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Elena Fontanari, Camilla Gaiaschi, Giulia Borri

Precarious Escapes. Participative research and collective know-
ledge production inside and beyond the academia

Introduction

This paper addresses the issue of the contexts in which sociological know-
ledge is produced. It highlights the difficulties in doing critical and parti-
cipative social research due to the ways how the university system is con-

structed and how it is changing. It gives insights into the crisis of social science 
in its relation to the social worlds studied, and in its capacity of building alliances 
with social actors and contexts outside academia. 

The reciprocal contamination between the researcher or the intellectual and 
the world, in which (s)he is embedded in, is a contested debate since the birth of 
social science as scientific discipline. The public role of scientific knowledge and 
its autonomy from the political and social forces embedded in historical power 
relations have always been debated issues. This is particularly relevant in the so-
cial sciences because of their “boundary position” [Hammersley 2017] between 
academic forms of inquiry, emphasizing the need for “detachment”, and the re-
alm of politics and practices, which demand “engagement”. 

Several US scholars have focused on the crucial role of social sciences in en-
gaging with issues that are the object of political concern. Michael Burawoy ad-
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vocates for a public sociology [2005] and encourages to expand the disciplinary 
boundaries of sociology to create alliances with non-academic audiences and ac-
tors, while having a “public mission” aiming at changing the world [Burawoy 
2013]. Similarly, Erik Olin Wright [2010] calls for an “emancipatory” social 
science to generate knowledge that is relevant to a collective project of challen-
ging human oppression. In the francophone debate, Brière, Lieutenant-Gosselin 
and Piron [2018] defend the idea of an “open science” involving citizens in the 
production of knowledge and supporting social change. These ideas of sociology 
and social sciences as engaged and participative are threatened on two fronts. On 
an institutional/organizational level, the most recent – market-driven – univer-
sity transformations make it (more) difficult to engage in these forms of research 
as long as they are more likely to require long research fields and interdisciplinary 
approaches. On the epistemological level, one of the main concerns about the 
idea of a public sociology is the risk to “dishonour” this discipline by weakening 
its neutrality as science. 

We discuss these issues drawing on two experiences: collaborative research 
methodologies and collective processes of knowledge production. We report the 
experience of Escapes, a Coordinated Research Centre working on the topic of for-
ced migration inside and beyond the Italian university. The participatory structure 
of Escapes – as a space of discussion including non-academic actors – challenges 
academic institutions as the realm of a neutral and a-political place of knowledge 
production. Furthermore, collaborative methodologies involving the active partici-
pation of research subjects give insights on the process of re-subjectivation occur-
ring in ethnography. We embed these experiences in the historical and social con-
text of the recent transformations of the university system. Finally, we will consider 
how precarious escapes towards an emancipatory social science are possible. 

1. Can knowledge be emancipatory? Social sciences and university transformations

The recent transformations of university systems towards market-based prin-
ciples and managerial practices are shaping both the contents of scientific know-
ledge and the career trajectories of those who produce that knowledge, namely 
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researchers and faculty. In parallel with the reduction of the public expenditure 
for tertiary education, academic organizations in many western countries have 
shifted from the classic liberal-humanistic model towards a system based on 
economic productivity and quantitative-based evaluations of institutions and 
researchers. Framed in terms of “academic capitalism” [Slaughter, Leslie 1999; 
Ferree, Zippel 2015] or “neo-liberal turn” [Connell 2015; Aavik et al. 2017], 
this recent shift had the effect to foster the competition among universities (or 
Departments, as in the case of Italy) for attracting funds, prestige and students 
[Connell 2015]. A wide range of literature – which partly refers to the “critical 
university studies” – has attempted to investigate the implications of these tran-
sformations in terms of knowledge production [Adler, Harzing 2009; Jacobs and 
Mizrachi forthcoming] and in terms of (in)equalities for academic and know-
ledge workers [Tuchman 2009; Riegraf et al. 2010; Van den Brink, Benschop 
2011; Ferree, Zippel 2015; Bozzon et al. 2017]. Concerning (in)equalities, most 
of the scholars argue that the recent university changes are reinforcing existing 
imbalances among researchers based on gender, race and class. A few others are 
less clear-cut in their evaluations, by recalling how the old university model en-
tailed entrenched elites and “old boy networks” preventing, for example, women’s 
advancement in academia [Ferre, Zippel 2015]. In this perspective, current tran-
sformations may even disrupt such dynamics and create new opportunities. 

