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RACE, GENDER, AND RESEACHER POSITIONALITY ANALYSED
THROUGH MEMORY WORK

Abstract
Drawing upon feminist standpoint theory and memory work, the authors
analyse racial privilege by investigating their own racialized and gendered
subjectifications as academic researchers. By looking at their own experiences
within academia, they show how authority and agency are contingent upon
racialization, and how research within gender, migration, and critical race studies
is often met by rejection and threats of physical violence. The article illustrates
how race is silenced within academia, and furthermore how questions of race,
when pointed out, are often interpreted as a call for censorship. The authors
conclude that a lack of reflection around the situatedness of knowledge, as
well as the evasion of discussions on racial privilege, contribute to maintaining
whiteness as a privileged site for scientific knowledge production.
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Introduction

Race in the Nordic regions

How do race and gender shape researcher subjectivity and agency?
To what extent is knowledge production and researcher positionality
embedded in racial structures? And what does this tell us about
race and racialization in the Nordic region? In this article, we pursue
these questions through examining our own racialized and gendered
subjectification as academic scholars. We have worked within
migration studies, critical race studies, and gender studies for the
past 15 years, and we use our experience as scholars to provide
nuanced understandings of racialization in a Danish context. We
draw upon memory work as a tool for exploring our racialized and
gendered subjectifications (Berg 2008; Hyle et al. 2008; kennedymacfoy & Nielsen 2012). Our ambition is to produce knowledge not
only about our own positionality but also about the broader racialized
and gendered structures of the society within which we are situated.
We begin by situating the article in relation to work that focuses
on racism and racialized subjectification in the Nordic regions. This
is followed by an account of our theoretical framework and applied
methodology. The main part of the article consists of an analysis
of our memory work, in which we examine three themes that have
been central to our work and subjectification as scholars: the
racialized production of (in)authentic researcher positions, violence
as a condition for disseminating research about race and gender,
and representation and agency in relation to racialized researcher
positionality.

In Europe, scholarly reluctance to engage with the category of race has
been particularly dominant within the German-speaking and Nordic
regions (Lewis 2013). This explains, in part, why the Nordic research
fields of migration and gender continue to work within a paradigm of
ethnicity, and ongoing debates speak to how the concepts of race and
racialization remain contested in Nordic academia. During the past
15 years, a growing number of scholars have insisted on using the
concept of race. This turn to race may be seen as a reaction to how
privileging ethnicity makes it difficult to address systemic inequality
and structural racism. The insistence on race breaks away from the
ideal of colour-blindness, which was imposed in Europe following
the atrocities of World War II (Goldberg 2006; Su Rasmussen 2003),
and from Nordic welfare states’ ideologies promoting egalitarianism
through sameness (Gopal 2000; Hervik 2011).
This article is embedded in critical perspectives exploring the
meaning of race in the Nordic regions. We are here thinking of how
attention to race has, in part, been developed around an interest
in racism (e.g., Bang Svendsen 2014; Bangstad 2014; Gullestad
2004, 2002; Hervik 2015, 2011; Horsti 2016; Keskinen 2014) and
whiteness as ideal and norm (e.g., Bang Svendsen 2015; Hübinette
& Lundström 2014, 2011). Studies such as these have critically
theorized and examined manifestations of racism, but have also
shown how criticism and opposition to these manifestations are
often deflected through the logic of colour-blindness and anti-racism
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that underpins different forms of Nordic exceptionalism (Danbolt
2016; Habel 2012; Rastas 2012). We are also inspired by scholarly
work that unpacks the affective and representational politics of
race (e.g., Gondouin 2016; Smedegaard Nielsen 2015), as well
as the aesthetic and socio-economic legacies of colonialism (with)
in the Nordic regions (e.g., Andreassen 2015a; Keskinen et al.
2009; Loftdottir & Jensen 2012; Habel & Sawyer 2014). Several
studies have also focused on the racialization of migration
(e.g., Lundström 2014; Myong & Trige Andersen 2015; Stokke 2012)
and how meanings of race are negotiated in people’s everyday lives
(e.g., Adeniji 2013; Andreassen & Ahmed 2014; Hübinette & Tigervall
2009; kennedy-macfoy 2013; Myong 2009; Sawyer 2002).
