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!". Theoretical Research, Applied 
Research, and Action Research 

The Deinstitutionalization of Activist Research 

Davydd J. Greenwood 

Activist research in academic institutions is rare. A powerful set of forces, 
external and internal to universities, are arrayed against it. Tayloristic 
academic institutional management structures basically make the neces-
sarily multidisciplinary work of activist scholars impossible by organizing 
daily work life in a way that ties academics to their campuses. Under 
these circumstances, sustained interactions with the nonacademic world 
are extremely difficult. Academic professional organizations ostracize ac-
tivist scholars through a combination of self-policing censorship and the 
imposition of intellectual frameworks inimical to activist scholarship. Ex-
ternal forces including state and federal governments who provide fund-
ing and thus regulate behavior and private sector interests selectively dis-
courage activist work and police activist scholarship when it approaches 
issues those in power would prefer to leave unexamined. 

The above statements probably sound like the complaints of a margin-
alized professor with paranoid tendencies, but this is not the case. I am a 
senior and successful insider at an elite university, the holder of an en-
dowed chair in anthropology with a long list of publications, grants, and 
awards and with decades of experience as an academic administrator. So I 
offer this critique and analysis from a position of power and privilege 
within the existing system. I am a current stakeholder in this system who 
has learned a great deal about its workings over the course of a thirty-six-
year professional career. 

To substantiate the claims I make requires a compressed essay because 
the argument has many necessary components. I must offer a general 
presentation of the poorly understood contours of activist research.! I 
must briefly describe the purging of activist research from the academy. 
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Since this purging generally has been justified on the grounds that activ-
ist work cannot be “scientifically meaningful,” I must address this criti-
cism by showing that activist research, if anything, has greater potential 
for meeting the standards of scientific knowledge creation than does con-
ventional social science. I do this by reviewing a set of distinctions be-
tween three types of knowing, epistêmê, tékhnê, and phrónêsis, Aris-
totle’s three-part epistemic framework, and showing that activist research 
necessarily privileges phrónêsis. I provide epistemic and empirical 
justification for my assertion that action research produces results that 
are far more likely to be “valid” precisely because they are “engaged” di-
rectly in transformations of the phenomena they study. This directly un-
dermines the self-serving academic falsehood that activist research cannot 
make significant contributions to knowledge generation. Finally, I briefly 
describe how the promotion of action research would require fundamen-
tal changes in university structures, in the disciplines, and in the ways in 
which research and teaching are organized. Though such changes are 
difficult to enact, I close with a review of the changes in the relationship 
between universities and society under way now and the claim that this 
unsettled moment might offer important opportunities to reintroduce ac-
tivist research into the academy. 

FROM REFORM TO PROFESSIONALIZATION  
AND “BACK”? 

That activism now has to be treated as a topic to be given separate consid-
eration in the social sciences is the outcome of a long-term process: the 
domestication of the social sciences through the elimination of the re-
formist ideals that caused them to be founded in the first place. What fol-
lows is a very brief overview sprinkled with a few references for further 
reading. When you delve into the history of the social sciences in the 
United States, you are confronted with a process by which reformist po-
litical economy (both neoclassical and Marxist) was subdivided into her-
metic disciplinary minicartels and deactivated as a reform activity. The 
subdivision of political economy first into economics and the rest in the 
!##$s and then into economics, sociology, psychology, anthropology, and 
political science by !%$& is a story of the creation of a group of academic 
professions attached to the growth of specialized doctoral education in the 
United States. But it is more than that. By breaking up political economy 
in this way, the Tayloristic academic division of labor made it impossible 
for the so-called social sciences to contribute integrated or actionable 
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knowledge to the solution of social problems. Breaking society into an ar-
bitrary set of pieces was a growth industry for universities, and it also 
created the self-regarding and self-generating academic fiefdoms whose 
internal networks and ranking systems are the focus of activity of most 
conventional social scientists. 

To the extent that some few social scientists failed to toe the line and 
retained an interest in social reform, they were punished by being fired 
from tenured positions, denigrated in the academic professional societies 
to which they belonged, and later systematically purged by the FBI and 
CIA (Ross !%%"; Furner !%'&; Price "$$(). To add insult to injury, eventu-
ally even the memory of their presence at the founding of these academic 
professions was eradicated (see Madoo Lengermann and Niebrugge-
Brantley !%%# for an exposé of the case of sociology). 

The domestication of social science has been a continuous process, with 
high points during the Haymarket Riots, the labor unrest in Homestead, 
Pennsylvania, the Great Depression, the McCarthy era, the coercion of 
Southeast Asia scholars during the Vietnam era, and smaller incidents 
like Camelot. Through experience, most social scientists internalized the 
lesson that they should focus on building theory, being “objective,” writ-
ing mainly for each other in a language of their own creation, building 
professional associations, and staying away from political controversies. 

In anthropology, activist researchers like as Margaret Mead, Elsie 
Clews Parsons, Zora Neale Hurston, and Sol Tax never gained control of 
the agenda of American anthropology or the American Anthropological 
Association any more than Jane Addams, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, and 
Marianne Weber did in sociology or Richard Ely, Thorstein Veblen, and 
John R. Commons did in economics. In the case of anthropology, even af-
ter the initial purges were over, there was so much tension between theo-
rists and practitioners that in !%(! the Society for Applied Anthropology 
was founded as a reaction to the disdain for applied anthropology demon-
strated by the “pure” anthropologists who ruled the American Anthropo-
logical Association. 

The role of applied anthropology in the history of American anthro-
pology is poorly understood. Most younger anthropologists are unaware 
that anthropologists have worked in the Bureau of Indian Affairs that 
they contributed to the war effort in World War II, and that nearly half of 
the postgraduate degree holders in anthropology currently work outside 
the academy in applied jobs. I have met few people who know that the 
Cornell University Department of Anthropology was founded as an ap-
plied anthropology department by Alan Holmberg and Lauriston Sharp 
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in !%(# with a Carnegie Foundation grant covering faculty salaries, ad-
ministrative support, and even furniture for seven years. It quickly be-
came the world leader in this field. Yet by !%'$ any hint of a faculty 
member’s interest in applied anthropology was cause to question the se-
riousness of his or her academic commitments, and students with such in-
terests were not admitted to the graduate field. Their applications were 
shunted off directly to the Department of Rural Sociology (now Devel-
opment Sociology) in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences with-
out the courtesy of a reading. 

