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Good stories reach into rich pasts to sustain thick presents
to keep the story going for those who come after.

— Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trouble:
Making Kin in the Chthulucene1

Thesis Novel: Intermediary Materials — Composting with Academia is the project title of my
last remaining credited course of my PhD, and elaborates on an exhibit from last year where
texts relating to Art, Farming and Land in the Global Neoliberal Era were placed on a
foldable table.2 The exhibit included academic texts, and other land-related zines, written
between 2016 and 20213—all placed within and outside a self-made cardboard box.4 On the
white wall hung an enlarged map, printed with black soy-based ink, from my fieldwork in
Europe in 2020. The painted landscape of connected collective spaces and communes were
visible from a distance, with an iconic mountain at its peak.

4 https://insurrectionaryam.tumblr.com/search/zine.
3 I started my PhD in 2018.
2 www.naocollective.com/home.

1 Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (Durham and London:
Duke University Press, 2016), 125.
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Visual map, 12 April 2022. Watercolour paint, gouache paint and pencil on acid-free cartridge paper.
By Michael Leung. Finished map here.

A year later, this project departs from the aforementioned assemblage and consists of the
messy visual map above, started in early February 2022, and synthesised into this
accompanying essay that proposes what a thesis novel is, or can be, in the current
socio-political and academic context. The 13-week semester project marks a point where
key texts, lived experiences and notes on the visual map can be arranged in an essay that
problematises and further unpacks my positionality, participatory action research
methodology and activist ethnography.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vw4cQUhVh7dCqDAUSaTusWCIeqUHaF9L/view?usp=sharing


Sparrow footprints on the top of the mound, 5 April 2020. Photo by Michael Leung.

At present I am writing in the urban neighbourhood of Yau Ma Tei, in a new collective space
that is mostly composed of people who have been active in land struggles from the
Anti-Hong Kong Express Rail Link movement in 2009-2010 to the present day. The monthly
open day of a former studio space gathered those who I share the rent with today. Through
our current and future activities, such as a bi-weekly organic vegetables market to
commoning printing and binding equipment, we hope to contribute to the huge collective task
of building a more equitable world through collective work and mutual aid.

Yesterday four of us walked to a now government-enclosed public space that was once
cultivated by a homeless guerrilla gardener self-nicknamed as Mango King, to collect soil for
our studio’s balcony garden.5 Despite the government’s excavation of Mango King’s farm
and the installation of large concrete blocks and sheet metal signage, on arrival we disturbed
some sparrows who took off from a mound made of soil that Mango King and I onced tilled.

After lunch, three out of four of visited Wang Chau, with others, to spend time in Ms. Cheng’s
garden and to trespass into the construction site to see the complete erasure of three
villages, once home to over 500 people, and the ecological damage made for the
government's Wang Chau public housing development project. Last night, gardening at
midnight, the three of us reflected on that our small garden in the making is now nourished
by a combination of evicted places: Ma Shi Po Village (2007 - present day), Mango King’s
farm (2011 - 2016) and Wang Chau Village (2015 - 2021). It is these accumulating
encounters, both the studio members (who positively disturb my writing at times) and the
evicted homes, that allow us to remember and be active participants in what Alexis Wright
refers to as, in the foreword of Short Stories of Apocalypse, ‘the fragility of the
interconnectedness of the world, that is not ours alone but belongs to all life.’6

6 Lydia Millet, Sjón, Paul Kingsnorth and Ben Okri, Short Stories of Apocalypse (Emergence
Magazine, 2021), 9.

5 www.tinyurl.com/mangokingcollaboration.

http://www.tinyurl.com/mangokingcollaboration


On interconnectedness and the many lines in the visual map, in a chapter published two
months ago titled To Become Something More: Decolonial and Pedagogical Village
Encounters, I wrote of what Gerald Raunig termed as ‘wild and transversal writing.’7 At
present, I think about the communities that I met during my fieldwork, how we intersected
momentarily, and then return back to our everyday lives (sometimes on the other side of a
long bus route, or on the other side of the planet). At different points, how did we affect and
activate each other, and continue to, in small gatherings like those yesterday? What
accounts and stories, from those marginalised by the government’s development projects,
are untold, vaguely remembered and forgotten, but may also have (latent) agency to affect
those who read about them? What is the role of the activist academic who has befriended
their “interlocutors” and has a volume of “data”, hypotheses and critiques? The latter
perhaps serving those resistances and struggles to come.

