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Practicing Epistemic
Disobedience through
Embodying Slow
Photography
Reyila Hadeer
Michigan State University

Epistemic disobedience is about diverging from
the
taken
for
granted
euro-centered
epistemology in a field. As a leading scholar on
decoloniality, Walter Mignolo, puts it,
Why did eurocentered epistemology conceal
its own geo-historical and bio-graphical
locations and succeed in creating the idea of
universal knowledge as if the knowing
subjects were also universal? This illusion is
pervasive today in the social sciences, the
humanities, the natural sciences and the
professional
schools.
Epistemic
disobedience means to delink from the
illusion of the zero point epistemology.1
Basically, Mignolo is saying that epistemic
disobedience entails delinking.
However, academic discussion about
epistemic disobedience tends to stay at the
historical, conceptual, and theoretical level. Few
studies discuss how to delink, and who has the
power to practice epistemic disobedience. This
article provides an example of how a doctoral
student from the global south in a Western
higher education institution is reclaiming her
power for epistemic disobedience by delinking

Walter D. Mignolo, "Epistemic Disobedience,
Independent Thought and Decolonial Freedom," Theory,
Culture & Society 26, no. 7-8 (2009), 159-181.
1
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herself from the official knowledge and
epistemology situated in her doctoral program.
Specifically, I discuss my self-initiated visual
inquiry project called Slow Photography, and how I
am able to push back against practices that are
rooted in colonial and Western ways of knowing
as a result of this practice. In other words, Slow
Photography is an embodiment practice in my
journey of “untraining” myself as an educational
researcher.1

What Motivates Me to Start This
Project?
Originally from an indigenous Uyghur
community located in central Asia, I grew up and
received my early schooling in my hometown,
located in Northwest China. I went to high
school in a dislocated boarding school designed

for Uyghur children in the Eastern part of China.
Wildflower and fence. Created by Reyila Hadeer.

I currently am a privileged doctoral student in the
United States with opportunities to explore
knowledge through the numerous resources
available in a Western university.
As an international student who has
experiences learning various languages and
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cultures, when I came to my doctoral program, I
identified myself as a person interested in
multilingual education. However, it has been very
hard for me to connect my own prior knowledge
and personal life experiences to academic
discussions during the doctoral training process.
I started to explore other subfields such as critical
race theory, global education, and decolonial
theory to search for a sense of belonging in
academia.
However, my struggles with who I am and
where I belong still exist in other subfields in
educational research. When there is a discussion

Wildflower and fence. Created by Reyila Hadeer.

on the East/West binary in the global context, I
feel invisible, erased under the label of the
“East.” When there is discussion about
international students’ experiences in the United
States context, I do not fit into discussions of
Chinese international students’ experience either.
My prior knowledge and genuine passions make
it hard for me to engage in the conversation in
current academic spaces. Such experiences in my
doctoral program makes me realize that even the
discussion about the coloniality of power is also
from an Eurocentered epistemology, again
dividing the world into an East/West binary, and
thereby ignoring the nuances under the labels.

Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience, Independent
Thought and Decolonial Freedom.”
2

72

Such oversimplification makes certain voices and
bodies invisible in our academic discussion.
If all knowledges are situated and
constructed,2 starting my own knowledge-

