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What if Engaged, Activist Scholarship Is a  
Moral Imperative?

I t is through immersive, community-engaged research that the 
authors in this volume arrive at a thoroughgoing commitment 
to activist scholarship. For Reiter, “having lived and worked 

under truly precarious conditions in the global South puts into 
perspective the ‘plights’ of Northern academics and allows for a 
reassessment of one’s role and position in producing social change” 
(p. 13). Espinosa recalls her student fieldwork in Cusco, Peru: 

Living for a month or so with a peasant family… 
working in their coffee fields, meeting at night to help 
these peasant men and women to read and write, and 
discussing their problems, eating their food, sleeping 
in their homes, sharing their stories, their poverty and 
suffering, all that radically changed me. (p. 49)

Several of the contributors lived for extended periods in Black 
Brazilian communities suffering direct police violence and sys-
tematic state terror. As a Jamaican-born African American, Perry 
chooses to blend in during a 4-hour police raid in the community 
where she is a researcher. Following that terrifying experience, 
given the option to leave, she stays. Some time later, she cooperates 
with neighborhood activists to give a visiting NGO representative 
a tour of the neighborhood. She was therefore implicated when 
local drug dealers told the activists that they provided a tour to an 
undercover police officer. Feeling a very real threat to her physical 
security from both police and criminal elements, Perry realized, 
“the very methods that endanger our survival as black researchers 
are the methods necessary to carry out work in solidarity and 
advance the improvement of black communities” (p. 164).

Through interviews, conversations, and relationships with 
Brazilian families who lost loved ones to police raids and “death 
squad assassinations (as police-related forms of violence),” coupled 
with her own membership in the Black diaspora, Smith comes to 
feel the spiritual terror systematically deployed to maintain bound-
aries of the existing social order. Is engaged, activist scholarship a 
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moral imperative? Smith addresses this question: “Within activist 
research, we frequently advocate fighting back as if it were a mere 
political choice, rather than a life or death reality” (p. 143).

Activist Engagement, Transformational Learning, 
and Sacred Lives

In my own work cooperating with campuses interested in 
expanding global, engaged learning opportunities, a faculty member 
recently approached me. “Have you seen research on transforma-
tional learning that relates to graduate and faculty researchers?” she 
asked. She had, only a year or two before, spent several months in 
a refugee camp in Zambia, and she was still working to understand 
how to make sense of what she could—needed—to do in terms of 
responding to the human crisis she witnessed.

Her question was insightful. Much of the research on critical 
reflection and transformational learning has its roots in adult 
education and learning theories (Brookfield, 2009; Kiely, 2004, 2005; 
Mezirow, 1995). Mezirow’s work demonstrates how among adults, a 
disorienting dilemma can trigger profound questioning, leading 
to realignments in worldview, values, and actions. Yet within the 
engagement literature, these insights have primarily been applied 
to undergraduates (Kiely, 2004, 2005). Research concerning effects 
on graduate student researchers or faculty has been rare (Warner 
& Esposito, 2009), even in recent years (Sexsmith & Kiely, 2014; Kiely, 
2015).

Simultaneously, immersive learning and development activ-
ists (Chambers, 2012; Farmer, Gutiérrez, Griffin, & Weiss Block, 2013) 
have written of the power of learning with as a key component 
in advancing policy proposals and reimagining unjust structures. 
Working with the World Bank and other organizations, Chambers 
(2012) wrote, 

The question is not whether the direct experien-
tial learning of immersions and reality checks can 
be afforded. It is whether anyone in any organisation 
committed to the MDGs [millennium development 
goals], social justice and reducing poverty, can justify 
not affording and making space for them. (“Why Now?” 
para. 6)

Connecting transformational learning research and the work 
of development activists with engaged faculty experiences is 
important not only because it may help us better understand 
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individual faculty meaning making, but also because it may bring 
us key insights for advancing personal, institutional, and structural 
transformation.

Indeed, surfacing the potential for “the human element” to 
emerge through relational knowing may help other social scientists 
see past their indoctrinations in objectivity to embrace the possi-
bility of systematic research coupled with meaningful connection 
with the sacred lives involved. Hordge-Freeman, for example, shares 
that during her research in Brazil, she “instinctively aligned… with 
a black feminist orientation” but quickly found herself taking a 
photo of a young black girl in a manner that suggested a “white 
gaze” and “raised questions about my privilege, my positionality, 
and the tension between being a researcher and an activist” (p. 124). 
Being a Black North American did not automatically create oppor-
tunities for solidarity with Afro-Brazilians, and Hordge-Freeman 
realized “my propensity to so easily slip into the more problematic 
researcher gaze reflected my inculcation in the norms of sociology 
and a particular social-science tradition that includes the casual 
dismissal and manipulation of marginalized communities” (p. 125).

