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If a book chapter had an abstract, it would look something like this... 
 
Abstract 
In a “constellation of praxis” students become tutors and tutors, students, graduates 
and an international community of critical friends engage, disengage and re-engage 
in task-oriented constellations, which are progressive, campaigning and theoretical.  
These include redeveloping curricula, influencing national policy and interdisciplinary 
anti-fascist work, all of which try to both respect identity politics and move beyond 
places of pain to affirmative action. 
 
 
Posthumanism: Letting the Newness In1 
Don’t let the abstract put you off. Few of these concepts were familiar to us a few 
years ago. Although interested in research - and certainly pedagogically 
experimental - we defined ourselves after Gramsci as “philosophers of praxis’ 
(Mycroft, 2016) and, as busy teacher educators, had not ventured into deeper waters 
of philosophical theory outside the pages of ‘Sophie’s World’2. We may have seen 
ourselves as pioneers of social purpose education (Mycroft and Weatherby, 2017) 
but we were confined within structures, systems and processes that we could not 
see or see beyond, even as they frustrated us. We were experiencing another 
Gramscian concept, “cultural hegemony” (Glassman, 2012), colluding in our own 
imprisonment by accepting the way things were. Brodkey (1996) writes that, “The 
only way to fight a hegemonic discourse is to teach ourselves and others alternative 
ways of seeing the world.” Our gaze opened up when we discovered a new lens: that 
of posthuman thinking3. 
 
Posthumanism moves beyond the social constructs of the Enlightenment, which 
gave so much to the world and at the same time laid down the structures which 
confine our thinking today: including a human ideal resembling Vitruvian Man 
(picture him in all his privilege). Enlightenment thinking classified the world into the 
taxonomies we still operate within - and endlessly replicate.  At the time, this period 
rich in scientific and philosophical advance promised ‘enlightenment’ for all who paid 
sustained and rational attention to their education; several centuries later equality is 
still a distant dream and the Vitruvian human ‘ideal’ remains globally dominant, 
through oppression and colonialization ‘othering’ all those who do not - can not and 

 
1 Salman Rushdie, ‘Midnight’s Children’. 
2 Jostein Gaarder, ‘Sophie’s World’. 
3 Thanks, Professor James Avis, The University of Huddersfield. 



will not - fit its pattern. Braidotti’s (2013) reading of ‘posthuman’ equates with ‘post-
Vitruvian’, envisioning a world beyond the hierarchy of identities it precipitated. A 
different kind of humanity, where we are technologically mediated (the word ‘media’ 
is no accident; it changes us) and non-human actors are studied for the clues they 
give us about how we collectively shape the world (Taylor, 2016). 
 
The Rhizome: Community as Curriculum 
Looking at the world through a posthuman lens is addictive; once you start 
deconstructing what’s around you, the possibilities are infinite. We began to question 
conventional patterns in education and how they were shaped by structures 
designed for another age. The botanical metaphor of the rhizome appealed to us: 
persistent, subversive and unpredictable, rhizomes (think bluebells) make their way 
underground, appearing only where conditions are right for them to flourish. 
Rhizomatic working has energy, it brings an activist focus by tunnelling its way out of 
the flowerbed, crossing disciplines and refusing to differentiate between gardens and 
wasteland: it is essentially democratising, revealing unseen demarcation lines before 
breaching them. Taylor describes the potential of rhizomatic practice to “generate 
more (not less) of life” (2016 p.24) and Cormier has spent the past decade 
operationalising it under the strapline, “the community is the curriculum” (2008), most 
notably with the cMOOC4 Rhizo14 which both inspired and warned us about the 
challenges of ‘rhizomatic’ as a concept and how a rhizomatic future could operate 
(Mackness, Bell and Funes, 2016). 
 
The literature talks about ‘nodes’ and ‘assemblages’; unlike Deleuze and Guattari we 
welcome metaphor as a navigational device when charting unfamiliar concepts 
(Mackness, Bell and Funes, 2016). The metaphor ‘constellations’ came from the 
practical, activist, cross-disciplinary art of BAK Utrecht (Hlavajova and Sheikh, 2016); 
in an education system where (A) stars are manifest and increasingly meaningless 
(Draper, Houghton, Read, Bird and Tatten, 2016) the energy and beauty of the 
metaphor appealed to us and we claimed it for our work. 
 
