





This superb collection needs to find its way into the hands of every activist and organizer for social justice. In a series of dazzling essays, an amazing group of radical organizers reflect on what it means to build movements in which people extend control over their lives. These analyses are jampacked with insights about antiracist, anticolonial, working-class, and anticapitalist organizing. Perhaps most crucially, the authors lay down a key challenge for all activists for social justice: to take seriously the need to build mass movements for social change. Dont just read this exceptionally timely and important workuse it too.
 David McNally, professor of political science, York University, Toronto, author of Global Slump: The Economics and Politics of Crisis and Resistance and Another World Is Possible: Globalization and Anti-Capitalism, and activist in socialist, antipoverty, and migrant-justice movements

Any book called Organize! has me from hello, but this one brings serious thought and analysis to what it really means to organize and why it is essential to build a base for the work in order to fashion both power and victories. It is also refreshing to read new, vibrant reports of organizing and shine needed light on the exciting work being done both by veteran and younger activists and organizers.
 Wade Rathke, chief organizer of ACORN International, and formerly founder and chief organizer of ACORN in the United States

To understand the world, you have to try to change it. Thats what the authors of this fine set of essays and meditations have taken to heart. The result? Some of the best insights on power, organizing, and revolution to be found in Canada or beyond.
 Raj Patel, author of The Value of Nothing: How to Reshape Market Society and Redefine Democracy
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 Introduction
Organize! Looking Back,
Thinking Ahead

Aziz Choudry, Jill Hanley, and Eric Shragge

We are putting this book together shortly after hundreds of thousands of Egyptian people occupied Cairos Tahrir Square and the roads surrounding Egypts parliament and government buildings, and trade unions began strikes. For some weeks, the world watched the power of mobilized citizens demanding an end to a Western-backed brutally repressive regime. In nearby Tunisia, a mass movement ended twenty-three years of Ben Alis iron-fisted rule at the start of 2011, and since then, regional elites in the Middle East, along with their domestic and overseas allies in governments and business, have continued to shuffle nervously. Events and movements like this are exceptional historical moments. They are periods when there is a shift in how people act, abandoning their day-to-day activities to stand together to overthrow a repressive regime. These uprisings have unfolded in an era of unprecedented capitalist crisis that has spurred major mobilizations in countries such as Spain, Portugal, Ireland, and Greece in response to the imposition of austerity measures. These measures once again shift the burden and the blame for the crisis onto the shoulders of the majorityworking people, the poor, and the economically and socially marginalizedrather than holding to account the financial, business, and political elites who caused it in the first place.

Notwithstanding enormous pressures to reconstitute and reduce people to individualized market actors, especially over the past decades where neoliberalism has seemingly gained ascendancy, theseand more mundane-seeming daily struggles in our own communities and neighborhoods and across the world, which often occur below the radar, as it weregive us cause for hope in tough times.

For most of us engaged in community and movement organizing, we dream of moments such as these and continue the grind of our work. This book was edited and written to examine this day-to-day work we do in organizing for social and economic justice in a period when these goals seem less obtainable. Our societies, with the shift to neoliberal capitalism during the last thirty years, seem intent on augmenting inequalities and the powerlessness of most people. Although the authors of this book live in what many assume to be democracies, we have seen those with economic power and their state allies define priorities and direction that benefit a small number of the rich and powerful at the expense of everyone else. Moreover, these activities, and the existence of many of todays nation-states and corporations themselves, are based on the continuation of colonial relations with Indigenous Peoples and the majority of people in the Global South. The context for organizing is difficult and major victories limited, but we continue without illusion. Given the contextand challengesorganizing persists, at times limiting what those with capital and power can do and at other times making some social, political, cultural, and economic gains. Organizing is a process of resistance and challenge, embodying an alternative vision of society and on-the-ground means of working toward it. As critical adult educator Griff Foley remarks, history is a continual struggle by ordinary people to maintain and extend control over their lives but popular struggles are complex, ambiguous and contradictory.1

Local organizing work begins with people where they live and the issues they face, and can contribute to the building of a wider oppositional culture. Organizations committed to social change have an impact on the daily lives of citizens that encourages their participation in social change activities. These processes have the potential to help community organizations move beyond their specific goals and day-to-day activities and help create a culture of opposition. Mobilization for action, education, and agitation with democratic processes are the key elements within these and other community organizations and movements. Building opposition is thus two-pronged. It has a dimension of action that transcends the local, and of building alternatives that are democratic. It also draws on the tradition of creating social alternatives to either the state or capital, a tradition particularly rooted in anarchism. These alternative organizations play several roles, including demonstrating that people without managers can create forms of local production and services, and they provide opportunities for political education and contribute to a culture of opposition through naming the problemglobal capitalismand renewing our vision of the type of future we want and how we see getting there.

This book comes out of many conversations about the challenges of organizing. When the three of us met to discuss this project, three intersecting themes emerged while we talked. The first is that within the radical movements and organizing processes, there is a lack of ongoing organizing of people to build power to challenge the economic and social system. Activists are not necessarily organizers. We make this distinction consciously because organizing is a process of continually building a base of people from the wider community, supporting a process of building organizations or movements of people to challenge, control, or influence power in their daily lives. What is often described as activism, in the way we are using it, is more about people who already share the same viewpoint, often not directly affected by the issues, taking action to demand social change. This runs the risk of remaining a project of small groups of people, which can seem exclusive and exclusionary to those on the outside even when it claims to be embarked on movement-building. If an organizing perspectivethe goal of mobilizing and sustaining work with ever-widening circles of peopleis not taken, it is unlikely that activists will be able to build power. One example of this was an activist meeting targeting mainly recent immigrants in an effort to mobilize them for a demonstration against one of the multitude of free trade agreements. Many of those present came because of a free dinner and the social nature of the event. The speaker, a young activist, used buzzwords and terminology like colonialism and imperialism but this was disconnected from, and failed to inspire, the mostly low-income audience who were more concerned about how to make it through the month on their meager incomes. While we share a strong commitment to anti-imperialist and anticolonial struggles, forms of activism that insist on framing discussions and statements which rigidly adhere to the invocation of certain stock phrases and terms run the risk of becoming ritualized assertions of a kind of stylized militancy that do not work toward building a broader base, and exclude or dismiss those who are not familiar with them, instead of seeking to build a critical social analysis drawing upon, and drawing in more and more people.

