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Abstract  

This article reports on a reflective account of a walk-along that brought together a researcher and a 

participant who visited the Curry Mile (Wilmslow Road) in Manchester, UK. It focuses on places, 

emotions and materiality in intercultural research in order to understand how ‘things make people 

happen’ (Kell, 2015, p. 442). Drawing on the interplay of ‘post-humanism’ (Pennycook, 2018), 

emotions in ‘sticky’ places (Ahmed, 2004, 2014; Laketa, 2018), and ‘cultural threads and blocks’ 

(Holliday, 2016), this paper explores how decentring intercultural research facilitates new ways of 

coming together, allows the construction of cultural threads, and enables creative and reflective 

engagement. 

الدراسةملخص   

في  )شارع ويلمزلو( منطقه الكاري مايل بزيارة ومشتركه قامايتحدث هذا المقال عن دراسة مبنيه على "المشي سويا" الذي جمع بين الباحثة 

لفهم كيف "تؤثر  البحوث بين الثقافاتنطاق  والمادة فيالمشاعر  أثر االماكن، بريطانيا. يستند هذا البحث على اهميه التركيز على مانشستر،

)احمد,  "المشاعر في األماكن اللزجة" (،2018من خالل عدسه "ما بعد االنسان" )بينيكوك, (. 442, ص 2015األشياء على األشخاص" )كيل, 

طرق  توفر( يكشف هذا المقال ان الالمركزية في البحوث الثقافية 2016)هوليداي,  "والكتل الثقافيةوط يالخ" (،2018الكيتاو  ,2014, 2004

اإلبداعي الناقد.الثقافي، واالندماج وط من التفاهم يلبناء خاألشخاص، جديده للجمع بين   

                                                 
1 This article has been accepted for publication in Language and Intercultural Communication, 

published by Taylor & Francis.   
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Introduction 

Decentred research methodologies need to allow critical spaces in which the unexpected can emerge, 

and the narratives of subjects can take on a life of their own. 

Holliday (2009, p. 147) 

By allowing research narratives to take a life of their own, this article explores the 

affordances of decentring intercultural research. Here, we present three decentring 

suggestions. The first entails moving away from agenda-driven research and allowing 

research participants to take a more prominent and collaborative role in guiding the 

fieldwork. The second suggestion focuses on drawing attention to the ontological engagement 

and entanglement of intercultural researchers in order to investigate their embedded and 

embodied experiences as they engage critically, emotionally and reflectively with unexpected 

intercultural spaces. The third suggestion brings forward the significance of places, objects 

and emotions while decentring the focus on language and verbal exchanges between 

researchers and participants. While doing so, we highlight the relevance of post-humanism 

(Pennycook, 2018) to intercultural research. As such, this article decentres the hierarchy of 

language, and draws attention to what Barad (2003) refers to as a renewed focus on 

materiality, in order to understand how ‘things make people happen’ (Kell, 2015, p. 442). 

Directing the attention to places, spaces and objects, we draw on the work of Ahmed (2004, 

2014), wherein she explains how the dynamic interplay between humans, objects and spaces 

invokes emotions that are then attached to objects and spaces to make them ‘sticky’, and 

saturated with affect. Such dynamic interactions are crucial to the socio-spatial experiences 

and practices of individuals. The focus on materiality and emotionality brings to the fore 

possibilities for exploring the power of place (Butler, 2015) in intercultural research. In 

addition, it enables research into how objects can be utilised in the creation of cultural threads 

(Holliday, 2015, 2016). For instance, in one of the examples Holliday (2015) presents, he 
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reports on how the presence of ‘children things’ in a taxi enabled him to establish a cultural 

thread with a young Chinese driver. These objects opened up an emergent space for talking 

about childcare and parenting. Commenting on this, Holliday (2016, p. 322) writes,   

Instead of looking for blocks, we follow the threads from who we are 

as people who have something to share to the implications of our 

circumstances, how we are brought up, where we live… And we may 

in this way begin to see that we can have something to offer, to 

contribute in the foreign place where we find ourselves, and perhaps 

find understandings there that we can apply back to where we come 

from. 

 

 This article reports on a walk-along that brought two individuals together: a British 

research assistant, Elisha, and an Algerian doctoral student, Samiya. The walk-along, as a 

research method, aims at exploring spatial experiences in situ while accessing interpretations 

from the participating walkers (Kusenbach, 2003), and enabling more active (co)production 

(DeLyser and Sui, 2013). The walk-along was planned to allow Samiya to show Elisha the 

untellable about why certain spaces in Manchester are significant to her. In return, Elisha 

found herself in unfamiliar intercultural spaces which she initially approached from a 

‘cultural block’ (Holliday, 2016) perspective, by virtue of positioning herself as a researcher 

trying to find out about the spatial experiences of a participant from a different culture. 

Almost immediately, Elisha’s critical engagement with the different places, objects and 

artefacts invoked emotions and childhood memories that were instrumental to constructing 

‘cultural threads’ (Holliday, 2016), which facilitated understanding and sharing between the 

two young women. After the walk, Elisha produced a critical reflective account of the walk-

along, highlighting critical moments which have taken a life of their own in this article. A 

moment is a point in Elisha’s narrative that describes an event and includes meta-comments, 

exhibiting critical reflections (c.f. Li, 2011; Author, 2019 on ‘moment analysis’).    

