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Az1z CHOUDRY

Activist learning and knowledge production

1 Introduction

Social movements and social, political and environmental justice activism are important sites
of learning and knowledge production (Kelley 2002, Holst 2002, Choudry/Kapoor 2010,
Choudry 2015, Choudry/Vally 2018). This includes ideas, debates, insights and visions pro-
duced by people collectively working for social, economic and political change and reflecting
on their experiences, and what has preceded them. However, the forms, significance and
value of this learning and knowledge production are often overlooked by education and social
movement scholars, and activists themselves.

Focusing on some aspects of the intellectual work that occurs in struggles for social and
political justice, this paper discusses some of the processes, possibilities and tensions of so-
cial movement learning and knowledge production for providing tools for organizing, critical
analysis and education. While there are many forms, processes and contexts in which
knowledge is produced in social movements, this paper discusses four areas. These are: (1)
the relationship between learning, action, and knowledge production; (2) research in social
movements and political activism; (3) the production and use of historical knowledge as a
tool for organizing; and (4) popular cultural/artistic work that takes place within activism.

2 Learning, action and knowledge production in social
movements

A growing body of radical adult education scholarship contests the separation of ‘theory” and
‘practice’ when considering knowledge production and learning in social movements. Hu-
man activity and thought are mutually constitutive; they are shaped by each other. For exam-
ple, Paula Allman (2010, p. 152) suggests that

“our action in and on the material world is the mediation or link between our consciousness and
objective reality. Our consciousness develops from our active engagement with other people, na-
ture, and the objects or processes we produce. In other words, it develops from the sensuous ex-
periencing of reality from within the social relations in which we exist.”
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Marxist dialectical understandings of how consciousness is formed thus highlight that this
process takes place through and by our relationship with a material, social world. To talk and
think critically about knowledge necessitates serious engagement with social and political
power. Writing about knowledge and learning in political struggle, Budd Hall (1978), sug-
gests that

“knowledge is produced and renewed by continuous testing, by acting upon one’s theories, by
reflecting upon one’s actions, and by beginning the cycle again. It is the combination of social
transformation and education that has created the kind of knowledge which forges the personal
and communal commitment for sustained engagement” (pp. 13-14).

This highlights the continual cycle of learning in action that can occur in the course of long-
term campaigns, short-term mobilizations, and daily struggles. Richard Johnson (1979) high-
lighted ‘really useful knowledge’, that is produced when people reflect on their experience
with each other in ways that generate further insight and understanding into the causes of
their conditions, common problems and struggles and which also enable theories to be de-
veloped that are linked to strategies to bring about change. British feminist adult educator
Jane Thompson (1983) argues that the purpose of knowledge has to be more than an individ-
ualistic solution to personal disadvantage. She writes: “Social change, liberation ... will be
achieved only by collective as distinct to individual responses to oppression” (p. 170).

In affirming the concept of activist knowledge production, theorizing, research, and other
forms of intellectual work in social movements, Antonio Gramsci’s (1971, p. 62) articulation
of different groups of intellectuals is also helpful. Gramsci theorized two groups of intellec-
tuals. First, there are “traditional” intellectuals, scholars and scientists who, although seem-
ingly detached from class positions, are produced by specific historical class formations.
Gramsci argued that they are produced within the ruling systems and that they play a part in
and are connected to them in particular ways that constrain them from being able to think and
profoundly change systems of power. They function according to their positions. Second,
there are the “organic” intellectuals, the thinking and organizing persons in any class. Ac-
cording to Gramsci, such people articulate a “philosophy of praxis” that develops in the
course of political struggle, the “concrete historicisation of philosophy and its identification
with history.” Often organizers and “permanent persuaders” emerging from the grass-
roots/working class are not seen as intellectuals capable of creating knowledge. Yet in Gram-
sci’s understanding of intellectuals, these people have a greater potential to effect change
because they are not tied to the system in the same way. Moreover, they may develop theories
and ideas in relation to where they come from in powerful ways that push and challenge their
thought further.

