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Abstract 
We write from the starting point of teaching an anthropology course together consisting of predominantly white, 
middle class cis students. The course collaborated with a local NGO, and the students were given the task to study 
issues of discrimination and exclusion within youth, leisure activities. This gave us the opportunity to examine, and 
therefore challenge, what we and our students were taught in terms of ‘the other’, positionality and accountability in 
anthropological research. We share our journey of creating a norm-critical classroom, which was built on our 
counter-archive (Haritaworn, Moussa & Ware, 2018) of anti-oppressive, queer, trans, BIPOC1 knowledge. We 
discuss how we made the students investigate their own positionalities and research interests, through our pedagogy 
of provoking discomfort by decentering whiteness and cisnormativity. We meditate on what it means to be teachers 
of anthropology that learn and work from differently marginalized positions within the Academic Industrial 
Complex (AIC). We honor the treasures we find in anti-oppression knowledge from the margins by joining a 
collective discussion on how to end epistemic violence within the classroom, the discipline and the broader AIC, 
while navigating the deeply colonial, cis- and heteronormative fabric of what is considered canon. 

Keywords: Discomfort, Whiteness, Cisnormativity, Pedagogies of care, Counter-archiving. 

………..………..………..………..……….. 

“Do you want to erase the whole history of anthropology?!” 

The statement was shouted at a group of students of ours in a presentation where they shared findings from a study 
on discrimination based on race, gender and sexuality in leisure activities for youth. The person shouting at the 
group of students is an anthropologist and was the representative of an NGO that we collaborated with as teachers 
on a course in applied anthropology at a Scandinavian university2. The students’ comments that sparked this 
reaction were based on their recommendations for the NGO’s approaches to research. 

This article is a collaborative piece written from the starting point of this particular teaching experience, intertwined 
with snapshots of a work-in-progress zine on our critiques of anthropology and the Academic Industrial Complex 
(AIC)3 and how we navigate working in and against it as a black queer person and a white queer nonbinary trans 

1 Black, Indigenous, People of Color. 
2 To ensure anonymization in this article we do not further specify the country, university or NGO discussed here. 
3 We use the Academic Industrial Complex interchangeably with the Neoliberal Imperial University. For further explorations: 
Bacchetta et al. (2018), Harney & Moten (2013), and Pearce (2020). For writings on the Nonprofit Industrial Complex: 
Rodríguez (2007/2017), zeeninginlaos (2010) and Spade and Dector (2016). 
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person, respectively. Our theorizing on and work in and against the AIC is shaped by our engagements with 
disability justice, anti-colonial, Black, queer and trans epistemologies that fight the colonial, white supremacist,   
 
ableist, cis-heteronormative4 structures that govern universities as (well as other) state institutions. The decolonial, 
feminist collective Marronage (2019) reminds us, that colonialism is also a paradigmatic project and that the 
university as an institution is central to continuing the colonial project - including who has access5 (Bacchetta et al., 
2018; Ohito, 2019; Kilomba, 2010; Harney & Moten, 2013; hooks, 1989/2015). We understand anthropology as 
having a particularly central role in this both historically and today (Bolles, 2013; Wekker, 2016; Allen & Jobson, 
2016; Mullings, 2005; Essed, 1991). The anthropology department in question is certainly no exception to this rule, 
which is why we use this experience as an anchor for our analysis and intervention. We characterize our intervention 
as an act of counter-archiving, inspired by activist scholar and associate professor of sociology, Jin Haritaworn, 
scholar, educator and DJ, Ghaida Moussa and artist activist scholar, Syrus Marcus Ware (2018, p. 5), who explain 
that “[t]o counter-archive [...] means to investigate the racial and colonial logics that shape ”which subjects, objects, 
conducts, events and histories are heavily inscribed and remembered,” and which are ”forgotten, erased, or denied 
altogether.””. We frame our work as counter-archiving because we both reckon with canonized, extractivist 
anthropology and build up ethnographically based research and teaching that center and contribute to collaborative 
learning processes and social justice struggles. For us, counter-archiving then becomes an ongoing process of 
unlearning oppressive knowledge and self-learning abolitionist6 knowledge. 
 
In the process of creating this piece we have experimented with different modes of writing and collective reflections, 
including a work-in-progress zine, presented in its full length here below and in snapshots throughout the article. 
Zines are DIY self-published and self-circulated publications often created as booklets of drawings, images and texts 
bound by staples (Boatwright, 2019, p. 387). We chose the zine format because of the importance of zines, and 
other counter-archival materials like poetry, fiction and music, in the communities we organize in, where they offer a 
site for critique and dismantling of oppressive structures, for imagination and enactment of other ways of co-existing 
and as such function as transformative pedagogies (Boatwright, 2019, p. 392). Zines are not confined by the rules 
and limitations of the AIC. Zines are counter-productive7 in the AIC! We are not interested in “knowledge production” 
as a part of a capitalist chain of production (Levya Solano, 2019, p. 49). Instead, we believe in creating knowledge in, 
with and for communities and coalitions. By using our zine to structure the article we aim to let the style of zines 
spill into and “contaminate” the elitist, classist, high-theoretical writing conventions of the AIC. In this text we 
move between resisting and being stopped by the oppressive structures of the AIC and anthropology on one side 
and finding pockets within and around academia which offer moments of community, resistance and inspiration on 
the other side. 
 
