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Autoethnographic Prelude

Maggie and Lauren: As two woman-identified gradu-

ate students running in similar critical political circles

at our university, we had known each other for a few

years, and were delighted to find ourselves in the same

graduate seminar (especially as we are pursuing our

doctoral degrees in different departments) . Previously,

in both classroom and social settings, we had shared a

bond over feminist theory, and specifically theory re-

lated to care giving and emotional labour. We were

both looking forward to extending previous conversa-

tions on these issues in this graduate seminar.

Unfortunately, the seminar did not unfold in a way

that allowed for an extension of our prior conversa-

tions. Within the first few weeks, it became clear that

other students did not welcome feminist issues or

feminist interventions as avenues for discussion; in-

sights from those students who identified as feminist

were also not welcome. This was both shocking and

dismaying to us—the course was a critical theory

course, with entire weeks dedicated to issues such as

social reproduction and colonialism (as well as a

healthy dose of feminist theory scattered throughout

segments on production, citizenship, and other top-

ics) . The professor, with whom we had both studied

in the past, was a dedicated feminist, and we had wit-

nessed his commitment to feminist theory in his ped-

agogy. In other words, all signs pointed to this

seminar as a place for critical feminist engagement.

This made it all the more troubling and confusing

when we found that this space was anything but open

to the types of critical feminist interventions we were

hoping to explore.

At the end of one particularly frustrating class, we

sought each other out, and hesitantly expressed our
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concerns about the seminar. We were both relieved

and saddened to hear one another recount the same

feelings of dismissal and disrespect from our (gener-

ally male) colleagues, and we shared a sense of disbe-

lief regarding the unwillingness of the class to discuss

feminist issues, even when they were a part of the as-

signed reading materials. Subsequently, we also real-

ized that neither of us felt that we had the space in

this class to engage with our own experiences with

the texts; this, we felt, was unfortunate, as we both

dedicated numerous hours each week to completing

the required course readings (as well as some of the

suggested readings) .

As a result—and with a renewed energy having had

our experiences in the class mutually validated—we

decided to meet outside of class once a week to dis-

cuss the course texts, papers, and presentations. In

that moment, we found ourselves, two critical femin-

ist graduate students, exiting the classroom, and

opening a new epistemic space.

Introduction

Post-secondary education is fraught with sexism and

hegemonic masculinities, which often render spaces,

including the classroom, hostile to those who do not

carry the privilege of maleness, whiteness, ability, and

so on (e.g. Baker 2012; Caplan 1993; Coleman

2005; hooks 1994; Kelly and Slaughter 1991 ;

Kobayashi 1994; Kyvik and Teigen 1996; Mintz and

Rothblum 1997; Uhly, Visser, and Zippel 2017) . Al-

though the neoliberalization of the university has

(re)shaped these dynamics (Gannon et al. 2015) , this

phenomenon is not new; women, people of colour,

queer people, people with disabilities, trans* and two

spirit individuals, the poor, and marginalized people

in general, have struggled since the establishment of

post-secondary institutions to carve out space in the

academy. This paper arises from our experiences as

women graduate students at a Canadian university,

and our encounters with the oppressive gendering of

academic spaces. In particular, this exploration

centres on our experience in a graduate level seminar

class, which was dedicated entirely to critical theories

of political economy. We argue that in this space, an

affective plane emerged which shaped our interac-

tions with our peers, and our production of know-

ledge as a class, in gendered ways that resulted in

both exits (from the discussion, from the literal

classroom space) and openings (to create new know-

ledge, to reflect on the university as a gendered space,

to consider the role of affect) , albeit in varied ways.

By employing an affective lens, we hope to fore-

ground the interconnections between us as students

(our experiences, our embodied being) , our peers, the

theory with which we engage, and the university

space more generally. We do this by applying aspects

of Dorothy Smith’s (1987; 2005) institutional ethno-

graphy in tandem with autoethnography to analyze

two particular incidents that occurred during the

class in question. These two incidents evolved around

moments of disjuncture and tension between us and

our academic peers. Our reflections on these incid-

ents, of course, can in no way be thought of as sum-

marizing the entirety of a semester’s exchange among

the students of this class. Rather, following the work

of Kaela Jubas and Jackie Seidel (2016) , we use these

incidents to ground our analysis in our “everyday”

encounters in the academic workplace, and to begin

to answer the following questions: How do affective

planes enable or constrain knowledge production in-

side and outside of the classroom? What are the pro-

ductive (im)possibilities of affective exits and

openings?

In exploring these questions, our analysis aims to use

an affective lens to examine how knowledge produc-

tion is shaped in the post-secondary education

classroom. We suggest that by focusing on affective

planes—the intangible connections between people,

places, and things through which our ability to affect

and be affected circulates—we can illuminate a key

mechanism through which knowledge production is

intimately linked to the ways in which spaces are

gendered. This focus, we contend, moves us beyond

an account of how individual sexist attitudes impact

knowledge production in the graduate seminar by il-
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lustrating how the exchanges in a classroom are more

than the sum of individual (gendered) interactions.

An affective lens also helps us identify the productive

potentialities of oppressive encounters. As we argue

below, the affective plane which shaped our (negat-

ive) experience in the classroom also prompted us to

find new (positive) space(s) from which to engage in

knowledge production; as we exited one affective

plane we were immediately immersed in another. In

this way, we also see affect as that which might mo-

tivate us to move through tensions of exit and open-

ing, of closure and beginning.

