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This text problematises the notion of ‘failure’, articulated as a condition of critique, through its reliance on and
reproduction of reflexivity as a positioned practice advocated by critical theory scholars (Rose 1997; Halberstam
2011; Sjoberg 2018). It does so by analysing a fieldwork experience that I have trouble making sense of because of
the way in which it posed a challenge to my practice of reflexivity. With this experience my project faced, what
Visweswaran following Spivak calls, ‘it’s own impossibility’ in that I was not able to make sense of where I failed
without running the risk of reproducing the very dynamics that led me to fail in the first place (Visweswaran 1994, 99).
The text starts with the recollection of a fieldwork encounter that I had trouble making sense of and goes on to think
through the consequences this encounter might have for problematising reflexivity and failure in fieldwork conducted
among marginalised populations.

Reflexivity and Marginalisation 

It was the summer of 2015 and I was wandering around Copenhagen with Hassan, a 20-year-old guy from Syria
holding refugee status in Denmark.[1] We met during one of my first days in Denmark through a Copenhagen-based
organisation supporting LGBTQ asylum seekers, and soon started spending most of our time together. The
organisation served as an entry point to my field research, as I was interested in analysing narratives of queer asylum
seekers in Denmark – people whose voices I saw as marginalised/silenced in hegemonic discourses around
migration. I was preparing to conduct research with a population that was not only facing multiple forms of
marginalisation but also a population whose stories, behaviour and representation were subject to repeated
evaluations on the side of the state with an intention to (de)legitimise their claims for asylum. I was anxious that any
narration I would produce about my respondents could contribute to the racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and
marginalisation they were facing, as well as potentially be used by the state to delegitimise their claims for asylum
(Patai 1991, 139). Thus, I was aware of the position of power I occupied as a researcher and of my ethical
responsibilities in writing about and representing others. I was also anxious about the ways my positionality was
reflected in both the knowledge I produced and in the very process of conducting fieldwork.

In navigating these anxieties, reflexivity seemed crucial. I saw reflexivity as a positioned practice that helps us face
multiple lines of difference and power hierarchies that the researcher is implicated in, as well as recognise and think
through failures, shortcomings, and limitations of the research process. Following Pillow, I was committed to practice
a ‘reflexivity of discomfort’ that is neither comfortable nor focused on success, but rather encourages the researcher
to stay ‘accountable to people’s struggles for self-representation and self-determination’ (Visweswaran 1994, 32;
Pillow 2003, 193). The act of recognising and embracing failures, not in order to turn them into successes, but rather
to see them as spaces for thinking about the research process and developing further reflexivity seemed to be an
inevitable element of my work. It was precisely from this position of awareness and sensitivity that I was approaching
Hassan.
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Hassan 

I couldn’t be happier to meet Hassan so early into my fieldwork. He was eager to spend time with me, help me
organise my interviews, accompany me to asylum centres, and help me understand the workings of the Danish
asylum procedure. He was articulate and reflexive about his experiences, and we would often enter long and at times
heated discussions mostly about politics and life in Europe. The first few times we met, we treated our meetings as a
part of my research. It quickly turned out that we also just got along really well, and soon started spending most of our
days together. We became each other’s companion. I approached him with liking, compassion and interest, both as a
friend and as a significant person for my research.

Over the course of our interactions I learned that he grew up in an upper-class Syrian family in an affluential
neighbourhood of Damascus. At the age of 19, he immigrated to Europe through the East African migratory route. His
parents were still in Syria. He spoke little about the war but, from what he shared, I understood that he had lost many
close people to the war, including loved ones. As a middle class Polish queer woman in her late 20s, my abilities to
imagine what it meant to grow up in an affluential neighbourhood of Damascus as a (queer) male member of a very
prominent family were limited. Unfamiliar with the context within which he was raised, I was unable to imagine how
the complex layers of privilege and oppression, resulting from his class position, gender, religion, and sexual
orientation (to name a few), entangled. I was unable to relate to and understand the socio-political structures he grew
up in – not only because they were different from mine, but also because in the Eurocentric scholarly context in which
I grew up, we were not taught about and trained to understand the contexts of non-Western societies.

