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Abstract
This thematic issue is a collection of articles reflecting on methods as border devices of hierarchical inclusion spanning
migration, mobility and border studies. It maps some key concerns and responses emerging from what we call academic
backstages of migration, mobility and border research by younger academics. These concerns are around (dis)entangling
positions beyond Us/Them (i.e. researcher/researched), delinking from the spectacle of migration and deviating from the
categories of migration apparatuses. While these concerns are not new in themselves the articles however situate these
broader concerns shaping migration, mobility and border studies within specific contexts, dilemmas, choices, doubts, tac-
tics and unresolved paradoxes of doing fieldwork. The aim of this thematic issue is not to prescribe “best methods” but in
fact to make space for un-masking practices of methods as unfinished processes that are politically and ethically charged,
while nevertheless shedding light in (re)new(ed) directions urgent for migration, mobility and border studies. Such an
ambition is inevitably partial and situated, rather than comprehensive and all-encompassing. The majority of the contribu-
tions then enact and suggest different modes of reflexivity, ranging from reflexive inversion, critical complicity, collective
self-inquiry, and reflexive ethnography of emotions, while other contributions elaborate shifts in research questions and
processes based on failures, and doubts emerging during fieldwork. We invite the readers to then read the contributions
against one another as a practice of attuning to what we call a ‘cacophony of academic backstages,’ or in other words, to
the ways in which methods are never settled while calling attention to the politics of knowledge production unfolding in
everyday fieldwork practices.
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This editorial is part of the issue “Method as Border: Articulating ‘Inclusion/Exclusion’ as an Academic Concern inMigration
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1. Introduction: Borders, Methods and the Academic
Backstage

In their book, Border as Method, Mezzadra and Neilson
(2013, p. 7) argue that “borders are devices of inclu-
sion that select and filter people and different forms of
circulation in ways no less violent than those deployed

in exclusionary measures.” In this thematic issue we
are interested in how such devices entangle with the
methods employed by researchers engaged in migration,
mobility and border studies. The concept of ‘method as
border,’ then, serves as a lens to bring attention to the
shifting positionalities emerging in relation to the shift-
ing mutations of migration and border regimes ques-
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tioning the very foundations and assumptions of con-
ventional disciplinary methods underpinning research.
The foundation for this thematic issue emerged from
intensive discussions at the Nijmegen Centre of Border
Research, where all three authors of this editorial are
based. Speaking from different positionalities—in terms
of the personal experiences we have, academic posi-
tions we hold, the debates we participate in—we have
increasingly felt the need to actively create spaces for
collective conversations that are often uncomfortable,
as we question our own methods and academic prac-
tices. We do so in an academic context that produces
its own anxieties based on ranking systems and compe-
tition (Berg, Huijbens, & Larsen, 2016), where such a
collective space for doubt and discomfort is shrinking.
But this also needs to be seen in light of the anxieties
emerging from doing migration, mobility and border
research in Europe and the privileges and blind spots this
entails. This thematic issue began with a collective ques-
tion: How do (younger) academics make sense of the
financialization, over-politicization and hyper-relevance
ofmigration,mobility and border research in their choice
of methods?

With this thematic issue we aim to create a criti-
cal space for reflection on our positions and methods.
We call this space the academic backstage for two rea-
sons. First, it is a space fromwhere we articulate some of
the invisible labour, hidden choices of location, objects of
inquiry, scales, alongside ambivalences and shifts behind
our academic positions and performances as migration
mobility and border researchers situated in awider socio-
political climate. Like artists look at themselves in themir-
ror as they wait backstage, we invite migration, mobility
and border scholars to do the same; to stand still and
critically re-look, to (dis/re)engage, or deviate from the
grant proposals, dominant academic practices, and value
positions one is trained in or expected to demonstrate
expertise on, especially in a global context of rat-racing
for grants and pumping out publications.

As stated by Grönfors (1982), this is (still) needed:

By being scientific the social scientist has been able
to divert attention away from the real person—
him/herself—towards an esoteric and invisible com-
munity of scientists from which his or her lead is tak-
en, but which, like God, can never be called upon to
justify its position.

While researchers are being called upon to clarify their
outcomes as part of funding regimes and promotion-
al structures of university systems, we are held less
accountable to our ownmessy role in the messy process-
es of re-search-ing in a field that is itself highly politicized.
Here, indeed, shifting positions emerging in relation to
encounters, or processes of being called upon to justify
one’s position from non-academic actors, or one’s own
moral dilemmas from intuitive and ongoing questions of
learning and unlearning one’s privileges and blind spots

along the way, are urgent. Only when we move away
from the spotlight and god-like status are we able to
ask ourselves fundamental questions: Where do we put
our analytical gaze? With whom do we speak? Whose
knowledges should be central? Where do we go, and for
what reasons?

Secondly, this backstage allows us to revisit certain
methods and normalised ‘objects of inquiry’ as (poten-
tially) feeding into border regimes and migration appara-
tuses, regardless of consciously choosing to do so or not,
that we believe needs critical reflection. Here we invite
early stage academics to share tactics they adopt in shift-
ing the gaze away from the spectacle and adopting reflex-
ivemethods to avoid reproducing the design principles of
migration apparatuses and border regimes in one’s own
research designs.

With these two dimensions (questions regarding
one’s position in a wider socio-political field of struggles
over what knowledges come to matter and why, and the
direct links between academic work and border devices)
we seek to discuss what is included/excluded and visi-
ble/invisible in and through our everyday academicwork,
with the purpose of starting a collective conversation; to
learn from each other’s doubts, questions, struggles, dis-
comforts and failures, rather than solely from successes
and ‘products of ideas.’ This introduction elaborates on
the two dimensions of the academic backstage. The con-
tributions to this issue are discussed along the way.

2. Academic Backstage I: (Dis)entangling Positions
beyond Us/Them

First, behind every academic performance—behind
every smooth argument, funded proposal, methodolog-
ical design—there are uncertainties, nerves and prepa-
rations that we seldom make visible in our frontstage
performances. The first backstage reflection this the-
matic issue provides speaks to these personal positions.
To articulate this, we outline our own differential posi-
tions to start these collective conversations. From his
stable academic position (assistant professorship, long-
term contract), author Joris Schapendonk started to
unpack his personal ambivalences regarding his work of
the last decade that concentrated on migrant trajecto-
ries. While his methods of following trajectories can be
regarded an academic success (as it resonates in oth-
ers’ work), he increasingly feels uncomfortable with this
approach too and/or how it is framed by colleagues.
Despite itsmethodological strength—it helps to unfreeze
migrant positionality and seeks to contribute to the de-
migranticization of migration studies (Dahinden, 2016)—
this approach risks to reinforce the over-politicized view
on migration processes, rather than creating an intellec-
tual escape route.

Author Kolar Aparna’s recently defended PhD the-
sis emerged from uncomfortable conversations she had
with many people waiting for their citizenship-papers
across EU states (Aparna, 2020). These conversations
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were uncomfortable because it was regarding her role in
their collective struggles for intellectual valuation in asy-
lum centres and camps and right to education, among
others. This is related to her emerging discomfort with
academic practices that fragment—fragment theoretical
abstraction from lived, embodied struggles and stories;
fragment researcher from researched; fragment ‘univer-
sity’ from ‘the field.’ She chose tomove away from speak-
ing about orwith ‘asylum-seekers,’ or borders that ‘they’
face, to speaking from asylum as a condition of enacting
a politics of citizenship in everyday relations, produced
at the intersections of academic/-refugee practices. This
indeed opened up spontaneously chosen methods to
articulate related conditions of borders from different
positionalities of enacting asylum. These ranged from
collective auto-ethnography, montaging, focus groups,
workshops for developing curricula etc, in relation to the
purpose of keeping classroom doors, syllabus and pub-
lication practices open for critique, co-production and
co-authorship. The topics emerged along various direc-
tions urgent for collective struggles of opening up the
university to communities otherwise excluded, right to
education, and intellectual valuation in camps and asy-
lum centres. However, the unequal income between her
and some of her co-authors, not hired by universities
and not recognized as citizens in Europe, continues to
reinforce the unequal conditions of knowledge exchange.
Also, the equally important struggles to build a curricu-
lum that speaks to diverse subject positions across impe-
rial divides remains an uphill struggle, given her own pre-
carious academic position as a post-doc with a tempo-
rary contract.

Although already aware of many of the contradic-
tions of the creation, legitimation and practice of scien-
tific knowledge, author Cesar E. Merlín-Escorza’s recent
engagement in ethnographic research and academic per-
formance related to migrant and refuged individuals
have motivated him to question the purpose and means
of this kind of work. Now in his second year as a PhD can-
didate at the geography and anthropology departments,
he has come to scrutinize research and teaching prac-
tices departing from collective experiences and the lat-
est developments in his research project, in particular
in relation to the COVID-19 global pandemic. In such a
context, the uncertainty of (not) being able to travel out-
side Europe to work in the field, helped him question
his choices regarding the setting and groups of individ-
uals in his study, and the relation between these and his
position in the world. In conversation with other (young)
researchers located at universities in the Global South
and North, whilst trying to build more critical research
designs, he has found in decolonial streams of thought
and practice, the possibilities for ‘doing a job’ that gives
priority to wealth redistribution and social justice.

With our focus on the backstage of academia, we
want to make these concerns, shifts and (self)doubts
that cross-cut academic positions insightful, in order to
unpack some of the emotional labour, power asymme-

tries and political dilemmas in the process of ‘staging’
our research. In this issue, Lems (2020), for instance,
confronts the dominant concerns of the ethnographic
research traditions she is trained in, of “empathy,” and
of “lending marginalized people a voice” (p. 116). Lems
reflects on encounters with her research participants, in
this case a group of ‘refugee youth’ in Switzerland, who
challenged her assumptions of ‘participation’ (in using
methods of participatory observation) by refusing to tell
their stories, while shifting her research gaze to examine
opaque yet violent acts of boundary drawing in everyday
relations of refugee support and care.

Wajsberg (2020), rather than driven by empathy
in ethnographic research, centres on the emotion of
fatigue as an analytical object and a methodological
tool to engage in reflexive ethnography with the pur-
pose of investigating the uneven power geometries of
research relations in what she calls “Europe’s migration
control field” (p. 126). By taking the reader through dif-
ferent scenes that entangle research fatigue, compassion
fatigue and racial battle fatigue, she draws our attention
to the uneven emotional geographies of migration con-
trol that researchers move in, and also in turn shape.

3. Academic Backstage II: Delinking from the
‘Spectacle,’ Deviating from Categories of ‘Migration
Apparatuses’

All the contributions to this thematic issue explicitly
incorporate the politics of relationality between meth-
ods as devices of hierarchical inclusion across research
and bordering practices. In so doing, this thematic issue
discusses a range of doings that all speak to the way
methods become highly political artefacts and how
research designs reflect a wider politics of knowledge
production (Aparna, 2020; Chimni, 1998). We do not
depart from empirical projects that share a particular
focus—be it the migrant, the border guard, the border
regime—but invite reflections across subject positions,
objects of inquiry and methodological traditions.

In the field of migration and border studies, it is
convincingly argued that much of the way questions
are raised, project objectives phrased, research sub-
jects selected and empirical insights collected, is close-
ly entangled with the quest of migration regimes, and
most notably nation-states, to manage migration better.
Dahinden (2016), for instance, outlines how ‘migration’
and ‘migration related categories’ are actually artefacts
of migration apparatuses. When researchers uncritically
follow these labels with their research questions, they
contribute to a discursive normalization of difference
(see also Giglioli, Hawthorne, & Tiberio, 2017). Hence,
Dahinden (2016) urges researchers to disentangle their
concepts and categories from nation-state agendas, and
instead work more closely with the study of social pro-
cesses at large related to the topic at hand.

One of the escape routes to break with the normal-
ized discourse of powerful regimes is to use a mobili-
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ty framework instead of a migration framework. In this
sense, as argued by Davidson (2020) and Schapendonk,
Bolay, and Dahinden (2020), mobility studies can be seen
as a radical project for breaking with the sedentary tra-
dition of social science and pre-fixed categories of dif-
ference often reproduced in migration studies, such as
migrant versus citizen. This means that mobility is seen
as a fundamental aspect of life, and from this starting
point we may consider approaches of what it means to
be mobile, and how this is defined in various contexts.
With the mobilities approach, we can analyse when,
where, how and whose mobilities and stasis is denied,
exceptionalized and migranticized, and through which
practices this occurs (Schapendonk, 2020). Rather than
taking migrancy as a marker of difference (Schapendonk
et al., 2020), or taking terms like citizen/migrant as fixed,
static categories, this approach invites is to critically
reflect and redefine our terms and categories of analysis.
However, mobilities studies have become a frontstage in
themselves, a ‘trend’/‘turn,’ bypassing some of the poli-
tics and practices behind the methods applied.

The contribution by Boas, Schapendonk, Blondin,
and Pas (2020) to this thematic issue is a collective reflec-
tion on mobile methods. They reflect on the paradoxes
of deviating from the sedentary research designs driving
mobility studies, themessiness in choices in doing so and
the dilemmas around articulating and transcending dif-
ference between researchers and participants through
mobile methodologies. Reflections on fieldwork encoun-
ters that destabilize the researcher’s gaze seeking ‘spec-
tacular sites of crossings’ and ‘mundaneness in daily
pathways,’ lays bare the borderline-imaginaries contin-
uing to haunt mobility frames. It is also reflected in
this contribution that the urge to ‘move with’ actors
pre-identified as, for instance, ‘environmental migrants’
or ‘pastoralists,’ hides more than it reveals regarding
the temporal dimensions, complex connections and frag-
mented forms ofmobilities in relation to gradual environ-
mental changes. Centring one’s own embodied experi-
ences of mobility and reflecting on one’s motility (mobil-
ity potential) in ‘the field,’ rather than solely the ‘oth-
er’s,’ is reflected as having potential to know uneven
geographies ofmobility through kinaesthetic and sensual
dimensions. The collective reflections in the article leave
us with some fundamental unresolved issues haunt-
ing methods based on mobile ontologies of social phe-
nomenon, namely: Why capture the Other’s mobility?
Who writes about whose mobility? Which frame is given
to someone’s mobility and why do so? What does con-
sent mean in a context of shifting conditions and precar-
ity of the ‘researched’? Yet the authors urge for a focus
on the importance of mobile methodologies in analysing
practices of mobility as shaping research relations and,
therefore, also unequal relations of mobility and immo-
bility otherwise hidden, rather than the elusive goal of
representing ‘the Other’s’ (im)mobility experiences.

Although this mobility approach seeks to address
(in its own way) an ontology of separation (e.g.,

Naylor, Daigle, Zaragocin, Ramírez, & Gilmartin, 2018),
the extractive and exclusionary dynamics of migra-
tion research reproducing unequal research relations
remains implicit. Bass, Cordova, and Teunissen (2020)
reflect on how discriminatory practices of so-called
‘migration scholars’ can be explained as traces of the
“imperial eyes” through which academia legitimizes such
dynamics. As early stage researchers they are influ-
enced by scholars working with the autonomy of migra-
tion, liberation theory, critical perspectives of indige-
nous peoples/individuals and thoseworking on the front-
lines. From this mixed source of inspiration, Bass et al.
(2020) invite us to question our methods and approach-
es by providing a set of tools which could be applied
by researchers not only inside but also outside aca-
demic structures. Motivated by their shared affinities
rather than disciplinary or methodological concerns, the
authors find in the “collective process of self-inquiry”
(Bass et al., 2020, p. 150), a path to delink from the indi-
vidualistic tendency of academic work. By analysing the
concomitance between their positionalities, privileges
and the discriminatory practices developed at all times
in the research process, they re-centre such analysis as
core to migration research. Just as the invitation remains
open, the complexity of such a challenge remains evi-
dent, for the achievement of a liberatory academic prac-
tice encompassing a diversity of ways-of-doing repre-
sents an ongoing struggle “towards the undercommons”
(Bass et al., 2020, p. 154) as an unfinished project.

Such tools of collective self-inquiry are but one among
others to avoid becoming non-reflexive systems design-
ers. In this regard, attention to politics of location in
research on EU borders is raised from two different
angles. Behind the frontstage of bordering, such as camps
andhotspots anddetention sites, Pollozeck (2020) argues,
is the ‘elsewhere,’ such as in databases of Eurodoc or
headquarters of Frontex and Europol. With the physi-
cal camp Moria burnt down during the time of writ-
ing this introduction, Pollozeck’s article remains witness
to the camp’s ongoing social life as a ‘logistical set-up,’
where data is generated and spread across state institu-
tions. Bordering, it is argued, is most importantly a socio-
technical and socio-material phenomenon, from a prax-
eographic approach. However, rather than the assumed
collaborative forms of knowledge production underpin-
ning praxeographic mapping, disentangling the opaque
institutional ecologies ofmigration and border control for
making new associations, especially of theMoria hotspot,
he argues, can enable forging new alliances and creating
new collectives outside academia, such as those focusing
on data protection and data monitoring.

Along similar lines, Kristensen (2020) urges us to
rethink the complicity of researchers in reproducing
the drama of the ‘migration industry,’ based on her
research conducted among EU border enforcement offi-
cials. Rather than critical distance, she urges scholars to
nurture the capacity of critical complicity. Such a prac-
tice, she argues, can unfold at three levels, namely 1) by
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assessing the locations of fieldwork and the ways they
either mirror or distort dominant narratives about the
borders of Europe, 2) probing into differences and sim-
ilarities between objects of inquiry of interlocutor and
researcher, and, finally, 3) re-routing the aim of ethnog-
raphy as additions rather than evidence or revelations.

4. Tuning-In to the Cacophony of Academic Backstages

With this issue we thus address the waymigration, mobil-
ities and border research is itself part of a moving socio-
political context that directs and affects our research
questions, methods and practices. This also makes it
hard to claim centre stage as academics in a field where
knowledges are claimed by multiple actors, regimes and
institutional practices. This thematic issue is a call to
tune our senses collectively to the cacophony of voic-
es emerging in the wings of ‘academic backstages’ in
response to these politics of ‘claiming’ intellectual space
in what Wajsberg (2020) calls “Europe’s migration con-
trol field” (p. 126). The term cacophony is used because
this inevitably implies discordant views, rather than sin-
gularly coherent voices flying the same flag of methods.
It implies tuning our senses to cacophonic rhythms that,
when rubbed against each other, or collide with each
other, produce ripple effects beyond territorial camps
of methods. This thematic issue itself is such a caco-
phonical rhythm-space. Such an evolving architecture of
cacophonical backstages of academic practice demands
a stubborn insistence on practices of sharing doubts, and
acknowledging failures, complicities, and affinities. At the
same time, it also implies being collectively accountable
to acts of producing inequalities, similarities and differ-
ence, extraction and transformation, inclusion and exclu-
sion, in ways that reject the self-confident individualised
templates dictated by funding regimes and managerial
tools governing academic thought.

The backstage space of this issue is, then, an invita-
tion to the reader to tune-in to the cacophony emerging
from the dizzying conversations towards the ‘undercom-
mons,’ the dry vocabulary of praxeographic approaches,
the shaky tones of fatigue, the sobering forms of unlearn-
ing and admitting privilege, bias and fallacies, and the
meticulous layers of critical complicity, among all the
many shades these writings and this collection of articles
might induce in the reader.

We urge for a shaking up of the monotonal com-
placency in the academic fields of migration, mobility
and border studies, which is full of writing ever more
about borders, and/or migrants. More knowledge, more
details, can lead to more closures and further oppres-
sion of the already oppressed (Khosravi, 2018). As a
consequence of the researcher’s ambition for new and
creative knowledge, scientific methods and writing can
expose the clandestine necessity of certain migration
pathways and practices. By creating more knowledge or
a better understanding regarding unauthorised mobili-
ties within migration regimes, stakeholders of control

and containment, namely State institutions or non-State
actors (like organizations profiting from migrant bodies
and lives), can better grasp the knowledges and practices
developed by the ones dwelling and moving through
the cracks of such regimes (Cabot, 2019). Instead, we
urge for spaces that speak from positions that inevitably
implicate the researcher whether one likes it or not
and whether one is explicit about this or not, as part
of the ‘fields of inquiry.’ In so doing, rather than con-
stantly separating ‘spaces of expertise’ (i.e., the Universi-
ty) from the field where the ‘grasping’ is done or ‘data
collected’ (Aparna, 2020; Glissant, 1997), we urge for
re-centring the moments, events, encounters, failures,
shifts and transformations that disrupt, re-engage, and
re-articulate such relations from various angles. Such an
academic backstage is, therefore, not a space to share
our academic comforts, but rather to put our finger on
our discomforts. It is not a space for new research ques-
tions, but a space to question the questions we raise. It
is not a ground to learn new research techniques, but
rather a ground to unlearn routines. It is not a space for
applauding our academic successes, but rather a space
to close the curtains of the frontstage and tuning in to
the cacophony of academic backstages.
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1. Introduction

Against the backdrop of the dramatic intensification of
Europe’s closed-door policies in recent years, social sci-
entists are struggling to keep pace with the multiple bor-
ders they produce. Contrary to dominant explanatory
patterns these ‘border spectacles’ (De Genova, 2013)
did not appear out of the blue or as the result of a
‘refugee crisis’ overwhelming European nation states.
They have been in the making at least since the 1990s,
when wealthy nation states started to fence themselves
off against unwanted migrants from countries struck by
poverty and postcolonial conflicts (Chimni, 2000). Yet,

the ambiguous nature of border work—“the messy, con-
tested and often intensely social” (Reeves, 2014, p. 6;
also see Rumford, 2008) work involved in themaking and
unmaking of borders—has become particularly visible
in the aftermath of the 2015 summer of displacements,
when hundreds of thousands of refugeesmade their way
to Europe. The narrative of a refugee crisis threatening
the social and cultural order of things in Europe has been
used to justify the multiplication of boundary-drawing
practices. It has produced highly ambiguous new social
realities for migrants and refugees who find their mobil-
ity cut short, whilst simultaneously being kept in contin-
uous loops of commotion (Lems, 2019).
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The dilemma of how to methodologically approach
Europe’s “lethal border” regime (Perl, 2018, p. 86) and
the paradoxes it produces has gained considerable schol-
arly attention in recent years. It has instigated important
debates about the slipperiness of ethnographic research
in continuously fluctuating settings (Schapendonk, 2020),
the role of agency and autonomy in migrants’ attempts
to trick and overcome violent border control mecha-
nisms (De Genova, 2017), and the danger of reinforcing
the logic of crisis border regimes operate on through
social science research practices (Cabot, 2019; Ramsay,
2019). Importantly, some scholars have pointed out that
the ambiguities of contemporary border work cannot
be reduced to the geophysical locale of the border
(Reeves, 2014; Sossi, 2006). The European Union’s tactics
of fortressing itself against undesired people has created
a situation where migrants are confronted with Europe’s
borders long before they actually set foot on its terri-
tory. I would add that these borders also do not end
once refugees and migrants reach European soil. The in-
creased importance of ambiguous social markers such
as migrants’ ‘integration’ efforts (Rytter, 2019) show that
Europe’s geopolitical bordersmakeway formore opaque
bordering practices. The borders I am aiming at do not
mark out legal or national territories but inner, affectively
charged terrains of belonging.

Yuval-Davis, Wemyss, and Cassidy (2018) coined the
term ‘everyday bordering’ to describe how border con-
trol practices come to be transferred from the external
physical terrain of the border into the internal social do-
main of everyday life, thereby turning ordinary figures
of public life such as teachers or doctors into extended
border guards. In conversation with this work, Strasser
and Tibet (2020) have noted that while everyday border-
ing practices cannot be reduced to the locale of the bor-
der, they are also not limited to the institutional sphere.
Instead, we need to develop the analytical means to as-
sess theways such practices are anchored in the realm of
the everyday and folded into social relationships. What
is needed, then, is an epistemological move beyond the
strong fixation on policies, legal frameworks and hege-
monic discourses that has markedmuch research on bor-
dering practices. Even though the macro-dynamics fuel-
ing border work are undoubtedly of crucial importance,
they cannot explain how borders are set up and main-
tained on a vernacular, social basis.

In this article I will explore some of the methodolog-
ical possibilities and conundrums that arise if we shift
the analytical focus from refugee studies to practices of
exclusion. Based on my previous and on-going research,
I will show how I have come to the conviction that if we
are to gain a more nuanced understanding of the back-
lash against inclusive ideas of belonging currently sweep-
ing through liberal democracies, we need to pay serious
ethnographic attention to the formation, maintenance
and defense of what Stoler (2018) describes as ‘interior
frontiers.’ They are the vernacular thresholds of belong-
ing that create unspoken distinctions between self and

other, familiar and alien, or inside and outside. What
makes interior frontiers so hard to grasp with conven-
tional tools of social science research is the fact that they
often do not make themselves apparent through open
acts of boundary-drawing (Lamont & Molnar, 2002), but
involve boundaries that are drawn in much quieter, less
obvious ways. Yet, even though interior frontiers are less
visible than external ones, they hold a great degree of
power over the lifeworlds of individuals, as they delin-
eate who is allowed in and who is to be kept out of
the ‘communities of value’ (Anderson, 2015) making up
the affective socio-political space of societies. The kinds
of borders I am aiming at cannot be traversed through
official procedures or legally binding documents. Stoler
(2018, p. 3) emphasizes that the effectiveness of interior
frontiers stems precisely from the fact that they are not
delineated by barbed wires, “but by unarticulated and
often inaccessible conventions.”

In this article I think through the methodological
steps it might take to make visible the unarticulated so-
cial conventions underwriting interior frontiers. I suggest
that in order to bring the invisible barbed wires permeat-
ing contemporary European societies into the open, we
need to develop phenomenologies of exclusion. Often
described as the scientific study of experience, phe-
nomenology aims to understand phenomena from how
they are experienced and made sense of in the everyday,
prior to theoretical abstraction. By generating theorisa-
tions from the lived experiences of particular human be-
ings, phenomenologically oriented ethnographers aim to
move beyondmonolithic concepts, such as ‘the social’ or
‘the cultural,’ and towards the particularity of intersub-
jective, everyday processes of meaning-making (Lems,
2018). Adopting a phenomenological approach is to “de-
clare an intellectual commitment to engage directly with
lived situations, in all their empirical diversity, intersub-
jective complexity and open-endedness” (Jackson, 2019,
p. 150). In the context of border methods, it entails
turning the focus on the intersubjective dimension of
exclusion—to approach it as a lived social phenomenon
that cannot be understood detached from the habitual
ways people are oriented toward the world. Due to its
closeness to people’s everyday processes of meaning-
making, ethnographic research has a crucial role to play
in gaining more nuanced knowledge about the intersub-
jective nature of border work. However, as I turn to my
own research experiences it becomes clear that inter-
subjectivity should not be misunderstood as a synonym
for empathy, harmony or shared experience (Jackson,
1998, p. 4). Approaching border work as an intersubjec-
tive, worldly phenomenon involves paying attention to
the experiences of both the individuals who find them-
selves placed outside the interior frontiers of belonging,
and thosewho actively participate in keeping people and
groups marked as other locked out. A phenomenologi-
cal approach to exclusion thus confronts the researcher
with a set of ethical and methodological dilemmas that
are not easy to overcome.
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While there is a long and established tradition in
ethnographic research that aims to uncover the experi-
ences or ‘voices’ of ordinary people, the focus has been
mainly on the concerns of marginalized communities
or individuals. Propelled by the incentive of democratiz-
ing research processes, ideas of friendship and dialogue
have turned into guiding principles of ethnographic re-
search endeavours, leading to the implicit assumption
that in order to gain access to their informants’ experi-
ences, ethnographers need to share their world views
(Teitelbaum, 2019). The phenomenological approach to
exclusion I aim to sketch in this article destabilizes the
ideal of scholar-informant solidarity underwriting the
paradigm of voice. Through examples from my ethno-
graphic encounters with both marginalized refugee com-
munities and individuals who actively engage in exclu-
sionary practices, I will sketch some of the problems and
pitfalls of research methodologies that aim to uncover
participants’ voices. In a first step, I will give some in-
sights into the dynamics of my research with unaccom-
panied refugee youth in Switzerland. I will spell out the
traps that researchers might fall into if they uncritically
use voice as amethodology to expose the inner workings
of border regimes. By drawing onmy own research expe-
riences, I will show how ethnographic research method-
ologies aimed at lending marginalized youth a voice
failed to capture the voiceless, silent nature of the in-
terior frontiers the young people found themselves up
against. By shedding light on someof theways these fron-
tiers made themselves noticeable, I will argue for more
nuanced research methodologies that allow us to better
capture the everyday border work throughwhich certain
groups and individuals come to be pushed to the mar-
gins of society. In a second step I will show why I believe
that this methodological repertoire should also include
a more thorough engagement with the experiences, sto-
ries and perspectives of people who actively participate
in this border work.

