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Orange feelings and reparative readings, or how I learned to know alternative 

organization at Roskilde Festival 

 

Jannick Friis Christensen, Copenhagen Business School, Denmark 

 

Abstract 

Taking inspiration from Sedgwick (2002), I argue that a turn towards alternative organization(s) must 

be accompanied by a concurrent turn towards a reparative methodology, in order that critical scholars 

are able to know an alternative. Based on engagement with Roskilde Festival, I show how easily critical 

studies become paranoid, precluding surprise and, in turn, alternative understandings, as well as 

alternative things to understand. Whereas paranoid critical inquiry is informed by the hermeneutics of 

suspicion, I suggest that reparative readings may come from a place of wonder (MacLure 2013a, 

2013b). This article contributes to debates in critical management studies about the purpose of and 

possibility for critical engagement with organizations. By sharing ethnographic moments that mattered 

to me in their affective capacity to make me experience wonder about critical engagement, I show how 

a paranoid reader may become reparatively positioned and demonstrate what knowledge may be 

produced through reparative readings. 

 

Keywords: critical management studies; alternative organization; Sedgwick; paranoid reading and 

reparative reading; wonder; Roskilde Festival 

 

Vignette: A race for space 

 

I find myself surrounded by hundreds of volunteers sharing my excitement as 

we wait for the big moment. I’m wearing an orange vest; on top of my head 

there’s a flower wreath, as is custom in the team I belong to. The air is hot and 

the sweating bodies around me only contribute to the heat. As a group, we are 

separated by a fence from another crowd of people. Thousands of them. Each 

and every one eagerly waiting for the fence to come down – the big moment 

when the wait is finally over, and they can make a run for the best spots for their 

tents at the festival site. 

 

It is not only the air that is dry; the dirt is too. Denmark has, like many other 

places in Europe this summer, suffered from unusually extreme heat with no 

rain for several months. As the signal is sounded and the masses begin to move, 
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dust swirls up into the air, leaving a trail behind as the area is overrun. A 

volunteer describes the scene that plays out in front of us as watching cows 

grazing for the first time, following a long winter in the barns. However, the 

imagery that comes to my mind is the stampede scene from Disney’s The Lion 

King. The earth trembles as hordes of people rush wildly in the same direction 

towards the camp areas that are up for grabs. 

 

As is tradition, I join my fellow volunteers in cheering as the crowd of people 

gets closer to us, using up all available space. My instinct tells me to back off a 

little, to maintain a safe distance so as not to get swallowed up by the moving 

masses. I almost do, as a physical reflex, but my mind reasons otherwise and I 

stand my ground. 

 

A few moments earlier, when the first bodies started their sprint, it seemed as if 

they were spearheading the flock. Now there appear to be countless numbers of 

bodies joining in, giving shape to a wave, which carries, then pushes the bodies 

in front of them. There is simply no stopping the surge; it just keeps going until 

there are no more bodies to get dragged along, until the waiting area is vacated 

completely and the only signs of the bodies’ occupation left are plastic bags 

flying in the wind above broken camping chairs, empty beer cans and other 

belongings left behind as rubbish. 

 

The longer I watch, the more obvious to me it becomes that my initial image 

does not hold; I am not witnessing a stampede, but something more coordinated. 

The person next to me explains that if I look carefully, I can observe tactical, 

collaborative behaviour from people that form distinguishable sub-groups, 

clearly working together to survive. I am told that by now the fastest runners 

have made their way to reserve their desired camping spots, carrying only light 

items, such as pegs and tent canvases. My fellow volunteer points out two 

runners in the crowd going against the stream to regroup with a number of others 

carrying the heavy load – speakers, crates of beer and other camping supplies. 

While the sprinters are fast over shorter distances, the runners – going back and 

forth from the newly established camp and the rearguard – have to have stamina, 

to be able to cover the distance multiple times and with full packs several times. 
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It is survival of the fittest. Or so it seems. Maybe, it is survival of the fastest and 

the strongest. When I leave, after several minutes once the crowd has dispersed, 

I see a woman to one side of the newly trodden path. I can tell from her body 

language that she is in pain. She is looked after by a medical professional 

checking her ankle. How dreadful that people have to get hurt, I think to myself. 

My flickering gaze spots something that was not here a few minutes ago. A 

temporary tent city on the rise, with tens of thousands of inhabitants. The empty 

field transformed. How wonderful, I think, that out of nothing emerges 

something!1 

 

Introduction 

 

The case organization of Roskilde Festival 

This is Roskilde Festival: an annual music, arts and activism event that, with its eight stages 

and over 200 acts, attracts 130,000 participants. The main stage at Roskilde Festival, the 

Orange Stage, has become the symbol of the festival, which for that reason is also associated 

with the colour orange. And at the festival, it is common to hear guests talk about a special 

feeling – the orange feeling – which is related to the festival being perceived as a free space, a 

break away from your everyday, where you can explore different sides of yourself, in part due 

the subversive nature associated with festivals more generally (Toraldo and Islam 2019; 

Pielichaty 2015; Willems-Braun 1994). As an organization, Roskilde Festival relies on 

volunteers to co-create the festival event. Only around 60 people are employed in full-time, 

salaried positions. The festival would, therefore, not exist were it not for the collective efforts 

of about 30,000 volunteers – out of which two-thirds are procured by external partner 

organizations – all doing their bit to turn an empty field into the largest festival in Northern 

Europe. The vignette above, to which I will refer throughout this introduction to ‘set the scene’, 

is from my first experience as a volunteer–researcher at the 2018 festival event. 

 

Every year, for just one week in early July, Roskilde Festival becomes the fourth largest 

city in Denmark, as festivalgoers come to party and live together in tent encampments some 

40 km outside of the Danish capital Copenhagen. Thus, while the organization behind the 

 
1 Link to video footage of the event described: https://youtu.be/-8fRYaDMVBI. 
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festival exists between each annual event, it makes sense to think of the actual festival as a 

succession of regenerative events (Vendelø and Rerup 2020; Birnholtz, Cohen, and Hoch 

2007). The history of the festival dates back to 1971 – making it one of the oldest of its kind – 

when Roskilde Festival was originally created in the image of Woodstock and in the spirit of 

the hippie culture at that time. These historical roots remain the foundation of Roskilde 

Festival, which is non-profit (in Danish: almennyttig, meaning ‘for the common good’) and, 

therefore, donates all proceedings to charitable organizations and causes. However, non-profit 

does not automatically mean that capital and economic logics are ruled out of the festival 

organization. One could argue – as some in the organization do – that profit maximization (and 

minimizing costs) becomes a dominant logic precisely because everyone is focused on 

generating a surplus to support, economically, the work of other non-profit organizations they 

care about. The greater the economic surplus, the greater the social benefit. 