Italian academia has not been exempted from the global trend of university tran-
sformations. Two main changes have been particularly important. The first is rela-
ted to the last university reform, the so-called Gelmini reform (law n. 240/2010), 
which has recasted the academic career ladder by replacing the former tenure-track 
and open-ended contract of the assistant professor with two new types of short-
term contracts: an A type, which is non-tenured, and a B type, which is tenured. 
This change has strongly flexibilised early career phases [Bozzon et al. 2017], ex-
tended the years of precariousness for young researchers [Picardi forthcoming] and 
anticipated women’s obstacles to promotion from the associate professor to the as-
sistant professor level [Gaiaschi et al. 2018]. The second change concerns the adop-
tion of evaluation systems of the Departments’ performances starting in the mid 
2000s. Universities rely on these assessments for their ministerial funding, from the 
VQR “Evaluation of the Quality of the Research”, to the first national ranking of 
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the “Departments of Excellence”. Both changes occurred in parallel with the cuts 
in the public funds for higher education – which have fostered the need for external 
funds – and strong limitations on the turn-over. These two elements translated into 
a sharp reduction of the tenure-track positions and a parallel increase of precarious 
contracts [Bozzon et al. 2017].

The introduction of metric-based evaluation criteria based on the scientific 
productivity of researchers and faculty at the Department level has many dif-
ferent implications. First, at organizational structure level, it favours individual 
competition not so much in the production of research which, on the contrary, 
has become more and more collective1, but rather in its evaluation. This holds 
true especially for the early, non-tenured career positions, who are historical-
ly under high pressure to publish in order to survive in the academic pipeline 
[Powell 2016]. Second, at the level of the organizational culture, it fosters the 
idea of a meritocratic system based on the objectivity and measurement of excel-
lence [Deem 2009; Van den Brink, Benschop 2011]. However, this idea fails to 
acknowledge how power relations and unconscious biases can affect the evalua-
tion processes at the base of the selection, thus reproducing hegemonic structures 
of inequality based on gender, race, and class [Castilla 2008; Van den Brink, 
Benschop 2011]. Third, it affects the content and the quality of science. The pres-
sure to publish and the fall in recruitments push young researchers to increase 
their number of publications while relying on external funds [Powell 2016]. This 
leaves little time for engaging in complex investigations [Pellegrino 2018] which 
require long research fields, for example in ethnography. Moreover, it penalizes 
interdisciplinary approaches [Adler, Harzing 2009] and this is particularly true 
in Italy, where researchers are required to publish in a specific list of journals 
related to their “disciplinary sector” in order to obtain the national qualification 
for becoming professors. 

As Pellegrino points out [2018], this pressure to publish, together with the 
growing precariousness at the level of the early career phases, lead to “discomfort 
and demotivation”, especially among the youngest researchers. Complex, parti-

1.   Team work is convenient because it increases the number of publications and because 
it is often necessary for winning research grants. On the collective production and circulation 
of knowledge related to the recent university transformations, see Connell 2015. 
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cipatory and interdisciplinary researches are not encouraged and this can make 
researchers that adopt such approaches to be and to feel isolated. On the other 
hand, new ways of teaching and doing research may arise [Pellegrino 2018] espe-
cially in the social sciences, as forms of resilience within the academic system of 
knowledge production.

In the last decades, alternative practices of participatory research have been 
experimented in several universities worldwide [see Pellegrino 2018]. The “parti-
cipatory” approach, in which citizens and research subjects are active key players 
in the production and dissemination of knowledge, is the common denominator 
of these experiences. These efforts have “re-politicized” science not so much in ter-
ms of the militant classic tradition of action-research [Reason, Bradbury 2001], 
but rather in terms of self-reflection, that is a process where researchers, citizens 
and the social worlds interrelate their different perspectives to produce knowled-
ge. The mechanism of self-reflection is related to the process of re-subjectivation 
through which researchers and research subjects are empowering themselves wi-
thin the power structures and division lines that they experience in their everyday 
life. Recent participatory experiences in Italian university have given insights on 
the dynamic of “reciprocal re-subjectivation” [Pellegrino 2018] stemming from 
the encountering and the discussion between young researchers, social workers, 
and forced migrants. Such scientific approaches are based upon an idea of know-
ledge conceived as “open” – towards the civil society – and “engaged” – as long 
as it promotes social change [Brière, Lieutenant-Gosselin and Piron 2018]. The 
open science entails inevitable epistemological issues by calling into question the 
positivist idea of science (and scientists) as “neutral” and able to objectively catch 
reality as long as it is not influenced by the (socio-political-economic) context 
in which the research is produced. This idea of science is nowadays dominating 
in research institutions and it tends to legitimate some forms of knowledge pro-
duction, while discrediting others, thus creating a hierarchy of sciences. 

