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The post-human I: encountering ‘data’ in new materialism

Margaret Somerville

centre for educational research, Western Sydney university, Penrith, australia

ABSTRACT
The editors of a recent special edition of Qualitative Studies in Education map 
a new field of post-qualitative research and raise fundamental questions 
about core concepts such as ‘method’ and ‘data.’ They ask whether qualitative 
inquiry as we know it is any longer possible if we understand language, the 
human and the material as completely imbricated. In taking up the relation 
between language and representation as core to what is proposed as the 
‘new new,’ the paper examines these questions in relation to data generated 
in a project called ‘Love Your Lagoons’ conducted with 10 schools and 300 
children in Sydney’s water catchment. In particular, the paper focuses on 
data from one secondary school that offered ‘Regeneration’ as a sport option 
in which the students walked to their local Redbank Creek every week and 
spent time there. By closely attending to the circumstances of the collection 
of data and analyzing it through approaches offered within the ‘new new,’ 
insights into the relationship between language, materiality, and the human 
are offered. Summary comments are made about the politico/ethical project 
of the post-human I and the relevance of data and method to such post-
qualitative inquiry.

Introduction

Starting where we are (Lather, 2013, p. 640)
River walk everyday heady disconnected noticing only rubbish rubbish and more rubbish spread asunder by 
stormwater drain. Desiring return to smell of fresh fennel after rain, clip clop of gumboots, settling into breath 
of river. Today rubbish again, only breath slows in still blue air and silver glints of dewdrops in mown grass catch 
my eye. Walk on through galaxies of sparkling stars at my feet. To think through glint of dewdrops in grass, that is 
enough. (Journal August 2015)

This paper is provoked by wonderings that have arisen in the space between my recent empirical 
research and questions raised in the Special Edition of QSE on Post-qualitative Research (Lather & 
St. Pierre, 2013). In the Introduction to the Special Edition Lather and St Pierre question whether 
qualitative inquiry as we know it is possible ‘if we give up representational and binary logics; if we 
see language, the human, and the material not as separate entities mixed together but as com-
pletely imbricated’ (Lather & St. Pierre, 2013, pp. 629, 630). As a committed empirical researcher 
with an attachment to both method and data, I wish to explore the possibilities of data within 
the ‘new new’ as outlined in this special edition in relation to a large empirical study called Love 
Your Lagoons.
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The political context

The paper is framed within the political context of the Anthropocene, described as ‘a new phase in the 
history of both humankind and of the Earth, when natural forces and human forces became intertwined, 
so that the fate of one determines the fate of the other’ (Zalasiewicz, Williams, Steffen, & Crutzen, 2010, 
p. 2231). Proposed as a new geological age to follow the Holocene by Nobel prize-winning atmospheric 
chemist Paul Crutzen in 2002, the Anthropocene has now been ratified by the Geological Society of 
London (January, 2016). In the face of the enormity of planetary crises, the concept of the Anthropocene 
has acted as a provocation for interdisciplinary conversations that more sustainably connect nature and 
culture, economy and ecology, and the natural and human sciences (Gibson, Rose, & Fincher, 2015). 
Educational research is relatively absent in the scholarship of the Anthropocene with the exception of a 
small number of studies in early childhood education. The question for educational research and praxis 
then becomes how to educate children of the Anthropocene in recognition of human entanglement 
in the fate of the planet? While the concept of the Anthropocene is not featured in the Special Edition, 
nor the post-human the focus of attention, the framing of the questions in the Introduction suggest 
there is much common territory:

If we give up ‘human’ as separate from non-human, how do we exist? Can there be an instituting ‘I’ left to inquire, to 
know? Dare we give up that ‘I’, that fiction – the doer before the deed? How are we anyway in entanglement? How 
might we become in becoming? Isn’t this question affirmative? Experimental? Ethical? Insistent? Are we willing to 
take on this question that is so hard to think but that might enable different lives? (Lather & St. Pierre, 2013, p. 631)

The questions raised in this quote ask about what it might mean to regard human and non-hu-
man as inseparable concepts and what does entanglement mean? For the editors of the Special 
Edition, the questions raised are also political and ethical, they are questions related to enabling 
different lives. This paper addresses the question of the post-human subject at the intersection of 
post-qualitative research and Anthropocene entanglement through data from the research project 
Love Your Lagoons.

Love Your Lagoons

‘Love Your Lagoons,’ was a complex socio-political and environmental entanglement in Sydney’s peri 
urban water catchment funded by an enforceable action imposed on a coal seam gas company for failure 
to monitor its test sites. The University was invited to submit proposals for community reparation that 
would engage schools and community organizations in the three local government areas impacted 
by the Coal Seam Gas company. our successful proposal, Love Your Lagoons aimed to research the 
development of engaged sustainability curriculum in school education by inviting teachers to walk 
with their students to a local wetland (creek, river, swamp, or lagoon) and to embed the activity into 
the school curriculum (Somerville et al., 2015).

