
Living Encounters, Writing
Encounters
 
Cartographies of Listening in Migration

 
Fariba Majlesi

Fariba M
ajlesi

Livin
g En

cou
n

ters, W
ritin

g En
cou

n
ters

Doktorsavhandlingar från Institutionen för
pedagogik och didaktik 92

Doctoral Thesis in Education at Stockholm University, Sweden 2026

Department of Education

ISBN 978-91-8107-690-5





Living Encounters, Writing Encounters
Cartographies of Listening in Migration
Fariba Majlesi

Academic dissertation for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Education at Stockholm
University to be publicly defended on Friday 18 September 2026 at 13.00 in Lilla hörsalen,
Naturhistoriska riksmuseet, Frescativägen 40.

Abstract
This dissertation, situated within pedagogy and educational research and informed by critical and philosophical studies of
education, examines how lives shaped by migration and precarity may become hearable in academic inquiry when speech
takes form amid displacement, institutional uncertainty, translation, memory, and fear, and when becoming audible may
itself intensify exposure. Its empirical ground is a series of recorded research conversations with women whose lives have
been shaped by migration to and within Sweden. The conversations were transcribed and translated by the researcher and
revisited repeatedly as permissions, circumstances, and the ethical status of the material changed.

Migration is approached not as a completed movement from departure to arrival, but as a continuing event that
reorganizes the conditions of speech, listening, memory, recognition, and writing. The dissertation traces how listening
takes shape within encounters with migration authorities, health care, workplaces, and research. It shows that listening is
not inherently responsive or ethical: speech may be solicited, documented, translated, and assessed while remaining unable
to alter the conditions into which it enters. Listening may become verification, administrative suspension, classification,
pathologization, or exposure. Audibility and response therefore do not necessarily coincide.

Methodologically, the inquiry develops from interview to encounter and from listening as a research skill to listening
as a problem of inquiry. Consent is understood as temporal and relational rather than as a single act that permanently
renders material available. Writing becomes part of method and analysis through repeated return, translation, quotation,
juxtaposition, withholding, and conceptual composition. Cartography names this practice of following how problems
move among voices, bodies, documents, institutions, silences, concepts, and changing permissions without gathering the
women’s lives into a unified narrative.

Taken together, these movements offer an account of listening as a situated, material, institutional, political, and
pedagogical practice. The dissertation develops an ethics of accompaniment grounded neither in identification nor complete
understanding, but in decisions that remain answerable to what they enable, restrict, expose, or protect. Its concluding
movement toward imperceptibility does not celebrate invisibility or diminish the necessity of political recognition. Rather,
it marks the point at which recognizability can no longer serve as the final measure of presence. Recognition may remain
necessary for rights, protection, and credibility, but it cannot exhaust the life for which it claims to speak.
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For those who cross and wait,  
who speak, and carry what words cannot, 
who r e m a i n, 
who are made to leave again, 
and those the crossing does not return. 
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At the Edge of the Work 
 
Acknowledgments often sit at the edge of a dissertation. I want to take 
that edge seriously. For me, it is not a place outside the work, but one of 
the places where its conditions become most visible: the relations that 
sustained it, the pressures that shaped it, and the lives alongside which it 
became possible to continue. Those conditions are never evenly 
distributed. Time, a salary, institutional protection, access to small forms 
of support, administrative care, intellectual companionship, a room in 
which to speak, someone willing to listen: these are not incidental to 
scholarship. They shape what can become work, whose work becomes 
recognizable as work, and who is exhausted before recognition arrives. 
Not every force that shaped this dissertation was sustaining. Some opened 
passages; others narrowed them. I do not use these pages to settle 
accounts, but neither do I want gratitude to make the institution innocent.  
 
Before anyone else, I want to begin with the nine women who entered this 
inquiry. You offered time, thought, memory, hesitation, refusal, and trust 
when none of these could be taken for granted. Some of what you gave has 
entered these pages; some has remained withheld. All of it altered the 
work. I cannot return what you shared as knowledge without remainder, 
nor do I claim that this dissertation answers everything your encounters 
asked of me. It exists because you allowed me to listen, and because you 
taught me where listening and writing had to stop.  
 
You also taught me something fundamental about inquiry: what becomes 
audible does not thereby become ours. Academic research can too easily 
turn availability into entitlement, as though something said, recorded, 
translated, or consented to had become material waiting to be used. Some 
words needed to travel. Some needed protection. Some needed to 
disappear from the text altogether. Withholding can belong to knowledge; 
refusal need not end relation; being heard is not the same as becoming 
available. 
 
The university taught me something else. There were moments when this 
dissertation was asked not only to become clearer or more accountable, 
but more familiar: more easily placed, more recognizably educational, more 
at home within available grammars of method, evidence, theory, and 
contribution. I have learned through those grammars and been shaped by 
them, but I also came to understand how readily a request for 
intelligibility can become a demand for conformity. Unfamiliar work is 
not always refused outright. More often, it is asked to translate itself into 
terms already authorized to recognize it. A work may enter the room and 
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still be required to leave parts of itself at the door. Shahram Khosravi’s 
idea of the stolen lexicon helped me name this more precisely, particularly 
the possibility that learning the language through which knowledge 
becomes recognizable can also involve learning to forget. I will not name 
those through whom some of these pressures were exercised. The point is 
not to turn structural pressures into a story of good and bad individuals. 
What matters are the conditions under which this dissertation had to 
continue, and the terms on which it could become recognizable.    
 
Sara Ahmed’s feminist killjoy has long stayed close to me: the figure who 
becomes difficult by pointing to a difficulty, and who learns that survival 
within institutions sometimes depends on becoming resources for one 
another. I recognize something of these years in that formulation. I think 
especially of those who made another form of academic life possible in the 
middle of what was difficult.  
 
Some people do not simply supervise a dissertation. They alter the 
conditions under which thinking becomes possible. They know when to 
slow down a sentence, when a concept needs more time, and when 
thought has become too defended or too lonely. Elias Schwieler and Karin 
Gunnarsson were such presences in this work.   
 
Elias, you were with this dissertation from the start. Your philosophical 
sharpness, literary sensibility, and extraordinary knowledge of German 
and French philosophy accompanied it through its long formation. I often 
came to our meetings believing I had carried a thought as far as it could 
go. Then you would stop at a word, a concept, a hesitation, and ask me to 
remain there a little longer. I am grateful for that refusal of haste, and for 
the way you kept me in the work when, at times, I had already begun to 
leave it. Your resignation left a painful absence, but never removed you 
from this dissertation. I will remember six years of conversations: the 
Calgary sky brightening behind you as we spoke, your walks to the coffee 
machine, and the strange intimacy of thinking together across distance, 
time zones, and institutional rupture.  
 
Karin, you first entered this project as my midpoint seminar reader and 
later became my supervisor. You brought a form of thinking that was 
generous, exacting, and alive. You understood that philosophy had 
become one of the ways I could remain with the difficulty of the work, 
something close to what bell hooks called a location for healing, but you also 
recognized when it was becoming a hiding place. You knew when to 
knock on my door, when the text needed care, and when I did. Your 
reading remained close to the encounters. You noticed when the women 
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had begun to recede behind the concepts and once asked whether “this 
dissertation would have been possible without the women.” I answered 
immediately: no. That answer stayed with me. It returned whenever 
philosophy threatened to become shelter rather than exposure, and 
whenever the writing moved too far from the lives that had made the 
work possible.  
 
At different moments, each of you also took on the practical weight of 
being my main supervisor while living through profound losses of your 
own, a generosity I have not forgotten. Elias and Karin, you embodied 
patience, respect, and quiet knowledge. You showed me what it can mean 
to accompany another person’s thinking without possessing it. Tusen tack! 
These are qualities I hope not to lose, whatever becomes of my relation to 
academic life, and that I wish academia made more room for.  
 
Alongside the formal supervision team, I had the great joy of getting to 
know Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, who became an extraordinarily generous 
presence around this work. Since mid-2025, you have thought with me, 
stood beside me, and made room for me. As the dissertation approached 
completion, you remained remarkably close, making time and space when 
both had become scarce. What a joy it has been to be in the same room as 
you, to think and read alongside you, and to feel how thought can become 
hospitable without becoming easy. Our small Friday afternoon reading 
group remains one of those rare academic spaces I cherish, a room of 
concepts, difficulty, and shared attention. You are one of the people beside 
whom I can imagine building what can come next. What began around 
this work now reaches beyond it. Thank you!  
 
Between 2022 and 2023, I read Rosi Braidotti’s work with an enthusiasm 
that gave me energy through many of the turns, doubts, and descents of 
this project. In 2024, I had the honor of taking part in her Summer School 
in Utrecht. For a week, I listened to her speak with force, humor, and 
generosity about affirmation, ethics, politics, and the difficult work of 
undoing the identities without denying the histories, bodies, and locations 
through which we live and think. Her nomadic thought gave me courage 
to move from within location rather than away from it, and some of that 
courage entered my experiments with cartographic writing. Her 
generosity extended beyond her teaching, and having her read my draft 
was a particular joy. I still carry something of the intensity of that week 
with me. 
 
I also want to acknowledge those who quietly sustained the administrative 
life of the doctorate. Marie Hurtig, Jolina Ekholm, Maria Swanberg, and 
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Erika Södersten, you ensured that the practical work surrounding the PhD 
was handled with such care that the labor behind it often disappeared. 
You held forms, deadlines, systems, signatures, and procedures with 
remarkable attentiveness. At a time when the administrative group itself 
was being sharply reduced, seeing you remain present, generous, and 
close meant a great deal.  
 
Eva Olsson and David Stone were part of the everyday life of the 
department in very different ways. Eva, you know the whole history of 
the department, and your formal role never quite captured what your 
presence meant. I will remember seeing your face in the corridor and 
hearing you remind me to take care of myself: “this too shall pass.” David, 
our caretaker, I cherished your sense of humor, the silent jokes and 
exchanged glances, and the small shared absurdities of institutional life 
that became funnier because there was someone else who saw them too. 
 
Matilda Wiklund and Åsa Broberg each became important to me from 
their positions as directors of studies. Matilda, when I chaired the PhD 
Council, you worked alongside me to correct the system for calculating 
doctoral time, and you took seriously what those calculations meant in 
practice. What may look like a technical detail from the outside can, for 
those living within it, become a question of justice, dignity, and life. Åsa, 
I admired your sense of ethics and engagement. You remained available 
to me even toward the end, when some of the pressures carried through 
your role became difficult for me. I knew that you, too, were working 
within pressures you had not simply chosen. 
 
I also want to remember those who recognized teaching as a long-standing 
part of my academic life. Pelle Pelters, you were among the very few who 
saw my genuine commitment to it, and you gave that recognition 
continuity. Over these years, I became increasingly aware that 
opportunities to teach are never distributed innocently. Which PhD 
students are invited, trusted, and allowed to become visible as teachers is 
shaped by practices that often remain unspoken, and I found myself 
having to return to the question a g a i n and again. Susanne Kreitz-
Sandberg made an important space for me to teach, and Paula Mählck 
shared that space with generosity. Rebecca Adami also gave me a very 
brief but meaningful opportunity to teach. Bill Readings’s The University 
in Ruins gave me a way of thinking about the tension that had become 
palpable to me: between teaching as a relation and the institutional 
arrangements through which its value, availability, and legitimacy are 
administered. These opportunities allowed me to inhabit the university 



 v 

through something I loved rather than through being assessed, counted, 
or made to wait. 
 
Acknowledgments often carry their own pressure toward retrospective 
community: to make a doctoral life appear as though everyone had been 
together, carrying one another, and the dissertation had emerged from a 
shared journey. That was not quite my experience. Much of this time was 
solitary, and some of that solitude I chose and protected. I needed spaces in 
which the work could remain quiet, unfinished, and unshared. At other 
times, solitude was less chosen. I do not want, from the safety of the end, 
to turn either kind into a story of togetherness that was not mine.  
 
The pandemic made ordinary forms of companionship difficult to 
establish. Tanya O’Reilly and Verena Meister, you became my confidants. 
What began as a way of writing against isolation became a space for much 
more: cameras and silences, complaints and jokes, deadlines and 
unfinished paragraphs, and the relief of not always having to make what 
was difficult sound more reasonable before speaking about it. 
 
Later, other forms of closeness appeared. There were those who kept 
knocking on my door, left notes, sent messages, found me in corridors, 
stayed late in neighboring rooms, or suggested coffee at just the right 
moment. Some I came to know more privately, beyond the everyday 
rhythms of the department. I cherished the hugs, the coffees that went cold 
as conversations carried us through corridors and back again, the jokes, 
the checking in, the curiosity, the solidarity, a chair pulled c l o s e r, and 
the small interruptions through which a day could suddenly open onto 
someone else. You know who you are.    
 
Those who read and responded to the text at different stages also changed 
its course: Cecilia Ferm Almqvist, Marianna Papastephanou, and Robert 
Ohlsson. Cecilia, your encouragement gave me permission to trust that 
this dissertation did not have to become conventional in order to become 
rigorous. Marianna’s and Robert’s final seminar readings arrived at a 
moment when I most needed both critique and care. They helped me see 
the dissertation again when I had become too close to it, too tired from it, 
and too entangled in its passages to know where it still needed to move. 
 
Ali Osman, your reading came at a moment when this dissertation still 
needed institutional passage. You recognized the work without asking it 
to become more familiar, to quiet its philosophy, smooth its fractures, or 
make the women’s encounters more available as evidence. That 
recognition did not make the dissertation valuable, but it altered what 
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could happen to it. In a university, such distinctions have material 
consequences. Your response allowed this dissertation to proceed and 
made more visible how narrow the terms of admission had become. 
 
Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò’s account of being-in-the-room privilege has kept me 
attentive to the difference between being allowed into a room and 
changing the arrangements that govern who enters and what power is 
exercised there. Your writing on your earlier experiences as a Black 
academic in Sweden had already taught me something about access, 
belonging, and the burden of legibility. I do not make the historical, 
racialized, and embodied specificity of that experience a metaphor for my 
own. What your work gave me was a way of asking what institutions 
require from those they admit, and what parts of a person or a work must 
become intelligible on institutional terms before they are allowed to stay. 
For reading this dissertation without domesticating its difficulty, and for 
using the institutional force available to you when it mattered, I am deeply 
thankful. 
 
The writing of this dissertation took place during years when the world 
repeatedly entered the room. Sweden was shaken by violence and a 
hardening political language. Iran remained both home and wound, 
intimate and unreachable. Wars, borders, and the slow cruelty of distance 
were not outside the dissertation. They entered its days, its silences, its 
interruptions, and the body that wrote. Events in Iran, Israel, and Palestine 
entered the conversations and relationships through which these years 
were lived. I learned that solidarity, too, has borders of its own, and that 
political positions can narrow the space in which one person remains able 
to see another. I remember especially those who could hold more than one 
grief in view, who did not ask care to follow the lines of political 
allegiance, and who understood that disagreement need not cancel regard. 
Their steadiness carried weight. I knew that no page could repair what 
had been broken, return a lost home, soften an institution, or save anyone 
from the violence of being unheard. This was not a reason to stop writing. 
It was a reason to become more careful about what writing could and could 
not do. 
 
One of the deepest absences of these years was my family. For most of us, 
the entire course of this work passed without being together in person. 
While the dissertation changed shape, while pages were written and 
undone, our love had to travel through remarkably small things: a heart, 
a rose, a hug, folded hands, a photograph, a voice message, an unstable 
connection. It is strange how little a phone can hold, and how much it 
sometimes must. None of these could stand in for touch, yet they became 
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the fragile language through which we remained near. Maman and Baba, 
what I missed most was the ordinary: sitting beside you, drinking tea, 
hearing your voices without delay, allowing silence to happen without a 
screen between us. 
 
Nasim, my youngest sister, you have so often become the older one 
between us. During these years, you were the only one I could still see in 
person, and in the absence of everyone else we became many things for 
one another. We have each lived our different forms of unhomeliness across 
Europe, yet I rarely had to say much before you understood that I needed 
you near. You also gave this dissertation its image. I love that your hand 
is there with the work, in the lines, movement, color, and forms that gather 
and dissolve at once. It feels right that these pages should carry something 
made by you. For knowing when to come close, and for so often carrying 
the older sister when she needed to be carried, mersi! 
 
Some relationships resist the distinction between family and friendship. 
Mahmoud Reza, Roxana, Katarina, and Azar were among those whose 
presence gave these years warmth, familiarity, and a sense that I was held 
in lives beyond the dissertation. Mahmoud Reza and Roxana, there was 
something deeply reassuring in the continuity of family you carried into 
everyday life. Katarina, I cherished your curiosity and the ease with which 
our conversations moved between work, books, and life, and between 
thought and feeling without needing to separate the two. Azar, there was 
always I’ve just made tea, come over. You seemed to know, often from very 
little, when tea was really an invitation to something more. Those cups 
were never only about tea. 
 
And to Arvin and Aron, my boys. You kept asking how many pages were 
left in what you called my book, and somewhere along the way Deleuze 
entered your vocabulary too, simply because you had heard his name so 
many times around me. I loved hearing you speak of him with the casual 
familiarity of someone who had somehow become part of the household. 
Especially during the last year, I know I was often elsewhere when I was 
there, trying to bring the work into the form in which it could finally be 
finished. And still, you kept pulling me back into the day – to the park, 
the swimming pool, an ice cream, a snowball, a sled, something that could 
not wait for Deleuze or for a section to be done. Mersi for all those 
interruptions, and for the life that kept happening around me while I was 
trying so hard to finish writing about life. 
 
And finally, Ali Reza. You lived beside this dissertation in all the ways that 
do not appear on its pages. You knew when to ask and when not to, when 
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to listen, when to make me laugh, and when the work simply needed to 
be left alone for the day. Some of my happiest thinking during these years 
happened with you over coffee: you staying close to sequence, 
accountability, and the orderliness of ordinary action; me wandering 
toward difference, events, becoming, and whatever seemed to exceed the 
forms given to it. We rarely needed to agree. We interrupted one another, 
defended our attachments, and kept talking. I love that thinking together 
has never required us to think alike. You gave me a form of steadiness that 
never asked me to become still. You did not make the difficulty disappear; 
you made a life around it possible. For being there through all the parts of 
these years that no dissertation could hold, I am forever grateful.  
 
This dissertation ends here, but the conversations do not. 

Across Stuttgart and Stockholm, July and August 2026  

 
 

                           
 

Remember the flight,  
the bird is mortal. 

Forugh Farrokhzad (1934–1967) 
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A Way In 
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Positionings and Pedagogical Openings 
 

This dissertation is situated within pedagogy and educational research. It 
asks how lives marked by precarity may become hearable in academic 
writing when speech takes form amid displacement, institutional 
uncertainty, translation, and memory; when speaking may carry fear; and 
when becoming audible may itself increase exposure. Its empirical ground 
is a series of oral encounters with women whose lives have been shaped 
by migration to and within Sweden. Conducted with informed consent, 
these encounters took place during a period when the conditions of 
migration had become increasingly uncertain, legally complex, and 
politically charged. For the women involved in this study, these 
conditions were lived through gendered responsibilities, family 
separation, pregnancy, care for children, administrative dependency, and 
racialized and religious forms of recognition. They shaped not only what 
could be said and heard, but also what could responsibly be carried into 
writing.  
 
Migration is therefore not treated here as background to the inquiry, nor 
as a completed movement that the women later narrate. It is approached 
as the event through which the conditions of speech, listening, memory, 
recognition, and writing are reorganized. This event is not reducible to 
departure, border crossing, or arrival. It continues to act in the encounters 
themselves: in what becomes speakable, what becomes risky to hear, what 
must remain withheld, and what writing can responsibly make 
perceptible. 
 
The dissertation moves among several fields. Pedagogy and educational 
research provide its disciplinary ground and orient its concern with how 
subjects, knowledge, intelligibility, and possibilities for response are 
formed. Migration research situates the legal, temporal, political, 
linguistic, racialized, and gendered conditions within which this event 
continues to take shape. Feminist epistemologies bring questions of 
situated knowledge, embodiment, implication, partiality, and 
accountability. Qualitative inquiry and feminist methodological work 
inform how interview, listening, interpretation, and writing are 
understood as practices of inquiry. Philosophical concepts enter where the 
encounters press beyond what methodological description alone can 
sustain. 
 
These intellectual traditions emerge from different histories and carry 
different political and epistemological stakes. I bring them into relation 
without dissolving those differences or gathering them into a single 
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framework. Their relevance lies in the questions they make possible 
within this inquiry: how knowledge is situated; how speech becomes 
credible or doubtful; how difference is organized through recognition; 
how proximity may become possession; how what has been heard enters 
circulation; and how writing may remain answerable to lives without 
demanding their complete availability. 
 
Listening is where these questions begin to meet. Throughout the 
dissertation, listening is not treated as an ethical good in itself or as a 
transparent route to another person’s experience. Listening participates in 
the conditions through which the event of migration becomes audible and 
through which speech is translated, interpreted, documented, judged, 
believed, refused, pathologized, or withheld. Writing belongs to the same 
movement. It selects, arranges, carries, and sometimes withholds what has 
been heard, while also altering the forms in which an encounter can 
become available to others. 
 
The question that gradually emerged was therefore larger than how to 
listen carefully. It concerned what listening and writing become under 
conditions in which intelligibility may carry risk and in which being heard 
does not necessarily produce response. For an educational inquiry 
grounded in oral encounters, this question is central.  
 
The phenomenon, then, is not migration in general, nor listening in 
general, but the way the event of migration reorganizes the conditions 
under which lives become hearable, classifiable, exposed, or withheld. 
Listening is the dissertation’s primary site for following this phenomenon; 
writing is its methodological response. The later movement toward 
imperceptibility names the ethical limit of that response: how to remain 
answerable without making recognizability the measure of presence.  
 

Listening, Method, and Qualitative Inquiry 
 
This project was initially designed as an interview-based inquiry into 
women’s narrated experiences of migration, freedom, responsibility, 
memory, family, fear, and future. It asked how migration had been lived; 
what leaving, arriving, and remaining had meant; how women spoke 
about children, institutions, uncertainty, and survival; and what forms of 
knowledge might emerge through careful listening over time. The 
dissertation thus began within a recognizable methodological tradition in 
qualitative and educational research: interview-based inquiry. An ethical 
application was prepared, participants received written information, and 
consent was sought. Open-ended questions were used; conversations 
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were recorded, transcribed, translated across languages, and revisited 
over time; and the work remained attentive to anonymity, vulnerability, 
and the right not to continue.  
 
Interviewing is a planned and purposive research practice, but it is also a 
social, material, affective, and interpersonal encounter shaped by trust, 
language, interpretation, silence, nonverbal communication, ethical 
responsibility, and limits of control.1 Louis Cohen, Lawrence Manion, and 
Keith Morrison describe the interview not simply as a “data-collection 
situation,” but as “a social and frequently political situation” and a 
“shared, negotiated and dynamic social moment.”2 Their account situates 
this problem within an educational methodology that already 
understands interviews as more than neutral containers for speech.  
 
This dissertation began within those obligations. What the encounters 
changed was what method itself had to answer to. The conversations 
produced accounts, but also pauses, refusals, hesitations, bodily gestures, 
interruptions, and consequences that exceeded what the interview form 
had been designed to gather. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison note that 
“transcripts of interviews, however detailed and full they might be, 
remain selective” and that “transcripts are interpretations of social 
situations.”3 Interview transcripts therefore remain central, while the field 
of inquiry extends beyond them to include translation, silence, bodily 
gesture, changing permissions, and the ethical traces through which 
encounters continued to act upon the writing. The methodological 
problem is not whether these were interviews, but what remains outside 
the category of interview when it is treated as the whole encounter. 
 
This problem remains within qualitative inquiry. Norman K. Denzin and 
Yvonna S. Lincoln describe qualitative research as a historically changing 
and internally contested field rather than a settled methodological 
tradition. Their account of overlapping “moments” traces recurring 

 
1  Karin Gunnarsson’s notion of “mutual doings” is pertinent here. Drawing on 
feminist posthumanism and a relational ontology, she approaches participatory 
methodology as an affective research assemblage shaped by interdependence, power 
relations, and intensities such as trust and distrust, uncertainty, frustration, laughter, 
and shame. Although her empirical context is participatory research in sexuality 
education, her account resonates with this inquiry’s understanding of research 
encounters as “relational doings” whose affective and ethical consequences exceed the 
researcher’s control. See Karin Gunnarsson, “Mutual Doings: Exploring Affectivity in 
Participatory Methodologies,” Humanities 12, no. 6 (2023): 131, 
https://doi.org/10.3390/h12060131.  
2 Louis Cohen, Lawrence Manion, and Keith Morrison, Research Methods in Education, 
8th ed. (London: Routledge, 2018), 274.  
3 Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, Research Methods in Education, 276.   

https://doi.org/10.3390/h12060131
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disputes concerning interpretation, representation, legitimation, ethics, 
politics, reflexivity, and writing.4 These moments, as Marc Spooner also 
notes, “overlap and simultaneously operate in the present.”5  Different 
commitments therefore coexist in qualitative inquiry rather than 
arranging themselves into a clean sequence. This matters here because the 
field has repeatedly reconsidered what counts as empirical material, how 
researchers participate in the production of knowledge, and how writing 
mediates rather than merely reports what has been encountered. 
 
The questions raised by these interviews belong to that continuing history. 
They concern how speech becomes evidence, how the researcher remains 
implicated in what becomes knowable, and how writing may preserve an 
encounter while also exposing or altering it. The inquiry asks what 
interview-based research requires when the conditions and consequences 
of listening cannot be contained by the transcript alone.  
 
Alison Jones and Kuni Jenkins press this point further. They write that the 
problem “does not simply lie in debates of contested interpretations about 
what really happened,” but concerns “the ontological and political effects 
of foregrounding an entirely different material reality.”6 Their argument 
does not suggest that interpretation can produce any reality whatsoever. 
Rather, it shows how methodological description participates in shaping 
what becomes perceptible within an event. 
 
Drawing on the study by Jones and Jenkins, Hillevi Lenz Taguchi argues, 
through a diffractive reading of an interview with a child in a school 

 
4 Denzin and Lincoln describe qualitative inquiry as a field that “crosscuts at least eight 
historical moments”: the “traditional,” “modernist,” “blurred genres,” “crisis of 
representation,” “postmodern,” “postexperimental,” “methodologically contested 
present,” and “fractured, posthumanist present.” See Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna 
S. Lincoln, “Introduction: The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative Research,” in The 
SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research, 5th ed., ed. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. 
Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, 2018), 42.  
5  Marc Spooner, “Qualitative Research and Global Audit Culture: The Politics of 
Productivity, Accountability, and Possibility,” in The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative 
Research, 5th ed., ed. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE, 2018), 1540. 
6 Alison Jones and Kuni Jenkins, “Indigenous Discourse and ‘the Material’: A Post-
interpretivist Argument,” International Review of Qualitative Research 1, no. 2 (August 
2008): 126, https://doi.org/10.1525/irqr.2008.1.2.125; Jones and Jenkins develop this 
argument through archival accounts of early educational encounters between Māori 
and British settlers in New Zealand. Their point is not simply that the same historical 
event can be interpreted differently, but that dominant accounts may fail to register 
the material reality foregrounded by Indigenous discourse. 

https://doi.org/10.1525/irqr.2008.1.2.125
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setting, that “a reality of this event is that there actually was no interview.”7 
An interview did formally take place: an adult asked questions, a child 
answered, and the exchange was transcribed. Yet Lenz Taguchi shows 
how the school space, the table, “the adult body,” the “interference of 
another adult,” the child’s “weak voice,” and wider norms of assessment 
and pupilhood all participated in what the event became.8  The force of 
the claim lies in what the category of interview may leave unexamined 
even while accurately naming one aspect of what occurred.  
 
Lisa Mazzei and Alecia Jackson’s work on voice extends this concern. 
Their critique of what they call “the romance of voice”9 challenges the 
assumption that participant speech can provide direct, stable, and 
authentic access to experience. Their refusal to “let participants speak for 
themselves”10 does not diminish participant voice. It questions the belief 
that quotation alone can secure ethical representation and directs attention 
toward the conditions through which voice becomes available: context, 
power, transcription, translation, silence, and decisions about what may 
be heard, repeated, and written. 
 
Mazzei’s work on silence further develops the problem. What initially 
appears as “thin data” 11  may reveal a limitation in what qualitative 
research has learned to recognize as empirically significant. Silence carries 
no single meaning waiting to be recovered. Fear, exhaustion, refusal, 
translation, protection, grief, uncertainty, and the limits of what can be 
borne may participate in its occurrence without providing a code through 
which any particular silence can simply be deciphered.  
 
The difficulty also resonates with Patti Lather’s work on troubling. In 
“Fertile Obsession,” Lather writes of working “at the edges of what is 
currently available” toward forms of inquiry with “more to answer to” in 
relation to “language and the world.”12 Mazzei develops this orientation 

 
7  Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, “A Diffractive and Deleuzian Approach to Analyzing 
Interview Data,” Feminist Theory 13, no. 3 (2012): 275, italics in the original, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700112456001. 
8 Lenz Taguchi, “A Diffractive and Deleuzian Approach,” 275. 
9  Lisa A. Mazzei and Alecia Y. Jackson, “Complicating Voice in a Refusal to ‘Let 
Participants Speak for Themselves,’” Qualitative Inquiry 18, no. 9 (2012): 745, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800412453017.  
10 Mazzei and Jackson, “Complicating Voice,” 745. 
11 Lisa A. Mazzei, “Inhibited Silences: In Pursuit of a Muffled Subtext,” Qualitative 
Inquiry 9, no. 3 (2003): 357, 363, https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800403251758. See also 
Lisa A. Mazzei, Inhabited Silence in Qualitative Research: Putting Poststructural Theory to 
Work (New York: Peter Lang, 2007), 47, 65.   
12 Patti Lather, “Fertile Obsession: Validity after Poststructuralism,” The Sociological 
Quarterly 34, no. 4 (1993): 673, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.1993.tb00112.x. See 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700112456001
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800412453017
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800403251758
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.1993.tb00112.x
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through what she calls “troubled listening,” a practice that listens beyond 
the dominant audible narrative and resists the pull of “easy sense.” 13 
Together, these formulations address a risk repeatedly raised by the 
encounters: that fragmentary, hesitant, or difficult speech would be 
converted too quickly into an explanation already available to the 
researcher. 
 

At this point, listening itself can no longer function as an assumed 
prerequisite of interviewing. 

It becomes one of the practices the inquiry has to examine. 
 
Within educational research, Bronwyn Davies offers a point of orientation. 
She distinguishes emergent listening from habitual practices in which “we 
listen in order to fit what we hear into what we already know.”14 Drawing 
on the Reggio Emilia tradition, particularly Carlina Rinaldi’s work, Davies 
describes emergent listening as requiring a suspension of habitual 
judgment and an openness to what has not yet become known. As Rinaldi 
puts it, emergent listening “requires a suspension of our judgments and 
above all our prejudices.” 15  Listening therefore participates in what 
inquiry can become: the listener enters an encounter with habits of 
recognition already in place while remaining susceptible to their 
disturbance.  
 
Davies’s formulation is useful here because it holds pedagogy and 
research together. What becomes audible depends partly upon whether 
what is heard is immediately returned to established categories or 
permitted to place pressure on them. Her work also makes visible the 
proximity between listening and the production of subjectivity: listening 
may participate in opening what is not yet known, while habitual listening 
continually reinstates already recognizable subjects and worlds. 
 
The encounters gathered here move this pedagogical problem into a field 
shaped by migration, translation, legal uncertainty, institutional 
recognition, and vulnerability. Listening may meet something that 
exceeds what was known in advance while still operating within 
structures that require speech to become recognizable in particular ways. 
An account may be heard in order to verify a claim. A repeated story may 

 
also Patti Lather and Christine S. Smithies, Troubling the Angels: Women Living with 
HIV/AIDS (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1997).  
13 Mazzei, Inhabited Silence in Qualitative Research, 106, 109–11.  
14 Bronwyn Davies, Listening to Children: Being and Becoming (London: Routledge, 2014), 
21. 
15 Carlina Rinaldi, In Dialogue with Reggio Emilia: Listening, Researching and Learning 
(London: Routledge, 2006), 65. 
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be treated as evidence of consistency or inconsistency. A hesitation may 
be rendered as uncertainty. A person may become increasingly audible 
while remaining institutionally unanswered. 
 
María del Rosario Acosta López gives this difficulty a more explicitly 
political form through what she calls the “grammars that govern our 
listening.”16 The formulation shifts attention from the speaker’s capacity 
to become understandable toward the conditions through which a listener 
has already been prepared to hear. Testimony may become difficult to 
receive not because it lacks meaning, but because available structures of 
sense cannot register what is being said without transforming it. Acosta 
López therefore describes the task of listening, in this context, as “more 
connected to providing resonance than to the production of sense.”17 
 
Here, resonance matters because the production of sense can itself become 
coercive when successful listening is measured by whether an account 
becomes coherent, interpretable, and complete. In Acosta López’s 
formulation, resonance allows something to register without requiring its 
immediate stabilization as knowledge. 18  The question of audibility 
therefore cannot be limited to whether speech has occurred or whether a 
listener has been attentive. It includes the historical, institutional, and 
conceptual grammars through which something can appear as 
meaningful in the first place. 
 
Lisbeth Lipari gives this concern another register through an “ethics of 
attunement.” 19  Her work loosens the presumed progression from 
listening to comprehension by approaching listening as responsiveness to 
alterity. Another person does not have to become fully comprehensible in 
order for response to matter. This is especially pertinent where speech 
remains partial, where silence enters an encounter, or where 
understanding risks becoming another demand for availability. 
 
Listening has also been developed as a pedagogical practice within Nordic 
educational research. Camilla Eline Andersen, Lena Aronsson, and Hillevi 
Lenz Taguchi map contemporary pedagogies of listening in Sweden and 
Norway as a plural field, emphasizing different ways of understanding 

 
16 María del Rosario Acosta López, “Grammars of Listening: Or On the Difficulty of 
Rendering Trauma Audible,” Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement 93 (2023): 163, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246123000048. 
17 Acosta López, “Grammars of Listening,” 166. 
18 Acosta López, “Grammars of Listening,” 166. 
19 Lisbeth Lipari, Listening, Thinking, Being: Toward an Ethics of Attunement (University 
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2014), esp. 205–21. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246123000048
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what one listens to and listens for.20 Ann Åberg and Lenz Taguchi connect 
a pedagogy of listening to ethics, democracy, participation, and 
pedagogical practice. 
 
Under conditions shaped by migration, translation, institutional 
recognition, and vulnerability, listening becomes a pedagogical question 
because it participates in shaping what can appear as knowledge, who can 
appear as a credible speaking subject, and what responses become 
possible. 
 
Artistic and practice-based research has likewise brought migration and 
listening into explicit relation. Ximena Alarcón and Ed McKeon approach 
listening as a dialogic and creative practice through which voice, identity, 
movement, and political belonging shift across borders. Their work 
broadens the field in which migration can be approached through 
listening rather than solely through the content of narrated experience. 
The encounters gathered here bring another pressure into that relation: 
repeated requirements to narrate, translate, document, prove, and make 
oneself recognizable within systems that organize in advance the forms 
through which speech can become credible.21 
 
Across these bodies of work, listening appears as emergent, troubled, 
attuned, pedagogical, resonant, dialogic, and already shaped by 
grammars of intelligibility. These approaches do not converge on a single 
theory of listening. They establish a heterogeneous field in which listening 
itself has become an ethical, political, and methodological problem. 
 
The entry point here is the uneven organization of audibility. Listening is 
ethically and methodologically charged not only because something may 
be misunderstood or remain unheard, but because speech can be solicited, 
recorded, translated, assessed, documented, and circulated while its 
capacity to alter the conditions into which it enters remains severely 
constrained. Institutional failure does not always appear as refusal to hear. 
Listening may already have occurred extensively.  

 
20 Camilla Eline Andersen, Lena Aronsson, and Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, “Lyssnandets 
pedagogik i Sverige och Norge i dag: Kartbilder över olika sätt att förstå och praktisera 
fenomenet,” Nordisk barnehageforskning 19, no. 4 (2022): 1–9, 
https://doi.org/10.23865/nbf.v19.399; Ann Åberg and Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, 
Lyssnandets pedagogik: Etik och demokrati i pedagogiskt arbete, 1st ed. (Stockholm: Liber, 
2005).   
21  Ximena Alarcón and Ed McKeon, “Migration and Listening: Political Life in 
Motion,” Journal of Sonic Studies, no. 24 (2023), Research Catalogue, 
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/1756075/1756076. 

https://doi.org/10.23865/nbf.v19.399
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/1756075/1756076
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The fracture appears when hearing becomes detached from response. 
Listening may become verification.  

It may become the repeated conversion of a life into evidence.     It 
may become a demand to remain available.           It may expose what it 
cannot protect. 

This is why listening cannot be secured in advance as an ethical 
achievement. The question concerns what has already trained the ear; 
which forms of speech a method is prepared to receive; what becomes 
recognizable as data; what is heard as interruption, contradiction, silence, 
or noise; and what institutional, linguistic, and conceptual arrangements 
participate in listening before any particular act of hearing begins. 

Repeated listening to the recordings made this especially apparent. 
Returning to an audio recording did not restore an original encounter 
intact. What became audible shifted as later events altered the relation to 
the material. A pause could acquire force after another conversation; 
material already heard could return differently after a later event; and 
requests made after an interview could change what could ethically be 
carried forward. Repeated listening therefore did not recover an original 
moment. It placed earlier hearing within changing empirical and ethical 
circumstances.  

These stakes are also pedagogical. Pedagogy is approached here as a field 
concerned with the formation of subjects, meanings, knowledge, relations, 
and possibilities for response. Institutional settings repeatedly ask subjects 
to listen, speak, narrate, reflect, become intelligible, and make themselves 
available to recognition. Schools, welfare agencies, migration authorities, 
health-care institutions, and research itself also listen: they organize the 
arrangements through which some voices become credible while others 
are delayed, doubted, pathologized, translated, or rendered excessive. 

The contribution follows from this: the dissertation does not claim 
comprehensive knowledge of migrant women’s lives. The women enter 
the inquiry as knowers whose accounts are already historical, political, 
interpretive, and analytical. It asks what happens as such knowledge 
passes through regimes of hearing and becomes translated, withheld, 
documented, or converted into institutional and academic knowledge.  

Academic writing belongs to this same problem. Once listening could no 
longer be treated as a secure methodological posture, writing could not 
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remain a neutral vehicle for presenting what had been heard. Its forms 
developed through selection, composition, quotation, conceptualization, 
return, changing permissions, and withholding. The dissertation’s 
contribution therefore lies not only in how it conceptualizes listening, but 
also in a practice of writing shaped within listening’s breakdown, 
answerable to what cannot be fully disclosed, stabilized, or resolved. 

The epistemological consequences of this problem are taken up in 
“Knowing Under Constraint.” Here, the point is narrower: to establish 
why listening itself became a methodological and pedagogical problem. 

Migration Research and the Conditions of Listening 
 
Listening became methodologically charged here in relation to 
migration’s political and temporal organization. Pedagogy and 
educational research remain the dissertation’s disciplinary ground, while 
migration scholarship on trajectories, bordering, legal precarity, waiting, 
institutional recognition, and gendered diasporic formations of 
subjectivity and belonging provides the field within which the encounters 
are read. 22  The women’s accounts are therefore not approached as 
narratives offered in a neutral research setting, but as speech formed amid 
prior demands to narrate, document, wait, prove, translate, and become 
recognizable. 
 
Migration scholarship has long unsettled the idea that migration can be 
understood as a completed movement from departure to arrival. In his 
afterword to a collection on migration trajectories, Shahram Khosravi 
describes a “trajectory approach” as challenging migration studies’ “linear 
logic of emigration and immigration,” as well as “methodological 
nationalism,” fixed categories of identity, and the opposition between 

 
22  For examples of this scholarship, see Joris Schapendonk, Ilse van Liempt, Inga 
Schwarz, and Griet Steel, “Re-routing Migration Geographies: Migrants, Trajectories 
and Mobility Regimes,” Geoforum 116 (2020): 211–16, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.06.007; Maja Sager, Helena Holgersson, and 
Klara Öberg, eds., Irreguljär migration i Sverige: Rättigheter, vardagserfarenheter, motstånd 
och statliga kategoriseringar (Göteborg: Daidalos, 2016); Hanna Wikström, “Gender, 
Culture and Epistemic Injustice: The Institutional Logic in Assessment of Asylum 
Applications in Sweden,” Nordic Journal of Migration Research 4, no. 4 (2014): 210–18, 
https://doi.org/10.2478/njmr-2014-0024; Sarah Philipson Isaac, “Temporal 
Dispossession through Migration Bureaucracy: On Waiting within the Asylum Process 
in Sweden,” European Journal of Social Work 25, no. 6 (2022): 945–56, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2022.2077317; Fataneh Farahani, Gender, Sexuality, 
and Diaspora (New York: Routledge, 2018), https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203795613; 
and Fataneh Farahani, “Hospitality and Hostility: The Dilemmas of Intimate Life and 
Refugee Hosting,” Journal of Sociology 57, no. 3 (2021): 664–73, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/14407833211018511.   

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.06.007
https://doi.org/10.2478/njmr-2014-0024
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2022.2077317
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203795613
https://doi.org/10.1177/14407833211018511
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“mobility and immobility.”23  The critique is relevant here because the 
encounters did not take place after migration had ended. They unfolded 
while movement, waiting, family separation, administrative uncertainty, 
and the demand to narrate remained active.  
 
Departure and arrival are therefore not only background coordinates. 
They are temporal and institutional formations that shape what can be 
said, when, to whom, and with what possible effects. A woman may have 
arrived in Sweden and still remain suspended in processes of application, 
appeal, translation, dependency, housing, childcare, and documentation. 
Listening enters these unfinished trajectories not as a neutral reception of 
experience, but as another site where accounts may be asked to cohere, 
persuade, and become stable.  
 
Waiting names one form of this unfinished movement. Research on the 
temporalities of irregular migration has approached waiting both as lived 
experience and as an organization of time.24  The encounters discussed 
here are crossed by suspended decisions, temporary permissions, 
applications awaiting judgment, futures held open or closed by 
documents, and the obligation to remain available to institutions whose 
response cannot be anticipated. 
 
Work on borders and irregular migration also provides a vocabulary for 
endurance under prolonged uncertainty. Ghassan Hage describes 
“stuckedness” as “an existential immobility,” a condition in which 
“waiting out” becomes a way of enduring what cannot readily be 
escaped.25 Marry-Anne Karlsen develops this problem in relation to long-
staying rejected asylum seekers, approaching endurance as a way of 
inhabiting the present rather than orienting life primarily toward a 
desired future. 26  Endurance here does not name heroic persistence. It 
names continuation under temporal and political pressure.  
 
Waiting and endurance, however, cannot become total descriptions of 
migrant life. Ayşe Çağlar and other scholars of migration temporalities 

 
23 Shahram Khosravi, “Afterword: Experiences and Stories along the Way,” Geoforum 
116 (2020): 292–95, esp. 292, italics in the original, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.05.021.   
24 See Shahram Khosravi, “Waiting, a State of Consciousness,” 202, and Marry-Anne 
Karlsen, “Waiting Out the Condition of Illegality in Norway,” 118, both in Waiting and 
the Temporalities of Irregular Migration, ed. Christine M. Jacobsen, Marry-Anne Karlsen, 
and Shahram Khosravi (Abingdon: Routledge, 2021).  
25 Ghassan Hage, “Waiting Out the Crisis: On Stuckedness and Governmentality,” in 
Waiting, ed. Ghassan Hage (Melbourne: Melbourne University Publishing, 2009), 97.   
26 Karlsen, “Waiting Out the Condition of Illegality in Norway,” 114–16. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.05.021
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have warned that the figure of the waiting migrant may itself reproduce 
temporal othering, as though migrants occupied another time outside the 
shared political and social present. 27  The caution is necessary for this 
dissertation’s material. The women’s accounts move through humor, 
anger, refusal, work, illness, desire, faith, care, memory, children, 
friendship, exhaustion, and practical acts of continuation. Waiting is one 
pressure in the field, not its truth. Its force lies in how it reorganizes speech 
and hearing: what can be promised, what must be repeated, what may 
safely be disclosed, and what becomes difficult to say when the future 
remains administratively uncertain.  
 
