soon you will see nothing of it but the 

frame. When it’s out of place you see it better.’ 

(Richardson, 2011, loc 6528) 

 

How wonderful that we have met with a paradox. Now we have some hope 

of making progress. 

(Bohr, cited in Moore, 1996, p. 196) 

 

Notice that what we’re talking about here is not simply some object 

reacting differently to different probings but being differently.  

 (Barad, 2012, p. 6) 
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What would it be like if we used more playfulness and irreverence, turning things upside 

down?  

What would it be like if, just for a moment, instead of focusing on measuring systemic 

practitioners’ competence and evidence-based practice in terms of therapists' abilities in:  

 

context setting 

 fostering a good therapeutic alliance and working collaboratively  

  acknowledging the inevitability of prejudice and reflexively addressing it 

reflecting on/in/after action in relation to inner and outer dialogues 

being aware of power dynamics and imbalanced power 

relations 

holding multiple stories in our minds 

      using curiosity 

using systemic hypothesising 

using systemic techniques to facilitate 

interviewing and promote change 

working with client stories to help clarity and sense-

making  

developing abilities in mapping systems 

working in a relationally reflexive manner  
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what would it be like if, for a while, just for a little bit, quite a different set of priorities 

was being encouraged? For example: 

Context acrobatics – pragmatic, embodied, ongoing redefinitions of in-context/out-of-

context principles from within relational encounters 

Spontaneous walking with clients, finding out only what needs finding out 

mind like “still water” – letting bodily knowings from within our being 

together, charm our interactions 

  Experiencing creativity, not specifically delivering it in measurable ways 

Experiencing relating as a personal movement and shake-up 

Loving intent on top of therapeutic intent  

Allowing cloudy mirrors – fewer reflecting iterations 

Resisting uncritical subordination to dominant ideas 

Being moved by “insignificant” significants 

Open and open-ended improvising – less doubt and checking 

Trustful instead of uncertain performing of meanings together 

Desiring more, being less curious about. Curiosity in service of personal 

commitments to being genuinely involved 

More involved focus and lighter observational “mission” 

Attentive presence instead of active hypothesising; over-elaboration cannot lead to 

“true” understandings 

Daring to choose fitting positions from within moments of interaction, instead of 

floating in the safety of end-less fluidity 
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Artistic ambiguity 

There are infinite ways to encounter the richness of the world and we need to dare to be 

affected by what touches us. I introduce the concept of artistic ambiguity as a way of 

meeting with wonder and with knowledge unexpectedly, not through structured ways 

that seek to prove, show, identify, classify or justify. In relational practice, artistic 

ambiguity is a process of intentionally blurring established context-based vision, allowing 

movement between things and letting knowledges which are not usually aligned come 

together spontaneously. It is a way of completely giving up the “box” which we are 

operating from, for a moment, and connecting with things before naming them, before 

knowing what they are. Inspired by art training sessions, I propose experimenting with 

exercises and positions which invite us to tolerate and even set up ambiguities in 

relational processes. Artistic ambiguity is a dynamic, embodied emotional experience, a 

celebration of originals: making novel things visible through relational inspirations, 

making the non-obvious shine, infusing brightness by switching off the light.  

 

Figure 7: Experimental Music Notation – Bussotti Piano Piece 1 for David Tudor (Gutkin, 1959, p. 268) 
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Figure 8: Bird line drawing, Picasso 
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21. The elimination of the unnecessary: A poem 

(inspired by Picasso’s philosophy of painting) 

 

Art is the elimination of the unnecessary. 

(Attributed to Pablo Picasso) 

 

“Don’t deny the old,” I say to myself. 

The old is what is growing into the new 

at the same time that the new is growing into the old. 

There is no difference, 

no distinct past and future. 

Picasso said: “it takes a very long time to become young”. 

Youth, newness is in the living,  

and to live is to grow (old).  

 

But don’t insist in copying the old, the past, 

don’t exploit the old. 

Don’t repeat the old. 

These mechanics don’t work 

when I touch the miracle of living. 
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I say to myself: 

Don’t search for the new either; 

follow what feels fresh, attractive 

from the inside 

join the surprise 

copy life 

as it comes at you. 

 

Improvise. One foot in the old, one foot in discovery 

there is no difference, 

so don’t seek the new. 

Bump into it as it unfolds in front of your eyes. 

Find.  

See 

the new in the old; 

find life in living 

and don’t try to explore the unknown. 

How can one really explore the unknown?  

Searching is directional. 
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I say to myself: 

do not re-search, 

re-find. 

Wander around. 

Be an explorer of the known; 

let the interaction of the knowns speak.  

One never knows what one is going to do anyway 

but praxis is the foundational key to Life 

 

A lover of surprise  

Contrast and connect 

this bricolage of infinite angles 

just there 

just by coincidence 

“It is a miracle that one does not melt in one’s bath,” Picasso said 

Act directly – Art directly 

Don’t hesitate, try out! 

One never knows what one is going to do anyway, 

what will come out? 

The next day I will have learned 
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something 

Because of which, 

despite of which  

I am living this moment.  

 

I say to myself: 

the way is this moment’s way. 

For a moment  

set ambiguity as your context. 

Things flying around  

out of place 

out of this place 

out of this context; 

for a moment 

it will be enough. 

To find this moment 

leave out the unnecessary  
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Figure 9: Simple line curve, Picasso 
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22. Relational living in practice: A conversation with 

Maria 

 

An unexpected turn  

The therapy session with Maria is approaching the end. There are probably ten minutes 

left. Today we had another emotional conversation about her sister. Maria was scared; 

they had had a difficult week in the hospital and the doctors hadn’t been very helpful. 

Suddenly Maria stops talking. She takes a big breath. She looks me straight in the eyes and 

in a different tone of voice, with different level of energy and conviction, says: 

 “And also, I wanted to tell you… that I do not want to change myself, not anymore! I have 

had enough of trying to do this, trying to do that, experimenting with ‘better ways’ to be 

with someone! Yes, I do want connection with people but I don’t have to try so hard and 

always end up stretching myself so much, going beyond myself. You know what? It is OK if 

I am insecure and it is OK if I need other people to work hard to make me feel safe. I don’t 

have to put pressure on myself to make a move if I don’t feel like it. I don’t want to have 

to show my face when I want to hide. I don’t have to be open for connection when I feel 

that I need the other person to come to me. I don’t have to feel that I must be like this or 

like that in order not to lose the other… I have the ability to approach introvert people, and 

I can show empathy to someone who feels insecure. There must be other people like me 

out there, people who can do the same for me; people who will like me for who I am, with 

all my defects and weaknesses. All my friends tell me, “Not everyone is like you Maria!”. I 

don’t want to hear that any more. No, I am sure there must be people out there like me. 

People who like people with insecurities. Like me. Every single person who I liked in my life, 

they were all like me or worse. In terms of insecurity, they were shy and scared. I need 

someone who will not be strict with me. I am tired of being strict with myself. Do this, don’t 
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do that, why didn’t you do this, that and the other. I accept myself as I am, I am good 

enough, I don’t have to change.” 

 

Things went crazy inside me 

I feel tense inside hearing Maria talk in this way. I can feel she is exhausted and angry. She 

says that she doesn’t want to change anymore. Therapy can be about change and her aim 

in her therapy has been what she calls “personal development”. Is she telling me 

something about our work? An inflated sense of guilt and the idea that she is not good 

enough are two of the things we have been working on – can working on her “personal 

development” in therapy have come to mean that she is not good enough as she is? Have 

I been trying to change her? Have I been putting pressure on her to change in certain 

directions? Has she been experiencing therapy as something which demands things from 

her? Had she been thinking that I see her as not good enough? Or is the emotional 

intensity of her words a declaration of exhaustion and a plea for help, for someone to 

make it easy for her? I am confused. 

What does she see in me? Does she see me as the strict one? Have I been insensitive 

towards her? Have I been too ‘stiff’ with my use of curiosity about her difficulties? Does 

she see me as one of the people who see her as “odd”? Have I invalidated her behaviours? 

Have I violated her in my effort to help her take the next step towards her chosen direction 

with relationships? I haven’t felt we were out of sync during our work together… the 

context of our conversation today doesn’t explain her outburst. We were talking about 

her emotional pain at seeing her sister suffering with chemotherapy… Did I let her down? 

My younger sister thinks that I can be strict at times, and my mum too. They think I am 

strong and tough. Have I been insensitive with Maria? She is a daring person, as I am – 

have I been demanding too much from her, as I do from myself? I need to take this to 

supervision!  
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A loud inner voice prevails inside me: “ask about the therapeutic relationship and about 

the work!” Then a quieter voice whispers to me: “Don’t rush it. What she has been saying 

needs to be explored slowly, thoroughly, and with sensitivity” ... For a few seconds my 

inner dialogue went crazy. 

 

Is she trying to tell me something about the therapeutic relationship? 

 

I don’t know, I am not sure. 

 

Shall I check with her? Transparency 

and relational reflexivity, two of my favourites. 

Shall I explore the hypothesis that Maria might 

be experiencing pressure to be someone she is 

not in the therapeutic context? 

 

Is it the right time to ask or am i panicking now? 

 

It is often that Maria has felt under pressure in different relationships –maybe she has 

been experiencing pressure in the therapeutic relationship as well... 

 

But should I explore it now? I wish I could hear the 

reflections of a team… 

 

Am I avoiding asking? I remember John Burnham’s example when he asked a client, “Who do you 

think is avoiding the subject more, you or me?”, The client answered, “You!” 
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If I ask a question, there must be a fit. Is there a 

fit for a question about the therapeutic relationship 

now? 

 

This is a professional context; if I feel there is a complaint about the 

work, I must explore it. Client feedback is important; this is a natural 

opportunity to review how we have been working together. 

 

I am not sure. Asking about the therapeutic 

relationship now feels rushed.; it may be more about my 

insecurity.  

 

I feel my professional identity shaken from the intensity of her words and I feel guilty that I may have not handled the 

therapy process in a way helpful for her … 

 

I need to be careful with how I use myself. My needs are quite loud now. I mustn’t 

let my own emotions overflow into the session. This is the client’s space. I 

shouldn’t put Maria in a position to take care of me just when she needs me to 

listen to and take care of her. 

 

Am I afraid to show my insecurity? I might be modelling for her that it 

is OK to show vulnerability and insecurity to someone who you trust 

and that we don’t need to change ourselves and be strong all the 

time. 

 

How is the personal and the professional interlinked now 

and how can I use all this for the benefit of my client? 



256 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

 

Maria needs to feel understood now, without trying too hard to explain – I feel I shouldn’t ask too 

many questions now. 

 

How can I responsibly 

be in a conversation if I am 

not clear what she is 

talking about? 

 

I can tentatively ask a couple of questions. Or… maybe it is better to just stay with the emotion. 

 

If I asked some clarifying questions maybe I could model what a collaborative 

relationship might be like. People talk and co-create shared meanings, people do not 

need to take full responsibility individually, it is a shared process. We can clarify things 

in conversations and take a position. 

 

I don’t feel there is a place for questions now. I will let her 

talk. There is not much time anyway. 

 

There IS NO PLACE FOR QUESTIONS! 

 

This isn’t the time for planning what to do, improvise! 

 

So much censoring... Asking about the therapy process is a simple clarifying 

question to orient myself, it doesn’t deserve so much worry! If she was talking 

about our work and she was courageous enough to shake the power dynamics 
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between the therapist and the client by bringing it up, I shouldn’t silence her; I 

must explore it further. 

 

I am  confused now. Is  asking  about  the  therapeutic  

relationship  being  respectful of  my  client’s  needs  or  is  it  more  

respectful  of  her  needs  if  I  don’t  bring  it up  in  the  conversation  

now? 

 

What do I do now? How do I explore what is happening? Do I explore it now? Is there any 

time left? What do I do with it? I feel that asking her about our relationship would not be 

the right thing to do now. I need to hear her better first. We can talk about it in the next 

session. 

I sit there listening to her, trying to disconnect from the cacophony in my mind, giving up 

the effort to find out what it all means and what I should do. My spontaneous reaction is 

to pay attention to her words, to notice every little detail –what is she saying, how is she 

saying it, what are her facial expressions and her body saying –so I lean forward in my 

chair towards her. I look her straight in the eyes. I want to really hear her and I want her 

to know that I am present and open to take in and respond to what she wants to talk to 

me about. Whenever I have the chance, I nod to show her that it is OK to want to stay still 

and be who she is. When there is a pause, I softly ask a couple of clarification questions 

so that I can better understand what she is telling me. Asking questions isn’t very 

comfortable; I know it isn’t a moment for exploration and curiosity. I feel she needs me to 

understand without her trying too hard to explain, without answering too many 

questions. But not asking questions also isn’t comfortable for me because I need to 

understand so that I won’t risk losing connection with what she was saying. 

I didn’t ask Maria about the therapeutic relationship. Her words stayed with me and I felt 

I was with her. Although I didn’t explore it further, I heard her and slowly tried to 

understand. I tried to stay with her, be guided by her, and not get lost in my thinking and 
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reflections. I needed to attend to her emotions and not take my inner dialogue too 

seriously. I needed to protect us from my frozen, insistent, and anxious inner voices. 

 

The man at her work 

Two minutes before the end of the session, Maria changed the topic, or maybe it wasn’t 

a change of topic at all. Maria started talking about a man at her work who she fancied 

but she was angry with. She hated it that she would not be seeing him anymore because 

she would be moving to another job soon. She had been expecting him to suggest that 

they met outside of work, but he hadn’t made a move yet. Maria was feeling under a lot 

of pressure to make a move herself, although she doesn’t want to come forward. If she 

didn’t make a move, she would lose him. And that would confirm how “odd” she is, and 

that she is “not good enough”.  
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DARE TO PLAY 
 

Seriously 
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23. Introduction to the section and papers included 

 
This section was born out of random stories from everyday life, stories of improvised 

spontaneous interactions which have taught me important lessons about complex 

relational movements and unplanned co-ordinations: children playing freely together, 

jazz musicians improvising jam sessions, sparring partners in martial arts training, 

snowboarders going down the slopes. Playing with a passion for adventure, an eager 

dedication to join what is unfolding while performing our part in it, feeling safe enough to 

improvise, learning in the doing, experimenting with balancing autonomy and 

interdependence, freedom and discipline – all important elements of relational practice.  

This section talks about doing serious things together in playful and light-footed ways: 

trustingly joining the flow and spontaneously responding to the calls of the moment; being 

intimately open to becoming directly known to each other, as we emerge through and as 

part of our interrelating. Play in relational practice is the transformative dynamic of diving 

into relational experiences as they come up; it is about response-abilities and about being 

poised to be surprised. The joint activity of play in relational practice is a daring endeavour 

because of the risks we feel we take when improvising but, as Bava (2014, p. 59) says, 

’There is no other safety than that which we tentatively co-create with each other’. 

The section consists of three essays about play and improvisation in relational practice 

through stories of children playing together, training in martial arts, and unexpectedly 

becoming involved in caring for a cat – all woven with strands of systemic social 

constructionist and new materialist theory. Two professional practice tales are plotted 

here: they speak about those kinds of interactions during which, as a therapist, I feel the 

risk and responsibility of playing with uncertainty and co-creating the relational script with 

the other in real time. They also present inner dialogue travels that often go with this risk-

taking because ‘risk taking is play’ (Bava, 2014, p. 60). 
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24. Contents of this section  

 

Dare to Play 

Inspired by watching a group of children playing freely during their summer holidays, in 

this paper I draw parallels between the activities of playing and improvisation on the one 

hand, and learning and participatory action in our relational contexts on the other. I 

discuss how “mathematising” expert knowledge may weaken our abilities for intuitive, 

spontaneous improvisations in our relational activities, restrict relational learning from 

within the moment of doing, and hold back the development of practice knowledge. 

 

Relational living in practice: texting with a client about coffee 

Texting with a client: who defines what is play? 

 

Too many mind 

In this paper, I offer some reflections from my experience with martial arts. I look at 

sparring, an activity of improvisational playing and training, as a great source of learning 

about the relationship between thinking and doing, about preparing to act, and acting in 

the moment in a spontaneous, unreflective way. 

 

Relational living in practice: paying attention to the here and now 

An imaginary walking-back-home scene and my inner dialogue about a fictionalised client 

episode. How do we “play it” when our felt knowing and spontaneous awareness in the 

session do not agree with what we “knew” to be right? 
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The return of Valerio and the concluding plan for my thesis 

In this reflexive essay, through the story of my involvement with a cat, Valerio, during the 

concluding phase of my doctorate, I discuss the relationship between spontaneously 

responding to random, unplanned invitations from within the relational fabric of life, and 

the process of planning the writing of a practice doctorate about relating. I use my story 

with Valerio as a playful symbol for the permission to “steal” the time and the space from 

planned, “serious processes”, for “serious playing” from within unplanned circumstances, 

and for light-footed movement towards surprising and irreverent relational 

performances.   
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25. Dare to Play 

 

Abstract 

 

Inspired by watching a group of children playing freely during their summer holidays, I 

draw parallels in this essay between the activities of playing and improvisation on the one 

hand, and learning and participatory action in our relational contexts on the other. I offer 

examples of how I see play as improvisational participatory activity, a key to relational 

learning, development, and growth. With reference to the four stages of competence 

model, I discuss how “mathematising” expert knowledge, using competence evaluation 

measures and de-contextualised accounting systems, may weaken our abilities for 

intuitive, spontaneous improvisations in our relational activities, restrict relational 

learning from within the moment of doing, and hold back the development of practice 

knowledge. 

And if I forget him, I may become like the grown-ups who are no longer 

interested in anything but figures… It is for that purpose, again, that I have 

bought a box of paints and some pencils. It is hard to take up drawing again 

at my age, when I have never made any pictures except those of the boa 

constrictor from the outside and the boa constrictor from the inside, since 

I was six. I shall certainly try to make my portraits as true to life as possible. 

But I am not at all sure of success. One drawing goes along all right, and 

another has no resemblance to its subject. I make some errors too. 

(de Saint-Exupéry, 2016, p. 15) 
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Play has the tendency to be beautiful and it maybe that its aesthetic factor 

is identical with the impulse to create orderly form… The words we use to 

denote the elements of play belong for the most part to aesthetics, terms 

with which we try to describe the effects of beauty: tension, poise, balance, 

contrast, variation, solution, resolution, etc. Play casts a spell over us; it is 

“enchanting”, “captivating”. 

(Huizinga, 1955, p. 10) 

 

 

Observing play  

A couple of years ago, during my summer holidays, I found myself watching children 

playing freely together in the central square of Cephalonia island in Greece, evening after 

evening, during the August holiday period. Watching them playing together brought alive 

for me what Storch and Shotter (2013, p. 3) call a ‘felt knowing that shows up in our 

readinesses to respond in certain ways, spontaneously…’. I decided to write about this 

experience because I was inspired by the way the children were performing their ‘joint 

action’ (Shotter, 2011b, p. 58), moment by moment. As a systemic therapist, I find 

invaluable whatever can teach me practical lessons about spontaneously responsive 

relational activity. The experience of watching these children playing made me want to 

reflect on my way of improvising spontaneous expressive-responsive actions in my 

relational encounters in my work as a systemic practitioner. 