As we prepared this book, we discussed how, too often, activists are able to organize conferences and events but not people. For social change to take place, we need to build a movement that is made up of the majority of people in our society. Our understanding of capitalism is that only a very small minority has real power and economic control. Where do we start and how do we address other forms domination and oppression? Indigenous activist and scholar Andrea Smith states that you start from the framework that everybody is a potential ally. It changes the way you do organizing and it makes a difference  I find that when I talk about issues of racism  it is easier to talk about capitalism first. When everyone begins to see that they are not part of the 5 percent, it gives them an investment to start addressing the other privileges. They realize that addressing the issues of class entails their own liberation too.2

In order to do that, we need to be building a base that is inclusive of the majority, outside of the circles in which we are comfortable either personally or ideologicallythat is, not just preaching to the converted. Organizing requires a longer-term coherence and strategy that brings together the different activities that help to build a base and support leadership. Most of the chapters in this book address building that base, and articulate a strategy of social change, through different forms of organizing.

The second theme that informs the rationale for this book involves the weaknesses and gaps in both social movement theory and other literature on community organizing or movement organizing. The study of social movements, despite being potentially of great relevance to organizing, has become an academic industry over the past thirty years and can tend toward overly theorized and abstract outputs, leading to many questioning its relevancy for movement activists.3 At the same time, a large part of the literature on community and community organizing is undertheorized and descriptive, with much of it being about technique and professionalism. As we will discuss later in this chapter, much local work has become inward-looking and is not engaged in broader organizing, leading to a literature that emphasizes approaches to community based on highly professionalized organizations. Even those works supporting and presenting techniques on grassroots organizing to build power tend to lack both a critical social analysis of the nature of capitalism as well as how to bring a critical social analysis into practice.4

This collection responds to these problems in the literature. The chapters that discuss social movements and organizing all have an explicit analysis that contextualizes these movement and organizing processes within capitalism and see their importance as challenging it, or at least contributing in some ways to building opposition. The discussions of social movements, rather than retreating behind obscure theory, talk about movements as practice on the ground with tensions and contradiction, bumping up against the structures and processes of neoliberal capitalism. The contributions provide us with insights into theory and practice and blend them with a critical perspective from many different positions that we would describe as on the Left.

The third theme we bring is the admiration we have for the organizing happening in the current context. We are inspired by those projects and organizations that are clearly working for fundamental economic and social change, and those pushing a critical analysis linked to these processes. We take heart in the struggles and analysis arising from socially and economically marginalized communities, many of which are explicitly or implicitly challenging dominant community/activist models that have been slow to acknowledge struggles, for example, of immigrant workers, and resistant to challenges from below. Further, these strands of struggle often contrast with the dominant position among those community organizations, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and social movements that have tried to adapt to neoliberalism or to make gains without attacking the roots of the problems. We aimed to explore the practice of organizing from this critical perspective, and many chapters highlight the grounded way in which organizing helps people build power.

Overall, the book brings together critiques of current social and community movements, analysis of the context in which we are currently struggling, and reflections on organizing practices that may offer a way forward. In other words, the books assumption is that organizing for social and economic justice has to confront capitalism as an economic and social structure, all the while working with ever-broadening circles of people to change fundamental power relations.

This is clearly the challenge: to work within capitalism and prepare to go past it. We feel certain that it will be impossible to overcome this challenge without reaching out past small activist circles to organize a broad range of people.

Theme 1: The Limits of Local Work and Activism

The chapters in this book offer perspectives that blend local work with broader struggles. Whether engaged with community-based organizations or campaigns rooted in specific struggles, none of the authors write about local work in isolation from wider issues. The relationship between local and broader organizing exists in tension. Local work provides the opportunity to build a base and reach people in a place or on an issue that directly affects them. Local work contributes to leadership development and deepens political and social analysis, but it is not enough. Politicized local work is constrained by the general direction of what has happened to work in community over the past thirty years. With the restructuring of the relationships between state and civil society with neoliberalism, we have witnessed what we call the growing and shrinking community. The turn to the community has, for many community-based not-for-profit organizations, been a mini-boon in terms of funding, recognition, and stature. The growth in the importance of community, which has been heavily supported by government and private foundation funding, has been mirrored by a diminished set of critical political perspectives. This shrinking of political goals, in turn, has been accompanied by a focus on the community in-and-of-itself. We are left with a context in which community has been embraced in ways that are simultaneously too ambitious and too modest. Starting with the too-ambitious, there has been a significant shift in the organization and funding of housing and social service provision in the last thirty years.

This shift can broadly be described as a nonprofitization of social welfare through the downloading of state services to community organizations and other NGOs. This trend relies on an understanding of communities in which conflict disappears and organizing for power or contesting power relations as a goal of practice is lost at the local level.5

Fred Powell and Martin Geoghegan contrast two models of community development: alternative- and partnership-oriented development. The first they describe as located in the arena of civil society that pursues a critical agenda aligned to the broad values of anti-globalization and anticapitalist movements. They are closely linked to new social movements, which give them a radical social impetus.6 In contrast, the partnership model involves a tripartite working relationship between civil society, government, and market. It is informed by a pragmatic view of the world and a neoliberal perspective.7 Most of the local work from the 1980s has been pushed into some variation of the partnership model, which keeps local work constrained and focused inward, pragmatically trying to improve local conditions, often with inadequate resources. Meanwhile, external forces cause local problems to grow and deepen. Both the state and capital have a strong interest in this form of downloading and making community responsible for service provision and social control functions. Communities are often limited by boundaries, usually geographic but sometimes based on identity or specific interest. Local activities are thereby limited to local processes, and there is little interest in going beyond these boundaries.

The political potential of community emerges when there is an emphasis on working within a place, rather than about a place. Local work is the starting point, but it is not the ultimate goal. The community serves as a point of entry, but issues faced by all organizations go beyond the local. Therefore, community-based efforts must address and confront issues and problems within a community and create linkages beyond the local. We do not dismiss the importance of organizing at the local level as a means to simultaneously build power and create an opposition movement based on active participation and leadership of people in their daily lives. Some local organizations are also engaged in multiscalar forms of organization or advocacy, and balance the global and the local in their everyday practice. The following propositions contribute to our understanding of the potential and importance of local work.

With the contemporary emphasis on partnership and consensus, an understanding of the basic relations of conflict has often disappeared in local work. Conflict defines the identity of the opposition. It defines who benefits from the current set of power relations, and thereby is in a position to deliver the changes demanded. It also means understanding what is necessary to mobilize against those who are in positions of power. Second, conflict can be built into organizational practice through the creation of alternative practices that challenge dominant ones. Examples are the wide array of popularly or democratically run organizations that embody the creation of social and economic alternatives, such as cooperatives, or alternative services such as feminist-oriented health services or domestic-violence shelters. At its core, conflict is expressed through the analysis of social issues. For example, organizations must understand that power relations and structurally rooted interests are central, and problems emerge because of unequal power relations. One of the barriers to long-term change, in addition to the basic power relations inherent in the system, is the pragmatic and adaptive strategy of community work, which, without naming a radical politics, undermines longer-term and more fundamental social change. Organizing needs to name its politics and name the problem. It is important for organizations to build an analysis of political economy and how it relates to the structures of economic inequality and inequities, growing poverty and unemployment, middle- and working-class downward mobility, and related issues. Properly understood, the causes of these problems are rooted in the exploitative dimensions of contemporary capitalism, and the state, which emerged to enable, produce, and reproduce the political-economic system; that is, they support the maintenance of the fundamental power relations of our society and are designed to help people either meet their needs or make gains within the existing structures and processes. An uncritical approach to community work assumes that the system can expand to accommodate and bring people into either the jobs or the lifestyles defined by corporate capitalism. It does not question the limits and the competitive nature of the system. Organizing within this approach does not go beyond either the limitation of local, winnable demands or service and development.

