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Introduction

Institutional Ethnography and Political
Activist Ethnography in Context

Agnieszka Doll, Laura Bisaillon, and Kevin Walby

How can research help produce knowledge for oppressed peoples, activism,
and social reform? This question forms the backbone of this edited collec-
tion. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed global problems related to deepening
social inequalities, environmental degradation, racial oppression, political
polarization, and right-wing nationalism. As activists strategize, build resist-
ance, and advance solidarity, they also make appeals for deeper relations
between academic researchers and those engaged in social movements and
for research that can enhance their struggle (Burnett and Ross 2020; Matthews
2020; Chattopadhyay, Wood, and Cox 2020). The body of work contained
between these covers contributes to these mobilizations by reporting on the
research results of political activist ethnographers and institutional ethnog-
raphers from Aotearoa (New Zealand), Bangladesh, Canada, Poland, and the
United States. These examples illustrate how activist-oriented researchers
have worked from places of struggle and produced practical guidance for
advancing social reform.

Political activist ethnography (PAE) is a form of critical materialist social
science inquiry closely related to institutional ethnography (IE): an approach
pioneered by Canadian sociologist Dorothy E. Smith in The Everyday World
as Problematic (1987). IE emerged from her involvement in feminist critique
and activism, whereas PAE evolved from the activist work of Canadian soci-
ologist George W. Smith (the same last name is a coincidence), active in
Canadian gay liberation and AIDS community work. They worked together
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and developed these approaches during their tenure as colleagues at the Uni-
versity of Toronto. IE examines how oppression is embedded and reproduced
in and through the social relations that organize institutions, focusing on how
texts mediate these relations. In the article “Political Activist as Ethnographer,”
George Smith (1990) builds on Dorothy Smith’s thinking to lay the foundation
for a new research strategy that he intends to be valuable for those involved
in social activism, which later comes to be known as political activist ethnog-
raphy (Frampton et al. 2006). This approach uses “political confrontation as an
ethnographic resource” (G. Smith 1990, 629), focusing on moments and places
of direct struggle to reveal how ruling regimes are organized so activists can
fight them. Yet for knowledge to be helpful for people in mobilizing against
those in power, it must be generated from the starting point of these people’s
position in the world, from their actualities and practices, and grounded in
their daily lives. PAE and IE thus adopt a “bottom-up” approach to inquiry
to produce knowledge for rather than about people—for activists, not about
activists. They both turn the power of ethnography against the ruling insti-
tution to create knowledge for those who are oppressed (Kinsman, chapter 2
in this volume). These properties are some of the most important that dis-
tinguish PAE and IE from other politically engaged ethnographies, such as
militant ethnographies (Lyon-Callo and Hyatt 2003; Shukatis and Graeber
2007), community-based participatory action research (Nichols, Griffith, and
McLarnon 2017), or critical ethnographies of political activism (Hansen 2021).

Hence, our volume has two main objectives. The first is to popular-
ize PAE as a research strategy for movements and mobilizations for social
change and justice. Inspired by Sociology for Changing the World (Frampton
et al. 2006), our collection illustrates a wide range of ways that researchers,
who are variously situated inside and outside academia, can take up PAE
or IE to produce knowledge that can be useful for activists in their pursuit
of direct struggle or social reform. Contributors to this book explore from
the bottom-up such topics as anti-poverty organizing, former prisoners’
re-entry into society, pro-environmental anti-fracking campaigns, left-inspired
think-tank development, non-governmental partnerships, state mental health
adjudications, and immigration medical services. They provide examples of
activist research as the sociology of confrontation and intervention and invite
other activists or activist scholars to further probe ways of understanding

the relationship among activism, research, and scientism. Such probing can
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open activist research to new possibilities as well as foster innovative ways of
doing PAE and IE.

The second objective is to challenge the traditional academic understand-
ing of what activist research is. George Smith writes that research can be
activism, and activism can be research (G. Smith 1990; Hurl and Klostermann
2019). This idea emphasizes the connection between politically grounded
research and activism and suggests that research (broadly understood and
practiced) can be a productive site of activist activity. Resistance is a political
act, and researching for resistance can be a political act. What becomes vis-
ible across the contributions in our volume is that dismantling the academic
activist divide is neither easy nor without dangers when academic research
standards start to colonize and substitute grassroots modes of doing research.
For example, this caveat becomes particularly visible in Aziz Choudry’s (chap-
ter 4) contribution when he points to how activism as research becomes
hierarchically organized and differently valued even in grassroots activism,
where academic research standards are adopted. These hierarchies can also
manifest subtly: through the resources and language we use to frame (Walsh,
chapter 10) and write up research, where we seek out and secure funding, or
in what strings are then attached to research monies (see Sirett, chapter 6).
Thus, this book provides practical insights into how PAE and IE can be used
in research for activism while raising questions about power relations in
academia.

Before we turn to the themes of this volume, we address some premises of
both IE and PAE to demonstrate their uniqueness as research strategies for
activists and social movements. Doing so will help establish common grounds
and vocabulary for readers, especially those new to IE and PAE. Given that
PAE requires an understanding of IE, it is essential to explore IE first.

Dorothy Smith and Social Inquiry

IE emerged from Dorothy Smith’s contestation of knowledge production
in academia and her activism in the context of education. She reflected on
a disjuncture experienced between the life she lived as a mother and the
social world of the academic sociologist, in which she engaged as a part of
her work. She observed that when sociologists impose an overly predeter-
mined theoretical framework for interpreting people’s lives, they restrict their
inquiry and the knowledge they produce from how actual lives are experienced
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(D. Smith 2007, 409). In such sociological theorizing, people “become the
object of investigation and explanation” instead of being treated as knowers
(D. Smith 2005, 22). Even methods developed as alternatives to traditional
social inquiry, such as feminist ones, can be guilty of these forms of theory-
based objectification. When knowledge has no connection to people’s actual
experiences, it holds little promise in helping them understand the origins of
the tensions and contradictions they encounter.

Working from the idea that “people must be viewed as experts on the
conditions of their own lives” (Walby 2013, 143), IE is committed to creat-
ing knowledge that can show where organizations erase the experiences of
the people they serve. Thus, IE proposes an alternative way of producing
sociological knowledge. For it to be relevant, sociology must ground itself in
knowledge produced and held directly by the knower. IE “begins with some
issues, concerns, or problems that are real for people and that are situated in
their relationship to an institutional order” (D. Smith 2005, 32). For instance,
Ellen Pence (2001), an advocate for women abused by their partners in the
United States, used her knowledge of advocacy for women with experiences
of gender violence to investigate how concerns about these women' safety dis-
appear during their abusers’ criminal processes. This example demonstrates
how people’s social experiences and material realities are a “ground zero of
the analysis” in IE (as well as in PAE) to understand how ruling relations and
ideological regimes organize those experiences (Campbell 2006, 91).