This paper is organized as follows. First, we present a

note on our research method, drawing out how and

why we combine the two approaches of autoethno-

graphy and institutional ethnography. Our intention

in this section is to make explicit the methodological

strengths and weaknesses of this work, while also

situating our research in a tradition of inquiry which

views research as fundamentally relational (Bondi

2003; Wilson 2008) . Second, we explicate our un-

derstanding of affect and affective planes. This sec-

tion is meant to provide the theoretical background

from which our analysis and argument is construc-

ted. We then provide two vignettes from the doctoral

seminar (the seminar introduced in our autoethno-

graphic prelude) . Using these events as guides, we

discuss the affective planes that emerged in the

classroom at those two points in time-space. We ex-

plore how these affective planes provide an alternat-

ive lens from which to understand the ways in which

the classroom space was gendered and, at times, even

hostile. We discuss how, for us, this affective lens il-

luminates some of the ways in which gender-based

oppression manifested in the classroom as more than

personal attacks or individual sexist attitudes, and we

explore how these affects constrained the mutual

production of knowledge that we had hoped

for—and indeed expect—in graduate seminars. Fi-

nally, we suggest that this affective plane thus corres-

ponds to a variety of exits and openings: our peers

“exiting” the conversation, us exiting the classroom,

and perhaps most interestingly of all, us finding a

new affective opening from which to (re)start know-

ledge production processes.

A BriefNote on Methodology

Carolyn Ellis, Tony Adams and Arthur Bochner

(2011 ) explain that “autoethnography is an approach

to research and writing that seeks to describe and sys-

tematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto)
in order to understand cultural experience (ethno)”
(n.p., italics in original) . Similarly, Victor Jupp (2006)

defines autoethnography as “a form of self-narrative

that places the self within a social context” (15) , while

Heewon Chang (2008) describes autoethnography as

a methodology that “combines cultural analysis and

interpretation with narrative details” (46) . This paper

is built around such a method. We seek to employ an

analysis and discussion of aspects of our shared per-

sonal experience in a graduate class so as to illustrate

and better understand larger patterns of cultural ex-

perience and, specifically, patterns of academic cultur-

al experience. We thus see autoethnography as “a

radical form of making embodied knowledge claims”

(Dutta 2018, 94) ; it is through a reflexive and critical

engagement with our bodily inscribed experiences

that we come to know. “Theory can do more the

closer it gets to the skin” (Ahmed 2017, 10) .

Given our use of autoethnography, concerns of reliab-

ility, generalizability, and validity (Ellis, Adams, and

Bochner 2011 ) are naturally present. Memory is im-

perfect, and our recollections are necessarily incom-

plete, somewhat inaccurate, and potentially biased.

However, we reject the idea of “universal truths” as

sought in positivistic research, and instead follow the

tradition of inquiry that understands qualitative re-

search in general as a relational process (Bondi 2003),

in which researcher(s) , participant(s) , writer(s) and

reader(s) are mutual “constructors of knowledge”

(Holstein and Gubrium 1997, 1 14) . From this vant-

age point, we locate the generalizability of this re-

search in the (potential) relationship it forms with the

reader (Ellis and Bochner 2000), who can then reflect

on the experience and the cultural patterns suggested

by said experience. Put differently, we believe that the

narratives presented here are generalizable in that the

reader “will filter the story being told through their

own experience and thus adapt the information to
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make it relevant and specific to their life” (Wilson

2008, 32) .

We also acknowledge that all people who witness or

experience the same event often describe the event in

different ways (Tullis Owen et al. 2009) ; our present-

ation of events likely differs from the recollections of

others in the classroom. Nonetheless, we have at-

tempted to produce a reliable recollection by drawing

upon notes taken during the class, and by carefully

reflecting on the events explored here, both individu-

ally and together. In many ways, this reflective process

highlights the fact that academics are simultaneously

participants and researchers, subjects and objects, and

foregrounds the ways in which these multiple roles

contribute to knowledge production.

Finally, we believe that the validity of this work also

lies in the hands of the readers, who “provide valida-

tion by comparing their lives to ours, by thinking

about how our lives are similar and different and the

reasons why, and by feeling that the stories have in-

formed them about unfamiliar people or lives” (Ellis,

Adams, and Bochner 2011 ) . As Tami Spry (2001 ) ex-

plains, a good autoethnography can be judged based

on the quality of the writing, and its “ability to trans-

form readers and transport them into a place where

they are motivated to look back upon their own per-

sonally political identity construction” (713) . In this

way, good autoethnography is that which is emotion-

ally engaging, “a provocative weave of story and the-

ory” (Spry 2001 , 713) through which a “purposeful

dialogue between the reader and the author” (Spry

2001 , 713, italics in original) is created. Following

from these criteria, and in the fullest sense, this ex-

ploration is intended to be a relational exchange of

ideas between the reader and the writers, facilitated

by literary craft and rich description of personal stor-

ies.

In order to link our experiences to broader social

structures, we have put autoethnography in conversa-

tion with institutional ethnography (Smith 1987;

2005) . Institutional ethnography “is an analytic ap-

proach that begins where we as actual people with

bodies are located in time and space. It offers a the-

oretical approach to reflecting critically on what one

knows from that embodied place in the world”

(Campbell and Gregor 2008, 9) . In this paper, we are

analyzing a particular time, space, and place within

our academic careers, and we are analyzing it from

our embodied experiences as women located inside

and outside of the classroom. Institutional ethno-

graphers focus on understanding how our “everyday”

experiences—such as work—are organized, and how

relations that extend beyond the individual shape

these experiences (Smith 1987; 2005) . This method

emphasizes that the individual knows and particip-

ates in social relations differently and, as a result,

everyone has their own standpoint (Campbell and

Gregor 2008) .