 Conceptually, this article draws on a framework that combines spatial approaches to 

performativity (Butler, 1993, 2015; Gregson & Rose, 2000) with feminist accounts of affect 
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and emotions (Ahmed, 2004), post-humanist approaches to language (Pennycook, 2018), and 

cultural threads and blocks (Holliday, 2015, 2016). Methodologically, the study demonstrates 

the potential for go/walk-alongs as a decentring research method in intercultural research. 

Such a method uncovers how spatialities influence research encounters (Anderson, 2004), an 

area that remains under-researched in intercultural studies. In addition, go/walk-alongs enable 

understandings of ‘less easily storied’ spaces (Holton & Riley, 2014, p.63), which can be 

easily overlooked in conventional sit-down interviews.  

  In what follows, we start by briefly presenting the research context and the 

circumstances that led to the walk-along reported herein. After that, we discuss the potential 

of using post-humanism in intercultural studies and the insights that can be generated through 

researching how individuals inter/intra-act2 with spaces, places, objects and artefacts in 

different or similar ways. Next, we explain how attention to emotions in ‘sticky’ places is not 

only aligned with post-humanism but has the potential for opening a window onto the 

‘intersubjectivity’ (Holliday & MacDonald, 2019) of the researcher and the participant to 

foreground how they collectively construct meanings and report emotions influenced by the 

politics of research events (Amadasi & Holliday, 2018). Subsequently, we talk about cultural 

‘blocks’ and ‘threads’ while arguing for the need to go beyond ‘national framings’ of cultural 

blocks. The section that follows presents the methodological aspects of the study before 

presenting its key moments communicated through multimodal data (text and photos). We 

conclude by discussing the conceptual and methodological contributions of using walk-

alongs for decentring  intercultural research.  

                                                 
2 ‘intra-’ as a prefix is added to ‘interact’ to foreground ‘changes within’ (Online Oxford Dictionary, 2020). 

Section 3 explains how being in contact with objects and places can invoke emotions that move us and affect 

what the body can do. 
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1. Research Context 

This paper comes from a larger project that explores how young people (aged 18-25 years) 

talk about place-making and belonging in the ‘hyper-diverse’ (Tasan-Kok et al, 2013) city of 

Manchester, UK.  The project ran between June and August 2019. Since this larger project 

was funded, we had to produce detailed work packages and outline pre-determined 

methodological tools and analysis approaches. The process of seeking funding for this project 

is based on foregrounding the role of the research team and the research agenda, which is the 

complete opposite of what this article argues for. The larger project utilises online 

questionnaires completed by 58 university students; in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

conducted with eight participants; and activity sheets completed by the eight interviewees. 

Through these research methods, we were able to extract some valuable information about 

young people’s significant places in the city, why they like to be there and how these places 

contribute to the construction of different types of belonging such as performative belonging, 

aesthetic belonging, elective belonging and political belonging (Authors, forthcoming). Still, 

we were trying to open a window on the spatial experiences of students in the city. We, 

therefore, decided to create a space for a research activity that does not entail producing 

interview guides. This, coupled with Samiya’s offer to show Elisha the symbolic and cultural 

significance of the Curry Mile, justified the decision to arrange the walk-along activity 

reported herein.  

To access transcendent and reflexive aspects of lived experience in situ (Kusenbach, 

2003), Elisha, who had the role of the research assistant in the project, had a six-hour walk-

along with Samiya (pseudonym) on 11 September 2019. During this time, Samiya showed 

Elisha significant places that she frequently visits in Manchester so that she could show her 

the untellable about why these places create a sense of belonging for Samiya and remind her 

of places she misses in Algeria. After the walk, and as soon as Elisha returned to the office, 
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she wrote down her own reflective account of the walk-along. Elisha was not above, or 

detached from, the spatial experiences she was researching. Instead, she was enmeshed in the 

very practices she was researching. This paper is about how places, spaces and artefacts make 

things happen in intercultural research. It is about how the young women experienced a day 

together in Manchester, how their own different social positions created different spatial 

affordances, and how they engaged with places and objects that brought back memories and 

invoked emotions in ‘sticky’ places (Ahmed, 2004, 2014). The account features Elisha’s 

reflections on how this experience has led to the emergence of ‘cultural threads and blocks’ 

(Holliday, 2016) in a way that deconstructs cultural boundaries and facilitates comings-

together. Her reflective account documents sentiments of nostalgia, memories of childhood, 

and reflections on wider socio-political tensions.  

2. Post-humanism in Intercultural Communication Research  

Pennycook (2018) explores the potential for post-humanism to construct new understandings 

of language, humans, place and objects. Barad (2007, p.136) emphasises that post-humanism 

does not presume the separateness of any-‘thing’, challenging Latour’s (2004, p.446) Great 

Divides between nature and society, human and non-human. Pennycook (2018) explains that 

post-humanist thinking breaks from the distinction between interiority and exteriority and 

enables the understanding of language, subjects and thoughts; not as human properties, but as 

features distributed across places, people and artefacts. As such, it relocates our assumptions 

about where social communication and semiotics occur.  

