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I 

ABSTRACT 

This project begins from the researcher's lived "tensions" as an academic in activist 
community, and as a feminist activist entering the academy. The investgation takes up critical 
pedagogy's methods of mutual dialogue and critical reflection to explore the community-based 
involvement and research methodologies of activist academics. The thesis particularly 
considers the ways in which troubles and complements between activism and the academy 
characterize graduate students7 trajectory toward becoming "activist academics." 

Discussion with twelve activist-oriented graduate students reflecting on their 
experiences suggests that, across disciplines and interests, activist graduate students may share 
experiences situating them similarly as novices, learning to participate in the practices of an 
activist academic commzlnig ofpractice. For some, activism is the starting point for academic 
work, while others develop commitment to community involvement through, and beyond 
their thesis research. However, as participants recall "getting their hands drrty" in the 
discursive work of activist communities, all describe having developed skills and knowledge 
that overlap and integrate in both academic and activist work. 

This inq- applies an institutional ethnography analysis to participants' critical 
reflections on the "tensions" for them of activist scholarship. Such an approach brings into 
view the discourses. relationships, and institutionalized procedures constraining and organizing 

---- .- 
action in both activist and academc settings. Whlle participants r e d  difficuiues in nego&&lg 
the written and unwritten rules of the academy's procedures, relationships, and drscourse, they 
also expose relations w i h  ostensibly counter-hegemonic activist settings that resemble 
mainstream (class, race, and gender) social stratification. This brings into view the ruling 
relations enacted in both community and academic semngs. 

Strikingly, eleven of the sampled thirteen community-involved or activist pdcipants 
are women, people of colour, working class, and/or le~bian/~ay/queer. While these "outsider" 
students describe particular difficulties and tensions in the intersections of identity, 
community, and academy, nonetheless, ten participants continue in academic careers 
incorporating community interests. The study concludes by considering some possible 
implications of this juxtaposition, and asks in what ways activist community involvement 
might prepare "outsider" students, in particular, for academic success. 

. . . 
lll 



It is only when the oppressed find the oppressor out and become involved in 
the organized struggle for their liberation that they begin to believe in 
themselves. This discovery cannot be purely intellectual but must involve 
action; nor can it be limited to mere activism, but must include serious 
reflection: only then will it be a praxis. 

Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

From a novice activist academic's standpoint: Overview of the project 

This project emerges from the researcher's experience of living in the tension of 

multiple identities and multiple communities as feminist anti-violence activist, SFU grad 

student, corporate hack, and lesbian woman-about-town. This project studies a selection of 

graduate-level theses and dissertations' written by researchers identified by themselves or 

others as "activist academics": researchers who seem to engage with the problem of trymg to 

work concurrently, as I do, as both activists and academics. The study considers the graduate 

research of twelve students who undertook their degrees since 1994 at Simon Fraser University 

(SFU) and University of British Columbia (UBC), a sampling that may form a loose, local 

community of researchers who have used the same libraries, shared some of the same 

supervisors, and many who know each other. 

trajectory of becoming members of a shared community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991) 

and developing identities in common as activist academics. As a sort of subculture relative to 

mainstream academic communities, participants in such a community may share research 

values, theoretical frameworks, and practices. In particular, we may see that concepts and 

methodologies from popular education, critical pedagogy, and participatory and activist 

research, as well as frameworks in common are drawn from community activist discourse and 

practice. Engagmg with both the texts produced by these researchers and their recollection of 

their lived experiences as graduate students, ttus study drscusses some of the common events 

r characterizing the movement of these academic "newcomers" (Lave and Wenger, 1991) to 

increasing participation with and knowledge of the identities, tools, artifacts, and sociocultural 

'Masters theses selected for this study are: Atkinson, (1998); Ashe, (1999); Bennett, (2002); Bose (2002); Malange, 
(1998); Ogden, (1994); Sharma, (1995); Uzelman, (2002). Doctoral Dissertations selected are: Memers, (1998); 
Ibanez Carrasco, (1999). Two students are referred to by pseudonyms throughout this paper. One of these has 
received her Master of Arts degree, while the other continues to work on her thesis. 



practices, (Lave and Wenger 1991) of a primarily text-based community of activist-oriented 

academics. , 

This research is concerned with research participants who are enough "like" me that I 

might hope to learn from their experience of integrating graduate research and activist work, 

and whose experience rmght assist to explicate and elucidate the "tensionsy7 I perceived as I 

sought to deslgn graduate-level research that might "matter." About research begmnmg in 

one's own experience, Himani Bannerji writes: 

There is no better point of entry into a critique or reflection than one's own 
experience. It is not the end point, but the begmmg of an exploration of the 
relationship between the personal and the social and therefore political and this 
connecting process, which is also a discovery, is the real pedagogic science, the 
"science" of social science. (1995, p.550) 

Begmnmg from reflection on my own efforts working to integrate activism into academic 

work, I sought others who had recently completed their degrees, and who might, therefore, 

have shared available theoretical perspectives, similar institutional structures and local 

supports, and perhaps, experienced similar "tensions" between activist community 

involvement and the academy. The search for other activist-oriented student researchers has 

relied heavily on a practice of community mapping and network building. In order to locate 

some of "nerghbours" in this community of activist academics, I namgated through a series of 

connections between students, connections visible in their texts or made through personal 

contact. In effect, mine has been a snowball sampling approach (Blaxter et a1 2001, p.92). 

Integrating data gathered through textual analysis and interviewing, this project aims to 

generate a "map" of the links and tensions of concurrent activist and academic work. The view 

from the standpoint2 of the sample "community" of graduate students will generate an analysis 

of ways in whch socially progressive graduate-level research might be constrained-or gmded 

and supported-by the academic institution and activist communities. Further, it will explore 

Dorothy Smth (1987,1990,1999) uses the term "standpomt", as do other f e r n s t  (e.g. Hartsock, 1995) and 
Marxist theorists to denote a paradar, concrete positton m the pohtical economy of a soaety, and therefore, 
the mew of the world that is possible from that position. Th~s mquq  takes the standpoint of a (fermtllst) actmst 
newcomer to progressme, transformatwe, or 'cnbccal' academc mquuy m order to mterrogate those modes of 
mquuy themselves. 



ways in which graduate students learn to negotiate the seemingly divergent practices and 

ideologies of academia and activism. , 

Research questions 

Potentially assisting future graduate student researchers to make optimal use of their 

university-based tools and resources, this research offers perspectives about what participants 

deemed to be both "effective" and "unsuccessful" about their own intersecting work as 

academics and activists. Building on the work of others who have considered "how baduate 

level] academic work could be linked concretely with social change," (Coates et al., 1998, 

p.342), this thesis asks: I 

- In what ways has a critical education, or an activist, social change agenda 
been pursued in graduate level academic research? How have links and 
 tension^'^ between activist communities and academic settings been 
conceived of and enacted by graduate student researchers? 

- What methodologies, ethics, and academic accomplishments have 
characterized the lived experience of graduate students who have pursued 
research concerned with a "progressive," "activist," or "social change" 
agenda? 

- In what ways, and to what extent might the research participants be 
members of a community of practice of activist academics! What are the 
relationships, practices, and connections among members and outsiders, and 
among "newcomers" and "old-timers" (Lave and Wenger 1991) to activist- 
oriented academic scholarship? What are the shared values, beliefs, or 
ideologies supporting shared practices among activist scholars in the 
academy? 

In support of these questions, the research asks: 

- What are the relationshps for activist academics between their activist 
communities and their scholarly communities? What are the tensions and 
synergies, and how do students engage them personally and explicitly in their 
(published) work? 

- What is the effect or impact of activist-oriented thesis research upon 
research subjects, the student's career as activist and academic, and wider 
communities? 

This project can be described as "meta-research," concerned with identifyrng and 

analyzing a collection of researchers who have themselves engaged the ethical and ideological 



position that "there is no neutral research" (Lather, 1991, p. 266) and have, therefore, taken on 

the task of conducting research whose practices and frameworks aim to transform the world 

(for the "better"). This study considers the experiences of thirteen graduate students (including 

myself) who describe themselves or have been described by others as "activists" or "activist 

academics," pursuing action toward a vision of progressive social change. This thesis does not 

attempt to situate the work of the participants in political (or moral) terms relative to (one 

another's or some absolute) social progressiveness, as socd progressiveness and social justice 

are hghly subjective. Indeed, many causes that I, for example, consider politically regressive 

certainly have their own activists and intellectuals mobilized around them. 

Introducing graduate student activist academics 

Folks of diverse ethnicities, socio-economic classes, ages, and sexualities, abilities, and 

interests populate my east Vancouver neighbourhood. Through interactions over time, 

neighbours may come to recogme our local characters. For example, neighbours who don't 

even know me will know that I'm "Buddy-the-cat's mom." Just as my neighbour b e p s  with a 

small bit of information and comes to know more about me or my habits in the 

fl&hhn~lrhnn? nxrer ijme, sn rln T hope the reader of this thesis will come to know some of 

the characters (and their characteristics, interests and dispositions) among the graduate 

students participating in this project. This group of thirteen graduate student researchers is, like 

my local neighbourhood, populated with men and women, lesbians/gays/queers, persons of 

color, immigrants, people of working class origin, and "typical, middle-class, suburban" 

(Uzelrnan, personal communication) heterosexual white men. Among &us selection are self- 

described activists organizing for social change and participating in activist communities before 

begvlning their graduate research. Others still do idenafy themselves or their work as activist, 

even when others describe them as "activist scholars." Just as I could be introduced by one of 
, 

my neighbours as '%uddyYs Mom," let me introduce, as I have come to know them, the people 

in this project's "neighbourhood." 

A friend introduced Scott Uzelrnan as a grad student whose Master's thesis research 

documented his activism in the Vancouver Independent Media Center (IMC)3. When we met 

3 U zelman, S. (2002). Cataheng Partinpatoy Communication: hd~endent Media Center and the Politcj @Direct Action. 
Unpublished Thesis. Simon Fraser University. 

4 



at h e  coffee bar for our interview, I recognized Uzelman by his briefcase with the anarchist 

badge and "no WTO" pin. Uzelman describes himself as an activist corning from a "typical 

suburban background" who, as an undergraduate "worked with Newswatch 

c&ada, a research project in the School of Communication at Simon Fraser University, on 

several studtes investgating blind spots, double standards, and patterns of omission in 

Canada's news media" (Uzelman, 2002, p.5). Through that work in the academy, as well as 

through street protests against the World Trade Organization, Uzelman saw himself 

developing as an activist, and became particularly interested in participatory and creative direct 

action strategies. Though Uzelman has amassed a substantial student loan, and though he 

describes himself as "cynical about academia," he believes "academia has become a way to 

avoid real work, and a way of being able to control my labour in some small way" (personal 

communication, June 20,2003), and continues now with PhD coursework. 

Scott Uzelman introduced me to his friend, colleague, and sometime co-conspirator, 

Pablo Bose as another who focused his Master's research on activist communities4. Pablo says: 

I have this weird familial connection to a bunch of South Asian academics 
(both my parents are profs and went to school with these people) so I've been 

. - 
dGs =diec i-aj-e;l: 2;;;~a:~d co;s;-e=sa",=n -nr\r\i~ i & ~  <n;~miz river yu"y"w -'- "=-. "*' - . -- 

the last year and so she's given me some interesting feedback about the 
integration of activist academic interests. (personal communication, June 25, 
2003) 

Pablo says his own interest in social justice was "naturalized throughout childhood by 

association with my parents7 hippie and gay friends" (personal communication, July 25,2003), 

and his own family's historical involvement in Nationalist activism in India. His activist 

interests have run from '%earing wimess" at Summit of the Americas protests in Quebec City, 

to serving as Picket Captain of striking Teaching Assistants at his University. Bose says he 

continues to research the displacement of people for development, especially in Indds 

Narmada Valley because: 

I like stories.. . I like bemg moved, I like moving other people. I felt angry, and 
I feel that there is a way of channeling that. I was blown away by the stuff 
these people had done. (Pablo Bose personal communication, July 25,2003) 

Bose, P. (2000) The Rise ofthe New Grassmots in the Ckyoqaot Soand and the Namaah VaLlls,. Unpublished Thesis. 
Simon Fraser University. 



Darcie Bennett has been for several , years an activist organizing with grassroots and 

university-based groups for women's liberation and the eradication of poverty. She seems to 

me to be an articulate, grassroots activist, and we have met at rallies, workshops, education 

events, and community arts festivals. Darcie describes herself in her Master's thesis as a 

"working-class single mother" and "materialist feminist" (2003, p.6). At the time of this 

writing, Darcie had just begun a PhD program in Sociology, was nurturing a collective 
- 

homeschool with other parents in her housing co-op, and was participating with a grassroots 

women's groups in a project aimed at generating new strategies for collective childcare 

provision. Darde's Master's thesis5 considers how the policies of the BC government and 

global capitalism marginalize single mothers like her. 

Siobhan Ashe says, "I am someone who lives in the largest clear-cut in British 

Columbia, whose lived place' is one of pavement, computers, and food wrapped in plastic" 

(Ashe, 1999, p.79). She writes, "Research is my environmental activism" (1999, p. 79) 6, and 

traces her interest in the environmental movement as having been "piqued with the constant 

media portrayal of the ragmg protests occurring between the 'loggers' of Ucluelet and 'tree 

I.,.--OJ Lru-rLv n ~ ~ n F ; n n  ..,A A .,-A,, ,-- 00rl rlo~mmlnt -- Cni1nrl" (-&he, ? 81) Sinhhm Ashe's interests now ranze -- 1 -1--- 

from community safety to environmental studies, with a particular interest in building 

community capacity for self-organizing. She works as a community coordinator who organizes 

"Community forums and action on safety, community capacity, and solutions" (personal 

communication), and is also now a PhD (Sociology) candidate who has organized conferences 

on environmental and social justice as a member of the Environmental Studies Association of 

Canada. For her Master's thesis, Ashe worked as a member and participant-observer among 

the Barefoot Cartographers, a grassroots group that makes bioregional maps of Vancouver to 

promote environmental sustainability. 

. "Tanya Jones" describes herself as "vulnerable because of per] activism," (personal 

communication, July 27; 2004) and is therefore identified only by a pseudonym throughout this 

Bennett, D. (2003). Neo4beraI Governance and the Singh Mother's Stan4oint : The Care afBC5 'Nw Era. " 
Unpublished Thesis. Simon Fraser University. 

Ashe, S.M. (1 999). Ia'endg andAction in the environmentalmovement: A Case Stu4 ofthe Banrefoot Carztographm. 
Unpublished Thesis. Simon Fraser University 



thesis. She is a whte woman, of "mixed-class," and a lesbian, who has done paid and 

volunteer work as a community activist in women's and anti-oppression groups. She describes 

herself as having been "an activist returning to school," for whom there were particular 

challenges "inserting,and infusing the activism within the structure of Master's research," and 

her "activism is the starting place for academic work" (personal communication, July 25, 

2003). At the time of this writing, she did not plan to continue her academic studies toward a 

PhD, though she teaches college level Women's Studies. She continues to participate within a 

community-based "anti-discrimination" organization. With members of this group, some of 

whom participated as interviewees in her Master's thesis research, Tanya conducts research, 

writes, and facilitates workshops for public education. 

Nandita Sharma has considerable experience as an activist. She has organized around 

women's issues, anti-racism, and m a t i o n ,  and has been a member of the National Action 

Committee on the Status of Women, a founder of Open the ~orders!~,  and remains a member 

of several other activist organizations. She is a South Asian woman, who continues her 

organizing and academic career, now as an Associate Professor. Her Masters thesis develops 

an analysis of Canadian mmqration policy as being desped to provide cheap, indentured 

My MA research was very much connected with my activist work. I had been 
working with an anti-racist organization in the Lower Mainland that was, in 
part, raising the issue of migrant domestic workers. I became very interested in 
the topic of my MA thesis, Canada's migrant worker program, through this 
organizing. (personal communication, ~ e b & r y  3,2004) 

When we spoke on the phone, Laura Atkinson laughed, saying that her current paid 

job for an non-governmental organization "should hardly be called 'activism'," told me how 

arduous it was for her to finish her thesis, and was good humoured with her advice to me to 

"just get through" writing the thesis and "get on with the real organizing outside the academy" 

(personal communication, December 18,2003). She says she now discourages other young 

women activists from going on to graduate school, though her own thesis work on Norplant 

A grassroots group calling for open borders in North America and working actively for social justice for 
(im)migrants in their local communittes (Sharma, personal communicatton, February 3,2004). 

SharmaJ. (1 995). The Tme North Strong and Ugme: capita& mstmct~/n'ng and non-iwm&rant eztpkynent in C 2 . m h  
1973-1993. Unpublished Thesis. Simon Fraser University 



afld Depo-Provera arose from her anti-racist and feminist activism, which introduced her to 

Abo@ women and women of color wha were "pushed" these drugs by the same clinicians 

who didn't mention them to whte middle-class women. Several years after completing her MA 

research," Laura Atkinson continues to describe herself as an activist, but with a caveat. She 

says, "I'm older now and I don't want to sit through a lot of collective or organizational 

meetings. I want to be doing tangible, constructive things: organizing, and training, and 

workshops. Making things, doing political art" (personal communication, December 18,2003). 

We wrapped up our conversation with her offer that I can "call or email any time for support," 

and I invited her to my band's next performance and to a public forum on women and poverty 

organized in my own activist community. 

Colleagues of "Andrea Smith" suggested I speak to her about her difficulties in 

completing her politicized Master's research. "Andrea" agreed to participate on the condition 

of anonymity, describing herself as a "casualty" of a department that "talks the talk about 

supporting progressive work, but does not offer the mentorship and support to students who 

are doing really progressive work" (personal communication, July 25,2003). At the time of our 

interview, she had been working on her Master of Arts degree for several years, had not yet 

<< progressive organization." Andrea wanted very much to begin her research from her own 

experience as a "survivor" of sexual assault; she hoped the research could begin a discussion 

with others with some shared experiences. She says: 

I hoped my thesis could be five people getting together and talking about their 
experiences, and have it literally as an exploratory conversation. I thought we 
mght start something different from the sexual assault bureaucratic machine, 
where there's lots of telling you how you should feel and not a lot of space for 
survivors to name what they are going through and say what they want done. I 

, wanted to create that space, even informally, as an academic experience. 
(personal communication, July 25,2003) 

About her activism, Andrea says, "I'm probably a wannabe activist who can't get my ass off 

the couch and do it" (personal communication, July 25,2003). 

A h o n ,  L.A. (1 998). Birth Conttol or Contmllng Birth? A Clitical Intemgatzon f Two New Contrac@tive Technologies 
Using P@ubr Education Prmtices and Plinnpbs. Unpublished Thesis. Simon Fraser University. 



Cara-Lee Malange reveals in her thesis1' that she was a "young, healthy, single woman 

with no children of per] own to take care of. [She] had the good life and the freedom and 

privilege that comes with being an educated, middle-class North American' (hlalange, 2001, 

p.138). In her thesis research, Malange says, "I hoped to provide support to activists fighting 

to end violence against Third World women" (personal communication, December 15,2003). 

In exchange for the opportunity to conduct a participant-observation study of a shelter for 

battered women and children in Guatemala, Malange offered eight months of fulltime 

volunteer work to the shelter. She writes in her thesis of her hope that her work "provides 

[women and children] a voice without speaking for them" (2001, p.148). Cara Lee Malange is 

now a college instructor, working to build into her work a focus on politicizing women's 

experience (personal communication, December 15,2003). 

Erica Meiners has been described as an "activist scholar" for her current work with 

BgondMedia Edwation, an organization working "to equip under-served and under-represented 

women, youth, and communities to tell their stories, articulate their identities, and organize for 

social justice through the collaborative creation and distribution of alternative media arts"". 

Recalling her motivation for her PhD dissertation research on the ways women are 

I became politicized and out in a laborious process that maybe involved me 
thinking more/differently about activism. Actually in retrospect I probably did 
characterize myself more as an activist then - not sure if I had a sense of what 
it meant ...(p ersonal communication, January 4,2004) 

Erica Meiners now holds a "tenure track gig" as an Associate Professor in the United States. 

About her "pedgree" as an activist scholar, she says, "Perhaps I am just not smart enough to 

do what some name 'real scholarly work.' I had a weird grad school education, and I don't 

have a pedlgree to be a scholar even if I wanted to be!" (personal communication, January 6, 

'0 Malange, C.L. (2001). Pohtical Motherhood Women's Stmggbs to jghf Violence In Gnatemah. Unpublished Thesis. 
Simon Fraser University. 

l2 Meiners, E. (1998). Inpit ie~ into the Regz~btion ofDiordered Bodiei: ~hx t ed  ~ i c k :  and Twised EthnographicFFicns. 
Unpublished dissertation. Simon Fraser University. 



Francisco Ibanez-Carrasco spoke with me in the home he shares with his partner. He 

spoke with charismatic wordplay about his mter-relationships to social research, activism, and 

his status as an HlV positive, gay, immigrant. Francisco is a part-time university instructor of 

research methods; a researcher "typecastyy for HN/AIDS research, and projects oriented 

around drug-involved or poor participants; a writer of erotica; and a co-director of a national 

H N  rehabiljtation working group. He speaks both flippantly and sincerely about his research 

and activist work, calling himself "lazy," which I have found completely implausible. He says, 

"All I want is flattery, to be told my work is good, brilliant, whatever" (personal 

communication, July 25,2003). When I contacted him to ask more about his PhD research on 

the lived experience of AIDS social science  researcher^'^, and told him I was looking at 

graduate level research that could be characterized as "progres~ive'~ or "activist-oriented," he 

replied: 

- 

I was flattered that you consider me to do progressive work. I just do the nitty 
gritty research work: if someone needs some interviews with people in the 
Downtown Eastside, call Francisco. Some in-depth qualitative interviews, call 
Francisco.. .I am cynical about the labels. I don't think of myself as an activist, 
I am an opportunistic leader, but I do my job well. I do not say I do things I 
am not able to do-closer to Oprah than Lenin, I guess. (personal 
pn--..*.-n+n- tv7 iT7  , r <  .-II-I<IX'I 
L V I L U I I C U l A L - U . U V L I  , J -J hd, -""a 

Russel Ogden's struggle to protect the anonymity of his research informants has made 

him the "Poster boy for academic freedom" (Ogden, personal comrnlmication, December 20, 

2003). Origvlally a social worker, Russel Ogden has focused his academic research on attitudes 

and experiences around euthanasia, assisted suicide, and "deathing technologies." He has been 

called a "euthanasia activist" by right-to-die activists14, and though his &st response to my 

ernail introduction for tlus project was "I'm not an activist," he nonetheless agreed to meet me 

and we spoke about activism, the caliber of contemporary undergraduate student writing, 

science fiction, plagiarism, and research ethics. Russel Ogdenys MA thesis1' argues that the 

"nght-to-tlie debate must move beyond speculative viewpoints and incorporate data gleaned 

from empirical research" (Ogden, 1994, p.2), so in his thesis he provides detailed accounts of 

l3 Ibanez-Canasco, J.F. (1999). Ghost Writers: the Lived experience 0fATDS socialscience researchers. Unpublished 
dissertation. Smon Fraser University 

l4 htt~:/!\~wu-.hemlock.or~/world conference proghtm 

l5  Ogden, R. (1 994). Ezrthanasia and Rrstjted Suicide in Persons with Acquired Immunodtjicieny Qndmme (AIDS) or Human 
Immunodejnenng Vitas @W). Pitt Meadows, Canada: Peneault/Goedman Publrshing. 
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how friends, family, and physicians assist people living with AIDS to die. His research at Simon 

Fraser University16 and Exeter University has been of great interest to media, police, and 

Universiq ethics boards, as he has risked criminal charges and withdrawn fiom a PhD 

for refusing to reveal the identities of his research subjects. 

Overview of subsequent chapters 

Drawing from interviews with these diverse individuals, and from their thesis texts, 

this thesis develops a view of the practices of activist scholarship from the standpoint of 

graduate students. First, a theoretical framework outlines the context for the current study. 

Next, the activities, work, and relationships of the research participants in activist communities 

sketch what an "activist academic" mght look like in the community setting. Then, the 

discussion moves to consider the academic setting, and reflects upon the research 

methodologies applied by the current study and by the research participants in their own thesis 

research. Having viewed separately the practices of the academic graduate student in the 

activist setting, and the activist in the academy, this thesis moves to consider the "tensions" 

recollected by these activist academics from their efforts to integrate activism into academic 

work. The thesis cnncliides with a discussion of possible implications of the current research. 

The theoretical framework for this inquiry emerges in the relationships between two 

key methodological approaches, critical pedagogy and institutional ethnography, and is 

supported by materialist feminist perspectives. Chapter Two outlines the ways in which critical 

pedagogy's concepts of dialogue and critical reflection are mobilized in this inquiry as tools 

facilitaung analysis development among researcher and research participants about activist 

scholarship. Further, the chapter introduces institutional ethnography as an analytical approach 

developed by Dorothy Smith, (1987,1990, 1999). This tool helps to elucidate and understand 

l6 See httn://umw.sfk.ca/ -nalvs/O~denPge.htm for a discussion and analysis of Ogden's struggle as a Master of 
Arts student to have Simon Fraser University support him in refusing to breach his confidentiahty agreement 
with research participants when his research records were subpoenaed for criminal investigation into assisted 
deaths. 

l7 Ogden gave up his PhD research at Exeter University in 1997 after the university withdrew a wntten promse to 
provide him with legal backing should be he forced to name any of the 100 people he had interviewed who 
claimed to have been involved in euthanasia of people suffering from AIDS. The Guardian newspaper reports 
"Mr Ogden could not use the research he had undertaken in rehance of the university's assurances. "In practice, 
therefore, he was denied the opportunity to obtain a PhD at Exeter Untversity." (Curtis 2003). In 2003, the 
British courts forced Exeter University to pay Ogden A62 000 in damages. 



how the indwidual experiences of graduate student researchers are commonly organized by 

institutional procedures beyond their immediate influence. A shared standpoint relative to the 

academy and to activist communities positions theses students as members of a shared 

community of practice. Further, Chapter Two introduces the study's key concept of actinit 

academic as a community and identity (Wenger 1998), and briefly outlines the perspective of this 

study on the role of academics in social movements. 

To inform a discussion of these students' involvement in activist communities prior 

to, during, and since their thesis research, Chapter Three works with the analyttcal tools 

provided by "mediated action" (Wertsch, 1998), which assists in seeing a broadh view of 

"what these activists did", by considering the relationships among their actions, the "cultural 

tools" mediating the action, and the multiple purposes that mediated action might serve. The 

activists here articulate their definitions of "what an activist looks like" and describe their own " 

academic and community-based work within shifting relationships to activist settings. They 

describe their role in the community, the work they do, and discuss the ways in which 

discursive tools for writing and speaking can be mastered by activist academics and mobhed 

not only in academic, but in community settings. 

Next, Chapter Four considers the methodologies these graduate student researchers 

have applied to thesis research. This chapter critically reflects upon the methodology of the 

current study in light of the critical frameworks provided by both my own feminist activism 

and the critical pedagogy literature informing this inquiry. Discussion with research 

participants provides an exploration of the ways our research practices promote or undermine 

our activist, social justice agendas. In reflecting upon our decisions about selectingsthesis 

topics, negotiating access to participants, and &presenting our research in thesis texts, these 

activist graduate students consider especially what "seemed to work" for them to conduct 

thesis research that would resist exploiting its participants and would, perhaps, promote social 

justice. 

Moving from preceding discussions of activist and academic communities and 

practices and the successes these students recollect, Chapter Five takes up the analytical tool of 

institutional ethnography (Smith 1987,1990,1999) to probe the complexities of the "tensions" 

for these graduate students as they integrate activism and requirements of graduate study. 



student's career, then considering the difficulties encountered as academics in activist settings, 

chapter argues that across individual trajectories through graduate school, and across 

community experiences in diverse activist settings, activist academic graduate students' 

experiences are organized by common, institutionalized systems and dxourses of power. The 

institutional ethnography approach assists in identifymg those powerful systems and the 

ways in which activist academics' experiences in community and academy are both 

organized by and perpetuate interlocking (hetero)sexist, capitalist, and racist relations of power. 

This thesis concludes by returning to the standpoint of this researcher and 

reconsidering the research methodologies, problematics, and the surprising finding that a 

substantial proportion of these graduate student researchers, despite the "tensions," continue 

with academic careers beyond the phase considered in this study. This chapter recaps the 

questions raised throughout the thesis about what we can and cannot say about activist 

academics in hght of the experience of thirteen graduate student researchers. The chapter 

khhghts how shared and sometimes contradictory practices, beliefs, experiences, and 

identities among these student researchers can htsk them as members of a shared community 

apply the analysis in this thesis to inform their own efforts to engage the tools of the university 

for research oriented toward social change. This discussion may also be of interest to activist 

communities wondering how they might work with graduate student researchers, as well as 

with university faculty members who aspire to support the activist research of graduate 

students engaged in social justice-oriented inquiry. 



CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH AS PRAXIS 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

Chapter introduction 

I brought to my own academic work the desire to integrate my feminist consciousness, 

to do work within the academy that would, somehow, be "of use," yet I was profoundly 

cynical about the utility and politic of academic research for my feminist project of social 

change. How, I wondered, might I conduct "progressive" academic research that would not 

be constrained by funding or grading criteria and by the politics of the university setting? How 

have other "activist scholars" integrated activist or community-based praxis into academic 

intellectuals related to activist movements? In what ways are activist communities sites not 

only of action, but also sites of critical theory development? With such questions in mind 

about the relationships between activism and academic scholarship, and about relationships 

between action and critical theory, I sought to support a developing analysis of the possibilities 

and the contradictions of academic activist scholarship. 

The theoretical perspective and methodologies of the current study emerge from the 

researcher's own feminist activist praxis and from an approach to critical inquiry informed by 

intersections between critical pedagogy and institutional ethnography. Dialogic, praxis- 

oriented, collective, and potentially transformative educational methods from critical pedagogy 

are introduced in this chapter as the framework within which the study was devised and a 

model from which the data-gathering methods were drawn and can be evaluated. Institutional 

ethnography, as articulated by Dorothy Smith (1 987,1990,1999), functions as an analpcal 

tool to elucidate the broader relationships and contexts wih which each of these diverse 

activist graduate students' activities and experiences are situated. 
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study works to elucidate and explicate the shared aspects of those experiences relative to 

activist coinmunities and academic institutions. This study treats activist academics as a 

"community of practice" (Lave and Wenger, 1991), whose work across disciplines shares an 

agenda for (positive) social transformation and who, therefore, join in the "shared enterprise" 

(Wenger 1998) of activist scholarship. Graduate study will be considered in this thesis as a 

process of becoming an identifiable member of this "textually-mediated" (Stock, 1990) 

community and, therefore, a process of negotiating values and behaviours from within the 

sometimes contradictory practices of both activist and academic settings in order to integrate 

membership in two communities of practice into a complex identity as "activist academic." 

Research Praxis: Theory-in-practice in the current study 

CtrtrticaI Pedagogy 

This research considers the praxis, the integration of theory and practice, of activist 

graduate students, drawing primarily from notions articulated in Paulo Freirds (1999, oripal  

1970) Pedago~ oftbe Oppressed and supplemented by discussion of Freire's viewpoint by bell 

E_Q&s (1??4), Irz Shnr (1 W?), Henry f i r o i ~ x  (1 997, 700 Z), Peter McJaren (1 995: 1998: 2002). 

and others. Underpinning this project's methodologies and analpcal framework are concepts 

central to critical pedagogy, including "social change," "praxis," "dialogue," "participation" and 

"critical consciousness." 

/ 

Praxis comprises a cycle of action-reflection-action, wherein theory develops 

collectively, through critical dialogue about people's lives and the conditions shaping them and 

leads to action aimed at transforming those conditions in a progression toward social justice. 