By combining autoethnography with institutional

ethnography, we are able to make links between the

micro or local conditions of the graduate seminar

and extra-local conditions, such as broader patterns

of gendered spaces in academia. This, in turn, allows

us to explicate how and why we experience the world

in the way that we do (Taber 2010) . Institutional

ethnography begins with our experiences as indi-

viduals, and understands experience as both theory

and data (Kinsman and Gentile 2010; Smith 2005;

Taber 2010) ; it allows for experiences to be theory,

rather than for experiences to be only theorized

(Gould 2009; Smith 1987; 2005) . Using institution-

al ethnography with autoethnography allows us to

bridge the divide between personal experiences and

the social (Jubas and Seidel 2016) , to take our the-

ory/experiences and link them to other social rela-

tions.1

ATheory ofAffect

Affect is used in the literature in a variety of ways.

Some scholars use affect interchangeably with words

like emotion and feeling (Gannon et al. 2015) . Fur-

thermore, a significant body of work conflates affect-

ive labour with emotional labour, socially

reproductive labour, and/or care work.2 In the words
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of Ben Anderson, “the term ‘affect’ is now . . . a con-

tested one that is used in divergent ways across dif-

ferent literatures” (2006, 734) .

Our understanding of affect largely follows Ander-

son’s theory of affect. According to Anderson, affect

is, first and foremost, the “transpersonal capacity,
which a body has to be affected (through an affec-

tion) and to affect (as the result of modifications)”

(2006, 735, italics in original) . Importantly, this ca-

pacity, though presented here as two parts, is actually

a singular capacity in which being affected and af-

fecting are two sides of the same process. That is,

when one affects, one is opened up to being affected,

and vice versa. It is the necessary corollary of this

that affect does not reside in anyone or anything.

Rather, affect occurs through transitional exchanges

and processes as objects/subjects encounter each oth-

er directly and indirectly; it “is produced only as an

effect of its circulation” (Ahmed 2004, 120) . Affect

moves between bodies (Gannon et al. 2015) . It is not

an isolated capacity, but rather a transpersonal capa-

city in which affecting/being affected could not oc-

cur without the full interconnectedness between the

self and the cosmos.

This understanding of affect is akin to Sara Ahmed’s

(2014) discussion of Martin Heidegger’s (1995) no-

tion of “mood” or “attunement.” As Ahmed (2014)

explains, for Heidegger, “mood [or attunement] is

being in relation to others” (15) :

Attunements are not side-effects, but are

something which in advance determine our

being with one another. It seems as though at-

tunement is in each case already there, so to

speak, like an atmosphere in which we first

immerse ourselves in each case and which then

attunes us through and through. (Heidegger

1995, 67, quoted in Ahmed 2014, 15, italics

in original)

Mood/attunement, like the conceptualization of af-

fect described here, serves as the atmosphere through

which our relations unfold. It is a transpersonal ca-

pacity, a “withness” (Ahmed 2014, 15) that always-

already forms the possibility of affecting and being

affected, albeit in different and complex ways.

The transpersonal nature of affect also emphasizes the

material aspects of affect. Affect is deeply embedded

in material processes, and involves material encoun-

ters, which link the self to all other matter. Like phys-

ical encounters between person(s) and object(s) ,

which can be unevenly distributed across time-space,

affect also has a distribution across and through bod-

ies, objects, and space. “‘Being affected-affecting’

emerge[s] from a processual logic of transitions that
take place during spatially and temporally distributed

encounters” (Anderson 2006, 735, italics in original) .

Just as encounters are often unevenly distributed, so

too are affects (Gannon et al. 2015) .

These affective encounters contribute to the compos-

ition of relations amongst and between individuals,

groups of people, and objects (Anderson 2006) . In

fact, as Anderson (2006) argues, “the emergence of

affect from the relations between bodies, and from the

encounters that those relations are entangled within,

make the materialities of space-time always-already

affective” (736) . All of our encounters are steeped in

affect and involve being affected-affecting. This is sig-

nificant, in that it precludes the possibility of affect

being a linear process:

There is not, first, an ‘event’ and then, second,

an affective ‘effect’ of such an ‘event.’ Instead,

affect takes place before and after the distinc-

tions of subject-world or inside-outside as a

“ceaselessly oscillating foreground/background

or, better, an immanent ‘plane.’” (Anderson

2006, 736, quoting Seigworth 2000, 232)

Therefore, “to think through affect we must untie it

from a subject or object and instead attune to how af-

fects inhabit the passage between contexts through

various processes of translocal movement” (Anderson

2006, 736) . To reiterate, affect is not something one

can possess; it is “not contained within the contours

of a subject” (Ahmed 2004, 121 ) . Instead, affect can

be thought of as the “between” contexts—a plane in

and through which our interactions are shaped, af-

fected, and affecting. Given the particular emphasis in
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this paper on connecting personal experiences to

broader institutional patterns, attending to affect fa-

cilitates this bridging.

Affect is also distinct from emotions, as emotions are

the registering of an (or multiple) affect(s) . Anderson

(2006) writes:

Feelings always imply the presence of an affect-

ing body: an affection is therefore a literal im-

pingement of the emergence and movement of

affect on the body (when the body can be any-

thing) . But the movement of affect is not

simply received by a blank body ‘in’ space or

‘in’ time. Feelings act as an instantaneous as-

sessment of affect that are dependent upon the

affected body’s existing condition to be af-

fected. (736)

In other words, while emotions are “instantaneous as-

sessments of affects,” they are also dependent upon

and shaped by “the affected body’s existing condition

to be affected.” As being affected always involves af-

fecting, emotions themselves have the potential to

(re)produce affects. While each feeling may be in-

stantaneous, feelings can involve residual impacts

which will often intermingle with other affections.

