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It is not just the world but our ways of producing knowledge that are in crisis. The Covid-19
pandemic has exposed our interconnected vulnerabilities in ways never seen before while
underscoring the need for emancipation in particular from the hegemonic knowledge
politics that underpin “business-as-usual” academic research that have both contributed
to and failed to address the systemic challenges laid bare by the pandemic. Political
ecologists tasked with knowledge generation on vulnerabilities and their underlying power
processes are particularly well placed to envision such emancipatory processes. While
pausing physically due to travel restrictions, as researchers in political ecology and rural
development at the same university department, we want to make a stop to radically
rethink our intellectual engagements. In this article, we aim to uncover “sanitized” aspects
of research encounters, and theorize on the basis of anecdotes, feelings and informal
discussions—“data” that is often left behind in fieldwork notes and personal diaries of
researchers—, the ways in which our own research practices hamper or can be conducive
to emancipation in times of multiple interconnected health, political, social, and
environmental crises. We do so through affective autoethnography and resonances on
our research encounters during the pandemic: with people living in Swedish Sapmi, with
African students in our own “Global North” university department and with research
partners in Nepal. We use a threefold focus on interconnectedness, uncertainty and
challenging hegemonic knowledge politics as our analytical framework. We argue that
acknowledging the roles of emotions and affect can 1) help embrace interconnectedness
in research encounters; 2) enable us to work with uncertainty rather than “hard facts” in
knowledge production processes; and 3) contribute to challenging hegemonic knowledge
production. Opening up for emotions in research helps us to embrace the relational
character of vulnerability as a pathway to democratizing power relations and to move away
from its oppressive and colonial modes still present in universities and research centers.
Our aim is to contribute to envisioning post-Covid-19 political ecology and rural
development research that is critically reflexive and that contributes to the emergence
of a new ethics of producing knowledge.
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Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break
with the past and imagine their world anew. This one is
no different. It is a portal, a gateway between one world
and the next. We can choose to walk through it,
dragging the carcasses of our prejudice and hatred,
our avarice, our data banks and dead ideas, our dead
rivers and smoky skies behind us. Or we can walk
through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine
another world. And ready to fight for it.

(Roy, 2020)

INTRODUCTION

It is not just the world but our ways of producing knowledge that
are in crisis. The Covid-19 pandemic, or the Virocene – this
“period in which viral activity has evolved as a dominant force
shaping human-nature relations” (Fernando, 2020a, 686) -
prompts us to confront and question our current world order.
As such, the Virocene “exposes the vulnerabilities in, and moral
and pragmatic failures of social and ecological systems in
safeguarding both social and ecological wellbeing” (Fernando,
2020a, 687), while underscoring the need for emancipation in
particular from the hegemonic knowledge politics that have both
contributed to and failed to address the systemic challenges laid
bare by the pandemic.

The pandemic has more than ever made visible what we
understand as the crisis of hegemonic knowledge politics: the
counter-hegemonic challenges faced by decolonial, feminist and
indigenous scholarships. Among the concrete manifestations of
this crisis, the pandemic has exacerbated the digital divide in
higher education with consequences for counter-hegemonic sites
of knowledge production, as students, teachers and researchers
struggle to access funds, computers, internet, laboratories, and
institutional support, particularly in the Global South. Additional
care responsibilities have unequally impacted female and
minority scholars (Pinho-Gomes et al., 2020; Deryugina et al.,
2021). Many early career scholars with insecure contracts have
lost their jobs (Levine and Rathmell, 2020; Herman et al., 2021).
Halted research projects have jeopardized the livelihoods of
research assistants and translators in the Global South. In
general, in the Global North, scholarly and everyday attention
has been refocused on a privileged “we” or the “center” to which
“we” belong. These are places where health care is broadly
functioning and for which vaccines are developed, while the
“periphery,” already distanced epistemologically, has suddenly
also become far-away geographical places due to travel
restrictions.

As researchers in political ecology and rural development at
the same university department, we wanted to make use of this
moment of involuntary break in fieldwork, to reflect over our
own roles and actions as researchers in this moment of
heightened vulnerability. We do not only pause physically
due to travel restrictions but also intellectually to radically
rethink our intellectual engagements: this is for us a moment of

no return. Political ecology scholarship has been central for
research on vulnerabilities and their underlying power
processes. Therefore, we suggest it is the ideal arena for a
deeper interrogation about how our own knowledge
production both contributes to the vulnerability of others,
and makes ourselves vulnerables. To counter the reproduction
of unequal power relations in research processes, reflection
and dialogue are necessary transformative practices (Freire,
1996); yet, this is not a common endeavor in our academic
world. We argue that, as researchers, we need to reflect
critically and constructively on the ways in which our own
practices hamper or can be conducive to emancipation in times
of multiple interconnected health, political, social, and
environmental crises. Only by better understanding how
our own research practices sustain hegemonic knowledge
politics, will we be able to truly envision and engage with
emancipation.

In what follows, we first present our conceptual and
methodological approaches. We then share three vignettes of
self-reflection and resonances on research practices during the
Covid-19 pandemic. In the discussion, we argue that engaging
with affect and emotions in knowledge-making processes as well
as with relational vulnerability in research encounters can help go
beyond hegemonic knowledge politics in academia.

RECENTERING AFFECT AND EMOTIONS
TO ENGAGE WITH THE CHALLENGES
HIGHLIGHTED BY THE PANDEMIC:
INTERCONNECTEDNESS, UNCERTAINTY
AND THE CRISIS OF HEGEMONIC
KNOWLEDGE POLITICS

In this section, we argue that the pandemic has highlighted that
affect and emotions must become central in knowledge
production processes. This starting point has made us come
together here and now to collectively rethink our ways of
generating knowledge through our research encounters.

Our exercise is first and foremost intellectual, yet it has
emancipatory potentials: we start from the idea that
imagination and hope are already something radical (Freire,
1996; hooks, 2003). Indeed, a “critical consciousness” of
individual experiences and oppressive social contexts can
become a basis for empathy and action to overcome
oppressive conditions. From reflection on the causes of
oppression “will come (...) necessary engagement in the
struggle for (...) liberation” (Freire, 1996, 30). The type of
emancipation that we envision needs to give more meaning to
affect and emotions as we are not looking for emancipation as an
end-point, but rather as a process. As we explain below, affect and
emotions can be drivers for agency and empowerment.
Empowerment is best understood as a continuous
performance (Butler, 1990) and through cultivating empathy
and “critical consciousness,” “la conscientização,” (Freire, 1996,
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16), not something that can be indefinitely “achieved” with
“better” and more “precise” data and scenarios.

Affect and Emotions
Focusing on affect allows us to think through the emotional,
experiential, and embodied relations that underpin knowledge
claims, and can trigger emancipation (Anderson, 2012). We do
not aim at theorizing affect but we understand affect as what
makes the socio-material hold together or fall apart (Müller,
2015). Especially useful for our discussion on research encounters
is understanding how affective encounters help to shape
collectives (Singh, 2017; Nightingale, 2019). We start from the
premise that emotions, affect and affective relations will help us
envision the types of emancipatory research practices needed to
confront the crisis we are currently in. Emotions, affect, and
affective relations can, for example, help us to think about how
anger, indignation, empathy or love and our affective relations
with differently situated others bond us into a group and can lead
us to work more productively with the fact that emotions and
affect determine the politics of knowledge creation (Anderson,
2012). That is, affect and emotions understood as ways of
learning, experiencing and responding to changes help shift
attention from individual responsibilities to collective ones.

In the three sub-sections that follow, we explain how the
pandemic has magnified how acknowledging the roles of
emotions and affect 1) can help embrace interconnectedness
in research encounters; 2) enables working with uncertainty
rather than “hard facts” in knowledge production processes; 3)
contributes to challenging hegemonic knowledge production.
This threefold focus constitutes the analytical framework for
this paper.

