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Our Lives Are Shaking: Migration, Methods, and Conceptual Poetry 

Hans Lucht 

Danish Institute for International Studies 

Our Lives Are Shaking: Migration, Methods, and Conceptual Poetry

This paper examines how long-term ethnographic research on irregular migration can be reconfigured through conceptual
poetry to generate new forms of knowledge about movement, risk, and experience.

Drawing on my recent book Our Lives Are Shaking (Vores liv ryster, 2024), I discuss a twenty-year engagement with
Ghanaian migrants from the fishing village of Senya Beraku in Ghana’s Central Region whose journeys take them across the
Sahara and the Mediterranean to precarious labor markets in Europe: Italy, Greece, and Denmark. The book consists
exclusively of transcribed conversations and interviews, edited, curated and arranged in verse without fictional elaboration.
Everything is told in the migrants’ own words.

Situated in the tradition of conceptual writing associated with Charles Reznikoff’s seminal work, the project occupies a
literary and methodological borderland between ethnographic fieldwork, documentary practice, and poetry. Rather than
foregrounding the ethnographer’s interpretive voice, the work relies on selection, editing, and montage—what might be
termed post-production—as its primary compositional strategies. In this sense, writing becomes less an act of expression
than an act of arrangement of already existing voices.

The paper reflects on the methodological and ethical implications of transforming ethnographic material into documentary
poetry. What happens to testimony when it is transported from science to art/literature? How does verse reorganize
temporality, voice, and affect? And how might conceptual procedures—appropriation, constraint, reframing—allow
researchers to encounter well-known material anew?

In dialogue with debates on ethnographic poetry and anthropology’s historical entanglements with the avant-garde, I argue
that conceptual poetics offers a distinct aesthetic and analytical practice. By attending to editing as guiding method, the paper
proposes documentary poetry as a critical site for rethinking translocation, authorship, and the politics of representation in
migration research.

Transporting texts from the scientific universe into the literary universe produces a qualitative transformation. Rendered in
verse, testimony demands a different mode of reading, the paper argues—slower, more concentrated, more attentive to
silence, rhythm, and rupture. The layout itself alters the experience of language; familiar research material acquires a new
density and gravity. In this translocation, migrant testimonies are reactivated. They do not simply illustrate analysis; they
assert presence and the lyrical form becomes a site of renewed encounter and, potentially, empowerment.



Discourse analysis associated with Islam and issues of migration and integration in
Europe: Narratives of Najat Abdel Samad and the novels of Abdel Hakim Shubat as a
model  

Aziz Ghnym 

Régional Centre for Education and Training in Souss Massa (CRMEF-SM) 

Research topic: The content of this research is based on the study and analysis of the literary/novelist discourse related to
war, Islam and issues of immigration and integration, and on defining the time, intellectual and cultural framework that the
writer/novelist works within when he exercises his creativity, as long as each creativity only reflects the transformations and
changes that occur at all levels. It sheds light on the events that are taking place related to human concerns that carry
between their folds pain and hope, and liberate themselves from closure. This research also aims to answer the question of
establishing the birth of contemporary Arabic literature with a new content in view of the phenomenon that it artistically
promotes of exposing the defects of society and revealing the identity of terrorism and the problems of immigration and
integration.  

Theoretical framework: To the extent of the ugliness that terrorist gangs carry out in the name of religion against innocents
and gangs of authoritarian regimes against civilians, we understand - as Jaber Asfour says - the positive motives that push
creative people to resist all kinds of oppression against them, so that this resistance takes many forms. On top of this is what
innovators do when they creatively reveal the mechanisms and motives of terrorism and the resulting displacement and
attempts to integrate into other societies, especially when they put the characters of terrorists and authoritarians and their
brutal acts of violence and everything associated with escape and integration into other societies in the mirrors of literary and
artistic genres such as theater, cinema, novel and story.

A number of contemporary Arab literary writings have confirmed this proposition, including:  ” by the Sudanese writer Amir
Hamad, “Gornikyat” by Najat Abdel Samad, “Bauden Street” and “Nollendorf District” by Abdel Hakim Shabat.

It is clear that these narrations represent a new writing produced by the contemporary Arab reality during this millennium,
and because we cannot study and analyze everything that was produced in this field, we will suffice with the writings of
Najat Abdel Samad and Abdel Hakim Shabat, as an expression of our appreciation for them (that is, the writings) that they are
It is capable of clarifying the terrorist and authoritarian scene and revealing the ensuing mass exodus and the difficulty of
integrating within the receiving countries...