Although she quickly recognizes her own responsibility to be 
continuously self-reflective and critical in monitoring how her aca-
demic socialization has conditioned her to interact with marginal-
ized communities, Hordge-Freeman also comes to understand the 
role her privileged position can play within relationships she has 
developed with respondents during more than a year in Brazil. An 
ally and friend, Matheus, is “beaten, arrested, and thrown in jail, 
as a result of racial profiling and police brutality” (p. 130). Hordge-
Freeman soon finds herself serving as a translator between the 
jailed Matheus’s wife, an American business partner, and repre-
sentatives of the Public Ministries. She speaks with “two adminis-
trators at the jail, two lawyers, and a civil rights group in Salvador” 
(p. 131), in addition to writing a letter on Matheus’s behalf. She real-
izes her essential role:  “Part of the reason why I was central to this 
process is because of the assumption about how my Americanness 
would potentially help his situation” (p. 131). This is not a naïve 
assumption, nor is it indicative of an inflated sense of self in this 
story. The catalytic role of outsiders in rights networks, and in par-
ticular the way in which connectedness to Northern activists can 
bring important pressures to bear on repressive regimes, has been 
amply documented (Risse, Ropp, & Sikkink, 1999). Even in the case of 
relatively small-scale community–campus partnerships (Reynolds, 
2014) or international volunteering networks (Lough & Matthew, 
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2014), outsiders’ presence and careful advocacy can support local 
and national advocacy goals and rights diffusion.

The power of transformational learning, as well as the extent 
to which the authors collected here became willing to put their 
careers and their lives on the line for the sake of justice, has pro-
found implications for the field of community engagement. One 
possible concern is that, rather than focusing on transformation, 
the institutionalization movement has proceeded largely through 
consideration of faculty incentive structures (O’Meara & Braskamp, 
2005), in effect tinkering with the existing system in the hope of 
getting faculty members “out there and engaged.” A second issue 
relates to the first. If faculty members engage because of small insti-
tutional incentives, an institutional mandate, or simply because it 
is likely to improve their students’ learning experiences, are they 
likely to take the risk of expending the time, effort, and personal 
bravery necessary to be in relationship with marginalized commu-
nities and people? Third, as our country and world become more 
socioeconomically segregated, are campuses truly engaging with 
marginalized communities? It is through deep, meaningful rela-
tionships with socially distant others—coupled with critical struc-
tural analysis—that we grow in understanding of the profound 
injustices that are part of our existing societies. Fourth, what are 
the implications if significant time in or with marginalized com-
munities is truly transformative—in a manner that is difficult if 
not impossible to match through text, analysis, or “safer” forms 
of engagement? Might there be a discourse and understanding 
challenge between those who have lived and worked through such 
experiences and those who have not? And finally, transformational 
experiences are volatile. People exposed to disorienting dilemmas 
may grow to reach and advocate for new possibilities, or they may 
shrink back in fear, seek shelter in stereotypes, and choose not to 
engage. Are there ways to support faculty and graduate students 
through their transformational learning experiences?

Learning From and Contributing to the Engaged 
Learning Movement

The chapter authors and editors identify themselves as 
Africanists, anthropologists, development scholars, geographers, 
grassroots activists, and sociologists. Their disciplinary and occu-
pational training rewards focus on whole communities, histories, 
populations, power, and social structures. They consider structural 
issues to an extent that is too often overlooked in the engagement 
literature, and they visit and live in places that most faculty mem-
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bers would not take students. Both of these acts are vital in pursuit 
of justice. Yet these scholars also surface questions that the field of 
engagement has already begun to address.