Affirmative Politics: Reaching Beyond Places of Pain 
In rhizomatic working, ‘teams’ are not forever, projects are time-limited and the work 
becomes the organisation, rather than the organisation being the work. People come 
together in ‘constellations of practice’, gathering around shared drive and energy for 
a limited period of time (and potentially working in several constellations at once.) 
This manner of working is sometimes described as ‘nomadic’, with the nomad 
following the path of the rhizome (Wray, 1998 cited in Mackness, Bell and Funes, 
2016), opening up spaces (in an educational context) for ‘pedagogies of air’ (Barnett, 
2007), which are freed from conventional norms and patterns.  
 

 
4 A ‘MOOC’ is a massive open online course. cMOOC implies a rhizomatic ‘connectivism’, rather than 
traditional instruction. 



So far, so Utopian. But powerful forces hold the status quo in place and rhizomatic 
practice is still subject to pressures of ‘othering’ from those clinging on to privilege 
and power, not least to those of us trying to operate within formal structures. Braidotti 
(2013) usefully explores principles of potentia and potestas5, to help rhizomatic 
practitioners walk the tightrope of working differently in traditional spaces. Potestas 
she defines as ‘politics as usual’, meaning not (necessarily) party politics but the 
exercise of hierarchical power; conventionally defined as ‘leadership’. Potentia is a 
politics of hope (Mycroft and Weatherby, 2017), opening up spaces for thinking and 
working together differently. It contains within it the notion of ‘affirmation’, direct from 
Spinoza (Braidotti, 2016), which respects the history of standpoint politics, whilst at 
the same time encouraging a move beyond the places of pain that drive them, to a 
post-identitarian future.  Potentia alone sounds enticing, but we live in a world of 
power hierarchies where we need to temper the mix with potestas, to have any 
impact. 
 
 
Cartography - Drawing our own Map 
Constellations of practice are underpinned by dense and sometimes impenetrable 
theory. An exhortation to read Deleuze and Guattari (2013) in the original French 
sounds an indulgence warning for busy activist educators who are also raising 
children and caring for elderly relatives6. And an argument between participants who 
tried to impose theory and those who resisted it nearly scuppered Rhizo14 in its third 
week (Mackness, Bell and Funes, 2016). Dive in if you wish - we do, from time to 
time, mindful the dangers of operationalising a concept with only a superficial grasp 
of theory (ibid.). You’ll find a world of nomad war machines, smooth and striated 
spaces, lines of flight, territorialisation/deterritorialisation, becoming-
minoritarian...every time we closely study a concept we have new, activist ideas so 
it’s work worth doing. But we are also nomadic in that we don’t believe any theory is 
fixed; Deleuze and Guattari simply gave us concepts thirty years ago that make 
sense to us to work with today, they may have been visionary but they had no crystal 
ball.  
 
Another connected metaphor, that of cartography, affords us the opportunity to 
create our own philosophical map, which we operationalise concept by concept into 
our practice, playing fast and loose with the rules (we remember being told on 
Twitter that we had not created a community of practice after Lave and Wenger 
(1991), because we were involved in its genesis, therefore it was an exercise of our 
power). We know that we are never the finished work.  
 
Constellations in Action 

 
5 Drawn directly from the work of the seventeenth century Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza. 
6 Noting our gender standpoint here and recognising a ‘place of pain’.  



As teacher educators, our challenge was to create and contribute to constellations of 
practice whilst operating within the constraints of both an organisation and a tightly 
regulated sector. We were relatively autonomous professionals, with freedoms that 
were impossible to imagine in the “exam factories” (Coffield and Williamson, 2011) of 
many of the people we were working with, so our variation of rhizomatic learning, the 
Community of Praxis (Mycroft, 2016) operated across freely available 24/7 social 
media blended with face-to-face opportunities which were focused on making the 
most of physical connection and our time together. The people who ‘met’ in these 
spaces were tutors and students, graduates and fellow travellers, critical friends 
connected nationally and globally on platforms of equality. 
 
What we hoped was to bring potentia into spaces of political domination: the prisons, 
community centres, public sector organisations, charities and private training 
companies that formed students’, colleagues’ and our own workplaces. If posthuman 
is rethinking what it is to be human, we wanted to rethink what it was to be an 
educator and thus to explicate and subvert the alienating methods of production we 
were all engaged in, whilst being mindful of Hafez’s warning against the limits of 
subversion (Hafez, 2015; Mycroft 2016). We knew there would come a point where 
we could push no further, but we wanted to do what we could. The joy was to find 
others out there, working in similar ways. 
 