This is a sociology for people, as it aims to produce knowledge that will
help people understand how various institutions—such as law, health, educa-
tion, and social services—shape their lives and the difficulties they experience.
As IE proceeds “from where actual people are in their own lives, activities,
and experiences,” it does so “to open up relations and organizations that are,
in a sense, actually present in them [in these activities and experiences] but
not observable” (D. Smith 2006, 4; also see Luken and Vaughan 2021). In
this way, IE is a sociology not about people but for people. With such know-
ledge of how their lives are organized in a way that is oppressive, people
can know how and where to confront ruling regimes. Institutional ethnog-
raphers identify the social hierarchies, discourses, workplace procedures, and
administrative policies that configure and control people’s everyday world by
gathering and analyzing knowledge founded directly in their lived experiences
(Luken and Vaughan 2023; D. Smith and Griffith 2022). To instigate change,
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IE expands people’s knowledge by investigating and explicating how their
lives are socially organized.

For institutional ethnographers, ruling relations are objectified forms of
knowledge and coordinated forms of social organization (D. Smith 2005, 227;
Luken and Vaughan 2021). They are translocal or coordinated across time, and
their “objectivity” relies on the ability to abstract, categorize, standardize,
and administer. Ruling relations depend on the circulation and reproduction
of texts (written, printed, electronic, video, and audio) and their standardizing
messages. Textually mediated forms of social organization have dominated
for the last two hundred years (D. Smith 2005, 227). Dorothy Smith
developed the concept of textually mediated social organization “to express the
notion that engagement with texts concerts and coordinates people’s actions”
(Campbell and Gregor 2004, 29). Abstracting, standardizing, and generalizing
are inherent outcomes of working with institutional texts such as forms, poli-
cies, guidelines, and reports. She refers to these textually mediated processes
as “conceptual practices of power” that are not “neutral” and do not produce
“neutral” consequences (D. Smith 1990, 2005).

When people’s lives are packaged into categories, abstractions, and gen-
eralizations, the embodied disappears under institutional categories and
terminology. These social relations of knowledge production reflect and
reinforce dominant power structures (D. Smith 1990). Those practices can be
seen vividly in Gary Kinsman’s (chapter 2) illustration of how sorting people
who are recipients of public welfare programs into institutional categories
precludes some people from accessing benefits needed for their survival
and reinforces divisions among different categories of recipients of disabil-
ity assistance. Some people are subsequently ordered as the “deserving” or
“undeserving” poor. Indeed, those categories and, more broadly, ruling rela-
tions govern and organize institutional encounters between those invested
with power to “serve” and those who are “served.” For those who “serve” (as
an extension of various institutions such as the criminal system, social welfare,
health, or immigration services), people become expressions of organizational
categories, which are naturalized, divorcing institutional actions from the
priorities and needs of people these institutions serve (see Deveau, chapter 3;
Bisaillon, chapter 7; and Doll, chapter 9).
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George Smith and Social Reform: Political Activist
Ethnography

Because of the potential for change at the level of bureaucracies and agencies,
IE has appealed to practitioners and is used by frontline workers in various
bureaucratic milieus. George Smith’s PAE provides a more specific ground-
ing for activists and social movements. This is an activist subfield of IE that
was given the name “political activist ethnography” in the edited volume
entitled Sociology for Changing the World (Frampton et al. 2006). PAE projects
maintain the commitments of IE while proposing an approach to research
that intends to produce knowledge for activists based on their struggles
(Bisaillon 2012, 617; 2020; 2022). The development of PAE stemmed from
George Smith’s activist and research work. During the 1980s, he studied
criminal justice and medical regimes’ organization to benefit those who, like
himself, were involved in direct action and other forms of organizing.

Smith’s early work on policing gay men in Toronto explored how politico-
ideological ruling regimes socially organized the policing of sexual activities
in public bathhouses. He described how the Canadian Criminal Code pro-
visions and legal documents organized the police’s documenting practices.
He read these texts for the social organization of the mandated course of
action and evidence gathering for the bawdyhouse-related offences that con-
verted sexual conduct into criminal activity. He provided a basis for activists
to focus on Criminal Code changes instead of individual police officers’ out-
reach and education. Smith was also involved as a member and researcher of
a community-based activist group from Toronto—AIDS ACTION NOW!—to
contest “government and medical inaction around HIV/AIDS in the 1980s”
(AIDS Activist History Project, n.d.). His study revealed how the lack of
mandate and infrastructure for delivering experimental drugs to people with
AIDS produced institutional absences in that case (AIDS Activist History
Project, n.d.).

One of the political commitments that George Smith carried forward
as an institutional ethnographer doing activist work is embodied and situ-
ated research. He and other political activist ethnographers assert that only
research grounded in the actualities of activists engaged in a political struggle
can enable an understanding of how activist struggle is socially organized
(Kinsman, chapter 2). PAE starts with activists’ experiences and adopts a
standpoint of people making change, working from that site to understand
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how the struggle is organized to enable strategic next steps in activism. In
other words, it “interrogates institutional relations from the vantage point
of social movements that confront them and maps out the social relations of
the struggle facing these movements so they can grasp how to transform the
relations they find themselves fighting” (Kinsman in Bisaillon 2012, 617).
Confrontations with the state can be seen as an entry point to explore how
government, domestic and transnational capital, and other extra-local forces
socially organize power, as manifested through the work in this book. By
conceptualizing, harnessing, and mobilizing confrontation, including direct
action tactics, and researching ruling regimes, activist researchers can under-
stand how they operate and then how to resist them.

During blockades and protests, intentional disruptions of the political and
economic order can expose ruling practices against which activists struggle.
By analyzing moments of confrontation and the disruptions that they trig-
ger, activists and researchers can piece together how power operates. Such
research can equip those on the frontlines of contestation “with a more direct
orientation towards social change” (AIDS Activist History Project, n.d.), as
PAE investigates observable rather than abstract cases of ruling. PAE can help
to train social movements and activists to identify and act on the ways that
their thinking and actions are socially organized and to use these insights to
achieve specific change.