The local tensions, challenges, and contradictions that we describe above have striking parallels with social action dynamics that have global or international dimensions. In the context of neoliberal transformation, many local community organizations and international NGOs share characteristics that impact struggles for justice, North and South.8 These include growing professionalization, collaboration with, and recognition and support from the state and international institutions. Similarly, large and medium-sized aid, development, and advocacy NGOs have sometimes displaced and attempted to become spokespeople for local, grounded social movements and, more broadly, economically and socially marginalized people.

Both community organizations and development/advocacy NGOs come to contribute to managing and structuring the processes of dissent, channeling it into organizational structures and processes that do not threaten underlying power relations. Further, these organizations act to absorb cuts in services and a reduced role for the state under neoliberal restructuring and can act as a safety valve or lid on more militant opposition against such policies. While there are also many community organizations and NGOs that do act in opposition, mobilize, and support broad social and political movements, these constitute the minority and are often marginalized, and sometimes subject to repression and surveillance.

Theme 2: Organizing in Context: Theory and Analysis

If organizing is to be the basis for building a broad-based, longer-term oppositional movement, then defining frameworks and their contributions to both analysis and practice are useful. The goal here is not to review theoretical perspectives in an academic way, but to draw out some key lessons that are useful and can be applied to practice. To begin, we have the following problem: organizing usually aims to win specific gains through some form of collective action. If the movement or group is successful it is because it was able to apply adequate pressure to a specific target. Usually these demands are within the boundaries of the system. For example, a housing group can organize to resist foreclosure and win some of its conflicts. These successes would imply that is possible to make gains within the boundaries of the system. It would imply a reformist perspective; that is, that with enough pressure, gains can be made. This is true based on the experience of many organizations and movements, both moderate and radical. The question for us is: what are the limits? What do we need to learn about the process in order to go further? It is here that we need to begin to deepen our understanding of the frameworks and start to answer these questions.

Radical organizing is a balance between the struggle for short-term gains and the longer-term objective of social transformation. For us, the links between the two are crucial. The process of the struggle for short-term immediate gains or resistance to a situation, such as foreclosures or evictions, is a way that people can be part of collective action, break the learned isolation and competition that is so dominant in capitalist societies, and begin to critically analyze their interests in relation to that of the dominant class and state. It is a process of political learning: analysis and learning about their power through action. If basic social transformation is to take place, it will happen if there is a large politicized movement. The day-to-day processes of struggle and organizing contribute to the building of this movement. Organizers from POWER (People Organized to Win Employment Rights), a multiracial membership organization of low-income tenants and workers in San Francisco write, One of the organizers most important tasks is to help someone see the root cause of a problem  to break the isolation that so many people feel  Ultimately, it is the organizers job to help someone to see that changing the world is possible and that she can be a key part of making that change happen.9

Further, to bridge the short and long-term question, POWER refers to organizers who are working for the kinds of change we are discussing as conscious organizers, who self-consciously work to build organization and movement so that people will be able to strike back at the root causes of the problems.10 To move in this direction, an analysis of the nature of the system and the specific historical conjuncture is necessary. POWER argues that this analysis requires both an assessment of opportunities and the preparation to take advantage of those opportunities. The system will not collapse by itself and basic change will not happen only because people are organized. They conclude, By building the capacity of the people and accurately assessing the material condition, we will be prepared to take bold and decisive action at opportune moments.11 This perspective is a challenge to the traditions of limited reform and pragmatism of most organizing. Organizing is the opportunity to go beyond both the local and the day-to-day struggles to contribute to the building of a broader opposition movement.

One concept that is useful in understanding the role of local organizing with a broader vision is dual power which characterizes the historical moment when the two powerson the one hand, the official, traditional state dominated by the possessing classes, and on the other hand, the self-acting popular committeesconfront one another.12 This is an important framework to help understand the importance of local organizing. Building local autonomous organizations and institutions are key ingredients in building both an alternative and the power to push back against the state and those whom the state really serves. We are a long way from this point. Most organizations that work locally lack autonomy either because they are essentially services provided professionally and funded in a subcontracting relationship with the state, or ideologically because they accept to work pragmatically within the limits of what is available. If the goal of organizing is to systematically move to a situation of dual power and act in a moment when there are historical opportunities, then building both autonomous popular institutions and social movements that struggle over day-to-day injustices are key contributors to making this happen. We are not arguing that this is easy or without contradictions. There are many challenges including how to fund organizations while maintaining political autonomy (see Petermanns chapter), how to act in solidarity with Indigenous Peoples movements (see Walias chapter) or how to research to understand power (see chapters by Choudry and Kuyek, and Speirs and Calugay). But without this fundamental understanding of the longer-term, our work becomes easily derailed.

Theme 3: Practices to Move Us Forward

Role of Learning and Knowledge Building within Spaces of Organizing

Organizing even on very limited local issues is vitally important for political learning. Foley makes a significant contribution to theorizing and making explicit the incidental learning processes arising from and contributing to engagement in a range of social struggles. He emphasizes the importance of developing an understanding of learning in popular struggle.13 His attention to documenting and valuing incidental forms of learning and knowledge production in social action is in keeping with others who understand that critical consciousness, rigorous research, and theory can and do emerge from engagement in action and organizing contexts, rather than as ideas developed elsewhere by movement elites and dropped down from above to the people.14 In doing so, Foley cautions that although learning through involvement in social struggles can indeed transform power relations, it can also be contradictory and ambiguous.

