Seminar Session 4: Positionality – Setting the Table and Having a Seat
Based on Bonfanti, Massa & Miranda (2018) – HOMInG Working Paper No. 3/2018
Seminar Focus
This session explores how researchers’ social identities, power dynamics, and emotions shape the production of ethnographic knowledge, particularly in migration and ‘home-making’ studies. Students will reflect on:
- Insider/outsider dynamics
- Gendered, racialised, and classed bodies in research
- Reflexivity and ethics in accessing intimate ‘home-like’ spaces.
Group A – Inside/Outside the Field
Theme: How positionality affects access, trust, and interpretation in ethnographic research.
Activity:
Each member shares a short example (from their research, reading, or professional life) where insider or outsider status shaped understanding or access.
Guiding Questions:
What does it mean to be an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ in research?
How did Alejandro Miranda navigate these boundaries in his fieldwork with South American migrants?
Can being an ‘insider’ limit critical distance? Can being an ‘outsider’ enhance it?
How might shared language, gender, or nationality shape rapport with participants?
What ethical tensions arise when researchers use their positionality to gain access?
Output:
Group A prepares a 15-minute reflection discussing how positionality changes during fieldwork and how reflexivity can mitigate bias.

Notes and Key Points:
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________


Group B – Bodies, Boundaries, and Belonging
Theme: How embodied identities (gender, race, class, etc.) influence fieldwork encounters and interpretation.
Activity:
Using examples from Aurora Massa and Sara Bonfanti’s vignettes, analyse how researchers’ bodies and emotions act as research instruments.
Guiding Questions:
How did Aurora Massa’s racialised and gendered identity affect her interaction with male Somali refugees?
What do her experiences reveal about the intersection of power, visibility, and vulnerability in the field?
How did Sara Bonfanti’s class and gender position shape her relationships with South Asian women?
What does the article suggest about the ethical limits of intimacy and thresholds of access in ethnographic research?
How can reflexivity help researchers acknowledge — but not over-centre — their own experience?
Output:
Group B presents a 15-minute synthesis on how the body becomes a site of knowledge production and how researchers can ethically manage proximity and distance.

Notes and Observations:
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
Whole-Class Reflection (30 min)
After group feedback:
- Compare the three researchers’ positionalities (Alejandro, Aurora, Sara).
- Discuss how intersectionality (race, gender, class, nationality) shapes the ‘thresholds of intimacy’ in fieldwork.
- Conclude: How can recognising positionality lead to more ethical, situated, and reflexive research?

Feedback and Summary:
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