George Stocking’s interesting essay on Sol Tax includes a great deal of 
information about Tax’s characteristically energetic attempts to create an 
“action anthropology” in the !%&$s and to anchor this at the University 
of Chicago, an effort that also failed after a few years (Stocking "$$$). In 
subsequent generations, the emergent reformist fields of science and 
technology studies, women’s studies, and ethnic studies were also purged 
and gradually converted into domesticated academic departments that 
now look and operate much like the disciplinary departments against 
which they revolted (Messer-Davidow "$$"). 

While activist research has been purged from the conventional social 
sciences, the form of activist research called action research is found scat-
tered through some business schools and in the fields of organizational 
development, human resource management, environmental studies, and 
adult education. Action research is a powerful and prestigious practice in 
Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Colombia, Mexico, 
and Australia. For a time, it was highly regarded in England, with efforts 
centered on the Tavistock Institute for Human Relations and the work of 
the reformers Eric Trist and Einar Thorsrud but with no anchor in the 
higher education system. It was also briefly made popular in the United 
States through the work of Kurt Lewin at MIT in the !%($s. 

While in Europe anthropologists and sociologists (particularly in 
Scandinavia) have played some role in this form of activist scholarship, 
U.S. anthropologists and sociologists have ignored it, with the exception 
of occasional involvement in action research activities in Latin America 
and Africa. To become trained in action research, it is necessary to focus 
on the literatures in organizational development, European social psy-
chology, and adult education, where such perspectives are, if not domi-
nant, at least commonplace." 

I don’t point this out to be dismissive of the conventional social sci-
ences but to make the case that the overall historical trajectories of the 
conventional social sciences make it clear that activist research was 
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purged from all of them to an equal degree. This history, aside from rais-
ing interpretative questions, takes me to the practical point that it makes 
little sense to try to reintroduce activist research into these conventional 
social sciences one social science at time. The history reveals a much 
broader and deeper system problem in the political economy of the social 
sciences themselves. Such problems cannot be addressed by half-
measures. 

Before anyone would want to listen to my arguments in favor of activ-
ist scholarship, they would need to be persuaded that activist scholarship 
is “real” scholarship capable of producing significant social science under-
standings. I turn to this issue now and then will return to the issues sur-
rounding the reinstitutionalization of the social sciences. 

APPLIED RESEARCH, ACTION RESEARCH, AND  
WHY THE CONVENTIONAL AND APPLIED SOCIAL 
SCIENCES CANNOT BE “SCIENTIFIC” 

The attempt to move ahead on the issues of activist research is hamstrung 
by conventionally imposed divisions of social science activity into theo-
retical and applied work. Operating with this radical dichotomy, produced 
by the historical domestication of the reformist social sciences, makes 
anything deserving the name social science impossible. It creates a lan-
guage game and a system of power relations by which theoreticians take 
full ownership of academy and exile the activists, despite the self-evident 
point that theory without practice is not theory at all but merely useless 
speculation. 

To create a space for a more nuanced discussion of these issues, it is 
necessary to move philosophically back through the neopragmatists to 
the pragmatist philosophers and ultimately to Aristotle’s distinctions be-
tween epistêmê, tékhnê, and phrónêsis.) These Aristotelian distinctions 
have been revitalized in the work of Stephen Toulmin and Bjørn Gus-
tavsen (!%%*), Olav Eikeland ("$$*), Hans Joas (!%%'), and Bent Flyvbjerg 
("$$!). As they and I have written a good deal about this elsewhere, I 
propose here to say only enough to anchor the rest of this essay (Green-
wood and Levin !%%#a, !%%#b, "$$*). 

It is useful to begin the discussion with the observation that the social 
sciences, including anthropology, are rife with punishing dualisms that 
make activist research unthinkable. Among these dualisms are theoretical 
versus applied social science; theory versus practice; pure versus engaged 
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social science; participant observer versus partner or advocate; and infor-
mant or subject versus co-subject. 

Theoretical versus applied social science. The theoretical/applied dual-
ism is found throughout the social sciences. As often happens with such 
dichotomies, the inhabitants of each side are quite certain that they are 
the superior side, the theorists resting their sense of superiority on being 
“theoretical” and the “applied” social scientists feeling superior because 
they are “making a difference” in the world. This dualism, however, does 
not express an egalitarian relationship. For example, I am fascinated by 
how many applied anthropologists accept without question their inferior 
intellectual status in relation to theoreticians and somewhat sadly yearn 
for greater recognition from their theoretician colleagues (see Hill and 
Baba "$$!). 

Pure versus engaged social science. The distinction between pure social 
science and “engaged” social science is increasingly widespread. In the 
past couple of years, both the American Sociological Association and the 
American Anthropological Association have themed their annual meet-
ings to highlight the public and applied character of their fields. Of course, 
the term pure is rarely used self-referentially, but use of the term en-
gaged as an adjective before the name of a particular social science (e.g., 
engaged anthropology, engaged sociology) is common. The unmarked 
noun in such a dualistic framework generally occupies the power posi-
tion; so “pure” (like “white” in racial classifications) is the tacit ideal state 
of professional being. However, in this particular language game, the “en-
gaged” social scientists are more aggressively self-confident, pepper their 
discussions with critiques of the “academics,” and assert the ethical right-
ness of their engagement vis-à-vis elitist university faculty. 

