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Introduction

hen we were editing this

publication, my child used

to go down the steps from

our fifth story apartment

each morning with their
eyes closed. On each floor I had to tell them
when there were only two steps left, so they
could jump over them with one leap. First it was
fun, but after a few weeks I started to get frus-
trated when I had to repeat the same thing each
morning and the going was slow. Once, when
we were running late, I suggested if we could
walk down the steps ‘in a normal way’.

As I was getting back to my writing desk
from childcare, I realised in shame what I had
done. How hypocritical of me to talk about ac-
cessibility and multi-sensory experiences as an
adult educator, while at the same time doing the
complete opposite and preventing the physical
exploration of an everyday space that is so im-
portant toachild. What did I even mean by ‘nor-
mal’? Accessibility and equality are no special
arrangements. They are interaction, being seen,
humanity. In all situations, always.

There are many valuable guides and guidelines
for improving the accessibility of art and cultur-
al activities. The purpose of this publication is to
add to those guides, and to promote the work on
accessibility by giving a voice to the people doing
the work and with concrete examples from the
field. This publication is not meant as a guidebook
assuch, butit can guide the reader into seeing the
world and their place in it in a new way.

One perspective that is common to all the ar-
ticlesin this publication are the senses of human

beings. How they work, what is their scope, and
what are their limitations are crucial questions
when evaluating the accessibility of art and cul-
tural activities. The writers share their experi-
ences as instructors and experts by experience.
The publication is meant primarily for instruc-
tors and teachers working with people of differ-
ent ages in art and cultural activities. But since
accessibility, equality, and agency are issues
penetrating our entire society, the articles con-
tain food for thought and dialogue for all read-
ers who work with people in all sorts of activi-
ties.

The exercises that accompany the articles are
meant to give the time and space for all people
to be equal, conscious beings. The exercises can
be done alone or with one’sactivity group. Some
exercises can also be used as tools for teachers
and instructors to develop and evaluate their
own working methods.

In this publication, the term accessibili-
ty is used as defined by the Culture for All ser-
vice, which means that it includes strategies,
plans, the accessibility of communication, so-
cial reach, pricing, accessibility of the physi-
cal space, accessibility through different sens-
es, supporting and understanding, and regional
accessibility. @

In Helsinki, January 2023
Raisa Laukkanen
Media educator

Minna Lepisto
Education coordinator
Kansalaisfoorumi
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On Dance Classes for
Young People with
Impaired Vision

Noora Vastinen



roup activities are important work-

ing environments for people of all

ages. When engaged in an activi-

ty, people get a chance tolearn-in

addition to activity-specific skills,
dexterity, and appreciating the arts - different
social skills as well. It may be challenging for
disabled people, or people who need special sup-
port for some other reason, to participate due
to a variety of factors, which puts the feeling of
being a part of something and the skills learned
from it in danger.

I am an expert on applied and inclusive art,
a dancer, and an instructor of inclusive dance
using the methods of dance improvisation and
Dance Ability.

Organising dance activities for special groups
requires methodical dedication with attention
to minute details. A large part of planning and
addressing safety issues is to think about acces-
sibility. According to the Pirkanmaa regional
cultural welfare plan 2017, ‘accessibility is con-
sidering the different needs of different people
and promoting equality when planning and pro-
ducing services. Accessibility comes from e.g.
unobstructed pathways, spreading understand-
ing, and removing the physical, social, and eco-
nomic factors that prevent participation. Good
accessibility enables everyone to participate and
enjoy cultural activities.’

How to Create a Safer Space?

When a person is building up the courage to try
a new hobby, what might hold them back boils
down to nervousness and questions of safety.
The instructor is also thinking about safety but
including the perspective of responsibility.
Safety is an issue that can be addressed from
many points of view. On one hand, it can be seen
as the safety of the space; on the other hand, it
can be seen asa personal experience, orasa com-
bination of both (Niemel&, 2000). Safety can also
be seen as a feature of the physical working en-
vironment, the actions and visible behaviour of
peopleinit, aswell asa person’s experience and
awareness of it. Referencing Niemeld’s thoughts

on safe space, I categorise safe space-in the con-
text of the dance class and teaching - using the
following three interconnected categories:

1. Physical space - accessibility of the space

2. Social space — atmosphere — acceptance and
understanding

3. Individual private space - growing
confidence on oneself and one’s skills

The prerequisite for a dance workshop or for
planning and teaching dance classes is that the
instructors have enough information on the
participants. Having enough information helps
the instructors, for example, consider factors
related to safety, the participants’ need for sup-
port, and how well suited the space and materi-
als are for the class.

In my experience, the instructor or teacher
of special groups can easily feel under pressure
for being expected to know everything and to do
the right thing in every situation that they en-
counter. At the same time, I feel that openness
and asking direct, respectful questions are nev-
er insulting; on the contrary, as they open the
possibility for mutual learning and dialogue.

Theinstructor should not get stuck on the pos-
sible diagnoses or limitations of participants. It
is more important to focus on what connects us
and what kinds of exercises can be done togeth-
er. When planning, instructors can also focus
on how to apply different exercises to a particu-
lar group.

Physical Space

Establishing the safety of the physical space be-
gins at making sure the space is accessible: in
other words, thinking about how one enters
the space and how one moves about there. How,
for example, can the doors be opened, are they
heavy, or are they opened by motion detectors?
Are there stairs or steps on the way - if yes, are
there lifts or ramps available? How high up are
the lift buttons? How large is the space when
considering the number of participants in a
dance class and their possible assistive equip-



ment? How large are the lavatories? Is the space
echoing? Can the echo be reduced? Is there fur-
niture that takes up space? Are there sharp cor-
ners or objects one could bump into and hurt
oneself? How could these injuries be avoided?
And this is just a few examples. The Culture for
All service has gathered a comprehensive infor-
mation package on accessibility for all workers
and producers in the cultural field.

Creating a sense of safety together with vis-
ually impaired participants begins at the start
of the class with getting familiar with the space.
It begins at the entrance, going from one end
to the other while counting steps, and getting
a sense of the size of the space and remarking
where the middle is. The instructor is simulta-
neously describing what the space looks like and
where the possible furniture or other obstacles
are. The space can also be visualised by feeling
the different wall textures and naming them,
for example, window wall, ballet barre wall,
and entrance wall.

Itisagoodideato createaclear structure right
from the beginning for the class or the full-day
workshop which then continues in a roughly
similar way throughout the season. With spe-
cial groups, the need for clear structures and re-
peating routines is heightened. When the par-
ticipants know roughly what happens, when it
happens, and how long it takes, it makes it easi-
er for them to focus and relax for the exercises.

Social Space - Atmosphere -
Acceptance and Understanding

In aphysical dance space, such as a dance studio,
there are walls, a ceiling, and a floor, possibly a
ballet barre, PA equipment, a piano and light-
ing fixtures. We can experience all that with
our different senses, and all of it has already
been constructed. In my opinion, similarly to
the physical space, the social space must also
be constructed, but that is something to which
each of us, each participant, can contribute.
The physical space is more permanent. The so-
cial space is constantly changing depending on
whoisparticipating, what are the emotions that

day, where all of us are coming from, and what
kind of day or week it has been. Constructing
the social space together brings us more in con-
tact with ourselves, each other, and the dance
that is about to begin.

One visually impaired young participant in
one of my dance classes pointed out how the
participant’s own positive body image and so-
cial courage weigh on the decision whether to
join a group activity. According to them, oth-
er contributing factors were the feeling of so-
cial safety in the group and, for example, how
familiar they already were with the instructors
or other participants: ‘Perhaps it would lower
the bar to participate in general dance classes
if there were a couple of encouraging sentences
on the organiser’s website saying that all types
of bodies are welcome, and that the instructors
are competent in addressing the needs of special
groups to such and such an extent.’

Starting Circle

After getting familiar with the space, we form
the starting circle. In my dance classes, I al-
ways start the session with the circle with all my
groups. For me, the circle as a form symbolises
equality, asno oneisin front of or behind anyone
else, and everyone has a chance to be seen and
heard. The circle is a place where trust is formed
within the group, and it is a place where every-
one has the time and the space to share things
about themselves. I always encourage the partic-
ipants to share if there is something important
that other participants should know when they
dance and move with them: are there, for ex-
ample, body parts that are sore or sensitive that
should be minded? Are there parts where they do
not like to be touched? Whatis their balance like
when they move, or anything else that’s relevant.

The participants can also share how they are
feeling: tired, energetic, nervous etc. Then I, as
an instructor, can encourage people to accept
all their feelings, and that no one needs to feel
anything else for anyone else. This kind of en-
couragement creates an atmosphere of accept-
ance and is the foundation for trust and libera-



tion. Ifa participant usesaids to move, such asa
wheelchair, it isgood to verbalise it and demon-
strate how the wheelchair moves and how the
participant wishes others to move with them
and their wheelchair.

When working with special groups, I invite
the assistants of participants to join the start-
ing circle aswell, so they have a chance to intro-
duce themselves. Although the assistants may
not otherwise join the exercises, I feel it is im-
portant for the participants to notice all the peo-
ple in the room.