I could orient myself, of course, with the complexities of Hassan’s socio-political background, but he was one of
several other migrants that I was working with, all with different personal and national histories coming from countries
like Ghana, Syria, and Afghanistan. Their experiences of migration – that I at first regarded as an important
denominator of their stories – quickly proved to be of little help in examining the complex nature of their experiences
in Europe and around asylum/migration. In that, I faced a common problem in migration scholarship: migrants’ stories
always seem to start only at their meeting with the border regimes of Western countries. Apart from not having a first-
hand experience of the complex structures of privilege that Hassan grew up in, I was also not able to understand how
it felt to have one’s life severely impacted by war or to be an Arab migrant in a country with strong Islamophobic
discourses. Whether I liked it or not, I understood Hassan’s behaviour and words from the narrow scope of
interpretation that was available to me as a European researcher.

‘I Don’t Like Arabs’

As we were spending more time together, I began realising that I often read Hassan’s comments as having racist
and/or Islamophobic tones. ‘I don’t like Arabs’ – he would say openly and repeatedly. ‘Black people stink’ – he
commented sometimes. I wasn’t able to make sense of the racist tone of the comments: was he trying to provoke
other members of the organisation? Was he being sarcastic? Did he mean to be insulting? At first, from Hassan’s
description of the difficulties he faced while befriending Danish people, I thought that one of the reasons he felt
comfortable with me was because I was not Danish and thus similarly an outcast, socially and economically, in the
Danish society. As I kept hearing his racist comments, I also began entertaining the possibility that he felt at ease
with me not only because I was enough of an outsider in Denmark, but also because I wasn’t too much of an outsider.
As a white person from a EU country, I did not fit the stereotypical and highly problematic image of the ‘migrant’
painted within the Danish nationalist discourse – one that Hassan was positioning himself in relation to. Thus,
spending time with me wasn’t perpetuating his stigmatisation as much as hanging out with Muslims or people of
colour would. I was unsure I was able to understand and interpret him and our relationship correctly.

I wasn’t sure how to position myself in relation to the racist and Islamophobic comments Hassan made and how to
show my disagreement with him without sounding patronising. Trained to think through my positionality, I had to time
and again remind myself that any response I give is that of a white European academic to a person of colour with a
migration background. Within such a framework, condemning his racism felt as problematic as ignoring it. I was to
either try to ‘explain’ to him why he should not be racist, an approach itself quite racist in its underpinnings, or remain
silent in the face of his comments which I worried would make me complicit in a racist narrative. I was quietly
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negotiating my position between two unappealing options, trying to find responses that would be least likely to
contribute to further marginalisation of both Hassan and the people who could be influenced by his offensive
comments. I avoided direct confrontation and gave him moderate responses until one particular evening.

Frustration 

We were walking back home from a meeting organised by a small support group for LGBTQ people of colour living in
Denmark and we were both agitated. I had observed Hassan ostentatiously rolling his eyes, puffing, and making
malicious comments towards other participants throughout the duration of the meeting. On the way home, his
comments became openly racist and he went on to occupy a position of complete isolation and not belonging. ‘I hate
those people’ – he was almost shouting – ‘they are so stupid and so pathetic. I hate those Arabs, have you seen how
they look? And they can’t even speak proper Arabic. And I know they look down on Syrians. And at this meeting,
have you seen how they were looking at the black guy? Everyone in Denmark loves black men. I don’t like black
people, but in Denmark I wish I was black’. Although it was not the first time I heard him pass unsettling comments,
about himself and/or other people – a way of acting out, I assumed – this was the first time he went so far in
expressing his anger and the first time I was not able to control my frustration. ‘Why do you say all these things? And
why did you behave this way?’ – I asked angrily, disturbed both by how offensive his comments were and my own
inability to respond to them. I was agitated and impatient. Maybe that is exactly what he wanted me to be. ‘This is
how I feel!’ He became even more furious. ‘These people are stupid, and they are pathetic. I hate that I need to
pretend to be nice, to be someone that I am not, to constantly watch my words. And I hate how Danish people are
nice to all the migrants, even though I am sure they hate them, but they pretend to be nice because they need to be
politically correct. I hate this political correctness; I hate being nice, pretending to think something I don’t. I am not
going to be nice to people only because I am not supposed to be racist!’

He went on ranting. His outburst infused in me a sense of confusion – I experienced anger and disappointment mixed
with compassion and I did not know how to react. I heard in his words disenchantment, frustration, and isolation. I
imagined he spoke out the trauma of being brutally displaced and feeling isolated in a country where his body was
constantly subjected to racialisation. But this did not justify or neutralise his racism. I was hearing a young man who
suffered displacement but also one who grew up in the upper class of his society, with all the implications that came
with such positioning. I heard entitlement, racism, and Islamophobia. I heard him navigate complex hierarchies that
he was both suffering from and reproducing. I heard him position himself vis-à-vis various groups; Danish people,
migrants, Arabs, the black community, Syrians. I wanted him to feel better, but I also felt discomforted by him
working through his frustration at the expense of others. I heard his anger, his disappointment, and what I imagined
was a loss of one’s life as we know it. With this, I arrived at a point where I posed a key question to myself; why did I
first think of him as being displaced and not as being a man who grew up in the upper classes?

