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Cracks, Gold, and the Courage to Not Know:

Reading Watabe’s Practice Through Kintsugi

Michelle Ocriciano The University of Queensland

1. Beginning with Gratitude

| want to begin by thanking Watabe-sensei for the extraordinary generosity of this NTR. To
write about one’s practice with this level of honesty—including the moments of doubt, the
perceived failures, the places where things did not go as planned—is an act of courage. And |
want to thank Takenori and the JRCEP community for inviting me into this conversation, which
| approach not as someone who has answers but as someone who has been deeply moved
and provoked by what | have read.

| read Watabe’s NTR as a researcher whose work explores what | call onto-epistemic
educational injustice—how educational structures shape not only what students can know
but who they can become. | also read it as someone who has spent years thinking with the
Japanese art of kintsugi (4:f}£ <)—the practice of repairing broken pottery with gold—as a
way of understanding how cracks in educational experience might become sites not of shame
but of transformation. And | read it as someone who has been working collaboratively with
colleagues in ITERC to understand what NTR does as a form—how the very act of writing
practice into existence constitutes a kind of philosophical inquiry that theory alone cannot
perform. Reading Watabe’s practice, | find kintsugi everywhere, though she never uses the
word. And | find the NTR itself doing the philosophical work of what Etienne Souriau calls
instauration—bringing into fuller existence something that would otherwise remain merely
virtual.

2. The Cracks These Students Carry

Watabe’s students arrive at night school already broken in particular ways by educational
systems and life circumstances. Years of futoukou, developmental challenges, violent homes,
poverty—these are not background details. They are the constitutive conditions of who these
students are when they enter Watabe’s classroom. Their bodies tell the story: the stiff backs
during music performances, the inability to clap along, the resistance to being seen. As
Watabe writes, they show “no interest in themselves or in others” and feel “a deep sense of
helplessness toward everything.”

These students have experienced what | would describe as onto-epistemic educational
injustice at its most profound. They have been denied not only knowledge but the very
conditions under which they could come to know themselves as capable, as worthy of
connection, as people whose perspectives matter. The damage is not merely academic. It is
ontological. Their ways of being in the world—Shota’s hoodie pulled over his head to block



out stimuli, Hikari’s refusal to follow commands, Yuto’s explosive anger—are survival
strategies developed in response to institutions and adults who failed to see them.

What strikes me most is Watabe’s decision at the outset: “l wouldn’t pressure them or try to
control them because they are damaged enough.” This is not permissiveness. This is a
philosophical position about what education requires when students have been broken by
the very systems designed to help them. It is a refusal to add more cracks.

3. The Gold in Watabe’s Practice

In kintsugi, the repair does not hide the crack. It traces it with gold. The broken vessel
becomes more beautiful, more valuable, because of what it has endured. | see three moments
in Watabe’s NTR where this kind of golden repair is happening.

3a. The Worksheet as Collective Seeing

When the door incident occurs, Watabe’s first impulse is to reprimand Yuto. But she pauses.
She does not rush from incident to judgement. Instead, she creates an interval—she consults
Mr. Wakasa, she listens, she discovers that Yuto has his own reasons rooted in his experience
in the badminton club, where an open door ruins the game. What Namie Maeda’s analysis so
beautifully shows is that this pause is not weakness or indecision. It is Watabe deliberately
displacing her own perspective in order to see the situation more carefully.

What follows is remarkable. Rather than simply telling the students about her own realisation,
Watabe creates a pedagogical structure—the three-column worksheet—that opens a space
between what happened and what it means, between one person’s perception and another’s.
Gert Biesta writes about education as the experience of being addressed by what is other, of
allowing ourselves to be “taught by” rather than always being the ones who teach. Watabe’s
worksheet enacts this. It asks each student to do what she herself has just done: to hold their
own perspective alongside the perspectives of others, and to discover that what seemed like
simple rudeness or simple aggression is actually a complex negotiation of histories, traumas,
and ways of being in the world.

What astonishes me is that Shota—the student who blocks out the world with his hoodie and
earbuds—turns out to be the keenest observer of everyone’s inner feelings. The very
strategies that look like disengagement are actually forms of deep attention. This is kintsugi
in action: the crack (withdrawal) reveals gold (perception).

