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Introduction

It is not less effective of so-
mething to be hidden. It still 
generates effects, initially  
reverberating through one’s 
sensations and later through 
their decisions and actions. 
In writing this essay, I began 

to pay attention to the boundaries of my 
own stories, following a line that crosses 
right through places, lands and dreams. 
For, as Donna Haraway would have it, “It 
matters what stories we tell to tell other  
stories; it matters what concepts we think to 
think other concepts with. It matters where 
how ouroboros swallows its tale, again.” 1 In 
this story-essay, my aim is to explore two 
interrelated con-cepts: absence and presence. 
As a MID-SENTENCE, a transversal line 
that cuts directly through previously se-
parated parallel lines, this essay crosses 
self analytical reflections and theoretical 
research. It circles back to whispers of 
other times and returns as a suspicion. 
Despite their ethnological opposite  
significance, absence and presence as  
I understand them are far from a simple 
reference to badand good. They appear 1 
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in this story as alternative realities which  
go beyond the ordinary understanding of  
the terms. With this in mind, I wish to un-
derline the importance of distancing myself 
from the discrimination associated to them 
in order to finally be able to find alternative 
outcomes. The title of this essay announces 
the confluence of these two concepts and 
the life experiences through which I came 
to relate to them, ultimately rendering  
a fundamental link of my own story.  
Both in theory and practice, my artistic  
expressions ultimately reveal the intertwined 
relation between absence and presence and 
proceed to wider scopes and aims where  
a social dimension invites us all to identify 
with (or not). Thus, for a better clarification 
of the scope of this essay, it is important  
to introduce some reflections on the absence- 
presence dichotomy as they have been subli-
mated through the notion of nothingness. 
This will hopefully allow me to introduce in 
this essay a dimension that is both emotional 
and physical for “Nothingness is […] the in-
finite plentitude of openness.” 2
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I once read that intimacy, closeness, 
attachment and affinity are rarely  
experienced in the ‘absence of’, but  
I will start by telling you a story about 
intimate encounters happening at a 
distance. The story came to me as I 
recently found a notebook written by 
my father several years before he left. 
While a physical object, the notebook 
carried the emotional dimension  
involved in the concept of nothin-
gness. It was this emotional dimension that 
ultimately made me understand my father’s 
absence as a space of possibilities - an “infi-
nite plentitude of openness”. In that absence, 
I later came to recognise a type of spatiality 
that brought it close to the presence of my 
mother. As with the case of my father, so 
my mother’s continued presence finds  
a space within the framework of nothingness. 
Only this time it is its physical character 
that transports me to a place of possibility:  
a dimension which has led me on a journey 
through feminist politics. The purpose of 
MID-SENTENCE is to reflect these two 
seemingly opposite poles, even if only to 
constitute something as a world. Mainly it 
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became a process of elaboration through 
strategies of language or/and discourse and 
sensorial and physical perception.

Emerging from a desire to dismantle the 
duality perceived in these relations, I allow 
myself to highlight the place that visual re-
ferences play in the construction of my own 
spatialities. It is in them that I move; 
through them I have returned to the memories 
of my childhood to better understand the 
emotional and physical relationship I have 
maintained with the spatial references of my 
own perception. This is a story that keeps 
on growing through the edges of the maps 
of imaginary and real coordinates. 
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“Between my sensation and myself there is 
always the thickness of an original acquisi-
tion, which prevents my experience being 
clear for itself” writes Maurice Merleau-
Ponty. Given the uncertain character of sen-
sations, we tend to perceive and identify 
them within the order of things. When un-
masking sensations, we clear up the mist 
of the sensible. In Infra-World (2017), Fran-
çois J. Bonnet speaks about the almost, or 
even totally un-perceivable moment in which  
a sensation is destroyed and transformed into 
a concept. He refers to children as the most 
capable of holding to this time span, prolon-
ging it to its maximum. As a child, I was fas-
cinated by the nothingness of ‘something’ that could 
not be replaced by any known thing. The younger I 
was, the longer it took for the primal experience of 
a sensation to be destroyed. In adulthood, I came to 
recognise that there is always a given place to the 
sensations within the common order of things. The 
conditions of legibility and univocity – impulsive, and 
instantaneous reactions to uncertainty – work to 
distance any sensible experience from itself. By re-
petition, this process ends up being automatised: 
“the clarification and characterisation of a sensa-
tion brings us (…) to the reassuring universe of cer-
tainties.” 3 As I recollect my experiences as a child, 
however, I realise the extent to which I have been 
constantly attempting to change the common course 
of things.In conceptualising a sensation, I came to 
find matter with a double significance both as subject 
and substance to delve into the unknown. “Not even 
nothing can be free of ghosts.” 4
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Navigating through seen and unseen locations, I move 
between stories and geographies, transversing them 
into each other. According to bell hooks, there is a 
centre and a margin for any defined group. The centre 
appears as a representation of where supremacy is 
initiated, structured, and established. She refers to it 
as an area where speech is homogenised, and op-
pression and discrimination are fomented. The centre 
imposes its gravitational force on everything that sur-
rounds it.5 Through her stories about her hometown  
– a small city in Kentucky –, hooks describes how she 
experienced navigating between the centre and the 
margin herself, a process whose physicalphysical dimension 
was carved on the landscape by the train tracks she 
would have to cross on her way from her house to the 
city centre, and from the centre back to her house. 
hooks’ reflections highlight the way our social, politi-
cal, and economic context has led people to develop 
a particular form of being in contact with the 
world and reality: “from outside to inside” and 
“from inside to outside”.6

As a reaction to the impositions of power ari-
sing from above, hooks proposes an alterna-
tive way of looking at the margin that should 
no longer be thought of as the peripheral 
space of loss and privation, but as a space 
of resistance and possibility – “a space of 
radical openness and creativity”, from where 
new critical discourses can arise.7 It is at 
the margin that oppressive boundaries of all 
kinds – those determined by racial, gender 
and class systems –, start to be questioned, 
challenged and eventually dismantled. 5 
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To Outer Ends

This enriches the complicity of this location, reenfor-
cing the queerness of hope and change: the margin 
is, after all, “both a site of oppression and a site of re-
sistance.”8 And it is exactly from the existence of one 
of such sites that the space for the other is created. 
It is within the margin that space is made for critical 
alternatives. Spatial reality arises in hooks’ recol-
lections as both a metaphor and a materialisation 
of power relations.