Staughton Lynd (in Lynd/Grubacic 2008, p. 40) suggests: “there are examples of home-
grown, close-to-the-earth kind of theory that evolved directly from folks’ experience in or-
ganizing . . .[but] I think there is another kind of theory that is needed, too.” For example, “in
the absence of a theory to explain what is going on economically the best-intentioned, most
grassroots and democratic sort of movement is likely to flounder.” Theoretical and analytical
frameworks can provide powerful tools for analysis, strategy, and action, whether produced
in institutional spaces like universities or outside of them. Informal, often incidental learning
from experience (Foley 1999, Holst 2002, Choudry 2015), as well as intentional non-formal
learning, political education, and learning that is related to action are important processes for
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producing knowledge in movements. Reflecting on the way knowledge is produced in social
movements, Sears (2014) suggests that specific, grounded knowledge needs to develop in
tension with powerful generalizations in order to map effective strategies which draw on past
and present struggles. Neither social movements, nor the knowledge that is produced within
them should be romanticized or exempted from critical scrutiny. As Foley and others note,
informal and non-formal learning and knowledge production in social movements is by no
means automatically emancipatory and can indeed reproduce thinking that supports the status
quo. But nor should the intellectual debts owed to ideas and visions collectively brought forth
in movements for social justice be overlooked, as a number of scholars contend (Kelley 2002,
Austin 2013, Sears 2014, Choudry 2015).

The importance of spaces for collective action, learning, and reflection are crucial, as is
openness to valuing processes of informal and non-formal learning and knowledge produced
from within people’s everyday experience. British socialist historian E.P. Thompson (1963)
warned of the ‘enormous condescension of posterity’ (p. 12), when writing about how pat-
ronizing and dismissive so many historians were when dealing with working class history,
committed as he was to foregrounding the importance of working class people as political
agents, thinkers and knowledge producers. Activist intellectual work requires practices and
strategies grounded in critical (including self-critical) historical perspectives as well as
emerging ideas which arise from engagement in current struggles (Choudry/Kapoor 2010,
Choudry 2015, Choudry/Vally 2018). It requires that we take seriously the significance of
the ideas, insights and visions produced by people collectively working for social, economic
and political change and reflecting on their experiences, and what has preceded them. This is
knowledge about systems of power and exploitation developed as people find themselves in
confrontation with states and capital. This activist knowledge includes rich, often underex-
plored, archives and publications of earlier generations of movements (Vally et al. 2013,
Ramamurthy 2013, Sears 2014), as well as the conscious production of understandings that
challenge dominant or hegemonic ‘common-sense’ within, and about, various struggles.

The intellectual / educational aspects of organizing for change include intentional, ex-
plicit, programmatic educational activities within activist and social movement spaces, as
well as multiple forms of incidental, informal learning that are not always obviously linked
to learning, embedded as they are in a host of activities — the often mundane but vital tasks
in the hard grind of organizing work. Eurig Scandrett’s (2012) approach to theorizing learn-
ing and the educative aspects of social movements highlights the importance of attending to
the dynamics between more structured processes and informal and/or incidental learning and
knowledge production. He notes an emergent direction in some social movement scholarship
that emphasizes the contribution of theoretical work to movements themselves, the im-
portance of theorists to be accountable to movements, and the theory generated within move-
ments. He argues that this emergent direction entails a dynamic engagement with the research
and theorizing already being done by movement participants. He writes that for those work-
ing in adult education,

“this approach resonates with conceptions of really useful knowledge (Johnson, 1979) and popu-
lar education in which scholarly knowledge is interrogated by movements of the oppressed for its
value in interpreting and promoting their own material interests. Such material interests embedded
within knowledge are exposed through dialogical methods such as popular education and lifelong
education” (p. 43).
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Douglas Bevington and Chris Dixon (2005) call for recognition of existing movement-gen-
erated 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” (p. 195).