Eurocentric Framing of Identity

I realised that my interpretation of Hassan’s behaviour relied on identity markers that became a source of
marginalisation in Europe, and not those that structured his life in Syria. I was framing his identity from a Eurocentric
perspective; as though it was the experience of being a migrant in Europe rather than the complex history of his life in
Syria that framed his political stance and influenced his ways of expressing himself. I couldn’t quite locate within this
Eurocentric perspective the multiple axes of privilege and oppression that our encounter (and my interpretation of it)
and his encounter with other groups (and his and my interpretation of it) were structured around. Was I simply
projecting on him my own imaginaries of what it meant to be a migrant? And on myself my own imaginaries of what
kind of researcher I wanted to be? As Trinh Minh-Ha (1989, 76) writes, reflexivity defines both the subject written and
the subject writing. Weren’t my thinking and reactions immediately filtered by my aspiration of being a researcher – in
front of myself and possibly others – who did not run any risk of exploiting, silencing, and/or perpetuating the violent
hierarchies that allow subordination, exclusion, and exploitation of some – in this case a Syrian migrant man in
Denmark?

As an academic I was uncertain of my responses. But I was also uncertain that I was to reply as an academic, in the
first place. I could prioritise responses that I would not be ashamed of in front of other academics. I could focus on
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providing a response that would prioritise Hassan as my companion, but I wasn’t sure what that would entail –
experiencing anger and compassion the way I would never allow myself to experience in my capacity as a
researcher? This late evening interaction left me feeling insufficient and ashamed, both as a researcher and as a
person. I felt I had failed, and yet I was unable to understand how.

Failure

There are several ways I can narrate this story in this text through the notion of failure. A growing body of critical
theory scholarship argues for thinking about failure as a counter-hegemonic struggle against the neoliberal, racist,
heteronormative and universalist structures that set the standards against which one measures oneself (Sjoberg
2018, 87; Halberstam 2011). Within such a framework, failure is being ‘leveraged (…) into an analytical lens’ and its
acknowledgement presented as a path towards more nuanced, care-driven, feminist practices (Laliberte and Bain
2018). Failure, following Halberstam, becomes a political anti-narrative, a form of critique (Halberstam 2011, 88).
Thus, the open articulation of failure in critical research is often presented not only as a way of accepting the
‘messiness’ of the field and the researcher’s insufficiencies – thus striving ‘for greater reflexivity and honesty in
research’ – but also ‘as a way of refusing to acquiesce to dominant logics of power and discipline’ (Halberstam 2011;
Harrowell, Davies, and Disney 2018, 231; Laliberte and Bain 2018). In other words, reflexively working through
failures is presented as possibly ‘productively linked to racial awareness, anticolonial struggle, gender variance, and
different formulation of the temporality of success’ (Halberstam 2011, 92). And yet, it is precisely the notion of
reflexivity as positioned practice, and the articulation of failure as a condition of critique, that my field experience
challenged, leaving me in the state of ‘impossibility’.

Narrating my experience as failure in terms of academic performance is inadequate; there is something much bigger
than scholarly shortcomings at stake in Hassan’s story of anger, disappointment, entitlement, and pain. I could
recognise that evening as a failure that exposed a series of tensions and contradictions and pushed me towards the
unfamiliar and the uncomfortable, towards greater racial awareness, and a more nuanced understanding of the multi-
layered workings of systems of oppression and exclusion (Sjoberg 2018, 88; Pillow 2003, 192; Harrowell, Davies,
and Disney 2018, 236). I could think through this experience to find ways of problematising the working of racism in a
way that would contribute to the possibility of ‘coalitional solidarity’ across differences (McIntosh and Hobson 2013). I
could approach my failure in line with McIntosh and Hobson’s suggestion for feminist coalition-building where
‘relational failures are inevitable’ (2013, 4). And yet I could not. To frame my encounter with Hassan as failure would
be disturbing precisely because of the reflexivity the encounter demanded of me, one that I felt Hassan was
struggling against. The act of positioning myself such that I am the one who reflects on her behaviour so that Hassan
doesn’t get hurt makes Hassan yet again the subject of someone else’s actions.