Participant observer versus partner or advocate. Though anthropolo-
gists are the most likely social scientists to use the term participant ob-
server to distinguish themselves from other kinds of onlookers and par-
ticipants in social change processes,( there are participant observers in so-
ciology and social psychology, as well as in the applied social sciences. The 
concept of participant observer is a particularly intriguing professional 
fiction because participant observers claim to be authentically present in a 
situation and thus cannot and do not deny the impact of their own pres-
ence on the world they observe. Yet as participant observers they still 
manage to refuse to see themselves as “engaged” with their subjects in 
any proactive way. This is generally accomplished by rejecting any formal 
responsibility for the consequences of the engagement other than follow-
ing norms of confidentiality and informed consent. 
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Participant observers often assert high levels of personal involvement 
with local people and reminisce about meaningful relationships created in 
the fieldwork process, and I have no reason to doubt the sincerity of their 
feelings. But what they choose to observe, how they observe it (within 
the limits of local norms), how they interpret what they see, and how 
they write about it are all decisions they reserve for themselves. Thus 
they participate only as a data-gathering strategy and not for the purpose 
of creating relationships of mutual obligation and collaborative learning. 

Informant or subject versus co-subject. Another common dualism dis-
tinguishes between the “informant” or “subject” and an unspoken other 
pole that could be rendered as “co-subject” or even “colleague/friend.” 
This time, the academic end of the dichotomy is marked. The people social 
scientists study are constructed as “informants” or “subjects.” They only 
exist academically insofar as the information they provide is valued and 
interpreted by academics. This way of thinking assumes that the infor-
mant/subjects are capable of “informing” the professional researchers 
only in response to expert questioning techniques and systems of profes-
sional academic knowledge. At the extreme, these human subjects are 
made to appear incapable of generating scientifically meaningful knowl-
edge on their own. By contrast, a co-subject or friend/colleague is some-
one on a more equal footing with the professional researcher, a full per-
son who has a right to structure research relationships to meet his or her 
own interests and to demand reciprocities from the professional research-
ers in return for collaboration. 

There are more such dualisms, but I have said enough to make it clear 
that all parts of this dichotomous universe set the professional social re-
searcher firmly apart from the informant/subject. Such a radical separa-
tion has the consequence of making “engagement” with the subjects 
unscientific, personal, and unprofessional, even if engagement is consid-
ered to be a meaningful ethical and human response to life in the com-
pany of our fellow humans. This procrustean model dichotomizes “pure” 
and “applied” research and makes it impossible by definition for applied 
research to have any scientific or professional value beyond some per-
sonal contribution to the amelioration of significant human problems. 

EPISTÊMÊ , TÉKHNÊ , PHRÓNÊSIS  

A three-part scheme derived from Aristotle breaks up this dualistic mode 
of thinking in a useful way, one that could help us revise the terms of in-
ternal management in the social sciences and that provides the basis for 
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both pragmatist philosophy and action research.& The Aristotelian distinc-
tions I use, following Eikeland, Toulmin, Gustavsen, and Flyvbjerg,* are 
those between epistêmê, tékhnê, and phrónêsis. The scheme distinguishes 
three kinds of knowledge where conventional social science normally dis-
tinguishes only two. Of these three, no one form is superior to the others; 
all are valid forms of knowing in particular contexts and for particular 
purposes. They are most powerful in combination. This perspective 
clashes harshly with conventional social science’s privileging of epistêmê. 

Epistêmê comes close to matching our commonsense definition of the-
ory. It focuses on contemplative ways of knowing centered on the eternal 
and unchangeable operations of the world. Epistêmê arises from many 
sources speculation, analysis, logic, and experience' but focuses on the 
generalities lying beyond particular situations. What makes epistêmê 
complex is its theoretical constructions via elaborate definitional state-
ments, logical connections, and the building of models and analogies. 
While epistêmê obviously is not a self-contained activity, it aims to re-
move as many concrete empirical referents as possible to achieve the 
status of general truth. Epistêmê is evaluated by professional peers, and 
thus the most common form of engagement in work centering on 
epistêmê is with a group of like-minded theorists who are similarly situ-
ated professionally, as in the case of intraprofessional dialogues and peer 
reviewing. 

While the meanings of epistêmê correspond roughly to the everyday 
use of the term theory, tékhnê and phrónêsis do not map on the current 
intellectual landscape so easily. Tékhnê is knowledge that is action ori-
ented and socially productive. It focuses on what should be done in the 
world to increase human happiness, and it requires experiential engage-
ment in the world to design the way to achieve “what should be done.” 
Thus tékhnê cannot be translated merely as “technique” or as the applica-
tion of theoretical knowledge. Tékhnê is a mode of knowing and acting in 
its own right. The development of tékhnê involves the creation and de-
bate about ideas of better designs for living that will increase human hap-
piness. 

Typically, practitioners of tékhnê debate ideal ends, strategize about the 
contextualization and instrumentalization of these ends, and then work 
on the design of activities that improve the human condition. Tékhnê is 
not the mere application of epistêmê; it arises partly from epistêmê and 
partly from its own sources in moral/ethical debate and visions of an ideal 
society. It is a realm inhabited by professional experts, and it is evaluated 
through impact assessments developed by the professional experts them-
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selves. The evaluations aim to decide whether their projects have en-
hanced human happiness and, if not, why not. 

Practitioners of tékhnê do engage with local stakeholders, power hold-
ers, and other experts. Often they are contracted as consultants by those 
in power to attempt to achieve positive social changes. Their relationships 
to the subjects of their work are often close and collaborative, but practi-
tioners of tékhnê seek to retain their status as outsiders and professional 
experts who do things “for” rather than “with” the local stakeholders. 

Phrónêsis is not well known or understood because the contemporary 
social sciences have lapsed into an oversimplified dualism between theory 
and practice whose principal function has been the separation of univer-
sity social science from the everyday life world. Phrónêsis can be under-
stood as the design of problem-solving actions through collaborative 
knowledge construction with the legitimate stakeholders in the problem. 
The sources of phrónêsis are collaborative arenas for knowledge devel-
opment in which the professional researcher’s knowledge is combined 
with the local knowledge of the stakeholders in defining the problem to 
be addressed. Together, they design and implement the actions to be taken 
on the basis of their shared understanding of the problem. Together, the 
parties develop plans of action to improve the situation together, and they 
evaluate the adequacy of what was done. If they are not satisfied, they re-
cycle the process until the results are satisfactory to the parties. 