Barad (2003) explains that there is a renewed focus on materiality, and a 

reconsideration of the meaning of what matters (Meillassoux, 2008, p.121). This has led to 

what Barad (2003, p.808) refers to as ‘post-humanist performativity’, which ‘calls into 

question the givenness of the differential categories of “human” and “nonhuman”, examining 

the practices through which these differential boundaries are stabilised and destabilised’ 
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(2003, p.808). Such understanding brings to the fore the importance of recognising the 

interplay between language, humans and objects. Commenting on this, Pennycook (2018, 

p.449) asserts that, ‘there is no longer a world “out there” separate from humans and 

represented in language but rather a dynamic interrelationship between different 

materialities’. That is to say, the ‘languaging’ subject is not separate from the ‘languaged’ 

object (MacLure, 2013). As such, language becomes only part of a larger semiotic 

assemblage (Deleuze, 2007; Harvey et al., 2019). 

What is the potential of post-humanism in intercultural studies? First, post-humanism 

offers an expansive understanding of language, whereby ‘linguistic repertoires’ are no longer 

individual and biographical (c.f. Blommaert & Backus, 2013, p.15). Rather, they are 

emergent properties that derive from the inter/intra-action between people, artefacts and 

spaces (Pennycook, 2018). Post-humanism enables discussions of how ‘things make people 

happen’ (Kell, 2015, p.442), which is an important consideration in intercultural research. 

That is to say, post-humanism has the potential of offering new insights into researching 

culture, and into how individuals interact and intra-act with spaces, places and artefacts in 

different or similar ways. Second, post-humanism allows intercultural communication 

researchers to open a window onto emergent, un-tellable experiences produced by and within 

spaces and materiality. For instance, in this project Samiya told Elisha that the Curry Mile in 

Manchester creates a temporary sense of belonging for her, yet the Curry Mile was a ‘less 

easily storied’ space (Holton & Riley, 2014, p.63). It was through being in these spaces and 

inter/intra-acting with objects, signs and artefacts that Elisha was able to understand what 

Samiya could not tell in words. Third, post-humanism opens up spaces for researching what 

Holliday and MacDonald (2019) refer to as ‘intersubjectivity’ in intercultural research. We 

have noticed how both Elisha and Samiya interacted with spaces and artefacts in one of 

Samiya’s significant places. This interaction generated untellable emotions, not only for 
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Samiya but also for Elisha, who started to think of childhood memories and to reflect on her 

social positioning in the world. This is an example of how intercultural researchers cannot 

write about their research without reflecting on their ‘own histories, social and cultural 

locations as well as subjectivities and values’ (Merrill & West, 2009, p. 5). Fourth, post-

humanism enables researching spatial performativity and emotions in ‘sticky’ places: factors 

that can indeed go unnoticed unless attention is paid to the interplay of place, language and 

objects, as the next section demonstrates.  

3. Emotions in Sticky Places 

What moves us, what makes us feel, is also that which holds us in place, or 

gives us a dwelling place. Hence movement does not cut the body off from the 

‘where’ of its inhabitance, but connects bodies to other bodies: attachment takes 

place through movement, through being moved by the proximity of others. 

(Ahmed, 2014, p.11) 

In Cultural Politics of Emotions, Ahmed (2014) talks about emotions, affect3 and objects and 

how they are linked to how individuals inhabit place. She explores how emotions move, how 

objects become sticky and saturated with affect, and how objects become sites of personal 

and social tensions. The intensification of emotion and affect in everyday spatial practices are 

‘bound up with how we inhabit the world, how we live in relationship to the surfaces, bodies 

and objects that make up our dwelling places’ (Ahmed, 2004, p.27). Here, the body is not a 

static, neutral surface, but a medium through which power operates (Butler, 1993). Rather 

than asking what emotions are in the body, Ahmed (2004) considers what they do. She argues 

that when emotions are invoked as a result of contact with objects, they are ‘not simply “in” 

the subject or the object’ (Ahmed, 2014, p.6). The interaction between and within the human 

and the non-human, Ahmed (2014) argues, produces emotions that shape what bodies do, 

                                                 
3 Feminist researchers use the terms ‘emotions’ and ‘affect’ differently. Ahmed (2004, 2014) does not explicitly 

distinguish between the two terms. Some argue that emotion are ‘sociological expressions of feelings whereas 

affect is more firmly rooted in biology and in our physical response to feelings’ (Gorton, 2007, p. 334). When 

Ahmed (2014) discusses the ‘affective turn’ in social sciences, she draws on Hardt’s (2007) distinction, 

suggesting that affect refers to the body and mind, reason and passion (Ahmed, 2014, p. 206). 
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stick to objects and bodies, and move around, circulating variations in intensities of feelings. 

Such variations are fundamental to guiding young peoples’ everyday socio-spatial practices 

(Laketa, 2018). To mark the dynamic locality of emotions within/in/between bodies and 

objects and to emphasise how emotions move within and affect what the body can do, we use 

the prefixes ‘inter’ and ‘intra’ in inter/intra-act’ in this article. 

Emotions, argues Ahmed (2014), show us the world, an idea which led her to argue 

for a ‘feel our way’ approach, as a form of cultural politics and world making. She presents 

an example of how a white racist subject can experience intensities of emotions (fear, hate, 

disgust, pain) upon encountering a racial other (2014, p.194). This intensification entails 

moving away from the other or moving towards the other in an act of violence before moving 

away. This moment of contact is shaped by histories; these histories create emotions, which 

influence what bodies can do. 