2. The Paradox of Voice

My conviction that we have to develop a more versatile
repertoire of research methods to be able to better cap-
ture the tacit andmessy nature of borderwork did not oc-
cur in a theoretical void. The need for a phenomenology
of exclusion grew directly from the conversations I had
with a group of young refugees who had applied for asy-
lum in Switzerland. All of the young people had arrived
in the wake of the 2015 summer of displacements and
were categorized as unaccompanied minors. As part of
an ethnographic research project I followed the everyday
pathways of these eight youth from Eritrea, Guinea and
Somalia and their extended circle of friends for close to
two years. The project aimed to understand the role of
education in young people’s migration trajectories and
study the possibilities and hurdles they encountered in
the Swiss education system. Beside these objectives, my
researchwas driven by an interest in the complex yet pro-

found role of education in the youth’s existential strivings
for recognition and belonging in an unequal world.

When I designed my research approach I was eager
to deploymethods thatwould enableme to shed light on
the young people’s own perspectives and experiences—
to explore tools that would encourage them to be-
come ethnographers of their own lifeworlds (Oester &
Brunner, 2015). My interest in developing such an ex-
tended, ‘experience-near’ (Wikan, 1991) angle on educa-
tion was partially informed by debates on child-centred
approaches in ethnographic youth and childhood stud-
ies that urge scholars to recognize young people as im-
portant social actors whose perspectives need to be en-
gaged with directly in research (Franks, 2011; James,
2007). It was also informed by the work of refugee re-
search scholars who call for the use of creative and col-
laborative research tools (Alexandra, 2008; Nunn, 2017;
O’Neill, 2011) to overcome homogenizing portrayals of
refugees as voiceless, apolitical and ahistorical victims
(Malkki, 1996). Against the backdrop of these thoughts,
I looked for methods of participatory observation that
felt more participatory and less like observation. I was
given the opportunity to do so by joining the radio
project that Thomas, a social pedagogue, had estab-
lished in one of the homes for unaccompanied minors in
the Canton of Bern. While assisting the pedagogue with
the group’s activities, I was able to work with the young
participants on stories that were aired once a month
on an independent youth radio station. Once we had
established trustful relationships and the youth had ac-
quainted themselveswithmydouble role as a participant
and researcher, I extended our meetings beyond the ra-
dio setting. After gaining permission from the school,
I also started participating in the reception classes for
unaccompanied refugee youth that most of the radio
group’s participants were attending.

My interest in research methodologies that would
make the young refugees’ voices heard resonated with
the ambitions of Thomas. He had initiated the radio
project with the idea that the young people would use
the radio stories as a tool for reflecting on the reality of
being an unaccompanied minor in Switzerland—an out-
come he believed to not just be educative for the young
refugees themselves but also for the Swiss audience lis-
tening to their stories. Not dissimilar to my own inter-
est in dialogical research tools, Thomas was influenced
by narrative youth work approaches. He believed in the
emancipatory potential of storytelling and hoped that
the radio project would create an arena for the young
people to express their voices. As I started to work with
the radio group, however, I came to realize that the
hopes for personal and societal transformation underly-
ing the paradigm of voice needed critical unpacking. This
insight dawned on me during one of our first meetings,
when Thomas tried to convince the radio group to partic-
ipate in an event on the plight of unaccompanied minors
organized by a charitable organisation in Bern. His idea
was for young people to participate and produce a radio
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story reflecting on how Swiss people represented them.
When introducing the idea to the group, the reactionwas
anything but enthusiastic. Jamila, a sixteen-years-old girl
from Eritrea, rolled her eyes and sighed. “Oh no, that’s
boring,” she said. I asked her to explain why she thought
it was boring: “Always all these refugee stories—in the
media and everywhere I go. It’s too much.” It became
clear that the young people did not perceive the pub-
lic arena the radio project created as a welcome oppor-
tunity. Instead, they experienced the pressure to dwell
on their personal stories as a further burden, adding
yet another expectation to their already heavily moni-
tored lives as dependents of the Swiss state. “I cannot
stop and look back,” seventeen years-old Thierno from
Guinea explained one afternoon, when I prompted him
to talk about his migration story. He added: “I come to
the radio group because it helps me forget.”

When asked to tell their own stories, the young
people frequently fell back on rehearsed asylum tales,
streamlined to fit with the narratives that Swiss immi-
gration authorities and social workers wanted to hear
from them. Given the sense of suspicion the young peo-
ple were confronted with in the Swiss asylum landscape,
where they constantly had to over-perform their deserv-
ingness as child refugees, the ability to tell a good and ac-
ceptable story of themselves took priority over express-
ing their intimate stories. The radio pieces we produced
were therefore a far cry from the compelling narratives
Thomas and I had expected to emerge from the project.
The participants found the amount of time and effort re-
quired to create a good radio story in a language that was
still new to them exhausting, and instead opted for short
music-driven pieces that did not require them to talk
much. They came to the radio project mainly because it
offered awelcomeescape from the anxiety and boredom
marking daily life in the overcrowded homes. After a few
months, the young people lost their interest in produc-
ing radio stories altogether. They increasingly started to
use the realms of the radio group gatherings to discuss
stories they would like to make in the future, rather than
actually making them. These discussions about fictional
stories evolved into the discussion of themes that were
of importance to them in general—and the radio project
gradually transformed into a form of hangout space.

At a first glance the radio project did not seem to
offer many insights into the young people’s lifeworlds.
Contrary to my own and Thomas’ expectations, it had
not instigated a process of personal transformation in
the participants, enabling them to voice their inner-
most thoughts and concerns. Yet, the projects’ conver-
sion from a collaborative storytelling endeavour into a
more private social space allowed for different, more
complex stories to appear. In doing so, the project’s fail-
ure paradoxically flung open a window to understanding
the young people’s struggles for emplacement in Swiss
society. This insight, however, did not grow magically
from the stories the young people produced in the ra-
dio project. This window only opened once I scrutinised

my assumption that if given a mediating tool the youth
would happily speak out about their experiences of dis-
placement. By joining the youth in their everyday routes
and routines I learned to decipher their refusal to tell
their stories. Rather than uncovering the young people’s
voices, I came to see the importance of developing ethno-
graphic tools that enable us to detect and examine the
voiceless traces violent acts of boundary drawing leave
behind in individuals.

3. Capturing the Frontiers of Belonging

In many ways, the young people I worked with were
successful border workers in their own right. Driven
by the hope for a better future, they had taken life-
changing decisions on their own and embarked on ex-
tremely challenging journeys at a very young age. The
youth were amongst the lucky few who had managed to
overcome violent migration control measures, cross the
Mediterranean on leaky boats and escape border patrols
tomake it to Switzerland, one of thewealthiest countries
in the world with an excellent public education system.
Classified as unaccompanied minors, they enjoyed a spe-
cial protection status which gave them privileged access
to education, housing and legal aid. But when I extended
my research focus beyond the radio project, I came to see
that the young people did not regard these advantages
to be door openers to Swiss society. Instead, they expe-
rienced the plethora of expectations directed at them as
a continuation of the bordering practices they had been
confronted with throughout their migration journeys.

As I accompanied the youths into the refugee recep-
tion classes they attended, caught up with them in our
weekly radio group meetings or joined them in daily ac-
tivities, I came to observe their continuous acts of learn-
ing and perfecting the social and linguistic codes that
would enable them to be recognized as equal by their
Swiss counterparts. It included mimicking their expres-
sions, learning when to be quiet in order not to stick out,
and internalizing unwritten rules about how to, or not
to, move about in public spaces. Yet, I also came to ob-
serve how these placemaking efforts were continuously
unsettled by the defensive attitude the young people
encountered on the side of people who felt that they
should not be allowed to lay claim to this place. The
outlines of these frontiers of belonging first became vis-
ible to me through the interactions I observed in the
classroom. As I sat in on lessons in the reception classes
the young people went to, I was surprised about the
negative, deficit-centred stance the pedagogues showed
towards their refugee students, even though most of
them self-identified as open-minded and politically pro-
gressive educators. Rather than empowering the young
people and building on their strengths and motivations,
the teachers continuously emphasized their deficiencies,
which, they argued, made it impossible for their stu-
dents to make the jump to mainstream schooling any
time soon. While the so-called integration classes the
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youth attended presented themselves as inclusive edu-
cation programs aimed at creating pathways for unac-
companied refugee youth to participate in Swiss society,
they created an insurmountable number of obstacles for
them (Lems, 2020). These obstacles did not show in the
form of open displays of rejection. They were often hid-
den behind a language of care—for example when teach-
ers argued that in refusing to support excellent students’
promotion from the segregated refugee-only class into
a secondary school they were protecting them because
they were not ready to fully participate in Swiss society,
or, when young people who had successfully obtained
an apprenticeship were talked out of taking it up on the
basis that they were emotionally and academically not
ready for such a large commitment. Over time cracks
started to appear in the veneer of care. As the vast ma-
jority of the students failed to be promoted from the seg-
regated classes into mainstream education, it became in-
creasingly obvious that the state of ‘readiness’ the teach-
ers aimed for was unachievable.

My conversations with the pedagogues revealed that
they were deeply concerned about the question of how
European societies were going to deal with the socio-
economic consequences of the ‘refugee crisis.’ They un-
derstood their roles as social pedagogues as gatekeep-
ers of Swiss society. Through their pedagogical work they
tried to achieve a transformation in the refugee youth
that was not just important for their individual futures,
but for the future of Swiss society at large. The peda-
gogues were convinced that their main task was to help
the young people integrate into a system of values which,
they believed, was deeply alien to them. Yet as I sat in
on the lessons it became evident that the process of ‘in-
tegration’ the teachers were aiming at was a one-way
street.While it required the full submersion of the young
people into Swiss society, it did not require Swiss peo-
ple to show any flexibility in accommodating the ideas or
habits the refugee youth hadbrought along. The problem
with this asymmetricalmodel of integration is that even if
refugees do their best to accept the wishes of their hosts
and blend in, this does not preclude the emergence of
new barriers. Rytter (2019, p. 688) therefore describes in-
tegration as a Sisyphean task: “Actual integration seems
to be impossible because there are always new fences to
climb and new stones to roll up the mountain.’’

Whilst easily overlooked because of their common-
place appearance, I suggest that the conceptions of
race and cultural difference reverberating through these
everyday acts of boundary-drawing need to be un-
derstood as the fundaments and catalysts of interior
frontiers. When piercing through the surface of the
seemingly benevolent language of care and integra-
tion permeating the school settings the young people
weremoving through, historically ingrained narratives of
Swiss cultural supremacy come to the fore (Fischer-Tine
& Purtschert, 2015; Schinkel, 2018). They link into a
deep-seated fear of Überfremdung (over-foreignization),
which has molded the country’ migration policies from

the nineteenth century onwards (Wicker, 2009, p. 26).
This fear is based on the discursive construction of the
figure of the immoral/undeserving foreigner who is lead-
ing a good life at the expense of the Swiss taxpayer
(D’Amato, 2012, p. 99). These historical and discursive
configurations form the subtext of contemporary integra-
tion policies in Switzerland, where the debate has gradu-
ally moved from the right of refugees and migrants to be
included in Swiss society to a demand that they must in-
tegrate (Piñeiro, 2015, pp. 22–24). What resonates in all
these debates is the fear of an imminent crisis: A deep-
seated fear that if cultural difference is tolerated, this will
inevitably lead to the collapse of Swiss traditions and val-
ues and to the disintegration of the country’s wealth.

Against the backdrop of this political landscape, the
young people I worked with were struggling with a deep
and utter feeling of being-out-of-place. This sense of
being-out-of-place is not due to the inherent impossibil-
ity of belonging refugees have as a result of their experi-
ences of displacement. In a socio-political climate where
migrant bodies are marked as problem cases in need of
integration, control or expulsion, refugees are actively
kept from laying claim to places—they are pushed into a
feeling of being-out-of-place. It is precisely these “deep
tectonic shifts” in liberal democratic societies that Stoler
(2018, p. 1) aims to capture with the analytical metaphor
of the interior frontier. Influenced by the work of Fichte
and Balibar, she deploys ‘interior frontier’ as an analyti-
cal lens that helps her understand “what sorts of sensibil-
ities get recruited to produce hardening distinctions be-
tween who is ‘us’ and who is constructed as (irrevocably)
‘them”’ (Stoler, 2018, p. 2). It urges scholars to look for dif-
ferent means of responding to the cementing of inequal-
ities across the world and capture processes of social ex-
clusion that often remain invisible with the methodolog-
ical tools at hand (Stoler, 2018, p. 1). To bring the phe-
nomenological quality of interior frontiers into the open,
it does therefore not suffice to deploy a bird’s eye view.
Stoler (2018, p. 2) suggests that because of their opaque-
ness they require a “multiplex optic,” which is at once in-
timate and proximate.

Similarly, the interior frontiers of belonging the
refugee youth were up against did not become visible
to me by simply giving the youth a chance to release
their voices. What makes these frontiers so difficult to
grasp with narrative methodologies is that their modus
operandi is based on a contingent, non-spoken form of
borderwork. It is therefore often precisely in the silences,
muttered utterances, or half-told stories that interior
frontiers become visible. It was only after I opened upmy
methodological repertoire that I was able to take note of
the fragmentary and non-linear ways the young people
had been sharing their experiences of exclusion all the
while. This included the brief moments when the youth
reflected on the general feeling of unwelcomeness that
they were exposed to in their everyday encounters with
Swiss people. It shimmered through the question that
Samuel, a seventeen years-old Eritrean posed one after-
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noon during a radio group gathering: “Look, I can stay
here, and I am happy to work and learn and do every-
thing they [the Swiss] want me to do. But do they really
want me here?” And it spoke through the reaction of his
friend Meron, who asked me: “It’s true, they [the Swiss]
don’t want us here, right?”

Often, interior frontiers only became graspable
through small, intangible actions signalling to the youth
that they did not have a right to belong to this place. They
included experiences on public transport, when people
refused to take a seat next to them, interactions with bus
drivers who refused to stop when it was ‘only’ refugee
kids waiting at the village bus station next to the home
for unaccompanied minors, or the habitual ways peo-
ple stared at them when they entered shops or public
spaces. These everyday acts of border work hardly ever
involved openly exclusionary behaviour. Without ever
saying a word, however, they managed to deeply unset-
tle the young people, replacing the hopeful expectations
many of them had attached to their educational oppor-
tunities in Switzerland with a hopeless attitude of ‘I can-
not’ (Ahmed, 2007, p. 161). Whilst refusing to be ver-
balized, such embodied, habitual appearances of exclu-
sion should not be ignored or written off as inconclusive.
They reveal something essential about the ways people
who do not possess the social, emotional or political cap-
ital to turn their experiences into a coherent storyline,
make sense of the unequal world they find themselves
thrown into.

The ability to render one’s experiences into a plot is
not self-explanatory. Das (1995, p. 22) argues that for
people whose lives are marked by violent events it be-
comes extremely difficult to formulate the conditions for
their suffering. She notes that rather than trying to es-
tablish a meaning in suffering, we need to pay attention
to the victims’ own understandings of the world, which
are often accidental, chaotic and contingent in nature.
Similarly, a phenomenological approach to exclusion can-
not reduce its focus on extracting the agentive voices of
themarginalized. It needs to pay serious ethnographic at-
tention to the muted and fragmented experiences that
are the outcome of violent border regimes and that may
render the idea of speaking up or, indeed, speaking at all,
impossible. Regarding such voiceless traces as part and
parcel of our methodological repertoire allows glimpses
of the opaque power of interior frontiers. They allow us
to expose their corporeal character, how they not only
determine who or what is to be regarded as external to
the polity, but also how theymanage tomake people feel
strange. They allow us to show how societal discourses
manage to inscribe themselves onto the bodies of indi-
viduals and get woven into the fabric of the everyday
(Das, 1995, p. 22).

4. Everyday Bricklayers

In my previous research I came to see the grave impact
of everyday border work on the lives of young refugees.

The interior frontiers they found themselves confronted
with did not just affect their movements through public
spaces. They formed road blocks to key arenas of future-
making, forcing them into desperate existential balanc-
ing acts. The general atmosphere of hostility and un-
welcome the young refugees were grappling with con-
fronted me with the need to develop methodological
tools that would allow me to gain a deeper understand-
ing of the social processes underlying such everyday acts
of exclusion. Yet, while exposing the voiceless traces of
border work allowed me to shed light on the effects of
interior frontiers, this approach did not enable me to un-
derstand exclusion in its full intersubjective complexity.
In order to gain a deeper understanding of the building
blocks and building-practices underlying them, I there-
fore needed to extend my ethnographic focus yet again.
To staywith the conceptualmetaphor of the interior fron-
tier, I needed to devote more attention to the everyday
practices of its bricklayers.

The research group I am currently heading, Everyday
Histories of Global Change, aims to do precisely this.
I have shifted my empirical focus from refugees to the
lifeworlds of people who perceive refugees as a threat
to their values and ways of life. I try to establish how
people actively participating in everyday border work
experience and make sense of notions such as tradi-
tion, belonging and estrangement—key building blocks
in the creation of interior frontiers. Together with my
research team I do so by paying ethnographic atten-
tion to genealogies of exclusionary practices in munici-
palities in the Swiss, Austrian, and Italian Alps, that are
characterized by long histories of global interconnec-
tion on the one hand, and support for reactionary polit-
ical movements on the other. Throughout the centuries
the German-speaking Alpine region has interchangeably
been depicted as Europe’s rural, backward periphery or
as the last locus of authentic values and traditions. It has
been marked by fractious relationships with urban cen-
tres of power and a historically engrained opposition to
the decisions being ordered from above. By zooming in
on the ways the inhabitants of these communities en-
gage with the past, we try to come to a deeper under-
standing of the role local, everyday engagements with
history play in determining who is permitted entrance
to, and who is to remain outside of, interior frontiers of
belonging. The research group is guided by the question
of how people actively negotiate questions of place at-
tachment and belonging, and looks at the social work
that local, everyday understandings of history do: When
do they become a means for creating social closeness
and when are they used to exclude and other individu-
als and groups? How do local exclusionary readings of
the past become woven into the texture of the everyday
and normalized?

I am exploring these questions by turning everyday
practices of exclusion into explicit objects of inquiry.
Based on village ethnographies in regions that are fre-
quently described as heartlands of the European right,

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 116–125 121

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


I hope that the project will create a deeper understand-
ing of the bricklayers of interior frontiers—the ordinary
people supporting exclusionary ideas on the ground.
They are part of a rapidly growing proportion of the
population in liberal democratic societies who no longer
want to adhere to the rules of the “liberal game” (Illouz,
2017, p. 49), and openly reject its ideals of diversity,
tolerance and inclusion. In recent years social scientists
have started to pay increased ethnographic attention
to these developments by studying right-wing activists
and extremist groups such as skinheads, neo-Nazis or
religious fundamentalists (Shoshan, 2016; Thorleifsson,
2018). While these studies give important insights into
the affective, social and economic dynamics driving po-
litical radicalization, we know very little about the life-
worlds of ordinary people enacting exclusionary ideas on
the ground. A growing number of scholars therefore em-
phasize the urgent need for more ethnographic studies
on the social worlds of people who are not members of
radical right-wing organisations, but form the everyday
support base of the backlash against inclusive ideas of
belonging (Hann, 2016; Hochschild, 2016; Pasieka, 2019).
A more thorough understanding of what is driving this
backlash is of critical importance, as it might allow us
to develop answers to the fragmentation and erosion of
trust marking the public realm of democratic societies.
Withmy current research I aim to contribute to this body
of knowledge by shedding light on the intersubjective
processes underlying everyday boundarywork.We do so
by exploring the potential of history as a social glue that
binds communities together and as a means of exclud-
ing others by placing them outside of a shared, commu-
nal time.

Village ethnography is a particularly helpful method-
ological tool for such an undertaking. While frequently
portrayed otherwise, rural communities are not inter-
nally uniform microcosms. They are dynamic social and
physical entities that are marked by many cleavages, am-
biguities and internal incoherencies. The different peo-
plemaking up the social fabric ofmy current research site
in the Austrian state of Carinthia therefore do not fit in
one uniformmould that can be reduced to labels such as
‘right-wing’ or ‘left-wing.’ To understand exclusion as an
intersubjective phenomenon I have to actively work with
the breaks and ruptures that are part and parcel of vil-
lage life. This does not just include the experiences of the
bricklayers of interior frontiers, but also the perspectives
and experiences of village outsiders—often people (mi-
grants and non-migrants alike) who have been silenced
or ridiculed as to not disturb the social equilibrium. In
treating the village as a site of contested meanings, I can
observe from up close how some people end up erect-
ing interior frontiers while others find themselves locked
outside of them.

I am still in the midst of my fieldwork, hence it is too
early to give detailed ethnographic insights into the life-
worlds of the bricklayers and their counterparts. Instead,
I want to use the space of this thematic issue to make a

methodological point about the great degree of reflexiv-
ity this radical intersubjective approach to exclusion de-
mands from ethnographers. Studying the bricklayers of
interior frontiers involves many ethical and methodolog-
ical challenges. It raises a set of dilemmas that compli-
cate commonly accepted ideas of friendship and voice
underwriting ethnographic researchpractices.What hap-
pens when scholars give voice to people like forty-year-
old Hubert, whom I met during my fieldwork, who is con-
vinced that if we are to prevent a future in which people
like “us” are going to be replaced by Muslim migrants,
we need to learn from Hitler and take some drastic deci-
sions? My fieldwork in Carinthia has shown that the re-
actionary future Hubert hopes for should not be written
off as an isolated, extremist derailment of one frustrated
individual. His future imaginary links into much wider
socio-cultural practices in this rural area that do not imag-
ine the future as a forward movement, but hope, wish
and activelywork towards aworld that resembles author-
itarian pasts. The social reproduction of these exclusion-
ary ideas of belonging also appear in the villages’ her-
itage groups (Traditionsvereine). These clubs form some
of the most crucial pillars of social life—not just in this
rural area of Austria, but across the German-speaking
Alpine region.Whilst aiming to preserve traditions, many
of these clubs carry a strong exclusionary undertone:
They aim to defend blood and soil from the socio-cultural
infiltration of outsiders, or from the spread of cosmopoli-
tan ideals threatening to destroy their authentic ties to
the place. Is there a space in social science research for
the members of heritage clubs I collaborate with, who
aim for a purified ‘indigenous’ community of Germanic
origin? And what happens to the ideal of democratized
research agendas when informants use them to mingle
everyday critiques of global capitalism with conspirato-
rial theories of a Bevölkerungsaustausch—the planned
replacement of the local population by migrants? If so-
cial scientists engagewith such extremistworld views, do
they not risk amplifying them? Given the very real suffer-
ing interior frontiers can cause, should excluders be given
a voice at all? The phenomenology of exclusion I am sug-
gesting is marked by a great dilemma that can never be
fully resolved: While too much closeness to the bricklay-
ers of interior frontiers risks normalizing their exclusion-
ary practices, too little risks overlooking the lived reali-
ties propelling their everyday border work.

There are very few methodological guidelines that
might help ethnographers work through this dilemma.
The lack of research with “unlikeable” (Pasieka, 2019,
p. 3) groups can partially be ascribed to the dominance of
the voice paradigm in ethnographic researchmethodolo-
gies and researchers’ reluctance to engage with political
world views they cannot sympathize with. Harding (1991,
p. 374) sees this reluctance directly linked to the power
of the liberal intellectual tradition in Western academia
that has based its self-identification as a modern, pro-
gressive force on the portrayal of the figure of the re-
actionary as the “repugnant cultural other” whose back-
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wardness and bigotry places him/her outside the project
of modernity. Hage (2017, pp. 7–8) notes that the same
liberal tradition has led to a tendency in scholars study-
ing exclusionary practices to focus on the inconsisten-
cies in racists’ perspectives. Yet, while they have invested
an enormous amount of effort in developing anti-racist
critiques, people expressing exclusionary sentiments are
quite happy to live with the contradictions and discrep-
ancies they are accused of. Hage therefore suggests that
we should approach racism as a practical, lived reality.
It means that we need to explore the experiences and
lifeworlds of people who actively participate in exclu-
sionary practices. Approaching exclusion as a general
“mode of being” (Hage, 2017, p. 13) involves asking diffi-
cult questions and engaging with individuals researchers
might feel inclined to ignore. It involves following the
lead of critical race scholars, who have long called for
phenomenological methods that allow us to unravel the
ways supremacist and racialized ideas are made and un-
made in the everyday (Ahmed, 2007). It involves explor-
ing why a growing percentage of the population come to
think that in creating interior frontiers they are not doing
anything questionable but simply protecting whatmakes
their lives worth living (Hage, 2017, p. 13).

Despite the challenges such a focus on exclusion as
an intersubjective phenomenon might pose, ethnogra-
phers do not need to reinvent themethodological wheel.
We can build on a robust epistemological tradition that
urges us to scrutinize the interplay of proximity and dis-
tance in ethnographic research encounters. It calls upon
ethnographers to recognize that they are always embed-
ded in the social processes they study, necessitating con-
tinuous balancing acts between states of closeness and
distance. Empathy for our participants’ struggles there-
fore does not have to equal sympathy with their polit-
ical world views. The challenge of navigating this back
and forth between states of closeness and distance has
been present in all my ethnographic encounters. It has
been as important in my research with refugees—for ex-
ample, when Somalis in Australia I had established close
ties with openly expressed their hatred for people from
rival ethnic clans, or when young West African men in
Switzerland who treated me like a family member simul-
taneously argued for the erasure of women from public
life—as it is in my current village ethnography. By tak-
ing the interplay of proximity and distance seriously, we
can navigate some of these challenges and overcome the
danger of representing bricklayers of interior frontiers as
“repugnant cultural others” (Harding, 1991) or “strangers
emerging from our midst” (Illouz, 2017, p. 49). In doing
so, I believe that ethnographers cannot just play an es-
sential role in understanding the motives and causes of
exclusionary practices. They can contribute to the search
for a cure against the sense of discontent afflicting con-
temporary democracies—a fundamental erosion of trust
which increasingly makes conversations across ideologi-
cal divides impossible.

5. Conclusion

In calling for a phenomenology of exclusion, I do not
intend to downplay the actions of people expressing
exclusionary sentiments, or, even worse, the suffering
caused in the people these sentiments are directed at.
As I have tried to show in this article, by using the con-
ceptual metaphor of the interior frontier such an ap-
proach cannot but bemultidimensional. Given the impal-
pable, hidden ways interior frontiers are erected and de-
fended in everyday life, and the grave impact they have
on current politics of belonging, it is of immense impor-
tance to expose them as existing as real social actualities.
Treating exclusion as a worldly phenomenon has a num-
ber of methodological implications. It means that ethno-
graphers need to critically reflect on the impulse to “do
good” (Fisher, 1997) through their research practices and
on the paradoxes of voice this creates. It simultaneously
implicates resisting the urge to explain away exclusion-
ary cultural practices by reducing them to the effects of
global processes of marginalization (Pasieka, 2019, p. 5).
A phenomenology of exclusion is based on the idea that
we cannot formulate a critique of border work without
properly understanding its modus operandi first. It simul-
taneously puts the ethnographic spotlight on the people
who habitually and unquestioningly inhabit a mode of
being-at-home-in-the-world and those who are continu-
ously stopped, blocked or held back from occupying this
affective space. Not overhearing or silencing such inter-
twined experiences requires efforts on the side of the
ethnographer. It requires us not to expect people to dis-
till their experiences solely in the form of narratives or
‘voices,’ but to sharpen our perception to other forms
of communication. It requires a methodological open-
ness towards ‘minima ethnographica’ (Jackson, 1998)—
the small, seemingly banal modes of being determin-
ing people’s everyday engagements with the world. It
is important not to romanticize these everyday acts of
meaning-making and misinterpret them as demonstra-
tions of simplistic, self-contained expressions of agency
or voice. By shedding light on the details of life as lived
and experienced by particular individuals and groups at
particular moments in time, a phenomenology of exclu-
sion is able to show the limitations of an overly enthu-
siastic emphasis on the potentially emancipatory role of
voice as a research tool. Instead, it unveils the ‘banality of
evil’ (Arendt, 1963/2006)—howviolent acts of boundary-
drawing are often not the result of dramatic, extraordi-
nary acts of exclusion but anchored and acted out in the
course of daily life.
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1. Introduction

Following this thematic issue’s call to reflect on how
methods can reinforce and/or dismantle boundaries
within the academic field of migration studies, this arti-
cle uses the emotion of fatigue as both a methodolog-
ical tool and an analytical object to argue for an active
engagement with emotions in situated ethnographies.
This approach has the potential to question and unset-
tle the roles of researcher and researched, and the idea
of the field as a bounded entity more generally.

