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Breathing out of the University, and into many 
Schools
Storying abolition as a way of activation 

J O A C H I M  B E N  Y A K O U B 

We all begin life in water 
We all begin life because someone breathed for us 
Until we breathe for ourselves 
Someone breathes for us 
Everyone has had someone – a woman – breathe for 
them 
Until that first ga(s)p 
For Air 
M. NourbeSe Philip (2018)

Even if we indeed all begin life, because someone 
breathed for us, our collective breath is not evenly 
distributed. As political philosopher Frantz Fanon 
(2022) cautioned, for some bodies, breathing is 
not only constantly observed but also occupied. 
Therefore their breathing is a continuous 
struggle. Over the following pages, we therefore 
propose to breathe and speak in the we-voice, 
nearby these asphyxiated bodies, nearby these 
bodies for whom breathing is a continuous 
struggle (Bentouhami 2014). Indeed, these 
asphyxiated bodies are the bodies of the damned. 
Bodies whose constructed life conditions prevent 
properly moving and breathing. Claustrophobic 
bodies, almost amputated, dismembered bodies. 
Bodies that, when asleep, continuously dream 
of jumping, swimming, running, climbing and 
laughing, but, when awake, are constantly on 
their guard and in a continuous state of muscular 
contraction (Fanon 1968).

Even though we are proposing a meditation 
in two stories, inspired from our own lived 
experience, we align our proposal with what 
Édouard Glissant (in Moten 2017) calls the 
‘consent not to be a single being’ and engage with 
what Rolando Vázquez (2020) calls ‘speaking 
in the we-voice’. Speaking in the we-voice 
requires a movement in positionality, from the 
individual self central in academic discourse 
to the multiplicity of the we. This movement 
takes distance from the ‘I-voice that determines 
ownership, property and individuality’ and moves 
towards a plurality of voices, acknowledging that 

‘what we are thinking is not ours; the awareness 
that there is a community producing what we are 
thinking, beginning from the language we speak, 
all the way up to the concepts and insights we are 
presenting’ (xxv).

Speaking nearby is not a speaking for, or 
a giving voice, as if these bodies – even though 
asphyxiated – couldn’t speak for themselves.1 
This contribution not only reclaims a form of 
proximity to the speaking subject, but also a form 
of opacity to its reader and a form of 
intertextuality in the surrounds of the university, 
generating a discomfort necessary for those 
settled in the university to activate 
transformations in ways of being in but not of the 
university. In but not of. This nuanced articulation 
of preposition words a positionality we will try to 
elaborate throughout this text, to finally propose 
ways of breathing out of the university and into 
many schools.

Through two different stories – two lived 
experiences relating with different key moments 
of knowledge production – we reconceive our 
precarious affiliation with the university to 
unlearn and relearn forms of knowing, sensing 
and being in a world, weaving together many 
different art worlds. We relate these two 
contrasting stories to the poetics of relational 
forms of study and (un)schooling that are 
continuously in the making in different collective 
spaces and emerging schools. We find different 
translocal non-aligned pedagogies of liberation 
in, for example, the School of Water, which 
welcomes us to sit with the transformative and 
generative fugitivity of different confluent bodies 
of water in between the Maghreb and Palestine. 
In the School of the Jaguar, which invites us to 
experience our entangled lives and afterlives with 
the other-than-human that decentres our view of 
the world, somewhere in between Abya Yala and 
Vienna. In the ephemeral Diasporic School, which 
made us remember the hlayqi.a is still living 

1 The intention of speak-
ing nearby is central in 
the work of filmmaker 
and philosopher Trinh T. 
Minh-ha. See for instance 
Trinh T. Minh-ha in 
conversation with Chen 
(1992).
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inside of us, somewhere in between the Maghreb 
and Brussels. In the School of Intrusions, born 
in Palestine, that facilitates collective learning 
processes by intervening in different art worlds, 
suturing the pluriversality back into the rhythm 
of everyday life through situated knowledge, 
anti-colonial practices and alternative economic 
models. We also relate to Weaving Realities, 
which practices sentipensar by weaving the 
pluriverse to include the living Earth in our 
collectivity, somewhere in between Abya Yala and 
Amsterdam. In a similar way as Fridskul humbled 
the central panopticon of the singular art world 
in Kassel by transforming it into a collective 
learning space where artists live, sleep, eat, cook 
and work together beyond the hundred days 
with the supporting Gudskul. We also see these 
pedagogies of liberation emerge in the School 
of Mutants, who again inhabit abandoned or 
never-completed and non-aligned learning spaces 
in Dakar, or in the Kitchen as a place where we 
hold space for study, where we assemble, reprint 
and broadcast, somewhere in between Palestine, 
Brussels and the Maghreb. All these schools, 
initiated in alliance with an artistic practice, and 
many more schools, in their own particular way, 
activate translocal non-aligned pedagogies of 
liberation, and operate beyond the contours of 
the monolithic university and the one-world-art-
world to allow for a pluriversity to re-emerge. 