The Significance of the Assistant when
Taking Part in a Group Activity

One of the key factors for persons with disabil-
ities or special needs in participating in group
activities is the number of assistants and how
they can offer support in both physical and so-
cial interactions.
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Assistants can be either the personal assis-
tants of participants or, alternatively, general
assistants. Although a participant might only
need physical help and support in, for exam-
ple, moving, the presence and aid of an assis-
tant automatically affects the social space as
well. Therefore, I consider it important that if
there is a personal assistant involved, they are
aware of their role during the guided part of the
exercise: do they take part in the exercise, are
they observing from the side, or are they in a
completely different room but still available for
the participant?

In some cases, the activity or passivity or the
participants is affected greatly by whether the
personal assistants are family members or not.
A family member, such as a mother, can create
a sense of safety as a personal assistant, but at
the same time the mother can - consciously or
unconsciously — be overprotective and in so do-



ing limit their child’s activity. The parent might
think and do too much for their child, and the
child, although they might be an adult, cannot
practice theirindependent decision making and
creativity.

The Inner Space of the Individual -
Growing Confidence on Oneself and
One’s Skills

When the dance studio, the physical space, has
been mapped and introduced, and a relaxed and
trusting atmosphere hasbeen created inside the
group, the social space, all the useless nervous-
ness and stress can be removed, and energy dan
be redirected towards developing skills, play-
ing, creativity, and exploring the inner worlds
and resources of the participants themselves.

One visually impaired young person in my
dance class described to me how trust and a re-
laxed state of mind enabled them to feel and
study their own sensitivity and boundaries, as
well as finding connection with others: ‘When
there is that type of trust, there is no fear of do-
ing something “wrong”. Interaction with others
does not always require words or eye contact. A
strong connection and understanding can also
be found through movement and touch. I had
powerful experiences of listening to others’
body movements and being heard myself, con-
fronting others as equals, where statuses, bo-
dily abilities and other external factors became
meaningless.’ ®

Sources

Pirkanmaan kulttuurihyvinvointisuunnitelma 2017.

Culture for All service.
https:/www.kulttuuriakaikille.fi/en.php

Niemel4, P. 2000. Turvallisuuden kisite ja tarkastelukehikko. Teoksessa P. Niemeld & A. Lahikainen (toim.)
Inhimillinen turvallisuus. Tampere: Vastapaino, 1-37.
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Exercises

Exercisel

A safe space can be defined by three aspects: physical space, social space,
and the person’s inner space. Explore your own physical safe space.
Study the space where you are with different parts of your body either
by yourself or with your group. Go to a corner and yell, test the acoustics
—-what do you hear in different spots? Is it the space cold or hot? Are the
textures soft, rough, or smooth? What is your safest place in this space?

Exercise 2

The article refers to feedback from a participant: ‘Perhaps it would lower
the bar to participate in general dance classes if the organiser’s website
contained one or two supportive phrases on how all kinds of bodies are
welcome, and that the instructors are trained to address special needs

in such and such a way.” Study the word choices and language used in

the communication of your activity with a critical eye. How could you,
through communication, create a space where everyone could feel
welcome?

Exercise 3

Imagine a situation where you are a new participant in an activity group
which includes both people with different kinds of impaired vision and
people who can see. Your task is to introduce yourself by describing
yourself and your appearance to the group. Avoid mentioning, for
example, your age, profession, or education. Describe yourselfin as
tangible a manner as possible.

12



Is There Art Without
Senses?

Satu Jarvinen & Jarmo Skon (Tampereen taidekasvatus ry)



armo: Good morning, Satu! How won-
derful to be able to take a moment to
discuss art, senses and accessibility
with you.

Satu: Likewise, Jarmo! It’s truly an
interesting subject and intimately connected
to everything we both do in our work, isn’t that
right?

Jarmo: Yes, those three words are overarch-
ing themes for each day at work. It’s a great op-
portunity to get to reflect on those themes to-
gether.

Satu: Let’s start with a little exercise: Jarmo,
close your eyes and tell me what you’re sensing
right now.

Jarmo: What I'm sensing is: I smell fresh cof-
fee... my feet are slightly cold... I hear the distant
noise of traffic and the screeching of a train in
the background. What are you sensing, Satu?

Satu: I taste the delicate aroma of tea in my
mouth and hear the humming of appliances
around me. I'm sitting in a somewhat uncom-
fortable position in my chair, better fix it!

Jarmo: Thank you, those are interesting ob-
servations, to which I could relate thanks to
your description. Satu, you're a professional
dance pedagogue and an education researcher,
and you've danced yourself for a long time and
are specialised in the method of dance-anima-
teuring.

Satu: Yes. I've also participated in developing
environmental animateuring, which is a meth-
od to address environmental issues and person-
al environment relationship, based on art and
sensory feedback. You, Jarmo, are an instructor
of theatrical expression, and you have special-
ised in applying art with diverse groups, such
asdisabled people, immigrants, and the elderly.
You too have specialised in dance-animateuring
and have studied social circus and drama edu-
cation. Your work is heavily based on the peda-
gogy of recognition developed by Raisa Foster,
PhD.

Jarmo: Yes, that’s a major part of who I am
as an art educator. Today we’ve decided to fo-
cus on discussing the significance of senses in
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art through our own experiences. We will also
be talking about the role of the instructor and
the pedagogy of recognition as a starting point
in our work. As experts in performing arts, we
focus on reflecting issues particularly from the
viewpoints of dance and theatre.

Experiences and Senses in the
Performing Arts

Jarmo: To start things off, we should probably
talk a little bit about the significance of senses
in performing arts. Theatre is an art form heav-
ily based on personal experiences. Art is be-
ing created as the actor explores and analyses
their own personal experience of their charac-
ter and the story of the play. Through thisinner
exploration the actor can interpret the rolein a
unique way that they then share with the audi-
ence. Although I'm talking about experience, I
might as well be talking about senses through
which that experience is created. Senses and
individual sensory experiences guide the actor
strongly on stage. They have all or some of their
senses at their disposal: sight, hearing, touch,
smell, taste, balance, proprioception, kinaes-
thesia, and even intuition. This means that sens-
es affect us as artists. They are universal, they
connect all kinds of people, while at the same
time they are a resource that stems from the in-
dividuality of each person. In my work as a the-
atre director and instructor, I do not wish to di-
vide people based on their individuality. Some
might need more support than others to partic-
ipate and work. It is my duty as an instructor to
find how every person’s potential is maximised.
Everyone has the right to both experience and
actively make art.

As we approach art from the perspective of
accessibility, we must think about the point of
view of the artist who needs special support in
more detail. Not everyone can, for example,
read, they may have trouble with spatial per-
ception, or they may communicate in some oth-
er way than speaking. In these cases, exercises
involving other senses form the core of making
art instead of speech. The sensory experienc-



es that arise from the exercises help the actors
draw their own map of actions: where do I stand
or sit, what do I do, what do I see and what do
I hear. What kinds of impulses does the space
give to what I do? What about the other actors?
This map of actions drawn by sensory data helps
the actor repeat their actions when rehearsing,
which is essential for the theatrical experience.
So, in a way, sensory data leads to learning.

Satu: In dance-animateuring and dance,
too, senses are a natural starting point. That’s
where we often begin when we dance. Focus-
ing on our senses and openly observing them
forces us to embrace the moment and the space
with the people and the thingsin it. So, in a way,
our thoughts return to our bodies and our own
surroundings, when often they can be preoccu-
pied by, for example, unfinished tasks or today’s
shopping list.

Perhaps the difference with theatre is that in
the method of dance-animateuring, the goal of-
ten is to find one’s sense of self instead of act-
ing out different roles. This sense of self is crys-
tallised when doing dance exercises together,
or perhaps when dancing on a stage. Senses can
produce raw, unfiltered data that reinforces
staying in the present.

When we’re dancing in groups, we process
all our senses at once, or alternatively one after
the other so that we consciously focus on specif-
icsenses and sensory experiences. Sight is often
easily approachable, so occasionally I guide the
participants to start with looking at things. We
can observe things that are far away, things that
are near, and memorise them. This can also be a
starting point for movement. Most often I start
with my groups eyes closed, so that one’s gaze
and the awareness of being looked at doesn’t de-
fine what we’re doing.

In the future, I'd like to try to explore the
sense of smell in more detail with my groups.
I’'m particularly interested in how smell is tied
to memory: what memories can, for example,
the smell of cinnamon bring back, and how this
memory could be translated into movement.
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Jarmo: That’s a great idea, and smell and
taste could be utilised when making theatre,
too. Perhaps I could use them when exploring
the themes of a play with the group. It could
provide fresh insights into the actors’ work. I
must say that it’s delightful to notice that you
used the word ‘explore’ when describing your
work. This is an important point of view for me
as well, since as explorers, all the participants
are experts and working together becomes more
equal.

I'm still thinking about how to use the sens-
es of smell and taste in theatre and drama. As
an example, I did a project with a special needs
class where we studied the stories of Kalevala
through process drama. Among other things,
we tasted lingonberries, and smelled spruce
branches and tar. These sensory experiences of
taste and smell helped make the unreal world
of Kalevala more vivid to the participants as
we were exploring it together. Do you think it’s
correct to say that the information one absorbs
through senses is more tangible because it feels
real?

Satu: Information received through senses
becomes real to the receiver always in the situ-
ation and moment when the person is present.
Being open and receptive makes it possible for
art to be born.