Conceptually, my approach is inspired by Laliberté
and Schurr’s (2016) call to (re)-invigorate reflexive prac-
tices through a reflexive ethnography of emotions in
which the researcher interrogates their own “emotional
entanglements” with the ‘field.’ This enables an enquiry
into asymmetrical power relations, questions the ontolo-
gy of the field and highlights ethical discussions through-

out the research process, from ideation and research to
writing and dissemination. This call for renewed reflexivi-
ty is, I propose, particularly relevant in the field of migra-
tion studies because of the increased academic attention
to displacement and migration in the wake of the so-
called “migration crisis” of 2015 (for discussions of the
crisis-framing and particularly the term ‘migration crisis’
as opposed to other interpretations of and systems in cri-
sis, such as ‘asylum reception crisis’ or ‘political crisis’ see
Rozakou, 2019, 2020; Tazzioli & De Genova, 2016). While
media and political discourses have contributed to fram-
ing the arrival of refugees in terms of a crisis, the field
of migration studies has benefited from more funding
opportunities for research projects on migration and dis-
placement (Cabot, 2019; Rozakou, 2019). The increased
scholarly attention, especially since 2015, ironically cor-
relates temporally with further restrictions in migration
policies in many European countries that have become
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more geared towards the containment, detention and
deportation of migrants as well as the criminalisation
of humanitarian and logistical aid to refugees (Hänsel,
Hess, & Kasparek, 2019; Tazzioli & Garelli, 2018). In light
of this politicisation of migration and the continuous
undermining of asylum rights in European countries, it is
important to reflect on the kind of knowledge thatmigra-
tion research produces (see Cabot, 2019; Rozakou, 2019).
As Aparna argues:

Rather than a neutral position situated ‘outside’ the
field of asylum, the very status of being a researcher
entering into spaces of ‘refugee-support’ or in dia-
logue with asylum-seekers/refugees or writing about
‘their’ condition, implies producing relations that are
shaped by power relations. (Aparna, 2020, p. 23)

I argue that this research focus on migration and
refugees demands a renewed critical engagement with,
and questioning of, the power relations between
researchers and the communities and individuals they
research. This includes questioning the distribution and
extraction of resources in research and enquiring into
adverse effects such as the potential reification of bound-
aries of otherness (see also Rozakou, 2019). In this arti-
cle, the terms ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’ will be used inter-
changeably. I thereby follow Cantat (2016), who points
out that although the state differentiates and assigns
different legal categories to these mobilities, the lived
mobility experiences share many commonalities.

To constructively address these issues, I propose
to take emotions, specifically fatigue, as the starting
point to respond to Laliberté and Schurr’s (2016) call for
reflexive ethnography to elucidate positionality and pow-
er relations and unsettle a tendency for the reproduc-
tion of othering categories in migration studies. Fatigue,
I suggest, is a constitutive element of the emotional
geography in which refugees, humanitarian aid workers,
activists andmigration researchersmove in. I understand
fatigue as a prolonged emotional state, a kind of tired-
ness that is not resolved by, for instance, a good night’s
rest or leisure activities rather than a temporary or phys-
ical state of exhaustion. Psychologists describe this emo-
tional fatigue as a loss of motivation to engage with a
repetitive object or action, especially when no significant
changes result from the repeated engagement (Hockey,
2013). In the following, I examine my own role in the
emotional landscape of fatigue. Thus, fatigue is both the
object of analysis and the methodological tool for reflex-
ivity and self-examination. As an object of analysis, I draw
on three expressions of fatigue: research fatigue, racial
battle fatigue and compassion fatigue. As a methodolog-
ical approach, I attempt to place myself within the emo-
tional geography of the field and thereby translate some
of themessiness and tension of doing fieldwork onmigra-
tion in the 21st century onto these pages.

This article begins by outlining the theoretical ideas
around emotions that have been informedby the body of

feminist scholarship on the sociality and politics of emo-
tion, specifically Ahmed’s (2014) notion circulating emo-
tions as well as Ngai’s (2005) “ugly emotions.” Afterward,
I highlight three different expressions of fatigue: research
fatigue, racial battle fatigue and compassion fatigue.
I explore these fatigues through ethnographic scenes
based on notes taken during my fieldwork conducted for
my PhD research in Athens and Hamburg in 2019–2020.
My research engages with different forms of migrant-led
activism in urban spaces. The scenes outlined in this arti-
cle are not verbatim accounts, but rather collages, exten-
sive notes and memories based on interviews, informal
conversations and encounters in both cities. Lastly, I dis-
cuss how the lens of fatigue highlights the importance of
reflexive ethnography to unsettle the categorical borders
of researcher and researched, and the so-called field in
the context of migration studies.

2. Thinking Emotions

My exploration of the emotion of fatigue in its dif-
ferent expressions is informed by feminist scholarship
on the sociality of emotions, which emphasises the
(re)-productive qualities of emotions in shaping our
social and political worlds (see amongst others Berlant,
2004; Bondi, 2005; Lutz & Abu-Lughod, 1990). I am par-
ticularly influenced by Sara Ahmed’s (2014) notion of the
circulation of emotions. Emotions, Ahmed argues, move
within fields of relations where they both acquire mean-
ing, influence meaning and shape interactions. The term
‘emotion,’ Ahmed points out, already entails the impor-
tance of motion (Ahmed, 2014, p. 11). By conceptualis-
ing emotions as moving, as circulating, the importance
of the spatial relationships between bodies comes into
focus. In contrast to other theories of emotion, Ahmed
does not make “analytical distinctions between bodi-
ly sensation, emotion and thought as if they could be
‘experienced’ as distinct realms of human ‘experience”’
(Ahmed, 2014, p. 6). Rather, she emphasises that emo-
tions are located not in the I/We, but in the social inter-
play between I/We and Other. Thus, emotions are social
and political practices rather than individualised, inter-
nal states of being (on Ahmed’s theory of emotions see
Gorton, 2007).

This approach to emotions enables an investigation
into how they are imbued with value through historical
and social encounters (Ahmed, 2014; Schmitz & Ahmed,
2014). Ahmed illustrates this point with the example of
the child and the bear: A child meets a bear; the child
has never seen a bear before, yet the child is scared and
runs away. Even though this is the child’s first encounter
with a bear, and although the fear experienced by it
is bodily and felt instinctively, the child’s fear is also
produced through the histories, imaginaries and narra-
tives of the bear as a being to be feared that the child
has been exposed to previously. Fear is thus not locat-
ed in either the child or the bear but occurs in the
interaction between the child and the bear. The out-
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come of this story, i.e., the child running away from
the bear, is however not certain. Ahmed points out that
an encounter between either/both a different child and
a different bear can lead to another outcome (Ahmed,
2014, p. 7).

This reading of emotions is particularly fruitful to
explore the role of feelings in the geographical and rela-
tional entanglements that we, in academia, call field-
work. These moments are experienced by individuals,
but they exist within specific historical and socio-political
contexts. Through my empirical material, I connect vari-
ous expressions of fatigue as they are articulated and cir-
culated by different actors such as refugees, activists, aid
workers and myself as researcher. Specifically, working
with fatigue in the research setting of politicised migra-
tion debates in Europe requires active engagement with
themes related to power dynamics and racialised hier-
archies in knowledge production. Questions arise about
who benefits from the researcher’s attention, what nar-
ratives are clouded when focusing on certain communi-
ties and places as opposed to others, and what ideas
of the Other are evoked in migration research? These
questions are discussed at length in decolonial literature
on migration (Aparna, 2020; Aparna, Kande, Kramsch,
& Schapendonk, in press; Bejarano, Juárez, García, &
Goldstein, 2019; Robbins, 2013; Vanyoro, Hadj-Abdou,
& Dempster, 2019), which investigates how new post-
colonial configurations of the West that play out in the
migration-control field and scholarship engagedwith this
field. I draw much inspiration from these approaches
that attempt to expose the embedded power relations
in the financial, historical and socio-political structures
of academia that, e.g., create and maintain inequalities.
Furthermore, decolonial scholars such as Aparna et al.
(in press) argue for developing alternative ways of knowl-
edge production, such as collaborative knowledge pro-
duction and embodied research. Ahmed’s theorisations
of emotions tie in well with these decolonial works as
they allow to address the relationality of emotions and
how these are shaped in a socio-political space.

While Ahmed’s theorisations of emotions provide
the overarching theoretical framework, I bring in Ngai’s
(2005) notion of “ugly feelings” to hone in on the speci-
ficity of the emotion of fatigue. Ngai explores emotions
such as irritation, anxiety or envy that are typically char-
acterised “by a flatness or ongoingness” (Ngai, 2005,
p. 7). These characteristics contrast those of other emo-
tions marked by “suddenness” (Ngai, 2005, p. 7), such
as anger or joy, which have received more attention in
academia and literature. It is this absence of abrupt-
ness that allows ugly feelings to linger longer than those
more sudden emotions. Inmy reading, fatigue too can be
understood as an ugly feeling, smouldering quietly rather
than burning hot and intensely. Fatigue may thus not
be immediately visible and marked by a different tempo-
rality than the immediacy associated with sudden emo-
tions such as joy and anger. As such, the ugly emotion of
fatigue is of particular relevance for a reflexive engage-

ment with the academic field of migration studies that is
so often marked by notions of crisis and urgency.

Scene: On the train from Hamburg to Copenhagen,
we stop in the borderlands between Germany
and Denmark. Border police enters the train.
An announcement over the speaker tells passengers
to keep their documents handy for a passport check.
I have seen this happen many times in the last years
during my frequent travels between Copenhagen and
Hamburg. In an attempt to make the border guards’
jobs more difficult, I usually make a big deal of not
having my passport ready and making them wait.
However, this time, the police march immediately
through the entire train compartment directly to a
Black man sitting in a 4-person booth and two wom-
en of colour sitting on the other side of the isle from
him. The police aggressively demand to see theman’s
passport. They ask: “Where are you going? What are
you doing in Denmark?” The police’s demeanour is
intimidating. Once they seem to be done checking
the man, they turn around and check the passports
of the two women sitting across the aisle. Then they
turn to leave to the next train compartment. Now I am
furious. I spontaneously get out of my seat and walk
up to the police, waving my German passport in my
hand. “You haven’t checked my passport yet,” I say to
the police officer standing nearest to me as I shove
my passport towards him. He looks puzzled and bare-
ly glances at the document. “I thought you are doing
a passport check?” I ask exasperatedly, hoping that
my tone carries all the subtext I am trying to convey:
“I see what you are doing, this is racial profiling, this
is part of the Schengen area so why are you check-
ing anyway.” The police officer simply replies: “It’s
a random passport check.” “Right…a random check,”
I answer trying to sound as sarcastic as possible as
I turn and walk back to my seat. The other passengers
are staring at me trying to figure out what is going on.
My hands are shaking now, I am guessing from anger
and adrenaline. As soon as I sit back down in my seat,
doubts about my act creep up. I spend the rest of the
train ride wondering if I did the right thing, if I acted in
the interest of the people that were being checked, if
I could have made the situation worse for them. I felt
compelled to do something, but I don’t know if it was
the right thing to do.

I recount this event of racial profiling on the train here,
not because there was anything unexpected or surpris-
ing about its occurrence (see, for example, Schwarz,
2016, who discusses similar events at the Italian–Swiss
border); on the contrary, as I will show in the following
sections, racial profiling by police is regrettably all too
regular an occurrence for Blackmen inGermany (Bechtel,
2017; Belina, 2016). In this moment on the train, I was
moved by fatigues that had accumulated in the previ-
ous days and weeks. When the border guards entered
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the train that day, I was tired, angry and sad. The inci-
dent happened on 20 February 2020, a day after I attend-
ed the memorial service for Yaya Djabi, a Gambian man
who died in a German prison cell (see Section 4) and
only hours after a right-wing extremist murdered nine
people at a Shisha bar in a heinous racist attack in
Hanau, Germany.

To me, the scene captures the entangled emotions
with near- and far-histories of racialisation, police vio-
lence, citizenship and borderland geography. However,
it also shows how far emotional spaces can reach into
each other when the subject-positions are derived from
a pervasive inequality within the emotional geography.
The accumulative effect of fatigue(s) provokedmy impul-
sive reaction to discrimination, which almost immediate-
ly became reflexive of the history of racialisation and
current migration control policies that shaped the scene
and my position in it. Writing explicitly about my own
emotional relations to and in the field, and the ensu-
ing insecurities, is uncomfortable, especially as most of
my academic training up to this point has taught me
to relegate my own emotions to a small section of the
article, the predominant academic product, known as
the “methods section.” However, it enables reflection
on how I, as a researcher, navigate those complicated
experiences, relations and expectations and how they
are shaped through encounters and differentially expe-
rienced histories. More importantly, however, by laying
bare these fatigues and my discomfort, I can attempt
to challenge the “one-way mirror” (Zuboff, 2019) that
researchers often hold up to interlocutors without hav-
ing to look into the mirror oneself. How much easier is
it to explore another person’s emotions in writing than
addressing one’s own? Yet, maybe being able to expose
these discomforts can be an entry point into address-
ing the violence and uneven geographies in which ‘the
researcher’ and ‘the researched’ move, as suggested by
decolonial migration scholarship.

3. Research Fatigue

It was in Athens in early 2019, while participating in an
academic workshop on migration in Greece, that I ini-
tially heard the term ‘research fatigue’ used by Greek
scholars, activists and residents of informal squats. In the
academic literature, research fatigue is understood as
feelings of exhaustion and exasperation by communities
and individuals who receive sustained attention from
researchers, particularly social scientists, and yet have
not felt any positive effects from this attention (see Clark,
2008; Sukarieh & Tannock, 2013; Way, 2013).

I relate research fatigue to the temporality of cri-
sis that has marked much of the developments in
recent migration studies (Cabot, 2019; Rozakou, 2019;
Tazzioli & De Genova, 2016). In her article “The Business
of Anthropology and the European Refugee Regime,”
anthropologist Heath Cabot (2019) poignantly argues
that the portrayal of migration events in 2015–2016

must be understood as an instance of “crisis chasing,”
which she describes as “the propensity to take crisis as
a driver of scholarship; assuming that ‘refugee experi-
ences’ need to be studied; and, finally, heeding the call to
‘do good’ through scholarship in ways that deflect atten-
tion from anthropology’s own politics of life” (Cabot,
2019, p. 262). It is this propensity for crisis-chasing that
has marked much of the research on migration in the
social sciences and humanities in recent years, andwhich
raises questions about how, why and for whom this
research is conducted. Having myself ‘come-of-age’ as
a student in migration studies in 2015, at precisely the
moment when the topic took centre stage of public and
political attention in Europe, has also informed my own
trajectory as a researcher. My education and nascent
career have thus been shaped by the omnipresence of
crisis narratives and a resulting surge in academic fund-
ing for research on these issues (Cabot, 2019).

Scene: Lea, Charles, Anne and I are sitting in a café
at Victoria Square with Poya, the young man we will
interview. We are meeting Poya to talk with him
about refugee squats in Athens. He is a resident of
City Plaza, one of the most well-known squats in
Europe these days. “Are you also anthropologists?”
Poya asks, as we settled into our chairs and order
our coffees. Some of us are anthropologists, some
of us are not, but all of us are in some way work-
ing on themes of migration and mobility in Europe.
It is obvious that Poya recognises ‘our type.’ Over the
last few years, he has spoken to many researchers,
mostly social scientists and journalists, people just
like the four of us. Poya’s ability to read and imme-
diately place us in a larger socio-political and aca-
demic environment leaves me shifting uncomfortably
in my seat. A mixture of embarrassment and guilt
overcomes me as I am confronted with the fact that
I too am part of the ever-growing group of, mostly
Northern European, scholars travelling to Greece to
conduct yet more research on ‘the refugee experi-
ence.’ My doubts about my role in this environment
have been an underlying hum ever since I got a PhD
position the previous year. But as I’m sitting across
Poya in this café, it rings loudly in my ears.

It is Poya’s recognition of ‘us as anthropologists’ that
unsettlesme in thatmoment at the café because it forces
me to grapple with my own involvement in this dynam-
ic of crisis-driven research that can engender research
fatigue among those individuals and communities that
feel no positive change to their circumstances, despite
this persistent attention. A similar dynamic between
research attention and fatigue also becomes apparent in
the case of City Plaza.

In 2016, the former hotel, City Plaza, was squatted in
by political activists and turned into a living space for up
to 200 people, migrants and activists. City Plaza was rad-
ical, hopeful and simultaneously fraught with conflict—
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as might be suspected when utopian vision meets every-
day reality (see, for example, Mezzadra, 2018; Raimondi,
2019; Squire, 2018). During City Plaza’s early days,
researchers and journalists were welcomed into the
space and community. However, after years of sustained
public attention and some harsh critiques, the residents
decided not to open the space to researchers or jour-
nalists anymore. This decision remained in place until
its closure mid-2019. The realities and imaginaries of
City Plaza circulated far across the boundaries of the city
in activist networks and international media (Crabapple,
2017; Donnerbauer, 2016). City Plaza became a “symbol-
ic location” (Gilroy, 2013). It was a place that researchers
flocked to in large numbers and it was the obvious entry
point for us as ‘newcomers’ in Athens and therefore
the reason that we were sitting in the café with Poya
that afternoon.

Months after my initial meeting with Poya, I asked
him how many times he had been interviewed by
researchers in the last years. After a long pause, he
replied that it must have been more than twenty times.
Although I already knew that he had extensive experi-
ence with academics, I was nonetheless shocked to learn
this. We, researchers, do not only seem to all flock to
the same city, the same neighbourhood, and even the
same building—City Plaza—but are we also all speak-
ing to the same person in the course of our research?
Rozakou (2019) argues that the amount of research into
certain focal points such as the Moria refugee camp on
Lesvos or City Plaza in Athens alone does not provide an
in-depth picture. Rather, the amount of research can be
indicative of the accessibility or enabling circumstances
around the research production (Rozakou, 2019, p. 68).
It raises questions about the quality of knowledge pro-
duction itself when a symbolic location becomes central
to a whole body of literature. However, it also exposes
the constitutive elements of research fatigue in that it
indicates the extractive propensities of knowledge pro-
duction where empirical requirements for an academic
output are often enabled and collected through a ‘single
point of access,’ after which the ‘knowledge-producer’
moves on in the script.

While some individuals, such as Poya, and commu-
nities in Athens, such as City Plaza, were at the centre
of academic interest, other communities and individuals,
however, have not necessarily received similar attention:

Scene: Mamadou and I are sitting in his living
room and are talking about political developments
in Greece since early 2019. He tells me about how
changes to the asylum procedures implemented by
the new centre-right government a few months ear-
lier have negatively affected him and his friends.
Sometime into our conversation, his new-born child,
who has been quietly sleeping next to Mamadou
until now, starts to cry and won’t be consoled even
as Mamadou rocks the child in his arms while he
walks around the living room. “I will give him a bath,”

Mamadou decides and beckons me to follow him
to the bathroom. I lean against the doorframe as
Mamadou lifts his child into a small basin and careful-
ly pours water over the child’s belly. It is the informal-
ity of that moment that makes me ask him something
that has been burning on mymind since I’ve returned
to Athens: “Are the questions I am asking relevant
at all or am I missing something?” “The questions
are fine,” he says. “I like talking to people from oth-
er countries about these things. People should know
what is happening to refugees here.” It is then that
he tells me that I am the first researcher whom he
has spoken to about these topics in more than sev-
en years that he has lived in Greece. After my conver-
sations with Poya and all the talk of research fatigue
that I’ve heard over the last months, I am surprised to
learn this from Mamadou. I was almost certain that
he, as the president of an African diaspora organisa-
tion, would have had a similar experience to Poya and
been interviewed by researchers repeatedly.

I recall thismoment here because, tome, it illustrates the
contrast to Poya’s experience and the symbolic location
of City Plaza that are fatigued by the continued research
attention and the lack of real change it has brought to
their lives. Yet, what Mamadou expresses is a lack of
attention from the ‘outside’ and a wish to actually be
listened to. The examples of Poya and Mamadou high-
light the uneven emotional landscape in which attention
and inattention create different experiences of research
fatigue. It strikes me that, in both instances, the men
are enacting citizenship (Isin, 2009) and yet, in both
instances, the resulting recognition of rights is never pro-
portionate to the effort, regardless of where the crisis-
chasing research is directed. The research attention may
create moments of supposed representation (which in
itself also raises questions about who is being represent-
ed, by whom and for whom), but it seems that research
rarely amplifies the activist citizenship of refugees claim-
ing their rights. Unequal distribution of attention, in oth-
er words, creates a similar result. Exhaustion can both
arise in relation to continued attention by the research
community without an experience of concrete, (positive)
change and it can present itself in the frustrations expe-
rienced by people excluded from it. Moreover, even in
documenting and taking notice of this exhaustion, I have
to acknowledge my own role in its accumulation as a
researcher entering a space that has been at the focal
point of attention for the last several years.

4. Racial Battle Fatigue

In the following, I continue to elucidate how fatigue
also takes shape as an emotional object through “histo-
ries of contact between racialised, gendered, sexualised,
and otherwise differentiated bodies” (Laliberté & Schurr,
2016, p. 74). This kind of fatigue is known as “racial
battle fatigue,” a concept coined by critical race theo-
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rist William Smith (2004). The term described the expe-
riences of African American students and faculty at pre-
dominantly white universities in the United States and
the responses in terms of psychological, bodily and social
stress to racism in this institutional setting. Nowadays,
the term is also applied to capture similar experiences
by other racialised groups and individuals. Racial battle
fatigue is closely linked to Hochschild’s (2003) concept
of emotional labour, referring to the work that racialised
people have to do to exist and survive in white spaces
and the adverse effects on mental and physical health
(Smith, Yosso, & Solórzano, 2011; Thorsen, 2018, 2019).
Such racial battle fatigue unfolded in a specific fieldwork
moment in Hamburg that spoke to the violence that
young Black men experience in the city.

Scene: A group of 30–40 people are gathered in front
of a white tent at Park Fiction to commemorate the
fourth anniversary of the death of Yaya Djabi, a young
man from Guinea-Bissau, who was arrested by police
in Hamburg in 2016 for carrying 1.65 grams of mar-
ijuana. He spent several months in jail. Just a few
days before his release, he was found dead in his cell.
I attend the memorial in the cold and rainy Hamburg
night and I recognise activists from migrant rights
and anti-racist groups that I have met on other occa-
sions. Tonight’s memorial is organised by an umbrel-
la initiative of different local anti-racist groups in the
city. The initiative wants to officially re-name the
square that the memorial is currently held in to ‘Yaya
Djabi Square.’

Yaya’s friends and family speak about his death in
a German prison, the lack of answers they have
received since then, and the grief and anger they
live with daily. A family member’s voice grows loud-
er, then trembles as he recounts that he was recent-
ly stopped by the police at the exact square that we
are standing at now. How angry and upset it made
him that the police officers didn’t even know that this
place is named after Yaya; that, until recently, there
was a graffiti mural, a portrait of Yaya, on the building
across the street. The speaker yells his anger and pain
towards the police car parked in front of the square,
presumably to keep an eye on the assembled group.

The pain and anger articulated in the above scene is
an expression of racial battle fatigue, I argue, that is
expressed most poignantly in the speeches of Yaya’s
friends and families. Here, racial battle fatigue is trans-
formed into sudden, intense emotional expressions of,
most prominently, anger and sorrow. This shows how
emotions are knotted together in messy entanglements
(Ahmed, 2014; Ngai, 2005); how the consistent brutality
of racialisation produces states of fatigue alongside rage
and sorrow.

In this moment of racial battle fatigue, I noted
how the emotion circulates in a realm of historical and

present-day lived trauma and violence.Moreover, it links
to the violence of (in)attention as it relates the strug-
gles of overlooked communities to the attention that cer-
tain refugee communities that arrived in Europe more
recently receive. The above scene provides an insight
into howwhen Blackmigrants in Europe do receive atten-
tion, it is most often in the form of violence through
repressive policies and policing. This violence is also artic-
ulated in what has been referred to as the “politics of
exhaustion” (Welander & Vries, 2016) which is under-
stood as political and institutionalised forms of violence
through the migration control policies directed towards
refugees. This violence is expressed through increasing-
ly restrictive asylum procedures, a suspension of asylum
decision-making, leaving people in states of limbo indef-
initely, and camps such as the infamous Moria camp on
Lesvos Island aswell as deportation centres inwhich peo-
ple are held in prison-like settings (see Davies, Isakjee,
& Dhesi, 2017; Suárez-Krabbe, Lindberg, & Arce, 2018).
Moreover, continuous racial profiling, as described pre-
viously, and other discriminatory practices contribute
to this exhaustion even beyond the immediate sites
of the migration spectacle such as borders and camps.
As the scene above describes, these practices of exhaus-
tion and violence extend themselves to European urban
spaces. It is in the circulation of racialised histories, of
state violence against Black people and especially Black
migrants in Europe that racial battle fatigue moves and
in which it accumulates with every violent encounter.
Bringing the “politics of exhaustion” into conversation
with experiences of racial battle fatigue is helpful in con-
necting these struggles, which occur in different coun-
tries and moments in time, but which are linked through
the post-colonial configurations of the migration con-
trol field.

These racialised experiences of fatigue are perti-
nent in the example of Mamadou (see previous sec-
tion) as well as the grievances voiced at the communi-
ty meetings by different African diaspora associations
that I attended in Athens. During these meetings, atten-
dees repeatedly expressed feeling doubly marginalised,
both as migrants, and as Black people. They felt exclud-
ed from Greek society, NGOs and humanitarian organisa-
tions as well as from other migrant communities. At one
of these meetings, a participant remarked that African
migrants were unable to attend many of the programs
and support structures offered by NGOs and local initia-
tives because they focused on Arabic or Farsi-speaking
refugees. These examples indicate a selectiveness of
institutional (in)attention. The institutional (in)attention
can give rise to a different kind of fatigue, which is
produced when individuals and communities are con-
tinuously overlooked and excluded from services and
participation. While symbolic locations such as City
Plaza become illuminated through the bright spotlight
of media and research attention, other communities
existing in the shadows of this spotlight are exhausted
from inattention.
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Mamadou and many members of his association
arrived in Athens years before the summer of 2015. And
although many are still struggling to get papers and
against precarity, they are in other ways less ‘novel’
and, therefore, possibly of less interest to journalists and
researchers. (In)attention is related to the temporal prop-
erties of immediacy or lack thereof. As the events of 2015
were framed as immediacies and crises by politicians, the
public and researchers, the experiences of people who
had arrived in Athens previously were not included in the
urgency paradigm (Tazzioli & De Genova, 2016).

Although in a very different manner, the fatigue and
exhaustion produced by border violence and restrictive
migration policies also affects people working in the field
as it impedes their ability to support and struggle with
the migrant communities targeted by these policies.

5. Compassion Fatigue

Scene: Alexandros quit his previous job in
Thessaloniki, where he worked with homeless undoc-
umented youth, because of his grievances with the
limited resources available: Building trust relation-
ships with the youth was a long and tedious process
and once he finally established trust, Alexandros felt
he could not offer much to the young people. Youth
shelters were overcrowded and the social workers
could not create housing alternatives, let alone pro-
vide psychological support. He left the job, moved
to Athens and now works as a psychological counsel-
lor at a shelter for 300 asylum seekers. Most of the
people living there have chronic illnesses and men-
tal health issues. They usually live there for two to
three months. In this time, they see many different
counsellors and social workers and often have to re-
tell their traumatic experiences to new personnel
without access to long-term therapeutic treatment.
Alexandros describes the situation in drastic terms,
saying “the people are treated like animals in an exper-
iment.” He knows that the conditions of his work are
terrible, but he continues to do the best he can with
the limited means available. Nonetheless, Alexandros
is unsure how long he will be able to continue work-
ing in this field. The circumstances are taking a toll
on him.

Alexandros’s fatigue is not a singular emotion, but an
amalgam of knotted feelings (Ngai, 2005), including,
among others, frustration and feeling responsible to
ensure access to legal and social support services for
migrants in the country. His fatigue was mirrored in con-
versations I had with other social workers who discussed
similar challenges. One woman, referring to changes to
the asylum procedure implemented by the Greek gov-
ernment in mid-2019, summarised this sentiment when
she said: “I feel like we are back to square one.” In these
examples, fatigue circulates between social workers and
researchers who work within the domain of asylum and

migration, and the refugee bodies onto which the dis-
ciplinary tools of bureaucratic and administrative prac-
tices are impressed, and, in turn, reflected, rejected and
contested. Social workers expressed the pain and frustra-
tion that they experienced working in a political context
that continuously restricted their professional capability
to adequately support the people they work with. Their
fatigue circulates in the politicised realm of restrictive
EU migration and asylum policies in which deterrence at
the borders and deportation policies increasingly replace
protection and rights-based approaches.

The term ‘compassion fatigue,’ frequently used in
the context of health care and social work, describes
the emotions experienced and the eventual emotional
flattening which practitioners, who repeatedly hear and
witness others’ trauma in their work, may experience
(Fox, 2019). The repetition of trauma in their work can
erode practitioners’ ability to remain compassionate as
a result of numbing to others’ trauma, such as instances
where a general sense of fatigue results in disengage-
ment and cynicism (see Eule, Borrelli, Lindberg, & Wyss,
2019; Wettergren, 2010). Alexandros’s story, however,
elucidates a further nuance to compassion fatigue. In this
case, it is the severity of the trauma witnessed in dai-
ly work combined with a sense of helplessness in reliev-
ing these traumas with the tools and institutional con-
text available to him as a social worker that evokes his
fatigue. In otherwords, compassion does not fatigue, but
the inability to act creates fatigue. Hofmeyer, Kennedy,
and Taylor (2019) thus propose the concept of ‘emphat-
ic distress fatigue’ to more accurately address this expe-
rience. This concept, I also want to suggest, captures
Alexandros’s experience more succinctly. Empathic dis-
tress fatigue is not limited to those in professional care
capacities. Because fatigue circulates between, amongst
others, different institutional agents, it is also felt among
researchers who are entangled in this circulation (see
also findings by Welander & Vries, 2016).