Legal precarity also enters the scene of listening. Nicholas De Genova’s 
account of the socio-legal production of migrant illegality shows how 
illegality is produced through law, borders, policing, labor regimes, and 
deportability rather than simply possessed as an individual status.28 Sarah 
Willen extends this problem phenomenologically by approaching 
illegality as a mode of being in the world.29 Such work clarifies why speech 
cannot be treated as risk-free discourse. Legal precarity shapes who can 
speak without danger, who must continually produce evidence, whose 
accounts are treated as credible, who may be protected by silence, and 
who becomes more vulnerable when a story is recorded, translated, or 
placed into circulation.  
 
Recognition cannot therefore be treated as a simple remedy. Becoming 
legible may make protection or institutional response possible; it may also 
intensify surveillance, classification, dependency, and exposure. The 
listening problem developed in the preceding section appears here in a 
more explicitly political form: institutions may repeatedly request 
accounts while already determining the narrative forms, temporal 

 
27 See Ayşe Çağlar, “Still ‘Migrants’ after All Those Years: Foundational Mobilities, 
Temporal Frames and Emplacement of Migrants,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration 
Studies 42, no. 6 (2016): 952–69, https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2015.1126085; 
Ruben Andersson, “Time and the Migrant Other: European Border Controls and the 
Temporal Economics of Illegality,” American Anthropologist 116, no. 4 (2014): 795–809, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12148. Both interventions resonate with Johannes 
Fabian’s foundational critique of anthropology’s “denial of coevalness”; see Johannes 
Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1983). 
28  Nicholas De Genova, “Migrant ‘Illegality’ and Deportability in Everyday Life,” 
Annual Review of Anthropology 31 (2002): 419–47, 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.anthro.31.040402.085432.  
29  Sarah S. Willen, “Toward a Critical Phenomenology of ‘Illegality’: State Power, 
Criminalization, and Abjectivity among Undocumented Migrant Workers in Tel Aviv, 
Israel,” International Migration 45, no. 3 (2007): 8–38, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
2435.2007.00409.x.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2015.1126085
https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12148
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.anthro.31.040402.085432
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2007.00409.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2007.00409.x
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sequences, categories, and evidence through which those accounts can 
become credible.   
 
This is also where the dissertation’s pedagogical concern meets Nordic 
feminist educational research on ethnicity, gender, and subjectification. 
Dorthe Staunæs approaches intersectionality through processes of 
subjectification and argues that it must be analyzed “in situ, where 
concrete intersections, hierarchies and elaboration are not 
predetermined.” 30  Her formulation shifts attention from categories 
treated as fixed attributes toward situated processes through which 
differences acquire force. Migration-related categories likewise do more 
than describe already constituted persons. “Migrant,” “refugee,” 
“woman,” “mother,” “Muslim,” “Non-Swede,” “integrated,” 
“vulnerable,” and “at risk” participate in organizing what becomes 
audible as ordinary or excessive, coherent or confused, credible or suspect, 
resilient or pathological.  
 
Educational migration research further shows how migration enters 
questions of language, belonging, participation, institutional response, 
educational trajectories, and imagined futures.31 These concerns exceed 
schooling narrowly understood. The pedagogical problem here concerns 
how people learn what may be said, how institutions establish the 
narratives they are prepared to recognize, and how silence, hesitation, and 
refusal acquire meaning within those arrangements.  
 
The empirical material therefore cannot be located within a singular 
position called “migration.” Gender, language, legal status, class, 
parenthood, religion, racialization, bodily vulnerability, and institutional 
dependency intersect differently across lives and situations. These 
differences shape the terms under which speech becomes possible and 
how that speech is later heard.  
 
Feminist migration scholarship prevents mobility from becoming an 
uncomplicated figure of freedom. Movement may open possibilities while 
also reorganizing vulnerability through care, children, family separation, 
pregnancy, reproductive decisions, dependency, labor, sexuality, 
religious recognition, racialization, and bodily exposure. 

 
30  Dorthe Staunæs, “Where Have All the Subjects Gone? Bringing Together the 
Concepts of Intersectionality and Subjectification,” NORA: Nordic Journal of Women’s 
Studies 11, no. 2 (2003): 101–10, esp. 102, https://doi.org/10.1080/08038740310002950.   
31  Nihad Bunar, Integration och utbildning: En forskningsöversikt (Stockholm: 
Vetenskapsrådet, 2022); Halleli Pinson, Nihad Bunar, and Dympna Devine, eds., 
Research Handbook on Migration and Education (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2023). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08038740310002950
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Maria Tamboukou places feminist theories of nomadism under the 
pressure of forced displacement by asking whether women and children 
may be compelled to take up nomadic paths as “the only feasible way of 
going on living.”32 At the same time, her work resists the reduction of 
displaced women to objectified figures of “refugees,” “victims,” or 
“stateless subjects,” insisting on their presence as “unrepeatable human 
beings.” 33  This caution is central. The lives written with here cannot 
become examples of migration, mobility, trauma, resilience, integration, 
or becoming. Their movements remain singular, interrupted, prolonged, 
gendered, and carried through children, documents, bodies, losses, 
attachments, refusals, and forms of continuation that resist being gathered 
into one narrative of migrant experience.  
 
The question of listening therefore returns as a question of how much a 
life is required to disclose in order to become audible. Khosravi’s 
discussion of opacity has force here because he recognizes that “secrecy” 
may be necessary for the survival of precarious and illegalized migrants. 
Drawing on Édouard Glissant’s “right to opacity,” he argues that not 
everything should be “seen, explained, understood, and documented.”34 

This formulation reaches the methodological center of the dissertation. 
Listening may solicit what has been protected. Recording may preserve 
while also exposing. Interpretation may move toward understanding 
while also making a claim upon what has been heard. Writing places 
encounters into academic circuits where they can be read, cited, circulated, 
and recognized beyond the relations in which they first became available. 
The value of listening therefore cannot be measured by the amount of 
disclosure it produces. Silence, refusal, partiality, withdrawal, and the 
decision to leave something unavailable are also part of how inquiry 
becomes answerable to those with whom it works. 

The dissertation enters these conversations through listening. It asks how 
migration’s legal, temporal, gendered, racialized, linguistic, and affective 
pressures are carried into encounters where speech is invited, translated, 
assessed, documented, pathologized, circulated, or withheld; how 
institutional categories organize audibility; and how academic inquiry 
itself participates in those arrangements. The contribution is not a general 

 
32 Maria Tamboukou, Revisiting the Nomadic Subject: Women’s Experiences of Travelling 
under Conditions of Forced Displacement (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2021), 2.  
33 Tamboukou, Revisiting the Nomadic Subject, 3.    
34 Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, trans. Betsy Wing (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1997), 189–94; Shahram Khosravi, The “Illegal” Traveler: An Auto-
Ethnography of Borders (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); Khosravi, “Afterword: 
Experiences and Stories along the Way,” 294.  
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theory of migration. It is an account of how migration enters the making 
of knowledge: through demands for coherence, evidential credibility, 
disclosure, translation, and recognition. Migration research names the 
forces the inquiry must answer to. Pedagogy names the formation of 
subjects, knowledge, audibility, and response. Listening is where these 
concerns meet.  

These pressures also shape the dissertation’s writing. The women’s 
accounts cannot be gathered into a continuous narrative of migrant 
experience without risking the reproduction of the demands for coherence 
and disclosure that the inquiry examines. The writing therefore proceeds 
through return, juxtaposition, interruption, and withholding, allowing the 
conditions of audibility to remain visible rather than smoothing them into 
a completed account. 

A Situated Delimitation: Why Women? 
 
The decision to work with women emerged from the routes through 
which the project became possible. Refugee and migrant women and girls 
appeared in public and institutional narratives through frames of 
vulnerability, protection, care, violence, fear, and survival. The 
delimitation therefore did not begin from a claim that women could 
represent migration as such. It followed the representations, encounters, 
and spaces in which migration, gender, exposure, and listening had 
already been brought into relation. 
  
One early point of departure was the case of Farah in a 2016 United 
Nations report on protection risks for refugee women and girls: 35  an 
Afghan woman travelling through Europe with eight children after her 
husband and son had been killed, and after threats that her daughters 
would be sold into marriage. What compelled the project was not only the 
violence carried by this account, but the difficulty of encountering it 
within the representational frame that made migrant women’s 
vulnerability publicly available. Farah’s story reached the reader already 
selected, condensed, translated, institutionalized, and placed within a 
discourse of protection. To encounter it was also to enter the structures 
through which some lives become visible as lives requiring recognition 
and response. 

 
35 United Nations Refugee Agency, United Nations Population Fund, and Women’s 
Refugee Commission, Initial Assessment Report: Protection Risks for Women and Girls in 
the European Refugee and Migrant Crisis: Greece and the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia, January 20, 2016, 7. 
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The delimitation of the study followed this scene of visibility. Migration 
had already become entangled here with care, children, family separation, 
gendered violence, institutional dependency, and public exposure. The 
question that began to form concerned what listening and writing require 
when lives become available through such frames. 
 
The women who later entered this inquiry do not constitute a coherent 
social type. Their relations to migration, legal status, language, religion, 
motherhood, education, class, racialization, family, and institutional life 
differ considerably. The delimitation therefore follows the particular field 
from which the inquiry emerged and the encounters that subsequently 
became possible within it. 
 
This public visibility met another, more intimate history: women’s 
storytelling spaces in Sweden, including spaces I had come to know 
through teaching English to migrant women at the International Women’s 
Association. 36  These encounters were not part of the formal empirical 
material, but they belong to the history through which the project became 
thinkable. Migration was spoken of there through sorrow, nostalgia, 
strength, leaving, children, uncertainty, and survival; women gathered 
around kitchen tables, classrooms, and informal conversations in which 
stories of anguish coexisted with pride in what it had taken to leave what 
was familiar and continue toward a life that could not yet be known. 
 
These spaces did not provide a stable category called women. They formed 
part of the concrete field in which questions of speech, silence, exposure, 
listening, and responsibility first acquired methodological force.  
 

Recruitment, Consent, and  
Emerging Methodological Obligations  

 
The research process began in 2020 with the development of the project 
and the preparation of its ethical framework. 37  Public debate around 
migration in Sweden had intensified in the years following 2015, and 
hostility toward migrants and foreigners had become increasingly visible. 

 
36  IKF Sverige (Internationella Kvinnoförbundet [the International Women’s 
Association]), is a Swedish federation of women’s associations founded in 1987. It 
describes its work as creating meeting places for women from different cultures, 
promoting integration and equality, and opposing racism and discrimination. See IKF 
Sverige, “Om förbundet,” accessed April 5, 2026,  https://www.ikfsverige.com/. 
37  Ethical approval for the research was granted by the Swedish Ethical Review 
Authority (Etikprövningsmyndigheten), reference no. 2020-05239; decision signed 
January 12, 2021. 

https://www.ikfsverige.com/
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At the same time, a public Facebook initiative had emerged in response to 
this hostility. Through it, short accounts of migration, asylum, arrival, 
waiting, fear, and hope circulated publicly: fragments of journeys to 
Sweden condensed into a few lines, a memory, a reflection, or an account 
placed alongside statistical and political representations.  
 
This was not where I had imagined recruitment would begin. The initial 
plan was to approach potential participants through language cafés, 
women’s associations, and other face-to-face settings where contact could 
develop gradually and the project could be explained in person. The 
COVID-19 pandemic altered those routes. Public spaces closed or became 
inaccessible, meetings were suspended, and many ordinary possibilities 
for establishing contact disappeared. 
 
Recruitment thus began through a more fragile opening: a digital space in 
which stories had already been placed before unknown readers. The 
public availability of these accounts did not make the lives to which they 
referred ethically available for research. Approaching potential 
participants required a distinction that later returned throughout the 
dissertation: something may already be audible or publicly visible 
without thereby becoming available for further use. 
 
Recruitment followed a purposive, non-probability sampling strategy. In 
the initial phase, potential participants were approached because the 
accounts they had chosen to share publicly were relevant to the concerns 
of the inquiry, rather than because they were expected to represent a 
wider population. Later recruitment included elements of snowball 
sampling, as further contacts developed through word of mouth and 
personal introductions. 38  Written information about the project was 
provided before any research conversation took place, and then I waited. 
The project, its purposes, possible risks, and limits were explained 
repeatedly, and women were given time to decide whether they wished 
to participate. For some, that decision took weeks or months. Recruitment 
extended over approximately a year and a half. 
 
The study ultimately involved nine women and sixteen recorded research 
conversations conducted between 2020 and 2022. The encounters took 

 
38 Cohen, Manion, and Morrison distinguish between probability and non-probability 
samples and identify purposive and snowball sampling among the available sampling 
strategies. In their discussion of “sensitive educational research,” they describe 
networking as “akin to snowball sampling,” in which existing contacts lead the 
researcher to further contacts. See Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, Research Methods in 
Education, 212–27, 230. 
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place both online and in person. The recordings were transcribed and 
translated by me. Some women participated in more than one 
conversation, and later meetings or exchanges also became consequential 
for what could be interpreted and written.  
 
Consent was formally established through the procedures required by the 
study. At the same time, the research gradually exposed obligations that 
could not be exhausted by the initial act of consent. Permission could be 
reconsidered. Something spoken willingly at one moment might become 
difficult to circulate later. A participant might want to return to what had 
been recorded or written, or ask that something previously available no 
longer be used. Consent consequently acquired a temporality: it had to 
remain responsive to what happened after the interview as well as to what 
had been agreed before it. 
 
The interviews themselves did not remain within the form prepared for 
them. The interview guide offered an opening, not a path. Conversations 
moved through detours, interruptions, refusals, silences, and returns that 
no question had anticipated. What changed the inquiry was not only what 
the questions elicited, but how they were taken up, resisted, redirected, or 
transformed into something else. The interview form could not contain 
what arrived. 
 
Nor did the research end when the recordings stopped. Some participants 
later wanted to read transcripts or texts written from the encounters, 
under different circumstances and for different reasons. They made 
requests about what could be used and how a voice might be carried into 
writing. Some participants later narrowed the ways in which material 
from their interviews could appear in the dissertation, including what 
could be reproduced and how recognizable they wished to remain. These 
later requests did not erase the encounters from the methodological 
history of the inquiry, but they changed what could responsibly appear as 
empirical content. These later responses did not confirm an interpretation 
already reached; they altered how earlier encounters could be understood 
and carried into writing.39  
 

 
39  St. Pierre names such material “response data.” See Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre, 
“Methodology in the Fold and the Irruption of Transgressive Data,” International 
Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 10, no. 2 (1997): 175–89. Lather further 
develops the concept in relation to responses from readers and participants; see Patti 
Lather, “To Appear Other to Itself Anew: Response Data,” Cultural Studies ↔ Critical 
Methodologies 8, no. 3 (2008): 369–71. 
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The process did not unfold as a linear movement from recruitment to 
interview, analysis, and completed text. It unfolded through returns, 
hesitations, permissions, refusals, and renewed obligations, as the 
conditions under which material could be used and written continued to 
change after the formal encounter had ended.40 
 

Method was continually required to answer to encounter. 
 

Why Philosophy Entered 

Philosophy enters the dissertation because the encounters generated 
questions that procedural or methodological description could not 
adequately hold: what it means to listen when speech hesitates; what 
responsibility requires when formal consent does not exhaust obligation; 
what knowledge becomes when recognition can harm; and what writing 
can do when a story cannot simply be returned as evidence, testimony, or 
narrative completion. 

The women’s lives are not used to illustrate philosophical concepts, and 
concepts are not applied as interpretive keys through which their lives 
may be decoded. The encounters are the empirical and ethical ground 
from which conceptual problems began to shape the work. Philosophy 
enters retrospectively, under pressure from what occurred in the inquiry. 
Its concepts give precision to problems already altering the work, without 
implying that those problems had been philosophically determined in 
advance.41 

Different problems in this dissertation call for different conceptual 
companions. Gilles Deleuze becomes important where encounter, force, 
immanence, becoming, cartography, and imperceptibility have to be 
thought; Jacques Derrida where responsibility, trace, interruption, 
decision, and the impossibility of closure press upon writing; and Jean-

 
40  The methodological developments described here were analytical and 
compositional and remained within the scope of the study’s ethical approval. The 
approved procedures for recruitment, research information, consent, and data 
collection remained in place. In one instance, I sought confirmation from the Swedish 
Ethical Review Authority and was informed that no supplementary application was 
required. 
41 In Democracy and Education, John Dewey situates philosophical problems in relation 
to difficulties arising in social practice and writes that it is at this point that “the 
intimate connection between philosophy and education appears.” This educational-
philosophical connection is pertinent to the movement described here, in which 
conceptual questions emerged from difficulties that became consequential within the 
inquiry itself. See John Dewey, Democracy and Education, ed. Jim Manis (Hazleton, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University, 2001), 335–36. 
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Luc Nancy where exposure, being-with, touch, resonance, and the limit of 
relation become unavoidable. Their differences are not reconciled into a 
single theoretical framework. They are taken up at particular points 
because the encounters generated problems that exceeded the language 
initially available to the inquiry. 

The turn to philosophy is therefore methodological in a particular sense. 
Concepts allow the writing to remain with problems that might otherwise 
be stabilized as explanation. Philosophy does not resolve the encounters 
or supply the meaning they supposedly lack. Writing with concepts 
becomes one way of staying with what the encounters continue to set in 
motion while resisting the demand that the women’s lives become fully 
available to interpretation. 

Writing, Analysis, and Cartography as Inquiry 
 
Jackson and Mazzei’s notion of “ontological writing” offers one important 
name for the practice of writing developed in this dissertation.42 Writing 
is not treated as a representation of an analysis already completed 
elsewhere, but as part of the practice through which thought, concepts, 
affective attunements, and empirical encounters take form. This does not 
mean that writing can produce any reality it chooses, or that the specificity 
of an encounter disappears into textual invention. It means that writing 
participates in what can become perceptible and thinkable, and that its 
selections, arrangements, omissions, and forms belong to the inquiry 
rather than merely communicating its results.43 
This orientation emerges from a longer tradition of writing as inquiry. 
Laurel Richardson’s formulation of writing as a method of inquiry refuses 
the separation of writing from knowing: writing does not merely 
communicate an analysis completed elsewhere but participates in the 
process through which something becomes thinkable. 44  Elizabeth St. 

 
42 On “ontological writing,” see Alecia Y. Jackson and Lisa A. Mazzei, Thinking with 
Theory in Qualitative Research, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2023), 133–42. 
43  This dissertation follows the Chicago Manual of Style (17th ed.) for citations and 
general conventions. It departs from Chicago where form becomes part of the writing 
practice rather than a neutral vehicle of presentation. Spacing, typographic variation, 
and visual density are used deliberately to mark shifts in proximity, pressure, and 
register, shaping the pace and texture of reading. In particular, spaced en dashes ( – ) 
are used throughout in place of unspaced em dashes (—). This choice is intentional: it 
registers pauses, intervals, and openings that mirror the sensory and relational 
movement of the text. These decisions are not decorative but attuned to the movement 
of the work, supporting how it unfolds rather than standing apart from it. 
44 Laurel Richardson and Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre, “Writing: A Method of Inquiry,” 
in The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research, 3rd ed., ed. Norman K. Denzin and 
Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, 2005), 959–78.  
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Pierre similarly approaches writing as a site of discovery and ethical work, 
one through which both the topic and methodology of an inquiry may be 
altered.45 Writing therefore becomes part of analysis, not because every act 
of writing is analytically productive, but because relations and problems 
may appear through writing that were not available beforehand.     
 
Maggie MacLure attends to moments when empirical material resists 
ready interpretation and disturbs habitual processes of meaning-
making. 46  Jackson and Mazzei’s practice of “thinking with theory” 
likewise refuses the simple application of theory to data. Their approach 
brings concepts and empirical accounts into relation so that analytical 
questions and movements may emerge that were not predetermined. 
Writing with philosophy, in this dissertation, did more than provide 
another vocabulary for problems already present. Philosophical concepts 
intervened in the composition of the work, changed what could be asked 
of an encounter, and enabled conceptual articulations that were not 
available before the writing began. 
 
Lenz Taguchi’s work is relevant here for its challenge to the 
theory/practice divide and for its account of collaborative analysis as 
embodied, tactile, and transformative. In Going Beyond the Theory/Practice 
Divide, she connects theory, pedagogical practice, materiality, learning, 
and writing; in “Becoming Molecular Girl,” she shows how 
deconstructive writing, talking, sharing, and re-analyzing data can 
unsettle philosophy and theory as “independent,” “disembodied” 
academic work. Her later work on “concept as method” then treats 
concepts not as external frames applied to empirical material, but as acts 
of thought that orient inquiry through the tracing and mapping of 
problems, relations, and conditions of emergence.47 

 
45  Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre, “Circling the Text: Nomadic Writing Practices,” 
Qualitative Inquiry 3, no. 4 (1997): 403–17, esp. 403–8 and 413–15 
46 Maggie MacLure, “Researching without Representation? Language and Materiality 
in Post-Qualitative Methodology,” International Journal of Qualitative Studies in 
Education 26, no. 6 (2013): 658–67, https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2013.788755. 
47  Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, Going Beyond the Theory/Practice Divide in Early Childhood 
Education: Introducing an Intra-active Pedagogy (London: Routledge, 2010), esp. chap. 6; 
Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, “‘Becoming Molecular Girl’: Transforming Subjectivities in 
Collaborative Doctoral Research Studies as Micro-Politics in the Academy,” 
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 26, no. 9 (2013): 1101–16, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2013.816886; Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, “‘The Concept 
as Method’: Tracing-and-Mapping the Problem of the Neuro(n) in the Field of 
Education,” Cultural Studies ↔	 Critical Methodologies 16, no. 2 (2016): 213–23, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708616634726; Hillevi Lenz Taguchi and Elizabeth 
Adams St. Pierre, “Using Concept as Method in Educational and Social Science 
Inquiry,” Qualitative Inquiry 23, no. 9 (2017): 643–48, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800417732634. For a Swedish pedagogical and 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2013.788755
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2013.816886
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708616634726
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800417732634
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The orientation toward writing, concepts, and empirical material also sits 
within a broader constellation of feminist, Black feminist, queer, 
posthuman, and decolonial thought.48 These traditions are not equivalent 
and do not share a single genealogy or theoretical framework. They form 
part of the wider intellectual field within which questions of situated 
knowledge, embodiment, opacity, relation, care, materiality, and the 
limits of representational mastery have become possible to ask. 
 
The inquiry therefore develops within qualitative research while drawing 
selectively on postqualitative scholarship where its concepts and writing 
practices became consequential. 49  These engagements support specific 
practices within empirically grounded educational research: attending to 

 
postqualitative use of Deleuze and Guattari to think becoming, the not-yet-seen, and 
the methodological production of pedagogical possibility, see Lotta Johansson, 
Tillblivelsens pedagogik: Om att utmana det förgivettagna. En postkvalitativ studie av det 
ännu-icke-seddas pedagogiska möjligheter (PhD diss., Lund University, 2015). 
48  This broader intellectual field includes distinct feminist, Black feminist, queer, 
decolonial, and posthuman trajectories that have shaped the dissertation’s attention to 
situated and embodied knowledge, opacity, relation, care, materiality, racialized 
histories, and the limits of representational mastery. These trajectories include the 
work of Donna Haraway, Saidiya Hartman, Christina Sharpe, Dionne Brand, Fred 
Moten, Gloria Anzaldúa, Trinh T. Minh-ha, María Lugones, Vicki Kirby, María Puig 
de la Bellacasa, Sara Ahmed, Astrida Neimanis, and Rosi Braidotti, alongside practices 
of writing and thinking with theory developed by Laurel Richardson, Maggie 
MacLure, Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre, Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, Alecia Y. Jackson, and Lisa 
A. Mazzei. These traditions are not interchangeable, nor do these thinkers enter the 
dissertation with equal weight. They mark distinct intellectual trajectories that have 
shaped particular questions, concepts, and practices of inquiry at different points in 
the work. 
49 St. Pierre identifies her 2011 handbook chapter as the publication in which she first 
named and began to describe post qualitative inquiry in print. See St. Pierre, “Post 
Qualitative Research: The Critique and the Coming After,” in The SAGE Handbook of 
Qualitative Research, 4th ed., ed. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Los 
Angeles: SAGE, 2011), 611–35; and St. Pierre, “Why Post Qualitative Inquiry?,” 
Qualitative Inquiry 27, no. 2 (2021): 163–66, 163, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800420931142. Within Swedish educational research, 
Karin Gunnarsson and Linnea Bodén describe postqualitative methodology as taking 
its point of departure in, rather than simply distancing itself from, qualitative inquiry. 
Their account of research as world-making, and of theory, method, discourse, 
materiality, affect, ontology, epistemology, and ethics as entangled, resonates with the 
way method in this dissertation was altered through encounter rather than settled in 
advance. Gunnarsson’s work on change, boundaries, and responsibility likewise 
articulates empirical inquiry and theoretical elaboration as mutually implicated, with 
change understood as both unpredictable and ethically demanding. These affinities do 
not define the present dissertation as postqualitative; they locate its selective 
methodological engagements within a Swedish pedagogical trajectory. See Karin 
Gunnarsson and Linnea Bodén, Introduktion till postkvalitativ metodologi (Stockholm: 
Stockholm University Press, 2021), https://doi.org/10.16993/bbh; Karin Gunnarsson, 
“How to Expand the Boundaries: Feminist Posthumanist Elaborations on Change in 
Education,” Reconceptualizing Educational Research Methodology 12, no. 1 (2021): 66–78, 
https://doi.org/10.7577/rerm.4245.   
 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800420931142
https://doi.org/10.16993/bbh
https://doi.org/10.7577/rerm.4245
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what resists easy interpretation, refusing theory as an explanatory 
template, and recognizing writing as part of knowledge production.  
 
Analytically, the work developed through repeated returns to recordings, 
transcripts, translations, and written fragments. Earlier interpretations 
were reconsidered as permissions changed, silences acquired force, and 
later encounters altered what could be heard or written. Concepts were 
taken up where they helped articulate problems already emerging 
through the material. Analysis therefore did not occur only before writing. 
It also proceeded through writing, as empirical scenes, conceptual 
language, and questions of method were brought into relation. 
 
Writing is not what comes after listening; it is one of the ways listening 
continues after its breakdown. It forms part of the work through which 
encounters become hearable as knowledge, while the writing remains 
answerable to what must not be fully exposed or resolved. This 
answerability does not mean surrendering analytic responsibility. 
Concepts were selected, passages composed, and claims developed; these 
decisions remained accountable to the material and ethical demands of the 
work.  
 
Cartography names one form taken by this ontological, analytic, and 
compositional practice. The term draws on Deleuze and Guattari’s 
distinction between a map and a tracing: a tracing reproduces relations 
according to a model already in place; a map is made through connection, 
alteration, interruption, and return.50 Cartography does not designate a 
visual representation of settled findings, nor does it replace analysis with 
free association. In this dissertation, it names the practice of following how 
problems move across encounters, institutions, bodies, concepts, 
permissions, and acts of writing while keeping visible the relations that 
the writing itself produces. The fuller account is developed in “Writing 
Cartographically.” Here, the term clarifies why the inquiry proceeds 
through return and recomposition: it makes available for examination 
what was brought into relation, where a problem recurred, what altered 
direction, and where continuity could not responsibly be secured. 
 
The researcher appears within this practice as an articulating and 
compositional agent: the one who selects passages, translates, juxtaposes 
fragments, introduces concepts, withholds material, and gives literary 
form to the cartography. Naming this role does not shift the object of 

 
50 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, 
trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 12–13. 
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inquiry from the women’s encounters to the researcher’s interiority. Nor 
does it establish the researcher’s experience as the source of the work’s 
authority. It makes visible the authorial decisions through which 
encounters enter the dissertation and holds those decisions open to 
scrutiny. The first person appears where the position from which 
listening, translation, interpretation, decision, and writing take place 
cannot responsibly be bracketed. 
 
Accountability remains necessary here. The reader must be able to follow 
how the material was generated, how consent and permissions changed, 
why particular concepts were taken up, what compositional decisions 
were made, and on what grounds the dissertation advances its claims. 
Uncertainty is part of what the dissertation examines; it does not remove 
the obligation to show how those claims and relations were produced.  
 
 

How the Work Unfolds 

The dissertation’s movement from interview to encounter, from listening 
to touch, and from empirical difficulty to philosophical inquiry was not 
established in advance. It became perceptible through returns, 
interruptions, refusals, and renewed obligations that altered the course of 
the work. The present section has situated the inquiry within pedagogy 
and educational research while clarifying its relations to migration 
research, feminist epistemologies, qualitative inquiry, and philosophy. It 
has also accounted for the study’s delimitation, recruitment, consent, and 
the methodological role of writing and cartography. 

“Orientation” moves toward the movement into the events that altered 
the direction of the inquiry. Samā’s death and Donya’s invitation to touch 
her scar unsettled the assumption that listening could remain a secure 
methodological posture. “From Encounter to Inquiry” and “Knowing 
Under Constraint” develop the consequences of this disruption by asking 
how knowledge, interpretation, and responsibility take shape when 
testimony, silence, touch, and refusal are never simply given for analysis. 

The sections gathered under “Listening in the Wake” then follow this 
problem through different encounters, compositional forms, and 
institutional arrangements. Samā and Aram bring into view what 
continues after speech has occurred and what it means to remain 
responsible for a voice that cannot simply be carried forward unchanged. 
“Night Crossing” gathers fragments of crossing into a soundscape where 
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listening is not oriented toward understanding but toward survival, 
danger, breath, and the need to remain below the threshold of exposure. 
Roya, Nour, and Azin show how speech may be heard, documented, and 
classified while remaining unable to alter the terms of institutional 
response. Noya and Nava bring listening into relation with political 
history, administrative saturation, gendered recognition, and the risks 
attached to becoming audible. Donya’s encounter then turns the 
dissertation toward touch, exposure, and the limits of understanding, 
asking how contact may occur without becoming possession. 

“From Listening to Method” returns to what these encounters require of 
inquiry. “Method after Encounter” distinguishes the procedures that 
made the study possible from the obligations those procedures could not 
settle in advance. The subsequent sections on writing, fabulation, and 
cartography examine how analysis continued through return, 
juxtaposition, withholding, and conceptual composition. They ask how 
writing can remain with what is absent, withdrawn, or incomplete 
without filling it in or speaking in another’s place. 

The later sections draw out the ethical and political consequences of this 
movement. “Doxa, Recognition, and the Governance of the Already 
Known” examines how established forms of intelligibility organize what 
can appear as credible or meaningful. “An Ethics of Accompaniment” asks 
what ethical relation becomes when empathy, identification, and 
complete knowledge cannot guarantee responsibility. “A Life of 
Immanence” then considers how thought and judgment proceed without 
appeal to a position outside the relations composing them. 

The dissertation closes with a movement “Toward Imperceptibility.” 
Imperceptibility receives its sustained formulation only there, although it 
has ethically and conceptually accompanied the work from its beginning. 
Its late naming is deliberate. The event of migration must first be followed 
through listening, withholding, touch, writing, recognition, becoming, 
and immanence before its relation to imperceptibility can be named. The 
final movement asks how writing might remain answerable to lives 
shaped by migration without allowing recognizability, disclosure, or 
institutional audibility to exhaust their presence. 
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“Speaking nearby”… a speaking that does not objectify, 
does not point to an object as if it is distant from the speaking 
subject or absent from the speaking place. A speaking that 
reflects on itself and can come very close to a subject 
without, however, seizing or claiming it. A speaking in brief, 
whose closures are only moments of transition opening up 
to other possible moments of transition… Because actually, 
this is not just a technique or a statement to be made 
verbally. It is an attitude in life, a way of positioning oneself 
in relation to the world.  
                                   Trinh T. Minh-ha, “Speaking Nearby”51 

 
  

 
51 Nancy N. Chen, “Speaking Nearby: A Conversation with Trinh T. Minh-ha,” Visual 
Anthropology Review 8, no. 1 (Spring 1992): 87, 
https://doi.org/10.1525/var.1992.8.1.82.  

https://doi.org/10.1525/var.1992.8.1.82
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An Opening Descent 
 

I came to explore the wreck. 
The words are purposes. 

The words are maps. 
I came to see the damage that was done 

and the treasures that prevail. 
I stroke the beam of my lamp 

slowly along the flank 
of something more permanent 

than fish or weed 
 

the thing I came for: 
the wreck and not the story of the wreck  

the thing itself and not the myth  
the drowned face always staring  

toward the sun 
the evidence of damage  

worn by salt and sway into this threadbare beauty  
the ribs of the disaster 
curving their assertion 

among the tentative haunters.  
 

This is the place.  
And I am here, the mermaid whose dark hair 

streams black, the merman in his armored body.  
We circle silently  
about the wreck 

we dive into the hold…  
Adrienne Rich, Diving into the Wreck52 

 
The poem does not explain what follows. It stays near the conditions from 
which this work emerged: damage, exposure, survival, and the difficulty 
of approaching what cannot be fully carried into language. 
 
This descent is not a movement from surface to depth, as if something 
hidden waited beneath. What appears here takes form through fragments, 
gestures, interruptions, pauses, and encounters that unfold across the 
surface of relation without fully settling into recognition. As Gilles 

 
52 “Diving into the Wreck,” was first published in the 1973 collection of the same name. 
I draw on it here as an orientation toward descent, risk, and proximity rather than a 
metaphor to be decoded. Adrienne Rich, Diving into the Wreck: Poems 1971–1972 (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 1973), 22–24.  



 

30 

Deleuze writes, “If there is nothing to see behind the curtain, it is because 
everything is visible, or rather all possible science is along the length of 
the curtain.”53 The point is not that histories of violence lack depth, nor 
that narration has nothing concealed within it. Rather, the concern is how 
traces, surfaces, and events become perceptible without being converted 
into final explanation. Distance does not guarantee detachment; the 
inquiry is already entangled in these conditions.   
 
Adrienne Rich’s Diving into the Wreck has accompanied this writing from 
the beginning. Rich approaches the wreck slowly, without mastery, 
reconciliation, or redemption, remaining near damage without converting 
it into resolution.54  
 
Margaret Atwood once described the poem as one that “takes risks, and it 
forces the reader to take them also.”55 This risk is not discovery as mastery. 
It is the risk of proximity: remaining near experiences that cannot always 
be stabilized within available forms of recognition. This dissertation 
inherits that risk. It turns toward moments in which speech falters, 
memory fragments, narration hesitates, repeats, breaks apart, or 
disappears under conditions that make recognition dangerous. 
 
The wreck is not a figure for any one life. It enters this dissertation through 
conditions of damage, exposure, and fractured audibility that become 
perceptible across the encounters. Encounter names both the situated 
meetings through which the research unfolded and the interruption 
through which something becomes newly perceptible or thinkable.56 Their 

 
53  Drawing on Stoic philosophy and Lewis Carroll’s Alice books, Deleuze 
reconceptualizes sense as an event of the surface rather than a hidden content located 
in depth. His formulation does not deny depth in any ordinary or material sense; 
rather, it challenges the philosophical assumption that truth must be sought behind 
appearances as a concealed interior. See Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, trans. Mark 
Lester with Charles Stivale, ed. Constantin V. Boundas (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1990), 9.  
54 Alice Templeton argues that the poem pays attention to the “process of exploring the 
wreck and not to the analysis of the wreck.” Templeton’s distinction supports the use 
of descent here as an exposed mode of approach rather than a procedure of recovery 
or explanation. Alice Templeton, The Dream and the Dialogue: Adrienne Rich’s Feminist 
Poetics (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1994), 44, italics in the original. 
55  Margaret Atwood, “’Diving into the Wreck’: Adrienne Rich,” New York Times, 
December 30, 1973; also reprinted in Reading Adrienne Rich: Reviews and Re-visions, 
1951–81, ed. Jane Roberta Cooper (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1984), 
238–41.  
56  For Deleuze, an encounter is not primarily something that happens “between 
people.” It names what interrupts recognition and forces thought, rather than simply 
something that occurs between already constituted subjects. See Gilles Deleuze, 
L’Abécédaire de Gilles Deleuze, avec Claire Parnet, directed by Pierre-André Boutang 
(1996), trans. and notes by Charles J. Stivale, segment “C as in Culture.”   
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stories emerge through pauses, contradictions, fragments, and partial 
disclosures shaped by conditions under which speaking was never fully 
safe. The task is not to uncover a hidden truth beneath these moments, but 
to remain with what takes place through them. Their encounters altered 
the conditions under which this work could think, listen, and write.  
 
Again and again, women approached the limits of what could safely be 
said. Some feared being fixed within administrative categories that 
exposed them to danger. Others spoke through unfinished accounts, 
abrupt silences, contradictions, repetitions, or moments when words gave 
way to hesitation. These moments did not simply interrupt speech. They 
marked the conditions under which speech became possible, audible, 
administratively recognizable, or withheld. 
 
Working alongside these women required resisting the reduction of their 
lives to harm 57  or recovery. Resisting that reduction changed how 
listening operated in the dissertation. Listening became attention to 
interruption, strain, hesitation, repetition, and to the ways encounters 
continued to resonate beyond what could be fully narrated or resolved. 
What persisted was not endurance as resolution, but traces of lives shaped 
by demands for chronology, recognizability, and narrative completion – 
demands imposed before exposure itself could be acknowledged. 
 
This practice of listening resists administrative logics that too often 
convert life into categories of trauma, adaptability, integration, credibility, 
or risk. These terms organize systems of recognition that make lives 
legible while narrowing how they can be encountered. Against this 
narrowing, the dissertation lingers with fragments that open toward other 
ways of living, without demanding resolution or justification. 
 
Rich’s lines model an embodied and exposed mode of approach. To 
descend is to remain within conditions that cannot be mastered from a 
distance. Knowledge emerges here through proximity, implication, and 
encounters whose effects exceed stable interpretation. Writing follows 
encounters that remain unresolved even when words are found for them. 
 
The movement of the writing is not solitary. It emerges through 
encounters shaped by migration, waiting, institutional hearing, disbelief, 
and survival. Words move across these encounters without containing 

 
57  While Rich’s poem brings damage into focus, I use harm to name the broader 
relational, institutional, and administrative forms of violence articulated by the 
women in this work. I retain the term while refusing to reduce these lives to harm 
alone.   
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them fully, leaving unfinished forms of relation that persist without 
guarantee.  
 
The sections that follow trace these conditions through listening, touch, 
writing, and becoming. They ask what becomes perceptible when stable 
intelligibility is no longer treated as the primary measure of truth, 
credibility, or knowledge, and when relation does not begin from mutual 
transparency or secure ground. What is at stake is not the recovery of a 
hidden story, but the tracing of conditions under which lives are made 
audible, interrupted, exposed, or forced into disappearance. The work 
remains with these encounters, following what they continue to set in 
motion and attending to gestures of contact 58  that neither close the 
encounter nor disappear.  
 
At stake is a pedagogical problem: how listening shapes the conditions 
under which lives, meanings, and subjects can appear, be withheld, or be 
inaudible. Methodologically, the inquiry follows this problem through 
writing that remains with fragments, silences, and interruptions, allowing 
concepts to enter where the encounters make them necessary.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
58 The term contact derives from the Latin contactus, from contingĕre (“to touch [each 
other]”). Here, contact names more than connection: a proximity in which touching 
and being touched do not require mutual recognition, symmetry, or transparency. It 
need not be physical and does not imply immediacy. See Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. 
“contact.” 
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The middle is by no means an average; on the contrary, it is 
where things pick up speed. Between things does not 
designate a localizable relation going from one thing to the 
other and back again, but a perpendicular direction, a 
transversal movement that sweeps one and the other way, a 
stream without beginning or end that undermines its banks 
and picks up speed in the middle.  

                        Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus59   
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
59 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 25, italics in the original. 
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Prelude 
The Broken Architecture of Listening  

 
A phone call altered the course of this work. I had been reaching out to 
Samā’s60 sister, hoping to invite her into the conversation Samā had begun. 
When she finally called, I assumed she was responding to that invitation. 
Instead, she told me that Samā – the young girl I had interviewed months 
earlier – had taken her life. 
 

This is not her story.  
It is what remains after it: 

 an articulation that speaks only through its incompletion. 
This distinction marks the limit within which this work must remain.  
 
The news arrived as an interruption: abrupt, disorienting, unassimilable. 
It unsettled what had felt stable, including the direction the work had 
taken. What followed was a slow reorientation through what the 
interruption exposed. 
 
In that reorientation, earlier moments returned differently. One of them 
became the hinge through which this work learned to listen differently: 
Donya’s61 quiet invitation to touch her scar. A gesture that had registered 
but could not yet be placed took on another force after the call. It no longer 
appeared as a gesture I could simply describe; it had become a demand, a 
listening already moving through contact before it could be named. What 
had appeared as attentive witnessing depended on a distance that was 
already porous; the boundary that seemed to hold had already been 
crossed. 

 
60  Samā is the young girl whose substantive account is not reproduced in this 
dissertation, at the request of her sister. Samā’s sister also participated in the study and 
completed a research interview. At a later stage, because of concerns about 
recognizability within her community, she asked that the substantive content of her 
own interview not be included and that she remain in the dissertation only as Samā’s 
sister. I respected these limits. Her own interview therefore does not appear as 
empirical content; her presence remains where her relation to Samā, and the limits she 
later set on what could be carried into writing, became methodologically and ethically 
consequential. 
The name Samā ( ءامس ) derives from the Arabic root sumūw, meaning to be “high,” 
“lofty,” or “to be above or beyond.” See Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written 
Arabic, ed. J. Milton Cowan, 4th ed. (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1979), 504.  
61 I met Donya twice: first through a screen, then in the quiet of her home during the 
period of this inquiry. A few days earlier, she had spoken, almost incidentally, of an 
event she had carried alone for years. I use the name Donya – a word meaning “world” 
and also a name in Persian, Turkish, and Arabic – as a trace, marking presence without 
capture. Her story will return. 
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Only afterward could this interruption be named. What became clear was 
that listening had never stood outside what it sought to attend to; it had 
already been moving through me. What had happened exceeded the 
terms of experience, realization, or method. Another name was required, 
one that could remain with what it set in motion. The name that emerged 
was event:62 a force that made me answerable by drawing me into relation, 
without guarantee. 
 
By event63 I mean more than an occurrence: a break in the order of sense 
that arrives without warning, exceeds preparation, and alters the ethical 
terrain of the encounter. To name it is already to risk diminishing its force; 
writing must remain within that risk.  
 
After the phone call announcing Samā’s death, listening could no longer 
be understood as receptive or neutral. It had to be thought as exposure to 
relation itself, in its vulnerability, asymmetry, and force. This is where 
listening begins to take shape as an architecture – fragile, uneven, already 
breaking. Architecture names here the institutional, political, and affective 
arrangements through which audibility, recognition, and silence are 
distributed.  Its brokenness does not sit beneath appearance as hidden 
structure; it shapes the very condition under which listening becomes 
possible. Listening is not simply a cognitive skill or an interpretive 
method. Here, it becomes an event of relation: a moment of contact in 
which bodies are affected by one another without the guarantee of 
comprehension or control. 
  
