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Reading in the wing chair: the shaping of teaching
and reading bodies in the transactional performativity
of materialities
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ABSTRACT
Literary education exposes students to unpredictable critical moments
in their encounters with a text. Drawing on Dewey’s transactional
realism and actor-network theory, this theoretical and conceptual study
explores the performativity of things and materials as they shape
reading and teaching bodies. This transactional performativity extends
beyond the physical positioning of the body to the power relations
enacted in text situations. The conceptual rationale is illustrated by a
story about a reading chair in a detention home for detained young
men—an environment where power issues come to a head. The story
illustrates a theoretical discussion of what might be characterized as
performing ‘the critical’ in reading and how potentialities for students’
experiences are created in text situations by the different components
involved. The purpose of the article is to explore the potentialities of
performing critical aspects of reading to challenge, to transform, and to
encourage resistance.
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Vignette: the wing chair1

On a closed high-security ward in a detention home for male adolescents in Sweden, the
teachers struggled for several years for a separate classroom where the boys could have their
lessons rather than using the ward’s common areas. The teachers argued that it would be
beneficial for the students to be removed from the isolated, prison-like ward to something that
resembled a classroom. Here, they would be able to focus on themselves as students rather than
as detainees. After endless planning and discussions with staff and management about security
and surveillance, the classroom became a reality.

Lessons for the boys in this ward are almost always individual—that is, for one student at
a time. The boys can choose whether to attend school, but most of them do. They can also
choose from most of the subjects offered in the Swedish national curricula. As well as breaking
the monotony of the days there, this also affors an opportunity to continue their studies.

The teachers furnished the small room with a computer desk, a table with two opposing
chairs, an enormous picture of a rainforest, and a bookshelf containing pedagogical material,
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papers, schoolbooks, and literature. Next to the bookshelf, they placed a big, dark blue wing
chair with a matching footrest, where the boys could sit and read.

After using the new classroom for some time, the teachers noticed an interesting and surpris-
ing reaction among the boys to the wing chair. When introduced to the classroom for the first
time, boys often flinched a bit on seeing the wing chair and asked ‘Who’s going to sit there?’
The teacher would reply ‘If you want to read, you can sit there’, but the boys almost always
passed the chair and sat on one of the two opposing chairs by the table. Some sat at the table
because they did not want to read, but others sat there even when they wanted to or were sup-
posed to read. The teacher would take a seat at the table opposite the student to discuss,
explain, and help with assignments throughout the lesson. This seemed the natural way to pos-
ition themselves in the room.

In time, the teachers began to discuss how students might be encouraged to take the more
comfortable seat when reading. It seemed that the students did not view the wing chair as
something to sit in. What was stopping them? Why did they seem uncomfortable with the wing
chair? For many students, however, their relationship with the chair changed after a time, and
many of them eventually opted for the more comfortable seat when they wanted to read. Some
would even put their feet up on the footrest, leaning back with the book in front of them. The
teachers smiled contentedly. The chair seemed to have been conquered.

Introduction

Literary education has the potential to introduce unpredictable critical moments for the student. To
emphasize the impossibility of determining in advance which situations might develop into textual
experiences, critical (Janks, 2002) or otherwise, we use the term text situations to denote an
expanded understanding of literacy and to mark the networked contingency of the components
involved in the concepts of text, reader, and reading. The present study explores these unpredictable
and potentially critical situations by analyzing the performativity of the constituent components. The
introductory vignette about a reading chair in a closed ward at a detention home will help to illus-
trate a theoretical discussion of what might be characterized as performing ‘the critical’ in reading. A
central focus of the theoretical discussion is how potentialities for students’ experiences are created
in text situations by the different components involved. We chose to use this story because it
includes diverse actors and is set in an environment where power issues come to a head. When ana-
lyzing the story, we trace the motion and positioning of bodies and the performativity of things and
materials as they shape reading and teaching bodies. This performativity extends beyond the phys-
ical positioning of the body to the power relations enacted in text situations.

Hilary Janks (2002, p. 20) writes, ‘I have come to understand that we cannot know in advance
which texts are dangerous for whom and how they will impinge on the diverse and multiple
identities and identifications of the students in our classes’. As used throughout this article, ‘the
critical’ is just that—an affective urgency, a vibrant disturbance in the classroom, a pressing mat-
ter evoked by content, reading, discussion, or by something else. It is political in the sense that
it can be empowering and transformative, an encouraging resistance while also marginalizing
and oppressive. The present article contributes to the contemporary discussion regarding new
aspects of critical literacy and literary instruction by addressing the various elements of what
might be characterized as performing the critical in text situations involving reading.