 

I highlight the ambiguity in Roskilde Festival’s status as a non-profit organization 

because it is my ambition to explore alternative organizing in the form of festival. Doing so 

produces ambiguities, it turns out, or ambivalence in the words of Toraldo and Islam (2019, 

315), who argue that the ‘purportedly subversive moments of festivals could be just as easily 

imagined as ideological cover for a commodified production that entrenches and reinforces 

social circumstances, patterns of actions and social identities’. It is, to put it another way, 

possible to observe a number of tensions at festivals, including one between, in popular terms, 

reflexive social critique and mass spectacle. Some researchers (and participants) celebrate 

festivals as transgressive or liminal in their capacity to turn social order upside-down in 

parodying the established structure (see e.g. Bakhtin 1984). But festivity does not necessarily 

equal inversion of social norms (Pielichaty 2015; Willems-Braun 1994). I find these tensions 

between subversion–reproduction and liminal–everyday relevant to the tension between 

critical–constructive found in the field of critical management studies, within which I will 

position this article. 

 

Critical performativity and alternative organization(s) 

My research interest in alternative organization(s) 2  in general, and Roskilde Festival in 

particular, comes in the wake of recent debates in critical management studies about the 

 
2 I write ‘organization(s)’ to allow for the dual understanding of organization as (1) entities, referring to specific 

organizations such as Roskilde Festival and (2) ongoing processes of organizing. 
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purpose of critiques and possibility for engagement with organizations. This discussion has 

been reinvigorated in the past decade, with repeated calls for critical performativity (Spicer, 

Alvesson, and Kärreman 2009, 2016) that roughly translate into a research agenda for making 

critical theory influential in organizations (Gond et al. 2016). In diametrical opposition to this 

idea of critical engagement is the notion of critical distance and the conducting of research 

with a non-performative intent (Fournier and Grey 2000). This non-performative intent (also 

referred to as ‘anti-performative’) is a stance against knowledge production that comes to serve 

economic ends exclusively (Cabantous et al. 2016), not against engagement per se. 

Nevertheless, the debate appears to have evolved into a Gordian knot, not least because 

published examples of critical management studies scholars working to intervene actively in 

organization(s) are still rare (King 2015). 

 

While some argue that it is indeed possible to mobilize critical insights with 

performative effects for organizational practice and managerial discourse as an engaged, 

practical endeavour (Reedy and King 2019; Christensen 2018; Ashcraft and Muhr 2018; 

Cabantous et al. 2016; Riach, Rumens, and Tyler 2016; Nentwich, Özbilgin, and Tatli 2015; 

Wickert and Schaefer 2014), others criticize the efforts for remaining extremely theoretical, 

idealistic and, hence, too optimistic, with ‘failed performativity’ as a result (Fleming and 

Bannerjee 2015; see also King and Land 2018; Butler, Delaney, and Spoelstra 2018). In an 

attempt at mediation between the various positions – and to cut the Gordian knot – Parker and 

Parker (2017) propose a turn towards alternative organizations for critical engagement. The 

task at hand for a critical project that simultaneously wishes to be constructive should be to 

explore alternative forms of organization and management that struggle against ‘a hegemonic 

present’ (Parker 2017, 1366). Simply put, stop criticizing or changing the types of 

organizations with practices of which you disapprove; instead, affirm and elevate the 

alternatives that you find admirable – and use said cases to think differently about and challenge 

dominant norms for organization. The dominant norm – or hegemonic present – that Parker 

(2018) describes appears in and through forms of organization that adhere to market 

managerialism and corporate capitalism. In studying alternatives, critical management studies 

researchers may contribute to building an archive of empirical insights from organization(s) 

other than the usual suspects, that is conventional work organizations (Reedy 2014). 

 

To make critical theory influential in organizations, Parker and Parker (2017, 1384) 

encourage critical management studies to begin by ‘putting its arms around our friends’. To be 
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able to tell friend from foe, Parker and others (2014; see also Parker 2018) suggest three 

foundational principles or value-orientations in the study of alternatives and what they are 

organizing for, so as not to judge or evaluate them based on what they are not. The principles 

are (1) individual autonomy, (2) collective solidarity and (3) responsibility for the future. Each 

of these categories is described with a number of sub-categories. Whereas individual autonomy 

is about the self, diversity, dignity and difference, collective solidarity is a matter of the other, 

co-operation, community and equality. The third principle is described as responsibility for the 

future, with reference to sustainability, accountability, stewarding, development and progress. 

However, even if guided by these principles, embracing our allies is easier said than done. And 

an embrace easily turns into a suffocating grip that makes the exploration of any alternative 

short-lived. 

 

Similar to Parker and Parker (2017, 1367) revealing the crisis that one of them 

experienced as a critical scholar when expecting to uncover oppression and control structures 

at a sustainable financial service firm, I originally anticipated the worst from my engagement 

with Roskilde Festival. In the vignette that opens this article, I initially scrutinized the event 

through negative affects. Thus, the competitive run, which marks the opening of the festival 

and, to many, is a joyous event, seemed to me to turn every individual against each other. I saw 

the worst possible. One of my fellow volunteers, on the other hand, saw something entirely 

different and called my attention to how the race also promoted cooperation among some 

individuals – arguably a good thing. So, when I share the introductory vignette, I do so because 

it mattered to me in its affective capacity to have me wonder about the possibilities for my 

engagement with Roskilde Festival from a critical position. 

 

The research question and structure of the article 

When I first became affiliated with the organization, right after the 2017 festival, my contact 

persons deliberately asked me to present them with a critical reflection of the organization from 

an outsider’s perspective and they were intrigued that I had never attended the festival before. 

My lack of previous engagement supposedly freed me from holding a nostalgic view of how 

Roskilde Festival was better ‘back in the day’ and from having a normative idea of how it 

ought to be different in the future, compared to the present. My alleged distance to the 

organization was assumed to allow for critical assessment. I soon learned that the Roskilde 

Festival employees were (of course) more than capable of critical reflection – without me 

holding up a mirror – and that they, in fact, have institutionalized reflexive (Alvesson and 
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Sköldberg 2009) practices, for instance, as part of an internal training programme called 

Roskilde Leadership Lab. It is possible to problematize the institutionalization of reflexivity at 

Roskilde Festival – perhaps not surprising to the critical reader. I will, however, refrain from 

doing that. It is imperative to produce and disseminate knowledge about the potential and very 

real problems faced. However, as the editors of a recent ephemera special issue about 

‘alternatives’ warn us, seeing only problems ‘in our current predicament is to preach a mantra 

of disempowering despair’ (Phillips and Jeanes 2018, 698). My aim with this article is not to 

dwell on how something is potentially problematic but, rather, to linger with the critical 

potential in the organization of Roskilde Festival, how it may present alternatives to and, 

thereby, challenge various ideas of business as usual and – not least – how one may become 

receptive to an alternative. 

 

In order to discern and appreciate some of these alternative practices for organizing that 

Roskilde Festival had to offer, I had to replace what I – with reference to Sedgwick (2002) – 

will call a paranoid criticality with a reparative methodology. Again, the vignette at the 

beginning of the article demonstrates why this move is important. I believe it says as much 

about me as it does about the event that unfolded in my presence. My co-volunteer experienced 

the event as akin to cows grazing for the first time after a long winter of confinement in the 

barn: all jolly, free and jumping around as if celebrating.3 In stark contrast to this experience 

of the event is my own: as a chaotic, brutal and destructive stampede. I anticipate the worst by 

comparing the event to a scene in an animated children’s film that has a fatal outcome. My 

position, methodologically speaking, affects my reading of the case and hence my ability to 

explore the alternative practices for organization that Roskilde Festival might have to offer. 