Characteristics of praxis include self-determination (as opposed to coercion), intentionality (as 

opposed to reaction), creativity (as opposed to homogeneity), and rationality (as opposed to 

chance) (Heaney, 1995). While many scholars and activists agree that praxis is "the ddectical 

tension, the interactive, the reciprocal shaping of theory and practice" (Lather, 1991, p.258) 

and a way of reflecting and acting on the world in order to change it (hooks, 1994, p.14), the 

type of social change which is sought, or even deemed possible, ranges among those whose 



might be identified as critical pedagogy18. This project ahgns its methodology with a 

critical pedagogy that seeks radical transformation of the current social organization governed 

by sexism, racism, and capitalism, in contrast to what McLaren (2003) calls the stream of 

critical pedagogy that is "left-liberal and attempts to make capitalist society more 

'compassionate' and more democratic so that it better serves the interests of the poor and 

economically disenfranchised" (2003). With Freire, this study understands a commitment to 

education and inquiry as a praxis as a process informing self-critical radicalization: 

Radicalization criticizes and thereby liberates. Radicalization involves increased 
commitment to the position one has chosen, and thus ever greater engagement 
in the effort to transform concrete, objective reality. (Freire, 1999, p.19). 

Critical pedagogy is sometimes described as (and at other times distinguished from) 

popular edu~ation'~, radical educationz0, emancipatory education, revolutionary educationz1, or 

tran~forrnative~~ education. Peter McLaren (2003) describes critical pedagogy thus: 

It is also a practical approach to teaching, learning, and research that 
emphasizes teaching though critical dialogue and dialectical analysis of 
everyday experience. In short, it is about teaching through praxis. Its approach 
is democratic, and its aim is to bring about social and economic equality and 
. . ;usficc fGz 2E c2e2iC g o ~ ; ~ .  I t  .,:BhcwJGP tie ;?.&qcinl~~ nf qnrl ctn~mmlpc  fnr m r p ,  

r--- -- ---- -- - ---- --- ----- 
&is~, and gender eq&< 

'* See McLaren (1 998) for an introduction to the development of critical pedagogy relative to other mtellectual 
traditions. He describes critical pedagogy not only relative to the Latin American trahtion of popular education, 
as articulated by Freire, but also credits the contributions to critical pedagogy oE European currents of political 
theology; European thmkers who have been labeled 'postmodernist and/or post-Marxist theorists' (including 
Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdiey Gilles Deleuze, Fehx Guattari, Antonio Negri); Feminist theory, postcolod 
theory, and literary theory. 

l9 Popular education can be more specifically described as education and leammg outside of mstitutional s e w s  
or for counter-hegemomc purposes, such as labour movement education, adult hteracy leamtng (Frwe, 1999), 
and commmty-based workshops and learmng activities. In a later section, I introduce some of the ways critical 
pedagogy has been apphed m the external and Internal education of grassroots activlst orgamations. 

20 See Foley (2001) for an mtroduction to: "Ra&cal Adult Education and Learmng." or Allman, P., and Was,  J. 
(1990,1997). 

For more on education in (and as) revolutionary movements, see especially discussions of education in activist 
and social movements in the global South. For example, see Mojab, S. (2001). "New Resources for 
Revolutionary Critical Education"; McLaren (2000), Cbe Guevara, PauIo Freire and the Pedagogy ofRemIution; or 
McLaren, P, and Farahrnandpur, R. (2001), 'Teaching Against Globahation and the New Imperiahsm: Toward 
a Revolutionary Pedagogy." 

" Educational literature most often distinguishes a critical pedagogical orientation from the transformative 
orientation articulated by Mezirow et al, (1990), which, while drawing from the critical pedagogical approach, 
emphasizes transformation of the individual rather than transformation of the social order. 

16 



Various fields w i t h  contemporary humanities and social sciences draw from critical pedagogy 

to inform theory and practice about the potential of intellectual work to catalyze progressive 

social transformation. Practitioners include feminist educators, labour rights advocates, queer 

theorists, and Marxist humanists, among others (McLaren, 2003). Black feminist scholar- 

activists whose critical theoretical perspectives are situated in their lived experience (Patricia 

Hill Collins, 2000; hooks, 1994,2000; Davis, 1981) also have much to offer to the 

methodologies and analpcal approaches of this study, in that this project likewise interrogates 

the possibilities and problematics of integrating a lived experience from outside the 

mainstream into academic work. 

C7itical conscioamess tbmugb dialgae and collective partinjution 

Through what Freire calls consn'enti~apio, (usually represented in ~ n ~ l i s h  as 

"conscientization" or "critical consciousness7') or "learning to perceive social, political and 

economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality" (Freire, 

1999 p.17), people can together imagme and enact ways of interfering with and transforming 

oppressive conditions and thereby disrupt the structures imposing those conditions (Giroux, 

2003, p. 10). In order to accomplish this critical consciousness-raising and empowerment, 

dialogue, and critical reflection. Such an approach insists that learning, political praxis, and 

living are inseparable. 

The process of conscientization involves idenufymg contradictions in experience 

through dialogue and becoming a "subject" with other (oppressed) subjects-that is, 

becoming part of the process of changing the world by together identifying and critically 

exploring problems relevant to lived experience (Heaney, 1995). Teachers or leaders "do not 

come to teach or to transmit or to give anythmg, but rather to learn with the people, about the 

people's world" (Freire, 1999, p.161. Emphasis in original). Such a process relies on mutual 

dialogue, which Heaney (1995) describes thus: 

The dialogical approach to learning is characterized by co-operation and 
acceptance of interchangeability and mutuality in the roles of teacher and 
learner, demanding an atmosphere of mutual acceptance and trust. In this 
method, all teach and all learn. Th~s contrasts with an anti-dialogical approach 
that emphasizes the teacher's side of the learning relationship and frequently 



r'esults in one-way communiquis perpetuating domination and oppression. 
Without diaiogue, there is no comrnunication, and without communication, 
there,can be no liberatory educatioi. (Heaney 1995) 

The ddogic method intends to redstribute the authority to speak among all 

participants, regardless of their relative positions in the world. Through shared intellectual and 

practical stnrggle, critical pedagogy aims to undermine hierarchy and isolation, and to promote 

collectivity and democracy. Critical pedagogy thus supports "collective rather than merely 

individual forms of resistance" (Giroux, 2003, p.11). 

Praxisfor whom? Pedagogy oftbe q p m o r  

While this project aims to promote a "dialogic praxis" among participants and 

researcher as co-learners about the ways in which our research and activism might participate 

in social transforrnation, other critical practitioners in academic setting describe ways in which 

similar attempts to mobilize methods of dialogue and critical reflection fall short in efforts to 

transform hegemonic institutional relations in which teachers and students (EUsworth, 1989; 

Giroux, 2003; hooks, 1994; Allman, 1990) or researcher and researched are located. 

As a tactic to resist using critical pedagogy to reify hegemonic relations, Allen (2002) 

cds  for practitioners of critical pedagogy w i h  h e  acadtxny iu res i~t  ~elf-idefiiufj~g as 

oppressed, and rather to recognize our relative privilege within the intersecting systems of 

capitalism, patriarchy, and racism (p.34). Allen argues for a "pedagogy ofthe oppresso7;. a critical 

pedagogy that emphasizes the radical task of identifymg as the oppressor" (2002, p.8). Allen 

suggests this approach will help critical educators to divest ourselves of "complicity with 

dehumanization and to form solidarity with the relatively oppressed" (Allen, p.8). From this 

perspective, researchers and scholars within a university setting can be seen as having accrued 

some privilege through their academic affiliation. Allen (2002) argues that Freire7s (1999) 

critical pedagogy calls upon us to be constantly self-reflective upon our real allegiance to 

transforming those structures that provide academics with power (over others) (Allen, p.4). 

Such a reflection should promote an unambguous and constant commitment to the work of 

social transformation rather than reverting to patronizing models of teaching and inquiry. 

Freire says: 

Those who authentically commit themselves to the people must re-examine 
themselves constanfly. This conversion is so radical as not to allow of 



arnbguous behaviour. To affirm this commitment but to consider oneself the - 
proprietor of revolutionary wisdom-which must then be given to (or 
imposed on) the people-is to reta& the old ways. (Freire, 1999, p.43) 

Allen, drawing on Colhs (2006, p.37), says committing to critical pedagogies and methods 

requires individual teachers and researchers "to become 'traitors' to the privileges that their 

race, class, gender, sexuality or citizenship status provide them" (Allen, 2002, p.9). Allen's 

approach is located within a developing discourse of critical pedagogy that acknowledges the 

potential for critical methods, but which demands accountability on the part of its practitioners 

for their relative privilege. In particular, critical multiculturalism (especially Giroux 1997,2003 

and McLaren, 1995,2003, but also Lipsitz, 1998,2000; McIntosh, 1997) informs Allen's 

analysis. This framework seeks to take up critical pedagogical methods while still insisting, 

"whites Fold themselves] morally and politically accountable for the unearned power and 

privilege they receive as members of the white race" (Allen, 2002, p.6). 

Even graduate student researchers receive a certain privilege through our affhtion 

with the academy, so this project aims to explicate the ways in which activist-oriented graduate 

researcher participants have worked to account for our relative power as academics working in 

activist communities. At the same time, this project acknowledges that graduate student 

researchers might, themselves, be situated marginally within intersecting and oppressive 

systems of (hetero)sexism, capitalism's class-stratification, and racism enacted within the 

academy. Indeed, of the thirteen graduate students discussed in this study, eleven are 

identifiably outside the privileged white, male, heterosexual mainstream of the academy. 

Further, students are positioned with relatively minimal power within academia, they "often 

constitute a defacto army of service workers who are underpaid, overworked, and shorn of any 

real power or benefits" (Giroux 2003, p13). The participants in the study, then, negotiate 

compler relationships to the power structures in which they live and work. 

Research as praxl's 

Methodologies drawn from critical pedagogy here provide a way for thirteen graduate 

student researchers (including this researchq) to recollect, articulate, imape, and critically 

consider how graduate-level academic research relates to their/our activist praxis. This study, 

then, aims to foster a dialogic praxis among activist graduate students, in which we can 



1994, p.14) the problems of, and what it could be, to do activist-oriented graduate research. 

The research interviews and discussions aim to function as a sort of "problem-posing . 

education" (Freire 1999, p.65) among nearly-peer graduate student researchers developing as 

activist scholars. Although the conversations within this project are situated within a 

framework of research interviews, such conversations might also be understood within a 

traditionz3 of critical teachers and thrnkers together interrogating their practice and "stimulating 
l 

each other to thing and to re-think"(Shor and Freire 1987,p.3). Interviews in this study, then, 

are conceived not as "confessions" by informants, but each as "a moment of reflection, of 

negotiation, of meaning-making for ali of us" (Ibanez, 1997 p.122), "sharing ideas with one 

another, mapping out terrains of commonality, connection, and shared concerns" (hooks 

1994, p.130) about activist-oriented graduate scholarship. 

As its problem-posing exercise, this project is concerned with the ways in whch the 

struggles of activist-oriented researchers are organized by "larger social formations." It looks 

upward at the institutional constraints within which we struggle for social transformation. 

c-&C)lLV f 9 T T C '  
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Of course, any theory of politics and resistance must be concerned with the 
conditions, the agents, and the current levels of struggle that lead to social 
transformation. This means that any viable theory of radical pedagogy must 
not only be concerned with issues of curriculum and classroom practices, but 
must also emphasize the institutional constraints and larger social formations 
that bear down on forms of resistance waged by educators. (Giroux, 2003, p. 

I 

i 8) 

i Starting from the standpoint of the activist graduate students, Chapter Five of this thesis will 
i 
L 
b 

apply the analytical tool of institutional ethnography, as developed by Dorothy Smith (1 987, 

t 1990,1999) to explicate some of the institutionalized procedures, activities, and relations 

through which oppressive forces (especially of capitalism and patriarchy) govern academic 

careers and activist activities. As an analysis framed by institutional ethnography, this thesis - 
t 

explores activist graduate students' particular "standpoint." It examines what Smith (2000, 

Pubhshed dialogues between practitioners about critical pedagogy include, among others, Shor and Frae's 

\ (1987) PedagogyforLiberatio~ hooks' (1994) ddogues m Teaching To Transgreessw~th her "comrade and fnend, Ron 

i Scapp"; and Giroux's and McLaren's ongomg mtertextual dialogues and collaborations (especdy Guoux and 
Mclaren, 1994). i 



p.1148) calls the "everyday/everynight actualities of [their] experience". With Smith, this thesis 

aims to participate in "problematking the objectified institutional order of large-scale 

corporations, of schooling and health care, of the professions, and of the academic, cultural 

and scientific discourses, including the mass media" (Smith, 2000, p. 1148). Begvlntng with 

lived experience, the institutional ethnography approach aims to illuminate the non- 

universality, the non-neutrality, of so-called "objective" sociological knowledge and the 

conceptd and methodological models of "objective" knowledge building. This approach 

starts with the disconnect and contradiction between lived experience and the abstracted 

methods, theories, and procedures imposed by institutionally organized ways by which we are 

meant to understand our lived experiences (Smith, 1999b). 

In setting out to understand not only the texts (theses) produced by activist student 

researchers, but also the lived experiences and unwritten stories underpinning their thesis 

research, I draw upon cultural studies for tools and perspectives to consider the intersections, 

interpenetrations and confrontations between activist cultures and other cultural contexts in 

relation to which activist academic work is conducted. Indeed, this project aims to explore, 

from the standpoint of graduate students, the "borders" (Giroux and McLaren, 1994) of the 
--.- cdca~, st ~ s ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ c p d q ,  s t  2cE:yst acadeeTdcs. LY,/~-& net eC-R;on 5yyutj -A ;* tLir --" ~CA;PP+ yAv,+wL -A in o - t.hnrn~~& --"--- 
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cultural analysis, cultural studies informs the approach to analyzing how the knowledge of 

these graduate researchers was produced within and from the everyday activities of complex 

and intersecting lives, identities, and communities of activist academics: 

In its concern with everyday life, its pluralization of cultural communities, and 
its emphasis on multidisciphary knowledge, cultural studies is concerned with 
. . . how knowledge, texts, and cultural products are produced, circulated, and 
used. (Giroux 1994 p.278) 

Activist academics: a community of practice 

Across a &verse range of "critical," "progressive," and community-based research, and 

across disciplines, some scholars now present themselves or their colleagues as "activist 

scholars," "scholar-activists," or "activist academics"". While activist scholarship has not 

24 There are several recently published collections of essays discussing the integration of activism and academic 
scholarship. See the following for "reports from the field" of activist scholarship: Dickinson, T. D. (Ed.), 
(2003) Communi~ and the Work  Partinpating in Social Change; or Naples & Bojar (ELds.) (2002), Teaching Feminia 
Activism; or John & Thomson, S. (Eds.), (2003), New Activism and the Cotporate Re.ponse. 



become institutionhized as an academic discipline, or a pedagogical or research methodology, 

the development of scholarships and bursaries for "activist scholars," and the use in 

conference proceedings and academics' biographies of the descriptor "activist scholar" implies 

some developing understanding within academia of some set of identifiable characteristics of 

the activist academic. This study recognizes "activist scholarship" as, at minimum, a 

developing discursive and textual practice and proposes that "activist academics" or "activist 

scholars" should be considered an emerging community of practice, whose members are 

academics across drsciplines who are engaged in a shared enterprise (Lave and Wenger, 1991; 

Wenger, 1998) of activist, change-oriented inquiry. Members in this community are 

"identifiable" (Wenger, 1998) through their shared practices of committing their research and 

scholarship to progressive social transformation; "education as the practice of freedom" 

(hooks, 1997, p.19); "merging intellectual work and activism" (Collins, 2000, p.33); or 

"increased commitment to the position one has chosen, and thus ever greater engagement in 

the effort to transform concrete, objective reality" (Freire, 1999, p. 19). 

Textual community 

pedagogy, feminist inquiry, queer studies, Black studies, and so on) from which others across 

scholarly disciplines (and geography) may draw, and to which other academics may respond in 

their own published work. In effect, as they incorporate and critique the ideas and practices 

(praxis) of one another, activist academics contribute to the ongoing development of a broad, 

discursive, and (primarily) textual community of practice, like that described by Stock: 

We can think of a textual community as a group that arises somewhere in the 
interstices between the imposition of the written word and the articulation of a 
ce& type of social organization. It is an interpretive community, but it is also 
a social entity. . .Wherever there are particular texts that are read aloud or, 
silently, there are groups of listeners that can potentially benefit from them. 
(1 990, p. 150) 

Activist scholarship within the academy is a shared, discursive practice, a "mutual 

engagement" (Wenger, 1998) in the "enterprise" of activist scholarship. Members of the 

community are in constant, inter-textual, and mutual negotiation as new arguments, 

methodologies, and critiques are published, read, critiqued, and incorporated into new 



scholarly work. Such a community of practice is necessarily a site of education, of learning to 

become, where participation is a process of learning about, for, and through practice: 

A natural process of education takes place within the group, and if the force of 
the word is strong enough, it can supersede the differing economic and social 
backgrounds of the participants, welding them for a time at least, into a unit. 
(Stock 1990,150) 

The texts and discursive tools of activist scholarship may promote shared styles of meaning- 

making as research, teaching, and writing practices may supersede disciplinary "borders" 

(Girow and McLaren, 1995) or differences across disciplines. Such a community of practice, 

then, is characterized by individuals' active, mtttuaI engagement in somejoint enteqrire (Wenger 

p.72) in which there are diverse, distinct, and recognizable roles (Wenger, p.75) and in which a 

shared rtpertoire of resources (e.g. routines, actions, concepts, symbols and gestures (Wenger, 

p.83) develops to support negotiating meaning. In his (1997) Commitie~ ofPractce, Etienne 

~ e n ~ e r : ~  building on other social theories of learning and the earlier work with Jean Lave 

(l991), explicates commanig ofpraee as a unit of analysis suitable to understanding how people 

negotiate meaning in and through the complex social relationships within which and through 

which we perform our everyday activities: 

We are constantly engaged in the pursuit of enterprises of all kinds, from 
ensuring our physical survival to seeking the most lofty pleasures. As we define 
these enterprises and engage in them together, we interact with each other and 
with the world and we tune our relations with each other and with the world 
accordingly. In other words, we learn. Over time this collective learning results 
in practices that reflect both the pursuit of our enterprises and the attendant 
social relations. These practices are thus the property of a kind of community 
created over time by the sustained pursuit of a shared enterprise. It makes 
sense, therefore, to caU these kinds of communities commz~ities ofprictice. 
(Wenger, 1998, p.45) 

This thesis aims to explicate the chanpg practices, the meaning-making, and the 

identity formation of activist graduate student researchers moving from "peripheral 

participation" (Lave and Wenger, 1991) as newcomers to fuller participation and identification 
P 

as members in a textual community of activist academics. 

25 Wenger cites Pierre Bourdeu, Lev Trygotsky, Jurgen Habermas, and mchel de Certeau as s@cantly 
informing his thinking about pracQce. (1998). 



Identi& power7 and communig 

Part of anyone's identity-formation is a negotiation of the tensions and conflicts in the 

process of identifymg with and participating in multiple communities, with the concurrent 

non-participation, non-engagement, and non-ahgnment with other communities and contexts 

(Wenger, 1998, p.189). In such an analysis, the "power of belonging7' functions as the tie 

between individuals7 identity and the communities and broader contexts in which they 

participate. Accordingly, 

Identity is a locus of selfhood and by the same token a locus of social power. 
On the one hand, it is the power to belong, to be a certain person, to claim a 
place with the legitimacy of membership; and on the other it is the vulnerability 
of belonging to, identifymg with, and being part of some communities that 
contribute to defining who we are and thus have a hold on us. Rooted in our 
identities, power derives from belonging as well as from exercising control 
over what we belong to. (Wenger, 1998,207) 

Like most people, activist graduate students must negotiate the possibly conntcting identities 

rooted in the discourse, ideology, and practices of each of the communities in which they 

participate (Wenger, 1998). Further, because communities are located within broader contexts, 

the political, economic, and social contexts "pervade" the organization of activities and 

because individuals' identity and sense of meaning is intimately connected to or "bound up in 

the power to identify with, and be identified as belonging to particular communities" (Wenger, 

As individuals identify with a particular community, they negotiate the ways and extent 

to which they will reproduce that community's particular practice of broader ideologies and 

discourses (Wenger, 1998, p.198). By unpacking some of the "tensions" for the activist in the 

academy and for the graduate student in the activist setting, this thesis aims to explicate the 

experiences of the participants in this study as a process of identity formation as "activist 

academics," as experiences of negotiating the (moral? political? ideological? ethical?) "power of 

belongingy' to an activist community setting, with the (professional, credentialed, institutional) 

power of appearing identifiably, sufficiently, or suitably "academic." 



BecolPzng an activist academic 

As part of a shared practice and meaning-making, communities develop their own 

modes for continuity, accountability, struggle, and determining membership (Wenger, 1998, 

p81). Lave and Wenger argue that within a community of practice, newcomers participate 

meaningfully from the outset; learning about the community's practices while practicing them, 

and over time, move toward full participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991). However, in order for 

newcomers to become "identifiable" members of a community, they must somehow be 

viewed with enough "legitimacy" (Lave and Wenger, 199 1 p. 101) in the early days of their 

so that "their inevitable stumblings and violations become opportunities for 

learning rather than cause for dismissal, neglect or exclusion" (Lave and Wenger, p.101). 

In a community of practice, "legitimacy might be granted through many means, 

including newcomers being useful feared, or being sponsored by a respected old-timer who 

can assist them to gain entry to the community of practice" (Lave and Wenger, 1991 p.101). 

All graduate students, as newcomers to the academy would, therefore, require some means of 

demonstrating their legitimate place in that community while learning to participate fully in 

academia. Whhghting key relationships and events in participants' graduate student careers 
. .  . - ,,- . . . . . . 
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Similarly, Black feminists, Aboqpal  and immigrant people, women, openly gay and lesbian 

scholars, have all written about their own struggles to prove their legitimacy in the academy, 

and describe the various tactics that have assisted them2" bell hooks, for example, emphasizes 

the ways in which other women and professors raised working-class have guided and protected 

her development as an academic and how she now has developed a focus on pedagogy that 

does the same (1994, p.125). She also describes the tactics working-class students use to 

represent themselves as legitimate members of elite academic settings. She recalls of her 

student days at Stanford that, "Students from working-class backgrounds could assimilate into 

the mainstream, change speech patterns, points of reference, drop any habit that might reveal 

them to be from a nonmaterially privileged background" (1994, p. 181). Similarly, Maria de la 

'%ee bell hooks Teaching to Transgrss, Patricia W Collins Bbck Feminist Thought, and a collection e&ted by M. R. 
Obakeng & A. L. Green, (2001),  sister^ oftbe Academy: Emqent Black Women Schobr~ in Hkher Education. See also 
a collection edited by Luther, Whitmore, and Moreau, (2001), Seen btlt not heard. aborigia/ women and women ofcolor 
in the acadev, or Banneji, H., Carty, L., Delhi, K., Heald, S., McKenna, K, (1991), Unsehfhng Rekztions: The 
Universzg as a site @minisf Stmgph 



academy by recogming that in order to change the system we must learn to live within it, 

acknowledpg the contradictions of our identity" and supporting one another "to resist, 

remain hmil in our resolve" (3 1). 

Granting legitimacy: academic program to prepare activists scholars 

Though participants in this project accrue legitimacy as activist scholars by individually 

worlang to integrate their activism into academic work, structured programs and university 

courses are another means by which activist academics can be produced. For example, The 

Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the University of Birmingham, and the 

Community Studies program at University of California, Santa Cruz as well as many programs 

in Black Studies, Subaltern Studies, Women's and/or Feminist Studies, Cultural Studies, Queer 

Studies, Environmental Studies, Latin American Studies, and others, promote collaboration 

between universities, students, and communities toward socially progressive or transformative 

agendas2'. Scholars reflecting on such programs note not only the possibilities, but also the 

difficulties in integrating activism or community-based work into university-based activities. 

Stuart Hall (1984), one-time director of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), 

* everyday struggles of communities from whch they come rather than participate in the 

traditional function of academics to support dominant relations of power (Hall, 1992, p. 281). 

Hall recalls a "tension" in reconciling the demands of academia and activism, in which either 

"theory is everything--giving intellectuals a vanguard role wdch they do not deserve-or 

practice is everydung-which results in intellectuals denying their fimction" as knowledge 

producers (1984, p. 287). 

Other scholars reflecting on efforts to integrate activism and progressive ideologies 

into academic training programs likewise note that their work is challenged primarily by 

"traditional" scholarly criteria working "to delegtimize and de-fund liberal and leftwing 

~cholarshps"(Berube, 1997, p.18) but also by students' tendency to favour either theory or 

" The Amencan Institute for Food and Development Policy has developed a listing of "progressive graduate and 
undergraduate programs." Powell, J. (Ed.). (2001). Edacatio~nforAction: Undqraadtrate and Gradtate Programs That 

I Focus on Social Change. 
1 
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action rather than integrate both into a "passionate praxis" grounded in everyday, community 

S w l e  (Gramsci, 1971). For example, faculty advisors for the Community Studies program at 

Ufliversity of California, Santa Cruz note that though "the program is designed to enable 

"students to work in social change organizations," many students' community-based work is 

not toward social transformation, but, instead, toward "social service delivery" 

(Friedland and Rotkm, 2003, p. 48,54). Moreover, within the same program, advisors found 

that making from individual students' efforts substantial connections between the university 

and activist communities was difficult because "once each student completed her or his field 

study and thesis, activity with respect to the community or organization in whch the student 

had worked, in effect, died" (Friedland and Rotkin, 2003, p.44). 

Intellectuals and social movements 

Ths study's discussion of activist academics is situated within an existing body of 

literature that interrogates the "legitimate" roles for scholars, intellectuals, and academics 

relative to social movements. In particular, this study is aligned with the viewpoint that social 

movements should beware of "anti-intellectualism"  eathe hers tone et a1 2002, p.1) while still 

critically considering the limitations for social transformation of intellectual work located either 
- 
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post-modemism, post-colonial theory, critical pedagogy, queer theory, and cultural studies 

explore and critique the possibility of progressive, transgressive, transformative or libratory 

roles for scholars in relation to community-based social movements. Indeed, academics 

conducting research and theoretical inquiries from these perspectives often consider within 

their work how that work participates in or works t~ disrupt dominant drscourses of power. 

Such self-critical work might ask of itself: 

Does the work . . . provide a critical, transforming challenge to the cultural 
assumptions and political powers of our society? Or does the work of 
intellectuals provide a legitimating, technical support for the cultural and 
political systems that dominate our society? (Kramer, L., 1996, p.29) 

Certainly, intellectuals hold long-established relationships with social movements, whether in 

the role of translator, critic, expert, witness, teacher, facilitator, or grassroots activist, and this 

study will identify some possible points of entry for further inquiry into (non-academic) 



intellectual work in activist settings. The participants in this study are thus considered relative 

to a community of academics whose work m y  be considered along a continuum of counter- 

hegemonic to transformative agendas and methods. They are among those "knowledge 

workers, direct producers in the sphere of ideology and culture"(Williams, 1983, p.169) who 

are also: "critical intellectual" (Bourdieu, 1998); "oppositional intellectual" (Giroux, 1994); 

"transformative intellectual" (Giroux, 1988); or "engaged" and "insurgent . . . intellectual" 

(hobks, 1994, p.66). Throughout, this thesis will refer to the "knowledge workers" who are 

graduate students and activists as "activist academics" and "activist-oriented academics." 

As mentioned above, many whom we may call "activist academics" have turned their 

attention toward transforming the institutionalized sexism, racism, and elitism of the university 

in order to open that site of knowledge production to "legitimate" participation by those 

outside the elite. Others, however, aim to leverage the power of the university and it's function 

as a site of knowledge production toward their activist projects. The current research is 

concerned with exploring the overlapping and intersecting relationships between activist 

communities and the institutional relations of the university of graduate student activists whose 

thesis research is rooted in activism focused in communities and social movements beyond the 

,.m,T7a...?,h, o**..,. [ :,.-..,.,. I ...,..*- /9l\f\f\\  A..-LG-- - - 2 - -  - 1' ' 1 1.1 
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tensions, and problematics of relationships between contemporary academies and social 

movements: 

Intellectuals and artists today often live disconnected from active social 
movements in a way that would have been difficult to predict two decades ago. 
They work within hierarchical institutions and confront reward structures that 
privilege inhvidual distinction over collective social change.. .Artists and 
intellectuals who have never experienced directly the power of social 
movements in transforming social relations can easily become isolated in their 
own consciousness and activity, unable to distingcush between their own 
abstract desires for social change and actual social movements. (p.80) 

In its investtgition of the du-ect experience of graduate students as intellectuals within 

hierarchical academic institutions, this study contributes to a body of literature that investigates 

and critiques the ways in which the relationship between intellectuals and socd movements 

Refer to IntelIectuah and Pub.4~ lif Between Radca&sm and Reform (Fmk, Leonard, and Reid, 1996) for an 
qloration of the concept of "mtellectual'' and relationships of mtellectuals in shaping souety. 



may be characterized by disconnection rather than integration and individualism rather than 

collective praxis. , 

Critical Intellectuals within social movements 

While this study does not attempt to explicate in detail activist communities' 

intellectual production, it does operate from an understanding of participation in grassroots 

activist communities as, in many cases, participation in collective, critical praxis. Activists 

produce intellectual work not only in collaboration with, but independent of, and sometimes, 

perhaps, in spite of university-based academics. Patricia Hill Collins (2000), for example, argues 

that "grassroots political activists contribute to Black women's intellectual traditions" (p.17) 

outside the academy. She says, 

The concept of intellettlaImust itself be deconstructed. Not all Black women 
intellectuals are educated. . .One is neither an intellectual nor does one become 
one by earning a degree. Rather, doing intellectual work of the sort envisioned 
by Black feminism requires a process of self-conscious struggle on behalf of 
Black women, regardless of the actual social location where that work occurs. 
(Collins, 2000, p. 1 5) 

self conscious or self-critical struggle for the benefit of the collectivity, in this case Black 

women. She argues that the epistemology, theory, and intellectual trackion of this collectivity 

are grounded in "an experientd, material base" (2000, p.256) of Black women activists' lives. 

Similarly, bell hooks argues that the intellectual work of libratory theory is embedded in lived 

experiences and practical activities such as might be found in activist community settings 

working toward social change: 

When our experience of theorizing is fundamentally linked to processes of 
self-recovery, of collective liberation, no gap exists between theory and 
practice. Indeed, what such experience makes more evident is the bond 
between the two, that ultimately reciprocal process wherein one enables the 
other. (1994, p.61) 

With these feminists, this study views activist communities-from feminist anti- 

violence work, through the environmental, peace, and anti-globalization movements- as 

likely to be sites of socially critical theorizing bonded with action in praxis. Activist, 

community-based intellectuals can remain rooted in everyday struggles, integrating passion, 



political thoughts, and action into what Gramsci called a "philosophy of praxis7'(1971) that 

might provide counter-hegemonic or, perhaps, socially-transformative intellectual voices. 

Indeed, some groups explicitly apply the theoretical frameworks of critical pedagogy 

for internal and public educationz9; The Boston Women's Health Book Collective is one 

"oppressed" group that seems to engage critical pedagogy for their internal education 

processes. In her study of this collective, Birden hnds that: 

Collective members adopted an increasingly critical view toward their cultures 
while creating a radically democratic climate for learning that was 
simultaneously communicative, humble, and loving. A process of 
conscientization enabled collective members to develop confidence in their 
abilities to thmk, learn, and enter into dialogue with one another and with 
society at large. (Birden, 2002, p. 1) 

Birden's case study "provides evidence of popular education's transformative potential" (p.4) 

when critical pedagogical methods are mobilized among activist peers. With Birden, bell hooks 

(1 994), Patricia Hill Collins (2000), Paulo Freire (1 999), and others thinking through the praxis 

of critical pedagogy outside the academy, this )project approaches community-based activism as 

a critical praxis that integrates intellectual development and theoretical analysis into its 

@okicA) acdoii. Faitkipduu iu such acuvisr communiues may, indeed, be nor. oniy a process 

of political action, but also a process of developing intellectual ability and confidence that can 

be exercised not only within activist settings but also in "society at large" and, perhaps, within 

the academy. 