Our article takes its point of departure in this cluster of research
and its different explorations of race as the product of (changing)
processes of racialization that are contingent on historical, socioeconomic, and political conditions. We examine our (racialized and
gendered) positionality as sites of knowledge production, and we aim
to unpack structures of race, gender, and knowledge that speak to
the status and meaning of race in a contemporary Nordic context.
We focus, in particular, on how the racialization of our positions as
scholars informs how we disseminate our research and how it is
received, both inside and outside academia.

Epistemology and methodology
Our theoretical framework is inspired by feminist standpoint theory,
which suggests that collective and individual experiences are central
to the production of knowledge. In the 1980s, feminist scholars such
as Sandra Harding deconstructed traditional scientific ideas about
objectivity and neutrality inherited from positivist science (e.g.,
Harding 1987, 1995). Harding argues that the self-understanding
of science as neutral, value-free, and objective is false (1987: 182).
Implicated in this is an understanding of knowledge, not as given
and static, but as the result of a struggle between dominant and
marginalized groups and voices (Hemmings 2012). Thus, according
to Harding, science must be understood as biased and knowledge
as situated. Seeking an answer to this problem, she proposes
‘standpoint knowledge’ or ‘strong objectivity’ (1993: 57, 69). Black
feminist thinkers (e.g. Hill Collins 2000; hooks 1984/2000, 1992)
have made a pivotal contribution to feminist standpoint theory with
their insistence that knowledge production is embedded in racial
differentiation and inequality. Patricia Hill Collins argues that:
[b]ecause elite White men control Western structures of
knowledge validation, their interests pervade the themes,
paradigms, and epistemologies of traditional scholarship. As
a result, U.S. Black women’s experiences as well as those of
women of African descent transnationally have been routinely
distorted within or excluded from what counts as knowledge. (Hill
Collins 2000: 251).
Thus, she identifies a need to develop new epistemologies in which
experience should be a criterion for meaning, that is, experience
should be a fundamental epistemological tenet (2000: 208ff.).
In other words, black standpoint feminism accentuates how the
positions occupied by ‘women’ are stratified according to race and
class, amongst other things, but also that these positions constitute
a site of epistemic privilege. This, however, does not imply that
marginalized people per se are seen as truthful individuals, or as
Clare Hemmings puts it: ‘Knowledge of and from the margins is
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considered more accurate and rigorous not because certain subjects
have a naturally more truthful disposition, but because of the
conditions of existence that provide differential access to power and
authority’ (Hemmings 2012: 155). Standpoint feminism’s claim that
knowledge produced from the margins provides valuable insights
into the workings of the uneven distribution of power and privilege
is useful for this article, because we make use of our experiences
as entry points for analysis. Drawing upon standpoint feminism’s
insights that knowledge is situated and knowledge production should
begin with lived experiences, we argue that our different standpoints
– Rikke Andreassen as a white woman, Lene Myong as a woman of
colour – as well as our research positions constitute productive sites
from which gendered and racialized differentiations and hierarchies
may be analysed and understood.
Methodologically, we are inspired by memory work and autoethnography, and following Frigga Haug and Anne-Jorunn Berg, we
understand memory work as a bridge that connects theory with lived
experiences (Haug 1987: 14) and everyday practices (Berg 2008:
224). Berg argues that memory work is a method through which one
can make links between lived experiences, political relations and the
production of knowledge (Berg 2008: 214). While memory work as a
method was developed primarily for exploring structures of gender
oppression, Berg shows that it is equally useful for investigating
racial oppression and privileges. Berg’s analysis (2008) of whiteness
illustrates how it (as a privileged position) is constructed and
maintained through practices of silencing.
A number of Nordic scholars have used their racialized and
gendered positionality to analyse race formations in this tradition
(see Mørck & Khawaja 2009; Andreassen & Ahmed 2014; kennedymacfoy & Pristed Nielsen 2012). Ylva Habel (2012) uses her
experiences – as a racialized woman teaching a mainly white student
body – as a point of departure for talking about race in academia
in Sweden, while Lin Prøitz and Henry Mainsah (2015) use autoethnography to analyse their experiences of racialized individuals
in white Norwegian academia. Like Berg, they also encounter
silence from white majority Norwegians when talking about race
(and gender). While Berg focuses on silence as a maintainability
tool that stabilizes whiteness, Prøitz and Mainsah describe how
they feel when encountering this silence (Prøitz & Mainsah 2015:
175 ff.). Prøitz and Mainsah’s account of the feeling of racialization
can be traced back to Audre Lorde (1984), who has written about
how it feels to be racially positioned as a black woman. Likewise,
Sara Ahmed has shown how discomfort can be an analytical lens;
discomfort identifies bodies which fail to align themselves with racial
and gendered norms (Ahmed 2006: 154).