Ten schools and 300 children were involved in the project. The researchers participated in the wetland 
walks and in the curriculum enactment in their allocated schools. The data consist of a large archive 
of photos and videos, recorded collaborative analyses with teachers and students, focus groups with 
teachers, samples of student work and field notes. The motivation to write this paper was instigated 
by the not-data of two very short videos made by students on our initial planning day. These videos 
remained as a question, prompting a rethinking of method and data, and a search for new theoretical 
frameworks through which to explore their (non)meaning. These two short videos in turn traced a 
line of flight to two more small videos taken on a weekly walk to Redbank Creek with students from a 
secondary school who chose ‘Regeneration’ as a sporting option. These videos stand out from the large 
body of data seeming to command new and different forms of recognition about what it means to be 
human in the context of human entanglement in the fate of the planet.
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Mapping the ontology and epistemology of the new new

The method for the writing of this article is to map the so-called ‘new new’ in the Introduction and 
relevant papers in the Special Edition and to apply these ideas to the interrogation of this data. In the 
Introduction, the editors describe the spread of papers as ‘an evocative mix of revitalizing familiar 
frames, what might be called ‘the old new,’ and ‘… the bringing into being of the “new new”’ (Lather 
& St. Pierre, 2013, p. 629). They borrow the idea of the ‘new new’ from Spivak (1999, p. 68) and name 
‘Australian Aboriginal cultural practices, the new (to education) area of animal studies, and research 
embraced by the broad category of “new materialism”’ (Lather & St. Pierre, 2013, p. 629). The focus of 
this paper is on the possibilities of this last category, new materialism, for rethinking data and the 
human through the enactment of Love Your Lagoons. In particular, it is about how the three small 
videos that commanded attention can be understood as offering new forms of being and knowing 
the world when they are read through the lens of the theories offered within the articles of the Special 
Edition and their sources.

Language and representation

Several papers in the Special Edition identify the sources of their theoretical moves in relation to the 
emergence of ‘new materialism’ and ‘new empiricism’. In order to understand the ontological and epis-
temological trajectories of new materialism and new empiricism for the data from Love Your Lagoons, 
their theoretical moves are mapped in relation to the question of ‘language, the human and the material 
as completely imbricated’. While the relation between representation and language has been a common 
concern of qualitative inquiry since the ‘crisis of representation’ of the 1990s (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994), 
the present focus on materiality in this relation is seen to be different and fundamental. The critiques of 
representationalism offered within post-qualitative research focus on the failure ‘to engage fully with 
the materiality of language and its challenge to the workings of representation’ (Lather & St. Pierre, 2013, 
p. 666). Exploring ways to proceed beyond these critiques is proposed as the contribution of the ‘new 
new’ and several papers experiment with these possibilities in post-qualitative research. A key paper 
for this article, ‘Research without representation’ (MacLure, 2013) cites both Barad’s new materialism 
and Clough’s new empiricism. Lather (2013) presents a blueprint for post-qualitative research drawing 
on Berlant and some recent empirical work.

‘Research without representation’ proposes that representation is a second-order invention that 
gives undue precedence to language. Drawing on Deleuze’s logic of sense, MacLure attends to data 
that defies representation, data that commands attention precisely because it cannot be explained. 
Using Deleuze’s logic of sense, she offers ‘a radically different view of language, one which does not 
see language as belonging on one side of two already distinct realms – discourse and matter’ (Deleuze 
& Guattari, 2004, p. 278 in MacLure, 2013, p. 663). Materialist ontologies are described as preferring ‘a 
flattened logic’ in which ‘discourse and matter are mutually implicated in the unfolding emergence of 
the world’ (MacLure, 2013, pp. 659, 660). In these ontologies the (human) subject is radically decentered, 
pushing us to consider how the material world ‘intra-acts’ with all of us, in ways that do not necessarily 
pass through language in its ‘ordinary’ appearances (Barad, 2007 in MacLure, 2013, p. 663).

MacLure explores the post-qualitative possibilities of data that command attention precisely because 
they defy explanation. Data that ‘glows’ are described as ‘a fieldnote fragment or video image – starts to 
glimmer, gathering our attention’ because it resists analysis, refuses to render up its meaning (MacLure, 
2013, p. 661). The first instance of data that glow is of a child who could not utter her name during the 
morning register ritual, an act that produced ‘a kind of rage for explanation and meaning’ (MacLure, 
2013, p. 662). The second concerned a child who had started to vomit each day as lunchtime approached 
prompting teachers and researchers to search for explanations, explanations which failed to match 
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this data that refused the production of codable meanings (MacLure, 2013, p. 663). These instances of 
data at the boundaries of language and the body are understood through Deleuze’s logic of sense, a 
glow that appears around singular points that involve a loss of mastery over language and ultimately, 
over ourselves (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004 in MacLure, 2013, p. 662). Sense, as described by Deleuze, is 
pre-personal and pre-conscious, existing in the realm of potentialities, producing ‘a certain eventness’, 
the ‘glow as a kind of surface effect of something that is befalling us’ (MacLure, 2013, p. 662).