3b. Two Grandmothers: < and the Equality of Intelligence

There is a moment in the classroom discussion that struck me with a force | was not expecting.
Watabe writes on the blackboard two ways of reading the word hataraku (f < , to work): the
conventional kanji, and an alternative reading that combines the characters for
“surroundings” and “ease.” She attributes this to her grandmother: “When you work, think
about the person next to you. Work with the intention of making things easier for the person.”

| need to tell you why this moment stopped me. In my own PhD, one of the central narrative
threads is a conversation | never got to have with my own grandmother—my Vové Luiza, who
raised me in Brazil and taught me to read and write before | ever entered a school. She left



school after third grade. She carried that shame her entire life, believing her lack of formal
education meant a lack of intelligence. She died when | was twelve, before | could ever tell
her what | now understand: that she was brilliant, that her teaching me to read verified what
the philosopher Jacques Ranciére calls the equality of intelligence—the radical proposition
that the capacity to learn, to attend, to make sense of the world is equal across human beings,
and that what educational systems call “deficiency” is not a natural fact but a product of
institutions that presume inequality and then confirm what they presume.

Ranciere’s argument is precise: equality of intelligence is not an empirical claim that everyone
achieves equally. It is a presupposition—a starting point that you either begin from or you
don’t. If you begin from the assumption that some students are less capable, then everything
you build will reproduce that inequality, no matter how generous the intention. Ranciere calls
this process stultification: the way educational systems that claim to enlighten actually
convince people their intelligence is inferior, then offer education as the remedy for a
deficiency that education itself produced.

When Watabe’s grandmother’s word enters the classroom, something happens that |
recognise from my own grandmother’s teaching. Ancestral wisdom—transmitted not through
credentials but through life, through care, through attention to the person beside you—
enters the room and does philosophical work that no textbook could do. And Yuto receives
it. He leaps to his feet and connects the grandmother’s teaching to his own experience of
working alongside his friend Lime—arriving early to prepare things, not because he was told
to but because care made him want to. In Ranciére’s terms, this is what it looks like when
someone verifies their own intelligence. Yuto is not receiving knowledge from an authority.
He is recognising, in his own lived experience, a truth that the grandmother’s words made
visible. Nobody explained this to him. He understood it because the conditions were created
for his intelligence to engage.

And then Yuto becomes the teacher. He tells Hikari to make friends who make him feel like
doing things for them—not because someone orders him to, but because care makes him
want to. This is one cracked vessel holding out gold to another. And Watabe, watching, does
not intervene to validate or correct. She trusts the encounter.

3c. The Petition: Learning Democratic Speech

The petition to Mr. Araki is perhaps the moment that moved me most. When Yuto’s
frustration with the math teacher boils over, Watabe does not resolve the conflict for him.
Nor does she dismiss his anger. Instead, she sits beside him at a computer and says, “I've
never written a petition either, so how about we look it up together and try writing one?”

This is emancipatory education in practice—not because Watabe has read Ranciere, but
because she presupposes her students’ equality. She does not write the petition for them.
She does not position herself as the expert. She sits alongside them, learning together,
modelling the very vulnerability she asks of them. And it works—not because the math
teacher is immediately transformed, but because the students are. Yuto, who usually defers
to Lime, volunteers to be the representative. The class acts collectively. They learn that
injustice can be named, that speech can be organised, that dissent is not destruction but a
form of care. These are students who could not clap in rhythm three years ago. Now they are
writing petitions.



4. Practice Does Not Need Our Names

| want to pause here and be honest about something, because | think it matters for what we
are doing together in this room.

I have used the names of Biesta, Ranciere, Stengers, and Souriau in this response. But Watabe
does not need these theorists to validate what she has done. Her practice does not become
philosophically significant because | have attached names to it—whether European,
Japanese, or from any other tradition. The philosophical significance was already there—in
the pause before reprimanding Yuto, in the design of the three-column worksheet, in the
decision to sit beside students and Google how to write a petition, in the refusal to add more
pressure to students who are already damaged enough. These are philosophical acts. They
enact positions about what it means to know, to be seen, to be treated as equal, to be allowed
to become. They do this without citing anyone.