By bringing the following two stories together 
in one single meditation on ways of breathing out 
of the university and into many schools, speaking 
nearby asphyxiated but struggling bodies, we 
hope to move with and also to be moved by the 
momentary confluence of different winds, 
blowing in from dissimilar (and at times) 
opposing spaces, times and histories. Even though 
this contribution focuses on the academy, it is not 
our intention to romanticize the arts or to pit the 
arts against the academy. Quite the contrary, the 
monolithic art world is in dire need of 
transformation and restoration too. Both the art 
and academic worlds are as fraught as they are 
full of potential. Though alluring, an exploration 
of the institutionalized one-world-art-world 
would cause us to wander beyond the purview of 
this article.2 It is rather interested with the degree 
to which power processes and structures are 
institutionalized, ossified and commodified in 

both the arts and the academy, as an object of 
a possible abolition that can allow the otherwise 
to re-emerge.3 We aspire for this exercise to be 
received as an open and gentle invitation to 
conspire, to breathe nearby the damned 
asphyxiated bodies, to breathe out of the 
university and into the many schools in the 
surrounds of the university.4 To deepen and 
thereby extend epistemological into ontological 
engagements to abolish the university, thus 
activating the possibility of a pluriversality.

A  D I F F E R E N T  A T T E N T I O N

It was in light of a conversation with dancer and 
choreographer Amanda Piña in her School of the 
Jaguar that we first listened to the whisperings 
of mountains as ‘earth beings’.5 In this 
conversation, they referred to what Marisol de 
la Cadena identifies as the lingering possibility 
to make appear, to embody, to become the 
mountain, and to become the multiplicity of 
beings inhabiting the Andean world (Ben Yakoub 
2019a). Earth beings are sentient entities. They 
can be seen as beings that do not inhabit but 
that are mountains, rivers, lagoons. They are 
the water, the forest or the wind that subtly 
dances through and with the trees, always in 
mutual caring relations (De la Cadena 2015). 
Through our shared experience of living on 
Earth, they invite us to relate to – as an equal 
part of – all the living and surviving entities 
entangled in different ecosystems, decentring 
environmentalist conceptions of the Earth and 
anthropocentric ways of worlding the Earth. 
Through collective forms of embodiment and 
ritualized gestures, the different present bodies 
welcomed us to dance with the mountain, the 
river or the ocean, to move with and be moved 
by the wind, the storm or the hurricane we could 
incarnate.

Relating to the wind’s movement as a form 
of breathing, as we do in the stories told in 
the coming pages, demands a different form 
of attention, a more embodied and sensible 
form of perception. One that breaks down the 
very centrality of our visual faculties. This 
means fundamentally reversing the modern 
materialistic mantra that we inherited and carry 
in us, to only believe what we see. Through the 

2 With ‘one-world-art-
world’, we refer to the 
critique of the singular, 
modern and universal 
‘one-world world’ central 
in the pluriversal thinking, 
proposed by, among many 
others, Arthuri Escobar in 
his book Designs for the 
Pluriverse (2018).

3 Following Ashon T. 
Crawley, the ‘otherwise’ 
refers to the aesthetics of 
possibilities and modes of 
existence that articulate a 
vision of life that is open 
to potentialities beyond 
the normative frameworks 
that govern reality. See 
Crawley (2016).

4 With the surrounds 
we refer to the work of 
AbdouMaliq Simone 
pointing to a concatena-
tion of spaces, not as ‘a 
boundary limit or as some 
constitutive outside’ but 
as ‘heterotopic, excep-
tional, intensely specific, 
hidden in plain sight, pre-
figurative, or dissolute … 
entail(ing) the possibilities 
within any event, situa-
tion, setting, or project for 
something incomputable 
and unanticipated to take 
(its) place’ (2022: 5). 

5 With the performance 
The Jaguar and the 
Snake, where Amanda 
Piña, Lina María Venegas 
and Yoan Sorin embody 
a new perspectivism, 
undoing the boundaries 
between nature and 
culture, but also between 
object and subject, the 
production holds space 
for new perspectives for 
feeling, thinking and expe-
riencing the relationship 
between the human, and 
the more-than-human, 
animals, plants and the 
land. The School of the 
Jaguar is conceived as an 
art world to rehearse the 
possibility of an ecology 
of knowledge (Ben Yakoub 
2019a).
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complex interactions of moving bodies and 
vibrating sculptures in the performance The 
Jaguar and the Snake, Amanda Piña invites us 
to unlearn and see through their embodiment, 
to intensely sense how their slow movements 
vibrate on stage. Might what we see be arranged 
and predisposed by what we believe? This 
question opens up the possibility for a different 
way of seeing, a way of seeing that Gloria 
Anzaldúa calls ‘la facultad’ or ‘the capacity to 
see in surface phenomena the meaning of deeper 
realities’. For her, this capacity to see the deeper 
structures below a surface is also ‘an instant 
sensing’ and an ‘acute awareness mediated 
by images and symbols’. Behind these images 
and symbols feelings hide and reside, or, in the 
words of Anzaldúa, they are ‘the faces of feeling’ 
(Anzaldúa 1987: 38).