Concluding remarks 

This chapter proposes that critical pedagogy can function not only as a framework for 

transforming social research into research praxis, but as a way of expressing the theory-in- 

action of activist communities. Further, communities of practice, like those of the activist 

academic participants of ths study, should be understood as sites of "a complex social practice 

that entails learning as an integral constituent" (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p.35). Thus, through 

For a few further examples in diverse activist settings refer to: Ledwith, (2001), "Community Work as Critical 
Pedagogy: Re-envisioning Freire and Gramsci"; Auretto (2001) "Social Change Movements and Transforrnative 
Learning," which shows how transformative learning was used in the women's movement; and Kovan, Jessica 
(et al) (2003), "'Being Called Awake': The Role of Transformative Learning in the Lives of Environmental 
Activists." 



participating in their activist and academic communities, the graduate students considered in 

this study will be viewed as integrating the conflicttng and complementary practices of two 

settings into their own complex identities. It appears that activist communities are themselves 

sites of critical theory development, therefore in the process of "becoming" full participants in 

praxis-oriented and socially critical activist communities, members are likely to integrate 

knowledge and practice of critical discourse into their own identities. Therefore, it may be that 

activist graduate students bring to new academic settings existing "knowledgeable skill" @ve 

and Wenger, 1991, p.58) with the critical thinking practices required in academia. 

Within such a framework, ensuing chapters of this study will elucidate the participation 

in activist and academic communities of thirteen graduate student researchers and will analyze 

particular relations within which their academic and community-based critical inquiry, theory 

building, and praxis take shape. 



CHAPTER 3: WHAT DOES AN ACTIVIST ACADEMIC 
LOOK LIKE? 

Where we build the academic a certain way, we also build the Activist a certain 
way: the "capital A activist" As if a feminist activist has to have (or maybe it's 
changed in the last few years) hairy legs, or h a q  underarms, or this particular 
feminist analysis, or be a vegetarian, or whatever. We kind of shape it for the 
particular year, the criteria for a feminist activist. To which I always ask, 'What 
do we call it when mom talks to her boy about gender?' How is activism 
shaped? What does an activist look like? What do you need to be to be a card- 
carrjing activist? I think activists come in smaller or greater degrees, shapes, 
and sizes. (Jones, personal communication, July 27,2003) 

Chapter introduction 

Buildmg upon a conception of activism as political, passionate, or radical action, this 

chapter mobilizes the framework of "mediated action" as outlined by James Wertsch in Mind 

as Action (1998) as a strategy to describe participants involvement in activism before, during, 

and after their graduate research, and how they perceive relationships between activism and 

their graduate study. This chapter draws from these students' recollections a sketch of activism 

as the actions and theory we mobilize toward some change seen as "progressive," in the world 

or ourselves. Their activist action seems mediated, made possible, and constrained by 

particular (cultural) tools. This discussion will establish a context against which to examine in 

later chapters these students' research methodologies in activist settings and to analyze the 

"tensions" they recollect from their concurrent action within university and activist 

communities. 

Applying mediated action toward an inquiry into activist practice 

In Mind as Action, James Wertsch (1998) introduces mediated action as a mode of analysis 

that enables an integrative grasp of ". . .the relationships between human action, on the one 

hand, and the cultural, institutional, and historical contexts in which this action occurs, on the 

other7' (Wertsch, 1998, p.24). Such an approach draws upon an adaptation of Kenneth Burke's 

(1962) "dramatistic method," which takes action as the basic phenomenon to be analyzed, 



rather than behaviour, mental or hguistic structure, or attitudes (Wertsch, 1998, p.12). Such 

an analyttcal framework draws on relationships among five elements or principles, which 
1 

Burke's (1962) Grammar $Motive simply names: "Act, Scene, Agent, Agency, and Purpose" 

(xvii). Burke says a complete statement about, or inquiry into, actions must answer to the 

intersecting inter-relations among all elements: 

Men [sic] may violently disagree about the purposes behind a gven act, or 
about the character of the person who did it, or in what situation he acted; or 
they may even insist upon totally different words to name the act itself. But be 
that as it may, any complete 'statement about motives will offer some kjnd of 
answers to these five questions: what was done (act), when or where it was 
done (scene), who did it (agent), how he did it (agency), and why (purpose). 
(Burke, 1962, p.xvii) 

This useful, and seemingly simple "who/what/where/how/why" framework has been 

mobilized not only for Burke's o n p a l  purpose of theoretical analysis of dramatic texts, but 

also as methodological approach supporting cross-disciplinary, or socio-cultural inquiries that 

aim to generate a complex interpretation of human actions (Gusfield, 1989, p.4). In his 

introduction to Kenneth Bzdrke on Jjzbo?ols and So(ie9 (1989), Gusfield argues that applying Burke's 

method can assist the social scienrisr in ampiijlng and compi;ca&lg "huw wts sets". J 

Burke's importance for the sociologist lies not so much in any particular 
content of any particular part of his writings but in the development of a 
method, a perspective about perspectives, which is a profound attempt to 
understand the implications for human behaviour of the fact that humans are 
"symbol using animals." . . . p s ]  leaves us not with a new way of seeing, but 
a new way of seeing how we see. (Gusfield 1989, p.46) 

Similarly, this chapter aims to disrupt simplistic, singular lines of interpretation of the 

relationshps of graduate student researchers toractivism and the academy, and their use of the 

cultural tools or symbols in those activist settings. 

This analpc strategy is supported by ten descriptive claims about mehted  action 

made by Wertsch (1998). Criticizing "analyttc efforts that seek to account for human action by 

focusing on the individual agent . . . [as] severely limited, if not misguided" @.21), Wertsch 

proposes a variation on Burke's method which privileges "mediated action" as action shaped 

by the relationships between the agent and the mediational means, or cultural tools, used to 



mediate, facilitate, or enable the action (1998, p. 21). Wertsch describes mediated action as a 

complex "dialectic between agent and instnunentahty" (p.17) and suggests that making this 

particular relationship the focus of an inquiry promotes looking beyond the individual actor or 

agent in order to understand the forces that shape human action. 

For the current inquiry, the lens of mediated action provides a means to view and 

analyze activist students' actions, the cultural tools they apply in activist settings, and the 

purposes to which their activist actions are oriented. Following Wertsch's (1989) ten "claims" 

about mehted action, this chapter takes up the complex relationship between the activist 

academic and his or her cultural tools as a way to look beyond the individual experiences to the 

ways in which those experiences are situated in sociocultural contexts. Wertsch claims that 

. . . (1) Mediated action is characterized by an irreducible tension between agent 
and mediational means; (2) mediational means are material; (3) mediated action 
typically has multiple simultaneous goals; (4) mediated action is situated on one 
or more developmental paths; (5) mediational means constrain as well as 
enable action; (6) new mediational means transform mediated action; (7) the 
relationship of  agents toward mediational means can be characterized terms 
of mastery; (8); the relationship of agents toward mediational means can be 
characterized in terms of appropriation; (9) mediational means are often 
pirG&cCed fGr reasons h\2~ :G fa&+a:C zc&tcd ac",=a; and (IQ) 

mediational means are associated with power and authority. (Wertsch, 1998, 

p.25) 

With these analpc "tools" offered by Burke and Wertsch, this chapter theorizes 

graduate students and other activists as agents in their community scenes. As such, they are 

situated relative to others in their owncommunities and to broader social contexts, and they 

apply various mIturaI fools toward a range of academic, activist, and otherpmposes. That 

Wertsch's mediated action approach demands accounting for the relationships of power, 

authority, transformation, and constraint among action and tools makes his a fitting 

framework for an interrogation of activism that asks not only, 'What does activism look like?' 

but also, "How is activism done? What tools do graduate student activists apply in their 

community settings? How are these tools also related to academic purposes or scenes? Under 

what conditions and within what institutional and community relations do activists "acty' in 

their community settings?, A separate i n q q  q h t  question, 'Who decides who is an activist 



and who isn't? What (and whose) purposes would such a rankmg serve? What work "is" more 

or less socially progressive?' , 

Defining Capital "A" Activism 

Activism and activist communities rely on a range of cultural tools, especially 

discursive tools, to develop their theory; to plan, execute and evaluate their actions; to 

articulate and circulate their message; and to mobilize support. Among these graduate students, 

identified by themselves or others as "activist," activism is a concept variously dehed in terms 

of organizing frameworks, the criteriarby which one can identify an activist, and the degree to 

which a particular activity "counts" as activism. Francisco Ibanez Carrasco, for example, 

eschews the identity of activist in one of our conversations, yet offers an eloquent framework 

for begvlntng a discussion of how one might define and situate oneself relative to activism and 

activist scholarshrp. He says, 

In no specific order: Activism is a rare blend of pragrnatism_(doing stuff in 
the community, the everyday stuff, the detail), theorizing (ideas, vision, 
imagination), politics (including partisan politics), chhsma (as in Che Guevara. . - 
mdiOiig$, I -a3&cs~Gnd dTat hC Sha-;~2rce. -hZW CG-d6 <key ccber mhre 

conditions, I say? -but was a lucky womanizer), and leadership (able to 
translate from the theory to practice -praxis - and "move" people to do stuff 
around it, mobilize). (personal communication, August 25,2003) 

Throughout this project's conversations about activism and activist scholarship, 

graduate students researchers reiterated similar ideas about activism as action (what Francisco 

calls "doing stuff," the everyday stuff, the detail); informed by and informing theory; oriented 

around a political or ideological position, which the activist perceives as progressive in it's 

purpose and goals. In these discussions, "activism" implied an impetus toward positive social 

change, and seemed to be situated within relationships, both oppositional and complementary, 

between individual action and desires, and collective or community-based agendas, intentions, 

and activities. 

Scott Uzelrnan describes activism in terms similar to Francisco's, as politically 

informed, oriented toward community-based change, and (while built from many individual, 

ethically-based choices) as a Eramework beyond individual experience: 



I would say that activism involves the adoption of particular ethico-political 
commitments. I like to think of it as a way of living these commitments in the 
hope of bringing about positive social change. But while we constantly make 
ethical choices in the mundane acts of everyday living (many times not living 
up to our principles!), activism isn't about individualized lifestyle choices. 
Rather, it's about the continual construction of community with others who 
share sunilar outlooks, and this is done in and through struggle. It's also a 
struggle without end. There is no final reconchtion to be had, no awakening 
of the "human spirit" where we all see capitalism, patriarchy, racism, etc. for 
the evils they are or any other such utopian outcome. It's always about 
attempting to establish relations of power that are conducive to democratic 
forms of sociality and warding off forms of power that aren't. (personal 
communication June 26,2003) 

Uzelman adds to this study's conceptualization of activism that change must be 

achieved through struggle, by disrupang existing systems and establishing in their place new 

forms of social organization. His activism acknowledges that we may not live up to our 

hopeful commitments, but that individual activists should work with others, despite difficulties 

among us, to develop and refine--to struggle toward -a shared praxis. "Struggle" appears 

throughout activist discourse to articulate the process of engaging with and working to 

disrupt current systems, as well as the difficult, interactive process of working through 

disagreement among activists to build and rebuild their solidarity; "While we engage in 

struggle at the macro level, we must also wage a permanent struggle within our own ranks" 

(John and Thompson, 2003, p.4). Nandlta Sharrna likewise emphasizes that activists must 

insist on struggling toward solidarity with those who are most exploited, and not only 

integrate the mental work of chanpg attitudes, but must take action to transform practices 

of exploitation: 

Aca"vism is work that tries to organize people into making progressive, 
hopefully transformative, change. Shifting one's consciousness and that of 
others is an important part of this work, but I do believe that we need to push 
this further so that it is not so much about "changing people's attitudes" but 
also about showing solidanty with those who are being oppressed and 
exploited and taking concerted action to stop practices that do this. (personal 
communication, February 03,2004) 

A conceptualization of activism begins to take shape in which individual actions 

combine toward collective, politically informed agendas, in which action and theory together 

rmght integrate toward progressive social change. But, as Laura Atkinson says, "Activism is a 



loaded word" (personal communication, December 18,2003), and others seem to hold a 

broader definition of everyday acts as activism. For example, Tanya says, "The mom talking to 

her boy about gender, that's activismy' (personal communication, July 27,2003), while Andrea's 

version of activism includes a range of community and individual activities. She says: 

'What is activism to me?'. . . The first thing that popped into my mind was 
people out in the street protesting, like the demonstration against the WTO in 
Seattle in 1999 (which I wasn't at, but I did attend the teach-in a few days 
before the march) Then I thought, "No, activists are also people who decide to 
ride their bikes to work because they've made the conscious decision to be 
more environmentally friendly." Activists are also people who grow gardens on 
their balconies or create community gardens. They are also people who do the 
public art installations on the bike routes. (Smith, A., personal communication, 
August 28,2003) 

Beginning from the convergences and disparity among these activist students' 

de•’initions helps situate the following discussion of the connections participants in this study 

make between their own academic work and activism. Though each of the participants in this 

study has been identified either by themselves or others as an activist or activist scholar, several 

questioned whether (or to what extent) their work should be dehned as "activism." Within 

these discussions, it seems an implicit assumption operated that there are h d s  and degrees of 

activism, and that one or one's work can be differently, or less or "more activisty, if that's a 

word" (Pablo Bose, personal communication, July 25,2003). 

Bzlt 1% not an activist 

While most of the students interviewed for this study called themselves activists (of 

some sort), two told me, "I am not an activist," while another described herself as "A wanna- 

be activist who can't get off the couch" (Andrea Jones, personal communication, July 25, 

2003), yet each of these were described as activists by others. For example, university-based 

research ethicists and advocates for the nghts of the terminally ill have noted the slpficant 

(and "progres~ive'~) impact of Russel Ogden's research on euthanasia and assisted suicideg0. 

However, Ogden himself says, "I am not an activist-though my research is used by activists, 

my interest is in doing empirically sound research" (personal communication, December 20, 

30 Other participants in this study, as well as other academic colleagues and at Ieast two people I met randomly 
outs~de the university suggested Russel Ogden as a participant in this study when I described my interest in the 
activist academic "tensions." 



2003). 3' Likewise, though many would name as activism his long, unpaid commitment to 

community-based work around HIV/AIDS, )Francisco Ibanez Carrasco says: 

I'm not an activist: the activists are like DEYAS or VANDU~'. The real 
activists fly around all the time, promoting their work.. .I am cynical about the 
labels. I don't think of myself as an activist. (personal communication, July 28, 
2003) 

That both of these researchers, and in particular, Francisco (currently an unpaid 

worker in HIV rehabilitation) have been called activists by others, yet situate themselves 

relative to other street-based, peer-organized, outreach and advocacy groups suggests that 

some groups or types of work are viewed as "more" activist-oriented than others. Further, 

though I identified Francisco w e  others in the study) as an activist-oriented academic, this 

identification may shift when other types of work or political orientations are juxtaposed.33 

Certainly, some may describe as activism a body of work or a politic that others deem to be 

promoting regmssive social change. Rather than rating or ranking their activism, this project 

considers instead what these graduate students did in the name of activist-oriented action. 

"my own interest in the connections between activist/social change work and academic 

research" (Appendur I- Letter of Introduction). Approaching each of these participants not 

only as one graduate student researcher to another, but also as one activist to another 

established particular frameworks for the relationshps between researcher and research 

participants. While the following chapter further discusses some methodological implications 

31 For example, the Hemlock Foundation and End of Life Choices Action ~ommitt'ee are <'right to &en activists. 
Publications by these groups have drawn on Ogden's research on "deathing technologies" and euthanasia. 
'Znd of Life Choices works for the freedom to choose a dignified death and for individual control concerning 1 

death. We support the right of terminally ill, mentally competent adults to hasten death under careful 
safeguards." http: / /\xuw.hemlock.or~/index.~s~. Retrieved February 01,2004. 

32 DEYAS (Downtown Eastside Youth Activities Society) and VANDU (Vancouver Network of Drug Users) are 
two grassroots community groups providing peer support and services in their local communities. 

33 In his thesis, Francisco describes himself as having done "grassroots volunteer work in AIDS prevention" 
(1999, p.128). The distinction he makes between this work and activism is perhaps, one of degree. Chapter Five 
of this thesis, "Activist/Academic Tensions", discusses the shift in activist settings from "grassroots" social 
change orientations to sites providing professionalized social services. Ibanez now holds a PhD and is a 
professional researcher and consultant in what he calls the "HIV/AIDs 'industry"' (personal communication, 
July 30,2003). 



of this move, it is here important to note that this seemed to lead the researcher and research 

participants to use in our communication a wrt of collegd, activist, "short-hand" vocabulary 

of concepts and hstory. For example, both Scott Uzelman and Pablo Bose described some of 

their activism in sentences that began with "in Seattle, we" and "when we were in Quebec," 

without clarifymg that they were speaking of the anti-WTO (World Trade Organization) street 

protests in Seattle in 1999 and protest against the Summit of the Americas meeting in Quebec 

City (2001). Because I nodded and implied shared background knowledge, we continued the 

discussion without stopping to •’ill in the background information. As Tanya Jones says in an 

interview about activist-oriented graduate research: 

In terms of how I have this discussion, if it's activist-to-activist, then there's a 
sense that even though activism hffers across the board, then there's a sense 
of -if you self-identi$ as an activist, then that gives me a sense of what 
language to frame things around, to cut comers. (personal communication, July 
27,2003) 

Within an activist community, Tanya is accustomed to using a vocabulary and set of concepts 

based on shared, insider knowledge that may be meaningless to the general public. Indeed, in 

several initial interviews, we used concepts like "activism," "front line tactics," "direct action," 

terms implied to activists like These concepts from the interviews' insider language of 

activism structure the ensuing discussion of these students' participation in activist 

communities. 

In the community: Activism before entering the academy 

In their theses and in interviews and email communication for this research, these 

students reveal varied relationships to activist communities, tools, and actions prior to 

begvlnrng their thesis research. Several told of entering graduate school with developed 

activist praxis (Bennett, Tanya, Uzelman, Ashe, Atkinson, Sharrna), oriented toward 

34 AS I had read their theses, these authors could, however, rely on some shared understanding of some of the 
terms in our activist discourse. For example, Uzelman (2002) dedicates an entire thesls chapter to unpacking 
"direct action", while Bose's thesis focuses on unraveling the rise of the new "grassroots". Other theses, like 
Ibanez Canasco, Tanya Jones, Malange refer to "front line workers," without explicitly eluadatmg this concept. 



progressive socd action, while others had a developing commitment, interest, or "vague 

concern for social justice" weiners 1999, p.;78). Prior to graduate research, seven of the twelve 

participants were already employed by or volunteering for activist-oriented collectives, centers, 

and organizations for: ending poverty (Bennett); supporting people living with HIV/AIDS 

(Ibanez); advocating for women's rights (Athson; Bennett; Gullion; Sharma; Tanya Jones); 

and protesting global capitalism and media ownership (Uzelrnan). Tanya Jones worked for 

three years as a paid Public Education Coordinator, Ibanez as an outreach worker; Bennett, 

Gullion, Sharma, and Uzelrnan as volunteer collective35 members participating as leaders in 

grassroots ~r~antzat ions~~.  Other participants in this study were more peripherally involved in 

activist communities prior to their graduate research (Ashe, Bose, Malange, Ogden, Andrea 

Smith). Pablo Bose says he, "Always had some social justice concerns-not shallow, but it was 

weak" (personal communication, July 25,2003); Siobhan Ashe had visited a logging blockade 

in Clayoquot Sound and donated money to Greenpeace, "grateful that someone was doing the 

work out there" (1299, p.34); Russel Ogden was a social worker; Andrea Smith was a 

"wannabe activist" who wanted to talk with survivors of childhood sexual assault; Erica 

Meiners had her "vague concern with social justice" (1999, p. 78); and Cara-Lee Malange was a 

traveler in Guatemala, concerned with what she saw as the risks of development imposed by 

the First World voices (personal communication, January, 14,2004). 

Activist Identities 

In even these very brief characterizations of relationships between students and their 

activist communities prior to their graduate research, we can begin to draw out and question 

how the complexity of past relationshrps to activism may have informed the students' later 

actions as activist-oriented researchers. Members of activist communities of practice would, 

over time, have become a particular type of activist. They would have integrated some of the 

practices of the activist community into their identity, learning the ideologies, values, 

knowledgeable skills, and practices through participating in the collective, sociocultural practice 

35 "Collec~ve" here denotes a democra~c orgarmattonal structure, where deusion-malung power is shared equally 
by the membershp. l h s  IS, m effect, synonymous Wlth collegahty, "A form of soual orgmatlon based on 
shared and equal partiupauon of all its members. It contrasts unth a hierarchcal, pyrmdal structure, and is 
often represented by a senes of concentric circles. Authority resides m the center-most circle, not over the 
others, but equidistant from each, so that authonty can hsten and reflect the consensus of the whole (Heaney, 
1995). 

36 By "grassroots" 1 mean small-scale, autonomous orgarmations, self-orwed around a shared (political) agenda 
(Bobo et a1 1996 p.39). 



of their activist community. Prior to their research, the study's participants were connected to 

activist communities as volunteers or paid workers; as members of a "democratic collective" 

Ojzelman), or located within a hierarchical organization; as peripheral newcomers or old- 

timers; and as formal or informal leaders. Throughout, each would have been introduced to, or 

"Fell? Been seduced? Been pushed? Jumped? - into" (Meiners, personal communication, 

January 4,2004) the ideology of their respective community and the community's practice of 

leadership, authority, accountability, decisionmaking, theorizing, and, indeed, action. Among 

the intersections of explicit and implicit ties to an activist community, an identity as an activist 

community member would have developed (Wenger, 1998, p.214). We can perhaps imagine 

that a range of "formative" experiences as activists might inform diverse expectations for these 

student researchers about how further research and activism "should" take shape, and how 

they should or could relate to the activist community. 

Through participation, an activist community member would be expected to have 

developed a more-or-less explicit "ideologically situated worldview" (Bennett, 2003, p.3), 

consistent with the ideologies, values, practices, and definitions held in the community 

organizing as an activist as well as to related research work. A volunteer for an activist 

organization, compared to a paid employee, or an employer, or Director, would have 

participated in drfferent practices for accounting to and speakmg for an activist community, as 

would those whose activist communities were variously organized and structured. The ways in 

which activists have related to the ideological modes of thinking, acting, writing, and speakmg 

of, for example, a particular feminism, environmentalism, or queer politics learned in a 

community setting would likely affect the ways in whch they engage with these ideological 

discourses or cultural tools when they move to new settings and develop as activist academics. 

Actiw'sm as action mediated by ideology and bias for socid change 

These activists recollected in interviews that prior to graduate research their activism 

included combinations of: listening to, advising, providing childcare for, and preparing food 

for people in crisis; facilitating internal and public meetings and teachmg sessions; writing 

internal training curricula, representing our organizations to the public, the state, and media, 



planning and participating in interviews, presentations, and displays; raising money; writing and 

designing pamphlets, placards, articles, websites; standing, or sitting7 or marching in the streets 

in public protests; and supporting the activism of others with financial donations. However, 

though these actions were characterized in the research interviews in relation to hands on, 

front line activism, none of these actions is necessarily "activism." Rather, it is the medution of 

actions by inter-related discursive and physical tools-for example, political and analpcal 

frameworks, which inform slogans or images on placards or pamphlets in the context of and 

motivated by a purpose of social change-which transforms actions into "activism." (Wertsch, 

1998, p.43). 

Without the framework and purpose of social change, one could still speak, write, and 

otherwise "act" about some of the same issues as these activists work on, such as violence 

against women (though it may instead be called "domestic violencey7), AIDS/HIV, or poverty. 

Consider how churches, charities, therapists, and governmental and non-governmental 

organizations also provide social services (for example) to battered women, AIDS patients, and 

poor people. These agencies may work to ameliorate individuals' circumstances, without 

necessarily organizing around an agenda that calls for change to the structures and conditions 

etc. Indeed, this tension between "social service" and "social change" is hrghhghted in critiques 

of funding bodies, educational institutions, governments, and community-groups alike by 

radical and/or grassroots groups3', and has also been addressed as a problematic for the 

University of California (Santa Cruz) Community Studies program: 

The service-vs. -change tension is continuing and can only be resolved by each 
individual student during the field period. The program is desgned for 
students to work in social change organizations.. .and Faculty push the 
students to do "social change," but find that students7 held experience is closer 
to social service delivery than'social change. (Freidland and Rotkin, 2003, p.48). 

Within the "tension" or continuum of service-vs. -change we will next consider the ways in 

which participants in this study participate in activist settings once they enter the academy. 

Most seek to integrate their activism into the discursive work required of them in the academy. 

8 '  

I 37 See Funston (2000), Jay (2000), Lakernan (2004). A later section of this thesis discusses some of the institutional 
factors informing this tension in community-based work. 
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Activism and community-based work during graduate research 

Motivation for activi'st graduate research) 

Activists in this study said they pursued graduate degrees in order to "acquire more 

credibility" in activist settings (Jones); or as "a way to avoid real work" (Uzelrnan), or to gain 

credentials to support future paid work (Gullion), or to help build a (paying) career about 

which we are passionate, or "can politically live with" (Bennett), or because a family tradition 

emphasized an academic career path (Bose). The move to integrate activism and academic 

work may have "multiple, simultaneous goals " (Wertsch, 1998, p.32), which may intersect, 

conflict, and, perhaps, originate outside of the student's intentions or, indeed, be coordinated 

by purposes, goals, or conditions ongmating outside of their immediate contexts. Chapter 5, 

Activist/Academic Tensions, discusses how actions in academic and activist settings are organized 

by "ruling relations," processes beyond the individual's control and intention, and sometimes 

not entirely visible from the vantage point of the subject (Smith, 1987). 

Concurrent with many motivations or goals for academic work, and other motivations 

they didn't reveal, don't recall, or haven't considered as related to their graduate work, these 

students described having wanted to connect academic and activist work in order to benefit 
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experiences in order to make academic work more meaningful to themselves or to "challenge 

power structures" (Atkinson, personal communication, December 18,2003). Others hoped 

that their academic work would "make a difference" (Smith, A.) or "be of use" (Meiners) to 

communities through their intellectual contribution, or believed their academic credentials 

would provide for their activist communities additional leverage and credibility with 

government and fundung bodies (Jones). 

As developing activist academics, these students negotiated various relationships as 

researchers, organizers, volunteers, and employees within activist-oriented communities and 

organizations. Two of these researchers negotiated for other members of their own 

organnations to become subjects in their thesis research (Jones, Scott Uzelman). Three others 

intentionally chose not to conduct research within their organizing, but drew on analyses 

developed by working as volunteers within activist groups to inform their theses (Bennett, 

Gullion, Sharma) and continued workmg within those groups concurrent with their academic 



studies. Two others offered voluntary labour to groups related in politic or purpose to their 

thesis (Smith, A., Francisco Ibanez Carrasco). Siobhan Ashe, Cara Lee Malange, and Erica 

Meiners each joined a community-based group for the duration of thesis fieldwork and left 

afterward, while Pablo Bose joined an online activist-scholarship community concurrent with 

h s  fieldwork and has developed into a leading member. Russel Ogden says he was never an 

activist nor a member of an activist organization, though as mentioned, others may identtfy 

him as an activist scholar. 

Several of these students participated in activist communities primarily as volunteers 

(Ashe, Bose, Gullion, Malange, Meiners, Tanya Jones, Andrea Smith, Uzelman) though some 

in effect "bartered" their work in the community for permission to conduct the research. 

However, for four of these students, activism, graduate study, and paid work were intertwined. 

For example, Francisco Ibanez Carrasco was connected to the HIV/AIDs research and 

intervention community during his PhD research not only as academic researcher but also in 

many other facets (paid consultant, and researcher, and patient). Three other students 

(Atkinson, Bennett, Shanna) worked while students as paid staff for the Simon Fraser Public 

Interest Group, "a non-profit, progressive, activist organization" (Atkinson, personal 

from their own specific research interests and from their primary activism. 

In their relationships with activist communities during graduate studies, these activist 

academics were "agents" (Wertsch, 1998) incorporating a range of discursive and physical tools 

to labour, write, speak, listen, observe, and otherwise act Those who had already been 

orgamzed to activism continued with the actions they had been performing, while those who 

had not been activists began looking to "be of use" (??lax 1993, p.4, in Meiners, 1998, p.8) 

They "rolled up [their] sleeves and got [their] hands drgr" (Malange, 2001, p.36) in the work of 

activist communities, either literally or discursively. 

Frontline work: RUM z.p yozr sleeves and getyour bands d i q  

These students tended to describe their work as activist academics as supporting the 

"front line," "on the ground," and "hands-on work of the real activists" (Bose, personal 

communication, July 25,2003). Among these students, only Cara Lee Malange literally rolled 

up her sleeves and did physical labour as her primary community-based action. Indeed, she 
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dropped some of her agreed responsibilities to develop a database for the shelter where she 

worked and, she says, "Instead committed myself to participating fully in the monotonous, 

day-to-day household responsibilities that consumed most of the waking hours of the women 

at the New Horizons Home. It was extremely hard work" (2001, p.138). Malange, in effect, 

bartered several months of her voluntary labour in exchange for consent to research, and 

credits her success and diligence at doing the work of childrearing and housekeeping with the 

eventual success of her research data-gathering and analysis: 

By caring for baby Julio and the other children, I managed to gam the trust and 
respect from the women/mothers at the New Horizons Home. Not only did 
they feel more comfortable with me, they confided in me more, and openly 
talked about their problems and concerns. (Malange, 2001, p.139) 

As Malange participated more fully in the activities of the mothering community of the shelter, 

she became was identifiable (Wenger, 1998) as a "good mother" (Malange, 2001, p.105) by 

other residents and they allowed her t~ '~ar t ic i~a te  as a legitimate member of their community. 

As she demonstrated increasing competence in the work of mothering, she increasingly 

"mastered" (Wertsch, 1998) the cultural tools privileged in the feminist activist context of the 

shelter. Indeed, though the cultural tools associated with childcare, cleaning and laundry were 

as research methodologies-a much different purpose than "mothering7' is usually applied. 

Direct Action 

Among these student activists, Darcie Bennett, Nandita Sharrna, and Scott Uzelrnan 

describe some of their activist activities as being part of dn-ect action strategies working to 

organize autonomous alternatives to state, capitalist, or patriarchy-controlled systems. Direct 
' action tactics aim to render redundant or interrupt, rather than transform, hegemonic 

institutions and procedures. Direct action strategies work to organize alternative ways for 

people to provide for one another and, in so doing, to transform society (for the better). Scott 

Uzelrnan describes the site of his activism and MA research, the Vancouver Indy Media 

Centre, as a site of direct action, explaining the power of dtrect action thus: 

Strategies of dn-ect action and participation do not aim at takmg or 
transforming state or corporate power, but instead seek to render them 



redundant Direct action names not a specific set of tactics - civil 
disobedrence, for example - but strategies to effect social change through 
collective activity by subordinated pgople rather than them relying on the 
actions of others, especdly the actions of dominating groups or institutions. 
(Uzelman, 2002, p.97) 

Uzelman's Vancouver Independent Media Centre works to provide an alternative media 

source and form of production that might "render redundant" media monopolies. Similarly, 

Bennett organizes with a collective of poor women to provide homeschoohg and childcare 

for each other without participating in either the cash economy or state bureaucracy. Further, 

the feminist, collectively-run women's shelter in Guatemala where Cara-Lee Malange 

volunteered for several months, organizes a new way of ccintermpting" poverty and violence 

against women, and may be understood as a direct action, though Malange does not analyze it 

as such in her thesis. Bennett, Sharma, and Uzelman each describe a continued commitment to , 

direct action strategies as part of their activism today. Uzelrnan says: 

Strategies of direct action and participation, like the IMC movement, interrupt 
[dominant] process by creating independence and hope and re-establishing the 
organic, self-determined interconnections people have traditionally made with 
each other and the world around them. (2002,p.98, citing Cleaver, 1992, p. 
120) 

- Pmpaganda: Mastering tools for writing and qeakng in activist settings 

Among these students, most participated in activist communities during their graduate 

study predominantly as writers, speakers, facilitators, listeners, and teachers. They believed 

their individual and collaborative communication/theory/research/education projects would 

assist their communities in developing new, shared knowledge or would assist in lobby efforts 

to build public support for their issues or could be used in popular education activities run by 

the activist groups or by themselves. In addition to, and concurrent with producing their thesis 

research texts, these graduate student activists produced: a policy manual (Jones); pamphlets 

about reproductive health (Atkinson); research reports (Ashe, Jones); newspaper and journal 

articles (Bose, Gullion); content for websites (Bose, Gulhon, Sharma, Uzelman); and lobby 

letters to government officials (Ashe, Bose, Sharrna). Their work in activist communities also 

included ddogic, educative praxis both integrated within and separate from their research 

methodologies. As members of activist communities, these students facilitated workshops 

(Atkinson, Gullion Tanya Jones, Sharrna, Uzelman) and study sessions (Bennett), granted news 

interviews (Bose, Gullion), hosted public forum/lecture sessions (Uzelman, Sharma), and 
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conducted research interviews that may have offered the participants opportunities for (mutual 

or individual) education or consciousness-raising, (Atkinson) or a "therapeutic purpose for 

those who had never before spoken of their experience" (Ogden, 1994 p.98). 