Interconnectedness
Affective relations are the cement that holds together the
commonness of life (Pile, 2010). These relations or
interconnectedness have become more apparent than ever
under the pandemic. Bolivian anarcho-feminist thinker Maria
Galindo (2020) suggests that we all have coronavirus even if we
have not been contaminated in our individual bodies: the politics
of pandemic management has permeated our everyday lives from
its global (Oldekop et al., 2020) to its most intimate spheres.
Interconnectedness, as we understand it, does not erase
inequalities and injustices: we are still aware of the fact that
those who are seen as “disposable,” subaltern, black, indigenous
and peasant peoples, undocumented migrants and workers, care
providers, among others, are the ones unequally bearing the
burden and brunt of this pandemic (Dyer, 2020; Mbembe,
2020; Menton et al., 2021).

In addition to being and performing physical bodies that are
more or less vulnerable to the virus in a particular place and time,
the pandemic has brought to the fore how vulnerabilities are
constituted affectively through relations. The pandemic has
highlighted how vulnerability is not just an outcome of the
interaction between factors often understood as external,
exogenous and structural (like the virus’ biological features, or
food insecurity) and bodily susceptibilities (such as high blood
pressure or diabetes). Vulnerability should not be considered as

an attribute that characterizes individuals or groups of people.
Instead, the pandemic has brought to the fore the relational
character of vulnerability as the ability to affect and of being
affected (Butler, 1997; Tschakert and Tuana, 2013): vulnerability
is a process and a state that changes over time and context. In this
understanding, vulnerability is created in relations through
connections. Vulnerability is a process of becoming: we
become vulnerable as we enter in contact with others, both at
the physical and the emotional level.

This relational and affective understanding of vulnerability has
important consequences for how to conceptualize emancipation.
For us, for being able to envision emancipation, research needs to
focus on the relations through which transformation happens or,
to the contrary, through which the status quo is maintained.
Emancipation is thus the processes through which radical
changes come about.

Uncertainty
Affect theory is useful for drawing attention to the uncertain,
random or “aleatory dynamics of lived experience” (Anderson,
2012, 18) as ways of knowing, but also ways of relating. Focusing
on affective processes helps us to better understand the relations
that underpin research processes as well as their unpredictable
characteristics. These characteristics require us to reflect on our
own research practices: how to avoid falling into the trap of the
constant pressure for finding “hard,” “more,” and “better” data?
How to better engage with the unintended oppressive and
exclusionary consequences of our research practices initially,
and maybe naively, aimed at producing emancipatory
knowledge? And if we do so, how can this help us to envision
an emancipatory scholarship that has the ambition to contribute
to building just and sustainable socio-environmental relations?

We wish to practically embrace and bear the consequences of
the fact that “the only certainty is uncertainty” (Welsh, 2014, 15),
as made exceptionally visible by the pandemic. Uncertainty about
the future in the context of the pandemic pushes us to stop and
reflect as usually we tend to be engaged in a competitive race for
more and “better” data to support our research findings and
comply with our institutions’ and funders’ expectations. The
uncertainty and unknowability about the future of our world
order that the pandemic has amplified, provides an ideal proxy
for the context in which future political ecology research has to be
imagined and carried through. As it is widely acknowledged in
research engaging with societal transformations, transformative
and emancipatory processes must disrupt current pathways yet,
such disruptions are not fully controllable or predictable (e.g.,
Feola, 2015; Stirling, 2015; Patterson et al., 2017; Blythe et al.,
2018; Scoones et al., 2020; Scoones and Stirling, 2020).

However, when such research is mobilized for the sake of
tackling societal problems, for example regarding climate change,
most efforts focus on trying to control transformation as well as
the knowledge about it (promoting for example technical fixes)
but avoiding debates both on the possibilities for radical
transformations and the constant reproduction of hegemonic
power processes (Eriksen et al., 2015). Similarly, from what we
have seen so far, the type of demands for knowledge generation
about the pandemic follow largely in the trajectory of wanting to
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control transformation (e.g., what are its future scenarios and
possible economic impacts?), striving to avoid, not only
inconsistencies, but also the unknown. To face the fears of
uncertainty, the purported efficacy of quantitative research and
generating “hard” data such as statistics and models seems to
override what experiential knowledge could offer to tackle the
pandemic. For example, while since 2020 the way scientists have
been researching the virus and developing vaccines is
unprecedented, overall, there has yet been less attention given
to academic and activist debates about the need for more
systematic and long-term changes in our lives, including the
need for rethinking our ways of living in common. Crises
situations such as the pandemic put extra-pressure on policy-
makers to take swift and informed decisions. Due to competing
views and public pressure “the quantitative framing and false
certainties of a model are appealing, and caveats are easily pushed
aside” (Leach et al., 2021, 5). Embracing the unknown and the
uncertain would instead allow us to think and act in new non-
normative ways, in order to accommodate affective processes that
we accept are inherently unpredictable.

Our efforts to re-think knowledge production practices in
academia in ways that embrace rather than eradicate uncertainty
are part of broader initiatives to re-think the politics of
transformation (Scoones, 2016) and the politics of uncertainty
(Scoones and Stirling, 2020) beyond rendering them technical
and techno-administrative issues (Ferguson, 1990; Li, 2007). To
achieve this, knowledge politics have to be understood in relation
to hegemonic regimes of accumulation and truth (Scoones, 2016):
whose interests is it to hide certain realities and silence
uncertainties? Only by engaging with these questions will we
be able to go beyond technocratic and marginalizing discussions
of why development projects and policies constantly fail
(Paranage, 2019). Indeed, the problem may not be in that
“others” do not understand “us” but that different knowledges,
ways of seeing uncertainty, place, time and scale are not put into
conversation on equal grounds. Collective debates on
transformation need to be based on the dialogue between
different truth regimes seen as equally worthwhile (Behn and
Bakker, 2019). Ontological plurality goes beyond adding different
types of knowledges together or integrating them. It means asking
critical questions about the framing of socio-environmental
problems (Nightingale et al., 2020). Of particular concern for
us in this paper is how we, researchers in political ecology and
rural development contribute to making certain knowledges
authoritative. Engaging with the fact that we also co-produce
the issues we study (e.g., climate change but also the politics of
uncertainty) “makes framings more accountable, transparent and
open to scrutiny from other ways of knowing” (Nightingale et al.,
2020, 346).

Crisis of Hegemonic Knowledge Production
in Political Ecology and Rural Development
There is a long tradition and substantial literature within the
social sciences, especially after the cultural and postcolonial turn
and the feminist critique of epistemology, arguing for a
decolonized and reflexive approach to knowledge production.

Our article is inspired by seminal work on ethnographic authority
in anthropology (Clifford, 1983; Clifford and Marcus, 1986;
Britzman, 1995; Lassiter, 2005; Gold et al., 2014) and
especially the need to question the “unreciprocal quality”
(Clifford, 1983) of research encounters. In addition, we find
inspiration in ethnographers’ attempts to address some of the
limitations of fieldwork, among them the colonial representation
of the “Other” and the overwhelmingly Western-centric basis of
ethnographic authority. We agree with them that research is a
performance that is inscribed in power plays, and that it is
important to highlight in particular those questions emerging
in research processes that most researchers usually do not or
cannot hear (Shah, 1999; Pillow, 2003; Manning, 2016). This is
because omissions and silences can affect and afflict the process of
research (Shah, 1999; Scheper-Hughes, 2000; O’Reilly, 2008) and
its real-world consequences.

Mbembe (2001) points out that while social theory makes
universal claims, it is built on defining itself in terms of modernity
and rationalism, two things also often defined as uniquely
Western. Social theory is based on “enlightened” European
theories and worldviews, defined as opposed to the
“necessarily inferior peoples” of other parts of the world. Is it
possible to use such theories to understand those “inferior”
peoples? Mbembe asks. The Enlightenment also shattered the
bonds of ancient beliefs, differentiating between public and
private lives and privileging academic reason and free will.
Challenging this heritage in our academic institutions,
demands us to incessantly identify and make visible any signs
of that which is less rational and more chaotic and affective in our
academic work.