Hence, the purpose of this article is twofold in (1) showing how a paranoid reader may become 

reparatively positioned and (2) discussing the knowledge produced through reparative 

readings. The point I will make throughout this article, therefore, is not that reparative readings 

are better (however, that is defined) than paranoid ones, but that they allow us to do new, 

different, alternative things to organization(s) through the knowledge we produce:4 a point that, 

 
3 Interestingly, the field in which Roskilde Festival takes place also hosts the largest agricultural and livestock fair 

in Denmark!  
4 Here, I would like to thank the anonymous reviewer for helping me make this crucial point clear and weed out 

from earlier versions of the manuscript any ambiguities as to whether reparative readings should be preferred 

over paranoid ones. 
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I believe, is at the heart of (critical) performativity debates. Taking inspiration from my 

experiences of two years of ethnographic engagement with Roskilde Festival, I address the 

following research question: 

 

How can we move away from a paranoid toward a reparative reading of 

alternative organization(s), and what does it do? 

 

To facilitate the exploration of the move towards a reparatively positioned methodology 

alongside the turn towards alternative organization(s), the article unfolds in the following way: 

First, I examine what exactly can be understood by criticality as paranoia by reading Sedgwick 

(2002). That naturally leads to the question about what doing a reparative reading of alternative 

organization(s) entails. Here, I will make the point that, while paranoia draws upon the 

hermeneutics of suspicion (Josselson 2004), I assert that to be reparatively positioned is an 

exercise in replacing suspicion with wonder (MacLure 2013a, 2013b). Let it be said upfront: 

paranoid and reparative readings are both valuable, each in their own way, given the different 

knowledge they produce. What is particularly problematic about paranoid readings is that they 

privilege only one (negative) affect at the expense of others. It would be equally problematic 

to simplify the reparative to a preferred (positive) affect. Wonder, as I shall elaborate, can be a 

cause of astonishment or admiration but also a feeling of doubt or uncertainty, meaning wonder 

should not be understood straightforwardly as a positive affect. 

 

This article itself is alternatively organized compared to conventional journal 

publishing. I share and analyse ethnographic moments from my engagement with Roskilde 

Festival throughout the article to explain my own oscillation between paranoia and reparation. 

I develop a reparative methodology for the purpose of analysing one particular event at length 

to show, empirically, the possible insights that can be produced through reparative reading. 

However, my development of the reparative methodology is itself a contribution because it 

complicates academic debates about the critical performativity of alternative organization(s) 

by means of extending the turn towards the alternative with a concurrent reparative turn. I 

conclude the article by taking note of what the reparative turn entails, based on my own 

experience. 

 

Reflections on theory and methods 
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[F]or someone to have an unmystified view of systemic oppressions does not 

intrinsically or necessarily enjoin that person to any specific train of epistemological 

or narrative consequences. To be other than paranoid … to practice other than paranoid 

forms of knowing does not, in itself, entail a denial of the reality or gravity of enmity 

or oppression.  

(Sedgwick 2002, 127–128; italics in original) 

 

Criticality as paranoia 

I approached the empirical material included in this article by conducting a dual reading, 

following the idea that one can perform multiple readings of the same data (Martin 1990), 

provided that one does not inhabit an incapacitating paranoid position. To do a more-than-

paranoid reading, let us begin by examining what Sedgwick (2002) meant by paranoia and 

what it has to do with critical inquiry. Before Spicer, Alvesson, and Kärreman (2009) first 

called for critical performativity as a response to the non-performative stance in critical 

management studies (Fournier and Grey 2000), 5  Sedgwick (2002) wrote about the 

performativity of knowledge and criticized the way paranoia had evolved from a diagnosis to 

a prescription – in other people’s work as well as her own. I reference Sedgwick’s essay from 

2002 but, as Wiegman (2014) reminds us, early versions of the essay date back to 1996 and 

1997. Thus, as early as the 1990s, paranoid inquiry had, according to Sedgwick, become 

synonymous with critical inquiry. She found it problematic that the two were equated as if 

paranoia was the only way of knowing the world. Paranoid inquiry should, she said, be viewed 

as one kind of ‘cognitive/affective theoretical practice’, one among other, alternative kinds 

(Sedgwick 2002, 126). 

 

Sedgwick (2002, 130) acknowledges the merits of paranoia, which, as she states, 

‘knows some things well and others poorly’. Her concern is not that paranoid readings are 

somehow inferior to reparative ones, but that paranoia blocks what reparative readings may 

have to offer. As an analytical strategy or practice, paranoia is but one way of seeking, finding 

and organizing knowledge. Her critique is directed at the shift paranoia has made towards 

becoming a methodology – a shift that comes with the risk that paranoia develops into a 

‘self-evident imperative’ (117). In simplistic terms, we (as critical scholars) find what we set 

 
5 This is what Parker and Parker (2017) describe as an antagonistic form of critical management studies. 
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out to find, with little or no room for surprise. This tendency to pre-empt an element of surprise, 

Sedgwick explains, comes from paranoia being anticipatory.  

 

In addition to anticipation, which keeps any analytical surprise at bay, Sedgwick (2002, 

130ff.) sketches out four more features of paranoia. First, paranoia is reflexive, and 

understanding is obtained through mimetic imitation. Paranoia becomes both a way of knowing 

and a thing known and therefore blocks alternative ways of understanding, as well as 

alternative things to understand. Another feature is that paranoia becomes a strong theory 

through circular argumentation. Sedgwick writes ‘strong’ because paranoia as theory is 

ineffective in providing protection against negative affects, which become a mode of selective 

scanning and amplification that eventually proves the very same assumptions with which it 

began. In this way, paranoia effectively manages to crowd out alternatives to itself. Third, 

negative affects are listed under their own heading as a distinct feature of paranoia. Finally, 

Sedgwick lists faith in exposure as a common feature of paranoia. This is the practice of 

revealing the concealed, underlying, violent mechanisms or structural explanations for 

oppression, subjugation and dominance that hide in plain sight. 

 

To show the truth (as if there was one absolute ‘capital T’ Truth) by means of exposing 

that which distorts reality is a paranoid practice because it relies on the idea of false 

consciousness, whether explicitly acknowledged or not (Sedgwick 2002, 130). Sedgwick spells 

out some of the main issues that come along with a practice that falls back on false 

consciousness as an overarching explanatory apparatus: 

 
The paranoid trust in exposure seemingly depends, in addition, on an infinite reservoir 

of naïveté in those who make up the audience for these unveilings. What is the basis 

for assuming that it will surprise or disturb, never mind motivate, anyone to learn that 

a given social manifestation is artificial, self-contradictory, imitative, phantasmatic, or 

even violent?  