La facultad. The sensory ability we possess 
to perceive, experience and interpret the world 
around us does not operate in a void. The way 
we sense and make sense, and the way our 
senses are distributed, are always saturated in 
entangled colonial power relations (Ben Yakoub 
2018). The sensibilities unfold in a deep trust 
in our shared will to live, our ancestral forces of 
survival. These sensibilities move us towards a 
form of living containing an ancestral lineage 
that stands in front and before us. Rolando 
Vázquez apprehends our precedence as ‘before 
the before’, a movement towards the real (2017). 
This ‘before the before’ holds space for the 
departed, holding a wake for those who came 
before us but who are still with us, and in the 
wake of whom we move and are moved (Sharpe 
2016). This faculty allows us to see through the 
emergence of Earth beings, which allows for 
grief and lamentation. The aptitude for doing 
something… ‘La faculdad’ is not part of the 
curricula of the Faculty and Departments we are 
in, but not of (Moten and Harney 2013).

The Faculty. The neoliberal cultivation of a 
collective body of academic staff doing their job 
at a university is also structured through an 
inherent power indeed, but a power too often 
desired. A will to power that is bifurcating, 
rationalizing and always objectifying reality in 
two opposing poles, constantly doubting 
between transcendence and immanence as the 
only two possible movements towards the real.6 

We might be in, but definitely not of this Faculty. 
We feel the impulse to breathe out of the 
university, to unlearn all the professional 
faculties that make a researcher a ‘good’ 
researcher, a publication a ‘good’ publication, a 
citation a ‘good’ citation… So, even if we are in 
that building, we avoid being caught by the 
universalizing machine of the mono-cultural 
knowledge plantation, which the Faculty and 
Departments we are in but not of keep on 
reproducing despite its criticality, despite its 
flattering critique of the Anthropocene, despite 
its loud and shiny attempts to decolonize the 
curriculum. We detach ourselves from our will to 
power, which enables the absorption of our 
speech through a self-imposed disciplining 
competition, through the departmentalization of 
what cannot be compartmentalized, endlessly 
fragmenting what is always already whole. We 
detach ourselves to activate and to make space 
for indisciplinarity, to refuse to take part in a 
competition lost in advance. In this activation, 
we escape the capture that exists on the surface 
of novel critical theories that the Faculty and its 
Departments keep on deploying, speaking and 
unrolling anew, finding refuge from the infinite 
substitute definitions we invent for the 
Anthropocene.7

We will politely decline this kind of Faculty. 
Our refusal generates a return to a sensible 
praxis, in search of different ways of being 
and sensing the world. It generates a refuge 
that allows for other ways to work and labour 
together, other ways for collaboration to emerge. 
It convenes different ways to be in, inhabit 
and to feel the world – a world where many 
different worlds fit. It engenders other ways 
to study and make school, without the risk of 
scholarly appropriation, without enclosure 
or dispossession. For Fred Moten and Stefano 
Harney, to study is ‘what you do with other 
people. It’s talking and walking around with 
other people, working, dancing, suffering, some 
irreducible convergence of all three, held under 
the name of speculative practice’ (2013: 110). 
Inspired by Trinh T. Minh-ha, study can also 
be perceived as a meditation, moving from the 
inside out before moving from the outside in, as 
the world can be known from within oneself. It is 
possible ‘to know the world inwardly, so that the 

6 For the difference 
between the ‘will to life’ 
and the ‘will to power’, see 
Dussel (2008).

7 To go deeper into the 
proposition of indisciplinarity, 
see Rancière (2006).
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deeper we go into ourselves, the wider we go into 
society’ (Chen 1992: 82). Study is not a practice, 
nor is it a reflection, but a grounded and 
sensible praxis that holds space for fabulations. 
Moreover, it differs from the neoliberal logical, 
objectifying, deductive mode of study practised 
in the Faculty: running away from every 
‘depository’ reflex, reducing learning bodies to 
passive receptacles or empty vessels that need to 
be filled with information, data and knowledge.8

By refusing the violent conundrums inherent 
to the neoliberal surface of the university, 
its spectacular faculties and outstanding 
departments and infinite research groups, we 
found shelter to study in many different schools, 
to study and breathe in a space of possibility 
where the otherwise can emerge. Refusal 
generates spaces where words move beyond 
the limits of the Faculty and breathe into the 
possibility of sensing, thinking and feeling 
deeper realities underneath the surface of the 
university, where our knowing and being find 
refuge. Activating underneath, before the before, 
in the surrounds.

B R E A T H I N G  O U T  O F  T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  – 

A B O L I T I O N  A S  A C T I V A T I O N

Since 2015 the wide-reaching ‘Fees Must Fall’ 
movement of student protests in Cape Town, 
South Africa, re-emerged, provoking debates 
across reputed universities worldwide (Godsell 
2016). While the protest initially aimed at free 
higher education, the demands soon transformed 
into a general claim to decolonize the university, 
specifically the curriculum. Together with the 
re-emergence of student protests, we notice the 
revival of different pedagogies of the oppressed 
(Freire 2017) resurfacing as practices of freedom 
(hooks 1994) that aim to deschool society 
(Illich 1970). Also in Belgium, student protests 
gained momentum at universities under the 
slogan ‘Leopold II must fall’ (Dube 2020). These 
movements of dissent pointed at a gap between 
the official diversity policy of the universities and 
the, at times, conflated calls for anti-racism and 
decolonization by the student movements (Sacré 
2022). Art schools and art departments were not 
spared the demand to decolonize, as opposed to 
merely implementing superficial diversity policies 