Historian Robin Kelley (2002) suggests that “[r]evolutionary dreams erupt out of political
engagement; collective social movements are incubators of new knowledge” (p. 8). He sug-
gests 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 move-
ments pivot around whether or not they ‘succeeded’ in realizing their visions rather than on
their merits or power of the visions themselves” (p. ix). Kelley emphasizes the importance of
drawing conceptual resources for contemporary struggles from critical readings of histories
of older movements. It is also important to appreciate the significance of knowledge that may
be produced at the margins of social movements which may contest dominant ideas of the
movement itself, such as challenges from anti-racist, Indigenous, feminist, working-class
perspectives and politics (Featherstone 2012, Austin 2013, Choudry 2015). Some scholarship
highlights tensions within networks of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), community
organizations, social movements, and grassroots groups which include struggles over whose
knowledge is valued, representation, professionalization, political positions and expertise
(INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence 2007, Choudry/Kapoor 2013, Rodriguez 2010).
People struggle, learn, educate, and theorize wherever they find themselves. The forms
this takes may change, but the importance of spaces and places for collective action, learning,
reflection, and intergenerational sharing is crucial to building, sustaining, and broadening
resistance to injustice and exploitation. A critical eye to history is vital, together with an
openness to valuing processes of informal and non-formal learning, and knowledge created
from the ground up. Indeed, this lens is necessary for those who want to link critical
knowledge to action and for action to be informed by deeper historical understandings.

3 Activist research

Research is an intrinsic part of daily organizing and struggles for social, political, economic
and environmental justice. Activist/movement research is produced in diverse ways. Some
form of research is involved in many decisions that activists and organizers make and the
foundations on which they act. For example, there is research involved in figuring out
whether, where, and when to have a demonstration, picket, blockade, meeting, workshop, or
other activities. There is research involved in deciding what is effective and what is not;
whether to take part in a particular campaign; who to seek support from or offer solidarity to;
and/or how to build a campaign or reach more people. Some people who are involved with
activities which could be viewed as research or which involve aspects of research do not
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identify as ‘researchers’ but as activists and organizers who do research among other activi-
ties required of them in the struggles and networks in which they are engaged and the politics
to which they are committed. Within movements and different activist contexts, there are
also more deliberate forms of research, which often evolves from questions and needs of
people in struggle and solidarity networks.

Movement research is produced in diverse ways. In some contexts, this includes the es-
tablishment and maintenance of specialized research and education institutions by social
struggles to support social movements. Some movement organizations and NGOs combine
grassroots work with research, publication, and knowledge generation. The case for special-
ized research NGOs is often made, as Cynthia Bazan et al. (2008, p. 191) argue,

“to become a counter-discourse with teeth . . . everyday knowledge [of social movement actors]
needs to be synthesized, systematized and given coherence. It also has to be linked with analytical
knowledge of the contexts within which everyday practices occur—contexts which, while they
impinge on people’s life, are in many cases analytically inaccessible to them.”

While working through a specialized research organization may not be the research model
appropriate to every situation, it is important for us to recognize the diversity of ways that
research is organized and takes place within movements, and validate this as intellectual work
that itself is theorizing, whether or not it is immediately recognizable to us as such in our
locations.

Activist research, education and action are dialectically related. This perspective chal-
lenges the fragmentation of activities into compartmentalized categories like research, edu-
cation and organizing (Choudry 2015). As some activist researchers themselves suggest,
boundaries between research and organizing are sometimes blurred to the point of nonexist-
ence. Such understandings challenge binary thinking that separates, fragments, and compart-
mentalizes activities into categories of “research” and “organizing,” and actors into “re-
searchers” and “organizers.” Much of the theory produced by participants in social move-
ments may not be recognizable to conventional social movement studies since it is produced
by activists. As Bevington and Dixon (2005, p. 195) note, “[t]his kind of theory both ranges
and traverses through multiple levels of abstraction, from everyday organizing to broad anal-
ysis.” In theorizing “collective ethnography” conducted in organizing/political spaces in the
context of organizing mainly immigrant taxi workers in New York, Biju Mathew (2010, p.
169) points to both the theorization that takes place in organizing spaces and also the process:

“Organizers formalize the knowledge that is emergent through these multiple levels, repackage
and force each short cycle of knowledge production back into circulation, and facilitate the eval-
uation of the knowledge produced through external agents/allies. Thus, organizers facilitate the
expansion of knowledge, and each round of knowledge is quite immediately returned to other
levels for engagement. . . . It forces a short cycle of theorizations—and ensures that each round
of theorization is immediately engaged with the materiality of the domain of organizing.”