It is not my aim here to idealise the spontaneity, risk-taking and collaborative abilities of 

that specific group of 7-10-year-old children, and it is not my intention to argue that free 

playing always works smoothly – as in the example I present here. But I was struck by the 

seriousness with which these children were living their play-time; they really meant 

business! The moment-by-moment fashion in which these children were moving together, 
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without any pre-planned schedule of activities, and the ease with which they were 

participating in the fluidity of their play, was really fascinating. What I found most striking 

when observing these children playing, and when talking with them, was the persistency 

and genuineness with which they were “working” towards something unknown and 

unplanned, something which they sincerely considered important: their playing together. 

To our way of thinking, play is the direct opposite of seriousness. We can 

say: play is not seriousness. But apart from the fact that this proposition 

tells us nothing about the positive qualities of play, it is extraordinarily easy 

to refute. As soon as we proceed from “Play is not seriousness” to “play is 

not serious”, the contrast leaves us in the lurch – for some play can be very 

serious indeed.  

(Huizinga, 1955, p. 5) 

 

According to the dictionary, play means engaging in activity for enjoyment and recreation 

rather than serious or practical purposes. Often, among grown-ups, characterising 

something as “play” suggests that is an activity of an inferior quality compared to serious 

or professional work. However, the fact that playing takes place for enjoyment, does not 

mean that the processes involved in playing are not serious or high-quality processes. One 

of my favourite quotes from Nietzsche tells us that the maturity of man means to have 

reacquired the seriousness that one had as a child at play. I understand this to mean that 

for someone to have reached maturity – that is, to have reached the most advanced stage 

in a process – one needs to have regressed to the state of a playing child; such is the 

seriousness and keenness with which children are involved in moment-by-moment 

improvisational playing. 

In our professional worlds, an unfamiliar and unpredictable situation is often unwanted; 

it can feel uncomfortable or it may even be looked upon with suspicion. Classifying any 

situation under known categories using normative understandings quickly helps us to gain 
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control, but in this way deviations from norms and expectations cannot be dealt with as 

opportunities for something new to emerge and develop. I remember when I decided to 

change sector, from finance to psychotherapy, when I was 35 years old, that my 

experience of leaving what I knew in order to dive into the unknown and become a disciple 

all over again, was powerful. It was anxiety-provoking, but amazingly reviving and 

rewarding. I don’t think I would ever have made that change if I didn’t have the 

excitement, eagerness, and experimental appetite. 

Play is improvisation and improvisation is playing. Jazz musicians improvise; they play 

together. In jam sessions, players interact with other players and make music in a 

freewheeling environment, without having to be concerned about specific purposes or 

about pleasing an audience with particular types of deliverables. Improvisations are 

adventurous and playful attempts to reproduce learned behaviours, adapting them in real 

time to the demands of the current situation. Improvisation may involve copying or 

“mirroring” while in motion and discovering as you go ad hoc ways to adjust, adapt, or 

transform, in a way that fits what is going on right in that moment. Composing music 

might be a purpose of a group of jazz musicians playing together in the same way that the 

purpose of a group of children in a game of hide and-seek is to find another child. But 

playing is not simply a purpose- oriented or a rule-guided activity; it is also a dynamic, 

rule-making activity. The “mobility agent” in playing together is (re)creational – quite 

often it is the interaction itself – and to a large extent the how remains experimental and 

adventurous – there is no score in jazz improvisation. Relational interactions in systemic 

therapy practice are highly improvisational; there is never a fixed score. Performativity, as 

Barad sees it, is more like iterative intra-activity. Goldman (2010) defines improvisation as 

an embodied performance of self-readiness: 

…but what they [jazz musicians] don’t do if they want to prosper in the art 

form is censure each other for the mistakes they make. Instead jazz players 

learn to approach errors as if they are simply another suggestion for ways 

to proceed. They might repeat the mistake, amplify it and develop it further 

until it becomes a new pattern. 
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(Barrett, 2012, p. 43) 

 

Being deeply and passionately involved with a situation one meets with for the first time, 

with flexible purpose and uncertain outcomes – just as children meet with so many new 

things for the first time through playing –needs serious seriousness. Certainly, if we 

understand “seriousness” as a state of being present, focused, determined and really 

interested in whatever it is we are doing, we could say that “seriousness” is an important 

element of quality and competence. Is children’s capacity for serious playing about their 

intense need to learn and grow? Is it about their capacity for experimenting with unknown 

things? Is it about their humbleness, their nerve to learn through copying, and their 

insistence to learn despite making mistakes? Is it about their natural trust in living 

processes?  

 

How far can systemic wisdom go? 

The element of tension in play plays a particularly important part. Tension 

marks uncertainty, chanciness; a striving to decide the issue and so end it. 

Baby reaching for the toy, pussy patting a bobbin, a little girl paying ball – 

all want to achieve something difficult, to success to end a tension. Play is 

tense.  

(Huizinga, 1955, p. 11) 

 

That summer, I discovered that the game of “secret agents” and trying to uncover 

“mysteries” is a favourite of children between the ages of 7-10. Many things were 

fascinating about how the children were playing this game, but what struck me the most 

when watching them play, was that the distinction between a “mysterious” situation 

existing and imagining that a mystery exists was unclear in their minds at the beginning of 
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a game. Anything was a potential mystery! Anything was a potential wonder. And it was 

through their interaction that the “truth” of the matter became clear; it was their 

performative actions which brought their “reality” into being. One evening, the children 

had noticed that one particular stray dog that came to the square every evening hadn’t 

appeared for three days. This was enough for them to set up a co-ordinated investigation, 

which resulted in them finding out that that dog was ill and in mobilising the adults in the 

square to take the dog to the vet.  

But there is really no scientific or other method by which men can steer 

safely between the opposite dangers of believing too little or of believing 

too much. To face such dangers is apparently our duty, and to hit the right 

channel between them is the measure of our wisdom as men.  

(James, 2011, loc 84) 

 

During their playtime, the children showed a great ability to embrace ambiguity. All “what 

is what” definitions were processed within the group on the spot: what is happening, 

roles, clues, decisions. Knowing about the doing was not needed in advance; it came from 

within the doing, in the moment of the doing. The mobility agent was the excitement of a 

joint creation of new activities as they were all moving around a newly formed reality of 

being secret agents together. As in Klee’s example: (1968, p. 16): ‘An active line on a walk 

Figure 10: Extract from Paul Klee pedagogical sketchbook 
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moving freely without a goal. Walk for a walk’s sake. The mobility agent is the point 

shifting its position forward’. 

“In our group of secret agents, we are not looking for something, we are just looking until 

we find what to look for,” an eight-year-old child explained when I asked about the game. 

This made me think of Zen master Suzuki’s saying that the mind of the beginner is full of 

possibilities, whereas in the mind of the expert there are only a few. It is interesting to 

think what kinds of questions children ask adults. This is a dialogue that I had with my 

eight-year-old daughter one day that summer, after she had finished playing with the 

children: 

- Look at this, Mum! Let me show you the clues we have found! This little piece of 

cable and this screw and this piece of broken glass and – listen to this, Mum – on 

the pavement outside Mary’s house there is a very strange mark, like a hand 

pointing towards the old library building… I am sure there is something suspicious 

going on! 

- Wow! 

- Mum… Can you buy me a book? 

- Yes, what do you have in mind? 

- It’ll be a book a bit like a dictionary which I can search in, for example if I find a 

screw in the street, to see what it might mean. Someone might be in danger or 

something! If I find a piece of broken glass, what might that be? Maybe it means 

there was an accident? As a secret agent, Mum, how do I know that a clue is a 

clue? 

- How have you been doing it all these days, without a book? 

- If someone finds something interesting, we show it to the others and we decide 

together. 

 

Children sometimes see things clearly that are indeed obscured in later life. 

We often forget the wonder that we felt as children when the cares of the 
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activities of the “real world” have begun to settle upon our shoulders. 

Children are not afraid to pose basic questions that may embarrass us, as 

adults, to ask. 

(Penrose, 2016, p. 580) 

 

 

This place is not known from the outside 

The knowing from within the doing is only known to the knower in the moment of the 

doing. This moment is of this moment; “this place” is not known from the outside. 

Spontaneity within the flowing phenomenon of playing together was the main 

characteristic of those interactions in the main square of Cephalonia. All possibilities were 

open: the group composition was flexible, the members of the secret agent group were 

increasing every day, the ages didn’t matter, the roles were interchangeable, and 

decisions were being made momentarily in the group. It was as if the playing itself was 

teaching the children the rules of playing together. Nothing resembled a step-by-step 

process, no after-the-fact explanation could possibly account for what was going on. 

Everything was fluid and emerging:  

Through our advances, we participate in bringing forth the world in its 

specificity, including ourselves. We have to meet the universe halfway, to 

move toward what may come to be in ways that are accountable for our 

part in the world’s differential becoming. All real living is meeting. And each 

meeting matters.  

(Barad, 2007, loc 6986) 
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Established friendships and new friendships, local children and children who had come to 

the island for their holidays, children experienced in the game and newcomers to it, older 

and younger children, beginners and “experts” – all of these distinctions would only occur 

in my, the observer’s, mind. For them, in their playing moments, it just didn’t seem to 

make a difference “what is what” because what seemed to be important was their 

participation in joint action. Unexpected situations would occur every day: someone 

would propose a new game; a new child would want to join the group; the leader would 

be missing one day and someone else would take her role; a child would have to leave 

early; some child’s best friend would not appear one evening; the shy child would be 

invited to join the group; and so on. I know that my way of describing what I was seeing 

is not going to do justice to what was going on from within those interactions, but I will 

try. I thought I saw:  

- eagerness to be together and excitement to meet with new things; 

- openness – an experimental mood – intense curiosity;  

- trust – belief that this will be safe and it will be fun;  

- generosity – an easygoing attitude – forgive, forget, try again; 

- acceptance of the other way – all points of view were valid, none were imposed.  

 

A play community generally tends to become permanent even after the 

game is over. Of course not every game of marbles or every bridge-party 

leads to founding a club. But the feeling of being “apart together” is an 

exceptional situation of sharing something important, of mutually 

withdrawing from the rest of the world and rejecting the usual norms, 

retains its magic beyond the duration of the individual game.  

(Huizinga, 1955, p. 12) 
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According to Barad, “things” don’t pre-exist; they are agentially enacted and become 

determinately bound and propertied within phenomena. ‘Outside of particular agential 

intra-actions, “words” and “things” are indeterminate’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3004). Going on 

together, which in the grown-ups’ book of reference we call coordination and 

collaboration, was something which the children appeared to be doing with ease and 

success, moment by moment, spontaneously. For we who have learned to subject our 

doings to intellectual and volitional examinations, the concept of collaboration, for 

example, can be deliberately broken down into certain distinguishable elements which 

we can then teach, measure, and excel at using and apply when needed: active and 

empathic listening; reflexivity to help us evaluate our position in a broader context; the 

ability to move between different points of view and an appreciation of multiplicity; the 

ability to participate in a co-creation of shared contexts; and the flexibility to move 

positions. But adding together distinguishable elements cannot help us understand and 

experience that which we are trying to produce or re-create. We need to start with our 

spontaneous participation in unique living situations in order to move away from seeing 

sameness – maybe with small variations – in order for the novel and unique not to keep 

getting away from us: 

Dare to grope around, dare to be tentative, to hesitate, to try different 

ways of expressing the ‘it’ that seems to be ‘there’, awaiting our further 

creative development of it within our lives together. Dare to creatively 

stumble around in words.  

(Shotter, 2011b, p. 220) 

 

As a systemic practitioner, I have to say that I felt humbled, witnessing the level of 

plasticity, movability, curiosity, openness, and spontaneity of those children playing 

together. And I have thought that there is perhaps no better example of what Shotter calls 

‘imaginative, exploratory thought’, ‘with-ness thinking’ (2011b, p. 2) and ‘spontaneously 

responsive bodily activity’ (2011b, p. 4). As a therapist, I feel I must keep asking myself 



273 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

whether while in motion, in uniquely occurring interactions with clients, I manage to stay 

in motion, or whether it may happen sometimes in my professional doings that I withdraw 

from my ongoing practical activities with the other who is standing in front of me, and 

position myself as static, theoretical thinker. I need to keep asking myself if the forms of 

life offered by theories are useful, what their usefulness is, and who they are useful for. 

In professional practice, there are systematic orders of connecting with our clients which 

work in a representational manner and involve the specific meanings of various ways of 

being with the clients. Standardising modes and professional beliefs, which we value and 

understand, are in place. But as Shotter puts it, in participatory, relational time-space, we 

need to keep moving ‘from “understanding” to “coming to an understanding”’ 

(McNamee, 2016, p. 93) in real time, together with the other. 

 

Captivating/enchanting playfulness 

I introduce the concept of enchanting/captivating playfulness in relational practice, as the 

experience of jointly withdrawing from usual norms, indulging ourselves in trusting 

emerging invitations from within our lives together, and sharing the making of something 

uniquely important. We need to dare to play. We need to revisit luminous childhood 

experiences of playing, to remember the humble path of a child who, with tiny hands, 

grasps for great learnings in a world of huge potentials, complexities, and new discoveries. 

In the context of relational practice, playing is about embodied involvement, the passion 

for exploration and experimentation, an eager dedication to joining what is unfolding and 

improvising our part in it. It is about doing serious things together in a playful and light- 

footed way, trustingly joining the flow and spontaneously responding to the calls of the 

moment. It is about the transformative dynamic of being present and focused in relational 

experiences. Play changes the order of things, creates unimaginable realities, and is 

perhaps one of the best demonstrations of moments of entanglement and connectedness 

with the others we share the world with. 
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A competent player? 

The urge to be first has as many forms of expression as society offers 

opportunities for it… but in whatever shape it comes, it is always play. The 

astonishing similarity that characterizes agonistic customs in all cultures is 

perhaps nowhere more striking than in the domain of the human mind 

itself, that is to say, in knowledge and wisdom. 

(Huizinga, 1955, p. 105) 

 

Recently, I came across again the four stages of competence learning model in psychology. 

In our world, competencies are what people need in order to be successful in their lives 

and jobs, so competence is a word packed with a lot of importance. The model made me 

think about the idea that people must always have ways to ensure outcomes and exert 

control over their actions. In our professional environments, we demonstrate our 

competencies and we provide evidence for our performance based on measurable 

outcomes. Mechanisms of control demand proofs that we know what we are doing and 

that we are doing what we already know; what we are getting involved with has to be 

explained in terms of the knowledge and expertise we have already acquired. I wonder 

how much of our embodied knowings and living skills are actually measurable in terms of 

scales and tables? What might the effect of measuring everything be on our on-going 

learning and spontaneity? How encouraged do we feel in our professional worlds to keep 

‘stumbling around in words’ (Shotter, 2011b, p. 220)? 

Of course, the four stages of competence model is just a model – not a systemic model – 

and as a model it looks at things in specific ways, it serves specific purposes, and it is aimed 

at specific uses. It also measures specific things. In this case, it measures skills, abilities, 

and expertise. I became interested in discussing the concept of competence in this paper 
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because competence, like maturity, is supposed to be a characteristic of someone who 

has reached an advanced level in a development process, as with Nietzsche’s idea that 

maturity goes hand in hand with our ability for serious playing. 

The four stages of competence model tells us about the psychological states involved in 

the process of progressing from incompetence to competence in a skill. According to the 

model, as we start learning a new skill, we pass through four stages: the stage of 

unconscious incompetence, where our intuition is wrong; the stage of conscious 

incompetence, where our analysis is wrong; the stage of conscious competence, when 

our analysis is right; and finally the stage of our unconscious competence, where our 

intuition is right. Well, it makes sense. But a side understanding is that spontaneity and 

correctness can therefore only coexist in the last stage of learning and applying a skill. 

Must spontaneity be a privilege of expertise? And must everybody else, the “non-

experts”, only act after careful thinking? It can get very confusing if we try to separate 

experience and competence from knowing and intuition. When we act spontaneously, we 

spontaneously focus on some things while blocking out other things. And when we think 

carefully about acting, we again focus on some things and decide to block out others. And 

in our moments of interaction with people, we need to be able to move between the two 

constantly: ’there is some believing tendency wherever there is willingness to act at all’ 

(James, 2011, loc 170). 
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Let me go back to the children playing for a moment. One evening, I happened to overhear 

a brief dialogue which took place between an older and a younger child who had just met 

in the square. 

- Can you skateboard? 

- Yes. 

The older child is the owner of the skateboard. The younger one is looking at the 

skateboard so the owner asks her if she knows how to ride it. The little one, who has never 

tried skateboarding before, replies “yes” – which isn’t a lie. She jumps on the board and 

starts skating. The practical outcome – because as a grownup, I couldn’t stop thinking 

about outcomes and consequences – wasn’t something I could have predicted: of course 

she was slow and her balance wasn’t good, but she was actually doing it; she was 

skateboarding. Although I knew she had never ridden a skateboard before and no doubt 

Figure 11: The four stages of competence model (based on Curtis & 
Warren, 1973) 
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my answer to the skateboard’s owner would have been “no, she can’t skateboard”, at 

that moment I just wasn’t sure what I knew; a new knowledge was emerging from within 

the moment. Was she competent? That really depends on the comparison, on the 

measure, on the context. One thing I can say is that to be(come) a competent 

skateboarder, one has to be competent in daring to take the risk of potential falls and 

failures.  

 

Always a beginning 

Greek knowledge and Greek science were not products of the school as we 

understand it. That is to say, they were not the by-products of an 

educational system designed to train the citizen for useful and profitable 

purposes. For the Greek, the treasures of the mind were the fruits of leisure 

– σχολή. The word “school” (σχολή) has a curious history behind it. 

Meaning originally leisure, it has now acquired precisely the opposite sense 

of systematic work and training, as civilisation restricted the free disposal 

of the young man’s time more and more and herded larger and larger 

classes of the young to a daily life of severe application from childhood 

onwards.  

(Huizinga, 1955, p. 148) 

 

The four stages of consciousness learning model tells us about the value of acquiring 

experience in a skill and the link between expertise, intuitive action and good performance 

– but it doesn’t tell us about the impact that being open to the fluid possibilities of 

becoming can have on acting in-the-moment. There is no doubt that the more 

experienced and familiar one is with whatever one is doing, the more confident one will 

be in doing it, and the freer one will feel to act spontaneously and to take risks in the 
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moment of action, with living forms. However, I believe this is a dangerous link to hold on 

to because of what it can imply for beginners, and for whoever is involved with continuous 

beginnings, new encounters, and emerging realities, as therapists are in relational 

practice. In the midst of the fluid complexity of relating, in our unique, as-if-for-the-first-

time encounters with the other, we never stop learning, and our competence is not 

something which we reach once and for all. In certain ways, we are always beginners open 

to new learnings. This is part of our ethical stance: we follow messy processes; every day 

we bump into moments when we will not know how to go on. In Life magazine, Edward 

Teller quotes Niels Bohr as saying ‘an expert is someone who has made all the mistakes 

which can be made in a narrow field’ (Coughlan, 1954, p. 62). But of course, relating with 

the other is far from a narrow and definite field, and “all the mistakes” is not a realistic 

possibility. 