The concept of data that glow offers an explanation for the allure of the videos analyzed in this paper. 
The first two videos produced by children on the planning day for the Love Your Lagoons project ‘glowed’ 
in the sense that they stood out as the only data from that day that did not include human subjects. 
They resist explanation and raise questions about interpretation usefully understood through the logic 
of sense. Similarly, the impetus for the making of the second two videos was not based on the logics of 
data collection but on an inexplicable attraction to the micro event which provoked their making. The 
following sections explore the connections between these two sets of independently produced videos.

Two small videos from planning day of Love Your Lagoons

The planning day for the project, held at the University’s campus, involved complicated logistics and 
many participants. Its purpose was to introduce students, teachers, and community representatives to 
the project and some possible pedagogies for wetlands. A day with a team of six researchers, 300 chil-
dren, and 20 school and community educators produced large amounts of data. of all of this material, 
two small videos produced serendipitously by children stood out as the only ‘data’ that did not contain 
human subjects. As data that glow, these two tiny videos produced an affective pull that grabbed my 
attention and would not let go. The journal notes I made of the event record the story of their making 
which I elaborate in the following.

The children in my allocated group were simply unable to stay on task. First they ran through the 
mud on the edges of the water, calling out and revelling in the mud’s imprint on their bodies, clothes, 
and shoes: ‘look I have mud on my new shoes!’ Next, despite my attempts at persuasion, a group of three 
children decided they wanted to record stones landing on the surface of the water and borrowed my 
iPhone. While I hovered uncertainly, worrying about my failure to keep them on task and the thought 
of my iPhone landing in the lagoon, they patiently recorded their first video, throwing a single large 
stone into the water and then a handful of smaller ones. This first short (2.57 min) video records the 
sound of the first stone’s plop and the ripples as they spread out on the still surface of the pond. The 
children then played it back and decided to reject this attempt because of the overlay of their voices on 
the sound of stones falling into water. They then made a second video, even shorter this time (1.62 min), 
trying very hard to be completely silent so that the video recorded only the lilting sound of a shower of 
small stones landing on the still surface of the water. They played it back and were satisfied.

I puzzled about what the children’s videos revealed about entanglement if they wanted to remove 
human presence? How is the representation produced by the removal of human presence any different 
from a scientific objective representation of the ‘environment’ that removes all trace of human presence? 
And what about my position as the doubly invisible human researcher asking these questions? Along 
with Lather and St Pierre, I wonder what these two tiny videos offer to the fundamental questions posed 
about post-qualitative inquiry in relation to the human.

There is much to say about these two small videos and the children’s response to the lagoons on 
the campus grounds. They were not data in the conventional sense of the word. There was no plan for 
children to record their response to the wetland, apart from the clipboards they were given to com-
plete the given task. The task required members of the group to respond to the pond in different ways 
– counting birds and bugs, writing a poem, etc. In the case of these children, mud, water, and stones 
elicited a powerful response that overrode the task at hand. They had a strong desire to record stones 
and water and joined together to create the desired representation of their sensory responses. They 
were purposeful and considered in their production of the two short videos, desiring to eliminate the 
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sound of human voices in the first video because they interfered with the very singular sound of stones 
dropping onto the surface of the water.

The videos had no meaning as ‘data’ for these children in the sense that it was the play that they 
performed rather than attending to the given task. The creation of these two small videos was incidental 
and yet they recorded their ephemeral response to mud, stone, and water. Like the vomiting child, and 
the child without a name, in MacLure’s data without representation, there was no particular meaning 
attached to these two small videos and yet they retained the power of data that glow. I downloaded this 
non-data onto my laptop where it remained, distinct from the vast body of researcher’s data depicting 
children, attracting, yet at the same time defying explanation until further considered in relation to 
Karen Barad’s ‘agential realist ontology’.

I work my way backwards from Meeting the Universe Halfway to Barad’s seminal article ‘Post-human 
performativity: how matter comes to matter’. This article is a critique of representationalism, beginning 
with the statement that language has been given too much power (Barad, 2003). This critique of rep-
resentationalism precedes and underpins her ontological take on Nils Bohr’s quantum entanglement in 
which she proposes a post-humanist account that ‘calls into question the givenness of the differential 
categories of “human” and “nonhuman”’ (Barad, 2003, p. 808). In this quantum physics-inspired radical 
departure from the subjectivity of post-structural theory, Barad’s ‘agential realist ontology’ proposes 
that: ‘All bodies, not merely “human” bodies, come to matter through the world’s iterative intra-activity’ 
(Barad, 2003, p. 822). The process of intra-activity in which matter comes to matter is the process of the 
world in its becoming (Barad, 2003, p. 823).

