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Foreword

Douglas Schuler

For over 20 years I’ve been working at the junction of activism, research, and
community work in the field of new media and communication networks,
a region that although rich in research issues and urgent social needs, is
to a large degree, still zerra incognito. Unfortunately working where these
three realms meet is to work on the margins of each. The book you’re
holding should help mitigate that problem. It’s the book that I needed at
the beginning of those 20 years.
Action research is simultaneously a set of methodologies, a philosophical
orientation, and a research culture. Action research is, of course, timeless
in itself; the need for research that is engaged was needed yesterday and
will be needed tomorrow. Nevertheless, as the authors of this book make
clear, new media and the advent of the internet, and increasingly ubiquitous
digital networking adds a degree of urgency to this endeavour.

This urgency shows up in a “perfect storm” of opportunities and
challenges:

e New possibilities for connecting people across boundaries, with more
information at their disposal, for use in new venues

e An increase in collaborative, transnational research/action projects that
provide real meaning and connect to the lives of real people

e Evolving technologies, institutions, and policies of new information and
communication systems

e A backdrop of globalisation, surveillance, poverty, militarism, and
ecocide

Research that is totally “objective” or “disengaged” is a myth, yet, like all
myths, it has a reality in the sense that it guides and orients our think-
ing and, hence, our actions, in ways that are often implicit. The fact that

Vii
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viii Foreword

action research and other participatory approaches still meet resistance is a
testament to institutional inertia, the enduring force that polices intellectual
enquiry and thereby constrains both thought and action. This book is part
of a gathering force to describe and define participatory and collaborative
approaches to new media research that are both rigourous and meaningful in
a 7eal way; that is to say in a way that moves research forward (thus satisfy-
ing the critical objectives of the academy) while providing ideas and actions
of significance beyond the academy, to the world where people live.

Action research should not be championed solely because of the good
effects that it could have on the world, although if that were all it accom-
plished, it would be enough to warrant a lot more of it. Action research
is also key to high-quality scholarship. The insistence on social engagement
(that action research is built upon) is indispensable for any intellectual en-
quiry. For one thing, it helps keep the research honest. Statistics and other
quantitative data don’t (of course!) tell the whole story. (This helps explain
the tragedy of economics.) For another thing, this type of research helps
keep the 7esearcher honest—not just in the narrow sense of “not lying”
but in the broader sense of being true to the realities (and possibilities!)
of conditions and systems of influence and interrelationships.

As this book makes clear, a pragmatic approach to action research that
is underpinned by principles such as methodological pluralism, and a takes
a critical yet inclusive approach to social problems, is absolutely critical for
both the validity of the social sciences and the future of the planet. It’s
also critical that the work that it describes becomes vastly more prominent
within the social sciences (perhaps renamed social enquiries?).

In the past few years I’ve been working on new theoretical models
and structures that would more actively bridge the worlds of research,
activism, and community work. These include a participatory project to
develop a complex theory of social change—the “Liberating Voices” pattern
language (Schuler, 2007)—and a boundary-blurring concept of civic intel-
ligence (Schuler, 2001), which focuses on the idea of collective intelligence
for addressing major problems that are shared around the world.

So although I didn’t have a copy of this book 20 years ago, it’s
presumably not too late for me to take advantage of it now. In fact, I'm
anticipating the involvement of the nascent community of action research-
ers in the evaluation of Liberating Voices pattern language and in the
definition, development, cultivation, and evaluation of civic intelligence in
society. The most important thing now, however, is that the next genera-
tion of researchers/activists will be able to consult this book and use it to
simultaneously improve their work—and the world.
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