Critical literacy

This study is situated in the context of critical literacy, where reading is regarded as political
action. Grounded in Paulo Freire’s (1970/1993) critical pedagogy (see also Freire & Macedo,
1987), critical literacy studies address the transformative aspects of learning as taking action and
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seeing oneself as an agent with self-empowering potential. For the learner as an active agent
participating in and acting upon the world, that world ‘is a problem to be worked on and solved’
(Shaull, 1970/1993, p. 32). Accordingly, critical literacy is an educational approach that interprets,
questions, and transforms literacy practices to challenge established and possibly marginalizing
ideals and to effect political change. In this way, critical literacy educators challenge taken-for
granted assumptions behind texts by ’disrupting the commonplace’ (Cho, 2014, 678) addressing
and exposing power relations in texts and language (Luke & Freebody, 1997). In recent years,
several studies have linked critical literacy to performativity (see for instance Anwaruddin, 2016;
Blackburn, 2003; Bleeker, 2010; Camangian, 2013; Johnson, 2012; Johnson & Vasudevan, 2012;
Pahl & Rowsell, 2011). The multimodal context has expanded the terms literacy and texts to
encompass the interrelations among text, sound, and image. Some research perspectives now
look at the text beyond the screen or in books to the body as text and how the critical is
performed and expressed through gestures, jokes, clothing, or the use of technical accessories
(Johnson & Vasudevan, 2012). In line with these scholars, we perceive performativity as consisting
of contingent, relational performances of the world, where both boundaries and meaning are con-
tinually acted upon and performed. As Vasudevan (2014) noted, how we use our bodies to express
ourselves illuminates our sense of affiliation and relationship within particular text situations. From
the perspective of transactional performativity outlined in this article, we propose that current
definitions of critical literacy can be further expanded to encompass embodied critical performan-
ces that are co-produced in transactions with non-human actors—a perspective that is often
overlooked in critical literacy research. Students perform critical literacy in ways that ‘are underre-
cognized, may defy rationality, or transgress teacher expectations for the politically correct or class-
room appropriate’ (Johnson & Vasudevan, 2012, p. 35; see also Janks, 2002). The ‘critical’ in text
situations is therefore expanded to include embodied texts, as well as materialities.

Bringing non-human actors into play

Drawing on material semiotics, we define actors (human or otherwise) as those that act—in
other words, those that make a difference in a given situation. Although the story of the wing
chair is ostensibly about reading, it is not a book or text that makes the biggest difference
in this story. Leander and Boldt (2013) have challenged what they see as the text-centrism that
saturates literacy research deriving from the influential New London Group (1996). Leander and
Boldt argue that a text-centric perspective imposes problematic limits on literacy research and
ignores aspects of reading other than the immediate encounter with texts in various modalities.
In their analysis of a 10-year-old Manga reader, they incorporate movement and affect, and
the messiness of unexpected leaps and outbursts, of imagination and contradiction, is vital for
literacy research. By making visible the untamed, unpredictable, and uncontrollable practices of
reading and education, we can develop an understanding of the many things that fall outside
the rationality and intentionality of education.

In the present article, we build on this idea of including a more complex set of actors in
the analysis by adding a critical perspective. The article draws on the analytical sensibilities of
actor-network theory (ANT), which takes seriously the complexities, ambiguities, and messiness of
educational practices (Acton, 2017; Bod�en et al., 2019; Clarke, 2002; Edwards & Fenwick, 2015;
Fenwick, 2011; Hamilton, 2016; Leander & Lovvorn, 2006). Along with the theory of transactions
(Dewey, 1925/2008, 1949/1991) as described in the next section, ANT provides an analytical frame-
work for exploring how relations are created in various phenomena and practices and how agency is
distributed to a provocatively wide range of actors (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987, 2007; Law, 1999, 2004).

One theoretical assumption within the ANT framework is that realities are continuously
enacted in hybrid combinations or heterogeneous networks of people, texts, things, discourses,
and technologies. The network is an effect of the ways in which actors are related and
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connected, while what becomes an actor is determined by its place in the network. Whether
human, discursive, or non-human, actors are also viewed as effects, shaped by their assembled
relations, so engendering the reciprocal concept of the actor-network. On that basis, rather than
grounding our investigation in predefined critical concepts, we have treated these as performa-
tive relational effects, without denying the ubiquitous nature of traditional critical issues such as
class, gender, and ethnicity (Sundstr€om Sj€odin, 2019).