Understood in this sense the children have recorded a moment of intra-action in which child, stones, 
and water momentarily come into being through the agential cut recorded on the iPhone. They come 
into being not as separate entities, but only in their intra-action, stone and water shaping the being 
of stone-throwing children:

That is, it is through specific intra-actions that phenomena come to matter – in both senses of the word. The world 
is a dynamic process of intra-activity in the ongoing reconfiguring of locally determinate causal structures with 
determinate boundaries, properties, meanings, and patterns of marks on bodies. (Barad, 2003, p. 817)

The videos thus represent an ethical and political moment of the recognition of human entanglement, 
as noted by Barad in her Preface to Meeting the Universe Halfway: ‘The yearning for justice which is the 
driving force behind this work is necessarily about our connections and responsibilities to one another 
– that is entanglements’ (Barad, 2007, p. x).

Two short videos from regeneration

In a similar way to the pull of the two videos of stone-throwing children from planning day, two more 
short videos recorded on a walk with children to Redbank Creek command my attention from the large 
body of data generated in Love Your Lagoons. The students in the first year of this secondary school 
chose a sporting option the school named ‘Regeneration’ in which the students left the school to walk 
about a kilometer to their local creek and spend the afternoon there. on one occasion I accompanied 
them and recorded these two short videos with the children. once again, these small videos continued 
to stand out from the very large data-set and grab my attention as if the particular moment of their 
making that chose me once chooses me over and over again as it wraps me into its fold. I feel as if I 
am changed through these videos, learning to be human differently in the company of the creek and 
children who are themselves regarded as different.

Sticks–bodies–water–soundings

A little way along the creek the sound of some boys playing with sticks in the water attracts my attention 
and I sit on a rock close by and video record a short segment of their playful intra-actions. In ‘Sticks-boys-
water-soundings,’ three boys are sitting on the edge of a shallow flowing section of the creek waving 
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sticks and vocalizing in tune with sticks and water. It is the way their soundings and words emerge from 
within the stick-water-bodies assemblage that continues to capture my attention.

Rusty ti tree coloured shallow water flowing over rock
on one side of fine leafy ti tree
two legs with black sneakers dangle
arm holding stick
waving stick side to side
sounding ‘Eeeeee eeeeeee eeeeee eeeeee’
on other side of leafy bush
two backs
baseball cap heads
arms with sticks side to side to side
in shallow rust coloured flowing water
patterns of creamy froth
‘I’m making a waterfall’
small stick pushes larger one lying in water
‘I’m making a bridge’
‘do not touch the fluff’
‘orright’
‘whole lot of ants on that’
‘then we make a trap for the ants for the ants
and they’ll fall in the water’
‘Stop splashing’ (to boy on other side of ti tree).

Each time I view this very short video of only 42 s I see, hear, and know something different as if the 
flux of bodies, sticks, and water continues to generate an agential cut. It is only in this latest viewing 
that I see that two of the boys, sticks, and water are playing intensively and synchronously with each 
other. The third boy sits slightly further away and while he waves his stick mimetically, it is responded 
to as interference (‘stop splashing’) by the two boys who have become one with sticks froth water 
and ants. Each time I transcribe the video, it is an exercise in close concentration beyond an elusive 
search for meaning in an engagement that has no other meaning than the continuing pleasure that 
the playful intra-action generates. It feels sufficient unto itself and yet seems to always invite further 
scrutiny.

Paying attention to the minute details of water–stone–sticks–voices–sounds–body parts all in motion 
requires close and repeated attention to the detail of this very short video, transforming the time and 
space of its performance. In the attempt to transcribe its sounds and movements I see and learn differ-
ently from my presence at the creek when all is in motion around me. Water, sticks, froth, movement, 
ants, soundings, words, narrative, and boys emerge collectively within the agential cut of its frame. I was 
initially attracted by the sound of ‘eeeee, eeeee, eeeeee, eeeee’ that emitted from the creek, a sound 
with no meaning in words but with perfect meaning in my bodily response to water, creek, sticks, and 
boys. My body instantly recognized it as a worlding sound. It is not until I transcribe the video that I 
begin to wonder: if we think of language through the lens of materiality, how would we understand 
the emergence of language differently?