Before us, researchers in feminist political ecology and critical
development studies have already greatly benefited from insights
and approaches described above (e.g., Elmhirst, 2011; Mollett and
Faria, 2013; Nightingale, 2013). Yet, despite the fact that these
fields build on a critique of how a western-centric bias and
colonial gaze has dominated knowledge production, we
constantly experience instances where the manifestations of
hegemonic and colonial knowledge politics within our fields
remain present. As our vignettes indicate, there is a seeming
lack of connection between the theoretical acknowledgement of
the need to move away from unreciprocal research encounters
and hegemonic knowledge politics, and how research is
performed on practice. In that sense, research processes that
claim to be based on knowledge co-production may find difficult
to work creatively with historically inherited unequal power
relations that normalize the vulnerabilities of for example
indigenous peoples or women (Wijsman and Feagan, 2019, 72).

Simultaneously, the emotional challenges, contradictions or
tensions we experience in carrying out our research in ways that
align with our ideals of emancipation rarely end up discussed in
publications. An important reason for this is, precisely as
Mbembe (2001) emphasizes, that academia builds on an
Enlightenment rationale that separates reason from emotion.
As a result, uncomfortable problems, unexpected and
uncertain affect and emotions, are hidden and not publicly
discussed. This is what we mean by a continuing crisis of
hegemonic knowledge production.
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However, this moment of the pandemic constitutes an
opening for emancipation as an affective process, or at least
for radically interrogating the socio-environmental processes that
contribute to creating and maintaining our world order (Leach
et al., 2021). Taking this opportunity, we paused to rethink our
ways of accompanying differently situated and unequally affected
others in common struggles (Singh, 2017; Velicu and García-
López, 2018). This article constitutes our response to the call
made by academics in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic to
deconstruct academia and reconstruct a different, more just one
(Corbera et al., 2020; Motala andMenon, 2020; VanHecken et al.,
2020).

Our intention is to contribute to re-thinking knowledge
politics by discussing the process of making knowledge. We
focus on research encounters, which we understand broadly
but in a problematized, manner as “always emotion-laden and
imbued with power, reproducing and legitimating social
hierarchy” (Militz et al., 2020, 429 italics in original). We
understand research encounters as those encounters with
persons who we call colleagues, other researchers, research
participants, research allies and activists, and any other actors
and institutions outside or inside this “research industry” that
allow us to produce knowledge (Roy and Uekusa, 2020). We
acknowledge that all encounters are with people differently
situated in terms of hierarchy, discipline, interests, funding,
histories, intersectional differences, emotions, embodiment,
and experiences.

AFFECTUAL METHODOLOGY TO UNMASK
AND EMBRACE THE WORKINGS OF
POWER IN RESEARCH ENCOUNTERS
To navigate methodologically and collectively the fact that
“research-encounters are always emotion-laden and imbued
with power, reproducing and legitimating social hierarchy”
(Militz, et al., 2020, 429), we use Militz, Faria and Schurr’s
affectual methodology. Affectual methodology is defined by Sara
Ahmed as “how we come into contact with objects and others”
[Ahmed, 2014, in Militz et al. (2020), 429]. Affectual methodology
situates the researchers and the research participants within
research encounters in ways that call for transparency and
positionality in particular to lay bare the researchers’ privileges.
Just like Militz, Faria and Schurr’s endeavour, our process of
writing this paper was aimed at becoming a collective affectual
writing process that would not be about writing “about affect, but
through and with affect” (Militz et al., 2020, 430).

Affect and emotions have come to prominence in the wake of
feminist and more-than representational theorizing in geography
and political ecology (Schipper and Pelling, 2006; Thrift, 2008;
Pile, 2010; Seyfert, 2012; Singh, 2013; Müller, 2015; Singh, 2017;
Dawney, 2018; González-Hidalgo and Zografos, 2019). Affect is
what makes the socio-material hold together or fall apart (Müller,
2015). Emotions such as love, hate, anxiety, fear, irritation or in
general affective relations that for example create discrimination
(Talaska et al., 2008) are crucial ingredients of politics (Lorimer,
2008; Müller, 2015).

The insufficient engagement with affect and emotions in
research on socio-environmental crises has diverted attention
from how affect, emotions and socionatural emancipations are
interrelated (notable exceptions are Nightingale, 2011; Sultana,
2011; Nightingale, 2013; Sultana, 2015; González-Hidalgo and
Zografos, 2017; López et al., 2017; Singh, 2017; Velicu and García-
López, 2018; González-Hidalgo and Zografos, 2019; Graybill,
2019; González-Hidalgo, 2020). One important consequence
has been that “detachment, objectivity, and rationality have
been valued, and implicitly masculinized, while engagement,
subjectivity, passion and desire have been devalued and
frequently feminized” (Anderson and Smith, 2001, 7).

The publications mentioned among the exceptions have
essentially focused on environmental change and conflicts
rather than reflecting on the very process of researching these.
For example, they have shown how processes of environmental
change and conflict are not only “economic, social or rational
choice issues, but also emotive realities that have a direct bearing
on how resources are accessed, used, and fought over” (Sultana,
2011, 163). The perseverance of feminist scholars, together with
decolonial and activist scholars among others, has thus facilitated
a recent “emotional turn” in political ecology research. However,
this turn cannot be completed if the political ecology scholarship
in particular, and the academy in general does not systematically
use affect and emotions to reflect on and transform its own
knowledge generation practices. If the acknowledgement of the
ambivalent role of emotions and the aleatory character of affect
can let us better understand and engage with grassroots
movements engaged into action (González-Hidalgo, 2020), our
claim is that we can also bring those experiential, emotional and
affective ways of knowing into our everyday practices as
researchers and academics.

A reflexive process for discussing the workings of power in
research encounters and knowledge-making practices is key in
the practice of feminist political ecology (Harcourt et al., 2015).
By discussing our positions of privilege as researchers (England,
1994), how our research foregrounds some interpretations and
silences others (Jackson, 2006), and how research is embedded in
imperialist and colonialist projects (Smith, 1999), we are starting
to challenge the practices that reproduce the status quo in
academia. Reflexivity is usually an individual practice in which
researchers discuss their research interactions and the power
relations in which they are embedded. In this collective exercise,
we want instead to reflect and learn, not only as individual
researchers, but also as inter-related researchers, as a
collective. Through dialogue and reflection, we open up a
democratic and emancipatory process and want to break with
a culture of silence (Freire, 1996). This is because we need to
become a critical mass that is self-reflexive about how its practices
may be oppressive, and how we may strive to go beyond egoistic
academic experience.

Like Militz et al. (2020), we engage with two methods: auto-
ethnography and resonances. Auto-ethnography is intended to
“make the emotions and positions constituting research
encounters and knowledge production more explicit” (Militz
et al., 2020, 430) and to help unravel the workings of power in
research processes. However, as Foley (2002) puts it,
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incorporating the researcher’s personal self and utilizing a more
affective way of knowing is not without problems:
autoethnography has been criticized for being a self-indulgent,
narcissistic or excessively subjective and shallow process. And,
nevertheless, critical autoethnography has the potential to force
us to position ourselves, question our responsibilities and
reconsider our power to affect others. Militz et al. (2020) also
report some of these limitations, explaining how
autoethnography can challenge the reader’s assumption,
without necessarily challenging the researcher’s biases. To try
and overcome these limitations, just like Militz, Faria, and Schurr
did, in this article we engaged in a collective affectual writing
process-via resonances-, to make us individually and collectively
problematize what we tend to take for granted, the reasons of
feeling uncomfortable in certain situations, and how we
sometimes tend to “normalize” discomfort, thereby reinforcing
unequal power relations.