To be ‘wild’ could be to roam free, be autonomous in every or any sense, to practice
academic freedom within the confines and outside the neoliberal university, and to
acknowledge that research (and writing) can be ‘carried out in the “heat of the moment,”’ as
posited by the Center for Convivial Research & Autonomy, who are a small collective
working on ‘a number of interconnected projects that weave together innovative,
community-centered research, learning, and local capacity-building.’8 To conduct
‘community-centered research’ one has to be onsite, grounded and empathetic, and to go
where the social movement (the community members and all its relations) takes them, or
humbly asks of them—reacting to those in conflict with the community too.

In Staying with the Trouble Donna Haraway writes that, ‘staying with the trouble is both more
serious and more lively. Staying with the trouble requires making oddkin; that is, we require
each other in unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles. We
become-with each other or not at all.’9 Making oddkin, documented in wild and transversal
writing, could perhaps be demonstrated in a land squat diary where farmland protectors
wrote an entry entitled Security Day 5, Monday 6th June 2016:

To the security guard who cried in front of land protectors on 2nd
June and to the guard who decided to not come to work the next day
on 3rd June, thank you for your empathy, and I hope that our paths
will cross again.10

10 www.tinyurl.com/ProtectOurFarmland.

9 Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (Durham and London:
Duke University Press, 2016), 4.

8 http://ccra.mitotedigital.org/sites/default/files/content/ccra_convivial_research_2-18.pdf.

7 Gerald Raunig, Factories of Knowledge: Industries of Creativity (California: Semiotext(e), 2013), 35.
‘Perhaps this is how writing can be wild and transversal, when words weave together land
struggles/resistances elsewhere and in local contexts, embedding themselves within social
movements—whether as chapters, journals, zines and poetry—all written to create new lines of
solidarity, call for support and imagine a better world—one where homes and habitats are prioritised
over destruction, developer hegemony and patriarchal colonial policies.’ Wen Liu, JN Chien, Christina
Chung and Ellie Tse, Reorienting Hong Kong’s ResistanceLeftism, Decoloniality, and Internationalism
(Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022): 119-137. The published chapter and book was later shared
with Raunig.

http://www.tinyurl.com/ProtectOurFarmland
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Conflicting relations that emerge, such as those with violent security guards that are part of
developer evictions, draw new intersections in social movements that complicate relations
and take into account class, ethnicity and education. They are transversal in that these
points may present moments of empathy, solidarity and becoming-with. Three days later in
the diary, the land protectors write about a Muslim Pakistani security guard who was ordered
to pick up trays of putrid pork which were placed closely to and thrown at squatting land
protectors by a different security force.

Unexpected encounters happen in the heat of the moment, and perhaps researchers or
researchersX, who are arguably “less affected” in these struggles, have the time, autonomy
and privilege to write in nuanced and expansive ways. In an online sharing in February 2022
titled In the Shadow of the Palms: More-Than-Human Becomings in West Papua, Sophie
Chao said that, “Telling the story well is to do justice.”11 How can research and community
stories be told well in an anti-extractive way?

The best arguments in the world won't change a person's mind.
The only thing that can do that is a good story.

— Richard Powers, The Overstory12

I am currently reading The Overstory by Richard Powers, which won The Pulitzer Prize for
Fiction 2019. The book was a gift from Megan Olinger, my PhD peer, collaborator and friend.
I am at the part where two of the characters, Nicholas Hoel, an artist who has decades of
photographs of the same chestnut tree taken by his great-great-grandfather, and Olivia
Vandergriff, an economics graduate student who leaves university before her final exams,
and embarks on a journey that leads them both, through a grove of giants to a community of
forest defenders called the Life Defense Force. “This is it. This is them. We’re here.”13

13 Richard Powers, The Overstory (London: Penguin Random House, 2018), 264.

12

http://politicsslashletters.org/features/another-story-in-the-overstory-one-of-richard-powerss-trees-has-
a-human-avatar.