In the following, we reflect on our own training in sociocultural anthropology and our experiences with 
marginalization in the university. We share how we built up our counter-archive that offers a pedagogy which 1) 
invokes, stays with and analyzes discomfort, 2) expects, prepares for and transparently explores resistances to hurt 
and decentering in the classroom and 3) relies on a foundation of accountability and care. 
                                                
 
4 We understand cisnormativity as the structures which assume everyone to be cis and which configure trans people as 
unintelligible, deviant, pathological and in need of correction. As an analytical concept, cisnormativity problematizes the 
normative category, the cis position (Spade, 2006; Linander et al., 2019). Cisnormativity is deeply interlinked with 
heteronormativity (Butler, 1990). When writing about the colonial, white supremacist, capitalist, ableist, cis-heteropatriarchy, we 
understand all these structures to be interconnected and inseparable, thus producing a system which devalues and configures 
especially women, queer and trans people who are Black, Indigenous, People of Color as disposable and killable (Lorde, 1984; 
hooks, 1989/2015; Lugones, 2010; Spade, 2011/2015; Raha, 2017). 
5 While education, including university, is free in the Nordic countries, whiteness, class and cis-heteronormative structures create 
in/access to education. 
6 We use abolition in a broad sense, including abolition of slavery, racial capitalism, anti-blackness, coloniality, patriarchy, the 
gender binary, cis-heteronormativity, ableism and prison abolition. Abolitionist movements and knowledge not only work 
towards and focus on ending these structures but also on how to build “life-affirming institutions” (Gilmore, 2007; Bassichis, 
Lee & Spade, 2011). 
7 Here we play on the double notion of counter-productive both as a critical act of countering oppressive structures, counter-
cultural production and as in a refusal to produce and be productive within the AIC. 



Teaching Anthropology 2021, Vol. 10, No. 4, pp. 17-35 
 

19 
 

 
Where we write, research, teach and organize from                                                                                                                                                                                   
 
I am Oda-Kange, and I am a Fulani-Norwegian, black, queer, cis person8, who is somewhere midway in my PhD, in 
which I try to understand Afro-diasporic community building and blackness in Norway. Living in Tråante, Sapmie, I 
am continuously learning to navigate my position as a non-Indigenous person living on Sami territory9. As a double-
heritage black person with a middle-class background, I am one of a select few who has been privileged (and 
tokenized10) with a paid position to do research, and I therefore remind myself that many of the people in my 
communities, who I consider my colleagues and co-theorizers, are systematically excluded from academia. This 
process is sometimes lonely and emotionally tolling, why I am interested in resistance and care as methodologies in 
research-activism, teaching and relations with colleagues and friends. I am deeply concerned with creating 
knowledge collectively instead of in isolation in ways that counter the harmful colonial structures of most social 
science research.  
 
I am Nico, and I am a white, queer, nonbinary trans person and activist scholar. My PhD project is on queer and 
trans activism, organizing and coalition-building against, beyond and on the margins of the Danish state and 
Nonprofit Industrial Complex from 1990 until today. Both my research and my teaching are deeply anchored in the 
community- and coalition-building that I am involved in and the questions and analyses which arise from this work. 
These are questions such as: How can I, as someone who navigates the AIC with race and class privileges while also 
being marginalized mainly due to anti-trans and anti-queer structures, redistribute and best use the access to time, 
resources, materials and spaces, that I am given through the AIC, in ways that benefit the world-making projects of 
the communities and coalitions I organize in? How can we create and widen spaces within the AIC where 
knowledge and demands from social justice struggles are critically engaged and taken seriously, and where those of 
us who work from/at the margins can build coalitions and resistances? 
 
We are explicit about our experiences and situatedness because naming ourselves specifically as Fulani (African), 
black, queer and queer, nonbinary and trans, disrupts the illusion of the anthropological archetype and the violently 
white, cis-heteronormative, middle/upper class, Western space which the AIC actively works to uphold. When we 
name and situate ourselves, we claim space and we invoke discomfort because we question who can be present and 
visible and “who can speak” in the AIC (Kilomba, 2010; hooks, 1989/2015). At the same time, naming ourselves in 
this way is often ambiguous, as what and how we might name today can change tomorrow and will always be 
interpreted contextually. We theorize and navigate the AIC from experiences of being positioned as “bodies out of 
place” (Puwar, 2004; Abrahams, 2021), and “outsiders within” (Collins, 2000). While working from positions of 
marginality is painful, tiring and fuels us with anger it also opens possibilities. Inspired by queer, animal, critical race, 
and disability studies scholar Mel Chen (2012, p. 17), we “reside in this so-called negative zone, one of abjection, 
racial marking, toxic queerness, and illness, to think about the epistemic riches of possibility within. If this is not a 
recuperative project, it is nevertheless an affirmative one”. 
 
We write from the margins together. Working together in the AIC disrupts the forced individualism, competitive 
production pressure and career race. Our concern is not with helping the system survive or to continue its course 
(Jobson, 2021). Rather, we are interested in disobeying the rules of our discipline, and in exploiting the university’s 
resources for the benefit of our communities as well as organizing outside the AIC. Working together is central to 
our survival and persistence within the AIC and is supportive of our pedagogy of accountability and care as we think 
critically together, continue to learn, hold space for vulnerability and share the burden of emotional labor. 