In this article, we use memories of our academic trajectories
to analyse racial and gendered subjectification (Myong 2009).
Traditionally, memory work has been carried out in three phases
(Hyle et al. 2008: 4), and we have applied this mode of working.
Firstly, we have individually written down memories of situations in
which race and/or gender appear in relation to our academic work.
Secondly, we have discussed and analysed the narrative memories;
we approached these memory vignettes as texts that provide insights
into affective and embodied experiences of racialized and gendered
subjectification. Thirdly, we have analysed the vignettes in relation
to a broader understanding of theories related to race and gender.
The ‘I’ that appears in the vignettes corresponds with the ‘I’ that
emerges from the analysis of memories; this means, for example,
that Rikke Andreassen has written the analysis of the vignettes
followed by the name ‘Rikke’ (and the same goes for Lene Myong).
Yet the analysis that follows each vignette is also characterised by
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collaboration; during the latter two stages, we were able to tease out
and re-work analytical points from each other’s vignettes. In this way,
the analytical text is a product of our collective work.

Who gets to speak about whom? Racialization,
(in)authenticity, and researcher positionality
I participate in a panel about Muslim women, headscarves, and
gender equality. I am positioned as the ‘academic expert’ on
the panel; the one who has studied media debates and political
discourse about Muslim headgear and gender constructions. My
fellow panellists are positioned differently; one is from an NGO
working with vulnerable Muslim women, one represents the
corporate sector, and one is a ‘personal witness’, i.e., a woman
who wears the hijab herself. I have been to a number of panels
like this. After the panel, the woman wearing the hijab – who is
rather well-known as she has participated in a number of public
debates – says to me: “It’s really good that you participate in these
debates. You can say things so people listen. When I say it, they
don’t believe me. But they listen to you.” I feel this is a different way
of saying that I – as a white, non-Muslim, middle-class academic
– have a different authority and voice than she and women like
her have. Her words make me feel embarrassed. I feel she is
right – and that makes me uncomfortable. I don’t know how to
answer her. I feel that we are friends or allies in these politicized
discussions, yet her comment makes me uncomfortable. I want to
answer with something about how people also listen to what she
says – but I know it is not really true. (Rikke).
Race is not verbalized in my conversation with the Muslim woman
referred to above, but it is obvious that positionality and authority are
connected to race. Furthermore, race intersects with class on the panel
– which consists of two white women and two women of colour – as the
white people are positioned as ‘professional’ (academic and corporate)
and the people of colour are positioned as having personal experiences
of being Muslim and racial/ethnic minorities (one as working with
Muslim women and the other as being a Muslim woman herself). This
set-up gives the white women authority, as well as a professionalism
that enables them to speak about society in general, and frame their
utterances as ‘objective knowledge’. In contrast, the women of colour are
positioned as only able to speak about their own situation as minorities,
which ‘reduces’ their utterances to ‘personal experiences’. Stine H.
Bang Svendsen has shown how the positionality to speak on behalf of
society and have one’s utterances carry authority, is often racialized and
gendered, in her analysis of Norwegian (white, male) authors speaking
on behalf of the Norwegian nation (Bang Svendsen 2015). The white
women on the panel do not have the authority to speak on behalf of
Danish society, but they are positioned with authority to speak generally
about that society, that is, they are believed to possess knowledge about
how society operates. Berg has shown that whiteness as an unmarked
category belongs within the ideology of scientific objectivity (Berg 2008:
214). Differently from ideas of scientific objectivity, feminist standpoint
theory argues that investigations into (or debates about) Muslim
women’s situation should begin by listening to the Muslim women’s
experiences – not by listening to a white, non-Muslim researcher or
a white, non-Muslim corporate leader. While one can argue that (at
least two) Muslim women are being listened to (by being included on
the panel), their voices carry a different weight than those of the white
panellists. Furthermore, feminist standpoint theory has shown us that
objective knowledge is an illusion; yet, on this panel, I am positioned as

a researcher possessing ‘objective’ knowledge. The Muslim women’s
personal experiences are considered less ‘objective’, which is partly
why my utterances carry more weight than theirs. Inhabiting this position
is an experience of racial privilege; it is a racial and class experience
of being listened to – and taken seriously. This testifies to Hill Collins’
description of academia and the paradigm of epistemology as being
white. But whereas Hill Collins argues that women, and especially
women of colour, have been left outside knowledge production
(Hill Collins 2000: 201), one might argue that today white women,
such as myself, are able to perform ‘proper’ knowledge. The position
as holder of ‘proper’ knowledge is no longer reserved for white men
but has been expanded to include (white) women. I would argue that
whiteness plays a specific role in the intersection of migration studies,
gender, and race; it is precisely because the objects of study are
headscarves, Islam, and gender that Muslim women are not included
as ‘proper’ knowledge possessors, and the white researcher can be
interpreted as a ‘neutral’ researcher. In this context, Muslim women
are seen as ‘too close’ to the field, which transforms their insights from
knowledge into personal experiences. Had the field been different, for
example, within the natural sciences, health, or literature, it is possible
that women – independently of race and religion – might have been
included.