Jarmo: Yes, creating art - whether it’s dance
or theatre - pulls us away from our everyday
roles and errands. Using our senses, we can fo-
cus on something that is within ourselves, in
our interaction, or in our surroundings.

In a way, art is all about sensing things. But
is sensing things art? As we established earlier,
senses define the individual way of making art
for each of us. Perhaps it’s about drawing lines:
can we, as individual artists, or collaborative
groups, decide what to include in our art.

Satu: Is there art without senses? Either you
look at it, feel it, listen to it, smell it, or taste it,
but if one is without senses, can they experience
art? So, is there art without senses?



Limitation - or a New Point of View
Jarmo: Good question, I don’t think there is!
However, regarding accessibility, we must re-
member that there are people who have reduced
function or a total lack of one of their senses. On
the other hand, there are people on the autistic
spectrum who may have one sense that domi-
nates all others, and this affects their whole way
of being. What happens then and how should
one act as an instructor?

What’s been great to see in my work in a con-
crete way is how when a person lacks one sense,
the other senses are heightened, and whole new
ways of doing things are discovered. We should
strive for seeing beyond traditional modes of
thinking and place more emphasis on interac-
tion. For example, I've had the chance to wit-
ness a blind young person doing aerial acrobat-
ics on a swinging trapeze with their mother,
communicating through verbal messages, and
relying on their sense of balance, propriocep-
tion, and kinaesthesia. Or when I've danced in
the lobby of Tampere-talo with an autistic boy
who usually abhors touching, in close physical
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proximity, relying on the shared tactile experi-
ence and intuition.

Speaking as an instructor, I can then say that
everything is possible, since it’s all about keep-
ing an open mind, and having an atmosphere of
trust and the willingness to experiment. And if
art is about sensing things, then limitations be-
come possibilities to discover new perspectives
into art.

Satu: The differences in how you see things
are significant. If you see art as virtuosic, dance
becomes something that not everyone can par-
ticipate in due to, say, flexibility. But could we
see it in such a way that everyone can dance
and can create art, and the way to approach it is
through, for example, senses and different cre-
ative exercises.

The Pedagogy of Recognition in
Dance-animateuring

Jarmo: As I already mentioned earlier, we all
have a unique way of being, which means that
everyone can create art in a unique way. Perhaps
now would be a good time to explain in more de-



tail the method of dance-animateuring and its
relationship with senses and accessibility - after
all, it is a subject close to both our hearts. This
method developed by Raisa Foster is based on
an artistic-pedagogical model of hers, the ped-
agogy of recognition, which we both use as a
framework in our daily work. It aims at the rec-
ognition of the self and the other. In this mod-
el, our individuality is, by default, a basic con-
stant. When it is combined with making art, it
provides one’s artistry with limitless possibili-
ties.

Satu: Yes, the pedagogy of recognition intro-
duced by Foster (2012) in her dissertation recaps
the themes that have come up in our discussion.
Its three phases are recognition as identifica-
tion, self-recognition, and mutual recognition.
What is meant by identification is acknowledg-
ing that there is no single, absolute truth. It is
about jumping in with an open mind to exam-
ine different phenomena and letting oneself be
carried away by the process. In other words, the
shiftis from knowing to recognizing. Dance-an-
imateuring, based on the pedagogy of recogni-
tion, does not involve a ready-made dance cho-
reography, a particular technique, or the grand
vision of an instructor that the group must exe-
cute. Instead, itisa dialogical process in which,
through different sensory and improvisatory ex-
ercises, one can discover something new about
oneself, others, and the world. Since there is
no established ideal to achieve, and the prac-
tice is based on everyone’s own way of moving,
dance-animateuring is suitable for everyone.

Jarmo: For me, one of the most significant
revelations regarding senses in Foster’s frame-
work was how the pedagogy of recognition and
dance-animateuring are not focused on one’s
self-esteem, but instead they rely on self-aware-
ness and its exploration. When making art and
paying attention to ourselves, we learn to iden-
tify aspects of ourselves that we may have never
noticed before. All the layers within us are thus
equal, there isno good or bad in them.

Satu: By self-recognition, we mean that in-
stead of developing a good self-esteem we fo-
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cus on developing self-awareness instead. At its
best, art can help us discover the narrative and
mutable quality of our identity. It helpsusto ac-
cept both ourselves and others as they are.

Structures and the Accessibility of Art

Satu: Recognition asidentification isa very im-
portant starting point for questions such as the
accessibility of art. We must first consider the
different structures and norms of society, and
whether we’re unintentionally creating art only
for a certain group of people. And whether we,
for example, use words that define the art as
marginal: is the art ‘special art’, i.e., made by
someone who deviates from the norm.

Jarmo: Considering accessibility in art, wein
the business must be aware that we’re tearing
down traditional views on art. In my opinion,
the arts are limiting themselves at the moment
with their norms and routines. It has been said
that art should be multifaceted and relevant,
but we cannot raise future generations to expe-
rience and create art in new ways if our society
doesn’t allow this diversity to shine. The cliché,
‘art belongs to all’, is then nothing but lip ser-
vice. The diversity of human nature is still large-
ly invisible.

The challenge is that all art - including art
made as a hobby - is strongly based on the laws
of supply and demand. The entertainment val-
ue of art often takes a more prominent role. That
narrows down the supply, as it’s the more ‘sell-
ing’ forms of art that get the spotlight. At the
same time, instances of art accessibility, such
as so-called special art or inclusive art, are left
marginalised and invisible. It’s still extremely
rare if a person not accepted by society’s norms
islauded as an artist. In fact, I wouldn’t even use
the words special art, I'd rather talk about new
art.

Perhaps senses could be a good way to open a
dialogue in this case as well, whether we could
see ourselves through them as equal artists,
members of the audience, as people. Years ago,
Iread about the concept of third space by Homi
Bhabha, where the central idea is that culture



is never permanent or original, but it is formed
through interaction between individuals or oth-
er cultures. In this interaction, together with
senses, a ‘third space’ is born, through which
something new can be discovered together. The
same takes place in performances when inter-
acting with a crowd who share the ‘third space’
with the performers through everyone’s senses.
At the same time, the performers sense the au-
dience, sharing their art with them.

Challenges for Instructors

Satu: As we're discussing art and accessibility,
it’s also important to discuss the possible risks
involved. What are your thoughts?

Jarmo: Yes, the skill of staying in contact
with one’s art on one hand, and one’s resil-
ience regarding the group on the other, are at
the centre of what it means to be an instructor.
When rehearsing performance art with differ-
ent special groups, or any group for that mat-
ter, it’s important to remember that the actor
and their role must be distinguished. There are
many therapeuticlayers to making art, especial-
ly with a sensory approach, and it can get side-
tracked. It’s the director’s responsibility in the-
atre to make sure the point is to create art and
share an activity, not therapy. This requires be-
ing clear and drawing boundaries. But the di-
rector should be prepared to accept that experi-
ences and emotions may surface while creating
art. They must have the skills to guide the group
back into the fiction and the narrative, away
from oneself.

In drama education, we use the term aes-
thetic doubling to refer to two layers of reality,
the realistic and the fictitious being present si-
multaneously. I think this is also a good way to
visualise the work of the actor to, for example,
adisabled actor. It makes the different layers of
what an actor does in a theatre at least a little
more concrete. It’s extremely important that
these two layers are not mixed while working.

Satu: These kinds of situations crop up from
time to time with my groups as well. As we work
on dance projects, we often aim for a ‘self’ - not
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arole, but a search for one’s own feelings and
sensations. You have to be careful particularly
with adults, so that each participant is respon-
sible for how much they share of themselves.
When dealing with a special group, the instruc-
tor must be even more sensitive about how to
approach these things. Roleplay might be a good
way to start exploring these issues.

Jarmo: The things surfacing from us through
creative work might be surprising for all of us,
since our senses can set free something that we
are not prepared for rationally. It might bring
back things, experiences, and memories that
we may have hidden in our bodies and are lying
dormant. Thisis why clearly defined boundaries
are important. Everyone must know what the
goal is. At the same time, it takes some weight
off the instructor’s shoulders when things are
agreed upon beforehand.

In drama education, we also use the term
‘agreement of drama’ to describe a detailed
framework for the activity to which everyone
commits. I always try have one in in one form or
another before beginning. It takes courage from
the instructor as well to set up limits, to know
when you’ve gone too far and what is meaning-
ful use of time and what isn’t. With people with
special needs, the need for clarity becomes more
important - to make everyone understand al-
though verbalising one’s own experiences can
be difficult.

Satu: I've also appropriated the agreement of
drama for dance, so that with each new group an
agreement of dance is made, and it’s such a great
and concrete tool with which to start and to lim-
it the themes that the group will deal with.

Jarmo: Many times, it seems that when talk-
ing about making art using senses, people mean
freeing themselves of limitations and getting to
look at thingsin a new way. It can also mean that
some participants can’t set up their protective
barriers and, immersing themselves, can’t con-
trol where they end up. Guidance and other ver-
bal and non-verbal communication from the in-
structor can also be misinterpreted, or the role
of the instructor can become unclear to the par-



ticipants. This is when the instructor must in-
tervene and put into words what is the purpose.
We should always keep in mind that the art ed-
ucator is not a therapist, and art therapy is not
the same as art that has a ‘therapeutic’ layer.