In addition, place and the performative power of place (Butler, 2015) is an under-

researched theme in intercultural studies. Place is crucial when researching identity 

construction and spatial performativity. We are reminded by Cloke and colleagues (2008, 

p.245) that, ‘places are made meaningful only by the embodied and emotional interactions’. 

This aligns with post-humanist approaches that perceive the individual as embodied and 

embedded in place and materiality. Some places are sticky; defined by Laketa (2018, p.179) 

as ‘a performative embodied space saturated with affect’. Because individuals perform 

multiple identities depending on the where, when, and whom of communication, adding place 

to the mix creates space for researching how individuals interact and intra-act with place, 

objects and artefacts through language, ‘small cultures’ (Holliday, 1999) and emotions.  

Intercultural studies can benefit from researching emotions in sticky places for two 

reasons. First, emotions have a significant influence on what bodies can do, how individuals 
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behave in certain places and how they ‘feel their ways’ (Ahmed, 2004). It creates room for 

incorporating intersubjectivities where the emotions of both the researcher and the participant 

are considered. Second, attention to emotions and the interplay of human-human, human-

nonhuman relationships allows intercultural researchers to explore individual encounters and 

experiences from a more expansive post-humanist perspective.  

4.  Researching Culture: Blocks and Threads 

Intercultural studies have witnessed a major paradigm shift from positivism to 

postmodernism (Holliday & MacDonald, 2019). While positivism perceives the world as an 

objectively describable reality (Martindale, 1960, p.53), postmodernism critiques grand 

narratives of national and ethnic cultures, arguing that they are socially constructed (Berger & 

Luckmann 1979), ‘imagined’ (Anderson, 2006) and ‘liquid’ (Bauman, 2000). Beck and 

Sznaider (2006, p.3) explain that the mapping of one-nation, one-culture and one language is 

ideologically motivated by a methodological nationalism, which stems from the 19th century 

European grand narrative of the nation-state. To this end, Holliday and MacDonald (2019, 

p.8) caution against the neo-racist implications of using nationality as a basis for cultural 

groupings. Instead, they argue, ‘nationality is only one of many variables’ (2019, p.8) and 

encourage researchers not to look at nationality as a defining feature and to allow participants 

to accept or reject the role of emerging variables, or what we prefer to call ‘factors’, such as 

nationality, religious affiliation, etc. in the interpretations of their intercultural encounters.  

Holliday (2016) explains that breaking from positivism and essentialism seems to 

have created softer and more radical versions, with two types of thinking captured in the 

concepts ‘cultural blocks’ and ‘cultural threads’. Holliday (2016) discusses the notion of 

‘cultural blocks’ as a soft version of non-essentialism, which entails thinking about cultural 

differences as ‘blocks’ framed around uncrossable national cultures. What differentiates this 

way of thinking from essentialism is that it acknowledges the complexity and diversity within 
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separate cultures. ‘Cultural threads’, on the other hand, is a concept framed around crossing 

cultural boundaries and creating a common ground for sharing. It is a more radical version of 

non-essentialism, less straightforward and perhaps more difficult to conceptualise (Holliday, 

2016). Its premise is based on looking for commonalities that ‘provide us with the basis to 

engage creatively with culture wherever we find it, and with each other, wherever we find 

ourselves’ (Holliday 2016, p.321). 

Nevertheless, we note that the ‘cultural blocks’ concept is mainly framed around un-

crossable national blocks. It stems from thinking about ‘cultural difference in terms of blocks 

[and] maintains the notion of national cultures as separate experiences and as the prime units 

of cultural identity’ (Holliday, 2016, p.319). Aligned with more recent work by Holliday and 

MacDonald (2019), wherein they critique the over-dependence on ‘national framings’ in 

intercultural studies, we draw on the ‘intersectionality’ (Davis, 2008) of factors such as 

ethnicity, gender, nationality, religious affiliations and social class. We argue that such 

factors intertwine, in complex and nuanced ways, with cultural identity and that they each 

have the capacity to construct cultural blocks. Therefore, we would like to extend the concept 

of ‘cultural blocks’ to include factors other than national framings of cultural differences.  

5. The Study  

The data this study comes from a reflective account of a six-hour walk-along written by 

Elisha, who met Samiya a month earlier to interview her about her experiences of living in 

Manchester. The interview lasted for over 2.5 hours. At the end of the interview, Samiya 

offered to take Elisha to the Curry Mile to show her the places she frequently visits. Samiya 

explained that she goes to the Curry Mile during the daytime only. Because of this, the walk-

along started at 11 am and finished at 5 pm. Samiya mentioned that she frequently goes to 

parks, either Whitworth Park or Platt Fields Park, both of which mark the parameters of the 

Curry Mile. Elisha and Samiya agreed to meet at Whitworth Park, walk along the Curry Mile 
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(Wilmslow Road) to Platt Fields Park and return to Whitworth Park, covering the opposite 

side of the Curry Mile upon their return. The allocation of six hours to cover a walking route 

that would usually take 15 minutes (according to most GPS routing apps), guarantees a 

period of ‘adequate coverage’ (Atkinson & Hamersley, 2007, p.37). 

