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Sometimes, you read a piece of work that strikes you as so 
good, so true, so provocative, so wrong or so well written, 
that you just have to write about it. Recently, this happened 
to us. We founded and direct ‘Learning Together’;1 an action 
research initiative through which we build communities of 
learning involving students from universities and students 
under criminal justice supervision.2 We collaborate with col-
leagues at over 25 universities and criminal justice institu-
tions in England and beyond, to build and evaluate 
communities of learning that span prison and university 
walls. In one of our prison-based reading groups, a student 
introduced us to a short piece entitled ‘Fuck you and fuck 
your fucking thesis: why I will not participate in trans stud-
ies’.3 We read it aloud, together with our students, and vari-
ously gasped, felt shame and laughed. Anne’s words sat 
‘heavy’ on us, describing challenges of politics and ethics 
that felt intimately familiar to us, having grappled for the 
past 5 years with what co-production might – and might not 
– mean for evaluating Learning Together.

This article contains some of our reflections on those 
challenges, provoked anew by Anne’s experiences. We begin 
with a more detailed account of Anne’s article, describing 
problems of power, purpose, positioning and personhood in 
research methods, and introducing participatory action 
research (PAR) as one methodological response to these con-
cerns. In the second section of this article, we describe 
Learning Together and our journey into PAR, before reflect-
ing on our experiences, both of PAR’s potential (section ‘The 
potential of PAR’) and difficulties (section ‘Disruptions, dif-
ficulties and discomforts of PAR – Sarah, Angela, Haydn and 
Patrick’s experiences’). We conclude by reference to 
Cantillon and Lynch’s (2017) work on ‘affective justice’.4 
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They argue that parity of participation in social and political 
life is unlikely to achieve its goals ‘without recognizing the 
primacy of affective relations in the framing, and misfram-
ing, of social justice’ (Cantillon and Lynch, 2017: 173). We 
draw on their analysis to consider what it might mean to rec-
ognise and build towards ‘labours of love’ in how we under-
take research and what we do with our findings.

Problems of power, purpose, 
positioning and personhood in research 
methods

Dear Mr. or Ms. Grad Student, I am sorry to report that I will 
not participate in your study as a data point. I don’t understand 
what you’re trying to accomplish. I don’t trust you. I don’t like 
you. I don’t care if you succeed. In fact, I kind of think you 
suck. Here’s why:

This is the opening paragraph of the letter written by 
Anne to an unidentified graduate student. The piece is an 
account of Anne’s discomforts with research on ‘trans’ peo-
ple and being researched as a trans person. Anne rails about 
what it feels like to be used – ‘interviewed, sampled, tested, 
cross-referenced, experimented upon, medicated, shocked, 
examined and dissected’ – more for an individual research-
er’s career gain than impact that makes a difference to the 
trans community. She describes how it feels to be classified 
within a ‘marginalised group’ and pathologised as a site of 
study within such a group – ‘you’ve looked at our chromo-
somes, our families, our blood levels, our ring fingers, our 
mothers’ medicine cabinets, and our genitalia (over and 
over again with the genitalia . . .)’ – but never listened to 
– ‘You’ve listened to our ears. You’ve listened to our fuck-
ing ears! But you’ve never listed to our voices . . .’ Anne 
then moves on to identify some of what she sees as the real 
needs of trans people, which she argues do not seem to be 
seen or of interest to ‘Mr. or Ms. Big-Shot Researcher Who 
Wants To Do Something Good For the World’. ‘So what do 
people like me need?’, Anne asks. ‘Not counselling. Not 
new labels on condoms. Not more doctoral candidates pal-
pating our business. Transwomen need, more or less in 
order: decriminalisation, housing, education and employ-
ment’. ‘You want to actually do something as good as you 
say you want to do, [then] drop out, abrogate your loans, 
and become a social worker’.

Anne is identifying power imbalances in research, and the 
consequences of feeling objectified and powerless (‘like a 
data point’). She is expressing frustration with the purpose of 
research, which she describes as a process directed more 
towards achieving ‘impact’ in narrow academic terms (mak-
ing individual researchers feel good about themselves and 
pushing them up the career ladder), rather than research that 
has tangible benefits for those it involves and affects, in terms 
of things they care about. But Anne goes further, describing 
not only how research may not be doing good, but also how it 

may cause harm. Anne identifies the researcher with ‘the peo-
ple who run the world around us’, and questions whether 
researchers have ever considered studying themselves, sug-
gesting that they (the researchers) may be part of ‘the prob-
lem’ because of how and with whom they frame and explore 
research questions. But Anne is not eschewing the value of 
research entirely. In her final paragraph, she describes a need 
for ‘data, ideas, plans and strategies’, but argues that ‘we need 
to see them coming from people like us, people who don’t, 
right now, seem to make it into your little position of power’. 
Research too often positions and understands Anne and oth-
ers in ways that are pigeonholing, objectifying and stigmatis-
ing, reinforcing binaries established in social dynamics that 
situate the socially marginalised and privileged in different 
roles on the ‘social change maker’ spectrum. Anne’s response 
is to suggest she’d rather be left alone.