So, I wish that every art educator would re-
flect on their own sensitivity and their resil-
ience. As my teacher of applied theatre always
used to say, the instructor should always keep
their feelers up. Sensitive guidance begins at
planning. It’s also good to remember to pro-
ceed calmly and that the instructor always re-
mainsin control of the situation. The instructor
is responsible for the ‘space’ they open for the
artistic activity, and what is allowed and possi-
ble there. We, as artists and art educators, are
not there to solve anyone’s problems - we have
invited people with us to make art.

Senses as a Way to a more Equal Co-
Existence

Jarmo: One more thing since there is also an
activist trying to save the world in me. If sens-
es are at the core of art and humanity, isn’t it so
that senses work in us as catalysts for empathy?
Creating art together gives us shared sensory ex-
periences. Even though all experiences are indi-
vidual and even contradictory when compared

Sources

side by side, all sensory feedback is received in
the same environment through art.

This shared space in which senses hold a key
role, creates a bond between the participants
where it’s possible to regard other people from
a new point of view. This could act asa way to a
more equal co-existence, as everyone is equally
present through their senses. So, through sen-
sory art experiences we can raise our capacity
for empathy.

Satu: Definitely! It’simpossible to define bor-
ders or impose values on people based on senses.
There is no hard coded hierarchy in the knowl-
edge, information, and experiences gained
through senses. If we confront people with
‘rationality’, different features might be high-
lighted. A disabled person can be confronted
through, for example, their diagnosis or some
other definition, which of course is not produc-
tive from the perspective of artistic experiences.

Jarmo: So, let’s put faith in the possibilities
of senses, as by utilising them in the right way
we can create a more accessible and equal world
for all!

Satu: Hear, hear. Thank you for this conver-
sation!

Jarmo: Thanks to you too. @
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Exercises

Exercisel

Relax, stay still, and take a few breaths. What are you sensing right now?
How do your surroundings affect what you do? How do you feel in this
space? What does the space encourage you to do?

Exercise 2

Reflect on your sense of taste and sensations of touch. Bring something
for your group to eat and drink that has different textures. Pair these into
tasting and emotional pairs. Taste them. What kinds of emotions do the
flavours make you feel? Share your experiences with the group. Taste the
flavours together, if possible. What kinds of emotions do they make others
feel?

Exercise 3

Consider whether you could utilise different taste experiences in your
group or activity. How could they affect how the participants experience
the activity?
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Towards a
Multisensory
Experience

Maarit Hedman



am a visual artist and an art pedagogue.

These two things still define my person-

ality and my life, although I lost my vi-

sion over twenty years ago. I have a rare

subtype of MS called NMO which has de-
stroyed my optic nerves. My left eye is complete-
ly blind. With my right eye, I can distinguish
light and darkness, as well as strong contrasts
through a haze of grey fog. My world is one that
is misty, out of focus, and tinted with grey. It is
like watching the world around me through a
frosted window. My world has no colours, but
they remain vivid inside me. When I could still
see, I graduated as a Master of Fine Arts and
worked as a painter. This has provided me with
the foundations for working as an artist and an
art teacher today.

The Prison of the Visual

The world around us is a constantly chang-
ing visual kaleidoscope. It fills our minds and
grabs our attention with a constant stream of
new things, forever reforming itself. Our visual
sense is very dominating, and our other senses
tend to get overshadowed.

AsIstarted to lose my vision, my other sens-
es took on a larger role. Losing a sense is always
a major crisis, and so it was for me. At first, I
thought I could never paint again and could not
work as an art teacher anymore. It felt utterly
impossible. I am a very visual person. Much of
my memory also depended on my sight. Sud-
denly I was in a situation where I could not en-
joy all the beautiful things, not to mention be-
ing able to locate things easily and quickly with
justaglance. I could not even enjoy food at first,
since I could not see what it looked like. I real-
ised how much even the sense of taste was con-
nected to sight.

Tactile Brushes

One summer day at our summer cottage turned
out to be a pivotal moment in my artistry. The el-
ements of nature around me penetrated all my
sensesin such an overwhelming way thatIhadto
start painting. I had tried painting a few times,
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but that only made me depressed and frustrat-
ed. I could not even tell if there was paint on my
brush unless I touched it. Despite this, I set up
my painting kit and put the liquid-like gouach-
es in their jars with the help of my husband. As
I was trying to grasp something I needed, I ac-
cidentally put my finger in a colour jar. This mo-
ment turned into an image lodged in my memo-
ry. I can still feel the sensations of the moment.
With my finger in the cool paint, I suddenly re-
alised I had my own tactile brushes, my fingers!
It was as if a heavy cork had come off the top of
my head asIrealised this. I started to paint with
my fingers, which I continue to do to this day. I
had found a way to make painting accessible to
me. I began my journey towards a multisensory
experience, and that journey continues to this
day. My fingers tell me the consistency, direc-
tion and emerging form of the colour, and the
texture of the surface. Nowadays, I work mainly
with acrylic paints, as they suit the way I paint.
They dry fast and painting can be quite quick
if I wish. Acrylic paints can be applied in thin-
ner or thicker layers, they can be mixed with
a non-slippery cover, and they are water-solu-
ble. I use primary colours when painting. I mix
the other shades myself. This way I get a feel for
the shade I have mixed. In addition to primary
colours my palette includes black and white, as
well as silver and gold.

A Multisensory Colour Experience

When I had gotten back in touch with my own
art, I also rediscovered the teacher in me. Of
course, I was a different teacher from what I
was when I still could see. Ilearned thisin a con-
crete way during the first course I thought since
I became blind. I taught a course on colours for
visually impaired students, some of which had
been blind from birth. I had to abandon all the
helpful teaching materials that had been creat-
ed previously. The contact with colours had to
be established through other senses. No mate-
rials were available for this. I developed a col-
our wheel you could touch, where the prima-
ry and secondary colours felt different in their



temperature. There were, for example, cool sat-
in fabrics, warm fleece fabrics and a more neu-
tral cotton fabric.

On one course, we used to start the day al-
ways with a colour picnic. We sat in a circle on
the floor, and there were different objects in
the middle of the circle that set the tone for the
sensory themes of the day. There were things
to smell, to touch, and sometimes even to taste
that referred to different colours, for example
green herbs and red berries.

Sometimes I had picked music that could de-
pict a certain colour and we moved to it. For or-
ange and red, I brought music that felt flame-
like and inspired swaying and twirling. This in
turn recalled the warmth of fire and its differ-
ent shades of colour. At the same time, emo-
tions and memories began to surface: Midsum-
mer bonfires, roaring fireplaces, candles during
Christmas time. In a moment, a bridge was
formed across different senses, creating a con-
nection with memories and emotions and form-
ing a multisensory colour experience. One thing
that was particularly memorable was when a
student who was blind from birth shared their
impression of the colour red. To them, it was the
sticky sensation of strawberry ice cream melt-
ing in their hands.

From Impossible to Possible

When teaching now, I also need an assistant
who can see. It has been important to me to
have assistants who have a degree in fine arts,
and with whom I can collaborate seamlessly. I
have taught many kinds of art courses and work-
shops for all age groups, and for both people
who can see and for participants with different
sensory limitations. One of the most inspiring
teaching and learning experiences was an art
workshop I taught for participants who were
both deaf and blind. One would imagine that
this kind of course would be impossible due to
the many limitations. I had my assistant who de-
scribed to me all the visual things. Nearly every
participant had their own interpreter who com-
municated with them in either sign language,
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or tactile signing if they were completely blind.
In this workshop, too, we approached colour
in a multisensory way. Acrylic paints were dis-
tinguished by using fine sand as a non-slippery
cover, and by adding drops of scented liquids to
them. Drops of lemon juice for yellow, orange
juice for orange, cool menthol for blue. When I
went round guiding the participants, my assis-
tant first had to describe to me what was going
oninthe painting. After thisIgave instructions
on, for example, how to mix a certain shade of
colour or how to produce a certain brushstroke.
Mostly the instructions were tactile signed
to the participant from hand to hand. My as-
sistant also drew on my back to describe the
paintings in progress. Drawing on the partici-
pants’ backs was also used to describe the paint-
ings. This workshop was a brilliant example on
how the nearly impossible could be made pos-
sible and the end product was a marvellous col-
our adventure! For years, I taught a painting
course where some participants were visual-
ly impaired, and some could see. The strength
of the group was the interaction and sharing
of experiences from diverse backgrounds. Peo-
ple who had been blind from birth shared their
feelings and impressions raised by the painting
process, while seeing participants described the
paintings and thus added to the impression. In
many of my courses, seeing participants were
also able to try painting with their eyes blind-
folded. The experience was often liberating and
brought a new depth to their expression. I have
also had art sessions with people with amnesia.
A multisensory way of working, with an empha-
sis on memorable experiences, was an essential
approach with them, too. Different scents, tac-
tile sensations, or, for example, a familiar but-
ton, piece of wallpaper, or music could unlock
their minds, releasing a torrent of memories.

