
Limits of and Beyond Experience 
 
An interdisciplinary workshop organized by the ‘Mind and the Other’1 project 
University of Turku, April 10–11, 2014 
 
Keynote speakers include Prof. Robert Desjarlais, Sarah Lawrence College, NY, and Prof.  
Ülo Valk, University of Tarto, Estonia. 
 
The aim of our international workshop is to discuss the theoretical and methodological 
possibilities of studying human experience that is at the limit of our understanding or perhaps 
beyond it.  How to study the invisible; voices which are not shared intersubjectively; presence 
that is experienced convincingly as being true, but that is weird? These are all sensory 
experiences which have been of interest to phenomenology in the form of ‘boundary 
experience’, or later also relevant for pragmatist philosophy, most notably William James. In 
addition, representations and narrations of “otherworldly beings” and conceptions of magic 
have been a core area of research within folklore studies and anthropology since the birth of 
these disciplines.  
 
However, within present day research we are still facing a great deal of confusion. People 
frequently report having had experiences of the “supranatural”, “paranormal”, “extraordinary”, 
or “otherworldly”. There is a lack of unambiguous concepts to describe or understand these 
phenomena.  The applied notions are problematic, skewed, and largely stigmatizing, which 
consequently affects the everyday life situation of people reporting having had these kinds of 
experiences.  
 
Within narrative research, boundary experience, as something that is told and hence 
represented, has long been the focus of methodological interest. In this workshop we also want 
to ask how to study that which is beyond narrativity. How to study experience that is elusive, 
dream-like, subtle or simply impossible to define with words; experience of something that 
does not exist?  In order to make these issues intelligible, work, methods and approaches from 
art studies, imagination, and art need to be employed. 
 
Institutions of modern society, such as the church, are presently lacking or searching for an 
interpretative space in which to deal with boundary experience. Secularity has created a void in 
meaning making in several Nordic societies. In the post-Soviet countries of the Baltic region, 
social change has given rise to a multilayered and mixed situation. Effortlessly, psychiatry in 
both societies labels these experiences as being pathological. People with these experiences 
seem to be positioned simply at the limit of society or beyond. One aim of the workshop is to 
contextualize and compare the situation in both societies. 
 
With plenary lectures given by Prof. Robert Desjarlais and Prof. Ülo Valk this workshop aims at 

opening up this problem area from a theoretical and methodological perspective and creating a 

dialogue regarding the understandings of and practices related to human experience that is at the 
limit of our understanding. It seeks to further conversations and research on topical and vexing 

questions of the boundary experience especially in relation to recent medical, cultural, political and 

social developments. Following the lectures, the themes are elaborated upon and discussed in 
two afternoon workshops. 

                                                        
1 A research project funded by the Academy of Finland. Please see the webpage 
mindandother.com. 



The titles of the plenaries 
 
Robert Desjarlais: Strangeness at the Mouth of Death 
Ülo Valk: Narratives of ghosts in contemporary post-soviet Estonia 
 
Robert Desjarlais is the author of “Body and Emotion: The Aesthetics of Illness and Healing in 
the Nepal Himalayas” (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992); “Shelter Blues: Sanity and 
Selfhood Among the Homeless” (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997); “Sensory 
Biographies: Lives and Deaths Among Nepal’s Yolmo Buddhists” (University of California Press, 
2003); and “Counterplay: an Anthropologist at the Chessboard” (University of California Press, 
2011). He is currently writing his fifth book, titled “Subject to Death: Life and Loss in a Buddhist 
World.” 
 
Ülo Valk's publications include the monograph “The Black Gentleman: Manifestations of the 
Devil in Estonian Folk Religion” (Academia Scientiarum Fennica, Helsinki, 2001), collection of 
articles “Vernacular Religion in Everyday Life: Expressions of Belief” (co-edited with M. 
Bowman; Equinox, 2012) and other works on folk belief, demonology, folk narratives, history 
of folkloristics and folklore in social context. 
 
Schedule 
 
The guest lecture and the plenary lectures are open for all. Preliminary registration is required 
for the workshops. Please send you registration to varpu.alasuutari(at)utu.fi by April 1. 
 
April 9, 2014 
 
Guest lecture 16–18 (Sirkkala campus, Janus-hall) 
Robert Desjarlais: Hitchhiking Beatitudes:  A Personal Cultural History of Rough Travel 
 
Organized by Cultural History, University of Turku 
 
April 10, 2014 
 
First day plenary 10–12 (Sirkkala campus, Janus-hall) 
Robert Desjarlais: Strangeness at the Mouth of Death 
 
Lunch break 12–13.30 
 
First day workshop 13.30–17 
 
April 11, 2014 
 
Second day plenary 10–12 (Sirkkala campus, Janus-hall) 
Ülo Valk: Narratives of ghosts in contemporary post-soviet Estonia 
 
Lunch break 12–13.30 
 
Second day workshop 13.30–17 