My own childhood memor ies memor ies are dominated by  
spat ia l i tyspat ia l i ty  as a means of both self-experience and  
my experience of others, that is, as a measuremeasure of the 
long distancesdistances between us. I find myself trying to fit 
in such locations as the Portuguese Catholic family 
I grew up in – where conservative traditions deter-
mined our familial models, and imposed heteronor-
mative and patriarchal ideas on how to raise a child.  
I remember experiencing a shift in my own behaviour, 
a constant adjustment of the singularity of my own 
thinking to the pressure of being part of.
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When children play, as they mark their fields with 
chalk on stone, their body leans towards the earth, 
drawing limits on the floor. Within this margin, they 
can dig a hole, entering a deeper level into nothin-
gness. The general theory of emergence states that 
the selection and combination of different elements 
within the same field can lead to new, yet unforeseen 
qualities.9 Similarly to the way water flows across a 
stone, changing course in all directions, diffraction 
is the process of ongoing differentiation, revealing 
differences after they have been generated. As the 
ongoing process of my childhood through which 
I navigated, we may think of diffraction itself as a 
knowledge-making process. When following a phe-
nomenon of diffraction, one can redirect attention 
and intention to a new location that would otherwise 
remain far from the centre.10 A location left at the pe-
riphery, in the fringes of dominant systems; at the 
outskirts of a city or on the blurry boarders of the 
mind. Diffraction clears up the way for 
greater sensitivity to a view of ourselves 
as part of a continuouscontinuous becoming. And so 
I call upon Haraway once again: “It matters 
what stories we tell to tell other stories; it 
matters what concepts we think to think 
other concepts with.”11

In contemporary feminist theory, the phe-
nomenon of diffraction is appealed to fi-
guratively “denote a more critical and 
difference-attentive mode of conscious-
ness and thought.”12 Haraway, for  
instance, helps us to understand the 
concept as a metaphor by relating 9 
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Cutting things appart

it to thought, difference(s), and o t h e r n e s so t h e r n e s s  in The 
Promises of Monsters (1992). According to her,  
diffraction is a “more subtle vision” of thinking and 
reflecting than the conventional scientific one.13 
Thinking diffractively thus works to lead one on a 
path of stepping out of sameness, contributing as 

it does to the recognition of differences.  
Diffraction,Diffraction, then, “gives us the opportunity 
to become more attuned to how d i f fe-d i f fe-

rencesrences  are being created in the world, 
and what particular effects they have on 
subjects and their bodies”.14 In Meeting 
the Universe Halfway (2007), Karen Barad 
picks on this characteristic element of dif-
fraction to connect it to the way feminist 
intellectual critique and textual engage-
ments should be. Positing diffraction as 
a concept that speaks for the abolition of 
any type of hierarchy that may be esta-
blished between different texts, theories 
and lines of thought, I too come to relate 
my own experiences to the theoretical 
thinking of others. If there is any strict 
commitment in this essay, then, it should 
be translated by the idea that “diffrac-
tively engaging with texts and intellectual 
traditions means that they are dialogically 
read ‘through one another’”.15 A methodo-

logy that seeks to apply both the feminist concept of 
diffraction and Haraway’s intimately connected idea 
that one ought not to reject what has been theorised 
before but should rather reuse the old to think anew. 
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Before I delve into the way diffraction has more 
personally shaped my life experiences, let me il-
lustrate this notion with an example borne out of  
feminist theory itself. In Xenofeminism (2018), Helen 
Hester refers to the so-called feminist second wave 
first as a movementmovement “not known for its hospitality to 
anybody but cis women — (…) white, middle class, 
First World, cis women”. However, Hester concedes, 
we may significantly engage with second-wave  
feminist authors if only we commit to the intention of  
actively repu rposingrepu rposing  it: we can use “old means for 
new ends.”16 Some of these old means can be found 
in the development, during the fe-
minist second wave, of self-theory 
and the introduction of the possibi-
lity of writing about one’s own life as 
a way to begin negotiating one’s own  
position in relation to other subjects.17 
Such tools have found their way into 
contemporaneity through authors 
concerned to critically look into the 
connection between personal pers-
pectives and social location. In her 
2021 essay Selvedges/Self-Edges, 
for instance, Jane Rendell evokes 
the way second-wave feminist scho-
lars importantly tend to reflect on 
their own problems and experiences,  
writing that “viewpoints are construc-
ted and critical attitudes performed 
through writing one’s lived and located 
experiences”.18 As so, from Rendell’s 
and Hester’s conclusions, in what fol-
lows I will be calling upon memories of 16
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Cutting things appart

my childhood, reflecting on them, composing them 
and connecting them to a broader scale that is no 
longer just mine.
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Imagine a monstermonster who, with its strange features, must 
demonstrate itself and frighten us with its deformi-
ties.19 While the monster comes to existence from the 
absence of any satisfactory identification, it embodies 
cultural and psychological characteristics that so-
ciety finds difficult to grasp. Monsters are traditionally 
known for coming from elsewhere, from the unknown 
edges of a map, relating differently to time and space. 
They trouble, they worry.