There is a lot a beginner doesn’t know that she will be finding out in a continuous learning 

process. But in the worlds we co-create with one another, in our training programmes, in 

our professional environments, if we believe in the immense value of expertise and 

competence and if we see competence as a de-contextualised ability, if we believe that 

our skills and expertise must necessarily come before spontaneous doings, if we believe 

that our intuition and analysis are wrong until we become competent – at which point we 

will be able to act spontaneously because we will be right – how are we going to open up 

to the messiness of relational moments? How vulnerable will we be in front of any new 

learning which will pop up from within our relational encounters? There is a quote from 

Maria Rilke which I like and which plays with the distinction between the concept of a 

beginner and someone with experience: There are no classes in life for beginners; right 

away you are always asked to deal with what is most difficult. In his paper about relational 

risk taking in the therapeutic relationship, Barry Mason (2005) argues that despite the 

general idea that one needs to establish trust in the therapeutic relationship before one 

can take risks, trust and risk mutually influence each other; in some way, without taking 

risks there is no trust. 
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Everything we have learned formally and informally will make its way into our intuitive 

understandings about the situation we are in this moment, but in our spontaneous 

actions, in our expressive responsive in-the-moment doings, there is much more than the 

past shapes of what we have already learned and experienced. What we come to know 

right in this moment, we may never have known before and may never encounter in the 

future again. 

Our paths to acquired knowledge do not follow an exact design, but we learn in the course 

of the making process, in our interactions with unforeseen conditions, every time. And at 

these times, we are not “competent” experts, but nor are we necessarily wrong in our 

spontaneity as the competence model suggests. The kind of practising through which we 

actually learn and develop is only done in practice, unconsciously and spontaneously. It is 

the specific, the unique circumstances, the others around us who will call out of us our 

spontaneous responses in variable repetition (Shotter, 2011b), again and again. If learning 

is ‘something that happens incidentally and effortlessly in participatory contexts’ (Shotter, 

2011b, p. 96), how can we appreciate and relax into this process when we have learned 

that our spontaneous responsivities will be wrong? How can spontaneity survive our self-

conscious, effortful attention to avoid mistakes? 

 

My eyes already touch the sunny hill. 

going far ahead of the road I have begun. 

So we are grasped by what we cannot grasp; 

it has inner light, even from a distance – 

 

and changes us, even if we do not reach it, 

into something else, which, hardly sensing it, 
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we already are; a gesture waves us on 

answering our own wave... 

but what we feel is the wind in our faces. 

(Rilke, 1924, loc 2205) 
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26. Relational living in practice: Texting with a client 

about coffee 

 

A central question for me has become not only how I can help clients find 

a systemic both-and position and how the therapeutic relationship can 

encompass a both-and position, but also to what extent I can find such a 

position in relation to my personal beliefs and my professional task. 

To develop intimacy, to develop closeness of whatever kind, one has to be 

prepared to take chances and risk vulnerability 

(Mason, 2012, loc 3183) 

 

 

Moments of playfulness  

What is striking and deeply fulfilling with play is that one is immersed in an enjoyable 

activity, acting directly from within a situation without thinking about it at the time of 

action; responses emerge spontaneously in a moment-by-moment, dynamic dialogue 

with a pleasant activity. In my work, I sometimes share moments of playfulness with my 

clients. When such moments arise, I feel I allow another part of myself to enter the 

relationship, something I feel can be important to my clients. Withholding playfulness in 

the moments when it arises as part of an interaction, underlines the power differential, 

positioning the therapist as the one in control. Refusing a playful exchange can be 

disappointing and damaging for a relationship because playfulness, humour and laughter 

is an essential part of closeness. As a reflexive practitioner, I am interested in the 
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relationship between my inner dialogue and outer interactions, and also in how I 

understand my spontaneous expressive-responsive activity in relation to my ideas about 

my professional identity. This is what this story is about. 

Communication through messaging can be playful. It also evolves more slowly compared 

to a face-to-face, spoken dialogue, although it is still a live interaction, allowing us some 

space, while in motion, to notice our playful, spontaneous expressions. 

In this tale, I show the interplay of playful spontaneity and reflexive thinking in the 

moments between exchanging messages with a client. I am reminded about the theme of 

continuity-discontinuity that I touched on in the paper The call of the Florist in the Dare 

to Know section earlier in this thesis. My decision to go ahead with my initial spontaneous 

response, despite the reflexive process which questioned it, felt like a dis-continuous 

process, a “being transported-with others” to places outside our usual space-time 

conceptual fields. Later in the interaction, I decided not to follow my enthusiastic 

impulsive response. We can’t measure intra-actions in a systematic way as we emerge as 

part of the intra-activity “phenomena” that we seek to understand. 

 

How do you drink your coffee?  

It is 10am. Sitting in the café near my practice, where I often go when I want to escape 

and do some writing, I am scribbling down some thoughts for my methodology chapter. 

The sound of the notification of my mobile phone, informing me that I have received a 

message, doesn’t interrupt my concentration. They can wait for a few minutes, I think. I 

don’t have any client appointments set for today; this is a day for my writing apart from 

the session with Lisa at 1pm. She texted me early this morning to say that she had taken 

the day off work because she needed to rest, so she had some free time during the 

morning and early afternoon. She wondered whether we could move our appointment, 
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which was scheduled for tomorrow, to today. We arranged it around the time of my lunch 

break.  

Ten minutes later, I haven’t checked my phone, still trying to articulate the connection 

between research, stories, and methods in my methodology chapter. I raise my eyes form 

the screen of my laptop and look around. The place is full. Last time I looked, it was only 

me and a lady with a puppy sitting in the corner opposite. I grab my mobile phone and 

check my messages.  

I have a new text from Lisa: I am thinking… enough of those terrible, machine-

cappuccinos in your office!☺☺, I’d like to buy us a proper coffee when I 

come! How do you drink it?  

I smile. Lisa is sweet … as always! Ah, coffee would be great, I think. This is a nice little 

change of plan, actually! I like meeting with Lisa. I am glad that she is rested today; she 

said she slept for nine hours. She needed it! She went through a difficult time last week.  

I type:  Ahh… Perfect! Since you are more relaxed with time today, yes, 

coffee would be great. Thanks for the offer! So… listen carefully ☺: iced 

latte please – that is espresso with ice and milk, no froth, no cream!  

I read the text quickly before I press send and a thought crosses my mind: Is it too casual, 

too playful? Am I alert enough to attend to her needs today? Is my mind too absorbed in 

my research? In some ways, I feel as if I am about to take a coffee break with a friend now. 

Maybe I am too relaxed. Am I? I put the phone on the table, reluctant to press send. 

It is tricky with Lisa. I remember that other time when she came to my office for our 

session. I was making her a coffee before we started the session and she was joking with 

me in a playful way. In our work together there are often laughing and playful moments… 

I remember I responded with humour and a minute later, when she sat down, she started 

to cry. It didn’t feel good that I was still smiling when she started to cry. I know she has a 

way of getting me to relax with her humour and playfulness…Also, should I let her pay for 

my coffee? I know she will insist. It would, I think, be impolite to say no to her offer. 
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I grab my phone and look at my response. This message is playful. Why don’t I respond 

simply by accepting her offer kindly and warmly? Maybe it would be better to write 

“Thank you this is very kind! I would love an ice latte!” But I feel something is not right in 

my thinking. Why not be playful? What is wrong with that? This is part of how our 

relationship has developed, with a playful-friendly part. But again… Am I giving her the 

wrong message, maybe that a closer relationship can develop between the two of us? 

Won’t she then be disappointed when I draw the line? Why am I thinking about distance 

regulation in our relationship? Our relationship is what it is, certainly professional but with 

lots of personal elements. And why am I thinking about drawing lines? We are setting the 

lines together and they work well, what am I worrying about? Does my worry belong here? 

A line does not need to be a wall which abruptly separates things and people. A line may 

also be about understanding the complexities of a relationship; a line maybe be seen as 

the interface of our multiple ways of relating. 

The coffee shop lady interrupts my thinking. “Can I bring you another coffee?” 

“No, thank you,” I quickly respond. 

I realise I have got lost in my thoughts; I am theorizing again. I’ve got to respond to Lisa 

about the coffee. I will send her the message I have written. With messaging, I have no 

idea how the person on the other side feels, but I can be spontaneous. I send the message. 

Lisa texts back straight away: No way! You are joking! Ha ha ha. OK 

She seems to be in a good mood! I am glad she took the day off work today. She owes it 

to herself; she is working so hard. I am glad for her and it is nice to see her getting stronger 

again after this difficult period… It is lovely to see this more relaxed side of her too, I think 

to myself. 

I continue working on my methodology chapter with great interest until 12.30pm; I have 

been working for about four hours. Lisa is coming at 1pm. I switch off my laptop and think 

about the appointment with Lisa and our earlier text messages. I am looking forward to 

the session and I feel excited about her being more relaxed. Suddenly I realise that I expect 
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this to be “light” session, a session about strengths and abilities, a session with a strong 

and positive Lisa. But what if I am wrong? I have no idea how she may be feeling. Has she 

recovered emotionally from the painful telephone conversation with her ex-girlfriend last 

week? She has gone through a month of sadness and loneliness after she separated from 

Alice. Why did she ask for an earlier appointment?  

A thought about the coffee crosses my mind: I forgot to ask for semi skimmed milk… I 

don’t like the taste of full fat very much… Shall I text Lisa to ask for semi- skimmed? I grab 

my phone and quickly type: …and for the perfect drink could I also ask for 

semi-skimmed milk please? ☺ 

No. Not another playful message. I have no idea what state she is in right now; it is just a 

few minutes before our session… Full fat milk is just fine. I stand up and start to walk to 

the office. 

As I wait for the doorbell to ring, my mobile phone rings. It is Lisa. 

“Hi, I am in the coffee shop nearby. Just to clarify, when you said no froth you meant not 

at all?” 

“It is fine with no froth or with a little froth, no worries at all!” I respond. I switch off the 

phone, thinking: Have I been too particular with my coffee requests? Have I managed to 

get her worried in case she makes a mistake with my coffee?   
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27. Too Many Mind 

 

Summary 

Stories from everyday life move, and provide inspiration to, systemic practitioners. At the 

same time, they can teach us important lessons about complex relational movements and 

improvised coordinations. If surprises don’t surprise us and tightrope-walking in 

interactions doesn’t scare us, are we prepared to ‘live on the edge’, in the present 

moment – a moment when we have to rely on our spontaneous, expressive-responsive 

living, bodily activities? In this paper, I offer some reflections from my experience in 

martial arts which has taught me much about the relationship between thinking and 

doing, about preparing to act, and acting in the moment. I discuss how in sparring (a form 

of mock fighting with a partner, where people make the motions of attack and defence 

for training purposes), knowing and acting become one in the moment of interaction with 

the sparring partner. Spontaneous, unreflective knowing just happens. No inner 

dichotomies are possible. Due to its demanding and fast nature, sparring provides 

opportunities to notice how responses get slower and coordination gets ruined when a 

trained thinking and reflexive mind gets in the way of our embodied awareness in the 

moments of living interaction. And in our systemic practice, theoretical frameworks and 

constant “how-to” considerations can alienate us from the people in front of us, from the 

livingness of our moments together. But what is more beautiful and ethical than two 

people being intimately open to becoming directly known to each other, as they emerge 

through and as part of their interrelating?  

 

“Please forgive… too many mind…” 

“Too many mind?” 
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“Yes. Mind the sword, mind the people watch, mind the enemy, too 

many mind… No mind.” 

“No mind...” 

“No mind.” 

 

In this quotation from the film The Last Samurai (2004), Captain Nathan Algren is taken 

captive by Samurai and held in their village. They treat him kindly and allow him to walk 

around the village, observe their way of living, and participate in their customs. In one 

particular scene, Algren has joined them while they practise martial arts fighting 

techniques, and he is fighting with one of the Samurai. He uses various moves and 

techniques to attack his opponent but each time is soundly thrashed. After being thrown 

to the ground again and again, the son of the Samurai Master walks over to Algren and 

says, ’Too many mind. Mind the sword, mind the people watch, mind the enemy, too 

many mind’. 

In our everyday interactions, we find ourselves in the centre of an indeterminate number 

of reflexively related context levels and we are always in more than one conversation 

(Pearce Associates, 1999, p. 35). This polyphony (Bakhtin 1981) in our minds during our 

moments of interaction with others can be quite confusing and disturbing, and often can 

be experienced as ‘cacophony’ (Simon, 2013). A well-trained, thinking and reflexive 

mind’s role is to quickly get into the mode of “saving the moment”, taking responsibility 

for doing what’s right, considering all possibilities, protecting, ensuring and so on. There 

is a lot to be processed in the moment: every little detail in an interaction will awaken a 

different stream of thinking as it reaches into a different area of our life. But, like the 

quotation from The Last Samurai above, an old Christian story tells us that one cannot 

serve two masters at the same time because for someone to be devoted to one master 

he or she will have to disregard the other. Of course, the terminology of master and 

servant comes from a specific set of stories of Christian teachings, but we could 

understand it symbolically to mean that in the moment of action, one cannot be attending 
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to and organised by two dominant ideas at the same time. When we are thinking about 

something, our minds will wander through many places. But acting from within an 

interaction is acting from one place, the present moment. 

The present – the concreteness of the present – as a phenomenon to 

consider, as a structure, is for us an unknown planet; so we can neither hold 

on to it in our memory nor reconstruct it through imagination. We die 

without knowing what we have lived.” 

(Kundera, 1993, p. 129) 

 

 

My experience with martial arts 

Three years ago, I came across martial arts, and in this writing I would like to share some 

reflections about my experiences from boxing that I have found inspiring in relation to my 

response-ability from within moments of being in interaction with others. 

I had never thought about starting a martial art before but I discovered that my trainer in 

the gym had a specialisation in Muay Thai and Brazilian Jiu Jitsu. He was the one who 

introduced me to boxing. Training was fun: very technical, demanding a high level of body 

and mind coordination, a good focus on breathing, and a heightened awareness of inner 

and outer sensations. It was great for fitness too, so I decided to carry on with it. Over 

time I found boxing training illuminating in a number of ways, not least because of the 

fact that it tolerates no inner dichotomies in the moment of sparring.  

Sparring is part of regular boxing training with a training partner, where one makes the 

motions of boxing without landing heavy blows; it is something like mock fighting, with 

the aim of improving skills and fitness. In a sparring session, there is no way one can get 

into the logic of having to consider and choose consciously what to do in the moment –
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there is a joining of inner voices and knowledges together to “serve” what one intuitively 

feels to be the most important “master” at every moment of interaction. It allows 

absolutely zero splits between thinking, feeling, and acting. In that way, inner dialogue is 

refined, endless mind-talk is paused, and outer dialogue (bodily dialogue in this case) is 

foregrounded. The absolute necessity for heightened focus and concentration in the 

moment of sparring increases responsiveness to the maximum. “How to” pre-planning is 

useless in the moment of sparring, although preparation exercises are very hard: ‘…We 

cannot, I think, plan genuine innovative change, but we can prepare ourselves for it’ 

(Shotter, 2010a, p. 136). Everything is unpredictable. Before the action, it doesn’t make 

sense to ask “how-to” because what exactly would “how-to” refer to? During the action, 

a fighter’s openness to what may come, her intense focus and full involvement in the 

moment of action, help generate a constant flow of spontaneous “how-to” knowings even 

before a “how-to” question gets consciously formed.  

Sparring helped me realise in practice that there is no way that I can be responding both 

to my actively thinking mind about the situation I am in and to the situation I am in with 

everything in it. I found it is impossible to both think about the situation I am in and think 

from within the situation. In her book, Meeting the Universe Halfway, Karen Barad talks 

about the impossibility of doing something and thinking about what we are doing at the 

same time. She says that we need to make a choice between two complementary 

situations:  

Either we are doing something in which case that something is the object 

of our “doing” or we are thinking about what we are doing in which case 

the thought about what we are doing is the object of our doing and not 

what we are actually doing in the moment. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 547) 

 



290 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

I have found that my awareness of what I am connecting with and how, is very acute in 

the moments of sparring, because during a sparring session there is absolutely no space 

for separate spaces; no dualities are tolerated (mind, body, me, you). The distance 

between subject and object ceases to be the condition for knowledge’s possibility. 

Knowing and movement is one, me and you, good moves and mistakes, hitting and getting 

hit, exhaustion and ability, standing and falling, everything is one. Or there is no sparring 

session. There is no way to fake synchronisation, no way to dodge it and pretend 

coordination. There is no space for explanations and reflections either. They are just not 

important. There is an absolute requirement to be fully immersed in the moment – this is 

the only way to learn, the only way to do it. To dare to be out there, present, and fully 

visible.  

 

Improvising spontaneous interactions 

In conversations or other interactions, we often move in and out of our connection with 

the other, in and out of what is happening in that moment. Of course, many things are 

happening together in one moment. But we can step out of being in sync with the other 

and connect with our own thoughts or something else which pops up in our inner 

conversations: a feeling, a reflection, a memory, an imagination. This something may be 

about the situation we are in or not. Interactions are a bit like tightrope-walking – we 

move in and out of different contextual stories in our minds. My interest is captured by 

what Shotter (2005a, p. 144) calls ‘our spontaneously, expressive-responsive living, bodily 

activities occurring unceasingly in our relational moments’. These activities do not require 

our thinking but our paying attention. And paying attention is not something that happens 

just with the mind but with our whole embodied self. 

If we are sensitive to the “touches” of the moment, our taking part in it will be 

spontaneously fitting. Every moment of interaction is a moment for taking part (or not 

taking part), a “continuous” and rolling moment of action (or inaction), a moment for 
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responding. There then follows another moment for more expressive-responsive activity, 

and the next and the next – this is how improvisational dancing happens in our everyday 

relational activities: 

Explore the possibility of there being for us, as living beings, many more 

immediate and unreflective bodily ways of being related to our 

surroundings than the ways that have become conspicuous to us in our 

more cognitive reflections – ways of orienting ourselves to the others and 

othernesses around us that can become directly known to us within the 

unfolding dynamics of both our, and their, bodily movements in the course 

of our engaged intra-actions with them. 

(Storch and Shotter, 2013, p. 1) 

 

In a way, boxing training has been good practice for spontaneity. It has helped me notice 

when my natural, embodied sensitivity to a situation gets blocked. It has helped me 

become more acutely aware when I am not taking part in the expressive-responsive flow 

of the moment of interaction. And it has helped me practise facing the fear of consciously 

allowing my intuitive, unreflective knowing to lead the way:  

At this point in time my intuition seems to be what I rely on the most. In re-

walking my professional tracks, my intuition tells me that I shall take part 

first, and then sit down and think about the taking part; not sit down and 

think first and thereafter take part. As I am sure that my thinking is with me 

as I take part, I have felt comfortable following what my intuition has 

suggested to me. 