Many scholars have challenged this idea of science as free from contextual/
non-epistemic values – i.e. moral, social, or political values. Feminist [Crasnow 
2007] and de-colonial critics [Smith 2012] have raised crucial epistemological 
questions such as what counts as evidence and what good evidence is, and in 
what sense social science can be objective. Thus, the hierarchies among disci-
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plines and the “androcentric” and “Westerncentric” origins of knowledge pro-
duction have been tackled. Thinking “de-colonially” [Mignolo 2009] challenges 
the methodological objectivity and the analytical neutrality produced within we-
stern universities, opening spaces for new methodologies and narratives while 
developing critical research [do Mar Castro Varela, Dhawan 2015]. Similarly, 
feminist engagements demonstrate how non-epistemic/contextual values are em-
bedded in the scientific practice, as long as they can be instrumental to its em-
pirical and explanatory success. Helen Longino [1990; 2002] pushes for a social 
understanding of objectivity, arguing that a theory is objective if it has undergone 
a social process of critical scrutiny within the epistemic community. Moreover, 
she points out that epistemic and non-epistemic values interact and shape science 
by evaluating evidence, setting the research agenda and justifying theories.

In summary, whether social research should be objective and value-neutral 
or socially engaged is a contested issue, which is related to the uncertainty and 
the confusion around the meaning of key terms such as “objectivity”, “values” 
and “neutral” [Hammersley 2017]. The following experience of Escapes gives 
insights on how building alliances within and beyond academia – i.e. involving 
non-academic actors – does not undermine the scientific relevance of the know-
ledge produced, but on the contrary opens up spaces for emancipatory practices 
throughout the process of a collective knowledge production. 

2. The experience of Escapes: an alternative space inside and beyond contemporary 
academia

In the current historical phase – which is characterised by a crisis of the social 
sciences’ ability to relate with the social worlds – Escapes emerges as an attempt 
to face – and partially overcome – this crisis.

Escapes was born in 2013 as a “research laboratory” promoted by a group of 
PhD students and Post-doc researchers working on the topic of forced migration at 
the University of Milan and at the University of Milan-Bicocca. In 2015, Escapes 
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was transformed to a Coordinated Research Centre based in four Departments2 of 
the University of Milan. The organisation of a yearly conference and of seminars, 
and the participation in research projects with partners and an ongoing process of 
collective knowledge production are the main activities of Escapes.

At the core of Escapes lies the idea of developing a network of researchers 
and non-academic actors who work on the topic of forced migration from a 
critical perspective. The first aim was to create an alternative space of discus-
sion and exchange in order to contribute to the public debate on migration in 
Italy by producing an in-depth and critical knowledge. Indeed, Escapes grew 
during a historical phase that saw Italy increasingly at the centre of the debate 
on the issues of migration to Europe. Since 2011, the debate has been framed 
through the rhetoric of humanitarian emergency, which shaped the discourses 
about migration in terms of security and control. Such discourses have pushed 
European and national institutions to deploy short-sighted policies aimed at con-
taining migration, thus avoiding an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon 
as structural and embedded in global interconnections and power relations. In 
reaction to such overshadowing of the complexity of forced migration, Escapes 
proposed an alternative space to investigate this complex reality. It started from 
the dialogue between heterogeneous perspectives. The encounter between aca-
demic and non-academic actors working on forced migration opened up spaces 
of public knowledge production and dissemination, promoting non-stereotyped 
discourses on forced migration. 