This question about the emergence of language is explored further through Barad’s agential realist 
ontology in which both materiality and discursive practices are rethought in terms of the dynamics 
of intra-activity (Barad, 2003, p. 822). According to agential realism, ‘neither discursive practices nor 
material phenomena are ontologically or epistemologically prior. Neither can be explained in terms of 
the other. Neither has privileged status in determining the other’ (Barad, 2003, p. 822). In this sense, the 
sounds and words of this small video are not separable from the materiality of water, creek, sticks, ants, 
froth, and actions of human bodies. Meaning is not seen as a property of individual words or groups of 
words but is an ongoing performance of the world in its differential intelligibility. It is the intra-action 
of these elements through which part of the world becomes determinately bounded and propertied in 
its emergent intelligibility to another part of the world. The video (per)forms the agential cut through 
which entities temporarily come into existence (Barad, 2003, p. 821).
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As the human I of the researcher, I absorb and am absorbed into sounds and senses of the watery 
world of the creek. Responding viscerally, I record what I am attracted to without prior intention or 
‘method’. There is no sense of following a research question and finding an answer only complete immer-
sion in the event of place (Massey, 2005). When I review the video later, it is a different experience again 
as I enter the detail and depth of materiality, mobility, flow, sound, and meaning through images on a 
screen. I review them over and over again to discern what is going on and begin to see the relationship 
of language, materiality, and the human differently. Language emerges, not independently arising from 
mental constructs, but from the intra-action of human bodies with the materiality of the earth itself 
in soundings and words. It is the video as data that enable this emergent understanding augmented 
with the theoretical insights offered by Barad’s materiality. Even then, it is hardly a knowledge claim 
but a pervasive feeling that enters at the level of body knowing to be considered further in its relation 
to the questions of this paper and further empirical research.

Yabby-girl1

The second short video, Yabby-girl (53.57 s), is extended with a series of still photographs that continue 
to record the event. My notes on this video say it is better watched without sound, almost in the same 
way that the stone-throwing children wanted to erase the sound of human voices from their video. 
The sounds from a group of boys playing loudly nearby intrude into the silent space of Paige’s actions 
in the video. Paige is oblivious to their sounds in her quiet intensely engaged movements. Her body 
squats on folded back legs beside a shallow pool mottled with leafy reflections and overhung by fine 
leafed waving branches. Slowly and systematically her hands dip into water carefully lifting out small 
rocks one by one and placing them on the flat rock surface at the edge of the pool. Her fingers explore 
the sandy bottom through the cloudy water until they feel a baby yabby. Baby yabby is lifted from the 
water gently between thumb and index finger, held out to show me incidentally, on her way to present 
her gift to her friend Mikaela.

Mikaela waits on the rock above me and rather than swivel around and keep videoing, I stop the 
video and switch to still photographs to record the moment by moment sequence that takes place 
above me. The series of photos shows the outstretched arms and placement of fingers, the changing 
facial expressions as Paige patiently explains the nature of yabby to her friend and Mikaela’s face turns 
from anxiety to sensory bemusement as she comes to be/know yabby through its tickly scratchy feel 
on the palm of her hand. Much of this affective exchange takes place without words.

Yabby is the subject of the exchange and it is yabby as part of water, rocks, movement of hand and 
fingers. In the video, Paige’s actions are choreographed by the pool, rocks and yabby, and watching 
the video it is tempting to follow the actions with one’s body so that one can feel the movements in 
their dance-like performance. The slow purposeful and sensory actions that emerge in water/rock/
yabby/hand assemblage can be understood as constituting world-forming communicative practices 
(Hackett, 2014), but they are practices without words. How can I explain the power of this experience, 
its impact on my sense of self as an empirical researcher? My researcher self-radically changes forever 
as I am and remain deeply moved, affected, by being there at the creek, part of the actions of searching 
for yabby in the dappled light and shade of trees overhead, in the sounds of children’s voices merging 
with water, sticks, rock, stones, silence, and stillness. I become other-to-myself, as if I migrate outwards 
into these scenes that form and reform around me.

I turn here to Patricia Clough’s account of new empiricism which offers a differently inflected theoret-
ical alternative to representationalism from its companion, new materialism. Drawing on the Deleuze’s 
concept of affect, Clough offers a version of new empiricism that allows for ‘a rethinking of bodies, mat-
ter and life through new encounters with visceral perception and pre-conscious affect’ (Clough, 2009,  
p. 43). Her approach attends to non-human forces and pre-representational phenomena.