Scene: Since arriving in Hamburg a few days ago,
I have felt anxious and tired. I should be leaving the
house, meeting people, reaching out to NGOs and
migrant organisations and catching up with interlocu-
tors from a previous project, but I can’t. I have bare-
ly left the house for two days. I don’t want to speak
to anyone. I postpone my meeting with Navid, an
interlocutor, only to feel regretful of that decision
moments later. After all, he is doing me a favour by
agreeing to meet up. Am I a resource, a disturbance
or even an imposition, and does he want to meet out
of a feeling of obligation? What if he doesn’t want to
meet me anymore?

In the above scenes, fatigue “ripples” (Ahmed, 2014,
p. 120) and spills over to others entangledwith themigra-
tion field, such as Alexandros, and eventually myself
in the role of researcher. In the scene, my own posi-
tion as a node within this network of fatigue became
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apparent while I simultaneously struggled to compre-
hend its meaning. However, while I too experience a kind
of fatigue by the complexities of the migration field in
Hamburg, as a researcher, I can withdraw from the field
and, to some extent, the emotionality associated with
it. This sets me apart from most of the interlocutors in
my research and reveals the uneven emotional geogra-
phy in which fatigues impress on bodies and realities.
As Laliberté and Schurr (2016, p. 75) argue: “Our fluctuat-
ing emotional geographies during research are produced
through processes of identification and disidentification
emerging and unfolding in different spatial and temporal
contexts of the field.” Writing about my own fatigue in
relation to the fatigues experienced by others within the
affective economy reveals the reach, legitimacy and pos-
sibilities of different emotional spaces. It points towards
different modes of expression and ways of addressing
the objects of fatigue, which are interrelated through
colonial histories and post-colonial presents. Fatigue, in
the examples of Alexandros and myself, has the power
to alienate us from our ‘fields’ as we struggle to under-
stand our place in it, but it can also lead us to ask how
we can position ourselves within or against these dynam-
ics. As Ngai (2005) shows, fatigue smoulders for a long
time before it either dies down or erupts. Thus, if not
addressed, fatigue may have the power to prevent soli-
darity and engagement by eroding feelings of connected-
ness and engagement. However, I wonder if, in a similar
vein, fatigue may not also be a productive and creative
force. How can we use, and at times even provoke an
eruption of fatigue, to constitute empathic engagement
between actors despite and because of their differentiat-
ed positionalities within the migration field?

6. Concluding Remarks

Fatigue, this ‘ugly,’ slowly accumulating emotion (Ngai,
2005), circulates in the borderlands between Denmark
and Germany, in the stories between Hamburg and
Athens, between, with and through people like Poya,
Mamadou, Alexandros, Yaya’s friends and family, Navid
and myself, through our lived experiences, our histories
and the different institutional and social contexts. This
is what Ahmed calls “the rippling effects of emotions”
(2014, p. 120).

While I have tried to show how different fatigues
emerged in my research encounters, I have also shown
that all too often they are intertwined with other emo-
tions and cannot be neatly separated into distinct types.
The fatigues discussed here are interlinked across person-
al histories of racialisation, gender, class, citizenship and
geography and exist in the realm of (and struggle against)
an increasingly restrictive migration control field. These
explorations of emotions render visible how fatigue is
produced and shared, but also differently experienced
by actors in in the field. Fatigue accumulates in the emo-
tional geographies and through attachments formed in
my fieldwork.

I hope this article has shown that using feelings such
as fatigue as a methodologically tool and an analyti-
cal object in ethnographic accounts can open up for a
reflexive engagementwith the uneven emotional geogra-
phies that researchers move in, and that they in turn
also shape. A critical engagement with the emotional
entanglements through reflexive methods can uncov-
er the uneven power relations at play in the relational
geographies that researchers are part of (Aparna, 2020)
and point towards some of the breaches between what
research aims to do and the effects it has. It can be a use-
ful starting point for calling into question the very hierar-
chies of knowledge production in which I, as a university-
employed PhD candidate, am embedded in. Moreover,
this approach helps, not only in understanding our own
positions in the fields that we as researchers are embed-
ded in, but also how these positions are entangled with
the much wider migration control field and the different
actors involved in it. Together, we are co-producing the
emotional geography of the field, even if as researchers
we often have the possibility towithdraw againwhen our
‘projects’ are done.
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1. Introduction

The so-called ‘mobilities turn’ seeks to establish “a
movement-driven social sciences” (Büscher &Urry, 2009,
p. 100), critiquing place-based and static understand-
ings of social life and conventional approaches uphold-
ing to the confines of the nation-state (Davidson, 2020;
Urry, 2007). This focus on the ‘mobile’ character of so-
cial life, and human mobility in particular, has led to

the use of mobile methodologies. Researchers in this
field study people or things on the move, including
moments of blockage and voluntary or forced periods
of immobility, using mobile methods such as ‘moving
with’ people or objects, or digitally tracing these move-
ments (Büscher & Urry, 2009; D’Andrea, Ciolfi, & Gray,
2011; Elliot, Norum,& Salazar, 2017; Schapendonk, 2020;
Schapendonk, Liempt, Schwarz, & Steel, 2018; Spinney,
2011). Less known, however, is the practicality, and the
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wider academic implications, of usingmobilemethodolo-
gies (for notable exceptions see D’Andrea et al., 2011;
Elliot et al., 2017; Merriman, 2014). Therefore, and in
line with the main objective of this thematic issue, we
reflect on the actual ‘doings’ and implications of these
methodological approaches. More specifically, we relate
mobile methodologies with the question of ‘academic
inclusion’ (see Aparna, Schapendonk, & Merlín-Escorza,
2020). While the four authors of this article all strongly
value mobile research approaches, we came together
to discuss our standpoints and insights regarding power
and positionality (Faria & Mollett, 2016) and the ques-
tion of representation (Merriman, 2014), derived from
our own fieldwork experiences. We asked ourselves:
1) To what extent do we produce different knowledge
with our mobile methodologies? 2) How do our smooth
writings about methodology relate to the ‘messy’ re-
alities in the field? 3) How do our practices articulate
and transcend difference between researchers and re-
search participants?

In this article, these questions are not mechanically
answered by the four authors but are implicitly and ex-
plicitly discussed through personal notes on the shifts,
dilemmas and (dis)comforts of individual fieldwork. The
first fieldwork note is on West African transnational mo-
bility within Europe. The second focuses on environment-
related mobilities in Bangladesh. The third involves a
mobile auto-ethnography regarding domestic mobility in
Tajikistan. The final fieldwork note discusses pastoral mo-
bility in northern Kenya. By including our personal re-
flections on the four fieldwork experiences, we offer a
heterogeneous picture of what insights, biases, divides
and (dis)comforts are produced by mobile approaches.
These reflections are then embraced as a ‘critical mirror’
to collectively discuss the promises and pitfalls of mo-
bile research approaches. This discussion is not a simple
consensus-driven exercise, but actually includes reflec-
tions on the positionality of each researcher vis-à-vis the
other co-authors. The outcome of this discussion high-
lights how researchers can change and adjust their ap-
plied methods and ‘move with’ new ideas. This results in
an invitation for more reflexivity in mobility research.

2. ‘Moving with’ as a Research Methodology

Mobile methods (Büscher & Urry, 2009) and mobile
methodologies (Elliot et al., 2017) are terms that became
popularised in the course of the 2000s (e.g., Büscher &
Urry, 2009; D’Andrea et al., 2011; Hein, Evans, & Jones,
2008). Büscher and Urry (2009) put forward a number of
methods to move beyond the conventional, stationary
methods of social science. These range from observing
movements through participant observation, or audio-
visual records of everyday mobility, to physically mov-
ing with a migrant, commuter, cyclist, container, or an-
imal (see also Hein et al., 2008). While Büscher and Urry
(2009) offer these methods in the context of the mobil-
ities turn, it is important to note that research designs

have (of course) not been completely blind to mobil-
ity (Benson, 2011). For anthropologists, evident points
of reference are the widely discussed paper by Marcus
(1995)—who advocates following the people, the thing,
the metaphor, the plot, biography or conflict—and the
work of Clifford (1997) on ethnography as a form of
travel. Earlier research has also dealt with mobile peo-
ple, including anthropological accounts of living andmov-
ing with those who live in mobility (e.g., Okely, 1983).
One notable example is the work of Goldstein and Beall
(1987, p. 2), who travelled with pastoralist groups in
Tibet. They explicitly wrote about the practicalities of
their mobility:

The widely scattered nomad campsites required us
to move our camp frequently in order to obtain a
meaningful sample. We hired yaks from the nomads
to move our tent and equipment, but yaks are rather
unruly animals and frequently threw off our loads
damaging quite a bit of our equipment. It also often
took days to arrange to hire these yaks (and horses)
since they are normally left alone in the mountains
quite far from the nomads’ tentsites. For the next
phase of the study we plan to buy our own horses and
are making arrangements to hire our own caravan of
yaks. We also will obviously have to make better car-
rying cases.

This quote illustrates that the mobility of the researcher
is not merely a practical issue, but also—and inherently
so—an intervention in ‘the field.’ The quote reflects the
argument of Law and Urry (2004, p. 391) that methods
are tools not only to “describe the world as it is, but also
enact it.”

The question of enactment—of bringing something
into being—is particularly relevant for research ap-
proaches that seek to ‘move with’ people. There are
two main concerns that are attached to the notion of
enacting mobility. The first concern relates to position-
ality and representation of ‘moving with’ approaches.
To understand its dynamics, mobility researchers often
follow mobilities, or practice it themselves, in order to
capture mobility in its full dynamism (see, for exam-
ple, Spinney, 2011; for a critique see Merriman, 2014).
In migration research, this resulted in so-called ‘tra-
jectory approaches’ (Schapendonk, 2020; van Geel &
Mazzucato, 2018; Wilson, 2018) that produce a method-
ological shift from investigating migrants’ position in
a place, towards the “following of migrants through
places” (Schapendonk et al., 2018). Central to these
‘moving with’ approaches are the practices and perspec-
tives of the people on the move. These approaches
offer insight into the everyday experiences of move-
ment, or stillness, and from there it examines sites of
struggle, marginalisation, duress or empowerment, in
relation to other mobilities, networked actors or mo-
bility regimes (Büscher & Urry, 2009; Schapendonk et
al., 2018). This ambition of ‘capturing’ the full dynam-
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ics of mobility, however, is simultaneously the main pit-
fall of a ‘moving with’ methodology. As ethnographic re-
searchers, we often try to relate ourselves to the expe-
riences of people on the move, to understand choices
made and emotions felt. This brings us to the question
of positionality.

As highlighted by Khosravi (2018) and Cabot (2016) in
relation to refugees and forced migration, the question
is: Can we—as privileged people working in academia—
really know their experiences? Can we really put one-
self in the shoes of the ‘Other’? What do we know
and what do we enact when researchers engage with
less privileged mobility? When it concerns unauthorised
movements, this might not only create uneven power
relations, but it may even put people at risk. The re-
searcher could enhance the “visibility of the migrant,
which in turn increases the risk of being exposed to bor-
der patrols or being the target of extortion” (Khosravi,
2018). This demonstrates the need for constant reflec-
tion on part of the researcher in employing such meth-
ods. We cannot experience the world in precisely the
same way as the people we study (Khosravi, 2018). Here
mobility approaches might learn from a longer legacy
of the discussion of politics of research relations in
migration and refugee studies (Harrell-Bond & Voutira,
2007; Malkki, 1995; van Liempt & Bilger, 2009; see also
Aparna, 2020).

Secondly, and closely related to the concern of rep-
resentation, moving with individuals create its own bi-
ases. Following mobility might run the risk of either
making assumptions for an entire community through a
bias towards the one that is being ‘followed.’ In this re-
gard, some scholars criticise the notion of transient and
flexible communities in the context of so-called transit
migration (Stock, 2019), as studies focusing on transit
and onward movement overlook long-term community
bonds in migrant groups in presumed transit locations.
Other scholars encounter immobility and permanence in
a presumed culture of mobility (Gaibazzi, 2015). In the-
ory, mobility studies see mobility and immobility as di-
alectically constitutive (Wiegel, Boas, & Warner, 2019),
though in practice a ‘moving with’ approach risks ignor-
ing these immobilities and, more specifically, the gen-
dered notions of mobility/immobility relations (Reeves,
2011). In other words, who we follow (and who we
do not follow) has implications for doing mobility re-
search and the researcher’s understanding of mobil-
ity processes.

To sum up, whilst much is written about ‘moving
with’ research designs, and such methods are increas-
ingly being applied in practice, this needs to be accom-
panied with active reflection by the researcher on the
ethics, practicalities and limitations of such an approach.
To add evidence to this, we present in the next sections
our reflections on four fieldwork experiences using mo-
bilemethodologies.We seek to be transparent about our
choices and own subjective understandings with regards
to practices and experiences of mobilities.

3. ‘Doing’ Mobile Methodologies: Fieldwork
Reflections

3.1. Notes on Trajectory Research on West African
Cross-Border Mobility within and beyond Europe
(Schapendonk)

There is something inherently odd with the approach
of following people—an approach I advocated from the
start of my academic work. Some of the oddness is
part of fundamental ethnographic puzzles around relat-
edness, power and knowledge—others are specifically
linked to the mobility involved. Below, I relate these is-
sues to my research practices.

The trajectory ethnography that I developed is to a
large extent built on the argument that migration stud-
ies start from sedentarist conceptualisations that ‘ex-
ceptionalise’ mobility (Schapendonk, Bolay, & Dahinden,
2020). A mobility perspective enabled me to move away
from the idea of the ‘grant departure’ of migrants (the
presumed all-decisive moment of leaving one’s place)
and prevented me from falling into the ‘happy ends’ of
place-bound integration and settlement. With this cri-
tique came the idea to follow migrants through space
and time, in order to better understand mobility pro-
cesses at the moments they actually unfold. But this
‘moving with’ approach runs the risk of reproducing the
spectacular image of migration. In my PhD thesis, for ex-
ample, I used the typical image of Africanmigrants climb-
ing the Ceuta fences. Although I related this image to
the argument that we should not focus on these mo-
ments only, I now regard this image as a critical mir-
ror since it does portray mobility as something problem-
atic, exotic, exciting and political. As if we indeed need
to grasp it (Aparna, 2020, based on Glissant) in order
to normalise it. In my later work on the intra-EU mobil-
ity of West Africans, this mundane search for spectac-
ular mobility lasted, although in less explicit ways. I re-
member my excited voice when one of my interlocutors
‘reported’ on his most recent irregular border crossing.
Why do I (almost automatically) think these are the mo-
ments we should write about? Why are these spectac-
ular crossings more important than the everyday com-
muting of borders that I also came across? A first re-
ply could hint at the politics of mobility. The argument
then is: Since these border crossings are unauthorised,
they articulate the politics of mobility as they reflect the
unequal distribution of mobility rights. But do they re-
ally? I mean, some of my interlocutors did not feel ex-
cited at all when they crossed borders in Europe with-
out papers. One particular man actually fell asleep dur-
ing his unauthorised train travels from Italy to Germany
in the ‘heat’ of the so-called migration crisis. To my ask-
ing what actually happened en route, he simply replied:
“Nothing really happened.” Equally so, other peoplewere
confronted with immobility on their daily pathways to
their work. They needed to wait for transport, some
hitchhiked, and again others walked long distances to

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 136–146 138

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


reach these places. These politics of mobility, however,
are seen (bymeandothers) as less significant, oftenwith-
out any further justification.

The latter hints at the issue of relatedness. I con-
sider my research as a product of relations, rather
than a phenomenological representation of their mobil-
ity (Schapendonk, 2020). Yet, there were so many mo-
ments whereby any ground for relatedness between me
and my interlocutors was difficult to find—situations
of anxiety, risk and xenophobic violence. In my recent
book (Schapendonk, 2020), I discuss and unpack these
moments of un-relatedness, as it articulates what our
boundaries are in terms of knowledge production.

The actual doings of the trajectory ethnography in-
volved much travelling: I followed, among others, peo-
ple’s trajectories betweenGermany and theNetherlands,
Spain and Italy, Italy and Switzerland, the Netherlands
and the Gambia. The revisiting of people in different
places is facilitated by the numerous in-between com-
munications and a lot of hanging around with peo-
ple. These longitudinal engagements are, of course, self-
selective. I was dependent on the willingness of the peo-
ple I worked with to answer my calls and messages. The
stiffer social relations, the easier research relations col-
lapsed. To put it differently, I ended up ‘following’ peo-
ple on the basis of ‘liking’ each other (see also Lems,
2020). These bonds—some lasting for over a decade
now—form fruitful grounds for insightful discussions on
borders and mobility. The actual re-visiting of people in
different places is, in general, a helpful way of producing
stronger bonds and friendships. Ontologically speaking,
these engagements formed a floating topology (Simone,
2019), as they not only helped me to construct an al-
ternative worldview regarding mobility in contemporary
Europe, but they also served mobility for me and my in-
terlocutors. Through these relations possible travel desti-
nations were discussed and new connections weremade
(Schapendonk, 2020).

The mobility involved comes with substantial per-
sonal inconveniences. As a father of two, I had to leave
homemany times in rather spontaneousways. Following
trajectories is in that sense a method that is difficult to
plan beforehand, as it depends so much on the mobility
of others. Also in terms of knowledge creation, there are
clear downsides. I built only limited knowledge on ‘local
contexts’—and contextualisation is still seen as the main
form of authority in ethnographic writing. At the same
time, my travels between different places created some-
thing that I highly value, namely a space that unfreezes
migrant positionalities in Europe today (Schapendonk,
2020, p. 198). Despite this unfreezing, it is of crucial im-
portance, however, to not overlook people’s unchang-
ing situations. My re-visits to the people who did not
move within Europe are in that sense equally valuable.
Here I think of Shakur—a Gambian young man who got
stuck in Italy’s asylum procedures. Between 2014 and
2018, I visited him several times in the same asylum
shelter. From his position of immobility, he saw most

of his friends move across borders, looking for oppor-
tunities elsewhere, living postnational lives in Europe.
Fromhis static position, he saw theworldmoving around.
We should, therefore, not ignore how place-based re-
search designs (Gielis, 2009) add to our understanding
of mobilities.

3.2. From ‘Moving with’ to Tracing Connections:
Environmentally-Related Human Mobility in
Bangladesh (Boas)

In this fieldwork note, I reflect on my study of rural
coastal communities in Bangladesh, which have to move
in the context of environmental changes (Boas, 2020).
Initially the intent was to move along with environmen-
talmigrantswhile conducting semi-structured interviews
with them (Boas, 2019). This was associated with a par-
ticular view on how environmental migration looks like.
I anticipated it to be feasible to identify people moving
in the context of environmental changes, but this turned
out not to be the case.

Especially in the context of gradual environmental
changes (such as coastal erosion), the need to move is
not always immediate (on slow displacement see Carte,
Schmook, Radel, & Johnson, 2019). Deciding on the pos-
sible need to move could take months, or even years
(Boas, 2020). As such, it would be very rare to meet
someone moving away to a new place—as this consists
of a long-term period of deliberation and planning. Also,
when people move, it is often individuals or specific fam-
ilies who move, rather than entire groups or villages,
as gradual environmental changes do not affect every-
one at the same time. The migration dynamics are, as
such, rather fragmented, as opposed to taking shape as
a clearly identifiable stream.

That I fell into the trap of thinking that there would
be easily identifiable ‘flows’ of environmental migrants,
reflects the ‘exceptionalisation’ of mobility, as discussed
in the above note on African (im)mobility. I had put a gen-
eralised, oftenmedia- and political-driven, label ofmigra-
tion upon this subject of environmentally-related human
mobility, assuming a ‘grand departure’ with collectives
of people moving. This does not mean that I was, per
se, underprepared—I had undertaken substantial litera-
ture study and had in preparation actively engaged with
local partners, who pointed me to areas where people
are affected by environmental changes in their mobility.
It is rather that environmental mobility is a relatively new
area of research, in which both policymakers, NGOs, and
researchers (including local ones), are still often driven
by assumptions which turn out to be invalid when delv-
ing into messy empirical realities.

To account for this different reality, I re-oriented from
‘moving with’ a person to re-tracing or pre-tracing migra-
tion trajectories (including imagined and planned ones),
with the use of more traditional place-based interviews.
This meant studying how people draw on social network
ties to enable their decisions to move, using mobile tech-
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nologies (Boas, 2020). For example, if I met someone
planning to move to a certain place, I would travel to
meet their contacts in that other place, to better under-
stand their connection and what they imagined the shift
to look like. I would use public transport to undertake the
journey, to experience how they travelled there. Through
face-to-face and digital exchanges with those I met dur-
ing the research, though not always successful, I tried to
verify if they were still accepting of me tracing their tra-
jectory; not just by stating yes or no, but also by sens-
ing whether someone felt uncomfortable talking to me
or, more obviously, did not pick up the phone. Just like
in the above field notes, I also experienced that friend-
ships emerged out of some of these encounters, espe-
cially when tracing someone’s trajectory for a long pe-
riod of time. This also raised questions as to when the
research ends or enters a more private domain of trust-
based on friendship.

Generally, this shift from ‘moving with’ to
(re/pre-)tracing trajectories, has helped me to better
understand what environmental-related mobility entails.
For example, one of the trajectories I traced involved a
group of mostly women and children living in a heavily
affected area of the island of Kutubdia, in the south-
east of Bangladesh, in which most of the agricultural
fields have been destroyed by incoming seawater (Boas,
2020). A number of male farmers from that area have
already travelled to the mainland for work. The women
who remained have taken the initiative in the search
for a safer home. Most want to move to Chakaria—
which is a hilly and green area on the mainland, close
to Kutubdia island. One of these women is Morsheda.
I met her in 2017 when she was trying to secure a house
in Chakaria. She and her sister-in-law, Kadiza, who al-
ready has a temporary house in Chakaria, called each
other daily for small talk, but also to discuss progress on
a potential move (Boas, 2020). To get a better sense of
Chakaria, I visited Kadiza’s house, about four hours travel
from Morsheda’s house using local public transport and
a boat. It was a temporary construction looking some-
what like a tent made from plastic, erected on the side
of someone else’s home. Morsheda and Kadiza were de-
termined to find a more permanent home in Chakaria
where they both could live. They would view different
pieces of land where they potentially could live. In 2017,
it all appeared very uncertain whether this move would
transpire. In November 2019, I returned to Kutubdia.
Morsheda had news. Togetherwith Kadiza and two other
neighbors they bought a piece of land in Chakaria. Kadiza
and her family live there on a permanent basis, and the
three other families canmake use of it when the flooding
is severe.

From tracing these connections, and by following up
on Morsheda’s story over the long-term, a different im-
age of environmental mobility emerged, contrary to ex-
pectations. As opposed to moving away on a perma-
nent basis or long-distance, this case instead finds a
more ad-hoc temporary displacement strategy that al-

lows those involved to collaboratively stay in their places
of origin, whilst having an opt-out in times of emer-
gency. This shows how assumptions about mobility are
often misplaced, and that an effective mobile methodol-
ogy requires constant interaction within the context of
the research.

3.3. Autoethnography as a Research Method of Local
Im/Mobility Uncertainties in Tajikistan (Blondin)

This third fieldwork note focuses on the environment-
mobilities nexus at different scales in the mountains of
theViloyatiMuxtori Kuhistoni Badakhshon (Autonomous
Province of Mountainous Badakhshon), in Tajikistan.
The aim was to understand the consequences of
avalanches, rockslides and floods for populations living
in the villages of the Bartang Valley, located between
2200 and 3100 meters above sea level, which are par-
ticularly remote. Journeys to villages of the middle and
upper parts of the valley are full of uncertainties given
the frequency of environmental hazards, the absence of
public transport, the low motorisation rate and, partic-
ularly, the bad state of both vehicles and roads. In the
absence of any public transport, the Bartangi use private
shared cars to go to the city (mostly Khorog, the provin-
cial capital). Drivers work according to a weekly schedule
and leave once cars are full. I have used such cars to go
to the Bartang Valley and to move around in the Valley.
When no car was available, I have also shared long walk-
ing trips with local residents. Therefore, my journeys to
the field have brought about various challenges such as
finding a car, undergoing car repairs on the way, crossing
flooded roads by car or on foot, organizing spontaneous
sleepovers in the event of a breakdown, fighting feelings
of anxiety about bad road conditions and staying patient
in situations of strandedness.

Although I initially aimed to analyse the effects of
environmental variability on permanent migration in the
form of relocation, I quickly realised that local residents
were more concerned about the effects of climate vari-
ability on mobility to the nearest town. When roads are
blocked by avalanches, floods or rockslides, residents
may face situations of involuntary immobility (Blondin,
2020). As such, I reoriented the research towards local-
scale mobilities and immobilities. With this new perspec-
tive inmind, my own experiences of journeys to/through
the field became valuable research insights: what mobil-
ity options were available? How to find a seat in a car?
How do cars manage the trip over hazardous terrain?
How much time do trips take? As D’Andrea et al. (2011,
p. 154) put it:

As ‘getting there’ and ‘being there’ are practical
tropes of research feasibility and, in many cases, its
own legitimacy, the research journey itself is perma-
nently negotiated along the limitations, expectations
and opportunities that end up constituting the actual
field of research.
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Consequently, I have started to use auto-ethnography as
“an excellent way to get at important aspects of human
movement” (Vergunst, 2011, p. 203; see also Spinney,
2006). By auto-ethnography I refer to the ways in which
my own mobilities, or reflections on my motility (mobil-
ity potential), became a method in itself to explore the
mobilities of others. Auto-ethnography alone may have
limited outcomes but since trips were always shared,
it was accompanied by co-itinerant encounters and re-
flections: How do people move? How do people be-
have during trips? For instance, I witnessed how the
most physically-vulnerable individuals complained about
the effects of poor road conditions or worn-out vehi-
cles on their bodies, and travellers praying before a de-
parture and/or chatting throughout about common ac-
quaintances.My own embodied experiences constituted
a valuable first approach to understanding the ways
in which people accessed mobility options, the skills
needed to be mobile and how mobilities were appropri-
ated by different residents.

Reflecting on my own experiences of mobility has
been productive when comparing them with my fellow
travellers’ perceptions during informal conversations
and interviews. This approach provided valuable results
in terms of acknowledging the unevenness of our motil-
ities (Blondin, 2020). Often, I was more scared by road
conditions than my fellow travellers, who insisted that
they were “used to the road” and that they were relying
on their barakat (spiritual protection). After several trips
in the region, I could feel that I was getting accustomed
to mobility conditions and dangers and a fellow traveller
told me: “I can see in your eyes that you are not scared
anymore. You have gained some Bartangi barakat!” In
addition, long walks between villages when no car was
available have always been good occasions to compare
my (physical) condition with my fellow travellers,’ and al-
lowed me to understand more accurately the difficulties
of such trips: “The continuing relevance of bodily skills in
ethnography, even in these globalised and ‘systematised’
times, reflects the significance such skills still have in ev-
eryday life too” (Vergunst, 2011, p. 216). I felt that my
motility was weaker than my companions’ because I ini-
tially had no experience in such context, or because I was
not so good at handling involuntary immobility. But there
were also issues that made me privileged in terms of
motility when, for instance, I could afford to pay for ‘the
entire’ car, which speeded upmy departure if I needed to
leave a village quickly. Usually, travellers share a car (like
a local taxi) that only departs when all seats are taken.
Auto-ethnography and co-travelling made me reflect on
what shapes motility in my research context and how
uneven mobilities emerge. Although the researcher’s ex-
periences cannot be confounded with the experience of
research participants, a “kinaesthetic and embodied ap-
proach” (Spinney, 2006)—giving emphasis to the sensu-
ous and real-life experiences of journeys—has a clear
heuristic potential by offering a more comprehensive
view of the mobilities under study.

3.4. Reimagining Mobile Ethnography in the Case of
Pastoralism (Pas)

The final note focuses on the study of themobility of pas-
toralists in northern Kenya. My aim was to understand
how the mobility of pastoralists is transformed in rela-
tion to the (re)shaping of territories and access to and
control of resources (Pas Schrijver, 2019). Here, recent
shiftingweather conditions and increased (inter)national
investments in nature and wildlife conservation on com-
munity land in the pastoralist regions have resulted in
mobility becoming more complex (Pas, 2018; Pellis, Pas,
& Duineveld, 2018). I studied the case of semi-nomadic
Samburu pastoralists at the intersection of three coun-
ties: Laikipia, Isiolo and Samburu, within the greater
Ewaso Nyiro River Basin.

Here, Samburu pastoralists move with livestock in
search of pasture and water. Although based on substan-
tial literature study and initial planning through active
engagement with local partners and experts, my choices
and assumptions during the preparation stage of my
fieldwork—similar to the first two cases of this article—
reflected a somewhat presumptuous understanding of
mobility. In the preparation phase, I imagined I could
join Samburu pastoralists and their cattle at their graz-
ing sites. Yet, starting fieldwork in 2015, I learnt quickly
that most of the Samburu cattle, and their herders, were
not at home. It was considered an extremely dry year:
The cattle had not been home since September 2014
and were in areas considered remote and dangerous.
Contrary to what I had imagined, there was not a clearly
identified group of people starting their journey who
I could ‘follow.’