This paper start from the practices within Escapes as they were experienced by 
two of us – Elena Fontanari and Giulia Borri – who participated in the creation of 
Escapes from its start. We experienced Escapes as a space for experimenting resi-
lient practices with respect to three dimensions. First, Escapes seeks alternatives to 
the positivist idea of science as “neutral” and “objective”, as we are aware that the 
contents of science – from the choice of research questions to the interpretation 
of results – are influenced by researchers’ norms/values as well as by the context 
in which the research is produced (paragraph 2.1). Second, Escapes attempts to 

2.   Department of Social and Political Sciences, Department of Cultural Heritage and 
Environment, Department of Language Mediation and Intercultural Communication, 
Department of Philosophy. 
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practice alternatives to the process of knowledge production recently reinforced 
through transformations promoted in universities. This process includes the diffi-
culty to undertake long research fields, to adopt inter-disciplinary and participatory 
approaches as well as the emphasis on individual competition, with its consequen-
ces in terms of persisting inequalities among researchers (paragraph 2.2). Third, it 
provides the possibility to work out strategies to collectively face the precariousness 
and power hierarchies experienced within academia (paragraph 2.3). 

2.1. The A-science and the alternative E-scapes 

Contrary to an idea of science as neutral, objective, and, therefore, a-political 
(in its methods) and strictly a-cademic (as long as real science is produced only 
within university’s walls), Escapes attempts to develop alternative visions of what 
science might be and how it could be produced.

We acknowledge that the social and political context in which research on 
forced migration is developed plays a crucial role in the process of knowledge 
production. The intertwining of the academic approach with the practical, pro-
fessional, and everyday knowledge produced by the actors and the practitioners 
working in the forced migration’s field provides alternative E-scapes – visions and 
horizons − of how social research can be conducted through a participatory pro-
cess. 

From an epistemological perspective, Escapes allows us to move towards 
an alternative science-scape to the supposed neutral, a-cademic and a-political 
“A-science”, providing a space where researchers, practitioners and forced mi-
grants contribute all together to a process of collective knowledge production.

2.2 Towards the horizon: collective knowledge production and horizontal structures

An alternative science-scape might offer new spaces of knowledge production 
in contrast to those imposed by current university practices. Rather than favou-
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ring individual competition, Escapes bases its values on collaboration and soli-
darity. Moreover, it fosters interdisciplinary approaches as an added value for an 
in-depth analysis of social phenomena. 

The idea of a collective knowledge production is developed through collabo-
ration among researchers from different departments and universities, through a 
multi-disciplinary approach and through the interaction with the non-academic 
social worlds.

The horizontal structure on which Escapes is build, namely a network, al-
lows to cut across various division lines that university institutions produce and 
reinforce. Escapes breaks the walls that separate academic organizations from the 
outside world, thus challenging the idea of academia as an ivory tower of knowle-
dge production. It also breaks the walls inside the academic world, by challenging 
the competition among researchers, disciplines, universities and departments as 
well as by advocating for an alternative to the hierarchical structure of academia. 

First, being many participants of Escapes both academic researchers and 
members of associations dealing with asylum rights issues, we struggle with the 
division line that makes the academic space as being the only legitimate world 
of scientific knowledge. We consider the various non-academic actors working 
on migration, and the migrants and refugees themselves, as active partners in the 
process of collective knowledge production. Thus, the creation of alternative spa-
ces of critical discussion, where academics and non-academics exchange, share, 
and intertwine their knowledge from different perspectives, is experienced as a 
process of reciprocal re-subjectivation between the researchers and the social wor-
lds studied. For example, doing research on the cross-border mobility of refugees 
and the related precarious housing conditions, with-in an association working on 
the housing integration of migrants, lead to a collective development of “alterna-
tives” to existing institutions and social structures that Wright [2010] considers 
one of the basic tasks of emancipatory social science. Thus, the relation with 
local actors dealing with refugees across Italy is crucial: social workers, lawyers, 
activists, journalists, artists, NGOs, and various specialists and practitioners have 
an active role in Escapes. Moreover, seminars and initiatives are scattered over 
different cities and territories all around Italy to spread the debate and foster 
exchange as much as possible. Doing research with-in non-academic spaces and 
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with actors working at the local level allows discovering a scientifically grounded 
conception of “viable alternatives” [Wright 2010] that attempt to transform exi-
sting social structures. We work towards this aim by maintaining a deep exchange 
and reciprocal contamination, as long as the autonomy of the scientific research 
is preserved. 