(Andersen, 1992, p. 55) 
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There are many examples of surrendering to our ‘immediate and unreflective bodily ways 

of relating to our surroundings’ (Storch and Shotter, 2013, p. 1), examples of moving from 

order to wonder in the world of improvised performances: conduct improvisation dance 

(a movement improvisation mainly explored in duets in a relaxed but constantly aware 

and flowing manner); jazz improvisation; snowboarding; tennis; and many more spaces 

for exchange of invitations and responses that come up spontaneously, in the moment. I 

remember my snowboarding instructor’s reaction a few years ago, when I told her: “I need 

to practise my turns and I need to practise my balance so that I can start going faster down 

the slopes”.  

“Just practice riding, Joanna,” she responded.  

Allowing myself to be lost in the moment of action (away from my rational orderly 

thoughts) and to wander down the slopes was the only way to do it: ‘An active line on a 

walk moving freely without a goal. A walk for a walk’s sake. The mobility agent is the point 

shifting its position forward’ (Klee, 1972, p. 16). 

In his book Say Yes to the Mess, Frank Barrett talks about his experiences in jazz 

improvisation:  

Jazz musicians, by contrast, often speak of letting go of deliberation and 

control. They employ deliberate, conscious attention in their practice but 

at the moment when they are called upon to play, this conscious striving 

becomes an obstacle. Too much regulation and control restricts the 

emergence of new ideas. To get jazz right, musicians must surrender their 

conscious striving. 

 (2012, p. 61) 

 

Barrett (2012, p. 43) quotes a favourite saying of jazz trumpet legend Miles Davis: ‘If 

you’re not making a mistake, it’s a mistake.’ Errors lead musicians to reach beyond their 
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comfort zones in the very moment of doing it. Experimenting and performing happen 

together. 

 

Losing it… 

So let us go back to my experiences from my training in boxing for a minute. The sparring 

session is three minutes long. For these three minutes it is what it is and nothing else. If I 

take a second to think about what is happening and let my mind take over, my responses 

get slower, my bodily awareness and intuitive understanding of the situation get weaker, 

my coordination with my sparring partner is ruined. This is so obvious when I watch 

recordings from my training sessions. In the split second my mind thinks about what is 

happening, what I see in the recording is no longer two people sparring but one involved 

in sparring and the other being lost somewhere as if she is searching for something, like a 

dog chasing its own tail. Connecting with what my conscious mind tells me to focus on 

and what the situation calls from me, are very different. When Hilary Swank (2011), the 

main actress in the film Million Dollar Baby (2005), was interviewed about the training she 

undertook for her role as a young professional boxer, she said: 

The biggest thing that I learned was when you are in the ring, if you are not 

in the moment, it’s over. An example of that is someone can hit me and I 

can think, ‘Wow, how did they get in? How did they hit me?’ But the second 

I am thinking that, I get hit again. And it goes the other way. If I hit someone, 

if I think, ‘Wow! Where did that come from? That was a really good hit’ – 

it’s over, I am gonna get hit. The second you are not in the moment, it’s 

over. 

(Swank, 2011) 
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Scrutinising and analysing everything, in a way trying to control everything we are doing, 

has become such a mainstream way of being. One can easily get caught in a constant need 

to explain one’s everyday actions almost scientifically; in our society, this has become 

equivalent to what it means to be responsible. Actions are constantly being analysed into 

sets of elements connected in repetitive patterns for conclusions to be produced through 

observation, reflection, and questioning. And this is useful, it certainly is. But I believe it is 

so overemphasised in our lives that we sometimes mislead ourselves, sending ourselves 

off in the wrong direction. I think that these beliefs and practices to do with improving our 

lives have become a major “prejudice” about how things should be happening. 

We can see now how an unbridled lucidity can destroy our understanding 

of complex matters. Scrutinise closely the particulars of a comprehensive 

entity and their meaning is effaced, our conception of the entity is 

destroyed. Such cases are well known. Repeat a word several times, 

attending carefully to the motion of your tongue and lips and to the sound 

you make, and soon the word will sound hollow and eventually lose its 

meaning. By concentrating attention on his fingers, a pianist can 

temporarily paralyse his movement. We can make ourselves lose sight of a 

pattern or physiognomy by examining its several parts under sufficient 

magnification. Speaking more generally, the belief that, since particulars 

are more tangible, their knowledge offers a more true conception of things 

is fundamentally mistaken. […] an explicit integration cannot replace its 

tacit counterpart […] the knowledge I have of my own body differs 

altogether from the knowledge of its physiology; and the rules of rhyming 

and prosody do not tell me what a poem told me without any knowledge 

of its rules. 

(Polanyi, 2009, p. 18) 
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For a long time, during sparring I kept insisting on putting my mind in charge of everything, 

of what my embodied self “knew”, of what I was about to find out anyway in the moment 

of interaction. But when my embodied knowing wasn’t presenting in a form that my mind 

would understand, or at the time that my mind demanded it to appear, I would just 

neglect it. When my embodied knowing couldn’t be inserted into my mind’s performance 

tables and measurement devices, when I had to wait until that embodied knowledge 

revealed itself and I had to be patient, I wasn’t. Arrogantly, I kept rejecting my embodied 

ability to know how to go on and I kept looking somewhere outside of the situation, 

somewhere outside the present moment of intra-action, to find what I must do to respond 

to the situation. I kept breaking things down to concepts that my mind could absorb, I 

kept trying to consider things separately: 

Knowing is a matter of intra-acting. Knowing entails specific practices 

through which the world is differentially articulated and accounted for. In 

some instances, “nonhumans” (even beings without brains) emerge as 

partaking in the world’s active engagement in practices of knowing. 

Knowing entails differential responsiveness and accountability as part of a 

network of performances. Knowing is not a bounded or closed practice but 

an ongoing performance of the world. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 2991) 

 

I soon realised that I wouldn’t be able to continue boxing training if I kept holding myself 

separate from the moment of interaction – I realised I had to immerse myself in the 

present moment of sparring, so that I could emerge as “martial artist” in that moment. In 

the same way that my snowboarding teacher asked me to practise “riding” – not balance, 

not turns, but riding. Allowing myself to be immersed in the moments of riding, I could 

emerge as a snowboard rider in those moments. As Shotter writes:  
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... only if we are prepared to live ‘on the edge’, that is, in the present 

moment, in the midst of complexity, can we find the new openings, the 

new possibilities we need to truly bring about innovative change. We 

will find it difficult, however, to understand how this might be 

possible... given our present modes of factual and rational expression. 

(2010, p. 139) 

 

Mind without mind 

In Japan, there is an expression that goes mizu no kokoro, which means “mind like still 

water”, and Mushin is a term used in martial arts meaning “the mind without mind”. To 

achieve the state of Mushin, the mind must be free from conscious, active thinking, and 

the practitioner must become one with the attacker for the technique to be effective, 

efficient, and harmonious. Mushin is the state in which what you observe and what you 

are become one in the moment. The watcher and the watched become the same; there 

is no separate watcher and separate watched. I am reminded of Heraclitus’ saying: ‘The 

world of the waking is one and shared, but the sleeping turn aside each into his private 

world’ (Kahn, 1979, p. 31). 

In Mushin, when the opponent attacks, one should have a mental state that reacts to the 

unique situation in the moment of action instantaneously and not through a pre-

determined course of action. One should not say, “I’ll do this move.” Instead, one must 

respond spontaneously. There is a saying by Zen master Takuan Soho that, “It is not the 

man but the sword in this man’s hands that strikes.” I think the same goes with words and 

communication: when I speak with someone it is not I who speak but it is the words in my 

mouth that speak; the words never belong to the individual person: ‘The process of active 

understanding is anticipated by the speaker; he counts on it at every point, and could not 
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continue to formulate his utterance without counting on it’ (Morson and Emerson, 1990, 

loc 2459). 

 

In our movement together, let us keep becoming directly known to each 

other  

I guess what has stayed with me from my boxing sessions is something which I don’t like 

to be doing. But, as Tom Andersen (1992, p. 55) says, ‘What seems to be important is to 

learn what I shall not do again’. I am referring to the experience of being with someone, 

doing something together and being disconnected from what we are doing together, 

being disconnected from the other person, as if I alone am doing it, not we. It is a feeling 

that suddenly his actions are foreign, that I am a foreigner, frozen and out of place. 

Whenever I notice this feeling of disconnection, I invite myself to focus back on the 

interaction, to be open to meeting with the truth which will emerge in that moment... 

when life comes to me it touches my skin, my eyes, my ears, the bulbs of 

my tongue, the nostrils of my nose. As I am open and sensitive to what I 

see, hear, feel, taste, and smell I can also notice ‘answers’ to those touches 

from myself, as my body, ‘from inside,’ lets me know in various ways how 

it thinks about what the outside touches; what should be concentrated on 

and what not. This state of being open and sensitive to the touches from 

the ‘outside life’ and at the same time being open and sensitive to the 

answers from the ‘inside life’ is what I prefer to call ‘intuition’. 

(Andersen, 1992, p. 55) 

 

I think we owe it to our clients. Unlike in boxing, no one is going to get hit in a therapy 

conversation for not being fully immersed in the moment and momentarily losing 

connection. Certainly, the therapist is not going to get hit (in boxing no one is excluded 
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from getting hit). But hits are not only physical. There can be emotional hits if a therapist 

is there but not with the other, not open to being touched and changed by the other, if 

the therapist is standing there invulnerable and there is no reciprocity in taking risks. Our 

profession makes promises. From a client’s point of view, therapy is probably the 

profession which tampers most with perhaps the biggest hope a human being can have: 

to relate, to be understood, and to be “seen” by the other. Becoming “anaesthetised” in 

practice means losing sensation, responsiveness, and sensitivity. To me, this is when the 

therapist risks behaving unethically. And, as Barad (2007, loc 7778) says, ‘Ethics is 

therefore not about right response to a radically exterior/ized other, but about 

responsibility and accountability for the lively relationalities of becoming of which we are 

a part’. 
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28. Relational living in practice: Paying attention to the 

here and now 

The dominant sense of how and what we might know, therefore, neglects 

or erases a ‘whole realm of complex, finely nuanced meaning that is 

embodied, tacit, intoned, gestured, improvised, coexperienced, covert’. 

(Conquergood, 2002, p. 146, cited in Loxley, 2007, p. 153) 

 

To care enough so that we take initiatives and responsibility when we can 

and when needed, in the context of any system…  

(quote attributed to psychiatrist George Vassiliou, 1972) 

 

Stories – theories, ideas – those we like and those we oppose, have a powerful impact on 

how we live our lives, who we become, and how we relate with others. Dominant stories 

can be disguised as important ethical or professional values and can create confusion 

when applied in real time in various situations – because they are the stories we tell and 

not the stories we live. For example, the notion of boundary is a concept entrenched in 

the regulatory and professional ethics of systemic practice, and is closely linked with how 

professional contexts are defined. According to the dictionary, a boundary is something 

that marks the limit of an area, a dividing line (Oxford English Dictionary), and tells us 

something about the distance we should travel on fixed maps of known territories. Closely 

linked with the concept of boundary is the concept of clarity: something which has 

boundaries is more easily definable, and so it seems clear. And ‘clear is kind, unclear is 

unkind’ (Brown, 2018). 

In my practice, stories about boundaries (and stretching them) pop up constantly and the 

importance of this concept is obvious in our understandings of what counts as good 
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professional practice. But what I think might be problematic when we use such concepts 

in our work is using them with devotion, as absolute guidelines, trying to “apply” them to 

real-time interactions. In our moment-to-moment encounters with others, I find that it is 

impossible to disentangle clarity from confusion; it is impossible to connect with the 

constant movement of emerging realities through the lenses of fixed “boundaries”. 

Setting forth clarity derived from setting fixed boundaries can itself create confusion in 

relational interactions if we neglect the unique and dynamic movements of live 

interactivity. 

Complexity can be scary and unsettling. Firm setting of boundaries can change the picture 

and can help us conceptualise and formulate a situation in simpler terms, which can be 

helpful as part of a step-by-step orientation process. But a simpler situation is a different 

situation. Within boundaries, there will be fewer things that we need to understand and 

to take into account; exploration will come to a standstill. Moving within pre-set 

boundaries in relational encounters is like choosing only specific kind of information as 

“relevant” in how we go on. Other things emerging from within the interaction will have 

to stay shut in order for the situation to be clear and manageable. And this can be helpful 

sometimes in interactions. But again, boundaries and clarity are words invested with a lot 

of power: Who decides the boundaries? What if states of clarity are never fixed but 

constantly moving? 

Many years ago, in response to the AAMFT Code of Ethics actively discouraging dual 

relationships in family therapy, Karl Tomm wrote:  

Ironically, the professional who turns down invitations to be involved in a 

dual relationship can now cite the AAMFT Code of Ethics self-righteously as 

the basis for his or her action. Anyone who has used such grounds to turn 

down a friend’s request for therapy can attest to the uncomfortable 

alienating effects of such a response. 

(Tomm, 1993, p. 5) 
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Rules and guidelines are useful as signposts for navigation in the midst of complexity, like 

an ethical mindfulness toolbox. Defeating their signposting purpose, good theories – 

when they become very important – can become simplified, reduced to a single, “one size 

fits all” logic. They then stand tall as “good practice”, often claiming to provide protection 

and safety and to work as a moral guard. But repeated application and the unexamined 

habitual performance of and compliance with dominant theories, can make people 

believe in their indisputable status and worship them as absolute truths. Such a situation 

risks restricting move-ability and connectedness with the other, in a way affecting our 

abilities to respond from within our moments of interaction. 

When ideas about boundaries come to the forefront of my mind during my practice, I feel 

very conscious about the potential practical risks of using them off the shelf, uncritically, 

and I am concerned about re-circulating them unthoughtfully. On the other hand, when I 

stretch or break a boundary in practice, I sometimes experience it as disobeying and 

disrespecting professional guidelines. I have often wondered whether professional 

stories, in all their dominance, somehow alienate us from the person in front of us in the 

moment of interaction and limit the livingness of our work. Do we sometimes feel 

intimidated in front of big constructs which seem to be certain about the truths they 

carry? To what extent should our skill in responding to our clients be defined as our ability 

to apply “correctly” a fixed repertoire of matching theories? Is that what we want to mean 

by response-ability? 

 

About responding 

Despite all our desperate, eternal attempts to separate, contain and mend, 

categories always leak.  

(Attributed to Trinh T. M.) 
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It is 9pm. I have just finished my last appointment for the day and I am getting ready to 

leave the office. Mechanically, I switch off the lights, grab my handbag, and rush out of 

the door. It is a pleasant evening. I will walk home. I need some fresh air. I need to clear 

my mind – the session with Rola was difficult. 

I don’t think I handled it correctly. I should have been more focused on creating a shared 

understanding at the beginning of the session about how we could work together. How 

did I leave things loose? They may get muddled now… I have a very uncomfortable feeling. 

I feel ethically responsible for everyone involved. 

When people connected with an existing or an ex-client of mine, or with someone I know 

socially, ask to see me, I know it is complex work which has certain risks. But I am also 

convinced of the potential benefits – a deeper trust is built from the beginning. Seeing 

people who are connected is not something I reject straight away as most of my 

colleagues in Athens; when there is a request I consider it, and a number of times I have 

undertaken the work. I explain to people the difficulties which might be involved and 

together we explore delicate issues of confidentiality – usually at the beginning of the first 

appointment. I explain my ethical position in the three-way relationship and we structure 

the work in ways which take into account this complexity. There is a shared responsibility 

for the special nature of the work and it usually works very well. My supervisor has always 

been a valuable conversational partner and ally in this kind of work. 

But I feel I didn’t handle it correctly with Rola. Not only did I accept to see a client who is 

in a relationship with an ex-client of mine, but I also didn’t set the context for this work 

right from the first moment. How did that happen? Where are my boundaries? I managed 

to leave my relationship with Alan unprotected I am afraid. What would I do now if Alan 

asked to come back for therapy? Did I relax too much when Rola told me on the phone 

that Alan had suggested that she comes to see me and that Alan gave her directions to 

my office? Did I assume that Rola was coming to talk about some issue known to Alan? 

Did I assume that Alan had accepted that Rola might need some private and confidential 

space to talk about things she is not able to talk about with him right now? 
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I take a few big breaths. There is a lovely breeze and the street is quiet. An elderly couple 

are walking in front of me. They are holding hands. My mind takes a trip to my childhood 

years: I hate secrets. And I hate lies. 

I have known Alan, Rola’s boyfriend, for a long time as an enthusiastic participant in the 

career development workshops I have facilitated in the past. He also came to see me for 

a few individual therapy sessions and a one-off couple-consultation – together with Rola 

– six years ago. Although I haven’t seen Alan therapeutically since, our connection has 

been maintained through his participation in the workshops which I still organise from 

time to time. I feel we have an open-ended relationship and I feel he knows I would be 

there for him if he needed therapeutic work again. 

When Rola called me for an appointment, Alan came straight to mind, and I thought about 

what kind of conversation I needed to have with Rola so that my work with her would take 

place on ethical grounds. 

But when Rola walked through the door of my office, I somehow didn’t rush to talk about 

confidentiality issues and to bring my relationship with Alan into the conversation. I knew 

it was very important to set a clear context of course – they are a couple! – but I didn’t 

rush it. Somehow I didn’t expect to hear about infidelity straight away? This is crazy! How 

could such a possibility drop out of my mind? But no, it was clearly one of my hypotheses 

for this meeting. It was in my mind, but it wasn’t in my body. I wasn’t organised by this 

hypothesis. 

When I first saw Rola I felt open and curious. I knew from the past that Rola was a person 

who finds it difficult to talk; she is kind, shy, and quiet. I wanted to join our meeting 

“unshielded”, I wanted in the first few minutes of our meeting to step down from the 

position of professional who is in charge and to meet her halfway. The “housekeeping” 

stuff could wait; I just didn’t want to put her in the position of someone who is told what 

is and how to. I wanted to focus on eye contact, notice her bodily expressions, and smile. 

I wanted us to dive together into the discomfort of the moments of this first meeting and 
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not rush to talk about what would make me comfortable in those moments – 

confidentiality issues. It seems I had decided to respect those feelings of mine. 

But Rola couldn’t hold it. It was just a minute after we had sat down, when she disclosed 

her infidelity to Alan. I felt that she needed to get it off her chest; it seemed to me that 

this was why she had come. She became emotional; she felt very guilty. And I was with 

her. At that time what mattered for me, was to hear her. 

But I also experienced feelings of anxiety. Why didn’t I bring up the issue about my 

relationship with Alan straight away? I could have explained from the beginning how this 

is something that we need to take into account if we are to work together… Why didn’t I 

let Rola know that because of my professional relationship with Alan, I wouldn’t be able 

to keep a secret in relation to issues which might concern him? If she wanted our 

conversations to be confidential, in a way Alan needed to know that she would be having 

some private confidential work with me. This way the contract would be clearer and 

responsibility would be shared. If Alan felt uncomfortable with Rola having confidential 

conversations with me, I could talk to Rola about referring her to a colleague of mine. If 

Alan was OK with Rola having confidential conversations with me then, I would feel that 

in a way he had given us permission to proceed with Rola’s individual therapy and deal 

with issues which might not be disclosable to him, at least for the moment. If Rola decided 

our conversations should be open to Alan, that would probably lead us to some couple 

work, with or without individual sessions running in parallel. In any case, Alan would be 

somehow involved if I had talked. 