Phrónêsis involves the creation of a new space for collaborative 
reflection, the contrast and integration of many kinds of knowledge sys-
tems, the linking of the general and the particular through action and 
analysis, and the collaborative design of both the goals and the actions 
aimed at achieving them. It is a practice that is deployed in groups in 
which all the stakeholders, research experts and local collaborators have 
legitimate knowledge claims and rights to determine the outcome. Thus 
phrónêsis involves socially solidary engagement across knowledge sys-
tems and diverse experiences. Phrónêsis is the basis for action research. It 
is rarely an element in any form of applied research. 

Phrónêsis is not anti-epistêmê or anti-tékhnê. Many phrónêsis-based 
projects derive significant utility from the kinds of generalized knowledge 
and understandings of the consequences of methodological choices that 
prevail in epistêmê and debates about the ideal outcomes of change pro-
jects that prevail in tékhnê-based work. However, in phrónêsis-based pro-
jects, knowledge gained through epistêmê and tékhnê is joined with the 
knowledge and experiences of the stakeholders in a more solidary and 
dialogical mix. 
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Why do these distinctions matter to a discussion of activist research in 
the academic social sciences? These distinctions show the inadequacy of 
the split of social science into pure and applied or theoretical and applied. 
Philosophers like Dewey (!%%$), Rorty (!%#!), Gadamer (!%%)), and 
Habermas (!%%") have all made it clear that any kind of activity that 
makes claims to the legitimacy of the term science must cycle constantly 
between theorization and application as a way of developing and testing 
understandings, regardless of its intentions about social change. In the so-
cial sciences, as in most of the physical and biological sciences, theory 
without practice cannot be considered theory; it must be viewed as specu-
lation, even if it is not idle speculation. 

Not surprisingly, this argument is quite unattractive to most academic 
audiences. For many positivists, the notion that they should have to 
“test” their models by examining their impact on the problems they are 
studying is an unacceptable pressure to cross the boundary from their 
academic safe havens into the messiness and risks of a complex and dy-
namic world. For them, a factor analysis or a regression analysis is a 
sufficient “test” (as determined by peers who behave in the same way), 
even if the cost of this preference is that their theories neither are de-
ployable in practice nor produce the known outcomes. 

Many of my colleagues satanize positivists, generally advocating 
“qualitative” research and constructivist positions. They routinely con-
demn positivist social science as nonsensical both epistemologically and 
methodologically. But qualitative analyses, no matter how beautifully 
manufactured, still must to be checked for fit against the world of experi-
ence. Otherwise, the choice of explanations also is only an exercise in 
logic. The approval of these logical games by colleagues is a confirmation 
not of their validity but rather of the coherence of networks of profes-
sional peers within the disciplines. 

Applied researchers are not much more careful. What they did to pro-
mote positive changes, why it worked or failed, and what should be done 
differently in the future are usually laid out in narrative form and judged 
mainly by their applied colleagues and by those who hire them as con-
sultants. While there is some testing in action, this kind of applied knowl-
edge remains resolutely a professional monopoly and is rarely com-
mented on by the objects of the application. 

To be blunt, neither the theoretical nor the applied parties allow them-
selves to be held accountable to the standards of the scientific method for 
confronting concepts with observations and examining the fit cyclically. 
Social scientists cannot have it both ways. Unless we are willing to aban-
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don the claim to be social “sciences” (perhaps by calling ourselves “social 
studies,” “civics,” or “cultural studies” instead), we cannot escape the re-
quirement of specifying the relationships between ideas, methods, and 
data. 

The problem of the social sciences is not a problem, as is often la-
mented, of their being too obsessed with being scientific. Rather, the 
problem is that they are innocent of the training to follow the scientific 
method in any way. They are far too happy with armchair speculation 
and basically unwilling to find out if their concepts work in practice. 

To summarize, rather than one major modality of engagement in the 
everyday world, that of tékhnê-based “applied social science,” there are 
two—one, tékhnê, that is expert dominated and hierarchical and the 
other, phrónêsis, that is collaborative, dialogical, and built around joint 
praxis and evaluation. Using these distinctions permits us to see that ap-
plied social science, which is principally dominated by tékhnê, is not the 
“application” of theoretical social science. Rather, it is a relatively inde-
pendent form of expert knowledge based on the imposition of profes-
sional authority.# Phrónêsis, the intellectual basis of action research, is 
not the mere application of theory either. Rather, it is a democratizing 
form of context-specific knowledge creation, theorization, analysis, and 
action design in which the goals are democratically set, learning capacity 
is shared, and success is collaboratively evaluated. As such, it is radically 
different from applied social science. 

WHAT IS ACTION RESEARCH? 

For an activity to be action research, it must meet a number of criteria. It 
must involve collaboration between experts in social research methods 
and legitimate local stakeholders (community members, coalition mem-
bers, organization members) in setting the agenda for a collaborative pro-
ject. Subsequently, it must involve an effort to see that all the relevant 
classes of stakeholders are able to participate and contribute their knowl-
edge and actions to the process. Once the topic of the work is collabora-
tively set, a research design and training process is undertaken that must 
prepare the local participants to play an active role in their own action re-
search project. Together, the insiders and outsiders must design and con-
duct the research, interpret the results, design the actions that can im-
prove the situation, implement the actions, and evaluate their effective-
ness. If the results are not satisfactory, they must cycle through the 
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process again, assuming there are sufficient resources and energy in the 
group. 

This process is built, not just on democratic commitments, but on the 
belief that no one, no matter how much social science training and profes-
sional authority he or she has, is as much an “expert” in the lives of the 
local stakeholders as the stakeholders themselves. Local knowledge is 
broad and deep and is an essential part of the process. At the same time, 
the collective knowledge of the research community is also relevant, both 
in terms of findings from other relevant work and in terms of the effec-
tive use of concepts and models drawn from epistêmê and tékhnê and the 
careful choice of methods. It is also important for the action researcher to 
be a skilled process facilitator capable of assisting in the construction of a 
democratically functioning group in which differences are treated as as-
sets rather than obstacles to be overcome. 