Because of this, feelings are also potential mechanisms

through which new affective planes may emerge. The

work of affect scholars like Ahmed (2014) and Ann

Cvetkovich (2012) emphasize this interplay between

emotions-feelings-affect. This interplay also helps to

illustrate how and why affects and affective ecologies

can emerge in unlimited forms and ways. These mul-

tiple affects and affective planes are often co-existing

and interacting with/shaping a singular relation at

once.

Finally, it is important to note that “emotions and af-

fects are best understood as only weakly cognitive

phenomena that straddle the merely individual and

the broadly social” (Anderson and Holden 2008,

145) . This statement contains two crucial points.

First, emotions and affects are “only weakly cognitive

phenomena,” and are therefore not purely or wholly

conscious experiences. People may register affects

through instantaneous feelings, but the affection itself

works on the edges of consciousness. Second, the fact

that affect “straddle[s] the merely individual and the

broadly social” means that affect and emotions are

components ofwhat Anderson and Adam Holden call

“assemblages” (2008, 146) . The word assemblage

“designates the priority of neither the state of affairs

nor the statement but their connection, which implies

the production of a sense that exceeds them and of

which, transformed, they now form parts” (Philips

2006, 108; also quoted in Anderson and Holden

2008, 157) . Put differently, “assemblage” emphasizes

the connection between subject(s) , object(s) , and

place(s) , and suggests that these connections involve a

transformation in which the subject(s) , object(s) , and

place(s) come to produce a sensation or affect. As-

semblages indicate “a process of arranging, organizing,

and fitting together multiple, heterogeneous, ele-

ments. Assemblages, therefore, bring together ele-

ments from a milieu, context, or surrounding”

(Anderson and Holden 2008, 146) . The role of affect

in these assemblages further demonstrates how affect

is one of the powerful forces linking together indi-

viduals, collectivities, and the cosmos. As Ahmed

(2004) explains, it is this linking together, and the

failure of affect to be located in singular, “that allows

it to generate the surfaces of collective bodies” (128) .

Exploring Affect in/through Classroom Ex-
periences

With this conceptualization of affect in mind, we

present two recollections for consideration. Both of

these incidents occurred in a doctoral seminar in a

Canadian university that included five women, four

men, and a male professor, all from different academ-

ic units and disciplines. Two of the students were

non-white, and the ages of the students spanned from

the mid-twenties to the fifties.3 The two authors, as

previously mentioned, were in this class together.

Both authors begin from the embodied standpoint of

two woman-identified doctoral students. Although we

share many similar characteristics in terms of our

subjectivity as white cis-gendered women, we differ in

our financial backgrounds, our embodied dis/ability,
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and our engagement with heteronormativity. These

subtle similarities and differences impact the ways in

which we each navigate academic spaces—and the

ways in which we are affected/affecting in the

classroom.

Maggie: I was the first student to give a

presentation in the seminar, covering the

second week of assigned readings. I was

nervous—as I always am when present-

ing—but particularly so given that I was the

first student to present for this class. It can be

both a negative and a positive to “go first.” On

the one hand, you have no template to follow,

no earlier examples to go by. This can be in-

timidating and imposter syndrome is always

quick to reassure you that your thoughts are

not good enough. On the other hand, you get

to be the template and may perhaps set the

tone for the class, and even subsequent classes

to come. There is a creative potentiality to this,

an opportunity to contribute to and shape the

structure of the class.

After much deliberation, I decided that I

wanted to achieve two aims in the presenta-

tion. First, I wanted to summarize and explore

the themes in the assigned readings, which in-

volved a broad overview of the theoretical tra-

dition of political economy. Second, and more

importantly, I wanted to focus on the chal-

lenges of doing critical theory, like political

economy, at this point and time in academia.

My goal was thus to place the researcher/the-

orist/student at the center of the class: we do

not passively discuss texts in graduate sem-

inars. Rather, as feminist scholars like Ahmed

(2017) contend, we do theory. By focusing on

the embodied “doing” of theory, and the con-

straints placed on this “doing” by the academic

institution, I wanted to ground the discussion

not only in the texts but also in the bodies (us)

that (re)produce and disrupt theory.

At the end of my presentation, I posed three

questions based on the readings (and specific-

ally my reading of the readings) to prompt the

class discussion. One of these questions in-

volved a discussion of neoliberalism. In line

with my theme of “doing” theory, I was inter-

ested in how my peers experienced the neolib-

eralization of the university, and whether or not

they felt that neoliberal norms present chal-

lenges for doing critical theory. What practical

challenges do critical scholars face when doing

“critical” work in a neoliberal institution that is

increasingly concerned with quantity over

quality? How does the individualization of the

academy—from a space where people come to-

gether to collaborate on knowledge production

to a place which is primarily concerned with

individual citation indices and publication

counts—disrupt (or alternatively open up space

for) critical scholarship?

Upon concluding my presentation, and posing

my discussion questions, the professor asked

my peers if they had any questions for me based

on my talk. A male colleague raised his hand

and (correctly) pointed out that I had neither

defined the term “neoliberalism,” nor specified

exactly how this term applies to the university.

He asked if I could elaborate on this before the

discussion began. I agreed that this term is oft-

used and rarely defined and explicated my un-

derstanding of the term (a set of norms which

prioritizes individualism, competition, and

quantity over quality) so that discussion could

at least begin from a mutual starting point. The

conversation then continued fruitfully; indeed,

many of the students in the class were currently

grappling with these questions as they were be-

ginning to construct their doctoral dissertation

projects while also navigating the competitive

publish-or-perish mentality that so pervades

our institutions.