I sighed. Rola was so confused and I was trying to be with her. I felt uncomfortable being 

part of her secret, and there were times I hoped that she would go back home and disclose 

her infidelity to Alan so that I was not in the uncomfortable position of keeping secrets. 

And then we could have some couple therapy sessions: problem solved! When Rola told 

me that she was planning to share her secret with Alan at some point and that it would 

be impossible to keep it from him, the idea of suggesting a joint session with Alan crossed 

my mind. But I didn’t suggest it. I didn’t think it would be appropriate. It was far too early. 
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Although Rola was acting responsibly and was intending to have conversations with Alan 

about what had happened with that other man, she was not ready to talk to Alan yet. She 

needed some private space with herself now. 

Rola told me that she hadn’t accepted Alan’s proposal to have some couple work together 

and she is refusing to reply to his questions about the content of her meetings with me. 

She told me that she is afraid that Alan wouldn’t forgive her and that he would leave her 

if he learned about her infidelity. Alan had already had one traumatic experience when 

his ex-girlfriend had an affair with someone else and he had warned Rola that this is not 

something he could forgive. But also, Rola herself wasn’t clear about what to do. She loved 

Alan but she was still thinking about the other man, Peter. Although she had been trying 

to stay away from Peter, Rola didn’t feel confident enough that she would manage to do 

it. If Rola and Alan were having couple work now, it would be very hurtful for Alan to find 

out during couple sessions not only that Rola had had an affair, but that she still had 

feelings for the other man… 

“I had to stay in the midst of uncertainty and face the complexity of the situation. I had to 

trust Rola; trust that she would act in a way which would be respectful to Alan and trust 

myself that I could work through this ethically and caringly,” I hear myself saying out loud. 

Luckily no one is around to hear me talking to myself. I need to speak with my supervisor; 

I will see if I can arrange a Skype session soon, I think while I try to find my house keys in 

my handbag. Alex is waiting for me to have a quick dinner. Nadia is already asleep. 

The next morning, I write in my diary:  

I wonder whether I would have been so stressed about the session with Rola and whether 

I would have doubted my ethical positioning so much if it wasn’t about the “absoluteness” 

in which professional stories are taught and talked about in our professional 

environments. The question is not whether one chooses to set some new boundary, make 

use of a boundary, stretch or break an existing boundary – the important thing is to keep 

inner and outer reflexive dialogue going in the midst of the fluid complexity of our 
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interactions, despite the fact that the relationship between inner and outer dialogue is 

rarely clear and responses often follow discontinuous paths. 

During the session with Rola, there were times I felt bad and blamed myself for not having 

established a clear context for the work right from the beginning – for not setting my 

boundaries about what I could and could not do. A number of times during our 

conversation, I thought about finding an entry point to bring in the issue of my relationship 

with Alan and the ethical issues arising from it, to bring into the conversation questions 

about how we could proceed. But I realised there wasn’t a fit. Rola was in the middle of 

chaos with what was happening in her life: scared, tortured by guilt, unsure what she 

wanted to do. I didn’t want to add an extra layer of complexity – my relationship with Alan 

– and ask her to think about it in those moments. 

I stayed with her. In the midst of my “professional” discomfort due to my perceived failure 

to practice ethically according to the norms, and in the midst of doubting myself for my 

handling of the situation, I kept deciding not to bring up the issue of the three-way 

relationship while Rola was looking so vulnerable. Attending to her pain and confusion, 

caring for her, was my priority. The reality of her situation was complex and overwhelming 

for her and I needed to be a realist; I needed to be a practitioner, not an intellectual, not a 

moralist, not a theoretician. My professional aim, to set clear boundaries and offer clarity 

as an ethical response to a complex situation, was not attainable at that moment. Rola 

wasn’t an object for me to actualise my professional aims. Attending to the calls of my 

ethical guidelines didn’t feel to me like ethical action in those moments. 

I am happy I decided to wait and give her some time to calm down, to hear where she was 

heading, hear her dilemmas, hear her. I wouldn’t let the idea of “being ethical” intimidate 

the ethical call I felt in my body in the moment of interaction with Rola. Alan was in my 

mind all the time too. And that was my ethical positioning towards him. By the end of the 

session I knew we would speak about our three-way relationship in the next session. 
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Uncomfortable ethics 

Inspired by Wanda Pillow’s ideas about practising uncomfortable reflexivity (2017), I think 

of my experience during Rola’s session as practising uncomfortable ethics. Like 

uncomfortable reflexivity, practicing uncomfortable ethics means interrupting the use of 

ethics mainly as a regulatory tool for good practice. Uncomfortable ethics would prioritise 

the complexities of conducting engaged ethical therapy. 

Uncomfortable ethical practices would be based on responsibility and realism. Barad 

writes: ‘It is not possible to extricate oneself from ethical concerns and correctly discern 

what science tells us about the world’ (Barad, 2007, loc 867), continuing: 

Realism, then, is not about representations of an independent reality but 

about the real consequences, interventions, creative possibilities, and 

responsibilities of intra-acting within and as part of the world.  

(Barad, 2007, loc 868) 

 

Experiencing this moment from within this moment can feel uncomfortable. We don’t 

know how our mind-body will utilise all our known and unknown knowledges in the 

moment of interaction in the midst of uncertainty. As accurate and sharp as spontaneous 

and improvised knowing-action can be in the present moment, it can seem awkward if 

examined for validity and legitimacy after the fact or from the outside. When we look at 

a response from the outside, this looking is always done from a fixed position in time and 

space which, for the purpose of the observation, is separated from everything else and 

distilled from the flow of things. 

Concepts and ideas are important in our work and their usefulness is consistent with social 

constructionist propositions when seen as discursive practices (Simon, 2012) and when 

they continue to arise from within moments of spontaneous responsivity between people 
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(Shotter, 2011a, p. 2). Shotter talks about ‘relational or orientational difficulties to do with 

how we, as practitioners, spontaneously respond to features in our surroundings’ (2012b, 

p. 1). The impact of “monologic dialogues” in the context of therapy can be alienating, 

hurtful, or not make sense. The therapist’s choice to find ways to live in the ‘messy’ and 

‘polyvocal’ moment (Simon, 2011, p. 87) is a challenge which can cost a certain level of 

discomfort and requires that we fall out of love with the idea of a neat way of working. 

The idea of “professional distance” and “professional boundaries”, applied uncritically, as 

a general rule, can create a significant rapture in ‘the patterns that connect’ us (Bateson, 

1979, p. 21).  
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29. The return of Valerio and the concluding plan for my 

thesis  

Summary 

This is a reflexive essay inspired by the story of Valerio, a cat who came back into my life 

unexpectedly during the concluding phase of this PhD. Through Valerio’s story, I discuss 

the reciprocal relationship between spontaneously responding to random, unplanned 

invitations from within the relational fabric of life and the process of writing a relational 

practice doctorate. When I decided to do this doctorate, it was important for me to make 

a promise to myself: that I would respect and honour this reciprocal relationship with 

honesty and courage. I wanted to give myself permission to cross lines in my research. I 

wanted my “talk” and my “walk” to keep meeting each other in the process of writing the 

research. I didn’t want this to be an inquiry about relating but a relational inquiry. I didn’t 

want the thesis to be restricted to writings about my professional practice but to emerge 

from within relational encounters – regardless of their classification as professional or 

casual – and because of them. For me, staying open to the relational aliveness of life – 

personal and professional – and being able to maintain a heightened attention and 

spontaneous response-ability, even in random everyday relational encounters, was 

important in this doctorate journey. I use this story with Valerio as a playful symbol for 

the permission to “steal” the time and the space for surprising, irreverent relational 

performances. It is a reminder not to give up noticing and responding to relational 

invitations – particularly those which one is not “required” to pick up. 

Meeting each moment, being alive to the possibilities of becoming, is an 

ethical call, an invitation that is written into the very matter of all being and 

becoming. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 7847) 
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S/he who writes, writes. In uncertainty, in necessity. And does not ask 

whether s/he is given the permission to do so or not. — 

(Trinh, cited in Spry, 2011, p. 497) 

 

Déjà vu 

Six years have passed since I started this doctorate and I should have finished it by now. 

But a number of family health problems and a difficult legal battle have forced me to work 

on my doctorate at half-speed for long periods. My course director and the University of 

Bedfordshire supported me by approving an extension of my studies. I am now in a very 

tight schedule to submission, which requires full concentration, devotion, and consistency 

in my writing hours. This is a difficult task because of pressures from work, increased 

family responsibilities at this point in time, and demanding tasks in relation to the legal 

case, which is still open. 

It is in this context that I will tell the story of a cat, Valerio, who came back to my life 

unexpectedly last month, after six years, to leave his mark on my doctorate journey and 

to draw my attention to our active processes of engaging with the world. With Valerio I 

have been improvising practical response-abilities, and for me this story coincidentally 

symbolises the liquid nature and messiness of our relational activities and our 

spontaneous, creative efforts to respond to the ethical calls of living as part of the world. 

 

Valerio 

Valerio, a kitten I found six years ago outside my door, lost and very ill, is back, in need of 

care and a home again. Back then, little Valerio and I fought together day and night for his 
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survival for three months. And he survived. That was about the time I was starting this 

PhD journey.  

 

 

Back then, after an intense search, I found a lovely woman, Martha, who was willing to 

take care of Valerio. She took him in because my asthma did not allow me to have a pet 

living at home. They stayed together for five and a half years. But Martha suddenly got ill 

and now Valerio has come back to me. Together once again, we are trying to be patient 

and hopeful. Finding him a new home is not easy and is taking a fair amount of my limited 

time, but I keep speaking to people about him every day. I search for a permanent place 

for him through advertisements, announcements on social media, communication with 

Figure 12: Valerio six years later 
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potential interested carers, and interviews. It has been three months already and nothing 

has happened; there are lots of stray cats in Greece and people who care usually end up 

with far too many pets in their homes and no capacity to care for more. A few people have 

said they were interested but in the end they backed off – two of them took Valerio home 

for a week but decided they couldn’t keep him. With his arrival, Valerio’s need to survive 

and my need to focus on the writing of my thesis have become tangled up again.  

 

Stolen times – stolen spaces 

I have to admit my inner dialogue in relation to my decision to undertake the care of 

Valerio and the task of finding him a permanent home at this point in time hasn’t always 

been positive and appreciative. A number of times I have felt naïve, obsessive and, to say 

the least, neglectful of my PhD responsibilities for taking on another time-consuming task 

right now. Getting involved with finding a home for a cat in the three months leading up 

to the completion of a doctorate, in the midst of an already packed life, is naturally not 

advisable. What is the alternative? Valerio lives out on the streets. These are the kinds of 

things that interest me the most in this inquiry: how to pay attention to what we feel is 

important, how not to just let someone or something important become a distant “it” in 

the face of other louder and more “serious” stuff. Regardless of how far I will go in my 

effort to find a home for Valerio, I know I need to stop and pay some attention to him. 

Valerio “happens” to me in “stolen time”; he is not part of the plan, not part of the 

“requirements". I remember a conversation I had with Gail Simon a few years ago. Talking 

about time and how difficult it was to find the time to write, she said: ‘We have to find 

the time, even steal the time…’. We were talking about giving permission to ourselves to 

try to do what we feel we need to do, and this sometimes may be very different to what 

we might be expected to do or to what we are familiar with. 
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But I will also admit here that I have always felt good about my decisions to get involved 

with something in “stolen time”. Somehow those decisions felt of better quality: more 

honest, more genuine, more creative, more loving. Right now, I am writing this in stolen 

time. I have stolen time from my sleep – it is 3am in the morning. My best reading and 

writing is happening when I am supposed to be doing something else. And the theme of 

this writing; writing about Valerio, is happening in stolen space. I’m sneakily stealing space 

from a more orthodox way of doctoral writing about systemic practice, to devote it to 

making connections between the process of doing a doctorate and the process of looking 

after and re-housing a cat. But for me this is part of systemic practice. 

 

Valerio means “to flourish” 

When I was doing the assemblage draft for this thesis, I bumped into the first paper I 

wrote in the context of this doctorate, a reflexive paper in which I explored the emergent 

focus of my research (included in the prelude of this doctorate). And I realised that 

Valerio’s picture – as a kitten – was on the front page. Underneath, there was a little 

paragraph with a promise to myself – as follows: 
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Figure 13: A kitten I found outside my door – we fought together 
for his survival day and night. He stayed alive. 

 

 

This inquiry, as I suspect is the case with many inquiries, is really 

about keeping alive in the world. Starting this work, I feel I need 

to make this promise to myself in order to feel true to what I am 

about to do: promise that this work will only continue, if it 

continues enhancing my experience of being alive, and hopefully 

my readers’ experience of feeling alive. This, for me, is the only 

kind of experience which can give someone something new to 

say; and that would be from within the livingness of the situation. 
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The “life” of this work depends on “living” the moments of life. I 

say to myself: get involved in living this work. 

Extract from my reflexive paper as part of my doctorate in 2013 

 

Reading this promise six years later made me reconnect with the red thread running 

through this doctoral inquiry. But what is the meaning of this promise? What is this 

“condition” was I putting to myself for doing this doctorate and why did I think it was 

important? In this doctorate, I wanted to write about relationality and connectedness 

from the position of a participant involved in living within the fluid complexity and 

messiness of interactions. Studying relationality as an object or studying it only in 

specifically defined contexts was not of interest to me. 

Six years have passed since I made that promise. And I kept it. And I failed it. But mostly I 

tried to keep it. During this PhD journey, I have felt alive; I didn’t stay inside to write. I was 

writing out there, in my work, on the street, with people. I was doing this PhD not only 

when I was in professional practice but all the time: when I was reading about Apollo 

spacecraft and about consumer rights; when I was writing legal documents; when I was 

watching a film; when I was meeting with people in the street; when I was taking care of 

Valerio and other stray cats. I didn’t write the thesis in any particular order and I didn’t 

follow a specific writing plan. I felt that writing about relational practices came from within 

relational practices. This inquiry has been an integral part of my life and it enhanced my 

sense of relating with the world: 

Inspiration that ignores life and is itself ignored by life is not inspiration but 

a state of possession. 

(Bakhtin, 1990, p. 2) 
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I can say that for me personally, one of the practical outputs of this doctorate in systemic 

practice was some irrelevant activities like: 1) I became a member of the Animal Rescue 

Society in Athens; and 2) I became a member of a non-profit organization for the 

protection of consumer rights as, following my long legal battle, I felt that I could offer my 

knowledge of the legal aspects of bank lending regulations to support people who do not 

have the means to protect themselves from the banking sector’s aggressive behaviour. 

Sometimes, staying true to my promise meant leaving my writing behind for long periods, 

trusting that life’s livingness would show up on the pages of this thesis. But I never actually 

left the inquiry behind. And I now realise that in a way that promise I made to myself at 

the beginning of this journey dictated my choice of methodology and gave me the 

permission to write performatively in a relational auto-ethnographic way. 

 

Emergent order 

I now find myself thinking about the symbolic meaning of Valerio coincidentally coming 

into my life at the beginning and again close to the completion of this PhD. And in this 

writing I use the story of Valerio in a playful way to symbolise an ethics of care beyond 

etiquettes of care; to symbolise the freedom to respond in our own special way to our 

unique relational circumstances as they emerge, unplanned; to symbolise a refusal to take 

theoretical short-cuts when relating with others. 

I am not talking about a heroic stance here and I am not pondering ethical considerations; 

it is not about being more or less helpful to others. The end result – whether I did or didn’t 

undertake Valerio’s care – is not the focus of this writing. I may find myself on any side of 

the equation but the point is to be touched by things around me, to take the time to 

consider the other, to not let pre-understandings and assumptions quickly take over and 

dictate answers to the living questions arising in the moment, to dare to play and imagine 

new sides of old, “common sense” stories. 
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I use Valerio’s connection with my doctorate journey here playfully as a reminder and a 

symbol: for an open and light-footed way of living and relating with the world; for the 

creativity involved in attempting to bring the very many threads of our lives together and 

tease them apart in an endless making of a unique cloth; for an on-the-edge awareness 

and relational presence which will not risk giving up what matters when one is not 

required to pick it up; for responding to complexity in novel ways and being curious to see 

what will happen if things are done in different ways. 

 

A little cat and a powerful institution  

For a doctorate to be not only about living relationships but to emerge from within living 

relationships, it has to happen in the margins of life. 

Academia is a powerful institution and doctoral research is part of that. Institutions can 

be quite specific about what they should be like, like text-books. Although I love 

researching my own practice, when I decided to do the doctorate, I struggled inside with 

the idea that I might have to adopt a certain (PhD candidate) life style, comply with specific 

(fixed) ways of writing, use (specific) methods of inquiry and a “serious” (academic) 

language. Would I be able to do it? Would I want to do it? Would undertaking a PhD make 

a person with limited time and academic experience, like me, turn a blind eye on and 

neglect other relational matters which would be emerging along the way? What kind of 

commitment would a PhD require from me? Would I end up enclosed comfortably in a 

room trying to produce rigorous academic work about living relationalities? I just wasn’t 

sure and I was afraid. How would I be able to do a practice doctorate in a way that would 

feel ethical to me? What would it look like?  

A new materialist perspective sees ‘the production of social worlds as a combination of a 

wide variety of forces, including desires, feelings and meanings’ (Fox and Alldred, 2017, p. 

4). Relating horizontally with something already in a vertical (power) structure is a 
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complex matter – it is a form of reflexive inquiry! It is a matter of curiosity and openness, 

responsibility and daring, playfulness and reciprocity, so that individual expressive-

responsive actions interact freely with the “power” structure. According to Barad (cited in 

Fox and Alldred, 2017, p. 179), rather than being a unitary, ‘downward’ force upon people, 

power is disseminated, revealed and deployed at the very local level of actions and events: 

‘Power has continuity only as long as it is replicated in the next event’ (Fox and Alldred, 

2017, p. 180). 

Horizontality is about dialogue and responsiveness; constant feedback; creativity and 

aliveness; it is an effort to keep theoretical constructs alive and knowledge generative. 

Acting in our own personal ways according to our unique circumstances within established 

structures, and resisting repeating dominant patterns, prevents vertical structures being 

totalised. But, from the perspective of new materialism, ‘resistance is not a negative 

reaction; rather it comes about by introducing new affects into assemblages, in ways that 

reduce existing forces (‘power’), and open up new possibilities for action and subjectivity’ 

(Fox and Alldred, 2017, p. 182). 

Valerio’s story is an unimpressive story of ordinary, everyday, messy participation in life’s 

fluid complexity. It is a “cute” example that the “right” order of things doesn’t exist; what 

feels important from within the complexity of our entanglements with the world is tidal. 