Slow Photography is an
embodiment practice in my
journey of “untraining” myself
as an educational researcher.
building process from the bottom-up might give
me a sense of home—or at least a path to my
space in academia. Therefore, I decided to start
my own epistemic disobedience journey through
a self-initiated project driven by my inner
curiosity. However, because of political reasons,
I cannot express my own thoughts and emotions
explicitly with words. So, I choose to use visual
images as my main languages to express my own
feelings and thoughts that have started to
emerged in my doctoral study experience.
I started my visual inquiry project and named
it “Slow Photography.” It has led me on my own
epistemic disobedience journey inside an
institutional space. In this project, visual image is
the main language for me to express the self.
Because of political reasons related to censorship
and surveillance, I have removed human subjects
from the center of the photos.
“Epistemic disobedience means to delink
from the illusion of the zero point
epistemology.”3 In other words, epistemic
disobedience is about a departure from a takenfor-granted way of viewing the world. Plainly
put, epistemic disobedience requires one to have
the courage to stray away from the official
knowledge which is constructed as neutral in a
given context. If the knowledge situated in my
doctoral program is the zero point, my slow
Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience, Independent
Thought and Decolonial Freedom.”
3
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photography project is my departure from the
memories arise. I can find my birthday photos
zero point epistemology, because I started this
from age of 1 to the age of 10 displayed nicely in
slow photography by trusting my own inner
order. I realized that the “slow photos” taken at
voice as it emerged from my struggles. I trusted
that time can evoke strong emotions that maybe
my
feelings
and
today’s “fast” digital
Back then, taking photos was
intuition instead of
photos cannot. In
slow,
waiting
to
see
the
photos
submitting to the
many
cultures,
official epistemology
ceremony
is
meant
to
was slow, and the process of
of the academy.
delink and reconnect
Specifically, the appreciating the photos was slow. to the greater source.
Slow
Photography
Similarly,
by
project aims to observe all photos in my
embodying the ceremonial character of
smartphone, and reflect on the deeper meaning
photography, my parents taught me the
embedded in those photos. I use a website,
importance of process, memory, and family.
https://slowphoto.weebly.com/, as a digital
Now, I live in another country, and I can
space to organize these slow photos, record my
claim that I have witnessed the rapid change in
feelings, and materialize my embodying process.
my life brought about by capitalism across time
and space. My phone album is always filled with
photos I take every day. These pictures are taken
How Is This Project “Slow”?
randomly in my daily life—without thinking
about their purpose. Sometimes I end up deleting
The name of Slow Photography comes from my
them when the storage of my phone is full. I can
childhood memory about photography.
feel how the culture of speed has changed my life
In my memory, photography was just like a
and my attitude toward photography. I have
ceremony that required people to slow down.
realized photography is no longer a ceremony.
Cameras were not popular in an average person’s
In my self-initiated photography project, I
life when I was growing up in a small town in
have
decided to re-embrace the ceremonial
northwest China. A camera was regarded as a
character
of photography that I experienced in
professional tool for photographers. On every
my childhood. I named it “Slow Photography” in
birthday, my parents dressed me up and took me
order to emphasize the slow process that I have
to a professional studio in my town to take a
experienced in my childhood. Back then, taking
picture. At that time, after taking the picture,
photos was slow, waiting to see the photos was
people were not immediately able to check if the
slow, and the process of appreciating the photos
photo was taken well, and we had to wait for
was slow. In my current photography project, in
several days before our photos were ready to pick
order to re-embrace the slowness embedded in
up. Because we wanted to leave a perfect self in
the previous process, I organize the photos that
the photos, we were always a little bit nervous, as
are in my smart phone storage onto a website—
if we were superstars attending a significant live
just like my parents put photos in a hard-cover
ceremony.
album. Instead of deleting the photos in my
After several days, when my parents brought
phone when the storage is full, I would take time
the photos home, I was always excited and
to transfer my photos in the phone to my
looked at the photos again and again, and then
computer, watch them on the computer screen,
had my parents carefully put them in a hard cover
and contemplate the meanings embedded in
album. Today, when I open the old hard cover
them. When I notice a theme emerges, I organize
album in my home, all feelings attached to those
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them on a webpage on my website, based on the
themes, slowly.
The photos become permanent by being
uploaded to the website, and available for being
appreciated anytime. The process of uploading
the photos, designing website pages, and
choosing where to put a specific photo in the
webpage mimic the slow processes my parents
used to undertake—taking me to a photography
studio, taking the picture, waiting for them to be
printed, and organizing the photos in an album.
I have intentionally recovered the slowness
attached to photography in my project.
In the next two sections, I will elaborate on
how Slow Photography is delinking me from the
dominant epistemology that has been instilled by
my past and current educational, cultural, social,
and political environments.

Delinking Future-Oriented, TopDown, and Separateness
Epistemology
I grew up in an educational environment which
always told me “no pain, no gain.”
There are many idioms or slangs in our
textbooks and environments reminding us that
we have to suffer. in order to have a better
future.4 Textbooks show me stories of
“successful people” who suffered through pain
in order to be successful. I have been told that it
is a virtue to believe in “no pain, no gain.” I have
been taught by school culture as well as the social
environment that it is unethical to seek for
pleasure in the present moment.
In this future-oriented epistemology, the
process and conclusion are treated as separate
ends instead of a whole. During my whole
schooling experience, as a student from an ethnic
minoritized group in China, I tried to learn a
For example, .不劳无获; 一分耕耘一分收获; 苦尽甘
来.
4
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language disconnected from my family. I tried to
memorize theories I could not understand in