                                                
8 A cis person is someone who is and/or identifies with the gender assigned at birth. 
9 Sápmi/Sapmie has been colonized by Norway, Sweden and Finland for centuries, which is why I, as non-Indigenous 
Norwegian citizen, also occupy the status of settler.  
10 Tokenization refers to the widespread AIC strategy to employ very few people with minority/marginalized status in order to 
cover a quota, often without much regard for genuine interaction with those people and their knowledge. Audre Lorde 
describes how being one of only two Black women invited to a feminist conference is an example of “[t]he tools of a racist 
patriarchy [being] used to examine the fruits of that same patriarchy[.] It means that the only most narrow perimeters of change 
are possible and allowable,” she states (Lorde, 1984, p. 111).  
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Creating a counter-archive 

As students we were introduced to anthropology as a noble 
discipline in which ‘we’ as Western observers of ‘native’ life and 
culture would provide theorization and analysis to a Western 
audience. We were taught that anthropologists are interpreters 
between worlds; “the West” and “the Rest”, and that we had been 
gifted with the ability to put ourselves in their shoes and therefore 
to speak for those who could not speak. In this understanding and 
delivery of an anthropological canon, colonized, indigenous, 
racialized, queer and trans people were configured merely as 
objects of anthropological theorizing, never as knowledge-holders 
and theorizers. Some of the questions we asked ourselves as 
students, and sometimes dared to say out loud were: Where is the 
theorizing and historicizing on Nordic coloniality, such as the 
‘scientific’ racism of Carl von Linné and Scandinavia’s long 
history of colonization of Indigenous lands in Sapmi, Greenland, 
West Africa, India and the Caribbean? Why are we not analyzing 
the Nordic so-called universal welfare states’ substantial 
economic foundation in slavery?11 Why are we reading all these 
travel diaries and fantastical renditions of ‘native life’ in the 
Pacific and Africa by white anthropologists who simultaneously 
loathe and lust for Indigenous people?  

Why do we not critically dissect contemporary anti-Blackness and anti-Islam structures, such as the EU border 
regime, the incarceration of asylum seekers and ghetto laws12, and why are we not presented with tools to analyze 
whiteness as infrastructure and immune system (Bouteldja, 2016)? Why are we not challenging Nordic 
exceptionalism, femi- and homonationalism, gay imperialism and pathologization of transness?13 Why is gender 
never analyzed as a structure? And why is it always already binary and cisnormative? (Except the ‘curious’ gender 
and sexual practices of the Native Other14). Why did we not discuss how ignoring questions like these, not only 
within anthropology, leaves racist, colonial and cis-heteronormative logics unchallenged and thus bolstered?  

Another central question we had to ask, was why the realities of people like us were always presented through the 
eyes of the white cis-hetero ableist observer, and almost never delivered by us in our own words and on our own 
terms. These questions guide our work and our processes of unlearning harmful, extractivist, canonized 
anthropology and self-learning abolitionist knowledge. Answering these questions requires leaving behind 
methodological tendencies to protect the un-knowable, unpositioned anthropologist, who wants to understand and 
do good by suffering marginalized Others and eventually ‘give back’ to them (TallBear, 2014). 

11 For work which unpacks this check out e.g.: Marronage (2017a, 2017b, 2017c, 2019), Jensen (2019). 
12 We recommend reading: McIntosh (2014), Habel (2011), Sawyer & Habel (2014), Arce & Suárez-Krabbe (2018), Khalid 
(2020), Mendes (2020). 
13 For analyses of these questions check out: Sager and Mulinari (2018), Alm et al. (2021), Cohen (1997), Muñoz (1999), 
Manalansan (2018), El-Tayeb (2011), Haritaworn, Kuntsman and Posocco (2014), Johnson (2016), Puar (2007), Nebeling 
Petersen (2016), Stryker (1994), Spade (2011/2015), Raha (2017). 
14 For critiques of these tropes: Aizura et al. (2014), Towle and Morgan (2002). For work on gender and coloniality: Mohanty 
(1984) and Lugones (2010). 
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 This anthropological trope creates objectivity regimes where 
situated knowledge from marginalized communities is rendered 
non-scientific and as mere experience, not theory (hooks, 
1989/2015; Kilomba, 2010). We have been told by teachers, 
supervisors and co-workers: “this is not anthropology”, “you are 
too close” (see figure 2). We felt the cost of ‘not belonging’, in the 
AIC through skepticism, silencing and sometimes direct rage. 
We understood that anthropology was not meant for us or for 
the people we engage in research alongside, but rather designed 
to keep us out. It was as if our presence and work was not only 
disrupting the peace and quiet of the dominating culture, but 
that it was an insult to the discipline itself. This institutional 
marginalization and epistemological resistance is disorienting, 
tiring and time-consuming. Navigating disorientation means that 
we at times have to do what is expected of us to avoid further 
resistance and violence and to try to assume control. Sometimes 
we persist and insist on being here (and being queer) and doing 
our work on our own terms. Either way, it always means that we 
have to do double work (Skadegård Thorsen, 2019) both in 
terms of unlearning and self-learning another canon as part of 
our counter-archive, as well as through the extra emotional labor 
that we disproportionately perform in the AIC (Bacchetta et al., 
2018; Pearce, 2020). Various forms of emotional labor are 
constantly demanded from us by co-workers and students. In 

addition, we navigate when to speak or stay silent, how to carefully choose our words to avoid being attacked or 
dismissed. On top of that we put work into our own survival within the AIC and otherwise (Pearce, 2020). 