By focusing on effects and relations, ANT facilitates exploration of the performativity and
dynamics of the various didactic elements of educational practice. Latour (1990) argued that to
understand how power works and how domination is achieved and sustained, non-humans must
be included in our investigations because they are very much part of ‘holding society together
as a durable whole’ (p. 103). Taking the vignette as our point of departure, we employ this
approach to make visible the power relations and norms at work in the heterogeneous relation-
ships in everyday practices (Edwards & Fenwick, 2015). Importantly, however, ANT offers no way
of addressing the experience of meaning-making in teaching and learning as a locus of develop-
ment and individual transformation where didactical potentialities are created. For that reason,
we adopt a theoretical understanding of reality as transactional, drawing on John Dewey’s piece-
meal realism and the infinite potential for meaning elaborated in his carefully constructed con-
cept of experience (Sleeper, 1986/2001).

Transactional performativity

For present purposes, we elaborate the concept of transactional performativity, drawing primarily
on Dewey’s conceptualization of transaction and Sullivan’s (2001) pragmatist-feminist approach
to transactional bodying. Dewey takes as his starting point a temporal biological view of organ-
isms as living in environments characterized by breaks, movements, and culminations. The tem-
poral nature of all existence implies that ‘[e]very existence is an event’ (Dewey, 1925/2008, p.
63). In this context, experience is understood not as an individual inner or subjective occurrence
but rather as the consummation of an organism’s ‘struggles and achievements in a world of
things’ (Dewey, 1934/1980, p. 19), denoting a human’s existence as part of nature—as someone
already ‘within’. On this view of experience, there is no clear division between action and mater-
ial or between subjective and objective; instead, the concept of experience includes all of these
as a whole (Dewey, 1925/2008). In viewing the potentiality of actions and experiences as the out-
come of transactions between objects, those potentialities cannot be known until after those
transactions have occurred.

If experiences are always inclusive and extended and involve transactions between organic
bodies and environmental relations beyond the individual, ‘[t]he same existential events are cap-
able of an infinite number of meanings’ (Dewey, 1925/2008, p. 241). Rather than distinct entities,
this transactional perspective entails an interdependent system of organisms and environmental
objects and the relations between them. For example, an object becomes a commodity only
when placed in a shop, to be traded when one person becomes a seller in this specific context
and another becomes a buyer (and not a mother, a bus driver, or something else). This concept
of transaction entails the dependence of life ‘upon being parties in transactions in which other
human beings and “things” are also parties’, in which language plays a crucial role (Dewey,
1949/1991, p. 243). The endless potential of meaning and the temporality and contingency of
space in this account of experience resonates with the ANT understanding of the social as per-
formed assemblages that extend beyond time and space (Latour, 2007). In that sense, temporal-
ity and potentiality constitute an intersection between transactional realism and ANT (Sundstr€om
Sj€odin & Wahlstr€om, 2017).

In feminist theory, the theme of bodies as transactional views culture and bodies as mutually
formed in a common environment, with no fixed limits between them and no assumption that
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one precedes the other. Following Sullivan (2001), bodies are understood as action and habits
that express discursive meaning. Sullivan uses the concept of transactional bodying to frame dis-
cursivity as the most fruitful way of understanding how bodies are co-constructed with their
social, cultural, and political environment. Body-ing marks the focus on bodies as activities—that
is, as what bodies do in conjunction with their environments. In this way, Sullivan acknowledges
the importance of recognizing the discursivity of bodies (Butler, 1993/2011) as well as ‘of the
concrete, had experiences of lived bodies’ (Sullivan, 2001, p. 61). By moving away from ideas of
an all-discursive body (Butler, 1993/2011) or a non-discursive one (Bigwood, 1991; Gendlin,
1992), Sullivan poses critical questions about the specific and particular ways in which bodies
transact with the world, including ‘the possibility and need for corporeal resistance to oppressive
societal norms’ (Sullivan, 2001, p. 43). She also notes that

the best way to understand and improve bodily existence is to concentrate on the environments and
situations that effect bodies and, reciprocally, that the best way to attempt to change the world is to
transform a body’s transactions with it (Sullivan, 2001, p. 11).

In line with this endeavor, the present article explores the critical potential of text situations,
questioning when and within what relationships education empowers or risks being oppressive
or marginalizing.