Which Identity Markers Matter, and Who Decides?

It was not so much the racism in Hassan’s comments that paralyzed me, as it was his strong rejection of politically
correct language. It was not the first or last time during different phases of my fieldwork that I was hearing people of
colour with migration experiences fiercely reject political correctness – people whom I knew as otherwise being
critical of racism, xenophobia, and nationalist discourses. Here, I suggest reading the repeated discomfort with
‘political correctness’ not necessarily and/or only as an actual disagreement with anti-racists politics (but also to not
exclude such reading). Rather it can be read as an indication of a particular tension that arises from being locked in a
position where people’s responses are always already a result not just of one’s identity markers, but of those identity
markers that become highlighted in Eurocentric discourses.

I had trouble responding to Hassan’s comments – aware of the various lines of difference between us, I did not wish
to come off as patronising and insensitive. But it ultimately meant that I was altering my response to him because he
was an Arab migrant. And that was in itself not only patronising, but also something he was struggling against – to not
be treated differently because of an identity marker that made him particularly visible. Reflecting upon it, I suspect he
was rejecting political correctness because he saw it as a practice that made him ‘an Arab refugee in Denmark’; a
subject of constant racialisation and infantilisation, a subject whose physical appearance provokes and filters
reactions. He was, at the end of the day, much more than a Muslim refugee in Copenhagen. He was also a young
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man in a patriarchal society, a member of the Damascus elite, an Arab and a Muslim in Syria, a country with its own
ethnic, religious and social hierarchies. And yet, all the responses that he faced in Europe, exclusionary as well as
those well meaning, would take as their starting point the fact that he is an Arab migrant in a European Union country.

Tension Within Critical Reflexivity 

My difficulty in replying to Hassan’s comments exposes a particular tension that structures the position of a critical
scholar who is committed to, broadly speaking, reflexivity as a means of acknowledging and working through the
‘politics of power/knowledge production’ with a desire to not reproduce, if not counter, social injustice (Rose 1997).

The tension that I am referring to is, to follow Spivak, the project’s ‘own impossibility’, a moment that indicates the
limits but also the possibilities of a given research project. Yet, whereas Visweswaran (1994, 98) argues that
‘precisely at those moments when a project is faced with its own impossibility, ethnography can struggle for
accountability, a sense of its own positioning’. I suggest that those moments of impossibility might also be read as
indicative of the impossibility of further encounter (Clifford 1997, 213). Nahal Naficy offers a narration of such
impossibility by reflecting on her position as an Iranian scholar conducting research in the US in 2004–2005. She
writes: ‘in such a turbulent time and place, I found it nearly impossible to conceive of speaking publicly about Iran
without being accused of having received either a neo-con Dracula’s kiss (if I said anything about human rights
abuses or limitations imposed on women) or an Islamic Republic Dracula’s kiss (if I said anything about the
achievements of women parliamentarians, lawyers, activists, or filmmakers inside Iran, for example)’ (Naficy 2009,
115). In the case of my relationship with Hassan, the impossibility arose from a tension between my desire to practice
reflexivity as a necessary element of working through the complexities of my fieldwork and the lines of difference that
structured my encounters, and Hassan’s discomfort with being put in a position where someone engages with him
‘reflexively’. In this particular context, reflexivity was an enactment of unequal power relations between me and
Hassan. As a researcher, I could not ignore his discomfort, but I also couldn’t write about interactions with him
without reflexively working through our different positionings.

To frame my inability to respond to Hassan’s racism in terms of failure would require me to reflexively engage with
the lines of difference between us (legal status, ethnicity, religion) and thus to position each other in a relationship
that is based on the recognition of difference. But the difference itself is dictated by Eurocentrism. Recognising the
difference means putting Hassan in a position where the response towards him is determined by the same features
that make him a subject of racialisation and marginalisation (Finlay 2002, 220). Hassan’s rejection of ‘political
correctness’ made me question the practice of reflexivity. This questioning was not targeting reflexivity understood as
social critique, as a form of acting the suspicion towards power and knowledge production, or as deconstruction.
Rather it posed the question to the very practice of reflexivity as, in its dominant form, positioned and privileged
practice (Pillow 2003, 187–88). A practice that is in most cases tailored for those who are already recognised as
privileged within a rather narrow, Eurocentric, and one-dimensional/binary understanding of social hierarchies –
white/non-white, citizen/migrant – that leaves little space for ‘non-obvious’ positionalities to be recognised and guided
through the practice of reflexivity.