Our second method, resonances, implied engaging with the
emotions triggered by the reading of others’ auto-ethnographies
during the Covid-19 pandemic. The ways in which we related to
our colleagues’ emotions during research encounters, and
discussing our own emotional and experiential knowledges of
research, helped us unmask the privileging involvement of our
bodily histories in research encounters (Militz et al., 2020). We
are convinced that feelings of connection, disconnection, anger,
frustration, irritation, and helplessness (Lee, 2019) expressed in
relation to our colleagues’ account on their research encounters
during the Covid-19 pandemic contribute to revealing what
normally tends to be silenced. Our resonances allow us “to
share experiences of vulnerability that, potentially, illustrate
research encounters in a much more nuanced, multi-layered
way” (Militz et al., 2020, 434). This exercise, we argue, can
help us to re-think our knowledge production practices seriously.

Concretely, we use vignettes to “write affectually” (Militz et al.,
2020, 429), to immerse the reader momentarily in our research.
To write up the vignettes, we asked ourselves: what, in some
specific research encounters of ours, makes us feel uncomfortable
with the ways in which we have engaged with (i.e., acknowledged,
worked with, problematized) interconnected vulnerabilities (our
own vulnerabilities, that of our colleagues’ and our research
participants’)? This question assumed that we all feel or have
felt discomfort, and that we have gut feelings about our own
problematic, unequal, unjust engagements that may reinforce
(but also help us to challenge) our interconnected vulnerabilities.

Each of the ten co-authors wrote up a vignette that was
reflected on by the other co-authors individually in writing.
Afterward we discussed each vignette in small groups of three
or four and reflected on how we shared and connected similarly
or differently with these discomforts and vulnerabilities. In this
article, we share three of these vignettes that for us reflect affective
and emotional relations through interconnectedness, uncertainty
and critical aspects of hegemonic knowledge production. We
analyzed these vignettes and the resonances using a broad
threefold lens of interconnectedness, uncertainty and critical
aspects of knowledge production. In addition, we reflected on
the collective process of writing this article as a proxy for how we
engage in and access research, how we treat each other, yield

authority and legitimacy, even in research encounters with our
most direct colleagues. We presented our preliminary findings to
other colleagues in our department and in our analysis presented
here we also draw on their reactions to the vignettes and to our
call for this broader self-reflexive emancipatory process.

We envisioned the process of writing this piece together as
empathetic, supportive and friendly. We agreed to strive for
appreciating all forms of input to the conversation (be it
empirical, theoretical, just a little bit or more), being more
attentive to the process than the result. We wanted to discuss
and experience how we can become better researchers in our
connectedness with differently situated others. While we were
committed to be self-critical about our own research practices,
ambivalences, and contradictions, in order to build a safe
environment among us, we made clear that it was not our
intention to criticize ourselves or each other. While this was
important for building a safe environment among us, the process
was not without some tensions and the fruitful consequences of
this process in our future work and work environment are yet to
be seen. Perhaps, we hope, we have unleashed an affective and
emotional anti-hierarchical pandemic in academia.

In the following section, we present three vignettes about the
affective and emotional experiences of being a researcher during
the Covid-19 pandemic with some of the resonances of the co-
authors. While the vignettes are rich in sharing different
contradictory emotions, we have labeled them outlining three
main emotional expressions: “Shame and Powerlessness,” “The
Racialized Burden of Care” and “Uncomfortable Privilege.” We
have anonymized all the names in the vignettes and resonances.
All the names have been changed to unisex names. As pronoun,
we use “she” invariably of the actual gender identification of the
person.

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY AND RESONANCES

Shame and Powerlessness
Leo, a PhD student who conducted field work on mining and
state-led extractivism in Northern Sweden in March 2020 during
the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, shares some ethical
dilemmas during the process of doing field research, which
have been amplified by the pandemic.

(Leo): I sit in my expensive rental car looking up at the house on
the hill. I’m bracing myself once again for the strange practice that I
have found works best for finding interviewees on my study of
mining conflicts in the Swedish north, in the homeland of the
indigenous Sami1 people. In order to engage with people in the
valley where a mining company seeks to open a gigantic nickel
mine, I have to barge into people’s homes – just opening the door,
calling out “Hello! Is anyone home?”. They won’t open for strangers
who knock (it might be peddlers of religion or mines), they rarely
answer the phone if you call in advance and if they do, they say that

1The Sami people are an indigenous Finno-Ugric people inhabiting Sápmi, which
today encompasses large northern parts of Norway, Sweden, Finland and the Kola
Peninsula within the Murmansk Oblast of Russia.
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they don’t have anything to add to my research, that the mining
project is a looming threat but one that is too technical for them to
address. (Nicky): I would also feel strange about doing this, but
only because we are in Sweden, in the Global North. This way of
finding interviewees is completely the standard way in the
countries where I have been working in the Global South,
when it comes to interviewing ordinary people – even with
officials, when you try to plan a meeting they sometimes say
they don’t have time, but showing up at the office often works
better. (Elya): I had a similar reaction to Nicky’s: while doing
research in Nicaragua I used to go directly to people’s houses to
interview them. But somehow in Hungary, I feel more
uncomfortable about doing that. I sense that this discomfort
relates to differences in how time is apprehended differently in
these places. Thinking about it now, I may have a presumption
that in Nicaragua farmers “always have time” while in Hungary
“they are busier.”

(Leo): We sit and talk, sometimes for the whole afternoon,
about the mines, about the history of a valley marred by a century
of violations of the Swedish state. We talk about hunting, of wood
craft, of living in this remote place and about the conflict between
two Sami groups, about incursions and injustices that have made
life unbearable for some and they have turned to the bottle or even
ended their own lives. I’m horrified and ashamed and powerless.
What can I add to this? What will my work accomplish? Am I just
another researcher who siphons their experiences for my own gain?
As our conversation inevitably turns toward the subject of the
Corona pandemic, I hear how they feel that it is creeping up from
the south, about to become another threat that will make the
withdrawal of the welfare state even more obvious. There are no
hospitals and the small health center in town will not be able to
cope if there is a larger outbreak. There is talk about what will
happen to the tourism if the southerners and the Norwegians don’t
show up, and talk about what will happen if they do. Pandemic or
loss of livelihoods? And I have become the plague bearer. They
don’t see it that way, not yet. I’m still welcomed but I feel that I’m
becoming another threat, meeting and talking to people and
walking from house to house. Many of my research participants
are elderly, some are already ill in other diseases, and I don’t know
if I’m infected. The chances are small, but there is also a chance
that I bring death with me as I walk into someone’s house and have
a chat about everyday life over a cup of coffee. (Nicky): The
“barging in” without knocking thing is what I find most unusual
and strange, and that they would not open if you do knock! I
reflect that your description makes it sound so brutal, like a
violation, while I imagine they think of it as simply a guest coming
to visit. (Elya): I feel it is very brutal, especially in these times of
pandemic when you don’t know whether you may contaminate
people. I may be a bit dramatic but it made me think about the
colonization of the Americas by the Spanish and Portuguese
when so many indigenous people died due to the fact that the
colonizers brought diseases such as chicken pox with them.

(Leo): My need to understand becomes unethical and yet I
persist, fearing that I might not get enough information, not
enough data. And then I stop and cut my fieldwork short, I
need to get home to my family and I can no longer justify my
visits. As I drive south, I cannot shake the gnawing feeling that I

might have hurt people and nothing else will come out of it.
(Nicky): I could really relate to that. How in research you
sometimes feel that you shouldn’t be insisting on getting more
data but you have the pressure of publishing, the pressure of your
supervisor, the pressure to produce data . . . It is a classical ethical
dilemma, the fear of somehow hurting people with your
interview, and yet with a Covid twist that it makes it so much
more pressing. Earlier you might have visited while experiencing
mild flu symptoms and an elderly interviewee might have caught
something and even died without us really condemning that
behaviour in society. Now it has become highly condemnable and
I feel when I read like “no! you have to stop!”. (Elya): Yes, the
ethical dilemma is not just so much more pressing now with the
pandemic but it has also become embodied (Alva): I think giving
voice is a responsibility we have when we interview and have
achieved the trust of people. Then with all pressures, I still bear
with me many stories I have not been able to reflect upon, due to
new tasks and academic commitments. Then it feels even more in
vain. The researcher’s guilt continues when we later on, are
unable to return and give back. How can we give back even to
those who we share sympathies with? So if we come back we
might add to the poison? Make conflicts worse for those we share
sympathies for?What are our arenas? And how can we pursue the
cause we feel is “righteous”? What are our instruments? Where
can we make a difference? Can we make a difference?

