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	Component 1 – Essay


Does Activism Have a Place in Anthropological Practice?
 
To answer this question, I focus on different definitions of activism from scholars and grassroots activists.  I also touch upon the history of anthropology and the responsibility of in the production of academic knowledge.  I outline changing notions of anthropology as a discipline, acknowledging some of the world transforming ideas supported by its scholars.  I apply Barad’s ideas of Intra-Action to anthropology, recognising that anthropology as a discipline, has agency or the “ability to act” and exists in relationship with the rest of the world (Kerr, 2014 cites Barad). Acknowledging that Anthropology has power to act - either to reproduce the status quo or affect positive social change, I ask how can there not be a place for activism in anthropology in the light of global inequality, political violence, environmental crisis and a rapidly changing world?  I conclude by arguing that activism is the future of Anthropology. 

The English Oxford Living Dictionary (2019) offers a neutral sounding definition of activism, saying it is  “The policy or action of using vigorous campaigning to bring about social change” whilst the Merriam-Webster dictionary (2019) defines activism as “a doctrine or protest that emphasizes direct vigorous action especially in support of or in opposition to one side of a controversial issue”.  The Free Dictionary (2019) defines activism as “the use of direct, often confrontational action, such as a demonstration or a strike, in opposition to or support for a cause.”  Both the Merriam-Webster and Free Dictionary definitions hint at popular understandings of resistance, relating to ideas of collective social action fighting perceived injustices through strikes, sit-ins, protests and demonstrations.  Militarized language is frequently used both by protest movements, scholars and the media with the word “confrontation” widely perceived as aggressive and a key part of activism.  Sorenson (2014) whose research focuses on non-violent social movements and conflict transformation, points out that notions of confrontation and direct action should not be mistaken for violence, with peaceful protest playing a huge role in activism.  Peaceful protest does not mean passively avoiding conflict.  Rather, non-violent actions confront violence and repression through peaceful means, although the powerful may respond with force.  Beautiful Trouble A Toolbox for Revolution (2019) provides a vision of activism, as a collaborative grassroots network of artists, trainers and creative campaigners including international NGO’s, seeking constructive solutions for building a more democratic and just world.  Stephen Duncombe a Professor of Media and Culture and founder of Actipedia, an open access, community generated website for documenting and sharing creative activism, says “truth and power belong to those who tell the better story” (Sorenson, 2014, P.27) and that we can all learn from one another by sharing our visions of a better society.  Graeber 

(2013), anarchist and economic anthropologist says moments of revolution can be seen, as moments of upheaval in which basic notions of politics are changed.  
In the twenty first century, activism is associated with resistance to dominant political discourse or policy, with most activists being subordinate to the state and corporations.  Activists are typically seen as people who are concerned with social justice, peace, anti-consumerism and the environment, yet it is important to note that right wing extremists with marginalised opinions are also activists, striving to affect social change (Sorenson, 2014).  An interesting take on activism comes from Lin (2018), a Professor of Law who argues that because business owners and consumers do not exist in a social vacuum, corporations have long been at the forefront of social activism, playing a critical role in social change (either as secondary players or upfront supporters) engaging with and supporting social activists.  He also points out that businesses may be vigorously opposed to social activism, actively working against social change.  Lin claims that in todays’ world, consumers expect corporations to engage with social issues, taking up positions in relation to social justice.  He cites the impact of American corporations on the HB2 Bathroom Law and the restriction of gun sales to minors, following the Florida Parkland Shootings, as examples of corporate social activism.  Nike’s recent support of Kaepernick’s “Taking a Knee” might be seen as another example of corporate social activism, perceived by some as resistance to dominant political discourse, yet considering Nike’s record of labour rights violations, others may perceive it as virtue signalling for capitalist gain (The Guardian, 2018).  Lin indicates the way convergence of business and government has been critical to the rise in corporate social activism, with public endeavours of government and private endeavours of business, blurring and blending.  He argues social activism is no longer an either/or issue as activists can work through both private and public channels to effect social change.  Lin aspires to offer a pragmatic, hopeful and helpful framework for thinking about activism and its changing role in the world.  Some activists, e.g The Billionaires, featured in Haugerud’s ethnographic research, No Billionaire Left Behind (2013), might name Lin’s vision of corporate social activism as plutocracy and at odds with their own vision of a fairer world.  
Clearly, notions of activism are complex and reliant on personal political perception of the world.  Permanent Culture Now (2019), a website dedicated to bringing about permanent cultural change and the development of a more sustainable way of life, says “activism is a tool for achieving the world we want and need” and “many people can be classified as activists … many actions can be classified as activism, but this doesn’t mean that all activism is carried out by activists.”  Andrew X’s article Giving Up Activism (1999) urges activists to give up the “activist mentality” of separating themselves as “activists” from “ordinary people”, thereby reproducing an alienated society of hierarchically organised specialists.  Andrew X highlights that leaving activism purely to activists involved only in protest movements, can serve to reinforce or reproduce dominant norms, highlighting the way in which the anti-roads movement of the 1990’s precipitated an entire industry of security, 