Instead of accepting these barriers, we began learning from activist scholars who work to further abolitionist 
movements and theorize from lived experience. (T)here we found concrete tools for collaborative knowledge 
creation and for doing research with, instead of research on (Jourian & Nicolazzo, 2017), the communities we 
organize, resist and breathe in and from. (T)here we learned to navigate epistemological resistance and the constant 
critiques of missing “objectivity” and “validity” of our work. The knowledge we self-learned (t)here prompts 
researchers to engage transparently and honestly and to question who is this knowledge for and who am I to do this? Such 
considerations include asking whether one should do this research at all (Tuck & Yang, 2014; Simpson, 2007). 
Alongside this, we continuously build on our guiding principles of creating knowledge which is accessible, 
community-based, collaborative, useful and accountable to our communities as well as to 
students/teachers/activists, and which causes as little harm as possible. We find that the classroom is a meaningful 
place to start this liberatory process. We acknowledge that the work we present in this text has been developed in a 
specific context, namely a predominantly white, cis classroom in Scandinavia. However, we hope that our sharing of 
tools and reflections on our processes of (un)learning can be useful to “teachers-educators-researchers-activists 
within learning communities” (Icaza & de Jong, 2019, p. xxx) globally as well as beyond the confinements of the 
AIC.   

In the next part, we will discuss precisely how we have used our classroom for countering oppressive and colonial 
ideas about what qualifies as (anthropological) knowledge, as well as a space in which we build community, and 
where critical approaches to theorizing and social change can lead to emancipatory relations between students and 
teachers alike (hooks, 1989/2015; 1994/2014). Our claim is that counter-archiving in research and teaching can 
enable the re-telling of stories turned to whispers which are otherwise marginalized, shushed and erased in the 
university and history of knowledge/science generally, and that ”[t]hese whispers confirm, in the words of Black 
transgender elder Miss Major, that we are ”still fucking here” – that other ways of living together are possible” 
(Haritaworn, Moussa & Ware, 2018, p. 9). 
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(Re)building: Course and Curriculum 

We are not alone in critiquing and demanding change within anthropology. Globally and locally, students have been 
at the forefront of organizing against whiteness, racism, cis- and heteronormativity at all levels of the AIC 
(Camufingo, 2021). At the department where we worked, some of these interventions include problematizations of 
the racism and cis-heteronormativity of the social introduction programs and the missing theorizing on oppressive 
structures on the curricula. Student’s organizations have facilitated workshops and reading circles, written articles 
and staged interventions at department events.15 These resistances are mostly turned down by faculty and have rarely 
been taken up as central critiques of our discipline. Contrary, in our course, we engaged these critical reflections as 
part of our counter-archive, offering new building blocks to what we render a constructively unstable foundation of 
anthropology. Unstable foundations are constructive because they enable old walls to fall and weeds to grow and 
burst through the cracks and spread organically. Our course was an opportunity to water the seeds planted by 
student activists and to lift the critical approaches to knowledge from the margins into the center of the classroom. 
Rather than weeding out the critiques, we were interested in sustaining their growth and contributing to their spread 
beyond our course and into the wider anthropology program, the AIC and beyond. 

The course was one of three electives within a compulsory program in applied anthropology and focused on norm-
critical approaches to discrimination related to gender, sexuality and race. The department's aim was for students to 
learn how to apply anthropological analysis in case-studies developed by a company, a government institution or an 
NGO. As teachers we chose the specific focus as well as the project partner. We established a collaboration with an 
NGO that works with discrimination on research and policy levels, who tasked the students with an analysis of 
discrimination within leisure activities for children and youth. Our course was organized in three stages: 1) seminar-
based teachings and discussions on theory and methodology, 2) fieldwork with supervision, 3) writing a final report 
and preparing a presentation with findings and recommendations to the NGO. 

We organized the course and curriculum (see figure 3) around our counter-archive. We engaged these materials to 
provide students with tools to critically evaluate, and sometimes unlearn, what they had been taught about what 
anthropology is and can be. The counter-archive is not restricted by the confines of what is considered ‘academic’ 
knowledge but is made up of both texts, music, videos, zines, podcasts and blogs. As part of our pedagogical and 
epistemological commitment to challenge who is reaffirmed as knowledgeable (Todd, 2016, p. 19; Smith, 1999), we 
explicitly and transparently discussed our selection of materials and citational politics with students. We 

15 We would like to reference the specific organizations and their work but due to anonymization, we here mention various 
student organizations in Nordic countries that inspire and guide our work: African Student Association UiO, ASA Trondheim, 
Saemien Studeenth Tråantesne, SAIH, Steatornis, FKA, Front, SOCO, and the sexology students organizing against racism at 
Malmö Uni. 
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predominantly chose materials in line with the demand of ‘Nothing about us without us’16 and through decentering 
the often-cited white, cis-hetero perspectives and centering QTIBIPOC17, BIPOC, queer and trans knowledge18. We 
also introduced the students to critiques of anthropology from within the discipline such as interventions by Black 
feminist anthropology and queer anthropology (Mullings, 2005; Bolles, 2013; Smith et al., 2021; Manalansan, 2016; 
Allen & Jobson, 2016; Allen, 2016; Morgensen, 2012; Weiss, 2016). 
 