What first appeared as the methodological posture of careful listening 
gave way to a terrain shaped by refusals, mishearings, erasures, and 

 
62 Throughout the dissertation, technical terms from philosophical traditions appear in 
italics at first use, marking their entry into the vocabulary of the work; thereafter they 
remain in roman type as they become part of its movement.   
63 In Derrida’s terms, the event marks the interval between what happens and what 
can be comprehended. Derrida distinguishes between “the event of a revelation” and 
“the revelation of an event,” insisting that “to think the possibility of such an event but 
not the event itself” is to remain with what exceeds mastery and interrupts established 
forms of knowledge. My concern here is not revelation as such, but the philosophical 
problem Derrida draws from it: how responsibility begins where certainty fails. In 
Deleuze’s different register, the event unsettles recognition and forces thought. See 
Jacques Derrida, Given Time: I. Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992), 119–25; Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death, trans. 
David Wills (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 49–55, italics in the original; 
Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton (London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2014), 121, 157–58; François Raffoul, Thinking the Event (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2020); and François Zourabichvili, Deleuze: A Philosophy of the 
Event; Together with the Vocabulary of Deleuze, trans. Kieran Aarons, ed. Gregg Lambert 
and Daniel W. Smith (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012).   
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institutional conditions that decide in advance what can be heard and 
what will be refused. In contexts marked by displacement and systemic 
precarity, listening falters; it bends under the weight of what it cannot 
contain.  
 
From that breach onward, listening appeared as a strained material 
relation, shaped by my institutional position, by histories of migration 
from which I could not disentangle myself, and by the conditions under 
which I had listened and begun to write. It was, and remains, a fragile 
structure, cracked by absence, by those unheard or no longer present, and 
by the limits of what can be heard or understood. 
 
Both Jacques Derrida64 and Gilles Deleuze,65 in different ways, help name 
the rupture at stake here. For Derrida, the event “belongs” to no one;66 it 
unsettles the self, makes “the ‘I’ tremble,” and arrives as “exposure” to 
what “exceeds knowing.” 67  For Deleuze, the event is a shock, “an 
encounter…that forces us to think.”68 The event described here therefore 
names a rupture through which new conditions of relation emerge. It did 
not offer a new method; it changed the conditions under which method 
could continue. 
 
It is from within this brokenness that the inquiry proceeds: as continuation 
rather than recovery, where fracture becomes the condition of relation. 
Listening here is an exposure to failure, an effort to remain with what 
resists comprehension and still continues to reverberate. What follows 
inhabits the cracks of this architecture,69 tracing how silence, refusal, and 
resonance become materials of relation. This is where listening begins to 
touch the political stakes of knowledge: not everything can be heard, and 
institutional conditions often determine what will be allowed to count as 
hearable at all.  
 

 
64  Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) challenged assumptions of stable presence and 
transparent meaning through work on trace, différance, hospitality, and responsibility. 
The present section draws especially on his insistence that responsibility begins where 
certainty falters and encounters exceed mastery.   
65 Gilles Deleuze (1925–1995) reoriented philosophy from identity and representation 
toward difference, movement, and becoming. What matters here is his account of 
encounters as forces that interrupt recognition and compel thought.   
66 Derrida, The Gift of Death, 91–92; also discussed by François Raffoul in the chapter 
“The Secret of the Event,” in Thinking the Event, 289. 
67 Raffoul, Thinking the Event, 289. 
68 Raffoul, Thinking the Event, 8, citing Zourabichvili, Deleuze: A Philosophy of the Event, 
56, interpreting Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 183.  
69  The term carries another resonance in this project: Samā had hoped to study 
architecture. I retain the word while refusing to make that biographical detail bear 
explanatory weight.  
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The encounters through which this work takes shape are not treated as 
case studies. They are fractures through which listening fails and persists. 
A woman threatened with deportation said she “heard nothing” when the 
interpreter spoke. Another repeatedly asked whether the recording was 
working, as though the machine might listen more reliably than the 
human beside her. A young girl’s death became audible only belatedly, 
carried across borders and time. During the pandemic, a pregnant woman 
compelled to change her visa status stood before the Migration Agency 
and was told that they would not hear a word: “rules were rules.” The fear 
of return left her with no choice but to end what she called her “last chance 
at pregnancy.” Another woman, who buried her newborn at a border 
crossing, still hears the infant crying in her arms, an echo no institution 
could register, one that persists in the body of this work. These fragments 
do not merely illustrate a claim; they make listening’s fracture perceptible. 
 
These moments trace the limits of institutional recognition and the 
fractures of listening itself, where hearing stalls, meaning collapses, and 
yet something continues to resound. In these scenes, listening is skewed 
rather than absent: it takes the form of dismissal, redirection, distortion, 
or persistence beyond recognition. My own listening is folded into these 
same structures, shaped by hesitations, translations, and silences that 
contour every encounter. 
 
There were moments when listening could no longer remain at a                     
d i s t a n c e, when it registered through the body, not as understanding 
but as the limit of understanding. Touch and pause entered the texture of 
relation, shaping how writing itself began to listen with and through the 
skin. 
  
Writing here neither mends listening nor replaces what is missing; it stays 
with the cracks, tracing what reverberates without seeking repair. To write 
from broken listening is to follow what emerges through fracture, along 
unfinished paths that open when interpretive certainty gives way.  
 
This prelude does not resolve the fractures it traces; it prepares the 
methodological reorientation that follows. The question begins here: how 
inquiry continues when understanding cannot be guaranteed, yet 
listening still requires learning, response, and answerability.  
When the architecture of listening gave way, the architecture of writing 
had to shift. What follows is movement rather than structure, formed in 
the wake rather than according to a prior design. It traces how the 
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dissertation ceased to follow a plan and became a surface of exposures,70 a 
spacing where thought and life brush against one another, altering their 
courses as they move. 
 
The writing begins here, amid knowing and not knowing, hearing and not 
hearing, as an immanent practice of remaining with what exceeds sense.71 
Inquiry becomes movement: a listening that follows what persists after 
certainty, narrative, and recognition have begun to give way. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
70  The early stages of this dissertation followed a structured plan organizing the 
interviews, themes, and analytic directions. After the phone call that unsettled the 
work, the conversations remained central, but the form shifted: writing began to follow 
what returned, resisted, and continued to reverberate. A linguistic detail in Deleuze 
and Guattari’s vocabulary helps name this movement. In French, plan can mean both 
“plan” and  “plane” or “surface”; Brian Massumi’s English translation sometimes 
renders the term as “plane” and at times as “plan(e),” retaining the resonance between 
organization and surface. I draw on that resonance lightly here, to mark a movement 
from prior design toward a surface on which relations, interruptions, and returns are 
composed through writing. See Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, xvii, 265–
69.  
71 Immanence returns as the central problem of “A Life of Immanence.” Here, the term 
marks the refusal of a position outside the relations through which listening and 
writing take form. See Gilles Deleuze, Pure Immanence: Essays on A Life, trans. Anne 
Boyman (New York: Zone Books, 2001), 25–33.  
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The best kind of encounter with thinking’s outside is the 
kind that deeply listens to what writing is trying to do, 
almost thinking beyond what the author is capable of 
thinking, then returning that thinking, almost beyond what 
the reader can think, to the author. In this gesture of 
encounter, no one is trying to convince anyone: thought is 
thinking collectively at its limit.  

Erin Manning, The Minor Gesture72 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
72 Erin Manning, The Minor Gesture (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), ix.  
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From Encounter to Inquiry 
 
The orientation described in the Prelude altered not only what I heard but 
what could count as method. The encounters did not remain confined to 
the moments in which they took place. Recordings, transcripts, 
translations, and renewed listenings reopened them in time, reshaping 
what could be heard, written, and known. Listening could no longer be 
treated as a neutral methodological posture. It became a relation that 
made me answerable without securing a stable position. 
 
Across the encounters, institutional conditions had already distributed 
what could count as credible fear, coherent suffering, or admissible 
speech. Listening was rarely absent. What governed these encounters was 
the prior organization of intelligibility itself: the unequal terms under 
which some voices became recognizable, credible, and administratively 
legible while others were rendered doubtful, excessive, delayed, or 
unheard. 
 
The encounters revealed distance as porous and ethically charged, a 
spacing to be inhabited rather than dissolved. Distance emerges here not 
as a safeguard guaranteeing methodological neutrality, but as a relation 
requiring sustained attention. What shifted was not proximity alone, but 
what proximity did: how it unsettled the terms through which listening 
had been organized and exposed its entanglements with interpretation, 
knowledge, and control. Donya’s invitation granted no access to her pain 
and made no wound knowable. The scar was neither evidence, confession, 
nor proof. It was contact at the limit: something offered without becoming 
available for possession.  
 
This raises the question of beginning. If inquiry does not begin from an 
already constituted object, subject, or experience, what, then, is 
encountered? The question concerns what philosophy has often called the 
given. I do not use the given to mean pure experience, immediate presence, 
or empirical material awaiting collection. Nothing in these encounters 
arrives in that way. What appears as given is already crossed by 
translation, institutional hearing, memory, fear, bodily exposure, silence, 
and the unequal conditions through which some speech becomes 
recognizable while other speech is rendered doubtful, excessive, delayed, 
or unheard.    
 
This orientation comes closest to a Deleuzian sense of transcendental 
empiricism, understood here as a way of clarifying why inquiry cannot 
begin from an already constituted object, subject, or field of data, rather 
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than as a method to be applied. Transcendental here remains immanent 
to experience. In describing what he calls the transcendent exercise of a 
faculty, Deleuze is explicit: “Transcendent in no way means that the 
faculty addresses itself to objects outside the world but, on the contrary, 
that it grasps that in the world which concerns it exclusively and brings it 
into the world.”73  The transcendental question therefore asks after the 
conditions through which something becomes sensible, thinkable, or 
capable of taking form. 
 
Deleuze retains a transcendental question while redirecting it from the 
conditions of possible experience toward the genesis of real experience. 
The issue is how determinations emerge within experience itself. Neither 
the object of inquiry nor the listening or knowing subject can therefore be 
assumed to exist in finished form before the encounter. The question shifts 
from what an already constituted subject can know about an already 
constituted object toward how subjects, objects, relations, and capacities 
become determinate within experience. 
 
Daniel W. Smith clarifies a related reversal in Deleuze’s reading of 
empiricism by contrasting Emmanuel Kant and David Hume. The Kantian 
question is, “How can the given be given to a subject?” The Humean 
question, as Deleuze reconstructs it, is instead: “How is the subject 
constituted within the given?”74 The significance of this reversal lies in 
where inquiry begins. The subject is no longer the unquestioned point 
from which the empirical world becomes knowable; subjectivity itself 
becomes something whose formation must be accounted for. 
 
The researcher, the listener, the witness, the speaker, and the one asked to 
tell her story enter the encounter with histories and positions already in 
force. Those positions are also modified through the relations, 
translations, delays, institutional conditions, and exposures composing 
the encounter. This does not erase historical difference or asymmetry, nor 
does it diminish the researcher’s responsibility for interpretation and 

 
73 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 187–88. I do not treat listening, touch, and writing 
as “faculties” in Deleuze’s technical sense; I draw instead on his account of capacities 
forced beyond ordinary empirical exercise and recognition. For a sustained discussion 
of Deleuze’s transcendental empiricism, see Levi R. Bryant, Difference and Givenness: 
Deleuze’s Transcendental Empiricism and the Ontology of Immanence (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2008).  
74 For this formulation of Deleuze’s Humean reversal of Kant, see Daniel W. Smith, 
“Gilles Deleuze,” in Poststructuralism and Critical Theory’s Second Generation, ed. Alan 
D. Schrift, vol. 6 of The History of Continental Philosophy (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2014), 101; Daniel W. Smith, John Protevi, and Daniela Voss, “Gilles 
Deleuze,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Summer 2023 ed., ed. Edward N. 
Zalta and Uri Nodelman.  
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writing. It makes the formation of the positions from which one listens, 
speaks, witnesses, and writes the inquiry itself.  
 
Deleuze’s account of thought carries the argument further. He argues that 
“thinking is not innate, but must be engendered in thought.”75 Thought 
arises, he writes, “under the impulse of a shock”;76  “Something in the 
world forces us to think. This something is an object not of recognition but 
of a fundamental encounter.”77 Recognition returns what is encountered to 
forms already available to thought. Encounter matters where those forms 
cease to suffice, where something cannot immediately be assimilated to 
what is already known and thought is forced beyond its habitual exercise. 
 
This became palpable within the inquiry. The call announcing Samā’s 
death altered no recording, yet recordings already made could no longer 
be heard in the same way. Pauses, memories, permissions, and acts of 
listening entered another configuration. Donya’s invitation to touch her 
scar similarly added no new item of information that could simply be 
incorporated into an interview. It disturbed the distinction through which 
listening had been organized as reception at a distance.  
 
The concepts taken up here name pressures already active within the 
inquiry. They remain useful insofar as they help follow what the 
encounters set in motion and must recede where they begin to restore too 
quickly the forms of recognizability those encounters disturbed. What 
emerges is less a set of findings than a reorientation of listening, response, 
and relation under conditions where meaning fractures, voices withdraw, 
touch unsettles recognition, and thought can no longer proceed through 
habitual forms of understanding. This orientation claims neither a 
position outside representation nor a philosophical resolution to its limits. 
Its methodological consequence is equally situated: it cannot be converted 
into a model, procedure, or technique. 

 
What it offers is a practice of remaining exposed: 

 
75 Deleuze develops this point through his reading of Antonin Artaud (1896–1948) and 
his critique of the dogmatic “image of thought.” The problem is not “to direct or 
methodically apply a thought which pre-exists in principle and in nature, but to bring 
into being that which does not yet exist.” Difficulty therefore belongs to the conditions 
under which thought begins: “difficulty as such” is “not a de facto state of affairs but a 
de jure structure of thought.” The problem returns in “Doxa, Recognition, and the 
Governance of the Already Known.” See Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 193, italics 
in the original.   
76 Shock here does not mean trauma or surprise; it names a generative encounter that 
compels thought to begin. Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 175.   
77 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 183, italics in the original.    
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writing that allows itself to be moved, unsettled, and sometimes undone 
by what it encounters, without converting that undoing into moral 

authority. 
 

Across the sections that follow, listening appears as a problem rather than 
a solution: a site where audibility, relation, and knowledge are continually 
unsettled. Donya brings listening to the limit of touch, where contact 
refuses mastery. Samā’s absence marks what persists after listening, when 
what has been heard returns too l  a  t  e and differently. Aram brings 
into view institutional capture, where speech is received primarily as 
evidence. Through these movements, listening remains uneven, risky, 
asymmetrical, and vulnerable to capture.   
 
The argument develops by tracing shifts in relation, audibility, and 
exposure rather than through linear demonstration: how an intensity 
gathers, how a gesture alters the conditions of sense, and how something 
becomes thinkable because it is felt, interrupted, or endured. The pages 
that follow proceed through orientation rather than prescription, 
remaining attuned to listening, touch, hesitation, trembling, and 
withdrawal, and answerable to what cannot fully be resolved.  
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Recalling that Dionysus is the god of wine, we need to ask: 
is this new wine in old bottles? Or perhaps it’s old wine in 
new bottles? It’s hard to tell. It is not that questions of 
emancipation and social justice are irrelevant: how frivolous 
would it be to say that? But perhaps it is a matter of learning 
to ask better questions: learning how to tap into the 
problematic structure of events, so that we can learn to be 
less guided by what we already think we know is important. 
Once we get better at doing that, we will be in a better 
position to experiment with dosages…     

                                     Maggie MacLure, “A Little of Dionysus Blood?”78 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
78 Maggie MacLure, “Qualitative Methodology and the New Materialisms: ‘A Little of 
Dionysus’s Blood?’” in Qualitative Inquiry in Neoliberal Times, ed. Norman K. Denzin 
and Michael D. Giardina (New York: Routledge, 2017), 56, 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315397788.   

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315397788
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Knowing Under Constraint 
 

The issue here is not whether to reject knowledge, but what knowledge 
becomes when it is formed under conditions of power, vulnerability, 
displacement, and refusal. The encounters that return through these pages 
– often fragmented, delayed, translated, interrupted, and carried through 
languages, gestures, silence, and pauses – show how knowing is 
inseparable from the arrangements through which something becomes 
hearable, credible, or recognizable, or remains outside the terms of 
recognition altogether. 
 
This question of knowing emerged from the field itself. Women spoke 
from lives shaped by migration, waiting, institutional hearing, disbelief, 
care, grief, and exposure. Their accounts did not arrive as complete 
narratives waiting to be interpreted. Some stories paused where 
administrative systems demanded continuity. Some were shaped by 
translation, in which what was said, heard, or missed could not be 
separated from the conditions of address. Some moments exceeded 
speech altogether: a scar shown rather than explained; a silence held 
beside loss; a question about whether the recording was working; the 
absence left by Samā’s death, which altered the work without becoming 
her story. Such moments altered the material of the inquiry and the terms 
on which knowledge could be pursued.  
 
Writing and listening take place within relations already saturated with 
asymmetry, vulnerability, and loss. A feminist reconfiguration of 
knowledge clarifies the epistemic responsibility this entails. Donna 
Haraway’s “situated knowledges” reject the fantasy of seeing from 
nowhere without abandoning objectivity or accountability. Karen Barad 
likewise understands objectivity as accountability to the material relations 
of which inquiry is a part. I draw on these formulations here only to 
establish that situatedness and implication intensify, rather than diminish, 
epistemic responsibility.79  

 
79 Haraway critiques what she calls the “god trick of seeing everything from nowhere” 
and argues for situated knowledge as partial, embodied, and accountable rather than 
secured through transcendent vision. Barad similarly defines objectivity as “being 
accountable to the specific materializations of which we are a part” and insists that 
“making knowledge is not simply about making facts but about making worlds.” See 
Donna Haraway, The Haraway Reader (New York: Routledge, 2004), 4; and Donna 
Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege 
of Partial Perspective,” Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1988): 581; see also Karen Barad, 
Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and 
Meaning (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007), 91.      
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I turn especially to Rosi Braidotti80 because her account of situated and 
cartographic knowledge helps clarify how this work can remain empirical 
without returning to the fantasy of neutral observation, transparent 
evidence, or a sovereign knowing subject. Braidotti writes that “the 
pursuit of adequate knowledge needs to stay attuned to and work in 
tandem with the ethical pursuit of the power to act.”81 Knowledge, in this 
sense, becomes a situated capacity to remain answerable to the forces and 
relations through which something comes to matter.   
 
The empirical therefore remains central to this dissertation, but not as a 
promise of raw evidence or material simply available for interpretation. 
The encounters that compose this work took place in specific rooms, 
languages, silences, bodies, memories, and institutional conditions. Yet 
they cannot be treated as data in the narrow sense of information gathered 
from a world already available to knowledge. To do so would risk 
reproducing the very demand for transparency that this work questions: 
the demand that a life become legible, narratable, and evidential before it 
can matter.  
 
Braidotti argues against what she calls a “narrow and flat empiricism” and 
proposes an “enlarged” 82  or “different”83  empiricism: “another middle 
ground” that does not abandon experience but “extrapolates from 
experience without being bound to it, and recasts objectivity in the mode 
of situated practices, or politics of location.” 84  For this inquiry, that 
formulation helps keep the encounters singular without reducing them to 
private confession, sociological exemplars, or generalized evidence of 
migration. The women’s words and refusals are inseparable from the 
histories and institutions through which recognition is organized. Their 
accounts enter the inquiry under unequal conditions of reception, while 
some parts remain interrupted or deliberately unavailable.  
 
Against this background, the question becomes epistemological: what 
kind of knowledge remains possible when experience, testimony, silence, 

 
80 Rosi Braidotti (b. 1954) is a feminist philosopher whose work develops nomadic 
theory, feminist materialism, situated knowledge, and cartographic approaches to 
subjectivity and inquiry. I draw here especially on her account of cartography as 
situated and immanent to specific historical, embodied, and geopolitical conditions. 
See Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary 
Feminist Theory, 2nd ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011); Nomadic Theory: 
The Portable Rosi Braidotti (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011); and Posthuman 
Knowledge (Cambridge: Polity, 2019). 
81 Rosi Braidotti, Posthuman Knowledge, 132. 
82 Rosi Braidotti, Posthuman Knowledge, 136. 
83 Rosi Braidotti, Posthuman Knowledge, 135. 
84 Rosi Braidotti, Posthuman Knowledge, 137. 
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and touch are never simply given? A pause is never only a pause; it may 
carry fear, refusal, fatigue, protection, uncertainty, or the limit of what can 
be borne. A scar is not simply evidence. A silence is not simply absence. It 
may fold what came before and what may follow into the encounter.   
        
Braidotti’s cartographic language gives this situatedness a methodological 
form. She writes that “critical and creative cartographies can assist 
methodologically in bringing forth alternative conceptual personae or 
figurations of the kind of knowing subjects currently constructed,” while 
insisting that such figurations remain “localized, situated, perspectival 
and hence immanent to specific conditions.” 85  I take this as a way of 
remaining with the field from within. The cartography of this dissertation 
follows how listening is shaped by institutional hearing, translation, 
silence, bodily exposure, memory, grief, and unequal demands for 
recognizable suffering. These arrangements enter into what can become 
knowledge, what remains unavailable, and what forms of subjectivity 
become perceptible. 

 
The given therefore returns here as a problem rather than a foundation. 
Experience, testimony, voice, suffering, and empirical material do not 
arrive before relation, mediation, and interpretation. What matters here is 
the epistemological consequence of that claim: knowledge cannot begin 
by assuming that its objects arrive already formed for recognition. 
Deleuze’s transcendental empiricism redirects attention toward how 
something becomes perceptible, sayable, hearable, or available as 
knowledge.86  
 
This exceeds the familiar claim that knowledge is mediated. Mediation 
can still presume a determinate object that exists first and is subsequently 
filtered through language, culture, method, or interpretation. The 
problem here is genetic:87 what appears as a voice, silence, contradiction, 
coherent account, symptom, refusal, or piece of evidence takes form 
within relations that help constitute it as that kind of thing. Institutional 
hearing, translation, prior classifications, expectations of narrative 
continuity, bodily exposure, and the research encounter itself are therefore 
part of how something becomes recognizable as knowledge.  

 
85 Rosi Braidotti, Posthuman Knowledge, 136. 
86  See Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 187–88 and “From Encounter to Inquiry” 
above.  
87 Genetic is used here in Deleuze’s sense of genesis, not in a biological or hereditary 
sense. Deleuze contrasts “intrinsic genesis” with “extrinsic conditioning”: the question 
is how the relations and conditions of an experience participate in producing what 
comes to appear, rather than how something already formed is subsequently mediated 
or interpreted. See Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 154, 162. 
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Recognition consequently acquires an ambiguous status. It remains 
indispensable to ordinary life and inquiry, while Deleuze’s critique 
concerns its elevation into the model of thought itself. Recognition relates 
what appears to forms already available for identifying it. Under such 
conditions, what does not readily conform may become difficult to 
register except as contradiction, incoherence, excess, pathology, or noise. 
The encounters therefore cannot be approached simply by asking whether 
the women were heard correctly. Aram’s speech could be heard 
repeatedly while becoming available as material to be altered, verified, or 
used. Nava could be addressed continuously by an administrative system 
while her account remained unable to alter the terms of response. Azin’s 
insistence could be audible while increasingly being read as pathology. In 
such scenes, recognition does not fail because nothing has been heard. 
What is at stake is the organization of the field within which what is heard 
can acquire a particular sense and force.  

 
Certain forms of knowledge become harmful when they require lives to 
become coherent before they can be believed, transparent before they can 
be received, and narratively complete before they can matter. Refusals, 
interruptions, contradictions, silences, and pauses may obstruct 
understanding; they carry no automatic guarantee of resistance or greater 
authenticity. They expose the fragility of understanding when it demands 
continuity where life has been interrupted, requiring inquiry to ask how 
its own criteria of intelligibility participate in producing what it is able to 
recognize.  
 
To remain with these conditions is to make the production of knowledge 
itself available to inquiry. Samā’s death did not change the recorded 
content of an earlier conversation; it changed the relations through which 
that material could be heard, ethically approached, and carried forward. 
Donya’s gesture disturbed not simply an interpretation of an interview 
but the organization of distance through which listening had understood 
itself. The empirical becomes more demanding in such moments because 
inquiry must remain answerable both to what has been said or recorded 
and to the relations that make saying, hearing, interpreting, withholding, 
and writing possible.  
 
From this perspective, rigor cannot be secured simply by adding 
reflexivity, transparency, or improved representation to an otherwise 
unchanged account of knowledge. It becomes a practice of accountable 
attentiveness: staying with what resists stabilization, remaining near what 
unsettles interpretation, and tracing the conditions through which 
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something acquires apparent self-evidence. Why does a pause become 
hesitation? Why does a repetition become inconsistency? Why does a 
voice become credible or doubtful? Why does an account become 
evidence? And how does the writing itself shape these determinations? 

 
This form of rigor is not a weakening of knowledge. It asks more of it. It 
requires inquiry to account for the claims it makes and for how those 
claims, objects, and relations became perceptible and thinkable in the first 
place. Knowing under constraint therefore does not name deficient 
knowledge awaiting completion. It names a practice of inquiry that 
remains empirical while refusing to treat recognizability, coherence, or 
complete availability as the conditions under which a life may count as 
real. 
 
Maggie MacLure offers an adjacent vocabulary for how these conditions 
register at the level of perception and attention. She writes of moments 
that interrupt what she calls “the bleeding obvious,”88 the habitual modes 
of perceiving and interpreting through which the world is rendered 
familiar, manageable, and already known. Drawing on Deleuze, 89  she 
suggests that these habits rely on patterned links between perception and 
response that organize experience before reflective thought begins. The 
world is not encountered “in its entirety.”90 Perception selects what it is 
prepared to receive, what aligns with interest, expectation, and prior 
formation. Experience is filtered by subtraction, and interpretation 
proceeds automatically, protecting thought from what might otherwise 
overwhelm or unsettle it.  

 
At such moments, MacLure uses the phrase “a kind of glow”91 to name a 
detail that interrupts this automatic movement. The glow does not 
illuminate or clarify. It unsettles. It redirects thought before interpretation 
can consolidate, “arrest[ing] the listless traverse of our attention.” 92 
Against this economy of the already known, she also speaks of hesitation 
or “stutter,”93 where thought falters and the automatic reproduction of 

 
88 Maggie MacLure, “The Offence of Theory,” Journal of Education Policy 25, no. 2 (2010): 
277–86, esp. 277, https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930903462316.  
89 Deleuze develops this account of habitual perception through his notion of “sensory-
motor schemata,” which filter experience and link perception to ready-made 
responses. In this sense, a “cliché” is not merely a stereotype but a ready-made 
perceptual image that links what is seen to an already available response. See Gilles 
Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 18, 20–21.  
90 Deleuze, Cinema 2, 20.    
91 MacLure, “The Offence of Theory,” 282, italics in the original. 
92 MacLure, “The Offence of Theory,” 282. 
93 Maggie MacLure, “Researching without Representation?,” 663. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930903462316
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meaning is briefly suspended. What is interrupted here is not information 
but the continuity of interpretation. Attention no longer moves seamlessly 
toward stabilized meaning. Meaning does not immediately settle into 
analyzable form. 
 
Deleuze’s concept of intensity gives this interruption a more precise 
formulation. Deleuze calls intensity “pure difference in itself” and links it 
to an encounter that carries sensibility beyond its habitual exercise in 
recognition.94 I use intensity here neither as a measure of emotional force 
nor as another name for suffering or trauma. It names a force through 
which capacities to sense, attend, listen, remember, write, or think can be 
altered before what has occurred settles into recognizable meaning.  
 
Certain details in the encounters acquired this intensive force: glows that 
stalled interpretation, fragments that refused to settle, gestures that 
continued to resonate beyond the point at which analysis would 
ordinarily conclude. Knowing here does not advance through 
accumulation or clarification. It hesitates. It returns. It remains answerable 
to what Patti Lather has called “working the ruins”95 of representation: 
continuing inquiry after the promises of transparent language and 
representational certainty have become untenable. 
 
A further claim follows: listening is not simply a receptive capacity, an 
ethical virtue, or a methodological technique. It is a site where knowledge, 
relation, and institutional power are produced and fractured. Under 
conditions of displacement, listening can become a procedure of 
verification, a demand for narrative legibility, or an administrative sorting 
of speech as credible and noncredible speech. Yet listening can also mark 
the place where such orders falter: where speech hesitates, touch 
interrupts interpretation, silence refuses completion, and relation persists 
without becoming fully knowable. The knowledge this dissertation offers 
is therefore not reducible to a set of generalizable findings. It takes the 
form of a cartography of the conditions through which lives become 

 
94 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 189.  
95 Patti Lather develops the phrase working the ruins in Getting Lost: Feminist Efforts 
toward a Double(d) Science. In “Plateau 4: Working the Ruins,” she describes the ruin 
not as loss but as a condition of inquiry that emerges when the promises of 
“progressivist history,” “transparent language,” and representational certainty 
become untenable. The ruin marks not a foundation, but the instability through which 
feminist inquiry must proceed, sustaining attentiveness without nostalgia for 
coherence. Later, in “Postbook: Working the Ruins of Feminist Ethnography,” Lather 
extends this stance to the “limits of voice” and the “masks of authorial presence,” 
arguing that the ruins of ethnographic realism create the very conditions from which 
feminist inquiry must continue. See Patti Lather, Getting Lost: Feminist Efforts toward a 
Double(d) Science (Albany: SUNY Press, 2007), 10, 135–36. 



 

51 

audible, doubtful, exposed to recognition, or held at the edge of 
intelligibility, and of how listening and touch participate differently 
within those conditions.  
 
What unfolds here is a refusal of forms of knowing that demand 
narrative completion, extraction, or transparency where such demands 
become violent. The orientation that takes shape is a situated response to 
limits disclosed by the encounters themselves rather than an alternative 
epistemology to be applied. These limits do not signal failure. They mark 
the point at which knowing must hesitate, because coherence itself can 
become a form of harm.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We weren’t looking for origins, even lost or deleted ones, 
but setting out to catch things where they were at work, in 
the middle: breaking things open, breaking words open. We 
weren’t looking for something timeless, not even the 
timelessness of time, but for new things being formed. 

                                                                        Gilles Deleuze, Negotiations 96  

 
96 Gilles Deleuze, Negotiations, 1972–1990, trans. Martin Joughin (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1995), 86.  
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Listening in the Wake97 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
97  “Listening in the wake” draws, in a deliberately restricted sense, on Christina 
Sharpe’s account of the wake as the ongoing condition of Black being and nonbeing in 
the afterlives of transatlantic slavery. I do not transpose that historically specific 
concept onto migration or claim an equivalence between distinct histories of violence. 
Here, the phrase gives orientation only to a temporal and ethical difficulty that 
emerged within this inquiry: what has happened does not necessarily cease to act 
because the event appears to be over. See Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness 
and Being (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016).   
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A Listening before Words 
 

This section begins with a phone call I did not expect to receive. 
The call brought Samā’s death. 

What followed could not be taken in. 
It did not resolve into meaning or narrative.  

 
I had been sending emails to Samā’s sister. When we had spoken earlier, 
Samā had told me that her sister was “exactly the type of person who 
would want to tell [me] about her journey to Europe.” Perhaps she had 
not seen the messages. Perhaps she needed time. I did not hear back. I 
wrote to Samā as well. There was no reply. 
 
Then, one afternoon, the sister called. Her voice was soft but urgent. It 
took me a moment to register the words.  
 

“Samā is no longer alive,” she said. “She killed herself.” 
 
My chest tightened. My ears throbbed, as though the world were receding. 
I did not cry. I could not. My body was too still, too loud. I wanted to say 
I was sorry. I wanted to say I did not know. I wanted to say nothing at all. 
My throat held silence like a wound.  
 
I thought of the young girl I had interviewed – the one with the quiet, clear 
voice, the one who had “proudly” learned Swedish in seven months so 
that she could “get her diploma as quickly as possible.” She had spoken 
of waiting. For her father. For the papers.  
 

I had heard the waiting in her voice.   
I did not know it was b r e a k i n g. 

  
After the call, that waiting returned differently.  

I could not know then what it carried.  
I could not make death explain it. 

 
Before anything else, the sister said, “Please don’t use her story.” I said I 
would not. Samā had consented to the interview. Her voice remained in 
the recordings. Her words remained with me. None of this could settle 
what the later request required. What had once been given could no longer 
simply be treated as available.  
 

Not everything that was given could remain sayable. 
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A Story I Cannot Give Back 
 
I have returned to that call many times. It was not simply a phone call. It 
was a shattering, a slow collapse of coherence under the weight of 
unbearable words. When the sister’s voice came through the line, 
controlled yet trembling, it carried not only news of death but a demand 
for which I had no prepared response.  
 
She told me that I had “perhaps,” “who knows,” been “the last one to 
listen to her [sister’s] account.” That fact u  n  d  i  d me.  
 
What does it mean to be addressed as the last listener? What becomes of 
listening when the person who spoke can no longer return to what was 
said, while the one who heard remains? In that moment, listening was no 
longer reception. It became inheritance – not of documents or possessions, 
but of weight: the weight of a story, the density of grief, the impossibility 
of returning what had been heard unchanged.  
 
The body responded before thought. I shook. I went numb. My ears rang 
as though I were losing my hearing. The body registered what thought 
could not yet take in.  
 

What followed was not silence alone. The sister asked: 
 

“Will you tell me what she talked about?” 
“Will you tell me how she sounded?” 

“Was she happy?” 
 
These did not reach me as requests for information alone. I heard in them 
a search for something the fact of death could not answer: whether joy had 
appeared somewhere in the life now being remembered; whether Samā 
had sounded hopeful, even momentarily; what her voice had been like in 
a space her sister had not shared in years.  
 
It seemed to me that the sister was reaching toward something of Samā’s 
living presence through the voice of someone who had sat with her while 
she was alive. What I could offer was partial. 
 
Time folded. The hours we had shared – sitting in cafés, on the grass 
outside the Royal Library, walking along Humlegårdsgatan – returned in 
fragments. Laughter, pauses, moments that had once seemed ordinary 
surfaced differently. The voice that had spoken to me was no longer in the 
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world, but what had been heard had not become inert. When I spoke to 
the sister, I spoke from within that return. 
 

This is where the wake first took form for me. 
 
The event did not remain where it had happened. The phone call changed 
recordings already made, words already spoken, consent already given, 
and memories already formed. It did not alter what had been recorded or 
said. It altered the relations through which those recordings and words 
could now be heard.  
 

The past did not become present again. It became unfinished. 
 
Sometimes listening is not writing. Sometimes silence is what is owed. 
Sometimes speaking, carefully and hesitantly, is what another person asks 
of the one who has heard.  
 
 

No prior rule could determine which response was owed.  
 

The call did not ask for explanation.  
It asked for proximity without possession.  

It asked that what had been heard not close. 
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Listening under Pressure 
 

“All my life has been in migration,” Aram98 says, then corrects herself.  
“In fact, until today, I have been immigrating.” 

 
The correction shifts migration from a completed trajectory to an ongoing 
condition, refusing closure. Migration is not treated as an object of 
explanation here, but as a force shaping what listening must contend with 
before speech can be received. It does not appear as an event that 
happened, but as something that continues to structure time, orientation, 
and vulnerability. Aram’s formulation does not resolve into arrival; 
pressure persists across time.99      
 
Aram’s family moved when she was a child. “They were afraid,” she says, 
“for the lives of women and children.” The move was imagined as 
protection through proximity. Yet displacement did not dissolve threat; it 
reorganized it.   
 
“I grew up knowing I was not allowed to play with the locals.” She pauses, 
then continues. “I grew up with all these tensions…It was made clear to 
me that I didn’t belong there.” In Aram’s speech, belonging appears as 
something structurally withheld rather than as a presence once possessed 
and later lost. What she describes exceeds misunderstanding or an 
exclusion awaiting repair. Her question – “Why do I belong to a country I 
cannot live in” – names a systematic misalignment between legal 
attachment and lived inhabitation. The conditions through which 
belonging might become inhabitable were never allowed to form.   
 
Aram’s account unfolds within a field of anticipated injury that precedes 
her arrival. Figures such as “the refugee” or “asylum seeker” are often 
read not in relation to what they do, but in relation to a projected harm – 
a speculative “our injury,”100 in Sarah Ahmed’s words – anticipated rather 
than experienced. Injury, in this sense, does not follow an event; it is 
produced through repetition, becoming a moral justification for vigilance, 
intrusion, and exclusion in advance of encounter. What Ahmed describes 
here does not explain Aram’s account, but names the already charged field 
into which her speech enters. Listening is shaped within a field in which 

 
98Aram is a pseudonym. I use the name as a trace of the encounter rather than as a 
biographical identifier. At Aram’s request, certain locations are withheld.  
99  On migration as a process extending across pre-departure, transit, arrival, and 
possible deportation, see Khosravi, “Waiting, a State of Consciousness,” 203.     
100  Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2004), 15, 38, 47, 169 (on the circulation and anticipation of “our injury” in 
discourses of migration and asylum).    
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movement is already suspect and belonging is withheld through an injury 
imagined before Aram’s account is heard.  
 
Ahmed describes “the experience of becoming a stranger” as one of “being 
stopped or being held up,” of “not passing through” space without ease.101 
Aram’s childhood memories do not describe exclusion as a singular event, 
but as patterned orientation. The prohibition against playing with locals, 
the accumulation of tensions, and the clarity of not belonging register 
what Ahmed describes as an unequal distribution of inhabitation. Some 
bodies “can extend themselves into spaces creating contours of 
inhabitable space,”102  while others encounter friction as a condition of 
movement itself. What is withheld is not access alone, but the possibility 
of inhabiting place without constant self-monitoring or assuming that 
one’s presence will pass unnoticed. Belonging is not absent because it was 
denied once, but because the conditions for feeling at home were never 
allowed to form.  
 
Aram speaks of growing up inside rules that tightened rather than 
protected. “Ideas of shame…under Islamic rule,” she says. These rules did 
not require explanation; they were learned through consequence and 
punishment more than instruction. Shame operated not as a belief to be 
argued with, but as the atmosphere in which she grew up. As Ahmed 
reminds us, social norms persist not because they are freely chosen, but 
because they are repeated, such that “social forms (such as the family…the 
nation, even civilization itself) are effects of repetition.”103  Such forms 
come to feel natural or inevitable through repetition. 
  
Long before migration, continuity already demanded participation: 
“Either go on with those traditions,” she says, “or break them, and not 
take them to the next generation.” She describes the decision as 
interruption rather than emancipation or choice in the liberal sense. 
Repetition is not neutral: it is how norms acquire force, how they 
“materialize worlds”104 and shape what bodies can do. To stop repeating 
is therefore not simply to opt out, but to expose oneself to consequences. 
 
Aram describes becoming “a wall so the chain would not continue.” The 
image does not suggest freedom, but containment. The wall absorbs force 
so that it does not travel further. Emotions such as shame and fear do not 

 
101 Sara Ahmed, On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2012), 3. 
102 Ahmed, On Being Included, 3. 
103 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 12. 
104 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 12.  
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operate here as private states, but as attachments that bind subjects “to the 
very conditions of [their] subordination.”105 Refusal here does not come 
without cost. It requires the body to hold what would otherwise be passed 
on.  
 
Aram and her partner fled without passports. Turkey came first. It did not 
hold. She gave birth to her first child there and “almost immediately” 
understood they “would have to leave again.” Movement promised 
release from constraint. There were no documents to secure passage – only 
a trafficker, a route, and the promise of “elsewhere.” This second crossing 
was by boat. Her child was ten days old. 
 

The crossing appears in fragments. 
 

“There was not enough space on the boat.” 
“We had our baby…over our heads…so he would not fall.” 

“I was drifting between consciousness and unconsciousness,” she says, 
her arms holding on while her body gave way. 

“We were only breathing.”  
“We had only taken our lives with us. Everything else was gone.” 

 
Aram keeps returning to sound: “crying,” “the wind,” “the sound of 
water.” Listening narrows here. It is no longer oriented toward 
understanding but toward danger. Attention contracts to its minimal 
function: registering risk, sustaining life. 
    
When they arrived, she did not know what to do with the baby in her 
arms. “He did not move,” she says. “We did not even know if he was 
alive.” A Red Cross doctor took him away. “The pause,” she says, was 
“unbearable.”  
 

Then he was returned. 
“He was just tired of crying,” the doctors said. 

 

 
105 Ahmed’s formulation can be read alongside Judith Butler’s account of subjection as 
attachment to the norms that constitute and constrain the subject, and Wendy Brown’s 
critique of redemptive accounts of resistance. Read together, these accounts clarify 
why interrupting repetition does not annul injury and may intensify the burden borne 
by the subject who interrupts its transmission. See Ahmed, Cultural Politics of Emotion, 
12; Wendy Brown, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1995); Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in 
Subjection (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997).   
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Aram pauses. She drinks some water, swallowing the tightness in her 
throat. I offer to stop. She does not want to.  
 

“I really need to tell this.” 
  
From there, they continued without a fixed destination. “We were just 
going,” she says. “Others spoke of destinations – Germany, Switzerland, 
Austria, Sweden.” Aram had “not even planned.” She followed. 
Movement here was not chosen; it was endured. Direction emerged 
through proximity, exhaustion, and the pressure to keep moving rather 
than through intention or shared language.  “None of us spoke the same 
language,” she says, “but we just went on.” Listening was oriented toward 
continuity because stopping was not an option. 
 
In Sweden, movement gave way to waiting. “We waited and waited.” 
Waiting was not empty time. It was a condition in which life was held in 
suspension, shaped by uncertainty and the constant possibility of 
interruption.    

 
They lived in camps: first “a gym,” then “a former restaurant.” There were 
“no interviews.” No timelines. “No answers.”  
 

Time stretched. 
 Aram gave birth to another child.  

Later, the decisions came.  
Negative. Negative again. A n d again.  

 
Repetition did not clarify the future; it eroded it. Each refusal prolonged 
exposure, making life harder to inhabit.    
 
At one of the later meetings at the Migration Agency, they were told they 
would be “deported.” Aram had “not lived there for over fifteen years,” 
she says. “My children had never been there.” None of this mattered. What 
mattered was origin. “They said we must go.” 
 
Deportation appeared less as a single future occurrence than as a looming 
condition – a threat that reorganized time, attention, and possibility.   
 
When they refused, the threat was delivered through the interpreter: “if 
you don’t go to the camp…your children could be taken from you.”  

Aram stops.  
“Why stay alive then?” 
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Fear here was not sudden. It was calibrated, mediated, and delivered 
through bureaucratic language. It did not overwhelm; it cornered.  
 
And they went. The camp had once served another purpose. Bunk beds. 
Surveillance. “Whatever we had been through was one thing….but this 
[she pauses and looks away] was another.” She calls it “a complete hell.” 
The space did not merely contain them; it intensified the threat already 
present, turning uncertainty into a lived environment.  
 
It was there that Aram met the man who presented himself as someone 
who understood the procedures and was willing to listen. “He told me 
everything he said was for my future.” And she trusted him. “I thought 
he wanted to help us.” “He did not want to listen to our stories,” she says. 
“He wanted them altered.” He told her what to say. What to claim. What 
kind of suffering would count.  

 
“I was done…I was exhausted.” 
“I was about to kill myself.” 

 
Listening here did not operate as reciprocity. It was extracted. What 
appears here is not a failure of listening but a listening regime in which 
audibility is conditional, exposure is compulsory, and risk is redistributed 
onto the speaker. Speech is demanded under threat. Silence is punished. 
A claim to the future is made conditional on catastrophe.  
 
In this sense, fear too was not episodic or personal. It was administrative. 
It worked by narrowing what could be said, when it could be said, and in 
what form. The pressure acted before its terms could be finally understood 
or resisted.  

 
Only later did Aram learn what had been withheld from them. “They 
could not deport us by force,” she says. “But no one had told us this.” What 
had been framed as necessity had been coercion.  
 

“They had said that we must.” 
 
Aram speaks of activism, of refusing silence, of speaking publicly. But she 
does not describe this as resolution. “This whole process took so many 
years,” she says. “Every day was hours and hours of talk.”  
Aram does not say she is healed. In her life, listening has been demanded, 
extracted, weaponized. Yet speech continues.  
 

“If we were silent,” she says, “there would be no future.” 
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Listening after Aram  
Ethical Singularity and the Impossibility of Repair 

 
Aram’s encounter brings a particular danger into focus without standing 
in for others: under certain conditions, listening exposes and redistributes 
risk rather than protecting or repairing. What follows slows down at the 
limit where being heard no longer guarantees recognition and care cannot 
be disentangled from danger.   
  