Wildflower and fence. Created by Reyila Hadeer.

order to get higher scores on the test and
improve my social mobility. I chose to endure
pain instead of seeking for a way to make
everyday life “an experience.”5
Such separateness thinking can also be found
in the top-down way of viewing research in
research institutions all around the world. For
example, Ming Fang He records her observation
on educational researchers in China:
I happened to discuss education reform with
my colleagues in China. Instead of doing a
very concrete research in a specific school or
classroom, they liked to trace back to
Chinese history and embody the theory of
mathematics and physics to make their
research sound so profound that nobody
could understand it. They consider real
classroom or school culture research as the
lower-level research. After all, they like to do
research at the macro level not at the micro
level. In addition, they like to pinpoint who

John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York, NY:
Penguin, 2005).
5
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is right and who it wrong instead of
understanding why and how.6
Even though Min Fang He’s observation is about
educational research in general, she identifies the
gap between dominant research epistemology of
scholars in China and her own belief in
educational research.
As a scholar who has gone through China’s
Cultural Revolution and acknowledges that the
pain in her own past life experiences is a missing
part of a bigger puzzle, Ming Fang He challenges
the top-down epistemology in education
research not only in China, but across the globe.
She argues that research should not be based on
national history or big theories, but instead from
real personal experiences of real people. It is
about personal stories happening in daily life.
Hence, in her book exploring the meaning of
curriculum, A River Forever Flowing,7 He writes
about three Chinese female teachers’ life
experiences in both their home country and
North America.
Separateness as a way of knowing not only
influences our view on research, it also influences
policy-making. In today’ society, we often aim
for an imagined future and create a policy to
control the present moment instead of trusting
the desires of people existing in the present
moment to lead us int a better future. During my
doctoral program, I learned that policy is a
future-oriented strategy. In that way, I find it to
be a moment of oppression that limits ideas and
creativity. It is a way to take away the autonomy
of the people upon whom the policy is imposed,
as well as their happiness and their right to live in
the present moment. Policy is an excuse and
justification for policymakers to achieve their
own interests in the name of the common good.
It is a form of social engineering.
Mingfang He, A River Forever Flowing: Crosscultural Lives
and Identities in the Multicultural Landscape (Charlotte, NC:
IAP, 2003),13.
6

75

My Slow Photography practice requires me
to be fully attentive to everyday life, which gives
voice to the present, the ordinary, and the
unknown. Slow Photography is situated in
holistic ways of thinking. By delinking my futureoriented,
top-down,
and
separateness
epistemology, I am cultivating my capability to
do educational research that can reflect teachers
and students’ struggle. I aim to find hope behind
the numbers, labels, and silence that are caused
by the suppression of colonial bureaucratic
institutions.

Delinking the Human-Center
Worldview
Removing the human from the center of my
pictures on my Slow Photography website helps
me to delink my human-centered epistemology.
During my entire schooling experience, I
have been trained to put the human in the center
of our life, conversations, and research. We
always think that human beings are the center of
this world, and we get used to taking from the
environment instead of considering non-human
needs. In this way, we have come to a point that
there are many environmental crises—global
warming, water pollution, and air pollution. The
coronavirus pandemic we are experiencing right
now is another example that invites us to rethink
human’s role in the larger world.
Embracing the posthumanist paradigm
invites me to contemplate how I can more
mindfully
incorporate
more-than-human
elements into my photo-making process. Apart
from taking images of non-human objects, I also
attempt to take photos of the invisible, such as
time, distance, and memory. I take pictures as a
dancer moves with the universe: “Inhaling the
atmosphere as it breathes the air, on the outward
7

He, A River Forever Flowing.
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breath of exhalation it weaves its lines of speech,
song, story and handwriting into the fabric of the
world.”8 In such a photo-making process, I am
becoming a part of water, air, tree, and land.
Even though there is a prefix post in this the
term posthumanism, this is not a new paradigm.
Looking at the world beyond humans is in many
indigenous epistemologies and ontologies. As
Chief Seattle's Letter to All writes about the
strange idea of buying and selling sky, land and
water: “the earth does not belong to man, man
belongs to the earth. All things are connected like
the blood that unites us all. Man did not weave
the web of life, he is merely a strand in it.
Whatever he does to the web, he does to
himself.”9
There are other lives beyond those of
humans that should be acknowledged when
thinking about the world. “Humans are not the
sole authors of landscape . . . All living things
share the same space, all make landscape, and all
landscapes, wild or domestic, have coauthors, all
are phenomena of nature and culture.”10 In this
website-making and embodying process, I carry
this curiosity with me: what if we stopped
thinking of humans as the center of the world?
As Ulmer writes in a paper about
posthumanism as research methodology: “If
humans are not the only possible subjects or
objects of study in research, then a wealth of

different possibilities emerge.”11 Delinking
evokes my imagination for the possibilities of
research beyond the human.