Second, Escapes breaks through the walls inside the academic world: it chal-
lenges the competition among different departments working on the same topic 
and it advocates for a strong multidisciplinary approach. Those two elements are 
Escapes’ conditio sine qua non, because the research contents – forced migration 
– and the theoretical perspective – critical social theory – have priority over the 
competitive logic (among researchers, disciplines, departments, etc.). Alliance 
among disciplines is fundamental for grasping the multi-dimensional nature 
of forced migration and for producing scientific knowledge that captures the 
high complexity of the phenomenon studied. Anthropologists, sociologist, hi-
storians, geographers, psychologists, jurists, political scientist, experts of African 
and Middle-East studies, and researchers in international relations, contribute 
together to the discussion and understanding of the heterogeneity underlying 
forced migration to Europe. 

Third, the inner academic walls do not merely relate to the reinforcement of 
the competition between researchers, disciplines, departments, universities. They 
also concern the reproduction of gender, race, class and generational inequalities. 
Hence, the horizontal nature of Escapes challenges the typical hierarchical power 
structures of academia that reinforces the divisions between men and women, 
junior and senior researchers. 

2.3 Living precariousness and gender inequalities

Escapes was founded by junior researchers. This allowed us to build non-hie-
rarchical relationships which are very different from the typical university power 
structure based on a hierarchical ladder. Organizing seminars and conferences 
through Escapes allowed us to be at the centre of the scientific decisions and to 
chair panels and conferences’ plenary sessions despite still being in training as 
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PhD students. This participatory nature of Escapes enabled young researchers to 
develop skills and responsibilities that are usually a privilege of senior researchers. 
Through Escapes, we lived an opportunity to overcome the atomization in which 
young precarious academics often find themselves, by experiencing a constant 
and productive exchange among researchers and alternative ways to write publi-
cations and to produce research collectively. 

Another specific feature of Escapes is related to the gender composition of 
its scientific committee, and in general of the wider network. While women in 
academia are under-represented among faculty members and, even more so, in 
senior positions [Rossi 2015; Bozzon et al. 2017; Zippel 2017; Gaiaschi et al. 
2018], Escapes counts a high number of women as active members and crucial 
contributors of the activities and decisions concerning the research lines and their 
scientific content. The scientific committee is female-dominated, consisting of 
four women and one man. The four women are precarious researchers, while the 
man is in a tenure position. Our experience as young precarious female resear-
chers in Escapes was that of having a central active role, with responsibilities, and 
of experiencing a form of leadership, neither individual nor authoritarian but, 
using Angela Davis’ definition3, collective and feminist. 

To conclude, Escapes allows us to interpret our role of researchers as actors 
embedded in the social worlds that we want to understand and in which we 
want to intervene. Thus, the understanding of our role as academic researchers 
is very distant to the notion of the researcher as a “disembodied worker” [Acker 
1990], i.e. an individual researcher that is alone, cut off from the social, family, 
or geographical milieu, and always available [Linková 2017]. On the contrary, we 
experience ourselves as researchers in a wider collective network of academic and 
non-academic actors. Moreover, we experimented with our role as researchers 
that can be together also in a (shared) research field, embedded in the social wor-
lds we study, and geographically mobile like our research participants. 

3.   From the public speech of Angela Davis at the conference “Colonial Repercussion” at 
the Akademie der Kunst in Berlin, on 23 and 24 of June 2018.
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3. Moving together: doing collaborative empirical research

The biographies of Elena Fontanari and Giulia Borri, the two of us partici-
pating to Escapes, were deeply interconnected to – and contaminated by – this 
participatory experience. Both of us started the PhD at the end of 2012 at the 
Universities of Milan (Elena Fontanari) and Berlin (Giulia Borri), in a time du-
ring which Escapes was growing. Our personal lives were characterised by various 
similarities: a mobile life between Italy and Germany4, doing research on the 
topic of asylum and crossing-border mobility of refugees, and – before and beyond 
our research activities – the engagement in associations and activists groups sup-
porting refugees and migrants. The understanding of our research field as cha-
racterized by political implications was the result of our everyday interaction with 
practitioners and actors of the migration process. Indeed, our social engagement 
echoes interpretivism: a methodological approach that calls for an understanding 
of social events through the interpretation of a researcher. The latter is considered 
as being part of the reality that is under observation [Della Porta, Keating 2008; 
Schwartz-Shea, Yanow 2012; Vacchelli 2018]. Rather than uncritically using 
standard methods, we focused on the context in which our research was taking 
place. We shaped the methods to the field and kept questioning ourselves about 
the impact of the research on the community [Smith 2012; Asselin, Basile 2018]. 
According to the literature on collaborative research [Clerke, Hopwood 2014], we 
decided to engage with collective ethnography by doing research together (para-
graph 3.1) and using participatory methodologies (paragraph 3.2).