(Bala 2018). Art schools are looking for ways to 
deal with the intersecting forces of sexism and 
racism that affect the everyday life and study of 
their students (Ghekiere and Boujdaini 2019). 
The growing rallying cry for decolonization, 
or what Maddee Clark and Neika Lehman call 
‘the unbearable hotness of decolonization’ 
(2018), seems to give rise to radical demands 
for fundamental change to its metaphorical 
dimension (Tuck and Yang 2021). The movements 
advocating for the decolonization of the 
curriculum in Belgian higher education, for 
instance, paradoxically managed to overlook 
the possibility to relate to student movements 
in Congo as possible dialogic partners, as they 
were simultaneously fighting for change (Sacré 
2022). The resulting academic debate focused 
mostly on the epistemological level, reducing 
the opportunities for decolonizing the university 
to the decolonization of knowledge and the 
curriculum, without resulting in a common 
praxis.9 To result in a common praxis, breathing 
out of the university also implies an ontological 
engagement to abolish the university10, enabling 
the re-emergence of a pluriversality. 11

The two stories we want to tell in this con-
tribution propose to follow the humanities’ 
ontological turn, leading to a sharpened atten-
tion to different possible ecologies and geopoli-
tics of knowledge production.12 In this article 
we therefore want to join the collective effort to 
decolonize the university, but in doing so move 
beyond the epistemic level and the imposition 
of universalist claims about the very nature of 
humanity, and move towards the activation of a 
pluriversality.

A  M E D I T A T I O N  I N  T W O  S T O R I E S  – A 

R E F U S A L  O F  E T H N O G R A P H Y

The telling of these two stories is only partially 
inspired by autoethnographic methodologies. 
As argued elsewhere, autoethnography remains 
an anthropological method traversed by 
colonial difference, even if reappropriated as an 
indigenous, decolonial, black feminist, queer and 
intersectional practice.13 As we will argue further, 
we propose to altogether refuse the category 
of ethnography and propose storytelling as 
a method. Even though we share a thorough 

8 To go deeper in 
questioning depository 
education models, see 
Freire (2018).

9 For the academic 
debate on decolonizing 
the university as an 
engagement on the 
epistemological level, 
see Mbembe (2016); 
Grosfoguel, Hernández 
and Rosen Velasquez 
(2016); Bhambra, Gebrial 
and Nişancıoğlu (2018); 
De Jong, Icaza and 
Rutazibwa (2018).

10 I want to share my 
gratitude to Omar 
Jabary Salamanca for 
having introduced 
abolitionist thinking 
and the undercommons 
to my research during 
the seminar on Slow 
Science entitled ‘What 
Does It Mean to Be a 
Researcher in 21st Century 
Academia?’ at Ghent 
University (20 April 2018) 
and following inspiring 
conversations on the 
outskirts of the university, 
mostly in the Kitchen.

11 Angela Davis 
conceptualized a Duboisan 
notion of abolitionism 
that is not so much 
about the insufficient 
and ‘negative process of 
tearing down’ as it is a 
proposition of ‘building 
up’ and ‘creating new 
institutions’ (2011). In 
the words of Fred Moten 
and Stefano Harney, it 
is not so much about 
the abolition of slavery, 
prisons or the university, 
as it is about ‘the abolition 
of a society that could 
have prisons, that could 
have slavery, that could 
have the wage, and 
therefore not abolition 
as the elimination of 
anything but abolition 
as the founding of a new 
society’ (2013: 42). This 
abolitionist proposition 
is not a nihilist plea; 
on the contrary, it 
is a prefigurative 
exercise in the radical 
reimagination and 
transition of the landscape 
of infrastructures of 
knowledge production 
to institute otherwise. 
If ‘abolition is life in 
rehearsal’, as suggested 
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reflexive and situated position, even though we 
share the refusal of an objectifying, disembodied 
and unmarked gaze from nowhere, claiming the 
power of representation over its object of study, 
while escaping representation as a subject, 
separating the subject from its grounds, creating 
an illusion of objective distance (Vázquez 2020). 
The refusal of autoethnography, or pointing 
to the impossibility to write oneself out of the 
ethnological equation, generates the necessary 
space for reconsidering the figuration of the 
storyteller as hlayqi·a. Moved by a conversation 
with Bouchra Khalili, in the frame of the 
Diasporic School, we propose a meditation in 
two stories: witnessing our own lived experience 
and speaking nearby the suffocated, damned 
bodies as an infinite form of solidarity work (Ben 
Yakoub and Khalili 2022).

In his introduction to popular poetry in the 
literary Moroccan journal Souffles, the artist 
and filmmaker Ahmed Bouanani, referring to 
the circular form of the al-halqa, said: ‘a story is 
nothing but the way it is told’ (Bouanani 1966). 
In al-halqa, the storyteller (hlayqi/hlayqia) does 
not have the authority of the author – as the 
conveyor of a collective and historical discourse 
– s.he is subjected to real and equal questioning 
by its audience (Clancy and Philippe 1977). 
Wielding experimental and politically engaged 
poetics with a certain sense of ceremoniality,14 
storytelling never lost its function as a relational 
and always profound mirror, questioning and 
subverting what can be said or heard and what 
should remain silenced, reconsidering what is 
visible and what is indiscernible, and reinstating 
oral narrative as powerful forms of resistance to 
hegemonic ways of sensing and being the world.