5.1 Reflective Accounts and the ‘Problematic Privilege’ 

Reflective accounts present the intersection of narration and reflection (Hampl, 1999, p.33), 

which can be used to contextualise and illuminate important socio-political issues and 

questions (Vandrick, 2009, p.10). They offer the possibility to access ‘another kind of truth’ 

obtained from ‘narratives, stories, and first-person viewpoints, which people use to construct 

their realities and interpret their experiences’ (Casanave & Vandrick, 2003, p.2). As such, 

they create spaces for documenting emotions, observations and interpretations, while trying 

to produce ‘a tale worth telling’ (Carless, 2012, p.2). The use of this research tool is aligned 

with scholarly research in feminist and cultural studies which epistemologically insist on the 

relevance of the ‘everyday’ not only as an object of inquiry but as a source of authority 

(Willard-Traub, 2006, p.425).  

In addition, reflective writers often engage with their own ‘problematic privilege’ 

(Vandrick, 2009; Stanley, 2018; Piggin, 2018). They utilise their critical entanglement and 

engagement to develop analytic, self-critical writings, which are not only connected to larger 

socio-cultural contexts but are also reflective of their privileged positions. In this study, 

Elisha engages critically with her ‘problematic privilege’. Doing so results in a temporary 

emergence of ‘cultural blocks’, framed around ethnicity, gender roles, and religious 

affiliations. These ‘blocks’ momentarily explained to Elisha how she leads a different life, 

with different positions and affordances. Yet, her critical and reflective engagement with 

these positions led to the emergence of cultural threads. As such, the study responds to 

Holliday and MacDonald’s (2019, p.14) call for paying attention to intersubjectivity in 
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intercultural studies in order to ‘see the liquid nature of the intercultural that cuts across 

imagined solid culture boundaries’. 

5.2. Why the Curry Mile? 

The Curry Mile is a nickname for part of Wilmslow Road in south Manchester. It earned its 

title because of the large number of curry houses and takeaway shops that stand side-by-side 

on a mile-long stretch of Wilmslow Road. The Curry Mile now hosts shisha bars, dessert 

shops, and Middle-Eastern, Afghani, Persian, and South Asian restaurants, among many other 

shops that sell clothes and cultural artefacts.  

Elisha decided to visit the Curry Mile because it was mentioned by the eight research 

participants, either because it was a place they frequently visit –  as in the case of Samiya, for 

whom the place holds some cultural and symbolic significance – or as a place they try to 

avoid. Those who avoided the place spoke about feeling uncomfortable with its dense ethnic 

diversity and reported feelings of being unsafe. Intrigued by these polarised views, Elisha, 

who lived most of her life between Sheffield and Leeds and had not been to this part of 

Manchester before, was curious to explore the spatial experiences of being in the Curry Mile.  

We have decided not to anonymise the name of the Curry Mile, where the study took 

place. We agree with Guenther (2009, pp. 418-419) that concealing names would result in 

lost meanings because names hold and reflect specific histories, which ‘even the cleverest 

pseudonyms would be unlikely to capture’. The Curry Mile is a ‘sticky place’ (Ahmed, 

2014), filled with histories and emotions. Providing a pseudonym neutralises the place and 

removes its histories, its stickiness. Elisha also preferred not to use a pseudonym which she 

perceived as silencing (Guenther, 2009, p.414). However, Samiya was assigned a pseudonym 

since she agreed to take part in the study based on the promise of anonymity, which became 

an ethical requirement. The next section introduces the two young women. 
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5.3 Introducing the Walkers 

In her reflective account, Elisha produces two profiles: one for herself and the other for the 

research participant. The profiles appear in Table 1 below: 

Elisha  

 

Age: 26 

Gender: Woman 

Socioeconomic Status: Working-Class 

Education: BA (Hons) Sociology 

Religion: Atheist  

Ethnicity: White-British  

 

Samiya 

 

Age: 25 

Gender: Woman 

Socioeconomic Status: Middle-Class 

Education: Doctoral student  

Religion: Muslim [visibly noticed as she 

wears a headscarf] 

Ethnicity: Arab 

 

Table 1: Introducing the walkers 

While the above descriptions reduce the two women into certain identity categories, Elisha’s 

account aims to probe the complicated intersection of gender-ethnicity-age-class- religion, 

embodied by her individual experiences and those of Samiya. As such, this intersectionality 

has created ‘a gathering place for open-ended investigations of the overlapping and 

conflicting dynamics of race, gender, class, sexuality, nation, and other inequalities’ (Cho, 

Crenshaw & McCall, 2013, p.788). 