What makes practice philosophical is not the theory attached to it. It is not a matter of finding
the right label—whether that label comes from Paris or Tokyo or anywhere else. What makes
practice philosophical is careful observation—seeing what is actually happening rather than
what you expected to see. It is careful thought—sitting with what you have observed, resisting
the urge to resolve it prematurely, allowing complexity to remain complex. And it is careful
articulation—finding ways to put into words what happened so that others can think with it,
learn from it, be changed by it. This is exactly what Watabe does. This is exactly what the NTR
tradition has always done. And it does not need my theorists, or anyone’s theorists, to be
doing it.

| think this is one of the most important things the NTR tradition teaches us, and it is
something that conventional academic culture struggles to hear: that practitioners are
already doing philosophy. Not applying it, not implementing it, not illustrating it—doing it.
When Watabe creates the conditions for her students to see each other differently, she is
doing ontological work. When she introduces her grandmother’s word and trusts her students
to make meaning from it, she is doing epistemological work. When she refuses to position
herself as the one who knows and instead learns alongside her students, she is enacting a
theory of equality more powerful than any treatise could articulate, precisely because it is
lived.

In our collaborative work at PESA, my colleagues and | have been thinking about this through
Souriau’s concept of instauration—the idea that existence is not binary but involves degrees,
and that certain things must be worked into fuller existence. The NTR is one such act of
instauration: it brings Watabe’s practice into a form that allows collective inquiry. But the
practice itself—the encounters, the pauses, the decisions made in the staff room and the
classroom and the car driving home at midnight—these were already philosophically real
before anyone wrote them down. The NTR does not make them philosophical. It makes their
philosophy visible.

This is why concepts like ma ([i])—the generative interval, the pause where meaning comes
into being—or kintsugi—repair that honours the break—resonate so deeply with what
Watabe does. Not because they explain her practice, but because they emerged from the
same kind of careful attention to experience that Watabe’s practice embodies. The concepts
came from practice. Not the other way around.



So when | use names—Ranciere, Biesta, Stengers, Souriau—I| want to be clear about what |
am doing and what | am not doing. | am not elevating Watabe’s practice by connecting it to
philosophy. I am using her practice to understand what these thinkers were trying to say. The
moment where Yuto leaps to his feet and connects the grandmother’s word to his experience
of care for Lime teaches me more about what Ranciére calls the verification of equality than
any philosophical text could, precisely because it is real, particular, singular. The direction
runs from practice to theory. It always has. The NTR tradition has understood this for a
hundred years.

5. Questions | Am Carrying

| want to close not with conclusions but with questions, because | think that is what the NTR
tradition invites us to do.

Watabe writes that her colleagues reacted negatively when she drove an hour each way to
visit a student’s home—a student whose gas had been shut off, who could not shower, who
was not eating properly. Some suggested she “give up” on the student by the June
conference. | find myself asking: what kind of institutional structures make it possible for
professionals to look at a child who cannot eat and suggest that the appropriate response is
administrative transfer? This is onto-epistemic injustice operating not through malice but
through the quiet narrowing of what counts as “reasonable” professional practice.

| also think about Mr. Araki. He is not a villain. He is a product of an educational logic that
treats equality as sameness—the idea that holding all students to the same standard is fair.
But this kind of equality, which refuses to acknowledge the unequal conditions from which
students begin, actually reproduces inequality. What would it mean for teacher education to
take seriously the proposition that “seeing each individual,” as Yuto demands, is not a
sentimental luxury but a professional and ethical necessity?

Finally, | think about Watabe herself, “navigating the time of ruins.” Her practice happens in
the cracks. It is not supported by the institution. The principal she trusts is transferred. Her
colleagues judge her. The system offers no structural support for the kind of relational, slow,
deeply human work she does. The exhaustion she carries is not personal failure—it is
structural. It is what happens when the work that matters most is work the institution cannot
name, cannot measure, and therefore will not protect.

And yet: six students graduated. Yuto works testing shuttlecocks and brings them back to the
badminton club. Hikari ate alone at a counter in Osaka. Lime plans store events using his
student council skills. The gold is real. But it was poured by hands the system never held. This
should not require one teacher driving home at midnight, alone, through the ruins. Teachers
like Watabe need to be seen—not celebrated as heroes, which only romanticises their
suffering, but recognised as evidence that the structure has already failed. Their work is
extraordinary. It should not have to be.

Thank you.
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