
AUTHOR: JOHANNES MACHINYA 

INSTITUTION: UNIVERSITY OF THE WITWATERSRAND 

THEME: Migration data: Ethical, Methodological and Political Challenges 

Researching ‘illegal’ people: the methods, researcher positionality and methodological and          

ethical dilemmas  

This paper focuses on the methodological and ethical dilemmas that punctuate research on             

‘illegal’ people and is based on a critical reflection of my own fieldwork experience; how I                

reconciled the contradictions of my positionality as an ‘outsider’ ‘legal’ migrant researcher and             

the ‘illegal’ status of undocumented migrant Zimbabweans as a people living and working in              

“legal limbo and administrative invisibility” (Kihato, 2011); and I outline the methodological            

and ethical dilemmas that I faced while conducting this research. I contend that conducting              

research on ‘illegal’ people, despite observing the standard practices of doing research, largely             

constitutes a form of epistemic violence on research participants given their marginalised and             

vulnerable position. I demonstrate this by giving a critical reflection of how I gained entry/access               

into the research community, selected the research participants and conducted the interviews and             

observations. I discovered that despite being very sensitive to the basic standards of research              

practice, there were many ethical and methodological constraints that emerged, which many            

researches on undocumented migrants are silent on. The paper is based on the informal              

observations and conversations through ethnography as well as in-depth interviews with           

undocumented Zimbabwean migrant workers on their experiences of the effect of the power of              

immigration enforcement in everyday life and how this permeates their working lives, and their              

oppositional practices to dynamics of power in processes of (immigration) control and            

(employer) domination. I conducted the research in Witbank, South Africa, between July 2015             

and April 2016. 
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