6. Findings and Discussion 

Moment (1): ‘The surrounding area reminds me of the town I grew up in’ 

This walk-along journey starts from a ‘cultural block’ (Holliday, 2016) perspective: a 

researcher aiming to find out about the spatial experiences of a participant from a different 

culture in a ‘sticky place’ (Ahmed, 2004) that hosts cultural artefacts from the Middle East, 

South Asia and Afghanistan. Even before the walk-along starts, Elisha experiences a dramatic 

turn of events as she finds herself waiting for Samiya in a place that invoked childhood 

memories and reflections on social class:  
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I arrived early to observe the area. Whitworth Park is situated next to Whitworth Art 

Gallery... Oddly, the surrounding area reminds me of the town I grew up in – minus the 

Art Gallery. I can see structures that are unequivocally enmeshed with working-class 

culture – stores like Poundland, a pub, terrace houses – even the park itself. However, 

the oddity – for me – comes in the people these structures facilitate. When you grow up 

in the North, in a working-class town, there are distinctions which appear to be 

inalienable – the way you walk, talk, dress etc. – they are symbolic of class and 

geography, but in the heart of cosmopolitan Manchester, the distinctions of the 

structures that surround me are not emblematic of the people that inhabit this place. For 

a moment, I wonder if this is influenced by this place’s proximity to the Gallery – 

whether the cultural capital of that institution has repurposed an area that seems to be 

foregrounded by working-class heritage; therefore, it feels like the socioeconomic 

make-up of the population can no longer be isolated to traditional class geographies.  

 

Elisha is in the park as a researcher and observer. However, the park and its 

surroundings, for Elisha, are saturated with working class histories and ideologies. It has 

become a sticky place that invokes childhood memories and social class reflections. The 

familiarity of the place makes Elisha remember where she grew up. Yet, she notices that 

the place, with its working class heritage, is no longer exclusively accommodating 

working-class individuals. The place’s current proximity to the Art Gallery and 

universities has somehow repurposed its use. This moment is crucial in Elisha’s account 

since subsequent moments continue to invoke childhood memories and class reflections. 

They also demonstrate the human, non-human inter/intra-action and show how Elisha 

and Samiya were ‘feeling their way’ (Ahmed, 2014) while walking along the Curry 

Mile.  

Moment (2): ‘I was overcome by an overwhelming sense of contentment – of peace’ 

After Samyia and Elisha met, Samiya took Elisha to a swing, secluded and located in 

what feels like a vantage point from which they can observe the general activities of the 

park. They approached the swing and started swinging back and forth. Fig. 1 shows a 

photo of the swing set.  
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Figure 1: The Swing-set in the park 

Elisha writes: 

Sat there, suspended in the air, under a canopy of trees, I was overcome by 

an overwhelming sense of contentment – of peace. At once, I found this 

inherently paradoxical, to be sat with someone I had interviewed once, in a 

place I am unfamiliar with and feel a level of contentment that you would 

ordinarily experience with a person you had known intimately for years. As I 

continued to quietly ruminate, I heard a school bell siren to the left of us; the 

school is situated within the park and, offset from the swings, we were able 

to see children being ushered back to class after their morning break. I 

realised then, that the contentment I was experiencing was temporally 

attached to the ritual of childhood – that contentment was in fact rooted in 

the familiarity of a practice I had once done during my formative years – and 

when I engaged in it now, it appeased me – the visceral nostalgia of it – for a 

few moments you’re a child again. I began to understand why so many 

participants listed parks as places they frequent, there is a safety in that 

familiarity – a sense that everything will be okay, just as it was in childhood. 

 

Elisha also talks about what the park means to Samiya: 

 
In her interview, Samiya spoke of playing on the swing with an Indian 

friend and now, she recollects a recent experience with a young British-

Pakistani woman she met whilst volunteering. Here, on the swing set, this 

woman feels that she belongs; I believe her sense of belonging is garnered 

– like my own in that moment – by the familiarity of the practices she 

experienced during her childhood. Samiya has not used a swing since being 

a young girl, in Algeria.  

 

The swing is sticky with memories, emotions and nostalgia. It has become stickier with the 

connection it has created between Elisha and Samiya. The two young women are both 
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embodied and embedded in the materiality of the park. The boundaries between the ‘human’ 

and the ‘nonhuman’ are destabilised (Barad, 2003). This materiality matters (Meillassoux, 

2008), as it affects the ‘spatial performativity’ (Barad, 2003) of the two young women. They 

are both relaxed and free. For a short period, Elisha is no longer a researcher and Samiya is 

no longer a participant. 

   

What is noticeable in this moment is the potential for objects and materiality to 

create cultural threads. When Elisha writes, ‘I believe her sense of belonging is garnered 

– like my own in that moment – by the familiarity of the practices she experienced 

during her childhood’, she talks about a strong cultural thread that was created by being 

on the swing together. This moment shows how objects and emotions in sticky places 

facilitate the creation of cultural threads, familiarity and coming-together.  

Moment (3): ‘She draws my attention to a Harissa tub’ 

Elisha and Samiya took shelter from the rain inside the Whitworth Art Gallery where they 

had coffee and chatted about how the area surrounding the gallery, which also marks the start 

of the Curry Mile, appears to be ‘cosmopolitan’. They are then attracted to another object, 

sitting on their table:  

Samiya draws my attention to – what I termed ‘cultural artefacts’ – a 

Harissa tub that had been repurposed as a sugar pot; she explained 

that in her country, Harissa is a key ingredient in a student meal – 

oven baked Hummus, topped with Harissa and served with baguette. 

However, to myself it bore no significance and this is perhaps how 

cultural distinctions go unrecognised by people that are unaware of 

their purpose. 