In order to perform all these actions, these student activists would have applied 

particular discursive tools, and, to some extent, "mastered" those discursive tools for the 

purpose of activism (Wertsch, 1998, p.47). At the same time, these activists found those 

discursive tools that most personally "fit" their needs, interests, or ideology. They may have 

rejected some modes of speaking, writing, thinking that didn't "fit" or in some cases, used the 

available tools with which they had some mastery, despite some of their own resistance 

preventing them from "appropriating that cultural tool and making it their own" (Wertsch, 

1998, p.54).38 Through Wertsch's analysis about the mastery and appropriation of cultural 

tools, we can consider how the skills (or tools) used for teaching and writing in the university 

setting might also serve as the tools used within the activist setting, or how the mastery of 

discursive tools developed in the activist setting mght transfer to the university setting. 

Several of these students described their academic research and their activism as 

;- C P W ~  +PA o v ~ r r i r ~ r  nf then-, A=v&nm~nt in which the nctivities of activism and the voices 
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of activists were privileged. At the same time, some described skills developed in academic 

settings that assisted in promoting the researcher activists7 developing theories, and integrated 

with community efforts to achieve social change. Laura Atkinson, for example, views the 

workshops she facilitated and the pamphlets she created through her thesis research as a part 

of her activism, through which she hoped some change could be accomplished in the medical 

discourse, among feminists, and among the "average" women who mght come in contact with 

her research. She says: 

I wanted to help prevent legahzing these drugs, and there just was not any 
infomation available to women. And I saw an opportunity to make change in 
my own feminist community. I was brought in by feminists to do workshops 
in the clinics because those women, who were working there and saymg the 
same dungs I was saying, drdn't have the clout to change the chic  decisions. 

38 Wertsch's notion of "fnctton" or "res~stance" between cultural tools and thw use by an agent in actlon IS 

denved from Bakhtm's (1981) notton ofpnsvoente, translated as "appropria~on, the ways m whch words may 
reslst becoming an speaker's "own" until after the speaker has attached hls or her own mtention" (Weasch, 
1998, p.53). 



We thought that because I was the researcher, when I facihtated a workshop I 
might have more leverage to get the alternative, critical viewpoint across. . . . 
And because I did popular education; I wanted to get to the average woman. 
Not just to spread information, but to get women talking to one another and 
taking critically.. . and women are still contacting me for information, years 
later. (personal communication, December 18,2003) 

Laura Atkinson says that her research aimed to value the expert knowledge held by 

everyday women, and she credits those women, rather than academia with helping her develop 

her feminist analysis of birth control technologies. Similarly, others of these students drew 

from, and worked to make their thesis research accessible and available to, non-academic, 

activist communities in order to support those communities' further theoretical development. 

Both Tanya Jones and Uzelrnan's theses are now available online, alongside other documents 

authored collectively by their activist organizations, while Darcie Bennett describes her thesis 

research-an analysis of BC government welfare policy-as a useful "body of work" (personal 

communication, July 6,2003), from which she could draw and bring to her feminist collective 

to support the study sessions they organized on women and poverty. Similar to Darcie's view 

of her thesis research as a body of thinking, or discourse, from which to draw for further 

academic and activist writing, Pablo Bose has written academic journal articles throughout and 
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Narmada. Likewise, Siobahn Ashe continues to build her community-based organizing (and 

her PhD research) from an analytical framework of "community-based capacity-buildingy ' 

which she began to develop in her MA research (personal communication). 

Activists didn't h o w  what to do with graduate students 

Among participants in this study, most (nine of thirteen) were active in collaborative or 

individual writing projects within activist settings concurrent with their graduate research. 

However, in contrast to those students' experiences of collectivity and integration of their 

(academic) discursive skills in activism, others offered to contribute their skills to activist 

communities, but found those communities did not use their contribution. For example, 

Andrea Smith volunteered her research and writing skills initially to women's groups, but she 

says, "They never seemed to know what to do with me, I would sit around doing nothing, and 
( 

eventually quit. Now I'm at [a large social services charity]-they do some good stuff, and the 

Communications Director seems really excited to have me and is giving me some interesting 

projects" (personal communication, July 25,2003). Similarly, Siobhan Ashe joined the 



Barefoot cartographers in order to conduct her MA fieldwork, and in exchange for the 

opportunity to conduct her research fieldwork within the group, she took up one of their 

research topics, but found that she and her work were not integrated into the activists' work. 

She recalls: 

I was responsible for gathering data on BCTransit, and at the end of six 
months, I considered this task a time-consuming chore. In the end, not one 
piece of information that I collected was incorporated into a map. (personal 
communication, January 14,2004) 

Given that the Barefoot Cartographers never used the research Ashe completed as a member 

of their group, and that she left the group after her fieldwork was complete, it seems neither 

she nor Andrea Smith was "wired" into the activist communities in the way that other 

activist/grad students have been. We can ask then, ''Kkat might inform these different 

experiences of integrating academic writing (skills) into activist settings, and of becoming, 

oneself, connected into a community and stay1.g connected to the community throughout and 

beyond the completion of the research?" 

Some of these students brought to the activist orgarnations some existing "know- 
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Francisco Ibanez Carrasco has been living with HIV/AIDS for many years, participating in a 

local and experiential community through multiple roles or identities as: lover, outreach 

worker, friend, artist, patient, research participant, and researcher/consultant. Describing how 

his "everyday, nitty-gritty" participation in his community informs his research, Ibanez 

Carrasco says, 

Being wired to a community like a Borg3" as "one of many," one feels the 
impulse they all do. p s  community] informs my research with knowledge 
and know-how ("walk the walk"), flexibility, respect and reciprocity. Activism 
makes me feel somewhat "real" in a world of economic, political and relqgous 
leaders, celebrities and heroes that seem removed from the everyday nitty-gritty 
of implementing the stuff that community/individuals need or dream up. 
(personal communication, August 8,2003) 

39 The Borg is an entity m Star Trek mythology. 'The Borg only want to "raise the q d t y  of life" of the species 
they "assunilate." . . . Born humanoid, they are almost immehtely unplanted with bio-chps that Id their 
brms to a collective consaousness . . . This collecave consaousness is experienced by the Borg as "thousands" 
of voices - they are collectively aware, but not aware of themselves as separate mdividuals." Source: 
http://www.startrek.com/startrek/mew/library/&ens/artide/70558.hd 
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In contrast, Andrea Smith, for example, describes herself as identifying with women's 

groups as a research and activist setting because of her own experience of having surviving 

sexist violence and "wanting to contribute skills to a women's organization." However, she 

also describes her involvement in feminist and women's groups as having remained peripheral. 

She has not become "wired" into a women's activist community despite shared experience and 

interest; rather, she says, "I'm unconnected to community. I'm a loner, I guess" (personal 

communication, July 25,2003). Interest and relevant lived experience, it seems, could not 

alone propel her from the periphery to full participation in "The Borg", or collective praxis, of 

activist communities. It may be that Andrea's was a problem of legitimacy (Lave and Wenger, 

1991)-though she was interested in participating, the community didn't know what to do 

with her and, it seems, she also didn't know how to participate fully and coordinate her 

activities with the various formal and informal rule and values of the community. While some 

of these students became old-timers, developing over time as full participants and even leaders 

in the activist communities related to their graduate research, Andrea Smith remained a 

newcomer, continuing to move among various communities looking for a "fit." 

Wn-titlg and Speaking= Academic tools or Actiw'st tools 
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Berg" of activist communities, while others remained peripheral "loners," whose work was not 

used, it is difficult to authoritatively assert how academic research and writing skills function as 

discursive tools to "mediate" actions taken in other, non-academic contexts. While it may be 

tempting to try to determine whether these students first mastered their discursive tools 

through activist or academic action, it is perhaps more helpful to note, with Wertsch (1998), ' 

that cultural tools serve many "simultaneous, sometimes conflicting goals" (p,32), so the same 

discursive tools may function in both activist and academic (and other) s e w .  

These students speak and write, theorize, and act while negotiating into their identities 

both activist and academic practices (Wenger, 1998, p.213). Some students explicitly credit 

their academic training for their mastery of tools useful for speaking and listening in their 

community. Uzelman, for example, says "TA'ing [working as a Teachmg Assistant] as a grad 

student gave me the experience that made me at ease in facilitating public meetings, as well as 

mediating some of the con5ct w i t h  IMC collective meetings" (personal communication, 



June 20,2003). Similarly, others drew on their academic research and writing to gwe them a 

"body of work" (Bennett) from which to dmw in their activism, or the "vocabulary to talk 

seriously about the issues with other en&onmental activists7' (Bose, personal communication). 

Tanya Jones describes activism "as the starting point for the research," saying, "My activism 

and academic work are integrated, not separate'' (Jones, personal communication, July 25, 

2003). All who considered themselves activists describe their activist and academic work and 

skills as inseparable, integrated into "who they are and what they do" (Wenger, 1998, p. 215). 

As Siobhan Ashe says, "Research and writing about these issues is my environmental action" 

Activism after graduate work 

After completing the theses considered in this study, these students took various 

activist and academic paths. Among them, only Andrea Smith has yet to f i s h  her Master's 

thesis, and she continues to volunteer with a community organization a w e d  with the 

community-service themes she pursues in her academic work. Of the students considered 

here, six continued from their Master's to PhD degrees4' (Bennett, Uzelman, Bose, Ashe, 
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their academic work. Among these, Uzelman says, "I've dropped the activism until I'm done 

the PhD coursework" (personal communication, July 25,2003); while others (if not 

themselves) describe Ashe, Ogden, Malange, and Sharrna as "activist scholars." Pablo Bose 

continues to write about and amplify his MA research on the Narrnada River valley through 

his leadership in the Fbenh OfNamadu activist community and through his PhD research, 

while also engaging in the politics of development displacement (personal communication). 

Bennett continues with her membership in a grassroots feminist collective, has added 

developing a collective homeschool to her organizing, and intends for her PhD research to 

focus on women's poverty. Neither Laura Atkinson nor Tanya Jones see the need to continue 

with academic study, but both continue their activism, Atkinson by " . . . doing tangible, 

constructive things, organizing and training and workshops, the things that have some 

everyday irnpact"(Atkinson, personal communication, December 18,2003) and Tanya Jones 

continuing as a member of the same an t i -d i sca t ion  group she had been involved in since 

40 This finding will be discussed further in Chapter 5: Activist Academic Tensions. 



beginning her MA research. Like Nandita Sharrna, they see the responsibilities of activists as 

going beyond academic research. Shanna says: 

I am quite honoured to be considered an "activist scholar." While it is 
important to recognize that teaching and research can have profound and far- 
reachmg effects upon those that you are able to teach and who can read your 
research, I wouldn't consider teaching or researching itself as necessarily 
"activism." I think that this allows people who are teachers and researchers to 
forego responsibility for the making of other kinds of changes, especially the 
responsibility to not only affect their students or those that read their work but 
also to change to world. (personal communication, February 3,2004) 

Though Bose describes it being "easier to bum out as an activist than in academia" 

(personal communication, July 25,2003), that most of these graduate students continue on the 

trajectory of further scholarly work and continue to integrate community-based or activist- 

oriented approaches may suggest that the combination of activism and academia might, in 

some ways, mitigate against that activist "bum out." 

Concluding Remarks: 

Of the students considered here, only a few were fully participating in activist 

communities prior to beginning their graduate degrees. For many, rheir interesr in acnvisb 

progressive, or community issues developed along with their development of their thesis 

research, and all who have advanced their academic careers continue to integrate their activist, 

or community-based interests into that work. Throughout, their participation in activist 

settings has been characterized by their mastery of and application of discursive tools for 

critical and educative writing and dialogue-tools that are also tightly integrated into academic 

work. 

While the next chapter will explore the "tensions" in integrating activist and academic 

work, here we have seen many complements. Despite varied understandmgs of "activism," 

activists may share a common discourse and can "cut comers" (Jones) in communicating with 

one another. Likewise, most agree that activism and academic work can be usefully integrated, 

in that skills and knowledge developed in each setting can be applied in the other. Indeed, 

these students' activist practice was substantially a discursive practice, much like socially 

conscious research. 



This chapter reflects upon methodological approaches employed &this study and by 

CHAPTER 4: ACTIVISTS' RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGIES 

I grew less and less able to "just observe" in my fieldwork. I wanted to inject 
comments into meetings and conversations.. .unclear about how far I could go 
in critique (or even a detailed commentary on related issues) as a participant 
observer, I chose not to comment or critique at all. . . .What about the 
reciprocity? I cringed. What can I possibly offer an organization that they do 
not already know? What does a dialogue or an intervention resemble? Who can 
do this? What sorts of relationships between researcher and researched, 
between subject and object, between the academic knower and the "known", 
do these exchanges reinforce? What if I don't want to do the kind of 
reciprocity that FEMACT needs or wants? What if in this process of 'studying 
up' I have amassed unpopular information that will make people 
uncomfortable? (JVho do I think I am in this research anyway?). (Meiners, 
1998, p.109) 

the graduate student activist academics selected for the study. In describing these methods and 

frameworks, this chapter aims neither to make an exhaustive nor representative account of 

activist scholarship methodologies, but to provide a field of data broad enough to be 

suggestive and illustrative of the "landscape" of activist-oriented graduate research and 

researchers in the social sciences. First, the chapter o u h e s  the methods of each of the thesis 

projects considered here. Next, the discussion explores the practices of self-critical reflection, 

as enacted in the methods of this project. Finally, the chapter offers these researchers' self- 

critical reflection upon what "seemed to work" toward promoting social justice or activist 

agendas in the methodology of their own studes. 

Research methods: The best-laid plans 

My own methodologcal decisions, like those of several of the participants in my study, 

are drawn from frameworks of critical education (Freire, 1999; Allen, 2002; Giroux and 

McLaren, 1994; McLaren, 1995) and feminist praxis-oriented research (Lather, 1991; Naples, 

2003; Dorothy Smith, 1987,1999b.). Thus, this chapter considers how those frameworks' call 

for reciprocity and self-critical reflexivity play out in this study's key methodological decisions 



-the processes of selecting participants; arranging interviews through email, conducting 

interviews face-to-face, on the phone and via email with other near-peer activist academics; 

managing interview transcripts; analyzing textual artifacts; conceiving tactics to promote 

researcher reflexivity; and, finally, writing the thesis text. The complementary qualitative 

methods of textual analysis and interviews are intended to assist in generating a richly 

descriptive understanding of the inter-related elements of - the research context, the meaning 

the participants make of their own actions and situations, and the process by which events take 

place (Maxwell, 1996 p.19). 

Selectiitg Partrapants 

The study began by gathering completed Master's and Doctoral theses as textual 

artifacts, in order to "survey the lay of the land: [an] initial step . . .helping to develop an 

understanding of the worldview of research participants" (Lather, 1991, p.262). Seeking theses 

written by my activist graduate student contemporaries, I duly searched the SFU library 

catalogue for theses written since 1998, the year I moved back to Vancouver and joined a 

feminist collective organized to stop violence agamst women. I thought such writers might be 

my (near) peers, with whom "equal, cooperative, mutually reflexive" dialogue (Heaney, 1995) 

title and hint at its author's social justice agenda: acti~st,praxis,politc,,femnis~ environment, s o d  

change, ggrasoots. 

Disappointed with the small number of theses the initial search turned up, I turned to 

other methods to locate activist academic graduate students. I began askmg members of the 

wider activist communities in which I participate if anyone knew any activists who had recently 

completed graduate thesis research that integrated their activism. Thus, I came upon the &st 

interviewee via a friend who gave me Scott Uzelman's email address and the citation for his 

thesis4'. Upon reading Uzelman's thesis, I brainstormed an additional list of words that might 

suggest an activist agenda and searched the *tal dssertation database again. This time my list 

included: dimt action;praxis; colective; son'aIjzs* mbordinatdgmiyhs; cqtitalism; racism; sem'sm; 

homophobia; envzronmentalism;ghbaliqation;pm-demc movement; vegetan'annism; anaarcht; radicat 

4l Uzelman, S. (2002). Catabf ng Partinpatoy Commt/nication: Indtpendent Media Center and the PoLtics ofDirecf Actzon. 
Unpublished Thesis. Simon Fraser University. 

54 



dissent; cozlnter hegemonic; subve7;t; outreach. This search provided more theses for consideration, 

and still reflected my particular bias for an anti-capitalist, pro-environmentalist, pro-feminist, 

(and overall left-wing) view of activism. Indeed, the eleven theses eventually selected for this 

study draw from frameworks in feminism4', en~ironmentalism~~, HIV/AIDS~~ research, direct 

action activism45, and anti-capitalist policy critique4. 

1 gathered approximately twenty-five theses, read the abstracts, dedications, 

acknowledgements, and conclusions. I skimmed for language indicating critical reflection, 

evidence of a social change agenda, evidence of the researcher makmg explicit some political 

implications of their research with their selected subjects, and began contacting the writers via 

email to request the opportunity to speak together about our experiences as activists and 

graduate students. Individual interviews were conducted face-to-face in Vancouver caf& with 

eight people who had successfully completed their Master's or Doctoral thesis, and one who 

had not yet completed hers. Two of these interviewees asked to remain anonymous, so have 

been assigned pseudonyms, "Tanya Jones" and "Andrea Smith." Face-to-face interviews ran 

from one to two hours and were audio taped. One telephone interview, and ernail discussions 

with three participants resulted in direct communication with all the writers of these theses. 

Reflecting on mediodo10~'es: Praxis for whom? 

These graduate students applied a range of (predominantly qualitative) methodologies 

in their thesis research. In a few of these theses, the methodology is accounted-for summarily 

and separately from the "Findings" and "Analysis" chapters. In contrast, several of these 

writers explicitly and tightly interweave critical reflection upon the methodology and role of the 

researcher within their data analysis and theoretical frameworks. For example, Uzelrnan's thesis 

explicitly describes a Participatory Action Research project; Bennett's, an institutional 

ethnography as developed by Dorothy Smith (1987); and Atkinson, Ibanez Carrasco, Tanya 

42 Atkinson (1998), Bennett (2003), Malange (2001),"Meiners (1998), Andrea Smith, and Tanya Jones all describe 
their theoretical and political frameworks as feminist. 

43 Ashe (1999) and Bose (2000) write about grassroots enwonmentalist groups and describe themselves as 
environmentahst. 

44 Ibanez Camsco's (1999) and Ogden's (1994) theses relate to HIV/AIDS issues. 

45 Uzelman (2002) 

46 Sharma (1995) 



Jones, and Meiners describe "praxis-oriented" research projects. Two projects employ 

document analysis4' as their sole data sources one project combines survey, participant 

observation, and interviews48, while all of the other studies apply combinations of formal or 

informal participant observation, interviews, and artifact analysis. 

Documentary sotlrces and Instittltional Ethnogqby 

Two of the researchers in h s  project, Sharrna and Bennett, shape their projects 

around analyses of documentary sources only. Using quantitative and qualitative data drawn 

from published and unpublished reports obtained from government as well as from 

independent w a n t  and labour advocate groups, Nandita Sharma develops in her thesis a 

descriptive analysis of Canadian capitalist lmrmgration policies as promoting indentured labour 

for immigrant workers: 

Data for the study are taken from a refinement of previously published 
information as well as hitherto unpublished statistics on records of temporary 
employment authorizations. Previous studies on the world market for labour 
power, the uses of modem forms of unfree labour power and international as 
well Canadian political economy are critically examined. (Sharma, 1995, p.iv) 

Sharma's thesis connects the specific experience of those workers on "temporary employment 

authorizations" with Canadian immigration policies and with broader forces of "international 

capitalist restructuring" (Sharma iii). In makmg these connections from the specific individual 

experience through the policies and to broader political forces coordinating individual 

experience, her approach resonates with Dorothy Smith's (1987,1990,1999) method of 

institutional ethnography, though Sharma does not specifically invoke that methodology. 

However, Darcie Bennett's approach is explicitly built around Smith's (1987) 

methodology. Her study: 

. . .Attempts to move from the local and the specific site of experience, into the 
general relations that organize advanced capitalist societies. The institutional 
ethnography method bridges the gap between the point where individuals 
interact with a regime, and the broader relations at work. Institutional 
ethnography is premised upon the concept of standpoint, the idea that 
individuals occupy a concrete position within a ruling regune, and that an 

47 Bennett (2003); Sharma (1 995) 

48 Tanya Jones 



inquiry can start in that concrete place and move outwards. (Bennett, 2003, 

p.2) 1 

Bennett starts in the "concrete position" of her own lived experience as a single mother and 

moves outward to develop her analysis of new government policies7 effects on single mothers. 

She says: 

This study attempts to move from the specific programs and policy changes 
that are currently affecting single mothers in British Columbia, and to 
contextualize them within the broader development of global capitalism. (2003, 

P-3) 

Readers in institutional, government, or, indeed, activist settings might draw upon 

either Sharma's or Bennett's theses to inform their own (anti-capitalist, feminist) policy 

analyses or critiques.-However, Bennett says "I really don't know who will read this thesis, but 

it will be someone who is interested in the policy, not in my self indulgence and self 

exposure."(Darcie Bennett, personal communication, July 6,2003). Indeed, in our 

conversation about her research, Bennett remarks on her intention for the researcher to 

remain peripheral, and for the tone of her thesis to be "authoritative," while the content is 

itself a radical, anti-capitalist critique. Bennett intentionally chose policy analysis as an 

poor" (personal communication, July 6,2003). Rather than only be subjected to, or objects of 

the policies that would affect them as, respectively, a working-class, single mother, and a 

woman of color, both Darcie Bennett and Nandita S h a m  turn the policies into objects for 

their studies. 

. Combining interviews, artfacts, observations 

Among the graduate students considered here, Pablo Bose, Siobhan Ashe, and Cara- 

Lee Ma1;ange combined interviews, documentary sources, and participant observation to 

generate "rich, qualitative, descriptive data" P b y  and McKenna, p. 125) for their respective 

studies of activist groups. Pablo Bose describes his methodology for his study on the 

"communicative aspects of the 'new grassroots' and their message of social change" (Bose, 

2002, p.5) as: 



. . .An analysis of a variety of primary and secondary sources. Primary sources 
include newsletters, press releases, government and scientific studies, legal 
decisions, court documents, advertisiments, as well as information gathered at 
activist workshops and academic and activist conferences, and from interviews 
with activists, government officials, engineers, industry representatives, and 
union leaders. Secondary sources include a review of academic commentaries 
and studes, newspaper and magazine articles, and interviews with academics. 
(Bose, 2000,p.4) 

Bose's primary data sources include a substantial contribution from activist sources. However, 

his thesis elides what he reveals in our interview about the ways in which his own identity 

might have informed his methodologies. He says, "I have this weird familial connection to a 

bunch of South Asian academics" (personal communication, August 8,2004), and has been in 

contact with them throughout his academic career. Bose's access to these other South Asian 

academics may provide him with contacts and information that help grant him some legitimacy 

among other South Asian communities of officials and activists. His familial connection may 

make it possible for him to access primary interview sources for his thesis and ongoing 

academic work, where this might not be a methodological possibility for another researcher 

without those community connections and identity. 
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and methodologies has been engaged by many researchers taking feminist and post-colonial 

approaches49, and, indeed, Bose says now that his identity as a South Asian living in North 

America intentionally, explicitly, and politically informs his current and future research 

practice: 

This may sound naYve, but I'd like to have a small part in making connections 
between people's movements in In& and Diaspora communities here.. .I'm 
interested in creating different visions, rather than romanticizing some past 
that isn't there. I want to promote democratic dialogue between Indians in 
India and here [in North America]. Building bridges, that's my life's big plan. 
That's not going to happen in a PhD. It might not happen in my lifetime, and 
it might not happen due to my involvement, but that's what I'd like to do. 
(personal communication, July 25,2003) 

49Bose himself describes the following as informing his analysis of the role/responsibility of the activist-oriented 
scholar in development stuhes: Kumar (1992), "Brothers, Friends, Informants: Fieldwork Memoirs from 
Benares"; Shakt~ (1989), 'Writing About Women in Struggles" ; Kasente (1998). "The Gap Between Gender 
Research and Activism in Uganda." (Pablo Bose, personal communication, July 28,2003). 



Siobhan Ashe states in her thesis that her "method is primarily one of interpretation 

based on personal experience as a partidpan$ observer7' (1999, p.72), in the Barefoot 

Cartographers. She says, "Participant observation [combined with semi-structured interviews] 

is used to assess the strength of this group to effectively act as a new social movement'' (Ashe, 

p.iii). Ashe describes her research practice as grounded in the "identifymg ethnography" of 

Kamela Visweswaren (1994), which calls for the ethnographer to identify herself in her socd 

locations and to question power and potential domination associated with her representatioh. 

As part of her effort to undermine the domination enacted by an impassive researcher 

representing the researched, Ashe's methodology includes tryrng to participate as full member 

of the Barefoot Cartographers by working as an additional researcher gathering data for one of 

their bioregional maps. However, though they agreed to her using the data she gathered abozlt 

them, the group did not use the data she gathered for them (Ashe 1999). Despite her best 

intentions for reciprocity with this activist group, Ashe's example may illustrate that an 

exchange of labour may not be required of a researcher in order to gather data, though her 

sincere offer of her work as a fully participating member may have been what won her over to 

the gatekeeper who eventually invited her to join their group (Ashe, 1999, p.98). 

An important result of the ethnography is that the major findings are derived, 
in part, from my unexpected role as a major caregiver to a severely 
malnourished infant. By allowing myself to "observe vulnerably", I was able to 
identify with the mothers' steadfast commitment to creating a better world for 
their children in the face of debihtating socd, economic, and political 
circumstances. (2001, p.iii) 

Supported by Ruth Behar's (1996) framework of "native anthropology.. . [in whch] viewing 

identification, rather than difference, is the key defining image of anthropological theory and 

practice" (Behar in Malange, 2001, p.l6), Malange describes the benefits to her research of 

shifting her actions from the intellectual work of researcher/observer and office worker to the 

"mothering" work shared by residents of the shelter. In her thesis she reflects on her process: 

I knew that if my research were to be a success, I would have to gam the 
women's trust, and the most practical way to gain their trust was to pitch in 



and participate in the mountain of work that consumed the daily lives of most 
women at the New Horizons Home., (Malange, 2001, p.14) 

Malange notes, "I did not imagine that making myself vulnerable to them would be the 

best 'research method' I could have chosen" (2001, p.15). Her increasing adoption of the 

mothering role and immersion in the daily lives of residents of the shelter was in tension 

(Wertsch, 1998) with her intent to apply the research tools she had learned in graduate 

coursework. She developed increasing resistance to using the intended sociological tools, 

despite their familiarity, and instead dropped those methods altogether. Rather than attempting 

to hold on to seemingly ill-fitting tools of modernist sociology, she instead took up a more 

"fitting7' feminist anthropological method---or simply a more motherly way of being in the 

shelter. In much the same way, Wertsch describes an agent's mastery of cultural tools as 

sometimes in conntct with their sense of identihcation with those tools: 

In some cases, the agent may use a cultural tool but does so with a feeling of 
conflict or resistance. When such conflict or resistance grows sufficiently 
strong, the agent may refuse to use the cultural tool altogether. In such 
instances, we might say that agents do not view that cultural tool as belongmg 
to them. (Wertsch 1998, p.56) 

As a consequence of Malange's - shift in methodological approach, the women in the shelter 

complimented her efforts, trusted her, were willing to reveal their lives, and she consequently 

obtained "better" data than she would have had access to if she had refused to drop her 

sociological distance. 

Pra~j-on'ened research 

Laura Atkinson and Erica Meiners complicate the relationships between 

researcher/researched, and methodology/ideology throughout their thesis research. Each 

describes her strong commitment to accountable and reciprocal research praxis, and each 

reveals considerable detail about her internal struggle to achieve those commitments, with the 

result that a reader can likewise consider the sorts of relationships possible in graduate level 

research, "between researcher and researched, between subject and object, between the 

academic knower and the 'known"' (Meiners, 1998, p.109). 

Drawing on a framework of praxis-oriented research from Patti Lather (1 991) and 

Paulo Freire's (1999) popular education, Laura Atkinson aims for her research processes to 



themselves fadtate education or '"conscientization' (Freire, 1999): a consciousness-raising or 

development of critical thinking on the part of researcher and research subjects" (Atkinson, 

1998, p. 26). Beginning from a commitment as a researcher to operate from a "deep respect 

for the intellectual and political capacity of the dispossessed" (Lather, 1991 p.262), Atkinson 

uses women's existing stories (found on the Internet, in reports, in pamphlets) about birth 

control methods, rather than seeking new interviewees and risking "further exploiting their 

pain" for her research (1998, p. 33). Hoping that her research q h t  "stimulate a self-sustaining 

process of critical analysis and enhghtened action and dialectical theory building" (Lather, 

1991, p.271, in Atkinson, p.24), Atkinson conducted public education workshops as a research 

method. Key to her social change agenda, she worked in these workshops to promote critical 

dialogue among participants about the contexts of racism, heterosexism, disability, and poverty 

in which clinicians recommend (dangerous) hormonal birth control drugs primarily to poor, 

and abongulal women (Atkinson, 1998). Throughout her thesis, Atkinson exposes her own 

methodological moral, and political struggles in achieving the praxis she strives for within the 

material realities of conducting graduate level social science. She says, "I struggled to f ish  it, 

and as an activist worried endlessly about whether it was good enough, and still know it has 

political limitations and contradictions" (personal communication, December 18,2003). Her 

reflections, viewed alongside her eventual completion of the thesis may make the discussion of 

methodologies in Atkmson's thesis useful to those activist students who similarly "worry that 

their work is not 'activist enough"' (Orr, 2002, p. 49) and paralyze themselves to inaction in 

cycles of critical self reflection. 