Research Questions:  

- Does literature in general and the novel in particular still play a role similar to the mask of Perseus with which he confronted
the terrible Medusa and eliminated it by placing it in the face of her image that was reflected on the front of his glazed armor
like a mirror, so Medusa saw the ugliness of her face, which led her to collapse and destruction?

- To what extent was the contemporary Arab novelist discourse - the narratives of Najat Abdul Samad and the novels of
Abdul Hakim Shabat - able to construct a discourse that reveals violence, terrorism, immigration and the difficulty of
integration?



Rethinking knowledge production in migration studies through collaborative poetic
inquiry 

Inês Mendes de Sousa 

University of Bristol 

This presentation explores the critical potential of collaborative poetic inquiry as a methodological and epistemological tool in
migration research, aligning with broader calls to democratise and decolonise knowledge production. Responding to
increasingly restrictive migration regimes and contested narratives of belonging across Europe, it foregrounds immigrants not
as passive objects of study but rather active subjects able to negotiate, reshape, and resist dominant narratives. Focusing on
the experiences of Lusophone immigrants living in Portugal, the presentation highlights how poetic writing serves as a means
to recount and resist colonial narratives that persist in Portuguese society.

My research is grounded in the epistemologies of the South (Santos, 2018) as a critical framework for building bridges
between knowledges born in the struggle. Drawing from both postcolonial and decolonial theory, the epistemologies of the
South seek to identify and valorise that which does not appear as knowledge in the light of dominant (Northern)
epistemologies. This includes knowledges born of lived experience of subalternisation, in this case, the experiences of
Lusophone immigrants. Being economic migrants and postcolonial subjects, they occupy a unique position in Portugal's
sociopolitical landscape as targets for dominant narratives that oppose rising immigration and glorify colonial history. In this
context, collaborative poetic inquiry enabled me to work with immigrants as co-producers of knowledge and poetry itself as a
way of knowing. In doing so, this approach edges towards the deconstruction of Western methodological and epistemological
traditions used to explore and explain the experiences of subalternised migrants in the global North.

Empirically, the presentation draws on a collaborative poetic inquiry conducted with 18 Lusophone immigrants in Lisbon
(May 2025), coupling poetry writing workshops with unstructured follow-up interviews. This innovative methodological
approach enables participants’ involvement in research “as writers of poems based on their experiences” (Manning, 2018),
extending beyond the usual researcher-led poetic re-presentations of participant narratives in poetic inquiry. In this sense,
poetic writing functions as a form of worldmaking through which “daily practices of conviviality and survival, oppression
and resistance, proximity and distance” (Santos, 2002), among others, are conveyed, imagined, and experimented with.

Collaborative poetic inquiry opens up new analytical insights by capturing the complexity of migrant experiences in vivid,
evocative, and visceral ways, heightening rather than threatening the validity of the data. Preliminary findings reveal how
participants’ narratives challenge dominant representations of migration by exposing the contradictions of Portugal’s self-
image as a culturally hybrid, racially tolerant nation. Three key themes emerge from the poems: language as a site of tension
and resistance; memory, ancestrality and multiple histories; and experiences of conditional belonging. Through the writing and
sharing of poetry, participants transform individual experiences into shared narratives of refusal and resistance.

The relevance of this approach to the Nordic Migration Research conference lies in its emphasis on collaboration in an era of
increasing restriction in Portugal, Europe, and beyond. This highlights the critical potential of collaborative practices to
challenge dominant epistemologies and imagine alternative futures in increasingly polarised societies.



Writing in the cracks of the refugee regime: Experiments with poetic protest in a
Danish context 

Mikkel  Rytter 

Aarhus University 

In February 2019, the Danish government adopted a so-called ”paradigm shift” in the national refugee policy. As a result,
refugee protection became temporary, and the previous ambition of “integration” was replaced by a political agenda of
“return”. In 2020–2021 approximately 1.200 Syrians had their protection status reassessed. Many had their refugee status
revoked and were asked to leave the country. The new approach has increased the insecurity and existential uncertainty
among refugees all over Denmark.

In the spring 2025, I arranged two workshops in collaboration with DFUNK (Danish Refugee Youth), where ten young
people from Syria, Somalia, and Afghanistan met and, under the guidance of two experienced authors, experimented with
writing poetry about “temporariness” (midlertidighed) and their life and situation as refugees in general.

This paper discusses the methodological, epistemological and political potentials of experimenting with writing poetry. The
young writer’s texts not only provide a deeper understanding of what it means to live with a temporary protection status but
also become a means to write in the cracks of the current refugee regime and appeal to a broader Danish audience for
empathy, recognition and solidarity with them and their families.