I soon realised that current livestock mobility in
Kenya works differently than I had anticipated. Long-
distance mobility occurs in relation to specific points
of interest which are unevenly spread around the land-
scape. There is not a final destination, as each point is a
destination on its own, making livestock mobility highly
patchy and uneven in space and time. What is more,
I learned that mobile engagements were insufficient to
understand the dynamics of pastoral systems and the
environments in which they exist. It is often only a sec-
tion of the community who will move with the cattle,
rather than entire families. Samburu divide their fami-
lies between those who stay with camels and small stock
(sheep, goats, donkeys), often women, children and el-
der men; and those who move with cattle to faraway
places for long periods of time, which are generally the
morans (young unmarried man between the age of 15
and 30 years), who will live in temporary cattle camps. It
was not a good idea to join themorans in faraway and of-
ten unsafe places, and besides, Samburu pastoralists are
more than only on the move.

Therefore, instead of moving in real-time with the
cattle and their herders during long-distance livestock
mobility, I remained at certain locations. I adapted my
research approach to include interviews focusing on nar-
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ratives which tried to reconstruct past routes and cur-
rent pathways of livestock movement. My questions re-
volved around livestock mobility (not only cattle), ac-
cess transformations, and how that articulated with the
(im)mobility of people. This meant approaching people
of different genders and age, discussing how regions
were accessible in the past and which processes led to
certain forms of exclusion. For example, I talked with
Baba Lenketoi from Lekiji, a 74 year-old elder, about
his moranhood. During those times, the entire family
would continuously move short distances with their live-
stock. As amoran, Baba Lenketoi would only seldom sep-
arate from the rest of the family to go with the cattle
and othermorans to temporary cattle camps. These mo-
ments were like an adventure, in contrast to themorans
today, who are mainly spending time in cattle camps far
away from home. I also talked with mama Lenkas, who
told me that 2015 was the first year she went with her
goats to a temporary camp. There was a lack of foraging
at home for the goats, therefore the women could not
stay close to home either.

Still, themorans, who are responsible for moving the
cattle to faraway places, remained important to my re-
search. Yet, it was particularly hard to talk with morans,
who are subject to strict regulations on how to inter-
act in society (Spencer, 1973). The cultural conduct of a
moran entails that they cannot be seen eating or drink-
ing by women, other than a mother of another moran
while he is also present. Also, although allowed to talk to
women, morans are not known for being very talkative.
I had the luck to be with Daniel the research assistant
from Samburu who was a moran himself. Daniel was
key to my access to other morans, and enabled conver-
sations with them. Still, to get morans to talk, I had to
prove that I was physically capable of walking. I joined
for short-distance daily walks and they became more
talkative over time. In addition, although morans were

not supposed to consume food and beverages in front of
me, there were moments when (not upon my request)
elders negotiated and I, as a white, European, female
scholar, was invited to be present at a meal. Slowly my
presence was accepted, andmoranswere joking, consid-
ering me a moran so they could enjoy their tea in my
presence. This shows how my whiteness, education and
privilege facilitated access to groups and, therefore, my
research in multiple ways (see Discussion section for fur-
ther reflection on the role of privilege and this gender
negotiation process).

All in all, this experience demonstrates that what
and/or who you follow has implications for what and/or
who you do not follow. My intent to ‘follow the cow’
would have primarily givenme insights from the perspec-
tive of morans and their cattle, whereas livestock mobil-
ity in the Samburu context is more complex. It is inter-
related to other people and aspects, such as the increas-
ing importance ofwomenmovingwith goats, and related
dynamics, which my original approach would have over-
looked. Situating myself in certain, static, locations not
only provided me with different images of the daily re-
alities of livestock mobility, it also indicated important
ongoing shifts in the mobility patterns of the Samburu.

4. Discussion

The above fieldwork notes offer an account of the actual
‘doings’ of mobile methodologies, and how they relate
to the questions of academic inclusion and representa-
tion. It is important to stress that—although we share
an itinerant research approach—all four scholars have
different backgrounds and positions in academia. While
writing this article, we also noticed that we held different
standpoints regarding how we value mobility and how
we see the role of the researcher in studying these pro-
cesses (see Box 1). Here we highlight some of our main

Box 1. Quotes of the authors mirroring our different positionalities in the discussions.

“There is some ‘eagerness’ in Northern research agendas that I find problematic.Why dowe need to breakwith social
codes? Why not respect these codes and change our research ambitions?”

“Would declining invitations by local communities that could ‘break the social code” not be ‘breaking a code’ as well?
Aren’t social codes always subject to change?”

“It might be that female researchers face more barriers in doing research of others’ mobility if we should refrain from
too much ‘interference’ with these ‘social codes.’ Since in at least most of our cases, much of the mobility mainly
included males, with the women more in place.”

“Although mobility capitals will never be equal, sharing a sometimes long or difficult journey is a way to form a group,
to share experience and memories and may be a way to be more included in this community/group/population. But
maybe I am too idealistic here?”

“The embodied and physical aspects of mobilities felt or undergone together, may also be a way to put power in-
equalities aside. Financial capital or a certain passport can’t ‘buy’ or erase some of the physical challenges of certain
trips, for instance.”
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threads of reflection, that point to some of the synergies
and frictions between the different positionalities.

On a practical level, our four cases show how the ‘ul-
timate’ mobile methods—that aim to capture mobility
when it unfolds—are rather difficult to achieve or, more
likely, do not exist. We touched upon different cultural
expectations aboutwho canmove andwe discussed how
mobilities may actually entail long periods of immobility.
This also underscored how mobility and immobility are
closely interlinked (Wiegel et al., 2019), leading some of
us to adapt our methodologies to do more research in
place. The mobile approach may turn out to be more
local than expected; more stable than expected; slower
or more fragmented than expected, etcetera, requiring a
constant need to adapt to these dynamics.

This need to adjust to mobilities’ pace and direction
makes us aware of the often-biased initial assumptions
guiding research. All cases in this article illustrate how
we expected to examine an exceptional form of mobil-
ity: such as the seemingly spectacular mobility of irreg-
ular border crossing, which later turned out to be mun-
dane or even boring to those involved, or the expectation
of grand departures, long-distance and forced migration,
whilst for the people involved the simplest movement
from home to town is most crucial and most affected.
A mobility approach, then, first and foremost means a le-
gitimation to move away from pre-set research designs,
and an invitation to invent new research questions ‘along
the way’ and align your ‘doings’ with the dynamics you
encounter and the restrictions you face. Mobile meth-
ods form, in this sense, a moving ground. In doing so,
it is crucial to be closely connected to local partners,
to ensure the research is well grounded and adjusted
to local contexts. Nonetheless, as noted in the second
and fourth field case, this is no guarantee for a better
planned methodology. Local researchers and organisa-
tions may also come from societal positions other than
the research participants, and may therefore also misin-
terpret local meanings, especially in the context of not
much researched topics. Also, independent of the prepa-
rations made, when embedding oneself in the research,
new insights emerge along the way, which may require
the research to shift course.

On an epistemic level, ‘moving with’ approaches
entail a focus on embodied practices, sensations and
the material aspects of mobilities. This gears atten-
tion towards the everyday, mundane, ordinary, super-
fluous and pre-cognitive aspects of mobilities (Adey,
2017; Davidson, 2020). Even when examining the ‘ex-
ceptional’ side of mobilities, our focus on the everyday
doings made us shift to its mundane aspects. However,
as discussed by Merriman (2014), mobile methods im-
plicitly risk turning research projects into ‘representa-
tional’ projects. This becomes particularly uncomfort-
able in our cases, sincewe—despite our reflexivity and lo-
cal preparations—still started from our default Western
gaze with which we studied non-Western mobilities.
A way forward could be the autoethnography, as de-

scribed in the third fieldwork note, by which the re-
searcher can use their own experiences of mobility and
immobility and mirror it with the mobility of others
(Cook & Edensor, 2017; Spinney, 2006). In this way, ob-
serving fellow travellers or interviewing research partic-
ipants about mobilities also practiced by the researcher
may allow for interesting analytical comparisons. At the
same time, as the first case articulates, we might en-
counter a fundamental lack of relatedness to do this.
This raises the plea for a more modest ethnographic ap-
proach, in the sense that it should not necessarily be
the main goal to ‘capture’ other people’s experiences
of moving (Cabot, 2016), as mobility research is often
aiming for. This would be in line with Merriman’s (2014,
p. 176) argument that mobility is, in its essence, rather
non-representational:

My experience of driving or passengering along a
particular stretch of road is unlikely to be fully
aligned with someone else’s experiences, whether
they are travelling along with me, or not. Physical
proximity and co-presence present an illusion of ‘first-
handedness,’ closeness, accuracy and authenticity.

Moreover, by actively seeking to research another’s mo-
bility, we actually shape that mobility and trigger spe-
cific social transformations. We enact mobility (Law &
Urry, 2004). By researching people’s im/mobility, we get
to know these people, engage with them. This may in-
fluence mobility choices, practices and effects. This is
not necessarily a bad thing, but it does indicate how
mobilities are intertwined. What does this intertwining
mean for the research and, more importantly, for the
people we work with and write about? In the first case,
the researcher saw the study of mobility as a product
of the relations he built, but, in the end, it is still him
writing about mobilities, showing the limitations of deal-
ing with the intertwined character of mobilities. In the
fourth case, the researcher felt well-embedded in the lo-
cal community under research, while being approached
differently by those studied as someone coming from
the ‘Global North.’ During her activities, gender roles
were renegotiated on the initiative of the pastoralist el-
ders, which led to different social arrangements (e.g., be-
ing invited to eat with the young warriors), thereby al-
lowing the researcher to build productive research re-
lations with morans. Discussions with informants may
even lead to new frames of mobility that may not neces-
sarily be in line with their feelings and experiences. One
telling example comes from the first project, where one
the authors accompanied a Gambian man to the Duomo
square in Milan. When he started to take pictures of the
Duomo square, the researcher semi-jokingly referred to
his tourist-like behaviour. For this informant, tourismwas
an entirely new framework with which to perceive his
mobility in Europe.

Still, with this above notion of enacting, the ques-
tion of consent becomes more complicated. How should
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we deal with informed consent when situations are on
the move? As one of our anonymous reviewers posed:
“Can refugees or undocumented migrants provide truly
informed consent to participating in research, given the
precariousness of their situations?” (see discussions in
Harrell-Bond & Voutira, 2007). Considering these chal-
lenges and sensitivities, it is, in our view, vital to remain
reflective of the ‘doings’ of research, also in connection
in relation to research participants, to make clear that
the research itself is a process open to mistakes, change
and contestation.

5. Conclusion

As mobilities studies became a well-respected field in
social science, discussions on mobile research designs
andmobilemethods followed. Usually, these discussions
were part of empirical papers and reveal specificmethod-
ological choices of individual researchers, or groups of
researchers sharing the same objectives and questions.
This article took a different approach. It is based on con-
tinuous discussions between four researchers who de-
veloped their own versions of mobility-driven projects,
starting from different disciplinary backgrounds, having
different research objectives, and having applied differ-
ent techniques in the field. Although the writing process
of this article was not always easy, the discussions were
fruitful as they touched upon some of our implicit knowl-
edge and biases.

In concluding, we would like to re-visit the ques-
tions we raised in the introduction. Firstly, in terms of
whether we produce different knowledge, the four au-
thors tend to agree (albeit for different reasons) that
their mobile methodologies have great heuristic poten-
tial and provide different knowledge to place-bound
and/or interview-based research designs. The methods
used allowed the researchers (albeit to different degrees)
to practice mobility and to reveal mobility-immobility
relations that otherwise would remain hidden. All four
projects went beyond ex-post reconstructions of peo-
ple’s movements, creating more space for, among oth-
ers, ambivalence to, and redirections of, mobility. The
second question on how messy realities relate to our
methodologies critiques the notion that good research
designs are pre-planned, fixed and inflexible. Research
processes might themselves have an itinerant charac-
ter (Aparna, 2020) and serendipity might indeed be
much more valued in research approaches (e.g., Rivoal
& Salazar, 2013). Mobile methodologies allow for some
space of openness, as researchers often do not know
where they will end up, in both geographical and analyt-
ical terms. The final question relates to mobility as an
unequally distributed resource. Our research relations
articulated this difference, rather than providing a solu-
tion to it. Moving together may imply more intimacy and
may deepen research relationships, which can help to
create more transparency and reflection in the realm of
research, including with the informants of the research

themselves. At the same time, our relations with re-
search participants remain unequal in terms of mobility
potentials, and wemay therefore not be able to fully rep-
resent their experiences.

In the end, we regard this article as an invitation to
other researchers ofmobility to contrast her/his own ‘do-
ings’ with those of others. As in our case, that might en-
tail showing mistakes or fallacies of the research, but at
the same time allows research to remain self-reflective.
This is not only valuable in terms of the transparency
of specific methodologies, but it can also be a critical
mirror for each person involved in this discussion and
a way forward to address the politics of mobility. In the
metaphorical sense—andwe stick tomobility related ter-
minology here—standing still in a process of movement
can be very productive. This implies that we should not
always gowith the flow of the everyday, of larger PhD tra-
jectories, or post-doc careers. We might stand still and
ask ourselves what we are doing in the first place, and
for whom.
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Abstract
Migration scholars, and the universities and institutions who fund them, at times neglect to address the ways in which the
traces of the imperial past, and references to the ‘post’ colonial serve to obfuscate and legitimize discriminatory practices
in their work. The ‘imperial eyes’ of the academy set the terms and limitations on interactions, locations, and relationality
in research, reducing the agency of migrants, producing stratified configurations in the positionality of both migrants and
researchers and, subsequently, exacerbating dynamics of exclusion and extraction. As early-stage researchers, we see a
critical need for an approach to migration studies which undermines the ongoing impact of colonialism and the norma-
tivity of institutionalized, hierarchical narratives that haunt academia. Our research builds on the work of scholars who
write about the autonomy of migration, liberation theorists, and critical Indigenous perspectives, but our positions are
also influenced by those on the ‘frontlines’ resisting various manifestations of violence and exclusion. In this article, using
an interdisciplinary model, we propose the notion of collective self-inquiry to critically question and inquire into our own
methods and approaches and provide a set of methodological tools that can be applied by other researchers within and
outside of the university. These tools invite us towork collectively and lookmore critically at the b/ordering ofmovement(s)
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academy can be realized.
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1. Introduction

Jodi Byrd, writing about the ‘transit of empire,’ describes
a conversation she had with her late father (Byrd, 2011).
“We [Indigenous peoples] didn’t have time, money, or
power,” he tells her (Byrd, 2011, p. xii). And though
Byrd, a Chickasaw writer and academic, wants to argue
back, to talk of negotiations and resources, she eventu-
ally finds that there is something fundamentally true in
his words, particularly within academic, literary, cultur-
al, and political figurations (Byrd, 2011, p. xii). Turning to

this research collective, the authors of this article, and
our place in the academy, the circumstances could not
be more different. None of us are Indigenous, two of
us come from former colonial empires, and the third
was raised in a settler colonial state. Though we dedi-
cate our time, money, and power to community organiz-
ing and activism work, as doctoral students at our pres-
tigious, internationally-known universities, working for
a European Union-funded Horizon 2020 Project, riding
the waves of the ‘migration industry’ (Andersson, 2014;
Cabot, 2019; Cranston, Schapendonk, & Spaan, 2018),
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and as EU citizens, these three resources (time, money,
and power) remain readily available to us. This privilege
situates us often in contrastwith themigrants andpeople
in transit who we work with. But to what ends? How do
we spend our time, what do we do with our money, and
are we willing to share any of our power in this pursuit?

Power and privilege are hallmarks of western
academia, a historically elitist institution that looks
through ‘imperial eyes,’ producing research through
which “the underlying code of imperialism and colo-
nialism is both regulated and realized” (Smith, 2012,
p. 8). The imperial eyes of the academy set terms and
limitations on interactions and make claims of sterile
objectivity and neutrality in research which diminish the
agency of migrants, produce stratified configurations,
and, subsequently, exacerbate the dynamics of exclu-
sion in these relationships. In the context of EUrope,
research justifies and propels forward discrimination and
Eurocentrism. As EUrope fuels chaos and conflict around
theworld (Akkerman, 2016, 2018), peoplemove through
the securitized, selective, and deadly EUropean migra-
tion regime(s) (Papadopoulos, Stephenson, & Tsianos,
2008). The “waiting, detention, relations, suffrage—
and even deaths—have become a profitable business”
(Franck, 2018, p. 201) and knowledge production is one
branch of this industry (Cabot, 2019). In 2017 alone
the European Commission announced that they had
reserved EUR 200 million, to be used from 2018–2020,
for research proposals that would predict and man-
age migration flows and “tackle migration challenges”
(European Commission, 2017). It is from this fund that
we as early-stage researchers ‘enjoy’ our paycheck.

The imperial eyes of Europe are well-funded, rigid,
and restrictive. As early-stage researchers with liber-
atory intent, we must seek to challenge the norma-
tivity of institutionalized, colonial narratives, and the
‘b/ordering’ of movement(s) of people across former
empires (van Houtum & van Naerssen, 2002). Given
these challenges, is our intended decolonial vision suf-
ficient, or are we actually undertaking research with
“imperial eyes?” (Smith, 2012). Our positions are prob-
lematized by our inability to reside solely in spaces of
struggle, the frontlines that are the beginnings of decolo-
nial space, requiring upkeep and radical inclusion in
order to counteract the differential inclusion of migra-
tion regimes (Ahmed, 2000; Casas-Cortes et al., 2015;
Mezzadra & Neilson, 2014; Papadopoulos & Tsianos,
2013). The work of this upkeep, a labor of love, is made
more difficult by the violent power of the university insti-
tution, but it is not foreclosed altogether.

We will begin this article by outlining some of the
essential theoretical frameworks for our research and
the methodological tools we used. This will be followed
by selected passages from our researcher vignettes, cre-
ated during focus group sessions. This research model
was inspired by the work of Indigenous scholarMadeline
Whetung (Nishnaabeg) and non-Indigenous academic
Sara Wakefield and their collective reflection (Whetung

& Wakefield, 2019). The academic institution is only
one branch of empire, and our research is only a few
lines on one grant-funded project embedded within
the billions of euros dedicated to researching migrants
and their movements. But rather than being an instru-
ment for migration management within the colonial con-
text of EUropean migration (Gutiérrez Rodríguez, 2018;
Saucier & Woods, 2014), we are attempting to model
a research design that takes tools from the research
institution (e.g., funding, infrastructures, methodologi-
cal frameworks), and uses them for liberatory purpos-
es. This article is a discussion of how we aim to engage
with research, as operationalized through our collabora-
tive approach. We use collective self-inquiry in order to
undermine the academy’s imperial eyes, which produce
stratified configurations in the positionality of migrants
and researchers, while exacerbating hierarchies within
the university. This method helps us instead to move,
together, towards a university space that refuses the
divisive forces of academia. As we aim to demonstrate
in this article, collective self-inquiry allows us to detect
and undermine our position within the migration indus-
try by moving together towards a more liberatory prac-
tice of doing research. We hope that our reflection, pre-
sented in this article, will be helpful for other collectives
and researchers who want to work within and along-
side academia.

1.1. Who We Are/Where We Stand

We are all classifiable as economic migrants, and despite
our transnational and liberatory intentions EUrope con-
tinues to force itself to the forefront of our research,
our relationships to its imperial practices adding a neces-
sary politicization to our work. From teaching in Oromia,
to working in social struggles in Madrid, and with grass-
roots organizations across the Mediterranean, each of
the researchers has been navigating, subverting, and
grappling with imperial legacies that haunt Migration
Studies today. There are some significant differences in
our approaches to research and our call to work with a
liberatory methodology. Daniel has worked as a migrant
andwithmigrants across EUropean space as a researcher
and political activist, while expanding on solidarity prac-
tices that cross North and South. Peter took his research
to the borderlands of this EUropean space to uncover its
violent b/ordering practices, contesting both the migra-
tion (knowledge) industry and his position within it. Both
beyond and despite these borders, Madeline has been
struggling against the afterlives of imperialism that dis-
place Black diasporic peoples in the academy and the
metropole. Despite our differences, we share a commit-
ment to producing research that pushes towards polit-
ical change and refuse to accept our privilege without
attempting redistribution or redress.

In an attempt to redefine the procedures of academ-
ic production we have included a series of what we call
‘interludes’ drawn from our recorded group conversa-
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tions, which have an important function both within the
scope and structure of this specific article and as part of
the larger methodological process we are proposing (for
more information see Section 3). Pairing more stylized
academic writing with the interludes, which are rawer
and more organic, works to humanize and bring life into
our article. Along this same vein, the interludes serve
to make more clear not just the end result of collec-
tive self-inquiry as a practice, but also in a very practi-
cal sense, to elucidate the ways in which the process
was carried out, and the passionate, sometimes messy
backstory behind collective work. As a whole, this arti-
cle is an exploration of the academy’s potential for lib-
eratory practices through the development of alterna-
tive methodologies which emphasize community, affin-
ity, and shared knowledge.

Interlude: From the focus group

Having the conversation this organic way, without
having access to theory and cites and all that…itmight
be something interesting to consider.

2. Theoretical Background

The university is an institution which uses research as
a management tool, as conceptualized by la paperson,
Stefano Harney, Fred Moten, and countless others. The
university that la paperson describes runs on “desires
for a colonizer’s future” while, paradoxically, containing
resources that can be rearranged to build a subversive,
decolonial alternative (la paperson, 2017, p. xiii). As a
research collective we hope to reassemble scraps from
the colonial machine, as la paperson (2017, p. 53) would
say, or steal some time, money, and power from the
university (after Harney & Moten, 2013, p. 26). We aim
to challenge the imperial logic of western academia by
developing relations of cooperation with our colleagues
and the people we engage with, based on reciprocity.
In the undercommons of this university, what hooks
(1984) famously called the margin, there is the opportu-
nity for particular types of liberatory relationships that
co-opt and subvert imperial ways of using time, mon-
ey, and power. This undercommon sensibility refuses the
extractivism of the academy.

In defining western academia, it is crucial to acknowl-
edge both its oppressive effects, and the transformative
potential it contains. la paperson’s notion of the first,
second, and third university is useful to conceptualize
this behemoth, its violent tendencies, and the ways in
which we can undermine its operations for more libera-
tory ends. The first university is in an intimate partner-
ship with military, capitalist neocolonial industrial com-
plexes (Kumar, 2017; la paperson, 2017, p. 37). It pro-
duces knowledge that justifies particular post-empire
forms of governance, it is involved in the formation
of subjectivities which reproduce socio-economic imbal-
ances rooted in colonial domination, it funds researchers

and disciplines with colonial tendencies, and it uses the
academic machine to maintain global societal hierar-
chies (see also Mann, 2008; Spillers, 1987; Tuck & Yang,
2012). For example, a recent study shows how European
universities and major security and defense compa-
nies have longstanding relations “in terms of support-
ing graduate programmes, sponsoring students, fund-
ing research programmes, adopting research findings
of academics and making it marketable” (Kumar, 2017,
pp. 131–132). The first university uses imperial eyes to
frame certain migrants and people on themove as ‘prob-
lems’ (Casas-Cortes et al., 2015), while framing other
migrants as workers that supply the EUropean econo-
my with its needed workforce (European Commission,
2015; Mezzadra & Neilson, 2014). Alongside this fram-
ing, EUropean research funding is directed towards the
defense industry to develop border control technologies
(European Commission, 2016) and to conduct research
that aims to create institutional and so-called “global
solutions” to the “refugee-crisis” (European Commission,
2017). First university positionalities have created the
dominant framework for conducting research within the
field of Migration Studies, producing knowledge that
has emerged from environments where logics of extrac-
tivism and elitism (as argued by Cabot, 2019; Sukarieh &
Tannock, 2019) are prioritized.

This brings us to what la paperson describes as the
second university, a site of critique, which although
important to generating conversation, lacks real action.
The second university is held back by a “hidden curricu-
lum” (la paperson, 2017, p. 42) that sets the terms and
limitations of interactions, locations, and the so-called
sterile objectivity and neutrality of research. This serves,
even if inadvertently, to reduce the agency of migrants
and produces stratified configurations that exacerbate
the dynamics of exclusion in these relationships. We are
currently part of the MOVES European Joint Doctorate,
an EU/Horizon 2020/Marie Curie Scholarship-funded
program, located within both the first and the second
domain that la paperson describes, with listed inten-
tions around policy development but no guarantee that
these critiques will produce the real, necessary change
that makes this world more liveable (see also Sharpe,
2014; Walcott, 2019). This lack of concrete action is part
of “a generosity [that] is afforded to white European
male theorists for accomplishing work in an area (name-
ly, race/gender) for which they have no documented
commitments or track record for engaging” (King, 2015,
p. 131). In our collective, Daniel and Peter, as white
European male researchers working with migrating peo-
ples, need to give critical attention to their own position-
ality, or risk recreating the imperial eyes of the first uni-
versity (Smith, 2012). Critiques of a similar phenomenon
can also be found in the work of Goldman (2005) and
Cabot (2019), both pieces reminding us of the necessity
of keeping research under scrutiny.

Contrasting with these formations, la paperson’s
(2017, p. 44) third university is a strategic space of hope,
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futurity, and possible liberation, composed of members
of the university who refuse to abandon their commu-
nities, ideologies, and decolonial intentions in their aca-
demic work. The third university is not restricted to
the academic setting and its researchers, who too often
become trapped within and between the first and the
second university. Instead, we move towards the third
university in community practices and activist organizing,
alongside our work in the university. Following Harney
and Moten (2013, p. 26), when we work towards the
third university we enter “into the underground, the
downlow low-down maroon community of the universi-
ty, into the undercommons,” a collective space of enunci-
ation and action. Though the academy works to individu-
alize and isolate us, the undercommon sensibility encour-
ages collective work that brings our different worlds
together. The third university engages in transformative
praxis alongside and with commitment to marginalized
peoples to produce “knowledges part of, and tools for,
social and political struggle” (Garelli & Tazzioli, 2013,
p. 246). Groups like Border Monitoring, Super Futures
Haunt Qollective, Asylum University, and the research
done by Bejarano, Juárez, Garcia, and Goldstein (2019)
are examples of partnerships working alongside, within,
and beyond the academy in their research endeavors.

Interlude: From the focus group

The university, the academic setting, they produce
questions aboutmy research, but I havemy own ques-
tions. (February 2020, Berlin)

I like that youwere asking questions about positionali-
ty, about power relations, about how to escape these
imbalances of power that are a part of who we are,
and being located where we are. (March 2020, Berlin)

3. Methodology: When the Researcher Becomes
the Researched

Given these theoretical reflections, we seek to pro-
vide tools through which other people embedded in
academia can better conduct research that moves to the
reconciliatory space of the third university. This has led
us to collectively turn the gaze onto ourselves, critical-
ly questioning our methods and our relationships with
our participants, and ultimately, to develop this pro-
cess of collective self-inquiry. When we started shap-
ing this research process, we were unaware of the pre-
cise form it would take. Throughout the process we thus
drew on several specific methodological tools, which
make it replicable for a broad audience across (and
despite) the university and provide a practical approach
to engage with ‘the field.’ We will outline a few of these,
briefly, here.

As mentioned above, Madeline Whetung
(Nishnaabeg) and Sara Wakefield, an Indigenous MA
student and a Geography Professor who recorded and

transcribed their discussions, provided us with a mod-
el to structure our conversation (Whetung & Wakefield,
2019). In their methodological approach, they engage
in a fruitful dialogue in order to unmask how marginal-
ized positionalities face oppressive relations that are
often hidden behind ‘ethical’ research protocols. It was
through their conversation that they were able to come
up with collective answers to undermine those condi-
tions, which would have otherwise remained inacces-
sible to them. Similarly, Aparna, Kramsch, Mahamed,
and Deenen (2017), who are in the academy and the
frontlines, used the conversationality of their research
‘vignettes’ to bring individual experiences into collective
biographies. Their work elucidated the shared struggle
of the fight for “intellectual space in refugee camps,”
moving knowledge beyond the borders of academia
(Aparna et al., 2017, p. 436). We borrowed the notion of
a research vignette to illustrate previous research experi-
ences and how they intersect with our own backgrounds
to shape our research.

In all of the pieces discussed above, despite their
divergent approaches, we may identify a shared affini-
ty for undercommon, third university work. Rather than
emerging based on shared disciplinary or methodolog-
ical concerns, these affinities, as we call them, were
the origin point of our collective. Affinities create “nat-
ural invitations” to participate and might be described
as a “true act of love” (C. Merlin, personal correspon-
dence, 28 May 2020). These affinities are shared views
that emerge and show themselves in academic work,
daily lived experiences, and even in the more mun-
dane aspects of the ways we live and build community.
Because our research collective was built from inside the
larger academic institution, we sought to combine our
strengths and mitigate some of our weaknesses using a
collective process of self-inquiry.