Furthermore, a political activist ethnographer would reject abstract con-
ceptual explanations or speculative accounts of why and how things seem
to happen as they do. According to some gay rights activists in the 1980s,
the explanation for why gay men in bathhouses in downtown Toronto were
arrested was that “police are homophobic” (G. Smith 1990). Yet such an
explanation provided activists with little understanding of how and where to
proceed with activism. It requires that a researcher make a shift from what
George Smith (1990, 633) describes as a “generalized world of conceptual and
theoretical explanations to the concrete, sensuous world of people’s actual
practices and activities” While police officers might well have been homo-
phobic, the point is to understand ruling and know where to intervene to
mitigate harm; speculative explanations are not helpful because they do not
address how oppression happens through mundane policing practices. It is
crucial to reveal the specificities of how ruling happens in the work of police
officers, for example. When directed at agencies, activism must be grounded
in a detailed understanding of how these agencies operate, including their
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internal operations, external interactions, assumptions, and goals that guide
their priorities and actions. Before activists can modify institutions, they “must
be able to see how they are put together in time, and this means explicating
text-mediated, trans-local relations as accomplished by people in particular
local sites and seeing how they are hooked (and objectified) into larger organ-
izational processes” (Dobson 2001, 154). Political activist research can unpack
these practices and the ruling relations that govern them.

Lastly, while it is vital to critique the ruling regimes that activists face,
activists must understand the ruling regimes that organize their work
to resist them. Hussey (2012) argues that neither activists nor social move-
ments are immune from being governed by ruling relations. Activists may
have their perspectives embedded in the officialdom of a particular organ-
ization. Focusing on his personal involvement in fair trade anti-sweatshop
lobbying in Vancouver, British Columbia, he advances the idea that activist
projects can hook activists into institutional regimes and officially authorized
forms of knowledge. While activists might be able to challenge some ruling
perspectives and confront ruling regimes, these are the same relations that
organize their work priorities and those of the movements with which they
are aligned. Grassroots activists can take up this line of thinking when
it comes time to decide whether or on what conditions to acquiesce to or resist
a movement’s priorities. Further, it offers new knowledge for activists about
managing tensions between grassroots activists and movement institutions.

This brings us to the practice of PAE and its relationship to research.

Practicing Political Activist Ethnography

PAE is by no means a one-size-fits-all approach to activist inquiry. It is open-
ended in terms of research directions and is guided by research problematics
that emerge from the everyday realities of activists and social movements. It
offers an opportunity for methodological flexibility to deal with an unexpected
scale and complexity of data.

The authors of the chapters ahead ask questions about the social organ-
ization of the following: mobilizing in the interest of poor people, prisoners’
re-entry into society, troubling results of practices in the fracking industry,
envisioning left-leaning think tanks, partnerships between government and
civil society groups, mental health law for psychiatric patients, medical

and administrative decision-making in immigration systems, and activist
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scholarship inside and outside the academy. Below, we outline some unifying
empirical, conceptual, and methodological interventions that this text makes

to activist struggle and research.

Activist Research Inside/Outside Academia

In this volume, one thing the authors do is share activist research that informs
their advocacy. The work of A. J. Withers (chapter 1), Gary Kinsman (chap-
ter 2), Jean Louis Deveau (chapter 3), the late Aziz Choudry (chapter 4), and
Sue Bradford (chapter 5) is representative of this outside-of-academia trajec-
tory that began in these authors’ prior experiences of doing activist work.
Withers and Kinsman are both political activist ethnographers. They use their
experience working with the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty to illustrate
on-the-ground strategies that activists employ in their work. Kinsman dis-
cusses the value of conceptualizing direct action and direct support work as
valuable sources of data and shows how research that goes into mobilizing
allows activists to focus on and prepare for future interventions. Withers points
to how figuring out questions, requesting documents, and reviewing them
informed the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty’s actions. Choudry, as well,
was an activist before becoming an academic, and his work explores activist
researchers, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and people’s organiz-
ing that evolve in activist milieus off the university campus. He problematizes a
hierarchy of knowledge that locates activist grassroots organizations’ research
on alower rung than the projects carried out by academics and persons within
NGOs. He calls for the recognition of intellectual work done by activists to
dislocate the idea that research education, training, and mentorship are within
the exclusive purview of the university. Grounded in collective efforts with his
activist colleagues, Deveau has penned a narrative about how anti-fracking
activism happened across time and place. He analyzes how a New Brunswick
coalition to which he belonged opposed the growth of the shale gas industry
and its intensification by mobilizing specific types of scientific knowledge in
distinct ways. Bradford arrived at her problematic from her long-term engage-
ment as a left-leaning activist in Aotearoa (New Zealand). Her chapter is a
compelling analysis of the absence of a left-wing think tank, and her work
offers ideas about how to develop such a community of practice.

Examples of activist research that started inside academia are showcased

in the chapters by Erin Sirett (chapter 6), Laura Bisaillon (chapter 7), Megan
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Welsh Carroll (chapter 8), and Agnieszka Doll (chapter 9). Welsh Carroll
developed an IE-infused advocacy orientation to explore the work involved
for incarcerated women exiting prison and re-entering dominant society. She
accompanied her participants to administrative appointments in various gov-
ernmental offices, learning alongside them how women needed to advocate in
their subjective interests to get social and legal entitlements. She has presented
an approach to fieldwork that infiltrates institutional sites of oppression to
challenge them. Doll’s research into the social organization of involuntary
admission in Poland was motivated by the procedural and practical inad-
equacy she observed as a lawyer. She explores the social organization of the
involuntary admission procedure that keeps admittees silent despite their legal
right to participate in their admission’s legal adjudication and contest it. Sirett
used IE to explore the social relations that organized a connection between
the Bangladeshi grassroots organization and Canadian non-governmental
organization’s partnership along with textually mediated rulings by funding
agencies. Bisaillon blends IE and PAE to investigate the social organization of
the Canadian immigration system’s medical program from the standpoint
of people with HIV as they apply for permanent residency, making empirically
supported recommendations for institutional reform. In these studies, advo-
cacy occurs directly within the context of the authors’ research or research
is done to interrogate policy so activists and social movements can adjust
their strategy.

These accounts of organizing and activism further complicate the aca-
demic activist divide constructed in university disciplines and reveal its limits
when applied to politically engaged research undertaken from inside and out-
side academia. Authors in this volume also bring to our attention the fact that
academic standards of validity do not resonate with how activists understand
knowledge. According to Kinsman, the defining criterion for successful activ-
ist research is whether it provides a foundation for organizing based on an
analysis of how ruling relations are organized. This is a much higher test than
in regular academic research, since the direction of people’s struggles depends
on it. Choudry raises an essential question of whether knowledge is only
valued if people with qualifications and status produce it in specific institu-
tional settings. He rightly observes that the subjugation of activist knowledge,
specifically grassroots activists, not only is happening in academia but also
penetrates social movements themselves. For more professionalized NGOs,
grassroots knowledge production may be seen as invalid when the former
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internalizes the conception of a professional researcher as an expert and of

academic research standards (see chapter 10 by Walsh).