There is a complication that cannot be resolved here. Aram also asked me 
to “take care of [her] voice” and “[her] story” – not as representation or 
advocacy, but as protection against further exposure. This request did not 
confer interpretive authority; it constrained it, making explicit an ethical 
limit already enacted in the encounter without resolving how one might 
respond. At the time of our conversations, pressure had not ended. 
Threats had not receded. Listening, for Aram, remained risky even after 
speech.  
 
What was entrusted was not merely content to be shared, but a 
vulnerability that could not be secured once released. To listen under such 
conditions is not to receive a story freely given, but to be held within an 
obligation that exceeds consent, method, and ethical reassurance.  
 
Gayatri Spivak insists that “no amount of raised consciousness field-work 
can ever approach the painstaking labor to establish singularity.”106 The 
difficulty here is not a failure of method. It is the recognition that certain 
forms of exposure cannot be converted into ethical gain without becoming 
violent. This limit does not belong to Aram alone; it marks a structural 
condition of encounter under regimes of audibility.    

 
106 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (b. 1942) is a literary theorist and philosopher whose 
work has been central to postcolonial and feminist critiques of representation. I draw 
here specifically on her insistence that ethical engagement cannot be secured by 
benevolent intention or methodological consciousness, and on her account of 
singularity in the introduction to Mahasweta Devi’s Imaginary Maps. See Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak? Speculations on Widow-Sacrifice,” 
Wedge 7/8 (1985): 120–130; reprinted as “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the 
Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1988), 271–313; revised version in Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial 
Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1999), 198–311; and Mahasweta Devi, Imaginary Maps, trans. and intro. Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak (New York: Routledge, 1995), xxiii–xxv.  



 

62 

Spivak approaches this difficulty through ethical singularity,107 which she 
describes as “the experience of the impossible.”108 This does not mean that 
“ethics are impossible.”109 Ethical responsibility emerges precisely where 
no response can be sufficient, guaranteed, or capable of repairing the harm 
it addresses. Responsibility, in this sense, does not authorize action; it 
exposes the insufficiency of every response. Ethical singularity does not 
establish a rule for listening; it marks the point at which listening must 
hesitate.  
 
In Aram’s case, this impossibility is not abstract. It means that no response, 
including listening, can promise protection without risk. Aram’s voice 
was not absent. It was repeatedly heard – by authorities, translators, 
intermediaries – yet this audibility did not produce recognition or 
protection. Instead, it intensified vulnerability. Listening did not fail 
because it was absent, but because it was absorbed into structures that 
converted exposure into leverage.  
 
Listening here functions as an administrative technology: a means of 
extracting information, producing compliance, and redistributing risk 
onto the speaker. This is not a pathology of individual listeners, but a 
condition of institutional listening under pressure. 
 
Aram’s request for protection therefore cannot be treated as permission to 
circulate her voice. Even when anonymized, voice carries timbre, breath, 
and memory; it exceeds textual capture.110 Its circulation is not neutral. 
Spivak’s account of the secret becomes crucial here. She writes: “We know 
that in such engagements we want to reveal and reveal, conceal nothing. 
Yet on both sides there is always a sense that something has not got across. 
This we call the ‘secret,’ not something that one wants to conceal, but 
something that one wants to reveal.”111 

 
107 In her introduction to Imaginary Maps, Spivak reflects on translating and presenting 
subaltern narratives to differently positioned readers in India and the United States. 
She describes these conditions as “two-faced imaginings” and warns against 
“museumiz[ing] a culture left behind,” through which narratives may circulate while 
their political force is neutralized. Her account of the “secret encounter” names what 
necessarily fails to pass fully between interlocutors rather than information 
deliberately concealed. See Devi, Imaginary Maps, xxiii–xxv.  
108 Devi, Imaginary Maps, xxv. 
109 Devi, Imaginary Maps, xxv. 
110  On timbre as resonance rather than transmissible content, see Jean-Luc Nancy, 
Listening, trans. Charlotte Mandell (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), 40–
43, especially the discussion of timbre as “the reality of music” and  as “communication 
of the incommunicable,” where communication is understood not as transmission but 
as a sharing through which a subject comes to be.    
111 Devi, Imaginary Maps, xxv. 
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The secret, in this sense, is not hidden content awaiting recovery. It names 
what cannot enter public narration without alteration, loss, or renewed 
exposure. What requires protection is not silence, but irreducibility. 
  
Ethical singularity is therefore neither benevolence nor transparency. It 
cannot be scaled, proceduralized, or transformed into method. It does not 
prescribe what listening should become; it marks what listening cannot 
safely claim.   
 
To listen after Aram cannot mean recovery – not of voice, not of coherence, 
not of hope. Ethical singularity does not promise repair. It limits what can 
be carried forward and what must be withheld. Refusal here is not silence 
or withdrawal, but restraint: a refusal to convert vulnerability into 
evidence.  
 

Listening does not settle into method or rule. It remains with what 
cannot be repaired, clarified, or redeemed. 

 
 

It remains in the wake. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

64 

 
 
 
 

A Note before Listening 
 
 

What follows is neither a case study nor the reconstruction of a single 
crossing.  

 
No single woman occupies the scene as written.  

 
It is a listening composed from fragments.  

 
This text carries the weight of fear, of disorientation, of not knowing.  

 
It asks you not only to read, but to stay –  

 with sounds that cannot be translated, with silences under pressure, 
with the rhythm of breath when safety is uncertain.  

 
It asks something of the body, not only of interpretation. 

But bodily response is not understanding.   
 
 

This is not s p e c t a c l e.  
 

Being moved is not the same as understanding.  
 

 
The fragments register survival and presence under conditions of 

precarity.  
 

Read slowly.  
Do not mistake proximity for access.  

 
And listen – with care.    
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Night Crossing112 

 
The boat moves q u i e t l y, not silently.  

Water laps against the thin rubber sides, rhythmically, 
 a soft s l a p – s l a p that fills the space where “no one dares to speak”. 

 
 The engine coughs intermittently, unreliably. 

 
Darkness is “near-total” – only the moon’s outline glimmers on the black 

water.  
 

Within that darkness, a “newborn” whimpers, then stills, as a mother 
“cups her hand over its mouth.”  

 
The air is “thick” with “breath held in”:  

collective, uneven, s t u t t e r i n g. 
 

Everyone is “listening.”  
Not to voices alone, but to gestures and “glances,” trying to read the 

tension around them.  
 

Someone points “ahead” in the dark.  
She doesn’t understand the smugglers’ words, but she understands the 

tone: 
urgent, low, unmistakable.  

 
“Each word,” though “foreign,” enters her like a question.  

Each silence becomes a “threat”. 
 

Elsewhere on the boat, a small boy, a “lone traveler,” begins to cry, and 
the sound is met by “shushing” hisses. 

 
 The boat tilts slightly: 

 “Too many people,” too little space.  
Every shift in weight, every creak of rubber, every splash of water 

speaks louder than speech.  
 

 
112  Words and phrases in quotation marks are drawn directly from the recorded 
conversations and transcripts and translated into English. The connective and 
descriptive language is mine, and the sequence is compositional rather than 
chronological. It does not reproduce any one participant’s crossing or attribute the 
fragments to a unified speaker.  
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In another fragment, she listens again.  

 
Not just with her ears but “with her body.” 

For any sign of arrival or betrayal. 
 

For “land,” for “coast guard,” for “gunshot,” for s a f e t y. 
 

Every sound carries possibility. Every silence may carry threat. 
 

The sea is no longer background. 
 It presses into memory and muscle. 

 
And they continue to l  i  s  t  e  n . 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Silence does not end when the story does. 
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What follows moves from the compositional soundscape into more 
sustained analytic exposition, but not from orientation into analysis 
as though these were separate stages. The soundscape is already 
analytic: it orients attention to how audibility is produced, blocked,  
displaced, or weaponized across specific scenes – through 
institutions, translations, pauses, bodies, and forms of address. 
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Listening after Decision  
Audibility, Suspension, and the Risk of Uptake 

 
Within the wake already traced, where audibility fractures, attention 
falters, and sense does not arrive cleanly, another configuration of 
listening begins to take shape. What follows is not a breakdown of 
listening but its continuation under altered conditions. Here, listening 
takes place once key determinations have already been made elsewhere 
concerning credibility, risk, legality, and outcome. Speech is still invited. 
Stories are still told. But they arrive after the terms of reception have been 
settled. 
 
I refer to this condition as “listening after decision.” The phrase names 
more than a sequence: listening continues after its capacity to alter the 
situation has been displaced. Decision here need not take the form of a 
single ruling issued beforehand; it may remain unstated, dispersed across 
procedures, or repeatedly reproduced through them. Listening no longer 
functions as a site where meaning can shift the situation or reopen its 
terms. Instead, it persists as waiting, suspension, and procedural uptake – 
a mode of registration that receives speech without allowing it to 
intervene. Under these conditions, the accounts that follow do not unfold 
as stories of sudden rupture. They move through slow recalibrations of 
credibility, authority, and what a voice can do once it enters institutional 
space.  
 
Here, listening does not precede judgment; it follows it, functioning as 
administrative confirmation rather than interpretive openness.    
 

Audibility after Classification: Roya113 
 

Roya’s account begins with ordinariness. Migration appears first as a 
horizon rather than a crisis – anticipated, even expected, within a 
particular educational milieu. “I always thought about migration, since 
the early years of high school,” she explains, locating the prospect of 
departure within a prestigious technical university in Tehran114  where 
leaving was common, almost self-evident. “Immigration was the most 

 
113 Roya is a pseudonym. In Persian, it means “dream” or “vision.” I use the name as a 
trace of the encounter rather than as a biographical identifier.   
114 For the Iranian women interviewed, naming location was significant rather than 
incidental because place indexed legal and embodied regimes governing gender, 
including Sharia-based regulations and compulsory veiling. Locations are withheld 
when participants explicitly requested reduced recognizability; they are named when 
participants insisted that these conditions could not be described meaningfully apart 
from the legal and moral orders in which they were lived.      
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natural and common phenomenon there.” What would have been 
“strange,” she adds, would have been “not to think about leaving.” 
 
This ordinariness is organized around an institutional metaphor: the 
university as a “jumping board from which moves begin.” The image 
presupposes preparation and continuity; it promises lift if one enters it 
correctly. Migration here is not imagined as escape but as sanctioned 
continuation – a culturally legible trajectory for particular students, 
institutions, and ambitions. Desire is present, but not framed as 
desperation. Roya explicitly rejects financial precarity as the primary 
explanation for leaving. What presses instead are the religious and 
gendered tensions she names, condensed in the experience of enforced 
veiling: “not my choice,” “an insult to my intellect and my being.” 
 
Roya describes a world in which her body is addressed before she speaks 
and norms of appearance have already interpreted her. Constraint 
operates as a form of pre-emptive hearing. What she experiences as insult 
is not simply offense, but a refusal of the conditions under which she could 
appear as an intelligible subject. Speech, in this sense, arrives late.  
 
Her early trajectory appears aligned with recognition. Scholarships. 
Preparation. Visa. “Everything was ready for me.” Then an email arrives 
informing her that her visa has been rejected – what she calls “an FBI 
rejection.” Roya understood the decision as linked to her origin, rendering 
her case suspect without an explanation she could answer or contest. She 
was advised not to pursue it. “Imagine getting a scholarship and visa and 
then being rejected – my whole world crashed.”   

 
What collapses here is the plan together with the logic of uptake that had 
sustained it. Her preparation, merit, and trajectory are registered without 
entering into the decision. She is addressed, but not met. Listening here is 
not misunderstanding; it is non-relational uptake, because the terms of 
response have already been settled elsewhere. 
 
Roya redirects. Canada becomes the next horizon. Recognition again 
seems possible. But listening now takes another form: 
 
 

D  E  L  A  Y. 
 
 
 



 

70 

A four-year waiting list stretches time into suspension. Speech circulates, 
effort is registered, but arrival is withheld. “It turned out to be a great 
period of my life,” she notes. The suspended future did not absorb the 
whole of life; work, relationships, pleasure, and movement continued 
within it. 
 
Another redirection follows, this time through intimacy. “I was just 
thrown in the path of moving with [my future husband] to Sweden.” In 
Sweden, listening reappears in a different register. “People wanted to help 
you but couldn’t, because they did not know how.” This is not hostility. It 
is misalignment. What is missing is not goodwill, but a grammar capable 
of hearing what help would require. 
 
A phrase returns with force in Roya’s account: “starting from zero.” Zero 
is not a mood; it is a position. It names dequalification, the erasure of prior 
competence, education, and authority. It is the position produced when 
the receiving context cannot hear prior competences as relevant. What 
breaks here is not merely employment, but the capacity to shape a future.  

Audibility returns only through infrastructure: learning Swedish, 
reentering the university, obtaining a platform. “This whole process made 
it possible for me to be heard.” The phrasing locates audibility beyond 
voice alone, distributing it across time, settings, and other people’s 
recognition.115 Even then, listening remains uneven. 

Accent functions as a credibility filter. Roya sits in meetings saying “the 
same thing” a Swedish colleague says, yet her words carry different weight 
because she says them “with an accent.” The issue is not comprehension 
but authority. Often, audibility arrives through mediation. “Either the 

 
115 I use recognition here descriptively rather than as the dissertation’s ethical horizon. 
Axel Honneth’s influential account treats recognition as formative of social 
personhood and institutionally realized through relations of love, law, and social 
esteem. The encounters considered here complicate that normative trajectory: 
recognition may be delayed, foreclosed, or accompanied by intensified exposure, 
while responsibility may persist without it. Recognition is therefore approached as an 
uneven condition shaping what can become audible and consequential, not as a 
guaranteed form of ethical repair. See Axel Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition: The 
Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts, trans. Joel Anderson (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), 
38–42.  
In this sense, the caution exercised toward recognition theory throughout this 
dissertation is part of a broader refusal of transparency: the concept of recognition too 
readily directs reading toward familiar interpretive paths, where ethical difficulty 
risks being resolved in advance. Recognition is therefore not treated as a normative 
horizon to be achieved, but as a condition whose failure and redistribution shape what 
can be heard.  
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passing of time makes it easier … or there are some people who discover 
you.” Roya does not become someone else – “I was me all the time” – but 
another person translates her presence into something the institution can 
register. Voice alone does not suffice; authorization gives it institutional 
weight. 

Hope enters Roya’s account without redemption. At first everything feels 
futile. Yet hope persists as practice rather than promise. “I wanted to name 
my firstborn Omid.”116 Migration, she insists, “is not what you think it is.” 
It does not “cure your wounds.” “You put all your feelings in a suitcase to 
start somewhere else.” Continuity persists without repair. 

Roya’s zero is not private language. It recurs across the encounters traced 
here as a way of naming what happens when listening becomes 
administrative. Speech is acknowledged, effort is registered, activity is 
permitted, yet settlement is withheld. Permissions remain temporary. 
Documents remain pending. One can always do more; nothing one does 
is enough. 

Across these encounters, listening does not always falter through silence 
or refusal. Often it persists through acknowledgment without conclusion. 
What appears is not silence but managed audibility: speech moves, files 
accumulate, activity is recorded, yet nothing stabilizes. The result is not 
exclusion in the strict sense but suspension – a condition in which life 
proceeds while recognition remains provisional.  

In this configuration, listening operates administratively: presence is 
recorded through files, permits, temporary cards, waiting periods. Speech 
circulates, but uptake is deferred.  

Listening in Suspension: Nour117 

Nour describes migration not as rupture but as necessity. 
“I am Palestinian from the West Bank. It is not safe there … There are no 

jobs. You can’t live a good life.” 

 
116 Omid means “hope” in Persian.  
117  I use the name Nour, meaning “light” and “illumination” in both Arabic and 
Persian, as an analytic marker rather than an identifying label.   
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Movement appears here less as escape than as the narrowing of viable 
futures. Even the decision to leave is described as uncertain. “We thought 
we were coming to Sweden for a visit. We came with one suitcase.” 

No decisive break is announced. Return becomes impossible without ever 
being decisively declared impossible; the future closes by degrees. “When 
we came, things became worse in Palestine … to go back is not an option.” 
Arrival does not resolve displacement; it reorganizes it through a 
sequence of temporary placements. “This is the seventh place we have lived 
in in Sweden.”  

Listening here takes the form of administrative processing rather than 
relational reception. They are housed, registered, and relocated. Stability 
remains deferred. This suspension becomes explicit in relation to legal 
status. Years pass without durable recognition. “Even today, I don’t have 
a personal number…and no permanent residence.”  

Documents organize the horizon of action. Without them, ordinary life 
becomes difficult to enact: 

“I cannot do the most important things in my life without the most 
important documents,” Nour says, her voice falling at the end. 

 
Yet inactivity is never an option. The response to suspension is continued 
effort: “You cannot do nothing. You’ll become paralyzed.” Language is 
learned, work is sought, time is filled. Activity becomes both necessity and 
refusal – a way of remaining in motion within a stalled future. Stillness, 
however, returns in another form: exhaustion. 
 

“Building and building all the time … of course you get tired.” 
Listening in this condition sustains motion but withholds arrival. 

Misrecognition circulates within this suspended listening. Expectations 
about migrants precede speech. “Many Swedes think that people who 
come from Arab countries cannot do anything.” She lowers her head, 
fiddles with her pen, then raises it and continues more assertively. Nour 
is repeatedly required to speak against assumptions already in place, 
without any guarantee that her explanations will alter them. 

Freedom, in this account, is treated cautiously. Migration does not simply 
produce liberation. “Leaving one prison doesn’t mean you are free,” Nour 
says.  
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“At home, I was free to be a Muslim but not a girl. In Sweden, I’m free to 
be a girl but not a Muslim.” 

Under these conditions, hope becomes a practice of continuation rather 
than a promise of resolution. Life continues through repeated beginnings. 
“Even if you are tired, you must be hopeful … Every time we move [she 
waits], we start from zero.” 

Nour’s encounter makes audible a form of listening that neither excludes 
her outright nor permits settlement. Administrative listening registers 
effort, compliance, and participation, yet keeps life provisional. It operates 
through documents, numbers, and conditional access; it allows movement 
but withholds settlement.  

Listening persists here as suspension. 
Suspension is not neutral. 

Over time, it generates another listening condition: pathologization. 
 

Listening in Suspension and Pathology: Azin118 
 

Across these encounters, listening rarely appears as outright refusal. More 
often, it takes the form of acknowledgment that does not conclude, 
concern that does not protect, recognition that does not settle. Speech is 
received, suffering noted, and effort registered, yet response gives way to 
reclassification. Life is permitted to continue, but only under conditions 
that render it provisional. 
 

Azin’s account unfolds through accumulation rather than rupture:           
a series of small interpretive shifts gradually hardens into conditions of 

listening. 
  
Azin arrived with ambition. Independence mattered. Writing mattered. 
Early institutional guidance narrowed her options quickly. Nursing was 
presented as the “viable path,” not because she lacked “capacity,” but 
because the system had already decided what she “could reasonably 
become.” Limited resources were invoked as explanation – “Why not 
become a nurse?” – as if constraint merely limited choice rather than 
actively directing it through institutional judgment.  
For a time, compensatory effort seemed to work. She “worked hard to 
learn social and cultural codes” she had not grown up with. In the clinic, 

 
118 I use the name Azin, a Persian name associated with adornment and attentiveness, 
as an analytic marker rather than a biographical identifier.  
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she was often told she was “exceptionally competent.” She describes her 
competence through “coordination,” “holding tensions,” and making 
things function. This competence was locally visible, acknowledged in 
practice but never stabilized institutionally.   

 
Then listening shifted. 

During the late months of her pregnancy, she insisted something was 
wrong. “I knew something was wrong,” “I felt it.” She asked for a cesarean 
section around forty weeks. The response came immediately: “You spoiled 
foreigners, you just want a C-section.” Her professional knowledge did 
not count. Her bodily knowledge did not count. Listening did not fail to 
hear her; it translated her insistence into stereotype and returned it as 
dismissal.  

Her baby died in utero.                                                                                       
“She could have been my ham-dam,”119 she said.   

Acknowledgment and apology arrived later – that “the pregnancy should 
have been stopped earlier” – but “too late to matter.” Attempts to follow up 
faded into exhaustion. “We lost the energy … after fighting for two years… 
We did not file a complaint.”  

Audibility ended not in silence, but in depletion. 

From here, what appeared as care became disciplinary. 

One of the first signs of this shift appeared in how Azin’s visibility was re-
read. When her first book was published, attention followed, but not as 
recognition. “When do you get to do all this?” she was asked. Writing, 
which Azin described as survival – “writing helped me not die after the 
disaster” – was heard not as care or necessity, but as excess, as evidence 
that she was “doing too much,” being too much.  

When she returned to work after a period of leave, Azin entered an 
atmosphere that no longer knew how to receive her. Everyday forms of 

 
119 Hamdam ( مدمھ ; pronounced ham-dam, with a short a) is a Persian term often translated 
as “companion” or “confidant.” Formed from ham (“together,” “with”) and dam 
(“breath,” “moment”), it carries the sense of one who shares breath or time. I retain the 
Persian because no single English term conveys the same relational density. 
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listening withdrew. Lunch groups closed. Invitations stopped. Presence 
was no longer interpreted as “contribution” but as complication.  

At work, Azin repeatedly articulated her attachment: “I’m in love with my 
job.” She did not want to “continue sick leave.” These declarations were 
heard, but no longer as commitment. They were recoded as instability.  

What had once registered as competence now appeared as “threat.” 
Concern condensed into “recommendation.” She was advised by her head 
nurse to tell her doctor that she was “unwell.” Sick leave reappeared not 
as care, but as a solution – an exit framed as protection.  

“Everything I had said was used against me,” she reflects. Her insistence 
on staying was folded back onto her as proof that she could not be trusted 
to assess her own condition.  

Azin later returns to study and becomes a nurse educator. She names the 
effect precisely: “I felt like a failure. No value. Like a consumed item.” Care 
reframed her as “incapable.” Even therapy became a site of monitoring. 
An image of incapacity began to solidify, and Azin continued to resist: “I 
need to fight it before it hardens.” 

Her refusal is not a denial of suffering. It is a refusal of reduction. 

This economy extends beyond migration offices. It reappears in 
workplaces, medical encounters, and institutional responses to distress. 
Azin describes being addressed as unstable, overreacting, or unwell, 
especially when she insisted on being heard. In one workplace encounter, 
a manager told her, “Tell the doctor you are not well,” and added, “You 
are not the most important … things will continue without you.”  

The operative logic is containment rather than care. Listening becomes a 
means of pathologization rather than response. Listening here does not 
open relation; it closes its terms. It converts insistence into symptom, 
critique into dysfunction. The response does not engage the claim; it 
relocates it into the speaker’s body.  

When suspension stretches on, its effects accumulate.      
Endurance becomes liability.                                                                         

Grief becomes pathology.                                                                    
Attachment becomes denial. 
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Listening here does not refuse; it sorts. It does not silence; it medicalizes. 
Listening here becomes management. Its most devastating effect is not 
exclusion but the s   l   o   w conversion of persistence into something that 
must be corrected, a life allowed to continue but only as a problem to be 
handled. What becomes visible in Azin’s account is how listening 
disciplines life when it is held too long in suspension. 

What follows traces what happens when listening exceeds institutional 
containment. 

 
Listening as Risk  

When the Conditions of Speech Cannot Be Bracketed 

The risks of listening are not confined to institutional decisions. They can 
arise within the research encounter itself and in the later circulation of 
what has been heard.  

Noya120 and I initially met three times, for nearly an hour and a half each, 
with the stated intention of speaking about migration. Yet each time 
migration refused to remain the topic.  

After the first meeting, Noya said almost apologetically, “Next time, I will 
stay focused.” Yet, when we met again, the conversation moved beyond 
the stated topic in the same way. History entered. Politics insisted. 
Violence pressed itself into the room. By the third meeting, the repetition 
itself had become instructive. The difficulty was not that she could not 
stay on topic; it was that migration could not be held apart from the 
conditions that had produced it. Migration did not exist outside the 
political histories that had made it necessary. 

She had studied political history and Islamic studies. “This is what I do,” 
she said. “I read history every day.” What others dismissed as opinion, she 
framed as “study.” What they often heard as provocation, she understood 
as analysis. “Most people want me to cling to their narrative,” she said. She 
did not comply, and she described that refusal as “costly.” 

The encounter became political not because Noya sought to provoke, but 
because she “could not speak of [her] life without speaking of the forces 
that shaped it.” She spoke of the Middle East, of decisions already 
sedimented into “land and law,” and of “partitions” that could not be 

 
120 I use the name Noya as a pseudonym, a trace of the encounter rather than as a 
biographical identifier.   
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undone “without blood.” Symbols carried that history too. “Even the colors 
of the flag ... Everything is blood and war,” she said. 

A family decision, which Noya recalled as imposed by male figures within 
the family, had brought the family to Gaza. The years that followed were 
marked by repeated devastation and instability before she, her mother, 
and her younger brother eventually left. 

Family members were killed.121 She described “a journey on foot” with her 
mother, her younger brother riding at times on their shoulders because he 
was “too small to continue.” She called it “a very dangerous journey,” one 
she said she “still did not have the energy” to summon from memory.  

“It is as if our brains must decide when it is time to bring which memory 
during which time,” she said. “Right now, I need to shut those days and 

nights out in my head.”  

She reminded me that she “had more important things to do” then. 

Return, Permission, and Restraint 

In 2024, after violence in the region had escalated, I contacted Noya again. 
I was unsure what consequences might follow from carrying forward 
what she had told me in 2021. We met again. I showed her the passages I 
intended to use and asked whether their publication would place her at 
risk. When I explained my concern about recognizability, she replied, “Do 
you think I’m the only one who has lost everyone?” Yet she wanted almost 
all of the material left out of the dissertation.  

Listening here demanded restraint. Not appropriation. Not the conversion 
of her account into my own reckoning. My proximity to the histories 
invoked made boundaries necessary. This was not mine to pursue. It did 
not belong to my account. It remained with her.  

Listening here is not neutral. It is not simply a matter of making room for 
speech, but of recognizing that the conditions of speech cannot be 
bracketed without loss. The encounter stretches across time, interrupted 
by history and shadowed by consequence. It taught me not how to extract 
a narrative, but how to recognize when what appears as derailment 

 
121 Noya located the family’s move to Gaza in 2006. Because further identifying details 
could place those involved at risk, I withhold additional dates and locations 
throughout this account.   
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belongs to the account’s analytic force – when remaining “on topic” would 
require refusing the conditions through which migration had become 
speakable. 
 

Sound without Warning 

When we spoke of sound, it was not metaphorical. We spoke of sirens and 
airstrikes – she from her experience in Gaza, I from memories of the Iran–
Iraq war. I told her how that memory still lives in my body: the mechanical 
voice repeating its warning, the command to move, to hide. She nodded, 
not in recognition of sirens, but of fear. “In Gaza,” she said, “there were 
no warnings.” 

There were only hums and roars.                                                                  
“We listened for the change in the air,” she said.                                   

“That’s how we knew.” 

Listening was oriented not toward understanding but toward timing: 
when to run, when to freeze. Listening was survival without protection. 

War entered the conversation without drama. Noya named violence 
plainly, as something repeated too often to require emphasis. 

Noya had told me that Primo Levi was one of her favorite writers. At one 
point, she spoke of Auschwitz – not as comparison or analogy, but as a 
plea. “Many of us understand the pain,” she said. “No one listens to us 
Palestinians … ordinary people … this is not our cause, this is not in our name 
… everyone has a share in it but us.” 

She added without hesitation:                                                                       
“We hate Hamas … and what they represent.” 

Noya’s words did not seek equivalence. They asked for a listening that 
does not make one history a condition for the audibility of another. In the 
soundscape she described, listening was orientational rather than 
interpretive: it organized bodies in relation to threat. In the encounter, 
listening also became a question of accountability – to past and present, 
and to the conditions under which some voices are permitted to matter. 
Noya described how her own account was denied that force when it did 
not fit the available narrative. 
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Across these scenes, listening does more than receive speech. It helps 
organize when, how, and whether response becomes possible. 

 
Administrative Saturation, Gendered Illegibility,  

and the Foreclosure of Choice 
 
Nava 122  does not begin her account from arrival. Not from a border 
crossed, a visa granted, or a document issued. She begins from what 
migration did to her capacity to inhabit herself as a woman.  
 

“The contradictions of being a woman in Iran were already there,” she 
says. “But migration to Sweden took all of my womanhood from me.”   

 
The statement arrives as diagnosis rather than metaphor. 

 
She does not describe migration as constraint replaced by freedom or 
oppression exchanged for emancipation. What it removed was time. “I 
didn’t have time … I wasn’t allowed time,” she says. “I never had time.” 
There was no interval in which to ask whether she wanted children, a 
family, or even a future beyond survival. Each moment was already 
claimed by the next demand: the next letter, the next instruction, the next 
requirement to remain administratively legible.  
 
“Don’t get me wrong,” she adds. “I’m an independent and strong woman … 
I’m telling you this because the Migration Agency destroyed my life.”  
 

The destruction did not occur through silence. 
It occurred through s a t u r a t i o n. 

 
Permit and Rejection 

 
Before the pandemic, Nava began her research career while still holding a 
valid work permit. She did not conceal this change. She did not improvise. 
She followed instructions. The Migration Agency explicitly told her to 
“remain on [her] existing permit until it expired.” “They told me 
themselves,” she recalls furiously. But when the permit expired, that same 
continuity was “retroactively reframed” as a violation. She was now told 

 
122  I use the name Nava, a name carrying distinct resonances across linguistic 
traditions, as an analytic marker rather than a biographical identifier. In Persian, it 
denotes melody, tone, or musical expression. I use it here for the resonance of these 
meanings with the dissertation’s attention to sound, attunement, and the conditions 
through which listening takes place. The name does not designate a subject but marks 
a position within the encounter.  
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that she had “changed status.” What she had been instructed to do was 
recoded as “grounds” for rejection.  
 
She appealed. During the second appeal, an officer threatened her. She 
appealed again. The High Court rejected her case despite circumstances 
she understood as grounds for an exception: “an employer requiring [her] 
presence in Sweden,” a global pandemic that made departure impossible, 
and l  a  t  e  r, pregnancy. “Everything was in my favor,” she says. “Still, 
they rejected me.”  

 
Listening did not fail here. It operated.      

    
Saturated Listening 

Listening in the wake does not name a moment after speech has occurred. 
It names a condition in which speech continues to arrive and is processed, 
acknowledged, and answered, yet never reaches uptake. What remains is 
not silence but a dense field of procedural sound: letters issued, calls 
answered, documents received, rules cited, lawyers hired, deadlines 
enforced.  

Listening happens everywhere here.                                                     
Response d  o  e  s   n o t. 

This is listening saturated by administration. Voices are not ignored; they 
are absorbed into procedure. Nava could comply fully, “stage by stage,” 
and still receive the same reply: rejection. “I did everything correctly,” she 
insists. What returns is not explanation but repetition. The rule returns 
only itself. 

Listening here is not absent; it is excessive. It multiplies across case 
officers, legal interpretations, decision-making groups, and formal 
acknowledgment. Each interaction confirms receipt. Yet none allows her 
account to alter the outcome. What emerges is a condition in which Nava 
is never ignored yet never encountered. 

This saturation produces a specific exhaustion. Not the exhaustion of 
being silenced, but that of being continuously addressed without 
consequence. Calls are answered. Emails are acknowledged. Letters are 
issued. Still nothing moves. Listening becomes a force that drains rather 
than connects.  



 

81 

Listening in this wake is not neutral. At several points, it turns explicitly 
punitive. Speech becomes risky. To complain is to provoke retaliation; 
submitting further documents could invite further threat. One response 
asked, “Why did you complain? Why did you submit documents again?” 
Another warned, “If you call again, we will make sure you never receive a 
visa.” Here, listening does not simply fail; it disciplines. Audibility 
increases exposure. 

Under these conditions, silence becomes strategy rather than 
withdrawal.   

To speak is to risk further harm. 
 

Pregnancy and the Conditions of Choice 

This is where gender enters not as identity but as a listening condition. 
Pregnancy appears not as a protected state but as information that must 
not become a case. Nava therefore withholds it deliberately: “I didn’t want 
it to become a case … I knew it wouldn’t change anything.” What this 
reveals is a listening regime in which vulnerability does not authorize care 
but heightens scrutiny. Pregnancy becomes audible only as an exception, 
and an exception offers no stable protection. 

Nava narrates the abortion not as a decision made under ordinary 
conditions of choice, but as the foreclosure of these conditions. “I lost the 
right to think under normal conditions whether I wanted to become a mother 
or not.” The problem is not that pregnancy remains invisible, but that it 
becomes administratively audible only as an exception, and exception 
invites rejection. 

Her account does not detach reproductive choice from the conditions 
under which it was exercised. It shows how prolonged administrative 
pressure narrowed those conditions and collapsed futurity into urgency. 

Feminist Recognition and Relational Alignment 

What makes her situation particularly sharp is that it unfolds within a 
context that repeatedly names itself as feminist, egalitarian, supportive. 

“In the most feminist country in the world,” she says, seeking my 
affirmation – “right?” – she repeats, tapping the table: “In the most 

feminist country in the world…there was no support for me as a pregnant 
woman.”  
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The contradiction lies between rhetorical recognition and procedural 
refusal. Independence here is not legible. Audibility becomes conditional. 
In Nava’s account, support circulates only through attachments the 
system can recognize. She repeatedly contrasts her treatment with that of 
applicants who had Swedish partners: files move, rules bend, decisions 
shift. As she understands it, the formal rule remains the same, but 
institutional response changes with relational alignment.  

An independent, educated woman appears not as a subject of rights but 
as excess: too autonomous to be protected, too unattached to be stabilized. 
“I understood something clearly in those lines at the Migration Agency,” 
Nava reflects, “as an independent, educated, single woman, there is no 
place for you here unless you are attached to a white man.” Nava names this 
uneven distribution as a racialized and gendered economy of recognition. 

Attrition and Ending 

What accumulates in Nava’s account is attrition: step by step, letter by 
letter, deadline by deadline.  

“Stage by stage,” Nava says, “the Migration Agency dismantled my life.” 
“Stage by stage” names the mechanism. The force lies in erosion rather 

than a single catastrophic event. 

Listening in the wake names this slow dismantling: the way life is held in 
suspension until decisions are forced under pressure; the way hope is 
deferred until it disappears; the way futures are imagined only 
retroactively: “What would my life have been if I had not been fighting 
the Migration Agency for over a decade?”  

The question names the afterlife of foreclosed possibility. 

Crucially, listening does not end when a decision is made. Its effects 
continue afterward as repetition and search. “For months I searched: how 
big would the baby be now?”  

Institutional listening ends, but its effects continue within her.  

The questions return without an address. 
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Listening in the wake is not about hearing better. It names an apparatus 
that absorbs speech while refusing responsibility, transforming care into 
case, vulnerability into risk, and independence into illegibility. 

What Nava’s account discloses is a field of voices caught in procedural 
loops, speaking into systems that respond endlessly without responding 
to them. In this field, listening is everywhere while relation is repeatedly 
withheld. 
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Before You Enter 

 
This is not a beginning. 

 
It is the trace of a story carried too long in silence, 

spoken for the first time under conditions of vulnerability. 
 

Not for explanation. 
Not for proof. 
But to be held. 

 
She said: “Tell my life as if you write poetry …” 

 
I take this not as an aesthetic request 

but as an ethical one: 
to write without capture, 

without completion.  
 

There is no permission to know here. 
Only the memory of a moment 

when something was given,  
not surrendered. 

 
Some griefs are not for solving. 

Some silences are already full.  
 

This kind of listening does not take. 
It receives without claiming 

and remains answerable to what exceeds understanding.  
 

What is withheld is deliberate.  
Not everything that can be said  

should be carried forward.  
 

These pages are written under restraint,  
so that proximity remains survivable.  

 
What follows is not an illustration of restraint but a test of what 

restraint requires.   
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Listening as Touch, Touch as Listening  
The Hinge of Proximity 

 
This began as an interview. During the pandemic, I met Donya on Zoom. 
What unfolded was not a linear life history but a torrent: fragmented, 
wavering, marked by refusal and loss. The interview did not yield 
coherence. What Donya recounted remained open.  
 
The question is not the content alone but the conditions under which 
listening took place. Narration did not settle experience into coherence, 
and listening could not stabilize meaning. The limit lay not in 
interpretation itself but in the demand that sense arrive as coherence.  
 
She spoke of “abortion,” “prison,” “prostitution,” and “survival,” as well 
as a midwife’s care and the fear shaping the decisions she described. Her 
words arrived already interrupted. Listening was already a kind of touch: 
remaining with silence, stammering, and the spaces where speech 
faltered. Her voice arrived fragmented but not broken, charged with a 
texture that could not be smoothed. 
 

I didn’t have the money to give birth … I was undocumented. I 
didn’t want to stay. I wanted to go far away … Finally, we arrived 
…  and some weeks later, I gave birth to my boy … I knew that I 
only had ten days and after that questions would begin … I would 
perhaps be deported. There was some NGO assistance, and I spoke 
English. But I thought they would just deport me back … How do 
you trust? I would rather kill myself than return. Return to what? 
To another flogging? Another imprisonment? And, if I were to be 
deported, I would have been executed…sharia was no joke. I just 
couldn’t. No way … So, I left. With my baby wrapped in a blanket. 
I left … Even now, as I speak to you, I don’t know if I should have 
sought help, from someone, anyone. But I was too afraid. I would 
just run … I don’t know how many hours…I couldn’t breastfeed 
properly. I was in pain. And then the fever began [she fell silent. I 
waited.] … He was burning.   
 

Donya began to cry. She cupped her face in her palms. I was on the other 
side of the screen, not knowing what to say, what to ask, how to remain. 
 

My baby died in my arms … I did not have the physical strength 
to go on … I carried his still body with me, not knowing where I 
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was heading, what I was doing, [she dropped her head, then 
raised it; her voice muffled] … until I decided to bury him. 

 
She wept. 

 
“What did I do? How did I do it? How did I hold that still body? How 
did I not die?” she screamed.  

 
Donya disappeared from the call before I could speak. Her voice was 
gone. Her body unreachable. The interruption remained. Listening did 
not conclude; it lingered without resolution. What persisted was not 
information but an unanswered demand. 
 
A few days later, her name returned to my inbox like b r e a t h after 
silence. She invited me over for tea. 
 
I stepped into her home and into a different kind of time. She placed her 
cup on the table. Then she said, “I want to show you something.” She lifted 
the fabric. What appeared first was not an image but a texture: raised, 
scarred skin worked into a tattoo.  
 

“Come close. Touch my tattoo.” 
 

Her voice did not ask. It made contact. My hand hovered, then landed. 
 
Listening crossed into contact – not metaphorically but materially. Yet 
contact granted no access. I touched the scar, not the wound.  

 
“This is how I self-harmed … an artist made it into this … for 
free.” 
 

She did not name the shape. I will not either. 
 
We cried. Our bodies shook, not toward resolution but under the weight 
of what could not be carried alone and did not resolve into shared terms.  
 
Later, she returned to the moment around which everything else still 
turned: the burial as the last p  o  s  s  i  b  l  e form of care. She had carried 
her child across borders alone. She had “p r e s s e d [her] palms into the 
earth,” “not to let go,” but because touch was the only language that still 
made sense.  
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In that moment, listening could not be reduced to data collection. I was 
being touched: by the refusal of coherence, by the intimacy of pain, and 
by the fact that she did not share this story with the institutions or the 
state. She did not offer it as evidence. What arrived resisted stabilization 
as either an object to master or a relation that could be secured; it remained 
a demand I could not r e s o l v e.   
 

Touch here was not symbolic.  
It did not replace speech; it altered what speech alone could carry. 

 
Listening here is not separate from touch. Something persists as trace 
without becoming transparent truth or secured relation.  

 
Donya’s body bears marks of legal violence: lashes, imprisonment, the 
constant threat of deportation. It also carries other marks: a midwife’s 
care, the folds of a blanket, the silence of burial, ink etched into scarred 
skin.  
 

These are not merely narrative elements to be interpreted. 
They are tactile histories.  

 
 
 

The writing proceeds by accompanying what has taken place without 
forcing it into explanation.  

 
Donya’s request does not offer an example to be interpreted;  

it alters what interpretation can mean. 
  

It shows that listening cannot remain sensory or hermeneutic.  
It becomes a condition of contact, exposure, restraint, and ethical risk:  

a way of being reached by what cannot be stabilized  
as information, narrative, or evidence 
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To Be Touched by Voice  
Listening, Contact, and the Limit of Sense 

 
Touch is not only what happens to the skin. It also happens when a voice 
arrives and does not leave – when sound presses into breath, posture, and 
the small contractions of the body that precede understanding.  

 
Listening, then, is not passive. It occurs as contact. 

 
Under these conditions, there is no clean passage from listening to 
knowing. What is heard does not reliably become sense. What remains is 
the pressure of what has been received, and the question of how to stay 
answerable without turning that pressure into explanation.   
 
This is why I hold listening and touch together: not as separate senses, but 
as intertwined movements that unfold without securing relation. Both can 
intensify proximity without offering clarity. 

 
Listening reaches an experimental edge here, not because attention 

falters, but because it is no longer sufficient. 
 

Meaning does not accumulate. What remains is e x p o s u r e. 
 
Writing participates in this contact after the fact. It does not transparently 
account for what happened; it stays near what has passed without 
converting it into coherence or demanding full legibility.  
 

The demand that emerges here is not epistemic. It is ethical. 
 
At this point, familiar assurances of method loosen. There is no procedure 
for responding when an account refuses narrative coherence, when a voice 
withdraws, when contact interrupts sense rather than producing it. What 
is required is a different orientation. Not resolution, but answerability. 
 
Answerability here does not mean explanation or repair. It means 
allowing oneself to be affected without treating that affect as knowledge. 
It means resisting the impulse to stabilize what has passed through the 
encounter into an object of analysis.  
 
Touch names what takes place when proximity can no longer be mediated 
by language alone, when what might be called relation is registered 
through breath, hesitation, pressure, and silence without stabilizing as 
such.  
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Listening here is no longer guided by the promise of understanding. It 
cannot be treated as a neutral capacity or a methodological skill. It must 
be understood as exposure: uneven, risky, and asymmetrical. To listen 
under these conditions is to remain susceptible to change without fully 
knowing how; being changed does not by itself establish ethical adequacy.  
 
This does not produce relation as something shared or secured. What 
appears as relation may fracture, withdraw, or be captured. Under 
pressure, the attempt to secure relation can become appropriation. 
 
 

This dissertation does not turn this limit into a method.  
What follows does not seek to restore coherence nor return to 

 more secure analytical positions. 
 
 

The question is no longer how to listen better, 
but how to remain with what listening cannot contain. 
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Listening at the Limit  
Contact, Exposure, Relation  

 
Listening does not begin in understanding. It begins in contact, where 
bodies are reached without reciprocity or guarantee. If a voice can be said 
to touch, it does so because touch names a paradoxical condition: exposure 
to what arrives without becoming an object. Touch marks the limit where 
relation cannot be secured, and where the desire to secure it becomes 
ethically dangerous. 
 
Donya’s encounter has already made touch difficult to think. The question 
is not what touch means in general, nor whether touch can be elevated 
into a metaphor for relation. The question is more precise: what happens 
when contact occurs without securing presence, reciprocity, or 
knowledge? This is where Jean-Luc Nancy123 becomes necessary. He helps 
name a limit that is not philosophical in origin but has already appeared 
in Donya’s voice, in the scar, in the hovering hand, in the demand to come 
close, and in the impossibility of turning that contact into possession.   
 