- 
Erica Meiners, like Atkinson, also struggled in her PhD thesis with whether she 

conducts "good enough" praxis-oriented research. Her project: 

Explores how disordered bodies are organized. "Disordered" refers 
predominantly to addxtions and /or self-mutilating practices that are 
delineated as mental disorders within the current Diagnostic Statistical Manual 
of Mental disorders (DSM). . .Through an exploration of some historical, 
socio-cultural, and economic contexts to the recovery movement and the DSM 
and throuigh close readings of textual examples of disordered bodies, this 
dtssertation argues that the disordered body is co-produced by economic, 
social and political factors. Synthesizing concepts from medical anthropology, 
queer/feminist/anti-racist theorist, critical ethnography and or/educational 
and literary theorists, this dissertation works to be inter-or-counter disciplinary. 
(Meiners, 1998, p.iii) 



Meiners' research praxis emphasizes critical reflection and emerges with an analysis of 

ethnographic inquiry as not only problematic and partial but a practice of fiction, itself 

functioning to "re-present and reify, or possibly resist ordering bodies" (1998, p.1). This 

researcher's voice-rather than research subjects' voices -reverberates throughout the text, 

always interrogating her own participation in the methods of her inquiry. Striking are her 

h h l y  personal, self critical accounts of observation, field notes, and writing, which she 

bolsters by including a lengthy section of her own research journal/field note entries from 

entering the field, through writing the dissertation and preparing for the defense (Meiners, 

1998, p.138-155). Through this technique the reader may see the researcher's struggle with 

"how subjective this whole fucking process is (yet so discerning, so objective)" (Meiners, 1998 

p.151), and consider with her that research praxis is complicated: "Praxis for whom? Can there 

be reciprocity for bodies whose practices the researcher doesn't agree with?' (Meiners, 1998, 

p.6)- 

Atkinson and Meiners make the tangling of researcher, methods, and ideologies central 

to their thesis. These researchers indicate that their efforts to conduct research that will "be of 

use" (Jane Flax 1993, cited in Meiners, 1998, p. 112) were fraught, personal, and troubhg, and 

can assist other researchers to see s p e d ~  examples of the ways in which research can trouble 

our own hopes for our own critical research praxis. Such disclosure may also offer some 

balance and context to the writer's representation of their research subjects, in that the 

researcher is, like her subjects, exposed to the thesis audience. 

Given that these theses each passed the defense, this type of subjectivity and self- 

disclosure is evidently acceptable to at least some thesis examination committees. However, I 

am left wondering with Meiners about how researcher self-drsclosure is "of use" or relevant to 

the audience of examiners, social scientists, and research participants? Does self-critical 

reflection promote reciprocity with research subjects in a praxis-oriented inquiry, in that like 

participants, the researcher risks being exposed to readers? Does this further promote validrty? 

Or does it primarily function to offer some relief to the student being ground along by the 

"dissertation machine" (Meiners, 1998, p.109) by providing some outlet for personal catharsis? 

Perhaps self-disclosure is, rather, self-indulgence for the writer anticipating a scant audience for 



a graduate thesis. As Darcie Bennett says: "I don't know who will read my thesis, but if they 

do, they'll be someone who's interested in the [research], not in my self-indulgence" (personal 

communication, July 6,2003). 

Dialogic and ethnographic iintemews 

Though rejected by Meiners and Atkinson for their studies, in-depth interviewing is 

the prirnavy methodological tool of many qualitative studies, with the treatment of 

researcher/researched voices taking many different approaches. Russel Ogden, Andrea Smith, 

Francisco Ibanez-Carrasco, and Tanya Jones each framed their thesis research around 

interviewing, with each project iU&ating particular possibilities and problematics 

encountered as novice activist-oriented researchers. 

Russel Ogden Ogden's MA thesis research methods are most interesting when 

considered in retrospect, along with the troubles he faced after completing his rqsearch on 

euthanasia and assisted suicide. During his MA research, and ever since, Ogden guaranteed 

and adhered to a particular and strict methodology to protect participants' confidentiality:, 

participants in his research could choose to be anonymous, could agree via verbal consent only 

Ogden destroyed the research audiotapes immediately after transcribing them, and kept 

research data in a locked and secret location, all of which he promised in the Informed 

Consent Form (Ogden, 1994). However, where other social science researchers talk about 

weighing the risks of their research to "perpetuate and extend existing inequalities" (IGrby and 

McKenna, 1989, p.23), 0gden7s research carried substantial material risks for himself and his 

subjects. Though he followed university ethics procedures, Ogden found himself abandoned 

by the university and threatened with all the associated costs of a Contempt of Court charge 

for refusing to reveal his informants' identities in a police investigation that sought to idenafy 

(and possibly charge) people who have assisted others to die (Ogden, 1997). Given Ogden's 

experience of believing himself to be supported by the University yet still encountering such 

dilemmas, a researcher must, it seems, ask him or herself what ethics approval means, and to 

what extent we are on our own in determining and following through with our ethics as 

researchers when the research itself is controversial and/or "risky." 



Andrea Smith likewise once believed herself to be "on her own" in figunng out how to 

translate into a research project her interest in violence against women, feminist theory, and 

her developing ideas about the power of naming one's experience. Though she has already 

conducted interviews with Coordinators and Directors of women's centers, she remains 

attached to another topic altogether that she had dropped when no one "official" in the 

community would support it. Andrea says, "I contacted counselors, research centers, telling 

them I was interested in creating a group of sexual assault survivors for my research, and no 

one was getting back to me" (personal communication, July 25,2003). She believed she needed 

an "official" in the community to direct her to potential research subjects (i.e. survivors of 

sexual assault) and to endorse her initial project. In effect, she needed to establish her 

legitimate access to the members of a particular community (Lave and Wenger, 1991), and the 

gatekeepers she identified would not assist her. Though Andrea Smith says that her goal was to 

"counter-act the sexual assault bureaucratic machine" (personal communication), she 

approached members of that bureaucracy in the hope they would assist her. In our 

conversation, she spoke of wishing it had occurred to her to contact a volunteer-run rape crisis 

center for advice on how to proceed, but that she had feared that for her project to get 

university Ethics Board approval, she would need "official" (i.e. professional) endorsement. 

Qualitative research methodology texts thoroughly discuss the challenges of navigating official 

procedures and personnel controlling access to a research site, as well as the importance of 

identifymg the unofficial gatekeepers who can assist a researcher approaching a particular 

research population. For example, Blaxter (et al) (2001) remind the novice researcher that: 

Gaining access to the people, institutions, or documents you wish to study for 
your research is not just a one-off exercise, which you conduct immediately 
before beginning your data collection. Rather, it is a continuous and potentially 
very demanding process. (p.157) 

What may have been missing to assist Andrea Smith was a way to determine who holds the 

practical knowledge, but who may also be rendered invisible by her own experience of 

'"professional" authority structures. 

Also based in interviews, Francisco Ibanez-Carrasco's PhD research is very much 

concerned with research itself, and the "connections between the research we do and the life 

we live that institutional memory makes us forget7'(1999, p.299). His is: 



An ethnographic account of the lived experience of researchers doing 
HIV/AIDS related research in the social sciences. It builds fiom extensive 
participant-observation and in-depthlinterviews with eleven researchers, from 
grassroots 'rookies' to renowned academics, to form an "outline of a theory of 
practice" for social-scientific research on HIV/AIDS. (Ibanez Carrasco, 1999, 
p.iii> 

Interviews form the "vertebrae" around which Ibanez Carrasco fleshes out his analysis of the 

intersections of desire, betrayal, experience and research (Ibanez, p.124). Supported by his 

engagement of literature around memory work, desire and methodology (e.g. Michel Foucault, 

1988), queer inquiry (e.g. Patton 1990; de Castell and Bryson, 1998), and ga~ /~uee r  sexuality, 

Ibanez Carrasco's study aims to construct methodology that forefronts the lived, embodied 

experience of researchers. In a later section, I will discuss the utility of his approach in 

interviewing research participants who are colleagues in his field of HIV/AIDs research as a 

tactic that may promote equal, reciprocal, and dialogic interviews rather than reproducing 

traditional research/researched hierarchies. 

For Tanya Jones's research, she first conducted a wide-ranging qualitative and 

quantitative survey of social service agencies, and then conducted interviews with several 
- 

activists workmg to transform those agencies to be more "inclusive." She developed in her 

thesis a concept of "social practice theory" fiom bell hooks' idea that "when theorizing is 

fundamentally linked to processes of self-recovery, of collective liberation, no gap exists 

between theory and practice" (hooks, 1994, p. 61, referenced by Tanya Jones, personal 

communication, July 27,2003). From such a perspective, Jones argues that workers and 

activists in her field of interest lack written theory, but that "their theory does exist, and is 

embedded in their oral narratives, activism, and work for social change" (personal 

communication, July 27,2003). Drawing from a "a hybrid" theoretical framework of feminist 

post-modernism (Lather, 1991; Harraway, 1991, Weedon, 1991; Flax, 1993), and popular 

education (Freire, 1999; hooks, 1994), Tanya Jones says, "My thesis tries to promote the 

authority of these unpublished voices, to protect them from her further exploitation" (personal 

communication, July 25,2003). Her study was much concerned with the challenges to 

faithfully "translating" her activist research participants' worldview into the thesis research. She 

says, '"I feel as others have described it to me, like a translator of two different communities. 

And in translating, I have made mistakes-many mistakes-throughout my thesisn(personal 

communication). When clarifpg these "many mistakes," this writer explained that she has felt 



nervous releasing her research to the community, but she says, "I have received only positive 

feedback from the community. People have been very receptive, appreciative, and eager to see 

it" (personal communication, August 25,2003). Later ih this chapter, I &scuss some of the 

tactics this writer recalls having applied that may have supported the positive response from 

her research community. 

Partin$akny Action Research 

Unique among these researchers is Uzelman's methodological approach, in that he 

describes the existing, everyday work of the Vancouver Independent Media Center (IMC) as 

itself a research process, and his thesis as one record of that research. Similar to Tanya Jones's 

argument that activist practice is infused with theory, Uzelman's thesis describes the process of 

theorizing and critical knowledge building within the activist organizing of the Vancouver Indy 

Media Centre as itself a project of "participatory action research": 
> 

By choosing PAR as a label for our efforts within the IMC collective, I want to 
draw attention to the fact that eve+day people employ practices that resemble 
research to solve problems in their communities. What is more, they have 
always 'owned' the results and have not needed to ask 'outside' experts for 
verification or validation. I also want to draw attention to the overtly political 
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in the effort to effect progressive social change. (Uzelman, 2002, p.2) 

Here, Uzelman argues that the methodologies of academic research are not required for 

knowledge production by activist communities, so to continue to contribute to the knowledge 

production of his own community, he has posted his own thesis research report in an IMC 

online space in which every document can be commented upon and continue to be "built into 

the community dialogue"50 (personal communication, June 20,2003). 

Discussion of Methodologies as exercises of power 

Research methods are activities full of possibility (and probabihty) to exercise 

inequitable power relationships, even for activist-oriented graduate students who are minimally 

powerful in the institutional scheme of things. Therefore, this study asks how activist academic 

researchers selected for this study have applied research frameworks and methodologies that, 

-- 

so Only one comment (February, 2003) has been posted in response to Uzelman's thesis on the IMC's onhe  
collaborative space at http://ender~dymedia.org/twikt/bin/~ew/Vancouver/~sto~o~~dMC. 



like activist tactics, aim to antagonize, disrupt, interrupt, transform, or redistribute, the typical 

relations of power. Thus, the discussions with these researchers sought their critical reflection 

(as activists) upon their methodological and textual practices, and how they saw those choices 

as impacang the communities whom they hoped their research would benefit. A self-critical 

reflection upon my own thesis research here prefaces a discussion of participants' reflections 

upon what "worked" to promote justice, equity, or activism through their research praxis. 

A self critical view of methodology 

Dialogtle or confession 

Despite my intention in this research to apply a critical praxis, and activist ethics, 

critical refleciion on my own methods uncovers a schism rather than integration of my critical 

theory into practice. As I reflected upon the early interviews conducted for this study, I was 

surprised, as many researchers may be, by the number and quality of questions I did not ask, 

and the extent to which the interviews were largely each a series of extended monologues, 

more like "confessions" (Ibanez, 1997) on the part of my interviewees rather than my planned 

praxis-oriented dialogue (Freire, 1999) between peers. As I transcribed and reflected upon the 

first interview, I was self-critical that I, a feminist whose activist work relies on active, 

In early interviews, I carefully selected what I revealed about my own activist activities 

and my own academic activities in order to, in effect, protect myself from (imagmed) criticism 

from interviewees about my choices of activism, about the rigor of my methods, about the 

<< progressiveness" of my research topic. Despite my plans as a praxis-oriented researcher to 

offer of myself, and to seriously engage in mutual dialogue about praxis-oriented, activist 

research, I was relieved that the first interviewees did not ask (and I was therefore not required 

to reciprocate with) much detail about myself until after the interviewees had exposed 

themselves and their work to me. Not malicious, but interested, I enjoyed hearing others speak 

about their own grad school experiences. Somewhat nervous about these other academics' 

evaluation of my research questions, and somewhat testing to see if they would, themselves, 

insist on a mutual exchange rather than a "typical" research confessional, I waited until late in 

at least one interview to offer my own opinions and experiences. 



When I recall myself sitting at the foot of one interviewee, who was ensconced in a 

leather armchair and surrounded by books a9 I scribbled notes, I see how I cast myself as 

research ingknue, to the interviewee's status as a more experienced "expert" (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991) in the local activist academic community. In this moment, I acted as though I 

did not wield power in this research relationship. Though I considered myself as interviewer as 

a near-peer to the participants, in that they had only recently completed their graduate degrees, 

my own participation in the interviews was complexly influenced by subtle variations in power 

executed by both of us. Interviews for the current research were, it seems organized and 

affected by the researcher/researched relationship, the PhD /MA differences, and the 

differences of age, class, race, sexuality, and gender between us. Across such differences, it may 

require particular effort to create the conditions for mutual dialogue, as bell hooks notes in 

introducing her own ddogues across "borders" of race and gender: 

To engage in dialogue is one of the simplest ways we can begm as teachers, 
scholars, and critical thinkers to cross boundaries, barriers that may or may not 
be erected by race, gender, class, professional standmg, and a host of other 
differences.. .If we really want to create a cultural climate where biases can be 
challenged and changed, all border crossings must be seen as valid and 
legitimate. This does not mean, however, that they are not subjected to critique 
ur ~I;iicaI inrerrogarion. (nooks, i 994, p. i 36- i 3 i j 

This researcher's seycriticaL  reft ti on 

With early interviewees, in effect, I refused some of my responsibility as researcher and 

left it to the interviewees (themselves practiced researchers) to demand my attention to 

methodological details. Like Ibanez Carrasco, I expected "these professional researchers to be 

particular about times and dates" (1999, p.145) and to demand in advance all the "official" and 

detailed information they required. Two early participants asked me nothing further about 

myself (beyond the information contained in my Letter of Introduction -Appenb I) before 

agreeing to meet They signed the Informed Consent forms when we met, were very casual in 

the inteniews, and refused my offer that they review the interview transcripts. Consequently, I 

continued somewhat casually into organizing the ensuing interviews. However, my dtscussions 

with the next interviewees hghhghted some of the practical risks of being casual about the 

details in social research. 



In this research, my own method for critical self reflection was informed not only by 

literature concerned with praxis-oriented inquiry (Freire, 1999; Allen, 2002; Lather, 1991) but 

also by a sense of accountability to the activist participants as peer members in a broader 

community of activists. Recognizing my relationship with research participants as situated 

within a shared, local (and in some ways, ideological) activist community, when I found myself 

needing to correct a problem in my methods, I applied as "methodology" a tool other ac2vists 

have applied as part of a praxis for peer education and accountability: constructive self- 

criticism5'. The constructive criticism approach may vary, but that outlined by Lyons (1977) 

relies on some shared commitment to struggling through differences toward unity (p.21-22). 

Lyons outlines its process as such: start from empathy with the other; describe the mistaken 

behaviour specifically; negotiate the desired behaviour, and negotiate shared analysis about why 

the alternative behaviour is more desirable or useful to the shared political project (Lyons, 

1977, p.33-35). Having "appropriated" and "mastered7' (Wertsch, 1998) the use of this 

discursive tool through practice in other activist settings, I was quick to try to apply it to the 

purpose of negotiating out of conflict with another activist in this research. I was hopeful that 
< 

it could assist (or "mediate" in more than one sense) my immediate goal of transforming a 

worrisome encounter with a research participant and co-activist, with whom I possibly shared 

some agreement about activism and scholar~hip.'~ 

I approached the interview with Tanya Jones with some trepidation. I asked her to 

participate based on another participant's recommendation, was delayed booking the interview, 

replied to her request for more information with my supervisor's name, but told her very little 

about myself prior to the interview, since I was worried that we might corhct about politics 

and she might decide to cancel the interview. At the same time, I hoped that she would cancel 

so I would be off the hook and not have to navigate a potentially challenging interview. No 

such luck: we met for the interview, she was critical of my lack of dxsclosure ahead of time, and 

the consequences to our relationshp (and, of course, my "data") could have been dire. Much 

of the rest of the interview saw me with heart pounding, palms sweating, mind racing, trylng to 

51 See Lyons, G. (1977), Constmctive Cn'ticism for a full discussion of how this tool has been applied in revolutionary 
movements. 

52 Lyons notes that "Criticism relies on a shared commitment to unity, and a shared understanding of dialectical 
materialism" (1977, p. 46), and that "The depth of day-to-day criticism I take on is often related to the amount 
of unity I have with the other person or p u p ;  if it were not, I would have no way to decide what to criticize 
and mth whom" @. 21). 



correct my initial mistakes and respond to Tanya Jones's criticism in order to get back to my 

plan for dialogic interviewing: , 

Tanya Jones: This is not a neutral relationshp at all, in terms of you being the 
interviewer. You know a lot about me, having read my paper. And for me not 
to know much of anythmg about you and to only find out now, it totally 
undermines the relationship. Completely and totally undermines it. 

It doesn't work for me. I assumed our starting point would be different than it 
q h t  be with another researcher because your topic is activism, and then 
especially because you identify as an activist. If you didn't then I would be 
blown away. 

JG: You're right. Clearly what I needed to do was to e m d  you and let you 
know I'm at SFU, and that I'm also a feminist activist, and you could have 
thought about what you wanted to say in that context. That said earlier, we 
could have started the relationship differently, more fairly. 

Tanya Jones: Yes! Because of my research topic, I do need to be self- 
protective. I feel vulnerable; I have been vulnerable about my activism. And 
this [set up before the meeting] makes me feel quite vulnerable, and that means 
that I don't make a good interview, and you lose out. (Jones, personal 
communication, July 27,2003) 

After the preceding exchange of criticism and apologies, Tanya Jones generously 

mutual passion for activism" (personal communication, July 27,2003). We were able to 

negotiate some faith in one another and continue with a dialogue more closely resembling the 

praxis-oriented, mutual development of ideas I had intended as my method, a dialogue more 

closely resembling that described by Freire (1999): 

Founding itself upon love, humility, and faith, dialogue becomes a horizontal 
relationship of which mutual trust between the dialoguers is the logical 
consequence.. .Without this faith in people, dialogue is a farce, which 
inevitably degenerates into paternalistic manipulation. (p.72) 

The critical exchange above &st points to contradictions in my so-called feminist 

research practice, and to the importance to community-based praxis (as either researcher or 

activist) of accountability: the humility reqkred to account for mistakes, to self-disclose, and to 

build alhnces rather than foment &vision. Because Tanya Jones and I will likely meet again in 

our activist activities, I am invested in maintaining a relationship with her in ways that I may 

not believe myself to be obhged to do if I were to conduct my research outside of my 



communities. This exchange was a painful but useful lesson, in the necessity of forethought to 

support the complex accountability involvedin carrying out the work of social research. 

Asserting that one "is" a feminist researcher, or one "does" praxis oriented research must be 

borne out in the details. 

Attending to the details 

Consequently, in later interviews, I worked toward reciprocal research praxis. I 

provided more substantial information in advance of interviews and ensured that I offered my 

own analysis and experience in response to interviewees' revelations. Like Ibanez (1997), 1 

worked to transform my interviews from "confession to dialogue," in which: 

"Confession" represents a hghly institutionalized location where practices are 
rigid and manipulative. One individual-the priest, the shnnk, the scientist- 
asks questions, analyzes, appropriates, interprets, and represents the bodily 
texts of others based on some vaguely understood, inherent right to 
investgate.. .Dialogue represented the possibility of a greater power balance 
between individuals, the acceptance of more fluid social roles and a sharing of 
practices of representation. (Ibanez, 1997, p. 11 9) 

In later interviews, I acknowledged the power balance between interviewee and myself. We 

resources to support some of the other issues other interviewees mentioned (including 

academic and non-academic readings and articles related to the interviewees' current work; 

invitations to political events; referral to services). Finally (despite the protests by some that 

this was unnecessary), I sent each participant all the passages from of my thesis in which they 

were quoted, as well as the text framing the quotes, so our dialogue could continue about and 

through the text, and so they could approve or veto their comments as they would appear in 

the completed thesis text. 

Reilecung on what seemed to work 

Like me, several of these researchers revealed in their theses their own self-critical 

reflection on their methodologies, and as discussed above, a few seriously engaged the 

limitations, dilemmas, and troubles they encountered in their research. However, in interviews 

for this project, they reflected upon their thesis research methodologes and found they had 

done a few things with methodologies that "worked" in conducting critical research that resists 

further perpetuating oppression. These methodological tactics included: choosing 



methodologies and topics that study up, at those who control power, rather than studying 

those who have little power; studying sideways, and choosing peers as research subjects; 

studying within a community whose practices demand accountability and promote mutual 

education beyond the basic ethics procedures required of university research; and attending to 

details in the research methods that promote more democracy between researcher and 

research participants. From the following experiences, perhaps other graduate researchers can 

see practical means to promote reciprocity in research methods, to build new knowledge 

collectively with research participants, and to ethically represent or translate research subjects' 

voices. 

Jzlstice in the details 

Francisco Ibanez Carrasco's discussion of his "details" approach to social justice in 

research substantially informed the later phases of this very study. He says: 

My actual research work promotes justice by modeling' by taking care of the 
detail in fieldwork and other research stages. The way one meets with/includes 
participants/respondents, the data one chooses to highhght-it is all 
intentional and underlines motivations that are not purely selfish in nature- 
closer to Martha Stewart than Larry Kramer, I guess. (personal 
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Toward supporting his aim of promoting justice, and disrupting the hierarchy so easy to 

reproduce in research relationships, Ibanez Carrasco has promised himself never to ask a 

question he would be unwilling to answer himself, and when asking research questions, to 

always "make oneself clear, visible, and available" (1 999 p. 122). Rather than extracting 

"confessions" from h s  informants, Ibanez's motivation is for dialogic inter-view, where each, 

researcher and participant, "view" the other (Ibanez Carrasco, 1997). By paymg careful, 

detailed attention to how he chooses topics, negotiates with participants, transcribes and e&ts 

their conversations, and reveals his own lived experience, Ibanez Carrasco aims to construct an 

equalized balance of power within his ethnographic research. He says, "Striving for reciprocity 

and dialogue in interviewing and participant observation.. .offers possibilities for reflection and 

explicitly politicized conscientiousness (awareness-raising)" (1997, p.125). 



Stzaj ztp: Expose institutions, not individzals 

Darcie Bennett described having struggled with the dilemma of choosing a topic area 

supporting her agenda for social change for the "marginalized collectivity" (2003, p.20) of 

single mothers, yet would not further exploit those women. She resolves to "always study up," 

and therefore to focus on policy analysis for her Master's thesis and future PhD research as a 

way to resist participating in the further exposure of single mothers to institutional scrutiny. 

Further, Darcie says the possibility is minimal for graduate level researchers to meaningfully 

reciprocate in two-way, participatory projects with these marginalized women: 

At first I was going to do a study of poor single mothers. I thought I would 
do something somewhat participatory. Then I did another project as part of 
End Legislative Poverty [ELP], which was more two-way, where we worked 
with poor women on a project, but they could later come back to us for help 
because the ELP office was still open. I was able to offer them more than if I 
did some grad studies project. Anyway, the effects of welfare cuts are well 
documented. There is no reason to tell another tragic story of how much it 
sucks to be on welfare. (Bennett personal communication, July 7,2003) 

Though her interests as an activist and researcher are My grounded in ameliorating the 

endemic poverty and marpahation of single mothers, she determined that without the 

project would be unable to support sufficient "two-way" exchange with participants. Thus, 

Darcie determined to draw only from her own lived experience as a single mother, and existmg 

information about the lives of poor single mothers in BC to inform her institutional 

ethnography reading of a government policy. No other single mothers become subjects 

providing data fodder to her thesis project, and Bennett says, "I escaped many of the 

dilemmas of a university-backed researcher. I didn't get into complicated power dynamics over 

research subjects, because I had no research subjects" (personal communication, July 7,2003). 

Rather than exposing and explaining people's behaviour to the institutions, as does much 

sociological research, her institutional ethnography approach exposes and "explains to people 

the social----~r society-as it enters into and shapes their lives and activities" (Smith, 1999b, 

p.96). 

Stzaj sidewy: Peers mq be the on4 'Jairgame " 

Once a graduate student decides to proceed with a project that involves human 

subjects, our research is immediately subject to particular university research ethics procedures. 
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However, these procedures do not demand the level and complexity of accountability and 

subversion of researcher/researched power dynamics that these activist academics describe as 

central within their research. Darcie Bennett further broadens the &scussion of politically 

responsible, morally correct, or ehcal selection of research topics and subjects in her rationale 

for participating in my study. She says, "As a grad student, I think I'm fair game as a thesis 

research subject7' (personal communication, June 26,2003). As this research participant and I 

are nearly peers, she having only recently completed her own thesis research and our having 

worked together as research assistants on another project, my study of Darcie is a kind of 

"sideways" study. Among these researchers, others also researched "sidewaysm-interviewing 

for their theses those whose relationships to the researcher constituted broader, more complex 

relationshps (colleagues, close friends, co-activists) than simply a researcher/ subject 

hierarchy. 
I 

Both Darcie Bennett and Laura Atkinson are clear that their discomfort ,with 

exploiting their research subjects for the sake of telling even a very important, moving, or 

origmal story stopped them from seeking interviewees to spill their guts. Laura Atkinson 

intended at first in her research on reproductive technologies to incorporate several in-depth 

somewhat pornographic proclivities of the ethnographic method" (Atkinson, 1998, p.25, citing 

Dr. Suzanne decastell, personal communication). ~hile 'she grappled with the implications of 

re-telling and exposing women's lives, Atkinson &st interviewed her friend, in a mutual 

exchange of data for their respective academic work. Their intimacy facilitated a serious 

negotiation about what Atkinson would write in her research, which resulted in her decision to 

use only existing data sources, rather than seek new women to interview about their 

experiences of reproductive healthcare. It seems the accountability made possible through an 
\ 

intimate friendship set Atkinson's standard for her relationship as a researcher to any 

interviewee: 

I couldn't help but reflect that it was only because she was a friend that some 
of her more subtle discomfort was caught . . .A more formal relationship with 
an who might not have been able to call me up, who did not have 
the intimacy of interpretation that being friends enabled, and who would not 
have had the countless conversations and chances to revise what she had 



agreed to might have resulted in information being presented to her later 
discomfort. (Atkinson, 1998, p. 28) 

I 

St%& sidewq: It's dzferent intemiewing activists 

Similarly, Tanya Jones says about her own research that there is a particular type of 

accountability required of her, as an activist, interviewing activists in her own community. As 

discussed above, relationships among activists and community peers may promote (or 

demand) a more complex ethical code than that formally required by the university. Tanya 

says: 

Everyone I intedewed was an activist. And it's different interviewing activists, 
because the accountability is different. And I remember one of the activists 
saymg to me, "It doesn't matter what you write, because anythmg you write 
will further the discussion as long as you make visible the different parts of the 
discussion." I wanted to do a good job of representing all the different 
positions, and to be respectful of the different opinions and ideas and give 
respectful space. (personal communication, July 27,2003) 

Tanya Jones' ethic of respect and accountability clearly translates to her expectations that o*er 

in her research, Tanya requested that I account to her for my representation of our 

conversation by sending her any quotation for her veto or approval before I used it in this text. 

She was, perhaps, able to hold me to this level of accountability due to the community 

connections discussed above. Also, as a recent graduate student, she has greater famikity with 

and access to the formal, institutional procedures for holding academics accountable to 

research ethics than would many other research participants. Having herself navigated the 

institutional procedures constraining graduate thesis research, Tanya would know how to use 

university Ethics Boards and Faculty members to hold another graduate student to account. 

As Russel Ogden says, she would know that: 

If an interviewee is not' satisfied with the way you conduct the interview, it is 
not as though they have no recourse. What would happen, if I place a call to 
your supervisor and say that I never consented, that you misrepresented me in 
your research? I may be able to halt your research, or not, but certainly, that is 
one of the real risks you accept in dealing with interviewees. (personal 
communication, December 12,2003) 



Stzl& sidewqr: mmztal edzlcation andpractical recipro@y 

Research with peer subjects may promote reciprocity through practical mutual 

education. My interview with Andrea Smith was mutually educative in a way that seemed to be 

uniquely possible through what we have in common both within our academic careers and 

activist interests. For example, while all of the other researchers in my study had completed at 

least one graduate degree, both Andrea Smith and I were in the throes of handling data and 

writing our theses when we met Because I also have knowledge directly related to her interest 

in women's groups, I was able to offer Andrea Smith some suggestions and contacts which she 

said might aid her in her research writing and future projects, while she offered me her story to 

add to my picture of graduate student researchers and offered tips on what might make my 

own project smoother than hers has been. Our interview was neither "confessional" nor 

oratorical, but more closely approaching the dialogical approach I had intended and that 

Andrea Smith hoped for in her origmal idea: an approach to research in which shared theory 

would be developed through dialogue and inform future action. We remain in contact via 

emad, continue our dialogue beyond the interview, and have asked for and offered assistance 

and invitations for activist and academic activities. 

Concluding Remarks 

In defining a thesis topic, negotiating and protecting relationships with research 

subjects, pthering'and analyzing data, and writing the thesis, these activist-oriented graduate 

students have had to consider what methods and methodologies they might choose that could 

assist in "promoting justice" (Ibanez Canasco, personal communication). By considering the 

methodologies of these community-minded or activist researchers, we can perceive a variety of 

approaches, some limitations, and some possibilities from which other activist-oriented social 

science students rmght draw for their own thesis research. In the intersections of the self- 

critical view of this project and a reflection on what seemed to work for others, we can see that 

accountability and ethics was taken to heart by these activist researchers in more complex ways 

than q h t  be implied by university research ethics procedures, and that tools and relationships 

from activist and other peer communities informed how these researchers crafted a way to 

"walk the talk" of activist intentions in our development as graduate student researchers. 



My first year in my PhD program, I hit a home run and I got a SSHRC'~ grant. 
Which has little to do with talent. It has to do with luck and timing. I toned 
down the activist language. You substitute words: "social justice" becomes 
"community building." It's a lot of money-sixty grand over 3 years. That kind 
of affirmation makes you go, when you're writing the application, "This is total 
bullshit and I'm never going to do this." But subconsciously, you start going, 
"This is good stuff, they're giving me money for this, so it must be good." 
(Pablo Bose, personal communication, July 25,2003) 

This chapter uses Dorothy Smith's (1987,1990,1999b) method of institutional 

ethnography in order to "map" the relations and practices that organize and inform some of 

the complications and "tensions" encountered by participants in this study when integrating 

activism and graduate-level academic work. The chapter first outlines how an institutional 

ethnography approach structures this analysis, then identifies some of the everyday practices in 

which activist academic graduate students experience tension and trouble in academic and- 

activist settings. By considering the contexts and relationships of such "tensions," we can 

consider the ways activist schoiarship m@ht be constructed and constrained by 

institutionalized, macro-level discourses of power. 