These questions about learning in struggle are often based on sophisticated macro-micro analyses of what, to an outsider, might seem a baffling network of relations and shifting power dynamics. We are not claiming here that all learning, evaluation, and analysis embedded in various forms of organizing are always necessarily rigorous or adequate. For Foley the process of critical learning involves people in theorizing their experience. They stand back from it and reorder it, using concepts like power, conflict, structure, values, and choice. Foley also emphasizes that critical learning is gained informally, through experience, by acting and reflecting on action, rather than in formal courses. Building a social analysis, which informs and is informed by grounded practice, often draws on informal and nonformal learning that occurs in the process of doing. Building space and opportunities to talk and reflect on what we are doing, and generating critical discussion is central to building, sustaining, and broadening resistance. John Holst refers to the pedagogy of mobilization to describe the learning inherent in the building and maintaining of a social movement and its organizations. He argues that [t]hrough participation in a social movement, people learn numerous skills and ways of thinking analytically and strategically as they struggle to understand their movement in motion  Moreover, as coalitions are formed peoples understanding of the interconnectedness of relations within a social totality become increasingly sophisticated.15

Douglas Bevington and Chris Dixon note that important debates inside activist networks often do not enter the literature about social movements. They call for recognition of existing movement-generated theory and of dynamic reciprocal engagement by theorists and movement activists in formulating, producing, refining, and applying research. Movement participants produce theory as well, although much of it may not be recognizable to conventional social movement studies. This kind of theory both ranges and traverses through multiple levels of abstraction, from everyday organizing to broad analysis.16 Yet not only can there be problems in carving out time for reflection, but it is also difficult for organizers to articulate and document what gets worked out in practice. Historian Robin Kelley reminds us that social movements generate new knowledge, questions, and theory, and emphasizes the need for concrete and critical engagement with the movements confronting the problems of oppressed peoples. He argues that too often, our standards for evaluating social movements pivot around whether or not they succeeded in realizing their visions rather than on their merits or power of the visions themselves.17 Intergenerational learning, and opportunities to engage with and learn from reflection from other struggles as well as the ones which we are engaged with, can be valuable resources for change. Kelley reminds us of the importance of drawing conceptual resources for contemporary struggles from critical readings of histories of older movements. This theme runs through most of the chapters in this collection as contributors, in various ways, contextualize their discussion, or otherwise draw upon earlier movements or previous phases of struggles.

Organizational Structure and Form: Implications

Organization-building for power is a challenging undertaking. People aiming to take on the status quo in an effort to promote justice need to consider some fundamental organizational issues: What structure would work best for our purposes in the context we are struggling in? What kind of financial or other resources do we need and have access to? To whom and how are we going to be accountable?

Organizational structure has far-reaching implications. It can be a mirror of the kind of structure we want to seeor not. It can make our work more efficient, responsive, and effectiveor not. It can make space for diverse engagement within a common struggleor not. Which way these things swing depends on the choices we make in structuring our organizations. The options are nearly endless. At the grassroots level, much organizing begins more along the lines of social networks, people with common interests coming together for mutual aid and information and strategy sharing. People may consciously decide to form a collective, remaining loose in structure but having agreed upon principles for decision-making and ways of working. This form may continue permanently if the group decides that this is the way it wants to work. It has advantages. First, it reflects an appropriate structure for mobilization and education on a single issue or campaign. Also, because it is easy to maintain, it requires few resources and does not have to make compromises if it decides to find ways to raise money. We should not underestimate the importance of informal collective action. Asef Bayat, for example, discusses these processes in Third World cities under authoritarian regimes, using the concept of the quiet encroachment of the ordinary to describe how informal processes are used to appropriate urban space and challenge ruling relations.18 However, if organizations want to find support to pay rent, overheads, and organizers, they usually have to move in a more formal direction. As groups become more formalized, they tend to go one of two ways: firstly, the NGO route with a board of directors and a membership that is composed of supporters but not necessarily those directly implicated in the issue at hand, or a union model. The first model is similar to a corporate structure, if one substitutes stockholders with members. It is used because of the concentration of power with the board and staff and limits membership participation and involvement. Secondly, there is the trade union model, which has a clear membership structuremembers are the ones who make decisions and set direction. Both can be democratic or restrictive. Unions and organizations using that type of structure can become highly professionalized and staff-directed while maintaining the formal membership structure. Beyond mobilizing people at a local level, many organizations identify a need to ally at a higher level through federated structures, campaign-oriented coalitions or temporary alliances. These alliances can be highly effective but they can also leave out the membership or base of the organizations.

Regardless of the structures that organizations use, formalization raises many issues, as it has important political implications. Many community organizers and social movement activists are concerned about the NGOization of movements and strugglesthat is, their institutionalization, professionalization, depoliticization, and demobilization.19 Sangeeta Kamat argues that this process is driven by the neoliberal policy context in which NGOs operate. Organizations must demonstrate managerial and technical capabilities to administer, monitor, and account for project funding. Mass-based organizations of movements who represent their demands themselves through various forms of political mobilization have often been overshadowed or displaced by organizations that claim to represent the poor and marginalized, but in fact have no mass base or popular mandate.20 While there are exceptions, many NGOs and community organizations create and become enmeshed and invested in maintaining webs of power and bureaucracy, which divert energy and focus away from building oppositional movements for social change.

Organizing Processes: The Long-Term Perspective

An examination of the organizing that is occurring among temporary migrant workers in Canada is illustrative of the range of forms and processes that people use to organize and struggle for better social and economic conditions. Organizing among migrant workers takes place despite huge barriers. In fact, all of the programs to bring low-skill temporary workers to Canada have as an underlying assumption that the workers will be compliant and respond to the labor needs of employers regardless of the type of work and working conditions. The specific barriers to organizing include the nature of their work and issues of immigration status. Without permanent status, there is always a risk hanging over migrant workers that they can be sent back to their countries of origin or not have their contracts renewed for contesting their conditions. But while the nature of their work and immigration status are factors that make it difficult for temporary foreign workers to organize, our research has also documented many positive developments in the struggle. Below are some of the lessons that we have learned about approaches, processes and strategies that counter these dominant forces.

Organizing among temporary migrant workers and racialized immigrants, as with most groups, begins with relationship-building among themselves and with advocacy and support organizations. These include connections between people from the same country, who share language, culture, and similar stakes in their work and status. The sharing of the process of recruitment and a common workplace or work experience are key elements. Organizations that bridge between workers, organizers, and allies are also important. These include churches and cultural organizations. The connection to organizing groups is essential as a means to challenge working conditions. Unionization is extremely difficult with migrant workers, except for those who end up hired into already unionized workplaces. Community unionism or community-based labor organizing has become a strategy adopted because it is a means to work with people outside of their workplaces (but on work issues), build strategies that allow workers to challenge their employers without unionization, and with allies to campaign for policy changes that affect work and immigration. Migrant worker-allied organizations bring experience, knowledge and organizing skills to help workers act to improve their situations. They also have a presence that continues even though many of those on temporary foreign worker programs are here for relatively short stays. In Quebec, and Montreal in particular, for example, the community-based presence of organizations such as PINAY (Philippine Womens Organization of Quebec; see Speirs and Calugays chapter), United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) Support Centers (for seasonal agricultural workers), and the Immigrant Workers Center (IWC; see Henaways chapter) provide a safe place for workers to discuss their situations, discover their rights, and decide on action or whether to act. They build cohesion of their group through a variety of social and cultural activities. Finally, beyond organizing with specific groups of migrant and racialized immigrant workers, the building of allies to expose and challenge both the conditions of work and migration has been essential. The consequence of ally-building has led to a much greater public understanding of these programs and the location of allies within public and para-public institutions such as the Labor Standards Board. As a greater public understanding grows about these programs and their impact on workers themselves and on the wider society, workers who take action through the organizations we discussed find wider support and this encourages more workplace action. Finally, challenging conditions in the workplace is difficult enough, but there is a broader understanding among organizers, advocates, and allied organizations that the main issue is status, and without permanent residency here, there is an underlying injustice regardless of working conditions.