Important-unimportant things will unexpectedly emerge and will be picked up on the way 

as we go on with our pre-planned activities. Acknowledging those things will require 

paying attention to them and even ending up “stealing” the time and the space to give 

those things ground to stand on, space to breath in, and a voice to be heard:  

My suggestion is that […] we should not rigorously subject ourselves to the 

words of theorists; we should not think or act within their frameworks or 

systems. For that would be to subject ourselves to their imagined world, to 

their theoretical scheme of things, and to alienate ourselves from the world 

we already share with those around us.  

(Shotter, 2011b, p. 189) 



319 
 
 

 

Joanna Michopoulou, Daring Moments, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Bedfordshire, 2020 

 

 

Systemic relational practice 

As systemic therapists, we are constantly improvising when we are with clients in a series 

of endless ‘prima vista’ respondings. The score is always unknown and we are co-

composing it, co-conducting it, co-performing it. The validity of our relational responding 

is primarily an aesthetic-ethical matter, it doesn’t depend on authorisation. Legitimation 

does not necessarily need pre-specification. Responsibility goes far beyond fixed 

etiquettes and theories as there are no measurable proofs to justify the sometimes urgent 

necessity to trample on things that are already known to be working. When important 

first-person knowings emerge from inside our entangled living moments, demanding us 

to experiment with cutting the fabric of interconnectedness together and apart in 

different ways to the familiar and “known” ones, what do we do? How can we hold the 

fluid complexity of relationality in our hands? Can we make performances that matter? 

Can the entanglement of knowing and becoming as part of the world show up in a 

doctorate thesis?  

Neverending meetings with the world we are part of 

Neverending meetings with ourselves 

Neverending learning; knowledge is never static. 

Movement, 

surprise, 

the tinder of creation, of being and becoming. 
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Close the borders for movement. Pause desire for connection in the 

zones of correctness 

Answers are being set forth; simply and safely. Unaesthetically 

Real, complex questions will never be asked. Forget about 

answering them. Lethargy. 

You have been informed, you don’t need to know 

But you know  

every minute. 

And it is not easy knowing every minute 

this 

which, from a distance, looked like that. 

Keep the living knowledge tap running and I will need courage; 

Meeting with the flow of learning each moment implies 

responsibility. 

Answerability. 

To dare answer with my own life for the things that I know in this 

moment. 

Our knowledges are not separable 

they are not divisible and independent from our lives. 

Respond; be there in our entangled lives. 

The world is tangled together and we keep cutting things together 

and apart 
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responsibly; one cut doesn’t fit all.  

Let us celebrate our joint wonderings 

Let us not keep ourselves inside our heads by surrendering to the 

comfort of indeterminable reflections. 

We are on Stage.  
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DARE TO DREAM 
 

ahead  
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30. Concluding Poem: Dare to dream  

I don’t dare to dream in this moment  

It goes back to when I was a child when 

I preferred to run away from dreams. 

I preferred to move on  

and see what happens. 

 

But this is a research about daring,  

a daring doctorate;  

my opportunity to dream  

aloud. 

 

If I dared dream, 

my dream would be about  

people; 

reading this and 

wanting to talk,  

wanting to write, 

wanting to respond  

from within their own indeterminately 

flowing 

relationships; 

wanting to express 

with and for others. 
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If I dared dream, 

my dream would be about  

people. 

Readers of this research, 

practitioners, 

who 

like painters and dancers, 

musicians and actors  

would improvise their responses 

in real time; 

talking together about embodied performances. 

 

And talking would be like 

painting  

outside of the canvas, 

across the room, 

and further out, 

in the street. 

 

Together, 

poised to hear not only the melody 

but the harmony as well; 

feel the rhythm and the tempo, 

dare to dance barefoot 

in the dark, 

dance in the light  
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with closed eyes 

if needed. 

 

If I dared dream, 

my dream would be about people, 

professional people, 

having professional conversations  

which would look more like the tidal reality 

of everyday life, 

forming and reforming  

in unexpected ways. 

Professional conversations,  

performance inventions,  

surprising new realities, 

spontaneous movements  

taking us further  

than we can explain. 

 

If I dared dream, 

my dream would be about 

people, 

about me and you; 

relating with others 

like our life depended on this relating. 

 

If I dared dream, 
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my dream would be about  

therapy practice  

being a radically alive,  

moment-by-moment,  

relational enactment 

of what comes to matter.  
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31. Discussion and conclusion  

It is impossible to differentiate in any absolute sense between creation 

and renewal, beginning and returning, continuity and discontinuity, here 

and there, past and future. 

(Barad, 2007, loc 86) 

 

Objectivity is about being accountable to the specific materialisations of 

which we are part.  

(Barad, 2007, loc 1921) 

 

 

…An ongoing journey  

In this closing chapter, I reflect on the development of this thesis and on some of the 

adventures over the course of this doctorate. I discuss how the theme grew and 

expanded, how ideas developed, how theories became elaborated and methodologies 

emerged through and as part of their intra-relating. I revisit the main themes to identify 

the kinds of entanglements/disentanglements of ideas and practices that happened in the 

process of this research, and to highlight how they are useful to the profession of systemic 

practice and to practitioners in the wider area of counselling and psychotherapy, research 

and education. 

Looking at this inquiry on systemic practice as a relational phenomenon itself, makes it 

impossible – and perhaps undesirable – to separate it in any exact way from the context 

of its production. What I was passionate about was not distinct from my professional 
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intentions; the circumstances and the materials were not separate from the people who 

appear in this study; the emotions felt in my body were part of the production process 

itself; the words were entangled with the pictures; the theory was entwined with practice; 

the ending of the doctorate cannot be isolated from its beginning; the outcomes are not 

separate from the questions; the knowledge I had at the beginning of this doctorate 

cannot be isolated from the knowledge which emerged. For the purpose of this concluding 

chapter, I will tease out some ideas and practices that emerged which can be picked up 

as inspiring, illuminating, and useful for myself, for colleagues, and for the field of systemic 

therapy. 

The outcome of the study, when looked at as a unique phenomenon, is the study itself 

including all the endless intra-actions that constitute it and the person who wrote it. But 

for the purposes of this chapter, I will try to distil some separate elements as “outcomes” 

that emerged and enthused me in these creative texts, all of which I see as original 

contributions from this doctorate to the field: theoretical concepts, practice 

developments, future outputs. I will also refer to the values – quality criteria – which have 

been important for me in this work and which this work “demanded” from me. 

I couldn’t, in this final chapter, not share some examples of how the research has affected 

me and my work and bring up some feedback from colleagues and other practitioners 

about how this work has had an impact on them. 

I will also briefly discuss the boundaries and limits of this work, acknowledging that for 

this thesis, this “relational phenomenon” to emerge the way it did, as a ‘particular 

instance of wholeness’ (Barad, 2007, loc 2398), other complementary elements were 

somehow excluded. So, at the end of this chapter, I imagine some of the future 

possibilities in relation to this research, which I would love to get involved with, as well as 

some of the themes that have arisen – ideas, questions – which are still open, calling me 

to explore them in future research. As Barad (, 2007, loc 95) writes, ‘We never leave it (the 

past) and it never leave us behind… all intra-actions extend the entanglements and 

responsibilities of which one is a part’. 
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Always a new beginning 

The focus of this research arose out of my disquiet in relation to knowing how to go on 

and what to do at certain moments when meeting with clients in therapy. And one of the 

difficulties I faced in my writings was exactly that: knowing what and how to write. There 

are parts of this doctoral portfolio where I have given permission to myself to go on 

without knowing what would come out in my writings – when I have been writing 

experimentally and allowing unorthodox connections to emerge, using a range of literary 

devices – and other parts of this research, sections which had to be created in a more pre-

structured way, where I felt I needed to know what and how I was going to write. But as 

Bakhtin tells us (1990, p. 1), the three domains of human culture – science, art and life – 

gain unity in the individual person which integrates them into their own unity. So I have 

chosen to respond to my disquiet about not knowing how to go on “homoeopathically”, 

with “doses of daring”. Daring to not know how to go on in these texts meant writing me 

intra-acting with the word in the moment of writing. 

There were certain times in my conversations with people in my practice when I noticed 

that the active, cognitive search for “suitable” knowledge to bring into the interaction – 

in the form of overthinking and over-reflecting as well as getting comfortable with 

applying dominant theories and professional codes of practice uncritically – could lead to 

disconnecting and distancing experiences. It was also clear to me that spontaneously 

expressive-responsive improvisational activity was surprisingly fitting as it emerges 

meaningfully from within the relational moment; the unique and the novel emerging in 

my meetings with clients has driven me to attend spontaneously to something that hadn’t 

occurred to me before. I have thus formulated my research question as follows: How does 

my spontaneously expressive-responsive, improvisational activity from within relational 

living moments change my work as a therapist? 

The place from which to examine things, in relation to this question, has been notoriously 

elusive for me due to its multifaceted nature and, like Vedeler, I am still putting great 
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effort into knowing what this is all about (Vedeler, 2011, p. 189). Starting the research at 

a particular point and taking specific pre-planned steps would have been helpful now in 

writing a conclusion in a traditional sense. But throughout this research I was constantly 

on the move. Would my research be about what is happening in my inner dialogue in 

relation to knowing how to go on in relationships? Would it be about which part of my 

inner dialogue makes it to outer conversation and how such decisions are being made? 

Would it be about the relational space between me and my clients? All of the above? 

Would my research be about the effects of my use of “knowing”/ “not knowing"/ “which 

knowing” with my clients? How would I study the concept of “knowing”? What is its 

measure? Would I look at knowing from a cognitive point of view and focus on learning 

processes? Would I take an epistemological position? An ontological one? 

 

Like the particle which goes through two different slits at the same time 

Or Schrodinger’s wretched cat 

That’s alive and dead at the same time 

The particle is here, the particle is there 

The cat is alive, the cat is dead 

You’ve swerved left, you’ve swerved right 

The swerve itself was the decision.  

Decisions make themselves when you are coming downhill at 70 

kilometres per hour. Suddenly there is the edge of nothingness in front of 

you. Swerve left? Swerve right? Or think about it and die.  

In your head you swerve both ways. 

(Performative readings of adapted excerpts from Frayn’s Copenhagen, 2019) 
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In an email communication with Gail Simon, a few of months before the completion of 

this doctorate, we were discussing Frayn’s play, Copenhagen, which the above quote is 

from. She said: ‘Asking “should I turn left or right?” is ontological. Asking “how shall I 

decide to go left or right?” is epistemological. Swerving as an avoidant action is onto-

epistemological. Identifying swerving as onto-epistemological is ethico-onto-

epistemological.’ That made sense. 

In therapy, it is not about physical swerving, it is not about “avoidant” actions; we are not 

trying to avoid some crevasse, although at times it does feel like going down slippery 

slopes at 70 kilometres per hour. But therapy meetings are a constant movement and not 

necessarily in a controlled way. In our meetings with people, many things are moving all 

at once and our expressive-responsive activity and spontaneous improvisations emerge 

with intensity and urgency, sometimes drawing us to something that feels important, a 

response to the ethical calls of the relational moment. Knowing that is an ethico-onto-

epistemological matter. This is the ground I decided to stand on in relation to my disquiet 

about knowing how to go on in therapy. 

My focus in this inquiry hasn’t been on the what (the ontological grounds) and the how 

(the epistemological grounds) of knowing in a disentangled way. I decided to write from 

within the relational “phenomena” of which I am part, to take an ethico-onto-

epistemological “I” position, an “I” intra-acting with other “I”s, entangled with and 

emerging as part of the relational “phenomena” I aim to know. A subjective “I” whose 

subjectivity, however, as Barad sees it, is not a matter of individuality but is itself a 

relation: a “πρόσ-οπον”, an interface, ‘a relation of responsibility to the other’ (2007, loc 

7740). 

Through my auto-ethnographic stories from professional practice and everyday relational 

living, I put myself in the middle of the inquiry, while investigating and including literature 

for each topic. I show how life in the therapy room or outside of it flows. I try to stay “true” 

to my experience of relational events and notice ways of going on in relation to already 
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existing knowledges and fresh, on-the-spot, bodily learnings. To notice ‘a difference which 

make a difference’ (Bateson, 2000, p. 315) in my response-abilities, I pay attention to my 

improvisational activity, both when I open myself up to act spontaneously and also when 

I am afraid to improvise. The experiences I write are not uncommon; they are always 

among us.  

I diffractively study the action, the emotion, the theories, and the ethical issues arising 

from within my meetings with people, and I write from within different relational 

contexts. I have utilised unstructured data from professional and everyday living to show 

the social through the personal. By paying ethnographic attention to interactions that go 

on around me and include me, I have let the emotional experiences, mine or other 

people’s – as I understand them – guide my choice of “data”. I make the relational 

complexity of “simple” events from professional practice visible as well as the significant 

relational value of “unimportant” everyday life occurrences. 

Initially, I was planning to explore relational responsivity in the context of a personal 

development group I was running in Athens. However, due to the economic crisis in the 

country, the group could not continue. I decided to shift the source of my practice material 

without disturbing the focus on relational responsivity. I took a cue from qualitative 

inquiry by fictionalising real life. As outlined in the description of my methodology in 

chapter 4), this has not involved any real research participants from therapy. I created 

scenarios of practice stories designed to convey the truth of experience without involving 

real people. These are examples of what Sheila McNamee refers to as ‘pragmatic truth’ 

(1987, p. 11) and what Gail Simon describes as ‘sounds enough like’ (2011, p. 57). The 

plots of the composite scenarios and the invention of characters are based on themes 

which have created dilemmas for me in my practice many times over the years and which 

render visible details of my expressive-responsive activity from within the complex 

moment of action. 

So, How does my spontaneously expressive-responsive, improvisational activity from 

within relational living moments change my work as a therapist? 
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When meeting with my clients, I have seen that my spontaneous activity could invite 

responses which take me beyond what is already known to me, leading me to grasp 

something uniquely new, affecting me in my body as I walk through unknown paths. 

Practising spontaneous improvisation makes me feel vulnerable sometimes as I 

experience a detachment from my own “sure” knowings, and this I have found important 

for my sense of connectedness with my clients. My work has become more daring and, in 

a strange way, diving into the unknown has given me a heightened sense of freedom, 

responsibility, and security. Spontaneous improvisations make fitting responses as they 

emerge from within dynamically unfolding intra-actions. Engaged in dynamic 

relationalities, entangled with everything going on, constantly reconfiguring that which I 

am part of, I am not the knower standing outside, trying to control the uncertainty; I don’t 

own any of my knowledges when I am meeting with the other. Daring to accept that, has 

made my sense of connectedness with my clients, and the world I am part of, more solid. 

My spontaneous, every-time-unique performance through an interplay between 

indeterminate sources of knowledge, from within the moment of action, belongs to the 

relational phenomenon itself, to the use itself, to the circumstances. I can only 

appropriately respond to uniqueness through newness which doesn’t fall under already 

known frameworks. 

Improvising pragmatic performances through spontaneous activity makes me feel 

connected to the material context as it emerges from within a relational situation. I feel 

ethicality running in my body as I stay in the agency of what feels right in that fluid intra-

acting moment. I feel awake and response-able although I don’t “know” with certainty 

where my spontaneous responses will take me. Paying attention with my whole embodied 

self makes a difference. One client told me: “I feel that when we are together you are 

listening to me with more than two ears and looking at me with more than two eyes.” But 

it is not only the looking and the listening. I also dare to keep sight of my spontaneous 

responses and to follow them – sometimes in a messy way. When my inner dialogue 

becomes too active and voices fight in my head, I realise it is the more silent voices in my 

inner dialogue, the ones more connected to the unfolding situation. Their “mild presence” 
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is mild in a pragmatic way, mild because of the evolving nature of real-time events. Diving 

into the relational moment, being humbled, learning all over again from within the 

relational space what “is”, allows the constant reshaping of who I am to respond 

spontaneously. It may be a question; it may be a statement or a silence. Any other way of 

deciding which response is appropriate in the circumstances feels like keeping part of 

myself disconnected, separate, outside of the relational present moment, imprisoned. At 

a workshop years ago, I remember John Shotter quoting Tom Andersen, who said that we 

need to be careful of our inner dialogue because it shows in our eyes. What kind of fantasy 

makes us believe that we can put on an invisibility cloak and hide our inner conversations? 

What does “inner” mean? Who says that connectedness is between “outer”, verbal 

disclosures? I am reminded of what another client of mine told me once: “I can’t explain 

it,” she said. “The way you talk with me feels so involved and transparent, it is like you 

talk about some very important thing of yourself. Yet, it is only, exclusively, deeply, always 

about me. You are with me and I feel so close to ‘me’ when we talk.”   
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Contributions to the doing of and thinking about practice 

Therapy practice through the lens of the radical aliveness of relationality 

in our lives  

This research is a study on relational responsivity, looking at spontaneous improvisational 

activity in relational contexts, with implications for therapy practice. Methodologically, it 

cuts across the intrinsic – to much academic work looking at therapy practice – binary 

between the professional practice type of “intimate” relating (between a therapist and a 

client) and the ordinary, everyday, “intimate” relating with others and the world. It 

focuses on random interactions and looks at them as relational phenomena, as intra-

active indeterminacies (Barad, 2012) at work. The study looks at relational responsivity in 

the context of an ontological inseparability of intra-acting parts within a relational 

phenomenon, and explores some of the unique occurrences that emerge as we get 

entangled with and disentangled from each other and with the world in indeterminate 

ways.  

Relational responsivity is another way to talk about intra-activity; we cannot prevent 

ourselves from being inevitably responsive to the unique circumstances around us of 

which we are part. The importance of looking at relational responsivity not only in 

therapeutic encounters but also in ordinary, everyday relational encounters, is significant 

as the research aims at focusing on the radical aliveness of relationality. Limiting my 

observations to the professional aspect of relational practice would risk missing out on 

some of the qualities of our spontaneous, in-the-moment responses. Often in professional 

practice, we see interactions as the property of the profession, focusing too much on 

causality assumptions and not on what co-constituently emerges in the moment from 

within a world of intra-acting agencies. Looking at my work as a therapist, I find that when 

a “world in a grain of sand” is co-created, it often starts with a spontaneous expression of 

some indeterminate-from-before relational movement. This research makes a 

contribution in articulating the richness of intra-active, affective materialities in relational 
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movements, and sees spontaneous improvisational performances as integral to a 

heightened relational responsivity in therapy practice. 

When I started this doctorate, my thought was to explore only therapy relationships. But 

then I realised I needed to explore more relational phenomena and not restrict my 

attention only to professional practice. Exploring relationality from a systemic, new 

materialist perspective meant that I needed to write about my interaction with the florist 

down the street, my interaction with the lady moving between people to the front of a 

crowded conference in Athens; I needed to discuss what happened at till number five in 

the supermarket; I needed to think about my dilemma regarding Valerio, the homeless 

cat.  

I needed to develop new theory about the indistinctiveness of our expressive-responsive 

activity with our clients in professional contexts and with everybody and everything else 

in the world. Relational living is a spontaneous forming and reforming of entwinings, 

emerging in unpredictable ways; we are part of those entwinings at the same time as they 

are part of us. In this doctorate, I work with the livingness of indeterminate embodied 

relational growth and avoid becoming absorbed with dead forms of relationality, all neatly 

explained and defined as part of some professional role.  