Means, Methods, and Modes of Inquiry

PAE’s methodological flexibility also enables it to deal with an unexpected
scale and complexity of data. Yet by no means are PAE and IE one-size-fits-
all approaches to inquiry. This volume showcases PAE and advocacy-infused
IE projects’ diversity in the methods and modes that researchers deploy to
produce activist knowledge. While some contributors adhere to the meth-
odological guidance of PAE and IE, others adapt these to fit their research
needs. Kinsman and Deveau (chapters 2 and 3, respectively) use direct action
as activist research, such as occupying decision-makers’ offices, protesting
in and outside buildings, participating in and disrupting consultation meet-
ings, and bringing crowds to official meetings to pressure those in power to
make concessions or implement change. An intentional disruption of the
social order by an academic activist (“breaching” project) can help reveal
the social organization of a ruling practice that activists struggle against and
produce knowledge grounded in the actualities of their everyday struggles.

Frontline support work is another form of research for activism and
social movements in which researchers may want to engage in deriving the
benefits of direct experiential knowledge. It can involve taking on the griev-
ances of individuals living in poverty as group grievances, accompanying
people to appointments with social assistance workers to apply pressure,
or writing letters (Withers, chapter 1; Kinsman, chapter 2; Welsh Carroll,
chapter 8). Welsh Carroll volunteered for a community-based organization
working with formerly incarcerated women to learn how the post-carceral
reintegration system operates from the standpoint of women subjected to it.
Seeing the limited resources of community-based providers at their disposal,
she filled this gap by providing day-to-day services, such as driving women
to appointments, supporting them psychologically and emotionally, and keep-
ing them calm when they were frustrated with the treatment received from
service institutions. She also mapped “moments of confrontations” as they
appeared in the interactions between women and people working in social
assistance agencies. Welsh Carroll might not have had the opportunity to
pinpoint and analyze these points of rupture if not for this support work. Yet

what seems to make sense in one activist context may not migrate so well
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into another context, or the work might need to take a different form. While
Kinsman, in alliance with the Sudbury Coalition Against Poverty, and Welsh
Carroll both were working on the side of dispossessed people in the hopes of
availing them of services, Kinsman and colleagues took their intervention a
step further by “applying pressure through mobilizing people”

Contributors also read institutional texts critically to learn about insti-
tutional processes to map ideological accounts and ruling relations. Deveau
discusses his provincial government’s fracking policy and its observable
consequences. His meticulous reading of changes to policy and subsequent
analyses shaped how he and his colleagues proceeded to resist. He describes
how reports that he and his colleagues presented through the government’s
public consultation exercise on fracking were subsumed by officially com-
missioned reports about the consultation process. Doll reads professional
and research regulations to understand how they work together to limit the
extent to which direct intervention was permissible. Sirett reads documents
for organizing the partnership between two activist NGOs, while Bisaillon
engaged with documents on immigration HIV testing for how they compel
contract physicians to become state agents rather than care providers. More-
over Kinsman’s and Deveau’s chapters illustrate how activists can apply a
strategy coined by George Smith as “document and demonstrate,” bringing
together analysis and writing texts with direct action to pressure those in
power to respond to activists’ demands expressed in texts.

Furthermore, a contribution of this volume is the emphasis on mapping
social relations and even movements. For Kinsman, mapping is a part of
PAE—informing its theorizing and practice. Welsh Carroll visualizes macro-
social maps of economic, political, legal, and social relations that organize
formerly incarcerated women's access to resources. She argues that such maps
bring into view multiple opportunities for action and can be a resource for
prison activist organizations that help them focus on policy change and
for advocates or workers to call for resources to aid the re-entry work of their
clients. Mapping can also help debunk the myth that those hurdles are people’s
fault, as it makes institutional causes visible (Kinsman 2011a, 2011b; Doll and
Walby 2019). While perplexed by the absence of formalized left-wing activism
in her home country, New Zealand, Bradford uses her research to explore and
map the feasibility of formalizing left-wing activism by establishing a major
left-wing think tank. Our contributors also showcase how to use mapping in
the context of Hussey’s (2012) idea of extended PAE. Here, mapping involves
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tracing not only the ruling relations against which these movements fight
but also those that contain resistance and shape movement capacities both
positively and negatively. Such an “inside-in” mapping can help activists locate
themselves within the web of relations, identify weak links, and find ways to
forge alliances to advance political goals.

Lastly, this collection complicates the binaries between knowledge produc-
tion and knowledge mobilization. Many of the chapters bring into view the
relationship between knowledge production and knowledge mobilization in
the context of political activist ethnographies and IE-infused advocacy pro-
jects. Activist research is an ongoing process, not like a traditional academic
modelling of research projects. This again points to the fact that activism and
research remain in a dynamic and reflexive relation, and this is explored across
the chapters when the authors showcase the diversity of approaches in IE and
PAE toward the mobilization of knowledge for the sake of social struggle.

Conclusion

As readers engage with the material presented in this collection, they will
notice multiple tensions that authors bring to the forefront as well as those
that emerge across chapters. Multiple tensions emerge from within the auth-
ors experiences of doing their PAE and advocacy-inspired IE research. These
tensions vary from how to read state documents and interpret technical “state
speak” (Kinsman, chapter 2) to how to navigate ethical dilemmas (Doll, chap-
ter 9) and write in a way that is accessible to activists. One of the tensions
spanning across the chapters is between activism and professionalism. In
IE, tensions, specifically those between lived experience and institutional
accounts, are considered a productive site for launching an investigation into
ruling relations. Likewise, in the context of this collection, tensions speak
to the complicated project of producing research for activism by researchers
who are variously located and the need to recognize their inherent challenges
and limits.

On that note, we acknowledge the limitations of this project, specifically in
terms of its lack of engagement with more recent social movements, such as
Black Lives Matter, Strike for Climate Change, and others that rose to prom-
inence in recent years. Indeed, this book project came into being in 2014, and
then the chapters were solicited. Hence, the chapters stand as artifacts of their

time in terms of a conversation about social issues and activist mobilization.
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Nonetheless, we hope that this collection will advance the practice of PAE and
advocacy-infused IE and inspire a new generation of political and institutional
ethnographers to use the tools of those sociologies for social change.
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Part 1
Direct Action

The Sociology of Confrontation

These chapters demonstrate how research and activism are reflexively related
to work in and for social movements. We begin the first section with A. J.
Withers’s chapter, “Don’t Study Us—Study Them’: Political Activist Ethnog-
raphy and Activist Ethics in Practice,” which provides an explanation of PAE
from the standpoint of the anti-poverty organizer. Withers offers a reflective
account of the features and practices of PAE, particularly those that pertain
to the intersections of ethics and activist research. They developed a unique
approach to ethics as a part of their PAE research following the principles of
accountability, utility, accessibility, reciprocity, and reflexivity. In practice, it
meant that the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty directly oversaw Withers’s
research, and its members and the organization itself were to be the primary
beneficiaries of the results. Withers notes that these ethical “principles are not
discrete pillars; they are interwoven in multiple ways—like a net” and should
be considered an integral part of PAE practice and ethics.