Leo’s vignette exposes the unpleasant emotions of shame and
the ambivalence related to barging in the private homes of people
in Northern Sweden. Leo humbly recognizes two sides of a coin:
on the one hand, powerlessness to help interviewees directly to
whom one feels deeply connected, and on the other hand, being in
power and even being a threat, possibly a deadly one, to already
vulnerable people. This type of self-reflection working with
vulnerable communities, highlighting affective relations,
complicates the power and legitimacy of the researcher. This
issue is not new for us: several of us have wondered about how we
may affect the lives of our research participants when we, due to
ideas about what is possible and where the limit for our
engagement should go, might refuse to help them when they
face difficulties that we view would fall beyond our research
related engagement. Even worse, we may burden them with our
presence during times of hunger, conflicts or the danger of
carrying infectious diseases.

The reflections of other participating researchers on the
vignette were mostly related to the dilemma of giving voice in
researcher driven inquiries which expose feelings of coming short
and inadequate. Often it is the researcher’s agenda that is creating
the frames of concerns that are to be addressed. Despite our effort
to give voice to the concerns of our interviewees, the potential
“use-value” of our research is seldom able to remedy the direct
concerns of the people who gave their personal time and
dedication to our work. This highlights why emotional and
affective relations underlying knowledge production practices
need more focus: they have the ability to uncover those
hegemonic frames that silence the experiential knowledges and
alternative knowledge claims.

Moreover, the pandemic exposes extreme inequalities, new,
and not yet reflected upon potential burdens inflicted upon
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research participants, making the injustices embedded in research
processes more apparent since the sole presence of the researcher
could and may have literally killed interviewees. These ethical
concerns and the consequences we should take regarding
fieldwork when researchers may spread the coronavirus were
heatedly discussed in our group. Some of us felt that Leo’s
testimony should be problematized by involving the PhD
supervisors so that clearer rules on ethical fieldwork practices
for the future are put in place. Nevertheless, all of us co-authors
working across the Global South and North had experienced
similar emotional dilemmas during fieldwork before. Some others
felt that if we if we confronted Leo’s supervisors about the risk he
put his research participants in, the danger would be closing
down opportunities to openly discuss our emotional and ethical
concerns in the future if these may get reported. Our discussion
uncovered not only the kind of colonial legacies shaping most of
our research practices, it also showed how strong is the instinct of
finding solutions through institutional and regulatory fixes,
rather than fully embracing affect and emotions to help us
think beyond current hegemonic academic practices. We as
political ecologists are yet to establish decolonial research
agendas and decolonize our own mindsets, first and foremost.

The Racialised Burden of Care
Charly is a female professor of African origin living and working
in Sweden since 1988.While it is not part of her official duties, she
most often takes the “guilt trip” responsibility (as she calls it) for
African students far away from their families. This is not different
in pandemic times: she supervises many of them and undertakes
the responsibility to find them a place to live. She takes them out
and shows them around. During the pandemic, she has been
more than ever trying to take care of their emotional well-being
while also struggling with own problems, as everybody.

(Charly): April 2020: “Everyone in Sweden has a responsibility
to prevent the spread,” the Public Health Agency’s general director
Johan Carlson said in a statement announcing the new guidelines2

(thelocal.se). The blue link meant I could click on it and get to the
guidelines and I did exactly that. I was directly taken to the Swedish
website of Folkhälsomyndigheten (the Public Health Agency). I
searched for the English icon, clicked on it, and came to the
welcome page of the Public Health Agency. What a lot of
information – then I wondered how many of my foreign
students even knew about the existence of this website. For a
while, much of the information about Covid-19 was purely in
Swedish, written for people that could speak Swedish, could
navigate and find information on the internet in Swedish. They
were a forgotten group in terms of general Covid-19
communication. I had at that time three foreign students
visiting our university. Sandwich students – that come, stay
three to six months, and then go back to their respective
countries. I had to inform them of the risks, and that perhaps
they should return home to their country. What if something

serious were to happen – did I even understand the formal protocol
of how to manage this situation? The weight of the responsibility
for the lives of these three students lay upon my shoulders like a
cloak of thick mist. To assuage their anxiety, I called them for a
WhatsApp audio meeting firstly to let them know I was there for
them. Secondly, to ask them that all-important question: would
they like to return home to be with their loved ones. They told me
that they would confer and get back to me with an answer. The
response was one of unity and determination to continue with their
studies. The quest for higher education at a price, for a price, and
enormous sacrifice. I was unable to shake the thought of one of
them getting terribly sick in a land far away from their home. The
next WhatsApp session we discussed their fears of being away from
their loved ones, the familiar and the loneliness. Interestingly the
singular most important thing that they found daunting was if one
was to die who would know how to send them off in a way that was
befitting of their culture. As one of them emphasized “my mother
asked if there are other Africans that can cry for me should I die
here.” Even in death, we think of that what binds us together
culturally and with Covid-19 and for foreign students, this is no
different.

(Thando): I have experienced over the years how you Charly
have taken on a lot of responsibility for all our African students.
All that you have done for these students commonly “fall between
chairs” in the Swedish formal system of responsibility and some
take this as an excuse not to help out. This resonates with several
feelings in me- I get frustrated with that our university provides
limited help with all the things around the actual studies, but also
I get sad that we as native Swedes are so used to that “the system”
takes care of everything in our social life- that there are support
networks in the form of a well-established social security system
etc. that makes us think that we only need to, and only are morally
obliged to, take care of ourselves and to do what is stated in our
work-descriptions. This support structure, which in many ways is
a good thing, has also led to this individualized behavior which I
find distressing. (Alva): My experience from having been a PhD
student from overseas in Canada was that the university had an
International Office that had a multifaceted engagement with us
including practical and social matters. I feel both personally
inadequate for not having been more personally engaged, but
also feel that our university should show more engagement for
overseas students. The burden should be on the institution.
(Nicky): I agree with Thando’s comment above, but also, I see
that even if there would be better structures at our university, they
would still turn to you and you would still feel more obliged than
most others, Charly, because of this thing about being an “other
African.” (Sam): It reminded me of when I first arrived in Sweden
as a PhD student, and how I knew nothing about the system.
Friends and colleagues from my corridor back in Gothenburg
were the ones helping me to get “into the system.” One of them
even offered to host me for a fewmonths if I could not find a place
to say. That person became my best friend today! My experience,
from the other side of the coin, is that I do not expect the system
to help me, as it hardly ever did back in my own country
(Thailand). Instead, I rely on my own informal networks and
who I know, or who I get to know. I totally understand Charly’s
frustration and appreciate Charly’s generosity of being that

2https://www.folkhalsomyndigheten.se/contentassets/
5733d0f5cba44d9e9069a272f7e98470/hslf-fs-allmanna-rad-om-allas-ansvar-
Covid-91.pdf Last access 18 December 2020.
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person who provides support. Charly’s story reminds me that I
should help more. (Leo): Reading this I get angry and frustrated.
First it reminds me of how we at our university, a self-proclaimed
bilingual university, continuously fail to provide information in
both English and Swedish. For better or worse, English remains
the lingua franca in Western academia and yet time and again
there are examples where English-speaking colleagues miss out
on vital information or get an abbreviated version. Secondly it
makes me think of how the administration of Region
Västerbotten (a county in the north of Sweden) posted the
topic about local recommendations about Covid-19 in Somali
on a website that were supposed to be written in Northern Sami.
The text in Sami was missing important characters needed to
make it understandable. When the Swedish Sami news pointed
this out to the Region, they responded with “These things happen,
but we think that the message comes across and we don’t think
the taxpayers should have to pay for the same site twice so we’ll
keep it this way.” That these links do not provide the information
needed can be waved away as “Well, it was a human error” point
toward how people in Sweden are treated differently during crisis,
in this case making indigenous people more vulnerable to a
pandemic that is harvesting lives all over the globe. It is an
example of colonial practices that have shaped relations between
the Sami peoples and the Swedish state for centuries and continue
to do so to this day.