#UKFEChat 
Founded by Sarah Simons, #ukfechat is a shifting constellation of further education 
professionals who join a weekly Twitter chat and come together - largely self-funded 
- for a conference each year. This hugely successful network would not define itself 
as posthuman but it models rhizomatic principles in its vital, affirmative approach, 
open to all, promoting teacher agency and rightly describing its operations, in the 
face of complex theory, as uncomplicated at the point of access (Simons, 2015). 
Although ‘led’ by Simons, an enthusiastic bunch of fellow travellers offers an 
effective level of distributed leadership. 
 
Leicester Unconference 
Also on Twitter (a huge driver of professional agency for each of us), a chance 
conversation led to a one-day ‘unconference’ between the students of two teacher 
education programmes, in Barnsley and Leicester. The remarkable thing about this 
was both that it happened quickly and it was completely unfunded; a rarity in the 
further education sector. Without arguing for less funding in further education, this 
ensured freedom from bureaucratic red tape. The constellation shone briefly; brought 
diversity to both study groups, led to lasting professional friendships and was, from 
the start, an opportunistic one-off, rich in opportunity with no need to formalise or 
repeat. 
 
TutorVoices 



Tutor Voices is a campaigning constellation run by further and adult education 
professionals. It has a ‘Bill of Rights’ (Petrie, 2015) but no budget or organisational 
structure, operating rhizomatically across freely available social media and the 
educational press. It arose out of a group of people who were brought together to 
write a book (Daley, Orr and Petrie, 2015), communicating during and after that 
process via initially a hashtag, then a blog and then an informally crowd-funded 
conference to launch the movement. Its energies ebb and flow around ideas; its 
leadership is distributed and non-hierarchical. Sometimes it stagnates; other times it 
flourishes and we have learned not to force engagement; when an issue ignites the 
Tutor Voices ‘members’ they step up to the plate, ready for activism. 
 
Snow Day 
On a day when it snowed heavily, a college was closed. Students and tutors co-
created a rhizomatic ‘pop-up’ ‘course’ (or constellation), to explore the topic of the 
day which by happy chance was ‘digital footprint’ (Mycroft, 2015). Every member of 
that group participated, including students and tutors who weren’t due to attend 
physically; via outward-facing social media it attracted real-time national and 
international interest. The ‘pop-up’ idea was later absorbed into a co-constructed 
digital resilience programme (Longden, Monaghan and Mycroft, 2016). More than a 
year later, the session topped the end of course evaluation, described by students 
who were by this time digital masters, as some of the most memorable and effective 
learning of their lives. 
 
Identities 
The only conventionally funded example presented here, Identities was a project 
which brought together art and reflexion, to explore intersectionality. Notably - and 
rhizomatically - the method of expressing intersecting identities through art was 
‘accidental’, arising from one of the facilitators encountering a single poem (We Are 
Poets, 2013). It resulted in a constellation of educators from across the North of 
England curating and producing artwork which represented the cross sections of 
their ‘places of pain’ (TeachNorthern, 2015); follow-up coaching explored post-
identitarian activism. 
 
Posthuman Pedagogy  
In our practice, pro-social pedagogies are combined in constellation with digital 
engagement and resilience training, to provide stimuli for critical thinking and 
strategic action. Digital is laden with potentia and an essential part of the mix; as is 
explicating the meta-narrative around its annexation by potestas: data-mining and 
algorithmic manipulation. The Deleuze and Guattari vision remained niche until 
Web2.0 technology made it possible to “work collaboratively in a shared space” 
(Gauntlett, 2011). Although the markedly international Rhizo14 showed it was 
possible to create totally online constellations (Mackness, Bell and Funes, 2016), our 
experience is that face-to-face engagement can add depth and purpose, without 
compromising flexibility. We have effectively used pro-social pedagogies such as the 



Thinking Environment (Kline, 2009) to build community and strong, respectful, 
challenging relations which feature genuine diversity of opinion and endure online.  
 
We emphasise the physicality of these times by avoiding digital (time for that when 
we are not together) and incorporating regular ‘thinking walks’. What is remarkable 
about these sessions is their post-identitarian approach to diversity; although 
standpoint-based ‘places of pain’ may be explored, ultimately the definition of 
diversity which drives the pedagogy is ‘being present as yourself’ in community with 
others. We have further explored this palpable sense of ‘belonging’ in work around 
the Prevent Strategy (Thornton and Sidebottom, 2017), which created its own 
rhizomatic seedlings online and nationwide. 
 
The Community of Praxis flourishes because an ‘anti-hero’ (Wilson, 2013) approach 
to distributed ideas leadership is expected and nurtured by coaching, rooted in an 
absolute belief in the equality of teachers, students (and everyone) as thinkers. 
Whilst it’s impossible to deny the power relations inherent in any hierarchy, our belief 
is that the way students are ‘othered’ by teachers is the most damaging feature of 
education today. Unpoliceable, because they are not always visible (imagine a 
subset of the Snow Day group meeting in a cafe far away from tutors) rhizomatic 
constellations force a sharing of leadership and provide a fertile environment for co-
production. 
 