(Sedgwick 2002, 141) 

 

I would add that the paranoid trust in exposure also seems to depend on the ignorance 

of the people and organizations we as researchers engage in (who may or may not be considered 

the audiences for our unveilings, as identified in the quote above). The initial round of 

background interviews (20 in total) from my engagement with Roskilde Festival is a telling 
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example of this relationship. In a group interview with two central figures, both with 

management responsibilities for human resources, as well as cultural and organizational 

development, the interviewees jump from one paradox to another. In doing so, the interviewees 

exposed prevailing and contradictory doublethink (El-Sawad, Arnold, and Cohen 2004), where 

mutually exclusive understandings of organizational phenomena seemed to apply 

simultaneously. They, in other words, did my job as a critical scholar by shedding light on 

inconsistencies between what is said and done, conflicts and power inequalities (e.g. between 

paid employees working full-time and unpaid volunteers working in their spare time). Here, it 

is worth mentioning that the power asymmetries are not unequivocally skewed in favour of one 

party over the other. Many employees think of themselves as volunteers because they do more 

than what they, strictly speaking, are paid to do. Some employees, however, feel unfairly 

judged by other volunteers for being motivated not by the voluntary effort in itself but by their 

pay cheque, which is deemed less legitimate (Hedegaard 2017). Notably, both interviewees 

were very well aware that many of the human resource methods that they roll out in the 

organization subscribe to a view of human motivation (‘theory x’) and human nature (‘homo 

economicus’) that is different, or even opposes the view they would like to cater for: a 

(neo)human relations perspective (Johnson and Gill 1993; see also McGregor 1966 on theory 

y) where the volunteers in the organization are believed – and trusted – to exercise self-

direction, desire responsibility and like to work voluntarily. As a matter of fact, some people 

in the organization correct others if speaking of voluntariness as work or labour; even a 

frequently used phrase such as ‘volunteer work’ is semantically rearticulated as ‘volunteer 

effort’ as if to create a linguistic distance to any notions of regular work. 

 

One topic that the interviewees kept returning to is the organization’s need for planning, 

coordination and control due to the tight schedule – especially as the festival event draws near. 

This kind of visible management is diametrically opposed to the interviewees’ idea of 

voluntariness as a process in which people seek influence and should be able to shape their 

own tasks – taking the voluntary commitment, not the organization’s needs, as the point of 

departure. From this example, I take that the interviewees are already aware of the paradox 

created by trying to manage that which is supposed to be a voluntary effort (La Cour 2014). 

From the position of a paranoid critic, this form of self-exposure should, strictly speaking, be 

impossible because the consciousness of the interviewees does not know itself to be false – 

something that critical inquiry somehow has privileged access to discern. To the extent we can 

talk about false consciousness, it, in this case, appears more accurate to talk about enlightened 



  - 12 - 

false consciousness (Sloterdijk 1984, 1988). They know of the paradoxical nature in their 

enterprise, yet they continue as if they did not (Zizek 1989). In this way, however, false 

consciousness becomes a paradox in itself. To conceive of false consciousness as enlightened 

only shows how far critical inquiry can be stretched in order to remain comfortably within a 

paranoid framework. 

 

Confessions of a critical-paranoid scholar 

In my initial engagements with Roskilde Festival, I was inclined to take the default critical 

management studies stance as critical (i.e. antagonistic) of the current managerial practices in 

the organization, which largely targeted the group of 30,000 volunteers upon whose labour the 

festival depends. During onboarding on my first days in the organization, I thus challenged the 

common conception of voluntariness with a view that the organization basically exploits the 

free labour of young people, some of which may find themselves in precarious situations 

career-wise and, therefore, in desperate need to embellish their CVs with relevant experience 

that they cannot get elsewhere due to lack of knowledge or skills. I also mentioned how I found 

it problematic that it probably was this (mis)use of free labour that allowed the festival to gain 

a competitive edge in a market economy, generating a surplus for the festival management to 

donate to charity and feel good about themselves as benefactors. Furthermore – and as I have 

continued to discuss with several people in the organization – volunteering could be seen as a 

sign of privilege, since you need some sort of surplus, resource-wise, to be able to volunteer 

your time. Here I am thinking of resources broadly as time and capacity: not only monetary. 

This would also go a long way to explain the organization’s self-identified diversity problem, 

with the body of volunteers becoming uniform. They have even made a profile of the average 

volunteer: of Danish nationality, white, in her mid-twenties, living in the greater Copenhagen 

area and in the midst of taking a university degree. And yet, volunteering also opens up the 

festival to people that otherwise are unable to participate due to, for example, their inability to 

pay the cover price of the ticket. 

 

Problematically, I found it extremely difficult as a critical researcher at Roskilde 

Festival to outcompete the organizers’ own criticality. Also, through an unceasing critical 

barrage, I effectively distanced myself from my object of inquiry prior to any engagement. 

Consequently, I put myself in a paranoid position, from where it was difficult to explore the 

alternative organizational practice of placing trust in volunteers because I was always/already 

trying to explain (not explore) how the alternative was potentially problematic. My critical 
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stance became incapacitating. Constantly pointing the finger and remaining busily preoccupied 

with what my finger was pointed at, I could not at the same time see that more fingers were 

pointing back at me, exposing my own paranoid position as problematic. I have, at this stage, 

used the word problematic several times, and I believe paranoid reading can be summarized 

with just that one word – problematic. It operates through the process of problematization 

(treating something as a problem). And as Phillips and Jeanes (2018, 698) credit Einstein for 

saying, ‘the thinking that has created a problem is unlikely to help us solve it’. Thus, as I sensed 

the problem of the problem, I began looking for alternatives, allowing myself to take pleasure 

and sustenance in the ethnographic fieldwork; this is what I understand by Sedgwick’s (2002) 

notion of reparative reading. 

 

The role of trust 

I think of paranoia and its reparative alternative as modes of reading, that is, as approaches to 

the empirical. The point I am making in this article is that, as is the case for the paranoid, the 

reparative approach can be turned into a position. That means reparative reading is not simply 

a cognitive analytical reframing of events, but a repositioned embodied stance. In retrospect, I 

believe that the possibility for me to negotiate my own positionality (Cruz 2016) was nurtured 

by Roskilde Festival’s trust in volunteers and in me as volunteer–researcher. They entrust 

volunteers with tasks and assignments that are critical to organizing the festival and, as such, 

to the organization as a whole. This almost blind faith in the voluntary commitment spurs a 

sense of duty and sees people take responsibility to live up to expectations – and return trust. 

At least it did in my case. The Danish word for voluntariness, frivillighed, is composed of fri 

(free) and villighed (willingness) – that is, a willingness to do something freely – also implying 

the autonomy or discretion of the individual to exercise their free will. One person at Roskilde 

Festival introduced me to a play on this compound word, claiming that voluntariness, when 

shown trust, develops into ‘dutitariness’ – pligtvillighed in Danish – a willingness to do your 

duty as a volunteer, what is expected of you, based on what you have been entrusted to do. On 

hearing this, need I mention that my paranoia had already prepared me to expose 

(neo)normative organizational control (Fleming and Sturdy 2009; Endrissat, Islam, and 

Noppeney 2015)? 