Anne’s provocations about power, purpose, positioning 
and personhood in research methods are of long-standing 
concern within parts of the academic community. Growing 
interest in methodological reflexivity, especially perhaps in 
qualitative scholarship, has given rise to broad and varied 
literatures on paradigmatic and fieldwork standpoint differ-
ence (e.g. Carlen and Ayres França, 2017; hooks, 1990; 
Miller, 2012; Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002; Tyler, 
2008) and explorations of ‘vulnerability’, privilege and 
experience on the part of both the researcher and the 
researched (e.g. Armstrong et al., 2014; Behar, 2014 (1996); 
Beyens et al., 2013; Gelsthorpe, 2007; Holland, 2007; 
Sharpe, 2016). Scholars have explored the politics of 
method – how politics shape the questions we ask and how 
we ask them, the relationships between social science, val-
ues and ethics, and what it means to ‘do justice’ to research 
findings and ‘have impact’ in and with the world (e.g. 
Bosworth and Hoyle, 2011; Flyvbjerg, 2001; Lincoln and 
Denzin, 2003; Sayer, 2011).

PAR is one example of a methodological approach that 
grapples explicitly with some of the critiques of power, pur-
pose, positioning and personhood that run through Anne’s 
article and that animate some of the scholarship briefly 
described above. In her short book on PAR, Alice McIntyre 
describes how the method aims to build alliances between 
researchers and participants through planning, implement-
ing and disseminating research together, co-constructing 
knowledge and working towards shared ambitions for indi-
vidual, collective and/or social change (McIntyre, 2008). 
Co-producing research projects’ purposes and processes is 
intended to disrupt more traditional research power dynam-
ics that pigeonhole, marginalise or privilege particular per-
spectives. PAR, McIntyre argues, recognises the personhood 
of participants through their becoming the ‘primary actors’ 
of the research process. McIntyre (2008) credits PAR with 
enabling her to play a role in effecting change, self-identify-
ing as a scholar who is interested in staying ‘engaged in life, 
scholarship, research, reaching and the pursuit of justice and 
fair play’ (dedication). Michelle Fine (2016) goes further, 
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describing PAR as a political act, urgently needed to pro-
duce ‘ideological contestations’ that can ‘investigate the 
claims of dominant narratives, lift up counter stories, and 
dive into the knotty relation between the two as well as gen-
erate images of radical possibilities’. For Fine (2017), this 
encompasses contesting the ideologies dominant in research 
institutions as well as those that pertain to research topics. 
Research methodologies, she argues, influence not only the 
individual personhood of those leading and taking part, but 
also the culture of the institutions inhabited by the different 
players in the research process.

Our journey into PAR

Empirical research is a process of ‘continuing dialogue’ 
between epistemological and theoretical starting points, 
methodological approaches and research findings (Bottoms, 
2008). Designed as an action research project, Learning 
Together brought together three strands of existing scholar-
ship – transformative education, desistance from crime and 
intergroup contact theory – and promised to ‘advance theo-
retical understandings of the transformative potential of 
prison education and its contribution to early stage desist-
ance through observing, operationalising and measuring the 
interpersonal dynamics of individual movements towards 
desistance in prison’.5

Informed by research that demonstrates the potential of 
co-production for enhancing the transformative outcomes of 
education (Freire, 1973; Mezirow, 2000) and for supporting 
movements away from crime (e.g. Weaver, 2015), the peda-
gogy of Learning Together is grounded in inclusive and par-
ticipatory community building. Learning Together is 
designed to take account of the elements intergroup contact 
theory suggests are important to creating environments in 
which stigma and prejudice can reduce. Such environments 
equalise the status of those present, require intergroup coop-
eration, forge common goals and pay attention to overarch-
ing institutional and social narratives (Allport, 1954). We 
were not blindly forging our way into prisons to deliver con-
tact higher education courses believing that action in and of 
itself is good, or that action of our particular kind would 
inevitably have good consequences. We were mindful of 
Wikström and Treiber’s (2007) warnings about ‘doing with-
out knowing’, but also felt responsible as academics to use 
and test knowledge for social good and so committed to 
avoiding the inertia of ‘knowing without doing’ (Armstrong 
and Maruna, 2016) and the privilege of sitting on the side-
lines and criticising. We had a theoretical framework for our 
action that we intended to guide our practice. We were pre-
pared for a process of ‘adaptive theory’ (Bottoms, 2008) – 
how our empirical realities would shape our theory. What we 
didn’t count on from the start, was how our theory and prac-
tice would shape our methods, and how our methods would, 
in turn, reshape our theory, prompting us to redefine ‘the 
problem’ and rethink our theoretical lenses into how we 
might understand and address it.