surveillance technologies, tunnellers, experts and consultants, providing market advantages to corporations. He argues it is easy to fall into the role of activist without being revolutionary.  Andrew X argues both quantitative (more actions and more activists) and qualitative (more effective forms of operating) change is needed, citing Vaneigem saying “Revolution is made every day, despite and in opposition to the specialists of revolution.”  Permanent Culture Now (2011) point out many people are fighting injustice and exploitation yet may not see themselves as revolutionaries or be perceived as activists.   Drawing on Foucault’s interpretation of power, Beautiful Trouble (2019) states power is not something a small number of people possess, but is a force acting through all institutions and relationships, both private and public.  Resistance is everywhere and each time people refuse to co operate with institutional authority, refuse to uncritically accept social norms or attempt to re-organise social relationships, they resist power.  For Foucault intellectuals can translate academic discourse relating to power into accessible language, expose naturalised hidden aspects of power, as dimensions that can be renegotiated offering possibilities of change as well as amplifying the voices of those who are oppressed and recognizing the way in which they themselves, are agents of power.
Having considered activism and the role of intellectuals and academics as agents of power, it is necessary to consider Anthropology as a discipline and its production of academic knowledge.  The racist and colonial history of anthropology is well documented, as was its need to establish itself as an empirical and objective discipline (Ingold 2018).  Yet even at the height of its Eurocentric colonial practice, anthropologists challenged some cultural norms, producing new ways of thinking.   Lamphere (2018) feminist anthropologist and Professor Emeritus, discusses changing notions of anthropology from the time of Malinowski until today, describing Malinowski’s revolutionary (for its time) introduction of participation/observation and ethnography as a method as well as a means of communicating academic knowledge - emphasising the value in understanding the “native’s point of view.”  She highlights the way in which Malinowski and Boas, patriarchs of anthropology, challenged cultural norms by taking female academics seriously (even as they ignored the impact of colonialism and power dynamics in their ethnographies).  Boas was known for challenging Victorian scientific racism despite his questionable relationships with the communities he worked with (Field and Fox, 2008). Whilst Margaret Mead has been criticised for misrepresenting and exoticizing the Samoan communities she worked with and accused of “political bias", she opposed racism, sexism, genetic determinism and militarism (Horgan, 2010) and is widely quoted as saying “never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world” (quotesgram.com, 2019).  Lamphere (2018) also notes, the work of some female anthropologists as early as the 1920’s and 1930’s, attempted to give voice to the communities they worked with, representing women as individuals with their own agency, yet this work went largely unnoticed by academia.  She states since the 1960’s and 1970’s many anthropologists have participated in social movements and created a more collaborative, dialogical discipline, with the potential to 

have a powerful positive impact upon the communities they work with.

“Detached involvement” (Hastrup et al, 1990) in pursuit of validation as a scientific discipline, led to the hierarchizing of anthropology by Malinowski of “real” research-based anthropology and “applied” anthropology concerned with social issues.  Referring to 
[bookmark: _Hlk3560356]Bourdieu, Sundar (2008) points to the way in which hierarchized universities construct and reproduce the status quo by validating only certain forms and “standards” of knowledge, whilst excluding others.  She states although academic “credentialling” has changed since the 1950’s, to include more diverse voices, anthropologists concerned with social change have struggled for acceptance and recognition.  According to Hale (2008, p.107) this divide has meant that despite the interests and concerns of many anthropologists, anthropology has remained “a bastion of intellectual academia in alignment with subaltern peoples”, explicitly requiring a distancing from the everyday realities of people’s lives, sustained reflection on how to manage the inequalities between the researcher and the researched, and expression of paternalistic concern.  Fox and Field (2008) see the situation as complex, describing the boundaries between research and applied anthropology as “fuzzy.”   In the words of Hastrup et al (1990) in the course of fieldwork, “no anthropologist is left untouched” by conflicting interests, power dynamics, economics and social relationships.