11

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/in-the-shadow-of-the-palms-with-sophie-chao-tickets-265769221897?ke
ep_tld=1#.

http://politicsslashletters.org/features/another-story-in-the-overstory-one-of-richard-powerss-trees-has-a-human-avatar
http://politicsslashletters.org/features/another-story-in-the-overstory-one-of-richard-powerss-trees-has-a-human-avatar
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/in-the-shadow-of-the-palms-with-sophie-chao-tickets-265769221897?keep_tld=1#
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‘Old Atlanta Prison Farm. An old truck is repurposed.’ Photo from
https://cwc.im/CityintheForest.
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In September 2019 Margot Miller gave a lecture at Talbot County Free Library entitled The
Lure of the Immediate Advantage.14 In her synopsis Miller posits that The Overstory ‘is very
obviously a thesis novel’ and questions ‘if it will, a hundred years from now, be one more
example of the thesis/philosophical novel in the tradition of Voltaire and Diderot, or simply
the last.’15 To understand the thesis novel (romans à thèse in French), Susan Suleiman
writes, ‘  The thrust of my argument has been to show how this genre [the thesis novel], at
once novelistic and demonstrative, narrative and doctrinaire, uses fiction in order to impose
(or attempt to impose) a “truth,” and possibly a mode of being or an action, on the reader.’16

The Overstory does this through nine protagonists who, up to a third into the book, start to
intersect and continue on various shared paths. Without spoilers, the weaving of
heterogeneous characters initially comes as a surprise, and due to their unique
backgrounds, experiences and multigenerational histories, it requires the reader to flick
back, a couple of hundred pages, to their individual chapters to recall who they are, before
continuing again on the journey that unfolds and enfolds.

The nine characters each present their truth and arguments in protecting trees (also referred
to as ancient geniuses). I think it is the intention of Powers, to present such diverse
characters, that the reader could somehow imagine themselves becoming-with, and perhaps
even being in the situation of one of the characters undergoing some form of
self-transformation. For myself, the sibling of first-generation American-born-Chinese Mimi
Ma, part of Life Defense Force, and the reader and supporter of Dr. Patricia Westerford’s
research. I felt that the latter character resembled Haraway and this opened a new research
path.

Donna Haraway in Ghost in the Shell 2: Innocence film still, 2004.

I found Jessica Conway’s doctoral thesis titled Sympoiesis in Turbulent Times:
Reading/Literacy in the Chthulucene where she mentions that Westerford is ‘a character
quite reminiscent of Haraway.’17 Conway’s thesis ‘considers what a posthuman theory of
character might look like, drawing on Donna Haraway’s notion of humanity as ‘compost’ and

17 https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/doi/10.7916/d8-9ncr-xz59.

16 Susan Rubin Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The Ideological Novel as a Literary Genre (New
York: Columbia University, 1983), 200-201.

15 https://attractionmag.com/events/author-to-discuss-pulitzer-prize-winning-novel.
14 https://talbotspy.org/upcoming-programming-at-the-talbot-county-free-library-in-september.

https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/doi/10.7916/d8-9ncr-xz59
https://attractionmag.com/events/author-to-discuss-pulitzer-prize-winning-novel
https://talbotspy.org/upcoming-programming-at-the-talbot-county-free-library-in-september


utilising The Overstory by Richard Powers as an example.’18 The thesis also critiques the
neoliberal university and its shortcomings in accommodating collaborative writing, with
Conway using her own university as an example. Reflecting on my own university, the
limited three years funding received during the unsettling period that included the 2019
social movement and the COVID-19 pandemic, I am grateful to have met peers like Megan
who, and several others who will probably read this essay. With them I have engaged in
convivial conferences and unconventional workshops. Our works include collaborative
writing with like-minded scholars we have yet to meet in person, orchestrated participatory
workshops and the crafty compilation of printed matter made tangible as a future teaching
aid.19 Returning to my research and activist ethnography, what more-than-human actors
have I missed in the heat of the moment, such as the lanternflies (Pyrops candelaria) who
lived on the 50-year longan tree that was cut down in September 2021 by a
government-employed construction company? How could those uprooted voices exist and
be composted with “my” thesis, which is undeniably a hybrid and collaborative work patching
together in the final year?