From Description to Experience

Description has become an important part
of the way I work. It enables one to enjoy art.
When I paint, I constantly create the picture in
my mind as well. During the process, an impres-



sion is formed of the piece. This impression is
further enhanced by descriptions of it by peo-
ple who can see. After going blind, my paintings
have often incorporated poems that I have writ-
ten. These poems help to explain the feelings
and impressions I went through while painting.
Words and pictures complement each other and
help the viewer connect with the painting. In
my own art exhibitions, I have used, in addition
to verbal descriptions and poems, also music,
sound design, movement, and dance to describe
my pieces. All this has helped open the world of
my paintings to both people with sensory limi-
tations and ordinary exhibition visitors.
Guided tours to art museums with audio de-
scription are very important in making art ac-
cessible. Through description, the piece is born
again in the mind of the visitor. The experi-
ence is always different, depending on who is
describing the piece and on the visitor’s mood.
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The experience is different for all of us at vari-
ous times. The most important thing is that art
somehow touches the person experiencing it,
brings up emotions, memories, and memora-
ble sensory experiences.

Intuition Bridging Impressions

When sight is no longer available, a new kind of
passage is opened to the inner world. I have no-
ticed how the inner voice, intuition, has grown
more significant. Sometimes I wonder if intui-
tion is our sixth sense. Or is intuition a bridge
connecting different sensory areas, enabling
a multisensory experience? I have had several
experiences of transferring knowledge without
me being able to explain in any way how it hap-
pened. During one exhibition project, I collab-
orated with a musician. They played the kantele
in my workspace as I was painting. We inspired
each other in a dialogue of music and picture.



Many times, they were thinking of a certain
shade of colour while improvising and let their
playing channel that. After a while, when they
came to look at my painting, that shade had ap-
peared on the canvas. This was bewildering.

A very dear art project to me was ‘Katseen
takana’ (‘Behind the Eyes’), which was a col-
laboration with the photographer Leena Lou-
hivaara. In this project, the experiences and
interpretations of a certain place, by one who
could see and one who had lost their vision,
were brought together. One pair of pieces was
born as Leena photographed me on the smooth
cliffs of an archipelago. The cliffs were full of
stripes that looked like liquid had been poured
across them. My own sensory experiences of
the place were transferred into my painting. We
were surprised to find running colours reminis-
cent of the stripes on the cliffs in my quite large
painting. As I was painting, it had always been
very important to me to retain the running col-
ours that filled the inter lower section of the
painting. No one had described the cliffs to me
on the photo shoot. I believe that we absorb so
much more information of different kinds than
we are aware of all the time.

On the Fountain of Creativity

In my own work, the process of painting itself
is central. The feelings, memories, and senso-
ry experiences that it brings up guide the way
I work. The multisensory experience is always
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different, and sometimes even a surprising ad-
venture within the inner space. The inner space
often feelslike it is the core of life, which is only
thinly covered by external things. In a multisen-
sory creative process, we are constantly on the
verge of something new and yet undiscovered.
Something is being created in the inner space
and it crystallises as a piece that exists outside
us.

There is a legend about Sibelius that he often
carried with him a small box filled with moss
gathered from the woods near his dear home in
Ainola. All he had to do was take a sniff of the
moss, and the sensory experiences of his home
woods came flooding wherever he was. He could
hear the song of cranes and swans, feel the for-
est earth under his feet, and sense the energy
of nature. The sensory experiences helped him
tune his senses to the composing process.

I believe that the experience of a creative pro-
cess is the same regardless of sensory limita-
tions. The deaf Beethoven could hear the mu-
sicin hismind, and a physically disabled person
can create a dance choreography. The creative
potential of humans is enormous and largely
unstudied. The joy of realisation in a creative
process as something new and unique is born is
always a miraculous event. Something emerg-
es from nothing, something novel and undis-
covered. Somewhere in that space, a fountain
of creativity is welling up. It grants us its renew-
ing waters as we open our senses to it. ®



Exercises

Exercisel

In their article, the writer who became blind describes how all the visual
ways in which to experience art had to be replaced by methods that utilise
other senses. These included the seeing assistant describing the pieces
verbally or drawing them on their back. Describe a painting to someone
by drawing it on their back. What is the composition like, what types of
strokes and brushwork are used? Describe the intensity of the brushwork
by varying your pressure on their back. You can also describe the elements
of the painting by the direction of your strokes, and with different tapping
or whisking motions, or with rhythm.

Exercise 2

Play Chinese Whispers in your group but with movement. One person
starts a short sequence of movements which another person watches. The
rest keep their eyes closed. The one who saw the movement repeats it to
the next person. The sequence can also be described verbally in a whisper.
Finally, you can watch or describe the original sequence together. Think
about how it changed. Why did the message change, and at which points
did it happen?

Exercise 3

Think about the sense of smell. Do you have any powerful sensory
experiences related to smell? Share your memories related to smells.
Could they be used as a basis for brainstorming a performance or a work
of art?
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Deaf Artists Build
Their Toolkit during
Childhood

Anne Sjoroos




ccessibility means that everyone

has an equal chance at working

within the field of culture. How

does being deaf then affect parti-

cipating in culture and the arts? Is
it a deficiency and an obstacle to fully partici-
pating? Oris it a positive attribute that requires
support in the form of activities in the person’s
native language?

I graduated with a degree in Cultural Man-
agement from Metropolia University of Applied
Sciences in 2012 with high hopes. I was the only
deaf sign language user in my class, and I stud-
ied for five years with the help of a sign language
interpreter, but on the terms of the hearing.
Perhaps that was the reason I wrote my thesis
on how a theatre experience could be accessi-
ble and equal to all - despite not everyone hav-
ing the same senses or using the same language.
After all, during my studies, I had seen numer-
ous theatre productions which I could not ap-
preciate as much as my hearing student friends
could. In all honesty, I could not come up with a
single solution to this accessibility issue.

Perhaps because there is no single solution.
Inclusion is a wonderful thing as far as accessi-
bility is concerned, but it does not offer a solu-
tion for everyone. We are all individuals with
unique needs, demands, and prerequisites for
experiencing culture. Even if a hundred people
watch the same theatre production, each per-
son interprets it in their own way. We can only
try to aim as close as possible, but the rest is up
to the audience.

After graduating I worked for some well-es-
tablished organisations. Working for them, I
did not feel I could improve their cultural ac-
cessibility or inclusion, nor create something
new, or experiment practically on how inclu-
sion could be best achieved.

Therefore, I dreamed of starting my own com-
pany: a large sign language cultural facility to
which all deaf artists of the world could come
and feel at home there. They could work on their
own terms, with their own identity, and in their
own native language. They could get the support
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of the community for carving their own path as
an artist. They could make the Finnish field of
culture equal through their own example.

Carving the Path of the Artist Begins
during Childhood

In 2015, I had received enough encouragement
and faith from my future colleagues Noora Kar-
jalainen and Helena Torboli to establish the co-
operative society Ursa Minor. Right from the
start, the founding principle of Ursa Minor has
been that the future will be inclusive. Sign lan-
guages are seen as no different from other lan-
guages, and sign language art is appreciated.

Sign language artists can carve a strong and
coherent path all the way from early childhood
on to being a professional artist, they can work
and develop their artistry, and they are seen as
an important part of the ecosystem of Finnish
art. Asaresult ofart and culture in our own lan-
guage, we become equal.

Since inclusion belongs to everyone, and we
come in many shapes and sizes, we can only
speak from our own experience. At Ursa Minor,
we are sign language users, so we can describe
the experience of inclusion particularly from
the perspective of a sign language user.

At first, we focused on adult artists and how
to employ them and offer collaborative projects,
but at some point, we realised that deaf people
and children who use sign language had no artis-
tic or cultural activities in their own language.
When we organised single-day workshops or
theatre events for children, the feedback was
clear: people wanted more such activities on a
regular basis. No one offered anything similar.

This was the beginning of one of the corner-
stones of Ursa Minor: Laku.

Establishing Laku

Laku, in Finnish, is an abbreviation of ‘chil-
dren’s cultural activities in sign language’. At
first, we organised Laku workshops where chil-
dren got a taste of different artistic and cultural
activities, such as visual arts, theatre, film, and
photography.



Gradually Laku was so established that the
term ‘workshop’ could no longer apply. We be-
gan collaborating with Pitdjimiki primary
school, the students of which include those who
use sign language. In the spring and autumn
terms we organised two activities each where
the children had the chance to try a new cultural
activity and get guidance in their own language.
At first there were a couple of meetings, then six,
and eventually the activities took all autumn or
spring. Now there are activities every autumn/
spring with 15 meetings per activity.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, Laku went on-
line, where it suddenly became nation-wide, as
children regardless of where they lived or went
to school could access Laku activities online.

Now, Laku is a part of the Finnish model for
leisure activities project started by the city of
Helsinki. Theatre has become an all-but estab-
lished part of Laku activities, as it is by far the
most popular cultural activity among children
who use sign language. And no wonder: it ena-
bles one to express themselves fully in their own
language.

Rich Sign Language Identity

The more established Laku became, the great-
er its significance grew. We found a way to offer
a valuable arts and culture activity to deaf peo-
ple and children who use sign language, in their
own language. This enables people to carve their
own artistic path from the start, while having
their linguistic identity at the forefront. This is
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not accomplished on the terms of the majority,
the hearing, as these terms do not often fit well
with a sign language identity.