With the insightful eye of an outsider-insider, Espinosa 
identifies unique contributions that may be made by academia 
because of

its capacity to protect and encourage critical thinking, 
to conduct research, and reflect on experience without 
the urgency and immediacy of activism. This is an 
important characteristic of the academy that we need to 
keep in mind as we explore the links between activism 
and academia. (p. 54)

This special location apart from the inescapable urgency and 
outcomes orientation of our neoliberal world brings to mind 
Imagining America’s support of artists and scholars who stoke the 
fires of imagination in order to create transformation within higher 
education and society. Here is one of the many locations in the 
book where the writers’ thinking aligns with efforts under way in 
community–campus engagement. Espinosa specifically highlights 
the

role of imagination in social life as “a positive force 
that encourages an emancipatory politics of globaliza-
tion.” By expanding the circle of legitimate knowledge 
to include those outside academia, we should also be 
redefining the parameters of academic epistemology, 
the topics we study, and how we do it to better reflect 
the extreme diversity of perspectives and interests that 
exist. (p. 59)

Espinosa is now an associate professor at Brandeis, but she 
spent many years as an activist and found that academia following 
activism was not easy. “You pay a price for being ‘out’: you lag 
behind, compared to what your peers have accomplished in the 
ten years or so that you were ‘outside’ academia” (p. 51). Several of 
the authors share these concerns about what constitutes “legitimate 
research,” acceptance within the academy, or strengths specific to 
higher education’s capacities to support creative activism—without 
any citation of the major engagement associations.

This points to a knowledge mobilization challenge for the com-
munity engagement movement within higher education. Insightful 
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collections of scholarly insights regarding methodically bridging 
research and activism are available through Campus Compact 
(2015), Community Campus Partnerships for Health (2013), 
Imagining America (2016), and the National Collaborative for the 
Study of University Engagement (2016). Each of these organiza-
tions is systematically helpful in addressing many of the challenges 
named here, yet the authors seem to have experienced their careers 
without the support of any of these networks.

Considering and Creating More Humane 
Possibilities

This volume emerged through engaged academics’ coopera-
tion with activists who “are looking for partners in their efforts to 
improve the lives of poor and marginalized communities” (p. xi). 
Both for applied researchers who wish to better understand their 
efforts through the insights of earlier social scientists pushing the 
edge of “legitimate research” and for researchers who aim to engage 
diverse, potentially decolonizing epistemologies, along with related 
methods of dissemination, this book is a valuable resource. Perhaps 
more important, it offers stories of fortitude and hope in which 
serious social scientists repeatedly opt for humane, community-
connected, and justice-serving routes of action over often-easier, 
career-enhancing options.

If I have any complaint with the book, it is that Section 1 lacks 
a clear theme and suffers from several of the dangers inherent in 
the construction of any edited volume. Parts of the section seem 
rushed, e.g., “While I am not familiar with them, I know there 
are other collaborative initiatives in areas like health and policy 
research” (p. 55). Others seem to be included because of academic-
celebrity status (Esteva, pp. 15-30), or otherwise indicative of a sec-
tion looking for a theme. For example, Lewis’s interesting chapter 
on Latin American and Caribbean thinkers of African descent 
could stand alone as a strong work, but there is a question of fit 
here. Readers who lack background in Latin American studies or 
development may find the amount of content from outside the 
United States challenging, but it is a strength for scholars interested 
in considering more global perspectives. On the whole, the book 
presents several profound and meaningful reflections on what it 
means to be an academic, an activist, and a human being working 
toward a better tomorrow. A stubbornly hopeful spirit continues 
to emerge throughout the text, even as it visits and experiences 
countless instances of blatant, violent oppression.
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Escobar explores the relationship between the personal and 
the collective in activism as history-making. He writes, “The 
starting point is that the personal also has historical and political 
dimensions—it is, in short, history-in-person all the way down” (p. 
112). Here again, the beauty of imagining—and its central role in 
activism—comes forward:

We live at our best when engaged in acts of history-
making, meaning by this the ability to engage in the 
ontological act of disclosing new ways of being, of trans-
forming the ways in which we understand and deal with 
ourselves and the world. (p. 117)

Smith situates her insights powerfully within a reflection on 
“the fundamental role that the ontological question of the human 
plays in our ability to marry the theoretical and the practical in 
our activist research” (p. 136). Historical dehumanization requires 
us now to engage a deliberate rehumanization and a new under-
standing of history that helps us “co-identify ourselves with the 
other” (p. 136). 

These are not small ideas. They serve as reminders that the 
term transformation should not be thrown around lightly. To move 
closer to justice, we must continuously reimagine and re-create our 
world. We must imagine and understand what it will look like to live 
in a world where the transcendent dignity of the human person is 
recognized across all borders, in all communities, despite perceived 
differences. The activist-scholars collected here have provided us 
with some insights that should support transformational learning 
among academics—as part of reconnecting with the clear humanity 
in marginalized communities and deconstructing the oppressive 
structures and assumptions in which we find ourselves.
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