Organizing Skills and Practice: Analysis, Action, and Critical Reflection

From our perspective, there are three elements that are key to effective organizing: analysis, action, and critical reflection on practice. As we discussed above, the analysis begins with the impact of social, political, and economic relations, from the international to the local level, and their interconnections. There are both benefits and problems with this. The benefits are that it introduces a critical perspective on the forces that shape the specific social problems in a community. The nature of globalized capitalism and neoliberal social and economic policies shape much of daily life as well as the specific manifestations of gender, racial, and colonial oppression that continue. Community practitioners require this kind of critical analysis to understand what they are up against and the necessity of long-term fundamental change, connecting what can be gained in the short-term and what its longer-term implications might be. On the negative side, however, critical analysis is also discouraging and can lead to despair because of the huge challenges facing practitioners. Or, too often in the literature, the social analysis presented is too simple and within a liberal framework, and as a consequence the possibilities of practice are overly optimistic.21

Social analysis is a key element to building an understanding of the limits and possibilities of community practice. The personal challenge is to work with a critical analysis anddespite recognizing the limits of practice possibilitiesnot be defeated by a sense that the opposition is too powerful to challenge. In this era of global capitalism, as we watch massive ecological catastrophes, it is easy to give up. And many we know have. One way to understand what we do and stick to it is to think in terms of opposition and trying to limit the gains on the other side. It is for that reason that building opposition is so important; it is understanding society as based on an ongoing relationship of conflict and power. Another dimension is more (inter)personal; it is about finding out whos along for the journey. The networks and colleagues who work in opposition are an unusual group of people who stand outside the mainstream, usually with humor, shared values, and vision. These are invaluable in sustaining the work.

The second element of effective organizing is direct intervention itself, or what people do in the day-to-day world of practice. There is a wide range of teachable organizing skills: how to work with individuals and groups, strategies and tactics, organizational development and maintenance, fundraising, planning, etc. The community sector has gone through a process of change over the past thirty years, which has changed the kinds of skills and abilities demanded by organizations. With the professionalization or NGOization of many groups, the valued skillset may be a little heavy on management, consensus-building, and service provision. However, if we are to maintain an opposition to the status quo, it is important to situate what we do in the community within a context developed in the analysis, and to use our own experiences that challenge the theory of practice.

This brings us to the third element in organizing which informs this book: critical reflection. The interaction between context and practice needs to be critically evaluated as practice processes evolve. We need to step back and see what is being gained and the effectiveness of the work, but with which guiding principles? Political and value frameworks that guide interventions have to be made explicit for this to happen. Critical reflection is required to understand the complexities. However, it is important to recognize that organizing work starts with individuals and their reasons for building projects. A beginning point is naming our own experience and how this influences what we do and why. We need to be able to articulate our politics and values within a personal historical context. Organizing is challenging and there is a high turnover, at least partly related to poor working conditions or the fact that more often it is an unpaid activist engagement. In order to continue involvement it is important to have a clear vision and understanding of why one is there. Most organizers values put them in opposition to many of the dominant social values. An explicit discussion of these conflicts contributes to insight and understanding about what is at stake and how one can sustain ones contribution to longer-term social change. Without this reflection, it is easy to get caught up in whatever the latest grant or project is about and become led by government or foundation programs and priorities. A sharp critical social analysis and personal critical reflection then becomes the compass to maintain a sense of social and political direction. To summarize, the three dimensions need to interact with each other and should not be seen as a linear process. In other words, discussion of practice is inextricably linked to an analysis of the context and influences it. At the same time, reflection on practice needs to be introduced at every step.

What You Will Find in This Book

In pulling this book together, we invited contributions from people who are actively engaged in organizing that is based in critical social analysis, while also having an active reflection on the meaning and impact of their actions. Drawing on examples from a wide range of organizing struggles, we have chapters that focus on the organizing process and useful skills placing these practice considerations within the context of particular communities, particular political contexts, or particular solidarity movements. The book begins with a group of chapters on skills that can serve organizing: research (Choudry and Kuyek; Speirs and E. Calugay); fundraising (Petermann); and legal strategies (Law and Will; DSouza). Three chapters discuss different ways that art can contribute to organizing: photography (Lee); music (Nawrocki); and poetry and literature (Ziadeh). The chapters which follow deal with direct organizing with Indigenous Peoples (Bargh), labor (Bleakney and Hagi Yusef; Henaway), women (Collectif CRAC; Chew) and psychiatric survivors (Church and Reville)while other chapters describe organizing in solidarity: with Palestine (Aboud), the Philippines (J. Calugay), through activist tourism (Mahrouse), with Indigenous communities (Walia) and around repressive immigration/security measures (Foster). The final few chapters focus on the more traditional geographic community with an examination of the struggles around organizing around food issues (Stiegman), ACORN (Fisher), and the Right to the City movement (Katiya and Reid).

Through these chapters, we hope that readers will gain a sense of how context and political analysis shape the organizing process, from issue identification, building relationships, leadership-building, strategic planning, implementation, and evaluation. We want to recognize that skills are important, including technical ones, but that these skills must be put to the service of a long-term political project. You will also note how often the informal processes seem to have great influence in the stories shared in this book. The authors aimed to convey how things work in practice, what doesnt get written, how they negotiate and navigate practice, keeping this kind of knowledge alive. As noted by journalist and activist Rahila Gupta, It is not easy for activists to sit down and record their work, but in this age of information overload you need to record in order almost to prove that you exist.22

Often the incremental and messy work of building social movements and counterpower to capital and the state is not always obvious as we go. Likewise, the challenges and tensions around coalition-building and radicalizing positions in community organizations, broader networks or alliances can be hard to identify. The reflections present in this books chapters suggest that analytical frameworks and approaches to studying community organizations and NGOs which focus on periodic, visible moments/phases of activism and ask whether they are successful or not often overlook these processes. An important tension exists. On the one hand, it is a struggle to find the space to reflect on/in action, a difficulty in articulating or documenting how we learn from/to struggle. But on the other hand, there are also many examples where contradictions or tensions are being worked out in practice but not necessarily recorded. This book aims to not only create the space for such reflection but to document it.
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Activist Research: Mapping Power Relations, Informing Struggles

Aziz Choudry1 and Devlin Kuyek

Introduction

Research is a major aspect of many movements for social change. There has been much academic literature written on activist research and activist scholarship, partnerships between university-based researchers and community organizations/activists, including the challenges and tensions inherent in this work. But there has been relatively little written to articulate or document the actual research practice of activist researchers operating independently of formal partnerships or collaboration with academic researchers. In some cases, this work is conducted by activist researchers who have no formal research training. The intellectual work and knowledge production that takes place in the course of social activism has often been overlooked. In this chapter we draw upon our own work as activist researchers, with examples from movement research on transnational corporate power and resistance to capitalist globalization, and our various involvements within movement networks. In doing so we will explore how some activist researchers understand, practice, and validate our/their research and processes of knowledge production, and how such research contributes to the struggles of social movements. We argue that research is often a fundamental component of social struggles.