Institutional Ethnography 

The institutional ethnography approach, as applied here aims to reveal the ways in 

which the social world is organized to serve the "'main business' of creating, servicing, 

regulating, planning, criticizing, managing, organizing [that is] controlled by the process of 

capital accumulation" (Smith, 1999b, p. 38). An institutional ethnography inquiry, such as this, 

begins from the standpoint of the actual, specific, personal, (what Smith calls the  local'^) lived 

experiences of those who are ruled by these organizing forces; it seeks to develop a broader 

and more complex analysis of how their local experiences are structured by (and also how they 

participate in structuring) the institutionalized practices that reify existing relations of power 

(Smith 1987, p. 160). Such an inquiry, Smith says, 



. . .means, among other things, turning the established [research] enterprise on 
its head: rather than explaining how and why people act or behave as they do, 
we seek fiom particular experience iituated in the matrix of the 
everyday/everynight world to explore and display the relations, powers and 
forces that organize and shape it. (1999b, p. 44) 

By invesagating and analyzing "actual individuals, their work, their actual productive activities, 

and the material conditions produced by those activities," institutional ethnography works to 

expose the disjuncture or "line of fault" (Smith 1987, p.50) between multiple sites of local, 

individual, lived experience, and to reveal how an individual's experience has been shaped by 

ruling practices and discourses that are typically invisible, conceptd, and abstracted (1987, 

RuLing relations revealed in local practices 

Institutional ethnography, following Smith, employs a concept of social relations, 

which she terms "ruling relations" or "ruling apparatus," as a way to: 

. . .direct attention to, and take up analytically how what people are doing and 
experiencing in a given local site is hooked into sequences of action implicating 
and coordinating multiple local sites where others are active. (Smith, 1999b. 

p.7) 

Ruhg relations indicate the complex relationships among practices by which abstract systems 

or discourses of power (capitalism, racism, patriarchy) regulate and pervasively structure 

society. Ruling relations "transcend" people's goals, objectives or intentions, and extend 

beyond the immediate conditions in which activities occur (Smith, 1987, p. 167). Indeed, we 

may be quite unaware of the ways our "own" motives are informed and shaped by ruling 

relations, since ruling relations are so pervasively integrated into and beyond our immediate 

everyday practices as to be rendered invisible. Smith says, 

The conditions of our action and experience are organized by relations and 
processes outside them and beyond our power of control. The everyday world 
is not fully understandable within its own scope. It is orgamzed by social 
relations not fully apparent in it nor contained within it. (1987, p. 92). 

In order to expose those relations, an inquiry such as this does not rest only on the 

specific activity, person, or subject but aims to explicate the relationships of individuals and 
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activities within institutional systems and social relations that may or may not be immediately 

apparent or seemingly relevant. In order to m y  explicate individuals' actions, an inqulry must 

also analyze the ideological procedures, concepts, and categories by which institutions define 

and account for the processes and activities associated with the institution and its participants 

(Smith, 1987, p.161). In order to do so, such an inquiry should consider how people are 

involved in the production of their everyday world and the institutional relations governing it, 

which are made visible by elucidating the relationships among multiple individuals and sites of 

action (1987, p. 166). 

Texts: bbtjidging muluple local sites 

In order to develop an inquiry into the social relations that coordinate many sites of 

local activity, Smith argues that the "investgation of the text-mediation of social relations is 

foundational"(1999b7 p.75). Though we each live in local, actual, particular, "bodily sites" 

(Smith, 1999b, p.75), texts mediate the procedures by which institutions organize and 

categorize our knowledge and action in local, settings. Texts define the procedures that sustain 

institutions and ideologies, and tell us how we should operate on a daily, local level. Therefme 

these texts significantly shape how we organize and inform our "own" intentions, motivations, 

A ,,.,. ,,, ,,A ,,+.,+.,. ULLL~AWU~, auu aLuuno. 

Our knowledge of contemporary society is to a large extent mediated to us by 
texts of various kinds. The result, an objectihed world-in-common vested in 
texts, coordinates the acts, decisions, policies and plans of actual subjects as the 
acts, decisions, policies, and plans of large-scale organizations. (Smith, 1990, p. 

61) 

Participants in the current study share a "world in common7' mediated by the texts of 

academia: those of the bureaucracy, (e.g. guidelines and policy documents; admissions, 

funding, and research ethics forms), faculty and discipline, as well as academic discourse in 

general. Accordingly, this chapter aims to map and expose some of the (text-mediated) ruling 

relations within which activist graduate students produce their thesis texts. 
> 

Beginning &om the researcher's standpoint 

In taking up any research project, we immediately enter into particular social relations, 

particular practices of knowledge production, so, Smith argues, rather than aiming to discount 

as "bias" the researcher's position in those relations, it is useful to b e p  from the standpoint 



of the researcher. This tactic does not attempt to dismiss bias, but to elucidate and account for 

the consciousness and worldview that emerges, which is embedded in actual experience 

(Campbell and Gregor, 2002). This project, then, begins from my own standpoint as an activist 

entering the academy and as a graduate student still active in an activist community. The 

project engages the thesis texts of others who appear to be similarly situated and asks these 

other researchers to reflect on the practices through which they produced the texts that they 

did. 'Ihs approach offers the opportunity for "critical, politically aware'reflection, a means of 

re-orienting us to our experience" (Campbell and Gregor, 2002, p. 16) that may help us to see 

how our practices "actually" work and to expose how our activities as individual activist 

graduate students are connected through the ruling relations to the actions of other activists, 

research participants, activist scholars, professors, and bureaucrats. 

One starting point to help direct an institutional ethnography can be the "troubling" i 

aspects of a lived experience, the moments of unease that may direct the researcher to identify 

some "disjuncture" between the ruling and experiential versions of reality (Campbell and 

Gregor, 2002, p.47). Central to an institutional ethnography is the concept of problematic, 

which Smith uses "to direct attention to a possible set of questions that have not yet been 
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actualities of the experienced world" (Smith, 1987, p.91). This project begins with my own 

unease as a graduate student seeking to do activist-oriented, progressive intellectual work in the 

academy, then searches out a wider frame for approaching such a sense of "unease" less ughtly 

bound to my own experience. I turn to an examination of the "tensions" and the "troubling7' 

difficulties recollected by twelve other graduate students in their theses and in interviews. Their 

moments of unease in their everyday activities as graduate students and activists prompt 

questions about the ways activist-oriented graduate student research might be orgamzed by 

institutional procedures and macro-level ruling relations acting in both the university and 

activist communities. 

Activists troubled in the academy 

Graduate study and research is, of course, always conducted within particular 

university-based institutional frameworks, or socd relations. For example, students are 

required to complete coursework; design and gaining ethics approval for a thesis project; 



complete the research and report it within the guidelines of the university, faculty and scholarly 

discipline; and, of course, pay the fees and n-te the bureaucratic procedures associated 

with each of these. W i h  these institutional constraints, particular recurrent events 

characterize the career of graduate student activists. Following Smith's approach to 

institutional ethnography, this section begins by describing these students' reflection upon 

"troubling" aspects of their university experiences and praxis in order to begin to map the 

ways in which ruling relations of the academy organized their experiences and praxis as they 

worked with supervisory committees, wrote in the appropriate, academic discourse, financially 

sustained themselves through the several-year process of completing a Master's or PhD 

degree, and, finally, passed the thesis defense. 

Worhg with Supervisors and Committees 

Simon Fraser University's 2002/03 Gradztae Stodent Handbook states, "The relationship 

between the student and her or his senior supervisor is, in most cases, the one most impoaant 

to the student's successful completion of the degree" (p.16). Indeed, these graduate students 

emphasize the importance of their relatiohship with their supervisor and committee in 

providing help, care, and direction in integrating their passions and politics into a successful 

~?ii~-&i"U~ii of dic wll i icl i  a d  unwntien Quicieiines for academic careers. juxtaposing the desires 

and hopes for their supervisory relationships with their recollected "actual" ex~eriences with 

supervisors and committees helps illurninate the ways in which supervisors are caught between 

promoting the students' success and serving as the agents reinforcing the rultng relations of the 

university. 

Activist 'boutcasts " seeking radical love 

Among these student researchers, many described their desire for a supervisor and 

advisory committee whose intellectual and political interests would be aligned with, inspiring, 

or supporting their own. Many describe having sought a supervisor with whom they could 

form a personal connection that would support them through the m~7riad processes of 

conducting and writing thesis research and developing as an academic. 

Francisco Ibanez Carrasco describes a complex caring relationship between himself 

and a pdcular professor, which extends beyond the formal responsibihties of a supervisor to 

oversee the thesis research project and participate in the defense examination. He sees this 
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relationship and the skills developed through it as valuable to him far beyond the research 

project , 

I had one mentor I learned most of what I use now h m .  Our relationship was 
strained by the process, but there was 'fradical love" involved and now we are 
close friends. I could not have been me with most of the rest of the 
"professors" and still have learned the same skiUs, including writing, and how 
to behave in the workplace/field, how to formulate the necessary ethical 
thinking, and how to manage my employment, resources and 
potential hnancial gain. (personal communication, July 8,2003) 

Francisco acknowledges that the student/supervisor relationship was not easy to negotiate, yet, 

importantly, he could not have been himself with other professors as supervisors, indicating 

the importance to him of a personal connection, a personal understanding between his 

supervisor and himself as student. 

Tanya Jones also notes the importance of a committee to a student both developing 

ideas and "maneuvering" through the university's criteria for graduate level research: 

Tanya Jones: Committees make a big difference.. .you need someone from 
within who's going to be open to your ideas-To support you, to back you up 
' 1  c u  suuw y c JU h c  )w r c ,  maneuver arrx>fiG &p & f f p x ~ z  c&P&. ; n ~ - ~ n + - o i  w-'"""" 
communication, July 27,2003) 

Though a supportive supervisor and committee made it possible for her to conduct what she 

considers an unconventional, h@dy community-focused project from +thin an existing 

Master of Arts program at her university, Tanya Jones considers activist graduate students (Irke 

herself) to be marginal relative to the university. She describes activists being treated as 

'"academic freaks," "outcasts," whose special interests cause the universities to: 

. . .Come up with these independent degrees, or independent programs, and 
that's where all the activists go, because they don't fit into the regular 
programs. So they set up this hybrid thing where all the academic freaks go. 

JG: Like we're outcasts? 

Tanya Jones: Yeah, outcasts. They end up with whatever the degree is called, 
and it's never called anythg anyone would recogme. It always alerts 
everyone to, you know, 'You're a freak you're a freak you're a freak." 
(personal communication, July 27,2003) 



From such a standpoint as "outcast," an activist-oriented grad student, requiring 

credible credentials may work to "fit" as much as possible into a regular degree program, 

rather than be cast as an "academic freak." Tanya Jones did this and sought a supervisor and 

committee members whose political orientation would be sympathetic enough to her own to 

offer some support to the work. Similarly, Darcie Bennett, whom I knew to be an anarchist 

organizer and socialist-feminist, worked with a more politically liberal policy researcher as a 

supervisor for her MA research. For Darcie, it was most important to work with a supervisor 

with expertise in policy who had some fluency, if not complete alrgnment with, the political 

analysis underpinning Darcie's own policy analysis research. She had to sacrifice some political 

or ideological ahgnment in order to get other practical supports in a supervisory relationship. 
-. 

Indeed, professors who actually "do" rahcal activism may be hard to find in the academy. 

Tanya Jones says: 

You're seen as a particular type of star if you're a prof who does community 
work and your students really appreciate your effort. I know I was grateful. I 
know the profs who had a y  community-based involvement were overworked. 
That was good enough. But, it was, "So you don't actually h activism, but I'm 
really happy that you exist, and that you have some idea and can make the 
space for some of the ideas that I have or some of the language that I use." 

. - @crsz& co,Tu~I~m~c&~q j .ki 2 /, 2';";' \ 

Whether or not they want or intend to, professors participate within ruling relations 

that are not fully within the scope of their control (Smith, 1987, p.218). Supervisors are always 

constrained by the material demands of their own lives (including requirements to research, 

teach, supervise, and publishr and by their own locations within the ruling relations of racism, 

sexism and capitalism. All of these relations determine the ways in which supervisory 

committee members can "actually do activism" within their own academic work, or promote 

the integration of activism in the work of their students. 

Lone4 as hell 

Andrea Smith spoke in our interview in considerable detail about the difficulties 

delaymgher completion of her degree. She describes a lack of "help," "mentorship," and 

"support," offered by her supervisory committee and Faculty. She says: 

I started with a different supervisory relationship than the one I have now. 
Even my mother thought my supervisor was very selfish, that if she thought 



she could use you, she would, but otherwise, you were on your own. 
Terminating that relationship was mx first stumbling block 

JG: Did you choose that supervisor, or does your department assign them? 

Andrea Smith: I didn't choose her; the department stuck me with her. I chose 
a new supervisor because of her interest in Marxism.. . 

A: My complaints are with the people in the department who should have' 
been helping me and were unable to. There is a serious lack of mentorship. I 
feel like I'm supposed to do it on my own without any help, and I won't get it 
done without help. (personal communication, July 25,2003) 

Andrea Smith still needs support with academic research processes; describing the type of help 

she needs as "sitting down with the interview transcripts and gomg over them to see what's 

there" (personal communication, July 25,2003). 

Related to Andrea Smith's sense of being alone and struggling to complete the thesis 

process from within a complex life is Francisco Ibanez's response to my question about the 

"worst moment of anxiety, tension, or difficulty in the grad school process": 

Most difficult was catering to the local and immediate, unimaginative, short- 
sghted whims of committee member? (and bureaucrats) who know "dick" 
about what 1 w 2 s  tglking a h n i ? ~  2111 fiev ETTP- te ~ S ~ Z T P ,  2 set ~f 2 ~ c h i . 1 ~  ?& 

about writing, thinking, and speaking. Along with the anxiety and uncertainty 
of living with HIV, cancer, and almost having died through the process, I lived 
through the anxiety imposed by a system that is unrealistic and archaic, lonely 
as hell, in which a few people in positions of stupid power (I mean these petty 
professors who think they are a big deal) use that power in cruel and banal 
ways to fuck up their colleagues and often their students. (personal 
communication, August 19,2003) 

Within his committee, Francisco's relationships ranged from "radical love" to the petty and 

cruel described above. While he is here dramatic in his juxtaposition of death and PhD degree 

granting processes, his comments clearly emphasize the academic process as potentially 

fraught with anxiety, lonehess, and powerlessness relative to the professors.54 

54 That Ibanez Carrasco intertwines here and throughout his thesis discussions of his physical body with his body 
of intellectual work is striking. As someone (importantly, a gay, immigrant man) living with chronic illness, he 
cannot be "liberated from having to attend to Fs]  needs in the concrete and particular" (Smith, 1987, p. 82). 
Like others in the ruled position relative to the relations of capitalism, he is unable "to enter and become 
absorbed in the conceptual mode" of intellectual work, to pass beyond the local, embodted, and particular 
experience of his body (Smith, 1987, p.84). 



Supervisop committees as gatekeepers to legiitimag in the academy 

Other interviewees also described the supervisory committee's power in shaping what 

a student's thesis will contain and whether and when the student could complete the 

requirements of the thesis process. One participant echoes the significance of negotiating 

political or ideological differences with a supervisory and examination committee, who are, in 

effect, the gatekeepers who can facilitate and promote the success of the newcomer (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991) to the academy and who can also block the student's plans. One of these 

students says, " My supervisor was pretty straight-laced. So, I left out the stuff that they would 

never agree with-I just wanted to get it done" (personal c~mmunication)~~. 

Another activist describes her attempts to use the committee structure for 

accountability to tthe research setting? to build an authentic critical view into her research. 

However, she believed she had to work very hard to get the university gmdelines to formally 

accommodate committee members who were both from outside the university and who &d 

not hold academic credential: 

Tanya Jones: Community participation was really critical around my advisory 
committee and around my thesis work. My university, anyway, doesn't easily 

. .  - 
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in the committee, in an atmosphere that doesn't foster that. 

JG: The University is not set up for involvement, is it? 

Tanya Jones: If you have an activist fiom the community [on your supervisory 
committee], that's problem one. And one who doesn't have degrees, that's 
problem two. Then how do you have them on the committee that the 
university doesn't want them on anyway? (personal communication, July 27, 
2003) 

Tanya Jones here points to the ways she sees the university's cred'ential system as a means to 

keep the academy closed to involvement fiom the "outside." She determined it was very 

important to have activist community members on her thesis supervisory committee, and the 

people she wanted did not hold a university degree. At the same time, it was through the 

s5 Ths  internewee remains anonymous here, for though she consented to partlapate m thls study, the supernsor 
dld not, and the comments may idemfy both student and the supmsor. It would compromise the notlon of 
research pmapant autonomy to thus identify an indimdual who has not agreed to partxipate m the research 
(Kxby & McKenna, 1989, p. 115). 



influence of the other members of her committee that she was able to transgress this 

limitation: , 

JG: Was it important that the activist community members b e f o d 4  
recognized by the university by being on the committee? 

Tanya Jones: It's especially important to have that involvement because they're 
the people who know what the hell we're talking about. It's not the faculty 
advisors. They don't have that information. If the quest is to have people on 
your community who can support your work, what's more important, the 
degree or their knowledge? 

JG: What did you fmd you got from the community member on your 
committee? 

Tanya Jones: Critical feedback, direction.. . I was fortunate to have people on 
my committee who were very open to exploring how to integrate community 
work into doing a Masters degree. (Jones, personal communication, July 27, 
2003) 

Tanya Jones, in retrospect, considered how she could have increased her formal 

accountability to and involved her own activist community to a greater extent in overseeing 

andsupporting her thesis research. She says she had determined some of her own ways to 

account to her activist community: 

Tanya Jones: Members of the community read everything that I wrote, but if I 
were to do it again, I would structure it more formally so there would be more 
involvement, more accountability, but stiZl working within the stmctwes ofthe 
tmivee+ [emphasis added] 

JG: How? 

Tanya Jones: One way could be to set up a parallel committee, but the problem 
is, when you have two committees, one which is valued and one which is not 
formally valued, then how do you deal with that? How do you deal with critical 
feedback? How do you integrate any conflicts? (Jones, personal 
communication, July 27,2003) 

Interestingly, Jones still believes the university committee structure to be the best way to 

maintain accountability and support for community-based work, though she struggled with 

usmg that structure to insert community perspectives into the institutional procedures and 

relations. 
1 



Szlpemi.ro7y reIations: "Ptlrely Academic" 

These students seem to have sought s'upervisors and sometimes committee members 

whose politics and personality would accommodate a type and level of support, advocacy, 

teachmg, community integration, and, it seems, a certain intimacy. These desires seem belied 

by the institutional text describing the intended relation between graduate students and 

supervisors. The Simon Fraser University 2002/03 Gradzlate S~tzldent Handbook states: 

The supervisor - graduate student relationship should be a purely academic 
one. Any aspect of the relationship which is not purely academic (including, 
but not limited to, personal, romantic or financial involvements) must be 
reported to the chair of the departmental graduate program committee and 
examined for appropriateness. (2002, p18) 

From these students' recollected experience, it seems they neither sought nor 

necessarily obtained a "purely academic" relationship with their supervisors and committee 

members; these activist-oriented grad students negotiate and compromise within the academic, 

personal, and financial entanglements that develop throughout the ongoing relationship with 

their graduate supervisors and committees. In the absence of other formal methods of meting 

out the rules of academe, the emphasis in the SFU Gradtlate Sttldnt Handbook on this 
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University, Faculty, and discipline administer the institution's ideologies, rules, and procedures. 

Drawing on ethnomethodology's notion of "accountability" as a starting point, Dorothy Smith 

rmght argue that the graduate supervisory committee is the chief means by which the activist 

student's actions are "held accountable" (Smith, 1987, p.161) to adhere to and, therefore, 

reproduce the institutional ideology of the particular university and faculty, and the myriad of 

possible problematic relations of academic scholarship. It is through the supervisor's 

interpretation of and application of the (scant) textually-mediated and tacitly understood 

institutional rules or relations that graduate students will navigate many other relations as 

academics, including choosing suitable research topics, assembling appropriate supervisory 

committees, and maneuvering through many other daily unexceptional activities that 

characterize graduate study. 

Graduate supervisors, be they "petty," "not exactly activist," "strqht-laced," or even ' 

offering "radical love," are uniquely positioned by their (relative) leverage and power within the 

institutional setting and by their students' multiple desires and needs in the supervisory 



relationship. The supervisors are located in a socd relation in which they have considerable 

influence on myriad aspects of the student's academic experience not only in providing 

support and guidance within the particular program or university but also in facilitating (or 

impeding) the student's legitimate membership and participation in scholarly (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991, p.101) communities of practice-the discipline or field. With potentially a great 

deal at stake, and themselves perhaps particularly vulnerable within the ruling relations as 

"outcasts," activist-oriented students should consider the influence that a supervisor can have 

on the student's ability and, potentially, inclination to integrate activism into her graduate 

studies. 

Text-mediated relations: Academic Wnntrhg 

Writing according to tlnwritten rclls 

Students of most Master and PhD programs must produce theses in accordance with 

the formal, written guidelines conveyed through such documents as the Simon Fmer Univer* 

Guiakinesfor Them and Disserfations (2003) as well as many unwritten codes and expectations of 

the discipline in which a graduate student is meant to demonstrate developing mastery. It is 

probable that any student undertaking the substantial work of thesis writing would be 
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interests to the writing requirements of the scholarly discipline. In the everyday graduate 

student practices of writing a thesis and writing funding or research proposals, these activist- 

oriented students hghhght a set of puzzles: how do (and should) we determine the rules and 

expectations for academic writing? How do we (or how should we best) engage with those 

rules in order to write proposals for and theses documenting activist-oriented work or work in 

which a (progressive, controversial) political position is evident? To what extent do written and 

unwritten rules of academic discourse enable or constrain our ability to make our academic 

work accessible to our own (activist) communities? 

Smith's (1987,1990,1999b) arguments about the embeddedness of sociological texts 

in ruling relations provide a relevant framework to consider the activities of these activist 

students writing their thesis texts. In Smith's analysis of the woman sociologist as a "ruled" 

participant in the relations of the institutions, she sees that socioldgist as participating in 

producing academic discourse: 



. . .Through her own methods of writing and readmg the texts of scientific 
discourse, and . . . [through] the subject's own practice of suppressing and 
discarding her own biographical and'local settings and the pragmatic concerns 
of her world of working to enter the cogmtive domain of science. (Smith 1987, 

P-117) 

Similarly, most of the participants in this current study are situated as "ruled" participants, with 

mar&al power relative to institutional relations and discourses. They are students and novices, 

in a system organized hierarchically via the tenure system, in which tenured professors remain 

near the top, while all others struggle toward that pinnacle; the students may be "academic 

freaks" as activists working with counter-hegemonic research interests; and all but two of the 

participants in this study are positioned marginally (as women, people of color, 

lesbian/gay/queer, working class) to the intersecting, macro-level, and textually-mediated 

ruling apparatuses of capitalism, patriarchy, and racism that extend through the institutional 

relations of academia. 

These students here identify the problem of writing and being read as "authorities" 

when their voices are, in these various ways, marginal. For example, as activist graduate 

students write their theses, they must conform to the rules, standards, or requirements of the 
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difficulty in "suppressing and discarding" (Smith) their personal, activist ideology in order to 

participate fully (or legitimately) (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and successfully within the academic 

domain. These students struggle to understand and participate in what are largely unwitten 

rules of a discourse to which they are related as outsiders or subordinates, and for whom its 

"conceptual practices do not work in the development of a sociological consciousness of our 

own" (Smith, 1987, p. log). 

Though G~ihlines for Theses and Disselitations (Simon Fraser University, 2003) outline in 

great detail how citations should be recorded and how the text should be visually w e d  on 

the page, the guidelines offer little about how thesis writing "actually" should be done. For 

example, these thesis guidelines offer minimal direction about suitable topics, styles of 

argumentation, or tactics for theoretical substantiation. Thus, any student -by no means just 

activist students of course-has to work hard to uncover the discursive rules governing thesis 

writing. In effect, there are "gaps" between the information available in the professional and 

bureaucratic texts ostensibly governing university requirements of theses and the full 



information required to actually complete the writing of a thesis text. Activist graduate students 

here describe coming into contact with the actualities of producing academic texts, and the 

hard work they do to "reproduce the sense of the enforced and enforceable categories in 

which they are to be made accountable7'(Smith, 1990, p. 104) as writers learning to participate 

in the discursive practices of academia. Given the "gaps" in the official information provided 

about academic writing, students have to rely on unofficial sources to guide them. Participants 

in this study drew substantially from personal relationships, including supervisory and peer 

relationships, to fill the gaps in their understandmg of how to write for academic audiences. 

Moreover, to the extent that activist students are, or experience themselves to be, outcast from 

or marginal to the academy and communities within the academy, the fruitful informal and 

unofficial sources of knowledge could be more difficult to access than might be the case for 

students located in mainstream communities within the academy. 

Reading the unmtten mIes 

Readers of academic texts are charged with much of the work of enforcing standards 

academic discourse and, indeed, the ruling apparatus mediated by that discourse. Readers 

typically do not caU into question either the institutional forms of power that surround the 

discussion, activist graduate students articulate problematics in relation to the official/ 

institutional and unofficial readers of their texts. Institutional readers include the supervisory 

committee discussed above, the examination committee for the thesis defense, and funders. 

Several of these students point to their own hopes that an academic text will transcend or 

survive outside these institutional writer/reader relations and be useful to the practices of their 

own counter-hegemonic, activist communities outside the academic discourse. In these activist 

writers' difficulty strad&ng the discursive needs of two distinct and opposed readerships, the 

problematic of academic writing as reinforcing hegemonic interests becomes apparent, and the 

possibilities of activist academic writing are called into question. 

Tone down the activism in academic mting 

Of the acdvist participants in this study, eight described writing theses and grant 

proposals as a sguficant "tension" for activist academic work. Writing papers, proposals, and 

theses were, for them, activities requiring some struggle to ascertain "the archaic rules about 



writing, thtnking, and speaking" (Francisco Ibanez-Carrasco, personal communication) that 

govern academic, textually mediated discourse, and whether their own work would meet those 

criteria. 

Tanya Jones describes her difficulty as an "activist returning to school," who wanted to 

write in a way familiar to her and use language that would make her thesis sensible and 

accessible to specific communities of activists outside the university. She addresses this tension 

both in her thesis discussion of methods and in our interview, saying: 

I always struggled with the language and meeting the criteria of academia. My , 
understanding is that the language has to read, look, feel, smell, taste, in 
particular ways, and if it doesn't, then you're not meetlng particular academic 
standards or your voice won't be as promoted or regarded, or whatever.. . 
(Jones, personal communication, July 27,2003) 

. Similarly, Laura Atkinson says the hardest thing about graduate school was writing the 

thesis, and she needed "tools" that her working-class background had not provided: 

The writing was the hardest part-activism and life came &st. And I didn't 
come from a background where I developed the tools. I just didn't have the 
tools to do the thesis. And I couldn't have finished it if I didn't have the . . 
acnvlsr communiry saying rhe work was importanr to hem. . . . i couidn'r have 
finished if I didn't have a cohort on campus at SFPIRG, where I worked. I was 
complaining, 'I'm too stupid, 1 can't finish itY, but I got some friends at SFU to 
read what I had and help me figure out what to cut and what to keep. (Laura 
Atkinson, personal communication, December 18,2003) 

Though Atkinson says "it's useful to have people like us in those graduate classes, taking up 

space and challenging other students in class" (personal communication, December 18,2003), 

and Tanya Jones believes that the activist returning to school is more likely to "challenge 

authority'' than accept it, .both of these activists found that despite their efforts to write in 

"non-academic language:' their theses nonetheless were required to be more "academic" and 

inaccessible to their local communities than they had wanted. Athson  described having to 

"quote the incoherent academics talking about everyday women, when everyday women were 

saying the same theories anyway" (personal communication, December 18,2003), while Tanya 

Jones says, "I infused the thesis with words I never would have normally, because I was 

nervous about my work fitting within the required structures, since that university structure is 

ubiquitous" (personal communication, July 27,2003). Both of these writers described relying 



on other activist academic graduate students as readers who could coach and support them 

through their fears about the extent to which their writing met the unwritten academic criteria. 

In the end, despite their fears, both Atkinson and Tanya Jones clearly came to 

understand enough about how the thesis language should "read, look, feel, smell, taste" in 

order to make it palatable to the university examiners who passed it through the defense. That 

each of these describes the experience as "struggle," which made her nervous, and use 

language she "never would have normally" suggests that through writing the thesis, Atkinson 

and Tanya Jones had to discover and decide what way of writing would be most likely to result 

in her voice being sufficiently "promoted or regarded" within the university structure. In 

effect, these novice activist academics were required by the institutional relations of passing a 

thesis defense to develop some "mastery" of the cultural tools of academic discourse, 

notwithstanding the struggle and resistance to adopting or "appropriating7' those discursive 

tools as her own preferred tools (Wertsch, 1998). 
3 

Nonetheless, and perhaps explaining some of their struggles, Tanya Jones, Andrea 

Smith and Scott Uzelman all describe their hopes for their theses both to pass academic 

miigter and tn h~ "arr~ggihl~" (I_T.;l~lman), "piihlir dor i im~nts~ '  (Jones) iisefiil tn the artivist 

communities from which their research emerges. Andrea Smith, for example, though still 

struggling to complete her thesis, hopes that it will be useful to the local women's 

organizations that participated in her research. She says: 

With the problems I've had with the university, I'm so disenchanted with the 
university that assuming 1 can get this bloody thing done, I'm just hoping that 
people in the community are going to be pleased with it, that it will be useful 
relevant (personal communication, July 25,2003) 

A thesis is the central text around which much graduate study is oriented. As such, it is 

a text that necessarily emerges from, reinforces, and is accountable to the university's 

institutionalized procedures(Smith, 1987). Thus, it seems no surprise that an academic aiming 

to integrate an activist focus into her written work would struggle to write a document that 

would both promote the writer's legitimate place in the academic discourse, and be practically 

usable to a counter-institutional activist community. Though a cultural or discursive tool q h t  

be applied to multiple purposes (Wertsch, 1998, p.32), in many ways the academy and activist 

community are two distinct audiences, with distinct (and, perhaps, contradictory) purposes. As 



Tanya Smith says, "I wanted the thesis to be a public document as well as meet the criteria of 

academia, so I struggled between those two objectives, and my feeling is that those objectives 

can be quite contrary" (personal communication, July 27,2003). Though ambitious, it seems it 

can be impractical, and very likely a struggle, for an activist-oriented student to aim for their 

thesis text to be read and used both by readers in the examination committee whose role it is 

to "uphold archaic rules about thinking, reading, speakmg" (Ibanez personal communication, 

July 25,2003) and by activist readers who are aiming to transform the current social rules and 

relations. Understood through the framework of ruling relations, these activists' mastery of- 

and concessions t- academic forms of writing, locate them (us) as "active participants" in 

the continued institutional organization of knowledge production, and therefore in 

perpetuating ruling relations: "whether we want it or not, somehow the practices of our art 

come to take on the distinctive character that they do as we participate in relations that are not 

fully within the scope of our knowledge, and certainly not within the scope of our control" 

(Smith, 1990, p. 21 8). 

SarvivaI tactics: U~se the research to sapport a broader bo4 of work 

These writers adopt different strategies to cope with the problematic of writing to 
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academic writing. For example, though she has considerable experience in writing witty or 

inflammatory anti-capitalist, anarchist slogans on placards and in writing popular educational 

material as a feminist organizer, Darcie Bennett is satisfied to develop in her thesis a feminist, 

anti-capitalist analysis that reads in an "'objective, or matter-of-fact tone" (Darcie Bennett, 

personal communication, July 6,2003). She hopes that her thesis and other work will be &en 

suitably seriously by academics reviewing her papers so her work will be published and she will 

be invited present at conferences, and so other policy analysts might draw on her work. 