3.1 Co-ethnography: escaping individualization and time compression

Literature on collective ethnography, also called “team ethnography” 
[Erickson, Stull 1998; Woods et al. 2010; Clerke, Hopwood 2014] challenges 
the anthropological archetype of the “lone researcher” within the field since it 

4.   Elena Fontanari is living between Milan and Berlin since 2009, and Giulia Borri was 
living in Turin from 2008 until 2012 and then moved to Berlin. 
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reduces the loneliness, anxiety and self-doubt that can accompany the research 
endeavour. Moreover, doing empirical research together was a tool to face the 
complexity of our research topic and to overcome some problems related to the 
methodology we wanted to apply. The research focus was the intra-EU mobility 
of refugees and the ways EU and national institutions attempted to control it. 
We used ethnography as the methodological tool that allowed us to empirically 
grasp the relations between subjects and power structures [Biehl et al. 2007] and 
how they affect each other. 

The advantages in doing ethnography together were related to the mobile and 
multi-sited characteristics of our research subjects´ lives. In order to study the (im)
mobility of refugees across Europe, namely between Italy and Germany, we built 
on multi-sited ethnography [Marcus 1995; Coleman, Von Hellermann 2012], a 
method that looks at the interconnection between different sites, aiming exactly 
to follow people, connections, associations, and relationships across space [Falzon 
2012]. Thus, we started to intertwine our two multi-sited ethnographies5, while 
Berlin progressively became one shared research field. Co-ethnography [Colombo, 
Navarini 1999] allowed us to be doubly embedded in our spatially dispersed 
research fields and to better grasp its fragmentary nature. 

Doing ethnography together also enabled us to better cover the spatial dimen-
sion of our research field. Even more, it gave us the possibility of making time in 
a research process that was very limited due to the deadlines set by our academic 
institutions. This was a crucial point because in contemporary academia, the time 
for knowledge production is compressed and frenetic. This penalises qualitative 
research and more specifically ethnographies that require a very long time on the 
field. Thus, quantitative methods as well as other – less time-consuming – qualitati-
ve methods better fit the new rhythms that are strongly linked to the metric criteria 
of scientific assessment, and are often a requirement for staying in academia. 

In this context, it is more difficult to be engaged with social research that 
aims at a reciprocal contamination process between academics and social worlds. 

5.   The research fields were also connected to our personal biographies as usually occurs 
in ethnographic practices [Semi 2010]. The research field was set in the three cities in which 
we are or were living, namely Milan (Elena Fontanari), Turin (Giulia Borri), and Berlin (both 
of us).
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Working together allowed us to build many enduring trust relationships with the 
participants in our research, to be more mobile, and to get in contact with more 
social contexts in which the phenomenon was embedded. 

Making time, expanding space, but also sharing theoretical reflections let us 
produce an in-depth understanding of a complex phenomenon. Drawing on 
Clifford´s and Marcus´ [1986] arguments, collaborative ethnography is to share 
not only the fieldwork, but also the broader processes of research: interpretation 
[Gerstl-Pepin, Gunzenhauser 2002] and writing [May, Pattillo-McCoy 2000]. 

Doing research together was experienced also as a way to overcome hyper-com-
petition among young researchers. The fact that we were collecting the same em-
pirical data by sharing the same research field was often criticised by various senior 
professors claiming that uniqueness should characterize innovative research. We ra-
ther experienced the sharing of empirical data and theoretical reflection as the added 
value that allowed us to produce a high quality scientific research in a short time. 
Moreover, this allowed us to partially overcome the loneliness and precariousness 
which are often experienced by young researchers. Our co-ethnography has been 
an escape from individual performance, efficiency, competition, competitiveness, 
speed, and primacy which are embedded in contemporary academia. 

Moving further, we shared the research process not only between the two of 
us, but also with the social actors, contexts, and protagonists of our research. 