Research: Relationships and Process

We contend that building relationships is a central aspect of every stage of effective activist research. From the outset, we acknowledge and emphasize that many of our reflections on doing activist research, as well as research for activism itself often emerge from collective, collaborative relations, discussions, conversations, and exchanges with a wide range of actors (including each other). For both of us, the main goal of our research has been to support and inform social change through popular organizing. Implicit within our work is an understanding of the importance of building counterpower against domination by the interests of capital and states, and our own active engagement in this struggle. This provides an overarching framework that helps to define what to write about and the focus of analysis to provide research for struggles. Our research processes come out of, and are embedded in, relations of trust with other activists and organizations that develop through constant effort to work together in formal and informal networks and collaborations. Such relationships are sometimes years in the making. These networks are spaces for constant sharing of information and analysis. They allow us to identify research that is most relevant to the struggles we are engaged in, and to communicate that research in ways that are meaningful and useful for the building of movements. And they are invaluable in the production, vetting/getting the research right, application, strategic considerations and dissemination of the research. For us this is an ongoing process which informs action and in turn continues to be produced and used strategically, drawing upon new knowledge and challenges that arise in the course of confrontations with, say, transnational corporations, state or intergovernmental policies, international financial institutions, free trade and investment agreements, or, sometimes, nongovernmental organizations. Sometimes activist research seems akin to unraveling a ball of stringbut it is the analysis and overarching sets of understandings about how states, capital, and various agencies and institutions function which help to guide the unraveling process, alongside ongoing relationships and discussions with social movements.

Activist research should be a continuous process, where information and analysis is shared and processed constantly with others, from beginning to end. A publication is only one part of this process. Some of the most important outputs may come from e-mail exchanges or workshops that happen before anything is formally written. This process strengthens the research, as collaboration brings out more information, deepens the analysis and connects the research with others working on the issue. The research process itself can be critical to building networks and long-term relationships. It is also critical for enabling the output to have a bigger impact, as the groups and individuals involved will be more connected to the work and there will be more reason for them to use it in their own work and to share it with their networks.

At times, however, the objective of the research may be to draw attention to new significant information that the researcher has become aware of. The research and the publication of that research have an urgency to it, and are often carried out with an explicit objective of sparking reactions and actions. There are thus strategic considerations in how the information is pulled together and how it is released that are rarely central to academic research.

A Word on Sources and Search Strategies

While Internet searches can yield helpful information, activist research can often draw on a variety of sources and search strategies. Open sources such as media reports and other activist/NGO research can be helpful, but it is important to carefully read primary sources, and to double check and substantiate claims and assertions made in secondary materials. Corporate documents such as annual reports, briefings and media statements, and official government documents, read alongside the business pages of news publications can be extremely helpful sources. If search strategies, directions and further potential sources of information are driven by the needs of what is useful for movements and campaigns, this can help to define the kinds of questions to ask, of whom they should be asked, as well as relationships with activist networks being a vital source of information and contacts for furthering this research. Sometimes initial investigation and data-gathering throws up new information, which can focus or redirect research, strategy, and action. On occasions, in some contexts, academics, journalists, and opposition politicians may be willing to assist either through helping with research through access to databases and official information or asking questions in Parliament/Congress.

Patience is also an important resource for effective research: sometimes things take time to gather and analyze, notwithstanding the urgency of many of the problems we face. Besides material, which is readily available, activist researchers sometimes use access to information laws. Long before Wikileaks hit the headlines, documents from secretive organizations and negotiations had been leaked by functionaries uncomfortable with these processes. Websites have been one useful tool through which to share such documentsand analysiswhen they do surface, but equally, phone calls, face-to-face conversations, and effectively building and drawing upon trusted contacts, sometimes in the unlikeliest of places, can yield dividends.

Research for What?

To be clear, we do not claim that all activist research is inherently progressive or rigorous, any more than all academic research can claim to be rigorous and immaculately constructed. Nor are we arguing that academic and activist research necessarily exist in finite, separate worlds, although sometimes this might seem to be the case.

What we contend is that much activist research of the kind that we are engaged in involves a process of research in which information has to serve a purpose, is ongoing, and not usually channeled toward the production of one particular research output. Taking the time to get the research right is crucialwhether in the case of adequately researching details of a meeting venue in order to mount an effective protest action, or in the more formal sense of research on a corporation, policy or practice, which, if poorly researched, can be easily, and publicly discredited by a far better-resourced protagonist and media outlets. This in turn can have serious effects on efforts to build a campaign through reaching a broader base of people. We are cautious of claims that certain methodological approaches and research methods are necessarily radical and more oppositional than others and therefore always lead to emancipatory outcomes. For us, a central aspect of effective activist research is the relationship of trust and engagement built up with social struggles and movements. Articulating or explicating activist research methodologies from our own practices (and those of colleagues) is an interesting, and perhaps challenging task which falls outside of the scope of this chapter. But we are both committed to challenging the notion that there must be a separation between what some have called the brain and the brawn of the movement, since we see intellectual work, knowledge production, and forms of investigation/research which take place within activism are often inextricably linked (and sometimes overlooked or unrecognized) to action in many mobilizations. Douglas Bevington and Chris Dixon argue that [d]irect engagement [of researchers] is about putting the thoughts and concerns of the movement participants at the center of the research agenda and showing a commitment to producing accurate and potentially useful information about the issues that are important to these activists.2

Gary Kinsman warns, Sometimes when we talk about research and activism in the academic world we replicate distinctions around notions of consciousness and activity that are detrimental to our objectives. We can fall back on research as being an analysis, or a particular form of consciousness, and activism as about doing things out there, which leads to a divorce between consciousness and practice.3 In turn, we should be wary of replicating such dynamics in activist milieus.