Gary Kinsman’s chapter, “Direct Action as Political Activist Ethnography:
Activist Research in the Sudbury Coalition Against Poverty;” explores direct
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action tactics as a form of activist research. Drawing on his activist organizing
with the Sudbury Coalition Against Poverty, an anti-poverty organization, he
illustrates new ways that direct action can be used to yield valuable knowledge
about ruling relations.

>«

Jean Louis Deveau’s “Looking into the Mouth of Premier David Alward’s
Trojan Horse: Responsible Environmental Management of Shale Gas in New
Brunswick, Canada” explores research-activist work in community mobiliz-
ation against the fracking industry in New Brunswick. He demonstrates how
the then provincial government created an ideological concept of “responsible
environment management” that allowed the government to bypass public
consultation and enable extraction and drilling for shale gas.

The late Aziz Choudry’s “Research from the Ground Up: Reflections
on Activist Research Practice and Political Activist Ethnography” problema-
tizes the idea of activist knowledge production to point to hierarchical power
relations. He explores how activist knowledge undergoes subjugation, arguing
that a certain kind of activist knowledge occurs in activism and organizing.
He concludes that not all activist knowledge and research are equally valued
and that this devaluation of knowledge and research of smaller grassroots
organizations is a serious problem. This problem can stem from the profes-
sionalization of activism.

20 Direct Action
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1 “Don’t Study Us—Study Them?”

Political Activist Ethnography and
Activist Ethics in Practice

A. J. Withers

I came into academia after a long history of social justice organizing and
encountering multiple people conducting research on activists, social
movement organizations, and social justice movements. I have found that
researchers tend to take a lot of time out of activists’ lives and give very little
back. Academics, especially graduate students, often articulate a desire to
make an important political intervention to benefit social movements. In the
end, however, there is usually a long and inaccessible thesis or dissertation
of which the people and the organization that contributed might never see a
copy. This type of work commonly goes on to benefit the career of the author
but not the movement or those of us who are part of it. Indeed, Croteau
(2005) says, “Becoming an academic to support social movements is akin
to launching a space program to develop a pen that writes upside down.
At best, it is a circuitous route that is surely not the most eflicient way of
realizing this goal” (20). I cannot say how many times I have heard people I
organize with in anti-poverty circles say something to the effect of “don’t study
us—study them—study something that will be useful to us.” Political activist
ethnography (PAE) helped me “study them” while “looking at us and from
our perspective” to help “us” be more effective in the struggle for social justice.

I worked as an anti-poverty organizer with a group called the Ontario
Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP) for many years. OCAP was “a direct-
action based anti-poverty organization formed in 1990 and disbanded 33 years
later, in 2023. OCAP [was] based in Toronto but work[ed] on issues that

21

https://doi.org/10.15215/aupress/9781771993982.01



affect people across the province and are in solidarity with similar movements
across the country and around the world” (OCAP, n.d.). I joined OCAP in
2000 and have been a paid organizer and served many terms as a member
of its executive committee. My recent project examined ruling relations and
the social relations of struggle from the standpoint of OCAP. With PAE as
my central theoretical framework and methodological approach, I conducted
field research, interviews, and textual analysis of city and organizational docu-
ments. I focused on OCAP’s homelessness campaigns: a campaign to stop
the criminalization of unhoused people in a public park by private security, a
campaign to increase access to a social assistance benefit for people in need of
emergency housing, and a campaign to increase the number and improve the
conditions of emergency shelter beds. My findings demonstrated the active
and ongoing research and theorization that anti-poverty activists engage in
as well as the practices of delegitimization—excluding critique, testimonial
injustice, and epistemic violence—that ruling relations engage in to counter
activist research and theory. While the city of Toronto worked to contain
homelessness organizing in Toronto and deployed numerous demobiliza-
tion tactics to do so, each campaign was fully or partially successful. These
victories were secured by anti-poverty activists through the use (or threat) of
direct action tactics, showing poor people’s organizing can be effective even
in periods of neoliberal retrenchment.

PAE offered me, and offers other activists and scholars, a theoretical and
methodological framework to do this work. As an organizer, I wanted to
better understand my own work and how it fit into and impacted the world.
In this chapter, I will discuss the ways that PAE provides a useful alternative
to normative scholarly social movement theory and the activist ethical frame-
work I developed to implement PAE fully and justly in my own organization.

Political Activist Ethnography as a Theory/Method

When I started getting ready to do my research, I set out to read every
academic text that had been written about OCAP. I came across a chapter
written by one of OCAP’s founders, John Clarke (2006). In “Researching for
Resistance: OCAP, Housing Struggles and Activist Research,” Clarke says
social justice organizations like OCAP “need a generalized understanding
and detailed knowledge of what they are up against” (132). Nowhere does he
say that we need more studies of social justice organizations. Clarke’s chapter
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is in Sociology for Changing the World: Social Movements / Social Research,
edited by Frampton et al. (2006c¢), the only book about PAE—until now. And
the chapter after Clarke’s is Gary Kinsman’s (2006) “Mapping Social Relations
of Struggle: Activism, Ethnography, Social Organization.” I knew Gary from
my work in OCAP; he was an organizer with the Sudbury Coalition Against
Poverty, so I took the time to read his chapter. As I read it and then the short,
accessible section introductions by the four editors, including Kinsman, I felt
excited and relieved. This was my way out from under the mainstream body
of sociological movement theory that is largely irrelevant to social movements
(Bevington and Dixon 2005; Flacks 2004). PAE would let me show OCAP’s
work but not with the aim of simply learning about OCAP—rather, with the
aim of supporting it and other social justice movements.