Our original research design

In line with other prison scholars (e.g. Liebling and Arnold, 
2004; Wooldredge and Smith, 2018), we viewed ethnographi-
cally led measurement as one way to develop measurement 
tools (survey instruments) that can capture complex human 
social phenomenon, and generate measures that are recog-
nised by participants who often feel marginalised and unrec-
ognised (Liebling, 2015). We understood this as a way to ‘find 
the right language’ with which to express the relevant pre-
existing theoretically informed scales that we proposed to 
adapt, measuring problems faced in desistance (used in the 
Sheffield Desistance Study by Bottoms and Shapland, 2011), 
the development of civic virtues (Farrall and Calverley, 2006), 
perceptions of stigma (LeBel et al., 2008) and ‘normalisation’ 
(Hirschfield and Piquero, 2010). The British Academy pro-
posal envisaged the delivery of a course that brought together 
students from the University of Cambridge and students who 
were currently resident in prison and sought to put into prac-
tice key findings from the literatures described above and the 
evaluation of the participants’ experiences. The proposal 
divided the research aspect of this work into three stages: (1) a 
pilot to test the pre-existing scales and adapt them in light of 
ethnographic engagement in one site; (2) an intermediate 
phase to implement the adapted scales across two sites, includ-
ing a control group of students who had applied to take part 
but were placed on a waiting list; and (3) a final phase to repeat 
administration of a further refined measurement tool across 
the same two sites, with the aim of getting close to 100 partici-
pants overall. The results of the survey tools we produced 
were to be interpreted in light of field notes, individual inter-
views and data from focus groups. The proposal was intended 
to be methodologically rigorous – robust enough to get fund-
ing and the support of colleagues, tightly theoretically and 
methodologically framed to increase the chances of publica-
tion in high-ranking journals, and a solid basis for further lon-
gitudinal study. The action components of the initiative were 
conceived in methodological terms as developing ‘buy in’ and 
contextual sensitivity for the ‘measurement tool’.

In November 2014, we recruited students from the 
University of Cambridge criminology department and from 
HMP Grendon and, in January 2015, we began teaching the 
first Learning Together ‘introduction to criminology’ course. 
We asked the students if they wanted to take part in the 
research. Some declined, but most students said they were 
happy to participate, so we gave them our ‘pre’ measures 
questionnaire to fill out ahead of the first week. We had 
thought hard about pedagogy and about co-production in 
light of our theoretical framework. We drafted a note for our 
lecturers asking them to define all of their terms, to deliver 
their 30-minute lecture dialogically, and we built in work in 
small groups, with different activities for different learning 
styles. In the first session, we worked with the whole group 
of students to identify and understand everyone’s aspirations 
and expectations for the course and to tease out what that 
meant for each of us in terms of our participation and how we 
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would achieve these aspirations and expectations while 
respecting the security requirements and rules of the prison 
and the university. We did not have separate security brief-
ings for different groups of students, conscious of how this 
would disrupt parity in the classroom. We built in a session 
in the third week to reflect on the students’ aspirations and 
expectations and to think about aspects of the course that 
needed to change if we were to meet them. We encouraged 
students to come up with their own ideas about what needed 
to change and we worked together to implement them. The 
course started tentatively, but together, we built something 
that felt meaningful – for us as well as for the students.

And then it ended. We distributed the post-measure ques-
tionnaires and scheduled one to one qualitative interviews 
with each student. Two things had changed: the first was that 
everyone now wanted to take part in the research; and the sec-
ond was that, through the process of co-producing the course, 
our students had become accustomed to critical engagement. 
They were no longer happy to be the receptacles of pre-
ordained wisdom imposed from on high. We had experienced 
the power of a Freirian approach to individual, institutional 
and social transformation through learning (Armstrong and 
Ludlow, 2016). Our students were no longer happy to ‘partici-
pate’ in research, they wanted to be collaborated with. They 
told us that our methods were out of sync with our practice, 
and made them feel objectified. We didn’t lack ‘buy-in’ – we 
had that in spades – but they told us the ‘buy-in’ didn’t make 
our methods any less objectifying. We listened to their dis-
comforts and, in response, we sent them our original research 
proposal and asked them what they would do differently. They 

organised themselves into a focus group and provided us with 
a five-page critique of our methods which described how they 
felt we were asking the wrong questions, about the wrong 
things, in the wrong ways (Figure 1).