There is a lot of richness and relational wisdom we can draw upon from our everyday 

spontaneous living with others. In our professional meetings with our clients, we need to 

grow this wisdom, not shrink it. We must not try to become someone else, to relate in a 

different way with the people who come to see us. Through this research, I extend an 

invitation for a different understanding of our everyday relational occurrences in relation 

to our professional practices. There is nothing behind this or the other “type” of relating 

which actually makes it “this” or “that” (although things may be linked or de-linked in 

ways which produce or do not produce some identity). There is wholeness in relational 

phenomena. Daring to live in phenomena and not just in language and the world of 

theories and concepts, allows endless material possibilities to emerge. 
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Relational living with clients  

I have chosen to show “my practice” as part of my life. My practice is my relational living 

with clients, it is not something else, something very separate or very different. Showing, 

in these texts, my wanderings within my living practice, makes a contribution in relation 

to how we think about therapy practice. I focus on the details of complex interactions and 

a minute-to-minute, ever-evolving inter-play between the continuity and discontinuity of 

ideas, positions, and contexts when I am with clients. Writing with transparency, I show 

how I give permission to myself to hear what spontaneously emerges in the moment of 

interaction, and to dare to be answerable within the act as I try to move beyond 

constraints set by notions of fixed capacities, pre-existing entities, or fixed contexts of 

choice. I anticipate that these writings will create permissions for other practitioners to 

experiment with the material possibilities emerging in the micro-events and micro-

processes of affective relations, and to connect with what “is” in the relational moment 

from within fleeting noticings and in ways which do not prioritise the production of 

something pre-defined. Offering myself for/to open co-creation is an ethical position 

which takes me beyond “responsible actions” towards an ethics of an embodied worlding 

of the world. 

Practice and research relationships 

The research has had an important effect in most of my practice relationships. Several 

clients have told me how my spontaneous way of responding to them has created a sense 

of security about the “truthfulness” of my participation in our conversations and a sense 

of safety in our relationships. A number of clients have spoken to me about how they 

value the honest and transparent way in which I respond to their calls. They value that I 

allow my spontaneous bodily responses to participate in our dialogue and take a risk in 

sharing with them something which I feel might be important, without knowing for sure 

whether what I am sharing is actually important for them or not. One client told me that 

the open and transparent way in which I share my thinking with him and my readiness to 
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change my position and be guided by him, makes him feel heard, believed, understood, 

and safe. Some clients have said that they experience a sense of freedom and willingness 

to bring more of themselves into the therapy room, when they see me taking risks with 

being spontaneous in our conversation. This has led to a more dialogic collaboration as a 

result of my challenging set power structures in relation to the therapist’s knowing how 

the dialogue with the clients must look like and why.  

Systemic practitioners and other colleagues 

The comments I have received on my published papers Too Many Mind and Dare to Play, 

as well as the feedback from workshops where I presented my research, have been 

encouraging. People have found my ideas useful for their work. Colleagues have told me 

how they enjoyed the conversational style of my writing and how inspiring they found the 

links I make between therapy relations and everyday life relational experiences; these 

links make them realise how much relational knowledge exists in our in-the-moment 

spontaneous expressions.  

When Gail Simon read my paper Too Many Mind, she told me that it made her think much 

more about the relationship between thinking and doing, learning and time, and this had 

an effect on reframing supervision. She said the main gift of the paper to her had to do 

with temporality: “You cannot rely on the reflection after the fact. When you are travelling 

with speed, you have to act.” 

My colleagues in Athens who attended my thesis presentation said that they found the 

links I make with new materialism very useful as there hasn’t been any other work making 

new materialist ideas so accessible for therapy practice. They were enthusiastic about 

taking on the ideas of intra-action and “relational phenomena” in the way they think 

about practice. 

I also run a couple of workshops on Improvisational Movements in therapy practice with 

groups of colleagues in Athens. The ideas of this thesis were very well received as people 

found them very relevant to their day-to-day work. They said that the research had an 
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effect on changing the way they looked at spontaneity and bodily knowing in the context 

of professional practice, and that the stories I shared from everyday life helped them to 

put therapy interactions in a new frame. The feedback was very positive, resulting in 

invitations to create a working group to expand on the ideas of this doctorate, and a 

collaboration with a professional theatre performer to develop together art training 

methods for training therapists in spontaneity and improvisation in in the midst of 

ambiguity and chaos. 

 

How the research has affected me 

This is a practice research arising from within my practice relationships, but it is not a one-

way flow. At the end of this doctorate journey, I can see how the research has had a 

significant impact on me, transforming the way I think, I practise and write: it made me 

dare to keep responding from my unique place and in unique-every- time ways to the calls 

of the actual context I am involved in, even at the expense of what is “required” of me as 

a “therapist” or “researcher”. The research has enhanced my ability to understand my 

ethical positioning and my response-ability from within the locations in which they belong 

every moment. Creating this doctoral portfolio has taught me the importance of moving 

beyond tentative ways of expressing into a performative taking of risks, a form of 

expressive-responsive, embodied activity in an open dialogue with my surroundings. 

Remembering the words of her art tutor, Elizabeth Day (2014, p. 318) writes: ‘We should 

have the courage to trust the expansive embodied activity of painting and not get caught 

up in believing that control and small marks would do it.” 
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Contributions of new ideas and concepts for systemic practice and 

research 

Daring Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is one of the oldest and most studied concepts in systemic theory. It has 

attracted the interest of many theorists and practitioners, and is one of the most widely 

taught and valued ideas in systemic social constructionist practice. Its importance is 

immense but its definition is far from unified, although there are some well-established 

understandings about its use among professionals. A widely accepted way of 

understanding the concept of reflexivity, is as an orientation of attending systematically 

to the contexts of knowledge construction and to the effect of our different ways of 

responding to situations at various stages. It is like a critical looking at mirror images of 

theoretical concepts in practice.  

Reflexivity, in a therapist’s world, is often used as a way of accounting for connections 

between different contexts. Therapists observe their inner conversations and emotions, 

becoming curious about what is what, where it may have come from, and what it connects 

with. They ask themselves questions. We are trained to work towards unfolding as wide 

a canvas of connections as possible, which we believe to be useful in understanding how 

therapy works. Reflexivity in our work is linked with the concept of discovery, although in 

social constructionist systemic therapy, the therapist is not working to “discover the 

truth”, but is concerned with the fit and with relational ethics.  

Accounting systems have a way of attaching value to production and volumes and, in the 

case of reflexivity, the range of different connections and hypotheses has become central 

in valuing a therapist’s reflexive abilities. In social constructionist systemic thinking, being 

able to recognise connections in a multiverse of realities and being reflexive about the 

therapist self and the therapeutic situation, is of significant importance. To a large extent, 

it has worked as a counter-aim to that of the therapist finding the one “truth” in modernist 

therapy philosophies.  
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All kinds of connections can potentially be possible and logical, however, not all make 

embodied sense to the person who makes them. Convinced about the value of the process 

of making connections, systemic training focuses practitioners’ attention on the 

wondering and curiosity about potential reflexive connections, and, in more relationally 

complex situations, on the utilisation of relational reflexivity – that is inviting the client to 

join in the making-connections exercise. Sometimes, however, reflexivity ends up working 

in a habitual, automatic way in our work as therapists, and we may find ourselves standing 

in front of a situation, trying to squeeze more logical connections out of it. I wonder 

whether this is our need to “do it right” disguised as professionalism and heightened self-

awareness? We have acquired the habit of splitting the unity of a situation into separate 

pieces to reflect on them, and to count this activity as an important part of our ethical 

stance. There is sometimes a general reflexive ought-ness involved which overwrites the 

ethicality of spontaneous expressive-responsive activity from within the relational 

moment. 

Reflexivity as an activity or an exercise, which is how it has been used extensively in 

systemic training and professional contexts, assumes with some certainty that there is 

something that needs to be looked at, checked, investigated, and discovered by our mind, 

in every moment. Assuming that there are particular “somethings” which need to be 

checked, discovered, understood, or changed has very much to do with 

representationalist ideas (Barad, 2007). It invites us to hold the world at a distance in an 

attempt to pick a number of “somethings” up in order to put them back into the picture 

to see if they fit and how – as if such an exercise would reliably lead us to better relational 

activity and choices. There is so much happening spontaneously in our bodies in a 

relational encounter and neither before nor after our expressive-responsive activity are 

we really able to fully articulate what is happening, let alone to try to evaluate it or 

understand it using some fixed concepts. Reflexive activities that work on the assumption 

that moving outside of the situation we are in, to look at it from a distance in order to find 

something useful about our responses and practices, are somewhat overrated. 
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In one of my first papers for this doctorate, “Relating in therapy: where does the new 

knowing go?” (Chapter 19), I wrote: “Speaking of particular actions, particular ways of 

being, particular methods, particular – although multiple – identities, can imply that we 

have a theory of identity for adjusting an action, or a way of being, or identity a as the 

same as identity other than a (Newman and Holzman, 1997, p. 101). So, if we are speaking 

of particular actions, particular ways of working, particular aims, are we saying that we 

have a theory of identity of the self? Even of multiple selves who can then fit into specific 

boxes and targets?” I continue: “In a way, the social constructionist idea that there are 

multiple realities, the way it is being storied in therapy and professional contexts, is not 

too different from the idea that there is one absolute reality in that it is still telling us ‘what 

is’. We are still left in a similar position with the one in modernism: We know ’what is’. 

There isn’t one thing. There are many.” 

Reflexivity as a practice in systemic social constructionist training and professional 

contexts has been used as a means to find and (re)present various positions in a 

multiverse of realities and relationships. But again, according to Bohr’s physics-philosophy 

(Barad, 2007, loc 503), we cannot simultaneously know the position and the momentum 

of a particle. Transferring his thinking to the context of relational intra-activity, we can say 

that “knowing” our position every time, through the use of reflexive activities, does not 

tell us anything about creative movement with the other. Reflexivity has mainly been used 

to answer epistemological questions of the “how do I know what I think I know?” kind, 

but the problem with the overemphasis on reflexive activities is that we end up focusing 

on trying to answer those questions. And as we are asked to answer them, we are 

expected to articulate our answer in ways which are accepted in terms of what counts as 

a professional way to reflexivity. I cannot imagine a professional feeling professional 

enough when answering reflexive questions in a more intuitive way: “I just know” or “I 

felt I needed to respond in this way, full stop”. 

Which brings us to the next point: that emotions and bodily sensations are not yet seen 

as legitimate enough ways to answer reflexive questions, but only as complementary 

elements needing further elaboration and explanation. Reflexivity, the way it’s been used, 
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lends to much weight to mentalising, underlining the body-mind binary and the 

separateness of things. To reflect on something, one has to focus on it, isolate it, as if the 

world consists of individual separate things. But, as Day writes (2014, p. 65): ‘Whenever 

you try to capture and isolate a moment, you lose part of the sense of the life in which it 

exists.’ It seems like an oxymoron: how an activity to do with connections, like reflexivity, 

in the process of doing that, promote separateness? 

In this thesis, I propose the concept of daring reflexivity as a way to reflexivity which takes 

a position, prioritising one’s spontaneous understandings from within relational moments 

and the ability to relax into what emerges, however messy or unorthodox it may appear 

in our minds’ eyes. It is a letting-go of habitual patterns to run marathons of discovery and 

investigation; it is an ability to stay still for a moment, when we feel it is right and needed, 

at the expense of being more explicitly reflexive. Daring reflexivity is the ability to sense 

pragmatic understandings of “what is” from within the relational moment, to leave out 

unnecessary thought-travels, to relax into the intra-active flow with the other and the 

world we are part of. It is the permission to stop looking for more until “looking for more” 

emerges from within the unity of the specific phenomenon. 

I have attempted to use reflexivity in an open and holistic way in this research, trying to 

avoid the separateness it sometimes promotes and the distance between the subject and 

object of observation. Through my experimental writings from within relational moments 

in therapy and everyday life, I have tried to show how I use reflexivity in a way which 

respects the entanglement of ideas and other materials, demonstrating a ‘withness’ 

thinking conducted within fleeting moments of interaction (Shotter, 2005b, p. 1) that does 

not fix object and subject in advance. In my essays, I employ literary approaches to show 

reflexivity as a fusion of intellect and imaginative thought, mentalized and embodied 

intuitive understandings, in a way that does not separate me from whatever feels right 

and needed in the relational moment of writing. I give examples of how expressive-

responsive activity can be more holistically performative and less disjointedly reflexive 

(representationalist), based on the fluid and emerging knowing (Shotter, 2016) from 

within the relational moment with the other.  
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Relational conviction and the irreducibility of our knowings 

The theme of knowing has been at the core of this inquiry as dominant ideas about 

knowing play a vital role in the way we live our lives in the personal, professional, and 

academic domains.  

Knowing that we know, but not knowing what we know,  

 still, performing it 

  Knowing that we know but not knowing how to apply it 

   Getting stuck 

Not knowing that we know but knowing what we know,  

   Implementing it 

wondering  

how we know  

which things we know 

what we are doing with our sense of knowing-not knowing  

relationally 

 

I have claimed that a complete account of what we know/do together/co-create in our 

relational moments is not possible at lower levels of explanation. That is, it cannot be split 

into elements without losing the unique properties of the relational phenomenon as a 

whole. Relational phenomena have novel properties beyond prediction; they are 

irreducible.  

The concept of not-knowing (Anderson and Goolishian, 1992) has been one of the most 

important of the linguistic turn in family therapy and an inspiring one in systemic theory 
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and collaborative practice, emphasising the meaning-generating potential of human 

beings. It was an important step as the emphasis in systemic theory moved quickly from 

knowledge to ethics, from finding certainty to finding fit (Mason, 2005, p. 160). The 

therapist was presumed to have a specific role as a conversational artist, using therapeutic 

questions as a participant-observer, a participant-facilitator, not the expert in knowing 

what is good for the client, but always in the state of being informed by the client 

(Anderson and Goolishian, 1992, p. 29). There has been a lot of disagreement about and 

misunderstanding of the concept, and Anderson has responded with clarifying comments 

(Anderson, 1997), emphasising that not-knowing is a concept, not a skill or a technique, 

and stressing that the key question underlying this concept is how one thinks about the 

construction of knowledge.  

Although not seemingly relevant, Cecchin’s (Cecchin, Lane and Ray, 1994, p. 9) concept of 

irreverence also talks about a therapist who attempts to remain free from believing too 

much in his expertise and his official role. Irreverence is the state which allows the 

therapist to take action without falling victim to the illusion of control. Irreverence is never 

to accept one logical level of a position but, rather, to play with varying levels of 

abstractions.  

In this thesis, I introduce the concept of relational conviction closely linked with the 

concept of daring reflexivity. I think of relational conviction as a process of moving the 

barriers of knowledge from the periphery to the centre of the embodied relational act. It 

speaks of an open stance towards our expressive-responsive, impromptu activity in 

practice, suspending the characteristic doubting of our spontaneity in practice, in a way 

which fits and extends systemic ideas about the relational nature of knowledge, the 

locality of meaning, and the importance of affect. Relational conviction is embracing an 

ethico-onto-epistemology of performance-knowing, it is daring to know and enact what 

is coming into existence in this very moment. It is a way of participating in the dialogue of 

life and taking responsibility not only for what we know, how we know it, what we don’t 

know, and how we are going on, but for what “exists” in relational moments. It is trusting 

our subjective understandings as part of our collaborative, dialogical participation in a 
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relational encounter, and about being open to our imaginative response-abilities in the 

moments of interaction.  

Captivating Playfulness 

Engaging with the client is perhaps the most fundamental concept in most psychotherapy 

schools, as part of a connected therapeutic relationship where trust and safety are 

established, and the attentive and responsive therapist listens with respect and warmth.  

In our relational moments with clients, we jointly expose ourselves to the opportunity of 

being moved and inspired and to the possibility of profound personal change. The space 

between us, however professional, remains a playground, a private dancefloor for contact 

improvisation flow, as participants touch and are being touched by each other’s 

movements. The concept of captivating playfulness I introduce for relational practice, is 

the experience of jointly withdrawing from professional norms about relating, indulging 

ourselves in trusting emerging invitations from within our living spontaneity, and sharing 

the making of something uniquely important. In the context of relational practice, a 

therapist playing is a therapist who offers her embodied involvement, the passion for 

exploration and experimentation, an eager dedication to genuinely joining what is 

unfolding and daringly improvising her own part. Captivating playfulness is about doing 

serious things together in playful and light-footed ways.  

Daring 

On relational risk taking in therapy (2005, p. 168), Barry Mason writes: ‘To develop 

intimacy, to develop closeness of whatever kind, one has to be prepared to take chances 

and risk vulnerability’ (Mason and Sawyerr, 2002, p. 164). Mason defines relational risk-

taking as the interactional taking of emotional initiatives, and invites therapists to take 

the risk of owning their expertise through the taking of a position in therapeutic 

encounters.  
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The title of this thesis is Daring Moments and the importance of the word daring is 

apparent in almost every page of this portfolio. Similarly to Mason’s notion of risk-taking, 

the concept of daring refers to relational performances when we take chances in relating 

with the world, when we take emotional initiatives and we risk vulnerability. But with the 

concept of daring I pay attention to some other dimensions as well: 

• The sense of anxiety we experience when we feel we have to know more about 

how to act in the moment, rather than simply performing what we feel we know 

in this moment from within the particular situation. The sense of anxiety 

generated when acting acquires a meaning as a separate thing, disjoint from its 

iterative, intra-active, living nature, moulded for evaluation. 

• The importance of movement and improvisation. This is not only about the 

therapist owning their expertise and taking a position on the back of this expertise, 

but about the therapist owning their right and responsibility to relate with the 

world in a living, spontaneous, experimental way.  

• Daring is not meant as an act of power or resistance but as a micro-process of 

actively taking part in the world and feeling the participatory responsibility for the 

role we play. 

• Daring is not impulsive. The daring therapist is not the centre of activity. Her 

agency emerges spontaneously but in-context, in-touch with the other.  

• Daring is not an arbitrary implementation of subjective intentionality, nor an 

obligation that the subject chooses, but an embodied relation that precedes ‘the 

intentionality of consciousness’ (Barad, 2007, loc 7750).  

• Improvised performances belong to specific relational moments and are possible 

at times when the therapist expertise surrenders its power to the fluidity of the 

intra-acting knowledges emerging from within the relational phenomenon. It 

needs daring to be spontaneous. 
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Artistic Ambiguity 

Playing with the concept of knowing in this inquiry, I have introduced the idea of artistic 

ambiguity. It refers to a dynamic, embodied emotional experience when professionals 

experiment with choosing to mute the therapy context for a moment, mentally jumping 

out of place, to the other side of what we know about what we are doing and back again, 

bumping into and embracing ever-new bodily sensations, findings and learning. As a living 

process, therapy practice is not a process for creation, but a creative process itself. And, 

as a truly creative process, it must bear contradiction and contrast, embrace and tolerate 

ambiguity. Artistic ambiguity invites us to keep taking ourselves to unstructured spaces in 

how we think about our work, and to keep moving beyond orthodoxy in our 

understandings of the contexts we are in. This practice can help us live our work in softer 

“this-that” differentiation grounds and be open to meet with the unexpected. 