While refusing autoethnography as a method, 
we reconsider the figuration of the storyteller 
as hlayqi·a to relate these contrasting stories to 
the poetics and relational forms of unlearning 
and (re)schooling, enabling and activating 
pluriversal modes of knowledge production 
in various collective spaces of refuge, spaces 
always in the making. These schools propose 
to be places, and assemblies of sorts, where we 
hang out, where we cook and gossip, where we 
broadcast, print and study, where we do our 
work, dancing and grieving simultaneously, 
where we live our speculations and fabulations, 

facilitating relationality as a labour of love 
through prefigurative research and art practices, 
instituting otherwise. It is from this ground(ing) 
that we will tell the two stories, sharing two 
different lived experiences, spilling ‘our open 
secret’ (Moten 2008). 

T H E  T W O  S T O R I E S

Our first story tells something about the ground 
on which our refusal stands. Our second story 
opens our faculty to sense, make sense and move 
differently in the world. It gives a direction to 
where we want to go, while running away from 
the faculty strictures of the university. We will 
end by echoing a proposition that emphasizes 
the importance of actively building relations 
between the many schools that are plotting a way 
out of the permanent crisis the university tries 
to capture us in. In that way, we can envision a 
‘dancing in the rubble’ of an abolished university 
anticipated by media scholar Marz Saffore (2021), 
remembering that ‘before it is a dance, it is a 
pretext to breathe … inhaling and exhaling the 
echoes of the world’, to paraphrase Congolese 
writer Sony Labou Tansi, cited in the book 
Breathing out of School (Malaquais and Peghini 
2020: 11). 

S t o r y  1 :  B r e a t h i n g  o u t  o f  t h e 
u n i v e r s i t y 

Let us take you back to one of the first academic 
conferences we ever attended to present a 
chapter of our doctoral research. In 2016 we 
travelled to the Greek Island of Syros to share 
our insights on the aesthetics of revolt in Tunisia 
with a group of scholars unknown to us. We 
found the conference through an online CFP 
entitled ‘Heritage in Transition: Scenes of urban 
innovation’. The call convinced us to share our 
insights into the revolutionary transformation 
of urban landscapes in Tunisia. It stroked our 
academic ego that it was accepted for the annual 
conference of ‘The International Association for 
the Study of the Culture of Cities’, organized by 
the Culture of Cities Centre. Achille Mbembe 
was part of the conference the year before, which 
boosted our trust in this Canadian academic 
association, and our ego even more. Our paper 

B E N  Y A K O U B  :  B R E A T H I N G  O U T  O F  T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y

by Ruth Wilson Gilmore 
(2022), then abolishing the 
university reveals itself 
as a form of activation, or 
reactivation, a productive 
clearing of the academic 
horizon for different 
overlapping spaces of 
freedom. When looked at 
as a gesture of generative 
refusal, abolition allows a 
pluriversality to come to 
the fore. 

12 To follow the ontological 
turn towards the 
pluriversity, see De la 
Cadena and Blaser (2018); 
Escobar (2018); Reiter 
(2018).

13 On reappropriating 
the method of 
autoethnography, read 
Carey (2018); Chawla and 
Atay (2018); Osei (2019); 
Adams and Bolen (2017); 
Johnson and LeMaster 
(2020).

14 Kateb Yacine, 
Abdelkader Alloula and 
Tayeb Saddiki are three 
major figures of the 
postcolonial Maghrebi 
theatre, conceptualized 
by Abdelkrim Berrechid as 
‘ceremonial theater’; see 
Berrechid (2008). See also 
Amine and Carlson (2012).
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was focusing on the role of monuments and 
images in public space. Engaging with the 
work of visual artist Nidhal Chamekh, we were 
trying to make sense of the notion of revolting 
aesthetics, through the ongoing rage against 
monuments, destroying all but one monument: 
‘The last sculpture standing’ (Ben Yakoub 
2019b). 

Our presentation was scheduled on the third 
and last day of the conference. We settled in, 
tried to enjoy our short stay on the island, our 
luxurious hotel and the Greek food, all the while 
thinking through our upcoming presentation 
and slowly mingling in the international crowd 
of academics. The opening reception passed, 
panels passed, one presentation at a time; it 
made us wonder if we had chosen the right 
conference to start what they call an academic 
career. The small talk passed, the networking 
dinner passed, the coffee breaks passed, the 
wine and cheese reception passed too, but 
we couldn’t stop wondering, doubting if this 
was really a place we could belong, we wanted 
to belong. Who are these people? What is 
‘The International Association for the Study 
of the Culture of Cities’? Along the way we 
learned the association was part of a pragmatic 
sociological school of thought called ‘symbolic 
interactionism’. Some of the scholars at the 
dining table tried to explain, between the 
gulping and drinking, that it fosters a pragmatic 
perspective on society, seeing society as the 
product of everyday interactions of individuals. 
Every night before going to bed, we tried to 
stop doubting ourselves and rehearsed our 
presentation, until the very last morning. It 
was soon to be our turn. We could feel our body 
trembling, in a state of anxiety, panic almost. We 
did not enjoy our breakfast properly, but there 
was no escape.