However, rather than attempting to make the thesis document itself "accessible" to non- 

academic audences, Darcie Bennett says, "I didn't bother trylng to force it into a form that 

would try to work in the academy and the community. I just treat my research as a body of 

work that I can draw on" (personal communication, July 6,2003). From the knowledge she 

has built through the research, she can write and speak in other ways, in other contexts, about 

the effects of policy upon single mothers in British Columbia she may have saved herself some 



of the struggle between t q b g  to meet the objectives of institutional and extra-institutional 

activist readers. , 

Szsrvival tactics: Tone down the activist langzlage 

Scott Uzelman explicitly integrates his activist orientation into his academic work and 

believes that his advancement in academia hinges on concealing his political agenda, which he 

attempts to do through a linguistic or discursive "translation." He says, 

In representing my work to academics or bureaucrats, I talk about 
"community," "democracy," "community-based research around generating 
more participatory, community-based me&." Writing grants for 
bureaucrats-who tend to be reactionary-requires using the buzzwords. If I 
start talking about doing "radical research" or "changmg social relations," I'm 
going to get tossed into the pile with the rest of the rejects, which I always 
seem to do because I can't seem to get it right. I guess I need to try a different 
strategy next time. (Uzelman personal communication June 20,2003) 

Though he recognizes that the academic or bureaucratic reading of his proposals is organized 

by a particular discourse, identifiable in the use of "buzzwords," Uzelman's own discursive 

practices remain in conflict with that discourse. He can't seem to "get nght" how to _write grant 

applications that will both describe work in which he is interested and politically invested and 

will be sufficiently palatable to decision-making bureaucrats to get funding. However, despite 

his need to fund his academic work, it seems he is unable to blend, merge, or even translate his 

activist's discourse into the text-mediated relations of academic project funding. 

Pablo Bose agrees that an activist's political agenda is best concealed in academic grant 

proposals in order to get the fun* then carry on with what Ibanez Carrasco also calls "real, 

political work concealed behind the research proposal" (personal communication, July 25, 

2003). In his applications for project funding, Bose recalls, "I tone down the activist language 

and substitute words: 'social justice' becomes 'community building"' (personal communication, 

July 25,2003). In our discussion, Bose acknowledged that the reinforcement from receiving 

major fun* for what he originally thought was a "bullshit, toned-down version" of his 

activist dxourse shifted his own evaluation to see the toned down version as "really good." 

Though Pablo Bose determined that he would continue to seek funding for more activist- 

oriented work, we both wondered to what extent he has shifted to accept the "toned down" 

version not only of his language, but indeed, of his own activist politics. 
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Writing into the d i n g  reIations 

Graduate student writing needs to be identifiable as "academic" writing, and graduate 

students, even activist ones, as "academics," legitimate members of academic communities of 

practice (Wenger, 1998) in order for us to proceed through the requirements of our academic 

careers. Through writing texts to fit the written and unwritten rules, we shape our own 

understanding as future writers and readers, in effect shifting our thinking and identities to that 
L 

of the ruling interests. We become "participants in discourses of quite a different order, the 

discourses framed within the academy" (Smith, 1999b, p. 25), and we find ourselves writing in 

and working in a way that, says Dorothy Smith, "Fits our work within a discursive setting that 

is isolated from activism, producing theory that is oriented elsewhere than activism. The theory 

may still be 'radical,' but nonetheless, it is withdrawn from its anchorage within the actualities 

of people's lives" (Smith, 1999, p. 26). 

From this point of view, as activist students find various strategies to navigate the rules 

for academic writing, they/we reproduce those very discursive relations in our thesis 

documents and shape our own future writing practices to ahgn within academic ruling 

relations. These relations around writing are enacted first at the level of these writers' internal, 
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which institutional rules for writing have shaped (eroded, toned down) their politically- 

motivated work These writers also struggle with bureaucratic bodies as institutional readers, 

through the evaluation process applied to theses completion and funding applications. Finally, 

and mediated by the other inter-connected sets of relations, some of these activist-oriented 

students struggle to reach a set of readers outside of the university context and relations that 

directs how theses "must" be written. 

Financidy sustaining outselves 

Writing a thesis, and the coursework that precedes that process, make graduate study 

an expensive and lengthy enterprise. As Scott Uzelman says about student activists in his 

thesis, we have to balance paying the bills, raising families, our activist interests, and our 

academic work (2002, p.61). Graduate students find various ways of financing the project 

including student loans, research and teaching assistance jobs in their Faculties, grants from 

external agencies, relying on parents and partners to pay the bills, or working "regular" jobs 



while they study.56 Each of these positions us in a particular set of capital relations to the 

university, our employers, families, etc. I, for example, finance my graduate degree with a 

tuition benefit granted by my employer. Though I have no formal "debt" to my employer, the 

benefit program states that my educational program must be " job related," so I conceal my 

thesis topic from my boss, hope that I will not be asked to deliver a copy of this thesis for a 

manager's inspection, and have occasionally decided that I "had to" miss classes or defer 

research tasks in order to perform my day job. Indeed, having no formal debt to the company 

for the tuition means that I am only responsible to myself to complete the degree at all or 

w i t h  a particular timehe. Having a well-paying professional job already means that I do not 

"need" the MA in order to begm a career, which is the case for several of the graduate student 

researchers, and it also means I am able to pay my tuition without borrowing and without 
'z 

having to put additional work into complebng grant applications. However, the same paid job 

also demands time and attention that I q h t  prefer to direct either to my activist practices or 

academic activities. 

Like me, participants in dxs study were each necessarily situated by the need to pay for 

graduate study w i h  procedures, practices, and interests (relations), which, in turn, organized, 

dir~c:~d, or ~~iistj%iitd dr& xtivisr-onenred research work 'wkether empioyee, borrower, 

benefiuary, dependent, scholarship recipient or heir, it is impossible to imagine how any 

participant in this study could have completed their graduate study without encountering the 

concrete implications of capitalism's apparatus. 

Graduate students who can secure work as teaching assistants or research assistants 

within the university might be paid for work related somewhat to their studies and, perhaps, 

diminish the distraction of our attention demanded by separating paid work and academic 

activities. However, this apparent efficiency overlays an employer/employee relationship to 

already complex ruling relationships with the same (potentially) "archaic," "non-activist," or 

"asshole" bureaucrats and professors described in the previous section as makmg intellectual 

and ideological autonomy difficult for the activist-oriented graduate student. 

-- - 

56 Three of those in the study mentioned their student debts as being $50 000 or more. At least seven of these 
students worked as either a teaching assistant or research assistant during their graduate research. 



Further, when a student's own graduate research is built upon paid work as a research 

assistant on larger projects, her project is in many ways at the mercy of the principal 

investgator and project manager of the larger project. Her own project must fit around the 

topic, schedule, questions, methodology, and ideology of the research projects developed by 

other principal researchers rather than following her own independent research agenda. Her 

own project's completion may be contingent on funding or other factors affecting the 

completion of the larger project. For example, Andrea Smith's thesis project was embedded in 

another, larger project, for which she worked as a Research Assistant. When the principal 

investigator secured a better (tenure-track) job and left the university, the whole project 

floundered and was eventually cancelled, leaving Andrea not only without paid work to pay her 

tuition but also with a research project that "made no sense without the broader context" 

(personal communication, July 25,2003). The result for her is a complicated problem: not only 

does she have to re-imagine and repurpose the research project she had ongmdly 

conceptualized, but also she has had to search for new paid work, which, in turn diverts her 

attention from her research. 

Without adequately paid work (or research fundin$, many students rely on student 
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for graduate school makes many students look for options that will stop debt from 

accumulating any further. One option is to stop studying after the Master's degree, arrest the 

further accumulation of debt, and begin to repay i t  In order to repay a substantial investment 

in graduate school, we may come to decide that we need hgh-paying jobs, the most obvious of 

which is an academic job. Darcie Bennett pragmatically describes her financial investment in 

graduate school, saying: 

The bit of funding I got for my PhD means I can at least have a few years of 
coursework when my tuition is covered, I don't have to start repaymg my 
student loan. I've thought of stopping and looking for work, but there are not 
many options other than academia, so I might as well continue with that for 
now. (personal communication, July 6,2003) 

Thus, the longer we activist students continue in academia, the further financial incentive there 

may be to maintain the academic career path and to further identify as academics, with all that 

requires, including any costs or compromises to our activist praxis. 



Mounting a (Thesis).Defense 

The hnal major milestone (or millstone?) in the process of much graduate research is 

the thesis or dissertation defense. However, it is common wisdom that a supervisor would 

never allow a student to make it to the defense if she were unlikely to pass, as it would likely 

reflect badly upon the supervisory committee guiding that student to the defense. One of the 

participants in his study pointed out in our discussion that the name of the thesis "defense" 

constructs it as a battle, with the student under attack. I thought the students q h t ,  therefore, 

recall from their defense "war stories." However, for some: 

The defense was actually pretty easy. They really didn't ask tough questions on 
the theoretical aspects of the thesis or the method. I thjnk I was more 
challenged by the open question period when a few colleagues posed some 
good questions on subjectivity and the relation between direct action and 
alternative media production. (Scott Uzelman, personal communication, June 
20,2003) 

In contrast to this young, white man's experience, two women self-identifymg as 

working-class queer feminists, as well as a woman of colow, and an immigrant man who 

speaks Engbsh as a second language, recounted difficulty specifically related to the 

composition of the examination committee and the questions they asked during - the defense. 

Anecdotal accounts in grad student lounges report other feminist women being asked in the 

defense whether they "hate men" or why they insisted on "playing the gender card." While so 

few accounts should not be taken as representative of activists', women's, lesbians', or queer 

students' defense experience, they nonetheless raise some questions about the ruling relations 

within which the thesis defense is situated. 

It is generally understood that the thesis defense is a means for students to defend the 

argumentation of their thesis papers and, in effect, to demonstrate mastery of the discursive 

tools of the discipline. However, I cannot locate a description or guidelines for a thesis defense 

in my University calendar, Graduate Studies Handbook, faculty web page or grad students' 

newsletter. Thus, it seems students must, again, rely on supervisors, bureaucrats in the 

university offices, informal documentation, peers, and myth for information about what the 

defense will be like, who can attend, what questions are acceptable. This leaves activist students 

(and again, particularly those additionally "outcast7' by being, for example, women, people of 

color, working class, or lesbian/gay/queer) particularly vulnerable to the potential perils in 



mounting a defense of their work, ideologies, and-it seems from the examples above- 

perhaps their identities. It may be that the defense examination actually functions as a practice 

that defends the institution and discipline from infiltration by counter-hegemonic ideologies, 

mediated by activist oriented thesis texts, and embodied in subjects who may be unwelcome 

interlopers in the academic community and discourse. 

Tanya Jones khhghts that an activist-oriented researcher who desires the participation 

of community-based stakeholders in the thesis defense may, agam, identify herself as an 

unusual and problematic graduate student Agam, she suggests that the supervisory committee 

is the intermedmy who could have assisted in re-shaping what she sees as the traditional 

organization of the defense. Tanya Jones decided that it would be impossible to offer her 

community meaningful opportunity to participate in the defense and rather than either fight 

for the defense agenda and schedule to ensure their formal inclusion or invite the whole 

community and risk the consequences, she determined it was more feasible to present her 

research to the community at another occasion: 

Again, an activist-based thesis is different from others, possibly, and who your 
committee was. If it were weighing on the academic side, then it didn't make 
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set up differently, where there would be equal time offered to community 
participants, or non committee participants, and although there is some time, 
there is lirmted time because the defense is supposed to be only so long. I 
didn't want to offer something [to the community] that I couldn't follow up 
on. (Jones personal communication, July 25,2003) 

This activist conceded the potential fight with her committee to have community members (as 

her allies or as her challengers) at her thesis defense. Would her confidence in her ability to 

argue for the.defense she wanted be different if she were not a first-generation academic, an 

activist returning to school after a long absence, a lesbian, a woman, researching a controversial 

topic? Would a committee constituted differently offer to accommodate special requests from 

another student? Under what conditions (or for whom) would the university move to change 

the structure of the defense in order to accommodate requests for greater participation from 

non-faculty, community-based attendees? 



Defending 'bcademic freak" identities 

Another woman responded to my question about moments of most tension in the 

graduate research project by saying she was asked during her defense, "Do you really want to 

abolish the state?' a question she thought was & over-simplification of her feminist materialist 

policy analysis in which she argues the state's implication in single mothers' poverty, but does 

not argue for anarchy (Darcie Bennett, personal communication, July 7,2003). I wonder from 

what social relations this question emerged. Is an activist-oriented or ideologically left-leaning 

thesis more likely to be subjected to such simplistic and pejorative questions? Are 

lesbian/queer, feminist, women, students more likely than others to experience questions 

as- them to defend ideological positions linked to their identity? While these questions 

could form a new problem to explore in another inquiry, here it is useful to consider that as 

these students experience and "defend" themselves as if from a personal attack, the moment 

can perhaps be better understood as the "juncture" (Smith, 1987, p.157) of their local 

experience with the larger social and economic process of (hetero) patriarchy, enacted through 

the ideological procedures of the university institution. Here, the student is not only defending 

herself, but also the "right" of someone in her identity position to participate Ir, the ruling 

relations of the university as a writing, researching Subject (Smith, 1999b, p. 17). Her presence 

as the wiiter of the text, rather than the studied object of the research text, is in conflict with 

the prevailing discourse that places people like her as objects of research rather than as 

researching Subjects. 

In response to some of these questions about the effects of identity on a student's 

academic career path, consider that in discussions about the tensions and troubles for the 

activist in the academy, six of the students speaking through this study specifically identified 

themselves as "&st generation academics" from "mixed" or working-class backgrounds 

(Darcie Bennett, Francisco Ibanez-Carrasco, Laura Atkinson, Andrea Smith, and Tanya 

Jones-who also described herself as "an activist returning to school"). Each of these also 

described their graduate research experiences as variously "fraught" (Bennett), "anxiety 

provoking and lonely as hell" (Ibanez), "something I caution other young women from 

doing" (Atkinson), "ego-crush~ng'~ (Smith, A.), and a "struggle" (Jones). In contrast, Pablo 

Bose describes himself as emerging from a "family of academics," whose previous generations 

have also been activists, and also, as discussed above, describes himself as having been quite 



successful throughout his burgeoning academic career, his recollection of lus experiences did 

not htghhght substantial personal struggle burrather, how he navigated through the system. 

Agam, these students7 examples should not be taken as representative, but illustrative 

of a problematic relation wherein academic success might have ''little to do with talent" and 

something to do with having luck and privilege @blo Bose, personal communication, July 25, 

2003). Feminist scholars, scholars who are people of color and/or working-class, as well as 

lesbian/gay/queer scholars have argued that in institutions dominated by white, privileged 

men, marpal participants are at a disadvantage not only due to discrimination and exclusion 

from those setting, but also because their background experiences do not train them in the use 

of the cultural tools and modes of acting privileged in the institutional setting (for example, 

Bannerji et al, 1991; hooks, 1994,2000; Hill Collins, 2000). In effect, such students entering 

university settings do so from a standpoint marginal to the institution's modes of organizing 

knowledge and are likely to find their previous lived experience in "disjuncture" with the forms 

of thought and practices governed by the institution (Smith, 1987). Thus, without "luck" and 

privilege seeing them/us expeditiously through the activities of graduate study, such students 

seem likely to be more vulnerable to the everyday exercises of the ruling apparatuses of the 

Reconciling the tensions: estabfishing successful actiw'st academic careers 

The written and unwritten rules of the academy impose themselves on the activist- 

oriented graduate student's individual experiences in relationships with supervisors and 

supervisory committee members; defense committees; "bureaucrats" in Faculty, Registrar's, 

&d Financial Aid offices; funding bodies; libraries; student unions, etc. The requirements of 

academic writing provide concrete opportunities for activist-oriented graduate students to 

demonstrate that they can organize their grasp of their subject matter appropriately for their 

thesis to pass the defense. Throughout the process, the student invests time, energy, 

compromises, and money, resources that may help to promote a continued trajectory along the 

academic career path despite possible compromises to their activist orientation along the way. 

The participants in this research have, it seems, sufficiently reconciled the tensions and 

compromises required of them by the academy to enable them to continue their membership 

in academic communities. Of the students considered in h s  project, eleven of thirteen have 



completed the thesis discussed in this project, and the othed7 are likely to complete their 

research in 2004. Of these eleven, ten have ciontinued their academic careers, as PhD and Post- 

Doctoral students, and/or as instructors and professors at colleges and ~niversities.~~ This 

number seems remarkably hgh, especially when considered in hght of the macro-level and 

intersecting relations of hetero-patriarchy, racism, and capitalism that might be expected to 

exclude many of the participants in this study from success in mainstream, hegemonic 

academic institutions. Indeed, this "tensiony' between academic success and marginality for 

activist graduate students is a striking finding of this study and will be further considered in the 

concluding chapter of this thesis. 

Academics' troubles in activist communities 

My own experience as an activist-turned graduate student researcher has brought me 

up against and through the ruling practices of the university, but throughout, and inspiring the 

questions of this inquiry, I have remained a full participant in everyday, "hands-on, front-line" 

work of'my chosen activist community. In various moments when selecting a thesis topic, 

conducting my research with other activists, analyzing my ideas, and prioritizing my time 

commitments, T have fonnd myself sometimes in p a t  discomfort, confi~sion-tension- 

between what I want, or intend, or am required to do for my academic work, and my feminist 

activist interests and community-based commitments. 

Activism is often organized by (small) groupings of individuals who come together out 

of some shared collective purpose, most often for some collectively beneficial purpose (John 

& Thomson, 2003, p.7). Activism is frequently characterized by an emphasis on voluntary 

participation, democratic operation, and often relies on undocumented organizing policies, 

politics, and principles (Bobo, 1996, p.34). Because activist frameworks and activities vary 

57 Neither Andrea Smith, nor I have completed the requirements of our Master of Arts degrees, though Andrea 
reports she is "Now on track for a spring or summer 2004 defense " (personal communication, February 15, 
2004). 

58 Statlsttcs Canada reports from 2001 census data that among Vancouver readents aged 25-44,30,830 people 
(14,635 women) had earned a Master's degree. In the same cohort, 4,720 people (1,530 women) held a PhD 
degree. In the local comrnumty and similar age cohort of partuxpants m my study, the ratto of PhDs to Masters 
degrees is approxunately 3:20 (approxmately 1:10 for women). These data do not mcbcate how many Master's 
students continued thm acadermc careers and cannot functton as a "baseline" for my study. However, ~t 1s 
strilung to contrast these stattsacs to the findmg here that 7:9 of the Master's degree holders m this study have 
progressed to a PhD, while 10:ll of partlapants have contmued unth acadermc careers. 



widely, it is diffidt to discuss here any particular acts or events that recur across the various 

research subjects' activist settings or careers tin a way that could explicate the social relations 

organizing activism and neatly parallels the preceding discussion of the social relations 

organizing graduate study. Indeed, it may seem, at first, debatable to apply institutional 

ethnography as a methodology to investtgate the divergent, non-institutional (and often, 

counter-institutional) practices that constitute activism as defined within this thesis. 

However, the institutional ethnography method calls for beginning in 

"everyday/everynight" activities, and from a particular standpoint, looking upward at the 

ruling relations that organize and coordinate those activities beyond, and perhaps, invisible in 

the local settingyy (Smith, 1999b, p.6). This inquiry therefore b e p s  with the troubling aspects 

of the everyday for these activist students in their activist settings. From the moments of 

"tension" these students recollect as academics in activist communities, the following 

discussion looks beyond the local activist community to consider how those communities are 

themselves organized, and indeed, pervasively "ruled" in relations coordinated by the same, 

interrelated and macro-level discourses of (capitalist, sexist, racist) power that coordinate 

academic activities, and indeed, agarnst which activists organize. These are "peculiar forms of 
-. - -  - - 
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subjectivity and agency. It is the relations that rule, and people rule and are ruled through 

them" (Smith, D. 1999b, p.82). This discussion of the "tensions" for academics in the 

academy, then, looks from these students' experiences of marginality and silencing due to 

racism, sexism or homophobia in activist settings and sketches a view of a complex of relations 

I describe as "professionalism" that seem to stratlfy ostensibly counter-hegemonic activist 

communities. 

Actin'sm situated itl relations ofracism, sexi'sm, and homophobia 

Scott Uzelrnan, describing the "tensions" encountered as an academic researcher in the 

anti-capitalist Vancouver Independent Media Centre collective, says, "I received no criticism or 

complaint from the IMC collective about my research" (personal communication, June 20, 

2003). Rather, the tensions Uzelman describes emerge from the IMC collective's struggles to 

disrupt sexism in what they believed was a democratic and esaJltarian organization (Uzelrnan, 



2002, p.45). His thesis discusses how men and women were differently affected by and 

differently participated in that struggle, and he questions his own responsibihty as a male 

member of a collective to work to undermine the sexism in the group (2002, p.50). Applying 

institutional ethnography's tool of standpoint to Uzelman's point of view, consider how the 

ruling relations of sexism might relate to the relative ease with which he negotiated permission 

to conduct his research in his activist community (Uzelman, 2002, p. 8). Uzelman is a (white, 

middle class) man who was already a grad student when he joined the IMC as an early member 

and soon emerged as leader in a group whose membership was somewhat transient, and in 

which "men have been over-represented since the collective's beginning" (Uzelman, 2002, 

p.50). Therefore, when he proposed to use the IMC as his MA research, he was well 

positioned to negotiate their agreement and cooperation. He had consolidated some authority 

and some level of indispensability within the group before asking for permission to conduct 

his MA research (Uzelman, 2002). 

Imagine instead the IMC's possible response to a woman's request to document the 

IMC in her MA research, especially one of the women who, according to Uzelman, were 

"feeling outnumbered" and viewed the group as sexist and hierarchical (Uzelman, 2002, p.51). 
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were no women in the group who would be a peer to Uzelman as leader, founder, old-timer 

member, or contributors of great time and effort to the group (Uzelman, 2002, p.51). If there 

were a such woman in the group who wanted to conduct her Master's research in that setting, 

what is the likelihood that her inquiry would be supported by an equally carte bhnche attitude as 

Uzelman describes receiving for his own? Would she likewise receive consent to tell her own 

"partial and incomplete account of the IMC" (Uzelman, p. 8) in an academic research paper? 

Would the male-dominated group allow the other side in the struggle about sexism to speak so 

freely? Would a woman believing she was experiencing sexism seek to stay in the group and 

inquire into that sexist struggle, when other (more democratic) means to interrupt the struggle 
> 

had failed? (Uzelman, p.51). What would make her contribution (of intellectual, physical, 

political labour) valuable enough to the group for them to permit her doubled role as collective 

member and researcher, despite the risks to whrch a researcher q h t  expose the IMC through 

the course of the research? While these questions speculate beyond the scope of this i n q q ,  it 

is relevant to consider how hegemonic social relations impact upon and construct the power 



relationships between activist-academic and their activist community. It is fiom a position of 

some formal power fiom which Uzelman sought permission for and conducted his thesis 

research within an activist community pressed for resources, busy with its own work, and still 

situated within pervasive systems of class stratification, sexism, and racism (Uzelrnan, 2002). 

Professionalization of actinkm 

A s  activism becomes indz~sty, do we need the credentials? 

As Francisco Ibanez Carrasco reflected on his experience as a community worker in 

AIDs/HIV, he likewise highhghts hegemonic systems reproducing themselves within AIDS 

activism and social science. The tension for him orchestrated itself, it seems, around his 

identity as an un-credentialed, gay, immigrant, H N  positive man attempting to integrate his 

activist and academic work into a setting that has reorganized itself from (primarily unpaid) 

community-based activism into an "HN/AIDS 'industry'," where professional credentials 

may be valued more than the experiential knowledge of living with H N  or AIDS. He says, 

With the PhD, I acquired credibihty and economic currency in the HIV/AIDS 
"industry" which I didn't have, or no one has, by the mere fact of being HN+. 
Like other social spheres, it suffers from hierarchical patriarchy, racism and- 
hard tn helieve-hnmoyhohia There i s  a pea t  deal of conservatism and 

resistance to change. In my activist work, the degree has helped, but I am not 
someone there only because of the degree. I would be someone, respectable as 
any individual, even if I didn't have a degree. (personal communication, July 
30,2003) 

Here, Francisco distinguishes between the activism and the industly around AIDS, emphasizing 

the egahtarian, experientially-based values he sees in the activist community as opposed to the 

economies of the sphere in which he earns his living as a now-credentialed HIVIAIDS 

researcher. Indeed, the tension with his activist community may be a struggle with a 

"professionalization" of activism, in which more community-based work can be organized into 

paid jobs, and those who are paid must compete for funds provided by government bodies, 

larger NGOs, and corporations. Such competition, it seems, is organized by a system based 

not on activists' experiential knowledge, identity, or membership in the community of persons 

living with HN/AIDS, but on traditional hegemonic and capitalist criteria for measuring merit 

or credibility. 



m e  Francisco, Tanya Jones likewise described her frustration that those with Masters 

degrees seemed to carry greater authority in her activist communities, and like Francisco, 

perceived the limitations for her own career advancement in the field until she acquired the 

credential. She says: 

I was workmg [in a Crisis Center] and surrounded with people with Masters 
[degrees], and saw that the voice of those without was not given space. My 
ability to move into certain positions was limited without it, so I wanted that 
piece of paper. (personal communication, July 25,2003) 

As these activist academics describe the credibility they perceive themselves as able to acquire 

with degrees, they illustrate a type of activism in which authority is tied to professional 

credentials, most likely due to the reliance of many activist and community groups upon 

government and corporate fundmg. 

Canadian governments increasingly abandon the provision of social services to non- 

governmental agencies, yet still set standards to control the delivery of those  service^.^' 1t 

seems predictable that standard, hegemonic criteria would be imposed along with those 

standards. Activist-oriented communities reliant on that funding likely do face increasing 

change agents. A five-year study involving eleven rape crisis and sexual assault centers across 

Canada articulates exactly this risk to activist activities reliant on government funding. In 

Canah? Promises to Keej~, Lakeman says: 

The current [Canadian government] policy of funding only through the 
Voluntary Sector Initiative compels groups to serve pre-stated government 
department policy intentions. So, community groups or non-government 
groups are formed and sustained and directed in the name of community 
organizing, which have no base in the community, and no political legitimacy 
to the claim of the self-organizing oppressed. Existing women's groups twist 
themselves inside out to meet the criteria of serving government agendas not 
their own. Not only does this mean that groups who remain true to their own 
agenda lose funding, but it also means that groups disappear for lack of 
funding and the community is reorganized in the service of current 
government policy initiatives. (Lakeman, 2002, p.111) 

59 One such set of standards is administered by the (Canadian) government-created Community Social Services 
Employers' Association (CSSEA), which functions as a buffer and funding agency for social services agencies 
(Jay 2000, p.161). 



Lakeman's analysis that community-based activists "twist themselves" to conform to 

the ruling agendas that determine funding is closely ahgned with the analysis raised earlier by 

participants in this study who believed it necessary to conceal their activist agendas in their 

own academic funding applications. This makes sense, given Smith's argument that multiple 

institutions, including educational and governmental institutions, are themselves complexly 

inter-related in meting out the rultng interests of capitalism across multiple local settings (1987, 

p.3). Thus, the discourses of power, as regulated by funding bodies' bureaucracies, coordinate 

and constrain the ways activists must speak and write from either a community or academic 

setting. 

Frontline workers mist "mdentiaIi@1zg7' 

Further, and similar to Tanya Jones' and Francisco Ibanez Carrasco's perception of the 

requirement for professional credentials in activist settings, "feminist frontline anti-violence 

workers and some of their allies" (Jay 2000 pl6O) also articulate the problematic pressure on 

them toward professionalization and service provision. However, these fronthe workers, 

located outside of academic communities and identities, argue for resistance to, rather than 
L 

cooperation with, standardization, "credentializing," "bureaucratization," and 

Membership in agencies we the Community Social Service Employers 
Association] is required py government funders,] and some of the standards 
that CSSEA promotes undermine our feminist organizations. Workers in 
feminist organizations are forced into hierarchies. Standardizing of job 
descriptions bureaucratizes and limits the scope of advocacy workers are 
permitted to carry out. . . . We reject the credentializing of our paid and 
volunteer workers. The requirement for academic or technical credentials 
promotes a professionalization that undermines the self-help and political 
model of feminist organizing. (Jay 2000 pl6l) 

Similarly, Pauhe Funston, a "frontline transition house worker" argues that feminist 

workers and activists like her should not conform to the pressure to obtain degrees, but should 

"fight back" to protect and develop feminist "revolutionary practice." She argues: 

There has been a great push toward methods of professionalism in our work in 
the transition houses and it will tzke every effort on our parts to fight back and 
hold onto our practice of feminism. Feminist frontline workers saw our 
responsibility to the women who use our transition houses as being one of 
revolutionary practice for political change. Now our transition houses are 



being staffed by those who are able to get a degree in social services. Now we 
see 'clients' and provide a 'servicey- a clear indication of the dilution of feminist 
principals and practice. . .. The erosidn of feminist standards, towards 
professionalism is costing battered women their W t y ,  autonomy, and the 
right to participate in the feminist movement. (Funston, 2000, p.41) 

In some soclal change fields and social service-oriented "industries" (Ibanez Carrasco), 

it does appear that acquiring academic credentials and becoming a "professional" is 

increasingly key to accumulating economic currency, but it is not without cost Individual 

activists like those considered in this study may understandably want to earn a living in a field 

related to our passion and our activist work. However, the process of acquiring professional, 

academic credential (and identity) a l p s  the activist graduate student more closely with those 

macro-level ruling systems that, as activists, we might be expected to instead disrupt 

Community-based, frontline activists, like those feminist anti-violence workers cited above, 

decidedly critique this trend and ask for cooperation by others to likewise fight back (Funston, 

2000, p.41). 

Activist/Academic identitees and compmmiesees 

Successfully negotiating the university system requires compromises on the part of the 
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learning and practice to the activist setting. As activist academics participate in academic and 

activist communities and negotiate the contradictions of those multiple identity positions, we 

somehow resolve co&cting practices of "activist" and "academic" communities into our 

complex identities (Wenger, 1998). That "resolutiony~ is likely to privilege practices organized 

by the ruling drscourses that pervade our ways of knowing, being, and acting, and come to be 

unintentionally taken for granted and invisible in our daily, local activities (Smith, 1999b, p.84). 

Thus, activist academics may shift from "activist" ways of being to ways more clearly a b e d  

with those of ruling interests. For example, Darcie Bennett relates how the cultural and 

material conditions of her life shifted through the course of acquiring her graduate degree and 

how her activism to stop poverty was impacted by her own (even rnarpally) increased 

material privilege: 

I organized a meeting, and people would've had to take transit to get there, but 
I forgot to organize for bus tickets for people who couldn't afford it. I was 
really surprised that I did that because that's always been a standard for me, 



and I think it's because I don't need it myself anymore. (personal 
cornmunication, July 6,2003) 

I 

In order to promote egalitarian participation in organized activities, many activist 

groups (for example, feminist and anti-poverty groups) aim to share the resources within the 

group and particularly to provide transportation and childcare from the pooled resources of 

the Though hers seems a minor error, it is one Darcie was surprised to realize she had 

made and may not have made were she still a poor activist rather than a graduate student with 

an (even meager) income from teaching and research assistant jobs on the types of research 

projects Francisco describes as having become an "industry." Through participating in a 

professional research industry and graduate school, her own standpoint in the activist 

community shifted, via an identity shift, at least shghtly from that of poor, single mother, anti- 

poverty activist, to not-as-poor, single mother, activist academic. Her activist behaviour and 

- thinking may have shifted along with her shift to a less marginal position within capitalism as 

Darcie has become increasingly credentialed and increasingly immersed in academic cultural 

practices. 

Academics stealing from activist commtlnities 

unease has been in i m a p g  how to do academic work that will help develop my thinking as 

an activist and contribute to the work I do collectively in my activist community without 

undermining, "stealing,", or misrepresenting the ideas of other activists, nor diverting the time, 

attention, or money of other activists from their political praxis. Most of the other activist 

graduate students interviewed for this study similarly described their efforts as academics to 

respect, protect, and advance the work of frontline or grassroots activists. However, one 

participant took the standpoint of activist and described being herself troubled as such by the 

ways in wlvch (other) academics fail to credit feminist activists' work and build their own 

careers on the foundations of others' grassroots work. Though she now holds a Master of Arts 

degree and teaches part time in a college setting, Tanya Jones here speaks as and identifies 

herself with activists on the academic/activist divide: 

60 See, for example, Hughes, N. Johnson, Y., and Perrault, Y. (1984) for "a practical list of questions a feminist 
workshop organizer should answer about location, childcare, food, and money etc., so the mechamcs of the 
workshop will functlon smoothly" (p.49). 