When a deaf child is placed in the same group
with hearing children for a creative activity, of-
ten with the help of a sign language interpreter,
they do not get the building blocks with which
to construct their own artistic identity in sign
language. They do not know how to realise or
grow this identity as they cannot get the right
tools for it from instructors who can hear. I ar-
gue that in this case, the child will most likely
at some point experience deafness as an obsta-
cle and a deficiency that hinders their activity.
This may lead to ending an otherwise stimulat-
ing hobby. The inner artist of the child never
gets to flourish.

This is not the case when the instructors
themselves are artists whose native language is
sign language, as they are at Laku. Here the in-
structoris not only a model for language identi-
ty, but also a model for how to carve the path of
an artist. The goal of Laku is to cement a strong
foundation for a path that carries them through
life. This is how these children will become art-
ists who leave their mark on the Finnish cul-
tural landscape, making it an equal space for
everyone, and demonstrating that there is no
one right way of being an artist, but instead it
belongs to all. Deafness becomes something to
be treasured. It becomes a positive attribute that
requires an environment that supports activi-
tiesin a native language. ®



Exercises

Exercisel

Think about the sense of hearing. In your group or activity, what things
are dependent on hearing?

Exercise 2

Have you or anyone you know heard from someone that their physical
attributes are a limitation or that they prevent an activity? Reflect on the
impact and consequences of such a message.

Exercise 3

‘In inclusive thinking, we focus primarily on abilities and resources,

and any differences or deviation in abilities are seen as features, not

as weaknesses or reasons for ostracising. The opposite of inclusion is
segregation, where special groups receive separate services based on
their differences and challenges’. Discuss in which cases segregation is
called for, or where it could be a better option than inclusion. Share your
thoughts with the group.
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A Disabled Artist?

Julianna Brandt-Smal




A Disabled Artist

An empty space.
And intuition.
I’'m in that empty space.
And guided by intuition.

Although it often feels like it’s precisely the empty space that makes
people focus on me.

Me, who by all norms regulations sections of law meaningful and
meaningless inner messages in peoples’ minds shouldn’t be in that empty
space.

The empty space.
Focuses its eyes on me, and yet.
I enjoy performing. How mischievous?
How ludicrous?
We need something to guide us. I'm pondering.
What is artistry? What is the artistry inside me?
How do I apply meaning to it? How do others apply meaning to it?
Are we the same or are we different?

Why are so many eyes on me? Why do I either face so many expectations,
or no expectations at all?

Disabled, but she doesn’t look like one. What does not looking disabled
have to do with how expectations are formed?

Disability and artistry, disabled artistry, sacrilege.

I don’t like it. Remember, disability isn’t an adjective, it’s an identity.
I don’t identify as a disabled artist, only as an artist.

People try to brand me in different ways.
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Like look. Look at the disabled artist now doing her disabled art in her
disabled way.

But it’s not like that, it’s definitely not like that.
I only wish
To do things in peace,

to be in that empty space in peace, channelling art from within me
and into me, and to focus on my intuition instead of people’s looks that
demand and question the disabled artist now that she’s here, now that
she’s really here.

When she overcame all obstacles and made it here. Oh how lovely how
enormous and what a privilege it is that, with me being here,
the celebration of art, the equity of art, the representativeness of art can
now tick a box.

After all, we’ve achieved the goals for equality.
Because here, in a hub of diversity, as a diverse person.
Oh how inclusive oh how lovely is a disabled artist.
And, she made it here and our spaces are safe.

For you, oh disabled artist, although you don’t look like how a disabled
person is often pictured, but perhaps that’s precisely the reason this is
even greater.

This is even more interesting.
This will reach an even wider audience.
Oh disabled artist.

How lovely that you're here and in such a fun-loving mood,
and we bow to you.

Thank you thank you for being here

so we get to admire your disabled art.
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Internalised Ableism

Ijust composed a piece of improvised poetry. It
just came from my brain, and in fact, I wish to
improvise this entire text, because that’s how
I compose my poems anyway, by improvising.
Something that comes raw directly from with-
in me, doesn’t need to be matured or crafted or
revised, but is complete and valuable as it is.

In this essay or text, I wish to stop for a min-
ute to address the expectations a disabled art-
ist faces from others, as well as from internal-
ised ableism, and I refer to my own experiences.

Firstly, as you can see from my poem, I'm par-
ticularly interested in the way art made by mar-
ginalised groups is perceived. What I mean is
that art made by a woman with an immigrant
background is not seen as merely art, but al-
ways as art made by a woman with an immi-
grant background. It’s always assumed that a
trans-person creates art from their own per-
spective, channelling their process of sex reas-
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signment or something else, somehow address-
ing the diversity of sex and gender in their work.

I often feel that asa disabled artist I’'m expect-
ed to address disability, that people want me to
somehow open the experiences of a person born
with disabilities.

‘How does it feel when the world has always
been like this for you. Have you ever wanted to
be free of your disability? Weren’t you, Julian-
na, annoyed with the training wheels on your
bicycle? Do your feet hurt? Why does your foot
turn inward like that when you walk? Why is
your hip twisted? Does it ever untwist? When
the physiotherapist used to move you in front
of the mirror when you were little, and even
though you stood straight as an arrow like the
good little schoolgirl you were, why did it feel
like you were still twisted in knots.’

And that conflictis interesting, and to tell you
the truth, that’s what I'd like to talk about, pre-
cisely what that conflict is and how to portray



that conflict in art. But why don’t I? Why do I
rarely create poems about disability? Why do I
often create poems about everything else and
only implicitly talk about disability?

So, I'm a performance poet. What I find par-
ticularly important is my stage presence. I get
inspired by the audience, by being on stage, by
the microphone, by my trembling hands and
trembling voice, by the flow I hear in my voice.

And all that is super important to me. That’s
why I'm recording this for the first time, I've
never recorded at home before, and in some fun-
ny way it feels like recording a poetry gig. And
actually, that’s something I've done a bit.

So, for me, being an artist in fact means out-
doing myself. It’s not about audience worship or
performing for the audience. At the end of the
day, I do performance poetry for myself, even
though the audience plays a crucial part. And
what does that crucial part of the audience have
to do with performance poetry and in what way
does it tickle my senses?

When I'm on stage, I get very self-conscious.
That’swhen I actually want everybody to look at
me. I even crave their attention. It’sinteresting,
because when I was growing up, I was extreme-
ly shy and even timid.

But now, I have moments when I crave be-
ing watched and listened to, and I crave atten-
tion. At the same time, the few steps I take to the
stage - and unfortunately the stage is often orna-
mented by stairs or a platform of some kind that
makes it difficult for me - I often get, through
proprioception and sensory input, even more
aware of the fact that here, right here, walks a
disabled artist, and I feel that then my stiff legs
stiffen even more, and I think that everyone is
looking at me in a funny way like ‘Ok, she’s got
some decent poetry, but why is she walking that
way on stage?’ Or if a friend helps me up on the
stage, I fear the audience is wondering if that’s
part of the performance.

And at the same time, I’'m aware of the fact
that probably all this I'm telling you now is at
least ninety-seven and a half percent internal-
ised ableism. And what does that have to do

35

with art? What does it have to do with my art -
that’sit, that’sit. How do I move about on stage,
or how I don’t move? I feel that the spasticity
caused by my congenital cerebral palsy nails me
on my spot. There’s the mic stand, there’s un-
der-160-centimetres-tall me, there’s the phone
or notebook of poems in one hand. There’s the
microphone, there’s the gaze of the audience,
there’s me gazing at the audience. There are so
many concurrent and simultaneous situations I
need to handle, and it’sall about art, and it’s also
all about what kinds of expectations I set for my
own performance, how well I can balance all the
themes and little bits that go with it.

I often feel like I have two different ways of
being an artist, a performance artist working in
a space. I feel it’s precisely that I get stuck, my
movements are spastic, I move in a slow, robotic
kind of way, without the cool robot dance swag-
ger. You know what I mean, the disco kind.

Atthe same time, I've always said that I make
clumsiness cute. It’s kind of like flirting for me.
It’s somehow characteristic to me, like a trade-
mark. And I'm proud of it. Then again, I'm very
nervous. In a poem, I once wrote that my nerv-
ous system is too nervous, and this was in refer-
ence to my cerebral palsy.

I feel like if someone would film my perfor-
mances, and people have, I would always be do-
ing a whisking motion with my hand. I would
gesticulate with my hands. Which, in a Finnish
context, is undoubtedly somehow interesting
or different, but I do gesticulate a lot, and some
might see it as lively, which is how I see it. But
then I also notice that I would see even thatasa
type of disability. Like, ‘oh, she’s nervous. She
can’t even hold back those nervous ticks.” And
then again, so what if I can’t?

Because I'm glad of it, maybe it’s part of the
story. Maybe it’s a part of me, and it’s a part of
me and the performance.

Tokenism

In short, by internalised ableism we mean all
those internalised ways in which the usually
oppressive society looks at you and which you



yourself have, in a way, accepted as a part of you.
For example, as I pointed out, it’s very easy for
me to see myself through what you might call
disability lenses. Because that’s the way socie-
ty looks at me, so as someone with a congenital
disability, my childhood has been medicalised
through and through.

And all the time there’s that painful friction
of, okay, being a disabled person in a world of
non-disabled people, and as a disabled person
facing the expectations of non-disabled peo-
ple, but also facing the expectations of other
disabled people. That’s what I find interesting.
That’s why I talk about how it affects the kind
of art I create. Thematically it doesn’t affect it
all. But actually, when I deconstruct the way I
existin a space, how I create art in a space, into
itsatom-sized components, as you may have no-
ticed from the text above, I'm sort of processing
it subconsciously through my disability lenses.