What constitutes, for me, the greatest interest of the roman à thèse lies in its hybrid
character, generating tension between two opposing tendencies: the simplifying and

schematizing tendency of the thesis, and the complicating and pluralizing tendency of
novelistic writing broadly conceived (not only as a matter of style on the level of words and

sentences, but as a matter of putting into discourse of a story).

— Susan Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions:
The Ideological Novel as a Literary Genre20

The thesis novel places the reader in tension and in dialogue, with the characters and worlds
of the author. I argue that the thesis novel is a counter-form of the conventional thesis which
Suleiman argues has a simplifying and schematic tendency. The counter acknowledges the
complexity of the world that the author of the thesis is situated in—violent and oppressive,
flourishing and hopeful, wild and transversal. The counter-form does not exist in a vacuum or
in the academic vault: with its inaccessible (campuses and) libraries, digital paywalls
(knowledge economy), and neoliberal agendas that are competitive, capitalistic and colonial
(in an extractive, profit-driven and geographic expansive sense). The counter-form
acknowledges that research is always done with others (co-produced, sometimes with other
living beings), centering their perspectives and stories, with the thesis writer “simply”
weaving everything together and then giving the research back to the community, for
example in the form of bilingual and self-published printed matter freely distributed to
community members.21

21 https://insurrectionaryam.tumblr.com/search/zine.

20 Susan Rubin Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The Ideological Novel as a Literary Genre (New
York: Columbia University, 1983), 201.

19

https://aaa.org.hk/en/collections/search/library/an-exquisite-corpse-experiments-in-practicing-better-re
lations-as-scholars-during-uncertain-times.

18 Rachel Hennessy “Encouraging ‘children of the compost’: in search of a posthuman theory of
character,” New Writing vol. 19 no. 1 (2022): 38-49, DOI:
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790726.2021.1891260.
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In an online article entitled “Extractive” Research and Its Prevention, Anne Campbell writes
about the conventional ‘research cycle’ and questions ‘what if we went one step further to
require that research plans have a meaningful, well-designed “give back” component?’22

How can the thesis become something more than the conclusive document of a PhD—more
in a sense that it becomes active or activated, exemplary in balancing power relations
between the researcher and community (anti-extractive) and reciprocal (in care and the
distribution of knowledge)—in chorus with the complexities of the world, its crises and forms
of oppression?

Improving societies by prioritizing justice is a core task of universities in the advancement of
science and technology as collective commons. After all, what good is generating knowledge

if it cannot be (re)produced, accessed, and understood by all?

— Collective of critical geography and development scholars,
Towards a non-extractive and care-driven academia23

The thesis novel is a form, but perhaps ‘counter’ is not the most suitable word, owing to its
often dualistic dependence on an opposition, and being reactionary to something. However,
‘antithesis’ is inaccurate too and also dualistic. To think prefiguratively (to organise life as we
want the world to be) negates the reliance on an opposition but is an expansive and
empowering project towards one of autonomous creation.24 In other words, creating a form,
or even adapting a previous form, can facilitate the emergence of non-extractive and
care-driven research that can be read by a wider demographic that exists outside of
academia. To write inclusively, so that it is understood by all, is a gesture of care, as is to
translate texts into the language spoken by community members. Research shared in this
way is reciprocal.