In conjunction with ANT sensibilities, the combined theoretical frames of transactional realism
and transactional bodying inform the concept of transactional performativity, enabling us to char-
acterize critical text situations as situated and contingent outcomes of complex relationships
among a heterogeneous set of actors. ANT contributes a networked understanding of relations,
in which actors are elements that make a difference by acting and changing events, both within
and as effects of networks. The transactional approach contributes an account of what actors
become in relation to each other, in their encounters with each other, and in how they change
during these encounters (Sundstr€om Sj€odin & Wahlstr€om, 2017). Dewey’s concept of transaction
also facilitates exploration of the potentialities of meaning in the experiences of teachers
and students.

Analysis: how bodies are shaped in transactional performativity with materialities

Central to the following analysis is an understanding of performativity as a discursive and mater-
ial practice, including both human and non-human agency. The text situation is understood as a
space where meanings and boundaries are performed, and critical effects encompass the actions
of bodies as well as materialities. The analysis is also guided by the notion of potentiality
(Dewey, 1940/1991), operationalizing the transactional approach by addressing the unexpected
as well as the possible outcomes of transactions (Leander & Boldt, 2013). Each individual incorpo-
rates potentialities as yet unrealized—not as inner traits but in terms of other things with which
they have not yet interacted. It follows that an individual’s potentialities are not predetermined
but rather represent ‘an indefinite range of interactions in which an individual may engage’
(Dewey, 1940/1991, p. 110). We analyze the story by examining the various actors involved in it
– students, chair, book, teacher – as they transact in different constellations. What experiences
do the networked text situations make possible and what possibilities do they leave out? In line
with ANT we regard the critical effect not to be a merely human activity; it is performed in the
networked relations of whatever actors through which the critical can be enacted.

The reading chair becomes an especially interesting actor in this narrative: what does the
chair do in transaction with other actors (book, student, teacher)? What potentialities or
‘criticalities’ does it open up for and make possible? Given the innumerable potentialities of any
text situation, critical literacy is deployed here to confine our analysis to how the text situation
foregrounds power, resistance, and agency (see also Cho, 2014).
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Being a reader: a bodily performance

The vignette at the beginning of this article relates to teachers’ wish for a classroom for their
students. The teachers sense that enacting school demands a setting that can offer more than
the common areas of the ward because that enactment is in many ways a question of material-
ities. For example, they know that sitting opposite the student in the lunchroom of the ward dif-
fers from sitting opposite the student in a room that resembles a classroom. In short, they want
a room that does not resemble the ward and that allows the boys to become students.

The new classroom in the closed ward offers different potentialities for everyone involved.
The boys themselves are different, altered by their transaction with the new setting. The teachers
are also different in the new room; separated from the ward staff, they can form new relation-
ships with the students. To establish these new relationships, the teachers must enroll the mate-
rialities of the classroom—tables, paintings, computers, and books—in the activity of teaching. In
so doing, the roles of teacher, student, and content are established.

Critical literacy educators traditionally challenge taken-for-granted assumptions by disrupting
the commonplace (Cho, 2014) and by addressing and exposing power relations in texts and lan-
guage (see Luke & Freebody, 1997). In our example, teachers assumed that the performativity of
things would create a positive reaction (or perhaps even none). They expected the chair to per-
form in a specific way and were therefore surprised that the boys did not wish to sit in it.

Acting bodily as a reader
Introducing the dark-blue wing chair seems to change the room in unexpected ways. The teach-
ers want the students to have a comfortable place to sit while reading, but the chair’s perform-
ance differs from their expectation. The chair also performs differently than the students’
expectations of a classroom, and they immediately see and sense this as they walk into the
room. The wing chair is not school; a chair of this kind is not made for these students but for
another kind of person: a distinguished gentleman, possibly an academic or respected intellec-
tual —someone who reads thick, heavy books and perhaps smokes a pipe. This chair is not
made to accommodate a boy with a shaved head and tattoos all over his neck and arms who
has failed in school and reads bad literature, or none. Consequently, the transaction between the
student and the chair becomes a matter of bodily performance: what reader or person does the
student perform in the chair?