Several weeks later in the course, we were dis-

cussing relations of production. A male col-

league was commenting on one of the assigned
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readings and began talking about class relations

in what I thought to be a vague manner. As a

response to his commentary, I explained my

particular understanding of class and asked

him to explain his, so that I could engage with

his ideas as best as possible; the way he had

been mobilizing the term seemed contradict-

ory to my understanding of class and I was

struggling to comprehend his broader point

because of this definitional gap. My colleague

was visibly irritated by this (me); he moved

from addressing the class more generally to

speaking directly to me, while also ignoring the

question by continuing to make his broader

point. I contemplated letting my question

go—I felt that the conversation was shifting

towards confrontation—but ultimately, and in

true “feminist killjoy” fashion (Ahmed 2017),4

I continued to press him to be clear. I’m not

sure how this exchange was read by others in

the class; my question had shifted the discus-

sion from the group to the two of us in a way

that I perceived to be somewhat hostile, and in

a way that focused my attention completely on

this particular colleague.

Finally (I suppose when it became evident that

I was not going to drop the question) , my col-

league responded and defined class based on

income brackets. This clarified much of my

earlier confusion, as I generally understand

class as centering on the wage-labour relation,

in a very traditional Marxist sense. I decided to

thank my colleague for his clarification, partly

because his response had resolved my confu-

sion and, more honestly, because I felt that the

exchange had been heated and I wanted to cut

the tension that was flooding the space.

To my dismay, however, my attempt at dees-

calating the exchange was unsuccessful. Unlike

the encounter above, in which definitional

clarity of the term “neoliberalism” enriched the

discussion, this time, the conversation was

completely stunted. Other students had had

hands raised, waiting for a turn to provide their

comments on the topic; these hands were

quickly lowered and silence overcame the room.

The professor, who kept a speakers’ list for the

class to ensure that everyone was given space to

speak, consulted the list. The students who had

been waiting passed on the opportunity when

called. This encounter seemed to have pro-

duced such discomfort that no one wished to

engage further with the topic; what could have

been a productive discussion of class turned in-

to stifled silence. At this point, I turned my at-

tention back to the rest of the class, many of

whom seemed to register the tension and ab-

rupt halt as well. After unsuccessfully attempt-

ing to continue the dialogue by calling on those

who had previously indicated a desire to speak,

the professor suggested that this may be a good

time to take our usual fifteen-minute break.

The class enthusiastically (too enthusiastically?)

concurred, and we variously headed to the re-

stroom, coffee shop, or our individual offices

before reconvening for the second half of the

seminar.

This first recollection involves two incidents and

spans two classes and several weeks. Nonetheless, we

argue that, fundamentally, the core of these two in-

cidents are very similar; one student used a term

without explicitly identifying their understanding of

this term; another student pointed out this omission

and challenged the first student to elaborate clearly

their particular use of the term. Despite this similar-

ity, the outcomes of these two incidents were rather

different. In the first case, conversation was enriched

by this challenge and our theoretical discussion con-

tinued unhindered (or perhaps even enhanced) in this

classroom space. In the second incident, however, a

similar challenge stifled knowledge production and

discussion completely. Upon reflecting on these ex-

changes, we were left wondering: How can these two

similar exchanges result in such different outcomes?

Similarly, consider this second recollection:



Atlantis Journal Issue 39.2 /2018 31

Lauren: Right before one class, about midway

through the semester, we were informed by our

departmental administrator that our professor

was unexpectedly unable to join us for the

seminar. He left a note asking us to go ahead

with the class in spite of his absence, indicating

that all of the students could together lead and

facilitate the discussion. This included desig-

nating one person to manage a “speakers’ list”

(particularly important as our grades were sig-

nificantly impacted by the participation por-

tion of the class) and one student to take notes

for the instructor on the nature of the discus-

sion. These notes and the speakers’ list were to

be provided to the professor after the class. All

of these tasks, and the responsibilities for fol-

lowing up with the instructor, were taken on

by woman-identified members of the course,

including Maggie and myself.

At this point in the semester, the tension

among students had become quite noticeable,

and rather than feeling excited to attend class

(as I had been at the beginning of the term), I

felt anxious and uninterested, particularly

when it came to participating in class discus-

sions. This was unusual for me. I love learning

and I love political economy theory. I was ex-

cited to take this course as an opportunity to

expand my knowledge of political economy

theory, and to gain a more in-depth under-

standing of the core theories that comprise this

field. At this point in my degree, I had already

completed my course requirements, but I had

decided to take this extra class for credit in or-

der to expand my knowledge, to work on my

writing skills, and to be challenged by my pro-

fessor and my colleagues to engage in theoret-

ically rigorous thought exercises. In other

words, I had chosen to take this course for per-

sonal intellectual gain and interest.

When we received the note stating that the

professor would not be attending and that the

class was to self-organize that day, my heart

immediately sank. I had a very distinct feeling

of anxiety that the class would be both chaotic

and tense, requiring a lot of emotional labour

with little intellectual benefit. Frankly, I was

worried about losing three hours of my day,

and not getting the positive learning experience

that I so desired. Despite the feelings of anxiety,

I was committed to attending the class and

resigned myself to stay.

The class began quite smoothly. At about the

half-way mark, however, Maggie interrupted a

male colleague who was speaking. While she

did interrupt our colleague (breaking classroom

etiquette) , her tone was not confrontational;

rather she made an intervention in the discus-

sion that had theoretical and practical implica-

tions for how the class understood and debated

the assigned readings, which were focused on

the relationship between morality and the eco-

nomy. After the interruption, our male col-

league finished his thought, and the discussion

proceeded despite this interruption for some

time. Several minutes later, however, our col-

league raised his hand and said, “I don’t want a

response to this, but notice that I was the only

one who was interrupted during this discus-

sion?” Maggie then apologized, as it was clear

that the comment referred to her interruption,

and acknowledged the wrong in her earlier ac-

tions. Yet, despite this apology, the conversation

was again, completely stunted. An awkward si-

lence ensued for some time, and it was only

after much effort by the student-facilitators that

class discussion resumed.