Tim Ingold, The Life of Lines (New York, NY:
Routledge, 2015), 87.
9 Chief Seattle, Letter to All (1854),
http://www.csun.edu/~vcpsy00h/seattle.htm.
10 Anne Spirn, The Language of Landscape (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1998), 17-18.
11 Jasmine Ulmer, "Posthumanism as Research
Methodology: Inquiry in the Anthropocene," International
Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 30, no. 9 (2017):
832.

12
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Slow Photography as a
Decolonial Engagement
The topic of epistemic disobedience is a part of
the larger conversation on de/colonization.
“Decoloniality
requires
epistemic
disobedience.”12
Basically,
epistemic
disobedience is a necessary layer we need to
move through if we are committed to doing
decolonial work. When I say, “move through,”
this is not to say that epistemic disobedience is a
separate step that can be complete at some point.
Rather it is an ongoing process. Sometimes, we
need to move through the epistemic dimension
before we take action at the material dimension.
Sometimes, vice versa. And, sometimes, we jump
around in those steps. Epistemic disobedience
is ongoing and can be engaged non-linearly.
When it comes to decolonization, studies
tend to focus on the more material aspects of this
process, such as the who, when, and why of
knowledge construction13 or orienting people
toward the practical political work of
decolonization.14 However, few studies
emphasize epistemology. We have gotten used to
viewing ways of knowing as unimportant to this
struggle. “As a result of colonial epistemological
interferences, cultures and ways of knowing were

Walter D Mignolo, "Geopolitics of Sensing and
Knowing: On (de) Coloniality, Border Thinking and
Epistemic Disobedience," Postcolonial Studies 14, no. 3
(2011): 282.
13 Walter D. Mignolo, "Human Understanding and
(Latin) American Interests–The Politics and Sensibilities
of Geohistorical Locations,” A Companion to Postcolonial
Studies (2000), 180-202.
14 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, "Decolonization is Not
a Metaphor," Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society
1, no. 1 (2012), 1-40.
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positioned in lower degrees in the hierarchies of
knowledge.”15
Prioritizing ways of knowing and
epistemology is needed in decolonial work. As
Noroozi suggests, “practicing philosophy and
critiquing modernity from exteriority requires
philosophical projects to look at colonization not
merely as a political-economical practice of
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engagement. In it, I seek to delink myself from
the knowledge situated in Eurocentered colonial
higher education. Specifically, my Slow
Photography project is about the present
moment. Through honoring this moment, I
disrupt the competitive and increasingly neoliberalized environment of academia and higher
education.17

In an academy which values speed and production, my
Slow Photography project is giving me the means to look
differently at what counts as a “productive” qualitative
inquiry process and what counts as an educational
researcher training process.
domination but an epistemological one.”16 In
other words, Noroozi suggests that colonization
is more than a political-economical practice: it is
also an epistemological practice. Along the same
lines, this Slow Photography project is situated in
the idea that de/colonization has a layer of
epistemological
practice.
Thus,
Slow
Photography embodiment is doing the work of
decolonization from within an epistemological
horizon.
To make decolonization an epistemological
practice requires a radical shift in our taken-forgranted ways of knowing. It requires us to slow
down and be aware of how we have been
socialized to think and act in our scholarship and
everyday lives. Such awareness is the first step
toward change.
Slow Photography is an epistemological
project geared toward exploring decolonial
options in my doctoral study program. In other
words, Slow Photography is my decolonial

In this project, I express my emotions in the
present moment. I stay open to whatever will
emerge during the process. I do not have any
specific future-oriented goals for this project
now, nor did I when I started it.
Furthermore, by challenging the speed of
photography, Slow Photography embodiment is
not only a disruption for neoliberalism and
capitalism, it is also a disruption for the
oversimplification. As Noroozi states, “the idea
of the politics of speed is not a recent conceptual
trademark exclusive to neoliberal times and to
capitalism. It can also be traced in, or be founded
on, oversimplification: a sense of epistemic
hurriedness to reach a predefined conclusion in
favour of one structure of thought.”18 In making
this comment, Noroozi argues that the politics of
speed—while not exclusive to it—can be
situated in neoliberal times, capitalism, and
oversimplification.