My family structure was once disrupted by my father 
leaving to another country in August 2000. This pro-
voked all kinds of interpretations of myself and of the 
situation from those around me. The uneasiness of 
our household situation deforming, made 
me experience a sensuous displacement, 
becoming a foreigner in my own environ-
ment. I related differently to time and space. 
I moved in and out of the unknown edges 
of a map. At an early age, my head was 
constantly filled with imaginaryimaginary successions. 
My relation with what I could see or not was 
very similar, then nothingness was consti-
tuted by all the possibilities living in my 
own fantasies.fantasies. In the absenceabsence of my father, 
not everything that could be felt was to be 
touched, and things needed not be seen 
so as to be loved. Sensations, back then, 
were alone, mute, and sudden, and could 
not be fixed anywhere. And somehow, in 
that absence, in the silence of conversa-
tions, noises and cries, I transformed my 
feeling of displacement into fuel for new 
imaginary locations. Living lively tension, in 19
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Near Here

the desire of being and becoming, on the possibility 
of cracking open. My relationship with my father has 
existed through the innumerable imaginaries of what 
it could be, and aff in i tyaff in i ty was born precisely out of its 
endless  finitude.endless  finitude.
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The Possibility of Nothingness and 
The Pressure of Touch 

The ‘limitless amount of’ has always seemed opaque 
to me; an opacity that would move as I moved, drif-
ting towards and around me, and yet gigantic. New  
Materialism as an interdisciplinary movement and 
field of enquiry consists of thinkers like Karen Ba-
rad, Rosi Braidotti, Elizabeth Grosz, Jane Bennett, 
Vicki Kirby, and Manuel DeLanda, amongst others. 
It has been initiated mainly from feminism, philo-
sophy, science studies, and cultural theory, yet it 
cuts across human and natural sciences. It com-
bines different approaches and reflects on ‘How 
matter comes to matter’, by focusing on the restless  
unp red ic tab i l i t yunp red ic tab i l i t y  of all participatory agents and how 
that interferes with the making of  
phenomena.phenomena.  It focuses on how the 
‘thing’ to be researched’, is entangled 
with the way we research it.20 Being 
so, it is one of the research strings 
that added to my understanding 
of nothingness, and to the distance 
between me and my father. 

Starting in 2007, phenomena has 
been one of the main subjects of  
Karen Barad’s writings. As part of 
her theoretical work, ‘Agential Rea-
lism’,21 she describes phenomena 
as the smallest units of analysis.  
As composed by matter and spatio- 
temporal properties, phenomena are 
characterised by their ephemeral i tyephemeral i ty.  20
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Affinity Units

Which makes everything and nothing simultaneously 
big and small, and potentially capable to be cut  
together and apart – since everything is entang led entang led 

prior to the cut. As per Barad agency can be reco-
gnised in all kinds of forms: in repetitions, in silences, 
in distances, in spaces, in structures, in feelings, 
in things, in words. Leading up to a closer look 

into physical, social or emotional fractures;  
leading to spaces that are normally neglected  
because of their perceived insignificance; lea-
ding up to the absent presence of my father. 
But to examine something as phenomena, 
one must think of agencyagency as distributed. Mea-
ning that any kind of hierarchy established 
between the agents is disputed: “Agency is 
a matter of intra-acting; it is an enactment, 
not something that someone or something 
has. Agency is doing/being in its intra-ac-
tivity”.22 An i n t r a - a c t i o ni n t r a - a c t i o n  is, according to  
Barad, the process of understanding one 
(self) no longer as an individual, but as an  
active player of a broader dynamism of the  
living communication between humans and/
or non-humans. This Baradian notion posits an 
alternative to the ordinary conception of interac-

tion, challenging both traditional physics and the argu-
ment that there is no space for anything in nothingness.

But let me go back to my story. In 2020, I attended 
a lecture of Karen Barad at the Stedelijk Museum 
in Amsterdam. She introduced her recent work, 
which has been developed on the basis of Quantum 
Physics and Quantum Mechanics. A physicist herself, 
Barad has been interested in broadening the scope 
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of traditional physics so as to raise and explore 
questions concerning justice and the social world. 
£To help the audience locate her research, she men-
tioned her interest in interrupting the narra-
tive told by traditional physicists as her star-
ting point by referring back to the historical 
means of Quantum Field Theory. This theory is 
known to be initiated in the late 1920s, and 
eventually interrupted by the Second World 
War, as the physicists working on the field 
were called to develop the atomic bomb.  
Ba rad  got  in te res ted  in  the  poss ib i -
lity of “examining not only the continui-
ties of those seemingly disparate projects, but 
also to get inside the belly of the beast, (…) and 
to show that within that very same theory are 
(…) ways, in which it deconstructs itself.”23 La-
ter in the lecture, she would refer to the idea of  
‘radical new imaginaries’, proposing a non-linear  
interpretation of all kinds of situations and even to 
the combination of them. This notion that answers for 
Barad’s reflections on radical new imaginaries, draws 
lines between my thoughts on auto-theory and femi-
nism. As I could no longer experience my relationship 
with my parents as strictly binary, I came to unders-
tand them as a complex form of intra-action as well 
to be interpreted through its non-linearity.

I have recently reencountered the fictional spaces, 
my own imaginaries, that take part in the universe of 
the relationship between my father and I: “intimate 
encounters (…) can be achieved at a distance, when 
through memory and/or imagination we cast our-
selves beyond where we stand to other spaces and 
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temporal frameworks.”24 Through memories, desires, 
real and imaginary facts, I came to believe in the  
possibility of experiencing love in the present ab-

sence of someone. This unlocked the  
un l imited  possibi l i t iesun l imited  possibi l i t ies to tell a story about 
other kinds of love. Our relationship has 
always lived in the i n de te rm i na te i n de te rm i na te  state 
of being/non-being, and in the invisible 
non-existence, scattered by the ‘will-be’ or 
‘could-be’.25 26 By saying ‘missing someone 
is good, it means you care for them’, my 
father would make me aware of the kind of 
love that would only belong to me, making 
me process feelings through the force of 
fictional perception. These fictional spaces 
would only be disrupted by the times we 
would meet.
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Contrary to my father, my mother always lived up to 
her close presence.presence. In full complexity and flexibility, 
she worked to keep my father’s figure as present 
as his absence would allow. When actually meeting 
him, in the close presence of daily-life, the universe 
in which I kept him would disrupt. His absence would 
be emphasised, as well as the recognition of how 
present my mother was. Throughout my childhood, 
I have experienced an i nt imacyint imacy with my mother that 
hardly compares to anyone else. For a long time we 
shared daily necessities. Thriving together in a com-
mon space and in the plurality of thoughts shared in 
the constant and impetuous proximity.proximity. To use Barad’s 
words, this was my primordial experience of that  
“exchange of warmth, a feeling of pressure, pressure, of pre-
sence, a proximity of otherness that brings 
the other nearly as close as oneself. Perhaps 
closer.”27 This moment of reflecting on my re-
lationship with my mother, and the attempt to 
outline the consequences of close presence in 
daily-life, can be illustrated by Foucault’s fa-
mous genealogical method. 