The tension I experienced was that academic feminists n) ofactivist feminists' 
work and build their lovely academic careers. All the time. That is the tension. 
There might be others, but I think that, in part, is central, to why community 
activists have a healthy caution -even though that is not exactly the word- 
around academics. Because they don't acknowledge the work that we've done, 
or our publications, or the ways we have built the dialogue. We've built many 
people's careers without b e q  acknowledged. (personal communication, July 
25,2003. Emphasis hers.) 

Many factors interplay to make it possible for an academic researcher to take 

advantage of community activists' developed theoretical analyses (as well as their time and 

financd, political/intellectual, and emotional resources as research participants or community 

"stakeholders7') without even, at minimum, acknowledgmg their work.6' For example, activist 

communities likely do not have the time or "tools" to level criticism at or interrupt the 

academic practices of research and publication of academics absconding with the activists' 

theoretical work. Given the separation of the academic and grassroots spheres, activists may 

never see the contents of graduate theses related to their work, nor would plagiarism from 

activist publications pose much of a risk to an academic researcher. Since "activist publications - 
have minimal circulation outside their own [community] membership" (Jones, personal 

communication, July 25,2003), the likelihood of an academic being caught misrepresenting or 
- - 

"~nn.*\n n C t "  n r h m n t  A o r n r ~ r n n  nnll ha n - n I I  I  ha  n n r r m u  n C  n r k m o t  r n m t n - r - t h n o  tn. .-tnrtarn 
U y y l l L s  V I I  U b U V L O L  - O L V C I L O b  W U  VL O L L U .  L L I L  y V W b I  "I U b U V l O L  b V L I I I I I C U Y U b . 7  L" Y I C b L L b L L  

with or exact compensation for the "stolen" work is similarly small and lughly contingent on 

the extent to which the activist identifies with and is immersed in the community's "regime of 

mutual accountability" (Wenger, 1998, p.81). For the most part, it is only the ethic of individual 

researchers that guide and constrain us to account to activist communities. Worryingly, with 

Dorothy Smith, this project cautions that these individual practices of ethics are canied out 

6' Community-based activists have argued that the academics should, in fact, leave research and theorizing work 
(and fundmg) to grassroots activists;who integrate theory building into their community-based praxis. Lakeman 
(2004), for example, argues that professional researchers can be helpful to community-based, feminist activists 
who are buildmg research into their political praxis. She says the professional researchers usefully ally with 
activists when the researchers "assist us in meeting professional research standards while we maintain our own 
internal political standards for discussion and advocacy" (p. 62). Heaney, (1992) agrees, saying 'Whenever 
possible, institutions and agency-based educators should seek to attain direct funding for the community group, 
rather than seek funding for themselves, even if the funds are ultimately to enable the "professional" educators 
to work with their popular educator counterparts. The community can then control the collaboration, using its 
grant funds to hire (or dismiss) technical and other assistants from the college, university, or other agency. Only 
if the community controls its own funds, can the community hope to hold on to its own agenda and be free to 
engage in action for social change. In fact, private and corporate foundatiotis'have been frequently more 
receptive to direct funding of community groups which are working in partnership with more traditional 
institutions (p.2). 



within many informal and institutional constraints on graduate student researchers' autonomy. 

Smith says, , 

Increasingly, feminists working in the academy with ties to activism beyond it 
are hooked into the ruling relations - professions, public service, political life, 
scholarly careers, and so on. As our own thLnking becomes more articulated to 
the disciplmes sedirnenting the hidden political ground of the academy, we 
become increasingly detached from the independent sources of resistance and 
from the profoundly different take on the world. Our feminism becomes 
professionalized. (Smith 1999b, p. 21) 

Constrained by increased professionalization in activist community settings, and constrained 

by the written and unwritten rules of developing academic careers, it may be that activist 

graduate students' activism similarly becomes "professionalized" and our thinking, action, and 

activism more closely w e d  with the hidden political ground of hegemonic forces as we 

progress through our academic careers. 

Burning out: L e a h g  activi'sm 

Much of the difficulty of activist work comes from trying to do a lot of work with little 

time, labour, and funds. Many activist communities rely heavily on volunteer membership who 
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community's organizmg (Bobo, 1996; Raymond, 2003; Uzelman, 2002). Any unpaid activist 

would be constrained by the current economic structures which demand that everyone have a 

reliable source of income with which to pay the rent and buy food, and participation in unpaid 

activism may become a luxury item for many, secondary to the needs for individual survival 

within capitalism. However, several participants in this study noted that an academic career 

facilitated their participation in activist activities, perhaps more so than would other jobs 

(Bennett, Bose, Tanya Jones, Sharma, Uzelman), and therein lies the appeal of an academic 

career. For example, Nandita Sharma says her activist practice benefits from the flexibility in 

her time and the minimal constraints on her intellectual production that her academic job 

provides: 

The flexibility of an academic job makes it much easier to be politically 
engaged and active. Of course it comes with a lot of disincentives to not be an 
activist but, in the end, it is a lot easier than many other jobs that completely 
do not allow you to expand your understanding of the social world or what to 



do to make transformative change. (Nandita Sharma, personal communication, 
February 03,2004). 

I 

Though academic careers might offer a flexibility that could support involvement in 

community-based activism, there are, indeed, "disincentives to not be an activist" associated 

with any of the demands on our time made by capitalism's institutions. While academic 

institutional processes fairly clearly organize, mark progress, and even occasionally provide 

rewards to the developing academic, activist groups have much less to work with in order to 

keep activists invested and working hard when the going gets tough. Activism often requires 

considerable personal costs (in time, labour, funds), while the personal gains from activist work 

are difficult to measure. Activists may "burn out" from the community-based work that 

awards sometimes near-invisible personal gams (Bobo, K. 1996, p. 98), yet still manage to 

continue with career paths that may reward them later. In this study, Pablo Bose, for example, 

describes himself as "burning out with on-the-ground activist work" yet carries on with his 

academic work (personal communication, July 25,2003), while Uzelman reports that he is 

"wrapped up in my PhD coursework . . .and not doing any real activism" (personal 

communication, June 20,2003). 

. . 
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academic work, and activist burnout could form another problematic meriting a full 

investgation. As a beginning, consider that activism is working counter to established ruling 

relations. It likely takes more resources to change and disrupt rather than to follow an 
n 

established and predictable path like that promised to those who follow the acaaemic career 

stream. Activism is therefore like swimming upstream: a tiring exercise. When emotional, 

intellectual and physical resources are divided between the activist work that promises 

eventual collective political or moral amelioration (but no guarantee of personal material 

comfort) and the immediate activities demanded by academic work (that may lead to well-paid 

future work), academic careerism holds some appeal that may draw activists further into the 

academic identity and community and, perhaps, away from activist communities. 

Acniist Communities: Resisting RuLhg Relations 

Considering the tensions and troubles recollected by these activist graduate students 

from their standpoint in activist settings helps us to consider some perhaps surprising ways in 

which activist settings and activists' thinking may be organized not only by (our version of) 



morally and politically virtuous and progressive principles, but also by the very conservative 

forces many activists expressly aim to disrupt. That activist communities can be stratified by 

racism, sexism, and homophobia points to the increasingly pervasive of oppressive and 

discriminatory ruling relations organizing our everyday/everynight activities, includmg our 

activities in ostensibly non-institutional settings. (Smith, 1999, p.73). That activist communities 

may also be organized by capitalism's demand for professionalism, particularly in the form of 

credentials, raises concerns about who will have the resources to get the degrees that will make 

them heard in these settings and how experiential knowledge might come to be devalued. That 

activists must choose paid work for economic survival over passionate frontline labour toward 

social change may put activist community organizing at risk of a shortage of voluntary labour. 

Activist communities are continually faced with shifting pressures from conservative forces 

from the outside, and activist academics, with at least one foot outside in the university, bring 

those pressures home to the activist communities and may further reify hegemonic forces 

acting upon the activist community. 

The ideological demands of institutional procedures, located in funding bodies, for 

hegemonic, even while participating in and reproducing capitalist ideologies? Accepting 

Smith's argument that our everyday activities are organized by interests not immediately visible 

to the actor, but by relations outside of our control (1987, p.92), we can consider to what 

extent activist communities "actually" value professional credentials. It might be that academic 

activists, situated now with more leverage within a stratified economic system, look backward 

fiom our new standpoint at our decision to advance our academic careers and re-organize our 

recollection of our own experience as still activist, progressive, and socially-valuable. 

University ruhg relations are engaged by activist graduate students through their 

supervisors and committees, as seemingly powerful arbiters of the unwritten rules governing 

academic disciplines and university faculties. The tensions in negotiating the path to 

successfully completing thesis research may constrain and retrain the activist academic into 

compliance with hegemonic institutions. In coneast, what resources or ruling relations do 

activist communities have to maintain accountability fiom researchers/members? Ideology and 



social relations may function somewhat to govern the membership of activist communities, 

and activist academics may experience emotion4 political, intellectual tension within their 

activist community. However, the activist academics of this study did not describe in their 

activist contexts the substanttal, material tensions associated with the monetary investment and 

promised pay-off of an academic career. While activist communities may have formal or 

informal tactics to manage internal disagreement or disciplinary measures, unlike an academic 

institution or an employers in a conflict with an individual member, (for example over the 

member's research on the community), an activist community likely will have neither the 

resources nor political will to risk exposure in public or legal fight, so the activist is really 

accountable to their community only through their own ethical, moral, or political will. 

Further, activist communities working to the edge of bum out are busy-carrying on with 

their own work, with limited resources to do it, and they may not be able to pay attention to 

the individual work of an academic in their midst. Again, the accountability, a-ccuracy, and 

credibility for the work rests on the good will of the individual academic. Given the ways in 

which immersion in the practices and ruling relations of the university demands compromises 

on the part of the activist academic, it is no wonder an activist may worry about academics 

"ripping off' her work. 

Concluding Remarks: The complex problematic 

The everyday practices of working with a supervisor and committee, writing academic 

texts, financially sustaining themselves through graduate studies, and preparing for and passing 

the defense were described as situated in troubling "tensions" for the activist students here. 

Given the "gaps" in officd, textual information about how these relations could or should be 

negotiated, and due to (perceived or real) outsider status, activist students may be particularly 

alienated within the established power relations of the institution. Some institutional practices 

required of all graduate students were recollected as particularly difficult for these activist 

academics that were women, working-class, people of color, or lesbian/gay/queer, and whose 

identification as activists positioned them as potentially marpal or "outcasts" (Jones) from 

the mainstream. 

The institution, working primarily through thesis supervisoqf committees, has 

considerable leverage in bendmg individual students' intentions into actions organized by what 
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Smith has called the "ruling relations, or ruling apparatus" (1987, p.3). These activist graduate 

students hoped to resist separating their passion for social change from their academic work 

and saw the possibility for academic work to make some meaningful contribution to activist 

agendas. 

However, as these students confronted the ruling relations of the university system, 

they were required to negotiate various compromises in order to "get through and finish" the 

thesis research (Smith, A.). Activist students must select from the supervisors who are available 

and wdhg to accommodate our counter-hegemonic ideas, hoping for mentorship to help us 

nurture our political perspective and our academic careers. However, we risk that the 

supervisors "don't actually do activism" (Jones) and are integrated into the institutional 

structure. We may come to see our "watering down" of our radical language in academic 

papers and proposals no longer as "bullshit" (Bose), but as good stuff, and we negotiate 

various ways to pay for the privilege of graduate study as a means of "avoiding 'real' work" 

(Uzelrnan). We may accept that the defense is a final battle, in which our aim is mere survival 

and decide we are unwiUing to drag our activist communities into the bloodshed. With - /  

, increasmg investment of time and struggle, and with the promise of economic clout, 
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likely to become increasingly precious to the activist academic. This may add a further layer to 

the effectiveness of the ruling relations as they are enacted through activist academic practices: 

compliance and complicity by would-be dissenters. 



CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

When someone suggested I should go on to a PhD, I laughed my head off. I 
really don't think you're going to make that much of a difference by going after 
an academic career. Academia is like hockey-there're one or two stars that get 
the good jobs, but most wdl, at best, struggle along as sessional instructors. 
There are some people who do good work, and it's good to have the books 
they write. But for radicals and marginalized people, it's hard to be there in the 
academy. You take a beating. (Laura Atkinson, personal communication, 
December 18,2003) 

No longer a novice 

I began this project with a fairly cynical view of the possibilities for social change in 

activist-oriented graduate level research and of the possibilities for integrating activism into a 

successful academic career. Mine was a rather self-righteous perspective that "real activists" 

are getting their (our) hands dmy changing the world, while academics claiming to be activists 

were surely too constrained by the pressures of the academy to do other than march in 

However, through the course of this research, I have developed a more complicated view of 

how "easy" an academic life is (not) and have exposed in this research how other graduate 

students see themselves strongly committed both to activist organizing and to academic work 

and, accordingly, negotiate their way through many compromises and contradictions. 

Remarkably, despite the difficulties, troubles, and tensions these graduate student activists 

describe in integrating activist and academic practices, ten of the participants in this study have 

continued with an academic career beyond the completion of the theses considered in this 

study.62 

62 Of the three who have not done so, note that two students, Andrea, and myself have not yet compieted the 
requirements of the Master's degree at the time of this writing. 



Negotiating identities and communities 

This inquiry began with my own lived experience as an activist and graduate student 

researcher, then sought others who had been identified by themselves or others as activist- 

oriented scholars and who may have shared libraries, thesis supen.isors, bus routes, and activist 

communities as they completed Masters and PhD degrees in social sciences at two Vancouver 

universities. As we have shared local communities, so has this research considered in what 

ways our similar experiences may identify each of us as newcomers becoming members of a 

shared "border" community (Giroux and McLaren, 1994) of social scientist activist academics. It 

has not been the business of &IS thesis to answer, "To what extent are these graduate student 

researchers Activists?'as if there are criteria to identify a "capital A activist" (Jones). Rather, 

this thesis has worked to explicate the experiences these researchers share in common as 

activist academics within the social sciences as a way to analyze the institutionalized practices 

that organize our individual activities between community and the academy according to 

powerful, interrelated "ruling relations" (Smith, 1987,1990,1999b). 

Of particular interest to this study has been the participants' involvement in activist - 
communities prior to, during, and after their graduate level research. Their roles in these 
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participant-observation, and include a range of activities, from " rohg  up their sleeves and 

getting their hands duq" (Malange, 2001) to substantial contributions of writing, thinkmg, and 

speaking with the cultural tools of the activist setting. Most of these students consider 

themselves to be activists and their academic work to be a lped  with interests of social justice 

or positive social transformation. These students seemed to reconcile complexities and 

possible contradictions into identities and practices which allowed those who believed 

themselves activists to continue to identlfy with the ideologies and discourses of activist 

communities of practice, while they concurrently developed mastery of scholarly discourses 

and were identifiable as scholars with successful academic careers. However, Russel Ogden 

disagreed that he was an activist scholar and argued that though activists seeking social change 

rmght use his work, those seeking to r e  the current social order q h t  equally draw on his 

research (personal communication, December 20,2003). In effect, Ogden does not self- 

identify as an activist, though his research within a marginal and sometimes self-described 

activist community was characterized by similar difficulties and tensions as that of other 



participants, and makes him, in some ways, "identihble" (Wenger, 1998) as an activist 

academic. , 

The limited extent to which graduate students' identity is bound to the activist 

academic communities could explain a dilemma encountered in this project's attempt to foster 

ongoing critical dialogue among graduate student activists. Efforts to stimulate dialogue among 

all participants as a community of graduate student activists met with minimal response, 

though all expressed support and interest in this project and participated in individual 

interviews. At the same time, "Gradicals," a group organized by students at my university to 

provide "support for community-oriented student researchers" (Gradiah brochure, personal 

hles) also collapsed during the time my research was underway. The "failure" of either of these 

two opportunities for dialogue, support, and community-building among graduate student 

activists across disciplines may have many possible causes, including the overall slow pace of 

university communities during summer months. However, this study also finds that activist 

graduate students' interests and identities are closely a w e d  with particular issues, ideologies, 

and often, specific, local activist communities. Thus, it is likely that this project and Graahah 

were unable to foster intimate groupings of activist graduate students because these students 
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within which they share a hgher level of the "mutuality that shared histories produce, that 

sense of connected past and future that creates bonds" among community members (Wenger, 

1998, p.211). Closely shared interests and collective political action likely foster greater 

mutuahty, and therefore closer identification with an activist community for these students 

than with the broader, textual community (Stock 1990) of activist academics. 

Contributions of the ~esearch 

This project may contribute to the growing body of cross-discipline scholarship that 

critically engages the ideas of education as a theory of social change, particularly through the 

frameworks of critical pedagogy (e.g. Allen, 2003; Allman, 1997; Birden, 2000; Giroux, 2003; 

hooks, 1994), institutional ethnography (e.g. Campbell, 2003; Smith, 1999a), or cultural studies 

(e.g. Berube, 1997; Raymond, 2003; Giroux and McLaren, 1994; O'Connor, 1999). However, 

this study is somewhat unique in its synthesis of critical pedagogy's approaches to research 

participants, and institutional ethnography's approach to analysis, and in it's focus on graduate 
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students as practitioners of activist scholarshp. This project's attention to the critical reflection 

of activist scholars on their graduate student research might add to a small body of literature 

specifically concerned with critiquing the limits of and counter-productive aspects of critical 

inquiry toward effecting social change? but does so from a materialist and experiential 

perspective to a praxis-oriented approach to inquiry that seeks to expose some of the ways a 
I 

praxis of critical pedagogy or critical research is limited by the ruhg  relations. 

Notwithstanding the troubles and difficulties encountered in integrating activism and 

academic work, participants in this research highhght some potential benefits to community- 

based projects involving university-based activist researchers. First, students who focus their 

academic interests on an agenda shared with an activist community may provide a source of 

intellectual labour for resource-strapped activist groups. Further, graduate students certainly 

develop skills in research, writing? speaking? and perhaps teaching which they can bring to 

existing or new community-based projects. Finally, the leverage accrued to groups seeking 

funding or support from governments and traditional institutions may increase when they can 

point to the university credentials of their membership, and those university-based members 

may be able (or may feel obhged to) mobilize for the community what university resources 

, institutional resources for community projects, despite some difficulty in "merging" activist 

and institutional roles: 

I do do "intellectual work," for lack of a better term - and I refuse to abdicate 
the resources that universities have access to, and see a role for me as to 
leverage access to these resources. I take this pretty seriously these days - but it 
is an awkward place and I am trylng to figure out howlwhere to move. I do 
see folks who do -this merging 'well' - maybe I will get better or my personality 
is for it to be awkward. (personal communication, January 04,2004) 

It is to each acdvist academic and the communities we organize within to determine how we 

will manage the "awkward" balance between multiple identities, desires, and responsibilities as 

activist /academic. 

63 For example, Ellsworth's (1993) oft-ated artlcle describes her analysis of the h t s  of critical pedagogy for 
transformmg educa~onal/mstituttonal power structures. O'Connor (1999) mte s  on the h t s  of cultural 
studies, of "trymg to do more than research and wr~tmg'' toward promotmg soual change. Allen (2000) argues 
that too often, researchers who take up a cnttcal pedagogy approach quckly a l p  themselves with oppressed 
people, despite thm own pnvilege. 



Participants' recollections of awkwardness, or tension, as academics in activist 

communities mght also be instructive to activist communities in determining how to work 

with their members who are also graduate students. These researchers did not describe the 

tensions for them as springing primarily from their own actions or identities as academics but, 

rather, described their own critiques of the activist setting or of oher academics' betrayal of 
I 

activist communities. I found this surprising, given that a substantial source of tension for me 

as an activist has sprung from worry about how my work as an academic might reflect (badly) 

upon, might usurp the resources of, or variously misrepresent or undermine my work within 

my activist collectivity. Rather, these researchers identified as a source of difficulty that activist 

settings are themselves organized by familiar scripts of sexism, racism, heterosexism, and class 

stratification. Indeed, two participants reported "needingy' academic credentials in order to 

mittgate their rnarpality and accrue credibility in those settings. In discussion of these 

difficulties, Chapter Five introduced the voices of feminist, frontline anti-violence workers 

(Jay, 2000; Funston, 2000; Lakeman, 2004) to broaden the analysis and consider how activism 

is increasingly "professionalized": these community-based activists argued that the stafhng of 

social change orgamzations by credentialed professionals transforms activists into social s&ce 

providers with minimal potential for social change. Another inquiry rmght further explore how 

Increased professionalization of activist settings, the transformation of activism into "industry" 

relates to, or perhaps reifies racism, sexism, and the ruling relations of capitalism in activist 

communities. 

Directions for further research: Activism as academic training? 

Making community-based or activist interests the focus for academic work offered 

these researchers: the pleasure of dedicating their intellectual labour to issues they care deeply 

about, the chance to generate a body of knowledge they could draw upon for future work in 

academia and community-based pro.jects, and the credibility and presage a university credential 

might purchase for them in their own issue-based organizing and career advancements. 

Indeed, situating their academic work around their activist agendas may have, for several of 

these students, promoted their academic career path where more traditional or conservative 

research work may not have done so. Without integrating activism into her academic work, 

Erica Meiners says: 



I'm not sure I would have had a "career." There are lots of Qfferent ways to 
think through these questions -I don't really know what I would have done in a 
university If I had not moved- fell? Been seduced? Been pushed? Jumped? - 
into these contexts and communities. Maybe would have sought them out 
anyway, for my own sanity, but I doubt it - I'm not that extroverted or 
intentional. (personal communication, January 4,2004) 

Activist academics: Successfid "outsiders m'sthin" 

Despite their "awkwardness" (Meiners); or sense of being "academic freaks," 

"outcasts7'(Tanya), "totally alone" (Andrea), or "rejects" (Uzelman), for whom navigating the 

university bureaucracy is alienating and lonely (Ibanez), this sampling of graduate students is 

striking in their collective success in developing academic careers. I have earlier noted that ten 

of the eleven who have completed their thesis research have advanced in academic careers as 

PhD or Post Doctoral students, or instructors and professors in colleges and universities. I 

have also noted that of the thirteen students discussed in this study, eleven are located 

marginally relative to hegemonies of race, sex, and class that necessarily govern their 

participation in academic semngs. That this small sampling of activist graduate students is 

both overwhelmingly composed of "marginalized" and successful academics merits further 

inquiry. 

It may be that some activists whose marginal identity position places them as 

"outsider-within" the academic mainstream (Collins, 2000 p. 1 I), perhaps being identifiable as 

activist is a less threatening way to "take up space" (Atkinson) in graduate school than to speak 

as a feminist, a person of color, a working class student, or a lesbian/gay/queer academic. This 

may be especially so at times when there is within the academy a "fetish for the applied and 

'community7 work" (Meiners, personal communication, January 4,2004). However, Patricia 

Hill Collins' warning for Black feminism about the fickle nature of the academic marketplace 

could similarly caution such activist academics: 

Black feminist academics who wrap themselves in the flag of radicalism, ., 

feminist or otherwise, and use their self-proclaimed radical identity to push for 
promotion to full professor are simply deluding themselves. Marketplace 
ideologes increasingly affect all aspects of life. . .and if an organization 
perceives that it needs outsiders within, it buys them.. .In this context, Black 
feminist thought in the academy is likely to become less focused on its own 
activist agenda and more on surviving and perhaps transcending academic 
politics. (2000, p.283) 



Collins' analysis about the effects of market forces co-opting activist's intentions within the 

academy informs my own consideration of any potential future academic work and could 

shape a follow-up study of the activism of these participants as marketplace ideologies may 

shift over the coming years. Could it be that the women, people of colour, and 

lesbian/gay/queer academics who position themselves as activists now may benefit from 

market demand? If so, another inquiry could investigate more fdly how that demand functions 

and its relations to these students' future activist and academic work. 

Having worked in activist communities, developing propaganda, building collectives, 

organizing people to their movements, these activist scholars had developed the capacity for 

writing, speaking, and thinking a critical theoretical discourse as part of their activist 

community praxis. The development of mastery of a critical discourse is, ostensibly, an aim of 

graduate study, and those who come to the academy as accomplished activists may have 

already developed mastery of the cultural tools required in the new setting (Wertsch, 1998) of 

graduate study. Activist communities should be viewed, therefore, not only as settings for 

political action, but also as praxis-oriented, educational settings (Birden, 2002; OYConnor, 

1999). The txansfer of cultural tools from the activist setang to academia may be particularly 
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environmentalist, anti-racist, or anti-capitalist theory that also has established credibility in the 

academy. Indeed, activist and community settings are the ompal source for many of these 

critical discourses now integrated into academic disciplines. Participants in this study report 

that activists apply theoretical positions and discursive tools to analyze policy and plan direct 

action to interrupt it. They develop critical propaganda and public education materials, and 

they facilitate mutual education workshops or popular education sessions. Activists then, for 

whom action alone is not enough, but who integrate analytical theory and critical reflection 

into a their own praxis (Freire, 1990, p.47, are primed for adapting their critical, theoretical 

tools to the tasks of the new, academic setting. 

Actiwkt commmutllties as outsider educational settings 

That learning and knowledge production happens in community settings outside the 

academic institution is not a new idea; Gramsci argued that the working class could and should 

produce its own "organic intellectuals" (1971), while Freire first mobilized his critical 



pedagogy in a popular education setting, teachmg literacy to poor and working people (1999) 

Indeed, other activist settings have been characterized as popular education settings (for 

example, Kovan et al, 2003; O'Connor, 1999; Birden, 2002), and the activists in this study 

described having participated in mutual learning in their activist settings. However, research 

has not substantially addressed the potential for popular and critical education in activist 

settings in preparing activist community members for success in mainstream, institutional 

settings like universities or, perhaps, even corporations. 

Moreover, future research might consider the ways in which and the reasons why 

community-based activism might function particularly well to prepare or support those who 

are located marginally relative to the white, male, privileged position in extant hegemonies. 

Activism might provide, for those excluded from the mainstream, the full participation in 

complex social practices that support their construction of identity and meaning-making (Lave 

and Wenger, 1991, p.38) that they may be excluded from w i t .  the dominant discourse. 

Activists interviewed in this study described the considerable support for their 

academic work that they drew from their activist settings, while many described a concurrent 
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isolation emerged at least partly from ideological conflict within the hegemonic setting, and it 

may also be that university settings are alienatmg for all students. However, other research and 

academic writings have shown that academic settings are particularly alienating, isolating, and 

generally unpleasant for those outside the dominant position in hegemonies of sex, race, class, 

sexuality, and physical ability (Bannerji et al, 1991; Collins, 1986,2000). As a recent example, 

"queer and questioning youth" surveyed and interviewed in de Castell's (2002) P7;;de Ho~.se 

community-based research project describe their school life as: "Rough, shitty; hated 

school/very hard/boring/very upsetting, people making fun of me all the time/ hard and 

depressing.. . false, phony/lonely/HORRIBLE, homophobic graffiti on locker, repeated 

sexual violence and hate.. .classiest and homophobic.. ."(p.54). If such educational experiences 

are consistent through to undergraduate and graduate study-and from the cultural analysis of 

the "white, male academy" (Collins, 2000, p.16) by feminists and persons of color, it seems 

they could be -it seems plausible that such students would engage as little as possible with the 



institutional setting, and might instead, identify strongly with an activist setting that offers as 

alternative social and,educational community. 

Possible program implications 

While it has been beyond the scope of this thesis research to trace the schooling 

experiences of these activist graduate students prior to graduate study, future research could 

, explore questions of how marpalized hgh school and undergraduate students are 

disorganized from mainstream institutional practices and discourses, and instead, could be 

intentionally organized to activist communities as learning communities. Such research could 

inves'ttgate to what extent women students, students of color, workmg-class or poor students, 

lesbian/gay/queer students, and disabled students are able to participate in the social and 

community life of school and undergraduate college and university settin'gs, and to what extent 

extra-curricular, and counter-institutional activist communities do or could provide the care, 

social connections, and 1eauu.q to see them through to academic success. Further research 

may indicate that activist communities do, indeed, function to support their members to fuller 

participation not only in counter-hegemonic discourses specific to the activist setting, but also 

prepare or teach their community members how to survive, or even excel, within academic 

rm seEhgs zd, perhzps, Sey~nd to corporzte a d  o":iei- iastiixiti~nd bei&lgs. lne irnpkadons for 

program planning, policy-making, and progressive educational initiatives could be many. For 

example, graduate and pro6essional degree programs rmght anticipate lvgh levels of success 

from activists as students, and could, perhaps, acknowledge the learning acquired in 

community settings in lieu of more traditional admissions criteria. Additionally, educational 

and research projects which intentionally integrate with existing community-based projects 

might accrue greater credibility and attract funding in order to prepare youth, for example, for 

fuller social participation in local communities and society. 

, However, any further research into the possible gams from promoting activist 

communities as educational settings should also consider the potential impact upon activist 

communities of widespread interest in, and possible appropriation of, themselves as tramng 

centers. Activist communities should recognize themselves as ever-vulnerable to the 

hegemonies they aim to topple, and would be wise to approach with caution any gestures on 

the part of those within institutions to research, assist, or collaborate, includmg in the project 



of developing activist settings as intentional learning communities. Rather than take up such a 

topic for further PhD research, this activist will more likely write further about activist 

community praxis as an activist insider outside the academy. With acknowledgements to 

graduate study for the inspiration, the next phase in this activist's research praxis will be further 

community-based action. 
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APPENDIX I: LETTER OF INTRODUCTION 

[Sent via ernail to each participant] 

Hello! 
I've recently read your thesis out of my own interest in the connections between activist/social 
change work and academic research. Your thesis illuminates some of your own thinking 
around related themes, and sparked more thinking for me. I hope you would be willing to 
speak with me about your own thinking about "activist scholarship" and how you see your 
own work as relating to activist scholarship. 

I'm a feminist activist and SFU grad student. I have, myself, cast about tryrng to find a focus 
for my research, and in the process have had to think about in what ways I might advance, and 
not compromise, my activist work while doing graduate study. In the end, I've decided to 
research that questioning process itselE what are the possibilities and problematics of applying 
graduate-level academic research as a strategy for progressive social change? 

It is my intention in my own thesis to analyze dissertations and theses that have taken up a 
critical methodology and/or progressive agenda and synthesize some of the difficulties and 
opportunities of activist scholarship at the graduate leveL I am especially interested in the ways 
other researchers expose their own struggle with the questions that have kept me up nights: 
xvn . w irai hxipci does my research have? in what ways, or at a& can a graduate thesis piay a roie in 
popular education and/or grassroots social change? What will it mean for my Academic Career 
if my research is about grassroots activists? Will I be "selling out" my grassroots activist self 
and community if I research grassroots activism for academic credit? Does anyone read these 
theses, anyway? 

Would you be willing to participate in a ddogue with me about these themes as part of my 
research? Like your work, I engage the principle of participatory, reflexive, accountable 
research. I'm intrigued by the possibility of having other researchers as my research "subjects" 
- I'm excited by what critique and suggestions you might have to offer to me and to what 
seems to be a burgeoning community of researchers trying to focus our work on promoting 
progressive social transformation. 

I hope we can arrange a time to me&- face-to-face, by phone, or to develop a &scussion over 
email. 

Sincerely, 
Jacqueline Gullion 
MA Candidate, Faculty of Education 
Simon Fraser University 



APPENDIX 11: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

[Interview questions to guide the dialogue with participants]. 

1. What was your relationship to activism at the time of your thesis research? 

2. Tell me about how your interest in your topic developed? 

3. What are you doing now? What was the path from what you were doing then until 
now? 

4. How has your academic work integrated other aspects of your life, particularly activist 
community involvement? 

5. What was a moment of greatest tension or struggle during your graduate research? 
What 'war stories' do you have as an activist in the academy? 

6. What role do you think academic research plays in advancing progressive soclal 
change? How has your thinking on this changed over time? What has effected this 
change? 