When the Muslim woman in our conversation points out
how people listen to me, she is highlighting my racial privilege. In
the Nordic countries, there is a tradition of not verbalizing race
(Andreassen, Myong & Henningsen 2008; Andreassen & Ahmed
2014). Retrospectively, I find that the panel and the conversation that
followed contributed to this tradition of not naming race. Berg (2008)
argues that whiteness is being maintained by silence; the lack of
naming race and racialized bodies – even though this is what we were
talking about after the panel – makes the effects of race (discrimination
and privilege) less visible. Furthermore, my discomfort illustrates
race and racial privilege as ‘awkward’ topics in a Nordic context;
one of the reasons we tend not to speak about race is because it is
uncomfortable (Myong 2009; Andreassen 2014). Speaking about race
highlights not only racial discrimination, but also – and perhaps more
importantly in this context – racial privilege. Scholars have argued
that contemporary Nordic countries are characterized by an ideology
of colour-blindness, which causes a silence around race and racial
privilege (Myong 2009; Hübinette & Mählck 2015). Colour-blindness
is central to racial formations in the Nordic countries, and has a
long history; indeed, it can be located in descriptions of inter-racial
interactions in Denmark during the 1920s (Andreassen 2015b). This
potential historical colour-blindness may have been strengthened by
the Nordic welfare state model, within which the ideology of equal
rights and equal opportunities is very strong. Speaking about racial
privilege may therefore be interpreted as destabilizing the ideological
underpinnings of the welfare state, as it reveals a discrepancy between
ideal and reality. This form of discomfort, exemplified in the memory
described above, contributes to a practice of avoidance and silence,
which maintains whiteness as a majority position.
I get a call from a journalist. She wants to write an article on
transnational adoption, and she would like to conduct an
interview about adoption critique. Besides me, she also plans to
interview another critical adoptee. I accept her proposal because
it is unusual for journalists to take a more than superficial interest
in the thoughts and ideas that inform adoption critique. We begin
the interview and the dialog goes back and forth for a while.
I try to explain why I see transnational adoption as the effect
of structural racism and inequality and not the solution to it. I
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struggle to present my points in a clear and precise manner that
is not overly academic. While I am trying to keep track of my
points about global inequality and the Danish adoption system,
the journalist suddenly asks if I have reunited with my Korean
parents. Even though I am used to being asked this question, it
always makes me stop in my tracks. I feel myself hesitate, my
concentration evaporates. I do not want to answer the question.
And so, I think about how I can reject it in an affirmative way
without creating animosity. (Lene).
As a female transnational adoptee of colour, the categories of nonwhiteness and adoptee intersect and reinforce each other. It is,
first and foremost, my non-whiteness that makes me visible as a
transnational adoptee. When I speak to journalists I am often called
upon, in warm and empathic ways, to relate my research to my own
history. Even though I try to explain why I do not want to answer such
questions, I am often depicted not only as an adoption scholar, but
as an adoption scholar who was herself adopted from Korea. Thus,
journalists and non-adopted people often ask me questions such as
‘have you reunited with your Korean parents?’ or ‘how have your
adoptive parents reacted to your critical research?’. This resonates
with Kim Park Nelson’s point that ‘the “inside” position of adoptee
always trumps the “outside” position of researcher’ (2016: 36) and
so, to decline a discussion of one’s personal adoption story often
limits access to the media. This is very different from how white
adoption scholars (some of whom are white adopters) are positioned
in Danish media; their positionality is often left uncommented upon,
unmarked. My refusal to answer these questions does not stem
from a rejection of the notion that knowledge production is, indeed,
informed by researcher positionality. It is a negotiation of the uneven
and racialized distribution of power that marks certain researcher
positions as identitarian and political, while others are constructed as
transcendent and raised above identitarian matters.