Foucault’s Genealogy investigates the shifting 
networknetwork  of power, knowledge and the body. 
These three instances are understood to re-
late to each other. Knowledge induces effects 
of power, creating then new objects of inquiry 
that are normally imposed on groups of indi-
vidual bodies. What if we would see power as 
productive, rather than repressive? Genealogy 
comes in as a diagnosis of “‘the present time’ 
and of what we are, in order to question what 
is postulated as self-evident”, and as a means 27
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“to dissipate what is familiar and accepted”.28 Foucault 
argues that power can be understood better in its  
local  local  effects, for example in practices of the every- 

day life. Emphasising the micro level 
of power, he sought to examine 
personal relations and alter power  
relations at the most intimate levels 
of experience. As Nancy Fraser sug-
gests, Foucault’s work puts forward 
a new way of ref lecting on ‘ the  
politics of the every-day life’ as it pro-
vides “the empirical and conceptual 
bases for treating phenomena such 
as sexuality, the school, psychiatry, 
medicine and social science as  
political phenomena”.29 By treating 
these issues as political problems, 
Foucault “widens the arena within 
which people may co l lect ive ly 
confront, understand and try to 
change the character of their lives,” 
an idea that may account for the 

now wide literature on feminist interpretations 
of Foucault.30 Among other feminists,  Nancy 
Fraser, points out that Foucault ’s ref lections 
on power relations, by determining our expe-
rience of intimacy, help to reflect on “the institu-
tions of marriage, motherhood and compulsory  
heterosexuality, (…) the ‘private’ relations between 
the sexes and (…) the everyday rituals and regimens 
that govern women’s relationships to themselves and 
their bodies.”»31 To better understand the significance 
of Foucault’s theory to feminist studies, I now turn 
to the way it has both stimulated feminist interest 
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and feminist criticism. If there is one conclusion to 
be drawn from bell hooks’s previously mentioned  
reflections about the centre and the margin it is that, 
within our analyses on power structures, we ought to 
conceive of resistance as something emerging from 
the outskirts, i.e. from the margins. Contrastingly, 
however, Foucault defends the idea that resistance 
arises within “the very meshes of power”: not from 
the ‘outside’ but within the ‘inside’.32 On this same 
topic, Judith Revel writes that Foucault’s references 
to the literature of Raymond Roussel, Louis Wolfson, 
Baudelaire, and others, are one of the best means 
to understand his notion of resistance. Foucault  
noticed that in the materiality of these authors’ 
speech, they have taken their creativity as a tool 
for innovation. From their writings, they have  
worked with literature as a means to get 
to its own innovation: “Not another lan-
guage outside of that which is ours, but 
rather a distortion of the existing lan-
guage.”33 On yet another paper, Revel 
outlines that we are totally entangled 
with the relations of power in which we 
live in. But if we were to understand that  
resistance must come from where power 
is established, where is the possibility for  
resistance to emerge from ‘the outside’?

Feminists have been challenging traditional 
accounts of gender relations, in order to 
move towards a deeper understanding of 
the role of power in women’s lives. There 
is a sense in which Foucault’s work made 
a very important contribution to this un- 32
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dertaking. Several feminist scholars have drawn a 
significant connection between the Foucaultian idea 
of power as constituted by that which it acts upon 
and a notion of power as something that is exercised 
instead of possessed. This became especially rele-
vant to analyses of the process through which female 

bodies are transformed into feminine bo-
dies. As Judith Butler argues, Foucault’s 
understanding of power breaks down 
the distinction between biological sex 
and culturally constructed gender struc-
tures, and this collapse may ultimately 
work to liberate women from the rule of 
heterosexuality and reproductivity.34

On the other hand, by suggesting that 
bodies are essentially passive and subor-
dinated, Foucault makes it impossible to 
point out who is eventually resistant to 
power implications. He refers to it as simul-
taneously targeted by and composed of 
power, limiting the agency this body might 
acquire. This has generated a debate 

amongst feminists, sociologists and political theorists. 
Nancy Hartsock (1990), for instance, has argued that 
under such conditions, Foucault actually denies the 
individual’s capacity of resisting to power. Hartsock 
contends that Foucault’s questioning of the categories 
of subjectivity and agency should be treated with sus-
picion by feminists. She asks: “Why is it that just at the 
moment when so many of us who have been silenced 
begin to demand the right to name ourselves, to act as 
subjects rather than objects of history, that just then the 
concept of subjecthood becomes problematic?”35
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In his later work, Foucault states that his theory 
of power implies the possibility and existence 
of forms of resistance: “there are no relations of  
power without resistances; the latter 
are all the more real and effective be-
cause they are formed right at the point 
where relations of power are exer-
cised.”36 Despite this effort to recognise 
resistant power moves, the assumption 
that resistance relies upon and grows 
out of the situation against which it 
struggles eliminates any possibil i ty  
of developing ‘liberatory knowledge’ and 
by that undermines the emancipatory  
political aims of feminism. Consequently, 
Foucault ’s notion of resistance re-
duces the possibilities of increasing 
knowledge over patriarchal power which 
could potentially result in l iberating  
women from oppression.37 In this sense,  
Foucault’s work appears to be incompatible with the 
fundaments of the political orientation of feminism.
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As Nancy Hartsock writes, women have traditionally 
constructed their own self in relation to others. In them, 
lives a “valuation of concrete, of everyday life [and a] 
sense of variety of connectedness and continuities.”38