The story of the wing chair highlights the different text situations of reading in that chair,
including avoidance. The text situations in the chair and at the table differ as transactions and
therefore differ in performativity. The bodily performance is in this situation created by the chair,
the student, the book, and sometimes the footrest. The reader’s body leans back, holding the
book comfortably in front or above. In placing his feet on the footrest, the student leans back
more, sinking deeper into the chair and moving further away from school reading at the table.
Unless the student puts the book down to include the teacher, or the teacher interrupts the
reading, the teacher is not part of this network; the reading is the relationship between the stu-
dent and the book. When the student sits in the wing chair and reads, the critical aspect of read-
ing is not primarily an effect of the content of what is read. Rather, it is enacted by the posture
of the student sitting in the chair, who is transformed by conquering a place not made for him,
assigning to him the identity of reader. Here, we see a potential for the student to create a new
experience, as he claims this place and position as a new kind of reader, which has less to do
with what he is reading than – where. In the transaction with the chair, the student becomes
someone who is comfortable in the position of reading and being a reader—someone who can
read, and wants to, in a relaxed position. Adopting this pose of a relaxed reader in the wing
chair can be viewed as a bodily performance of a desired or achieved identity: of being a reader
by habit.
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Acting bodily as a student
In the text situations that occur in the new classroom, the table with opposing chairs performs
one specific kind of reading (referred to here as ‘school reading’) in transactions with the stu-
dent, the teacher, and the content. In this text situation, the network consists of a student and a
teacher sitting opposite each other at the table, with a book and other work material placed
between them. In this text situation the student or reader stoops over the book on the table
while the teacher sits in front of him—nodding, helping, answering, encouraging, watching, and
supervising. Acting as both workspace and divide, the table invites school work and cooperation.
In short, the table serves to clarify the relationships between teacher, student, and content; they
perform work, the teacher helps, and the student sits in a place of work.

The norms of school are enacted here; the roles of teacher, student, and table could be seen
as familiar and safe, by students as well as teachers. This is not a transaction that challenges the
roles or power structures of school, neither seems the table to perform class the way that the
chair seemed to do. The teacher is here to teach, and the student is here to learn. In this net-
work, reading is learning. The primary potentiality of this transaction is that the boy becomes a
student and can identify with the normal life of a young person by stooping over texts and
assignments. By placing his body in a chair by the table, the performed meaning is safety, avoid-
ing exposure to risk. In that context, physically passing the wing chair expresses what the stu-
dent does not want to be related to or feels he cannot access.

Surprised by how the students pass by the wing chair to sit at the table, the teachers’ solu-
tion is not to remove the chair to make the classroom more school-like. Instead, they talk about
the chair as something they want the students to conquer. They see that reading in the wing
chair has great potentiality; at once challenging and transformative, it can turn the student into
a reader, where reading is something that invites a relaxed position, beyond the table and there-
fore beyond the school.

Acting bodily as a non-reader
Importantly, the various potentialities in the story of the wing chair entail different refusals. First,
the student who passes by the chair to sit at the table can be seen as rejecting reading
altogether or as declining to read in the wing chair. The potentiality of the latter position can be
viewed as a critical distancing from reading as leisure—that is, from a hegemonic view of litera-
ture that may cause some of these students to feel excluded. However, that refusal may not
necessarily include all reading; instead, the distancing may relate only to reading in the chair. In
this case, the school-reading network involving the table and the safe roles of teacher and stu-
dent remains an option; he can read as a student but not as a reader.

In contrast, a student who takes the wing chair may focus on relaxing in a comfortable chair
but refuses to read. Whether sitting in the wing chair without reading or passing to sit at the
table, the student’s embodied critical act depends on the chair and cannot be performed by the
student’s body alone. Both empowerment by claiming a place as a reader and the refusal to
align involve transactions with materials and their potentialities.

Different bodily performances of the critical

The chair performs a power that cannot be ignored, and the student positions himself in one place
or another in this networked text situation, performing different effects with empowering or margin-
alizing potential. In the case of school-reading by the table, reading can be understood first as a pos-
sibly more normal learning environment. Here, the student’s decision to pass the chair and sit by
the table can be interpreted either as choosing the familiar or as distancing from a cultural phenom-
enon perceived as not one’s own. In this case, the wing chair simply is something to avoid. Second,
reading can be understood as resistance to the unknown or to a new role. Here, the chair represents
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a new or alternative role, and passing it expresses resistance to the expected transformation. Again,
the wing chair performs here as a critical actor to resist. Third, avoiding the wing chair can be seen
as an act of resignation and acceptance: accepting that the chair is for someone entirely above or
removed from the student’s situation, and for reading of a kind that the student is unused to or
rejects. In this transaction, the chair performs oppression and marginalization.