 

At no point in my (so far) two-years-long engagement with Roskilde Festival have they 

told me what to do or how to do it. They trust that I can conduct my research in collaboration 

with the organization, that I reach out when I need help (they did the same when they wanted 
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my perspective, for example, on the development of their first explicit diversity strategy), and 

that insights and findings from my research will be interesting and relevant to someone and 

some part in the organization. Admittedly, this trust has been a little anxiety-provoking and I 

even had it confused with blind faith at times, but it also put my initial disbelief in the 

organization’s reliance on volunteers to shame. So, instead of placing trust in exposure, as a 

paranoid reader would do, I began to place trust in the organization and its people – the same 

way they had shown me trust. I started to have trust in the (research) process, which to me 

became a matter of theorizing in a manner that could seem ‘naïve, pious, or complaisant’ 

(Sedgwick 2002, 126) from a paranoid critical stance. Rather than meeting the organizational 

members with assumptions and suspicion, I turned the suspicion towards my own beliefs and 

convictions. This, I believe, is what Parker (2018) means by a researcher position of not-

knowing and what Kofoed and Staunæs (2015) recommend with their ethics of hesitancy in 

fieldwork. 

 

It is beyond the scope of this article to review the extensive literature on trust as an 

organizational phenomenon. Dietz and Den Hartog (2006) provide an overview of different 

conceptualizations, specifically focusing on intra-organizational trust as the trust shown 

between members within an organization. For the purpose of this article, I am content with the 

etymological and conceptual ideas about trust as found when looking up its Danish equivalent 

tillid in a dictionary. Here, trust is described as a strong sense of being able to believe in – to 

trust – or count on someone or something. To count on someone or something is to rely on that 

someone or something. Trust, in other words, is relational: you trust in someone else. In doing 

so, you suspend your own suspicion, giving the other the benefit of the doubt. This manoeuvre 

is not without cost. Trust can be betrayed or even abused. Showing trust is to make yourself 

vulnerable to uncertainty, since to place confidence in something is also to depend upon it. 

This reliance, I believe, comes with the possibility of spurring hopes and expectations in that 

to which trust is given. While trust, in my case, may have been what nudged me in the direction 

of other-than-paranoid ways of knowing, it does not explain how I went about conducting 

reparative readings, to which I turn next. 

 

Towards a reparatively positioned methodology of wonder 

If the suppression of surprise is among the problems of a paranoid reading, then maybe wonder 

is the way forward for a reparative reading. According to MacLure (2013a), data make 

themselves intelligible to us in their own ways. And the way in which we may sense this 
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intelligibility is when becoming especially interested in some data. This interest does not come 

out of nowhere but is sparked by the glow, the ‘wonder that resides and radiates in data’ 

(MacLure 2013b, 228; my emphasis), and which holds a productive capacity, due to the 

entangled relationship between data and researcher (which we cannot assume or take for 

granted). Following this reasoning, the matter of critique is moved from the researcher to an 

entanglement with other matter, the data: an impossible move if disentangled through critical 

distance. Wonder is pre-eminently material and insists in bodies as well as minds:  

 

Wonder is relational. It is not clear where it originates and to whom it belongs. It seems 

to be “out there,” emanating from a particular object, image, or fragment of text; but it 

is also “in” the person that is affected. A passion: the capacity to affect and to be 

affected. 

(MacLure 2013b, 22; my emphasis) 

 

Wonder is, as such, a counterpart to reasoning through interpretation, classification and 

representation – what in conventional qualitative inquiry is typically (re)presented as coding 

(Davies 2018). Due to its capacity to enter into relations with researchers, the best way to think 

about the wonder of data is ‘as an event’ (MacLure 2013b, 231; italics in original). And while 

wonder is an affect it is not an uncomplicatedly positive affect. It can be a cause of 

astonishment or admiration, as well as a feeling of doubt or uncertainty. More importantly, 

wonder is the productive capacity in the entangled researcher–data relation. 

 

To enter into a relation presupposes a researcher presence, an immersion into the field 

that renders mutual affectivity possible. Thus, to become other-than-paranoid I practiced 

affective ethnography (Gherardi 2019). This, to Holck (2018), is a matter of writing from within 

and not just about an organization. Whereas writing about suggests a disentangled and 

disembodied writing practice, writing from within entails researcher engagement, inhabiting 

the organizational space in order to get entangled with the data. That is, as researcher one is 

not simply reporting on encounters but open to becoming affected by them (Fotaki, Kenny, and 

Vacchani 2017). The vignette in the introduction is an example of such writing from within the 

organization, from the moment of experience. It was this entanglement, the affective 

ethnographic endeavour with embodied apprehensions (Ashcraft 2017) of Roskilde Festival 

that enabled to experience the wonder of my data and do a more-than-paranoid reading. 

Because a reparative (re)reading implies a repositioned embodied stance and not simply a 
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cognitive analytical reframing of events (it is both a cognitive and an affective theoretical 

practice, just like paranoid inquiry), a methodology of wonder is necessarily also one of 

embodiment. And by embodiment, I mean intersubjectivity, in the sense that my own embodied 

experiences are understood not in isolation but in relation to other bodies. In her book about 

embodiment in qualitative research, Ellingson (2017, 1) makes the opening statement that 

researchers, whether consciously aware of it or not, begin with the body. As such, the body is 

my method and the site through which the situated self is experienced. To insist on this 

corporeality in affective ethnography is to recognize that organizing operates at a sensory level, 

irreducible to pure cognitive appraisal: 

 

[W]e cannot separate ourselves from our body: who we are, our thoughts, feelings, 

body, speech, response to others are interrelated and play through lived moments in 

which we try to make sense of our surroundings.  

(Cunliffe and Coupland 2011, 69) 

 

The inseparability from the body should be taken quite literally, namely that we are our 

bodies and that we ‘come to know the world experientially as our bodies help us attune 

ourselves to our situation’ (Cunliffe and Coupland 2011, 69, my emphasis). I will in the next 

section describe more concretely how I made my experience at Roskilde Festival sensible 

through embedded and embodied ethnographic moments. 

 

Back to data 

The wonder of data, as I have detailed in the preceding paragraphs, implies an intimate 

relationship between researcher and data, which, I assume, is why MacLure (2013b) puts a 

hyphen between the two (‘researcher-and-data’). They are not separate entities, meaning that 

the collection of data should not be thought of nor practiced as a matter of picking berries from 

a bush. Data are not ‘out there’, readily available for the researcher to gather. Rather, data are 

generated. In addition to the 20 background interviews previously referenced (conducted with 

employees and ‘fireballs’, i.e. volunteers putting in more than 100 hours annually), I 

volunteered on equal terms with everyone else. In other words, I practiced a dual role of 

volunteer–researcher. In my encounter with other volunteers, volunteering had been repeatedly 

mentioned as the right and proper way of experiencing Roskilde Festival and I assumed that 

being one of the volunteers would produce more meaningful relations, with ‘natural’ exchanges 

of information compared to othering myself as a researcher. 
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I have followed the organization since September 2017 (with data comprising of notes 

from onboarding, workshops, meetings as well as everyday observations) and produced field 

notes from the 2018 and 2019 festivals. During my first year, I already had an experience that 

challenged and put my initial paranoid reading of Roskilde Festival’s use of volunteers to 

shame. In the team I was part of, we hosted a group of young people with ‘psychological 

vulnerabilities’, as we were told in a briefing. Rather than trying to ‘fix’ them so they would 

fit a predefined volunteer role with pre-established ways of completing their tasks, this group 

of people could – as part of a pilot project – opt in and out depending on their needs and 

contribute however they saw fit. This flexibility in volunteering meant that they could 

participate on their own terms, which is another way of saying that they could shape the norms 

that governed their inclusion. They did not have to observe pre-existing normative standards 

for volunteering and change themselves accordingly. Rather, they were invited to help rework 

the norm, not only for who can volunteer, but also how one can volunteer. And as one of them 

is quoted as saying in a national newspaper, his days as a volunteer were his best experience 

with Roskilde Festival since he went for the first time four years ago: a testimonial that makes 

it difficult to be paranoid on his behalf. With the risk of getting ahead of myself, I believe that 

this example illustrates how festivals are marked by certain exclusions and inclusions 

(Willems-Braun 1994) and, more importantly, how they can be renegotiated through 

alternative practices, for example, different ways of organizing volunteers. 