Human Condition  

In my hesitation about how to respond to Hassan’s racism, I was, despite my best intentions, reproducing him as a
‘non-white migrant’ before anything else. Moreover, in my desire to act out feminist/critical commitment I was, to
quote Patai (1991, 147), running a risk of giving in to my ‘own demand for affirmation and validation’. In trying to
weigh our oppressions and privileges, I was turning Hassan into a ‘project’ of my own ‘proper’ behaviour, a project in
which I left much more space for myself to be the wrongdoer than I ever left for him. As I reflect now on my hesitation
and on Hassan’s anger, I cannot help but read it together with a part of Hannah Gadsby’s (2018) stand-up comedy
performance ‘Nanette’, a sharp critique of patriarchy, in which she says, addressing both men and feminists:

I believe women are just as corruptible by power as men, because you know what, fellas, you don’t have a monopoly
on the human condition, you arrogant fucks. But the story is as you have told it. Power belongs to you.
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Can the rejection of political correctness be read as a convoluted way of requesting recognition of his human
condition? As Ravecca and Dauphinée (2018, 133) warn us, we need to be careful to not romanticise social location
– ‘the “oppressed” are also capable of, and enact, violence’ and ‘this alerts us to the complexities and contradictions
of relationships of domination, which complicate emancipatory politics’. This is meant as a warning against the
tendency to idealise the subaltern and working classes and place in them ‘our hopes for political change’ (Ravecca
and Dauphinée 2018, 133). While analytically, as Ravecca and Dauphinée rightly point out, such idealisation leads to
limited and superficial understanding of the working of privileges, oppressions, and violence, in practical encounters,
such as the one Hassan and I shared, it can be interpreted as yet another enactment of European racism.

Undoing the European Gaze

The impossibility of my encounter with Hassan, and therefore of my project, resides precisely in that I cannot offer an
interpretation of this fieldwork encounter, even when narrated as failure, without working through Hassan’s and my
different positionalities and identity markers. Not working through them would mean silencing crucial power dynamics
between our positions in this particular context and thus offering a partial and dangerously naïve interpretation of our
encounter. At the same time, working through them would mean placing Hassan, yet again, in a position where he
would be recognised primarily through his marginalisation. In that sense, the refusal of political correctness and the
insistence on acting out the possibility of being racist can be read as a way of disturbing the discourse in which one is
either constantly racialised and framed as a ‘dangerous body’, or racialised in the reverse manner where his actions
are always weighed in a lighter manner because of the marginal position he occupies. Such a reading is the one I am
most comfortable with, not only because I find it the most appealing but also because I have limited tools to interpret
racism and the rejection of political correctness acted out by those who are marginalised.

This limitation should be read together with a general condition of academic scholarship, including critical theory
scholarship, that continues privileging the perspective of the ‘ideal’ subject (white, European, often male) that defines
the limits of knowledge production. I am at a loss when faced with multiple and complex axes of privilege and
oppression, as in the case of my encounter with Hassan, where some ways in which I am privileged (white,
European) and he is marginalised (person of colour, Muslim, immigrant) are so dominant as sense-making lenses,
that other forms of privilege and oppression (Hassan’s class background, his gender and the possible entitlement
that comes with it, his belonging to the dominant ethnic and religious group in Syria) become hard to grasp.

This is not to say that within the highly racist and xenophobic context of Denmark, one’s skin colour and/or religion
are not identity markers that make one vulnerable. Rather, continuing to place people within the parameters of the
‘white, European, male’ gaze offers little space for me to approach my relationship with Hassan, and Hassan’s
relationship with other ‘marginalised’ groups, with all their complexities and without a pre-established limit for their
interpretation. From such a perspective, Hassan’s repeatedly making comments that could be interpreted as racist
can be read as his only way of making space for himself in a way that would challenge an otherwise well-established
European picture of him as a predominantly racialised person. My reflexive engagement with Hassan’s racism was,
counterproductively, reproducing me, a white European scholar working with marginalised groups, as the one in the
position of power to enact and refuse to enact the violence that Hassan as a non-white migrant was subjected to.
Thus, as a concluding remark, by reflexively thinking through my relationship with Hassan and taking the
responsibility of being the wrongdoer without leaving much of the same possibility for Hassan, I run a risk of tapping
into racist, colonial fantasies of the white man as the one holding access to the complexities of human nature.

Notes

[1] In order to ensure the anonymity of my respondent, I am using the name ‘Hassan’ instead of his actual name.
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