Now, finally, I'd like to talk about how art cre-
ated by disabled people is perceived, and how
I think there’s something toxically tokenistic
about it. You may ask, ‘what’s tokenism?’, and
I can tell you that I'm not very good at defining
things, but for me, tokenism means seemingly
promoting, let’s say, equality and diversity. Let’s
include, for example, a person of colour into a
work community because it looks good on the
outside, it makes good PR and paints a beautiful
picture of us as a work community. But the actu-
al, bigger acts of equality and equity are left out.
And everything is just a sort of facade.

I often feel that my disability has been deco-
rated by this kind of idea of tokenism.

In my art, I do have to consider whether the
reason I'm asked to play a gig is because I'm a
bloody good performance poet, or because I'm
disabled. Although I have to admit that not an
awful lot of people know I'm disabled, because,
asIsaid, I rarely addressitin my poetry. Because
I just don’t find it interesting in that moment,
because I don’t find it interesting in that mo-
ment to create poetry about it, as I've said, in
an explicit and visible way.
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I often feel like I don’t tick the disabled art-
ist box because my art isn’t disability art in any
way, which is not to say disability art isn’t su-
per important. It definitely is. Art is an amaz-
ing tool for addressing social issues and fixing
them, giving them attention, visibility, and a
platform. But. For me, art is important for art’s
sake. I believe it has value in itself, not as an in-
strument of politics. So I want to create poetry
about everything beside it. I want to create po-
ems about a bird I saw that had a broken wing,
about a fox I came across that looked oddly grey.
I want to create poems about tree bark peeling
off and revealing a red colour underneath, won-
dering if it could be used to paint something on
paper. I want to create poems about how I feel
anxious today, how I feel anxious in a good way
today, and seeing hare tracks in the snow and
wondering if the hare had its young with it.

Maybe the fact that I don’t do disability art is
somehow surprising to some people. Maybe for
me, thisisaway to fight the kind of silent token-
ism of ‘hey, I'm here today, I happen to be disa-
bled, I happen to be an artist, but these layers,
these sections and worlds don’t overlap today,
so I’'m sorry to disappoint you, but I still make
some bloody terrific art.’

And I'd like to pause here, and I'd like that
you, dear reader, would pause here as well.
What kind of internalised goals and expecta-
tions are you considering when you encounter
a disabled person creating art. Do you assume
that you have to know that the artistis disabled?
Curiosity is normal. I’'m a very curious person,
too.

Do you assume that they somehow address
disability, or embodiment, or ableism, or other-
ness in their art? And what if they don’t? What
if you don’t find those keywords, what do you
expect to find?

And what if it’s not like that? How does it
make you feel? How does it feel in all your sens-
es? How does it feel inside you? Are you disap-
pointed? Surprised? Do you catch yourself in
this point of view, thinking, convincing your-



self that, after all, disabled people often make
disability art?

And when you consider all these questions,
remember to be kind to yourself. We can’t al-
ways help our assumptions, but it’s important
to recognise them, and just as important as re-
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cognising the assumptions, it’s important to
recognise that no one — not with their art, with
the content of their art, with the presence of
their art, with the identity of their art - owes
us anything. @



Exercises

Exercisel

Reflect on what you are like in situations where you must present or
perform something. What factors most define your actions? Is it your
emotional state, audience’s attention, the desire to perform, a chance to
win, a desire to be part of a group activity, the importance of the matter
you are presenting, or something else?

Exercise 2

Reflect on the ways to use movement, voice, and presence in a group
activity. Can you find ways to support your confidence and sense of
security in a group activity? For example, speaking quietly or loudly,
repeating a small movement, physical proximity to other people, or
holding an object?

Exercise 3

Write or compose a poem about an issue related to equality and
accessibility that is important to you. Alternatively, you can assemble
sentences and words from cut-up newspapers. Present it to someone or
record it for yourself.
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Representation
Matters

Faisa Qasim and active members of
the Mentoring for Future project



epresentation means being seen. It

means that many kinds of people are

widely seen in society and its differ-

ent strands. However, there are sev-

ral degrees of representation, and

just being seen is not enough. Voices of people

from different backgrounds, different ethnic-

ities, and different minorities must be heard.

Minorities should be allowed to be active, inde-

pendent agents. They must be able to see peo-

ple like themselves in media and culture as ac-
tive creators.

When talking about representation and its
meaning, we must listen to the minorities them-
selves to avoid the pitfalls of defining things
from a position of power (Rinne & Wass, 2017).
The more we see true diversity in media, cul-
ture, and society, the more we give a platform
to people to be who they are. People have the
right to want and hope for different things, to
build themselves a fuller identity in their own
terms. Representation must be total, so we not
only see minorities in pictures - but also as cre-
ators and content producers (Rask, 2021).

As Agents in a Society

Studies provide humanity with new informa-
tion that enables us to shift our perspectives.
This trickles down directly to our culture, our
ways of working, and our attitudes. In studies
on minorities, the diversity of researchers mat-
ters, since although there are standards of ob-
jectivity, we are all human and thus can be un-
consciously biased. It would also be important
to compile statistics based on ethnicity in Fin-
land. Now an entire group of people is missing
from the data as ethnicity is not a factor in statis-
tics. People who are born in Finland and speak
Finnish as their first language, but whose par-
ents are immigrants and who are visibly part of
aminority, are seen only as Finnish in statistics,
regardless of their ethnic background. Accord-
ing to Elone (2020), due to the lack of ethnicity
statistics, it is impossible to study, for example,
what is the visibility of ethnic groups in Finn-
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ish media compared to their actual sizes. (Elone,
2020 ja Ruskeat Tytot, 2022).

We are defined by our own experiences of so-
ciety, and we must actively steer clear of the prej-
udices and attitudes formed by them. For exam-
ple, the view of an equal society as experienced
by a white Western person is skewed, since they
have not had to experience the structural rac-
ism of the societal system. Thus, it is important
that minorities who suffer from structural rac-
ism get a chance to do all the things the ‘major-
ity’ can do. It is important to highlight who is
telling what about whom, so that the image-
ry, statistics, and data are not distorted by an
outsider’s way of looking and get trampled un-
der the dominating culture - as unfortunately
has been the case throughout history. (Rinne &
Wass, 2017 ja Elone, 2020)

A Voice of One’s Own

It is important that, for example, representa-
tives of immigrant minorities get to represent
themselves and speak about their issues. Who
else could know about their experience? On
the other hand, representatives of minorities
should also have the freedom to be presented
not just as part of a minority. People are many
things, and identity is not limited to one char-
acteristic. One person cannot represent an en-
tire minority, as there is a lot of difference and
differing thoughts within a minority group. The
key to true representation does not liein homog-
enous presentation. Here the content and the
creators of culture become crucial. (Rask, 2021)

Asaperson from an ethnic minority sees oth-
ers like themselves in cultural products as di-
verse and differing agents, their ideas of their
own possibilities in life are automatically wid-
ened (Qasim, 2022).

It does more harm than good to insist that
minorities only talk about the same issues and
take a stance on them, rather than giving them
the chance to just be people with their differ-
ent characteristics and interests. This is often
combined with the free educational work that



the members of minorities are often forced to
do for the benefit of the majority. Those born
with privileges should be prepared to find out
for themselves, and when asking for education
from minorities, they should be compensated
for their time, knowledge, and the minority
stress caused by the education.

Diversity of Representation

In early 2022, Faisa Qasim and Salaado Qasim
organised a photography exhibition Suuria un-
elmia - tarinoita suomalaisista (Dreaming Big -
Stories of Finns). The exhibition gave the spot-
light to people from Finnish minorities who
have become established in positions in the
Finnish society. It included, for example, poli-
ticians, an actor, an author, a reporter, an ath-
lete, and a psychotherapist. In reviews of the ex-
hibition, the significance of representation was
highlighted, particularly the diversity of rep-
resentation. “The stories of the exhibition gave
light to the significance of diverse and positive
representation and broadened the horizons of
what Finnishness is. Many stories showed the
power of setting an example,” organiser Salaa-
do Qasim said of the exhibition.

Also, the stories that accompanied the pho-
tographs highlighted the importance of exam-
ples in young people’s lives. When you see peo-
ple like you doing different things, the world
becomes more open and the spectrum of op-
tions wider in their lives.

Our society is largely portraying only one
kind of humanity as the role model in Western
society. This portrayal is very white and nar-
row, and it can be confining and even hazard-
ous. Of course, it works for some people, as they
can see themselves in this traditional portray-
al. What is toxic about it is the position of pow-
er in the imagery. This means that many, for
example people with immigrant backgrounds,
do not fit this mould and suffer under its yoke,
or instead live trying to pursue consciously or
unconsciously. The narrowness of the imagery
causes, at its worst, direct threat. When people
do not see enough diversity in media and cultur-
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alimagery, they do not understand it when they
come across it. This leads to fear and even vio-
lence towards different minority groups. (Syys-
taival, 2020)

Identification Gives Strength to
Dream Big

An excellent example of the diversity of rep-
resentation is the children’s book Anisa tahtoo
kierrattda (Anisa Wants to Recycle, 2022) by Sa-
laado Qasim. The focus of the book is not the
usual racism connected with ethnic minorities
or the promotion of multiculturalism that is of-
ten demanded of them. In the book, Anisa gets
to just be Anisa - her background and potential
minority stress are not highlighted as themes.
Instead, the protagonist has an interest in recy-
cling, and that is what the story is about. In its
illustrations, brown children and families are
presented naturally. As just people.