The anticipation of invasive and intimate questions about adoption
and the capacity to answer and/or deflect these inquiries is an integral
part of adoptee existence (Myong 2009). As an adoptee, my personal
life story is never solely mine to own and control. It is the property
of everyone. The personal questions one has to field as an adoptee
scholar invoke a long history of infantilization and the foreclosure of
adoptees as subjects of knowledge. We may understand this in the
context of Hill Collins’ point about how some forms of knowledge (in
particular, knowledge that stems from marginalized groups) tend to
be excluded from the category of ‘real’ knowledge (Hill Collins 2000:
251). Adoptees continue to struggle to be recognized as experts on
adoption, as we have primarily been cast as case stories in journalism,
scholarship, and fiction in which our stories have been used to serve
consumptive purposes or illustrate theoretical and political points
made by adopters and non-adoptees. When I am asked to serve
as my own case story, I am reminded of this history. I am reminded
that I must prepare myself to be called upon to disclose experiences
that other researchers (white and non-adopted people) are never
or rarely asked to expose. This is a testament to how scholarship
by white adopters and non-adoptees, historically, continues to be
seen as ‘objective’ and ‘neutral’, whereas knowledge production by
adoptees is viewed as ‘politicized’ and ‘subjective’.
Part of this issue relates to how transnational adoptee
subjectification is closely tied to sentimentalized forms of media
consumption. One example is the Danish public service (DR) TV
show Sporløs, which assists adoptees to search for and reunite with
their first families (Myong 2009; Schlichtkrull forthcoming). In return,
adoptees have to share intimate details about their upbringing,
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psychological dispositions, and identities. While these details may
reveal little about the individual participants in the show, the solicitation
of intimate information creates a situation in which the adoptee subject
is defined as transparent, and within which her struggle for identity
and history only gain meaning due to their consumptive value for the
(non-adoptee) public. Sporløs is just one of many examples of how
adoptee subjectivity and kinship are turned into a spectacle aimed at
consumptive entertainment. This resonates with insights from reality
TV research; Skeggs & Woods (2008), for example, have shown
how reality TV in the UK has an overrepresentation of working-class
participants, whose individual and class-based stories are turned into
a spectacle for a middle-class audience to whom they are presented
as either pathological or universal (ibid.: 177 ff.). Within this framing
larger social and economic structures disappear, whereas particular
living situations – which are often mediated via intimate details
about family relations, childrearing or personal behaviours – are
represented as the results (and failures) of personal and individual
choices (ibid. 180 ff.). The inquiries into my adoption history may thus
be understood as connected to how non-normative subjectivities and
life stories in general are made consumable through the (spectacular)
solicitation of intimate details.
Yet the calls for me to relay my personal story have multiple and
contradictory implications. In media contexts, where the hierarchy
between ‘expert’ and ‘case story’ is powerful, I have to negotiate a
slippage between these positions; a potential displacement to ‘case
story’ will entail a suspension of scholarly authority. At play, however,
is also the question of ‘authenticity’ and ‘evidence’. On the one hand,
I experience the call to share personal information as a demand that I,
as an adoptee scholar of colour, use my own body and subjectivity as
‘evidence’ for the arguments I am putting forward, and thus, provide
them with a form of lived ‘authenticity’. On the other hand, the probing
for personal information also entails an excavation of my motivations,
as my critique of adoption is often assumed to be grounded in an
abusive childhood or a broken relationship between myself and my
adopters. The other side to this logic is that adoptees who are more
supportive and celebratory of the adoption system are believed to
have led happier and less pathological lives. This pathologizing
of (critical) adoptees is not exclusive to media representations;
critical adoption scholars have shown how the adoptee subject is
often conceptualized through pathologizing discourses in adoption
research, adoption policy, and adoptive kinship (see, for example,
Andersson 2016; Park Nelson 2016; Myong & Bissenbakker 2014).