Charly’s vignette expresses a deep sense of responsibility, and
the burdening feelings of worry and sadness for foreign students’
isolated situation in Sweden during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Several scholars have identified the burden of invisible work in
academia contributing to further social inequalities with
repercussions on time use, the minority tax, especially by
minorities that are largely women (Menges and Exum, 1983;
Social Sciences Feminist Network Research Interest Group,
2017). The “cultural tax” (Padilla, 1994) or the “identity tax”
(Hirshfield and Joseph, 2012) places enormous expectations and
responsibility on certain minority people. According to Padilla,
cultural tax is defined and understood as:

The obligation to show good citizenship toward the
[academic] institution by serving its needs for ethnic
representation on committees, or to demonstrate
knowledge and commitment to a cultural group,
which may even bring accolades to the institution
but which is not usually rewarded by the institution
on whose behalf the service was performed (1994, 26).

While Charly’s colleagues may express their thanks and
gratitude to Charly’s strong commitment and the cultural
bonds she has with the students, they can never fully
experience or comprehend the physical, emotional and mental
responsibility that Charly bears on behalf of the academic
institution (Hirshfield and Joseph, 2012). Indeed, students can
open up about their greatest fears and need to be guided through
extreme and uncertain situation while institutions such as the
university or the state fail to provide timely support to those who
do not understand neither Swedish nor the nuances of the
Swedish culture. (Hirshfield and Joseph, 2012) refer to this as

physically shouldering duties that other staff members may not
have and that affects academic production and social integration
within the academic department or institution. While Charly,
also coming from Sub-Saharan Africa, helps to build trust with
the students, there is little academic or institutional reward in
providing these services - the invisible work of academia (Social
Sciences Feminist Network Research Interest Group, 2017;
Jimenez et al., 2019). Her skills and abilities are often referred
to “soft skills” or “feminine” unlike those required in research and
administration that are referred to as “hard skills” or “masculine”
and that are evaluated differently in the reward system. This “care
of burden” relies precisely on the affective relations based on a
feeling of interconnectedness between foreign people in a foreign
country.While they are important and need to be valued (without
Charly’s extra care and responsibility, many foreign students
would suffer more or even not finish their PhD), the Covid-19
pandemic has enabled us as a collegium to highlight this issue in a
way that may not have been possible before the pandemic.

The resonances with this vignette reflect anger about the invisible
work and minority tax that minority staff shoulder and labor unlike
their non-minority counterparts. Exclusionary institutional practices
which lead to mental, physical and emotional burden are seldom
addressed or applied in assessments ofminorities. Similarly, isolation
and uncertainty of individuals that need more active nurturing to
engage is totally missing as are the resources to work with these
issues on a long-term basis. At the same time, several of the co-
authors recognize that it is our responsibility as researchers to care
for our foreign colleagues and students, without expecting that the
system will work. While this demonstrates that the practice of
reflections through vignettes helps to raise awareness and the will
to help among researchers, it also shows how a deeper engagement
with this racialized and naturalized burden is needed: while many
Swedish colleagues think that “the system” will take care of students,
Charly’s work becomes hidden, or seen as “natural” as she is African
herself, or a “nice add-on.” Being the host institution for overseas
research on the Global South implies a commitment by all
researchers that the research conducted is not only of importance
for our academic environment but that it also builds ethical
collaborations. This assumes stepping outside what we perceive as
acting according to the “normal” state of affairs, i.e., the needs of
“normative” citizens and the assumption that the “good state” has
taken care of legitimate needs. The reflections by colleagues remind
us of the ethical boundary-making dilemmas of researchers
indicated earlier. Our commitment as researchers does not end
where the boundaries of our own research concerns end. We have a
collective responsibility in our research encounters that we need to
fully take up. We need to reward the burden of invisible work, the
identity tax in academia and inculcate minority tax in the goals of
our academic institutions.

Uncomfortable Privilege
Lin is a researcher from Germany who has spent long periods in
Nepal. Being back in Europe just when the pandemic began, Lin
shares how the pandemic is exposing her to unpleasant paradoxes
of research from a distance.

(Lin): Being absent, physically, cognitively and emotionally
from what I define my “field.” My colleagues and research
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assistants in Nepal, who juggle with internet connectivity, working
from family homes, and even face harassment in the Covid-19
lockdown world in Kathmandu. My respondents in the villages,
whom we can only reach via phone, to whom we have limited, and
officially sounding questions, receiving official replies. Information
I cannot further probe, as I’m not there during the interview which
is conducted through my research assistant. Usually I often adjust
questions when I’m in the field, react to whom I meet, what I see.
When I don’t have this exposure, my mind and work focus wander
off to conferences, publications, twitter, my own promotion. After
leaving Nepal I became a European academic, who only sometimes
is exposed to collect data to write about. Who only sometimes is
touched. While these loads of local NGO and national documents
which I brought from Nepal are piling up, and my transcribed
interview data and field notes are waiting to be analyzed, I
prioritize preparing yet another presentation to my European-
based academic colleagues. I try to think hard about how to present
the data to form an argument to the academic community, but less
about the very rich details, the immense reading I should be doing
to know better. This may lead me into superficial directions, like of
those academics I despised, losing the richness and diverse
meanings while trying to form an academic argument. Working
remotely during Covid-19 makes me uncomfortable as I realize my
distance to other ways of perceiving the world, other meaning
making, not being able to be in the field more regularly to organize
workshops, expose myself to village life, come closer to the research
subjects, to uncover layer, by layer, by layer of social relations, of
everyday practices, of change over time, by seasons, by years, and
still being far from close to lived realities, but being closer than now.
Covid-19 reflects my own privilege and comfort, to think in larger
time spans, beyond the next day, the next season, having trust in
having job security for years.

(Thando): Like you, I have my field work sites far away from
home, across the globe. And I have not been able to go there now
during Covid. While Covid has led to a temporary halt on travels
your thoughts relate to something larger for me that I have
thought about for many years. How do we justify doing research
far away in countries where there are researchers, who if they
could get the funding we get, could do the research instead?When
we publish our research in academic journals, what difference
does it make? Should we not instead spend our time trying to
lobby for change? Talk to policy makers and write accessible texts
and share with those in power? We are flying across the globe,
contributing to climate change, and what do we contribute? I
justify it to myself with that I as an outsider can see things that
you cannot see when you study a society close to your own, and
that I, because I am not part of that society, can be more direct in
my critique of injustices, than if I relied on that same society for
my living. But is this really a relevant and true reflection? To really
make this contribution should I not spend more time trying to
create change, than trying to publish in high-ranking journals?
(Alva): The dilemma of knowing from inside is also part of being
in our academic “bubble,” which prompts the importance of
moving closer, exposing ourselves. Meanwhile, one is bound up
with requirements in one’s “bubble” inhibiting one from giving
feedback and engaging. (Elya): I feel a deep discomfort about this
argument that as an outsider you can see better or more things

than as an insider. Don’t you think that this assumption relates to
this argument on the need of being objective and detached? And if
so, are we not better see-ers and knowers when we are more
connected emotionally, when we are more affected in our hearts,
when we feel our research participants’ problems because they are
also our own ones? (Nicky): I don’t think this is an either-or
situation, insider research has some clear advantages and outsider
research has others. I struggle with the same guilt as Thando on
why I am doing this from Sweden. I try to involve local
collaborators and share the money I get but also that can be
difficult. In South Africa most of the prominent people in my field
still seem to be white, which is really frustrating, at the same time
as I feel bad for even considering skin color when I choose who to
work with, I don’t want to think in those terms at all.