The book both shows an important rep-
resentation to brown children, as well as shows
different people doing different things for all
children to see, which is valuable. This is a way
toundo the supremacy of whiteness in our soci-
ety. It is crucial for the improvement of our so-
ciety that the dominant group does not pigeon-
hole minorities in just certain roles, since that
plays a part in not letting these groups break
free of negative representation.

Another important book example on widen-
ing representation is a work based on the Suuria
unelmia exhibition, Suuria unelmia - tarinoita
suomalaisista, jotka muuttivat maailmaa (Sto-
ries of Finns Who Changed the World), written
by Salaado Qasim, Faisa Qasim, and Roosa Oksa-
nen. The book drives home the point of needing
diversity in representation: ‘There are endless
ways to follow your own path, and each story is
equally valuable. Therefore, each person needs
support in finding their dreams and making
them come true - as well as inspiring role mod-
els who show that anything is possible,” the in-
troduction of the book states.

Just the fact that the book’s title includes the
word ‘Finns’ is crucial to representation. In the



book, influencers share their different stories
and life paths with the reader - and they are all
Finns. This kind of experience of identification
isinvaluable to people who have not previously
had access to a similar level of representation in
the current cultural atmosphere.

Shadia Rask (2021) writes in her essay, Rep-
resentaatiolla on merkitysta — niilla keinoilla
lisddt tyoyhteisosi moninaisuutta (Representa-
tion matters - Here’s how you can enhance
the diversity in your work community): “Rep-
resentation has to do with identification and be-
ing seen. Particularly in childhood and youth,
we are constructing our identities and model-
ling ourselves after people who we think are like
us. It is tremendously harmful if there are no

role models or the people to identify with are
found only in narrow and stereotypical roles”
(Rask 2021). The photography exihibition men-
tioned above was aimed at young people in the
capital city region and addressed this need. Peo-
ple cannot become what they have not been able
to see (Syystaival, 2020).

Our society is in a state of flux, and outdat-
ed imagery and attitudes must be broken to en-
hance the wellbeing of people and a sense of be-
longing. We are not alike, and we are not here
alone. Mutual respect and understanding, as
well as identifying discriminatory historical
constructs and demanding their change, are
ways to push society towards a more equal fu-
ture. e
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Exercises

Exercise 1
Look up the concept of the wheel of power and privilege below. Notice

that the wheel of power and privilege does not illustrate the desired
situation but is a continuously changing illustration of the unequal
distribution of individual power and prosperity in different situations.
Think about where you would fit on the different categories of the wheel of
power and privilege. Where do the members of your group fit? How might
this affect your group and how it is promoting equality? What are your
special strengths, and how could you improve them? Could your work aim
at breaking the inequality illustrated in the wheel of power and privilege?
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Exercise 2

Think and try to remember if you've ever encountered ways of performing
in art or cultural activities that made you confused or want to resist or
question what you just saw/experienced? For example, witnessing an
activity or a role the values of which you did not share. Discuss and share
your experiences.

Group exercise

Try this exercise on the experience of being seen with your group.
Introduce yourselves in the manners described below. Do people notice
you if you don’t say anything or don’t make eye contact? What does it
feel like being ignored? You can vary the exercise endlessly. Discuss the
emotions the exercise made you feel.

- The group watches as you calmly walk in front of them, look at them
for a while, tell them your name, and then calmly leave.

- The group watches as you walk in front of them, look at them silently
for a while, and then leave.

- The group watches as you walk in front of them, but you don’t make eye
contact. What if you come to introduce yourself but the group leaves
instead, or starts yelling their own names?

Advanced exercise

The principles of a safer space are meant to enable open and respectful
actions and discussions that promote equality. The principles of a safer
space are often written down, but they can just as well be illustrated
creatively, for example, through the means of art. The important thing is
that all the participants are aware of the principles and are committed to
follow them. Does your group or organisation have principles of a safer
space? If not, come up with ones together with everyone. If you already
have guidelines for a safer space, go through them together and see if they
require updating, and discuss how the guidelines are put into action now.
The instructor makes sure the conversation does not become personal, but
the guideline is created and discussed with focus on the subject matter.
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Education as a Constructor of Social
and Cultural Sustainability for the 21st

century (Sus21)

This module has been created as one of the out-
puts of Erasmus+ project called “Education as
a Constructor of Social and Cultural Sustaina-
bility for the 21st century”. The two-year long
project started in 2020, and it had six partner
organizations from four European Countries,
representing different field of adult education
in different educational traditions.

S
U
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The idea of the project was to create appli-
cable and interesting education modules for
adult education field, concerning different as-
pects of social and cultural sustainability. The
project was in close connection to the widely ac-
cepted and adopted concept of life-long learn-
ing and continuous education: education should
be available for all people regardless of age, gen-
der, home country or economic status. The im-
portance of life-long learning is emphasized in
the UN document “Transforming our World:
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”
(2015); Social sustainability means equality for
all, gender equality, health and education. So-
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cially sustainable development means that the
conditions for well-being are passed down from
one generation to the next. It aims to reduce in-
equalities in well-being, health and inclusion.

The main idea of the project was to bring out
the thoughts of eco-social education through
the goals of the Agenda 2030. The partners have
chosen and shared among themselves the goals
that are most conducive to social and cultural
sustainable development. Each partner has cre-
ated and built a toolkit of one or a few goals with
material, methods and exercises.

All the toolkits from the different goals of the
Agenda 2030 have been introduced below brief-
ly. You can find all the toolkits and informa-
tion about the project itself from the website:
https://sus2l.eu

Adult Education Promoting Sustainable
Development
University of Eastern Finland (UEF)

Sustainable development is a topic occupy-
ing the minds of more and more adult educa-
tors in today’s world. But do we actually know
the ways in which sustainability is connected
to everyday life, educational policy, or citizen-
ship? The training modules of the online course
“Adult education promoting sustainable devel-
opment”, showcase the different aspects of so-
cial sustainability in the contemporary world.
The course is open to all, regardless of place or
time, as an open online course. Using adult ed-
ucation asa tool, we can work on achieving sus-
tainable goals.

Link to course:

https://digicampus.fi/enrol/index.php?id=3782



https://sus21.eu/
https://digicampus.fi/enrol/index.php?id=3782

Responsible Consumption and
Production. Avoid Food Waste!
Autokreacja Foundation

This Intellectual Output is linked to the Agen-
da 2030 Goal 12: Ensure sustainable consump-
tion and production patterns. In the EU, an es-
timated 20 per cent of food is lost or wasted with
a grave impact on the global economy, society
and environment. The activities will focus on
building adult participants motivation for tak-
ing action in solving common issues, increase
their confidence as citizens, while enhancing
employability skills using entrepreneurship as
an activator.

Health and Inclusion for Social
Sustainability
CPIA 1 Brescia

“Health and inclusion for social sustainabili-
ty” includes a collection of activities carried out
by some teachers of the Adult Educational Pro-
vincial Center 1 Brescia (CPIA 1 Brescia), with
groups of students aged 16 to 60, Italians and im-
migrants from Asia, Africa and Europe, with dif-
ferent levels of proficiency in Italian as a second
language. The aim is to promote the SDG 3 of the
Agenda 2030 “Ensuring healthy lives and pro-
moting well-being for all at all ages”, to increase
the ability to acquire and understand health-rel-
evant information and to make informed choic-
es in favour of one’s own psycho-fiscal well-be-
ing and of the community. All these aspects are
presented in the video-story you find below.
https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=nZ6Icw-
p6uT48&t=3s
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Achieving Gender Equality and
Empowering Women
SYNTHESIS Center

The main objective of this module is to empower
women and girls and strengthen their voice and
participation in the society, while building the
knowledge, skillsand competences necessary to
support gender equality, and women empower-
ment though focusing on women. Also, it rais-
es awareness on the opportunities that women
need to shape their future by knowing their so-
cial and economic rights. All these objectives
will support combating discrimination and in-
justice against women and girls. The module has
the shape of a PDF document. In the first pages
of the PDF you will find an introductory video
that will help you get into the topic easily.

Hyvinvointi ja kestavyys - Kuinka
rakentaa kestavai tyokulttuuria
University of Trieste (UniTs)

This publication focuses on well-being in a
working environment. It represents a key theme
for promoting a sustainable working environ-
ment and the health and well-being of people.
The main objective of this publication is to gene-
rate transformation and improvement in the
work context, working on two different levels:
individual and organizational. It consists of a
questionnaire to manage a self-assessment that
can support employers and employees to joint-
ly generate a better work context and organiza-
tional climate, identifying resources (internal
and external to one’s own work context) and
removing the criticalities that hinder it. It also
contains a guideline to analyze the data results
and deciding on the strategy to be adopted.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nZ6Icwp6uT4&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nZ6Icwp6uT4&t=3s

Kansalaisfoorumi, 2023
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