Two years ago, I read Adrienne Rich’s book Of Woman 
Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution 
(1976). This was a book of extreme relevance at 
the time since it was the first to be published that  
refers to motherhoodmotherhood as an issue. The work stood out 
for me because here she presents a new approach 
to her feminism, previously ex-
pressed through her poetry. Rich 
assumes a personal position in 
relation to being a mother, and to 
how her own experiences were 
determined by the institution of 
motherhood imposed in its many 
variations on all those capable of 
bearing children. ‘Motherhood as 
institution’ is a notion that calls 
upon us to reflect on the issues 
surrounding motherhood as a 
practice embedded in traditions 
and conventions.39

Thinking of the co n t i n u i t yc o n t i n u i t y  that 
exists between my mother and 
me, I passively experience mothe-
rhood as a network of solidarity 
between us and those around us. 
D ay  a f te r  d ay,  me  a nd  my  
mother lived through and created 
a bound that is not just about love, 38
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And so Etangled

but is rather deeply interconnected with the expecta-
tions and pressures determined by the gender system. 
Within the prevailing sexual division of labour and the 
repetitive history of familiar forms, my mother was 
always the primary responsible for parenting, 
housework and the financial management of our 
household. This consumed her time entirely, leaving 
no space to question it, nor to act or change it.  
Coming from this close experience to my mother’s 
space of impossibility, I became even more aware of 
the urgent necessity of alternative networks. Through 
Rich’s reflections, I came to recognise the constant 
need to open new paths where languages and other 
forms of communication can be channelled, so that 
things may grow instead of being stuck in the impos-
sibility of change. This necessity arises not merely 
from efforts of maintaining or repairing, so much as 
from the possibility of thinking of the future.
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There is an intrinsic movementmovement  in talking about my 
mother which leads me to continuously ‘refer back 
to’. Following this tendency, I have been looking into 
the way feminism too refers back to other forms and 
times of feminist theory and practice. Looking at Ba-
rad’s reflections on diffraction and intra-action, I re-
cognise the possibility of stretchingstretching space of ongoing 
alters, the capacity to be simultaneously courageous 
and fragile.

I previously mentioned the way Hester’s Xenofeminism 
(2018) calls upon the significance of ‘referring 
back to’ the work developed during the  
second wave of feminism, in an effort to 
respond to the prevailing necessity of crea-
ting a more comfortable and intimate re-
lationship between oneself and one’s own 
body.40 But what exactly does xenofemi-
nism stand for? According to Hester, it is “an  
attempt to articulate radical gender politics 
fit for an era of globality, complexity and 
technology – one which thinks about tech-
nology as an activist tool, [that] seeks to 
foreground the more oblivious material ele-
ments of (…) [intra-action] in contemporary 
mediated cultures, and draws upon recent engage-
ments with the digital.”41 Thus, xenofeminism sets the 
bridge between oneself, the others and the speedy 
return from the world, as I experience it today. Hester 
proposes to demystify technology by ‘repurposing’ 
it. I wonder, how might technology contribute to a 
return to one’s own body? Is thinking of technology  
a question about our origins or one about the future? 

And so Etangled

Technology has always appeared to me as a “heroic 
undertaking”.42 Totally in line with Ursula K. Le Guin’s 
words, I easily mistake technology by the ‘prota-
gonist’, conceiving it as a ‘more than’, that finds its 
roots in male and self-destructive representations.43 

While technology has for ages been a means 
to improve human life, it has become an end in 
itself. The way people tend to relate to techno-
logy, outlining its definition based on the notion 
of the so-called ‘high technologies’, contributes 
to the alienation of technology itself, leaving no 
space to consider ‘low technologies’ as such. 
Following this, and carrying on with the story of 

intimacy between me and my mother, I would like to 
think of technology in connection to reproduction. In  
particular the way technologies of the body, like  
reproductionreproduction, are nevertheless ultimately associated 
to and dependent on ‘external-to-our-bodies’ tech-
nologies. In other words, how during the period of 
pregnancy, when a body is carrying a child, the per-
son can relate better to the changes its body is going 
through according to medical literacy, than by an ac-
tual understanding and closeness to its own self.

I remember the way my mother very proudly told 
me that, during my birth, she was lucky to have the 
possibility of choosing the room where she would 
go into labour. She asked for a room with a mirror 
right above the surgery table, so that she could see 
what was happening even though she had very litt-
le idea of what the procedures actually amounted to. 
So, what to make of the relationship between ‘givers’ 
and ‘receivers’ of professionalised medical care and 
again of our dependency on the so-called ‘high tech-

43
 H

es
te

r,
 X

en
of

em
in

is
m

, p
.8

.



52 53

nologies’? When they have contributed to reproduc-
tive bodies losing control over their own reproductive 
capacity? The domain of ‘external-to-our-body’ tech-
nologies has been monitored by a technological, so-
cial and economical elite that is not only unreachable 
due to its technical literacy but highly gendered and 
unequal. Female and queer bodies – that is, bodies 
which escape the standards determined 
by hegemonic scientific practices – are 
subordinated to technological and medi-
cal forms of control, mostly implemented 
through a top-bottom logic. This observa-
tions led me to recognise the gender issues 
which add to the distance between human 
beings and technology. Hegemonic medical 
and technological procedures thus tend to 
operate with a homogenised conception 
of female bodies, drawing from a single 
imaginary of women’s experience and  
directly contributing to the ‘mythologization 
of femininity’.44

Haraway writes about technology as  
“seduction to organic wholeness through a final  
appropriation of all the powers of the parts into a  
higher unity.”45 Considering the distance I experience 
between myself and technology, it became interes-
ting to start relating it to my own body and reflec-
ting on the type of spatiality involved in this relation. 
With feminist approaches, I have thus started the de-
construction of this distance. Following the path laid 
open by Barad, one can conceive of the relationship 
between technology and the body as yet another 
example of a relation of indeterminacy. Which is not 
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And so Etangled

to say that one cannot identify the beginning or the 
end of one and another, but rather that it is impos-
sible to determine one as prior to the other.46 I stand 
with Barad as she concludes that there is an interde-
pendence between technology and the body, which 

challenges the idea of technology as an end 
in itself. Such understanding has ultimately 
led me to give up my quest for a genealogy of 
the relation between body and technology. 
And as for Barad, the feminist approaches of 
Hester, and Haraway, prompt me to reflect 
on technology as to be experienced by the 
body, in and out of it. 