The harissa tub moves Samiya, makes her feel the connection to her home in Algeria and 

invokes memories of hummus sandwiches topped with harissa. In this moment, Elisha does 

not share the same emotions towards the object. Elisha was simply looking at what appeared 

to be a ‘sugar pot’ that bears ‘no significance’ to herself. Still, she reflects on this moment by 
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wondering how many cultural artefacts can go unrecognised when people are not aware of 

their significance. This highlights the usefulness of walk-alongs in developing numerous 

interpretations of materiality in urban spaces, a way of exploring alternative meanings of 

individuals’ spatial experiences.  

Moment (4): ‘She turns to me and says, “I don’t feel like I am in Britain here”!’ 

As soon as they started walking in the Curry Mile, Samiya reports feelings of familiarity in 

the place. She did not feel like she was in Britain, which invoked feelings of being in Algeria. 

In this moment, Elisha reports a different view:  

I wouldn’t consider anything that exists here as being uncommon to Britain 

or being British – if British and Britain aren’t being used as synonyms for 

White. However, there appears to be proclivity for these establishments to be 

isolated to areas that fall beyond the parameters of the ‘centre’ and thus, they 

are beyond the most commonly populated and visually consumed parts of 

the city. I grew up in a town that was multicultural and these structures are 

familiar – as is there geographic placement. What is uncommon, in my 

experience, is their abundance; there are a myriad of food restaurants, 

butchers, grocers, barbers, solicitors, shisha bars and mosques; all of which 

specialise and cater to the nuance of cultures originating across the Middle-

East. These – as in my hometown – appear to be in previously White 

working-class areas; where any person of colour would have once been a 

minority, the reverse is now true. I assume that this is a result of White-flight 

during the 1970s epoch of de-industrialisation and the affordability/ 

availability of shops to rent.  

In this moment, Elisha critically engages with wider social and political aspects. Her 

upbringing is once again crucial to her understanding of the world. This new place continues 

to bring back memories from Elisha’s childhood. Interestingly, the place is familiar to both 

women, but in different ways. This moment highlights the power of place (Butler, 2015) and 

how its meaning is created only by individuals’ embodied and emotional interactions (Cloke 

et al., 2008).  

This moment seems to have two crucial points. The first is related to emotionality. For 

Elisha, the architecture of the place and its working-class heritage invoked emotions and 
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memories of the town where she grew up. For Samiya, the Middle-Eastern artefacts, stores 

and restaurants made her feel as if she was in Algeria. This is a place saturated with histories 

and emotions for both of them. The second point is referencing whiteness in this sticky place. 

We discussed this together to address the question, ‘but why is it relevant that it was once 

white?’. Elisha reflected on this by explaining that experiences of place can be indeed linked 

to ethnicity - which could be a cultural block. Signifying whiteness alludes to spatial power 

dynamics and historical ownership of place, yet the multicultural feel of the place acted as a 

cultural thread, based on notions of familiarity, which enabled both Elisha and Samiya to 

connect to the place. This brings to the fore the usefulness of post-humanist approaches 

(Pennycook, 2018) to understanding spatial experiences in intercultural studies.  

Moment (5): ‘There is always an uncertainty in that which cannot be understood’ 

Elisha stops to read a sign (Fig. 2) and she writes,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I am suddenly compelled to notice the ubiquitous presence of Arabic and 

other languages that I am unable to recognise (nor is Samyia). Some have an 

English counterpart, others do not and I cannot derive any significance from 

them. There is always an uncertainty in that which cannot be understood. I 

Figure 2: A Gents' Hairdresser in the Curry Mile 
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think about the current political climate and how difference is being 

weaponised by far-right nationalists. I wonder if the use of the term ‘Friends’ 

is intentional – to disarm someone that perceives difference as a threat... For 

me, a White-British, cis-gendered woman, it is rare that I do not see myself 

or my culture represented. As I stand back, this sign – I quickly realise – is 

affixed to a ‘Gents’ Hairdressers’; however, this doesn’t reduce the term’s 

impact for me, in a sense it gives substance to thought – someone’s 

livelihood is dependent on the success of this store and that seems to fortify 

my initial thoughts.  

Elisha explains how the presence of many languages created a sense of uncertainty. She then 

explains how far-right discourses demonise difference, nurture ‘linguistic hostility’ (Piller, 

2016) and promote ‘ethnolinguistic nationalism’ (Cameron, 2013). Yet, for Elisha the word 

‘Friends’ was there to ‘disarm someone that perceives difference as a threat’. Without 

seeking help from Samiya and by relying on wider semiotic assemblage (signs, photos, and 

the façade), Elisha was able to understand that the Arabic sign means ‘Gents’ Hairdressers’. 

This is an example of how individuals’ linguistic repertoires can indeed be ‘emergent 

properties that derive from the interaction between people, artefacts and spaces’ (Pennycook, 

2018, p.454). 