Our experience of the Community of Praxis goes back nearly a decade, to a time 
before the influential work of Reddy (2016), when we were literally scorned out of the 
room at teacher education conferences for talking about our ‘unprofessional’ 
Facebook pedagogy. In all that time, hand on heart, the digital spaces of the online 
community have never been abused and we believe that practice principles arising 
from a value of equality are at the heart of that level of mutual respect. Alongside the 
experience of learning to be autonomous, self-efficacious students, there is also the 
opportunity to grow resilience, digital and otherwise (Longden, Monaghan and 
Mycroft, 2016); a new world skill which stands alongside problem solving, curation, 
enterprise and the application of creativity as being necessary to social progress and 
the future of work (Bregman, 2014). 
 
Our work is, after all, social justice education and whilst a core of values cannot be 
assumed, the explication of values can be encouraged and common ground 
territorialised. There are paradoxes at play: that the freedom of the rhizome needs 
the boundaries provided by a values-based behaviour manifesto to be able to thrive; 
that facilitation is necessary to ensure people are cognisant of the tensions inherent 
in rhizomatic, potentia working, in a potestas world. Constellations of practice are 
never neat; energies are often unexpected and progress messy and tangential. To 
find joy in this, rather than risk and fear, is a challenge to the educational system 
(Hughes, 2015). 
 



Conclusions 
To develop agency as teachers and other identities out in the world takes resilience 
and drive: theirs/ours and that of the people who facilitate them/us. We have come to 
believe that traditional systems of education compound inequality and breed 
passivity and resistance. Advanced capitalism in its single-minded pursuit of fiscal 
growth has squeezed potentia energy - the spirit of life Spinoza called zoë (Braidotti, 
2013) - out of education by removing its social purpose in favour of the economic 
imperative. The intentional and explicated subversion of the structures of capitalism 
(and its counterweight, the Marxist legacy), via rhizomatic constellations, enables 
binaries and borders to be transcended, however briefly, to let in the new. 
 
Intentionality is important. We are not experimenting on students, colleagues and 
critical friends, we are experimenting with them and they need to be fully in the 
picture if they are to be present as themselves; our post-identitarian definition of 
diversity. A final piece of posthuman theory to introduce here is the notion of 
‘becoming’; that ‘otherness’ can be overcome, finally, by what Deleuze and Guattari 
(2013) described as the anti-fascist process of liberating oneself from dominant 
power structures. Constellations of practice contain the possibility of anti-fascist 
working, as long as they don’t hang around too long after the work is done, to 
become incorporated back into the ‘machine’. 
 
We didn’t expect constellations of practice to be as powerful as they are, and as 
beloved as they have become, to people who have had the opportunity to work and 
study that way. A genuine partnership between empirical experimentation and the 
slow absorption of theory, developing rhizomatic practices has brought us surprises 
along the way. For example, our experience of art as a thing ‘that does’ was 
unexpected, arising as it did out of a single poem, accidentally encountered. This 
poem (We Are Poets, 2013) has continued to resonate through a number of 
constellations, enabling an exponential number of students to explore their 
intersecting identities each year. 
 
None of these constellation examples are particularly complex and the only thing that 
stops more people from operating in this way is a dominant discourse founded in the 
essential inequality of hierarchy and fundamentally committed to ‘control’. In their 
uncompromising equality and commitment to fresh and diverse thinking we believe 
rhizomatic constellations can be genuinely revolutionary because they grow agency 
in places where agency has forgotten to grow - in a patronised student population 
and a depressed teaching one. As long as the work remains the organisation, and 
constellations avoid incorporation into the ‘machine’, they retain the spirit of zoë and 
offer us genuinely new ways of rethinking education. 
 
In increasingly divided times globally, Spinoza’s affirmative politics, forged in another 
turbulent era, drive us and the ways of working which have emerged from studying 
his essential vitalism provide vehicles for the activism of many. In writing this chapter 



we returned to an early constellation - Identities - and experienced yet again the joy 
and liberation of discovering a new way of working which counters the alienating 
methods of production we find ourselves trapped within. To paraphrase ourselves 
(Sidebottom and Mycroft, 2015), constellations of practice allow us to explore, 
 
 “...how we, as educators, balance along the boundaries, wanting to slip 
 Into the cracks but not sure how…” 
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