As the dialogue was picking up again, I was in

the process of commenting on one of the as-

signed readings for the week. The same student

that Maggie had interrupted cut me off to give

his thoughts. While I attempted to re-assert

myself, and stated that I would like to finish

my thought, the majority of the class acted as if

this interruption had not happened, and dis-

cussion continued, with other students jump-
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ing in to pick up on the point made by the

male student. Unlike when a male student had

been interrupted—causing an effective end to

the conversation—the erasure of my voice did

not even register for most ofmy colleagues.

Throughout my academic career, I have often

spent time thinking about how to best engage

in course discussions and class activities so that

I can contribute to the learning space and col-

lective knowledge creation by “raising up” my

colleagues and supporting them. Indeed, I

consider this a key factor in bringing feminist

values and social justice practices into my

“everyday” work (Ahmed 2017; Smith 1987) .

As Ahmed (2017) asserts, these practices are

integral to the feminist movement; we must

strive to build feminist tendencies into our

everyday lives, and we must attempt to practice

feminism, as opposed to simply speaking of

feminism.

Given my personal goals of practicing feminist

values when I engage in a class (a practice

which often requires substantial emotional la-

bour and reflection) , I was quite frustrated and

disappointed that so many of my peers were

willing to allow the erasure of my participation

in the course in this way. I was hurt that my

classmates neither respected my voice, nor the

expression of my ideas in this space. Further-

more, I was extremely exasperated that I had

spent so much time preparing for class by ana-

lyzing five publications (articles and books) of

theoretically dense material and constructing

questions for clarification and discussion. I felt

as though my efforts to be both a respectful

classmate, as well as my academic labour to

prepare for the course, had not just been dis-

missed; it had been completely devalued.

At this uncomfortable moment, I could not

stay in this space. Instead, I promptly got up

and removed myself from the classroom—a

physical manifestation of an affective exit. I

could begin to feel my face becoming red. My

anxiety increased and my feelings of frustration

began to bubble towards the surface. I chose to

take my own ten-minute break in order to gain

some perspective and space from the class and

the individuals that were fuelling my frustra-

tion. I was also tired; I chose not to challenge

this students’ behaviour more forcefully because

of my desire to avoid provoking or eliciting a

(more) confrontational reaction. I could not

expend any more emotional labour in that

space at that time.

Of course, this ten-minute reprieve was not the

end of this incident. The affective residue of the

experience followed me home at the end of the

day. I spent a significant amount of time that

evening criticizing myself for not being more

assertive, and for not asserting that it was my

right to participate, and to be respected, in the

course. I spoke to friends and my partner about

the experience. And while these discussions

helped, it also bred greater frustration; now I

was spending time and emotional energy out-

side of the classroom processing the ways I had

been affected in the class.

This recollection likewise involves two incidents;

however, these occurred within a three-hour period

(the length of one class) . Again, we suggest that the

fundamental exchanges and interactions in these two

incidents are very similar. In both the first and second

case, a student interrupts another student, who ad-

dresses this interruption. However, the outcomes vary

significantly. In the first case, the conversation is cut

off entirely and the mutual construction of knowledge

that is meant to occur in graduate seminar spaces is

inhibited. In the second case, the interruption did not

stop the production of knowledge; rather, it simply

changed who was able to participate.

These two recollections bring us to the question that

is at the heart of this paper: How do two fundament-

ally similar incidents and interactions lead to such

different outcomes?
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To begin to answer this question, we suggest that,

within this classroom, an affective plane emerged

which shaped the ways in which these similar inter-

actions were affected and affecting. Affective planes,

as previously described, are the intangible in-

betweens that connect us all, opening us up to and

enhancing and constraining the ability to affect and

be affected. Affects do not belong to individuals;

rather, affective planes are deeply linked to the rela-

tions between people. This means that affective

planes are more than the sum of individual people

and events; instead, they connect all aspects of an

event, reside in the context and processes through

which our exchanges occur, and, on the limits of our

consciousness, shape the ways in which we interact.

In the vignettes above, we contend that while the

cores of these exchanges were similar, the ways in

which the gender of the subjects mattered were

shaped by the affective plane. For instance, when a

male colleague was challenged or interrupted, the ex-

change led to the complete disruption of knowledge

production in the classroom, while when a woman

was interrupted, the discussion and knowledge cre-

ation generally continued (albeit in a way that often

excluded the viewpoints of those interrupted) . We

suggest that the particular affective plane that had

emerged in this classroom played an important role

in making such outcomes acceptable. This plane

connected the students in the classroom so that in-

terrupting and challenging a male student became

unacceptable, to the extreme point of precluding the

possibility of further knowledge production. When

the same actions were directed toward female stu-

dents, however, they were not meaningful enough

(they did not affect enough) to halt discussion alto-

gether.

While one could insist that the above incidents are

just consequences of blatant sexism, we feel that this

focus on affective planes is particularly useful because

this process of making certain interactions “accept-

able” and others “inacceptable” is not necessarily or

always a conscious or governable process. We do not

think that any of the individuals in the classroom be-

lieved that an action directed towards men should

result in one consequence while the same action dir-

ected toward women should result in another. In fact,

we continue to engage with many of the individuals

from the class in our shared university community.

We see these colleagues participating in feminist

events on campus and advancing feminist issues

through participation in organizations like the

Graduate Student Association. Two of the male stu-

dents have actually approached us on separate occa-

sions, expressing a desire to learn more feminist

theory in the form of a student-led discussion group.