There are emerging traditions in some areas of academic scholarship which seem somewhat congruent with aspects of the kind of activist research described in the two examples from our own work (see Box 1 and Box 2). Notably, in his work on political activist ethnography, the late activist and academic George Smith suggests that for activist researchers, there is a wealth of research material and signposts derived from moments of confrontation to explore the way that power in our world is socially organized.4 He contends that being interrogated by insiders to a ruling regime, like a crown attorney, brings a researcher into direct contact with the conceptual relevancies and organizing principles of such regimes. In both Azizs anti-APEC work and Devlins work on seeds in Canada, confrontations with the state have been a very rich entry point from which to explore the ways that governments, domestic and transnational capital, and other extralocal forces socially organize power. So too have been confrontations within activist milieus, conferences, and workshops or in the course of campaign work in relation to framing, strategy, and tactics. As Kinsman notes, research and theorizing is an everyday/everynight part of the life of social movements whether explicitly recognized or not: Activists are thinking, talking about, researching and theorizing about what is going on, what they are going to do next and how to analyze the situations they face, whether in relation to attending a demonstration, a meeting, a confrontation with institutional forces or planning the next action or campaign. 5


 During the 1990s, Aziz was an organizer, educator, and researcher for Aotearoa New Zealand-based activist groups GATT Watchdog and the Aotearoa/New Zealand APEC Monitoring Group that worked to educate and build opposition to free trade and investment agreements at domestic and regional (Asia-Pacific) levels. A major focus was the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) process that included twenty-one governments in the region, with a goal to advance trade and investment liberalization. APECs highest profile annual event was a Leaders summit, which rotated among APEC member countries each year, and had become a target for mobilizations against neoliberal globalization. A major focus for anti-APEC activism has been to delegitimize the APEC forum and to expose APEC governments claims of civil society involvement as a sham. Analysis of official texts was a key aspect of practice that informed strategy for the opposition to the hosting of APEC 1999 in Aotearoa New Zealand. In 1998, well in advance of the start of New Zealands chairing of APEC the following year, Aziz obtained a New Zealand Cabinet Strategy Committee paper APEC 1999Engagement With NGOs for GATT Watchdog under New Zealands Official Information Act. From this document, it became evident that government intentions were to co-opt NGOs and harness them to promote APEC domestically, and also to project to international audiences an image of a democratic government which valued differing opinions. Deletions in the document clearly refer to managing the risks (militant opposition to APEC), since there are several references to risk management and preparedness for a protest element, but gave no specific details to what this entailed, corresponding to sections that have been withheld. What remains in the document is instructive:

On the positive side, the Government has a real opportunity to develop a wider sense of ownership and participation. Ensuring constructive participation by NGOs in the APEC process will be a critical part of the overall strategy of communicating the what, why and how of APEC to the New Zealand community. It would serve to demonstrate to the international community New Zealands ability, as a participatory democracy, to accommodate debate and dissent among a variety of NGOs.  On the other hand, as the experience of CHOGM and the MAI indicated, there is significant risk of disruption and protest at APEC events. In particular we are likely to see a protest element around the Leaders Meeting in Auckland in September.

The document also advised that New Zealands chairing of APEC should reflect the values of an open and participatory democracy where NGOs have an opportunity freely to express their views.6 We propose a dual strategy of constructive engagement  The document goes on to say:

The target audience in this strategy is not just NGOs per se, but also the wider group of middle New Zealand who will want to see NGO voices given a fair hearing.  This will require engaging effectively with responsive groups and helping to meet, as far as possible, their own objectives of being seen to influence outcomes  the requirement for cost-effectiveness suggests there will be limits to the extent of outreach that may be possible. It will be important to avoid getting bogged down in long, resource-intensive consultations.7

The strategy involves building broad support for APEC and actively managing the risk of disruption.8

The New Zealand governments NGO engagement strategy paper was a clear example of a document which operates in the states interest in drawing up a plan to contain dissent and manage the governments image, rather than being a background paper to inform a dialogue among equals. By its use of the term responsive groups, the government assumed the right to determine who was in and who was out in New Zealand civil society. It also clearly sought to divide and rule NGOs into supposedly constructive and disruptive elements.

For GATT Watchdog and Aotearoa/New Zealand APEC Monitoring Group activists, our reading of the document was accomplished because of our own confrontation with the government over APEC, experience of being targeted by New Zealand state security forces for lawful dissent against APEC in 1996, involvement in previous years anti-APEC mobilizations in several countries, and interactions with police at demonstrations and increased surveillance during 1999. Having these experiences and analysis was important, but collecting, analyzing, and disseminating these documents was absolutely key to building an effective strategy to counter the governments promotion of APEC to NGO networks and community organizations. Drawing from these documents, a key part of the groups anti-APEC strategy of 1999 was to explicitly and publicly denounce the New Zealand Governments APEC Taskforce communications strategy, and to politicize attempts to co-opt or silence critics through dialogue in a similar fashion to that revealed in Canadian official documents relating to the Vancouver APEC summit. This included a picket of the first dialogue on APEC 1999 with NGOs outside the office of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade in Wellington in January 1999, and a rejection of approaches made by the official APEC NGO Liaison officer (hired by the New Zealand Governments APEC Taskforce) to discuss APEC matters. Through media work and dissemination through NGO and community group mailings and meetings, we publicly revealed the government strategy of containment and propaganda through limited dialogue and state surveillance and harassment of the more radical critics. Our strategy involved politicizing the disjuncture between stated intentions for dialogue, the calculated actual rationale expressed by the official documents obtained under the Official Information Act (Access to Information Act), and past actual experience of state practice of criminalization of lawful dissenters. After we circulated the Cabinet papers to a wide range of NGOs and trade unions, the governments plan to co-opt NGOs and harness them to do their work of selling APEC to middle New Zealand failed dismally, with few attending their NGO consultation sessions. The operation of the Official Information Act, and broader questions of transparency, state power and claims of democracy became politicized in this research activism work when ministries either refused to divulge, release information, or insisted on imposing expensive processing fees, and this was publicized through mainstream and independent media, revealing some journalists to be sympathetic on this issue for their own reasons and willing to write critical articles on the matter.



  In the early 2000s, Devlin was active within an informal Canadian network of activists and organizations working on issues related to agriculture and social justice. At the time, Devlin was also involved in international struggles over seeds, and had begun working with farmers organizations, food activists, and others in Canada to better understand and deal with how these issues were playing out in Canada. Seeds, as a fundamental basis of agriculture, had, with the development of genetic engineering and the patenting of life, become a critical space of contestation between the agenda of transnational capital and people, be they farmers or urban consumers. For corporations, such as Monsanto, and their shareholders, seeds were now an entry point for controlling agriculture and extracting more profit. Yet, to convert seeds into such a commodity, they had to first undermine social processes and practices of seed saving and plant breeding by introducing new technologies (such as hybrids and genetically modified organisms (GMOs)) and transforming regulations. These corporate practices were drawing increasing resistance around the world, and in Canada as well.