Lin’s vignette exposes our everyday contradictions of being
researchers based in Sweden- with our material privileges such as
generous salaries, excellent working conditions and access to
health care, - while doing research in other parts of the world,
with the collaboration of locals who not only have no access to
such good living conditions, but are frequently exposed to acute
conflict, economic poverty and hunger. Additionally, it is us,
academics in the Global North, who get most credit for the
research. The vignette and resonances not only highlight these
recognized but usually seldom debated privileges, but also the
unpleasant feelings associated with our limited power as
researchers to radically transform local and global inequalities
as well as the coloniality of knowledge. While some of us feel
complicit of reproducing this coloniality, we admit that we do not
do much to change it. In particular, the resonances also present
how we, as academics, build on self-justifications – such as the
possible benefits or absolute limitations of being an outsider- to
be able to cope with or silence those unpleasant feelings. The
resonances therefore invite us to discuss how these contradictory
emotions can be collectively embraced to envision emancipation
despite our everyday obligations and our need to have a job in the
academic industry.

DISCUSSION: AFFECTIVE EMANCIPATION
CHALLENGES THE STATUS QUO IN
ACADEMIA
So, how does the previously described self-reflexive process
carried out by ten researchers in the midst of a pandemic help
opening up for emancipation?

In what follows, we argue that being critically aware of the
importance of affect and emotions in our research processes,
being able to recognize them and give space to them is one
important step for engaging in emancipatory processes that
embrace interconnectedness, uncertainty and challenge
hegemonic knowledge production practices.

Relational Vulnerability: Research
Encounters as Affective Space
We argue that our analytical focus on interconnectedness helps to
better engage with the relational character of vulnerability
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(Taylor, 2013; Tschakert and Tuana, 2013). Vulnerability has
been a central topic for political ecologists (Forsyth, 2008; Fazey
et al., 2010; Cuomo, 2011; Tschakert et al., 2013; Djoudi et al.,
2016; Nagoda and Nightingale, 2017; Nightingale, 2017; Velicu
and García-López, 2018; Arifeen and Eriksen, 2020; Fernando,
2020b). Yet, the relational and interconnected processes through
which vulnerabilities are produced and challenged (and
sometimes both at the same time) via research encounters
have been much less discussed in political ecology scholarship.
We argue that engaging with vulnerability in a relational way, as
the ability to affect and to be affected, can help (more) meaningful
and just research collaborations. For example, Leo, in her process
of doing interviews in Northern Sweden during the pandemic
feels that she can potentially “bring death” to the people who she
visits (and also risks getting contaminated by the virus). This
shared sense of vulnerability makes her (and us through our
resonances) question our responsibilities as researchers: research
encounters do not only solely produce “data.” We also produce
vulnerabilities at the same time in which we become more
vulnerable. Yet, hegemonic knowledge politics that do not give
enough space to discuss the relational making of these
vulnerabilities contributes to reinforcing the status quo in
academia. An academia that is still far from properly
deconstructing and understanding its own problematic history
as a Eurocentric construction and the implications of this
(Mbembe, 2001).

To open up the ways for emancipation, extraction of data and
imposition of knowledge claims must be replaced by affective
connections and relational becoming through shared
vulnerabilities. A more coherent theorization of spaces of
research encounters as affective spaces is required to recognize
that the technologies, social relations, and arenas of participation
are interdependent and that the modalities and spaces of power
and empowerment are entangled (Kesby, 2007).

When we engage with relational vulnerability within our
research collectives, we should not lose sight of the fact that
we have differential vulnerabilities that depend on our personal,
historical and collective situations as well as our positionality at a
given time and in a given place. For example, by opening up for
our own vulnerabilities in this process of writing this article, we
do not risk losing our jobs. This is not the case for people who, by
opening up to emotions may open up for being harmed. One way
of mitigating this risk is the focus on relationality: it helps to
decenter from individualized emotions and replace them with
affective relationships with others. Then, if we take seriously how
vulnerability flows in our collective, we can open up for the
practice of “slow scholarship” (Caretta and Faria, 2020), so that
we and others involved in the research process take the time to
reflect, discuss and decide what is needed for our scholarship to
become emancipatory.

The question however remains: with their pervasive focus on
power and inequality, can political ecologists practice and
produce honest “collaborative ethnographies” (Lassiter, 2005;
Gold et al., 2014) with their research participants? Our
response is that what first needs to be deconstructed are our
current practices and assumptions about research collaborations.
First, our vignettes show that we all bear the institutional and

sometimes self-imposed burden of collaborations. Yet, due to our
incapacity and sometimes unwillingness to question the
comfortable status quo in which we are embedded as
researchers, we continue reproducing unequal power relations
and processes that make our research participants vulnerable in
and because of these collaborations. If we were to describe and
reflect on the process of writing this article as a “collaborative
auto-ethnography” between scholars, our analysis would have to
discuss how our process may have reproduced some of the same
unequal power relations and inequalities that served as the initial
motivation for coming together. One manifestation of these
unequal power relations that have to some extent marked our
collaboration for this article are for example the fact that both the
co-authors who are PhD students were suggested by their
supervisors: they did not initially respond to our open call.
While this may not imply that they benefitted less from the
collaboration, it definitely raises questions about the voluntary
character of research collaborations such as this one, especially
for junior colleagues. Also, while we had envisioned a caring and
supportive collaboration process, there were moments when
discussions on the auto-ethnographies created tensions in the
group: we have not been able to achieve consensus on all
interpretations. For example, comments on auto-ethnographies
made with the intention of promoting a decolonial approach,
emphasizing indigenous people’s quest to define participation in
research, were by some understood as being judgmental toward
the researcher and enounced from a position of authority. Also,
the writing-up process beyond the ethnographies did not end up
being as collaborative and mutually supportive as we had initially
envisioned it- again with time being a constraining factor.

Second, based on our reflection through the auto-
ethnographies, but also on the process of writing this paper,
we see a contradiction emerging between our will to resonate with
each other and our desire to contribute to emancipation. Indeed,
reflecting back on the process of writing this article, we wonder
whether frictions, misunderstandings and (productive) conflicts
could have been more conducive to envision pathways for
emancipation. As stated by Wijsman and Feagan, “rather than
collaboration at all cost, conflicts, contradictions, and friction are
the critical points for transformative interventions” (2019,
73–74). This discussion goes beyond the purpose of this paper,
nevertheless, we need to bear in mind that there is no recipe to
open up for emancipatory pathways.

Embracing Uncertainty and the Unknown in
Research Processes can Provoke us to
Think Differently
The very definition of academic inquiry as rational, modern and
free from any shackles of subjectivity, unsubstantiated beliefs or
affectual understandings is closely connected to the portraying of
non-Western societies as inferior, irrational and chaotic.
Upholding this academic self-image in fact requires the
disguising and hiding of those less rational and objective
instances of our own knowledge production that we all know
take place. However, we are no longer able to play along with
those academic standards that help uphold a colonial and
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problematic image of academia, and this is why we need to insist
on revealing, discussing and problematizing the more chaotic,
affectual, aleatory, and irrational aspects of academic knowledge
production. Only through dismantling and rebuilding our own
institution to become more engaging and inclusive can we better
understand the multifaceted, complex, uncertain, unknowable
and chaotic world. An understanding that values the different
ways of making sense of our world is needed in order to break free
from our current trap of co-producing oppression, inequality,
vulnerability and exploitation.