While these are, to some degree, anecdotal assess-

ments of these individuals, we maintain that the

classroom dynamics were therefore not the doing of

conscious actions. Rather, we believe that there was

something in the way in which we, as a collective,

came together that produced these outcomes. Our

collective and relational togetherness manifested in

such a way that we were opened up to being affected

by certain exchanges in gendered ways. The affective

plane increased the potential (and therefore the actual

manifestation) for problematic gendered social rela-

tions in this space, in which the acts, interactions, and

exchanges related to one gender produced certain ac-

ceptable affects, while these same acts, interactions,

and exchanges related to another gender produced

different affects—and thus outcomes—altogether.

Importantly, we wish to be clear that we do not think

that affective planes can be separated from relations of

power. The interpersonal and systemic relations of

power that occur between different people are, in-

stead, intimately tied to affects. For instance, there

were undeniably gendered power dynamics at play in

the incidents explored in the two vignettes (and in the

class more generally) : the fact that knowledge pro-

duction ceased when male students were challenged

or interrupted is undeniably tied to the systemic priv-

ileging of men (and subordination of women) as le-

gitimate producers and holders of knowledge.

Additionally, affective planes often emerge and change

as a consequence of individual emotions, actions, and

systems of power; individual sexist attitudes (whether

explicit or implicit) will shape (and be shaped by) af-

fective planes. These dynamics were clearly also at
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play in the classroom. For instance, a strong hostility

towards “feminism” was explicitly demonstrated by

two of the male students and one female student;

when the discussion topic was “social reproduction,”

these students resorted to worn-out, simplistic de-

scriptions of feminism (“All feminists are man-

haters”) , and the class quickly descended into a po-

larized confrontation. Subsequently, social

reproduction and the theoretical insights of notable

feminist political economists, such as Jane Jensen,

Meg Luxton, and Spike Peterson, were not discussed

in the class, as the professor tactfully intervened by

challenging these problematic conceptualizations of

feminism, albeit at the expense of discussing the as-

signed feminist texts in a meaningful way. Such hos-

tility cannot be untied from gendered power relations

and sexist norms and attitudes, nor can they be un-

tied from the affective plane that we identify here.

Our point is rather quite the opposite: it is precisely

in this mutual affected-affecting dynamic—this in-

tertwinedness—that we feel the strength of affect, as

an analytical tool, resides. Affect provides a way to

move from the individual to the relational, to the

ways in which collectives are opened (or not) to af-

fecting and being affected. This contrasts with neo-

liberal ideology, which places the

responsibility/blame for relational affects squarely on

the individual (Jubas 2012, 46) . An affective lens, on

the other hand, allows us to move away from focus-

ing on the individual actions and beliefs of specific

people and towards the ways in which these actions

and beliefs intermingle, co-exist, disrupt, and become

“more than” through our relations with one another.

This “more than” is an especially important part of

our analysis here, for despite several attempts to in-

tervene and change the classroom climate by both

the professor and various students, the particular af-

fective plane that had emerged persisted throughout

the course. For example, as mentioned above, the

professor kept a speakers’ list to ensure that all stu-

dents were given space to voice their concerns and

thoughts, and prioritized voices that were being si-

lenced or diminished. He also held individual meet-

ings with all of the students to address the classroom

dynamics, and allowed Lauren to speak to the class as

a whole about respect, safe spaces, and feminist ped-

agogy. Nonetheless, these individual attempts to in-

tervene and disrupt this affective plane were not able

to (re)shape this plane. Affects and affective planes are

not the direct consequence of an action that can be

manipulated accordingly. Rather, they are the sum

and excess of our relations, our affections, and our af-

fectedness. Although always at least partially affected

by actions and interventions, they are impossible to

control directly. By focusing on affective planes, as-

pects of our exchanges that are both on the edges of

consciousness and more than the sum of individual

thoughts and acts can be illuminated, interrogated,

and better understood.

Affective Exits and Openings

An important consequence of these events was the

ways in which they influenced knowledge production

for the class as a collective, and for us as individual

researchers. Deborah Gould (2009), for instance,

highlights the importance of understanding how af-

fect and emotions contribute to research and the pro-

cess of knowledge production; while Gould is

referring to how she was affectively moved by her

field research, her point applies equally to other

spaces of knowledge production. What about the af-

fective planes of the classroom? What role do they

play in processes of knowledge production? In this fi-

nal section, we detail three ways the affective planes

facilitated exits and openings that shaped the class as a

whole and impacted us individually. We also draw out

the broader implications of these exits and openings.

First, we suggest that under this affective plane, cer-

tain moments of tension led to conversational exits.

This, we contend, was problematic, as working

through moments of tension productively—as op-

posed to exiting tensions—is fundamental to what

academics do, and to what we, as students, try to do

in class settings. Tensions create space to challenge

each other and ourselves, to unpack our deeply held
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assumptions and biases, and to flesh out our under-

standings of complex concepts and social phenom-

ena. They are opportunities for researchers to address

their own ontological and epistemological groundings

(Smith 1987; 2005) , and are therefore of great ped-

agogical import. Yet in this case study, these moments

of tension moved away from potential sites of aca-

demic production and towards spaces of discomfort,

resulting in conversational exits. For instance, as

evidenced by vignette number one, when disagree-

ments or disjunctures left the male colleagues in dis-

comfort, class discussion ended, preventing any

further useful theoretical discussions. In other words,

in this affective space, male students were able to

choose to exit certain conversations. On the other

hand, when women were made uncomfortable during

the discussion and by the classroom dynamics, the

conversation largely continued, except now the fe-

male student was excluded from participating, as

demonstrated by vignette number two. In this case,

female students faced forced conversational exits. The

affective plane in which we were working created a

mutual affection in which chosen exits by men, and

forced exits for women, seemed (or, indeed, were

rendered) legitimate, even when the “formal rules”