Affect is not only pre-conscious; it is pre-individual. It refers to indeterminacy, metastability, where the unstable 
pre-individual forces, molecular forces, are neither in a linear nor deterministic relationship to the individuated 
molar body which these pre-individual forces nonetheless constitute. (Clough, 2009, p. 48)
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New empiricism is also materialist in its destablizing of the human subject in the relationship of 
affect to the indeterminacy of all matter because ‘affect is the non-human becoming of the human, 
the non-human becoming of all matter’ (Clough, 2009, pp. 48, 49). An empirical approach based on 
affect is necessarily already entangled with immanence and potential for individuation, for coming 
into being as a continuous, never-to-be-resolved process. In this instance, coming into being includes 
creek, water, yabby, bodies, senses, girls, and world. The notion of affect adds the dimension of emer-
gent energies that attract and repel between the different materialities in this event. It includes Paige’s 
unspoken attraction to yabby and the energy between Paige and her friend Mikaela that propels Paige 
to search and continue searching for yabbies for her friend, and her love expressed in the embodied 
exchange of hands evident in the photos. It also includes my own movement outwards from the 
self, entering dappled light and shade, gently flowing water, children’s voices and actions. The short 
video as data borrows from this affective exchange over and over again as it recalls those moments 
in body memories.

According to Clough, any method of attending to affect profoundly unsettles any conception of 
method as being in the control of human agency or human consciousness inhering in the human 
subject. In this sense, the making of the video as part of a moment-without-consciousness is necessar-
ily performative, having already entangled with affect’s pre-individuation. Any method of attending 
to affect, such as through the examination of the video, cannot simply be a matter of containment, 
interpretation, meaning, signification, or representation because the event cannot help but produce 
‘affective resonance, attunement, that is, the intensifying or the dampening of affect’ (Clough, 2009, 
p. 49).

Representation: mark making and the post-human ‘I’

In the mode of following the rhizomatic connections of this data, a drawing of a yabby catches my 
attention as I leaf through the handful of visual artworks collected by the teacher after their visits to 
the creek. During their weekly visits, the children are invited to draw or paint with materials the teacher 
takes with them on their walk. They finish their artworks in the short time they have back in the class-
room before it is time to go home. The teacher collected all of the artworks that were made during the 
year in which ‘Regeneration’ was offered and we looked through them together to sort them into the 
teacher’s groupings according to their genre (botanical studies, landscape studies, and animal studies) 
and production materials (lead pencil, colored pencil, and watercolor). As we leaf through the artworks, 
I notice that almost none of the artworks feature any sign of the human. Another category emerges for 
me that includes only those artworks that do depict the human in any way.

The children’s representation of their experience of the creek is produced within the genres and 
materials of visual culture influenced by their teacher who is an artist and a trained art teacher. It is 
useful to think about the visual artworks as a body of data and how the ones selected as depicting 
the human are situated in relation to this body of data. The fact that humans are not present in the 
majority of these artworks is not necessarily a sign of the post-human ‘I’ in their engagement with the 
creek. Because of the conventions of botanical, landscape, and animal studies, very few of the artworks 
portray the human and those that do are likely to have arisen from some sort of affective compulsion 
for the child. In the same way that I asked the question about the children’s desire to erase their own 
voices in making the videos of the stones dropping into water, I am interested in how the presence of 
the human is portrayed in these artworks. How did the child represent a relation between themselves 
and the place they had come to know so well?

There are three artworks that contain some aspects of the human. The first of the three drawings is 
in lead pencil and features a hand holding a yabby. only wrist, fingers, and fingernails of the human are 
portrayed, with thumb and index finger carefully holding a baby yabby. The yabby has clearly drawn 
detail of claw, nose, eye, feelers, and body segment up to the abdomen. The rest of the yabby body 
is not visible because it is behind the fingers, held in their delicate embrace. In this drawing only, the 
part of the human that is in direct sensory relation with the yabby is brought starkly into presence in 
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the middle of the white page, hand producing yabby, yabby producing hand, in the same agential cut 
recorded in the video at the creek. In the yabby-girl assemblage all of the exchange was about hand 
and yabby. Hand dipping into still pool, lifting rocks feeling for yabby, yabby offered in her hand as a 
gift to her friend Mikaela, and Mikaela feeling its scratchy tickly claws moving on the palm of her hand. 
The drawing appears as a still moment of mark making representation in which yabby and human hand 
produce each other in their entanglement.

The second is a landscape drawn in pencil with light coloring for some of its features. It presents 
an unusual bird’s eye view of the creek with symbolic pale blue water, round stylized rocks along its 
edges, surrounded by patches of green, and a scattering of different trees and bushes carefully outlined 
in lead pencil to represent the ones they had a special relationship with. one bush, for example, has 
tiny bright red fruit that the children found was good to eat. In the top left-hand corner of the page, 
separated from the landscape drawing by lots of white space, there is an inset of a smaller close-up 
drawing extracted from the larger landscape. It is made up of a swathe of curved lead pencil lines that 
look like a bundle of grass, with a vivid green insect attached to it. Beside the insect is a printed label 
that says ‘Praying mantis in Jasmine’s hair’ with an arrow pointing to the insect.