Nassim Noroozi, "Decolonial Philosophy and
Education," In Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education
(2017),
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.013.5
1.
16 Noroozi, "Decolonial Philosophy and Education.”

17

15

Anna Bennett and Penny Jane Burke,
"Re/conceptualising Time and Temporality: An
Exploration of Time in Higher Education,” Discourse:
Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 39, no. 6 (2018),
913-925.
18 Nassim Noroozi, “Pedagogy of Time and a Decolonial
‘Present,’” Philosophy of Education (2016), 10.
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By delinking the politics of speed, I am not
only disrupting neoliberalism and capitalism, but
also oversimplification. In an academy which
values speed and production, my Slow
Photography project is giving me the means to
look differently at what counts as a “productive”
qualitative inquiry process and what counts as an
educational researcher training process. In a
doctoral training process where research method
guidelines are provided in textbooks, I am
tapping into an uncertain, non-linear way of
starting a project driven by pure intuition. It is
giving me the means to rethink my current
doctoral study practices and what they can
actually look like under a decolonial framework.
By looking beyond written words through
Slow Photography and trusting my intuitions, I
am able to begin delinking myself from the
cognitive
imperialism
of
Eurocentric
universalism. Written language is a product of
cognitive imperialism. Language comes from a
specific philosophy. Languages represent a
specific philosophy and keep recycling the
relevant epistemology attached to it:
In this sense, if philosophy predetermines
language, language predetermines our
experiences of and hopes for the present and
the future. Modern institutions that
propagate a relationship to language based
on logocentrism (self-evidence) and
teleological futures trap us in a world defined
by unequivocal meaning and intelligibility
and erase the evidence of mystery.19
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others, especially those who are not represented
by the labels of existing languages in our
academia. With a sense of awe for the mystery
and unknown, in my Slow Photography practice,
I ask myself: What if I delink my understanding
of language by putting images in the center of my
thinking, feeling, and composing? What if
language is more than a thing that is used by
human beings? What if language is living, feeling,
and an event? What if language is not a code
system that exists in our brain but a creative
energy emerging from the subjectivities of
selves?
By using photography instead of written
words as my medium, I am disrupting academia's
practice of recycling/repeating the same
institutionally-privileged epistemologies. To put
it another way, when we use the same language,
we are recycling the same ideas and the same
terms. If there is “progress” here, it is a specious
sort. It makes it hard, if not impossible, for a
breakthrough in knowledge. When I use
photography as a language to think in academia,
I disrupt such recycling and repeating.
In short: By delinking from future-oriented,
top-down, human-centered epistemologies and
tapping into an uncertain, non-linear way of
working, driven by pure intuition, this Slow
Photography practice presents a new possibility
for practicing epistemic disobedience in doctoral
programs and everyday life.

How Has Epistemic
Disobedience Influenced My
Scholarly Being?

If we don't give space for mystery, we erase
possibility and the unknown.
When language becomes representation, it
does not give space for mystery. The absolutism
of representative language comes at the cost of

During the process of embodying Slow
Photography and working on the project website
for almost two years, I have started to notice

Vanessa de Oliveira Andreotti, Carl Mika, Cash
Ahenakew, and Hemi Hireme, “Indigenous Knowledge
Systems and Anticipation,” in Handbook of Anticipation:

Theoretical and Applied Aspects of the Use of Future in Decision
Making, (New York, NY: Springer International
Publishing, 2017), 6.

19
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changes in my way of knowing and how the
practice is un/training me as an educational