 

Another experience that challenged my paranoia and had me wonder about the 

possibilities for other readings was my encounter with a camping area that goes by the name 

Camp Unicorny. Having followed the organization of Roskilde Festival in between the 

regenerative festival events (Vendelø and Rerup 2020; Birnholtz, Cohen, and Hoch 2007), a 

concern of mine was that I had come to know it exclusively through the group of volunteers 

denoted as ‘fireballs’ (in Danish: ildsjæle). This group accounts for no more than 2,000 of the 

total 30,000 volunteers that co-produce the festival. But because they put in more than 100 

hours on an annual basis (the minimum requirement is 32 hours), they also happen to be readily 

available for interviews – and hold the strongest views and opinions about Roskilde Festival, 

due to their dedication. In order not to privilege their experience over that of others (Yanow 

2012), I actively sought out different forms of participation to explore the myriad ways in 

which participants, whether formally volunteering or not, contribute to co-creating the festival, 

thereby making it their own. Camp Unicorny appeared to be one such instance, for reasons I 
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shall detail in the analysis (reading) below. To that end, I make use not only of text, but also of 

images. These photographs, together with sound and video recordings, have also been used to 

attune myself anew affectively to the empirical material. It is easy to get distanced from the 

object of inquiry when writing. Listening to the sounds of music engulfing the warm summer 

night and watching the ‘race for space’ that I describe in the introductory vignette would 

instantly send me right back to the festival.  

 

Camp Unicorny – a reparative reading 

 
It appears almost as if, at its core, the significance of festival itself is to give voice to 

these foundational problems of social life, to put them on stage, to enact once again, 

ritualistically, the joys and impossibilities of living together.  

(Toraldo and Islam 2019, 320) 

 

When wandering the vast fields, with one camp replacing the other and all with the same setup 

of a number of tents – frequently decorated with a spray-painted penis, the word ‘boobs’ or the 

generous offer of free blowjobs – organized around a white gazebo (if the gazebo is not torn 

apart by the wind due to the poor quality that comes with its cheap price), one area stands out: 

Dream City. The sign that marks the invisible border to this neighbourhood is placed on a small 

elevation in the landscape, as if aspiring to become the new Hollywood sign. The camping area 

that the sign overlooks includes around 80 smaller camps, with roughly 2,000 ‘dreamers’, who 

work together to create Dream City long before the festival begins. They have a reserved camp 

spot and privileged access to it prior to the festival, and therefore do not have to take part in 

the race for space that I described in the opening sequence of this article. Dream City is an 

audience-driven community, where festival guests can shape the space in their own image, 

which is what is meant by them being dreamers: if you can dream it up, the saying goes, Dream 

City is the place to make the dream come true. To take part in making the dream come true 

may be seen as an alternative to volunteering, another way of co-creating the festival. 

 

[Picture 1: Sign marking the border to Dream City at Roskilde Festival 2018]. 

 

Passing through the Dream City sign – and the people hanging out to drink booze and 

listen to music on top of its letters – you cannot miss Camp Unicorny. Two giant unicorn heads, 

at least two meters tall – one in pink and the other baby blue – with their horns touching at the 
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tips, as if attempting to make sparkles. This is the common area around which Camp Unicorny 

is organized. Unicorny started in 2013 and is organized by a Danish LGBT+ (lesbian, gay, 

bisexual and transgender)6 youth organization for people who break with gender and sexuality 

norms. The camp is primarily for festivalgoers that identify as LGBT+, that is, participants 

whose genders and sexualities differ from the cis-heteronormativity that quite blatantly 

dominates the rest of the festival (see e.g. Pielichaty 2015 for an example of how festival space 

consolidates normative notions of gender). Camp Unicorny is, as one of the organizers told me, 

a separate space to the rest of the festival and its mere existence makes for an interesting tension 

– observable from a paranoid position – that to establish Camp Unicorny is to reproduce cis-

heteronormativity and its ‘other’. The creation of the camp makes visible to us some of the 

processes by which difference is articulated and organized at the festival – in this particular 

instance, through gendered and sexualized dynamics. It shows how the festival space becomes 

an informal discursive arena (Willems-Braun 1994) wherein social identities are continually 

constructed, deconstructed and reconstructed. 

 

[Picture 2: Camp Unicorny at Roskilde Festival 2018]. 

 

I decided to spend some time in this particular camp for at least two reasons. One is 

that it, in a sense, was organized for me, given that I identify as LGBT+, live in a non-

heterosexual marriage and also academically have taken an interest in queer theory and 

previously conducted research with organizations for and by queer people (see e.g. Christensen 

2018). As Ashcraft (2018) explains, our ‘senses’ of difference at home (and here I think of 

home as the place I live and also the academic institution from where I practice my research) 

affect our study of power in other fields. So, I was almost drawn to this camp in the mutual 

affectivity between the professional and the personal. Another, yet related, reason was to 

prioritize difference over sameness (MacLure 2016). Camp Unicorny stood out with its 

rainbow colours and by explicitly catering to self-identifying LGBT+ persons at the festival. 

The existence of Camp Unicorny instantly aroused my paranoia about Roskilde Festival as a 

potentially discriminatory place that, like the surrounding society in general, marginalizes 

certain (groups of) people who, then, have to work together to establish a so-called safe space 

for themselves. This intuitive response to the camp, however, also made it an obvious candidate 

 
6 The plus sign is to indicate and acknowledge sexual orientations and gender identities otherwise not included in 

the LGBT acronym. 
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for me to approach reparatively, since they clearly were organizing for something and not only 

against a cis-heteronormative festival space. They were creating an alternative to said 

dominant norm. Instead of reading them negatively as marginalized, vulnerable or weak, 

maybe I could read them as bodies working, with concerted action, to produce knowledge 

through differential experiences. 

 

The paranoid in me was inclined to take the existence of Camp Unicorny as solid proof 

of exclusion, or at least that Roskilde Festival was not as inclusive as they would like to claim. 