 



Claims of Loss: Founding Relations in Contemporary Environmental Writing 

Fan Du 

NA 

This paper explores how experiences of loss, particularly environmental loss, shape the work of contemporary women and
queer writers in Britain, and how their work transforms loss into ethical and sociopolitical openings for rethinking relations
among humans and between human and more-than-human worlds. The texts examined here range from critically acclaimed
writers such as Kathleen Jamie and Grace Nichols to lesser-known, fugitive writers published by cultural activists and NGOs.
Across poetry and prose, creative writing and testimony, the paper identifies a body of work that resists categorisation and
traces experiences and expressions of loss as its connecting thread. Through this thread, the paper brings Britain’s local
communities, "new arrivants" (i.e. refugees and immigrants), and "wild" lives into relation, thereby challenging dominant
narratives of modernity, especially the hierarchical ordering of life along lines of species, race and nationality. It foregrounds
instead the shared precariousness of embodied subjects—whether human or more-than-human, normative or othered—within
volatile environments, despite their uneven situations within modern systems of power. Yet it is precisely from such
precarious positions that alternative stories of being in the world emerge: stories of displacement and dispossession, but more
importantly, stories of resistance that forge new relations across borders. The paper thus weaves together feminist,
postcolonial and ecological criticism through a shared concern with precarious lives and environments, enacting a cross-
framework, relational mode of meaning-making in its readings.

The paper also draws on the work of Jacques Derrida and his contemporary David Attridge to frame literature as not only an
artistic practice but also an ethical and political act. It understands reading as a singular event in which the reader or critic
engages the text by performing and reiterating it rather than simply interpreting it. By emphasising the singularity of meaning-
making, this approach foregrounds the reader’s response and responsibility, requiring the reader to attend to the specific
contexts and conditions of the text’s composition and reception in order to avoid reducing it to the norms and ideals of a
particular time and culture. On this basis, the paper adopts close reading as its primary research methodology. Its arguments
arise from situated responses to the examined texts and responsibly reiterate their concerns with human and more-than-
human worlds, both within a Western academic context and, more importantly, within ecological and sociopolitical conditions
that bind readers to who and what they read. In doing so, the paper presents writing as an ethical and sociopolitical practice
of witnessing, resisting and finding relations. It also enacts this practice through its method, bringing different modes of
being, writing and thinking within the contemporary environment into relation and, through this process of finding and
forging relations, calling forth responses from readers like you and me.



The Limits of Storytelling in Nordic Memoirs about Migration 

Lena Englund 

University of Eastern Finland 

Much of recent migration research in the social sciences and humanities has been centred on bringing to light the experiences
and stories of individuals and groups who have been marginalized, misrepresented or sometimes outright ignored in official
discourse. Cultural studies in various contexts have often been geared towards giving voice to marginalized groups and
individuals (Pickering 2018), a practice which comes with its own complications as related for example to “deaf listening”
that is selective as to what stories it acknowledges (Jolly 2010), or “literary humanitarianism” that hopes to invoke
compassion for underprivileged groups (Stonebridge 2021). The extent to which research on narratives of migrations risks
instrumentalizing someone’s story (Propst 2020) is relevant for this paper, which addresses the limits of storytelling in
particularly contested contexts of migration in the Nordic countries, such as gang-related violent crime, honour-based
violence, and segregation.

The Nordic countries have seen a political paradigm shift take shape in recent years, changing legislation and policies for
example with regard to residence permits and family reunification. Examining material in a Nordic context is thus called for,
and autobiographical accounts, particularly in memoir form, have begun emerging that examine personal and collective
experiences of migration and societal responses to it. Memoir as a commodified and immediate form of life writing lends itself
particularly well to depicting and critically interrogating migration to the Nordic countries, due to its “democratizing potential”
(Radstone 2025), underlining its particular place in the literary market and its wide reach, both in terms of readers and
authors. The popularity, and popular form, of memoir thus becomes both a source of strength and a potential obstacle to any
mobilizing efforts among authors.

By drawing on memoir studies, migration studies, and the cultural, political, and social importance of storytelling, this paper
looks at a variety of memoirs produced by individuals who have migrated themselves or who have family histories of
migration, who have worked closely with people with migrant backgrounds, or who have been in politically powerful
positions as members of parliament since the initiation of the paradigm shift. Findings suggest that in relation to as polarized a
topic as migration, avoiding instrumentalization of personal stories for whatever ends remains a challenge, and that finding
sustainable and just ways of working with such stories requires paying attention to form, intended audiences, and authorial
intent to the extent it is implied in the writing. The “cultural symbols and social values” of belonging are negotiated in the
writing examined, in multiple contexts relating to systemic discrimination and racism, but also for example to parallel
societies. Thus, the findings of this paper are of interest to Nordic Migration Research and speak directly to the theme of the
conference.