While we continuously, and respectfully, borrow theories, methods and pedagogies from decolonial scholars, we 
believe that our course and collaborative project cannot be decolonial, because of its presumed distance from 
concrete decolonial struggles. Indigenous, anti- and decolonial thinkers continue to remind us that decolonization is 
not a metaphor (Tuck & Yang, 2012) and that decolonization should not and cannot be safely ‘contained’ in the 
classroom (Araluen, 2017). Decolonial struggles are about demands for self-determination, land sovereignty and the 
continuance of Indigenous existence (Jensen, 2019; Laula, 1902). As non-Indigenous activist scholars, who are 
marginalized in the Neoliberal Imperial University, we meditate on how we can engage in anti- and decolonial 
projects, through citing and speaking with rather than appropriating Indigenous scholars? Métis scholar in biology, 
sociology and anthropology, Zoe Todd (2016, p. 18) reminds us that when anthropologists “sashay in and start 
cherry-picking parts of Indigenous thought that appeal to them without engaging directly in (or unambiguously 
acknowledging) the political situation, agency, legal orders and relationality of both Indigenous people and scholars, 
we immediately become complicit in colonial violence”. Furthermore, Marronage (2019, p. 135) points out that 
white people (and settlers) discussing decolonial theory in a closed university setting cannot be considered 
decolonization. Such reflections must be transformed into concrete actions and accompliceship19 in political 
struggles. 
 
Similarly, queer, trans and Black feminist epistemologies can never be separated from the struggles that birthed them 
nor from the calls to action they encompass.  Scholar in Trans* studies in education, Nicolazzo (2019, p. 108) asks 
educators to consider their/our role in social transformation and suggests centering trans epistemologies through a 
trickle up education where we seek “to unearth, center, and spend time with those who are on the margins of the 
margins”.  Working alongside and spending time with ‘those on the margins’ and their/our knowledge entails a deep 
commitment to (un)learning about the structures, inside and outside the classroom, that shape their/our lives. In 
doing so we must push ourselves and our students to contextualize what we learn and take steps toward radical 
transformations of how we engage in the classroom, anthropology, political movements, personal relationships, and 
how we live on/with Earth. Our counter-archival, trickle up pedagogy thus requires that we transgress the classroom 
and let these teachings have ripple effects in our lives. 
 
Examples of how we did this include discussing the power of categorizations in media discourses as well as in texts 
produced in the AIC and collectively questioning how or if to categorize people in the students’ projects. Listening 
to the demands from queer and trans theorizing, our students began to question binary gender terminologies and 
learned that asking for, respecting and not assuming people’s pronouns and gender, is just as important as 
understanding queer, feminist philosopher Judith Butler’s (1990) performativity theory. We also read texts that 
would help the students dare to notice and speak openly of race20 beyond the theoretical realm of class discussion, 
and to understand how gender, sexuality, class and body shape are deeply racialized constructs that figure in every 
and all aspects of their lives (Combahee River Collective, 1983/1978). 
 
When putting together the syllabus and seminars we carefully considered which reflections and knowledge to 
introduce first and when students would be ‘ready’ to take further steps. Many students were for example new to 
queer and trans theories and had difficulties smashing the binaries we have all been taught to uphold, including 

                                                
16 The queer disabled femme writer, organizer, performance artist and educator of Burgher/Tamil Sri Lankan and Irish/Roma 
ascent Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha (2019, p. 24) traces the origin of this phrase to disability justice groups in South 
Africa in the 1980s and 90s. 
17 Queer, Trans, Intersex, Black, Indigenous, People of Color. 
18 For literature on critical Black feminist citational practices in anthropology, check out Bolles, 2013; Smith et. al., 2021. 
19 We use the term accompliceship rather than ally or allyship as a critique of the Ally Industrial Complex and the 
commodification and exploitation of allyship (Indigenous Action Media, 2014). 
20 Instead of promoting ‘color-blindness’ or a ‘bracketing of race’ (Wekker, 2016). 
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essentialist, biological determinist understandings of gender which erase trans and intersex existence. Furthermore, 
we continuously evaluated which discussions to have before the fieldwork. For instance, many students expressed 
discomfort and insecurity in talking to project participants about racialization. Other students’ misgendering of 
project participants and fellow students made us aware that we needed to continuously tackle this head on in class. 

Safer and brave space agreement 

At the beginning of the course, we discussed how to create a 
safer and brave space for collective learning. Safer and brave 
space agreements are a common practice in many queer-
feminist, Black feminist and QTIBIPOC18 spaces and 
function as guidelines and ongoing dialogue for how to co-
exist, organize, care for each other and/or learn together. 
Safer and brave space agreements reflect an understanding 
that, as decolonial feminist and international studies scholar 
Rosalba Icaza and lecturer in politics Sara de Jong (2019, p. 
xv) note in their approach to critical decolonial feminist
pedagogies, students are co-responsible for the creation of the

collective learning space and that teachers are learners as well. Safer and brave space discussions and agreements aim 
at making the space safer recognizing that they can never be safe for everyone at the same time, at all timesat all 
times. Such an agreement includes recognizing that we continually do harm to each other under white supremacist, 
colonial, capitalist, ableist, cis-hetero patriarchy and that “We are not over it; it is not over” (Ahmed, 2014, para. 31) 
nor will it be in the near future.  