This broader framework positions adoptees as being outside rational
thinking, namely, as too emotional or too angry, and it serves, in
particular, to delegitimize those adoptee activists and scholars who
are critical of dominant adoption epistemologies (Myong & Kaisen
2015). In this way, I experience the pressure to relate my personal
history as highly fraught and ambivalent; I am called upon to circulate
biographical details as the ‘evidence’ that lends ‘authenticity’ to my
arguments, but my adoptee biography is simultaneously understood
through a discursive framework in which the critical adoptee is
assumed to have a pathological history that proves – and thus,
becomes the ‘evidence’ of – her incapacity to think rationally. This
position is negotiable, but also precarious.

Don’t take it personally: The silencing of violence
and structural oppression
We have both experienced how the dissemination of feminist and
anti-racist research can be met with strong resistance from the
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public. Our experiences testify to how (fear of) violence is often an
unavoidable condition, when disseminating research in this area as a
woman and/or racial minority.
I sit down in front of my computer. I don’t want to open my email
program. Last night I participated in a TV program about gender
and Muslim headscarves. I said things like: ‘It’s not possible to
interpret the headscarf as solely oppressive of women; it might
be liberating for some women, while being oppressive to other
women.’ I know, as I turn on the computer, that I will have
received hate mail because of my participation. Four mails with
subject titles like ‘You deserve to die’ leap out at me from the
screen. I know their content before I read them. I have received
emails like them many times before. Sentences like: ‘Muslim
loving bitch’; ‘You’re a national traitor and you deserve to die’;
‘I saw you on TV. You’re so ugly I don’t even want to fuck you’;
etc. I feel sad, angry, frustrated, and also, a bit scared as I read
though the emails. Then, furiously, I leave my office and bang on
the door of one of my colleagues. ‘People are sending me hate
mail’, I burst out. My colleague looks shocked. He comes with me
back to my office where I read him the emails. ‘People are crazy’,
he responds. ‘Don’t take it personally. It’s not about you. They’re
just nuts’. (Rikke).
In her analysis of Finnish anti-immigrant rhetoric, Keskinen has
shown how right-wing politicians use anti-feminism and misogyny
to criticize immigration politics and people, especially women, who
support immigration (Keskinen 2013: 299). Keskinen concludes that
anti-immigration rhetoric aims to re-imbue ‘white masculinity’ with
power and authority at a time when such power is being challenged
(ibid.: 231). The connection between anti-feminism, anti-immigration
and attempts to re-establish white masculinity, as pointed out by
Keskinen, is also visible in the memory vignette described above.
The hate mails I receive always have male senders, and the criticisms
very often take the form of personal, gendered attacks on me as an
individual. Derogatory names like ‘bitch’ are female connoted and
often used to put down women; calling someone a ‘bitch’ is not an
invitation to discussion (about research) but rather an attempt to
position the person as hierarchically lower than the person doing the
naming.
The sentence ‘You’re so ugly I don’t even want to fuck you’
reveals the anti-feminism at play. It is used to criticize me because my
utterances (and research) are being interpreted as ‘pro-immigration’
or ‘pro-multiculturalism’, but it is also a criticism targeted against my
physical appearance. My person, and especially my body, become
the site for uttering hatred against multiculturalism. Because of my
gender, my (female) body becomes a site where strangers’ hatred
can find an outlet. The hate against me is framed sexually and plays
along a patriarchal understanding of womanhood, by which women
gain value according to how attractive they are to the male gaze
(Bartky 1990). The value of a woman is defined heterosexually,
positioning women as objects of (potential) sexual interest for men.
The woman does not possess value in herself but only as an object
in relation to a man. According to the email sender, I am so ugly that
I am not even attractive as a sexual partner – not even as a body to
fuck. This criticism not only reduces women to ‘fuckable’ bodies, it
also inscribes itself into a patriarchal discourse within which being
‘unfuckable’ is seen as the most degrading position for a woman.
Being ‘unfuckable’ equates to being unimportant in the world. The
sender does not reflect upon whether I would like to engage in
sexual relations with him; my potential desires are not relevant, as

such desires would position me as an active subject, in contrast to
the passive sexual object to which I am being reduced to via the
criticism.