Letting go and getting back together

Our students’ five-page critique was the beginning of co-pro-
ducing not only the learning in our classrooms, but also our 
research into the experiences and outcomes of participating in 
a Learning Together course. Most pressing for our students 
(and for us) was the question ‘what next?’; what next in terms 
of action and evaluation, but also what next in terms of ‘us’ 
because, through Learning Together, we had become an ‘us’.

The following year, we worked collaboratively on our 
evaluation together with our new students and our previous 
students who became trained learning mentors to support the 
new students. We began by listening. We listened through the 
qualitative interviews at the end of the first year, and we real-
ised that certain voices and personalities are more suited to 
narrative methodologies. We listened through our participant 
observation throughout the first course, sensing the centrality 
of social and spatial context and interpersonal interaction 
within processes of transformation, while noting that context 
and interaction often go ‘uncounted’ in research and are dif-
ficult to measure. We put some of what we heard into prac-
tice, co-creating the second course, and in the process 
changing the syllabus and some aspects of the delivery, and 
scrapping our original research methods in favour of some-
thing more participatory, for which we had no clear road map.

Figure 1. Photograph of the first page of the students’ critique of our methods.
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We started by talking with students about wanting to work 
with them throughout the course to understand their experi-
ences and to think together about what was happening, what 
was most important to understand about what was happen-
ing, how we might best measure those things and to what 
ends. We asked students about ways they might like to work 
together not just in their learning, but also to evaluate 
Learning Together. We ran slam poetry workshops with 
Joelle Taylor,6 song writing workshops with Vox Liminis,7 
we made a short film together with our students under the 
guidance of Kip Loades,8 ran focus groups and shared our 
own experiences of Learning Together and continued to do 
semi-structured qualitative interviews with individual stu-
dents at the end of each course. We anonymised all of the 
data, and then gathered as a community to explore the data. 
It was an enlivening – and sometimes nerve wrecking – pro-
cess. We didn’t set out at this point to conduct PAR, cog-
nisant of the literature and contours of the process. We just 
decided to listen and collaborate and see what grew from 
this. It was in trying to understand what we were doing that 
we found it describe in literature on PAR.

Sometimes we were caricatured within the university as 
chaotic or eccentric – often gathering large groups of students 
in reception to bus them to prison for class, or shepherding 
budding filmmakers on day release from prison around the 
library and offices to film our university environment and 
willing colleagues. We upturned some of the experiences of 
‘researcher’ and ‘researched’ and found that having people 
observe our own working environment – as we had done for so 
many years in criminal justice organisations – was sometimes 
a little bit disruptive for professional life! This was a period 
characterised by incessant working hours, some mayhem and 
plenty of uncertainty, and yet it is a period that felt for us, as 
colleagues, uniquely collaborative and life giving. In the dia-
logue between theory and methods, our methods started to talk 
back and led us into new and broader theoretical frameworks: 
from straightforwardly positive trajectories of transformative 
education into more emotionally diverse experiences of learn-
ing and transformation (e.g. Dirkx et al., 2006; Maiese, 2017; 
Weare, 2003) from narrow understandings of desistance as 
movements away from crime to broader literatures on porous 
community building where people meet at edges and form 
entwined senses of interdependence (e.g. Bauman, 2013 
[2001]; Seligman, 2008; Sennett, 2012)9 from psychological 
understandings of intergroup contact into geographical and 
political considerations of how to conceive and construct 
meaningful interactions that don’t let ‘the thorny matters of 
inequality slip out of the debate’ (e.g. Harris, 2017; Nussbaum, 
2013; Valentine, 2008).

The potential of PAR

We began this article with frustrated reflections from Anne 
about research that misunderstood, misappropriated and com-
pounded her ‘marginalisation’. Drawing on Anne’s experi-
ences, we described problems of power, purpose, positioning 

and personhood in research methods. Our experiences of PAR 
suggest to us that it can go some way to mitigating some of 
these concerns, and in this section, we share some of those 
reflections, counterbalanced in the penultimate section of this 
chapter, which follows, with reflections about how PAR may 
displace rather than entirely diminish Anne’s concerns.

The first benefit of PAR we experienced was the way in 
which a participatory approach repositioned vulnerability 
and power and in doing so, reframed the purpose of the 
research. Through being willing to lead with vulnerability, 
with curiosity about what the important questions might be, 
and how we might work together to enquire into them, we 
became an ‘us’. In place of artificial and pigeonholing dis-
tinctions between ‘marginalised’ and ‘privileged’ students 
and all-knowing objective ‘researcher’ versus uninformed 
subjective ‘researched’, we committed to pursuing a research 
agenda that was about understanding what was happening to 
‘us’ as we went through a process of co-produced learning. 
To use Anne’s language, with this approach we did not cease 
to be ‘data points’, but we reframed the terms of our inquiry 
and our parts in it together, and each of us became an impor-
tant part of understanding the whole. We had different sites 
of expertise – but our differences were not understood in 
binary terms along lines of ‘power holder’ and ‘marginalised 
participant’. Together, we all moved further towards asking 
questions than finding answers.