The dialectical relations of “research” and “organizing” are a major strand of the reflections
of activist researchers inside social movements. So too is the relationship between knowledge
produced in struggles at the grassroots and the material conditions experienced and contested
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by workers, peasants, and others often key to producing “research.” Knowledge produc-
tion/research and organizing/action are mutually constitutive and are seen in this way by the
people producing it (Choudry 2015).

Reflections on doing activist research, as well as research for activism itself, often emerge
from collective and collaborative relations, discussions, and exchanges with a wide range of
actors. While some activist research targets policymakers and international institutions, the
main goal in the cases discussed here has been to support and inform social change through
popular organizing and mass movement building. Implicit within this work is an understand-
ing of the importance of building counterpower against domination by the interests of capital
and states.

The activist research processes described here are embedded in relations of trust with
other activists and organizations that develop through constant effort to work together in for-
mal and informal networks and collaborations. These networks are spaces for the ongoing
sharing of information and analysis. They allow for the identification of research that is most
relevant to particular struggles and communication of that research in ways that are mean-
ingful and useful for movement-building. They are invaluable in the production, validation,
vetting, or “getting the research right” in the applications, strategic considerations, and dis-
semination of the research. But research spaces can also be spaces of organizing. As noted
by Aziz Choudry (2015) and Valerie Francisco (2016), the research process itself can be a
form of organizing, building, and strengthening communities, movements, and alliances.
This in turn needs an organized grassroots to foster and develop research for struggles. This
is an ongoing process that informs action — it is not a process that necessarily ends when
research is “written up” and a report published.

There are some useful accounts of the politics of knowledge in community environmental
struggles that have collaborated with scientists. Such “people’s science” or “civic science”
mobilizes and makes accessible scientific knowledge that is co-produced by community
members through the strategic use of scientific tools deployed along with the systematization
of lay knowledge and experience, as in struggles against industrial pollution by villagers in
Tamil Nadu, India (Narayan/Scandrett 2014) and by the South Durban Community Environ-
mental Alliance in South Africa (Scott/Barnett 2009).

Yet a common underlying assumption in much writing on activist research and research
for social change remains--that is that professional researchers with specialist academic train-
ing must conduct or facilitate research. Research that is closely and organically connected
with, conceptualized or framed by, or that emerges from organizing/movements/popular
struggles, has received far less attention, if not been overlooked altogether (Choudry 2015).

Much of what is written on research and social change tends to emphasize particular
methodologies and partnerships between researchers in academia and community groups.
This means that it primarily treats professional dilemmas faced by professional researchers
in doing this work rather than engaging with the experiences of researchers and activists who
carry out research and the ways in which they understand their work. This is especially true
of people who conduct research almost entirely independently of formal partnerships or col-
laboration with academic researchers. Some practitioners claim that a number of methodol-
ogies and approaches to qualitative research are inherently oriented towards social justice.
For example, these include institutional ethnography/political activist ethnography, partici-
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patory action research, community-based action research, the extended case method and re-
flexive global ethnography. Others have questioned implicit and explicit claims of this nature
and highlight embedded power relations in research relationships, as well as the importance
of relationships of trust and shared political commitments for activist research (Jordan 2003,
D’Souza 2009, Choudry 2015).

4 Making history

Another significant area of social movement knowledge production concerns historical
knowledge and how it is used in activist contexts. Activists are engaging with historical ma-
terials, debates and ideas from earlier periods of struggle. Some movement activists and ed-
ucators look at this history with an eye to its relevance and use for contemporary organizing
and radical politics. Such knowledge from below often includes contested versions of history
that challenge dominant or authoritative accounts, and which is often overlooked by domi-
nant treatments of historical social struggles.