From this, it should be clear that action research is neither a theory nor 
a particular set of methods. It is a way of orchestrating combined research 
and social change activities to pursue collectively desired outcomes. Ac-
tion research uses theories and methods from a wide variety of sources. A 
key part of the role of the professional researcher in action research is to 
understand and explain to the local stakeholders the numerous theoretical 
and methodological options that exist in any particular action research 
situation. Thus action researchers must meet a high standard of theoreti-
cal and methodological competence, high enough to facilitate the choice of 
theory and methods with local stakeholders and to train them in their 
use. 

One of the common justifications for action research is its politi-
cal/moral goodness. While I am glad to emphasize the importance of the 
democratic commitments built into action research processes, there also 
are powerful epistemological and methodological reasons for doing action 
research. Since my coauthor Morten Levin and I have gone to consider-
able trouble to make an epistemological and a methodological argument 
for the superiority of action research as an approach to social science (see 
Greenwood and Levin !%%#a), I will only briefly rehearse the argument 
here. 

The scientific method demands an ongoing confrontation between 
theoretically structured expectations about how certain phenomena or 
processes will work under a particular set of conditions. The principal rea-
son for the development of the scientific method is to discipline this proc-
ess through ongoing confrontation between theorization and results in a 
cyclical form that aims to produce reliable knowledge. In the social sci-
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ences, the causal networks are more complex, in the sense of our having 
to deal with physico-chemical causal structures and logico-meaningful 
ones that are complexly interwoven. At the same time, this difficulty is 
partly overcome by the intersubjective interactions possible between re-
searchers and research subjects. 

In action research, the problem focus is defined by people who live 
with the problem every day, in collaboration with social researchers. The 
amount of knowledge local stakeholders have about the genesis, 
configuration, and dynamics of the problem, though often not framed in 
academic language, is great—something all anthropologists would proba-
bly agree with. What constitutes a meaningful approach to the problem—
empirically, theoretically, methodologically—is negotiated openly among 
the participants, and the local stakeholders are trained in the relevant re-
search methods. They deploy these methods, judge their effectiveness, 
and collaboratively interpret the results. From here they move to defining 
courses of action based on the causal analyses that have been arrived at. 
The actions are taken and the results are compared with their expecta-
tions and hopes. If the results are found wanting, the actions are redes-
igned or the interpretative framework is altered until the actions produce 
the desired outcome. While anyone familiar with the philosophy of sci-
ence knows that such an outcome does not “prove” the validity of the 
analysis, surely this process produces more reliable knowledge than can a 
group of hermetic professional social scientists who unilaterally engage in 
all phases of the process and judge the results, not by the degree to which 
problems have been solved, but by the degree of agreement among peers 
about the way they did the work. 

Put another way, action research, unlike conventional social science, to 
use John Dewey’s term, issues “warrants for action” where the interested 
and at-risk parties gain sufficient confidence in the validity of their re-
search results to risk harm to themselves by putting them into action. In 
my view, this is a “real” significance test. I very much doubt that conven-
tional social scientists would be willing to risk their own health, homes, 
or domestic economies on the “validity” of work they have done from an 
epistêmê or a tékhnê point of view, work that has never confronted a test 
of action. 

Despite these benefits, action research involves a host of inconven-
iences. There is no guarantee that a group of local stakeholders will define 
an issue for action research that is “anthropological” or “sociological.” 
Human problems do not come in disciplinary packages; they generally are 
multiparty, multicausal, complex, and dynamic, and research professionals 
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have to help find the relevant academic knowledge and expertise where it 
lies, regardless of their own training. Again, most conventional social sci-
ence is built around defining problems to match disciplinary solutions, 
not the reverse. This is the “If I am a hammer, everything I see is a nail” 
approach to research. Thus the behavioral and organizational changes that 
action research requires of the researchers are considerable. 

ACTIVISM AND ENGAGEMENT 

Given the distinctions made above, it turns out that terms like activism 
and engagement are too imprecise. They can apply to both tékhnê-based 
and phrónêsis-based work despite the profound differences between 
them. Further, among both applied social scientists and action researchers 
there are many variants, ranging from top-down application to collabora-
tive work in industry, government, and development agencies and includ-
ing mobilization and liberation work in oppressive situations. 

The vast majority of anthropologists and sociologists who are inter-
ested in acting on the world around them view tékhnê-based work as the 
main option for engagement. There is little breadth of discussion about 
the diverse meanings of engagement, least of all about the ethical and 
methodological implications of engaging collaboratively with co-subjects 
in the manner of phrónêsis-based action research. 

To make matters worse, there is a tendency for activism and engage-
ment to become simultaneously fashionable and disengaged. Over the 
last few years, I have had the opportunity to examine the personal state-
ments of many anthropologists who describe themselves as profession-
ally interested in “activism.” While I am not criticizing their intentions or 
projects, I do note that one discursive thread involves repayment to the 
people with whom they have done conventional fieldwork. They often 
seek to make this repayment by becoming either expert witnesses for lo-
cal causes or in some other way trying to be helpful to the community 
they worked in. They generally take pains to present this activity as 
clearly separate from their conventional fieldwork and their “academic” 
activities, as moral commitments taken on voluntarily and extraprofes-
sionally. This discursive machinery reproduces the epistêmê/tékhnê dis-
tinction within the anthropologists’ own professional work while con-
serving intact their position of professional authority based on epistêmê. 

The other main thread I have discerned is a perverse desire to become 
epistêmê-based students of “activism.” These students of activism study 
the agency of others from an epistêmê viewpoint and refer to the 
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epistêmê-based literature almost exclusively. However, their only agency 
is epistêmê-based work. This converts activism into yet another deacti-
vated intellectual product. These anthropologists seem to feel that they 
are meeting their ethical obligations to their “informants” merely by 
showing an interest in the subject of activism itself. 