As the power balance shifted through participation, so did 
the purpose of the research. While we were always interested 
in the experiences of all of our students, our original lens of 
analysis was explicitly to understand processes of desistance 
– how people move away from crime. However broad and 
inclusive our original proposed sample, the aim was to 
describe how ‘they’ moved towards ‘us’ – how people who 
had been convicted of criminal offences moved away from 
these behaviours towards living in ways that do not include 
acts socially defined as crimes. Working in participatory 
ways meant some fundamental rethinking about what we 
were even trying to know. As we worked together to identify 
the important elements of Learning Together, our focus 
moved from trying to understand desistance from crime, 
towards trying to understand how we all reach our potential. 
Within this, each individual’s experiences were important, 
but not because of a single particular embodiment or experi-
ence of marginalisation, but rather because each person 
involved was an individual site of expertise. If ‘we’ wanted 
to understand ‘us’ and what was happening to each of us 
within the process of Learning Together, we needed to under-
stand our commonalities as well as our differences.

PAR also provided a methodological approach that felt 
more consistent for all of us with the theoretical frame-
work that underpinned Learning Together – researching 
‘with’ rather than ‘on’, which is important to both desist-
ance and transformative learning and engendering an indi-
vidual critical awareness through transparency, humility 
and honesty in a ‘not knowingness’. Creating opportunities 
to speak and listen to each other in varied and creative 
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ways, beyond traditional ‘academic’ approaches, made 
space for different voices and skills to be heard and cele-
brated that pushed our collective thinking in new ways. We 
were still trying to find ways to measure individual, insti-
tutional and social change, but the very exercise had 
become a manifestation and a furthering of community 
building, a partial embodiment of the change we wanted to 
see. Rather than our students feeling like something that 
was being shaped and studied, we all began to feel part of 
something bigger that we could shape together. As an ‘us’ 
we had potential. The locus of our study had somehow 
shifted, through the process of enquiry, from an ‘I’ to a 
‘we’ – understanding that in so many ways our pasts and 
futures are inextricably bound up together.

Moving towards ‘us’ implied a move away from indi-
vidualised notions of responsibility for past failures and 
future successes, within which much of our current crimi-
nal justice and higher education institutional realities and 
rewards are grounded. In place of scholarly detachment and 
distance, we found that PAR dragged us into reciprocal 
relationships of solidarity, towards what our colleague Max 
Harris (2017) has called ‘a politics of love’ – a politics 
grounded in everyday values that can be lived out in the 
ways we do research as well as what we hope to do with the 
findings. It felt like a move from what Martin Luther King 
(1963) describes as ‘mere existence’ that is ‘too uncon-
cerned to love and too passionate to hate, too detached to be 
selfish and too lifeless to be unselfish, too indifferent to 
experience joy and too cold to express sorrow’, towards 
developing ‘passionate attachments’ – expanding our ‘cir-
cles of concern’ (Nussbaum, 2013). This new politics co-
produced knowledge, empowered students with diverse 
skills and experiences, opened up for fresh examination our 
roles and identities as researchers and challenged us all to 
think more critically about what we aspire to achieve with 
our talents and futures. Through research we were not just 
learning how to recognise and measures movements 
towards potential, we were reshaping and redefining poten-
tials together in the process.

The benefits for our research, and for all of us participat-
ing in it in our different roles, go some way towards address-
ing Anne’s concerns. Together we challenged our perspectives 
on power, strengths and vulnerabilities – where and in whom 
they lie. We learned how to share and hold different kinds of 
power. We leant into the co-imagined purposes of research 
and began to care more about the processes and the under-
standings generated than the outputs. We reimagined our-
selves and each other as researchers and participants, 
dislocating presumptions of privilege and vulnerabilities, 
appreciating and learning to accept and celebrate differences 
and growing an increasing awareness of our responsibilities 
for ourselves and to each other. The politics of love that grew 
through our collaborations shaped us all as individuals and 
professionals. We began by wanting to become change mak-
ers, but found we became changed.

Disruptions, difficulties and discomforts 
of PAR – Sarah, Angela, Haydn and 
Patrick’s experiences

The egalitarian ethos underpinning participatory approaches 
to research is attractive precisely because of its promise to 
unseat some of the power dynamics inherent in being either 
‘researcher’ or ‘researched’. But power dynamics do not 
change without discomfort. Our experiences, and that of our 
collaborators, were complex and, in this penultimate sec-
tion, we attempt to describe some of these complexities to 
think about the lessons learnt, and to try to extrapolate what 
we found to be the benefits of PAR notwithstanding these 
challenges.