Besides radical history, strands of critical social movement scholarship (e.g. Beving-
ton/Dixon 2005, Choudry/Kapoor 2010, Choudry 2015), contending that significant and un-
der-researched conceptual resources and theoretical contributions emerge from people’s con-
crete engagement in social struggles that may challenge scholarly understandings of social
change. In his obituary for Black British historian and educationalist Len Garrison (founder
of the Black Cultural Archives and the Afro-Caribbean Education Resource Centre in Brit-
ain), Mike Phillips’s (2003, p. 297) suggested that:

“[t]he handbills, flyers, posters, programmes for a wide range of events, including political meet-
ings, art exhibitions, concerts, plays, community meetings about education, welfare and politics .
.. may be not only the only surviving record of transient organizations, but the only way of un-
derstanding whole movements and trends.”

Some scholars, such as Anandi Ramamurthy (2013), Andrew Flinn (2018), Aziz Choudry
and Salim Vally (2018 and 2020) have discussed the possibilities for community and move-
ment control over the way such hidden histories can be recovered and used as a tool for
political education and organizing. Histories are transmitted in many struggles through such
informal collections and processes. They are also transmitted through stories, songs, and po-
ems, particularly in contexts where oral transmission of knowledge, values, and visions is
more significant than written versions (see below). Many archival initiatives are built on peo-
ple trying to make sense of relevant ways to preserve their collective histories. Within that
work, people learn to think creatively about the meaning and process of building archives,
which are relevant to communities and struggles for preservation, dissemination, education,
and mobilization purposes.

A significant current that runs through the intellectual work within many movements and
which takes multiple forms, relates to efforts to recover useful histories, oral history, forgot-
ten archives and history from below. Popular education resources also make accessible hid-
den histories of struggle, and tools for understanding the contingent - what might have led up
to particular conditions at particular moments. Organizers grapple with how to engage with
the democratic significance of activist knowledge through developing popular education
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tools, documenting histories of struggles, and informal ways in which political education is
passed across generations of activists. Some reflect on pedagogical issues and approaches
which seek to draw upon important ideas and debates found within activist archives (organ-
ized or not), from oral histories, and from other critical / dialectical engagements with history.
In some cases, organizers and activists try to develop context-specific, locally relevant ways
to connect historical movement knowledge with contemporary organizing. How, echoing
Andrew Flinn (2018), have people attempted to make history of their struggle part of the
struggle itself? And, if not, how could they do so?

Time pressures and the need to prioritize different kinds of work mean that movements
are rarely able to focus on how best to pass on knowledge about visions of social change,
stories of their struggles, and their histories. Yet documenting vanishing histories, excavating
and archiving them, is crucial for educative and knowledge production work in today’s move-
ments and activist groups. Writing on independent Black British community archives, An-
drew Flinn and Mary Stevens (2009, p. 8) note that documenting histories, especially mar-
ginalized and subordinated ones, can be subversive and political. They write that centres and
archives dedicated to this work

“are not seen as alternatives to struggles but as part of them, a resource for continuing and renew-
ing the fight. Sometimes this has developed into a more definitively historical project but even in
these cases the history represented by the archive and created by those who research in the ar-
chives is frequently connected to an agenda of education for social change — either as a resource
to inform present and future actions, or as a corrective to the absences and misrepresentations of
mainstream and dominant accounts.”

5 Cultural knowledge production in social movements

Corina Dykstra and Michael Law (1994) assert that “the full life of a social movement —
poetry, music, petitions, pickets, and so forth — brings culture and politics together in an
inherently educative way” (p. 122). Robin Kelley (2002, p. 10) notes: “In the poetics of strug-
gle and lived experience, in the utterances of ordinary folk, in the cultural products of social
movements, in the reflections of activists, we discover the many different cognitive maps of
the future, of the world not yet born.” Richard Iton (2008, pp. 8-9) argues:

“The suggestion that art and politics should be divorced . . . depend[s]on a notion of the aesthetic
as a realm that by definition should not be implicated with the political. . . . Political communica-
tion is not divorced from the same kinds of considerations that determine our responses to artistic
work: imagine Malcolm X, for instance, without his comic timing and his sense of humor. There
are aesthetic grammars that determine the relative success of political interactions and the impact
of political communication in the cultural realm: signs, styles and performances whose qualities
transcend the political and artistic realms.”