None of these approaches satisfies action research’s principles of en-
gagement. The terms of engagement, the ways of studying the issues, and 
the ownership of the actions and the intellectual products are not negoti-
ated democratically with the legitimate local stakeholders. The expert 
model prevails. 
 
If the arguments in this essay are persuasive, then we are left with an in-
stitutional puzzle. If action research is so clearly superior to the alterna-
tives, why is it so poorly represented in academia generally and almost 
not represented at all in anthropology? There are many barriers to this 
approach, and I have devoted the last six years to analyzing and writing 
about them. I recently completed a four-year project funded by the Ford 
Foundation on the future of the social sciences in “corporatizing” univer-
sities. Among other things, such as discovering just how truly dim the fu-
ture of the conventional social sciences really is, this project analyzed the 
declining support for the conventional social sciences and the structural 
impediments in universities and the social science professions to altering 
social science research in the direction of action research. 

My colleague Morten Levin and I have written a series of analytical 
essays on the obstacles to deployment of action research in university 
settings (!%%%, "$$$a, "$$$b, "$$!a, "$$!b), and now we are at work on 
the larger project of the increasingly uncertain fate of the conventional 
social sciences under the immense fiscal pressures that contemporary 
higher education faces. Our arguments have three dimensions, two of 
which have already been laid out in this essay: the purging of the reform-
ist elements in the social sciences; the hermetic professionalization of the 
social science disciplines, making them inward-looking and self-regarding; 
and the creation of a work-life organization that is incompatible with ac-
tion research. 

After the purges and the professionalization processes, we now face an 
organization of social science work life on most campuses that is incom-
patible with any form of activism. Teaching schedules, faculty meetings, 
college and university committees, and research mainly done in the 
summers and on leaves taken every six or so years at wealthy institutions 
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make up the work life of most faculty. The research is concentrated in 
time and then followed by months or years of writing up the results. 

This work system is completely incompatible with conducting any 
form of activist or action research. To engage seriously with external 
stakeholders, the researcher must be flexibly available to them and must 
be able to work with them when they need support, not only when the 
researcher has a leave, does not have a faculty meeting to attend, does not 
have to hold office hours, and so on. In other words, a system of work or-
ganization has been created that is inimical to any meaningful form of 
phrónêsis-based engagement. 

These institutional patterns do not arise from immutable natural laws; 
they are administrative creations that support the purging of activism 
and the coercive control of the academic professions over the lives of so-
cial scientists. Because universities saw important financial benefits in 
supporting the sciences and engineering, scientists and engineers have 
had flexible work schedules for many years. They can attend to their re-
search and work with external constituencies with relative ease. Social 
scientists and humanists cannot. 

These work organizations can be changed, should the will exist to 
change them. There are ways to second multidisciplinary teams of faculty 
to external projects and to reorganize project and extension work at uni-
versities to make phrónêsis-based work possible. But thus far U.S. univer-
sities have shown little interest in having their faculty engaged in action 
research and in managing the complexity that such engagements bring. 

In Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Denmark, a number of action re-
search programs have been mounted through the administrative creation 
of action research teams connected to external stakeholders. PhD training 
programs in action research have been built by my colleague Morten 
Levin at the Norwegian University of Science and Technology. In these 
programs, multidisciplinary teams of faculty and students have been 
seamlessly involved in both off-campus projects and on-campus course 
work. 

Of course, unlike the United States, Norway makes social and academic 
policy by creating agreements between the government, the employers’ 
federations, the labor unions, and higher education institutions. Put an-
other way, the Norwegians use action research to support and strengthen 
the programs of their welfare state systems. One looks in vain for a simi-
lar set of institutional supports in the United States. So the problem of 
doing action research at universities is as much a problem of the national 



 The Deinstitutionalization of Activist Research  /  335 

 

social agenda as it is of the organization of the activities of the social sci-
ences. 

Despite the clearly unfavorable national political and social environ-
ment in the United States, relatively few forces here prevent at least ten-
ured faculty from teaching activist perspectives. In my own experience at 
Cornell University, I was able to mount two quite successful action re-
search courses and to create a program for undergraduates to combine 
community service with action research training (Greenwood et al. !%%'; 
Greenwood et al. "$$(). My colleagues have had similar successes, includ-
ing courses in city and regional planning, nutrition, and education and 
programs of urban action research (e.g., Reardon "$$&). Thus there is lit-
tle question that we can teach these courses, supervise undergraduate and 
graduate students, and create successful and dynamic programs. 

But three decades of this work have not actually made my university a 
more activist institution. So long as these programs are individual initia-
tives that do not press for changes in the existing Tayloristic organization 
of the university, they are tolerated. During the same period that these 
various activist efforts have surfaced, universities like mine have with-
drawn even more from public work than before. Nationally famous and 
vanguard programs such as the Field and International Study Program in 
the College of Human Ecology and the Program for Employment and 
Workplace Systems in the School of Industrial and Labor Relations Ex-
tension Division have been shut down and the staff fired. In a behavior 
that can only be described as self-destructive, as state and federal subsi-
dies to the university have decreased, the senior administrators have re-
sponded by weakening programs aimed at serving the public. 

Cornell is the land grant university of the State of New York and thus 
statutorily required to provide teaching, research, and public service to 
the people of the state. Yet instead of focusing attention on the ways this 
can be done, most current administrative thinking aims at substituting 
private sector funds, alumni gifts, and increased tuitions for the lost pub-
lic revenues. This is a clear race to the bottom. As the university serves 
the people of the state less and less, the people of the state are less and 
less ready to subsidize the operation of the university. 