Affect draws attention to the uncertain dimensions of both
research processes and research outcomes. Because of this, our
preoccupations should not be about results such as whether Leo
will have enough data for her PhD thesis, if Charly’s African
students will make it through the Swedish PhD program or if
Lin’s project will be able to collect field data despite the travel
restrictions. Rather, what matters for emancipation is the kind of
relations that we as researchers are establishing when we are
involved in research processes (interviewing in the Swedish
North, mentoring African PhD students in Sweden,
interviewing remotely and through a research assistant in
Nepal). How do these relations reinforce unequal power
relations, vulnerabilities, the colonial legacies of our academic
practices? And how can they become emancipatory?

If we focus on the types of relations we want to build rather
than on outcomes, uncertainty should not contribute to
paralyzing our actions and to maintaining the inertia in
academia. In the case of writing this article, we initially agreed
that if we did not manage to publish anything, our endeavor
should still help us to feel better in the difficult context in which
we are living.

Again, just like embracing interconnectedness, working with
uncertainty requires time and slow scholarship (Caretta and
Faria, 2020). While it is difficult for us to envision how our
academic department could shift to slow scholarship from one
day to another, we see the establishment of a small research
laboratory as a potentially feasible start. In such a laboratory, a
group of researchers could pilot a research and mentoring project
based on the building of meaningful and affective relations,
fostered though time and care, and geared toward radically
transforming research relations.

Space to Discuss Affect and Emotions in
Knowledge-Making Practices, and to
Challenge Hegemonic Knowledge Politics
Our vignettes and resonances show how our knowledge
generating practices are always mediated by and constituted
through affect, emotions and embodied experiences. Our
autoethnographic exercise with resonances also revealed how
we tend to silence our emotional and vulnerable sides as
academics and how we tend to downplay the importance of
affective relations underpinning research encounters. While
feminists and emotional political ecologists and geographers
have acknowledged how these emotions and embodied
experiences can “shift (. . .) notions of essentialisms and
question (. . .) relational privileges, struggles, and differences”

(Sultana, 2021, 4), our emotional engagements in academia still
tend to be considered as “secondary,” “subjective,” and
“feminine” or as something to be hidden or discussed in
private conversations.

The feelings of discomfort about privileges and
disadvantages—which our self-reflexive process has shown to
be more common than we individually might have thought it
would be - appears to be key in that they potentially represent
openings for putting emancipation back on the academic agenda.
Racialized privileges and oppressions come particularly to their
crystallization point in times of crises as shown through Charly’s
account. As the only professor of African origin in her
department, African students have been long under Charly’s
responsibility. But the resonances to Charly’s testimony shows
how her case reflects only the tip of the iceberg. This exercise
helped us recognize that our own fields of research, as we practice
them, are constrained by what Oswin (2020) calls the “systemic
injustice” in her own discipline of geography, which is
reproduced globally and institutionally often in imperceptible
and naturalized ways. Emotions and affective relations are
catalyzers for helping to think about radical changes because
they make us feel, deep inside of ourselves, that there is something
profoundly wrong and we need to do something about it.

In different accounts and resonances there were expressions of
guilt: for not giving back to the research participants (research
findings but also not helping people when in need). Also, during
our writing process, one of the co-authors expressed how she felt
helplessness in the face of the whole exercise we were undertaking
while so many people were suffering in physical, economic, and
social terms, and we, academics, meanwhile, were spending our
time on “another self-centered and egoistic” exercise as she called
our endeavor for this article. As a Southern European citizen
working as a post-doctoral researcher in a Nordic country, she
criticized her own, insufficient abilities for transforming unequal
socio-environmental relations from within academia, while at the
same time she was paradoxically reinforcing the system by
putting efforts in finding a permanent academic position. Or
another of us, who expressed in one of our interactions that she
felt ashamed that she has been blind for so long to the exclusions
faced by her research assistant: “I should have known,” she said.

Beyond an individual consideration of those emotions such as
guilt, helplessness or “lack of knowledge,” we want to stress how
the pandemic gives us an opportunity to “know better,” “to know
differently.” To be able to envision emancipatory processes to
take place, we suggest research agendas geared toward answering
uncomfortable questions such as: how can emotions such as guilt
catalyze change in academia? And therefore, on the contrary,
How does the fact that we tend to push away those “negative”
emotions - or to self-calm them- contribute to reproducing
oppressive relations in academia? And more generally: how do
we, researchers interested in challenging vulnerabilities, become
their very perpetrators?

While it is difficult to pinpoint how our knowledge-generation
practices have been transformed after this affective exercise, even
when we will be vaccinated against the disease, we may think
twice about whether another fieldwork trip of ours is needed to a
different country. As Nicky put it: “I feel outraged that people in

Frontiers in Human Dynamics | www.frontiersin.org July 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 65296812

Gonda et al. Critical Reflexivity in Political Ecology

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-dynamics
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-dynamics#articles


Africa still see no light of any vaccine and it would feel too wrong to
turn up in field boasting my healthy, well-nourished body, now also
vaccinated against a disease people are still struggling with. And
yet, this is not much different to before when I walked around
healthy and protected from the many diseases plaguing the people
around me, including malaria, yellow fever, hepatitis . . .” While,
we may have been aware of these injustices before the pandemic,
we have now opened a new and hopefully safe space to talk about
it. In addition, we discussed to share the reflections underpinning
this paper with the rest of our colleagues, write recommendations
for our university’s policy-makers and amanifesto for researchers
to embrace the emotional turn. We also want to push our
university department’s leadership to engage with investigating
the unequal burden of care that is taken by different people at the
department, which is so clearly divided along gendered and
racialized lines.

The transformation of our knowledge generation practices has
just begun with this process and will take several years and
unpredictable paths. Yet, we can say that by focusing on
affective relations, we have felt how we can gain access to
different ways of knowing. Rather than for example trying to
understand “only intellectually” how Sami people in Sweden are
affected by mining projects as in Leo’s research, our exercise has
shown that equally important is to understand the reactions of
our bodies in, and the human and non-human affects that flow
from encounters with Sami people, institutions, technologies and
procedures. What are our emotions doing to us and our research
practices (Ahmed, 2014)? How can blurring boundaries between
researchers and research participants through affective relations
help us to better engage in emancipatory socio-environmental
struggles?

Also, if we think about research problems in an affective way,
solidarity and conditions of empathy and compassion become
more central. For example, reflecting on the cultural tax that
Charly is bearing in our university department provoked
empathy among us: this may be the beginning of a crack in
our university system to challenge its practices that naturalize but
also fail to value those “soft” research skills that are necessary for
making the university function.

CONCLUSION

To engage with the fact that current research, including our
own, struggles to break free from established categories, we
need to challenge the politics of knowledge production
(Nightingale et al., 2020). Yet, both interconnectedness and
uncertainty become less of a concern when plural ways of
knowing such as affective, embodied and experiential are held
in conversation (hooks, 1989; López et al., 2017; Nightingale
et al., 2020; Sultana, 2020). Decolonial, feminist and
indigenous scholarship helps question the dominant
Western ontology and epistemology that contributes to
reducing the multiplicity of knowledges thereby
“unauthorizing” subaltern knowledges (Spivak, 1988)
because they hardly fit in modern understandings of
science, data, scales, and temporality (de Sousa Santos, 2009).

Our paper has only been a first exercise to open up a
conversation on how allowing emotions and affect in our
knowledge generating practices can make us become better
researchers. In order to collectively use these emotions as
catalyzers for individual and collective emancipation, as
academics we would probably need more safe opportunities
for sharing and reflecting on our ambivalent emotions, in
ways in which we can discuss their importance in our
knowledge production processes. The emotional and affective
space is (also) a space of power and of potential conflict that can
be harming but also conducive to different, non-hegemonic
knowledge politics. The type of affective exercise we have
undertaken will not radically change the academic system;
however, by opening up a debate, we see the potential of these
processes to become the spark that could transform us
considerably – as individual researchers, but also as a
collective body.
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