Staging ethnography: Ethical and analytical challenges of writing ethnography as
theatre 

Kari Anne Klovholt Drangsland 

Dep. of Social Anthropology, University of Bergen 

Based on an ongoing collaborative process of writing a theatre script, this paper invites a conversation about ethical,
epistemological, and analytical questions that emerge from researchers’ choices of form and language in the writing, analysis,
and dissemination - and thus the making- of ethnographic knowledge. The theatre script draws on both published research
and unpublished ethnographic texts generated through several years of fieldwork with language teachers, welfare bureaucrats,
and refugees in Norway. The research project, which concluded in 2024, explored the embodied effects of changes to
Norwegian residency and asylum regulations introduced after 2016, including stricter income and language requirements for
permanent residence, as well as new revocation and cessation rules.

The play invites audiences into the Norwegian integration bureaucracy as an affective space - an interior frontier -
characterized by uncertainty, the collapse of language, and contested future imaginaries. The paper engages two overarching
questions arising from the collaborative process of scriptwriting with an editor and actors. First, it interrogates how the
relationship between theory, concepts, and aesthetic form may be understood and enacted in creative-analytical work.
Second, it examines the relation between ethnography and fiction as it is configured in the theatre script, paying particular
attention to the ethical challenges posed by textual and formal moves toward fictionalisation, including questions of
epistemological injustice and representation.

In line with the panel’s aim to foreground creative and collaborative research and writing practices, the paper does not seek to
resolve these questions. Rather, it works to articulate them, dismantle them into further inquiries, and thereby open up a space
for collective reflection and dialogue.



Literature, Migration, and Support Networks: Literary Clubs of Brazilian Women in
Portugal 

Paula Lopes 

ISCTE-IUL 

The academic article focuses on the relevance of Brazilian women’s literary clubs in Portugal, in a context of growing
feminization of migration (2010-2025). The general objective is to identify the role of these clubs as migration strategies and
the construction of support networks through literature. The study adopts a qualitative methodology, with a multiple case
study (three clubs), which included interviews, participant observation, and content analysis. The results found reveal that
these spaces emerge as “safe places”, essential for filling social gaps and softening the migratory experience. The clubs
promote a sense of belonging, identity reconstruction (or reconfiguration), emotional support, and symbolic production.
Collective Reading act as a tool for signification and mirroring, and the use of satire (implicit in symbolic production/coping)
allows for distancing, humor, and relaxation, helping migrant women to better articulate themselves as relevant participants in
society, which could be a great strategy for Nordic Migration. 



The salifa as literary ethnography: Hybrid adaptation of oral folk tales as a question
of methodology and ethics in stateless forced migration 

Andreas Bjorklund 

University of Oxford, University of Gothenburg 

Scholars have long experimented with literary ethnography to explore reflexivity and perception (Rosaldo 2014), as well as to
highlight interpretative uncertainties (Taussig 2011). Beyond offering compelling and creative ways of disseminating research
findings, experimentation with the craft of writing can itself constitute research data or methodological commentary on the
phenomenology of fieldwork (Bluebond-Langner 1980, Zani 2019). In forced migration studies, considerations of
anonymisation have led scholars to employ several literary methods to protect interlocutors, including the erasure of detail in
favour of constructing collages and character composites (Hopkins 1993), or turning to poetry (Kusserow 2017). While
much debate on scholarly writing concerns the politics (Clifford and James 1986) or literary genre of ethnography itself
(Behar 2007), this paper considers why the choice of a specific genre and aesthetic style matters beyond the particular
preferences or talents of scholars. The paper relies on participant observation carried out as part of anthropological doctoral
fieldwork in Britain 2019-2022. It presents ethical and methodological reasons for experimentation with research findings on
the ethical dilemmas facing stateless Kuwaiti Bidoon seeking asylum in Europe. A main problem facing Bidoon forced
migrants is the contestation about who the Bidoon are as a group, and who among claimants in fact ‘really’ is a Bidoon. This
contestation produces unpredictable and unequal outcomes in the asylum process, leading to tensions in how to advocate a
communal cause while attempting to secure international protection for individuals. To research and write about such issues
present several challenges for handling uncertainty and negotiating clashing vulnerabilities. I portray how such challenges led
me to a literary adaptation of an oral narrative from the Arabian Peninsula – the salifa – as a practical and ethical response to
the (sometimes) contradictory aims of thick description and anonymisation. This turn was inspired by the storytelling
practices of research interlocutors and involved a hybrid adaptation across modes of communication (from spontaneous oral
performance to a written draft), languages, and narrative styles. I argue that adaptation of storytelling practices encountered
in the field can enable insightful and responsible academic knowledge production.
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