Furthermore, as a white, Danish woman I seem to be expected
to perform a certain form of nationality. By arguing in ways which
are interpreted as being in favour of multiculturalism, I am perceived
as a national (and racial) traitor. Important to racial subjectification
in the Nordic countries is white women’s historical role as symbolic
reproducers of the nation and race (Andreassen 2015a; Warring
1998); one might therefore argue that the ‘betrayal’ is not simply
about arguing in favour of (racial) multiculturalism instead of (white)
mono-culturalism, but also about being a white woman displaying
this attitude. It becomes a double ‘betrayal’, as the researcher
both verbally and bodily betrays the nation and race. In other
words, my gendered and racial positionality as a (white, female)
researcher delivers insights into how criticisms of immigration and
multiculturalism are connected to imaginary narratives of nationality
and whiteness, where race and gender are interlinked in particular
ways, with white, women being expected to reproduce race and
nation, and encountering accusations of treason when performing
differently.
My colleague argues that the hate mail sent to me is not really
about me; it should not be taken personally. While I know, this is a
strategy of comfort – he is trying to make me feel better by deflecting
the hate from my person – his utterance also illustrates how race and
racism operate in the Danish context. By arguing that the senders
of hate mail are ‘nuts’, my colleague is indirectly stating that such
hate is not structural; it is not illustrative of larger structures of racism
and sexism but rather individual incidences instigated by ‘crazy’
people. Racism, violence, and racial and gendered understandings
of nationality (leading to accusations of treachery) are not verbalized;
rather, they are silenced in the attempt to comfort. One reason for this
silencing might be the context of an imagined Nordic sameness. In
this context, the act of raising questions about gendered oppression
or structural racism are often seen as polarizing and divisive and
a threat to societal coherence. In this way, violence can be said to
serve as a condition for research dissemination in relation to structural
oppression. This contributes to ongoing and intertwined processes
of destabilization, which may take the form of research results being
attacked and/or researchers being undermined as experts. These
experiences ‘trouble’ imaginary understandings of the Nordic countries
as dominated by progressive politics, gender equality, and tolerance.

To (not) take part: Negotiations of representation
and agency
Even though there is a growing interest in the study of race within
the social and human sciences in Denmark, this interest is mainly
dominated by white scholars. Despite the attention to race, it remains
difficult to initiate discussion or self-reflexive dialog on the whiteness
of academia and how ‘we’ as scholars and our knowledge production
are embedded in racial structures.
I receive a kind and generously worded invitation to speak at a
seminar on representations of race. Enclosed with the invitation
is an almost finished program. I hesitate to accept. I am the only
speaker of colour, and I sense that I am the last one to receive
an invitation. I do not feel comfortable with the set-up, but instead
of starting a dialog with the organizer, I merely write back that
I would like to attend the seminar, but not as a presenter. On
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the day of the seminar, I turn up. It is well attended and quite a
few students and activists of colour have joined the audience. At
the end of the seminar, the speakers are asked to form a panel
and the audience is encouraged to ask questions. I say that I
am happy that race is finally receiving attention in Denmark, but
also that I feel ambivalent about how this field of research is
dominated by white scholars. One panellist is visibly displeased
and disturbed by my comment. He says – with a hint of anger –
that it is wrong if some people cannot study this or that. So, we
never get to discuss the political implications of white scholars
dominating the study of race in Denmark. (Lene).
My experience with this seminar may easily be read as an example
of tokenism; that is, the symbolic inclusion of a person of colour that
serves to legitimize the dominance of white scholars, who – for one
reason or another – feel compelled to include a person of colour
instead of taking a step back to rethink how their epistemological
framework reinforces whiteness (Uttal 1990; Lorde 1984: 118). While
the argument of tokenism may serve as a pointed criticism of racist
structures, I also find it to have limitations. To be categorized as a
token – even when this categorization is part of a wider criticism of
racist structures – implies a reduction in agency and subjectivity that
forecloses rather than opens up the question of how, as a scholar of
colour, one cannot help but be brought into alignment with whiteness.
The question here is not one of determinism (something that also
obliterates agency), but of how hegemonic whiteness and racism
underpin one’s existence and agency within white academia (Habel
2012). To think of these structural conditions as negotiable is not
equivalent to suggesting they can be transcended, for example,
through ‘a rejection of tokenism’.