3.2 Collaborative methods: beyond alliance among researchers

“Collaborative ethnography” [Lassiter 2005] points to the relationship betwe-
en a researcher and those being researched. The methodological debate focuses 
on new forms of participatory action research [Hale 2008], as well as new metho-
dological tools – like digital technologies – that led to the statement of a “par-
ticipatory turn” in the social sciences [Gubrium et al. 2016]. In short, the main 
contested issues around participatory methodologies are self-reflections about the 
position of the researcher within the research field, and the power relationships 
with the research subjects. Our ethnography was conducted as an ongoing pro-
cess. We were continually negotiating, as well as reflecting, on our double role 
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as researchers and activists. We did so with the participants of our research, with 
NGOs’ volunteers and other people active in the support of refugees. Despite 
some contested issues, we discovered how the double role can be an advantage 
both in the empirical research and in the activism. The close collaboration with 
activists and practitioners was an advantage for understanding the complexity of 
the research field. Moreover, many research participants already knew both of us 
because of our work as activists before starting the PhD, which favoured trust 
building in relationships.

Being aware of the power relations and the related social inequalities in which 
we and our participants were embedded, we considered refugees as active partici-
pants as one of our premises for the research process. Understanding methods as a 
set of principles rather than a set of rules [Cardano 2003], we experimented with 
participatory methods, namely “ethnographic dinners”, collective cartography, 
and collective writing. We took the decision of which techniques to use based on 
every specific situation after having discussed it with our participants. Instead of 
defining methods exclusively ex ante, we developed our research design in itinere. 

For example, in Berlin a substantial part of our ethnography took place around 
Oranienplatz, a square occupied by refugees who were involved in a political pro-
test from Autumn 2012 until Spring 2014. This square was not only a place of 
political struggles, but also a place where refugees slept, met, organized collecti-
vely and shared information. The eviction of Oranienplatz led to a dispersion of 
the political mobilization and moved the interactions from the square to many 
fragmented private places. It was in this context that we started organizing what 
we later named “ethnographic dinners”: collective dinners taking place weekly or 
monthly in a shared flat where we invited the refugees we knew. These dinners 
were declared as part of our research in line with the uncovered ethnography 
proceeding, and became a space where refugees and supporters could regularly 
meet having the possibility to stay in touch after the eviction. 

This example sheds light on how ethnographic practice can intervene in the 
social world, and how the interaction between research and social life can lead to 
a process of collective and collaborative knowledge production.

The idea to use collective map drawing as a research tool came up during one 
of those dinners. A participant started drawing his travel routes while telling us 
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about his journey. He underlined the emotional aspects recalling the struggle, the 
hopes, and the strategies that he enacted. We all agreed to draw maps together 
as a collaborative process of storytelling. Creative and participatory approaches 
are considered crucial for developing a non-invasive method while working with 
research participants in a vulnerable position [Vacchelli 2018]. Through this 
experience, we engaged in a collective process of awareness building that let us 
reflect on how mapping is related to European colonialist practices and entails 
the representation of colonial power relations [Gubrium et al. 2015].

Thanks to such collaborative approach, our research became increasingly dy-
namic. Participants involved us in their activities and we used several opportuni-
ties to share the results of our collaboration. In the attempt to weaken the duali-
sm “researcher/subject of research” we held workshops and presentations together 
with our participants at the university and we wrote an eight-hand article with 
two participants. It is important to underline that such collaborative practices 
do not fully overcome the duality between researcher and participants. However, 
the participation in the research process was experienced as a re-subjectivation 
thanks to the dynamism of interactions and the change of roles that sometimes 
happened during the ethnography. 

3.3 Process of re-subjectivation: towards an emancipation?

According to Wright [2010], the diagnosis and the critique which are produ-
ced within the frame of an emancipatory science should be closely connected to 
questions of social justice and normative theory.