Therefore, we need to create language and 
structures that enable us to hold each other 
accountable and learn from our mistakes so we 
can do better in the future. In learning spaces, 
especially when analyzing oppressive structures, 
how we can dismantle them, and how we are 
simultaneously hurt by and complicit in them, 
participants must be brave. Brave because we are 
bound to be hurt, cause harm, make mistakes and 
feel discomfort. Yet, we must continue to be and 
participate actively in these spaces. Such 
agreements can include reflections on how to step 
up/down, how to give or hold space, how and 
when to call in/out, how to take responsibility and 
hold yourself and others accountable. Practically, 
we went about this discussion by dividing students 
into random groups of 3-5 people where they discussed the questions in figure 4. We let the students talk without us, 
and then proceeded to hear inputs from all the groups. Some inputs caused discussions, for instance when someone 
said ‘there are no stupid questions’ wanting to create a space where we would not be afraid to ask questions, and 
someone else added that this does not mean it is okay to question someone’s experiences or identity. 
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During the discussion, our reflections and interventions were 
written on the whiteboard and then in a collective agreement, 
which also included resources for further reading21, and was shared 
on our intranet.  
On figure 5 from the zine is a small selection of the agreement we 
made. The agreement had a double function as it sparked instant 
discussion and was used as reference in future situations. The 
classroom discussion and agreement were accompanied by a 
Privilege test/reflection exercise where we briefly went through a - not 
finite - list of privileges and asked the students to reflect on how 
their privileges affect their research practices (see figure 6). 
 

Reorientation: the classroom  
 
Throughout the course we actively worked to reorient the 
classroom by enabling discussions, making room for doubts and for 
possibilities to learn and change position. We aimed to question and 
break down classroom hierarchies and our authority as teachers by 
openly stating doubts, insecurities and not delivering finite answers. 
Black lesbian feminist educator bell hooks’ reading of Paulo Freire, 
inspires us to disrupt an educational order where knowledge is 
passed from the knowing, powerful teacher to the unknowing 
powerless student, as we aim to educate for liberation and not for 
domination (hooks, 1994/2014). Reorienting the classroom from 
top-down to collaborative learning included physically rearranging 
the classroom, so that students were sitting in groups facing each 
other rather than in rows facing the teacher (see figure 7). 
Furthermore, we incorporated a variety of exercises such as 
individual writing prompts, drawings, brainstorms and mind maps, 
in groups and collectively on the whiteboard, and by enabling 
students to ask questions or share reflections anonymously on sticky notes, either on paper or online.  
 
We also used scale exercises (see figure 8) as a tool to discuss a standpoint and allow for both nonverbal and verbal 
reflections and discussion. In the scale exercises we would phrase a standpoint, for instance: 1) “Anthropology gives 
us the opportunity to investigate oppressive structures and mechanisms of exclusion“,  2) “Anthropology can help 

us change oppressive structures and 
mechanisms of exclusion”, 3) “Change cannot 
be brought from the university/an NGO/a 
consultancy firm (it has to happen from the 
grassroots, outside the establishment)”, and the 
students then had to place themselves on a 
scale according to whether or not they agreed. 
We would ask them to share reflections on 
where they were placed on the scale and allow 

for students to move around on the scale as they listened to each other’s reflections. This exercise made the students 
more aware of their presuppositions as well as what they wanted to work towards achieving in their groups. 
 
Reversing the Gaze  
 
As most university classrooms in Scandinavia, this classroom was predominantly white, cis, and middle/upper class. 
The fourth semester students in our course had been taught a similar canon as the one we had been through years 

                                                
21 Here are some resources we shared: Trần (2014), McKenzie (2015). 
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before, and the ideal of the ‘good’ anthropologist who strives for objectivity and gives voice to marginalized people, 
was very prevalent among them. It was therefore not only theoretically challenging but also emotionally frustrating 
for many of the students to read e.g., Bolles (2013) on how Black thinkers have been excluded from anthropology, 
Mohanty (1984) on the dangers of Western feminism, and Shanklin (1999) on anthropological colorblindness, that 
all made them realize the coloniality and violent history of anthropology.  
 

As they began to choose their field of interest for the NGO 
assignment, most groups were initially drawn to questions and 
research designs that singled out those who were presumed most 
marginalized in a given sports or leisure group. In their interest to 
understand racism, they would plan to point out and count the few 
BIPOC in a group and ask them how it feels to be an outsider. When 
investigating misogyny, some would look for women whom they 
deemed most discriminated against, in this case women who wore 
headscarves. This inclination seemed to come from the idea of 
gathering ‘proof’ 
of the 
discrimination 
that was taking 
place, and that 
the best way to 
do this was 
through personal 
testimony and 
pain narratives 
(see figure 9). We 

recognize this tendency, not only within Western social science 
(Tuck & Yang, 2014), but also in mainstream media, and could 
understand how the students thought this would be the most 
reasonable approach. We therefore aimed to help them be 
aware of and critically reflect on their situatedness and 
positionality and on the hidden structures that were at play in 
the discipline, in the field sites as well as in their own lives. The 
classroom became a place in which they learned to reverse, and 
in a sense then also to subvert, their anthropological gaze from 
margin to center by examining the very logics and norms that 
governed the spaces they were interested in instead of shedding 
the spotlight on the few social outliers (see figure 10). 
 