We remembered the wise and soothing words 
of our mother, ‘If you are nervous to speak in 
public, just try to focus on your breath.’ The 
tension rose as the last panel ended, the last 
coffee break before our presentation passed. We 
heard our mother’s voice again. ‘Breathe in and 
count to four, then take a small pause, breathe 
out and count to four.’ We repeatedly inhaled 
as long as we exhaled, until we lost count, so 
we were calm enough to step forward with 

confidence, almost ready to read our paper and 
engage in one of our first academic discussions. 
While our co-panellist was presenting his 
paper, we were distracted by a summer breeze 
intruding on the concentrated minds gathered 
in the conference hall. It was blowing through 
the curtains, making them dance on the window 
to our left. The spontaneous choreography of 
the conference hall drapery suddenly brought 
us to the courtyard of our grandmother’s house, 
in the small town of Sliman, in the north of 
Tunisia. Our grandmother often left us alone on 
the patio of her house in the heart of the medina 
as the adhān resonated from the mosque next 
door. Sitting on the doorstep of the bedroom 
where she was praying, we closely observed how 
the air current made the curtains on the wall 
dance, as if they were twirling to the chants of 
the mouezzine. The whirling curtains rendered 
tangible the absence of our grandfather, who 
had passed away years earlier. During this 
propulsion we realized we were speaking from 
a different perspective, we were inscribing 
the aesthetics of a political movement in an 
ancestral story, engaging with the precedence of 
our grandparents and their parents. We had to 
focus – our neighbour presenting on the same 
panel was passionately dealing with bombed and 
droned cities like Bagdad, Damascus, Benghazi 
and Kabul, in the light of the permanent state 
of exception in a new era of authoritarianism, 
rising from the ashes of 9/11. When we were 
brought to the doorstep of the bedroom where 
our grandmother was always praying, the 
scene of representation, the scene where our 
bodies were marked as minorized bodies in 
the conference, transformed into a scene of 
presence. In this transformative process that 
brought us from representation to presence, the 
audience suddenly dissipated (Marboeuf 2022). 
The need for recognition evaporated. It allowed 
for what preceded us to come to the fore. We 
were standing there witnessing the presentness 
of these histories we were supposed to analyse; 
we were embodying this precedence, before 
our grandfather, and before his parents, before 
our family lineage, humbly speaking before the 
before.

The responses after our presentations were 
underwhelming to say the least. Not worth 
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remembering unfortunately. Except for one, by 
the executive director of the Culture of Cities 
Centre. According to him, our presentations 
were not distant enough, not as detached as 
they should be, too close to the subject matter, 
overstimulated, too polemical, not moderate 
enough, too emotionally engaged to be 
convincing. He was wondering how we could 
say something meaningful about the permanent 
state of exception or the ongoing rage against 
monuments in a new era of authoritarianism if 
we could not have the necessary methodological 
distance to make what he called ‘a proper 
ethnography’.

S t o r y  2 :  B r e a t h i n g  i n  t h e  s c h o o l

The second story takes place six summers later, 
during documenta fifteen (2022) in Kassel. The 
experience we had through the confluence of 
different friends around an installation on the 
foot of the bridge crossing the Fulda River on 
a rainy Monday morning, after a storm had 
subsided, still resonates in us.

We had the chance to conspire with our friends 
from Subversive Film in the Kitchen, a collective 
study space in Brussels, as they were invited to 
take part in the Lumbung journey ruangrupa 
proposed, as one of the collective of collectives 
and artistic directors of documenta fifteen, to turn 
documenta and later the whole mono-cultural 
plantation of knowledge production inside 
out and later also upside down. Lumbung is 
extensively used as an image for the commons, 
but literally points to a vernacular agrarian 
term in Bahasa Indonesia. It refers to a rice barn 
where a community stores their harvest, which is 
organized collectively to face the capricious and 
uncertain futures ahead. It is in its metaphorical 
sense more of an under- (Moten and Harney 
2013) or un-common (De la Cadena and Blaser 
2017). Documenta GmbH probably did not fully 
realize that they had accepted an invitation: 
to become part of ruangrupa’s ecosystem and 
to join their journey, and not the other way 
round. If you listened closely, you could indeed 
hear the sound of tables turning (Kim 2022). 
But it was clearly a proposition that, from the 
onset, refused to abide by European institution 
agendas and financial interests, and this would 

create a storm. That returning the invitation 
to curate the fifteenth edition to the sender, 
inviting documenta back, summoning the 
post-war German institution to be part of their 
Lumbung journey – which had started in Jakarta 
in 2013 – would be challenging, to say the least. 
It was not documenta fifteen, but Lumbung 1 we 
were engaging with. But it is not this storm we 
want to address in our second story, but one of 
the subtlest of winds we experienced, the first 
day after the first storm died down for a brief 
moment in the city of Kassel.

On that rainy Monday morning, at the break 
of day, we bumped into a familiar person in 
the open Turkish bakery where we were having 
our daily breakfast in Kassel. We were reticent 
to disturb her morning routine, but followed 
our intuition and made a signal to reciprocate 
the familiarity we sensed in her presence. A 
beautiful conversation unfolded, and we decided 
to start our day together, as, by chance, we had 
planned to begin the day at the Rondell, which 
happened to be the location of an installation 
by her friend Nguyễn Trinh Thi. She saw the 
occasion to surprise, by chance again, two 
mutual friends with whom we had made an 
appointment. Nonkrong, or hanging out, as 
one of the modalities proposed by ruangrupa to 
navigate and stroll through the city, sharing time 
together, seemed to be work after all.