If we don't give space for
mystery, we erase possibility
and the unknown.
researcher during my doctoral study journey.
As I mentioned earlier, the process of
embodying Slow Photography in my everyday
life starts from creative impulse, curiosity, and
intuition, without a predetermined end goal.
Since I started embodying this practice, I have
allowed myself to fail, wonder, and connect dots
in the digital space of my Slow Photography
website. As Koro-Ljungber writes, “uncertainty,
rawness, and creative chaos promoted by doing,
engaging, collaborating, and reflecting through
failure and unfinishedness (without constant and
continual purification and ‘cleaning’ efforts) is
conceptually life changing.”20 In other words, she
asks us to let go of the desire for control in
qualitative research.
Along the same lines, I started the Slow
Photography project without any strict plan, and
my thinking process as I have developed the
website has started to lead me towards surprises,
discoveries, and changes in my thinking and
being. I have witnessed many subtle changes in
my thinking habits which are helping me to
better engage in my doctoral studies by
reminding me to “embody scholarly being”
rather than “do research”—the difference
between being and doing.
Rather than following prescribed guidelines
without truly embodying the philosophy behind
those guidelines, we must turn toward living out
a mindset—one where what we practice and do
comes from our deeply rooted philosophies.
Mirka Koro-Ljungberg, Reconceptualizing Qualitative
Research: Methodologies without Methodology (London, UK:
Sage Publications, 2016), 103.
20
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Some people in academia do their research or
writing like a 9-5 job. Foor others, who embody
their scholarly being, research and writing are
incorporated into their lifestyle. Specifically, they
are living out three changes that I have started to
observe in my own scholarly being.

Wildflower and fence. Created by Reyila Hadeer.

First, I have started to develop inquiry as my
lifestyle. Wherever I go in my daily life, I regard
it as a chance for training and untraining my
researcher-self. I am intentionally giving myself
space to be curious and explore the world around
me. I am becoming more attentive to the present
moment despite the culture of speed in the
academy and larger society.
More specifically, I have started to cultivate
a beginner’s mindset in my fast-paced, daily life.
We can try to mindfully slow down in our daily
routine and make the familiar strange by
becoming a beginner. I used to believ that it was
exciting for researchers to travel to another city
to explore and discover and do fieldwork. At the
same time, I used to have stereotypes about my
own neighborhood or the city where I was
living—perhaps because I was too familiar with
these places. Now, I have realized that we do not
actually have to buy a plane ticket and go to a
strange destination to feel excitement.
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When we pull ourselves back as a beginner
we should respect the knowledge inside
and explore during our daily life, we gain a new
communities and let the local community
perspective on the world. As a writer and
participate in designing teacher training
researcher, it is important to have the ability to
procedures. In classroom teaching, I have been
keep returning with a beginner’s mindset, again
told that teachers should listen to students' own
and again. As Tim Ingold
concerns, fears, and passions
When
I
start
to
embrace
once said, “[writing] is a
to support them as they
constant struggle to turn
grow into their best-truethe unknown and play
endings into beginnings. It
self. In the policy-making
without
fear
of
control,
I
is precisely in this perpetual
process,
my
doctoral
start to heal my past
beginning that its freedom
seminars
advocate
lies.”21 Tim Ingold reminds
cultivating a loving culture
wounds.
us that, for researchers,
for grassroots voices instead
writing is a process rather
of giving them top-down
than an end or a product. It is a process where
rules to obey. In education reform, we are told
freedom lies in every moment.
that teachers should initiate and become the
Slow Photography helps me make sense of
main drivers of reform movements.22
philosophical perspectives, like Ingold’s, on
All these values have been instilled by my
writing, research, and inquiry, which might be
doctoral seminars in the name of democracy and
hard to explain through analytics and words.
social justice. At the same time, I have also been
Second, my Slow Photography practice helps
taught that democracy is not something
me to internalize a democratic mindset. In my
institutional and externa. Rather, we should
doctoral program, I have always been taught to
“acquire the habit of treating it as a way of
value democracy, equity, and community, but it
personal life.”23 If I truly want to make
has been hard for me to connect these concepts
democracy something internal and personal,
to my own personal experience and make sense
when I am calling for the bottom-up
of these social justice ideologies in the context of
epistemology,
inside-out
approach,
or
my own prior knowledge. Through embodying
democracy for external changes, I should
Slow Photography, I have started to internalize
embrace those values, first, as a way of my
bottom-up epistemology and an inside-out
personal lifestyle.
approach,
which
is
the
philosophy,
My Slow Photography website gives me a
methodology, and way of knowing that I truly
space to experiment with those democratic
value.
beliefs on myself. Slow Photography becomes a
These values have implications for a teacher
part of my personal democratic practice. On the
education system, for classroom teaching, for
Slow Photography website, I record and organize
education reform, and for policy-making. In my
those “consummatory experiences,”24 the little
teacher education courses, I have been told that
things that bring joy to me in my daily life. I give
Cary Campbell, “An Interview with Tim Ingold:
Educational Freedom, the Craft of Writing, and the
University,”
https://philosophasters.org/blog/2018/4/15/timingold-on-improv-writing-and-the-future-of-education.
22 David Tyack and Larry Cuban, Tinkering Toward Utopia
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995).
21