How can a thesis novel be (re)produced, accessed and understood by all? The question
relates to material and concept. Katy Waldman wrote that, ‘When an author plants a
made-up character in a novel, that character gains breath, agency, life.’25 Those characters
also affect their reader by inviting them to imagine what they would do in that particular
situation. I think this is the emancipatory potential of the thesis novel, providing facts (truths)
to the reader and putting them in direct tension within the story. Furthermore, in Olga
Tokarczuk’s Nobel Lecture in 2018 she read that ‘it is very easy to lose track in a novel of the
borders between the narrator’s self and the reader’s self, and a so-called “absorbing novel”
actually counts on that border being blurred—on the reader, through empathy, becoming the
narrator for a while.’26 With this blurriness, the thesis novel has a multiple ontology for the
reader: relating and becoming-with the characters within the story during the process of
reading, but after closing the book, the reader has the freedom to ponder, investigate and/or
even acting upon the thesis novel’s tensions, arguments and ideas. This returns to what
Suleiman wrote, that the thesis novel is ‘possibly a mode of being or an action, on the

26 https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2018/tokarczuk/lecture.
25 https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/who-owns-a-story-trust-exercise-susan-choi.
24 Saul Newman, Postanarchism (Cambridge: Polity, 2015), 64.
23 https://beyonddevelopment.net/towards-a-non-extractive-and-care-driven-academy.
22 https://anneccampbell.wordpress.com/2013/06/15/extractive-research-and-its-prevention.

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2018/tokarczuk/lecture
https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/who-owns-a-story-trust-exercise-susan-choi
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reader.’27 Furthermore, the footnote that is embedded in the body text, although interrupting
the flow of the novel, could provide further possibilities in producing a novel with radical
potential, activating its reader, through contextual, historical and even dialogical
footnotes—that may open more research paths.28

But where others might aim to diminish the novel’s radical potential, socialists should
endeavor to embrace it. We need books, television, drama, to tell the stories of life under

capitalism in ways that people will want to turn to after often uninspiring days of work.

— Anastasia Baucina, How Sally Rooney Gave Normal People Radical Politics29

Anastasia Baucina’s article in Jacobin unpacks the ‘Marxist love story’ that is Normal People
by Sarah Rooney written in 2019. The article writes about the class divide, wage labour,
asset poverty, alienation and other capitalist entanglements experienced by the protagonists
in the novel, Marianne and Connell. Baucina writes, ‘By including these politics, and
especially in light of its mainstream success, Normal People contributes to this construction
of a counter-hegemony more widely in society — reinforcing the ideas many of her
readership are developing as a result of their material conditions which they can see
mirrored in the novel.’30 The mainstream success and the novel’s adaptation into a BBC
12-episode series reveals the possibility of presenting and expanding on anti-capitalist ideas
to society from the globally-distributed novel form. Arguably such forms may be (partly)
appropriated and commodified, echoing what Mark Fisher termed as ‘capitalist
realism’—dominant and perpetual structures that provide no hope and alternative to
capitalism.31 However in the context of the thesis novel, would it be possible to delink from
reinforcing capitalist relations—in its creation and dissemination? In other words, how would
the printed form be published and distributed, differing from oftentimes costly academic
journals and books?32

I posit that the thesis novel form, similar to fictional novels that sit in bookshops and online
websites, can activate a large, even mainstream, readership, therefore expanding the thesis’
potential to do justice and create a more equitable society. Furthermore, the thesis novel as
a published book (and translated), offers the possibility for the form and its contents
(research and theory) to be given back to the community. The thesis novel becomes an
object of reciprocity, and resonates with the following extract from Extraction, empowerment,
and relationships in the practice of participatory research by Carl Wilmsen:

32 Reorienting Hong Kong’s Resistance: Leftism, Decoloniality, and Internationalism at HKD $853 for
the hardback book. https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-981-16-4659-1.

31 Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? (UK: 0 Books, 2009), 8-9.
30 Ibid.
29 https://jacobinmag.com/2020/05/sally-rooney-normal-people-bbc-literature.

28 Since 2014 I have been writing fictional stories and later contributing to Fong Fo, a monthly
published artist zine in China https://displaydistribute.com/mukluk/fong-fo. The stories always include
footnotes to factual events, references, essays, songs and even online PDFs of posters by other
people. In this sense the footnote is a carrier of information and artefacts that encourage dialogue with
its readers.