PAE was founded by George Smith (1990) and emerged out of and in
response to institutional ethnography (IE), which was developed by Dorothy
Smith (e.g., 1987, 1990, 1999). One can’t understand PAE without understand-
ing some of the theory behind IE. I couldn’t do PAE without turning to IE
because there were so few examples of PAE. Drawing on Dorothy Smith’s
work, George Smith, who was a gay liberation activist, developed PAE, which
uses basic IE approaches to conduct research within activist movements and
to assist movements. George Smith (1990) argues that IE “provid[es] a ground-
work for grass-roots political action; not only because, as a matter of method,
it begins from the standpoint of those outside of ruling regimes, but because its
analysis is directed at empirically determining how such regimes work—that
is, how they are socially organized” (631).

PAE draws heavily from IE. Its key extensions are with respect to the
role of the author and the purpose of the research. Here, the researcher
is an activist doing work with a group they have an ongoing relationship
with, and the research is intended to contribute to the social movement of
which the activist/researcher is a part. Frampton et al. (2006b) explain, “One
of the central propositions of political activist ethnography is that, through
confrontations with ruling regimes, activists are able to uncover aspects of
their social organization. Through an analysis of the institutional relations
movements are up against, more effective forms of activism can be developed”
(3). This is a materialist framework and methodology that understands ruling
relations as something that “we actively produce” (Frampton et al. 2006a, 256)
and, therefore, as something we can change. Dorothy Smith (1990) observes,
from her reading of Marx, that society is not a thing; it is “relations and
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processes that arise in and only in the actual activities of actual people. Society,
therefore, happens” (34). Drawing on this, Frampton et al. (2006a) say there
is “therefore [a] need to abandon the language of ‘systems’ and ‘structures’
They get in the way of the work of recovering social practices, relations, and
organization, and impede our social struggles” (256). Scholars and activists
are inclined to reify (make to seem real by extracting the social relations)
and objectity social relations and their consequences, what Dorothy Smith
(2001) calls “blob-ontology” (166). Ruling relations and things like oppression,
capitalism, and colonialism, for example, are not leviathans that we must
fight but cannot necessarily locate—they are the result of human interactions,
and they are under human control. As a social justice organizer, I have found
this ontological observation to be significant both for my research and for
organizing work. The target for change is not a far-off yet ever-present set of
interlocked systems; it is human actions of which we are a part and that we
can resist and change.

Getting Ready: Standpoint, Subjectivity/Objective,
Inside/Outside

George Smith (1990) envisioned a standpoint for PAE not based on the experi-
ence of being part of an oppressed group but based in activity—being an
activist who is already within the organizations or movements that one is
researching (also see Hussey 2012). I took on the standpoint of a member of
OCAP, which I was. George Smith took on the standpoint of a gay activist
who was part of a group doing work to make social change, which he was.
Hussey (2012) says “the details” of each activist standpoint “are case specific”
(3). This is an important distinction between PAE and IE (although sometimes
PAE scholars use standpoint following Dorothy Smith’s IE; see Ng 2006).’
Approaching my research from the standpoint of an OCAP member
allowed me to reject the ideology of objective sociology and generalizabil-
ity typical of mainstream social movement theory (D. Smith 1987; G. Smith
1990). At the same time, PAE and IE avoid the pitfalls of relativism because

1 I have written elsewhere (Withers 2020) about some of the difficulties I have with
standpoint as it is used in IE and how it can lead to epistemic and colonial violence.
Taking up the standpoint of an activist, rather than the standpoint of a member of an
oppressed group of which one is not a part, resolves these issues.
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the methodology does not simply produce situated subjective knowledge that
is only applicable to isolated situations. Rather, they allow for the piecing
together of the ruling relations that dominate and organize social relations. As
such, the problems of objectivity and generalizability within social movement
theory, and scholarship in general, can be addressed while still producing
meaningful and useful knowledge. Further, rather than pretending to be
objective, PAE is actively oriented toward supporting social justice and social
change. IE and PAE focus on “explicat[ing] ruling relations that organize and
coordinate”; therefore, generalizability “relies on discovery and demonstration
of how ruling relations exist in and across many local settings” (Campbell
and Gregor 2002, 89). The researcher works to uncover “social processes that
have generalized effects” and/or “institutional processes [that] may produce
similarities of experience” across space and time (DeVault and McCoy 2012,
382). Within these frameworks/methodologies, knowledge about ruling rela-
tions (or the social relations of struggle) is uncovered, and that can contribute
to broader understandings of ruling relations generally. Therefore, what my
research uncovers about the tactics that ruling relations use to demobilize
shelter struggles in Toronto could be applied to and built on by climate jus-
tice activists in Tokyo. In this approach, each movement or organization that
research is produced about from within can help piece together a part of a
broader map of ruling relations—some findings will create new knowledge,
while others will reinforce understandings of these relations.

Also, unlike most social movement researchers, I, like other political
activist ethnographers, am an “insider” researcher because I am a part of the
movement that I am researching. Being a member of the group that one is
engaging in interviews and doing field research with can be an opportunity
and a limitation. Because I am embedded in this community, I am invested in
maintaining relationships and being non-exploitative. I may be more driven to
act ethically than other researchers because of my connections with the people
being researched. Further, Oakley (1981) argues that qualitative interviews
are the most fruitful when there is a relationship between the interviewer
and the interviewee.

There is a difference between being inside or outside an organization and
being inside and outside of ruling relations for activists. Kinsman (2006, 143)
challenges these divisions: “While we may be in rupture with ruling relations
on one front, we may be fully inside ruling relations on another” Kinsman
calls on us to reject simplistic understandings of insider and outsider and
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grapple with the complexities of the ways in which we both are subjected
to and benefit from ruling relations. Consequently, a PAE approach calls on
researchers to “explod[e] the inside/outside binary” (Frampton et al. 20064,
247). Some researchers claim innocence from complicity in oppression as
“insiders” in oppressed communities. This negates both the diversity within
communities and everyone’s participation—no matter how reluctant in insti-
tutional relations. This offering from political activist ethnographers is an
important one in thinking about how researchers relate to their research. It
requires ongoing reflexivity and does not provide the space for insiders to
absolve themselves of oppressive actions because they are “insiders”

Putting Political Activist Ethnography into Practice

George Smith developed PAE for researchers who were working from the
standpoint of social justice movements to do research “with a view to helping
them change it” (1990, 629). However, simply having such a view is not suf-
ficient. Indeed, every researcher who came along and studied “us” instead of
“them” also, I'm sure, wanted to support social justice movements—including
those who have caused harm conducting their research. Many people have
enacted violence with the aim of helping make the world better and in the
name of progressive or radical social change (see Chapman and Withers 2019).