In 2003, Devlin offered to lead a research process with several organizations that were active on seeds issues, including farmers organizations (National Farmers Union, Union Paysanne), activist groups and NGOs (Rams Horn, Council of Canadians), academic research groups (Technosciences du vivant et socit at the University du Quebec  Montral (UQM)) and international solidarity organizations (Inter Pares and Development and Peace). The objectives of the research were defined collectively, and some of the groups contributed small amounts of funds to support the research. Without going into the details about the findings of the research, a few aspects of the process itself are important here. First, there was the process of information collection. As one of the objectives was to provide a historical view of seed politics in Canada, an issue which has received very little academic attention, much vital documentation was provided by activists who had spent years collecting newspaper clippings and other documents over the years that would not have been easily accessed otherwise. The personal experience of people, such as Brewster Kneen (activist and writer on agriculture issues) and Terry Boehm (a farmer from Western Canada with deep involvement in seeds issues for many years) and their engagement in the research project were also critical in this respect.

Second, the research process from the outset was as much about strengthening communication and collaborations as anything else. It was always understood as a means to bring like-minded people together to strengthen their capacity to resist the corporate takeover of the seed system. The sharing of information and collective discussions to define the research created new bonds and alliances. Also, the organizations of two workshops provided a space for more people to participate, and a proactive effort was made to bring new people into the process. Through these workshops a national working group was formed, the Forum on the Patenting of Life, with a common statement of principles and an e-mail listserv managed by Devlin for members to communicate and share information and analysis.

Third, the research was deeply embedded in the struggles around seeds issues happening at the time. The knowledge resulting from the research was critical in pushing back on corporate and government efforts to change legislation to protect the interests of the seed industry, not because the research was oriented toward policy-makers or specific governmental processes but because it supported popular mobilization. It offered people a framework through which to see the politics behind technical changes to legislation, a tool for popular education and a basis for mobilizations, alliance-building and the construction of new visions for seed systems in Canada.

Fourth, the final output of the research was a booklet published in both French and English. The groups involved in the research project organized the translation, publication (in print and on the Internet) and distribution themselves, without a budget. Printing costs were recuperated through sales of the booklet at various activities. Distribution happened mainly through Internet networks and public events, such as seed fairs, workshops, and public forums. Aside from the important contribution of the booklet to the body of knowledge on seed politics and agriculture/food in Canada, a main result was the formation of a solid alliance of activists and organizations which continued to pursue research and activism collectively on the issue long after the publication of the booklet.


Building Networks and Organizations of Research for Resistance

Dialogue among engaged activist researchers, and research itself occurs both within formal coalitions and campaigns, and also in informal webs or networks of various kinds. Such research is sometimes driven and informed by immediate confrontation with ruling relations (for example, a struggle against a specific corporation, a proposed policy or legislative change, or an upcoming APEC meeting) or seeks to explicate and expose underlying ruling practices which socially organize institutions or actions on a longer-term or historic basis. Such research is enriched by and builds upon multiple standpoints and entry points into the explication and challenge of ruling regimes and social relations. For example, research work on APEC or transnational corporations conducted among activist networks in different locations can approach these institutions and processes through specifically local/national entry points (government trade ministries, academic or business think tanks dedicated to economic and trade liberalization, or local offices of transnational corporations) and combine their insights through dialogue and collaboration with other activist researchers similarly located, yet in different settings.

There are a range of ways and forms in which movement research occurs, which includes the establishment and maintenance of specialized research and education institutions by social struggles to support social movementssuch as the IBON Foundation in the Philippines, which has been a powerhouse of a range of knowledge production and critical research which has informed domestic and international movements contesting a wide range of injustices (http://www.ibon.org). For example, IBON supplied much of the data and analysis for Philippine peoples movement campaigns against the deregulation of the oil industry and oil price hikes which increased profits for transnational corporations at the expense of ordinary people.9 In turn, IBON has been a major player in developing and supporting a growing network of research NGOs and institutional research arms of social movements in the Asia-Pacific region, many of which are deeply implicated in movement struggles, the Asia-Pacific Research Network.10 This has also strengthened opportunities to work together transnationally to build analysis and research tools that serve the needs and aspirations of struggles against corporate power, domestic and transnational capital, and neoliberal economic and trade agreements, for example.

In recent years, we have also been involved with research activism to support social movements against bilateral free trade and investment agreements (FTAs). Peoples movements to stop FTAs are often isolated from each other, a direct reflection of the divide and conquer strategy that bilateralism thrives on. A number of anti-FTA movements have made it a priority to break the isolation and link with others fighting such agreements in order to share analysis and learnings from each others struggles. The Thai anti-FTA movement has been quite proactive in this respect, organizing several events that have brought activists from different countries together to strategize on FTAs. FTA Watch, a Thai coalition, invited bilaterals.org,11 GRAIN12 and the Bangkok office of Mdecins sans Frontires to help coorganize a global strategy meeting of anti-FTA movements. Dubbed Fighting FTAs, the three-day workshop was held at the end of July 2006 in Bangkok. It brought together around sixty social movement activists including many who are active in some aspects of research and knowledge production activities from twenty countries of Africa, the Americas, and the Asia-Pacific region to share experiences in grassroots struggles against FTAs and to build international strategies and cooperation. For many participants, it was the first time that they had been able to physically sit down with other movement activists fighting FTAs and discuss strategy and experiences. In February 2008, GRAIN, bilaterals.org, and BIOTHAI (Biodiversity Action Thailand) produced a collaborative publication and launched a multimedia (including audio and film resources) website called Fighting FTAs: the growing resistance to bilateral free trade and investment agreements which provides both a global overview of the spread of FTAs and maps the growing resistance and learnings from peoples experiences of fighting FTAs. This resource was merged into a relaunched and redesigned bilaterals.org website in 2009. In this way, knowledge, research, strategy, and action in these struggles was documented and disseminated, enhancing connections between them.

Conclusion

The politics of the forms of activist research, including the initiatives that we have been involved with and describe here, are impacted by challenges related to mobilizing and maintaining support, continuity, and accountability among and between activist researchers and broader social struggles. Funding and institutional recognition of movement research is not necessarily proportionate to the utility of such work, especially if it is disconnected from the task of building and supporting movements, but rather oriented toward outputs intended to influence decision-makers in government, private sectors or international organizations. Indeed, some NGO research is driven by project-centric cycles or compartmentalized logics that are disconnected from social struggles, and more reflective of tensions around funding priorities. In what ways, then, can we ensure that research serves movements for social change? In what ways can activist researchers operating outside of university, private sector or official infrastructures (and the resources which come with these locations) collaborate to strengthen and broaden activist research and their own research practice in the service of social struggles? And, can we perhaps demystify research itself as an activity which is implicit in so much social action, whether recognized or not? There are no neat answers to these questionsthey depend rather on attending to specific contexts, maintaining and developing relationships and strategic collaborations, looking for contradictions and tensions that exist in the systems, structures, and institutions that we are up against, and commitments to long-haul struggles for change.
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