Moment (6): ‘I don’t understand the semantics at play here’ 

Samiya takes Elisha to her favourite shop and explains that she was initially attracted to the 

shop because of its façade (Fig. 3).  
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Figure 3: The pull towards familiarity 

 

Commenting on the shop front, Elisha writes,  

I don’t understand the semantics at play here, but I do recognise that its 

use of semiotic signals its intended demographic. As we enter, I ask 

Samiya to highlight any objects that are significant – whilst doing this I 

recognise that there are objects and products in this store that are 

commonplace in my own cultural experience– teapots (see Fig. 4), spices 

(see Fig. 5) etc. – however, I sense that it is culture that distinguishes how 

they are used. The sign affixed to the façade seems to affirm that notion, 

and for myself, it generates a cultural distinction. 
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Figure 4: Teapots 

 

Figure 5: Spices with labels in handwritten Arabic 

Elisha reacts to the objects in figures 4 and 5 differently:  

I find myself looking at the teapots, they are slightly different in 

appearance to those that I can recall using and I feel as though these 

would be used in a way that differs from the way that I have come to use 

them; and so, I feel as though I wouldn’t use it unless I understood the 

context in which it is traditionally used – the practice and its cultural 

context. However, I don’t feel this way about spices – irrespective of my 

inability to decipher Arabic – I can distinguish the spices through aroma; 

the barrier I felt between one object and another is palpably different and 

this is, perhaps, due to the extent in which certain cultural items have 

been commodified and assigned with capital in British supermarkets. 

Here, I can’t help but feel that that process is appropriation and that there 

is a fine line between accessibility and the former. 

 

We highlighted the word ‘feel/felt’ in the above extract and noticed the relevance of ‘emotions 

and affect’ (Ahmed, 2004, 2014). In her intercultural contact with these objects, Elisha relies 
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heavily on emotions, which in return, impact on how she relates to the different objects. 

Indeed, Elisha is ‘feeling her way’ (Ahmed, 2004, 2014) and this agrees with Ahmed’s (2004) 

observations that the intensification of emotions in everyday spatial practices are bound to 

‘how we live in relationship to the surfaces, bodies and objects that make up our dwelling 

places’ (Ahmed, 2004, p.27). Elisha seems to approach the teapots from a ‘cultural block’ 

perspective; she appreciates them and understands that they are used differently in different 

cultures. However, she is not able to relate to them and not sure if she can use them. On the 

other hand, Elisha adopts a ‘cultural thread’ perspective when looking at the spices even 

though she could not read the Arabic labels. She was able to use her sense of smell to identify 

the spices which ‘smell familiar’. Through a post-humanist perspective, we are able to 

comment on the human, non-human inter/intra-action while featuring the power of emotions 

in this intercultural contact. 

Moment (7): ‘I have the privilege of preference’ 

During their walk-along, Elisha was trying to establish what it feels like to be in Samiya’s 

position in the world. It seems that the cultural threads they had established during this walk 

have produced a good intercultural relationship. Commenting on this, Elisha writes,  

During this conversation, I am forced to recognise the intersectional 

challenge Samiya faces. She feels free to go where she pleases in the city. 

However, this street accommodates a large part of her cultural identity – 

commodities, communities and religion. This does in some way 

circumscribe a large aspect of her identity to this geographic location. Unlike 

myself, I am not dependent on a singular location to accommodate my 

identity. I have the privilege of preference. On this street her gender, 

religion, clothing style, and ethnicity appear to prevent her from going into a 

bar. Beyond this street, I wonder how and if all these factors intersect to 

prevent that experience in more insidious ways. 

In this moment Elisha critically engages with her ‘problematic privilege’ (Stanley, 2018; 

Piggin, 2018). She speaks of her ‘privilege of preference’, and how it facilitates different life 

affordances. Her reflections confirm the need to go beyond national framings when theorising 
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cultural blocks and indicate the importance of intersectionality (ethnicity, gender, religion) in 

intercultural studies. Elisha is also critically engaged with wider socio-political aspects of 

living in the city. 

7. Conclusion 

This walk-along has enabled the emergence of critical spaces, which have highlighted the 

significance of the inter/intra-action with different objects, places and artefacts in a way that 

demonstrates the potential for using post-humanist and affective lenses in intercultural 

research. Drawing on the interplay of ‘post-humanism’ (Pennycook, 2018), emotions in 

‘sticky’ places (Ahmed 2004, 2014, Laketa, 2018), and ‘cultural threads and blocks’ 

(Holliday, 2016), this paper explores the spatial experiences of Elisha and Samiya in situ. At 

the same time, it demonstrates the usefulness of decentring research by moving away from 

interview guides, allowing participants to take a prominent role in choosing where the 

‘fieldwork’ is, and drawing attention to affective and post-humanist lenses, instead of the 

common reliance on language.  

Allowing Samiya to set the plan for the day has indeed placed Elisha in unexpected 

critical intercultural spaces with which she engaged emotionally, critically, creatively, 

positively, socially and politically. Such embodied and embedded experiences were crucial to 

the development of cultural threads that facilitated the coming-together between the two 

young women. At the end of the day, not only did Elisha understand why The Curry Mile 

was a significant place for Samiya, but she also became more aware of her social 

positionality and privilege.  

Revisiting Holliday’s (2009) quotation with which we opened this paper, we reiterate 

the value of decentring research which has allowed this paper to happen. Nonetheless, we 

also acknowledge the structural challenges of conducting decentred research at a time when 
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academic funding bids are based on detailed descriptions of research agendas, work 

packages, timelines, pre-designed research tools and analysis plans. We had to go through the 

same process to seek funding for the larger project. Yet, we tried to create room for this 

research to explore the uncharted territories of decentred intercultural research. This research 

has informed us of the affordances of walking into ‘the field’ without pre-prepared notes and 

has uncovered the opportunities of allowing research narratives to take a life on their own. 
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