In Corpus, he traces how Western metaphysics repeatedly attempts to 
secure relation through presence, as if what is touched could finally be 
confirmed, named, and known without remainder. He gathers this 
tendency in the formula hoc est, translated as “this is,”124 a phrase that 

 
123  Jean-Luc Nancy (1940–2021) was a French philosopher whose work rethought 
existence through exposure, spacing, being-with, and resonance. I draw here 
especially on Corpus and Listening, particularly where touch and listening press against 
certainty and conceptual capture. As Marie-Eve Morin notes, “Nancy’s ideas make 
sense but this sense arises from moving across sentences than from the internal 
signification of any one particular sentence taken in isolation.” This methodological 
orientation informs how Nancy is read here: not as a framework to be applied, but as 
a mode of thinking attentive to movement, spacing, exposure, and relation. My 
engagement with Nancy follows this orientation, especially where touch, listening, 
and writing approach their limits and resist stabilization as objects of knowledge. See 
Marie-Eve Morin, Jean-Luc Nancy (Cambridge: Polity, 2012), 2. 
124 Hoc est, Latin for “this is,” comes from the Christian Eucharistic formula hoc est enim 
corpus meum – “this is my body” – spoken during communion to declare that the bread 
is no longer merely bread but fully and truly Christ’s body. Nancy writes that hoc est 
enim “challenges, allays all our doubts about appearances, conferring, on the real, the 
true final touch of its pure Idea: its reality, its existence.” He then describes what 
happens when this sensory certainty is touched: “All that? Sensory certitude, as soon 
as it is touched, turns into chaos, a storm where all senses run wild.” The body 
promised by hoc est does not arrive as fully graspable or consumable; instead, it 
appears as “a monster that can’t be swallowed.” Read together, Nancy and Derrida 
show how attempts to make touch guarantee certainty risk transforming encounter 
into appropriation. See Jean-Luc Nancy, Corpus, trans. Richard A. Rand (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2008), 5, 3–13, italics in the original; Jacques Derrida, On 
Touching – Jean-Luc Nancy, trans. Christine Irizarry (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 2005), 4, 56-60. 
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condenses a long metaphysical and ritual history – a declaration that 
promises certainty and completion. Yet for Nancy, the promise fails at the 
moment it is made. What touch encounters is never fully present to itself. 
The “body proper” appears instead as excessive, foreign to itself, “a 
monster that can’t be swallowed.” 125  Touch therefore does not secure 
being; it exposes the impossibility of securing it. 
 
Nancy’s account names, retroactively, how Donya’s voice reached me: not 
as content to be grasped, but as a pressure that continued after 
understanding. The encounter did not offer confirmation, coherence, or 
presence. It exposed me to what could not be stabilized without loss.  
 
What is exposed here is not merely a difficulty of representation but the 
pressure to make contact transparent, verifiable, and possessable. The 
desire is bound up with the impulse “to see, touch, and eat the body.”126 
Once relation is forced into transparency, possession, or proof, it becomes 
appropriation. Touch is not access. Nor is access, in itself, ethical.  

 
Nancy extends this demand to writing itself. Writing must respond to 
bodies without turning them into objects of knowledge. “Let there be 
writing, not about the body, but the body itself.”127 This is not a call for 
immediacy or stylistic embodiment. It names a constraint: writing cannot 
safely hold what it approaches at a distance. “Writing: touching upon 
extremity.” 128  Writing and listening therefore share a condition. Both 
occur where something reaches us without becoming fully available to us, 
exposing rather than overcoming distance.  
 
The answer is neither metaphor nor fusion. Writing does not replace the 
body, but it does not stand outside exposure either. “Writing isn’t 

 
125  In Corpus, “body proper” does not mean a body that someone owns or fully 
coincides with. It names the demand that the body appear as stable, self-present, 
identifiable, and available for appropriation: a body that could be secured as its own. 
Nancy shows that this demand fails precisely when it is put into practice. For the body 
to appear as “proper,” it must be shown, named, touched, or made available for 
incorporation. Yet this exposure immediately breaks self-presence. The body appears 
to someone, as something given, and therefore no longer coincides with itself. Instead 
of becoming secure, it becomes foreign to itself. This is why Nancy describes the body 
as “a monster that can’t be swallowed.” The formula hoc est enim – “this is indeed” – 
stages the fantasy that the body can be taken in, secured, and made one’s own. But 
incorporation does not complete this fantasy. To swallow is already to transform what 
is taken in; what is consumed does not remain proper but is altered and displaced in 
the very act of ingestion. The attempt to secure the body as property thus undoes itself, 
leaving the body irreducibly “improper.” Nancy, Corpus, 5-6, 138–139.   
126 Nancy, Corpus, 5. 
127 Nancy, Corpus, 9–10, italics in the original.  
128 Nancy, Corpus, 9–10. 
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signifying…touching upon the body…happens in writing all the time.”129 
Touch, here, is not an added theme. It is the condition under which writing 
and listening occur at all. Both take place at the boundary where 
something reaches us and yet remains irreducibly other. 
 
Touch happens only “at the limit”:130 never as fusion, always as spacing, 
interruption, tangency. Writing “touches upon bodies along the absolute 
limit separating the sense of the one from the skin and nerves of the 
other.”131 Touch does not overcome separation; it exposes it. This is why 
Nancy returns repeatedly to borders, edges, tips, extremities. Relation 
does not name a shared space, but the limit at which contact fails to 
become one: not depth or penetration, but contact along a line that cannot 
be crossed without risking violence. 
  
The implications for this dissertation are direct. To claim that writing 
brings bodies close through interpretation is already to risk appropriation. 
If writing touches, it must do so without devouring what it approaches. 
This is why fragmentation here is not an aesthetic preference, but a 
philosophical necessity. Nancy insists that “fragments are necessary,” that 
“the fragmentation of writing … responds to the ongoing protest of bodies 
in … writing.” 132  This breaking marks interruption, not failure. It is 
writing’s way of staying near the limit without pretending to resolve it.  
 
Touch also unsettles the idea that a self could secure itself through contact 
with itself. Nancy returns to the unease of self-touching133 to show that 
neither bodies nor thought ever fully coincide with themselves. Even at 
the point of greatest proximity, there is no final assurance. Thought 
becomes responsible not by mastering what it touches, but by allowing 
itself to be affected and altered by what it cannot absorb or control. 
 
This is why Nancy warns against granting touch too simple a “credit.” The 
touch at stake here “does not refer to an immediacy.” It is, instead, “the 
very limit of sense.”134  To listen at the limit is therefore not to extend 
listening into another sensory register, but to refuse its conversion into 
epistemic capture. Listening becomes a practice of remaining at the 

 
129 Nancy, Corpus, 11.  
130 Nancy, Corpus, 25. 
131 Nancy, Corpus, 11, italics in the original. 
132 Nancy, Corpus, 21. 
133 Nancy, Corpus, 133. 
134 Nancy, Corpus, 43. 
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boundary where sense is made and unmade, without transforming the 
other into evidence.135  

 
This clarifies why listening names the problem even within a section on 
touch. No hierarchy of senses is being proposed. Listening and touching 
are two names for the same difficulty: how contact can occur without 
becoming appropriation. Listening remains central because it can occur 
without physical proximity and still wound, expose, and transform. The 
ear becomes a boundary. The sentence becomes a boundary. What arrives 
is not exhausted by content; it also acts as pressure, vibration, and 
resonance.  

 
Touch at a d  i  s  t  a  n  c  e is not a metaphor. 

 
It names how relation takes place under displacement, administrative 
violence, and the non-coincidence of bodies in space. Listening becomes 
tactile not because it imitates physical touch, but because the listener can 
be reached by what cannot be held. It becomes tactile when the listener 
remains with what arrives as pressure rather than reducing it to content, 
as resonance rather than evidence. 
  
Listening at the limit is therefore not a turn away from touch. It is the 
moment when touch becomes rigorous: no longer a warm promise of 
closeness, but the harsh and asymmetrical condition under which contact 
occurs without certainty. The touch that appears here is singular. It cannot 
be repeated, generalized, or carried forward as method. It exposes what 
contact costs. 
                   
This returns us to the ways these limits appear differently across the 
encounters discussed here. Donya’s encounter made audible listening at 
the limit of touch, where contact occurred without securing sense. Aram’s 
account made audible listening under pressure: a situation in which the 
institution demanded contact by requiring speech, disclosure, and proof 
while withholding recognition from what that exposure carried. The shift 
is from invited proximity to institutional demand: who gets heard, under 
what conditions, and at what cost.  

 

 
135 Claire Colebrook emphasizes that, for Nancy, there is no hidden reality behind 
appearance and no pure “touch as such” that could confirm stable presence; touch 
names finitude and exposure rather than certainty. See Claire Colebrook, “Jean-Luc 
Nancy,” in Film, Theory and Philosophy: The Key Thinkers, ed. Felicity Colman (Montreal 
and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009), 157, 159, 161.   
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Exposure here does not name a feeling or an ethical achievement. It names 
the condition in which bodies and voices arrive in proximity without 
contact settling into reciprocity, recognition, or mastery. This does not 
mean that the dissertation seeks recognition as its ethical horizon. 
Recognition remains a problem when it depends on already available 
forms of intelligibility. The point is rather that voices may arrive before, 
beside, or against those forms, without assurance that they will be 
received without being captured.   
 
The distinction that has emerged here is therefore not between two kinds 
of listening, but between two registers of the same problem. Listening as 
exposure names the condition under which voices arrive without 
guarantee, without yet being converted into evidence, identity, or case. 
Institutional listening manages exposure by transforming what arrives as 
resonance into what counts as evidence. In this movement, relation is not 
simply refused; it is captured by administration and returned through 
established forms of credibility, coherence, and recognizability.   
 
 
 

 
The tension between these registers is therefore not accidental.  

It marks the point where relation is captured by administration:  
where a voice must become legible before it can be heard;  

where pain must become evidence before it can matter;  
and where contact is permitted only insofar as it  

can be translated into a form  
the institution can use. 
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Listening as Resonant Exposure 
 

Donya’s encounter – and, differently, the wake of Samā’s death – placed 
pressure on understanding as the measure of response. From Nancy’s 
account of touch in Corpus, I turn to his account of listening.  
 
Nancy does not treat listening as a sensory skill added to cognition, nor as 
a metaphor for empathy or attentiveness. For him, listening names 
exposure to what arrives before it becomes clear, stable, or manageable as 
meaning. What listening opens is not understanding but resonance: a 
disturbance that does not resolve into unity. In practice, what is heard may 
press on the listener without becoming coherent, verified, or narratively 
complete. It describes being affected by something that does not arrive as 
settled content and cannot be closed, possessed, or fully shared.  
 
This distinction helps clarify the difficulty that precedes this section: not 
an absence of meaning, but its premature stabilization in forms that 
demanded coherence, chronology, and legibility before exposure had 
been acknowledged. Listening, in Nancy’s sense, does not correct 
misunderstanding. It interrupts the impulse to understand too fast, 
especially when understanding becomes a condition for recognition, 
credibility, or institutional response.  
 
Nancy traces this interruption in a distinction between hearing (entendre) 
and listening (écouter). Hearing tends toward comprehension; it grasps 
sense, taking meaning in. Listening, by  contrast, strains toward sense 
without possessing it. As Nancy writes: “If ‘to hear’ is to understand the 
sense … to listen is to be straining toward a possible meaning, and 
consequently one that is not immediately accessible.”136 This distinction is 
not meant to purify listening from hearing, nor to oppose them as separate 
faculties. It shows how quickly comprehension can replace exposure. 
Listening does not abandon sense; it encounters sense as something not 
yet settled, partial, unstable, and difficult to contain.  
 
Nancy develops this orientation through the body. The verb écouter is tied 
not to clarity but to tension and alertness. As he writes: “To listen is tendre 
l’oreile – literally, to stretch the ear – an expression that evokes a singular 
mobility, among the sensory apparatuses, of the pinna of the ear – it is an 
intensification and a concern, a curiosity or an anxiety.”137 

 
136 Nancy, Listening, 6. 
137 Nancy situates tendre l’oreile within a broader rethinking of listening as an exposure 
that does not yield disclosure or transparency. Throughout Listening, he links listening 
to secrecy rather than revelation, asking not what listening uncovers but what remains 
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Nancy insists that listening cannot be thought adequately through visual 
metaphors. Western epistemological traditions have often privileged sight 
as a model of knowledge: clarity, distance, form, graspability. Listening 
exposes. Sound does not remain at a distance. It “penetrates,” “spreads,” 
and rebounds – its presence defined not by stability but by arrival and 
return.  As Nancy writes: “sonorous presence arrives – it entails an 
attack.”138  
 
Sound cannot be shut out in the same way as vision. “The ear doesn’t have 
eyelids,” 139  Nancy remarks, pointing to a fundamental asymmetry 
between seeing and hearing. One can close the eyes or turn away from 
what is seen, but sound continues to arrive whether one intends it or not. 
Sound does not simply come from outside; it resounds. To sound is 
already to resound: “To sound is to vibrate in itself or by itself…it is also 
to stretch out, to carry itself and to be resolved into vibrations that both 
return it to itself and place it outside itself.”140   
  
Resonance thus names a double movement: a return that does not coincide 
with itself and an exteriorization that does not open onto anything shared 
in advance. Sound both comes back to itself and exceeds itself. It opens a 
between – neither purely internal nor purely external. Listening inhabits 
this unstable interval. It is a vibration in which no secure “with” can be 
assumed in advance; nothing shared is guaranteed.  
 
This is why Nancy insists that sensing itself is always already reflexive 
before it is intentional. Drawing on Aristotle, he writes: “sensing [sentir] 
(aesthesis) is always a perception [ressentir], that is, feeling-oneself-feel [se-
sentir-sentir].” 141  The subject does not precede this movement; it takes 
shape within it. Sensing is never purely outward. It involves a return, a 
reverberation in which the one who senses is affected by their own 
sensing. This reflexivity does not establish a stable interiority. On the 
contrary, it exposes a spacing within the subject. Listening does not 
receive a completed account from a distance; it alters the one who listens, 
even when no stable relation is formed. 

 
irreducible in sonority: “What secret is at stake when one truly listens, that is, when 
one tries to capture or surprise the sonority rather than the message?” The stretching 
of the ear names not access to interior meaning but a bodily vigilance oriented toward 
what cannot be fully appropriated or rendered visible. Listening thus operates as a 
mode of exposure without mastery. Nancy, Listening, 5, italics in the original.  
138 Nancy, Listening, 14, italics in the original.  
139 Nancy, Listening, 14. 
140 Nancy, Listening, 8. 
141 Nancy, Listening, 8, italics in the original. 
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Meaning, then, does not precede listening as something to be grasped. 
Meaning arises insofar as something resounds, without being captured or 
closed. As Nancy writes “meaning and sound share the space of a 
referral…A self is nothing other than a form or function of referral.”142 
Listening does not presuppose a fixed subject standing behind the act of 
hearing; the subject takes shape in resonance itself. Listening is the mode in 
which this referral becomes palpable without settling into comprehension.  
 
For this reason, listening cannot be reduced to interpretation or to 
hermeneutics understood as decoding. Nancy explicitly distances 
listening from the immediate assignment of meaning. In these encounters, 
contradiction or hesitation cannot automatically be treated as failure, 
inconsistency, or lack of credibility, because the account may not yet be 
narratively stable. Sense opens in tension without converting into shared 
meaning. As he insists: “Listening must be examined – itself auscultated – 
at the keenest or tightest point of its tension.”143 
  
Auscultation is not merely metaphorical here. Listening presses against 
the body. It tightens, stretches, penetrates. Sound spreads through the 
body without unifying it, making the subject itself into a resonance 
chamber: “sound penetrates through the ear [and] propagates throughout 
the entire body something of its effects, which could not be said to occur 
in the same way with the visual signal.”144 Listening thus produces not 
coherence but exposure, not mastery but vulnerability. Listening occurs 
as being affected; the subject takes shape insofar as it resounds, without 
stabilizing as unified or self-identical.  
 
This also clarifies why listening should not be romanticized as inherently 
ethical. Listening is not benevolence by default, nor is it a chosen ethical 
stance. It can be intrusive, unsettling, and potentially destabilizing. It 
opens without assurance and can wound as much as it can attune. 
Listening often precedes understanding precisely where understanding 
fails or arrives too late. 
 
Nancy writes that listening spans “from the sounds and cries that signal 
danger … to analytical listening.”145 This places listening in an involuntary 
bodily register. The force of this span is that meaning is not grasped but 

 
142 Nancy, Listening, 8, italics in the original. 
143 Nancy, Listening, 26, where listening is defined as being “exposed to sense” rather 
than “understanding” and examined as a bodily “tension” through auscultation.  
144  Nancy, Listening, 14, on “sonorous presence” as “arrival” and “attack,” the 
impossibility of closing the ear, and the “propagation” of sound throughout the body 
in contrast to the “visual signal.”    
145 Nancy, Listening, 26. 
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felt as strain; “the ear is stretched by or according to meaning – perhaps 
one should say that its tension is meaning already,”146 Nancy adds.   
 

Listening, then, often arrives before choice,  
imposed by circumstance rather than intention. 

 
Listening did not fail here. Voices were audible, but only within the 
narrow frame of bureaucratic recognizability. The problem was not that 
institutions refused to listen, but that listening had already been converted 
into procedure: voices were processed as evidence rather than received in 
their strain, interruption, or exposure. Under such conditions, listening 
became administrative confirmation rather than exposure to what could 
not be stabilized. 
 
Placed beside the institutional encounters traced above, Nancy’s 
distinction helps clarify a political problem the encounters themselves 
disclose: institutional hearing demands coherence, chronology, and 
consistency before exposure has been acknowledged. This is not a political 
or ethical claim derived from Nancy; it is what becomes visible when 
listening is forced into regimes of verification.  
  
Nancy’s notion of “timbre” sharpens this point. Timbre is not an accessory 
quality of sound; it is “reality”147 as resonance. It names the way sound 
exists as resonance rather than as object or signal. It carries singularity 
without translating it into identity, and it communicates without 
transmitting content: “timbre is communication of the incommunicable … 
communication is not transmission, but a sharing that becomes subject.”148  
 
Hesitation, fragmentation, or delay should not be treated too quickly as 
failure, inconsistency, or lack of credibility. This exposure does not 
conclude; it continues to resonate, opening a space in which sense is 
neither absent nor fully articulated, but held in suspension. As Nancy puts 
it, “To be listening is to be inclined toward the opening of 
meaning…toward a reserve that is anterior and posterior to any signifying 
punctuation.” 149 
 
What is often lost when testimony is reduced to information, or when 
credibility is measured by coherence, is not meaning itself but the 
resonance through which meaning first takes form. Listening, in Nancy’s 

 
146 Nancy, Listening, 26.  
147 Nancy, Listening, 40, italics in the original. 
148 Nancy, Listening, 41. 
149 Nancy, Listening, 27. 
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sense, does not convert resonance into knowledge; it remains exposed to 
what exceeds articulation, even where response or decision becomes 
necessary.     
 
Read in the wake of the encounters that preceded it, Nancy’s thinking 
does not provide a solution but clarifies why listening, at decisive 
moments, takes place at the limit of meaning – where “sense resound[s]”150 
without becoming knowledge, and where exposure cannot be converted 
into mastery. 
  
This is why the encounter with Donya could not be resolved through 
better listening or clearer narration. What was at stake was not meaning 
to be grasped, but resonance that could not be closed. Listening did not 
culminate in understanding. It culminated – if at all – in a fragile 
“modulation”151 of resonance, not as an end but as a momentary settling 
that remained open to being unsettled again.  
 
This section has not asked how one ought to listen. It has asked what 
listening becomes when understanding is neither possible nor sufficient. 
Following encounters marked by exposure, interruption, and asymmetry, 
listening has appeared not as a stable relation but as a condition in which 
relation emerges, fails to stabilize, and is repeatedly captured under 
institutional demands. Understood in this way, listening remains exposed 
to what exceeds it.  

 
 
 

What follows turns from the analysis of listening to what its demands 
require of research and writing. 

 
    
  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
150 Nancy, Listening, 34. 
151 Nancy, Listening, 67. 
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From Listening to Method 
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We only find truths where they are, at their time and in their 
element…Thought does not need a method but a paideia, a 
formation, a culture. Method in general is a means by which 
we avoid going to a particular place, or by which we 
maintain the option of escaping from it.  
                                          Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy152  

 
 
 
 
 

 
My hope is that we can learn to live in a way that is less 
dependent on the automatic. To live more in and through 
slow method, or vulnerable method, or quiet method. 
Multiple method. Modest method. Uncertain method. 
Diverse method. Such are the senses of method that I hope 
to see grow in and beyond social science. 

                John Law, After Method153 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
152  Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. Hugh Tomlinson (London: 
Continuum, 1983), 110.  
153 John Law is a sociologist and scholar of science and technology studies whose After 
Method examines how methods participate in enacting the realities they describe and 
argues for approaches capable of remaining with multiplicity, uncertainty, and mess. 
See John Law, After Method: Mess in Social Science Research (London: Routledge, 2004), 
11. 
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Method after Encounter 
 
If listening could not be secured as understanding, the question that 
followed was not only ethical but methodological. The preceding 
encounters have shown listening becoming exposure, institutional 
uptake, suspension, pathologization, risk, touch, and resonance. They 
have also shown that speech arrives within arrangements that shape its 
audibility. Accounts are received through languages, institutional 
expectations, legal categories, histories of credibility, bodily pressures, 
and demands for coherence that may already be in place before the 
speaker begins to speak. 
 
The methodological problem begins with knowledge already present in 
the encounters. The women whose accounts move through this 
dissertation bring knowledge formed through lived histories, political 
analysis, institutional encounters, bodily memory, and survival. They 
interpret, diagnose, contest, remember, and theorize the conditions of 
their lives. Aram knows how administrative listening can become 
coercive. Noya insists on the historical and political knowledge through 
which migration becomes intelligible. Azin recognizes the conversion of 
insistence into pathology. Nava names the racialized and gendered 
economy through which institutional response is distributed. They enter 
the inquiry as knowers whose accounts are already interpretive and 
analytical. 
 
The question is what happens when such knowledge enters research 
where what can be received as credible, recognizable, or evidential is 
already organized. Nothing enters inquiry as simply given, yet the 
encounter is not where the women’s knowledge begins. The 
methodological problem concerns what happens in the passage through 
which knowledge is heard, translated, selected, interpreted, written, 
authorized, doubted, or refused. What, under these conditions, can 
method guarantee? 
 
As described in “Positionings and Pedagogical Openings,” the inquiry 
began within a recognizable qualitative, interview-based research design, 
organized through ethical review, recruitment, informed consent, 
interviews, recording, transcription, translation, and repeated return to 
the material. These procedures made the inquiry possible and remain part 
of the grounds on which its claims can be assessed. What the encounters 
unsettled was not their necessity but their sufficiency: the assumption that 
methodological procedures could determine in advance what would 
become consequential, whether formal consent could be taken to exhaust 
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responsibility, what would remain ethically available for use, or how what 
had been heard could safely be carried into writing.  
 

Method preceded the encounters as design.  
What could not be secured through prior design were the obligations the 

encounters would generate. 
 
The after in “Method after Encounter” does not name a chronology in 
which encounter comes first and method arrives later. Method was 
already there. The after names what happens to method under altered 
conditions, once encounters have generated consequences that its prior 
procedures could not settle in advance.  
 
This distinction belongs to a wider and internally heterogeneous 
methodological conversation about what procedures can and cannot 
secure. John Law clarifies one aspect of the problem by distinguishing the 
usefulness of particular methodological practices and the broader 
normative claims about what method can guarantee. 
 
Law resists treating “social science method” as a unified tradition, 
describing it instead as a “multi-headed beast” whose practices are more 
varied than methodological accounts often suggest. He explicitly 
acknowledges the importance, and often the necessity, of established 
quantitative and qualitative methods. His critique is directed more at 
what he calls “the hegemonic and dominatory pretensions of certain 
versions or accounts of method”: the  extension of particular practices into 
general prescriptions about how inquiry must proceed and what correct 
methodological conduct can be expected to secure. He names ordinary 
examples – “rules for statistical sampling” and injunctions against 
“leading questions in interviews” – while questioning their extension into 
more claims about what must be done in order to know “reality 
properly.”154 
 
Law’s argument then turns to a deeper methodological desire for security. 
He describes method, “as we usually imagine it,” as “a system for offering 
more or less bankable guarantees”: a framework expected to guide inquiry 
securely toward knowledge while limiting the risks encountered along the 
way. 155  In this inquiry, that expectation became concrete in particular 
ways. Consent can authorize participation without guaranteeing that 
every later use of what has been shared remains ethically unchanged. 

 
154 Law, After Method, 4–5, italics in the original. 
155 Law, After Method, 9.  
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Transcription can preserve speech without guaranteeing that everything 
consequential has been captured. Interpretation can make something 
intelligible without guaranteeing that intelligibility has not also reduced 
it. A story available at one moment may become ethically altered by what 
happens later. A voice recorded with consent may become impossible to 
circulate. A silence may not be missing information. A scar offered to 
touch may not become evidence of an interior truth. An account may be 
fully heard by an institution and still fail to matter because the terms of 
response have already been decided elsewhere.  
 
What these limits required was continued answerability. Patti Lather’s 
formulation of inquiry as having “more to answer to” 156  offers one 
resonance for this demand: not the abandonment of methodological 
responsibility, but its extension where inherited forms no longer settle 
what the inquiry must respond to. As the inquiry developed, earlier 
interpretations were reopened, material that remained formally available 
was sometimes withheld, and questions that had initially appeared central 
lost their force while seemingly peripheral moments returned with greater 
consequence.  
 
These movements did not transfer interpretive authority to the encounters 
themselves. Analytical decisions remained mine, as did responsibility for 
them. What changed was whether those decisions could be treated as 
settled once and for all. An interpretation could require revision; empirical 
availability could diverge from ethical availability; and something already 
written could become impossible to carry forward. 
 
The problem raised in “Knowing Under Constraint” returns here in 
methodological form. If knowledge is received, transformed, and 
authorized within particular conditions, those conditions themselves 
become part of what inquiry must answer to. Situatedness does not make 
every interpretation equally defensible. It increases the demand to show 
how distinctions were made, what grounds a claim, what limits it, and 
why something was interpreted, withheld, or left unresolved.  
 
Hesitation becomes significant within this demand. It names a slowing at 
the point where an account might too quickly become an example, 
diagnosis, theme, or confirmation of what the inquiry already knows. 
Here, Mazzei’s “troubled listening” returns as a methodological demand: 

 
156 Lather, “Fertile Obsession: Validity after Poststructuralism,” 673.  
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a resistance to “easy sense” that delays the conversion of fragmentary or 
difficult speech into an explanation already available to the researcher.157 
  
The same caution applies to silence, contradiction, fragmentation, and 
refusal. Their significance cannot be assumed in advance. A pause may 
require interpretation; it may also require restraint. A contradiction may 
demand analysis; it may also expose the inadequacy of the demand for 
narrative consistency. A refusal may become methodologically 
consequential without becoming content available for disclosure.  
 
Such distinctions require situated judgment. Why is one passage carried 
forward and another withheld? Why does a later request alter the status 
of earlier material? Why is a silence interpreted in one encounter and left 
unresolved in another? Openness and complexity cannot answer these 
questions on their own. They require attention to the particular encounter, 
risk, and analytic movement at stake. 
 
Return became one practice through which such judgment could remain 
revisable. A recording may remain unchanged while no longer sounding 
the same after another encounter. A transcript may appear stable until 
translation exposes decisions concealed within that stability. Material may 
remain empirically available while becoming ethically unavailable.    
 

Return does not guarantee correction. 
It makes revision possible. 

 
Postqualitative scholarship 158  later offered a vocabulary for problems 
already generated within the inquiry, particularly concerning the status of 
the given, the limits of representation, and how concepts and writing enter 
the production of knowledge. Its relevance here is one of resonance rather 
than methodological conversion.  
 
The methodological problem now passes into writing. If interpretation 
continues through selection, return, withholding, juxtaposition, and 
conceptual movement, analysis cannot be understood as completed before 
writing begins. Writing becomes one of the places where the inquiry 

 
157 Mazzei, Inhabited Silence in Qualitative Research, 106, 109–11.   
158  On postqualitative inquiry and the critique of method, see Elizabeth Adams St. 
Pierre, “Post Qualitative Inquiry, the Refusal of Method, and the Risk of the New,” 
Qualitative Inquiry 27, no. 1 (2021): 3–9. See also Alecia Y. Jackson and Lisa A. Mazzei, 
Thinking with Theory in Qualitative Research, 2nd ed. (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2023). 



 

106 

continues to compose and test relations, and where responsibility for 
those relations must remain visible. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cartography becomes one response to the problem of writing within a 
field that remains in motion. 
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Writing within a Field in Motion  
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Writing Otherwise: Toward Cartography159 
 
Writing did more than carry the encounters forward: it placed them into 
relations the recordings did not themselves establish. A fragment beside 
another fragment, a silence returning after another encounter, a later 
request altering an earlier scene: each compositional decision changed 
what could become perceptible and what the work could responsibly 
carry. 
 
The difficulty concerned both what to include or withhold and how to 
compose without making the relations produced through writing appear 
inevitable. Placing one encounter beside another may make them appear 
connected. A phrase or gesture that returns elsewhere may acquire 
another force. What is omitted also shapes what becomes perceptible. 
Writing can interrupt familiar forms of recognition, but it can just as easily 
establish new ones. Its own movements therefore had to remain visible 
within the inquiry.  
 
Some of these demands came directly from the women. My last 
conversation with Donya ended with a quiet request: “Tell my life as if 
you write poetry; my life has not been less than a poem.” I did not hear 
this as an instruction to aestheticize her life. It placed pressure on the 
forms through which a life such as hers could be carried into academic 
writing without being reduced to case, evidence, or explanatory sequence. 

 
Samā’s sister placed a different demand on the writing. She told me she 
would be “at peace” with her sibling’s presence in this work “only if” it 
would not turn her life into an “example,” a pathology, or a narrative 
closure. She asked for a presence neither displayed nor erased – held 
without being claimed. When I explained how her sister would appear 
inside the work, but never reduced by it, she thanked me for “making her 
a part of it, and not a part of it.” Her words carried both release and 
demand. Writing could still organize, but it could no longer pretend that 
organization was innocent. It had to accompany. It had to listen to its own 
making.   
 
These requests altered what writing could do. Something had to continue 
without becoming fully available. Relations could be composed, but not 
presented as though they had simply been waiting to be discovered.    

 
159 I return here to the plan/plane movement introduced in the “Prelude,” where it 
marked the shift from a pre-established research plan toward a surface of composition. 
Here the distinction is taken up more specifically in relation to writing. See Deleuze 
and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 265–67.  



 

109 

The dissertation has a structure, but the relations composing it were not 
predetermined. Planned sequences and thematic orientations continued 
to matter, yet they could not determine what would later return, what 
would become ethically unavailable, or which connections would acquire 
force through writing. Repeated listening, transcription, translation, and 
return became compositional practices through which earlier material 
could be placed differently, separated, withheld, or brought into another 
relation.  
 
The surface on which this composition took shape comes closest to what 

Deleuze and Guattari call a plane of consistency.160 
 
I use the distinction narrowly. A plane of consistency does not mean the 
absence of organization; it allows relations to be composed without being 
wholly determined by a pre-established form. Deleuze and Guattari 
contrast this with a plane of organization,161 where forms and relations are 
arranged according to prior structures. The distinction matters here 
because the dissertation remained organized while the movements that 
would reshape it could not be foreseen. 
 
Deleuze and Guattari write that “The plane is infinite, you can start it in a 
thousand different ways.”162 This does not mean that every beginning is 
arbitrary, or that composition proceeds without constraint. It points 
instead to the possibility of entering a field from different points because 
no single point contains or governs the relations that may form across it. 
 
Some fragments from the encounters arrived too early, too l a t e, or long 
after I thought they had disappeared: a sentence returning months later, a 
silence acquiring another force after a subsequent encounter, a gesture 
becoming thinkable only beside something that happened elsewhere, a 
touch unsettling the language I had prepared for listening. Each return 
entered a field already altered by what had happened since.  

 
The middle clarifies this movement.163 It is not an abstract space between 
fixed points, nor a refusal of beginnings. To enter in the middle is to enter 
something already underway. The encounters recorded here did not begin 
when the recorder was switched on. Each meeting was already crossed by 
histories, institutions, migrations, losses, attachments, and futures under 
pressure. Writing, too, began in the middle: after words had already been 

 
160 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 265–67, 258–59.   
161 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 265–67. 
162 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 259. 
163 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 23. 
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spoken, after events had occurred elsewhere, and within relations whose 
force continued to change.  

 
What appears as relation, I came to learn, does not begin on schedule; it 
unfolds in the uneven time of displacement and deportation, in the 
aftershocks of forced departure and delayed return, when lives are 
compelled to move before they are ready, or after they have felt it was 
already L  A  T  E. It is within these fractures that this work listens and 
writes – with those whose relations to place, language, and future have 
been repeatedly interrupted, yet who continue to make life possible within 
that untimeliness. 
 
Writing across these temporal dissonances required consistency rather 
than coherence.164 Consistency is not agreement or stability; it is a way of 
holding together165 without forcing sameness. Heterogeneous elements may 
enter relation without becoming parts of one explanatory whole. An 
administrative letter, a remembered sound, a bodily gesture, a silence, a 
scar, a later request, and a concept can belong to the same composition 
without being made equivalent or gathered beneath a common meaning.  
 
Within this moving field, writing became increasingly cartographic: not 
tracing a path already there, but composing in motion. Direction existed, 
but it arose within the encounters through which the writing moved – 
from what returned, interrupted, withdrew, or placed another demand on 
attention. The aim was not to replace coherence with disorder, but to allow 
the form of the work to remain responsive to relations that emerged 
through this movement.  

 
On this surface, Deleuze and Guattari write that “[t]here are only relations 
of movements and rest, speed and slowness between unformed 

 
164 I use dissonance here in resonance with Dorthe Staunæs and Mante Vertelyté’s 
account of affective dissonance as “a small shock that is felt in the body… brought to life 
by discrepancies, disharmonies, or disruptions of common sense.” Rather than treating 
dissonance as failure or lack of coherence, they argue against attempts to “overcome 
and harmonize” it, proposing instead to “listen to the dissonance” as a site of 
un/learning. I use the term more specifically to name the uneven temporal and 
affective pressures through which fragments return: not as noise to be resolved into 
coherence, but as a disturbance through which relation, writing, and thought are 
reoriented. See Dorthe Staunæs and Mante Vertelyté, “Towards Pedagogies of 
Affective Dissonance for Intergenerational Listening and Un/Learning,” Discourse: 
Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 47, no. 1 (2026): 29–41, 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01596306.2025.2515025. 
165 On consistency as the holding together of heterogeneous components without their 
reduction to identity or formal unity, see Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 
iv, 260-63, 323, 327.  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01596306.2025.2515025
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elements.” 166  They continue: “Nothing develops…things arrive late or 
early, and form this or that assemblage depending on their compositions 
of speed.” 167  I take these formulations here neither as a model of the 
women’s lives nor as a reason to dissolve their political and historical 
conditions into abstract movement.  
 

What they make thinkable is the temporality of composition:  
something may acquire force through when and how it returns rather 

than according to a developmental sequence. 
 

This is also how the writing proceeded. Fragments, gestures, and stories 
arrived out of sync – too early, too late, or too insistently. Their recurrence 
unsettled the distinction between order and emergence. Writing became a 
dwelling in tension: between the impulse to organize and the demand to 
remain open, between the clarifying work of concepts and the opacity of 
encounter. Relations became perceptible through proximity: fragments 
brushed against one another, reverberations crossed, and each return 
altered the field it entered. This was consistency in Deleuze and Guattari’s 
sense: a holding-together that preserves difference rather than resolving it 
into conceptual hierarchy.  
 
Writing had become answerable to relations shaped through interruption, 
recurrence, and resonance rather than through predetermined sequence. 
By the time cartography is developed more fully below, something of its 
practice has already begun. The term makes legible what the writing has 
been doing: following hesitations, repetitions, returns, and unexpected 
proximities without arranging them into a single explanatory order.     

 
To write otherwise, then, was not to abandon theory; it was to let theory 
be moved. Concepts did not frame encounters; they were re-tuned by 
them. Listening, touch, hesitation, refusal – these were not examples 
illustrating philosophical claims, but forces that pressed upon the 
concepts brought near them, rendering some more precise, displacing 
others, and making yet others impossible to sustain.  

 
 

What emerges from this practice is a field:  
encounters, concepts, and fragments held together without being ordered 

into a single explanatory sequence. 
 

 
166 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 266.  
167 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 266. 
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And yet, some of what most decisively shapes this field cannot enter it as 
material fully available for composition. Samā remains present through a 
story that is withheld. Donya’s request exceeds what any transcript can 
contain. Refusal, disappearance, and what has deliberately been left 
unwritten continue to act upon the work without becoming content that 
can simply be placed within it. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
The question that follows is therefore no longer only how to compose 

relations in motion.  
It is how to compose with what is missing. 
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Fabulation  
Composing with What Is Missing 

 
Fabulation168 enters this field as one possible response to the question of 
how to compose with what is absent or missing. Deleuze repeatedly 
returns to the problem of “people who are missing,”169 in formulations 
that open toward the becoming and invention of “a people to come.”170 I 
take this here not as a demographic absence, but as the absence or 
insufficiency of collective forms capable of receiving what presses upon 
the present. This absence exerts pressure as a demand thought cannot 
simply leave untouched. 
 
Fabulation offers one mode of response, “a ‘fabulation’ common to the 
people and to art,”171 a way of composing with forces and lives whose 
contours cannot yet be contained within existing architectures of 
recognition. Fabulation is not reducible to the invention of fictional 
worlds. It opens the present toward modes of relation and life that its 
available forms cannot yet accommodate.  
 
When Deleuze insists that “a people isn’t something already there. A 
people, in a way, is what’s missing,”172 he names this absence without 
filling it. Fabulation does not supply the missing people or speak on their 
behalf. It works within the pressure produced by what is not yet there, 
loosening the coordinates through which the present recognizes what can 
count as a life, a relation, or a collective form.  
 
Fabulation enters here as a matter of necessity. In “What Is A Creative 
Act?,” Deleuze insists that creation arises from an internal demand: “A 
creator is not someone who works for pleasure. A creator only does what 
he or she absolutely needs to do.”173 Creativity, in this sense, concerns a 

 
168  On fabulation, see Deleuze, Negotiations, 125–26, 173–75; and Ronald Bogue, 
“Fabulation, Narration and the People to Come,” in Deleuze and Philosophy, ed. 
Constantin V. Boundas (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 202–24, 
https://doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9780748624799.003.0013. 
169 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 217, 221–24; and Deleuze, 
Negotiations, 125–126. Deleuze’s formulations vary across texts and contexts between a 
people and the people, both in relation to those who are missing and those to come. I 
retain the wording of individual passages when quoting directly. 
170  Deleuze, Cinema 2, 216, 221–224; Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What is 
Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchell (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1994), 176; and Deleuze, Negotiations, 125–126, 173–75. 
171 Bogue, “Fabulation, Narration and the People to Come,” 202. 
172 Deleuze, Negotiations, 126. 
173  Gilles Deleuze, “What Is A Creative Act? Lecture, 17 March 1987,” revised 
transcription and translation by Charles J. Stivale, The Deleuze Seminars, Purdue 

https://doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9780748624799.003.0013
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situation rather than an attribute of the author or a claim to originality: 
existing forms of thought, narration, and communication can no longer 
carry what has been encountered, and invention becomes unavoidable. 
Fabulation emerges under this pressure as a response compelled by the 
limits of inherited modes of sense, not as an assertion of mastery.  

 
This necessity acquires a political force in Deleuze and Guattari’s 
formulation when they write: “We do not lack communication. On the 
contrary, we have too much of it. We lack creation. We lack resistance to the 
present.” 174  Creation here is not invention ex nihilo, nor a rejection of 
communication. It is inseparable from  resistance: the capacity to interrupt 
the forms through which the present already organizes what can be 
thought, heard, and recognized. It opens toward what might otherwise 
remain unavailable. This understanding of creation comes close to what 
Hélène Frichot and Miriam von Schantz, extending bell hooks’s phrase, 
call a “passionate politics”175 rooted in  “our concrete reality” – a politics 
that works within the cracks of the present toward forms of life not yet 
secured by what already exists.  
 
The events that entered this dissertation do not fill this absence. Nor do 
the women stand in for a missing people. Aram carrying her newborn 
across the water and later telling me she was “so exhausted” she could 
“remember nothing of the crossing”; the call announcing Samā’s death; 
Donya’s fragmented account of burying her newborn at a border – none 
of these is offered as an example through which fabulation might be 
demonstrated. They expose moments in which existing forms of 
recognition, care, and response fail to receive what has been lived.  
 
Nor do the women enter this writing as lives awaiting analysis. Each 
offered an analysis of her own conditions: of the institutions that received 
or refused her, the political histories that shaped movement, the 
classifications imposed upon her, and the relations through which a life 
could or could not continue.  
 

Their accounts do not lack interpretation;  

 
University Research Repository, 2024, 
https://deleuze.cla.purdue.edu/lecture/lecture-01-21/. 
174 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What is Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and 
Graham Burchell (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 108, italics in the 
original.    
175 See bell hooks, Feminism Is for Everyone: Passionate Politics (Cambridge, MA: South 
End Press, 2000); and Hélène Frichot and Miriam von Schantz, “A Deleuzian Life – A 
People to Come: An Introduction,” Deleuze and Guattari Studies 19, no.2 (2025): 143–54, 
esp. 145, https://doi.org/10.3366/dlgs.2025.0588. 

https://deleuze.cla.purdue.edu/lecture/lecture-01-21/
https://doi.org/10.3366/dlgs.2025.0588
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they carry forms of knowledge that available institutional and narrative 
structures may register without being altered by what they receive. 

 
What is missing, then, is not a voice or an interpretation that the 
dissertation must supply, but forms capable of receiving these analyses 
without translating them into equivalence, pathology, evidence, or a 
coherent collective identity. Fabulation does not claim to complete what 
the women have said or to invent meaning on their behalf. It composes 
with the knowledge already present in their accounts, allowing their 
differences and unresolved pressures to alter the form through which they 
are brought into relation.  

 
These moments bring the writing close to what Deleuze calls “the 
intolerable.”176 I use the term neither to classify the women’s suffering nor 
to turn their experiences into illustrations of a philosophical concept. 
Here, the intolerable indicates a rupture in the forms through which what 
is encountered can be recognized, accommodated, or made sense of. As 
Ronald Bogue writes, the intolerable marks the point at which “one sees 
something ‘and sees it very profoundly,’” 177  yet what is seen cannot 
simply be absorbed into what is already known. It is precisely this rupture, 
Bogue argues, that “opens a new field of possibilities.” 178  Fabulation 
begins there: not by repairing what has happened or converting it into a 
lesson, but by allowing another composition to become thinkable.  

 
The Deleuzian figure of the intercessor 179  helps clarify the relational 
condition of fabulation, provided the term is used cautiously. What I take 
from the concept here is the refusal of solitary creation. Thought and 
writing take shape through encounters that alter both the course of 
thought and the possibilities of composition. In Bogue’s account of 
fabulation, art participates in “the invention of a people to come,”180 and 
creation itself emerges through relations of intercession. 

 
176 Deleuze’s notion of the intolerable designates a perceptual rupture rather than a 
moral category: a point at which existing coordinates can no longer contain what 
appears and thought is forced toward other possibilities. I use the term in this limited 
sense. See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. 
Dana Polan (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 17-18; Deleuze, 
Cinema 2: The Time-Image, 216.   
177 Bogue, “Fabulation, Narration and the People to Come,” 219. 
178 Bogue, “Fabulation, Narration and the People to Come,” 218. 
179 On Deleuze’s intercessors as figures through whom thought and creation become 
possible without taking the form of models or representatives, see Deleuze, Cinema 2: 
Time-Image, 153; and Constantin V. Boundas, “Different/c(i)ations: The Case of Gilles 
Deleuze,” The Edinburgh Companion to Twentieth-Century Philosophies, ed. Constantin V. 
Boundas (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 492–507.     
180 Bogue, “Fabulation, Narration and the People to Come,” 209–14; see also Ronald 
Bogue, “Deleuze and Guattari and the Future of Politics: Science Fiction, Protocols and 
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Relationality, however, cannot mean symmetry. The relations through 
which this dissertation became possible were uneven, marked by different 
vulnerabilities, responsibilities, and capacities to withdraw. What formed 
through them was neither identity nor a shared position, but a provisional 
field in which gestures, refusals, h  e  s  i  t  a  t  i o n s, touches, concepts, 
and acts of writing altered one another without becoming equivalent.  