By comparing the ‘impositions’ that bodies 
are subjugated to, when technologies are 
operated on them, and the technologies 
of the body, I recognise in the latter an un-

deniable openness to the field of subject iv i ty.subject iv i ty.  This 
subjectivity comes to me as the feminist and queer 
activist ‘tool’ that xenofeminism speaks about.  
A subjectivity that belongs to the human being as 
well as to the technologies of the human body, and 
that reflects the fact that human bodies will never 
exist just to perform their function(s). As Haraway 
(2008), argues «technologies are not mediations,  
something in between us», but “‘infoldings of the 
flesh.’ What happens in the folds is what is impor-
tant.”47 Meaning technology must no longer be  
understood as external but rather as entangled to 
the human body and condition. A great example that 
illustrates this notion, as recalled by Hester, is the 
tradition of self-analysis, self-care and self-check 
established by the feminist second wave.48 These 
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Initiatives are responsible for long-lasting effects on 
contemporary theory-making and recursive attention 
of the self. They served a new conception of techno-
logy liberating non-male, marginal and non-standard 
bodies from medical care as we know it to be based 
on gendered ideas, ultimately objectifying behaviours 
and relations. 

Being a body means to be under constant techno-
logical experiences and technology is always em-
bodied.49 Technology, in its subjectivity, contributes  
directly to the possibility of change, transforming 
and altering - which is per se queer and pro-mutant -  
as an embodiment of expression, unfolding into  
commun icat i oncommun icat i on  paths - as an intra-active element 
of our every-day life. Technology interferes on the 
course of things and runs through a systemsystem that, as 
Michel Serres (1980) describes, forges passages  
i n betweenin between  different domains. Passages for com-
munication and for non-communication.50 So, “for 
science is a system, as poetry is 
a system. Rain, sun, ice, stream, 
fire, turbulence - they all engender 
channel effects.”51 Which reflect the 
constant instability of all kinds of 
things, and therefore, of technology 
itself. From its subjectivity I believe 
that technology can finally relate to 
its own usage, so human beings can 
as well relate to it. Thus, if technology 
would eventually come back to itself, 
as the ouroboros swallows its own 
tale, some kind of air bubble would 
appear. This is where nothingness is 49
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And so Etangled

finally allowed. Where nothingness and non-materia-
lity open the space for memories and little wishes, 
that we call “ideas”.52 Where the end does not matter, 
nor the function of it, but its emptiness that opens 
even more possibilities to the production and repro-
duction of imagination. 
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Measurements, Apparatus and Assemblage

In my own spatial constructions, ex ten s i o n sex te n s i o n s  and  
comp ress i o n scomp ress i o n s  I choose to link both the relations 
between my parents and I, measuring also became 
part of it. Therefore, following Barad’s work, mea-
surements not only helped to constitute as they 
became a constitutive part of what was being mea-
sured. Measurements are a dynamism of forces es-
tablished between all the bodies that communicate 
and influence each other. In fact everything seems to 
exist in the span between pragmatism and the irra-
tionality, thus remaining un-tangibleun-tangible.53 The ‘Indetermi-
nacy of something’ appears to be prior to notions of 
scale, space and time, but there are to two concepts 
that directly refer and interfere with the 
processes of measuring, and therefore 
thinking of how agency is distributed: 
apparatus and assemblage: 

An apparatus is described by New 
Materialism as material-discursive 
dynamic, where meaning comes to-
gether with mattering, which comes 
close to my idea of nothingness  
although apparatuses are themselves 
the practice of materialising. They em-
phasise the idea that is not the subject 
that makes the object, but how these 
two notions entangled in each other, 
assert through how things are “cut to-
gether-apart”.54 The performative as-
pect that takes place at the moment 
of cutting together-apart, comes at 53
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the moment in which apparatuses create “relations 
and distributions of power, as well as “practices of 
knowing in being”.55 On the other side, assemblages 

are the actual material performance of 
composing through the act of fitting. They 
are characterise by the endless possibility 
of histories being made through its open- open- 

e n ded n e s s .e n d ed n e s s .  Assemblages reflect on the  
actual effects of an intra-action, at the 
same time that they are matter for intra-ac-
tive activity. They as well mix up with every  
attempt of reference to a continuous timeline, 
as consequence to the fact that every-
thing is constantly moving, and relating 
to each other. As Jane Bennett describes, 
each element «maintains an energetic pulse 
slightly ‘off’ from that of the assemblage.”56 

So, within an assemblage, each element/participant 
generates something other than themselves.