So, I declined the invitation to speak at the seminar. Declining
invitations becomes easier as you move up the ranks and into
a tenured position, but as a PhD student and junior scholar I took
part in many panels where I was the only speaker of colour. Yet
I never experienced this as a form of tokenism; it felt more like a
continuation of the racial isolation that has characterized my
academic subjectification since I began my university studies in
the early 1990s. As an undergraduate student, my sense of racial
isolation was never reducible to the question of my body being one
of very few bodies of colour in a sea of whiteness (Ahmed 2007).
Rather, racial isolation was primarily enforced through white syllabi
and the exclusive introduction to white thinkers and writers by white
faculty; this type of isolation served as the naturalized condition of my
student subjectivity.
Later, as a PhD student and junior scholar interested in
transnational adoption and racialized subjectification, I participated
in numerous workshops and seminars, not just as the only person
of colour, but also as the only person with that particular interest.
Isolation, then, was not just tied to my embodied difference but also
to my research interest. In recent years, things have changed, as the
above experience attests. In academic settings and seminars, my
body is no longer the only body of colour, the student population in
particular having diversified; nor is my interest in race an isolated one.
Yet I do not feel that race works in less isolating ways now. Attending
the seminar, I tried to raise a question about researcher positionality
and my ambivalence about seeing how a growing interest in race
in Denmark is dominated by white scholars. But even raising that
question – to half-heartedly pose as a feminist killjoy (Ahmed 2010)
– felt ambivalent and uncomfortable.
At the seminar, the biggest problem was not the all-white lineup of scholars but that it became impossible to discuss the political
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implications of white scholars dominating Danish research on race
and the extent to which proximity to whiteness makes it easier to
assume the authoritative position of ‘expert’ on race. This is different
from how it is to be a scholar of colour engaging critically with race
and whiteness in Denmark. Taking up this position, one is often
construed as ‘evidence’ of how race has become irrelevant, otherwise
one would never have managed to forge a career in academia
(Ahmed 2012). In Denmark, criticism of whiteness often taps into a
pool of ‘negative’ affects and ‘hurt feelings’ that work to deflect any
meaningful conversation. The white scholar, who most vehemently
opposed my comment, heard it as a call for white scholars not to
engage with the topic of race and ultimately as an act of censorship.
This type of reaction re-centres the white subject, not only as central
to the conversation, but also as a subject who is somehow being
restrained from claiming his or her right to know about race. Hence,
one should remain critical of what the growing interest in race entails,
including the uneven distribution of scholarly authority and agency
among white scholars and scholars of colour.

Concluding remarks
This article has investigated connections between race, gender
and knowledge production, and it raises broader questions on
how whiteness, racism, and sexism continue to shape researcher
positionality and knowledge production in Denmark. Rikke
Andreassen’s first memory illustrates how whiteness, as an unmarked
category, is associated with scientific objectivity; positioned as a
white researcher, one is enabled to speak in general terms about
race and racism and to access a position associated with ‘scientific
neutrality’ and rational thinking. Yet as her second memory vignette
shows white female researchers are not exempt from sexualized
violence; dissemination of anti-racist research is often followed by
verbal threats intended to silence and stifle the researcher. Lene
Myong’s first memory points to a different form of racialization; as
an adoptee scholar of colour her researcher position is marked as
subjective and political. Even though feminist standpoint theory
teaches us that all knowledge is situated, the memories reveal how
specific forms of knowledge are still perceived as more valid than
others. Importantly, our analysis not only underscores how race,
knowledge production, and speaking positions are interlinked, it also
emphasizes the silencing of these interlinked processes.
Furthermore, the memory vignettes testify to the continued
difficulties of verbalizing structural racism and whiteness in a Danish
context. When race and whiteness are being pointed out – as in
Lene Myong’s last memory vignette about a seminar on racialized
representations – these points are often met with rejection and
understood as a call for censorship. The lack of reflection around
the situatedness of knowledge, as well as the evasion of any
substantial discussions on racial privilege, contribute to maintaining
whiteness as a privileged site for scientific knowledge production and
dissemination. In this article, we have attempted to address these
questions by naming some of the racial structures and privileges
that impact upon our working conditions. We hope that this might
lead to further acknowledgement of how structural inequalities and
stratifications of gender and race continue to shape knowledge
production in a Danish context.
Lene Myong’s contribution has been funded by The Velux
Foundations and the research project A Study of Experiences and
Resistance to Racialization in Denmark (SERR), grant no. 10321.
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