For this dissertation, then, a people-to-come is approached through 
resonance rather than collective identity. In the encounters, this meant 
attending to the women’s analyses of their own lives without treating 
them as expressions of a common migrant identity; in the writing, their 
singular accounts are brought into proximity without being made to speak 
for one another.  

Such a people remains indeterminate. It is neither a sociological group 
awaiting recognition nor a future population whose contours the 
dissertation could predict or represent.  

What matters here is how other forms of relation become briefly 
perceptible in listening, touch, refusal, and writing. 

Authorship after Fabulation 

Fabulation also changes how the writing subject can be understood. The 
“I” that appears in this dissertation remains the position from which 
interpretive decisions are made and for which I retain responsibility. Yet 
it is not a sovereign point of origin. It has been shaped through listening, 
touch, return, and response; traversed by the women’s words and 
gestures, by institutions that contour what can be said and heard, and by 
theoretical companions that have changed how problems became 
perceptible. That the conditions of writing exceed the writer does not 
distribute responsibility evenly or make those who enter the work 
equivalent contributors.  

Nor does being altered by these encounters authorize the writing to 
speak in the women’s place.181 

 
the People to Come,” Deleuze Studies vol. 5 supplement (2011): 77–97; Ronald Bogue, 
“Bergsonian Fabulation and the People to Come,” in Deleuze’s Way: Essays in Transverse 
Ethics and Aesthetics (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007), 91–106.  
181 Deleuze once remarked that one of Michel Foucault’s central teachings was “the 
indignity of speaking for others,” see Deleuze, Negotiations, 87, italics in the original.  
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Derrida’s claim that “writing can never be thought under the category of 
the subject,”182 and Deleuze and Guattari’s insistence that “There isn’t a 
subject; there are only collective assemblages of enunciation,”183 help unsettle 
authorship as an autonomous origin of meaning without dissolving 
responsibility for what is written.  

The first person remains responsible for selection, interpretation, and 
composition while refusing the fantasy that these begin from a self-

sufficient source. 

In this qualified sense, the “I” is already implicated in a “we”: a 
constellation that never settles into equivalence, common ownership, 
shared voice, or a single perspective. Deleuze gives one formulation of this 
relation when he describes the “‘subject’ of the Search” as “that we without 
content…without totalizing.”184 Elsewhere, he writes that “Writing is a 
question of becoming, always incomplete, always in the midst of being 
formed.”185 Taken together, these formulations help name a writing in 
which neither the “I” nor the relations composing it are given in advance. 
The text does not merely report thought completed elsewhere. It carries 
the movements through which thought itself was altered by encounters, 
concepts, returns, and acts of writing. Writing emerges through the 
interstices between voices, traces, and temporalities, each gesture of 
thought carrying the imprint of others – heard and unheard – without 
making those relations equivalent or collectively owned. This is the 
limited sense in which writing may be understood as a collective mode of 
composition: 186 its conditions exceed the writer, while responsibility for its 
composition remains unevenly and specifically situated. 
 
The openness of fabulation extends into reading. The text cannot 
determine in advance how it will be received, yet interpretation remains 
responsive to what it carries. A pause may be heard differently, a withheld 

 
182 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2016), 74.   
183 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. Dana Polan 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 18, italics in the original. 
184 Deleuze’s formulation appears in his reading of Proust, where the subject of the 
search is never an interior self but a collective enunciation – an impersonal we that 
forms through encounters, signs, and relations rather than through identity. See Gilles 
Deleuze, Proust & Signs: The Complete Text, trans. Richard Howard, Theory Out of 
Bounds, vol. 17 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 128, italics in the 
original.  
185 Gilles Deleuze, “Literature and Life,” trans. Daniel W. Smith and Michael A. Greco, 
Critical Inquiry 23, no. 2 (Winter 1997): 225, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1343982. 
186 I owe the phrase collective mode of composition to Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, who used 
it in commenting on an earlier draft of this work (personal communication, 2025). 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1343982
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story may exert another pressure, a concept may acquire another force 
beside an encounter. The reader may listen, resist, h e s i t a t e, disagree, 
or turn away. Composition thus continues beyond the writer while 
preserving the distinctions among reader, writer, and the women whose 
encounters made the work possible. What remains unsaid may matter 
alongside what is spoken, reopening the relations composed by the text 
rather than finally settling it.  

As established in “Positionings,” I work with theory in two registers at 
once: as scholarship that must be read closely, cited, situated, and argued 
with, and as a movement of thought that can alter how a problem becomes 
perceptible. Erin Manning once recalled Fred Moten responding to a book 
she had written: “I did not go back and ask what you meant by it; I wanted 
it to be mine.”187 Context and conceptual genealogy remain indispensable 
here. The remark also reminds me that concepts continue to move as they 
are read, carried, contested, and transformed. This is the sense in which I 
call these thinkers companions: a relation of proximity rather than 
mastery. Their concepts stay bound to texts and histories while entering 
new relations in the inquiry. Nancy’s resonance recast what listening 
could mean after Donya. Deleuze’s immanence later becomes necessary 
for thinking life that continues within rupture. Derrida’s trace flickers in 
what remains withheld.  

No encounter verifies a concept, and no concept authenticates an 
encounter. They meet under particular pressures, with each relation 

open to revision. Theory, in this sense, does not stabilize the field from 
outside. It enters its composition. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
187 Advaya, “Rivers & Freedom – Erin Manning and Tyson Yukaporta,” webinar, July 
10, 2025, https://advaya.life/magazine/watch/erin-manning-on-neurodiversity-as-
a-colonial-metaphor. 

https://advaya.life/magazine/watch/erin-manning-on-neurodiversity-as-a-colonial-metaphor
https://advaya.life/magazine/watch/erin-manning-on-neurodiversity-as-a-colonial-metaphor


 

119 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fabulation does not resolve what is missing. 
It keeps composition possible where completion is not. 

 
Fabulation names why inherited forms may have to be loosened; 

cartography names how the writing follows and composes the relations 
that emerge when those forms no longer determine the field in advance. 
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Writing Cartographically 
 
Writing cartographically begins from Deleuze and Guattari’s distinction 
between the map and the tracing. 188  A tracing reproduces relations as 
already organized and can “trap and stabilize”189 movement; a map, by 
contrast, is oriented toward “an experimentation in contact with the 
real.” 190  In this sense, the map resists an order conceived as fixed, 
“transcendent, universal, eternal,” 191  remaining open to construction, 
modification, and connections that emerge through the work. 
Cartography follows how relations form, break, return, and change 
direction, allowing these movements to alter the composition itself.  
 
Cartography is therefore an analytic practice of selection, interpretation, 
juxtaposition, and composition. Through these decisions, relations 
become perceptible as the inquiry proceeds. Writing cartographically 
means staying responsive to shifts in the field while making visible the 
movements through which the work brings encounters, institutions, 
bodies, concepts, and fragments into relation. 
 
Some of these movements become clearer through the rhizome. The 
women’s accounts repeatedly crossed assumed boundaries between past 
and present, migration and institutional life, body and document, speech 
and silence. Interruptions changed trajectories; returns altered what had 
previously been heard; experiences that first appeared separate acquired 
new proximity across time and place. The concepts that follow are used 
selectively at these points of pressure, giving conceptual precision to 
cartographic movements already underway in the encounters and the 
writing.  
 
 
 

 
188 The distinction between mapping and tracing  belongs to a longer philosophical 
problem concerning thought’s relation to an already constituted order. Plato’s account 
of mimesis in Republic X hierarchizes model, made object, and image; Kant’s 1772 letter 
to Marcus Herz asks how representations relate to objects. I invoke these as earlier 
formulations of a problem that Deleuze and Guattari recast differently: whether 
thought reproduces relations already given or enters into the production of relations 
not fixed in advance. See Plato, Republic, in Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), Book X, 596a–602c; Immanuel Kant, letter to Marcus 
Herz, February 21, 1772, in Correspondence, trans. Arnulf Zweig (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 133–34. The problem returns in “Doxa, 
Recognition, and the Governance of the Already Known.” 
189 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 229.  
190 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 12. 
191 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 510. 
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Following What Returns Differently 
 
What returns in these accounts does not return as repetition of the same. 
It returns altered: through another place, another document, another 
delay, another wound, another voice. The rhizome offers a vocabulary for 
following such returns cartographically. Deleuze and Guattari write that 
“any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything other, and must 
be.”192 Against “centered system or hierarchical structures,” 193 connection 
does not gather difference into a common origin or organizing center. 
Heterogeneous elements enter relation without being made alike, and the 
field changes through the connections they form.  
 
In Aram’s account, childhood prohibitions, religious norms, migration, 
fear, motherhood, border crossings, interpreters, bureaucratic threats, 
activism, and exhaustion do not remain distinct domains. The injunction 
not to play with local children returns differently in later experiences of 
unbelonging. The sea crossing with a ten-day-old infant reverberates 
through subsequent encounters with migration authorities. The threat of 
deportation becomes inseparable from the threat of losing one’s children. 
Listening itself shifts across these relations: care, coercion, extraction, 
misunderstanding, political necessity. The account does not progress from 
one stage to another; different times and pressures cross and reconfigure 
each other. Cartographic writing follows these crossings without 
requiring them to become parts of a single explanatory sequence, 
attending to how what appeared to belong to childhood, migration, 
motherhood, or institutional life returns with another force elsewhere.   
 
This movement also brings multiplicity into view. Deleuze and Guattari 
describe the rhizome as “reducible neither to the One nor the multiple,”194 
but as a multiplicity whose dimensions shift with the connections it forms. 
Multiplicity, then, is not simply the accumulation of more elements. A 

 
192  Deleuze and Guattari set out these as the first two principles of the rhizome: 
connection and heterogeneity. Eugene W. Holland clarifies their operation through the 
contrast between woven fabric and felt. Unlike woven cloth, which is organized 
through the predetermined directions of warp and woof, felt is composed of fibers that 
intersect in multiple directions without a fixed hierarchy. Holland also notes the limit 
of the analogy: felt is homogeneous, whereas rhizomatic heterogeneity concerns 
differences that connect without being unified. His reading nevertheless helps 
illuminate the rhizome as a transversal materiality whose connections are not 
organized by identity, origin, or linear development. See Deleuze and Guattari, A 
Thousand Plateaus, 7; and Eugene W. Holland, Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand 
Plateaus: A Reader’s Guide (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), ProQuest Ebook Central, 38–
41.   
193 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 16. 
194 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 21. 
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shift in one relation can reconfigure the field through which the others 
become perceptible.195  
 
Roya repeatedly returned to a phrase that appeared deceptively simple: 
“starting from zero.” It first emerged after a visa rejection, returned in 
relation to migration, and reappeared in relation to work, language, and 
professional life in Sweden. Yet each “zero” named a different situation. 
After years of preparation and plans, an email arrived: Roya’s visa had 
been rejected: “My whole world crashed.” What collapsed was not only a 
plan, but the relations through which a future had become imaginable. 
The phrase returned later in Sweden, where education, competence, and 
professional experience no longer counted as recognizable credentials. 
She had to begin again, but she did not return to the same place.  
 
Roya’s repeated “zero” therefore does not function as an origin. Each 
return reorganizes what the past can carry into the present and what the 
future can become from there. The earlier life is neither erased nor simply 
preserved. It enters another configuration, where competence may lose 
institutional value, language may redistribute authority, and recognition 
may depend on mediations that did not previously exist. 
 
Claire Colebrook’s distinction between extensive and intensive 
multiplicities is useful here.196 An extensive multiplicity can be counted 
without necessarily changing the identity of the whole; an intensive 
multiplicity changes when one of its relations changes. Migration 

 
195 Deleuze and Guattari formulate multiplicity as the third principle of the rhizome; 
see Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 8. Holland further emphasizes that 
rhizomatic elements “co-exist with one another, but without structure,” understood 
here as the absence of a pre-established unity or fixed set of positions. See Holland, A 
Thousand Plateaus: A Reader’s Guide, 40–42.  
196 Colebrook illustrates the distinction between extensive and intensive multiplicities 
through color: an extensive multiplicity resembles a collection of red objects, where 
adding or removing an item does not change the identity of the set; an intensive 
multiplicity is closer to the light or wavelength through which red becomes 
perceptible, where even minimal variation alters the quality of what appears. 
Colebrook’s discussion is conceptual rather than an account of migration. The 
extension that follows is mine. I use the distinction to underscore the limits of treating 
migration as a numerically neutral category. Mobility is differently positioned and 
valued across racialized and geopolitical relations: a person moving from Sweden to 
the United States, or from France to Sweden, does not enter the category of migration 
under the same social, legal, and political terms as someone moving from Afghanistan, 
Somalia, or Iraq. The point is not to establish an equivalence or hierarchy among these 
movements, but to mark that the category “migrant” does not operate uniformly 
across the bodies, histories, legal positions, and geopolitical relations it gathers 
together. See Claire Colebrook, Understanding Deleuze (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & 
Unwin, 2002), 59–60. 
 



 

123 

governance often operates through extensive measures – counts and 
categories – while the encounters traced here show how even a seemingly 
minor administrative or institutional shift can reconfigure an entire field 
of relations. A change in law, a rejection letter, a threatened deportation, 
a delayed decision, or a phone call from the Migration Agency can 
reconfigure more than an individual case; it folds into kinship, fear, 
solidarity, waiting, and the terms under which a future can be imagined. 
Seen cartographically, what matters is not quantity but how connections 
stretch, fracture, and recombine: how the smallest administrative gesture, 
the timing of a letter, the silence of an interpreter, or the sound of a phone 
call one had hoped would never a r r i v e. 
 
These configurations also take place through rupture. Deleuze and 
Guattari write that “a rhizome may be broken, shattered at a given spot, 
but it will start up again on one of its old lines, or on new lines.” The break 
does not guarantee renewal or restore what existed before it. It changes 
what continuation can become. Deleuze and Guattari add that “Every 
rhizome contains lines of segmentarity according to which it is stratified, 
territorialized, organized, signified, attributed,” yet rupture can unsettle 
these stratifications and redirect movement. A rhizome does not die when 
cut; it detours, proliferates, and forms other connections.197 
 
Nour’s account unfolds through such repeated interruption. “This is the 
seventh place we have lived in in Sweden,” she says. Housing changes. 
Legal statuses change. Addresses change. Stability remains deferred. 
Years after arrival, she still lacks the documents that would make part of 
everyday life possible. Yet stopping is not available either: “You cannot 
do nothing. You’ll become paralyzed.” Life proceeds through relocation, 
adjustment, exhaustion, and renewed effort. “Every time we move, we 
start from zero.” 
 
Nour’s “zero” is not Roya’s. Here it emerges through repeated 
displacement, each beginning carrying what the previous one has left 
behind. What appears is neither rupture followed by recovery nor return 
to an intact origin. It is continuation under altered conditions. The break 
reroutes rather than erases what preceded it. Listening, too, has taken this 
form throughout the dissertation: interrupted, displaced, refused, and yet 
continuing to reverberate in another place or time.  
 

 
197  Deleuze and Guattari present asignifying rupture as the fourth principle of the 
rhizome. See Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 9. 
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The distinction between mapping and tracing becomes politically sharper 
at this point.198 The public field from which this inquiry partly emerged 
had itself already been organized through powerful acts of tracing. The 
movements of people into Europe in and around 2015 were repeatedly 
gathered under the singular formulation “the migration crisis,” 199 
flattening heterogeneous trajectories, temporalities, losses, and forms of 
survival into a transferable narrative of emergency. The public Facebook 
campaign through which some of my initial contacts became possible 
arose in response to the hostility that intensified within this climate. A 
related dynamic remains visible in more recent legal and administrative 
decisions,200  where apparently discrete determinations can reconfigure 
entire relational fields of family, residence, schooling, work, belonging, 
and future possibility. The inquiry thus took shape within a field already 
saturated by competing ways of mapping and tracing migration. 
Migration appears here as event rather than isolated  occurrence: 
continuing across the surface on which law, family, memory, body, and 
future are repeatedly composed. What the encounters later disrupted was 
precisely the possibility that these lives could be returned to one coherent 
story of crisis, arrival, integration, or displacement. 
 
My meetings with Noya repeatedly failed to remain “on topic.” The event 
of migration opened onto history, war, land, law, memory, and political 

 
198 Deleuze and Guattari introduce cartography and decalcomania as the fifth and sixth 
principles of the rhizome, insisting that the rhizome “is a map and not a tracing.” See 
Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 12–13 
199 Katarina Rozakou notes that the movements of border-crossers reaching Europe in 
2015 became widely known in media and political discourse as the “European refugee 
crisis,” while dominant representations of migrant “flows” rendered border-crossers 
as an undifferentiated mass and produced the crisis as an exceptional moment 
demanding particular responses. See Katerina Rozakou, “The Violence of Accelerated 
Time: Waiting and Hasting during ‘the Long Summer of Migration’ in Greece,” in 
Waiting and the Temporalities of Irregular Migration, ed. Christine M. Jacobsen, Marry-
Anne Karlsen, and Shahram Khosravi (Abingdon: Routledge, 2021), 23–39, esp. 23–24. 
See also Christine M. Jacobsen and Marry-Anne Karlsen, “Introduction: Unpacking the 
Temporalities of Irregular Migration,” in Waiting and the Temporalities of Irregular 
Migration, 4–5, 15–16. 
200 Recent Swedish examples include two sisters who, after seven years in Sweden, 
were deported to Iran while their parents and younger siblings remained in Sweden; 
an eight-month-old child born in Sweden who received a deportation decision to Iran, 
with his parents expected to accompany him if the decision were enforced; and an 
eight-year-old girl, born and raised in Sweden, who was deported with her parents to 
El Salvador after her father no longer met the revised income requirement for a work 
permit. The cases arise from different legal circumstances and are cited as distinct 
illustrations rather than equivalent instances of a single policy or legal mechanism. See 
Natalia Kazmierska and Johanna Rapp, “Systrarna blev tonårsutvisade till Iran – 
ensamma: ‘Gör ont,’” Aftonbladet, February 10, 2026; Helena Björk, “Åtta månader 
gamla Emanuel ska utvisas till Iran,” Sveriges Radio, February 13, 2026; and Fanny 
Westling, “Här utvisas Gabriella, 8, till El Salvador,” Aftonbladet, February 16, 2026. All 
accessed March 10, 2026.  
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audibility. What could have been treated as derailment was part of the 
very field through which migration had become thinkable and necessary. 
To trace her speech back to a single object called migration would have 
required cutting away the forces through which that object acquired 
meaning.  
 
Cartographic writing follows those departures rather than correcting 
them. History does not appear as background to migration, nor politics as 
an interruption of personal narrative; they cross the encounter itself. 
Noya’s insistence that she could not speak about her life without speaking 
about the histories that shaped it changed what it meant for the 
conversation to “stay focused.” The lines that seemed to lead away from 
the research question were among those that exposed its limits.      
 
Azin’s encounter brings the problem of tracing into another register. Her 
account does not unfold through one decisive institutional rupture. It 
moves through a series of interpretations that gradually harden around 
her. During pregnancy, her insistence that something was wrong was 
translated into the figure of the “spoiled foreigner.” After the death of her 
child, grief became susceptible to pathological reading. Her attachment to 
work was recoded as instability. Her writing, which she described as a 
way of surviving loss, was heard as excess: “Everything I had said was 
used against me,” she reflected.  
 
What appears here is not simply a failure to listen. It is a force of tracing. 
Singular experiences are repeatedly returned to recognizable narratives 
through which competence, suffering, credibility, and distress can already 
be classified. Speech is not absent, but what it can become has been 
narrowed by the forms available for receiving it. The problem is therefore 
not only whether someone is heard, but what the act of hearing permits 
the speaker to become.  
 
Cartography matters at this point because it resists returning what is 
encountered immediately to an established form. Rather than beginning 
from what a life is assumed to be, it follows the shifting relations through 
which that life becomes differently intelligible. Mapping does not escape 
interpretation or classification; it keeps inquiry open to being altered by 
what available classifications fail to hold.  
 
Nava’s encounter brings these movements together differently. Her fear 
of deportation did not arrive as an isolated occurrence that could be 
narrated from beginning to end. It moved within the continuing event of 
migration: in anticipation, in the trembling before a possible decision, in 
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the body that kept turning back at the airport for a last-minute reversal, in 
a future already pressing upon the present before anything had happened. 
Fear, however, was never the only line moving through this field. Another 
appeared alongside it: hope – momentary, conditional, uncertain. It 
surfaced in quiet plans for a future that might still be refused, in small 
gestures through which life leaned forward, in sentences that did not 
promise survival but nevertheless made room for possibility. Hope did 
not overcome fear or transform the encounter into a story of resilience. 
The two persisted together without becoming equivalent.  

Cartographically, this coexistence matters. A life cannot be reduced to the 
force that appears most dominant at a particular moment. Fear may 
saturate the field without becoming its only movement. Hope may remain 
fragile without therefore becoming unreal. Their relation changes across 
time, and with it the meaning of each. What becomes perceptible is not an 
opposition between despair and hope, but a field in which incompatible 
forces can coexist, intensify, recede, and return differently. 

Across these encounters, cartography takes shape less as a sequence of 
principles than as a practice of following what relations do when they 
cross, break, return, or change direction. Aram’s dispersed histories enter 
one another across time. Roya’s “zero” returns without returning her to 
the same place; Nour continues through ruptures that change what it 
means to continue; Noya’s apparent departures expose the insufficiency 
of a predetermined object called migration; Azin shows how institutional 
tracing returns singular speech to forms already prepared to receive it; 
Nava’s fear and fragile hope occupy the same field without resolving into 
a unified account. These trajectories intersect and diverge, sometimes 
becoming perceptible only because writing places them beside one 
another. Their proximity is compositional, not evidence that their relations 
were always there waiting to be discovered.  

Yet mapping does not fully account for what happens when movement 
encounters an impasse. Some of what persists in these encounters does so 
where passage cannot be secured, where meaning falters and something 
nevertheless continues. 

The next section turns to this interval,  
where Derrida’s aporia and Deleuze’s affirmation  

mark the philosophical terrain within which this writing unfolds. 
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The question is not: is it true? But: does it work? What new 
thoughts does it make it possible to think? What new 
emotions does it make it possible to feel? What new 
sensations and perceptions does it open in the body? The 
answer for some readers, perhaps most, will be “none.” If 
that happens, it’s not your tune. No problem. But you 
would have been better off buying a record. 

Brian Massumi, “Translator’s   
Foreword” A Thousand Plateaus201 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
201 Brian Massumi, “Translator’s Foreword: Pleasures of Philosophy,” in A Thousand 
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), xv.  
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Writing in the Interval: Aporia and Affirmation 
 

Cartography allowed this dissertation to follow ruptures, returns, and 
provisional connections without forcing them into a single narrative or 
stable form. Yet mapping could take the work only so far. The encounters 
also brought the writing to moments where meaning faltered, relation 
could not be secured, and response was still demanded without certainty 
or ground. And still, something continued – a trace, a gesture, a sentence 
returning, a fragile line of hope, the force of beginning again.  

 
Derrida’s aporia and Deleuze’s affirmation enter at this unresolved interval 
as ways of thinking how response persists where no passage is secure, and  
how continuation becomes possible without repairing what has broken.  
 
Aporia names more than an “impasse” or interruption. 202  It marks a 
paradox in which responsibility becomes unavoidable precisely because 
no rule, knowledge, or secure passage can determine the response. 
Thought encounters the impossible and must nevertheless proceed. 
Derrida’s aporia therefore offers a way of thinking the demand that 
persists when no path is given. 
 
The proximity of Derrida and Deleuze here does not require 
reconciliation. Their divergence forms the interval in which this writing 
takes shape. Derrida exposes the limit: the wound, the non-passage, the 
demand to respond where no secure ground is available. Deleuze attends 
to what nevertheless continues at that limit: affirmation as the force of 
beginning again, composing, and moving without restoration. 
 
From Derrida, the work inherits aporia as an opening at the limit. The 
wound marks an exposure to undecidability rather than a lack awaiting 
repair; completion is withheld and response persists without guarantee. It 
remains “singular,” at once revealed and withdrawn, resisting conversion 
into shared or stable ground. Aporia is, in Derrida’s formulation, the 
“experience of the impossible.” 203  Responsibility does not disappear 
before this impossibility; it becomes unavoidable within it. The aporetic is 
therefore also a blocked passage: a “non-road,” a “non-passage…’the 

 
202 This understanding of aporia draws on Elias Schwieler’s account of aporia as a 
condition of undecidability and responsibility. See Elias Schwieler, Aporias of 
Translation: Literature, Philosophy, Education (Cham: Springer Nature Switzerland AG, 
2022), 2–3 and 26–34; and Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation 
of Authority,’” in Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice, ed. Drucilla Cornell, 
Michel Rosenfeld, and David Gray Carlson (New York: Routledge, 1992), 3–67.  
203 See Derrida, “Force of Law,” 16; see also Paul Patton and John Protevi, eds., Between 
Deleuze and Derrida (London: Continuum, 2003), 18–19.  
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opaque existence of an uncrossable border,’” where “no path”204 is given. 
Thought is exposed to what it cannot master, and this exposure sets it in 
motion.  
 
From Deleuze, another movement becomes perceptible at the same limit. 
Affirmation does not compensate for rupture or overcome it. It concerns 
the force by which life continues through rupture, composing and 
differentiating without requiring negation as its ground.205 In this sense, 
affirmation is the “power of beginning and beginning again,” 206  a 
movement whose return does not restore unity. Where Derrida exposes 
the limit that cannot be mastered, Deleuze follows what insists and begins 
again within it.   
 

What emerges across these gestures is a charged interval rather than a 
reconciliation.  Aporia interrupts and suspends; affirmation composes 

and continues.  
Neither resolves the other. 

 
The interval names the tension through which these movements persist: 
where thinking cannot rely on passage yet cannot cease, where response 
is demanded without guarantee, and where continuation does not close 
the wound. Before naming this interval further, it is necessary to remain 
with how it is lived. That spacing is finite – exposed rather than bounded207 
– taking form in waiting, interruption, and delay: the pause in which what 
cannot be said nonetheless insists, the hesitation that redirects a sentence 
before it is completed, the break through which something else begins to 
take shape. 
 
As Paul Patton and John Protevi recall, Derrida spoke of “a ‘nearly total 
affinity’ between his work and that of Deleuze, at least on the level of 

 
204 Derrida describes aporia as a “non-road” and elsewhere writes that “there is no 
more path (odos, methodos, Weg, or Holzweg).” See Derrida, “Force of Law,” 16; and 
Jacques Derrida, Aporias, trans. Thomas Dutoit (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1993), 21, italics in the original. Patton and Protevi describe the aporetic in terms 
of “non-passage”; Patton and Protevi, Between Deleuze and Derrida, 185. 
205 On Deleuzian affirmation as distinct from Hegelian negation, see Deleuze, Nietzsche 
and Philosophy, 8–10; Part 1, section 3, “The Philosophy of the Will,” and Part 2, “Active 
and Reactive.” See also Smith, Protevi, and Voss, “Gilles Deleuze,” where affirmation 
is described as primary rather than reactive: “These forces affirm themselves [first]… 
and only secondarily consider that from which they have differentiated themselves.” 
206 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 179. 
207 Nancy’s finitude does not designate deficiency or ordinary boundedness; it names 
existence as open to what exceeds it, “infinitely finite,” touched by otherness and never 
fully closed in on itself. See Marie-Eve Morin, Jean-Luc Nancy (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 
2012), 31; and Jean-Luc Nancy, The Birth to Presence, trans. Brian Holmes and others 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), 155, italics in the original.   
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‘theses’… even while acknowledging the ‘very obvious distances in … 
‘gestures,’ ‘strategy,’ and ‘manner’.” 208  This proximity is significant 
precisely because divergence remains. Derrida’s aporia opens the wound 
where signification trembles; Deleuze’s affirmation follows what can still 
compose and move there. Writing in this interval proceeds through both 
fracture and continuation.  
 
Nancy becomes crucial here because the thinks the spacing through which 
divergent gestures remain in contact without becoming one. He writes of 
a “Deleuzian fold of thought,”209  so decisive for the present that “one 
would not be thinking today without taking something from this fold,”210 
even while refusing to collapse philosophy into a unified movement. 
 
Nancy marks his own divergence clearly. Where he describes Deleuze as 
elaborating a “virtual philosophy” of passage and variation, his own 
emphasis falls on “dislocation”: the exposure of being to its limit, where 
relation takes place through spacing rather than continuity. 211 If Deleuze 
follows movement toward “distribution” and variation without origin or 
end, Nancy attends to the interruption through which relation is opened 
and parted.212  
 
He figures this difference as “two tectonic plates of philosophy. Being or 
chaos, genesis or distribution, death or the passage across. The one slides 
over the other or against it … without a synthesis of the two.” Here, the 
interval names the condition of thought. “There is no philosophy,” Nancy 
writes, “there are philosophies,” irreducible in their divergence. 213 
Dissensus keeps these philosophies in relation without reducing their 
divergence. 
  
Nancy’s figure of the fold gives this exposed spacing a topological form: a 
surface on which divergent movements touch, separate, and continue. 
This is the topology of the writing developed here – an interval in which 
aporia and affirmation meet without closure. 214   

 
208 Paul Patton and John Protevi, Between Deleuze and Derrida (London: Continuum, 
2003), 2. Quoting Jacques Derrida, “I am Going to Have to Wander All Alone,” in The 
Wake of Mourning, ed. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2001), 192.  
209 Jean-Luc Nancy, “The Deleuzian Fold of Thought,” trans. Tom Gibson and Anthony 
Uhlmann, in Deleuze: A Critical Reader, ed. Paul Patton (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 
1996), 107.  
210 Nancy, “The Deleuzian Fold of Thought,” 107. 
211 Nancy, “The Deleuzian Fold of Thought,” 110.  
212 Nancy, “The Deleuzian Fold of Thought,” 113. 
213 Nancy, “The Deleuzian Fold of Thought,” 113. 
214 Nancy, “The Deleuzian Fold of Thought,” 107–13.  
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Nancy’s account of resonance215  gives this interval another register. To 
resonate is to vibrate without becoming one, to pass across difference 
without entering a pre-existing common ground. Listening, in this sense, 
is “be[ing] on the edge of meaning,” “straining toward a possible meaning 
… not immediately accessible.” 216  Resonance allows the interval to be 
sensed: what passes between singularities without requiring them to 
merge or become mutually transparent.  
 
Derrida’s notion of restance 217  brings another dimension to this 
persistence. Restance names what remains without becoming fully 
recoverable: the trace that outlives presence and continues to insist after 
an event has passed. Here, it helps articulate what the encounters leave 
behind – gestures, fragments, interruptions, and after-effects that cannot 
be restored to completeness yet continue to press upon the writing. 
Deleuze gives another vocabulary to this continuation when he writes of 
what “insists and subsists”218 without closure.  
 
Writing moves within this same gesture, carrying what has been heard – 
its after-vibrations – into another materiality and allowing traces to return 
without securing them as a whole. Listening and writing meet here as 
forms of exposure: both remain open to what persists beyond the moment 
of encounter without converting persistence into possession. 

This is the interval from which the dissertation writes: a spacing within 
relation in which traces, voices, gestures, and concepts can remain in 
proximity without being made equivalent. Writing does not carry the 
encounter intact. It carries what continues to insist after it: a half-sentence, 
a withheld phrase, a gesture, a small laugh interrupting grief. 

The interval also exposes a pressure that has accompanied this 
dissertation throughout: to consolidate what exceeds recognition into 
forms already available for knowing and response. Derrida’s thinking 
names what resists such gathering, what arrives from elsewhere and 
disrupts the “proper” without being secured within continuity. To remain 

 
215 On resonance in Nancy’s thinking of listening and relation, see Nancy, Listening, 6–
7; and Martta Heikkilä, At the Limits of Presentation: Coming-Into-Presence and Its 
Aesthetic Relevance in Jean-Luc Nancy’s Philosophy (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 
2008), 73–74. 
216 Nancy, Listening, 6–7.  
217 On restance, from the French root reste (“rest,” “remaining”), see J. Hillis Miller, For 
Derrida (New York: Fordham University Press, 2009), 72–100. 
218 Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, ed. Constantin V. Boundas, trans. Mark Lester 
with Charles Stivale (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 110.  
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with the interval is therefore also to confront the force that repeatedly 
returns what unsettles recognition to the already recognizable.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Do not count upon thought to ensure the relative 
necessity of what it thinks. Rather, count upon the 
contingency of an encounter with that which forces 
thought to raise up and educate the absolute necessity 
of an act of thought or a passion to think. The conditions 
of a true critique and a true creation are the same: the 
destruction of an image of thought which presupposes 
itself and the genesis of the act of thinking in thought 
itself. 
                        Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition219 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
219 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 183. 
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Doxa, Recognition, and the Governance of  
the Already Known  

 
“He did not want to listen to our stories,” Aram says. “He wanted them 

altered.” 
The sentence does not describe an absence of listening. It describes 
listening already governed by the account it was prepared to hear. 

 
Azin’s knowledge of her own body was returned to her through the figure 
of the “spoiled foreigner.” Nour spoke against an assumption that people 
from Arab countries “cannot do anything.” Nava followed the 
instructions given to her, only to find that the same continuity could later 
be recoded as a violation. 

 
In each encounter, the women did not first appear and then become 

misrecognized. They entered scenes in which the terms of intelligibility 
had already been arranged. They were known in advance. 

 
Their words entered categories – foreigner, migrant, refugee, Muslim 
woman, mother, patient, applicant – whose meanings had already 
acquired institutional force. Listening occurred, but within an order that 
determined what could count as credible fear, bodily knowledge, proper 
conduct, legitimate suffering, or a claim requiring response.  
 
Within these scenes, the event of migration was not received as a 
completed movement safely located in the past, nor as a continuing 
reorganization of time, body, relation, memory, and future. It was 
received as a case to be classified, a trajectory to be normalized, an identity 
to be recognized, or a story required to cohere. What exceeded those forms 
risked becoming inconsistency, excess, pathology, irrelevance, or refusal.    
 
Doxa220 names the ordinary authority of what is already known. It is not 
simply false opinion or explicit prejudice. It is the field of presuppositions 
through which what counts as intelligible, credible, reasonable, or 
meaningful appears to require no further justification.  
 

 
220 Doxa, from the Greek doxa (opinion or view), traditionally names received belief in 
contrast to philosophical knowledge. Deleuze shifts the problem from particular 
opinions to the form of thought sustained by common sense and recognition. See Gilles 
Deleuze, What Is Grounding?, trans., intro., and annotated by Arjen Kleinherenbrink, 
ed. Tony Yanick, Jason Adams, and Mohammad Salemy (Grand Rapids, MI: &&& 
Publishing, 2015), 49–52.      
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Doxa is where everybody knows what a migrant is, what trauma sounds 
like, what integration should look like, and what a credible woman 

ought to say or do. 
 
For Deleuze, doxa is not simply opinion in the ordinary sense. It concerns 
the form through which thought proceeds too easily, guided by common 
sense, recognition, and an assumed familiarity with what it encounters. 
What appears self-evident does so because the conditions of its 
intelligibility have already been established. Doxa is therefore less a 
collection of mistaken beliefs than a structure through which particular 
ways of perceiving, judging, and knowing acquire the force of the 
obvious.  
 
This structure cannot be separated from what Deleuze calls grounding. 
For Deleuze, “to ground is to determine,” and “grounding is the operation 
of the logos, or of sufficient reason.”221  Grounding is constructive and 
selective: it orders claims through what Deleuze describes as the “fourfold 
root of identity, opposition, analogy and resemblance,” 222  mediating 
difference through forms already available to thought. Institutionally, 
such an operation can prefigure the terms through which credibility, 
violation, and legitimacy become intelligible. 

 
Deleuze therefore resists treating the ground as a neutral origin from 
which thought simply begins. “To ground is always to bend, to curve and 
recurve,”223 and “to ground is always to ground representation.”224 What 
appears as a starting point is already implicated in an order of 
representation: contingency may be reorganized as necessity, and 
instituted arrangements may come to appear as though they had always 
been there. 
 
This retroactivity becomes methodological when categories inherited 
from institutions, policy, disciplinary histories, or methodological 

 
221 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 272. 
222  Deleuze identifies “identity, opposition, analogy and resemblance” as four 
operations through which representation mediates difference. Put simply, identity 
allows something to be grasped as the same kind of thing; opposition makes difference 
intelligible as a determinate contrast; analogy relates one term to another within an 
ordered field; and resemblance measures what appears against an already 
recognizable model. Together, these operations render difference intelligible only 
insofar as it can be identified, opposed, analogized, or assimilated through 
resemblance. Deleuze’s point is that representation “saves” difference only by making 
it conform to the requirements of the concept; what cannot be so mediated risks 
appearing as excessive or unintelligible. See Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 29–30. 
223 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 273. 
224 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 274. 
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conversations begin to function as though they simply described a reality 
already given. Terms such as migration, integration, vulnerability, 
trauma, or resilience may be necessary for particular purposes, but they 
are never neutral starting points. They organize fields of visibility and 
relevance, making some relations readily intelligible while leaving others 
difficult to register.  
 
This is why the dissertation treats such terms as conditions of audibility 

rather than as transparent descriptors of lives already known. 
 
The same operation can continue in analysis. Donya’s scar may be 
returned as evidence of trauma, Noya’s movement beyond the expected 
topic as methodological digression, or Azin’s insistence as either resilience 
or pathology. In each case, a heterogeneous encounter risks becoming an 
instance of a category already prepared to receive it. What exceeds that 
category may then appear as noise or inconsistency.  
 
Categorization becomes problematic when categories cease to remain 
answerable to what they encounter and instead determine what can count 
as intelligible before the encounter has had the possibility of changing 
them.  
 
If grounding describes the philosophical structure of this operation, doxa 
names its habitual force. For Deleuze, “everybody naturally thinks”225 and 
is therefore presumed already to know what it means to think. This 
presupposition takes the form of common sense, good sense, and an 
assumed “affinity with the true.” 226  Doxa, in this register, is the quiet 
authority of what no longer appears to require justification. 
 
Within migration, “everybody knows” may take familiar forms: that 
migration ends in arrival; that integration should become visible through 
adaptation, employment, language, or gratitude; that a credible claimant 
should disclose suffering in the expected form; or that institutional 
procedure is neutral because its rules apply to everyone. 
 

These assumptions rarely need to be announced. Their force lies 
precisely in appearing ordinary. 

 
Deleuze remarks that “Many people have an interest in saying that 
everybody knows ‘this,’ that everybody recognizes this, or that nobody 

 
225 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 173. 
226 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 174. 
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can deny it,” and that they “triumph easily”227 so long as no one refuses to 
be represented by those who speak in the name of the universal. The force 
of this formulation is political as much as epistemic. Doxa concerns not 
only what is thought but the arrangement through which some things 
appear self-evident, undeniable, and common, while others appear 
excessive, unintelligible, or irrelevant.  
 
If doxa names the habitual authority of these presuppositions, recognition 
gives them operative form. In Deleuze’s account, “recognition is the 
model of thought,” a mode that presupposes that thought already 
“possesses formally the true” and naturally aims toward it. Thinking is 
then reduced to identifying the familiar, confirming the recognizable, and 
treating error as an accidental failure within an otherwise adequate 
system. The appeal to “everybody knows, no one can deny”228 enacts precisely 
this closure.  
 
Roya could say “the same thing” as a Swedish colleague and remain less 
authoritative because the institutional field had already made her accent 
consequential for credibility. Azin’s attachment to her work could be 
heard and returned as evidence that she could no longer assess her own 
condition. Noya’s historical and political analysis could become 
provocation because it did not conform to the account expected of 
migration. Nava’s documents could be repeatedly received while 
remaining unable to alter the decision.   
 

The women were not simply unheard.  
They were heard through forms that had already determined what their 

speech could mean. 
 
Recognition, in this sense, does not merely identify what is present. It 
returns what appears to forms already available for knowing. What 
exceeded those forms does not necessarily appear as difference; it may 
appear as incoherence, excess, pathology, irrelevance, or refusal.  
 
Deleuze’s account helps clarify why the problem cannot be reduced to 
mistaken judgments or individual prejudice. Philosophy itself, he argues, 
may reject particular opinions while retaining “the essential aspect of doxa 
– namely, the form,” together with “the essential aspect of recognition – 
namely, the model itself.”229 The content can therefore change while the 
structure remains intact. New categories may replace old ones without 

 
227 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 173. 
228 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 130, italics in the original.  
229 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 177, italics in the original.  
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disturbing the presupposition that thought should proceed by returning 
what it encounters to recognizable forms. 
  
These consequences become especially visible in institutional life. A 
migration caseworker need not repeat overtly racist assumptions. A 
clinician may understand herself as careful, compassionate, and 
procedurally fair. A bureaucratic decision may appear neutral and 
correctly administered. Yet when speech must first conform to established 
criteria of coherence, admissibility, vulnerability, productivity, or 
sanctioned suffering, the form of doxa remains intact. As Deleuze writes, 
“The form of recognition has never sanctioned anything but the 
recognizable and the recognized; form will never inspire anything but 
conformities.”230 
 
Seen from these encounters, doxa is not merely a philosophical problem. 
It becomes a mode of governance. Dominant thought rarely announces 
itself as doctrine. It operates through institutional common sense: 
administrative plausibility, procedural realism, therapeutic scripts, 
humanitarian rhetoric, and moralized forms of legibility. Its force lies 
partly in no longer needing to declare itself.  
 
Everyone is presumed already to know what a migrant is, what trauma 
sounds like, what credible endurance should look like, or what good 
participation ought to be. Doxa governs through recognizability, 
distributing what may appear, how it may count, and in what form it can 
be received.  
 
Against this, Deleuze adds: 
 

Do not count upon thought to ensure the relative necessity of 
what it thinks. Rather, count upon the contingency of an 
encounter with that which forces thought to raise up and educate 
the absolute necessity of an act of thought or a passion to think. 
The conditions of a true critique and a true creation are the same: 
the destruction of an image of thought which presupposes itself 
and the genesis of the act of thinking in thought itself.231          

   
The encounter that forces thought has already appeared in these pages. It 
appeared when Aram corrected the assumption that migration had ended: 
“In fact, until today, I have been immigrating.” It appeared when Nour 

 
230 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 178. 
231 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 183. 
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refused the familiar passage from migration to freedom: “Leaving one 
prison doesn’t mean you are free.” It appeared when Donya’s invitation 
to touch made listening impossible to retain as cognition alone, and when 
Samā’s absence altered what consent, availability, and responsibility 
could mean.  
 

These encounters did not illustrate what was already known. They 
disturbed the coordinates through which the inquiry had learned to know. 
 
Deleuze situates this reliance on recognition within what he calls the Image 
of thought. 232  The term does not designate a visual representation of 
thinking but the implicit presuppositions through which thinking is 
presumed to proceed: that thought is naturally oriented toward truth, 
grounded in good will, and capable of recognizing what it encounters. 
Error then appears as accidental, while recognition supplies the measures 
through which thought confirms what it already knows how to identify. 
 
Within research, this Image may appear through familiar sequences: 
interview becomes access to experience, transcript becomes data, 
interpretation becomes understanding, and empathy becomes ethical 
relation. Each movement may be methodologically consequential, but 
none can be allowed to determine in advance what an encounter is or what 
response it requires.  
 
Deleuze’s critique therefore runs deeper than a rejection of particular 
opinions. It questions the assumption that thinking begins well: that it 
already possesses the orientation, capacities, and coordinates through 
which what appears can be recognized. Recognition may occupy much of 
everyday life, but for Deleuze it does not constitute thinking. Thought 
begins where its familiar coordinates cease to suffice, where an encounter 
forces it beyond what it already knows how to recognize. 
 