Again, in this drawing only a small part of a human is featured, and it is featured only because it 
serves as habitat for the praying mantis. It seems that the mark making of the drawing together with 
the written label represents a form of reinscribing the child’s relation within a natural world that is not 
experienced as separate from, but as fully entangled. In the same way that yabby makes the hand and 
hand produces yabby, the praying mantis makes the human hair and the human hair produces the 
praying. The mark making on paper allows the child to represent an experience in which a part of the 
landscape, the praying mantis, acts agentically in relation to the human, creating a moment in which 
the two become recognizable to each other through their intra-action. This moment of agential cut is 
represented later when the child recreates with pencil and paper, an image which depicts this relation 
for the viewer. This relation is made possible by their repeated visits to the creek, not only the one visit 
when this event occurred, but the regular weekly visits over time in which the children dwell within 
the creek and its multiple and complex ecologies.

The third artwork is a brightly colored painting of a human figure with long bright blue hair swept 
to one side of the head, a caricature human face with large black eyes and bright red mouth, long 
flowing blue dress with greeny blue puffy sleeve. The white space of the painting is framed by a line 
of bright red, and inside the frame, arranged in a row down the left hand side of the painting are large 
bright red printed letters that say ‘Elsa in the colours I saw at the creek.’ Elsa, the main character in the 
popular Disney movie ‘Frozen’ is transported from her icy place in another hemisphere and transformed 
through the colors of Redbank creek. I wonder whether this is the transformation that the child has 
experienced through their weekly visits? This reimagining of a character from popular culture through 
this painting moves easily through multiple modes of embodied experience and representation to 
create a version of creek-become-self through color as touch, the touch of clothes on skin, of clothes, 
and colors of creek becoming one.

Each of these art works marks a relation between human and the more-than-human world in ways 
not previously imagined. Human hair as habitat for praying mantis, yabby and human hand as assem-
blage, and Elsa become-other in the colors of Redbank creek. In these visual art forms children have 
represented the post-human eye/I through their experience of the repetition of weekly walks to their 
very local common worlds creek. Just as data that glows chooses us, the praying mantis, yabby, and 
colors of the creek have chosen the children to produce these alternative modes of mark making. 
In doing so they create temporary meanings from coalitions of intra-action between children and 
their everyday wetlands. These are not produced in a vacuum however but within the overall Love 
Your Lagoons research project in which pedagogical approaches were developed from the relation 
between children and wetlands. In the particular case of Regeneration, the artworks were encouraged 
by a teacher who is artist and art trained, and whose participation in the project was marked by an 
extraordinary ability to flow with creek and children, to enable what might emerge.



10  M. SoMERvILLE

Wonderings: method, data, and representation of post-human entanglement

In a sense this paper is argument for method and data in post-qualitative (post-human) research, for 
how we can think with data differently, not only in the search for meaning after the event, but at the 
site of its production as well. What produces data? What is the data that are produced? Who or what 
are the subjects of data? And what does data produce of the human? These questions, arising from the 
Special Edition of QSE on Post-qualitative Research are described as ‘experimental, ethical, insistent’ 
because of the potential of doing research differently to ‘enable different lives.’ This quest for post-qual-
itative research is linked to the politico/ethical project of Anthropocene scholarship and the crucial 
contribution of educational research. The mutual becoming of child–stone–water–recording through 
which the children themselves recorded their intra-action offers ways to think through the meaning 
of data in a time of human entanglement in the fate of the planet.

The research project Love Your Lagoons is chosen as a site for this exploration because it is a 
conventionally framed university contract research project funded by an external agency. As such, it 
produced a large body of data and a report for the funding body and the participating schools and 
local councils. The method of the project was simple: two classes in each of the schools were required 
to walk to their local wetlands and to incorporate them into their school curriculum. This activity, 
however generated the possibility for the Love Your Lagoons project to contribute to understanding 
the question of researching post-human entanglement began with what was not-data. It arose from 
my direct experience of the children’s irresistible response to water and stones that propelled them to 
refuse the task they were given, borrow my iPhone, and produce two short videos. When considered 
within the large body of data that were produced on planning day these two short videos commanded 
attention. Rather than confirming the data produced by the researchers, they stand out as different 
from the hundreds of other videos and photographs produced on that day that featured the activities 
of the human.

Understanding this not-data through MacLure’s theoretical exploration of Deleuze’s logic of sense 
offered the concept of data that glow, data of the two videos stand out precisely because it does not 
make sense but is all about senses and bodies. In this understanding, the data can be seen as agentic, 
choosing its multiple material participants in the event of place. Following the rhizomatic lines of 
connection of data that glow led to a consideration of several instances of data that included the two 
videos produced on planning day, two further small videos produced on a walk to Redbank Creek 
with associated still photographs, and three drawings produced by children. A parallel line of flight is 
followed into Barad’s new materialism and Clough’s new empiricism in order to explore the possibilities 
of the new for alternative readings of this data.