The counter-archive assisted us in exploring the colonial history of anthropology and patterns of extractivism and 
data mining in anthropological research (Smith, 1999; Harrison, 1991/1997). By challenging and disrupting this 
tendency through collective theorizing, we explored what positionality means for the work we are able to do, the 
questions we are able to ask in our research (see figure 6) and who our research benefits. In our reading of feminist 
texts, we decentered white feminism by rejecting the idea of the four feminist waves. By engaging queer, trans and 
anti-colonial critiques of the NGO Industrial Complex we enabled the students to critically analyze and answer to 
the assignment from the NGO and to question the logics behind creating change through policy. Through 
reflexivity on both personal, social, disciplinary and methodological levels, the students designed projects that were 
norm-critical instead of normative. Some groups looked into the organization of football clubs, and the structure of 
communication between trainers, players and parents, incorporating issues of gentrification and funding through 
diversity policies. Some groups explored sports exclusively for women, non-binary (and) trans people as spaces of 
empowerment, while others discovered the links between white nationalism, Christian values and forced gender 
binaries in scout organizations. 
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Deliberate discomfort 

Invoking and dealing with discomfort is a central part of our 
pedagogy, and a way of deliberately glitching the university 
machine (Hammana & Klinkert, 2021). Because of their 
positionalities, most of our students had presumably been moving 
through the world and the AIC without being stopped by brick 
walls of oppression (Ahmed, 2017) and were used to being praised 
and not questioned in their academic endeavors, which manifested 
as entitlement in the classroom. At the beginning of the course, 
we thus prepared the students for the presence of discomfort in 
the safer and brave space exercise. Even so, their encounter with 
norm-critical and anti-oppressive approaches not only challenged 
them scholastically but also personally. Realizing how they in 
various ways are complicit in upholding harmful structures incited 
pain and discomfort which surfaced as deafening silences, 
shouting and tears. Some students found it difficult to utter the 
words “race”, “whiteness”, “cisnormativity” and 
“heteronormativity”. They would avoid these words by using 
seemingly ‘neutral’, colorblind language such as “different gender”, 
“different skin color”, or “different ethnic background”22 (see 
figure 11). 

As noted by feminist writer and independent scholar Sara Ahmed 
(2014, para. 16) we have to work and struggle “to notice what causes hurt, which means unlearning what we have 
learnt not to notice. We have to do this work if we are to produce critical understandings of how violence, as a 
relation of force and harm, is directed toward some bodies and not others.” Ahmed continues, that “to unsee the 
world as you learnt to see it, the world that covers unhappiness, by covering over its cause. You have to be willing to 
venture into secret places of pain” (Ahmed, 2014, para. 16). Not initially prepared to venture into these ‘secret places 
of pain’, the students would avoid sitting with discomfort and instead move towards innocence (Wekker, 2016) by 
attempting to quickly resolve oppression to then “resume business as usual” (Allen & Jobson, 2016, p. 138; Harrison, 
1991/1997). The discomfort of interrogating the racial and colonial logics of anthropology sparked questions such as 
“If I’m white, then what can I even do?” (see figure 11), which we interpret as another attempt to avoid acknowledging 
the harm by re-centering oneself (Camufingo, 2021). Some would also reject the counter-archive by referring to the 
‘Reflexivity debate’, which was introduced in their first-year curriculum, as something that was over and done with. 

We facilitated discomfort by being transparent about our own difficulties, doubts, mistakes and learning processes. 
Here, we also actively worked with being two teachers in the room. Sometimes this opened up the possibility of Nico 
sharing reflections on whiteness or for the both of us to share experiences with resistances related to racism, gender 
and anti-trans structures in the university as well as with how we have or have not been questioned and called in/
out. By sharing our own learning trajectories, we tried to open the space for the students to be honest and less afraid 
of learning, changing and thus inevitably also making mistakes. 

Slowly, but surely the students gained more confidence and found more meaning in the discussions and course 
materials. They became aware of hidden harmful structures everywhere, as if it were a set of glasses that could not 
be taken off again. They began to use their discomfort and emotional knowledge as a critical lens which helped them 
ask the necessary questions to strengthen their projects. Through utilizing their discomfort as a driving force, they 
were able to “check” themselves and each other, through asking questions such as “why are we interested in this 

22 Essed, 1991 and Habel, 2011, point out this (European) tendency to use 'ethnicity' as a means to avoid mentioning race while 
upholding racialization. 
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field?”, “what are our different positionalities and relations with the field, and what does it mean for our ability to 
relate to our participants?”, “how can we be useful and not harmful?”, “which spaces and people are we able to 
access, that others are not?”. They found motivation in understanding the potential they had to create knowledge in 
new ways and to provide insight in a largely uncovered field through their developing critical sense. 

Responding to resistances: Towards a pedagogy of accountability and care 

As the above section illustrates, our decentering of whiteness and cis-heteronormativity and use of discomfort 
sparked a lot of resistance both within and around the classroom. In the following we reflect on how we engage 
resistance through a pedagogy of accountability and care. 

Moving through the world and the AIC as ‘bodies out of place’ means that we expect and are familiar with 
resistance. We interpret resistance as a sign that we are unsettling dominant ‘truths’ and thus understand resistance 
as constructive. When the students resist knowledge that requires them to rewire their brains and take in new ways 
of analyzing oppressive structures, we strive to meet them with humility, flexibility and care. This means that we 
continuously analyze the power dynamics within the classroom, both between differently positioned students and in 
student-teacher relations. Discomfort and resistance coming from those who were most often centered in other 
classrooms, could risk shrinking the space further for the students that were marginalized in classrooms and 
generally. To share space, we had to take and give space differently. Sometimes, we had to stop harmful behavior in 
the classroom or point out the problematic and harmful statements that were made, in this way disrupting racial and 
cisnormative logics and how this marks not only “whose knowledge is dominant and considered legitimate” but also 
“whose emotions have a right to be” (Camufingo, 2021). We would direct expressions of white tears23 and anti-trans 
violence away from the shared space and the people who experience these structures on a daily basis. Calling 
students in and facilitating a caring learning space with one of us as teachers, we took responsibility for the students 
expressing frustration and interest in learning without placing that responsibility and emotional labor on everyone in 
the classroom. That being said, it was often a difficult line to walk, and we constantly negotiated and reflected on 
when to call out or in and when to not engage further. 