The women do not enter these pages to replace one recognizable image of 
migrant life with a more accurate one. Their encounters place the 
authority of recognition itself under pressure. They show how being heard 
may still mean being returned to what is already known, and how care, 
empathy, voice, and understanding may repeat that return even when 
they are offered against it.  
 

 
232 I capitalize “Image” in the phrase Image of thought following Deleuze’s technical use 
of the term. See Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 174.     
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More accurate recognition may be materially necessary: it may determine 
access to protection, care, education, work, residence, or legal response. 
The problem nevertheless exceeds inaccurate recognition. Recognition 
remains insufficient when a life must first resemble an already intelligible 
subject before its claims can matter. 
 
What must be disturbed, then, is the structure through which difference 

is subordinated, recognition governs, and thought begins too easily. 
 
The women’s encounters place another demand upon listening and 
inquiry: that thought remain susceptible to what does not arrive in the 
expected form, and that response not wait until a life has become fully 
recognizable. This does not release inquiry from judgment. It places 
judgment under pressure from what its categories cannot contain.  
 
The ethical question that follows concerns how to remain alongside what 
has been heard when understanding, identification, and recognition can 

no longer guarantee responsibility. 
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An Ethics of Accompaniment 
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The women did not ask the same thing of this work. 
 

Samā’s sister said, “Please do not use her story.” 
Aram asked me to “take care of [her] voice” and “[her] story.” 

Noya asked that almost everything she had previously allowed into the 
inquiry be removed. 

Donya asked, “Tell my life as if you write poetry.” 
 
 

These requests did not converge upon a single ethical response. One 
required withholding; another protection without the assumption of 
authority; another the withdrawal of material already offered; another a 
form of writing capable of remaining near what could not become 
evidence. Formal consent remained necessary, but it could not settle what 
each later encounter required.  
 
Accompaniment names the effort to remain answerable to these differing 
demands without gathering them under a single ethical good. It does not 
promise identification, complete understanding, repair, or proximity 
without risk. It begins where response must take form within relations 
whose requirements may change and whose adequacy cannot be secured 
beforehand.  
 
This is why empathy, voice, and recognition come under pressure here. 
They may be ethically necessary, but they cannot by themselves determine 
what it means to accompany another life.     
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Empathy, Voice, and the Limits of  
Representational Consolation 

   
Donya’s invitation to touch her scar brought affect into the encounter 
before it could be converted into understanding. Her account may move 
the reader; it moved me. Yet being moved did not give me her experience, 
and the force of the encounter did not depend upon imagining that I knew 
what it was like for her.  
 
The trembling, silence, grief, and bodily pressure traced through the 
preceding sections register an encounter that affects without resolving the 
distance between lives;  they are not evidence that empathy has been 
achieved. What passed through voice and touch intensified complexity 
rather than gathering it into a shared emotional position. 
 
The ethical temptation is to convert such affect into empathy: to make 
suffering intelligible through what the listener or reader can feel, and then 
to treat that feeling as evidence of understanding. Within representations 
of migration, this temptation acquires a familiar form. The figure of the 
traumatized migrant woman offers a recognizable ground on which voice, 
compassion, and ethical response can meet. Her suffering becomes 
available once it can be narrated coherently, felt by another, and returned 
through consolation.  
 
This familiar call for empathy and voice may therefore repeat the 
operation of doxa developed in the preceding section. Another life 
becomes ethically legible through a form of suffering the listener already 
knows how to recognize. The problem is not affect itself, nor relation as 
such. It is the demand that another life become recognizable through what 
the listener or reader can feel, and that emotional confirmation stand in 
for responsibility.         
 
As Patti Lather argues in her sustained critique of interpretive humanism, 
empathy often operates as a moral shortcut, producing recognition at the 
cost of difference. Drawing on Deborah Britzman’s critique of narrative 
closure, Lather warns against what she calls “the too easy to tell tale”:233 

 
233  Deborah Britzman uses the phrase “the too easy to tell tale” in her critique of 
narratives that resolve educational and ethnographic difficulty too quickly, restoring 
interpretive certainty where anxiety, contradiction, and partial knowledge persist. 
Patti Lather later mobilizes this insight in relation to qualitative research and the 
tendency to render suffering emotionally legible for the reader. See Deborah Britzman, 
Lost Subjects, Contested Objects: Toward a Psychoanalytic Inquiry of Learning (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 1998), 13; and Patti Lather, “Against Empathy, Voice and Authenticity,” 
in Voice in Qualitative Inquiry: Challenging Conventional, Interpretive, and Critical 
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narratives that deliver suffering in coherent, consumable form, securing 
understanding where disturbance ought to remain. Empathy, in this 
configuration, does not necessarily unsettle the reader’s position; it may 
reassure it. As Lather writes, empathetic understanding “gets constructed 
in relation to sameness” and thereby “solidifies the structure of 
discrimination”234 rather than undoing it. 
 
Spivak’s critique of representation and the difficulty of voice presses this 
concern further. Her question – Can the subaltern speak? – cannot be 
resolved simply through more attentive listening. Speaking for, listening 
in another’s place, or treating empathy as access may become 
substitutions that overwrite the material and historical conditions under 
which speech becomes audible at all. Ethical claims to care, voice, and 
empathy can therefore reproduce the relations of power they seek to 
contest when they secure the other as recognizable within terms already 
available to the listener.  
 
Readers may well be moved by the lives and losses described here; 
nothing in these critiques requires emotional restraint or an aversion to 
affective writing. The refusal concerns what Patti Lather calls “the validity 
of tears”:235 the expectation that emotional response should function as 
proof of ethical legitimacy or truth. The problem is not that readers feel, 
but that feeling becomes a warrant of authenticity, reinstating demands 
for presence, coherence, and recognition precisely where this dissertation 
has insisted on delay, opacity, fragmentation, and withdrawal. 
 

Ethics as Undecidability and Being Affected 
 
The difficulty became practical whenever the inquiry required a decision. 
Samā’s recorded consent could not settle how to respond to her sister’s 
later request. Noya’s earlier permission could not authorize continued use 
after she asked that the material be withdrawn. Aram’s wish that her voice 
be carried did not remove the danger of carrying it. Donya’s invitation to 
write did not determine what form that writing should take.  
 
No principle made these demands equivalent, and no decision could 
guarantee that the response was adequate. Yet a response still had to be 
made. This is the problem of undecidability here: not an inability to act, 
but the absence of a rule capable of securing the action in advance. 

 
Conceptions in Qualitative Research, ed. Alecia Y. Jackson and Lisa A. Mazzei (London: 
Routledge, 2009), 19.  
234 Lather, “Against Empathy, Voice and Authenticity,” 19. 
235 Lather, “Against Empathy, Voice and Authenticity,” 22.   
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Yasmin Gunaratnam236 gives this problem a methodological and ethical 
formulation. In Death and the Migrant, she refuses to locate ethics in a set 
of principles, procedures, or protective distances applied after an 
encounter has taken place. Ethics emerges instead within situations in 
which method falters, interpretation hesitates, and responsibility cannot 
be settled by complete knowledge. “Working with the undecidable is 
what ethics in research and in writing has come to mean for me,”237 she 
writes.  
 
Undecidability, in this sense, does not license indecision or interpretive 
arbitrariness. Drawing on Derrida through Clive Barnett, Gunaratnam 
describes an “impossibility that underwrites decisive action.” 238  The 
absence of complete knowledge does not suspend responsibility; a 
response must still be made without assurance that it is adequate. The 
ethical problem, then, is not how to eliminate uncertainty before acting, 
but how to act while remaining answerable to what cannot be fully 
known. Undecidability marks the absence of guarantee; it does not make 
that absence the endpoint of ethics. A response enters a material field, 
redistributing what can be carried, withheld, exposed, or protected. The 
question is therefore not only whether a decision can be secured in 
advance, but what it does once made.    
 
Gunaratnam also gives undecidability a temporal dimension. “Ethics is 
not only about what we do (and what we fail to do),” she adds. “It is also 
about the timing of what we do.” Responsibility unfolds between what 
she describes as the “compelling urgency of acting in the now” and an 
“openness to a future that can never be adequately known or planned for, 
but must still be cared for and oriented to.” 239 Ethics is therefore neither 
exhausted by immediate response nor deferred indefinitely. It takes shape 
across different times of attention.  

 
236  Yasmin Gunaratnam is a sociologist whose work brings feminist, anti-racist, 
psychoanalytic, and postcolonial approaches to migration, illness, care, and dying. I 
draw on Death and the Migrant because it treats ethics as relational, temporal, and 
embodied rather than as a procedure applied after the encounter. See Yasmin 
Gunaratnam, Death and the Migrant: Bodies, Borders and Care (London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2013).  
237 Gunaratnam, Death and the Migrant, 160.  
238 Barnett characterizes Derrida’s thinking as governed by “a double responsibility: to 
acknowledge one’s debts to others at the same time as asserting one’s own position,” 
where thinking involves “working through questions of what one should affirm, what 
should be subjected to criticism, and what should be abandoned.” Clive Barnett, “Life 
After Derrida,” Antipode 37, no. 2 (2005): 239, 240, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0066-
4812.2005.00489.x.  
239 Gunaratnam, Death and the Migrant, 160. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0066-4812.2005.00489.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0066-4812.2005.00489.x
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The encounter does not end when the meeting ends. Gunaratnam 
describes the ethical duration of research as “this long-drawn-out time of 
thinking, digesting, being acted upon and hesitant writing.”240 Situations 
return through listening, transcription, translation, and writing, 
reopening what may once have seemed settled. What becomes perceptible 
later may recast an earlier response. Ethical responsibility extends into 
these afterlives, through which encounters continue to work upon the 
researcher.  
 
Gunaratnam calls this duration “a trans-methodological excess”: what 
persists “beyond what any method was designed and intended” to 
contain.241 This does not require the rejection of method. It exposes the 
limits of methodological intention when singular situations continue to 
exert demands beyond the procedures through which they were first 
approached. Ethics appears in this excess as continued answerability to 
what returns. 
 
This is also where being affected acquires ethical force. Drawing on Bruno 
Latour’s formulation of learning to be affected,242 Gunaratnam approaches 
attentiveness as a bodily capacity to register differences that could not 
previously be sensed. Smell, touch, posture, hesitation, tonal shifts, and 
atmospheres may become perceptible before they can be securely 
articulated. Being affected does not mean absorbing another’s experience 
or claiming access to it. It concerns a shift in one’s own capacities for 
sensing and responding.  
 
Yet Gunaratnam is equally careful not to romanticize opacity or 
unintelligibility. She cautions against “valorizing or embracing the 
unintelligible too readily”: the unknown, she notes, “as beyond question 
risks becoming complicit with the mystifications that are part of the 
apparatus of social and political abjection.” 243  Not knowing does not 
absolve responsibility; it can intensify it. Ethical restraint therefore cannot 
become withdrawal from analysis or critique. The difficulty is to remain 
with what exceeds comprehension without turning that excess into either 
an object of mastery or a refuge from political accountability.  
 

 
240 Gunaratnam, Death and the Migrant, 160. 
241 Gunaratnam, Death and the Migrant, 160. 
242 Latour describes having a body as “learn[ing] to be affected,” becoming increasingly 
capable of registering differences in the world. See Latour “How to Talk About the 
Body? The Normative Dimension of Science Studies,” Body & Society 10, nos. 2–3 
(2004): 205–206, italics in the original; Gunaratnam, Death and the Migrant, 143.  
243 Gunaratnam, Death and the Migrant, 145. 
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A related caution comes through Spivak’s emphasis that ethical 
singularity cannot be treated apart from the structural conditions that 
shape audibility and representation. The question is not simply whether 
the subaltern can speak, but how practices of listening, interpretation, and 
representation may themselves foreclose what can be heard. Singularity 
does not exempt inquiry from history, power, or material conditions. It 
requires that generalization remain answerable to what it cannot fully 
contain.244 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

When I sit down to make my stories I know very well that I 
want to take the reader by the throat, break her heart, and 
heal again. With that intention I cannot sort out myself, say 
this part is for the theorist, this for the poet, this for the 
editor, and this for the wayward ethnographer who only 
wants to document my experience.  

                                                                                       Dorothy Allison, Skin245 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
244 For the earlier discussion of Spivak’s ethical singularity and its relation to structural 
conditions of audibility and representation, see the section “Listening after Aram: 
Ethical Singularity and the Impossibility of Repair.” See also Gunaratnam, Death and 
the Migrant, 145, 180n. 
245 Dorothy Allison, Skin: Talking About Sex, Class, and Literature (Ithaca, NY: Firebrand 
Books, 1994), 180.   
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Becoming and the Ethics of Encounter 
 
Nothing new had been added to Samā’s recording after the phone call, yet 
the recording could no longer do what it had done before. The transcript 
remained, and consent had been given, but the relations among voice, 
archive, consent, death, listening, and writing could no longer hold 
together in the same way. What the recording could do had changed. 
What consent could settle had changed. What listening required had            
c h a n g e d. 
 
Donya’s invitation to touch her scar produced another shift. It did not 
make her experience available to me or transport me into her position. Yet 
listening could no longer remain organized through the same distinctions 
between voice and body, distance and contact, testimony and touch, 
researcher and listener. 
 
These encounters altered relations without making one person become 
another. They did not produce identification, resemblance, or shared 
experience. They changed what recording, consent, listening, touch, and 
writing could do within the inquiry.  
 
Becoming enters here as a way of thinking alteration without 
identification. It does not offer a name for the women’s lives, nor does it 
make suffering and displacement valuable because they transform a 
researcher. Deleuze’s ethics shifts the question from access to another’s 
experience toward what encounters do to capacities for sensing, hearing, 
noticing, and responding. 
 
Daniel Smith distills this orientation as a shift from “What must I do?” 
toward the Deleuzian-Spinozist inquiry into “What can I do?” He 
continues: “Given my degree of power… capabilities and capacities?”246 
The shift does not cancel the problem of decision without guarantee. It 
asks what follows when a decision must nevertheless be made: what the 
relations among voice, archive, consent, touch, listening, and writing now 
enable, restrict, reorganize, or place at risk. 
 
Ethical evaluation therefore remains within what these compositions 
produce: what they allow the inquiry to sense and write, what they make 
unavailable, whose vulnerability they intensify, and what forms of 
responsibility they bring into being.  

 
246 Smith, “Deleuze and Derrida, Immanence and Transcendence,” 62, italics in the 
original.  



 

149 

Deleuze and Guattari repeatedly insist that becoming is “not a 
resemblance, an imitation, or, at the limit, an identification.”247 Nor is it 
sympathy understood as imaginatively entering another’s position: “This 
is not a feeling of pity… still less an identification.” 248  These refusals 
distinguish becoming sharply from the form of empathy criticized earlier 
in this section. Empathy organized through identification retains two 
already constituted positions. I remain myself and attempt to imagine 
what it would be like to be you, or I make what you undergo intelligible 
by finding its analogue within my own experience. The distance between 
self and other may appear to narrow, but identity remains the measure 
through which relation is understood. 

Becoming proceeds differently. It does not ask one term to reproduce, 
resemble, or internally represent another. Nor does one term literally turn 
into the other. Deleuze and Guattari describe becoming as a real process 
while refusing these models. “Starting from the forms one has, the subject 
one is, the organs one has, or the functions one fulfils,” becoming occurs 
when components enter new “relations of movement and rest, speed and 
slowness.” 249  What changes is therefore not simply how one subject 
understands another. The composition through which a body, practice, or 
relation had been organized begins to change. 

The process therefore cannot be located wholly within an individual 
subject. This is why “becoming is always double.” Double does not mean 
symmetrical, equal, or mutually interchangeable. It means that becoming 
cannot be assigned to one term as its private transformation. As Deleuze 
and Guattari put it, a “block is formed, essentially mobile, never in 
equilibrium.”250 Both terms are implicated in the movement, though not 
in the same way and not with equivalent stakes. A becoming does not 
move cleanly from one established identity to another – from I am this to I 
have become that. It loosens some of the relations through which an 
established form holds together and composes others. 

Becoming also recasts the earlier critique of empathy. The alternative to 
identification is not distance. Nor is it a relation in which everyone 
remains unchanged behind secure boundaries. Becoming allows relation 
to have real effects without requiring possession of another’s experience. 
One can be drawn into a composition that changes what can be sensed or 
done without making the other commensurable with oneself. 

 
247 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 237. 
248 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 258, italics in the original.  
249 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 272.  
250 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 305. 
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Answerability no longer depends upon the claim I know what this is like for 
you. It begins from the more difficult acknowledgment that an encounter 
may alter the conditions from which one listens and responds while the 
other remains irreducible to one’s experience. 

What a relation can do cannot be known beforehand. As Deleuze writes, 
one never knows “beforehand what a body can do, in a given encounter, 
a given arrangement, a given combination.”251 Gestures and silences that 
entered recorded time had effects beyond individual impressions. They 
changed what recordings, consent, listening, touch, and writing could do 
within the inquiry. Such changes were never guaranteed to open 
something better. They could close capacities, intensify exposure, or settle 
again into recognizable forms, and sometimes did. 

Where an encounter displaces an established composition without 
requiring identification, what can be sensed, heard, written, or done can 
no longer be assumed in advance. Fracture is not in itself ethical, and 
exposure does not guarantee transformation. Answerability persists 
within what these recompositions produce: the capacities they enable or 
diminish, the vulnerabilities they redistribute, the forms of capture they 
may resist or reproduce, and the new risks carried by what becomes 
possible. 

Accompaniment, then, is neither identification nor protected distance. It 
is the practice of remaining answerable to what relations become capable 
of doing and to the risks their alteration carries.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
251 Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, trans. Robert Hurley (San Francisco: 
City Lights, 1988), 125. Buchanan reads Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the body 
through Spinoza’s question “what can a body do?” – a move that shifts philosophical 
inquiry from “aetiology (cause and effect) to ethology (action and affect),” reframing 
the body as a site of capacities and compositions. Ian Buchanan, “The Problem of the 
Body in Deleuze and Guattari, or, What Can a Body Do?,” Body & Society 3, no. 3 (1997): 
74.     
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… in the silence you don’t know, you must go on, I can’t go 
on, I’ll go on.  
                                              Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable252  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
252 Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable (London: Faber and Faber, 2010), Kindle edition. 
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A Life of Immanence253 
 

“All my life has been in migration,” Aram said, before correcting herself: 
“In fact, until today, I have been immigrating.” 

Her correction returns here because it names the problem this dissertation 
has followed without yet gathering it in one place. Migration did not end 
with arrival. It continued through waiting, childbirth, documents, 
threatened deportation, memory, language, work, family, and the 
conditions under which her voice could become audible or dangerous. 
What appeared to institutions as a completed movement remained active 
in the organization of time, body, relation, and future.  

Nava described another form of this continuation. “All the pressure put on 
my brain has trained it to only fight,” she said. “I can’t stop. I can’t rest. 
And still, I try.” Nour told me, “If Sweden tells us to leave, we will; we will 
build again somewhere else.” Nava kept her life “deliberately light” so that 
she could “go when [she] must.” 

These words should not be romanticized as resilience, mobility, 
nomadism, or becoming. They describe lives whose capacities for rest, 
planning, attachment, and continuation have been reorganized under 
prolonged political and administrative pressure. Migration persists here 
not as an identity carried by the women, nor as an event left behind, but 
through the relations that determine what can be kept, abandoned, begun 
again, or trusted to continue.  

Immanence becomes necessary at this point. It does not name the women’s 
precarity or convert lives lived under political constraint into instances of 
a philosophical doctrine. It names the impossibility of locating the event 
of migration, listening, thought, judgment, or writing outside those 

 
253 The title “A Life of Immanence” draws on Gilles Deleuze’s essay “Immanence: A 
Life,” but the concept acquires its force here through several connected movements 
across his work. In Difference and Repetition, transcendental empiricism locates the 
conditions of experience within experience rather than in principles imposed upon it 
from outside. In What Is Philosophy?, Deleuze and Guattari describe the plane of 
immanence as philosophy’s “absolute ground”: not a transcendent foundation 
beneath concepts, but the non-conceptual plane on which they acquire consistency. In 
“Immanence: A Life,” a life names life in its impersonal and pre-individual singularity, 
exceeding the organized subject without becoming an abstract universality. Across 
these formulations, immanence refuses a position outside the relations through which 
life, thought, and evaluation take form. See Deleuze, Pure Immanence, 25–33; Deleuze 
and Guattari, What is Philosophy, 35-60; Smith, “Deleuze and Derrida, Immanence and 
Transcendence: Two Directions in Recent French Thought.” 46–66.  
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consequences without entering the relations through which they acquire 
force. 

The writing of this dissertation is implicated in this precise sense. It does 
not stand apart from the encounters and represent them from an 
untouched position. Selection, translation, quotation, withholding, 
conceptualization, and form participate in what becomes perceptible, 
what enters circulation, what remains protected, and what may be 
exposed. The writing cannot occupy a position outside the event whose 
conditions it seeks to trace. 

I retain the singular a life deliberately. The phrase does not gather the 
women into a shared condition or identity. It keeps open Deleuze’s 
insistence that life exceeds the organized subject through which it 
becomes recognizable, while refusing to detach that excess from the 
political forms that act upon particular lives.  

To think immanence in this register is to relinquish the fiction that thought 
can secure an untouched position from which life is represented. Claire 
Colebrook describes the representational model as presupposing a 
distinction between “mind (which represents) and world 
(represented).”254 Deleuze’s philosophy displaces that division: thought 
belongs to the life it thinks and is itself changed through the encounters 
that force it into motion. As Colebrook writes, “Thought is not the virtual 
representation of life – it is part of life’s infinite and open becoming.”255  

Immanence promises no liberation from constraint, yet it also refuses to 
make the inability to escape constraint into a philosophical virtue. It 
directs attention to how possibilities are composed within relations and to 
what those relations enable, diminish, or foreclose. The research still 
selects, interprets, writes, and bears responsibility for those acts. What 
gives way is the presumption that these operations can remain untouched 
by what they encounter.  

Smith cautions that “immanence and transcendence are relative terms, not 
opposites.”256 I take them here not as positions to be reconciled, but as 
different trajectories through the problem of response. Earlier, 
undecidability named the absence of any rule capable of guaranteeing that 
a response would be adequate. Immanence asks how that response is to 

 
254 Colebrook, Understanding Deleuze, 70.  
255 Colebrook, Understanding Deleuze, 71. 
256 Smith, “Deleuze and Derrida, Immanence and Transcendence,” 46. 
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be evaluated within the relations through which it takes form and which 
it, in turn, alters.  

Smith presses the difference sharply when he writes that, “from the 
viewpoint of immanence,” the “absolute demand to do the absolutely 
impossible” risks becoming “the concept of impotence raised to 
infinity.”257 I do not take this as a dismissal of Derridean responsibility. It 
identifies the danger of allowing permanent insufficiency to become the 
measure and endpoint of ethical seriousness. A response cannot declare 
itself sufficient, but neither can its inevitable insufficiency release it from 
evaluation.  

This is the force of Smith’s claim that, for Deleuze, “ethics is ontology.” 258 
Ethical judgment does not descend from a value outside the encounter. It 
proceeds within the composition itself, through what a relation enables, 
diminishes, exposes, protects, or forecloses.  

Fredrika Spindler clarifies this orientation by showing how easily 
immanence is made “dative”: 259  immanent to a subject, consciousness, 
world, or higher unity. Once immanence is grounded in something that 
contains or guarantees it, transcendence has already returned. The plane 
of immanence is therefore not another foundation placed beneath the 
encounters, but what Spindler calls “the internal condition of thinking,” 
the non-conceptual plane on which concepts acquire consistency.260 
 
Spindler’s account is especially useful here because it holds together two 
pressures that the dissertation must not separate. Thought and life take 
shape within relations that may constrain, exhaust, and stabilize what can 
become; yet those relations are not thereby closed to variation. Immanence 
does not name liberation from conditions, but neither does it turn the 
inability to escape them into a philosophical virtue. It directs attention to 
how possibilities are composed within those conditions and to what the 
relations themselves enable, diminish, or foreclose. 
 
To write on this plane is not to abandon judgment. It is to refuse a division 
in which thought stands outside life and later returns to represent it. 

 
257 Smith, “Deleuze and Derrida, Immanence and Transcendence,” 62–63. 
258 Smith, “Deleuze and Derrida, Immanence and Transcendence,” 63, italics in the 
original. 
259 See Spindler’s discussion of “dative” immanence, in which immanence is made 
immanent to something else and transcendence is thereby reintroduced; Spindler, 
“Gilles Deleuze: A Philosophy of Immanence,” 159, italics in the original; see also 
Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy?, 44.   
260 Spindler, “Gilles Deleuze: A Philosophy of Immanence,” 151.  
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Concepts arise within the problems they help articulate; writing enters the 
relations it composes; and evaluation proceeds from within those 
relations, attending to the capacities, limits, and consequences they 
produce.  
 
Deleuze and Guattari write: 
 

There is not the slightest reason for thinking that modes of 
existence need transcendent values by which they could be 
composed, selected, and judged relatively to one another. On the 
contrary, there are only immanent criteria. A possibility of life is 
evaluated through itself in the movement it lays out and the 
intensities it creates on a plane of immanence: what is not laid out 
or created is rejected.261    

 
The encounters place this philosophical orientation under political 
pressure. Nava’s vigilance does not exemplify immanence. Political 
enclosure is not philosophical immanence, and the inability to escape a 
violent condition must not be converted into an ontology of remaining 
inside. What immanence permits is another way of approaching the 
composition itself: what does this arrangement of law, waiting, bodily 
exhaustion, institutional power, and continued life enable, diminish, or 
foreclose?  

Under conditions of displacement, continuation may acquire a vigilant 
temporality. Belongings remain unsettled, routines provisional, and plans 
vulnerable to a phone call, a decision, or a change in legal status. Nava’s 
deliberately light life registers the cost of such preparedness. This is not 
mobility as freedom. It is a life organized around the possibility that what 
has been built may again have to be left. What is lost is not only security 
but the right to presume continuity. Nour’s readiness to “build again 
somewhere else” registers a related, though differently lived, provisionality: 
beginning again remains possible, but under the knowledge that what has 
been built may not be allowed to continue. 

The same pressure becomes especially severe where different 
temporalities collide. Nava described pregnancy as a decision that could 
not be postponed while the circumstances for making it were being 
administratively dismantled: “I lost the right to think under normal 
conditions whether I wanted to become a mother or not. I had to think 
inside a war with the Migration Agency.” Biological time, legal time, and 

 
261 Deleuze and Guattari, What is Philosophy?, 74.   
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administrative delay were not separate contexts surrounding her decision. 
Together, they composed the composed the field in which a  decision 
became possible at all. 

An immanent account cannot detach “choice” from this composition and 
judge it as though sovereign autonomy had been available. Nothing in this 
formulation makes the violence necessary or inevitable. Because capacities 
are produced within relations, the relations that constrain, exhaust, or 
foreclose them remain open to political judgment. Immanence does not 
neutralize structural violence. It prevents that violence from disappearing 
behind an abstract account of individual choice.  

The continuing event of migration also returns through what this 
dissertation has called the wake. Samā’s death altered what had already 
been heard. The phone call entered recordings, memories, permissions, 
and words that had seemed to belong to an earlier time and changed their 
status without changing their content. With Nava, the wake appeared 
differently: not through a singular rupture alone, but through decisions 
and procedures that continued to organize a life after the moment of 
apparent response. 

In both registers, the wake troubles any clean division between event 
and aftermath.  

What happens continues to act. 

Listening in the wake therefore does not mean listening after something is 
over. It takes place within consequences that have not ceased to be 
produced. A voice may have stopped speaking and still alter what can be 
written. A decision may have been issued and continue to reorganize time, 
bodily possibility, work, family, and future. A story may be withheld and 
remain operative precisely through its absence. The encounter persists 
without remaining identical to itself. 

These continuations cannot be abstracted from the relations in which their 
effects remain active. The researcher does not leave the encounter because 
the recording ends; an institution does not cease to act because a decision 
has been delivered; a life does not enter an uncomplicated after once a 
crossing, refusal, loss, or administrative judgment has occurred. 
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 Immanence does not rename these forms of violence or continuation. It 
keeps their consequences within the relations through which they 
continue to be produced. 

To listen in the wake is therefore to remain answerable to duration 
without mistaking continuation for sameness. The phone call changed the 
archive. Aram’s request to “take care of [her] voice” changed what 
audibility could ethically require. Nava’s encounters with administrative 
listening showed that response may continue indefinitely without 
becoming relation. Donya’s invitation to touch altered what listening 
could become within the inquiry. These were not consequences added 
after completed encounters. They entered into what those encounters 
could do. 

The inquiry itself has proceeded within this continuing event. Recordings 
were heard again after later events; permissions changed; material once 
available became material that could no longer be used; silences acquired 
another force; and writing returned to encounters whose implications 
could not have been known when they occurred. This does not mean that 
every later event reveals the hidden truth of what came before. It means 
that the relations composing an encounter remain capable of change. 

Writing is one of the places where this continuation takes form. It cannot 
preserve an encounter unchanged or restore what has been lost. A 
sentence can expose what silence had protected. A quotation can move a 
voice into circuits of recognition its speaker did not anticipate. A decision 
not to write can allow an absence to remain active without converting it 
into disclosure. Writing within the event means remaining accountable to 
these transformations rather than imagining that the ethical work ended 
when the encounter did. 

This is what a life of immanence means here. The phrase does not name a 
type of life lived by the women, and it does not elevate endurance into 
virtue. It marks the dissertation’s refusal to place life entirely within the 
forms through which a subject becomes recognizable. A person is never 
exhausted by the categories through which institutions, research, or 
narration make her legible; yet those categories cannot simply be 
dismissed, because they distribute rights, vulnerabilities, credibility, 
protection, and exposure with material force. 

The difficulty is therefore double. Lives exceed the recognizable forms 
through which they appear, while recognizability continues to organize 
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the conditions under which they can be heard, protected, classified, and 
acted upon. 

Samā is present without her story being given. 
Donya’s scar entered the encounter without granting access to what she 

had lived. 
Aram’s voice required protection precisely because audibility had 

already become dangerous. 
Nava was made relentlessly perceptible to an administrative system that 

received almost everything and responded to almost nothing. 

Across these differences, presence and recognizability repeatedly fail to 
coincide. 

The result of the inquiry can now be stated: the event of migration does 
not merely supply the content to which listening and writing respond. It 
reorganizes the temporalities, capacities, and relations through which 
listening and writing become possible. Listening is not external reception, 
and writing is not representation performed after the event. Both enter its 
continuation. Both may classify, expose, withhold, protect, or alter what 
they carry. 

The dissertation therefore reaches no position outside this event from 
which a final interpretation of the women’s lives can be secured. It remains 
accountable both to the material force of the categories through which 
they are recognized and to what those categories cannot exhaust. 

Immanence l  e  a  v  e  s the work here: inside the continuing event, 
where the recognizable subject cannot have the final word. 
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My eyes are useless, for they render back only the image of 
the known.  

         Henry Miller, via Deleuze and Guattari262 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
262 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 171.  
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Toward Imperceptibility 

E v e r y o n e is listening. In the darkness of Night Crossing, faces and 
biographies recede. 

The people in the boat cannot safely announce themselves. Their near-
invisibility is imposed by borders, danger, and the need to remain 
undetected. Nothing in this condition is liberating, and nothing in it 
should be confused with becoming-imperceptible. Yet presence does not 
disappear when recognizable identity recedes. It registers through breath, 
weight, water striking rubber, the tilt of the boat, a hand covering a 
newborn’s mouth, a tone understood without shared language, and 
bodies listening for danger, land, betrayal, or safety. Before a name, 
history, or coherent account can appear, something has already become 
perceptible.  

The scene brings into focus the distinction on which this final section 
depends: imperceptibility is not the absence of perception. It is the 
loosening of the demand that perception must culminate in a recognizable 
subject. 

For a dissertation concerned with migration, this distinction is 
indispensable. The loss of social and political recognizability can be 
imposed through displacement, deportability, legal precarity, 
racialization, war, disbelief, and institutional neglect. There is nothing 
emancipatory in being denied a name, a document, a home, protection, or 
the right to be heard. Becoming-imperceptible cannot therefore become an 
ethical demand addressed to the women. Its critical force lies in refusing 
the slide from the material necessity of recognition to the claim that a life 
is nothing more than what recognition can perceive. 

Imperceptibility gathers the movements of this dissertation without 
forcing the continuing event of migration into closure. Across listening, 
withholding, touch, writing, doxa, accompaniment, becoming, and 
immanence, a related pressure has returned in different forms: how a life 
may become audible, visible, legible, or knowable without being 
exhausted by the form through which it is recognized. 

Imperceptibility is named only now, although the movement it gathers 
has been present throughout. Its lateness is deliberate. The concept does 
not reveal a hidden key that had secretly governed the work from its 
beginning, nor does it retrospectively rename every encounter through 
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Deleuze and Guattari. It arrives after listening has faltered, after voices 
have been withheld and made dangerously audible, after touch has 
unsettled distance, after recognition has shown its governing force, after 
accompaniment has refused identification as the measure of relation, after 
becoming has made alteration thinkable without one person becoming 
another, and after immanence has placed thought and writing within the 
continuing event of migration. 

Imperceptibility offers retrospective precision without retrospective 
determinism.  

In A Thousand Plateaus, becoming-imperceptible appears late within 
Deleuze and Guattari’s account of becoming. Its position matters, but not 
as the final stage of a sequence or the acquisition of a more refined identity. 
Because becoming does not proceed from one completed form to another, 
becoming-imperceptible names no destination. It carries further the 
movement through which established forms cease fully to determine what 
a body or relation can do. The organized subject becomes less adequate as 
the measure of what is taking place; the coordinates of identity, function, 
and recognition loosen as life enters other compositions of movement, 
affect, proximity, and relation. 263 

Deleuze and Guattari’s writing on the face brings this movement into 
sharper focus. The face, in their account, is not simply a physical feature. 
It participates in a regime through which signs are organized and subjects 

 
263  Becoming-imperceptible does not name literal disappearance, the erasure of 
singularity, or a final state attained by a subject. Deleuze and Guattari call the 
imperceptible “the immanent end of becoming, its cosmic formula” – an end internal 
to becoming rather than a destination outside it; the becomings they describe are 
therefore not stages to be mastered or a sequence through which an individual must 
pass. As established forms, identities, and functions loosen, a body or relation is 
apprehended less through resemblance and fixed attributes than through movements, 
affects, speeds, proximities, and connections. Becoming-imperceptible is therefore also 
a becoming-world – “to world, to make a world” – in which a line enters into 
composition with other lines and finds zones of indiscernibility without becoming 
identical to them. Its apparent paradox is decisive: on the plane of consistency, 
everything becomes imperceptible, yet this is “precisely where the imperceptible is 
seen and heard.” What becomes perceptible is no longer primarily an organized 
subject or stable form, but the relations and movements through which life takes 
shape. I therefore do not use becoming-imperceptible to describe the women’s political 
or social condition, nor to elevate imposed invisibility into liberation. I draw on it as a 
conceptual and methodological orientation that loosens recognizability as the final 
measure of presence while remaining accountable to the material necessity of names, 
rights, protection, and institutional recognition. See Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand 
Plateaus, 279–81. 
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rendered readable. Their strange image of the “telegraphic sign” 264 of the 
face falling away – “freckles dashing toward the horizon, hair carried off 
by the wind, eyes one traverses instead of looking into” 265 – imagines a 
body no longer held together primarily by the coordinates through which 
identity is conventionally read. 

What emerges is not an absent body. Perception is redistributed across 
movement, relation, variation, and the lines along which a body enters 

the world. 

Nothing here turns these encounters into instances of becoming-
imperceptible. Samā’s withheld story, Noya’s withdrawal, Aram’s need 
for protection, Nava’s administrative exposure, and Donya’s scar remain 
historically politically specific; none is a Deleuzian example of line of 
flight. Imperceptibility names instead a difficulty they repeatedly bring 
into view: presence and recognizability do not coincide. 

Samā remains perceptible through the force her present without her story 
being given. Her death altered listening, consent, the archive, and writing 
without making her story available for disclosure. Her sister’s request – 
“Please don’t use her story” –  did not remove Samā from the work. It 
changed the form of her presence within it. 

The silence surrounding her story is therefore not emptiness. It acts. It 
limits. It returns, altering what can be written and how earlier recordings 
can be heard. Samā remains perceptible through the force her absence 
continues to exercise upon the inquiry rather than through the recovery of 
a complete narrative. 

Noya’s withdrawal produced another relation between presence and 
availability. What she had once permitted could not remain available 
simply because it had been recorded. Her later request changed the 
material status of what had already entered the inquiry. The omitted 
passages do not become nothing. They remain active through the restraint 

 
264 By “telegraphic sign,” Deleuze and Guattari refer to the highly coded, compressed 
micro-cues of the face – those minimal gestures and expressions that function like 
telegrams, instantly transmitting socially recognizable meanings of identity, emotion, 
and legitimacy. These signs stabilize recognition by reducing a life to quickly readable 
signals. Becoming-imperceptible names the moment when these telegraphic signs 
loosen: when the face as a regime of recognition breaks down and bodies register 
through movement, vibration, or affective force rather than fixed identity-cues. 
Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 197-98. 
265 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 171. 
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they require and through the direction they prevent the writing from 
taking. 

Imperceptibility names neither Samā’s absence nor Noya’s withdrawal. 
It allows absence and withdrawal to remain consequential in the writing 

without being converted into concealed content awaiting recovery. 

Aram’s voice brings another pressure. She asked me to “take care of [her] 
voice” and “[her] story” after the conditions of audibility had already 
subjected her account to coercion and alteration and exposed her to risk. 
Her account shows that becoming heard is not necessarily the opposite of 
disappearance. A voice may circulate extensively and still be deprived of 
the power to alter the conditions in which it is received. It may become 
identifiable, transcribed, translated, and institutionally legible while being 
made to resemble a story prepared in advance. 

Aram’s sentence – “He did not want to listen to our stories. He wanted 
them altered” – describes recognition as capture. Her life had to become 
perceptible through a sanctioned form of suffering before it could acquire 
credibility. Imperceptibility does not answer this violence by asking that 
her voice become less audible. It asks what audibility might become when 
recognition is no longer permitted to determine the whole meaning of 
what is heard. 

Roya, Nour, and Azin show different ways recognizability can tighten 
rather than enlarge a life. Roya could say “the same thing” as a Swedish 
colleague and remain less authoritative because the institutional field had 
already marked her accent as a difference in credibility; her education and 
competence became perceptible only through the later authorization of 
people and institutions able to “discover” her. Nour was repeatedly 
returned to a migrant position from which competence had to be 
demonstrated again; “starting from zero” named the repeated 
institutional erasure of what had already been learned, built, and lived. 
Azin’s bodily and professional knowledge was heard through the figure 
of the “spoiled foreigner”; later, attachment to her work was recoded as 
instability, grief as pathology, persistence as something requiring 
correction. “Everything I had said was used against me,” she reflected. 
They were made perceptible through forms that already knew what their 
speech could mean. Their encounters show that more recognition does not 
necessarily permit more of a life to appear. A person may become 
increasingly visible, audible, assessed, and documented while being more 
tightly confined to the form through which she has been recognized. 
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Nava’s encounter intensifies this problem. She became relentlessly 
perceptible to an administrative system. Her documents were received, 
her calls answered, her appeals processed, her explanations recorded, and 
her pregnancy made available as exceptional information. Listening 
occurred everywhere, while relation was repeatedly withheld. Nava was 
not lost from administrative view. She was held within it. 

The danger here was not imperceptibility but saturation: a life made 
continuously perceptible as a case while the consequences of that 
perception remained closed to what she said. Administrative recognition 
did not merely fail to see her. It reorganized time, reproductive possibility, 
work, rest, attachment, and future. 

Across these encounters, visibility and disappearance do not form a 
simple ethical opposition. A life may become hypervisible and still 
disappear behind the category through which it is seen; another may be 
withheld from disclosure and remain powerfully present. 
Imperceptibility unsettles the assumption that greater visibility, 
audibility, or narrative availability necessarily produces a fuller 
encounter. 

Donya brings this limit into touch. Her scar entered the encounter without 
granting access to the life that had marked it. The invitation – “Come close. 
Touch my tattoo” – altered the distance between us, but contact did not 
culminate in possession. Something became perceptible through texture, 
breath, hesitation, and the hovering hand. Yet nothing in the contact 
completed her story or transformed it into knowledge that I could own. 
Touch reached the limit at which proximity ceased to promise access. 

Donya’s request – “Tell my life as if you write poetry” – did not authorize 
invention or invite the aestheticization of suffering. It asked for a form 
capable of remaining near what would be diminished by being made 
evidence. Imperceptibility enters this request as a limit upon writing: the 
life must register without being enclosed within the recognizable forms of 
trauma, victimhood, resilience, or recovery. 

The same limit had already appeared in “Night Crossing.” The fragments 
composed there do not provide biographies for the people in the boat. 
Presence is carried through breathing, crying, weight, silence, vibration, 
and vigilance. The reader cannot know whose hand covers the child’s 
mouth, whose body leans against the rubber side, or whose ear is turned 
toward the dark. 
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Nothing is thereby absent. 

The scene makes perceptible what identity cannot safely organize in that 
moment: a collective orientation toward danger, a listening distributed 
across bodies, water, darkness, breath, and movement. Imperceptibility 
does not romanticize their near-invisibility. It distinguishes the political 
violence that forces people below the threshold of detection from the 
philosophical and methodological claim that recognizable identity cannot 
be the only form through which presence matters. 

The dissertation’s conceptual movements also return here. Fabulation 
became necessary where what was missing could not ethically be 
supplied. Cartography followed relations whose lines did not terminate 
in a single account. Writing in the interval remained with non-passage 
without making impossibility the endpoint of thought. Doxa named the 
force through which lives were known before they appeared. 
Accompaniment refused identification as the guarantee of responsibility. 
Becoming named alterations in capacity without making one person 
become another. Immanence refused the fiction that listening and writing 
could stand outside the relations they helped compose. 

Imperceptibility does not replace these concepts or reveal what they had 
secretly meant. It names their shared limit: none allows the recognizable 
subject to have the final word. 

Imperceptibility also has a pedagogical force. The problem throughout the 
dissertation has concerned how listeners, institutions, researchers, and 
readers are taught to recognize: what they have learned to hear as 
coherent, credible, injured, resilient, integrated, pathological, or worthy of 
response. Doxa operates because these forms appear ordinary. 
Recognition proceeds easily because perception has already been 
organized. 

Imperceptibility does not offer a method through which recognition can 
simply be suspended. It places pressure on the point at which perception 
closes around what it already knows. It asks how listening and reading 
might remain open long enough for a hesitation, contradiction, silence, 
gesture, or withdrawal to disturb the terms through which it appears. 

The pedagogical question is therefore not how to become indifferent to 
identity or political recognition. It is how to learn when recognition has 
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begun to govern perception so completely that nothing can appear except 
through its established forms. 

The same pressure reaches the writing “I”. If the dissertation has 
questioned the demand that the women become fully recognizable, the 
author cannot remain exempt from the same pressure. The first person 
remains necessary because responsibility for selection, translation, 
interpretation, withholding, and composition cannot be transferred 
elsewhere. The decisions remain mine. I selected these encounters, 
withheld others, chose concepts, arranged fragments, translated words, 
and made arguments. Imperceptibility cannot absolve those acts by 
dissolving the one who performed them. 

What it loosens is the presumption that the “I” must become the 
organizing face through which every encounter acquires meaning. The 
women’s words need not culminate in my transformation in order to 
matter. Samā’s absence is not important because it made me tremble; 
Donya’s invitation does not find its ethical meaning in what I learned by 
touching her; Aram’s voice is not consequential because I became a 
different listener. The researcher is altered, but that alteration cannot 
become the destination of the encounter.  

The “I” remains accountable while ceasing to function as the final 
measure of what the encounters can mean or become. 

Writing toward imperceptibility therefore does not mean making the 
author disappear. It means refusing to gather the women, the concepts, 
and the event of migration into a single perspective whose coherence 
would become the dissertation’s final achievement. Responsibility 
remains located; authority is not allowed to consolidate around the one 
who bears it. 