To conclude from the theoretical character of Barad’s 
work, it is impossible to not point out the strong poetic 
approach to matter I recognise in it. And the fact 
that it does not close any possibilities in itself.57 The 
field of Fine Arts is as well defined by its subjectivity,  
apprehended by the audience when interpreting  
a reality translated by the maker’s personal intentions. 
In this sense, artistic practices contribute to pro-
cesses of knowledge-making as well as to the fact 
that nothing can ever be understood as one com-
passed idea. To illustrate these previous lines, it is 
now the moment to refer to the work of three female 
artists, that through their practices have been exploring 
the syntax of relat ionsh ips  relat ionsh ips and t ransfers.t ransfers. By intro-
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ducing their work, I would like to specifically focus 
on the possibility of the empirical nature of chance,  
encounters and/or happenings, not always under 
their control. In each one of these artistic practices, 
I recognise a translation of time put in dialogue with 
an immanent awareness of matter. Exploring different 
materialities in proximity to each other, which allows  
dynamic relations to emerge in the ‘moment of finding’. 
As we understood from Karen Barad, nothing is 
non-static per nature. So, in their work I came to iden-
tify a common allusion to motion, as well as reactive 
possibilities are suggested by intra-actions established 
between the different materialities involved.

Telepass

58
  C

C
S 

B
ar

d,
 P

au
l O

’N
ei

l,
 “

N
in

a 
C

an
el

l b
y 

C
C

S 
  

    
    

B
ar

d”
.  

B
O

M
B

, w
w

w
.b

om
bm

ag
az

in
e.

or
g/

ar
tic

le
s/

  
     

     
  n

in
a-

ca
ne

ll/
  (

ac
ce

ss
ed

 1
3 

A
pr

il
 2

02
2)

.

Nina Canell

Nina Canell is a Swedish artist based in Berlin,  
Germany. In her sculptures we can find a constant 
reference to systematic dynamisms and to how 
they can potentially be interrupted. Canell’s works  
refer to how memories are stored or not, and to 
the non-functionality of systems and how their re-
lation can be about a non-relation. Relating should 
not be understood as comparison, as I previously 

mentioned, therefore we must think of  
relations as ongoing dynamics of becoming. 
Facing a general overview of Canell’s work,  
I underline one of its characteristic - how ma-
terial forms and immaterial forces are kept 
proximate to each other - in my view a focus 
point of great importance. Contrary to tradi-
tional sculpture her works are far from being 
static: “they alter, they are the result of motion 
or of a process” as Fredrik Liew, said on an in-
terview given to the Moderna Museet channel, 
after curating Canell’s solo-show in Stockholm 
in 2014. 

The series of sculptures “Brief Syllables,” (2014), 
parts of electrical and communication cables, in 
their non-functionality, carry all the information that 
passed through them. Here there is an undeniable 
reencounter of the Baradian notion of a field, where 
all elements are connected through invisible paths. “The 
sculptural object … doesn’t really have a singular ma-
teriality of its own, it relies on a flexible relation to an  
immaterial circularity that is equally sculptural”.58 
Likewise, silences, distances, spaces and structures 
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some of the features of my relation with my father.59 
Another relevant example is Perpetuum Mobile 
(25kg), a work produced in 2009, in which its essence 
carries the notions of how process can become a 
material aspect of a sculpture. Underlying this work 
every objects are treated as conductors of movement. 
This occurs by putting in space a basin with water 
next to an open bag of powdered cement, by which 

the artist emphasises the reaction of one of 
the components to the others, activating the 
water, which starts vapouring, and conse-
quently mixes with and hardens the cement. 
“Her sculptures can be seen as an exten-
sion of this tension between flow and harde-
ning—they represent sculpture as process, 
sculpture as emergence or as the result of 
emergence”.60 As I recently read on an inter-
view done by graduates and the programme  
director of the Center for Curatorial Studies 
at Bard College, “the sculptural object (…) 
doesn’t really have a singular materiality of 
its own, it relies on a flexible relation to an 

immaterial circularity that is equally sculptural”, said 
Nina Canell.
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Nina Canell, Brief Syllable (chewed), 2017, 
installation view, 57th Venice Biennale, 
Nordic Pavilion. Image is a courtesy of
Kaufmann Repetto.

Nina Canell, Perpetuum Mobile (25kg), 2009, basin, water, cement and ultrasound. 
Photo by Robin Watkins.
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Kantika Bock

The German artist Kantika Bock is known by her 
sculptures and installations that explore temporality 
and space. She often deals with natural alteration 
processes, being all materials sensitive to certain 
conditions she finds in or imposes to the 
space. Thus all materials and elements  
involved react to each other as a continuous 
movement. Bock, according to the different 
places where the work is installed, rein-
forces ideas of re-arrangement. Her sculp-
tures, assume their distinct characteristics 
depending on the surrounding environment 
of every show. Inhabiting and reacting to the 
context in which every exhibition takes place. 
In Bock’s work and practice, it is easy to  
recognise that the ar tist deals with the 
spaces where the exhibitions take place as 
“interlocutor rather than object of study.”61

Avalanche was project shown at Pivô, an exhibition 
space located in the city of São Paulo, Brazil in 2019. 
In which, as usual, the artist has confronted the regu-
larly used materials like wood, bronze, fabric, plaster, 
ceramics and found objects with the conditions of the 
space. Her methodology is know by starting with a 
detailed analyses of the building and its geographic 
location. From here, Bock initiates an in transit dia-
logue with the space between natural and induced 
processes.62 When physically experiencing the space, 
Bock is finally in contact with the sensible of her 
reactions to the location, managing to conceive the 
right shapes to it. Immediately this feature drew my 
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attention to the spatial references of my own per-
ception and in what way they helped me to better 
interwind both my emotions and spatiality creation 
as important notions I have been speaking about 
throughout this essay. 

The way she explores the materiality of her sculptures, 
is most of the times transitory and reversible. In Ho-
rizontal Word (2019), becomes a relevant example 
in this sense. A piece of clay wrapped in industrial  
fabric was thrown by the artist from the open ter-
race of the building where Avalanche was pre-
sented. The free fall and the carrying of the material 

to the exhibition space and up to the ter-
race caused an impact as they were im-
printed to the matter. Since the sculpture 
translates the physicality of the moment 
of making, the work only lasted as long as 
the exhibition, highlighting the ephemera-
lity of the material. Another important exa-
mple of her work with a similar intention is 
Fountain for Avalanches (2019). The artist ins-
talled aluminium pipes that carry rain water 
through the rooms and direct it back to 
the streets in order to make a connection 
between inside and outside space of the 
building. “A fountain that only works when it 
rains”.63 In this work, agency is shared with 
the uncertainty of the climate. As if kept in a 
suspicion, the audience waits for something 

to happen. Bock addresses indeterminacy as prior to 
any conceived notion of time.64
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Kantika Bock, Avalanche, 2019 at Pivô, São Paulo, 
Brasil. Photo by Everton Ballardin. 