From systems to phenomena – under the lens of new materialism 

This doctorate contributes to the founding of a new ethico-onto-epistemological ground 

for systemic practice, using new materialist ideas. Through my choice of methodology and 

experimental writing from within professional and everyday relational practice, I bring 

new materialist ideas alive in a way that helps make sense of therapy practice, making 

them accessible in the context of use. This thesis is a live performance of the ideas it 

discusses because of the very way I allow the connections in my writings to form 

themselves in the context of this theme.  

A new materialist perspective of systems and social structures focuses on the local level 

of micro-events, the micro-processes and the unfolding fluxes, flows, and intensities of 

the social world that surround us every minute of our lives. (Fox and Alldred, 2017, p. 73). 

Barad’s concept of intra-action helps us understand systems, organisms, concepts, and 

structures as unstable, indeterminate, unique phenomena, forming and reforming as 

‘relations of exteriority’ (2007, loc 2817), continually in flux as connections join and leave. 

We cannot know a system or structure from before by breaking it down into individual 
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elements because relational movements and positions do not exist before the forming of 

the specific phenomenon. The “characteristics” of phenomena emerge from within 

specific intra-actions in unique relational contexts. Everything which comes into existence 

every minute emerges from within affective materialities, entangling and dis-entangling 

according to indeterminate-from-before “attractors”. New materialism invites us to re-

think causality in our interactions. Linking things together in certain pre-determined ways 

does not ensure the production of something; any apparent regularities or continuities 

are not to be treated as something fixed and determinate. There is a constant interplay of 

continuity and discontinuity and we are always part of indeterminate material affective 

entwinings.  

New materialism cuts across the dualism between essentialism and constructionism. 

Positions and movements (of relations, groups, bodies, ideas, theories) are 

indeterminately fluid in their formations and reformations. It is not that positions are fixed 

and movements are moving. Positions and movements are in constant flux and new 

materialism reminds us that movements can be produced in fixed ways as well, if we try 

to define contexts of production.  

Adapting Barad’s concept of agential realism to the role of the therapist in the therapeutic 

process invites a rethinking of traditional ideas about the therapist’s agency and identity. 

Agency needs to be rethought as a material practice of engagement as part of the world 

(Barad, 2007, loc 1883). Agency does not belong solely to the individuals. As a part of 

relational phenomena, agency is the space of endless possibilities, but not a space where 

everything is possible at any given moment as intra-actions freely and unexpectedly 

reconfigure the possibilities for change, reconfiguring what is possible. Agency is an 

ongoing reconfiguring of what is and not something someone has or does not have. Like 

ethicality, it runs in the ‘fabric of the world’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3665); it doesn’t end and it 

‘is not aligned with human intentionality’ (Barad, 2007, loc 3565). Agency is an enactment, 

not something we have, because ‘subjectivity is not a matter of individuality but a relation 

of responsibility to the other’ (Barad, 2007, loc 7740). This rethinking of the concept of 

agency offers us, systemic therapists and researchers, the ground to re-orient ourselves 
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quite differently: from being “masters” (Shotter, 2016, p. 33) or seeing “masters”, to being 

“participants” and seeing “participants” around us: ‘Immersed within an oceanic world of 

ceaseless, intra-mingling currents of activity – many quite invisible – which influence us as 

much, if not more, than we can influence them’ (Shotter, 2016, p. 33), we can allow 

ourselves to relate directly with what we sense is going on, rather than acting according 

to what we think might fit the situation we are in. 

A diffractive methodology 

I was daring in my methodological adventures too: I decided not to use a mixed 

methodology because I didn’t want to know the nature of the mix beforehand. And I didn’t 

use a multi-approach to method because “multi” means many different things combined. 

From Barad (2007, loc 1964) I borrow the notion of a diffractive methodology to describe 

how in this research I read insights from different areas of life and relationships – different 

contexts, materials, methods, theories, areas of study, literary devices – through one 

another. They have shed light on each other as “exteriorities” entangled within the 

phenomenon of this thesis. I let overlapping “knowledges” from different space-time 

contexts connect spontaneously around the theme of relationality, intra-act in an 

intersecting way and creating interference effects throughout. 

This thesis makes a contribution to the field of qualitative research by providing a rigorous 

example of an approach to research which aims at making the intra-connectivity of 

“unrelated stuff” transparent, looking at what their intra-action is communicating and 

how boundaries are being produced. It makes a contribution to what counts as research 

by showing that connections can be meaningfully made between “entities” which do not 

appear to be proximate in the physical, social, or academic world. 

Seeing research under the lens of a single, flat ontology, its design and emergence is 

specific and non-replicable, dependent on affective flows between connections and not 

on systematic analysis. A diffractive methodology is respectful of the fact that ideas, 

theories, technologies, contexts, and other materials get entangled and disentangled all 
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the time, creating meaningful dialogues between various areas of experience, without 

predefining fixed frames of reference.  

First-person experimental writing 

I have experimented with a spontaneous, improvisational, and performative way of 

writing. In the spirit of adventure, in the texts written during this research process I have 

described events, ideas, and emotions, discovering new ways to see and understand 

relational events in a generative way. The texts unfold as I make meaning alongside the 

events I aim to understand – my thoughts are put on the paper as they are generated, 

vibrating against each other, leaving it up to the readers to make their own judgements 

and reflections. Inspired by Gail Simon’s work on experimental writing (2011, p. 289) and 

John Shotter’s ideas about writing from within relationships (2011b, p. 161), I have used 

expressive writing as a method of inquiry (Richardson, 1994) to get inside events in a 

dialogic way and to show connections between micro details in slow motion. This is 

making a contribution in relation to performing on paper, in detail, ways of relating from 

within complex moments of expressive-responsive action in professional and everyday 

life. I create permission for other practitioners and researchers to allow themselves the 

freedom to improvise relational performances in practice and in writing. 

My choice of “important stories” in this research emerged as a spontaneous performance 

of connections, demonstrating the unpredictability and indeterminacy of what affects us 

in our relational lives. I write about relationally complex events from professional practice 

which often evolve contrary to my expectations and relational events from everyday life 

which, although they seem unimportant, insisted on making an appearance here, carrying 

an important value of relational experience for me. The texts bring alive the details of 

minute-to-minute, localised, micro-activity and are written in an interplay between 

theory, philosophical explorations, and literary experimentation. 

I see my contribution in my insistence to take every opportunity to be present and 

expressively transparent, bringing more of myself into my professional, personal, and 
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writing relationships in the pages of this doctorate. This is an ethical position of respect 

towards my conversational partners: people, clients, readers. By daring to show 

vulnerable sides of me – sides we often prefer to keep to ourselves – like my uncertainty, 

my ambivalence, and my anxiety in relational moments, I hope to share my learnings from 

within the complexity of relational practices in more vivid ways, and to contribute to the 

development of practice knowledge.  

Introducing ideas from arts training for systemic therapy training 

The influence of the Arts has been significant in social research and the design of 

qualitative methodologies. Artistic methods and techniques have been used extensively 

in various schools of therapy for the effective treatment of clients. Artistic expression and 

art-making are ways of knowing (Leavy, 2019, loc 1353), different to the scientific ways of 

knowing. They involve heightened bodily awareness and attention to surroundings, 

creative experimentation, interpretation, and tolerance of ambiguity. However, there 

hasn’t been much incorporating of the arts and arts training techniques in the training of 

systemic therapists. This research makes a contribution by proposing that training with 

artistic approaches could create some balance in the understanding of what therapy 

practice involves. It could give students practical insight into the interwoven nature of 

relating as a mind-body activity, a glimpse into the reality that all therapy is experimental 

and improvisational. Furthermore, it could offer therapy trainees the opportunity to play 

with and study improvisation and performing in the moment, to train in ambiguity, to 

focus on impromptu aesthetics, and to develop a sense for the aesthetics of imperfection 

as opposed to the importance of perfection. An aesthetics of imperfection does not mean 

not caring about quality, it is just that perfection is not the highest target of improvised 

activity (Bresnahan, 2015). 

In this research, I use the concept of ambiguity as an antidote to theoretical and 

conceptual stagnancy. I take the position that approaching therapy work as abstract art, 

not seeking immediate concreteness, and being willing to dive into the ambiguous before 
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reaching clarity, can move us to participate in unimaginable and curious shapes of reality. 

I suggest that the ability to tolerate ambiguity is fundamental in creative work and I 

introduce some experiential exercises and ideas, adapting them for training systemic 

therapists in ambiguity.  

 

The living values of this doctorate: my criteria for evaluating this research  

- This is a practice research looking at therapy practice in a novel and transformative 

way: as a form of diffraction. I am showing our expressive responsive actions in 

therapy practice as part of fleeting relational phenomena, effused in unforeseen 

directions in the moment of action. 

- The research topic is important: it studies relational responsivity, looking at 

spontaneous activity and improvisational movements in relational practice. 

- The research displays the author’s positionality. As a person, as a therapist and as 

a researcher, I am, above all, a being in its intra-activity with other beings, 

responding to constantly forming and reforming entanglements with the 

eventfulness of the world. In my relational performances in life, research and in 

practice, I take chances in relating with the world. Situating myself in the 

“unforeseen”, as I practice and write transparently and self-reflexively, does not 

reduce my responsibility for how I value and respect people. Only, my 

responsibility comes with an ethics of presence and care, an ethics of difficulty as 

I am “waiving the right” to follow established rules about how to go on in research 

and in practice. I am part of the relational phenomena I aim to co-create. 

-  In this research I am letting my embodied lived experience from within 

spontaneous, improvisational moments in everyday relational living and 

professional practice drive the development of the practice theory that I couldn’t 

find in the systemic literature about relational responsivity in therapy.  
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- Showing myself practicing in therapy or in my everyday interactions led me to 

develop a research theory of daring moments in improvisation, self-exposure and 

transparency for the readers to make their own judgements about the points of 

view presented and performed in these texts. 

- The stories in this thesis show complex and intimate dialogical and relational 

movements and processes as well as intimate learning-in-motion from within 

relational activities. 

- The methods of the research are coherent with the research questions.  

- The research has aesthetic merit. Interrupting habit patterns in the field of 

systemic practice and writing about it, I allow myself to follow independent and 

irreverent writing practices, methodological processes, and emotional paths in 

designing this research in original ways. I make visible chunks of the reality of my 

work from within the present moment of writing by employing literary and poetic 

techniques, by performing my texts, and by using my research material in 

evocative and moving ways. Moving between everyday life, theoretical and 

philosophical wanderings, art and fiction, this research calls up emotional, visual, 

sensory, and acoustic sensations from actual relational experiences. 

- The research weaves together critical and reflexive responses to the literature, so 

that the discussion of practice takes place in conversation with other writers in 

order to create dialogical reflexivity throughout.  

- Readers are not met with fixed ideas but with a constant invitation to experiment 

with new forms of relational practice, making their own connections.  

- Relational ethics and the practices of values of systemic practice are red threads 

running through every page of this doctorate. I have found ways to embody the 

subjectivity and creativity of the research, centred around respect and 

demonstrated as a relation of responsibility to the people involved in the stories I 

write, to other writers and to the readers.  
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32. Closing this work 

To stand despite all possibilities to fall.  

(Klee, 1968, p. 11) 

 

A closing chapter turns the flying adventures of the last seven years into something 

concrete, a thesis ready for submission and evaluation, and it turns me, the writer, into 

someone ready to move out into the wide open to continue this work outside of the 

context of a doctorate.  

This is a professional doctorate in systemic practice and systemic practice is everywhere.  

 

During this process… 

My personal life 

My daughter started going to school 

I tried to join writing retreats or conversational days with my supervisors, but 

rarely had the time  

But I wrote at home and felt free 

My daughter developed acute asthma  

Alex and I couldn’t agree as to how serious it was and 

often had disagreements about what to do 

     that was stressful. But 

We enjoyed some lovely summer holidays in Cephalonia. 
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I found a sick, newborn kitten outside my door – Valerio – and 

found a home for him 

I didn’t have time to travel  

But I read a lot and I read widely 

My daughter got hospitalised  

and she got well  

I developed chronic bronchitis and started 

getting ill very often  

My ex-husband died suddenly – he was young 

I started boxing training – and felt revived 

I had to face a difficult court case and risked losing my home 

and my office 

I was let down by solicitors and the way the legal system works 

My eighty-year-old uncle Chris one day brought me an important old decree – which 

was very difficult to find - in support of my case in the court 

That was a gift - I don’t know where he found it 

I have spent long many months working intensively on this legal case 

I still have my home 

But the court case is not over 

  I took singing lessons 

and had opportunities to make new friends  
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I developed a serious sun allergy which 

made it difficult for me to go out in the sun 

for three years 

I got a new niece who we love 

spending time with 

I developed high blood 

pressure 

And got better 

Spyros, my beloved friend 

and my first systemic teacher 

in Greece died 

Valerio reappeared in my life 

My daughter had an acute asthma and 

bronchitis attack during the first Covid 19 

quarantine  

She got well after four months  

The pandemic has affected everyone so much. Finishing this 

doctorate during this time wasn’t an easy thing. 

 

My professional life  

I enjoyed the meetings in Luton during the first three years of the doctorate programme  

 

 I was very happy with my supervisors who kept inspiring me all the way 
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I ran personal development workshops and groups with people from 

various contexts, who wanted to try something different to traditional 

therapy 

And had many important conversations with my clinical supervisor 

I did a lot of couple therapy work and felt good about my 

couples’ progress 

I worked systemically with groups of friends 

through transitional periods which had created 

problems in their relationships 

I got very good feedback for my reflexive 

paper and paper for publication from Gail 

Simon and Ravi Kohli 

I felt encouraged 

And felt I was becoming a 

writer 

I got my ethics approval 

But the group I was planning to work 

with didn’t continue 

      That unsettled me in the beginning  

And then I decided to develop composite scenarios 

from my experience with clients in the last fifteen 

years  

    That was exciting work 
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I presented my work in two systemic spring schools run by Bedfordshire 

University 

I said goodbye to John on John Shotter’s day  

And had a couple of Skype chats with him after that 

There were many times during this doctorate process that I wished I 

could have a conversation with him 

   I read and re-read his papers and books 

I got seriously distracted by health and legal issues and I 

missed opportunities to participate in conferences and 

workshops 

I had to apply for extensions a number of times and 

felt supported and understood by the university 

I had an invaluable supervisory relationship 

with Gail Simon 

I planned to join a systemic training 

institution in the UK to share my 

ideas with students 

But couldn’t do it because of 

various responsibilities which 

didn’t allow me to travel  

Time was very limited 

but I was finding time to 

write at night 

and when I was walking to the office 
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One of my clients died unexpectedly 

And I felt very sad 

I managed to publish two papers in Murmurations, a journal of systemic therapy  

and received warm responses from readers 

I enjoyed being peer reviewed 

  And became a peer reviewer myself 

I had a very helpful conversation with Ravi on my abstract  

I kept being inspired by simple everyday events 

And kept writing about them 

I spent the fifth year of my research being lost 

about what I had been doing in this research 

I had many precious conversations with 

colleagues and other researchers 

I presented my paper Too Many 

Mind at the Berlin International 

Qualitative Conference 

and I presented my doctoral work at 

professional workshops in Athens and got 

very encouraging feedback 

Colleagues asked me to organise a group to 

further the ideas in this doctorate  

and to write texts of relational adventures – we 

called the group Relational Movements Group 
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I presented at a systemic conference in Northern Greece 

with Gail and Marilena 

I handed in the University of Bedfordshire my intension to submit my 

thesis  

I had to apply for an extension of my word count  

Family-related stuff which came up during the last month before submission made the 

last part of the doctoral journal difficult 
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Dreams, imaginings, hopes 

Developing some important areas of this doctorate further: 

• I would like to undertake further research on the relationship between training 

and the ability to improvise; between knowledge and spontaneity; between 

learning and the ability to perform one’s participation in the moment of action. 

• I would like to continue researching the benefits of art training techniques to 

systemic therapy training, and to suggest practical methods for use by schools of 

systemic training. 

• I would like to do more research on the hard problem of consciousness (Chalmers, 

1996). 

• I would like to read and learn more about the ideas of new materialism and read 

the books which I have read only chapters of.  

• I want to read things I should have read but didn’t.  

• I would like to do more research on the links between new materialism-activism 

and new materialism-spirituality.  

• I am planning to write a book titled The Ethics of the Irreducibility of Our 

Improvisational Performances for the counselling and psychotherapy professions.  

 

Sharing more of the ideas of this doctorate: 

• I would like to run professional workshops on the indeterminacy of our flowing, 

material, affective entwinings with the world. 

• I am already booked for a professional workshop at the University of Bedfordshire 

in Spring 2021 on Daring Moments and Relational Responsivity. 

• I have planned two more professional development workshops for practitioners in 

Athens on Improvisation in professional contexts. 

• I am planning to write papers on performative action, improvisation, and creativity 

for the training of psychotherapists in ambiguity and experimentation, introducing 

ideas from the Arts, theatre, voice, and dance training. 
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• I am planning to continue running personal development workshops based on new 

materialist ideas. I have already organised two new groups to run in Athens next 

year. 

• I am planning to submit some of the papers in this doctoral portfolio to journals of 

systemic practice.  

• I am hoping to continue my intellectual endeavours with supervising and teaching 

doctoral students. 

• I am hoping to inspire trainees and fellow practitioners to utilise more of their 

spontaneous response-abilities from everyday relational living in professional 

contexts.  

• I would like to participate in more qualitative research conferences. 

 

I hope... 

• To continue to find the experience and the courage to see connections between 

things which seem conflicting, crossing existing boundaries in knowledge through 

bringing together sets of practices and bodies of knowledge not usually aligned. 

• To continue to practise with movement, openly intra-acting with everything and 

meeting with/ being part of new “mixtures”. 

• To do some research on breathing and expressive postures in relational contexts.  
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Out in the wide open 

For the past few years, this doctorate has been a wide-open playground for me, hosting 

so many adventures and experimentations, so much learning, so many relationships, 

emotions, opportunities: to improvise, to achieve, to win, to lose, to stretch myself; to 

wander around and wonder about many things; to bump into unexpected questions, to 

meet so many amazing people; to write, write freely, write as I talk and learn to talk as I 

write; to take risks and travel deep and wide inside and outside.  

I am about to move out of this unforgettable playground now, but what I feel in this 

moment is that although I can see the borders of the relational phenomenon called a 

doctoral thesis, none of the intra-actions within it are stopping, they are only getting 

wider. I would like to close with one of my favourite quotes from Barad (2007, loc 94): 

‘Intra-actions extend the entanglements and responsibilities of which one is a part. The 

past is never finished. It cannot be wrapped up like a package, or scrap-book or an 

acknowledgement; we never leave it and it never leaves us behind’.  
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