There are many traditions and examples of social movements which have generated and em-
ployed cultural forms of political engagement which serve to document people’s experiences
and struggles, and to educate, organize and mobilize. In doing so, they may contribute to the
generation of new knowledge as well as reaching broader publics. Raymond Williams’
(1989) ‘dissident cultural apparatus” featured publications, bookstores, cultural centres,
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workers’ choirs, left-wing theatres, union education, sports, language classes and the work
of left-wing cultural workers and anti-capitalist organizations. When formal political chan-
nels for sharing ideas, analysis, and experiences are not available, and even when they may
seem to be, the arts and cultural approaches can provide powerful ways to approach political
education work and articulate visions and ideas. For example, reflecting on South African
worker education during the struggle against apartheid, Salim Vally, Mphutlane wa Bofelo,
and John Treat (2013) concur when they write that informal education efforts included

“a dizzying range of cultural and mass-media forms, including the writing and production of
plays, poetry readings, songs and musical choirs, and dozens of community-based and trade union
newsletters. These efforts aimed to provide everything from general literacy and technical work-
related skills to running democratic and accountable union structures, organizing, political con-
sciousness and social mobilization” (p. 470).

Large and small, movements and mobilizations across the world have been rich in places
where politics, art, and education meet. These forms not only sustain movements but also
connect across time and space with other moments, other struggles.

Music and the arts affirm people’s sense of the world in ways that are emotional, intel-
lectual, political and educational, offering hope and inspiring action (Choudry 2015, Austin
2018). They can be vehicles for ideas, as well as ways to bring people together and build a
sense of solidarity and connection. They not only nourish hope and possibility, but affirm
ideas and feelings as well as educate. Palestinian scholar and poet, Rafeef Ziadah (2012)
writes that

“poetry can go places that no leaflet or political slogan can go. It reaches and connects with people
at a different level—speaking directly to their emotional being. It stirs anger, pain, hope, and
love—the necessary feelings that inspire revolutionary action and help to maintain us as political
beings for the long term. Poetry allows for a renarration of Palestine in ways that are not just
different to a political speech, but act to fill in the blank spaces that political speech necessarily
leaves behind" (p.110).

Montreal-based anarchist artist, musician, writer, and activist Norman Nawrocki (2012)
writes, music

“can help tell community stories uncensored, from a fresh perspective. It encourages people to
explore and reinvent the oral tradition and introduce it into their daily routine. It helps broaden
discussion and reclaim silenced voices. Moreover, it combats the ever-passive consumerism of
our own culture, allowing people to take music back” (p. 106).

Within, and alongside movements, many artists perform, record and transmit (hi)stories of
resistance around the world, sometimes at times or about events, periods, or perspectives on
which “official histories” are conveniently or deliberately silent. Many movements have had
poets, playwrights, performers and musicians in their ranks who have creatively told the sto-
ries of struggle, affirmed their experiences, and inspired people to stay strong (Sayeed/Haider
2010, Prasant/Kapoor 2010, Austin 2018). In sum, these art forms can be as much history
and knowledge as are more official sources, and can help to document, theorize, and nourish
social, political and environmental action.
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6 Conclusion and future directions

Further documentation, research and analysis of concrete examples of knowledge production
within activist milieus can help to challenge dominant scholarly understandings of historical
and contemporary processes and relations arising from social movements and social change.
Choudry and Kapoor (2010) suggest that the traditions, trajectories, hopes, visions and di-
lemmas of past and present struggles are rich resources for extending academic scholarship,
as well as offering vital tools for contemporary activism. There are many processes and ways
in which knowledge is produced in social movements in diverse contexts and times. By out-
lining the relationship between learning and knowledge production in social movements, ac-
tivist research, the development and use of historical knowledge for the purposes of organiz-
ing, and the role of cultural forms of knowledge production and dissemination, this paper
highlights the significance of knowledge production and its connection to informal and non-
formal learning, education, research, and action within social, political, and environmental
activist milieus.
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