Kantika Bock, Avalanche, 2019 at Pivô, São Paulo, Brasil. Photo by Everton Ballardin.
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Magali Reus

Magali Reus is a London-based Dutch artist. Her work 
is know by its sculptural forms, often produced in  
series, that refer to ordinary objects that I recognise 
from everyday life, but that the artist explores as part of 
systems meticulously produced. The various processes 
and forms that we can identify in Reus’s sculptures  
increase the sensation of a movement inherent not only 
to the moment of making, as well as to the works them-
selves and to their display in the space. 

In 2017 she presented her work for the first time in a 
solo-exhibition in Scandinavia, at the Bergen Kunsthall. 
Hot Cottons has unfolded itself in a series of spacial 
‘chapters’, a combination of new works specifically 
done for the exhibition. The series of works has been 
described as a ‘mid-render’, a term that suggests its 
digitally designed forms as well as to its hand-made 
characteristics. “As if it has been prematurely trans-

ported from an embryonic design phase.”65 

Magali Reus’s sculptures live in a ‘state of 
transition’, as if something has been frozen 
in a slow process of restoration as each fini-
shed work refers to a moment of analyses of 
something that will continue after. “Materials 
are not born, and nor do they die, they simply
change form and structure, a reminder of 
their inherent passage through time (…). 
Contrary to appearances, materials are 
always in motion, haunted by a compulsion 
to move and transmute (…). They are non- 
static per nature.”66 In the various processes 
that Reus’s explores in her sculptural practice, 65
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such as casting and moulding techniques, refe-
rence to architectural ornaments, details from in-
dustrial design and daily-life objects, she creates 
“difficult-to-read surfaces [which] upset the viewer’s 
sense of time (…) or time-span since it illogically  
expresses the status of being both new and used.”67 
Which relates to the continuity inherent to the relation 
between my mother and I, that later assumed  
a more conscientious feature when I managed 
to deal with both the notions of motherhood 
and feminism.68

Hwael is one of the series of works presented at the 
previously mentioned exhibition. It is composed by 
three parts which can be understood as dislocated 
parts of one skeleton. Through different layers, 
sections and repetitions, the artist makes us travel 
through the three sculptures looking for the similarities 
and the differences of every detail, in the urgency of 
finding a connection between the different ‘chapters’. 
Even though the realistic representations of machinery, 
each sculpture’s functionality remains as an enigma. 
Reus’s installations suggest that the viewer must  
engage with the work as a tourist, as an attentive  
researcher that moves within one sculpture or through 
the parkour of the multiplicity of works displayed in the 
same space. This movement, at the same time that 
it is emphasised by the open-ended character of the 
pieces, it refers back to it.69 Contributing to a longer 
temporal experience of each work, widening every  
details to the audience’s experience. 
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Magali Reus, Sentinel (Serif ), 2018, image curtesy of the artist

Magali Reus, Hwael, 2017, Installation view ‘Hot Cottons’ at 
Bergen Kunsthall, Bergen, Norway, image curtesy of the artist.
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The unlimitedness of nothin-
gness, that I have been recogni-
sing all through this essay,  
expressed by the absence of my 
father, the presence of my mother 

and then conceived in the materiality of a 
work of art, is not only characteristic of 
each one of them but it rather exists in their 
own intra-actions. Nothingness was indeed 
the notion with which I better identified my 
own challenges in the intention of transver-
sing the significance of words, theoretical 
thinking and my own familial experiences. 
Thus, I became fully aware of nothingness 
as a concept of great accuracy to represent 
such notions as emotional and physical fea-
tures and its infinite plenitude reflected by 
openness. This openness allowed me to 
come across spatiality, as another kind of 
space, in which my subjectivities are reflec-
ted through my own memories, fantasies 
and desires. Spatiality has contributed to the 
reflection of the imaginary coordinates in 
which I overcame the distance from my 
father and how, through its finite plenitude, 
I came to find affinity. 

Conclusion

Simultaneously, this same concept made me 
acquire the notion of motherhood as an ins-
titution that I have re-entered, as an in-
frastructure in which I allowed myself to 
combine technology with thoughts on gender 
issues. Through this story-essay, I came to 
recognise the underlying continuities in 
which everything gets disintegrated into 
parts and those parts again into other parts. 
This explains the choice of the three artists 
whose work I previously referred to. 
Through their practices they have been  
exploring the syntax of relationships and 
transfers in which various ways they deal 
with the notion of nothingness with a pur-
pose that is very close to my own view.
 
Lately I have been fascinated with the for-
malities of a pipe, indemonstrable and  
hallow. At the same time it is  vacuum,vacuum, it is 
the continuumcontinuum; that with its cylindric shape 
reaches out to places where nothing is  
expected to be said, carrying even though all 
kinds of things. As tubular systems are built 
in circular cross-cut, coming to the end of 
the text also means to return to its beginning. 
So, “if the energy of the vacuum is not  
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determinately zero, it isn’t determinately 
empty. In fact, this indeterminacy is res-
ponsible not only for the void not being 
nothing (while not being something), but 
it may in fact be the source of all that is, 
a womb that births existence.”70
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Karen Barad, “Posthuman 
Performativity: Toward an 
understanding of How Mat-
te r  C o m e s  to  M a t te r ”. 
In:  Journal of Women in 
Culture and Society, 28 (3), 
p. 801-831: 2003.

Karen Barad, Meeting the 
Universe Halfway: Quantum 
Physics and the Entangle-
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