Collective self-inquiry is a methodological tool that
critically questions our own methods and approaches,
inviting us to work collectively and better understand
the b/ordering of movement(s) of people across former
empires. In practice, we used collective self-inquiry to
question our positionalities and privileges, discuss and
analyze the impacts of these imperial eyes within our
work, and counteract these tendencies. In moremethod-
ological terms, collective self-inquiry may be thought
of as a heuristic model that could help us to identify
the traces of the imperial past, and uncover the dis-
criminatory practices in our work. Because of its col-
lective character, this approach undermines the con-
straints and individualizing tendencies that academic
institutions impose upon those navigating their complex
waters (Gill, 2010; Nash & Owens, 2015). In this regard
it differs from self-reflection broadly defined by feminist
scholars (Sultana, 2007) and autoethnography as self-
interview (Crawley, 2012), as it does not centralize the
individual in the analysis. Instead, in our approach, col-
lective self-inquiry follows the discussion of pieces like
Whetung and Wakefield (2019), Kumsa, Chambon, Yan,
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and Maiter’s (2015) conversation on the messiness of
group reflection, and the notion of dialogical ethnogra-
phy (Butler, 2009; Group FIC, 2005). All of these groups
use shared reflective questioning and analysis to empha-
size how dialogue and discussion shape and change
positions. From this perspective, collective self-inquiry
can be an important tool for those people engaging
with collective practices of knowledge production, par-
ticipatory action researchers (Del Vecchio, Toomey, &
Tuck, 2017), and other researchers in academia who
want to navigate towards more liberatory, undercom-
mon research practices.

To accomplish our collective self-inquiry approachwe
organized three micro-focus groups where we discussed
our theoretical frameworks, research experiences, and
positionalities. These focus groups were held in our
office, a shared space and ‘neutral’ ground where we
each felt comfortable. Each groupmeeting was recorded,
and these recordings were uploaded to a shared digital
drive. The key element of these focus groups, embedded
throughout, was the sharing, mutuality, and sociality of
their operation. Focus groups run the risk of replicating
the divergences between researcher and research popu-
lation in the process of collecting data (K. Aparna, person-
al correspondence, 2020). Our focus groups undermined
this tendency by distributing power and voice equally
and consensually, and positioning the group as a sub-
ject which demanded inquiry. The other crucial aspect
of these groups was an attempt to build a shared lan-
guage and foundation of knowledge regarding the com-
plex and sensitive issues we sought to approach, includ-
ing borders, migration, movement, transnationality, dias-
pora, and the way these elements are read and written
in the academy. In the collective biographical practice
of Gannon et al. (2015, p. 192), this process is called
the creation of a shared “conceptual apparatus.” For our
work, shared language included theoretical understand-
ings as well as a collective interpretation of particular
terms. What Daniel describes as resistencia, Peter may
name as verzet; both words speak to the transformation
of the inhuman, and all three of us feel in them the burn-
ing need for change. The process of putting these under-
standings in conversation with each other was a way of
building theory as well as working on the specifics of our
methodological praxis within the academy.

In the first phase of the research, during the groups
discussed above, we shared ideas that influence our
research and politics. Selecting these concepts allowed
for each individual in the collective to connect their cur-
rent work and research practices to the outside knowl-
edge of their lived and affective experiences (Ewing,
2018). During these discussions we reflected upon issues
of positionality and power relations in order to build a
collective narrative. The second phase represented the
core of our collective work, where we wrote vignettes
about our personal backgrounds, and analyzed these
with our individual theoretical lenses. This connected our
singular historieswith the foundation of collective knowl-

edge that we produced in the previous phase.We record-
ed and transcribed our work sessions and incorporat-
ed the ideas and frictions that grew out of these meet-
ings back into the article through the interludes and the
vignettes. The vignettes and analysis shared here are a
written and condensed version of our conversations.

Interlude: From the focus group

We live in a white supremacist world. I can be a lit-
tle more subtle about that but I’m not gonna pretend
that there are class differenceswhen it’s white people
on top.

(overlapping voices in response)

4. Vignettes: A Critical Take on Research through Lived
Experiences

The following excerpts come from our researcher
vignettes. In reading the vignettes, the reader is encour-
aged to notice a few essential ideas, growing from our
earlier discussion of the first, second, and third universi-
ty, and the way these formations take shape in our lived
experiences and research practices. These themes relate
more generally to community, reciprocality, and inten-
tionality. In addition to being central organizing ideas
for this article, the concepts are demonstrative of the
imperial eyes of the academy, and the risks of migration
research. We include excerpts from the vignettes here
as a possible step for other scholars to follow within the
larger practice of collective self-inquiry.

Vignette—Madeline

I made an Addis Ababa taxi driver cry in 2016, a few
weeks after Irreecha, theOromo Thanksgiving. It start-
edwith a series of questions. Informal questions, back
and forth, occasionally locking eyes in the rearview
mirror. I can speak Afan Oromo, his mother tongue,
but I’m a Black American. He asks me how I learned
the language, what I’m doing there, how I like it. I tell
him I live in a village, outWest. I’m teaching 9th grade,
but I’m also a student, getting my M.S. in Sociology.
I’m in the city because I have to be in the city, because
the governments I work for have decided the vil-
lage is no longer safe. 250 Oromos were killed a few
weeks ago, just an hour south of here, while cele-
brating Thanksgiving [see Human RightsWatch, 2017].
We don’t need to talk about that to talk about that.
Instead I ask him—Where did you grow up?When did
youmove to the city? How do you like it? 250 Oromos
were killed, an hour south of there, just a few weeks
before; this is where he grew up, it is why he moved
to this city, it is something he can’t like, can’t be fine
with, butmust. I think about being in America and see-
ing another police killing of another Black boy, of ‘our’
Black American president drone striking Somalis, of
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our staggering inability to make up for those wounds.
This is fall of 2016, in Ethiopia’s capital city and I’m
supposed to be doing research for this master’s thesis
about Oromo lives in a settler colonial state. Instead,
in the taxi, we whisper to each other haa jabaanu,
let’s be strong, and suuta suuta, slowly change will
come. Maybe if he tells this story, it is him who made
me cry.

Vignette—Daniel

In 2002, I was part of a diverse collective running a
squatted social center. El Laboratorio, as it was called,
was at the core of the struggles claiming the right to
city and rejecting the neoliberal recipes which from
the early 90s were organizing life inMadrid, my home-
town. El Laboratorio was for me not only a space
for political intervention, but also the opportunity to
approach theory from a very situated political praxis.
Even more, during that time, it provided me with a
very strong feeling of belonging. Almost twenty years
after this experience, I found myself in a different
squat in Barcelona, el Espacio del Migrante, one run
by migrant people. Only this time I was not there as
an activist, but as a researcher, and I was trying to
‘recruit’ participants for my master’s thesis research.
It felt somehow awkward. Sitting around a table with
a few other people, I started talking with an experi-
enced activist from Mexico and explaining about my
research. Hewas very receptive and in the end he end-
edup collaboratingwithme, but hewas also clear that
in el Espacio they distrust academic settings, and see
the university as an institution more concerned with
its own position and with putting the production of
knowledge at service of the dynamics of capital repro-
duction than questioning the structures of domina-
tion and inequality that are at its core. The fact that
I actually agreed with him did not allow me to feel
completely comfortable.

Vignette—Peter

In 2018, less than two years after the implementation
of EU-Turkey-statement, I traveled, like many jour-
nalists, researchers, NGOs, volunteers, and activists
to the Greek/Turkish borderland with both a sense
of anger and solidarity. Anger, because the tragedy
unfolding at the gateways of Europe is a direct con-
sequence of European policies that opened the inter-
nal borders of Europe and gave me the privilege of
a ‘mobile’ Dutch European citizen. Solidarity to sup-
port ‘migrant/refugees’ on their journey and to orga-
nize against the violence of European border regimes.
I was actively working and collaborating with a group
composed of independent volunteers, activists, and
scholars who support people in detention and who
are pending their deportation, and document the
deportation process of Lesvos. One day, during my

fieldwork, I was walking around the Olive Grove, the
informal encampment of the official Hotspot Camp
Moria, when Fawad and Mo, two men from Algeria,
invited me for a cup of tea. Like Fawad and Mo, most
people who traveled to EUrope from countries that
share a colonial history with EUrope were classified
with an economic profile, and could be detained and
deported based solely on their citizenship. We had
been drinking our tea in silence for a few minutes,
when a man from Togo joined us. “Why am I here?
Europeans came to my country. You took everything
and now I am here in this mess,” he said, pointing
to the surroundings of Moria Camp. While observ-
ing my surroundings, I could not do more than silent-
ly nod and agree. Although a short encounter, and
despite that my research in Lesvos was a practice
of solidarity, I know that I may have an active role
in constituting and reiterating the relations of pow-
er that I critique, and these reflections continue to
linger in my thoughts and direct my work as an Early
Stage Researcher.

Interlude: From the focus group

Creation of knowledge is not the most important
thing. The most important thing is to support or to
show solidarity with people you engage with.

5. Vignette Analysis

What follows is a sample from our focus group conversa-
tions, rewritten and shaped into a more formally struc-
tured analysis. While we built our initial frame around
the notion of the imperial eyes and la paperson’s first
university, particular issues were of more importance in
each analysis. In general, we focused on the first uni-
versity through the lens of accumulation and extraction,
operationalized the second through its over-reliance on
critique without action, and identified the third in its
strategic actions, which build a more liberatory future.
When we joined together in critique, these personal
stances helped to build amore effective collective assess-
ment. This framework allowed us to analyze and unpack
our positionalities in relation to the liberatory work we
aim for.

Interlude: Dialogues on the research process

We still have a lack of clear answers, but I’m not
sure it’s feasible [to get them]. Maybe we aim instead
to pose good questions, and clear questions, and
questions that will be able to guide our process
of researching.

I disagree. It’s not enough to say, hey I have these priv-
ileges. You need tomake it actionable. You need to say
what you’re doing about it. Convince us that working
to answer these questions is really important to you.
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Not just that you’re posing them. That you’re really
working to solve them. (March 2020, Berlin)

Madeline’s vignette is an example of the way liberato-
ry thinking and decolonial desires remain haunted by
ongoing forms of imperialism. Throughout much of the
vignette, the author is situated in a third space, work-
ing with, caring for, even crying alongside the commu-
nities that the research is being undertaken with. From
this positionality, she describes in clear terms the myri-
ad forms of harm the academy is responsible for, includ-
ing, most presciently, an over-saturation of white schol-
ars in the industry who refuse to allow her life, and Black
diasporic lives, to ‘matter,’ denying both meaning and
corporeal presence. The danger in this focus, though, is
relying too much on second university tools to perform
action; pointed critique is not always paired with strate-
gic action. Furthermore, andmore dangerously, the post-
empire who is paying for her work is quite clearly its own
brutal force, as she links USian state violence in the Horn
of Africa to the funding for the education project she is
supporting. But it remains unclear how and when this
force reveals itself, and if it can be so easily set aside.
Reconciling these tensions requires a closer attention to
action, and its potential power. It could be argued that
Madeline must go beyond focusing on feeling and shar-
ing stories, and take the step of buying “back an acre of
settler land” (as she describes it) in order to truly build
the liberatory futures that are otherwise only dreams.

Daniel, positions his own experiences as an activist
migrant-worker in parallel to his research population.
In contrast to Madeline, Daniel worked outside state
institutions and aimed for a degree of “militancy” to
design research according to a “beneficial and mutu-
ally enriching relationships.” By developing a “com-
mon plane” of difference, Daniel argues for a strategic
approach to push for radical, third university-building
change, however, it remains unclear how this strate-
gic plane is developed. How does he intend to move
from collective organization towards a more just world?
Accepting differences is merely one side of the story,
how does one relate, reflect upon, and reconsider the
power relations that are re-enacted through these dif-
ferences? In his vignette, Daniel describes himself as a
“white, middle-aged, male, university researcher from
Spain” in contrast with the “migrant and racialized wom-
enworking in the domestic sector” he researches.Why is
he allowed careful details, while the others are reduced
to a vaguely “racialized” other? These ways of fram-
ing raise troubling questions about the impact of the
first university, even in research taken with liberatory
intent. Beyond these shortcomings, Daniel shows a well
formulated criticism of the academic and institutional
structures that limit the possibilities of transformative
research, and quite thoroughly reflects on the implica-
tions of his role as researcher. Although Daniel’s strate-
gic considerations are important steps to move beyond
the boundaries of the second university they are at times

entangled with first university thinking, requiring still a
more careful analysis of the practices of re/b/ordering
that are being manifested within the plane of difference.

Peter tries to reconcile his work as a researcher and
his aim to turn research as a means for social struggle,
despite the risk of “reiterating relations of power” that
oppress migrants. In this sense, he attempts to engage
in third university practices by considering research as
a responsible political action, working to undermine the
coloniality of the academic institution and its role in the
migration industry, and tackling the power asymmetries
that render migrants into objects of research. This prac-
tice is undertaken with a clear sense of commitment for
social transformation, as Peter describes how he was
actively fighting and organizing against the violence of
European border regimes. However, a very important
aspect of the third university is apparently missing; a per-
sonal engagement with the people he is trying to sup-
port, and the means to develop and strengthen commu-
nity ties.Moreover, generalizing terminology, such as the
vague framing of ‘migrants/refugees,’ shows elements of
the dehumanizing and extractivist first university he cri-
tiques. In this sense, despite its potential, Peter is using
tools and thinking that have not yet managed to move
fully beyond a second university critical frame.

The vignettes, generally, trigger important and strate-
gic questions about our positions as researchers, the
‘imperial eyes’ that influence research, and how we
engage with the communities we work with. A com-
mon concern towards liberation was evident across the
analyses, though, as the critiques show, with the benefit
of collective knowledge these concerns become sharp-
ened, strengthened, and more effective. Also illuminat-
ing are the ways in which migration, movement, and the
empires who facilitate them create shifting power posi-
tionalities that affect the research process. In Madeline’s
work the lurking presence of the US empire remained
unaddressed, Daniel failed to rigorously or carefully build
community in pursuit of academia, and Peter similarly
showed an over-reliance on a loosely-defined solidarity
that seemed to lack a human element. Through collec-
tive work and conversation, each analysis saw opportu-
nities to identify and dismantle the imperializing tenden-
cies of research in the academy, and places where mem-
bers of the collectivewere instead in danger of upholding
its colonial values as we described previously in the arti-
cle. The collective self-inquiry we engaged with demon-
strates its applicability to the larger work of migration
studies; by looking outside of the ‘darlings’ you build
your analysis around, scholars, academic networks, and
corpuses that may be firmly situated in particular geo-
graphic, epistemological, or scholarly positions, you can
better understand the world of people on the move, and
the people moving around you. Collective self-inquiry
has the ability to mitigate and address these issues by
placing value on the lived experience and expertise of the
people you share affinities with.
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Closing Interlude: From the feedback sessions

I feel very sensitive about the fact that I have also
found the imperial eyes, imperial voice, imperial
hands, imperial thoughts in my own academic prac-
tices.(May 2020, Nijmegen)

I won’t walk out. I’m gonna ask for love. (May 2020,
Den Bosch)

6. Conclusion

The process of collective writing and work is a time-
consuming, complicated, and extremely rewarding
endeavor. Bringing insights gathered from a migrant
squat in Barcelona to the camps of Lesvos, and transiting
these European ideas to the Oromo struggle in Ethiopia
meant finding a shared language for these experiences,
and admitting that there may be instances where no
such common tongue exists. In each vignette, despite
the reflexive work of their crafting and the collaboration
that led up to the final product, there were spaces where
we misspoke or ignored a crucial piece of the puzzle.
In collaboration, these oversights became more visible.

While the university sets the terms and conditions on
our contract, our work/lives, and even our subject popu-
lations, there are cracks in the foundation of this institu-
tion through which more transformative work can take
place. Migration studies, as embedded in the larger insti-
tutionalized policing of movement, is a field in need of
this type of intervention and critical questioning as found
in pieces like Aparna and Kramsch (2018), Bejarano et al.
(2019), and Del Vecchio et al. (2017). Through practices
or techniques such as collective writing, the interview,
or the focus group we would like to extend our desire
to talk both among ourselves and to others, moving
towards a more liberatory practice of academic research.
Rephrased, perhaps, there is an element of replicability
that we believe connects this project into many other
studies in the field of migration and beyond. As Harney
and Moten share: “Well, when we are apart we are not
alone. We are apart but with others, elaborating on our
partnership through others and coming together in dif-
ferent configurations” against the academy’s “individuat-
ing tools” of “improvement, advancement, recognition”
(Ngin, van Horn, &Westfall, 2020). This description is not
intentionally vague, rather it means to show that looking
for and building collective networks may be easier than
you think. Likely, the foundations of these groups already
exist in your office, at the coffee shop, your neighbor-
hood, the classroom, in the writing group you are think-
ing about joining. Ask yourself: How do you want the
world to look? How do you want your hometown, your
neighborhood, your school to look? Who do you want
to work with, and why? Where are they? What will you
bring to the table once you help building it?What is going
to be researched and who is making decisions about it?
Who is the research work donewith?What is going to be

asked, and where will the data go? Answer these ques-
tions with your colleague, your best friend, your neigh-
bor, and then try oncemorewith thewhole group.When
you begin your research, ask these questions again.

We believe that asking yourself questions collective-
ly, and engaging in collective self-inquiry, is a powerful
tool to navigate towards the undercommons, undermin-
ing the structures of precarity inside academia, as well as
academia as an institution inside society. However, this
is not to say that this approach is without its limitations.
Engaging in critique without a plan to action or remain-
ing too insulated in first university accumulation to fully
identify these shortcomings are some possible points of
weakness. Furthermore, although we position ourselves
outside the strict boundaries of academia, our collective
self-inquiry, and our primary audience is still all situated
within the university. Though Europe is where colonial-
ism was born and learned to thrive, though the univer-
sities produced by these imperial states were some of
the empire’s earliest garrison forces, and despite the fact
that they continue to benefit from research as an indus-
try of exploitation, we refuse to let this ‘first’ university
be the only one, or allow research to be part of an aca-
demicmarket that manages our time, money, and power
relations with imperial ideologies. We refuse to be cogs
in this colonial research machine, and believe that there
may be others who want to be reassembled, with third
university visions in mind. Let us move together towards
a more liberatory and reconciliatory future.
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1. Introduction

The so-called hotspots—identification and registration
centres in the Aegean Islands in Greece and Italy—are
not only sites of detention (Dimitriadi, 2017), European
intervention (Kuster & Tsianos, 2016) or sorting cen-
tres (Campesi, 2018), but also logistical set-ups where
data is generated, inserted into different chains and
spread across state institutions (Pollozek & Passoth,
2019). Such socio-technical assemblages of migration
and border control are hard to research not only because
of several strategies that attempt to keep things secret

or hidden but also because of methodological issues.
Considering the number of agencies and their represen-
tatives, the many different forms and databases and the
many sites and phenomena that are also related to the
‘hotspot approach,’ the question arises concerning how
to study such an extensive, complex and rhizomatic sub-
ject. Following recent work in the realm of STS, meth-
ods are understood as (b)ordering devices which per-
formatively enact an ordered social world and produce
accounts of the social, as well as its components and
attributes (Law & Ruppert, 2013). As such, some (partial)
realities, actors and problems are made present while
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others are made absent. Which trajectories does one fol-
low and which actors and voices does one assemble?

This article considers mapping a well-suited method
for studying geographically widespread and temporally
fluid socio-technical assemblages and for drawing mul-
tiple actors, issues and materialities together (Dalton &
Mason-Deese, 2012, p. 445), but only if it is handled
with caution and situated into a reflexive ethnographic
research approach. Instead of crafting bigmaps that turn
complex phenomena into simple schemes, silence voices,
and produce matters of regulation or surveillance, this
article opts for creating many small maps that enfold
complexity by being attentive to situatedness, symmetry,
multi-sitedness, and multiplicity. In the following, the
article develops amapping approach that is able to disen-
tangle the extensive, complex and rhizomatic nature of
migration and border control assemblages while at the
same time being reflexive about how mapping perfor-
matively orders the social, navigates through a complex
field, orchestrates voices and opens up realities for inter-
ventions. With this genuine focus on methodology and
methods, the article aims to contribute to the current dis-
course onmigration infrastructures and digital migration
at the intersection of STS and critical migration and bor-
der studies.

Starting with a critique on a large map of the hotspot
approach, this article will outline a small map approach
that uses Adele Clarke’s cartographic approaches as a
starting point but pushes them towards a praxeographic
methodology that focuses even more strongly on socio-
technical practices as well as on situated, processual and
multiple becomings of human and non-human entities
and orderings (Mol, 2002). Based on an ethnographic
inquiry of the Moria hotspot on Lesvos between 2016
and 2018, this article will sketch out different map-
ping approaches—situational, social world, trajectory
and issue mapping. In an on-going process of reflex-
ive inversion, it will make the boundaries of the map-
ping processes visible, criticize their orderings and use
the blind spots they produce for (re)directing the subse-
quent research process. In the end, the article will ask
how mappings can be used not only as research but
also as a political device that contributes to the work
of other collectives beyond the scientific production of
truth (Law, 2004).

2. Situating Mapping in Praxeographic Research

In July 2015, the EU Commission released an explana-
tory note to the hotspot approach, which had been intro-
duced in the context of the EU Commission’s European
Agenda on Migration two months earlier. The explana-
tory note gives details about what a hotspot is, how
coordination takes place on the ground, what kind of
support could be provided and what “added value” the
hotspot approach could have (EU Commission, 2015,
p. 5). Additionally, it introduces “two roadmaps on the
practical implications” sketching out “who is doing what”

(EUCommission, 2015, p. 10) and one ‘hotspot approach’
flowchart (Figure 1). The flowchart especially has been
picked up by media (e.g., Der Standard), political (e.g.,
House of Lords) and EU actors (e.g., European Court of
Auditors) because it was the only document back then
that produced a first picture of the architecture of a
hotspot with its actors, procedures and components.

This map brings together several actors in boxes via
unilateral arrows that lead from one beginning to sev-
eral ends. Even a first grasp of the map makes obvious
that the bordering of migrant subjects is accomplished
by a heterogeneous set-up shaped by such disparate
things as agencies (Europol, Frontex, EASO), databases
and technical systems (Eurodac), policies and measures
(Consolidated version of the Treaty on the Functioning of
the European Union, 2007, Art. 78[3]), practices (debrief-
ing, registration/identification, refusal of fingerprinting,
risk analysis), further procedures and locations (deten-
tion, relocation, return, transfer, etc.), responsibilities
(member state [MS]) and switching points (“wish to apply
for asylum—yes/no”).

The ends of this map show various mechanisms of
social sorting and both inclusion and exclusion ranging
from “grant of international protection” to “relocation”
to the “transfer to responsible MS” or “return.” We can
say that these different institutional tracks also differ
due to the rights and entitlements migrants have con-
cerning residency, housing, health, education, work and
other social services. In this sense, the hotspot approach
produces many different variations and graduations of
migrants’ status, which is characteristic of contempo-
rary border regimes and termed differential inclusion
(Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013).

The map also makes us realize that bordering man-
ifests not only in the camp but also “elsewhere,” for
instance in the Eurodac database or at the headquar-
ters of Frontex and Europol. Recent work in the realm
of science and technology studies has pointed to the
distributed activities of listing, labelling and categoriz-
ing within institutional ecologies and to the technical
mediations concerning remote surveillance and con-
trol through interconnected and meshed up databases
(Dijstelbloem & Broeders, 2015).

More than anything, the map produces a normative
account of how things should work in this very organi-
zational setup. It enacts an idealization of one big pro-
cedure which appears as functioning and seamless with-
out frictions. Each actor has its role, the collaboration
between organizations is defined, databases, organiza-
tions and humans are intertwined, and all procedures
are lawful. It favours a clean technocratic solution that
leaves out messiness, suffering, human rights and other
issues—complexity.With this map circulating among pol-
icy and security actors, a powerful version of the hotspot
approach has been enacted.

Latour (2005, p. 187) terms such maps panoramas.
Panoramas see everything and nothing “since they sim-
ply show an image painted (or projected) on the tiny wall
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Figure 1. Hotspot approach. Source: EU Commission (2015, p. 12).

of a room fully closed to the outside.” Panoramas do not
make explicit how, bywhomand forwhich purposes they
were crafted. They either produce a distant position and
simulate an “Archimedean point fromwhich to represent
the world” (Clifford, 1986, p. 22), or they enact a god-like
view from no-where (Haraway, 1988). They turn a com-
plex ecology into one simple scheme that represents the
former “as a whole”—which is only possible by silencing
many other voices and accounts (Geertz, 1973).

Panoramas also transformmany phenomena, experi-
ences and stories of people into numbers, populations,
trends or other aggregates and translate them into mat-
ters of surveillance, control or regulation. In this sense,
such maps refer to a practice strongly institutionalized
by state actors and contribute to their stabilization and
legitimization (Halder & Michel, 2019, p. 13). They are
a crucial political technology for the creation of ‘situa-
tional awareness,’ the drawing of future scenarios, and
the articulation of governance problems (Tazzioli, 2018),
and facilitate the institutionalization of (trans)national
spaces of border surveillance (Hess, 2010). In order to
subvert and criticize such oversimplified big maps and to
decompose the n-way nature of socio-technical assem-
blages (Star & Griesemer, 1989, p. 389), this article sug-
gests an approach of counter-mapping that is based on
‘thick analyses’ and the creation of various ‘small’ maps,
that aims to assemble multiple accounts of and voices
in a situation of concern, and that is especially sensitive

to silenced, invisibilized or othered voices and positions
and to “what seems present but [remains] unarticulated”
(Clarke, 2003, p. 561).

Especially for studying wide-spread and complex
socio-technical assemblages of border control, this
article suggests situating mapping into praxeographic
research. As a variant of ethnography, praxeographic
research focuses on situations but, by studying human
and non-human entities in interaction and in a symmet-
rical way, it is more explicitly concerned with the socio-
materiality and socio-technicality of a phenomenon.
Meanings and identities are relevant regarding their
effects on a particular practice as well as to the shaping
of an entity or a social order (Sørensen & Schank, 2017,
p. 412). Furthermore, praxeography not only traces mul-
tiple perspectives on a phenomenon but also studies
the becoming ofmultiple phenomena realized by various
enactments (Mol, 1999). An empirical inquiry thusmakes
multiple conditions of possibility visible, traces multiple
configurations, agencies and options of an entity, and
analyses how those multiple becomings are related to
each other (Knecht, 2013, p. 95).

Mapping as a praxeographic methods device thus
needs to be attentive not only to situatedness, com-
plexity, and multi-sitedness, but also to heterogeneity,
multiplicity, and translation. But how does one trans-
late this into a research practice of and with map-
ping? Maybe Adele Clarke’s cartographic approaches

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 157–168 159

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


are a promising starting point (Göde, 2015). Drawing
on Strauss’s social worlds and arena theory rooted in
symbolic interactionist sociology and pragmatist philos-
ophy, as well as on poststructuralist and postmodern
approaches, Clarke has developed three types of map-
ping: (1) situational maps that empirically specify the ele-
ments of a situation—such as human and non-human
actors, artefacts, objects, devices, doings, and sayings—
as well as the relations among all the elements that
“make each other up and together constitute the situa-
tion as a whole” (Clarke, 2019, p. 14); (2) social world
maps that sketch out the social worlds coming together
in a situation of interest, identify their properties, con-
straints, and resources, and make their intersections vis-
ible (Clarke, 2005, p. 110)—such maps lay out those col-
lective actors and those lines of force that weigh on
a situation, as well as those actors who are marginal-
ized, silenced, or ‘atomized,’ without a collective; (3) posi-
tional maps that again carve out all the concerns artic-
ulated within a situation of concern, as well as those
that have not been articulated but ignored, silenced
or invisibilized.

Situational, social worlds and positional maps are
very helpful approaches for opening up various situa-
tions of the trans-local and inter-organizational ordering
of the hotspot. However, to be used as a praxeographic
methods device that strictly focuses on practice, situat-
edness, heterogeneity, and multiplicity, they have to be
modified in several ways: First, while Clarke seems to use
situational maps for mapping a broader field of research,
e.g., a broad institutional ecology of a hospital, a prax-
eography understands situations as confined events that
(only) emerge when human and non-human entities
actually meet and when meanings, knowledge, subjects,
objects, and more are (re)enacted (Mathar, 2008, p. 31).
In this sense, studying a wide-spread socio-technical
assemblage praxeographically would mean conducting a
small-range analysis and crafting maps on several situa-
tions in which entities meet.

Second, Mathar (2010, p. 157) criticizes how Clarke
translates relationality into the mapping approaches.
Clarke recommends putting all the entities on a piece
of paper and then starting a relational analysis, in other
words, to draw and qualify lines between the entities.
This, however, risks producing immobile and essential-
ized entities, which stands against an actor-network
theory-informed praxeography. Instead, research should
shed light on the multiple becoming of an entity from
situation to situation and be attentive to the processual
shaping through time (Sørensen & Schank, 2017, p. 412).
This does not only imply crafting many maps that make
the different enactments of entities visible but also creat-
ing inversions of the verymaps that question and subvert
the mapping of entities and their relations to each other.