The first set of videos was produced as much by the stones and water in their intra-action with 
human as by the children. Read through the lens of Barad’s intra-action they can be seen to produce 
an agential cut in which stones, water and human temporarily come in being through their entangle-
ment. The erasure of the human voice raises questions about the meaning of entanglement, a prior 
condition which seems to be some sort of evidence of the human. The insights from the concept of 
intra-action are extended to include the relationship between matter and meaning as it relates to 
the video of Sticks-bodies-water-soundings. This offers insights into the emergence of language with 
the materiality of the world, prompting ideas for further research. The Yabby-girl video lens itself to a 
new empiricism version of affect in its pre-individual energies and relationality, as well as suggesting 
movement as communicative practice. An excursion into mark making deflects the idea of language 
and communicative practice into visual images that function as forms of print literacy and include 
the printed word. Again, these images arising as they do spontaneously from this large body of data 
raise questions for further investigation of the relationship of print literacy to new materialism and 
new empiricism.



INTERNATIoNAL JoURNAL oF QUALITATIvE STUDIES IN EDUCATIoN  11

In writing this paper as a form of representation these different examples of data are combined in a 
linear sequence demanded by writing although they have no direct causal or logical relationship with 
each other. The relationship is structured through Deleuze’s logic of sense in which the affective pull 
of the data, the glow, is experienced as ‘invoking something abstract or intangible that exceeds prop-
ositional meaning, but also has a decidedly embodied aspect.’  The data thus evoke the double-sided, 
material-linguistic status of sense, ‘resonating in the body as well as the brain’ (MacLure, 2013, p. 661). 
Neither they, nor the process of writing, offer any resolution to the question of the post-human I as 
author of this paper. Like the human subject of the videos and drawings, the ‘I’ appears sometimes 
fully, sometimes in part and sometimes disappears in the passive impersonal tense of more objective 
scientific writing. In this sense, it is experimental writing, feeling its way towards something that might 
satisfy as beginning exploration.

In her paper in the special Edition, Patti Lather asks what might a blueprint for post-qualitative 
look like? I have crystallized the following extract from her response to this question because each 
of its elements has an intensity of affective encounter with the onto-epistemological moves of the 
post-qualitative:

out of mutated dominant practices
through a convergence of practices of intensity and emergence,
both practice and objects of a field are redefined and reconfigured
this is our critical project
that is not about individual but collective procedure,
a very social enterprise where we start where we are (Lather, 2013, p. 640).

In starting with mutated dominant practices, this quote gestures towards the material, the biological, 
the scientific, Iris van der Tuin’s jumping genes in relation to how the practices of educational research 
methodologies change over time. This is not as a logical causal sequence but through processes of 
mutation which have a much more complex worlding ontologies to generate new thought. I see the 
practices through which I recorded small segments of data as practices of intensity, of responding to 
the affective pull of sensory pre-conscious and pre-individuation stimuli which are necessarily emer-
gent in their formation. Through these practices, the objects of a field, the pedagogies of sustainability 
education in this case, are redefined and reconfigured, with researcher, teacher, and children becoming 
other to ourselves in this pedagogy of walking. For me, this is the critical project of the Anthropocene, 
a timespacemattering for which we have no map. It is indeed a collective procedure in which the 
scholarship of educational research contributes significantly to the global movement for the new. As 
a very social enterprise where we start where we are, I return to the riverlands and the thousand tiny 
stars of dewdrops in the grass.

Ending where we are: a thousand tiny stars

Each day as I walk the riverlands at this time of writing, I struggle with the (im)possibilities of rubbish 
and litter, putrification of water, incursions of four wheel drives, inevitable mowing of soft grassy hab-
itat by council workers. And yet the riverlands commons is everything we have, it is my daily walk, it is 
starting where we are. At times, the river walk is lyrical and beautiful and as I walk I long for these times. 
The thousand tiny stars of dewdrops in grass of that early morning walk shimmered that morning as 
data that glow. I could write a whole book about the lifefullness of dewdrops in the grass of that early 
morning walk by the river. Each droplet of water made by the precipitation of the turning of the world 
as day turns to night and night turns to day. Each dewdrop clings to its upright blade of grass, diffracting 
light rays as stars or making tiny rainbows at my walking feet. Ephemeral, they are gone by the time my 
walk is ending and yet they hold the whole world in that microcosm of water.
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Note
1.  The Australian yabby is a freshwater crustacean found in swamps, streams, rivers, reservoirs and farm dams. 

Traditionally a source of food for Aboriginal Australians, catching yabbies is a popular summer time activity for 
children.
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