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Questions for exploring a scholar-activist working relationship

The preceding discussion comes from activists’ thoughts and is intended for an academic audience of researchers who would like to work with activists and communities.  To other activists, activists suggest establishing codes of conduct for working with researchers and for the researchers working with you. They suggest being clear about what obligations the researcher and the research subjects are incurring by agreeing to work together. And they suggest being clear about the form in which the scholar is to present her ideas to the activists and clear about how each participant can and should use the information. The following questions for activists and scholars are intended to foster discussion such that a research relationship can be a mutually beneficial partnership among the participants in all of their roles.

For Activists and Community Members

In order to be prepared to consider working with a scholar, activists should think about what they need to get out of such a working relationship to make it worth their time and energy.

What kinds of research would help you do your work better? For example, 

· Would documentation of your organization’s structure help you in efforts of replication?

· Would outside documentation of your strengths and successes as well of the ways in which you have learned from your weaknesses and failures help you secure future funding?

· Do you need information about a future target group?

· Do you need information about organizations in other countries or in your own who do similar work or who could be potential partners?

· Do you need legal information?

Even if the researcher who comes to you cannot help you in any of the areas in which you need help, if you are prepared for your introductory meeting with such self-knowledge, you may get more out of the meeting. Understanding how the researcher’s interests and yours intersect may enable you to more accurately assess if it is worth your time to be involved in her project. If you decide to work together, both will be able to get more out of the working relationship. 

If the research agenda is set, you might ask questions like those often asked by communities and indigenous activists suggested by Linda Tuhiwai Smith:

· Whose research is it?

· Who owns it?

· Whose interests does it serve?

· Who will benefit from it?

· Who has designed its questions and framed its scope?

· Who will carry it out?

· Who will write it up?

· How will its results be disseminated? (1999: 10)

Even when the project is determined, you could make your participation contingent on the use of the knowledge gained through the project. You might request,

· that a form of report, beneficial to your organization be made available after a certain period;

· that the findings be shared with other audiences in your country so that your organization can gain in reputation as a result of participating;

· that the findings be shared with other like organizations around the world so that they too may gain from the knowledge documented in the study;

· that a follow-up study be planned so that you can document changes, the effectiveness of your program, etc. A static image may not be valuable to you, but one that compares your organization with another or your organization over time may be.

And, as you decide if you want to engage in a working relationship with a researcher and her team you might also ask,

· Is her spirit clear?

· Does he have a good heart?

· What other baggage are they carrying?

· Are they useful to us?

· Can they fix up our generator?

· Can they actually do anything? (Smith 1999:10).

Researchers describe interviews that are easier because the respondent has never been interviewed and enjoys the experience of sharing her thoughts. They describe challenging interviews in which the respondents interrogate the interviewer about the questions and the purpose of the study and her understanding of the question seemingly being explored in the interview. And they describe interviews in which the respondent is annoyed at the interviewer for not doing her homework, for making the respondent repeat commonly known information, for (in one sense or another) wasting her time or knowledge (see for example Ray 2000). Rather than being like the respondents in Raka Rays interviews, you can be party to a mutual decision about what kind of interview you are going to have.

For Scholars

In Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, Linda Tuhiwai Smith provides a list of Maori prescriptions for researchers. 

1 Aroha ki te tangata (a respect for people).

2 Kanohi kitea (the seen face, that is present yourself to people face to face)

3 Titiro, whakarongo … korero (look, listen … speak).

4 Manaaki ki te tangata (share and host people, be generous).

5 Kia tupato (be cautious).

6 Kaua e takahia te mana o te tangata (do not trample over the mana – “our standing in our own eyes” [Smith 1999: 173] of people).

7 kaua e mahaki (don’t flaunt your knowledge). (1999:120).

This list is a good starting point for scholars, but it needs to be augmented with others such as:

8 Initiate a conversation about the needs of the researched such as that suggested in the preceding section even if your “subjects” do not initiate one.

9 Work cooperatively to identify the most valuable form in which your research can be shared with the community and with an outside audience to the benefit of the community. Consider your obligation for sharing information a long-term one, one that may require sharing information in a number of locales and formats from meetings, to schools, to text books, to public lectures outside of the community.

10 Be particularly sensitive to interviewees who have never shared their knowledge before. If you share responsibility for your relationship with your interview subject, there should be no “easy” interviews. 

11 Be self-reflective about the impact of the selection of this organization, group, community as a home for your research. For example, by choosing to work with a health development organization are you perhaps selecting on a dependent variable? 

For Activists and Scholars Together

The questions above are ones that scholars and activists should have in mind as they talk with one another about a possible research project. Linda Tuhiwai Smith captures many of the concerns of scholar-activists. Those at our meeting in Los Angeles suggest that organizations and researchers reflect upon these questions together.

· Who defined the research problem?

· For whom is the study worthy and relevant? Who says so?

· What knowledge will the community gain from this study?

· What knowledge will the researcher gain from this study?

· What are some of the likely positive outcomes from this study?

· What are some of possible negative outcomes?

· How can the negative outcomes be eliminated? 

· To whom is the researcher accountable?

· What processes are in place to support the research, the researched and the researcher? (Smith 1999: 173)

· Are there ways in which staff, members of organizations, or community members could be employed in the research project so as to impart skills and training that would be of long-term value to the individuals, organization and community?

While these questions should raise participants’ consciousness about their own agency and power in the relationship, scholars, activists, and community members should be careful about abusing their power. While most attention is paid to the ways in which the power of the researcher is harmful or distorting, activists and the community can distort or corrupt the research, for example through gatekeeping (letting some people be sources and not others) and through rehearsing (establishing norms of appropriate answers to certain questions). Because of the differences in the kinds of power that scholars, activists, and community members wield, dialogue prior to the research, and preferably at the stage of research design is essential for the quality of impact that research can have on women’s lives.

For Funders

Scholar-activist partnerships in research can be strengthened by funding support. The projects may take longer, require different research methods, require greater coordination of more people and needs, and therefore need flexibility as to when they take place. All of these demands may make the existing modes of fellowship funding too confining. 

Additionally, in the process of reviewing budgets, funding organizations need to provide guidelines and hold researchers accountable for the ways in which their budget exhibits inequality or could be exploited to foster inequalities. Collette Oseen (2000) illustrates the problems associated with codifying hierarchy in budgets.

Conclusion

If scholarship is to be truly feminist, it needs as Mies (1983) and so many other have said to be action-oriented. Whether in scholarship, in activism, in policy-making, or in the intersecting activity that funding organization carry out, feminism needs, as Brazilian feminists, Vera Soares XE "Soares, Vera" , Ana Alice Alcantara Costa XE "Costa, Ana Alice Alcantra" , Cristina Maria Buarque XE "Buarque, Cristina Maria" , Denise Dourado Dora XE "Dora, Denise Dourado" , and Wania Sant'Anna have said, to support “the proposition that women should transform themselves and the world” (1995:  302). Conscious of it or not, feminist scholars, activists, and funding representatives have embarked on a collective project. Trust among us is a political strategy. If we do our work self-conscious of our shared responsibility for our relationships, we will be increasingly effective at mitigating power hierarchies as we go.
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� Feminists need to choose methods that give subjects power (1992: 627).


� Feminist Research must motivate change and activism (1983: 142)