In the wing chair-reading text situation, reading can be understood first of all as a radical act,
in which the student can imagine himself as occupying a different position in the world. This
implies that his potentialities are not constrained by what he is accustomed to or by what might
be expected of him. He establishes his position as an unfinished person, with unknown future
potentialities and possibilities. Second, reading can be understood as critical—a form of resist-
ance to a hegemonic and potentially oppressive view of reading and literature. On this view, the
student challenges power structures by claiming a position in a more refined reading discourse,
regardless of what he reads. To the extent that the student changes his image of the world by
including himself in it, this can be a critical and radical act.

Concluding discussion: what critical potentials does the wing chair offer?

In all educational settings, teachers must manage a complex set of actors in reaching and teaching
students, allying with certain things and ideas and distancing themselves from others. In the story of
the wing chair, the teachers seek spaces that will allow their students to grow and to be empowered
as students, but the reading chair is met with unexpected resistance from the students. The chair
seems to break with classroom- and learning norms, and it also performs class and power issues.

Theories of critical literacy address reading as action, arts as action, and becoming a subject in
the world, and the ANT approach contributes to a symmetrical analysis of reading, literature, and
aesthetics that ascribes agency to a more diverse range of actors, inviting more complex and
nuanced accounts of reading, readers, and the critical aspects of reading. The transactional
approach contributes an understanding of what the actors become in relation to each other.
Finally, the pragmatist framework provides insights into experience, habits, and meaning that link
text situations to learning. Thinking of bodies as transactional integrates bodily materiality in the
human condition; as an organism in its environment, the human body is always already in action.
These actions are both enabled and constrained by cultural, social, and material habits that differ
across environments. In the story of the wing chair, we understand these habits as continuously
created through transactions between humans, non-humans, and human bodies. Understanding
bodies in terms of action and habit foregrounds what bodies actually do in specific environments
and their potential for doing in the same environment or elsewhere (Sullivan, 2001).

Beyond the content of what is read and the capacity to read, or the discussion between stu-
dent and teacher about a book’s intellectual or cultural properties, the actor in the vignette with
the most surprising critical performativity is the wing chair. As well as its capacity to transform
the student into a reader, the wing chair also has the potential to make reading critical—that is,
empowering or oppressive. We contend that combining the transactional approach with ANT
extends the boundaries of what can be included in studies of critical literacy by illuminating new
relations that engender critical aspects of literacy and reading. In particular, this approach makes
visible the objects, places, and spaces that can enact power, potentially oppressing or marginaliz-
ing the student. It also illuminates performances of belonging to or being shut out of a certain
class, and also of rejecting invitations to said class. In the story, the student must accept, avoid,
or reject the presence of the wing chair by placing himself in different positions in relation to it.
To that extent, the chair performs as a critical actor because its effects cannot be ignored.

The vignette also makes visible how teachers act in concert with material and discursive didacti-
cal elements to enact reading. It is difficult to anticipate the effect of these transactional performan-
ces as empowering or oppressive, and the sometimes unexpected performativity of things requires
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us to reconsider and rework prior assumptions about outcomes and effects (Sullivan, 2001). In the
present case, the story invites us to think in new ways about the enactment of critical literacy and
about who or what is accepted in a literary teaching setting. The critical is performed when the stu-
dent claims to be part of a cultural tradition that normally excludes boys like himself. The critical is
performed in the reader’s posture as a claim enacted in the infinite meanings or multiple potentials
of this new reading position (Dewey, 1925/2008, 1940/1991). The chair enacts both potentialities
and power structures involved in reading, or in being one or another kind of reader. To be critical
toward this posture that is performed in the wing chair, of reading as leisure or something relaxing
and enjoyable, is also to enact and embody critical literacy (Johnson & Vasudevan, 2012). Whether
or not the student chooses to sit in the chair, critical effects are enacted.

As Sullivan suggests, studying the effects of transactions drives the analysis to question
‘whether, when, how, and for whom those transactions are beneficial’ (Sullivan, 2001, p. 64). This
is not to suggest that the reading chair will profoundly change the lives of these students or
their ability to read, to understand others, or to make their voices heard, nor is it to suggest that
they are to be included in a more refined cultural space—or even that they would want to be.
Rather, we offer the story of the wing chair and our analysis to propose another critical dimen-
sion to the discussion of reading literature, in which the critical is situated, instant, and bodily
performed, initiated by a rupture in the familiar and the comfortable. Such an approach has the
potential to broaden the understanding of critical literacy, from mainly focusing on the reading
content to include the ‘text situation’ as a whole.

Note

1. The vignette was written by Sundstr€om Sj€odin, who worked at a detention home for two years. It was written
in collaboration with another teacher who worked closely with Sundstr€om Sj€odin in this ward at the time
when a new classroom was opened.
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