27 Susan Rubin Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The Ideological Novel as a Literary Genre (New
York: Columbia University, 1983), 200-201.
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Reciprocity can be extended to include other types of exchange. Moving toward the
“more developed reciprocity” end of the axis, the researcher can “give back” to the
community in a number of ways. Giving back may entail documenting meetings,
writing about issues and making special presentations to inform the broader public
about problems and issues, teaching technical skills, or otherwise contributing to the
community’s efforts to achieve sought after social change.33

Hexagram is a network dedicated to research-creation, ‘an approach to research that
combines creative and academic research practices, and supports the development of
knowledge and innovation through artistic expression, scholarly investigation, and
experimentation.’34 Their website includes a point describing the research-creation approach:

● the transmission, presentation and dissemination of these works or creation
processes to students, peers and the general public.35

How can the softback thesis novel, an affordable and accessible form of physical book as
well as the common eBook and audiobook, facilitate a broader readership and therefore
increase the book’s emancipatory potential?

Similar to The Overstory, Lake of Heaven by Ishimure Michiko (translated by Bruce Allen)
presents displacement and ecological damage by government projects, the latter book
based in a fictional village called Amazoko, that was submerged to make way for a new
hydroelectric dam.36 Amazoko is based on the village Mizukami-mura, drowned by the
Ichifusa Dam that was completed in 1960, located in Kumamoto Prefecture on the island of
Kyushu. In the introduction of Lake of Heaven Allen writes, ‘Lake of Heaven is a work of
fiction, but it is firmly rooted in Ishimure’s conversations with real people from the mountains
of Kyushu who became victims of environmental and cultural disruption when their village
was sunk in the process of dam construction.’37 Fieldwork, lived experiences and amplifying
community stories in non-extractive ways contribute to the ‘complicating and pluralizing
tendency of novelistic writing’ that Suleiman posited that makes the thesis novel part of her
‘greatest interest.’38

If Lake of Heaven (and even The Man with the Compound Eyes by Wu Ming-yi39) was
interpreted as a thesis novel, what could ‘interest’ mean to readers in sites of displacement
ecological damage? Could the ‘interest’ be a new transversal line and a momentum that
encourages others to make the journey40 and participate—those inside and/or outside of

40

https://aaa.org.hk/en/collections/search/library/making-the-journey-the-art-of-resistance-2-296183/sea
rch/keywords:michael-leung-making-the-journey--sort:relevance/page/1.

39 https://u.osu.edu/mclc/book-reviews/byrnes.

38 Susan Rubin Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The Ideological Novel as a Literary Genre (New
York: Columbia University, 1983), 201.

37 Ishimure Michiko translated by Bruce Allen, Lake of Heaven (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2008): x.
36 https://apjjf.org/-Ishimure-Michiko/1741/article.html.
35 https://hexagram.ca/en/what-is-research-creation.
34 https://hexagram.ca/en/what-is-research-creation.

33

https://nature.berkeley.edu/community_forestry/Workshops/2007/Extraction%20empowerment%20an
d%20relationships%20unlinked.pdf
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academia?41 How does fictionalising real people and real places, in other words writing
thesis novels, constitute telling the story well and to do justice to all those affected? How can
the thesis novel represent a pedagogy of the movement that is useful to resistances and
struggles to come?

In an article entitled Becoming more than it never (actually) was: Expressive writing as
research-creation, Sarah E. Truman writes that ‘both research-creation’s
more-than-representational approach, and creative writing’s differential potential, have the
ability to bring new events into being rather than merely report on them.’42 This extract refers
to potentiality and how creative writing can be a catalyst to certain ways of thinking and
different contexts. For example, would the reader do what the protagonist just did, or want to
visit the place and people in the story? From the perspective of the writer, would they further
complicate the protagonist’s path, or expand on the situation, leading perhaps to a “better”
outcome?