We believe that our collective agreement to be vulnerable and brave made it possible for teachers and students alike 
to hold each other accountable and say out loud when something did not sit right with us, when something hurt or 
when we were feeling insecure. Black feminist and critical education scholar Esther Ohito (2018) writes about a 
critical pedagogy of love that requires a willingness to learn through both thought and the body. She writes that a 
critical pedagogy of love can disrupt classroom oppression by fostering joy, pleasure and community. In our 
classroom, the combination of facilitating discomfort and holding space for vulnerability and emotional learning 
enabled structural transformation. These pedagogies of resistance, accountability and collectivity are not finished 
approaches, but ideas in constant development as we learn and grow as teachers, activists and researchers. Our 
choice of political transparency was not without costs, both to our mental health and with the risk of making 
mistakes. We could not know how our pedagogies would turn out in practice nor which kind of institutional 
resistance we would meet. It was therefore vital for us to support each other throughout the process.  
A particular instance of institutional resistance happened at the final meeting with the NGO. As a result of our 
collective learning and development of norm-critical, anti-oppressive fieldwork and discussions, the students’ 
projects had moved away from asking questions such as “what does it feel like to be excluded?” towards 
interrogating the structures at play in their respective fields. This approach informed the recommendations that they 
presented to the NGO, in which the students suggested that the NGO moved towards an intersectional approach to 

23 We could not find an original source for “white tears”. However, Audre Lorde, 1984, among other Black feminists describe 
the political use of emotions and tears, particularly among white cis women, as a move to innocence and control. 
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research and report writing. Another central recommendation 
was that the research team should somehow reflect the 
positionalities of the people they work with. The students 
pointed out that participating in research on marginalization can 
feel unsafe and re-traumatizing for some, which is why hiring 
researchers that are familiar with the particular discriminations 
themselves, as well as shifting the focus from the oppressed to 
the oppressive structures, would provide better circumstances for 
the people involved. These recommendations sparked a strong 
reaction and resistance from the case-giver, who shouted, “you 
don’t have to be one to study one!!” and asked if they wanted to 
“erase the whole history of anthropology?!” (see figure 12). This 
experience was extremely awkward and uncomfortable, and left 
the students shocked, particularly those who had been the target 
of the resistance. The way we as teachers reacted reflects our 
pedagogy of accountability and care. Nico approached the case-
giver, talked them down from their rage and held them 
accountable for their reaction while Oda-Kange took care of the 
shocked students outside. We then managed to finish the 
presentations and organized a collaborative analysis and care 
session back at campus. While sitting in the campus garden and eating ice-cream, we discarded the planned 
afternoon class and talked about how and why, what we deemed comprehensive and wonderful presentations and 
recommendations, were met with resistance and white, cis discomfort and fragility (see figure 13). We thus gave space 
for the students' feelings and assisted each other in realizing that these are the structures and mechanisms we have 
been discussing all semester. 

The story leaves us back at its beginning, namely at the question of 
whether we want to erase the whole history of anthropology. This 
question reveals the inability to understand what and who is actually 
being erased. So, our answer is NO, we are not erasing history! 
Rather, we want to dig out the BIPOC, queer, trans, QTIBIPOC 
(and other) treasures which have been buried, erased and 
appropriated by the racial and colonial logics of the anthropology 
canon and the AIC at large. Scholar in anthropology, Black 
diaspora, feminist and queer studies Jafari Sinclaire Allen and 
anthropology and Black studies scholar Ryan Cecil Jobson (2016, p. 
133) suggest that “decolonizing anthropology should not be
understood as a closing off of anthropology or the shrinking of its
intellectual purchase but rather as an opening of its inquiry beyond
the constrained limits into which it had been disciplined “. The
counter-archive that we continue to expand offers us a means to
open up such spaces, dig up treasures and expose the ugly truths of
the history of anthropology and the structures that it continues to
uphold by not being named: precisely, what is rendered knowledge,
and who can be knowledgeable? What has been and is still done to
people in the name of science? (How) can teaching-research-

activism in, around and outside anthropology contribute to uplifting the struggles under white supremacist, colonial, 
capitalist, ableist, cis-hetero patriarchy? How can we organize collectively against the structures that try to keep us 
out, through accountability and care? 
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FRONT  https://frontnu.wixsite.com/home  

Saemien Studeenth Tråantesne   https://www.facebook.com/studeenth/about/?ref=page_internal  

Sexology students against racism at Malmö University Soledad Quintana, Natalia Velasquez, Anette Grander och 
Karin Forsslund,  https://www.sydsvenskan.se/2021-03-14/sexologer-hotas-med-disciplinara-atgarder-efter-
stormig  

SOCO (Students of Color Finland)  https://www.ruskeattytot.fi/soco 
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