John Dewey, “Creative Democracy—The Task Before
Us,” in Larry A. Hickman and Thomas M. Alexander
(eds.) The Essential Dewey (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1998), 342.
24 Dewey, Art as Experience, 37.
23
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space for my own curiosity, thoughts, and
passions, evoked in the play of daily life, on this
website. I capture my own little excitements and
legitimize them by turning them into words and
photos. I believe every random thought is a
missing piece of a bigger puzzle about life, the
world, humans, or the universe.
In all these processes, I am using a
democratic perspective, treating my own feelings
and experiences as legitimate—without putting
them in a hierarchy of knowledge. Over time, I
am witnessing how I am becoming a better
listener to marginalized voices and embodying
the principles I have learned in my academic
discussion, all as my own philosophy.
Third, this website has become a space of
learning to speak up during the past two
years. Growing up, speaking up was always scary
for me because of the social, cultural and political
climate around me. I worried about
inconveniencing other people with my needs or
being viewed as a dangerous person with my
different opinions. So, I kept my opinions all to
myself.
As I embody Slow Photography, I notice that
the epistemic disobedience process also involves
personal courage. Going against the norm makes
a person stand out. I draw inspiration from
Foucault: “I'm very proud that some people
think that I'm a danger for the intellectual health
of students. When people start thinking of health
in intellectual activities, I think there is something
wrong.”25
One of Foucault’s points is that we choose
openness instead of fear in intellectual activities.
Learning about speaking up started out small. It
started with putting the photos I took on my

Slow Photography website. It eventually grew
into having the courage to write about my
experiences in this paper and share it with other
people. This project helped me cultivate my
ability to speak up and share my voice in the
academy.
Overall, during the process of embodying
Slow Photography and working on my epistemic
disobedience for almost two years, I have been
expanding myself. I have noticed that I am
maximizing “self” by my epistemic disobedience
in this power system we call “higher education.”
This self—this “open-ended space where we
continuously transform over time”—is my
project26
The Slow Photography website is a place for
me to play—“precisely because I am uncertain of
what will happen, of what will be produced in any
particular moment.”27 When I start to embrace
the unknown and play without fear of control, I
start to heal my past wounds—those caused by
censorship, the nation-state, and the “colonial
matrix of power.”28

Rux Martin, "Truth, Power, Self: An Interview with
Michel Foucault,” in Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with
Michel Foucault (London, UK: Tavistock Publications,
1988), 9-15.
26 Nick Couldry and Ulises A Mejias, “Data Colonialism:
Rethinking Big Data’s Relation to the Contemporary
Subject," Television & New Media 20, no. 4 (2019): 10.

27
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Invitation to Engage
In scholarly discussions on epistemic
disobedience, we need more studies on how to
delink. We need more studies on who has the
power to practice epistemic disobedience.
In this article, Slow Photography provides
one example that is used to practice epistemic
disobedience for a student during a doctoral
study journey. At the same time, I also imagine a
broader embodied practice in everyday life that
extends beyond visual inquiry. For example,
meditation, yoga, sewing, and countless other
Jasmine Ulmer. "Composing Techniques:
Choreographing a Postqualitative Writing Practice,"
Qualitative Inquiry 24, no. 9 (2018): 730.
28 Walter Mignolo and Catherine Walsh, On Decoloniality:
Concepts, Analytics, Praxis (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2018), 141.
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everyday embodied practices are potential sites
for epistemic disobedience in everyday life.
Therefore, I propose that practicing
epistemic disobedience through embodied
practice may help doctoral students and scholars
in bureaucratic institutions escape the trap of
recycling existing dominant ways of thinking.
Furthermore, I propose that higher education
institutions might give students the power to
disrupt academic discussion at the foundational
and theoretical level in order to apply the
decolonial framework in practice.
Throughout this paper, I have included
several photos from my Slow Photography
website. I include them so as to invite others to
join the embodiment of epistemic disobedience.
I took these photos during my walk around our
campus.
Since I started my doctoral program, I have
always been drawn to the wildflowers that
escaped from the fence. In these photos,
wildflowers do not always respect the humanmade boundary of wire fences.
They are attempting, disrupting, and
blooming.
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