Isabelle Stengers problematises the definition of characters in a story in her book In
Catastrophic Times: Resisting the Coming Barbarism. She writes, ‘It is what the writer of
fiction does when she asks herself what her protagonists are likely to do in the situation she
has created. To characterize is to go back to the past starting from the present that poses
the question, not so as to deduce this present from the past but so as to give the present its
thickness: so as to question the protagonists of a situation from the point of view of what
they may become capable of, the manner in which they are likely to respond to this situation.
The “we” that this essay has intervene [sic] is the we who pose questions of this kind today,
who know that the situation is critical but don’t know which protagonist’s cause to take up.’43

The present is thick, layered and on different planes, with multiple versions of truth. To write
about these many truths, from a more-than-representational approach, is to make
alliances—alliances with the readers, the protagonists and those who have been
marginalised in real life whose voices are unheard, untranslated and undecipherable—those
of all species.

43 Stengers, Isabelle, In Catastrophic Times: Resisting the Coming Barbarism (London: Open
Humanities Press, 2015), 34.

42 Sarah E. Truman, “Becoming more than it never (actually) was: Expressive writing as
research-creation,” Journal of Curriculum and Pedagogy vol. 13 no. 2 (2016): 138. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.1080/15505170.2016.1150226.

41 In the context of Hong Kong and Wang Chau Village, I recall the Art and Ecology class field trip
organised by my supervisor Zheng Bo in March 2019 that also invited Merve Bedir, the visit and kind
gesture by Markus Wernli in January 2021, and the thesis by village supporter and geography student
Lai Wing Sze entitled Understanding the rural-urban symbiosis through the case study of Wang Chau.
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Land protectors meeting at Ma Shi Po Village entrance, 2 June 2016. Photo by Michael Leung.

When community members affect you and you affect them, trust and alliances are formed.
This is the fertile ground of solidarity, when anti-extractive co-production of knowledge can
happen, sometimes in challenging contexts. With community members and those who
gather to support, you share knowledge and resources, organise and meet. A “we” is
assembled. In these situations, participation creates an insurrectionary experience–a
self-transforming project towards autonomy, or what Max Stirner referred to as ‘ownness.’
Stirner wrote that ‘insurrection leads us no longer to let ourselves be arranged, but to
arrange ourselves.’44 Such embodied experiences are tangible in some parts in The
Overstory, where you sense that Powers has engaged active community members and
gleaned details that can be sown in his novel.

I cannot confirm or deny this as a work of fiction.
Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental,

or a poor attempt at discretion. Initials have been changed.

— Tiffany Sia, Too Salty Too Wet 更咸更濕45

In Hong Kong, how does a thesis encapsulate these nuances in safe and non-implicating
ways, beyond the use of pseudonyms? I argue that the thesis novel is an enfolded form, like

45 Tiffany Sia, Too Salty Too Wet 更咸更濕 (Hong Kong: Speculative Place, 2021), 1.
44 Max Stirner, The Ego and its Own (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 279-280.



Too Salty Too Wet which is ‘an oral history of tears, geography and necromancy.’46 The
enfolded form can comfortably and to the best of its ability openly share the thickness of a
situation without putting others at risk—the author too. In other words, the thesis novel can
present a body of research without self-censoring, writing around a situation and diluting its
thickness. It is the thickness that is binding, nourishing and world-building, and in the
academic context, is the support and practice of academic autonomy and a way towards an
“emancipated thesis”—one that is unbinding, wild and transversal.47 Outside the academic
environment, the thesis novel is one part of the life-giving compost, to turn, and to turn to for
community members, the public and those to come. Those that become a ‘we.’

5 April 2020, Hong Kong

—

If we understand our research in the university as the production of a set of interlocking
stories that are, indeed and ideally, world-changing fictions—interventions, micro though any
one intervention might be, into the givens that organize our social and material worlds—the
next logical, research-creational, pedagogical, step is this: to open the university up not only

to different writerly vocalities, as decades of feminist, literary, Indigenous, critical race,
deconstructive, and performance studies (the list goes on) scholars have done, but also to

different tangible forms (for example, a song, beadwork, a performance, or a video
installation) as valid modes of rendering research public.

— Natalia Loveless, How to make art at the end of the world:
a manifesto for research-creation48

48 Natalia Loveless, How to make art at the end of the world: a manifesto for research-creation
(Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2019), 24.

47 See The Emancipated Spectator by Jacques Rancière.
46 https://www.printedmatter.org/catalog/57273.
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