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This presentation explores how empathy emerges and is co-created through non-verbal, 

embodied relationality in a cross-cultural encounter – beyond the limits of shared language or 

cognitive understanding. Using an autophenomenographic methodology, I reflect on my 

experience as a Latvian drama therapist in training, participating in field-based learning 

within a forest-dwelling Temiar community in Malaysia while studying Neuro-Dramatic Play 

with Sue Jennings. 
 

Rather than approaching the community as an observer, I entered as a guest – without a 

shared spoken language. Communication unfolded through play, rhythm, mirroring, and 

attentive presence. What began as uncertainty and disorientation gradually transformed into 

a deeper awareness of embodied empathy as a mutual and fragile act of attunement. This 

shift challenged my Western assumptions about therapeutic agency and invited a more 

humble, relational understanding of what it means to ‘meet the Other’. 
 

Through daily reflexive journaling and interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), the 

research revealed moments where empathy was not ‘extended’ from therapist to child but 

co-created in the space between bodies. In this presentation, I will share examples of silent 

reciprocity, resistance, and unexpected repair – not as data, but as lived moments that 

reshaped my understanding of therapeutic presence. 
 

This inquiry suggests that empathy, in intercultural contexts, is not a skill one possesses but 

a practice one enters – through vulnerability, curiosity, and embodied listening. I propose that 

becoming a drama therapist requires not mastery, but the courage to be transformed in 

encounter. 
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To ensure rigour and reflexivity, the analysis included expert triangulation with a qualitative 

research specialist (Prof. Dr. Anita Pipere), providing an external interpretative lens and 

supporting analytical depth. 
 

This self-reflective journey became an encounter with the unknown – where transformation 

emerged not from reaching a destination, but through travelling across difference, facing 

challenge and allowing new growth to unfold. 
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