With the advent of diverse voices and scholarship since the 1960’s, post-modern theories, feminist critique, critical race theory and sustained reflexivity geared towards understanding how to manage the ethics of power relations between the anthropologist and those they are researching, both scholars and students have called for a transformation of anthropology to a more politically engaged, activist anthropology (Hale, 2008).  Texas University now offers a graduate programme in Activist Anthropology providing “creative scholarship … empirically grounded and analytically driven ethnography …and social acitivism” (Texas University, 2019).  Collaborative and Activist research should strive to acknowledge the historical, political and economic context of their work,  seek social diversity in the people they work with whilst raising those diverse voices, use a dialogical approach to writing up work emphasizing the positionality of the researcher, work collaboratively with communities in the planning stage of research, give equal partnership in the project, develop ways to give collaborators authorship in the project, acknowledging them as co-authors and build activist strategies to change public policy into their research (Lamphere, 2018).

In the global north Activist Anthropology is an emerging phenomenon and still in its infancy.  It is not without its critics as Brooke and Rossen (2017) found in their collaborative venture as participants in the Two Row Wampum Campaign.  They reflect that Activist Anthropology is difficult and messy and can require a lot of patience.  They say it is not as neat as academics might like and that theories like those of Marx and Foucault, although useful explanatory tools, sometimes need to be put aside to facilitate real listening and decolonise the discipline.   They found theorising and planning decolonisation easier than doing it.  Sundar (2008) writing about history of Anthropology in India, says the decolonisation of the discipline is critical and that the contribution of Africa and Asia is rarely acknowledged in the history of Anthropology.  She says social activism has been a part of Anthropology in India since Ghandi’s time, with self-trained anthropologists fighting for acceptance in the discipline.  She describes the efforts of Indian anthropology students striving to interpret English texts and the problem of lack of Indian scholars studying communities in the “West.”    She also highlights the issue of funding and donors and the impact that funding “western” scholars and universities, over those in the global south, has on research.  She argues this has further implications for collaborative and activist anthropology in the west, in terms of recognising who is producing knowledge, for whom and for what purpose.
Kerr (2014) explains Barad’s concept of “Intra-Actions” describing them as a “mingling of people and things and other stuffs ability to act”.  Other stuff includes, concepts and discourse, amidst a world of people, cultures and materials, with nothing existing in isolation from the rest of the world.  Similar to Foucault’s notion of diffused power, Intra- Actions diffuse responsibility between entities, breaking down boundaries and dichotomies, with power emerging from within the relationships.  In other words, anthropology is a phenomenon, bringing together humans in entangled relationships with culture, the environment, discourse, politics, economics and technologies.  Within that phenomenon, anthropologists must share responsibility for the impact their work has upon the rest of the world, by destroying the boundaries between “real” research-based anthropology and “concerned” anthropology as well as considering the impact of the knowledge they are involved in producing.  Talking of science (a discourse of which anthropology is a part of) Barad (2014) says, phenomena do not only exist in the here and now and that the world is shaped by ongoing Intra-activity, with the entanglement of objects and agencies of observation resulting in shifts of behaviour.  She says,
 “Science and Justice, matter and meaning are not separable elements that intersect now and again.  They are inextricably fused together and no event, no matter how energetic can tear them asunder.”   
Anthropology and anthropologists cannot be separated from their relationships with the world, academic discourse and knowledge.  Surely activist anthropology is the only ethical way forward for the discipline?  
Ingold (2018) claims no other discipline is better placed to explore the human experience, forging possibilities of a fairer, more just future.  He argues anthropology’s purpose is to draw on our knowledge of culture, to practise collaborative listening through a myriad of conversation styles, be it art, theatre, music or dance and break down the science/humanities boundary.  There are echoes of Barad’s work, in his words when he states, “beings do not interact so much as Intra-act” (2018, p.103) and that anthropologists need to enter into life processes, thinking about what it means to exert agency, whilst 

recognising anthropology’s capacity to transform lives.  Returning to definitions of activism, Foucault’s ideas relating to intellectuals as agents of power with a responsibility to expose power, amplify voices and offer possibilities of transformation, combined with anthropology’s historical contribution to changing perceptions of the world, Ingold’s vision of the transformational nature of anthropology and the application of Barad’s notions of phenomena and Intra-Action, in this assignment I have argued that social activism has long been integral to the discipline and is the future of Anthropology.
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