At the same time, we are moving into a period of unprecedented de-
mands for public accountability and quality assurance in higher educa-
tion. This movement began during the Thatcher era in the United King-
dom with her decision to convert the polytechnics into universities and 
then to do a “Research Assessment Exercise” to evaluate all professors 
individually, sum the scores for their departments, and compare these de-
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partments to all the other departments in these fields in the country. Ac-
cording to the score received, departments then received a portion of the 
national funding for research in their areas. In addition, a Quality Assur-
ance in Teaching evaluation scheme was created to evaluate teaching on a 
national scale. These exercises have been repeated a number of times and 
have created havoc in the British system, hollowing out the social sci-
ences, closing down whole fields at individual universities, and ultimately 
consolidating the grip of the elite universities on national funding (Rhind 
"$$)). 

Despite the deleterious results of this process (the RAE is going to be 
terminated now that the damage is done), the Bologna Process, involving 
the creation of uniform degree, credential, and teaching evaluation sys-
tems across most of Europe, has imposed many of the same procedures on 
a huge array of European universities (see Bologna Secretariat "$$'), 
erasing national differences, unique programs, and sources of individual 
excellence everywhere. 

Now this accountant’s dream scheme has made its way across the At-
lantic to our shores in the guise of the Spellings Commission report 
(Commission on the Future of Higher Education "$$*). This report, the 
fruit of a long and publicly acrimonious process, articulates strong de-
mands for public accountability of higher education and public quality as-
surance standards for teaching as well. Though the report is less than a 
month old as of this writing, the Department of Education, a notoriously 
slow-moving institution, has already set up six regional accreditation 
commissions to restructure the U.S. higher education accreditation sys-
tem in line with these concepts of accountability. We know from the 
European experience that these systems reinforce academic Taylorism and 
short-term autopoetic disciplinary behavior and that they are radically 
incompatible with action research or other activist work that is necessar-
ily multidisciplinary and long term. This is clearly a neoliberal move in 
which conservatives demand that all units of public universities justify 
themselves in terms of the value for educational dollar spent. The ac-
countability scheme sets up the accounting agencies as defenders of the 
“public interest” through these coercive schemes. 

Few U.S. academics seem to have noticed how much their world is 
about to change, and it stands to reason that these changes will not fall 
evenly on the different groups. The scientists and engineers are already 
engaged with external constituencies in many projects of the sort that 
will meet these kinds of accountability criteria. The humanities are usu-
ally given a “pass” on such matters because most people, particularly con-
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servatives, view the humanities as inherently useless or at best “orna-
mental” activities. But the social sciences are headed directly into a major 
crisis. 

The new accountability will demand a demonstration of value for the 
dollar of the sort that the conventional social sciences simply cannot pro-
vide. Having cut themselves off from the study of socially relevant prob-
lems and from the engagement with external constituencies that might 
value their work, they have nowhere to hide. They have exiled tékhnê 
and phrónêsis and now have to face the consequences of their choices. 

Despite the origins of this accountability system in neoliberal conser-
vative policies, I do agree that university social scientists have a public ob-
ligation. Universities, even private ones, are both tax-exempt and tax-
subsidized institutions. This means that they are publicly supported. But 
in return for what? We have done such a poor job of giving anything back 
to the public that is meaningful to them that they now have lost their re-
spect for us and their belief that what we do is worth funding. These 
kinds of pressures will force many more social scientists to consider ap-
plied research and will eventually rearouse all the issues about activism 
that both the conservatives and the social scientists have worked so hard 
to suppress. 

While this could be viewed as a dismal scenario, in my view these 
could be interesting times for strategically minded activist researchers. 
Action research that mobilizes the social science and other expertise of 
universities collaboratively with external stakeholders for their mutual 
benefit may well be a viable response to these accountability pressures. 
While it is a dangerous game to take reforms created by conservative ac-
tivism and attempt to turn them into significant support for social re-
form, it is a game that action researchers could play effectively while sub-
verting the conservative purposes that gave rise to the accountability sys-
tem in the first place. When university administrators, starved for funds 
and under attack by state and federal authorities over their high costs of 
doing business, their high tuitions, and their disregard of the needs of the 
public, see a form of social science work that promises to deal construc-
tively with the public, perhaps the time will be right to attempt again to 
convert individual activism into institutional activism.  

NOTES 
!. I will focus on action research, a form of activist scholarship all but ignored 

in anthropology. While I am personally pleased to be an anthropologist and have 
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found what I have to offer because of my training to be of value in action research 
projects, I long ago gave up on the AAA and its publications as a venue for my 
work. For example, four of the five books I have published since !%%$ have been 
outside anthropology, and I have not submitted any of the scores of articles I have 
published to anthropology journals in the United States (though some have been 
published in anthropology journals in Spain). This is not a boycott of anthropol-
ogy but grows from a desire to be published without receiving incompetent peer 
reviews and to put my work before people who actually are interested in using it. 
". The first clear sign of a change is the seven-volume Ethnographer’s Toolkit, 

in which action research is presented as a methodological alternative alongside all 
the other methods (Schensul et al. !%%%). 
). No one reading what follows will confuse me with a trained philosopher. 

This is an extremely complicated subject on which a great deal has been written. 
Aristotle has been used and misused by generations of thinkers to justify their 
positions. However, there has been an interesting recuperation of Aristotle for ac-
tion research recently. Olav Eikeland is probably the leading expert on this sub-
ject; he has published an immense book on these issues in Norwegian and is now 
trying to bring out a synthesis of the arguments in English in the next year or so. 
Though he bears no responsibility for what I write here, my judgment has been 
influenced by the drafts of his Aristotle papers that I have read recently. 
(. Elsewhere I have written a comprehensive critique of the ambiguities of the 

concept of participant observation (Greenwood "$$$). 
&. This section is adapted from a presentation on this topic made at the Socie-

dad Española de Antropología Aplicada meetings in Granada in November "$$" 
under the title “La antropología ‘inaplicable’: El divorcio entre la teoría y la prácti-
ca y el declive de la antropología universitaria.” My discussion owes a great deal 
to the work of Olav Eikeland ("$$*), Stephen Toulmin and Bjørn Gustavsen 
(!%%*), Bent Flyvbjerg ("$$!), and Shen-Keng Yang ("$$$). 
*. Although I have drawn from all of these authors, Eikeland, a trained phi-

losopher who is also an action researcher, has written the most comprehensive 
and in-depth analysis of these concepts, and I refer any interested reader to it 
(Eikeland "$$*). 
'. It is worth highlighting that, in the Aristotelian framework, theory is not 

independent of data drawn from experience. 
#. Despite this, I find it interesting how few applied anthropologists take re-

sponsibility for their own theorizations, often preferring to subordinate them-
selves to their “theoretical” colleagues (See Hill and Baba "$$!) 