Our first discomfort relates to Anne’s concerns about 
being a data point. One of the promises of PAR is that, 
through processes of co-constructing knowledge, partici-
pants become actors in the planning, implementation and 
dissemination of research and, through this repositioning, the 
experience of participation is less objectifying and more 
empowering. This was not Sarah’s experience. As described 
above, one of the participatory methods we used involved 
focus groups in which we shared experiences of learning and 
growth. Having anonymised what was shared, we all worked 
together to identify themes that ran through these experi-
ences. Sarah took part in this exercise, but later explained to 
us in interview that she felt horrified that her own anonymised 
experiences became the topic of group discussion.

Far from removing the ethical complexities of feeling 
objectified like a data point, for Sarah this form of participa-
tory analysis intensified as the site of objectification moved 
from the ostensibly trained and ‘professional’ researcher, to a 
group of her peers publicly analysing her experiences. Her 
feedback helpfully highlighted the need for clarity about pre-
cisely what participants are opting into when they agree to 
participate – what will constitute ‘data’, who will work with 
it and to what ends? This is perhaps uniquely difficult to 
define if co-production is really at the heart of the process, 
and perhaps also very difficult to resist if you find them 
objectifying even though you formed part of the group that 
agreed these processes. Might it feel uniquely disempower-
ing to feel like the author of your own objectification? We 
wonder whether some forms of participation may just cloud 
the lines of responsibility for ethical practice through diffu-
sion and confusion about power and expertise, and make it 
harder for individuals who feel uncomfortable with these 
processes to opt out.

Angela’s concerns develop these points. Angela was a 
member of the Learning Together community at our second 
prison partnership from the University of Cambridge. Within 
this phase of the project, participants were engaging with, 
and seeking to develop, research tools that had grown out of 
the first phase of the research at a different prison. Angela 
raised two, interconnected, complexities. She recognised the 
benefits of new knowledge building on, and growing from, 
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existing knowledge, but queried whether ‘true’ co-produc-
tion was inherently context specific. If so, her concern was 
that a ‘true’ participatory approach is incapable of replicabil-
ity or broader application. The same methods, in a different 
context, might come up with different lines of inquiry, differ-
ent ways of inquiring and different methods of dissemination 
aimed towards distinct goals for change as defined by that 
particular participatory community. Building from this, 
Angela’s second query was whether PAR would always need 
to be context (location/time) specific to involve authentic co-
production. For Angela, there had been rather too much ‘co’ 
in co-production, which she found to be overbearing, extrac-
tive and distracting. She wondered about the value of that 
distraction in the context of having ‘imposed’ a research 
framework and pre-established agenda from the first partner-
ship site. She questioned its relevance for their new and dif-
ferent learning community and queried whether meaningful 
participation might require some methodological training.

It is of course possible to have different kinds and levels 
of participatory approaches Escober (2018) – but Angela’s 
concerns seem to develop Sarah’s disquiets about power, to 
ask questions about the purpose and process of research. 
Angela’s reflections speak to the potential value of expertise 
guiding the framing of questions, the methods that might 
help us to inquire into these questions, and the outcomes we 
might pragmatically be able to aim for with findings gener-
ated through our choice of questions and methods. Her points 
outline that Anne’s concerns about the purposes of research 
and what it achieves may not be satisfactorily answered by a 
participatory approach that is not adequately facilitated or 
where the participants are not effectively trained in the skills 
necessary to make the decisions with which they are tasked. 
Pragmatically, if participants are concerned to describe trans-
formative outcomes and process, and are aiming to shape 
criminal justice policy, they could study individual and insti-
tutional experiences and changes in one course and perhaps 
effect some local changes. If their ambitions are to shape 
national policy, they may need multi-site and longitudinal 
evidence. If a new PAR project is developed with the partici-
pants in each new site, the terms and methods may be distinct 
and therefore the desired knowledge and dissemination and 
impact may be impossible.

McIntyre’s (2008) introduction to PAR she outlines how 
the participants in her studies ‘engaged in collaborative pro-
cesses aimed at improving and understanding their worlds in 
order to change them’ and how, through participation, they 
‘took action to improve their conditions . . . and gain a better 
understanding of the external circumstances that structure 
their lives’ (p. ix). Our experiences of PAR point to more 
complex experiences of participation. Far from empowering 
Haydn and Patrick to ‘improve their conditions’, their expe-
riences of co-producing knowledge, and the understandings 
this generated of ‘the external circumstances that structure 
their lives’, produced new senses of disempowerment, pain 
and hopelessness.