Third, Clarke’s cartographic approaches remain inat-
tentive to the circulation of entities. Studying a trans-
local and inter-organizational socio-technical assem-
blagewith various interconnected situations implies trac-

ing the circulation of data, people and documents across
various workplaces. Latour and others have criticized to
think of the circulation of texts, figures, probes, goods,
or other things from one site to another as a seamless
and frictionless flow. Instead, when particular mediators
have tomove through time and space orwhen they bring
their own agendas in, there are translation processes
at work which alter the circulating entities in question.
Callon (1984) has pointed to this with his subtle plays
on the words ‘traduction’ and ‘trahison’ and argues that
translation and betrayal are two sides of the same coin.
In this sense, this article will develop trajectory maps
that make visible the circulation of entities as well as
reflect upon the transformations, tensions and frictions
they go through.

Fourth, in contrast to Clarke’s approaches that think
of mapping as a mere research device, this article takes
the political implications of mapping more strongly into
account. In researching on and writing about the world,
researchers interfere with the world they study (Law &
Singleton, 2013, p. 488). Researchers in the realm of
STS have experimented with different formats of inter-
ference that seek to bring alternative issues and solu-
tions into the field of researchwhich have not been taken
into account before (Niewöhner, 2016). Here, interven-
tion is not understood as a normative operation in the
sense that the researcher prioritizes and selects some
possibilities while silencing or ignoring others (Sørensen
& Schank, 2017). Instead, by working out multiple enact-
ments of subjects, objects and phenomena and the rela-
tions among them, an intervention would aim to com-
plexify the normativity and power relations and point to
alternative configurations. Similarly, and by drawing on
Deleuze (1986), Pickles (2004) thinks mapping as a prac-
tice of enacting new possibilities and other realities that
follows a logic of ‘and, and, and.’ Following such work,
this article stresses to reflect upon the politics of map-
ping and to think about how mapping can be related to
other social worlds and doings, forge new alliances, and
create new collectives (Dalton & Mason-Deese, 2012).

With these modifications in mind, mapping may
become a suitable praxeographic methods device that
helps to navigate through difficult terrain, to order a
complex landscape of a socio-technical assemblage, and
to trace the trajectories from one situation to another.
At the same time, it represents the field’s messiness, con-
tradictions and heterogeneities, and urges us to reflect
upon the research process as well as its politics. In the
following, the articlewill return to theMoria hotspot and
sketch out several mapping approaches that, together,
seek to disentangle the socio-technical assemblage of
the Moria hotspot.

3. Mapping Bureaucratic Practices, Their Interrelations
and Alterations: Situational Maps

Situational maps aim to empirically specify the elements
of a situation—such as human and non-human actors,
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artefacts, objects, devices, doings and sayings—as well
as the relationalities among them (Clarke, 2019, p. 14).
One of the great strengths of situationalmaps is that they
direct the researcher to specific, located and situated
accounts without referring to a context or a structure
that would frame or explain situations. The researcher
needs to find out which boundaries, contexts and condi-
tions of a situation are created within the situation itself.

In the first year of my empirical inquiry, it was diffi-
cult to map the practices, and their actor-networks, of
the Moria hotspot, because I was not allowed to access
the camp. In the three weeks of my stay in Lesvos in
November 2016, I managed to conduct fifteen inter-
views with Frontex officers, interpreters, personnel from
UNHCR, Médicins du Monde (MdM), and the Hellenic
Registration and Identification Service (RIS), as well with
the commander of the camp. As I was not able to
act as an ethnographer myself, I attempted to make
my interlocutors the ethnographers of their own work.
The creation of situational maps supported this process.
I decided not only to craft maps by myself as part of the
analysis of the interview afterwards, but also to use it
as an interaction device: I created maps on large sheets
of paper together with my interlocutors during the inter-
view. While asking my interlocutors many questions—
about their daily work, which materials and devices they
use, how they use it, which data they gather and pro-
cess, with whom they interact and in which way, which
problems and challenges they face, or which concerns

they have—I tried to translate what they were saying
onto amap. Suchmaps focused onwhat kind of practices
the interlocutor conducted, where the doings took place,
which human and nonhuman actors were involved, and
which actions followed on which actions.

Often, the interlocutors were astonished about the
complex working arrangements taking shape on the
piece of paper, which turned the boring little doings into
an interesting subject of inquiry, as well as into a matter
of expertise. The situational maps also reminded both
the researcher and the interlocutor to stay focused on
the situated practices and not to get lost in general eval-
uations about the hotspots. Thewhite spots and isolated
entities on the paper also directed the course of the inter-
view. It also happened that the interlocutors showed
some photos and working devices in order to produce
a better picture of how things work. After the interviews,
I crafted new maps based on an in-depth analysis of the
interviews, on additional working materials, and on the
preliminary field maps. In an iterative process, this map-
ping exercise placed the doings and interactions of my
interlocutors atMoria hotspot on paper, as well as all the
other human and non-human entities they were work-
ing with.

Step by step, a number of situations can be carved
out that are constitutive for the socio-technical assem-
blage of Moria hotspot (Figure 2): the practice of screen-
ingwith screeners, interpreters anddocument specialists
(ALDOs), identification manuals and Google Maps (III),

Figure 2. Situational map of the Registration and Identification Centre Moria.
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the practice of fingerprinting with fingerprinters, finger-
printing machines, police databases, Eurodac, and disin-
fectants (V), or the practice of issuing documents with
computers, printing machines, stamps and clerks from
Hellenic administrations (VII) (see, for an in-depth analy-
sis, Pollozek & Passoth, 2019). The situational maps
also made visible the spatial organization of the Moria
hotspot. The practices of screening, fingerprinting or
issuing documents are contained through containers and
separated from each other. They host highly stabilized
and immobile entities, highly routinised practices, and
a particular area of expertise. As we will see, each con-
tainer accommodates a social world on its own. In con-
trast to those contained and immobile entities and prac-
tices, so-called “flow managers,” the arrival and all kinds
of documents move from one container to another.

While the interlocutors were able to provide differ-
entiated and detailed descriptions about their working
routines in their own container, they changed to a much
more general and abstract register when I asked about
the practices in the other containers. Then, regularly,
the account of the “registration street” came into play
(Pollozek & Passoth, 2019). It basically describes how
the so-called “irregular migrant” turns into a legalized
person by going through different steps and stations.
It is a well-structured and systematized story about a
well-ordered procedure, and it reminded me of a text
from a standard-procedure protocol. In the beginning,
I was disappointed by such generalized descriptions until
I noticed that it is an important device for the interlocu-
tors to situate themselves within the bigger and spatially
dispersed assemblage of the hotspot. While the “regis-
tration street” interrelates the spatialised and contained
practices, it separates them from each other at the same
time. It provides the basic roles of each actor in “the
whole process” and articulates a teleological process and
a technocratic procedure that provides so-called “irregu-
lar migrants” with legal status.

With situational mapping, the assemblage of the
Moria hotspot has been decomposed into several dif-
ferent practices and actor-networks that are organiza-
tionally and spatially modularized, contained, and sepa-
rated from each other. However, situational maps tend
to insinuate a built, stabile and atemporal order. As prax-
eographic research takes the on-going enactment of real-
ity into account (Law, 2004, p. 56), the researcher has
to be attentive to the processuality of becoming and
to the events that produce alterations and variations
(Mol, 2002, p. 14). In this regard, I asked the interlocu-
tors about changes, variations and reconfigurations and
crafted several situational maps throughout my later
fieldwork at the Hellenic Coast Guard, the international
coordination centre (ICC) and the EU regional task force
coordination centre (EURTF) in Piraeus in January and
May 2017, at the Frontex headquarters inWarsaw inMay
2017, at the local coordination centre (LCC), the Hellenic
coast guard and Hellenic police departments, as well as
at the Moria hotspot on Lesvos in April 2018. The mate-

rial I gathered included another thirty interviews, several
working documents and forms, and notes about several
visits at the Moria hotspot facility.

Such maps crafted over time point to the on-going
reconstructions and changes at the Moria hotspot.
The workplaces in the containers both increased and
decreased over the years, the staff was exchanged every
month, agencies, such as MdM, withdraw, and the com-
mand went from the Hellenic Police to the RIS. There
were also on-going ad-hoc reconstructions of the camp.
The “big tent” of the camp, for example, was regu-
larly used as a temporary sleeping facility, when too
many people arrived on Lesvos’ shores at the same
time (Figure 2). It also happened that the whole cen-
tre was overcrowded and the gate between the tent
and the “registration street” was unlocked, or that the
yard turned into a playground, sleeping area or work
ground. Sometimes, there was a “flow manager” at the
Moria hotspot, other times, the process was organized
by assigning numbers, or the officerswould stand in front
of the containers and call out names, and sometimes
none of that happened. It also happened that the work-
ing stations were set up in front of the containers.

One could describe such observations as constant
overflows that exceed the socio-material framing of the
situations of screening, fingerprinting or document issu-
ing (Callon, 1998). But, as other work also suggests,
this may also be seen as a mode of governance at
the camp, which Papada, Papoutsi, Painter, and Vradis
(2019) termed “pop-up governance,” and which can
be characterized by tinkering, workarounds and short-
terms solutions including improvised bureaucratic prac-
tices that are full of errors, inconsistencies and inaccura-
cies (Rozakou, 2017, p. 38). Although this is beyond the
scope of this article, it would be worth elaborating on
such ad-hoc and all too often irregular bureaucratic prac-
tices as amode of statecraft carried out on the shoulders
of migrants who face unbearable conditions with long
waiting times and inadequate health, food, housing and
other services.

4. Studying Collectives, the Tensions between Them,
and the Atomized Actors They Produce: Social World
Maps

While crafting situational maps, I was confronted with
many different agencies and administrations. In contrast
to accounts of a well-oiled machinery or a smooth multi-
actor collaboration found in policy documents, those col-
lective actors, along with their representatives, agendas,
resources, and funding and reporting schemes produced
frictions and tensions in various ways.

Clarke aims to analyse the impact of collective actors
on situations through social world maps and to carefully
study their mutual interferences and entanglements.
As outlined above, the registration and identification cen-
tre assembles several containers accommodating partic-
ular actor-networks and practices. Each container pro-
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duces organizational boundaries and hosts experts with
particular knowledge who face particular problems and
use particular devices. While screening and fingerprint-
ing is conducted by Frontex and the medical screen-
ing is done by MdM, issuing documents is carried out
by Hellenic administrations, namely the RIS and the
Hellenic Police. Each of the practices is supported and
carried out by a particular collective actor that again has
the resources to assemble a whole collective of human
and non-human actors, such as personnel, team lead-
ers, coordinators, shift-plans, working equipment, com-
puters, databases, devices, formulas, etc. and to push for-
ward particular agendas (Figure 3).

Such different, and quite autonomous, social worlds
distributed among different containers clashed with the
official, hierarchical scheme of the Moria hotspot with
the Hellenic authorities in charge and prevented its
implementation. For Frontex, for instance, identifying
and registering all people systematically and monitoring
the data upload onto the Eurodac database is of utmost
importance. It is a crucial part of genuine European
migration management based on the Schengen agree-
ment. This requires a thorough identification, which
takes time and clashed at times with the agenda of the
Hellenic police. The latter wanted to speed up the iden-
tification and registration procedures to clear the over-
crowded centre. In the end, Frontex officers refused to
accelerate the practice of identification and registration.
MdM again felt quite uncomfortable with its role as a

state actor and issuing health and vulnerability records.
It tried to subvert its position and staged itself as a crit-
ical actor by publishing weekly reports on the situation
in the Moria hotspot. Tensions between the agencies
were additionally fuelled by unequal working conditions
(Rozakou, 2017). Frontex officers, for example, received
both a higher salary than local Hellenic police officers
and better compensation for overtime hours.

Social world maps also make explicit what Clarke
(2005, p. 46) calls “atomized” and “implicated actors”—
those who are not part of a social world, who have no
collective behind them, no resources they can rely on,
and no allies in whose name they can speak. Indeed,
the arrivals running through the “registration street” are
put in highly asymmetrical situations, in which they have
only little to mobilize. However, from an angle of prax-
eography, such an analysis is too one-dimensional. This
is because such a mapping shows neither in what ways
atomized actors are plugged into social worlds differently
nor how those atomized actors are enacted and made
productive in multiple ways. In the case of the “registra-
tion street,” a praxeographic analysis reveals that it is not
a single actor but a ‘human multiple’ with several bod-
ies, (data) identities, and subjectivities that are enacted.
In the end, a legalized, migrant subject is crafted, but as
a result of a cumulative process of enactments.

In the screening procedure, the arrival has to reveal
biographical information about herself and convince the
officers that such information is credible and that she

Figure 3. Social world map of the Registration and Identification Centre Moria.
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acts truthfully. Her stories about herself are checked in
terms of consistency, locations are checked via Google
Maps, her dialect is assessed by the interpreters and her
body is approached as a telling entity thatmay reveal lies.
In the end, an identity is defined by the screeners and sta-
bilized in the “identification form.” In the fingerprinting
container, the hands and fingers serve as an identifica-
tion device that makes it possible to create a legible iden-
tity without the need for an intelligible subject (Kuster
& Tsianos, 2012). Together with the classifications from
the identification form, two more identities are created:
one in the Hellenic police and another in the Eurodac
database. In the medical screening, nurses and doctors
approach the arrival in terms of mental and physical ill-
ness. Certificates, as well as the arrival’s body, serve as a
guarantor for the arrival’s accounts. In the end, the doc-
tors make a diagnosis and create two more identities,
one about the health status of the arrival and another
about whether she is vulnerable or not. Finally, RIS and
Hellenic police produce a legal and stamped ID card that
turns the arrival into a legalized entity with particular
rights (social services, permit to stay on the island for a
limited time) as well as many limitations.

Those multiple enactments of data identities will
have their own social life in the different realms of EU
and Hellenic administration (Pollozek & Passoth, 2019).
Yet, the multiple enactments are also put together in a
cumulative and sequenced process that creates a legal
entity—a legalizedmigrant subject—with particular char-
acteristics in the end. As far as I have witnessed, neither

the production of multiple identities nor what they are
for and which consequences they could have to the per-
son in question is explained properly at the site. There
is no spokesperson for the arrival in the very procedures
that could guide and advise her. And there is no office in
the centre for objections, demands or requests. In other
words, the politics of identification and registration is
based on multiple enactments and their concealment.

5. Tracing the Circulation of Forms and the Failures of
Translation: Trajectory Maps

With the situational maps and the social world maps,
I was able to work out the particularities of several
practices and their socio-material arrangements being at
work at theMoria RIC, as well as how they are shaped by
collective actors and collectives. Yet, how collaboration
across the different situations and containers is realized
has remained underexposed thus far. As Latour (2005)
and others from the realm of actor-network theory have
pointed out, trajectories cannot be taken for granted.
Instead, it has to be studied how actors are capable of
pointing to other localities, actors and points of time in
the past and the future in their present work and which
actors are successfully able to do so.

When I focused on trajectories and tried to map
them, the forms and documents especially attracted my
attention (Figure 4). I decided to conduct further inter-
views and askedwhich documents are used,what classifi-
cations are defined, how they are filled out, andhow they

Figure 4. Trajectory map of the Registration and Identification Centre Moria.
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are used for data entries. The forms circulate between
the different teams and distribute data to several organi-
zations and their databases. The forms also coordinate
the actions between Frontex, Hellenic police, RIS and
MdM by transforming complex processes of collabora-
tion into a simplified chain (Schüttpelz, 2013). Like in
a relay race, the forms go from one hand to the next
and initiate a new routinised practice with each delivery:
When the filled-out identification form from the screen-
ing is given to the fingerprinters, the latter can create a
profile within the Hellenic Police database and start fin-
gerprinting; when the Hellenic Police database identifi-
cation number and a secret symbol has been added on
the identification form, the RIS clerk can create another
database profile for her agency. Through the relay with
forms, several data identities and a legalized ID-entity are
crafted in a cumulative process.

Although the trajectory map shows how forms are
crucial for the distribution of data and the simplification
and coordination of collaboration among several agen-
cies, it does not reveal the complexities of paperwork
within administrations. As Garfinkel points out, reports
within an institutional ecology are not written for out-
siders but for entitled actors who are capable of read-
ing their indexical and cursory texture and relating those
to particular working contexts (Garfinkel, 1969, p. 201).
This is why the investigator has to focus on various user-
contexts and carve out the multiple ways clerks work
with reports. Taking this into account, I tried to work out
what the forms do in each work setting. For instance,
as a purification device (Latour, 1993), the identification
form leaves out all the messiness as well as all the objec-
tions from the arrivals and creates a case out of pre-
defined classifications that can be easily processed in a
later step. The identification form, the restriction of the
liberty card, and the medical card additionally authenti-
cated the (new) identity of an arrival and address respon-
sibility to a state agency after they have been signed and
stamped. With this, they ascribe a stigma to its carrier
(van der Ploeg, 1999). The forms are also used as a device
of social sorting (Bowker & Star, 1999). At the end of the
identification and registration process, the RIS creates
referring documents that are sent to other Hellenic agen-
cies via email.While identitieswith the item “Willingness
of applying for Asylum: No” are sorted into the cate-
gory “Non-Asylum Applicant” and forwarded to Hellenic
police, identities with the item “Willingness of applying
for Asylum: Yes” are sent to the Hellenic Asylum Service
or those classified as vulnerable go to E.K.K.A. and after
being archived by RIS, the forms become a warrantor
of an identity and that an administrative procedure has
taken place. This backup also entails the basic personal
information of an arrival for potential future needs.

Observing the trajectory map that guided my inquiry
also made me uncomfortable in another way. It some-
how assumes that translation happens successfully and
smoothly and leaves frictions and failure aside. Work in
the realm of ANT has repeatedly pointed out that transla-

tion and betrayal are two sides of the same coin (Callon,
1984). With a focus on betrayal and failure, I noticed that
the interplay of different forms and databases made the
job of the fingerprinter a severe test. The database sys-
tem of Hellenic Police is basically software used in many
countries and also usually available in English. The adap-
tion to the administration of Hellenic police included,
among other things, that it has been translated into
Greek and only Greek. However, it is not Hellenic police
officers but Frontex officers who are entering the data
into that database—and most of them are neither able
to speak Greek nor to read Greek letters. The identifica-
tion form they receive from the Frontex screeners again
is usually filled out in English. In this way, Frontex fin-
gerprinters are turned into bad translators who produce
potentially error-prone data and other overflows.

To make translation more stable, Hellenic police has
printed out additional sheets with the translations of
the most relevant categories and items from the identi-
fication form as well as from the Hellenic database. The
Frontex fingerprinters in turn tried to learn how to cor-
rectly enter data by memorizing the running order of
clicking through the system. However, the Hellenic police
database is not a silent and passive entity. If there is a
wrong click, for instance, it returns an error message. It
also cross-references the data entries with all the oth-
ers saved in the database and creates a list with simi-
lar names and gives some additional alerts. This over-
strained the Frontex officers, which is why they went to
the Hellenic police officers’ container and asked for help.
As most of the times the database produces false alerts,
both Frontex and Hellenic officers became reluctant to
check on them and started to ignore them. This mode of
ignorance, however, may produce all kinds of data-errors
that could also have unforeseen consequences for the
people those datasets are about.

6. Articulating Issues, Keeping Them Contestable and
Bringing Them to Other Arenas: Issue Maps

In the previous sections, this article developed various
maps of the socio-technical assemblage of the Moria
hotspot that reject the reification of “big pictures” cre-
ated by EU and EU state agencies loaded with visions
of technocratic border management, a good collabora-
tion between state agencies and lawful and a seamless
bureaucratic procedure. The article suggested studying
the interactions between human and non-human enti-
ties with situational maps, to work out the tensions of
collaboration among different collectives as well as the
enactment of a ‘human multiple’ by social world maps,
and to trace the circulation of forms and data by trajec-
tory maps. In this last section of the article, I will collect
and generalize various issues and create what I call an
issue map (Figure 5).

Clarke uses positional maps to disentangle contested
or debated issues and to analyse the positions of the
spokespersons taken in a particular public discourse.
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Figure 5. Issue map of the Registration and Identification Centre Moria.

Within institutional ecologies of border control, which
is better characterised by secrecy, barriers and caution
than by public debates and controversies, a discourse
analysis is difficult to conduct. But Clarke also stresses
to be sensitive to the issues which are somehow there
but remain absent, as well as to look out for contradict-
ing accounts and positions actors that are articulating
(Clarke, 2005, p. 129). This might be a more suitable
starting point for a critical approach of issue mapping
that focuses on power relations and conditions of gov-
erning and produces silenced, invisibilized and othered
voices and positions. In the following, I will articulate dif-
ferent issues by interrelating and generalizing topics that
came up throughout the inquiry and the different map-
ping processes.

First, several orderings work hand in hand and enact
a regime of ignorance: The socio-material arrangement
does not provide any workplace for complaints and
appeals; forms in use do not document how data has
been gathered in the very processes of interrogation
and screening but merely state a purified version about
the case; advocates speaking in favour of migrants are
absent; several data-entries are conducted without let-
ting migrants know; or wrong data entries with unfore-
seen consequences are ignored. Furthermore, different
orderings co-produce what I call convoluted accountabil-
ity. Data entries into the Hellenic police database are
conducted by Frontex personnel without leaving a trace;
the practice of identification and registration is carried
out by Frontex personnel although the Hellenic state
authorities take responsibility; and different versions of
formulas created by different staff circulate the Moria
hotspot and create a mess. Moreover, there is a severe
lack of reflexivity through the absence of monitoring
devices or third parties. No independent party checks on
human rights and legal issues, if the actions of the offi-
cers comply with legal requirements, or on data quality,
protection, and privacy issues when data is gathered and
exchanged between several databases.

Although I think that the generalization of those
issues is valid, it makes me feel unease. While the
former mapping strategies assembled accounts quite

closely to my interlocutors, this move makes me critique
them from a separated academic ‘space of expertise.’
Furthermore, such big labels risk being cut from the
grounded accounts. So how to articulate critique that
remains situated, that keep its relation to the accounts
of the interlocutors alive, and that remains contestable
not only to other colleagues from academia but also to
other arenas?

Praxeographic work has pointed out that research is
not only about tracing but also about making new asso-
ciations by starting co-laborative forms of knowledge
production. This, however, requires “mutual willingness
and interest of the various parties to be inspired…by
each other’s practices” (Zuiderent-Jerak, 2010, p. 700)—
something which appears to be almost impossible in
an institutional ecology of migration and border con-
trol and especially in the Moria hotspot. Access is very
limited and the situations that the researcher observes
are highly asymmetrical. Restrictions of information
are everywhere, confidentiality agreements have to be
signed, and the employees are overworked to their limit
and frightened by the lack of information that fuels
the already scandalized and scandalous discourse about
Moria. Regardless of the existence of a co-laborative
project, the researcher would face the problem of having
quite limited room for manoeuvre and running into the
danger of getting instrumentalised and being accused of
becoming a ‘system designer.’

An alternative could be to reach out to other
social worlds and arenas instead. Issues concerning the
exchange and gathering of data, for instance, could be
shared with data monitoring and data protection actors
from civic society (e.g., algowatch), from state admin-
istrations (e.g., data protection officers in Germany) or
the EU (e.g., the European Data Protection Supervisor).
Bringing issues to other arenas would not only make
them contestable but also rearticulate them due to dif-
ferent practices. The issuesworked out by the researcher
may be interesting to her and a particular research com-
munity but perhaps not so much for collectives being
concerned with, and working on legal human rights,
policy, data protection or other issues. In this sense,
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critiquing could be an on-going and collaborative pro-
cess of bringing new and more values than truth to
the table and (re)position the researcher’s work in new
actor-networks.

Issues may also be re-appropriated regarding new
agendas, e.g., to a political initiative on data protection
rights. In this way, such forms of collaboration would not
only invert the issue map, the critique of the researcher
and her positioning, but also convert them into some-
thing else. Such work on producing new hybrid and con-
testable forums have their own complexities, struggles
and pitfalls and raise issues of participation, positioning
and negotiation that are beyond of this article (Farías,
2016). Still, it would be a way to “articulate possibilities
of other worlds” (Law & Singleton, 2013, p. 500)—even
in such rigid institutional ecologies as European migra-
tion and border control.
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Abstract
Based on research conducted among EU border enforcement officials, this article embarks on a discussion about com-
plicity and critical analysis within border and migration studies. The study of borders and migration in the context of the
EU is a highly politicized issue, and several scholars have pointed out that critical research easily comes to serve into a
“knowledge loop” (Hess, 2010), or play part in the proliferation of a “migration business” (Andersson, 2014). In this article,
I will argue that in order to not reproduce the vocabulary or object-making of that which we study, we need to study pro-
cesses of scale-making (Tsing, 2000) and emphasise the multiplicity of borders (Andersen & Sandberg, 2012). In the article,
I therefore present three strategies for critical analysis: First, I suggest critically assessing the locations of fieldwork, and the
ways in which these either mirror or distort dominant narratives about the borders of Europe. Secondly, I probe into the
differences and similarities between the interlocutors’ and researchers’ objects of inquiry. Finally, I discuss the purpose
of ‘being there’, in the field, in relation to ethnographic knowledge production. I ask whether we might leave behind the
idea of ethnography as evidence or revelations, and rather focus on ethnography as additions. In conclusion, I argue that
instead of critical distance, we as scholars should nurture the capacity of critical complicity.
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1. Introduction

When I carried out research among border officials in
the EU between 2015 and 2017, I experienced how I was
at times recognized by gatekeepers and interlocutors as
a knowledge producer who could feed into the “knowl-
edge loop,” as ethnologist Sabine Hess (2010) has called
it. Drawing on her research in a European migration
control organisation, Hess argues that she was grant-
ed research access because the organisation expected
her to provide insights that could make the organisa-
tion more self-aware and efficient (Hess, 2010, p. 112).
In my research, I also had the impression that my sta-
tus as a potential knowledge provider grantedme access
to interviews with border officials and access to border-

control premises. Did this precondition, however, mean
that my research and analysis was bound to be absorbed
into a ‘knowledge loop,’ bound to be rendered part of
an efficiency strategy—and in which ways would that be
a problem?

Based on such field research experiences, and on the
questions arising from them, I will engage in a discus-
sion about complicity and reproduction within critical
border and migration. Over the past two decades, the
enforcement of European borders has been emblemat-
ic of discussions about Europe’s role in the world, of the
dire consequences of economic globalisation and the pit-
falls of neo-liberal democracy. By consequence, border
and migration studies is a very politicised field, in which
scholars must consider how their data, insights, and

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 169–177 169

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/socialinclusion
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i4.3314


conclusions circulate. Critical scholars have pointed to
the study of illegalised migrants as “epistemic violence”
(De Genova, 2002, p. 422), in that such study reproduces
the categorisations of state actors. Also, migration schol-
ar Franck Duvëll have warned against the conflation of
political jargon, technical terms, and scholarly language
(Düvell, 2009, pp. 339–340). In the book Illegality Inc.,
anthropologist Ruben Andersson (2014) discusses these
issues in terms of “complicity.” In his ethnography of the
European border regime, he describes illegalised migra-
tion to Europe as a business that constantly adds fuel to
its own engine; a business which, beyond state actors
and migrants, involves many other actors, for instance
academics, journalists, activists, populations, and private
companies. Andersson argues that migration research
often becomes part of a migration business which end-
lessly produces new problems with new solutions, which
create new problems and so forth.

The notion of amigrant engine that feeds itself is very
intriguing and sets an important critical agenda point for
border and migration research, in that it reminds us to
be cautious not to tie ourselves to the system. However,
when critical research tries to remove itself from blind-
ly feeding the machine to critiquing the system, where
does that locate the researcher? Do we move from a
place deep within the machinery to a place outside of it?

In this article, I suggest a pathway that aspires to
frame critical research beyond such a dichotomyof either
being tied to the system or being able to critique from
a distance. Rather, I suggest that we acknowledge com-
plicity as a condition for any ethnography, in as much
as we add to this world, when we describe and define.
Acknowledging our complicity urges us to continually and
critically assess the inherent assumptions of our research
designs. Therefore, in the following, I will discuss three
analytical strategies that can add to the conversation on
the future of critical border and migration studies.

First, I discuss the politics of choosing fieldwork loca-
tions. Secondly, I discuss the politics of the research
object, suggesting the importance of not mirroring that
of our interlocutors. Finally, to address the discussion
about how critical research is received beyond the acade-
my, I discuss fieldwork as additions rather than revela-
tions. In theoretical terms, I suggest that critical analysis
foregrounds the multiple, ongoing processes of object-
making. By doing so, wemight be able to avoid the repro-
duction of the vocabulary, scales, or connections of that
which we study, and we might be able to reposition
our complicity.