and course etiquette (as outlined on the course syl-

labus) suggest that students have a certain obligation

to each other to try to engage with ideas and intellec-

tual challenges respectively and inclusively.5

Second, and relatedly, we suggest that the affective

climate that emerged in this classroom not only con-

tributed to diminishing the voices of certain students,

as described above, but also ensured that the topics

and class content that were of interest to feminist stu-

dents could not be the central drivers of knowledge

production. The pedagogical and political con-

sequences of this are significant, as the distinct know-

ledge sets and insights of feminist theory were

excluded from the processes of knowledge creation;

these knowledges and concerns had to exit the sem-

inar. As shown in both vignettes, when men were un-

comfortable, knowledge production ceased; when

women were uncomfortable, knowledge production

continued. Under this affective plane, male students

had to feel comfortable and female students had to

find avenues to deal with feeling uncomfortable for

collective knowledge production to occur inside the

classroom space. Any topic, issue, or idea that

rendered men uncomfortable therefore had to exit the

classroom. In this case, feminist issues and concerns

seemed to make some male students uncomfortable,

and were thus effectively forced to exit the seminar

space, despite a strong presence on the course syl-

labus. This was demonstrated most forcibly during

our week exploring social reproduction, as mentioned

above.

Lastly, we suggest that this affective plane is also tied

to our literal exit from the classroom. As our autoeth-

nographic prelude explains, in response to the semin-

ar’s affective plane, and the affective manifestations of

our class dynamics, we decided to meet outside of the

classroom for a few hours every week to discuss course

readings, presentations, and papers. We worked in our

university’s Graduate Student Association’s lounge.

We worked in coffee shops and bookstores. We occu-

pied virtual space through text and Skype. During our

sessions, we addressed questions that we had about

the theories we were reading, the discussions that had

unfolded during previous classes, and most import-

antly of all, we began to unpack the classroom dy-

namics. We tried to understand why we felt the way

we had in the classroom space. We reflected on our

emotions, as instantaneous assessments of affects, and

from there we sought to understand more broadly our

affective encounters in the seminar. Indeed, we laid

the groundwork for what was eventually to become

this paper.

In Living a Feminist Life (2017) , Sara Ahmed provides

guidance for understanding these exits and openings

more broadly. As Ahmed writes, “The experience of

being a feminist is often an experience of being out of

tune with others” (40) . Affect, as described and ana-

lyzed here, is part ofwhat dictates being in and out of

tune with others; it is that through which we orient

ourselves to the people, places, and objects around us.

The affective planes discussed in this paper left us

“out of sync with a world” (Ahmed 2017, 41 ) . Our
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voices and concerns were not in harmony with the

collective affect of the class, and we ended up feeling

out of place, and out of space. As Ahmed (2014) ex-

plains, “When attunement becomes an aim, those

who are not in tune or who are out of tune become

obstacles” (20) . We felt like obstacles, bodies that

were not at ease in that place (Ahmed 2017, 22) . In

response, we sought distance from that place, an exit.

However, as Ahmed (2017) reminds us, distance is

sometimes needed to follow a thought. We need

space to think through, to think-feel, and to begin to

“redescribe the world we are in” (Ahmed 2017, 27) .

In our exit, our search for distance from the affective

plane which rendered us “out of tune,” we moved to-

wards each other and towards new understandings of

our experience in the classroom. This movement to-
wards unfolded in a dual sense. On the one hand, we

literally moved to a new space together, an opening

where we could validate our feelings, where we could

feel, once again, in tune. On the other hand, our exit

also led us to a place where we could reflect on our

bodily experience in a meaningful way. In other

words, our exit provided an opening, somewhere to

go, and allowed us to revisit where we have been

(Ahmed 2017, 31 ) . We could (re)think our experi-

ences, we could begin to make sense of the world as

we saw/felt it, and we could begin theorizing. This
exit from the classroom, and opening to a new ped-

agogical space, echoes the tradition of feminist con-

sciousness-raising (Firth and Robinson 2016),

whereby those who are out of tune with the world

come together and connect by forming “an account

of oneself with and through others” (Ahmed 2017,

30) . Our movement, our passing from exit to open-

ing, and the affective planes which facilitated and

shaped this movement, were part of the process

through which we learned about the world which did

not accommodate us (Ahmed 2017) .

“Feminism as a collective movement,” Ahmed writes,

“is made out of how we are moved to become femin-

ists in dialogue with others. A movement requires us

to be moved” (2017, 5) . Affect, in the classroom, in

knowledge production, and beyond, can move us.

When we are affectively out of tune, we can exit. We

can move towards openings. Through this movement,

we affect and are affected. We gain capacity, accumu-

late affective value, so that we can ourselves become

agents of movement, of change. And when we are

ready, we can (re)enter; our theories, our knowledge,

and our embodied being can move once again, per-

haps this time decentering that which originally pro-

pelled us outwards.
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Endnotes

1 . Notably, while compared to other, more traditional

institutional ethnographic studies, we do not focus

primarily on the ways in which texts coordinated the

ruling relations in the classroom (e.g. Daniel 2008;

Diamond 2009; Campbell and Gregor 2002) . We do,

however, acknowledge that, broadly speaking, the

class was organized around the readings and student

code of conduct put forth on the course syllabus.

2. For instance, in the historical materialist feminist

tradition, socially reproductive labour is generally

defined as “the complex of activities and relations by

which our life and labour are daily reconstituted”

(Federici 2012, 5) . Similarly, Michael Hardt claims

“affective labour is itself and directly the constitution

of communities and collective subjectivities” (1999,

89) , while Mignon Duffy asserts that care work is la-

bour which provides for the basic needs of others in

moments of dependency, thereby allowing the con-

tinuation of society (2011 ) . In our view, these defini-
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