Haydn participated in our song writing workshops to 
explore his experiences of learning and growth. He told us 
that the experience was empowering; it was a new space with 
enlivening interactions and less hierarchical and risk-ori-
ented power dynamics to those he was accustomed to within 
the prison setting. But the workshops came to an end. 
Participatory projects can helpfully destabilise power hierar-
chies, critically exposing their assumptions and contours, but 
for Haydn, the euphoric empowerment of collaboration with-
ered after each session when he returned to the wing:

You’re achieving, or at least you’re feeling like you’re achieving, 
a common goal of some description. You feel like, ‘Yeah!’, and 
then you have to remind yourself of the boundaries. You have to 
go, ‘Look, there are people who come into prison . . .’ You want 
to say, ‘Look, I think you people are great. I’d love to meet . . .’ 
And it does hurt you, because I’m [out] here and I can’t go . . . I 
can’t go home with these people. I can’t be friends with them. It 
is sad, because they bring quite a refreshing experience to 
prison, and it’s a shame you can’t take that with you [back to the 
wing].

Haydn described how the acceptance and empowerment 
he felt while involved in the research through PAR – a sense 
things could change and he could be part of this – crumbled 
in the face of his everyday realities in prison, and the weight 
of his offending history. These concerns were not isolated to 
participants resident in prison. Through collaborative work-
ing, Patrick described changes in how he viewed and experi-
enced himself and others. These changes co-emerged with 
new realisations about the power of social structures, some 
of which prompted feelings of sadness, impotence and 
hopelessness:

I wasn’t expecting to be welcome to be honest . . . I don’t know 
if it was the same with everyone else, but at least in my group, it 
was love really. It was as if everyone really loved each other . . . 
and it was quite painful really coming away from the prison and 
then thinking about them going back to their cells . . . I’d come 
away feeling quite sad really that it wasn’t carrying on, because 
I just wanted to keep going. I wanted to be at the same place so 
that they didn’t have to go back to their cells. Yes, it just made 
me feel quite upset really, a lot of the time.

Working collaboratively, through PAR, can shape partici-
pants’ practical and emotional understandings of people who 
are differently situated. This can bring a new and transforma-
tive lens to one’s own life with transformative effect but, just 
as with Haydn, for Patrick, this implied feeling the absence 
of his new ‘neighbours’ in his everyday existence. It brought 
his own life into focus, and far from empowering him, his 
experiences made him realise the limits of his own agency in 
the face of exclusive and excluding inequitable social institu-
tions and structures.

Through Haydn and Patrick’s experiences, we see how 
individual empowerment, in the context of oppressive daily 
realities, can risk making the weight of deprivations and 
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excluding or apparently disempowering life circumstances 
less bearable. For us, Haydn and Patrick’s stories bring to life 
some of the hidden, and perhaps unintended, potential conse-
quences of creating temporary ‘spaces’ in which power and 
community are reimagined and practised in ways that are at 
odds with other prevailing institutional or societal norms. 
Literature on PAR talks less about hopelessness and pain 
than it does about empowerment and transformation, and yet 
in our collective experiences, hopelessness and pain, and 
empowerment and transformation appear inherently bound 
together. Our argument is not that these harms are any less 
present in different methodological approaches, but perhaps 
that they are better hidden. We wonder about the ethical and 
emotional consequences of this, and the extent of our obliga-
tions to participants during and after research projects.

Conclusion

In their work on ‘Affective Equality’, Cantillon and Lynch 
(2017) begin:

The nurturing that produces love, care, and solidarity constitutes 
a discrete social system of affective relations. Affective relations 
are not social derivatives, subordinate to economic, political, or 
cultural relations in matters of social justice. Rather, they are 
productive human relations that literally make people up (or 
damage them) mentally, emotionally, physically, and socially. 
The affective worlds of love, care, and solidarity are therefore 
sites of political import for social justice that need to be 
examined in their own right while recognizing their inter-
relatedness with economic, political and cultural systems. (pp. 
169–170)

Fraser (2010) posits equalisation of resources, respect 
and representation as the three ‘conditions’ of social justice 
(p. 365), but Cantillon and Lynch (2017) argue for a four-
dimensional model of social justice that ‘aligns relational 
equality with the equality of resources, respect, and repre-
sentation’ (p. 170).