2. The Critical Promise of Studying the State and
Its Institutions

This article builds on research carried out among bor-
der officials at three border enforcement sites in the
realm of the EU between 2015 and 2017. The research
was based on qualitatively informed fieldwork conduct-
ed amongst officials who police borders within the

Schengen Area and the EU. These three sites were the
Danish–German land border, the airport in Copenhagen,
and the European Union Border Assistance Mission to
Moldova and Ukraine (EUBAM). The fieldwork materi-
al consists of interviews with border officials as well as
participant observations during working situations. With
this material I have explored how concerns and discus-
sions regarding expectations, quality, and professional-
ism came to matter in the everyday practice of border
enforcement (Kristensen, 2019, 2020a, 2020b).

Over the past years, there has been a growing
interest in ethnographically informed studies of border
enforcement and migration control (Aas & Gundhus,
2015; Borrelli & Lindberg, 2018; Côté-Boucher, Infantino,
& Salter, 2014; Follis, 2012; Hall, 2012; Schwell, 2008).
Broadly speaking, these studies are interested in under-
standing the rationales, the sense-making, and the
tasks and routines of border and migration officials.
Ethnographic enquiries into state authorities and bureau-
cracies have also shown how mundane everyday prac-
tices (Navaro-Yashin, 2002) and emotional investments
(Laszczkowski & Reeves, 2017) hold the potential to high-
light the state’s sociality and materiality. Taking the state
and its actors as the object of study emphasises the
processes through which the state comes to appear as
an entity that stands “above” society (Navaro-Yashin,
2002), able to fixate the border andmake territory “stick”
(Reeves, 2011). In that regard, the study of state prac-
tices sometimes comes to promise a somewhat eman-
cipatory outcome. In a review article of what they call
the “hope boom,” anthropologists Nauja Kleist and Stef
Jansen (2016) observe that recent trends within anthro-
pological studies seem to build on an implicit ‘hope
against all odds,’ which by emphasising uncertainties and
contingencies try to counter dystopian descriptions of
corrupted and all-encompassing systems. These kinds
of analyses of uncertainties seem to imply a different
and better future (Kleist & Jansen, 2016, pp. 378–379).
In a similar sense, the study of the state and its practice
can be understood as being engaged in a critical project,
which builds on a (more or less) conscious hope for a
future that can bring other ways of doing things.

The study of state practices also allows for a critical
scrutiny of politics disguised as technicalities. According
to anthropologist Karolina S. Follis (2012), the study of
infrastructures and institutions can serve as a reminder
and a warning. In her studies, Follis shows how the
migration-management industry—with its “sanitization
of language pertaining to repressive practices (for exam-
ple, ‘capacity building,’ ‘migration management,’ ‘best
practices’)” (Follis, 2012, p. 208)—renders the political
implications of these practices invisible and thus also less
accountable. Follis argues that, by studying the state’s
border enforcement practices, ethnographers can bring
forth the political and ethical consequences, which are
effaced in the language used by the state.

A critical scholarship, then, must be cautious not to
reproduce the vocabulary of state actors, but instead to
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keep a critical distance. The question, of course, is what
sort of critical distance? In the following, I present a the-
oretical framework which I suggest can pave the way for
not only critical distance, but critical complicity.

3. Theoretical Framework

In the article “The Global Situation,” written at the cul-
mination of economic, political, and scholarly fascination
with globalisation, anthropologist Anna Tsing proposes a
way to study “the global” without getting lost inwhat she
refers to as its “charisma” (Tsing, 2000, p. 328). Scholars
of globalisation should avoid being carried away by the
promises of globalisation in away that would remove the
critical eye for the sizes, scales, and worlds that globalisa-
tion rhetoric produces, she argues. Globalisation might
make scholars aware of interconnectedness, but it also
draws them inside its rhetoric, making them blind to its
internal assumptions. Tsing argues that the problem is
that “we describe the landscape imagined within [glob-
alisation] rather than the politics and cultures of scale
making” (Tsing, 2000, p. 330). She therefore proposes
an analytical approach that maintains an interest in the
interconnectedness of practices while at the same time
remaining attentive to globalist wishes and fantasies.
According to Tsing, the task for critical analysis will be to
locate and specify globalist projects and dreams—”with
their contradictory as well as charismatic logics and their
messy as well as effective encounters and translations”
(Tsing, 2002, p. 330).

To my mind, Tsing’s twenty-year old warning about
falling prey to the logics of globalisation is a very fruit-
ful reminder for border and migration studies today, too.
In a field where very powerful definitions of the log-
ics, connections, and workings of the EU border system
are circulated, critical scholars must stay attuned to not
reproduce the landscape imagined within the EU border
system itself, but rather describe the politics and cultures
ofmaking such a landscape, to paraphrase Tsing.

In their studies of European borderlands, ethnolo-
gists Marie Sandberg and Dorte Andersen opt for per-
formativity and multiplicity as analytical strategies to
approach such scale-making. Andersen and Sandberg
build on the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS),
which approaches objects as performed through hetero-
geneous and socio-material networks (Andersen, 2012;
Sandberg, 2009). Whereas the focus on performativity
is widely used in critical border and migration studies
(Parker & Vaughan-Williams, 2009; Salter, 2012), multi-
plicity and simultaneity are often given less attention.
Building on STS scholar Annemarie Mol’s book The Body
Multiple (Mol, 2002), Andersen and Sandberg propose
studying the borders of Europe through the lens of mul-
tiplicity, which “refers not simply to diversity but points
to the fact that the different ways any given object or
phenomenon is handled also enact specific versions of it;
slightly different versions, amultiple reality” (Sandberg&
Andersen, 2012, p. 7). The multiplicity approach shows

how different—and at times contradictory—versions of
the border coexist: The border is not either present
or absent, either territorial or ideological; it can be
both/and, and the analytical interest is in studying under
which conditions the border does what, and how the dif-
ferent versions of border coexist, collide, or align with
each other (Sandberg, 2009). In this regard, different ver-
sions of borders are not conflated into aspects of the
same border regime; instead, the differences, tensions,
and incompatibilities are kept foregrounded throughout
the analyses.

Departing from this brief theoretical framework, I will
in the following discuss three ways in which I have tried
to bring such processes to the fore in my own research
design. First, I discuss the politics of the location of field-
work, arguing to take out the pace, drama, and urgen-
cy characterising the rhetoric of border and migration
studies as an analytical strategy, to rethink how we
can provide critical food for thought. Secondly, I discuss
the gains from probing into the similarities and differ-
ences between the objects of study that we and our
interlocutors point to. Finally, I discuss the character of
the knowledge we as researchers produce about bor-
der enforcement in the EU, suggesting that we focus
on additions rather than revelations. Finally, I suggest
that complicity is a condition for every ethnography, and
that researcherswill have to continually revisit the scales,
objects, and connections that we make in our analyses.

4. The Politics of Location

A feat of critical border andmigration studies has been to
show the reproductive pitfalls in pointing out migrants,
asylum seekers, or undocumented travellers as objects
of research; and studies have called for reflexivity in the
conceptualization of researcher–researched interactions
(e.g., Aparna & Schapendonk, 2018). The lesson learnt
is that we as researchers must be acutely aware of the
structures of the storieswe choose to tell based on some-
one else’s words and experiences. In the following, I will
argue that the location of, and interaction with, our field
sites can be critically examined in a similar vein.

In a blog post, which discusses the ethics of field
research in border-enforcement facilities, anthropologist
Katerina Rozakou (2017) urges researchers to critically
assesswhy they seek to enter certain places. Rozakou dis-
cusses her attempts to gain access to a notoriousmigrant
camp on the Greek island of Lesbos, which with its loca-
tion just 30 kilometres from the Turkish coast has been
a central location in the struggles over European borders
andmigration for more than two decades. Attempting to
gain access to the camp, shewasmetwith the accusation
that her presence was only adding to the commotion in
the camp. At the entrance of the camp, she was met by
a guard who stated:

People come and say, ‘I am writing an article.’ They
just appear on the front gate and they demand to
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enter. Everybody uses the same excuses: I want to see
how the space has changed; I am not like the others
[researchers, journalists]; I have a different approach;
I am not visiting the zoo. (Rozakou, 2017)

Like Ruben Andersson, who warned scholars not to add
fuel to the “business” of illegal migration, Rozakou points
to the pitfalls of a critical scholarship that repeats the
same narratives or draws the same crisis map by choos-
ing to single out the same places as locations of inter-
est for critical research. Rozakou emphasises the impor-
tance of gaining access to politically and ethically con-
troversial places, but nevertheless warns against flock-
ing to the same over-researched places. She laments
the fact that researchers, journalists, and others who
seek entry to such places too often only manage to
offer accounts that could just as well have been written
based on already accessible information (Rozakou, 2017).
The problemwith singling out the same places as objects
of research is that it can lead to research fatigue among
gatekeepers and potential informants, and that the pre-
occupation with the same kind of place and interlocu-
tors can create a distorted image of the situation. In oth-
er words, the singling out of the same places, risks mir-
roring the topography of crisis as defined by authorities,
politicians, and journalists. With her text, Rozakou there-
fore raises the important question of where and why we
locate our fieldwork, and she reminds us to ask: Who
benefits from our ‘being there,’ and even more impor-
tantly, who does not?

In my research, I have engaged with what we
might call the politics of location by trying to com-
bine unlikely border enforcement locations within and
beyond the EU. I studied border-procedure moderni-
sation projects carried out by EU border officials at
the Moldovan–Ukrainian border and I combined these
fieldwork insights with material from the police depart-
ment in the airport of Copenhagen, Denmark, which
serves both international and domestic flights, control-
ling both travel within the Schengen Area and into the
Schengen Area. Finally, I countered these two locations
with fieldwork centred on the Danish–German land bor-
der. In other words, my fieldwork took place both out-
side EU/Schengen areas, at the external borders of the
Schengen Area, and on the internal borders in a suppos-
edly frictionless ‘borderless Europe.’

While the European border and asylum policies cri-
sis was unfolding in yet another European country each
week, in October 2015 I was visiting the offices of
EUBAM in Odessa, Ukraine. I had travelled there to
study how EU border enforcement was presented in
terms of ‘smooth and efficient border management’ and
how it was designed to replace the perceived militaris-
tic, slow, and inefficient border procedures of previous
times and regimes. The self-understanding of the border
procedures that were promoted was indeed that they
would replace an old-fashioned and outdated form of
border enforcement.

My position outside of the EU, away from the
hotspots of the ‘refugee crisis,’ came to serve as a sort
of inverted telescope (Andersen, Kramsch, & Sandberg,
2015) that made the EU border enforcement system
stand out in two ways. First, the 2014 war on Crimea,
which resulted in some border officials being sent to
war at the Eastern borders of Ukraine, had repositioned
the EU border enforcement standards: In times of war,
the EU standards and border procedures could eventu-
ally get you nowhere. Further, with a crisis unfolding
within the EU and Schengen countries, in which fences
were now being erected, the concept of border as expan-
sion and cooperation was relativised further, losing its
universalising self-understanding by the hour. From my
position at the Moldovan–Ukrainian border, the order-
ing of past, present, and future embedded in the bor-
der enforcement regimes of the EU stood out as exact-
ly that: an ordering, rather than a teleological or nec-
essary development. Further, the juxtaposition between
EUBAM and EU proper relativized the understanding of
EU border procedures, which presented itself as an effi-
cient, modern, and universal approach to borders (see
Kristensen, 2019).

Six months later, in Spring 2016, I was granted access
to study the Danish police and their border enforcement
along the Danish–German land border, at a time when
temporary border controls had been introduced by the
Danish government, with the aim of bringing refugee
movements through Europe to a halt. After months of
infrastructural chaos at borders and main travel hubs,
such as railway stations, all over Europe,when I arrived at
the border in early Spring, there was no longer chaos, no
longer commotion, and most interestingly: There were
no longer any refugees. This peculiar emptiness, in the
midst of a deep and unsolved crisis of border and asy-
lum policy, was intriguing to study, and prompted me
to consider: What kind of emptiness and calmness has
been installed at the Danish-German borders, and on
what grounds did such emptiness and calmness rely?
The absence of the crises from that North-European cor-
ner was haunting in as much as the crises had not ended,
and the analysis of this peculiar emptiness and calmness
raised questions regarding themoral implications of such
emptiness and calmness.

In that way, the Danish–German border and the
Moldovan–Ukrainian border distorts mediatized defini-
tions of places of relevance in relation to the EU’s bor-
der and asylum policies. Furthermore, the two sites work
to distort one another: The contours of the EUBAM-led
border management, that positions efficiency tools and
cooperation initiatives on the border between Moldova
and Ukraine as the future of border enforcement, is
altered when juxtaposed with the reintroduction of bor-
der control at the Danish border. The image of a ‘modern’
border enforcement—and the associated terms of effi-
ciency and security—is deeply shattered in this juxtaposi-
tion, in which a border at the centre of the EU (a Danish–
German border) chooses border barriers and soldiers,
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instead of efficiency measures and cooperation, in order
to cope with an unforeseen situation. In that sense, the
juxtaposition shatters the universalist self-narrative of
expansion as a security strategy.

Showing the presence of the EU in such ‘unlike-
ly’ places, these borders are posited as just as contro-
versial, important, and constitutive for the bordering
of Europe—for its effects, failures, shortcomings, and
successes—as other, more visibly dramatic or contro-
versial borders. Showing these unlikely places, in other
words, provides the opportunity to engage in a project of
unsettling the “imagined geography” of Europe (Massey,
2005). The stories I was able to generate in these sites
were not classical hotspot stories; they were not stories
of explicit drama, tragedy, or urgency. They were per-
haps, at times, quite uneventful. It was, however, my
clear ambition to slow down the tempo of studies of bor-
der enforcement as a means by which to avoid reproduc-
ing the language, speed, and urgency embedded in the
crisis narratives created by border enforcement actors
in the EU. Therefore, the ethnographic material and the
analytical claims do not have validity in so far as they
are measured by a yardstick of topicality or revelations.
Rather, such an asynchronous and unlikely tour through
the EU border system provides the possibility of bring-
ing other stories to the fore, with attention paid to other
kinds of connections. By not pointing to the same places,
the same speed, and the same dramas, a not-being there
can be used productively, so to speak. By attending to
the seemingly mundane, rather than the overtly dramat-
ic, we are given the chance to contemplate what makes
the violent or chaotic appear and disappear from cer-
tain vantage points. Instead of locating and document-
ing a centre of the drama, we can engage in working
with patterns of absence and presence (Sandberg, 2009,
pp. 114–115), and thereby discuss how border practices
and the subsequent topography of drama are distributed
between places. Such approaches allow us to engage in
the study of the production of the landscape of the bor-
der system in Europe, rather than mirroring the system’s
own topography.

5. The Politics of the Research Object

As my fieldwork developed, I realized the difference
between (not only my interlocutors’ and my own
approaches or preoccupations, but also) our objects
of inquiry. During my research among border officials,
I experienced how the combination of gaining access
to premises and interlocutors, while also insisting on
telling other stories, was challenging. Like the border offi-
cials I studied, I was preoccupied with the bordering of
Europe. However, the object they put together as ‘the
borders of Europe’ differed from my own.

In Hess’ study of ‘knowledge loops’ within border
and migration management, she describes how the sup-
posed congruence between her scientific work and the
outcome that her migration management interlocutors

were expecting, sometimes got her into trouble because
her knowledge project was in fact not always compat-
ible with theirs (Hess, 2010). In my case, being recog-
nised as a knowledge producer was also a double-edged
sword. For professionally trained border officials, the
borders of Europe involved laws, regulations, legislation,
and a Frontex-vocabulary. For me, it involved modes
of cooperation and transformation, expectations and
responsibilities, everyday speculations, and work anec-
dotes. When I, as a researcher from a university, did not
seem to know all of the regulations, laws, or policies or
terms, my position as a knowledge producer was some-
times questioned.

This discrepancy between objects of inquiry was
especially clear in my attempts to study the Danish bor-
ders with Germany. Early in my fieldwork endeavours,
I talked on the phone with an instructor from the Danish
Police Academy. Pondering how to helpme establish con-
tacts, he asked: “Can you even study the borders there?”
He went on to explain how the actual control of the bor-
derline between the two Schengen member countries,
Denmark and Germany, had transitioned into immigra-
tion control. Within Schengen legislation, border control
was only conducted at first entry into the Schengen area,
whereas the crossing of borders within the area was no
longer an act subjected to control within the Schengen
area. Instead, the immigration control (the control of
residency permits and visas) within the Schengen area
(in cities, asylum centres, and workplaces) was strength-
ened. This is the process that much scholarship refers to
as the ‘re-bordering’ of space (Andreas, 2000, p. 3).

The fact that I was interested in studying the enforce-
ment of borders at an internal border within the
Schengen area, then, called for moments of misunder-
standings. Midway through my fieldwork, I was called
in for a meeting with a police superior, who I had not
previously been in contact with. He had come to hear
about me, a researcher, interviewing staff in the airport
and at the Danish–German border. The purpose of the
meeting was to teach me the difference between the
EU’s ‘external’ and ‘internal’ borders; to make me under-
stand that my interest in conducting field research at the
Danish–German border was a bit off, or misunderstood.
Curiously, this meeting took place precisely when sever-
al EU member states were closing their borders due to a
growing disbelief in the Schengen regulations’ ability to
solve growing problems via-à-vis the unfolding crises of
the EUmigration and asylumpolicies and refugee arrivals
of Summer 2015. Still, in my email correspondence and
in the meeting, my interlocutors maintained the world-
view that they were put in place to manage. They insist-
ed that there was no ‘border-related work’ to be stud-
ied at the Danish–German border. This was because ‘bor-
der’ in their view and vocabulary indicated an ‘external
border,’ and thus equated to a completely different set
of regulations, rules, problems, and solutions (even with
the temporary reintroduction of border control). Instead,
the work being done at the Danish border with Germany
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had to be addressed in terms of cross-border activities,
crime prevention, or immigration control.

The instructor who pondered the borderless border
and the officers who lectured me on the different types
of borders were, of course, correct. In EU/FRONTEX-
vocabulary it was inaccurate to address the border
between Denmark and Germany in terms of a ‘border.’
This was obvious to everyone working with these mat-
ters; border control had been relegated to external bor-
ders and, within the Schengen area, the police carried
out immigration control. This distinction was printed all
over every FRONTEX publication, taught in every bor-
der control master class, and also endlessly discussed
in the scholarly literature that I had been reading for
years. I knew that I was being imprecise when I insist-
ed on seeing how ‘the border’ was enforced in a place
where there was no border. At the same time, I was
convinced that it was both fruitful and important to
approach that borderline in terms of a border and border
enforcement—therewas indeed an international border-
line, was there not?

To be sure, I was not disinterested in my interlocu-
tors’ configurations of the border, I wasmore than invest-
ed in studying that, too. However, I was cautious not to
conflate their configurations with those of my research
design, and I was guided by the idea that the object
of study should not mirror that of the border system
itself, but rather critically study the scale-making process-
es of such border system. The fact that an internation-
al border could be dislocated from the word ‘enforce-
ment’ altogether is indicative of a powerful object and
scale-making process, to followTsing (2000). Such a scale-
making project can, however, be foregrounded and dis-
torted when the researcher brings other scale-making
projects to the field, so to speak. If we do so, we get the
chance to study how these different objects relate to or
differ from each other, and how and when they collide
or co-exist. In other words, we can engage in a project
of analysing the border multiple (Andersen & Sandberg,
2012). An analytical consequence of the emphasis on the
multiplicity and simultaneity of borders is furthermore
thatwe as critical scholars intervene in our fields by insist-
ing on bringing to the fore other configurations of the
object, and thereby we do not merely passively map, we
actively add to.

6. Critical Analysis as Revelations or as Additions?

However, when critical analysis refrains from mirroring
the language and objects of our interlocutors, we run the
risk of not being understood, or heard. The discussion
about how knowledge travels from academic journals
and onwards to interlocutors, policy makers, or politi-
cians is complicated, and could indeed be the starting
point of a research article in itself. In the final part of
this article, I will however touch upon this discussion.
I will do so by arguing that yet another way to critical-
ly assess our research designs is by carefully examining

the consequences of our analytical processing of field-
work data. Again, I will start the discussion in conversa-
tion with anthropologists Ruben Andersson and Katerina
Rozakou, who through their respective studies of border
enforcementmeasures in the EU have contributed to the
furthering of critical analysis.

In a reflective article about the role of academics
in politicized fields of study, anthropologist Ruben
Andersson contemplates the difficulties of being a pub-
lic voice (Andersson, 2018). He recounts that, in newspa-
per interviews and panel debates, journalists and discus-
sion partners have boiled down his ethnography about
the atrocities that illegalized migrants face, to an anec-
dote, or dismissed it as a point of view among oth-
ers (Andersson, 2018). His accounts show that when
ethnography is boiled down to anecdotal knowledge, the
ethnography is posited as a non-generalizable experi-
ence; juxtaposed to generalized and/or statistical knowl-
edge. Also, when ethnography is posited as a point of
view, it can be dismissed as biased or politically moti-
vated. Andersson shows how both pitfalls constitute
major obstacles for ethnographically-informed border
and migration research.

As hinted at by Rozakou, we might need to examine
the conditions of knowledge production during the pro-
cesses of fieldwork and analysis (Rozakou, 2019). In an
article about the politics of gaining access to politicized
field sites, Rozakou argues that the knowledge generated
from limited access to a restricted field site will itself also
be limited. Critical scholars must, therefore, be acutely
aware of the nature of the access they gain, and how
this specific access reflects the knowledge they produce
(Rozakou, 2019, pp. 79–80). Rozakou thereby urges us
to critically assess who opens the door, when, how, and
why, and thus reminds us not to confuse fieldwork access
with access to evidence. Following Rozakou’s lead, we
might even take this further and understand fieldwork,
instead, as access into the manifold possibilities of analy-
sis. Rather than approaching ethnographies as evidence,
I suggest that we might gain something from positing
ethnography as an addition to the stories that are nor-
mally told.

To elaborate this point, I will share a situation which
took place during my fieldwork, as I joined two offi-
cers on a ‘gate check’ in the airport of Copenhagen.
In the vocabulary of the airport’s border enforcement
officials, gate checks are randomized immigration con-
trols of internal Schengen flights, e.g., flights that are not
subject to border control as travellers come from anoth-
er EU/Schengen destination. On the day of the field note
shared below, the gate check was performed at a flight
arrival. I described the gate check as follows:

I am accompanying two police officers to a gate
check. The gate check is performed at a flight arrival,
which the police refer to as the ‘Somali Express’—an
EasyJet arrival from Milano. The plane lands, and the
passenger control begins. I stand awkwardly in the
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background. Officer 1 and Officer 2 let most passen-
gers pass without showing passports. Only people of
colour are asked to show their passports and asked
about the purpose of their stay. I get quite uneasy see-
ing how bluntly consistent they are in their ethnic pro-
filing. As they work, I am wondering how to approach
this in my conversation with them. A family is pulled
aside to have their papers looked through. They have
two small children who are crying a little, and I have
to really pull myself together to not start to cry, too.
The family’s papers are apparently in order; in any
case, they can continue. After the check of passengers
had ended, Officer 1 says to me, “So, you could say
that we mostly take aside those that are a bit more
tanned than the rest of us.” Officer 1 brings up the
topic himself, I haven’t said anything. “But we cannot
stop a lot of Danes just to make it look nice,” Officer 2
inserts. That is an argument that I have met before
among police officers. “We take a few Danes every
once in a while,” Officer 1 explains. Both, however,
share the understanding that the reason they pick the
people they do, is because all experience shows that
these are the ones who violate the immigration law.
I ask the two officers about the article in the Schengen
Border Code that prohibits discrimination, and how
they try to ensure the balance between profiling and
discrimination. “Well,” Officer 2 explains, “you have to
be able to account for why you have stopped some-
one.” In other words, and according to the regula-
tions, youmust be able to document the profiling that
was the basis for the control. “But it’s true, it really
does not look good,” I insist “to be stopping only peo-
ple with another ethnicity than you.” “No, but that
is how it is. Where I live, it is also a certain group
of people that causes all the trouble.,” Officer 2 pon-
dered. As we walked back from the gate-check and
towards the lunchroom, our talk died out, leaving the
questions of the discrepancies between ideals of non-
discrimination and demands for border enforcement
unsolved. (Author’s field note, February 2015)

This field note points in many directions: The note por-
trays a situation in which people of colour are sub-
ject to discriminatory actions in the name of border
enforcement security. The fieldnote also recounts a
simultaneously tense and everyday situation in the air-
port, in which not only the passengers, but also me
as a researcher and the police officers were emotion-
ally embedded. The fieldnote also contains a range of
explicitly racist ways of addressing ethnicity (e.g., “more
tanned than us,” “Danes” defined as white) as well as
implicit boundarywork that both the police officers and I,
all three white, participated in by referring to the people
in question as “other than us,” as having “another eth-
nicity.” The question I want to focus on in this context,
however, is whether the situation recounted in my field
notes reveals the EU border system as racist and discrim-
inatory. Does it document it?

I would argue that rather than a documentation (an
end station), a field note like the above can be the start-
ing point for a discussion and further exploration. Why
do the officers address their choice of passengers them-
selves: What about me, what about them, what about
the situationmakes thembring it up?Do they feel uneasy
about their actions, which stand out clearer to them-
selves, because of my presence? Do they assume that
I have certain prejudices about how they work? Which
modes of explanation do they bring to the fore: Why
wouldn’t it ‘look good’ to take (white) Danes aside for
control; to whom, andwhy? Also, what are the structural
and historical conditions that tie together with racist
slurs such as the ‘Somali Express’ (e.g., because of colo-
nial ties, Italy is one of the few EU member countries
which recognizes Somali passports as legitimate travel
documents)? Why do I feel like crying when the family
is taken aside (do I assume that they feel humiliated?
Do I feel embarrassed that I might probably never be sub-
jected to ethnic profiling, as I am white?). This is to men-
tion but a few of the questions that this field note raises.

As we unfold this fieldnote, the situations thicken;
more questions arise, and by questioning perhaps we
start thinking the borders in terms of different connec-
tions, conditions, places, and times. In that sense, the
fieldnote is posited in terms of additions (for further
questioning and conversation), rather than revelations
(that document or label). Arguing so, I am inspired by
anthropologists Natalia Brichet and Frida Hastrup, who
in a dismissal of critique as the unveiling of hidden infor-
mation about dubious agendas write that “critique…is
not a matter of distance or demolition, but rather atten-
tion towards possibilities of thinking beyond the stereo-
types” (Brichet & Hastrup, 2014, p. 78). In that regard,
the unveiling of hidden information or dubious agendas
would assume an already established understanding of
the object and its contexts. Brichet and Hastrup, there-
fore, underline the importance of providing room for let-
ting other configurations of the object emerge in field-
work encounters and written analyses.

Indeed, we need evidence of violations such as
racism and violence, and many scholars forcefully pro-
vide these, alongside journalists, international rappor-
teurs, and activists. However, a crucial role of critical
scholarship can also be to show the otherwise, to add
to our understanding of how the border becomes pro-
ductive in everyday border enforcement. By doing so, we
might nurture the capacity of being able to see ‘beyond
the stereotypes,’ to not singularise the objects we deal
with, and we will be able to contribute the capacity to
see multiplicities instead of singularities, complexities
instead of simplicities.

7. Conclusion

In the beginning of the article, I suggested that the study
of state practices, such as border enforcement, relies on
a sort of hope of other ways of doing things. A hope
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that these other ways of portraying and telling the sto-
ry can push for change by making the opposition against
a system seem open-ended, instead of stuck in a ‘loop’
or ‘business.’ Through the article I have proposed that
such change might come about if we as critical scholars
nurture the capacity to bring together unlikely locations,
objects, and questions, thereby moulding our objects
of research in ways that connect differently from what
we are normally presented with. The strategies for push-
ing such otherwise that I presented, was inspired by an
understanding of the border as multiple (Andersen &
Sandberg, 2012), and by Tsing’s call to study the land-
scape of object- and scale-making (Tsing, 2000). More
specifically, I discussed the engagement in a politics of
location, the possibility of critically assessing the relation-
ship between the objects that our interlocutors point to
and the objects we as researchers describe, and, final-
ly, the careful examination of the sort of knowledge we
can contribute.

In the introduction, I also asked whether we, as crit-
ical researchers, are deemed to add to the “knowledge
loop” (Hess, 2010), and whether we thereby are tied to
the system. Based on the above reflections, I argue that
we have the possibility of making additions that not only
add fuel to the engine of themigration businessmachine,
so to speak, but which open up other ways of conceiv-
ing the objects of inquiry. The knowledge we can con-
tribute as critical scholars will be more than evidence
and revelations (which can be disputed as anecdotal or
politically motivated) if we attune ourselves to the mak-
ing of objects in the multitude, to how things, places,
and practices are separated and connected and how
everyday practices seek to singularize. In other words,
the attention to scale-making processes and multiplici-
ty of borders implies recognizing that we are not mere-
ly involved in a passive practice of mapping multiplici-
ties and scale-making processes (at a critical distance);
rather, we are actively involved in drawing connections,
asking questions, and carving out objects (critically com-
plicit). And herein lies the critical potential: to help nur-
ture the skill of being critically complicit by adding oth-
er connections.
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