If there was indeed room for all, why did some, then, feel the need to organize a separate/safe 

space for a group of people based on certain specificities? Camp Unicorny appeared to me as 

an area necessary only in consequence to the way queerness can be squeezed out of spaces 

(Ahmed 2019, 201). As I talked to the organizers, learning about the background of the camp 

and the different events they were organizing, I slowly became able to see the reparative project 

that the camp also offered. It was a community in the overall festival community. To the extent 

we may talk about exclusion, it was self-exclusion so that this particular group of people could 

renegotiate how to be included. The space was created in their own image to have their norms 

and values imprinted on the festival, even if only in a limited area. They arranged the events 

(e.g. glitter wrestling and a pride parade) that they would like to have. If they felt unsafe going 

to a party elsewhere, they threw their own party (that, however, could be made unsafe if joined 

by festival participants with little or no understanding of the camp). In this way, the existence 

of the camp as a gathering of bodies appeared to perform an immanent critique (Staunæs 2018), 

with them inhabiting the festival space differently – immanent because the critique was not 

posed from the outside, but from within the festival, which is to say that ‘the critics’ were 

entangled with that – Roskilde Festival – which they critiqued (MacLure 2016). 

 

As one of the initiators of the camp mentioned, the idea behind Camp Unicorny was to 

create a space where you are less likely to experience discriminatory language or treatment for 

as simple an act as kissing somebody of your own sex or diverging from conventional gender 

norms. The camp made a particular group of festivalgoers visible and showed how ‘their needs’ 

are not always included in the overall festival community. This visibility in itself makes for an 

interesting experience since it offers an alternative to more conventional organizations, such as 

workplaces, where many LGBT+ employees conceal their sexual orientations and gender 

identities because they feel out of place in said organizational contexts (see e.g. Christensen 

forthcoming 2020; Rumens 2010; Rumens and Kerfoot 2009). The visible presence of Camp 
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Unicorny has, as one organizer highlighted, led to conversations with the festival management 

about the shower facilities at the festival, which are shared, meaning gender non-conforming 

bodies risk outing themselves. The organizers of Camp Unicorny, in other words, pointed to 

how the festival space was organized in accordance with certain norms of embodiment, a 

‘normate template’ (Hamraie 2017) of the bodies meant to use it. 

 

While many other camps were focused around drinking games and partying, it struck 

me that Camp Unicorny based its socializing around good conversation – a break from partying 

– an idea that Roskilde Festival adopted in 2019 when they experimented with an alcohol-free 

Hydration Zone to establish a space where more festival participants could liberate themselves 

from the normative pressure of constantly consuming alcohol: a place that could initiate 

dialogue about party and alcohol culture. The practice of organizing a space with norms that 

are different and thereby challenge the dominant assumption that partying equals alcohol and 

getting drunk (i.e. binge drinking) was, in other words, incorporated more widely at the festival. 

Alcohol is generally associated with festivals and is also a pervasive part of the organizational 

culture at Roskilde Festival – supported by the fact that the Danish brewer Tuborg has been a 

main sponsor for decades. Once, during a Roskilde Leadership Lab workshop of mine about 

the inclusion/exclusion mechanisms of social norms, a participant confided in me that one of 

the reasons he volunteered was that it gave him a legitimate excuse for taking a break from 

drinking because you are not allowed to consume alcohol or be drunk while doing a shift. 

 

Vignette: Parading in pride 

I once again find myself submerged into a sea of bodies. An unavoidable fact of life at 

a festival that becomes the most densely populated area in Denmark while taking place. 

I am still wearing a flower wreath on top of my head although no one seems to notice. 

The centre of attention is the final minutes of a glitter wrestling match between two 

masculine looking bodies. Those two half-naked bodies are covered all over in glitter. 

The bodies that are not sprinkled with glitter are also glistening but from sweat. The 

heat is unbearable, like a blanket wrapped tightly around you. As the two combatants 

in the improvised wrestling pit hug out their differences, someone in a yellow vest gives 

signal for the rest of us to form a parade and soon after we are on the march. 

 

Unlike the competitive run that I observed a few days earlier, I am this time among the 

bodies in motion. This, I become painstakingly aware of from witnessing how people 
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from the outside cast a curious glance at us as we pass by. Someone has offered me 

beer. I take a sip while also trying my best to follow the rhythm of the pride parade to 

the beat of Baby with Justin Bieber that plays from a portable loudspeaker further up 

the crowd. I don’t know if the droplets that hit my skin are beer or other people’s sweat. 

But I welcome almost any alternative to the urine dust that the occasional gusts swirl 

up to the annoyance of my eyes and nostrils. I see someone who has turned a rainbow-

coloured flag into a protective mouth cover to breathe through. 

 

What catches my eye, however, is not what happens in the parade as much as the 

reactions outside of it from the festival guests that become spectators as we continue to 

make our way through different camping areas. Some people passively stare, turning 

their heads to follow the direction that we are headed. Others join the parade along the 

way. We do not intrude their camps; we make use of the established footpaths, some of 

which are occupied by festival guests playing beer bowling or doing other activities. 

This makes it difficult for us to go through without disrupting their game. I become 

alert to how one of the parade organizers has to go ahead to ask these guests kindly to 

make room for us. 

 

As some festival guests know that we are coming they have gotten out of their chairs 

to applaud and greet us raising their beer as if to give a toast. My paranoid reading of 

that experience immediately and automatically, as if by reflex, adds another layer to the 

gesture and interprets the applause as an instance of ‘tolerating the other’, rather than 

as something candid. These speculations keep nourishing my paranoia and I begin to 

feel like a giraffe on display, an exotic animal in a cage celebrated for its otherness. The 

bystanders, on the other hand, now appear to me as if assuming a position as ‘the normal 

ones’, who can show their sympathies with our parade, provided that they find us 

likable or somehow worthy of their approval – as if we needed it in the first place. 

 

[Picture 3: Pride parade at Roskilde Festival 2018]. 

 

My paranoia knew this feeling of being othered all too well and I could not, in that 

moment, position myself otherwise. This was a moment of powerful embodied knowing, 

which, although it might be paranoid, is an important source of knowledge, nonetheless. In that 

moment, the embodied knowing could not be cognitively rectified, as it were. However, it does 
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not stand alone as the only source of knowledge; wonder, as an equally embodied stance, may 

be mobilized to produce a re-reading of the moment and my original experience.7 

 

Later on, swiping through photographs and videos on my smartphone, I felt reconnected 

with the parade, only this time I was able to experience it differently – maybe because we were 

back in the camp and the parade had culminated in a big party that had changed the atmosphere, 

the mood (Ahmed 2014). I relived the joy I had also felt when walking the parade: the joy of 

becoming part of a community. After all, it was my first time at Roskilde Festival and, besides 

the people in my volunteer team, I knew no one and was all alone at the festival. From the 

pictures, I saw something that my paranoia had not sensed, namely how signs and posters with 

slogans and catchphrases – often a common feature in pride parades – were notable by their 

absence from this one. From a reparative position the parade appeared less as sign of repression 

and more as ‘a concerted bodily enactment, a plural form of performativity’ (Butler 2015, 8). 

The assemblage of bodies turned into a movement as the parade moved in and out of different 

campsites, winding like a snake in rhythmic unison. Importantly, this movement – the gathering 

of people – could signify more than what was (not) said (remember there were no banners that 

called for the end of cis-heteronormativity and discrimination: no outspoken or explicit claims 

made). What mattered was that our bodies had assembled and, in doing so, exercised a right to 

appear and demanded to be recognized: a matter of ‘queer use’ (Ahmed 2019), as the parade 

released potential by putting the camping sites to a use different from what was intended. 