Eager to find a shelter from the rain, we hastily 
entered the installation in the Rondell. We were 
welcomed by a dark calmness and serenity, 
inviting us to sit down. Only the shadows of 
plants were noticeable, slowly revolving around 
us and the shadow of people already immersed 
in the proposition. So, we joined and there we 
sat, in a circle with friends, and friends of 
friends, in complete silence. We closed our eyes 
to listen to the sound filling the space. Relieved 
to have found a shelter from the rain, we tried to 
ground ourselves. We remembered the good 
advice our mother once gave us: ‘Breathe in and 
count to four, then take a small pause, breathe 
out and count to four.’ The storm of the opening 
was slowly dying down; our thoughts and 
worries dissipated for a brief moment. We 
listened and recognized a familiar rhythm. The 
pace of the wind entering the round space 
reminded us of the sound of inhalation and 

B E N  Y A K O U B  :  B R E A T H I N G  O U T  O F  T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y 115



exhalation. The wind blowing through the trees 
close to the Rondell, breathing in. The wind 
blowing through the trees, breathing out. It felt 
as if different flowing bodies of water joined to 
form a single one, listening to and breathing 
with the wind in which we were mutually 
absorbed. Was it the breath of the Earth that we 
were breathing with? We further silenced our 
thoughts. Surrendering ourselves to the rhythm 
of her sentient breath. Was it the Earth 
breathing? It must be hard to continue 
breathing, considering all the hardship and 
ordeals we have been going through lately. 
Particulate matter (PM), carbon monoxide (CO), 
ozone (O3), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), sulphur 
dioxide (SO2) and CS gas, if the police decide to 
repress our mobilizations.15 The familiarity of 
the sound amplified; worries about our 
intoxicated air dwindled. The breathing sound 
gently approached, closer and closer, until it 
surrounded us. We felt a familiar warmth and 
presence, a warmth and presence that had 
tenderly passed away the summer before. Was it 
her breath enclosing us? Submerged in an 
oceanic feeling, we suddenly had to gasp and 
choked up briefly, to realize again we were truly 
there, sitting alongside other confluent bodies, 
immersed in the breathing sound of a flute, in 
that gracefully obscured space surrounded by the 
slow revolving shadow of plants. It was time to 
go out again in the rain, to reorient ourselves.

We found one of our friends in a similar state; 
we held on to each other for a moment, before 
finding a bookshelf near the entrance with 
excerpts on it from A Tale Told in the Year 2000, 
an autobiographical novel, apparently banned 
in Vietnam, by Bùi Ngọc Tấn. In the book a part 
was marked in yellow that recounted the scene 
of turmoil and a tragic murder just outside a 
prison camp in the Tam Đảo forest of northern 
Vietnam in the 1960s. The scene relates to the 
location of the Rondell, which used to be a 
prison and torture chamber. The sound of the 
wind breathing was produced by an ingenious 
electronic system set up in the space that 
assembled real-time data from different sensors, 
so the wind could trigger the movement of an 
installation of fans that resulted in the haunting, 
slow, repetitive sound of the sáo ôi flute, an 
ancestral musical instrument used in Vietnam’s 

northern mountainous regions, now blowing life 
into Nguyễn Trinh Thi’s installation And They 
Die a Natural Death.

When reading The Delusions of Care by 
Bonaventure Ndikung (2021) to better 
understand the German context later that 
summer, we were struck by how our experience 
in the Rondell resonates with an epigraph 
by M. NourbeSe Philip, in which he began 
his ‘lamentation in 3 fragments and 7 songs’ 
entitled ‘The Ga(s)p’. The short epigraph that 
introduced this article points at what NourbeSe 
Philip calls our shared prepositional relation 
to breath, a breathing for someone else that 
always returns, a form of circular breathing that 
is a nevertheless unevenly distributed poetics 
of breath and the fragment that is always a 
racialized expression of radical hospitality 
(2018). ‘That first ga(s)p for Air’ signals a 
beginning, a beginning of breathing for the 
self, by a self that is vitally relational, always in 
relation to our mothers, to simultaneously being 
host and guest; or, in the words of NourbeSe 
Philip: ‘each breath we take is a fragment of the 
larger breathing and breath of the universe ... 
each gap and gasp carrying the potential of a 
universe’.

N O T  T O  C O N C L U D E ,  B U T  T O  A C T I V A T E 

O P E N I N G S

Maybe the director of the Culture of Cities 
Centre was right after all. We might not have had 
the necessary methodological distance to make 
what he called ‘a proper ethnography’. Eager to 
be recognized by the scholarly community and 
to break through our academic path, we might 
have tried a little too hard to inhabit a place that 
will never be habitable for us, as we pretended to 
adopt a universalistic, neutral, objective god-eye 
view of sorts, as we wanted to inhabit the well-
guarded, disembodied and unmarked ‘zero-point 
hubris’ (Castro-Gómez 2021). From the director’s 
comfortable checkpoint, he might have sensed 
and punctured our imposter syndrome, unveiling 
our open secret. When confronted with his 
question we nevertheless felt revulsion.