For my own practice of PAE, I needed to establish clear activist research
ethics because George Smith did not provide an ethical framework, and
academic institutional ethics are inadequate. Academic institutional ethical
review boards have been criticized for prioritizing “sav[ing] face, minimiz[ing]
liability, and prevent[ing] offense” (Nichols 2015, 9). There can also be direct
conflicts between academic and activist ethics (for example, what information
should be provided to the state, if any, and at what point; see Bevington and
Dixon 2005). These bodies are, therefore, fundamentally insufficient ethical
guides for activist research.

Further, social movements, in general, and OCAP, in specific, are distrust-
tul of researchers (Greene 2006). I had this access to OCAP because of my
relationship with OCAP. T had established a significant amount of trust with
people in the organization as both a volunteer and a former paid organizer.
It was politically important to me, in terms of my responsibility to OCAP,
not only to act in ethical ways but also to be understood as acting in ethically
sound ways. This was also personally important to me, as many people in
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OCAP were my dear friends, and my political reputation would be deeply
impacted by this project. So, in addition to institutional ethics, I developed
my own set of ethics, or guiding principles, to hold me to a social justice
movement ethic that was transparent and accountable. The activist research
ethical principles that I developed to both guide and ground my PAE work
are accountability, utility, accessibility, reciprocity, and reflexivity.

Accountability

The first guiding principle of my research is accountability, which did more
than require that there was a mechanism in place to ensure that there was
recourse available if I behaved unethically. I worked to establish a form of
“dual accountability” (Cancain 1993, 94): accountability to both the academy
and the community. In addition to approval from York University’s Office
of Research Ethics, OCAP and I established a Research Steering Commit-
tee (RSC) that was made up of people chosen by OCAP. It was the RSC’s
responsibility to supervise my work and research. I could go to them with
concerns or questions that I had, and OCAP members could also go to them
with any concerns they had that they did not wish to bring to me directly. The
committee was composed of five people. It reviewed my dissertation proposal
and provided feedback about and approved my informed consent forms and
ethics protocols. The OCAP research committee also helped me transition
into the role of an OCAP Organizer. When I revised my dissertation into
a book—Fight to Win: Inside Poor People’s Organizing (Withers 2021)—the
committee reformed and read through multiple drafts of the text.

The committee and I established several internal protocols for my research
relationship with OCAP. If I violated these parameters, OCAP could with-
draw its consent for the study (although the research was done with full, free,
and informed consent, and OCAP could withdraw its consent at any point—
even if I didn't violate these parameters). Of course, if the RSC felt I violated our
agreement, it could put other restrictions on me (these would not necessarily be
limited to my research but could include my membership in the organization). It
was agreed that I would not report on the internal workings of general member-
ship or executive committee meetings so members felt they could speak freely.

Academic research has a long track record of exploitation and appro-
priation of social justice movement knowledge (Chesters 2012; Dixon 2014;
Kinsman 2006). So OCAP could take the risk in participating, I agreed I
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would not present anything in my research that caused harm to OCAP. This
was always what I believed going into the project. It is what I told each mem-
ber of my academic supervisory committee when I asked them if they would
be part of my committee. I wanted to understand ruling relations and what
makes OCAP more effective; I did not want to cause damage to OCAP or the
movement. In practice, it can be daunting to hold that principle collectively
and make that determination collectively.

Utility

Secondly, I wanted my work to be useful. Bevington and Dixon (2005) put out
a call for those engaged in researching and writing about social movements
to produce “theory that is useful and accountable to movements,” which “can
inform and assist movements” (186). Utility activates a different ethical stan-
dard and motivation than typical academic research that is simply focused on
producing knowledge. Utility is something that George Smith makes clear that
PAE was developed for. I felt like it was important to forefront this for myself
and for the folks I was working with, so I articulated utility as one of my five
core guiding ethics. I believe that my finished project was useful and have
gotten that feedback from some of the activists who have read it. I published
my research in a book with a left-wing press (rather than an academic one)
to make it more available to activists so it can be more useful. Much of the
question of utility was also addressed through the next two activist principles:
accessibility and reciprocity.

Accessibility

If one cannot access the text, it is not useful—regardless of the importance or
urgency of the knowledge within it—and I cannot easily be held accountable if
people cannot read it. Accessibility was an especially integral ethical principle
because I was working with a poor people’s organization. While many activists
engage with theory, even when it is academically written and less accessible
(Bevington and Dixon 2005), this can still be a significant barrier. Those activ-
ists who are the least likely to find academic texts accessible are also more
likely members of oppressed groups: particularly poor and working-class
people who cannot afford postsecondary education, people with intellectual
disabilities, and migrants who do not know English well. This works to con-
tinue the concentration of knowledge among people who are already exalted
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in movements, maintaining the oppressive relations it wishes to overthrow.
Issues of accessibility are indeed core issues and key to ensuring legitimate
and meaningful social justice research ethics. I wrote my dissertation using
relatively accessible language and included a plain(er) language summary and

glossary to make my work more accessible.

Reciprocity

Also strongly linked to utility, reciprocity is a principle that demands more
than an extractive research practice. Reciprocal research is a “collaborative
research process [that] becomes an ongoing and dynamic form of giving back
in itself” (Driver and Higgins 2014, 1). This means that researchers must think
beyond the finished product as their contribution back to the movement and
engage in thinking meaningfully about what reciprocity means for the people,
organizations, and movements about which they write.

Many well-intentioned activists have made, or attempted to make, “inter-
ventions into the movement” through academic texts that many activists I
know, including myself, have never read. That is why I began my research
with the assumption that my actual dissertation would not be useful at all. I felt
that I had to attempt to design a research project that would contribute to my
community more than I was taking out of it by doing the research—through
the process, not the final project. My shift in thinking about non-extractive,
reciprocal research absent a final project is what called upon me to do field
research and helped me formulate the parameters in which I would conduct
it. I worked as an unpaid OCAP Organizer for my field research. I had, about
ten years previously, filled this role in a paid capacity.

Organizers are constantly strategizing about how to be more effective;
PAE also aims to make social movements more effective. Consequently, my
conversational engagement with members and allies about the work we were
doing, about strategy and evaluation, was often what Eric Mykhalovskiy calls
“confirmation or correction” of my analysis (as quoted in DeVault and McCoy
2006, 23). This also meant I was checking in and checking back in with OCAP
members about my analysis—something that took their time and energy
(even if these conversations were interesting or engaging to them). So, while I
intended for my field research to be a giving method, it would be naive for me
to imagine my role as organizer-researcher as a straightforward contribution.

Researchers are always extracting, always taking.
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Initially, I intended to work for OCAP relatively full-time; however,
my physical condition prevented me from doing this, as my recovery from my
back injury and surgery was slower than I had expected. My original ethics
approval permitted me to conduct field research for four to six months, but
I later amended this period for an additional six months. Even as I stepped
back from intensive full-time organizing, it made sense for me to continue
to collect more data as I analyzed my data given that I continued to organize
with the group.