 

The matter of queer use brings me to the specificity of queerness to the analytic – an 

aspect that thus far has been lost in my translation of Sedgwick’s (2002) ideas from their 

original formation in queer studies to organization and critical management studies. Paranoia 

is not just a critical stance; it is also a lived one. As I have shown with reference to Camp 

Unicorny, paranoia comes out of an experience of negation, of a cis-heteronormative 

epistemology that does not know queer lives (something that I have also touched upon in 

previous work, see e.g. Basner et al. 2018). Sedgwick (2002) reminds us that it is possible for, 

for instance, the LGBT+ community in Camp Unicorny to work with what they are, feel and 

 
7 Thank you to the anonymous reviewer for reminding me that this embodied knowledge of mine is not 

insignificant, even if paranoid. 
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sense, so as to generate an epistemology that does something other than negate them.8 As one 

of the organizers said after the parade, she first and foremost sees the assembly of the pride 

parade as a statement that ‘we exist’. Popularly speaking, we’re here and we’re queer. She 

contrasts the parade at the festival to other pride parades, which she sees more as spectacles 

that only confront spectators who have already decided to show up beside a pre-planned route 

– preaching to the choir. At Roskilde Festival, they get a different kind of exposure because 

the other festival guests cannot just ‘shut us out’, as the organizer explained. The paraders’ 

physical presence was an ‘embodied form of calling into question’ (Butler 2015, 9); it made 

them visible as they took up space in coming together as a group. And not only to other festival 

guests, but also to the festival management, who, a few days later, passed on the news that they 

had decided to give the organization behind Camp Unicorny a financial donation in support of 

the work done by the camp in terms of ensuring greater representation of diversity at the 

festival. I will in the final section conclude on my reparative reading of Camp Unicorny, 

including what a reparative reading does. 

 

Conclusion – what reparative readings do 

 
What does knowledge do – the pursuit of it, the having and exposing of it, the receiving 

again of knowledge of what one already knows? How, in short, is knowledge 

performative, and how best does one move among its causes and effects?  

(Sedgwick 2002, 124; italics in original) 

 

My aim with this article has not been to suggest that reparative readings are somehow truer 

than paranoid ones. The aim was to show how a reparative reading offers what a paranoid 

reading restricts and also that we, as critical scholars, need not always be taking organizations 

to task in order to perform our critical work. This, I believe, to be of utmost importance when 

engaging with alternative organizations such as Roskilde Festival. Also of importance, and of 

relevance, to the critical performativity debates in critical management studies (e.g. Spicer, 

Alvesson, and Kärreman 2009, 2016; Gond et al. 2016; Cabantous et al. 2016; Fournier and 

Grey 2000) and alternative organization studies (e.g. Parker and Parker 2017; Parker 2018; 

Reedy, King and Coupland 2016; Reedy 2014; Parker et al. 2014), is what Sedgwick (2002) 

 
8 Thanks to the anonymous reviewer for calling this into my attention, enabling me to restructure my concluding 

discussion around this important insight. 
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succinctly relays in the quote above, namely that knowledge does rather than simply is. Thus, 

what is interesting about a reparative reading is what the knowledge produced does or allows 

us to do to or with organization(s). Let me, therefore, proceed by concluding what my analysis 

(reading) of Camp Unicorny can teach us about paranoid and reparative critical practices. 

 

First of all, both practices – paranoid and reparative – are ‘changing and heterogenous 

relational stances’ (Sedgwick 2002, 128). They are not theoretical ideologies, nor are they a 

stable personality type of the critic; rather, they are flexible and allow for movement between 

paranoid and non-paranoid knowing. Through this movement, it is possible to learn about the 

accomplishment of alternative organization(s) and not just what they fail to accomplish. Using 

Camp Unicorny as an example, I have demonstrated how a reparative reading makes it possible 

to appreciate what people positively commit themselves to. That is, in foregrounding not what 

they are against but what they are or organize for, the reparative reading accentuates what the 

organizing produces. Take as an example the articulation of alternative norms beyond a mere 

reflexivity around existing norms, which, in the case of Camp Unicorny, may make a critical 

difference and open the world – even if the alternative is temporary and spatially delineated. I 

admit the analysis may give the impression that my shift from paranoid to a reparative reading 

just happened. That, however, was not the case. And if taking seriously the idea that we as 

researchers are always-already positioned (e.g. Haraway 1988), then we are hardly free to make 

shifts from one partial perspective to another at will. Instead, the task at hand is to avoid 

rendering our experiences familiar or known (e.g. by falling back on paranoia) and, at the very 

least, stay open to the possibility for alternative readings. 

 

To be reparatively positioned, then, is to make room for surprise without knowing 

whether that surprise will be terrible or good, since the affect is not given by wonder (it can be 

both positive and negative). This is another way of saying that critical inquiry does not give in 

to suspicion. Let me pick up where the analysis ended, namely with Roskilde Festival’s 

donation to the LGBT+ organization behind Camp Unicorny. This funding strategy could 

easily be suspected through paranoid knowing as an act of pinkwashing (Kates and Belk 2001). 

In contrast, the reparative reading may seem naïve – ignorant even – in not searching for such 

hidden agendas. To be reparatively positioned is, quite literally, to repair, to amend. Unlike 

paranoid inquiry, which always finds what it seeks to uncover in scanning for certain clues 

(turning its premise into a conclusion), the reparatively positioned reader makes the effort to 

‘organize the fragments and part-objects she encounters’ (Sedgwick 2002, 146). In comparison 
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to the de(con)structive tales in paranoid readings, reparative readings offer more edifying 

narratives. I believe this task to be easier when seeking that which nourishes and gives us 

sustenance. That is, instead of doing fieldwork to uncover what we find problematic, we may 

engage with organization(s) we find admirable and do things that we love. 

 

While I initially argued for a turn towards alternative organization to be accompanied 

by a concurrent turn towards the reparative, to be able to appreciate – let alone apprehend – the 

alternative, it seems appropriate to conclude that a reparative project is just as much in need of 

alternative organization, if it is to avoid being crowded out by paranoia. Allow me to end the 

article by revisiting the vignette with which it began. You can read it selectively through the 

affect of paranoia, thereby emphasising all the negative aspects, such as the woman who got 

hurt and how the waiting area was flooded with waste. It is also possible to foreground all the 

aspects that you may find positive (e.g. the joy of watching young people helping out each 

other and running in excitement and sheer anticipation of what is to come). None of those 

readings would be false. However, the point that I have been making throughout this article is 

that one – paranoid criticality – tends to shut out other forms of knowing. Thus, the critical 

project, in my view, is to practice indeterminacy rather than unequivocally choosing everything 

that can be criticised. This is why alternative organization(s) and reparative readings go well 

together: as critical scholar, you do not want to put your guards down for an organization that 

you disapprove of. The ability to do reparative readings, therefore, entails engagement with the 

alternative. Conversely, alternative organization also needs the reparative approach, since we 

as critical scholars otherwise castigate the alternative by first encounter. Paranoia, in this way, 

is predictable in always discovering and criticising that which confirms and, hence, legitimises 

the paranoia – reaching closure. Reparative reading is choosing the open. 
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