REFERENCES 

Bologna Secretariat. "$$'. “Welcome to the Bologna Secretariat Website.” 
www.dfes.gov.uk/bologna/. Accessed May !$, "$$'. 

Commission on the Future of Higher Education. "$$*. “A Test of Leadership: 
Charting the Future of U.S. Higher Education.” 
www.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/list/hiedfuture/index.html. Accessed May %, 
"$$'. 

Dewey, John. !%%$. The School and Society and The Child and the Curricu-
lum. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 



 The Deinstitutionalization of Activist Research  /  339 

 

Eikeland, Olav. "$$*. “Phrónêsis, Aristotle, and Action Research.” Interna-
tional Journal of Action Research " (!): &–&). 

Flyvbjerg, Bent. "$$!. Making Social Science Matter: Why Social Inquiry 
Fails and How It Can Succeed Again. London: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Furner, Mary. !%'&. Advocacy and Objectivity: A Crisis in the Professionali-
zation of American Social Science. Lexington: University of Kentucky 
Press. 

Gadamer, Hans Georg. !%%). Truth and Method. "nd ed. New York: Contin-
uum. 

Greenwood, Davydd. "$$$. “De la observación a la investigación-acción parti-
cipativa: Una visión crítica de las prácticas antropológicas.” Revista de An-
tropología Social %:"'–(%. 

Greenwood, Davydd, Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Melissa Grace Byrnes, and 
Jamecia Lynn Finne. "$$(. “Evaluation Model for an Undergraduate Ac-
tion Research Program.” In Learning and the World We Want, edited by 
Budd Hall, !&" &%. Victoria: University of Victoria. 

Greenwood, Davydd, Johan Elvemo, Lisa Grant Mathews, Ann Martin, Aleeza 
Strubel, and Laurine Thomas. !%%'. “Participation, Action, and Research in 
the Classroom.” Studies in Continuing Education !% (!): !–&$. 

Greenwood, Davydd, and Morten Levin. !%%#a. Introduction to Action Re-
search: Social Research for Social Change. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Pub-
lications. 

. !%%#b. “The Reconstruction of Universities: Seeking a Different In-
tegration into Knowledge Development Processes.” Concepts and Trans-
formation " ("): !(&–*). 

. !%%%. “Action Research, Science, and the Co-optation of Social Re-
search.” Studies in Cultures, Organizations and Societies & (!): ")' *!. 

. "$$$a. “Reconstructing the Relationships between Universities and 
Society through Action Research.” In Handbook of Qualitative Research, 
"nd ed., edited by Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln, #& !$*. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

. "$$$b. “Recreating University-Society Relationships: Action Re-
search versus Academic Taylorism.” In Educational Futures: Shifting 
Paradigm of Universities and Education, edited by Oguz N. Babürglu and 
Merrelyn Emery and Associates, !% )$. Istanbul: Sabanci University 
Press. 

. "$$!a. “Pragmatic Action Research and the Struggle to Transform 
Universities into Learning Communities.” In Handbook of Action Re-
search, edited by Peter Reason and Hilary Bradbury, !$) !). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

. "$$!b. “Re-organizing Universities and ‘Knowing How’: University 
Restructuring and Knowledge Creation for the Twenty-first Century.” 
Organization # ("): ())–($. 



340  /  Davydd J. Greenwood 

 

Greenwood, Davydd, and Morten Levin. "$$*. Introduction to Action Re-
search: Social Research for Social Change, "nd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage Publications. 

Habermas, Jürgen. !%%". Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Hill, Carole, and Marietta Baba, eds. "$$!. The Unity of Theory and Practice 
in Anthropology: Rebuilding a Fractured Synthesis. Washington, DC: 
NAPA Bulletin !'. 

Joas, Hans. !%%'. The Creativity of Action. Chicago, University of Chicago 
Press. 

Madoo Lengermann, Patricia, and Jill Niebrugge-Brantley. !%%#. The Women 
Founders: Sociology and Social Theory, !"#$–!%#$. New York: McGraw-
Hill. 

Messer-Davidow, E. "$$". Disciplining Feminism: From Social Activism to 
Academic Discourse. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Price, David H. "$$(. Threatening Anthropology: McCarthyism and the FBI’s 
Surveillance of Activist Anthropologists. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Reardon, Kenneth. "$$&. “The Cornell Urban Scholars Program: Cultivating 
New York City’s Next Generation of Leaders.” Journal of Higher Educa-
tion Outreach and Engagement !$ ("): !"'–)%. 

Rhind, David. "$$). “Great Expectations: The Social Sciences in Britain.” 
www.city.ac.uk/vco/davidrhind/expectations.html. Accessed May %, "$$'. 

Rorty, Richard. !%#!. Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 

Ross, Dorothy. !%%". The Origins of American Social Science. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Schensul, Jean, Margaret LeCompte, et al., eds. !%%%. The Ethnographer’s 
Toolkit. ' vols. Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press. 

Stocking, George, Jr. "$$$. “Do Good, Young Man: Sol Tax and the World 
Mission of Liberal Democratic Anthropology.” In Excluded Ancestors, In-
ventible Traditions, edited by Richard Handler. Madison, University of 
Wisconsin Press. 

Toulmin, Stephen, and Björn Gustavsen, eds. !%%*. Beyond Theory. Philadel-
phia: John Benjamins, !%%*. 

Yang, Shen-Keng. "$$$. “Issues of Practicability of Comparative Education 
Knowledge in the Postmodern Age.” www.ntnu.edu.tw/teach/messboard 
/doc/"$$$$%$). 