I also interviewed OCAP members with various degrees of involvement,
from those who were relatively new but routinely attended meetings and
demonstrations to those who had been members for longer but were less
involved at the time of the interview. OCAP interview participants were pro-
vided with those quotations that were used in the dissertation so they could
respond to or clarify their quotes. This was a taking practice because I took
people’s time and especially their knowledge. Providing people with their
quotes permitted an extra degree of ethicality, in my view, but it also added
an additional burden onto those people who were interviewed. I tried to take
measures to mitigate the extractive character of this practice. This included
naming anyone who wanted to be named so their contribution was attributed
to them and providing an honorarium of $20 in recognition of their time.
I also interviewed city councillors, their staff, members of the media, and a
Member of Parliament. These latter interviews were highly reciprocal because
they didn’t take time or energy from the movement, and the information I
acquired through them produced strategically useful knowledge for the move-
ment. [ also submitted multiple requests for information under the Municipal
Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act, totaling over five
thousand pages. While all these requests were to the city of Toronto, except
one that was to the province of Ontario, some of the social justice movement
ethics that I outlined could still be applied. As freedom of information (FOI)
requests came in, I would often review them with one of the other organizers
or bring summaries to meetings. Sometimes we would obtain useful statis-
tical data; other times we would obtain information about how OCAP was
perceived. We would come up with working theories that we would use to
apply to OCAP’s work, demonstrating the utility of the project. The practice
of figuring out questions and reviewing the documents involved others and
took resources. I did the bulk of the labour, and this method was generative,
but it also took resources out of the movement.
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For me, reciprocity meant sharing my findings as I went and working as an
unpaid organizer (staff person) as field research. Also, in the spirit of reciproc-
ity and accountability, I created a research archive (including recordings of
interviews with people who consented) for OCAP. The process of determining
reciprocity is dynamic and must be done collaboratively with the community
(Driver and Higgins 2014). As my project shows, even when someone tries
to design a research project that is beneficial to the movement using largely
reciprocal methods, there is still a resource cost for the movement in con-

ducting that research.

Reflexivity

Researchers can impact those they are researching, including in harmful
ways. Reflexivity is often viewed as an important part of the qualitative
research process in order to mitigate harm (Cooper and Burnett 2006; Fort-
ier 2015; Gray 2008; Pinnington 2012; Probst and Berenson 2014; Larsen and
Walby 2012). Social justice activists also practice reflexivity, although they
often don’t call it that (e.g., Dixon 2014; Fortier 2015; Milstein 2017; Oparah
2010; Withers 2020). Throughout my project, I worked to practice reflexivity,
including what Craig Fortier (2015) calls “collective self-reflexivity,” which
seeks “to foster a collective process of self-reflexivity rather than see[ing] this
process as being inherently individualistic” (60).

Because I am an “insider;” long before I began the research process, I
had to practice self-reflexivity in relation to this project. Indeed, from the
moment I first had the notion that I might want to do this as a project, I
started “checking” my behaviour to ensure that I wasn’t doing anything that
could impact my research, and this continued through my initial informal
conversations with key OCAP members about their thoughts about such a
project until the last T was crossed. For example, because [, like most OCAP
members, have an opportunity to edit most of the text that OCAP puts out,
I could make subtle changes to seed the record to benefit my research before
people in the organization even knew I was thinking about conducting it. A
simple change from “government” to “government bureaucracy; for instance,
could better fit a text into a section that I anticipated writing in the future. I
had an ethical responsibility as both a researcher and an OCAP member not
to do this not only because it would lead to invalid results but also because it

would undermine the organization’s trust in me.
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An important part of reflexivity is understanding who I am in the world
and how that impacts (and is impacted by) my research. Doing PAE, being an
“insider;” and starting from the standpoint of an activist do not negate those
social experiences that deeply inform how every researcher engages with and
understands their research from start to finish. It was important for me to
practice reflexivity about my social location (as, I would argue, it is for every
researcher), and in the interests of accountability and reflexivity, I needed to
make my own social location apparent to the reader (also see Sudbury 1998).2

Early in the text, I located myself as a white settler who benefits from set-
tler colonial and white supremacist relations. Being exalted as white informs
all my experiences. I organize in an anti-poverty organization, and until I
entered my PhD, Ilived below the poverty line, with many of those years spent
on social assistance—both welfare and, later, disability. I had brief experiences
of street and hidden homelessness in my youth, and I am queer, trans, and
non-binary. All these things impact how I experience and interpret the world.

However, it wasn’t enough to simply position myself in the text, to render
my social location visible to the reader. I would argue that this is helpful to the
reader in understanding the text and the research but would ultimately mean
I was performing accountability through socially locating myself. Instead,
it is important that researchers “show their work”—to demonstrate their
reflexivity in the text. Because reflexivity is an ongoing and continuous prac-
tice, I couldn’t have written up my research and included even a significant
portion of my own field notes on the issue. However, when I was aware that
my social location was significantly impacting the research, I tried to include
it in my final write-up.

One way I included my social location was in discussing my talks with
unhoused people while doing outreach. While I have had some experience
with homelessness, that means nothing to folks who are unhoused right now,
and it would have been weird to try to drop that into conversations. I described
how I would try to demonstrate working-class solidarity and groundedness
rather than middle-class do-gooderness. Sometimes people would give me a
“Why is this stranger coming up and talking to me?” look. I usually overcame
this by using a few strategies, including dropping OCAP’s name quickly and, if

2 Of course, there are different ways that this makes sense. Situating the author
doesn’t necessarily make sense on an info sheet or report published by the
organization.
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people didn’t know OCAP, asking them if they knew Gaétan. Gaétan Héroux
is a well-loved long-time frontline worker and OCAP member who, it seems,
has helped pretty much everyone on the streets at some point. I was often
smoking and would give out cigarettes when asked and/or have my adorable
three-legged Chihuahua with me (a dog probably meant I was not at work). I
would usually swear quite quickly in our interactions as well. All these things
were disarming and signalled to most people that I was not—or at least not
only—some random do-gooder. However, when someone was distant in an
interaction, I never knew why that was the case, and it very well could have
been because of my social privilege.

I also wrote my disability into the write-up of my project as part of how I
located myself because it impacted how I conducted my work. This wouldn’t
be the case for all disabled researchers, but when I began my field research, I
was recovering from spinal surgery, in addition to having chronic pain, and
it significantly impacted my work. This doesn’t mean dis