One of the claims of PAR is that goes beyond the potential 
of ‘conventional research paradigms [to] provide a frame-
work for addressing the researcher-participant relationship, 
the co-developing of the research process, and the position-
ing of consciousness-raising and affecting change within the 
overall research experience’ (McIntyre, 2008). In this article, 
we have raised some ethical concerns about participatory 
research, focussing particularly on questions of power, 
impact, purpose, and how all of these dynamics can shape 
the personhood of all involved in research. We have charted 
our own routes into PAR, outlining the potential we have 
experienced in PAR and some of the benefits that have 
flowed from this approach for us, for our participants and for 
our research. We have also described some discomforts with 
PAR and challenges, recognising that participation alone 
does not resolve some of the fundamental ethical concerns 
expressed by Anne, even if it might displace them.

While participatory approaches may bring about individ-
ual, social and cultural transformations in unique and compel-
ling ways, we have highlighted some of the complexities and 
limitations to claims that PAR is necessarily any better than 
‘conventional research paradigms’ – perhaps it is just differ-
ent. But we want to conclude by suggesting these differences 
may still be uniquely important as a research method, because 
we have found that PAR has moved us as researchers and our 
participants into the ‘affective world’ in research.

Research and research methods are never neutral. Every act 
and every omission has a consequence. If Cantillon and Lynch 
are right, and affective dimensions of life are a core compo-
nent of social justice, paying attention to the ways we consti-
tute and reconstitute social relations in and through our 
methods becomes a prime ethical consideration, and perhaps 
should be the lens through which we mediate all other con-
cerns. Participation mitigates the risks of abstraction and indif-
ference. More than this, our experience has been that it can 
also generate affective relations that underpin the kind of 
equality oriented solidarity that unmasks systemic inequalities 
and deficiencies and gives rise to action. When you begin to 
see the world with new eyes and feel the world with a new 
heart, it becomes difficult to continue to inhabit the world 
through an old politics. For us, this has extended to our own 
career paths and a growing disenchantment with academia’s 
hyper-individualistic, extractive and ‘objective’ tendencies, 
reflected especially in the contours of its reward and progres-
sion structures (we write more about these in a previous paper, 
Ludlow et al., 2019). When your community tells you that 
‘still being there’ (Gareth, phase 1 of longitudinal study, 2018) 
is among the most significant transformative ingredients of 
what’s happening, publishing a paper in an academic journal 
comes to feel like a much less pressing priority than other 
measures of success, such as creating a national network and 
securing buy in for the work to proliferate, investigating and 
challenging university hiring/studying policies for people with 
criminal convictions and creating partnerships and securing 
funding to respond to urgent need within our community – 
people leaving prison who don’t have enough to eat or can’t 
access opportunities because they can’t pay the bus fare.

These challenges are not unique to scholars using PAR, 
but our experience of collaborative methods has been that 
they have shifted our politics to make these questions simul-
taneously more pressing and less resolvable. PAR has made 
us feel like there is little ground to occupy between standing 
‘objectively’ on the side-lines throwing stones, or jumping in 
the river and having stones thrown at you for too much 
‘activism’ and too little engagement with conventional meas-
ures of success in academia. On some of the more difficult 
days, our response to Anne (and perhaps to others) might be 
to say ‘fuck you and your fucking easy distinctions between 
social work and academic research’.

In the end participatory research doesn’t resolve the many 
ethical and political questions about research – whose voice 
‘counts’, what research is for, how we position ourselves and 
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carry power and what happens when research comes to an 
end. However, for us, PAR has provided a framework for a 
process of inquiry that is imbued with love. This, we think, 
has helpfully shaped the nature and quality of our research; 
the questions in which we have a stake, how we go about 
answering those questions and our hopes for what research 
can and should achieve.

And did you get what you wanted from this life, even so?

I did.

And what did you want?

To call myself beloved, to feel myself beloved on the earth. 
(Raymond Carver, 1989 –cited by Cantillon and Lynch, 2017)
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Notes

1. To learn more about Learning Together, please visit www.
learningtogethernetwork.co.uk.

2. Across the Learning Together Network colleagues run partner-
ships with prisons and with students under probation supervi-
sion in the community.

3. https://tagonist.livejournal.com/199563.html.
4. Their work builds on that of Fraser (1997, 2005, 2008, 2010).
5. Learning Together has been supported by a wide range of 

funders, particularly the British Academy (from which we 
cite here the original research aspirations for the initiative), 
ESRC, the University of Cambridge, HMPPS, and philan-
thropic donations including from the Bromley Trust, Cairns 
Foundation, Fishmongers Company, Schroder Foundation, 
Rank Foundation and an individual donor who wishes to 
remain anonymous.

6. http://joelletaylor.co.uk.
7. https://www.voxliminis.co.uk.
8. https://chrisloades.webs.com.
9. Our thinking and practice has been inspired by much of 

Richard Sennett’s writings, but especially by his blog on ‘The 
Public Realm’ https://www.richardsennett.com/site/senn/tem-
plates/general2.aspx?pageid=16&cc=gb
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