When Robin Kelley asked ‘What does it mean 
to seek love from an institution incapable of 
loving us?’ (2016), little by little, it sank in. The 

15 The cyanocarbon 
compound 
2-chlorobenzalmalononitrile 
is the main component 
of tear gas or CS gas. 
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image behind the feeling of revulsion came 
to the surface and the face of our revulsion 
emerged. What the director of the Culture of 
Cities Centre left unacknowledged when he said 
that we could not make ‘a proper ethnography’, 
as ‘the other’ the ethnographer studies, is – in 
our case – simultaneously a self. We are, as 
Lila Abu-Lughod suggests, always confronted 
with the impossibility to comfortably assume 
the self of the ethnographer (2008). Through 
our mere presence in the academy we already 
unsettled prevailing assumptions around the 
ossified distinctions and hierarchical boundaries 
engrained in the subject doing ethnographical 
work, historically and materially structured 
through what Talad Asad called the colonial 
encounter (1973). Informing, and giving access 
to knowledge, this encounter reinforces dualities 
that produce colonial difference. In other words, 
academic enquiry has not only contributed 
and continues to contribute to the cultural 
archives of the societies it engages with: it has 
also helped and continues to help maintaining 
colonial power structures alive through critical 
forms of research, like ethnography.

For us then, telling our own stories transmutes 
into a political and vital act of becoming, caring 
for and considering what Moten and Harney 
call the ‘internal outside, that unassimilated 
underground … the basis of the professions’ 
(2013: 31). In that haunting process of becoming, 
being in but not of the university is almost 
unavoidable and vital. Through their performed 
orality, the stories told in al-halqa remain in a 
permanent state of suspension. The animated 
form of al-halqa is inherently unstable, nomadic 
and always moving in different directions, so the 
stories told and the relations formed never fully 
crystallize, surpassing the scriptocentric limits 
of the written world. By doing so, storytelling 
holds space for the possible resurgence or re-
emergence of silenced and erased memories, to 
reworld the divided world we inhabit today.

By refusing the will to power that structures 
the universalizing pretences of the suffocating 
ivory tower that disciplines the ways we sense 
and make sense of the state of the Earth – of 
the way we are worlding the Earth through 
rationalized calculus – we engage in an exodus 
from our jobs, in a general but silent, and for 

most, indiscernible strike. The refusal of the very 
desire to be recognized by the academy and its 
spectacle, going against the grain of the loud 
concepts they construct, walking out, but being 
there at the same time, always where we are not 
expected, refusing to be their informant, which 
helps us convene, assemble and do our work, 
unlearn the different secular mantras we keep 
reproducing, stitching the bleeding gap between 
ways of knowing and being in the university by 
simply breathing nearby those suffocating but 
struggling bodies. So we talk and walk, moved 
by our will to live. We gossip, suffer and dance 
in spacious prepositional relations, allowing 
what literary scholar and poet Fahima Ife calls 
‘pneumatic intimacies’ to be forged, fabulating 
and rehearsing a collectivity to come (Ife 2021). 
Holding space to dance in the rubble of the 
abolished university and with the wind, the 
tempest or hurricane we and those that came 
before us embody, to sense the slow movement 
of the wind trembling otherwise, allowing for 
what Isabelle N’diaye calls ‘different forms of 
con-spiration’ (cited in Dati 2024).

‘Make friends, not art!’ is one of the viral 
one-liners ruangrupa injected into the Lumbung 
ecosystem (2011). For us, making friends, not 
art, would mean building up what sociologist 
and feminist philosopher Maria Lugones calls 
‘coalitions of difference’ (2003). It would mean 
engaging in building relational formations 
among renegade schools from different 
localities, that is, translocally in the global 
majority from a shared necessity, and through 
overlapping non-aligned visions as a dialogical 
platform. Such a forum for exchange could 
inspire each other, strengthen the bargaining 
power towards the mono-cultural plantation of 
the arts and the university, and collectively blow 
life into a different world, one in which different 
worlds fit. By refusing the violent conundrums 
inherent to the machinery that produces 
academic egos in Universities, Faculties, 
Departments and Research Groups, we found 
shelter in various different schools.

Whether in the School of Water, the School of 
the Jaguar, the Diasporic School, the School of 
Intrusions, Weaving Realities, Fridskul, Gudskul, 
the School of Mutants or the Kitchen… Through 
their intersections, these schools activate a 
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coalition of difference, in the surrounds of 
the university, allowing asphyxiated bodies to 
conspire and breathe again.

All these different places are schools where we 
can gasp for breath, gossip about our faculties, 
where we cook and make sense of the world, 
where new poetics and recipes can emerge in all 
their incompleteness, all while walking in the 
night of the plantation. These schools and ways 
of study could form a loose ecosystem of 
different plots in the surrounds of the University. 
Here we find an ecosystem that could help us 
reactivate our common relations and economies 
against the suffocating capitalization that rules 
the plantation system of knowledge production. 
This occurs while fleeing some and other 
plantations, which allows for a fundamental 
regeneration, a repopulation of a pluriversality, 
and allows us to breathe and conspire again, to 
reinvent possible uncommon worlds.16
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