Here the connection to cartography returns. A map does not require every 
line to terminate in a recognizable destination. Some lines cross, fade from 
view, re-enter elsewhere, or continue beyond the scale on which the map 
can follow them. The writing of this dissertation has moved similarly: 
through returns that recast what preceded them, fragments that could not 
be completed, stories withheld after they had been heard, and concepts 
that arrived when earlier forms of thought could no longer carry the work. 
Imperceptibility is not the vanishing point of these lines. It is where the 
demand that every line resolve into a recognizable form begins to lose its 
authority. 
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The concept also reaches the reader. The fragments gathered here do not 
invite the reconstruction of complete lives behind them. Samā’s withheld 
story is not a vacancy for the reader to fill. Donya’s scar does not become 
an instance of the concept merely because it resisted interpretation. 
Aram’s voice does not ask to be carried farther merely because it has been 
heard. Noya’s withdrawal cannot be read as evidence of what she chose 
not to disclose. Nava’s lost possibilities cannot be restored through 
sympathy. 

The reader is not asked to repair the limits of institutional, interpersonal, 
or authorial recognition by recognizing the women more completely. 
Instead, reading toward imperceptibility asks the reader to notice the 
desire for completion as it arises: the wish to identify, explain, console, 
recover, or make a life cohere.  

Reading toward imperceptibility means allowing presence to register 
without treating recognizability as the reward of attention. 

This places responsibility within reading itself: in what the readers joins 
or separates, what is assumed, what is allowed to remain unresolved, and 
whether a life can be encountered without requiring complete availability. 
The reader participates in the circulation of the words, fragments, and 
silences through which these lives become perceptible; she must therefore 
remain attentive to the point at which attention becomes another demand 
for disclosure. 

The question that has travelled through the dissertation therefore 
remains open at its end: 

What remains of a life when we stop making recognizability its 
condition of appearance? 

The word remains must be heard carefully. It does not name a residue left 
after the recognizable person has been removed, as though 
imperceptibility concerned what survives subtraction. What has been 
withheld, touched, carried, or made dangerously audible in these 
encounters was never merely the remainder of something more complete 
that recognition failed to capture. 

The difficulty is more radical: 

Presence was never exhausted by recognizability in the first place. 
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To move toward imperceptibility is therefore not to leave the perceptible 
behind. It is to disturb the equations between perception and recognition, 
presence and identity, audibility and possession. It is to allow that 
something may become perceptible precisely when the already 
recognizable loosens its hold: a movement, a hesitation, a relation, a life 
that does not disappear when the subject through which we expected to 
find it ceases to be the only form in which it can appear. 

Recognition remains materially necessary wherever rights, care, 
credibility, and protection depend upon it. The result of the inquiry is that 
recognition cannot be permitted to exhaust the life for which it claims to 
speak. 

The event of migration became perceptible here through crossings, 
waiting, documents, threatened return, bodily vigilance, language, 
work, pregnancy, grief, touch, silence, withdrawal, and repeated demands 
for coherent narration. It continued after arrival, after institutional 
decision, after the recording stopped, after consent had been documented, 
and after the encounter appeared to have ended. 

Listening was implicated in how lives became audible, doubtful, legible, 
exposed, protected, pathologized, withheld, or unavailable. Writing 
entered the same relations. Neither listening nor writing could guarantee 
protection simply by becoming more attentive; both remained 
accountable for the consequences of their forms – what they enabled, 
diminished, exposed, or foreclosed. 

Imperceptibility brings the inquiry to its limit: no act of listening, 
recognition, interpretation, or writing can finally contain the presence it 

makes perceptible. 

The women do not enter this ending as a collective figure. Their 
encounters do not resolve into a common migrant identity, a shared form 
of suffering, or a single ethical demand. Samā remains without her story. 
Aram continues to immigrate. Roya speaks with an accent that does not 
diminish what she knows. Nour continues to build with the knowledge 
that what has been built may again have to be left. Azin resists the image 
that seeks to harden around her. Noya’s withdrawal continues to place 
limits upon the writing. Nava’s unanswered questions remain after the 
decisions issued in response to her. Donya’s scar remains a surface 
touched without being known. 
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They do not disappear into imperceptibility. 

They disturb the demand that presence must become fully recognizable 
before it can matter. 

In the darkness of Night Crossing, e v e r y o n e is listening. The crossing 
does not end simply because land is reached. It continues through what is 
heard, repeated, translated, documented, doubted, withheld, touched, 
and written – through lives that institutions call a r r i v e d while the event 
of migration reorganizes their time, bodies, relations, and futures. 

The dissertation ends at the limit of what it can carry. 

The event of migration d o e s n o t. 

 

 

 

 

 

Silence does not end when the story ends. 
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The Work Gathered  
An English Summary  

Living Encounters, Writing Encounters: Cartographies of Listening in 
Migration is a dissertation in pedagogy and educational research. It asks 
how lives shaped by migration, precarity, and exposure can enter 
academic writing without being reduced to evidence, testimony, or a 
recognizable migrant narrative. The empirical material consists of sixteen 
recorded research conversations with nine women whose lives have been 
shaped by migration to and within Sweden. These conversations were 
conducted with informed consent, transcribed and translated by the 
researcher, and returned to repeatedly as the inquiry changed. 

The dissertation does not approach migration as a background condition 
against which the women later narrate their experiences. Nor is migration 
understood as a completed passage from departure to arrival. It is 
approached as a continuing event: one that reorganizes speech, listening, 
memory, recognizability, recognition, and writing. This event continues 
through waiting, documents, temporary permits, threatened deportation, 
family separation, pregnancy, work, language, bodily vigilance, and 
repeated demands to make a life coherent and credible. It also continues 
in the research encounters themselves, shaping what can be said, what 
becomes risky to hear, what must later be withdrawn, and what academic 
writing can or cannot responsibly carry forward. 

The central question is therefore not how experiences of migration can be 
gathered and represented as fully as possible. The dissertation asks what 
happens to listening and writing when the event of migration has already 
organized the conditions under which lives become hearable, intelligible, 
classifiable, exposed, protected, or withheld. Listening becomes the 
primary site through which this problem is followed. Writing becomes the 
methodological and ethical practice through which the inquiry remains 
answerable to what listening cannot secure. 

The study began as an interview-based qualitative inquiry into women’s 
experiences of migration, freedom, responsibility, memory, family, fear, 
and the future. Ethical approval, written information, informed consent, 
anonymization, and the right to discontinue participation were necessary 
conditions of the work. Yet as the inquiry unfolded, these procedures 
proved unable to settle all the ethical and epistemological questions 
generated by the encounters. Pauses, silences, interruptions, bodily 
gestures, translation, later events, and changing wishes continued to 
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change the meaning and ethical status of the material after the formal 
interviews had ended. 

For this reason, the dissertation moves from interview to encounter, and 
from listening as a research skill to listening as a problem of inquiry. The 
interview remains part of the study’s methodological ground, but it 
cannot fully describe what took place. An encounter also includes 
linguistic asymmetries, institutional histories, bodies, spaces, affects, 
silences, and consequences that cannot be contained by a transcript. The 
material is therefore not limited to statements waiting to be coded or 
represented. It also includes changing permissions, later requests, 
withdrawals, and the ethical traces through which encounters continued 
to act upon analysis and writing. 

Consent is treated as temporal and relational rather than as a single act 
that permanently renders material available. Some women later wished to 
read transcripts or written passages. Some asked for material to be 
changed or removed. What had been available at one moment could 
become impossible to carry forward in the same form after a later event, a 
changed life situation, or the emergence of a new risk. Research ethics is 
therefore not confined to what happens before data generation. It 
continues through transcription, translation, selection, return, quotation, 
publication, and the decision not to write. That something has been 
spoken, recorded, and consented to does not mean that it remains ethically 
available for every subsequent use. 

Listening is not treated as an inherently ethical good, nor as a transparent 
route to another person’s experience. It participates in the arrangements 
through which speech is translated, documented, assessed, doubted, 
classified, pathologized, accepted, refused, or withheld. The dissertation 
shows that audibility and response do not coincide. A person may be 
heard without her words changing the situation. An account may be 
recorded without changing the conditions of a decision. Extensive 
listening may coexist with institutional unresponsiveness, and increased 
audibility may intensify the speaker’s exposure. 

This is where listening becomes a pedagogical problem. Pedagogy is 
understood here as a field concerned with the formation of subjects, 
knowledge, meaning, and possibilities for response. Institutions teach 
people how they are expected to speak, remember, narrate, and render 
themselves intelligible. They also shape the habits through which officials, 
professionals, researchers, and readers learn to hear something as 
coherent, credible, vulnerable, integrated, pathological, or worthy of 
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response. The pedagogical question is not only how listeners might 
become more open. It is how the historical, conceptual, and institutional 
grammars that have already trained the ear might themselves become 
perceptible. 

The analyses show that institutional listening often works not through 
silence but through forms of uptake that neutralize what they receive. 
Aram’s account shows how speech may be solicited, translated, and 
altered until it corresponds to an already recognizable form of suffering. 
Roya describes how the same knowledge acquires different authority 
depending on who articulates it and through what accent. Nour’s life is 
registered through documents, temporary housing, and administrative 
processes while durable settlement remains deferred. In Azin’s 
experiences, bodily and professional knowledge is recoded through 
racialized stereotypes, while grief, commitment to work, and resistance 
are gradually converted into signs of instability. Noya’s encounters show 
that migration cannot be detached from the political and historical forces 
that made it necessary, but also that listening may require restraint when 
publication creates renewed risk. Nava becomes relentlessly perceptible 
to an administrative system that receives documents, answers calls, and 
issues decisions, yet does not allow her words to alter the relations those 
decisions produce. In these encounters, the problem is not simply that 
listening is absent. Listening has become verification, classification, 
suspension, pathologization, or administrative saturation. 

Migration also appears as a temporal and bodily event. It continues after 
arrival, after decisions, after registration, and after a story has already 
been told. Waiting, temporary status, negative decisions, dependence on 
documents, and the possibility of return reorganize time, work, rest, 
attachment, family life, and the capacity to imagine a future. To live in 
migration is not only to have moved between places. It is to inhabit 
ongoing processes in which the possibilities of staying, speaking, resting, 
planning, protecting oneself, and being believed remain unevenly 
distributed. 

At the same time, the dissertation resists allowing waiting, uncertainty, or 
vulnerability to become total descriptions of migrant life. The women’s 
accounts also move through humor, anger, work, study, friendship, care, 
faith, desire, grief, exhaustion, practical decision-making, and forms of 
continuation. Migration is not reduced to trauma, vulnerability, or 
resilience. Instead, the dissertation asks how such categories participate in 
the very regimes through which lives become recognizable. A life may be 
required to appear sufficiently vulnerable, coherent, injured, integrated, 
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or hopeful in order to receive a response. Yet no life is exhausted by the 
category through which it becomes legible. 

The focus on women is situated rather than representative. The women in 
the study do not form a unified social type, nor do they stand for 
migration as such. Their relations to language, religion, legal status, class, 
motherhood, work, education, racialization, and institutional dependency 
differ significantly. The delimitation emerged from the concrete spaces in 
which migration, gender, care, exposure, and listening had already been 
brought into relation: public representations of refugee women’s 
vulnerability, informal women’s storytelling spaces, and the research 
encounters that later became possible. The question is therefore not 
whether women’s experiences are more representative, but how this 
already visible and risky position generates particular obligations for 
listening and writing. 

Two encounters decisively altered the inquiry. Samā’s death changed the 
status of a conversation that had already been recorded and a consent that 
had already been documented. After her death, her sister asked that the 
story not be used. Samā is therefore present in the dissertation without her 
story being disclosed. Her absence is not treated as a vacancy that the 
researcher or reader is entitled to fill. It acts through the limits it places 
upon the work. It changes how earlier recordings may be heard, what 
consent can settle, and what writing is permitted to do. The event shows 
that what has become empirically available does not necessarily remain 
ethically available. 

Donya’s encounter moved the inquiry from listening toward touch. After 
a conversation interrupted by crying, silence, and disconnection, she later 
invited the researcher to touch the tattooed surface of a scar. The contact 
did not grant access to the life, pain, or history that had marked the body. 
The researcher touched the scar, not the wound. Proximity did not 
overcome distance, and touch did not become possession, identification, 
or complete understanding. The encounter shows how listening may 
become embodied contact without thereby becoming knowledge of the 
other. 

In the composed section “Night Crossing,” fragments from different 
border crossings are gathered into a soundscape. Listening there is 
oriented not primarily toward understanding but toward water, engine 
sounds, breathing, a child’s cry, movements of the boat, the possibility of 
detection, and survival. Faces and biographies recede because the people 
in the boat cannot safely announce who they are. This imposed near-
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invisibility is not liberating. Yet presence does not disappear when 
recognizable identity recedes. It registers through weight, movement, 
vibration, breath, silence, and the bodies’ shared orientation toward 
danger. 

The dissertation develops writing as part of method and analysis. Writing 
does not come after the inquiry as a neutral presentation of already 
completed findings. Selection, translation, quotation, composition, 
typography, withholding, and conceptualization participate in what 
becomes perceptible and in the circuits through which voices begin to 
travel. A quotation may move a voice into forms of recognition its speaker 
could not anticipate. A coherent narrative may make a life more easily 
understood while removing the contradictions, interruptions, and silences 
through which its difficulty appeared. A decision not to write may allow 
something to remain active without converting it into disclosure. 

Cartography names this analytical and compositional practice. It does not 
map a stable territory or assemble a unified narrative. It follows the 
movement of problems among voices, bodies, documents, institutions, 
concepts, silences, and changing permissions. It also makes visible the 
relations produced by writing itself: what is placed beside what, what 
returns differently, what is separated, and where continuity cannot 
responsibly be maintained. Fabulation is developed where something is 
missing but cannot ethically be supplied. It does not authorize the free 
fictionalization of the women’s lives. It composes with fragments, silence, 
and absence without claiming to restore a complete account. 

Philosophical concepts enter where the encounters generate problems that 
procedural accounts of method cannot adequately hold. They are not 
interpretive keys through which the women’s lives are decoded. Gilles 
Deleuze becomes important for questions of encounter, event, becoming, 
cartography, immanence, and imperceptibility; Jacques Derrida for 
responsibility, decision, interruption, and the impossibility of complete 
ethical assurance; and Jean-Luc Nancy for touch, resonance, exposure, and 
the limit of relation. Their distinct philosophical projects are not reconciled 
into a single theoretical framework. 

In the later movement of the dissertation, doxa names the authority of what 
already appears to be known. Doxa operates through the ease of 
recognition: through assumptions about how a migrant, a credible 
woman, a traumatized subject, a successfully integrated person, or a 
patient should speak and act. People do not first appear neutrally and only 
afterward become misinterpreted. They enter scenes in which their 
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possible meanings have already been organized. A life may become 
increasingly visible while being more tightly enclosed within the category 
through which it appears. 

The dissertation distinguishes here between recognizability, through 
which a life is perceptually or conceptually identified through already 
available forms, and recognition as the social, legal, or institutional 
validation through which rights, care, credibility, or response may become 
possible. Recognition may be materially necessary while remaining 
insufficient when a life must first resemble an already intelligible figure 
before its claims can matter. 

Against the comforts of recognition, the dissertation develops an ethics of 
accompaniment. Accompaniment is not grounded in identification, 
complete understanding, or the belief that empathy guarantees 
responsibility. The women did not ask the same things of the research. 
One response required withholding, another protection, another 
withdrawal, and another a different form of writing. Ethics therefore 
appears as situated decision without guarantee. The absence of a rule 
capable of securing the correct response does not authorize passivity or 
arbitrariness. Decisions must still be made, but they remain answerable to 
what they enable, restrict, expose, or protect. 

The concept of becoming allows alteration to be thought without 
identification. The encounters did not make the researcher into the other 
or grant access to another woman’s experience. They did, however, 
change what listening, consent, touch, and writing could do within the 
inquiry. Ethical judgment consequently concerns the capacities and risks 
produced through changing relations: what they open, foreclose, protect, 
diminish, or endanger. 

Immanence brings this movement back to the continuing event of 
migration. Aram first says that her entire life has been in migration and 
then corrects herself: she has continued immigrating until this day. The 
correction prevents migration from being located in a completed past. 
Migration continues to organize time, bodies, work, rest, attachment, 
family, and the future. Immanence also means that research cannot take 
up a position outside the relations it examines. Selection, translation, 
quotation, withholding, and form participate in what becomes visible, 
audible, protected, or exposed. This does not dissolve the researcher’s 
responsibility. It makes that responsibility more demanding. 



 

177 

The dissertation concludes by moving toward imperceptibility. 
Imperceptibility is not the absence of perception. It names the loosening 
of the demand that perception must culminate in a recognizable subject. 
The concept is not addressed to the women as an ethical ideal: there is 
nothing emancipatory in being denied a name, documents, protection, a 
home, or the right to be heard. Its critical force lies in refusing the slide 
from the material necessity of recognition to the claim that a life is 
exhausted by what recognition can perceive. 

Imperceptibility is named late, but the movement it gathers has been 
present throughout: listening without guaranteed understanding, 
proximity without possession, audibility without assured response, and 
recognition without exhaustion. Samā remains present without her story 
being disclosed. Aram’s voice requires protection precisely because 
audibility has already become dangerous. Noya’s withdrawal continues 
to restrict what writing may do. Roya, Nour, and Azin show how 
recognizability may tighten around a life even as that life becomes 
increasingly audible, documented, and institutionally legible. Nava 
becomes relentlessly perceptible as an administrative case while her 
words remain unable to change the situation. Donya becomes perceptible 
through voice, scar, and touch without her life becoming available for 
possession. Presence and recognizability do not coincide. 

Imperceptibility also places pressure upon the authorial “I.” The first 
person remains necessary because responsibility for selection, translation, 
interpretation, and withholding cannot be transferred elsewhere. Yet the 
researcher’s own transformation cannot become the destination at which 
every encounter acquires its meaning. The “I” remains accountable while 
ceasing to function as the final measure of what the women’s words and 
gestures can mean. 

The dissertation’s contribution is therefore an account of listening as a 
situated, material, institutional, political, and pedagogical practice. 
Listening may open toward what is not yet known, but it may also verify, 
classify, pathologize, and expose. Writing may carry a voice forward, but 
in doing so it places that voice within new arrangements and circuits of 
recognition. Ethical responsibility cannot be guaranteed by method, 
empathy, or good intention. It must be judged through what concrete acts 
and relations enable, constrain, protect, or endanger. 

The dissertation does not conclude that women whose lives have been 
shaped by migration should become less visible, audible, or recognizable. 
Recognition remains necessary where rights, care, credibility, and 
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protection depend upon it. The dissertation’s conclusion is that 
recognition and recognizability cannot be permitted to exhaust the life for 
which they claim to speak. 

Migration is the continuing event. Listening and writing do not stand 
outside it. They participate in how that event becomes audible and 
intelligible, and in how lives and accounts are withheld, changed, 
exposed, or protected. Imperceptibility names the limit at which 
recognizability can no longer function as the final measure of what has 
become perceptible.  
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Arbetet i en annan tonart  
en svensk sammanfattning  

Avhandlingen Living Encounters, Writing Encounters: Cartographies of 
Listening in Migration är en utbildningsfilosofisk studie inom pedagogik 
och utbildningsvetenskap. Den undersöker hur liv som formats av 
migration, prekära livsvillkor och risk för exponering kan bli hörbara i 
akademiskt skrivande utan att reduceras till bevis, vittnesmål eller 
igenkännbara berättelser om migration. Det empiriska materialet består 
av sexton inspelade forskningssamtal med nio kvinnor vars liv har 
formats av migration till och inom Sverige. Samtalen genomfördes med 
informerat samtycke, transkriberades och översattes av forskaren, som 
återvände till dem upprepade gånger under avhandlingsarbetet. 

Avhandlingens fokus på kvinnor är situerat snarare än representativt. 
Kvinnorna i studien utgör inte en enhetlig social typ och representerar inte 
migration som sådan. Deras relationer till språk, religion, juridisk status, 
klass, moderskap, arbete, utbildning, rasifiering och institutionellt 
beroende skiljer sig åt. Avgränsningen växte fram ur konkreta rum där 
migration, kön, omsorg, exponering och lyssnande redan hade förts 
samman: offentliga representationer av flyktingkvinnors sårbarhet, 
informella kvinnliga berättelserum och de forskningsmöten som senare 
blev möjliga. Frågan är därför inte om kvinnornas erfarenheter kan 
representera migration i allmänhet, utan hur denna redan synliga och 
samtidigt riskfyllda position skapar särskilda förpliktelser för lyssnande 
och skrivande. 

Migration behandlas i avhandlingen som en fortgående händelse som 
fortsätter att omorganisera liv efter själva förflyttningen. Den verkar 
genom väntan, dokument, tillfälliga tillstånd, hot om utvisning, 
familjeseparation, graviditet, arbete, språk, kroppslig vaksamhet och 
upprepade krav på att göra ett liv sammanhängande och trovärdigt. Den 
verkar också i forskningsmötena: i det som kan sägas, i det som blir 
riskfyllt att höra, i det som senare måste dras tillbaka och i det som 
akademiskt skrivande kan eller inte kan bära vidare. 

Det centrala problemet gäller hur migrationens fortgående händelse 
omorganiserar villkoren för tal, lyssnande, minne, igenkännande, 
erkännande och skrivande. Avhandlingen frågar vad lyssnande blir när 
hörbarhet inte självklart leder till respons och vad skrivande blir när det 
som har hörts inte utan vidare kan göras tillgängligt som berättelse, citat, 
analys eller akademisk kunskap. Lyssnandet är avhandlingens främsta 
fokus och utgångspunkt för att undersöka dessa frågor. Skrivandet formas 
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som en metodologisk och etisk praktik genom vilken undersökningen 
försöker möta det osäkra och tvetydiga i lyssnandet. 

Studien började som en intervjubaserad kvalitativ undersökning av 
kvinnors erfarenheter av migration, frihet, ansvar, minne, familj, rädsla 
och framtid. Forskningsetisk prövning, skriftlig information, informerat 
samtycke, anonymisering och rätten att avbryta deltagandet utgjorde 
nödvändiga villkor för arbetet. Under undersökningens gång blev det 
emellertid tydligt att dessa procedurer inte kunde hantera alla de frågor 
som mötena väckte. Pauser, tystnader, avbrott, kroppsliga gester, 
översättning, senare händelser och förändrade önskemål fortsatte att 
påverka materialets betydelse och etiska status. 

Avhandlingens metodologiska rörelse går därför från intervju till möte. 
Intervjun förblir en del av studiens metodiska grund, men den kan inte 
ensam beskriva vad som ägde rum. Ett möte omfattar också språkliga 
asymmetrier, institutionella historier, kroppar, rum, affekter, tystnader 
och följder som inte ryms i transkriptionen. Materialet består därmed inte 
bara av utsagor som väntar på att kodas eller representeras, utan också av 
de etiska spår genom vilka mötena fortsatte att verka i analysen och 
skrivandet. 

När kvinnornas livssituationer och önskemål förändrades behövde också 
villkoren för materialets fortsatta användning återbesökas. Några kvinnor 
ville senare läsa transkriptioner eller skrivna avsnitt, och några bad att 
material skulle ändras eller tas bort. Något som vid ett tillfälle hade varit 
tillgängligt kunde efter en senare händelse, en förändrad livssituation 
eller en ny risk bli omöjligt att föra vidare i samma form. Forskningsetiken 
kan därför inte förläggas enbart till tiden innan det empiriska materialet 
genererades. Den fortsätter genom transkription, översättning, urval, 
återvändandet till materialet, citering, publicering och beslutet att inte 
skriva. Att något har sagts, spelats in och samtyckts till innebär inte att det 
förblir etiskt tillgängligt för varje senare användning. 

Lyssnande deltar i de ordningar genom vilka tal översätts, dokumenteras, 
bedöms, betvivlas, klassificeras, patologiseras, accepteras, avvisas eller 
undanhålls. En person kan bli hörd utan att hennes ord förändrar 
situationen, och en berättelse kan registreras utan att påverka villkoren för 
ett beslut. Det är i denna mening lyssnandet blir ett pedagogiskt problem. 
Pedagogik förstås som ett kunskapsområde som berör hur subjekt, 
kunskap, mening och möjligheter till respons formas. Institutioner formar 
förväntningar på hur människor ska tala, minnas, berätta och göra sig 
begripliga, men också på hur myndighetspersoner, yrkesverksamma, 
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forskare och läsare ska uppfatta något som sammanhängande, trovärdigt, 
sårbart, integrerat, patologiskt eller värt ett svar. Avhandlingens 
pedagogiska fråga gäller därför både hur lyssnande kan ske med större 
omsorg och hur de historiska, begreppsliga och institutionella mönster 
som formar vad som uppfattas som hörbart och begripligt kan 
uppmärksammas och ifrågasättas. 

Analyserna visar hur institutionellt lyssnande kan ta emot tal på sätt som 
samtidigt neutraliserar dess möjlighet att förändra situationen. Arams 
berättelse visar hur tal kan efterfrågas, översättas och förändras tills det 
motsvarar en redan igenkännbar form av lidande. Roya beskriver hur 
samma kunskap får olika auktoritet beroende på vem som uttalar den och 
med vilken accent. Nours liv registreras genom dokument, tillfälliga 
boenden och administrativa processer samtidigt som möjligheten att 
stanna och skapa varaktighet skjuts upp. I Azins erfarenheter omtolkas 
kroppslig och professionell kunskap genom rasifierade stereotyper, 
medan sorg, arbetsengagemang och motstånd gradvis görs till tecken på 
instabilitet. Noyas möten visar hur migration bär politiska och historiska 
krafter som inte kan skiljas från det som berättas, men också hur lyssnande 
kan kräva återhållande när publicering skapar nya risker. Nava blir 
oupphörligt registrerad i ett administrativt system som tar emot 
dokument, svarar på samtal och meddelar beslut, men som inte låter 
hennes ord förändra de relationer som besluten producerar. Lyssnandet 
kan därmed ta formen av verifikation, klassifikation, fördröjning, 
patologisering eller ett administrativt mottagande där tal registreras utan 
att kunna förändra situationen. 

Migration framträder samtidigt som en tidslig och kroppslig händelse. 
Den fortsätter efter ankomst, registrering och beslut, också efter att en 
berättelse redan har berättats. Väntan, tillfällig status, negativa beslut, 
beroende av dokument och möjligheten att tvingas återvända 
omorganiserar tid, arbete, vila, anknytning, familjeliv och förmågan att 
föreställa sig en framtid. Att leva i migration innebär därför inte bara att 
ha rört sig mellan platser. Det innebär att befinna sig i fortgående 
processer där möjligheten att stanna, tala, vila, planera, skydda sig och bli 
trodd fördelas ojämlikt. 

Avhandlingen strävar samtidigt efter att inte låta väntan, osäkerhet och 
sårbarhet bli fullständiga beskrivningar av migrantliv. Kvinnornas 
berättelser rör sig också genom humor, ilska, arbete, studier, vänskap, 
omsorg, tro, begär, sorg, utmattning, praktiska beslut och former av 
fortsatt liv. Migration blir här mer än en fråga om trauma, sårbarhet eller 
motståndskraft. I stället undersöks hur sådana kategorier själva deltar i de 
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ordningar genom vilka liv blir igenkännbara. Ett liv kan behöva framstå 
som tillräckligt sårbart, sammanhängande, skadat, integrerat eller 
hoppfullt för att få respons. Samtidigt kan inget liv reduceras till den 
kategori som gör det begripligt. 

Två möten förändrade undersökningen på avgörande sätt. Efter Samās 
död förändrade ett senare telefonsamtal med hennes syster statusen hos 
det samtal som redan hade spelats in och det samtycke som redan hade 
dokumenterats. Systern bad att berättelsen inte skulle användas. Samā är 
därför närvarande i avhandlingen utan att hennes berättelse lämnas ut. 
Hennes frånvaro behandlas inte som en lucka som forskaren eller läsaren 
har rätt att fylla. Denna frånvaro verkar genom de gränser den sätter för 
arbetet och förändrar hur tidigare inspelningar kan höras, vad samtycke 
kan avgöra och vad skrivandet får göra. Händelsen visar att det som har 
blivit empiriskt tillgängligt inte nödvändigtvis förblir etiskt åtkomligt. 

Donyas möte förde undersökningen från lyssnande mot beröring. Efter ett 
samtal som avbröts av gråt, tystnad och frånkoppling bjöd hon senare in 
forskaren att röra vid den tatuerade ytan på ett ärr. Kontakten gav inte 
tillgång till det liv, den smärta eller den historia som hade satt sitt spår i 
kroppen. Forskaren rörde vid ärret, inte såret. Närheten övervann inte 
avståndet, och beröringen gav varken tillgång till den andra eller någon 
fullständig förståelse av henne. Mötet visar hur lyssnande kan bli 
kroppslig kontakt utan att nödvändigtvis bli kunskap om den andra. 

I avsnittet Night Crossing samlas fragment från olika gränsöverfarter i en 
komponerad sekvens av röster och ljud. Där riktas lyssnandet mot vatten, 
motorljud, andetag, ett barns gråt, båtens rörelser, risken att upptäckas 
och möjligheten att överleva. Ansikten och biografier träder tillbaka 
eftersom människorna i båten inte säkert kan ge till känna vilka de är. 
Denna påtvingade osynlighet är inte frigörande. Ändå försvinner inte 
närvaron när igenkännbar identitet träder tillbaka. Närvaron registreras 
genom vikt, rörelse, vibration, andning, tystnad och kropparnas 
gemensamma orientering mot fara. 

Avhandlingen utvecklar skrivandet som en del av metod och analys. 
Skrivandet kommer inte efter undersökningen som en neutral 
presentation av redan färdiga resultat. Urval, översättning, citat, 
komposition, typografi, undanhållande och begreppsliggörande deltar i 
vad som blir förnimbart och i de nya sammanhang där röster börjar 
färdas. Ett citat kan föra en röst in i former av igenkännande som talaren 
inte kunde förutse. En sammanhängande berättelse kan göra ett liv lättare 
att förstå och samtidigt avlägsna de motsägelser, avbrott och tystnader 
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genom vilka dess svårighet framträdde. Ett beslut att inte skriva kan låta 
något förbli verksamt utan att omvandla det till avslöjande. 

Kartografi betecknar denna analytiska och kompositoriska praktik. 
Kartografin kartlägger inte ett stabilt territorium och sammanställer inte 
ett enhetligt narrativ. Den följer hur problem rör sig mellan röster, 
kroppar, dokument, institutioner, begrepp, tystnader och förändrade 
villkor för materialets användning. Den uppmärksammar också de 
relationer som skrivandet självt formar: vad som placeras bredvid vad, 
vad som återkommer annorlunda, vad som skiljs åt och var kontinuitet 
inte kan upprätthållas på ett ansvarsfullt sätt. Fabulation blir här en 
praktik för att komponera med det som saknas men inte etiskt kan fyllas 
i. Begreppet innebär inte fri fiktionalisering av kvinnornas liv, utan en 
komposition med fragment, tystnad och frånvaro utan anspråk på att 
återställa en fullständig berättelse. 

Filosofiska begrepp träder in där mötena genererar problem som 
procedurinriktade metodbeskrivningar inte kan bära. De används för att 
följa och skärpa frågor som redan har väckts i mötena: Gilles Deleuze 
hjälper avhandlingen att tänka möte, händelse, blivande, kartografi, 
immanens och imperceptibilitet; Jacques Derrida skärper frågor om 
ansvar, avgörande, avbrott och omöjligheten av fullständig etisk säkerhet; 
och Jean-Luc Nancy gör det möjligt att tänka beröring, resonans, 
exponering och relationens gräns. Begreppen möts i avhandlingens frågor 
om relation, ansvar och gränserna för vad som kan göras begripligt, 
samtidigt som deras olika filosofiska förutsättningar behålls. 

I avhandlingens senare rörelse betecknar doxa auktoriteten hos det som 
redan framstår som känt. Doxa verkar genom igenkännandets lätthet: 
genom antaganden om hur en migrant, en trovärdig kvinna, ett 
traumatiserat subjekt, en framgångsrikt integrerad person eller en patient 
bör tala och handla. Människor framträder inte först neutralt och blir 
därefter misstolkade. De träder in i scener där deras möjliga betydelser 
redan har organiserats. Ett liv kan bli alltmer synligt och samtidigt mer 
instängt i den kategori genom vilken det framträder. 

Avhandlingen skiljer här mellan igenkännande och erkännande. 
Igenkännande avser hur ett liv uppfattas genom redan tillgängliga 
begreppsliga och perceptuella former. Erkännande avser den sociala, 
rättsliga eller institutionella giltighet som kan ge tillgång till rättigheter, 
omsorg och respons. Erkännande kan vara materiellt nödvändigt, men 
blir otillräckligt när ett liv först måste likna en redan begriplig figur för att 
dess anspråk ska få betydelse. 
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Mot igenkännandets lätthet utvecklar avhandlingen en etik av ledsagande 
(an ethics of accompaniment). Ledsagande grundas inte i identifikation, 
fullständig förståelse eller föreställningen att empati garanterar ansvar. 
Kvinnorna ställde olika krav på forskningen och på hur deras berättelser 
fick föras vidare. Ett svar krävde undanhållande, ett annat skydd, ett 
tredje tillbakadragande och ett fjärde en annan form av skrivande. Etik 
framträder därför som situerade avgöranden utan garanti. Frånvaron av 
en regel som kan säkra det rätta svaret berättigar inte passivitet eller 
godtycke. Beslut måste fattas, samtidigt som ansvaret för vad de 
möjliggör, begränsar, exponerar eller skyddar kvarstår. 

Begreppet blivande gör det möjligt att tänka förändring utan 
identifikation. Mötena gjorde inte forskaren till den andra och gav inte 
heller tillgång till den andra kvinnans erfarenhet. Däremot förändrade de 
vad lyssnande, samtycke, beröring och skrivande kunde göra inom 
undersökningen. Etisk bedömning gäller därför också de förmågor och 
risker som produceras genom förändrade relationer: vad de öppnar, 
stänger, skyddar, försvagar eller utsätter för fara. 

Immanens knyter denna rörelse tillbaka till migration som en fortgående 
händelse. Aram säger först att hela hennes liv har varit i migration och 
korrigerar sig sedan: hon har fortsatt att migrera fram till denna dag. 
Korrigeringen hindrar migration från att placeras i ett avslutat förflutet. 
Migration fortsätter att organisera tid, kroppar, arbete, vila, anknytning, 
familj och framtid. Immanens innebär också att forskningen inte kan inta 
en position utanför de relationer den undersöker. Urval, översättning, 
citering, undanhållande och form deltar i vad som blir synligt, hörbart, 
skyddat eller exponerat. Detta upplöser inte forskarens ansvar. Det gör 
ansvaret mer krävande. 

Avhandlingen avslutas med en rörelse mot imperceptibilitet. 
Imperceptibilitet betyder inte osynlighet, frånvaro eller förlusten av 
politiskt erkännande. Det finns ingenting frigörande i att förnekas namn, 
dokument, skydd, hem eller rätten att bli hörd. Kvinnorna görs inte 
imperceptibla, och begreppet riktas inte till dem som ett etiskt ideal. Dess 
kritiska kraft ligger i att vägra antagandet att ett liv, eftersom erkännande 
kan vara materiellt nödvändigt, måste sammanfalla med det som 
erkännandet förmår uppfatta. 

Imperceptibilitet samlar avhandlingens rörelser vid en gemensam gräns. 
Samā förblir närvarande utan att hennes berättelse lämnas ut. Arams röst 
kräver skydd just därför att hörbarhet redan har blivit farlig. Noyas 
tillbakadragande fortsätter att begränsa vad skrivandet får göra. Nava blir 



 

185 

ständigt registrerad som administrativt fall samtidigt som hennes ord inte 
kan förändra situationen. Donya framträder genom röst, ärr och beröring 
utan att hennes liv blir tillgängligt som något forskaren eller läsaren kan 
äga. Närvaro och igenkännbarhet sammanfaller inte. 

Imperceptibilitet ställer också skrivandets ”jag” under press. Första 
person singularis förblir nödvändig eftersom ansvaret för urval, 
översättning, tolkning och undanhållande inte kan överföras någon 
annanstans. Samtidigt får forskarens egen förändring inte bli den 
slutpunkt där varje möte får sin betydelse. Jaget förblir ansvarigt men 
upphör att fungera som den slutliga måttstocken för vad kvinnornas ord 
och gester kan betyda. 

Avhandlingens bidrag är därmed en förståelse av lyssnande som en 
situerad, materiell, institutionell, politisk och pedagogisk praktik. 
Lyssnande kan öppna mot det ännu okända, men det kan också verifiera, 
klassificera, patologisera och exponera. Skrivandet kan bära en röst 
vidare, men förändrar den också och placerar den i nya former av 
igenkännande. Etiskt ansvar kan inte garanteras av metod, empati eller 
god avsikt. Det måste bedömas genom vad konkreta handlingar och 
relationer möjliggör, begränsar, skyddar eller utsätter för fara. 

Avhandlingen visar att erkännande förblir nödvändigt där rättigheter, 
omsorg, trovärdighet och skydd är beroende av det, men också att 
erkännande och igenkännbarhet inte kan uttömma det liv de gör anspråk 
på att förstå eller tala för. 

Migration är en fortgående händelse. Lyssnande och skrivande står inte 
utanför den, utan deltar i hur migrationens händelse blir hörbar och 
begriplig och i hur liv och berättelser undanhålls, förändras, exponeras 
eller skyddas. Imperceptibilitet betecknar den gräns där igenkännbarhet 
inte längre kan fungera som det slutliga måttet på det som blir förnimbart. 
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Appendices  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Note on the Appendix Materials 

 
The documents reproduced in these appendices retain the working title used 
during participant recruitment and consent: Amor Mundi: en studie om frihet och 
ansvar i livsberättelser av kvinnor med migrationserfarenhet (Amor Mundi: A Study of 
Freedom and Responsibility in the Life Stories of Women with Experiences of Migration). 
As the inquiry developed, the dissertation came to bear its present title, Living 
Encounters, Writing Encounters: Cartographies of Listening in Migration. The earlier 
title has been preserved here because these documents are produced as they were 
provided to participants at the time. 
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Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet 
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Institutionen för pedagogik och didaktik 
   

Stockholms universitet 
SE – 106 91 
 

 
 

Telefon: 08-16 20 20 
E-post: fariba.majlesi@edu.su.se 

 

2 

 
  
Finns det någon risk med att delta? 
 
Studien följer etiska regler för forskning. Det innebär att resultatet redovisas på ett sätt att 
du inte kan kännas igen. Din identitet är garanterat skyddad och vi på Stockholms 
universitet säkerställer att dina uppgifter är bevarade på ett säkert ställe. Du kan alltid be 
om att få avbryta ditt deltagande.  

Vad händer med mina uppgifter?  
 
Om du väljer att delta kommer projektet alltså att använda information om hur du upplever 
begreppen frihet och ansvar i förhållande till livet innan du kom till Sverige. Uppgifter som 
kan kopplas till dig räknas som personuppgifter enligt EU:s dataskyddsförordning 
2016/679 (GDPR). Anledningen till att projektet behöver behandla sådana 
personuppgifter är att vi vill kunna undersöka hur just kvinnor tänker kring de ovannämnda 
begreppen.  
Stockholms universitet är personuppgiftsansvarig för denna behandling. Den rättsliga 
grunden för personuppgiftsbehandlingen är att den utgör nödvändig behandling för att 
utföra en uppgift av allmänt intresse enligt EU:s dataskyddsförordning, artikel 6.1e.  
Personuppgifter och material kommer att förvaras på lokala servrar på Institutionen för 
pedagogik och didaktik där filerna säkerhetskopieras dagligen. Samtyckesblanketter som 
innehåller personuppgifter förvaras i separata låsta utrymmen. Endast den 
forskarstuderanden och medverkande handledare har direkt tillgång till materialet. Inga 
obehöriga kommer att kunna ta del av uppgifterna.  
När projektet är avslutat kommer det som samlats in och behandlats i projektet att sparas 
i minst 10 år. Om materialet bedöms ha ett värde kommer det att bevaras för framtiden. 
Enligt EU:s dataskyddsförordning samt nationell kompletterande lagstiftning har du rätt 
att: 

• begära tillgång till dina personuppgifter 
• få dina personuppgifter raderade 
• få behandlingen av dina personuppgifter begränsad. 
 
Om du vill åberopa någon av dessa rättigheter ska du ta kontakt med projektansvarig 
forskare fariba.majlesi@edu.su.se, eller dataskyddsombudet vid Stockholms universitet 
dso@su.se. 
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Institutionen för pedagogik och didaktik 
   

Stockholms universitet 
SE – 106 91 
 

 
 

Telefon: 08-16 20 20 
E-post: fariba.majlesi@edu.su.se 

 

3 

 
 
Om du är missnöjd med hur dina personuppgifter behandlas har du rätt att klaga hos 
Datainspektionen. Information om detta finns på webbplatsen:  
https://www.datainspektionen.se/. 

 
Hur får jag information om resultatet av studien? 

Resultatet av studien kommer att presenteras och publiceras i vetenskapliga artiklar samt i 
form av avhandlingskapitel. Du kan ta del av dem i publikationsdatabasen DiVA som är 
tillgänglig via universitetsbibliotekets hemsida på https://www.su.se/biblioteket/.  

Det är frivilligt att delta  
Det är helt frivilligt att delta i projektet och u kan när som helst välja att avbryta ditt 
deltagande. Om du väljer att inte delta eller vill avbryta ditt deltagande behöver du inte ange 
varför. Om du vill avbryta ditt deltagande ska du kontakta den huvudansvariga för studien 
(se kontakt nedan).  
Har du frågor om studien är du välkommen att höra av dig till någon av oss. 
 
 
 
Forskningsansvariga för studien  
 
Projektansvarig  
Fariba Majlesi  
Doktorand 
Fariba.majlesi@edu.su.se 
Institutionen för pedagogik och didaktik 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stockholms universitet 
106 91 Stockholm 
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Appendix B: Consent Form 

 

 

 
 
 

  

Institutionen för pedagogik och didaktik 
   

Stockholms universitet 
SE – 106 91 
 

 
 

Telefon: 08-16 20 20 
E-post: fariba.majlesi@edu.su.se 

 

4 

 
Samtycke till att delta i studien 
 
Jag har fått muntlig och skriftlig information om studien. Jag får behålla den skriftliga 
informationen. Jag har fått tillfälle att ställa frågor och vet vem jag ska vända mig till med frågor. 
Jag har även informerats om att mitt deltagande är frivilligt och att jag, när jag vill, kan avbryta min 
medverkan i studien utan att ange orsak. 
 
Jag samtycker till att vara med på inspelning av kommunikationen enligt överenskommelse med 
Fariba Majlesi. Med tanke på den pågående Covid-19 situationen och enligt rekommendationerna 
från Folkhälsomyndigheten kan intervjuerna genomföras genom digitala verktyg. Jag är medveten 
om att intervjuerna inte kommer att filmas utan spelas in som ljudupptagningar. Det är extra viktigt 
att vi kommer överens om var och hur intervjuerna kommer att äga rum.     
 
Jag har dessutom möjlighet att läsa transkriberade texter av samtalen och bestämma vad som får 
användas i forskningssyfte, och om något ska raderas. 
 
☐  Jag samtycker härmed till att medverka i studien ”Amor Mundi: en studie av frihet och ansvar 
i berättelser av kvinnor med migrationserfarenhet”. 
 
☐ Jag ger mitt medgivande till Institutionen för pedagogik och didaktik samt Stockholms 
universitet att lagra och bearbeta informationen som samlas in under studien.  
 
☐ Jag samtycker till att uppgifter om mig behandlas på det sätt som beskrivs i informationsbrevet. 
 
 
Ort/Datum/År  
 

 
  
  
Namnunderskrift  
 

 
  
  
Namnförtydligande  
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