During our ethnography, we progressively became aware of the fact that we 
were conducting engaged social research. We aimed at drawing attention to the 
responsibility of the EU in the production of social inequalities within the pro-
cess of migration to Europe. We were struggling with the issue of social justice 
related to the claim of freedom of movement. Working on refugees’ (im)mobili-
ty across EU borders put us through a process of “reciprocal re-subjectivation”. 
Our reflections started from the shared condition with our research participants: 
despite the obvious inequalities in the freedom of movement between EU ci-
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tizens and refugees, all of us were part of the young generations of people on 
the move in Europe. As Italian researchers living in Germany but still being 
connected to Italy, we were moving frequently across Europe like our research 
participants were. Moreover, we shared similar desires and life projects being 
more or less in the same point of our life course. Still, several lines of distinction 
strongly emerged in different moments of the research process. Such lines of 
distinctions between us – female researchers – and our participants – male re-
fugees – were embedded in the interrelated power forms of social stratification 
such as gender, race, and class. The process of reciprocal re-subjectivation led us 
to understand how the positions of the “strong” – usually the researcher – and 
the “weak” subject – usually the research participant – are not fixed identities. 
In our experience, while our privileged position as European, white high-skil-
led and highly educated persons was clear, the gender issue flipped the power 
positions between researchers and subjects of research upside down. Indeed, as 
women we often experienced not to be taken seriously by our male participants 
that clearly expressed to trust male white persons – like male journalists – more 
than us. Interestingly, they had the opinion that journalists, different from us, 
were exploiting their stories. Nevertheless, male journalists often received more 
recognition than we did as female researchers, making gender difference a deci-
sive factor of the unequal treatment in personal relationships. Although in some 
occasions being white and highly qualified gave us credit in the eyes of our par-
ticipants6, in others we were treated with scepticism and even paternalism being 
women in their thirties, not married, without children, hanging out with many 
men during the ethnographic research. The intersection of race, class and gender 
drove us through a process of reciprocal re-subjectivation between ourselves and 
the research participants. 

If the gender division line was a field of self-reflection, the access to freedom 
of movement and related life opportunities remained the core issue in the resear-
ch. Mobility is not a neutral feature of our time. On the contrary, it is embedded 
in unequal power relations. White, highly qualified people enjoy a high degree of 

6.   We were trustworthy because of our basic knowledge of their legal condition and the 
possibility to support them; furthermore, we knew what they had been going through in Italy 
because we had lived there and worked with NGOs on migration management and control. 
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freedom of movement. Instead, refugees’ cross-border mobility puts them at risk 
of incarceration. This division line strongly emerged during our research: we are 
privileged travellers, while our participants were often criminalised for crossing 
borders within the Schengen area. Looking at the bordering process deployed in 
the EU upon refugees who do not want to remain in the first country of arrival, 
made us fully aware of our privileges as Italians living and working abroad, mo-
ving freely between Italy and Germany and experiencing precariousness from a 
privileged position. 

Precariousness and mobility emerged as intrinsically interconnected, and were 
experienced by our research participants as well as by the two of us as mobile 
precarious researchers. 

Concluding remarks

The Escapes experience, the co-ethnography and the collaborative methods 
we adopted provided us with an insight on how academic knowledge can be 
produced through a participatory perspective. 

We argue that a horizontal space of knowledge production, based on partici-
patory practices, breaks different division lines deployed by the current academic 
world. Such “breaking through” the structures affects the idea of science, the 
processes of knowledge production, and the subjective condition as researcher in 
contemporary academia. 

Escapes is participative as it advocates for collaboration among researchers, de-
partments, disciplines and actors and social contexts outside university. Escapes 
is however also participative because it reaches out into the social worlds outside 
academia and is embedded in social processes, getting input from practitioners. 
Thus, we can understand this process of knowledge production as an emanci-
patory practice that is directly involved in the social processes that are studied. 
Ultimately, the encounter of heterogeneous actors collectively debating and sha-
ring different knowledge on forced migration entailed processes of “reciprocal 
re-subjectivation”.
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In line with the Escapes experience, the development of collaborative 
methods such as co-ethnography and participative methods led to changes and 
transformations in the investigated phenomena. We are aware that participative 
methods cannot completely overcome the duality researcher/research participan-
ts. However, we experienced a process of re-subjectivation that challenged the 
classical division between “strong researcher” and “weak research participants”. 
We build an understanding of our role as a political one through a collective self-
reflection process on the role of the researcher in the field and on alternative ways 
to carry out empirical research. We are agents in the production of knowledge; 
we directly influenced the reality we study. Co-ethnography and collaborative 
methods offered precarious escapes from the time pressure imposed by the univer-
sity’s institutions, the competition among researchers, and the loneliness of the 
research process. 
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