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Abstract

Work as a place of activism is a vast field to be explored in adult education research,
particularly within educational, social, and community intervention with people in
situations of vulnerability. This qualitative study aims to unveil the richness of activists’
learning processes and outcomes by reflecting on the pedagogy of professional activism,
with professionals working in Portugal. Their sharing reveals a thematic influence and
interdependence between the dimensions “How?” and “What?” of professional
activism learning and the themes composing them—respectively, “political
socialization” and “work experience”; and “critical, social and political consciousness,”
“sense of (in)justice and empathy,” and “know-how to speak out.” As professionals learn
how to become activists, they also construct this praxis, and themselves as
professionals, giving meaning and (re)defining their activist craft, through a learning-

creative process.
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Introduction

Professional activism is widely recognized as a crucial piece of educational, social and
community intervention, fostering political and social changes that expressly affect
people in situations of vulnerability (Blenner et al., 2017; Weiss-Gal, 2016; Zaudereret
al., 2008). It can emerge or be enhanced in the workplace, requiring engagement and
continuous learning (Ollis, 2008). As such, “professional activism” is a process whereby
individuals act in their work context and use their profession to achieve political and
social change, particularly when dealing with vulnerability. In a multidisciplinary and
multiprofessional perspective, it includes all types of political action linked to the
profession, the work context and the population involved. Moreover, for the purposes

|II

of this study, the term “professional” refers to work and profession and not to expertise
or proficiency, nor to a paid activity. In this sense, a “professional activist” is a worker
(not an expert) paid to develop educational, social and community work (not necessarily

activist work) who acts politically against social injustice.

Despite the growing interest in research on work as a place of activism, there is
still a vast field to be explored, particularly within educational, social, and community
intervention with people in situations of vulnerability (Freitas, 2010; Speight & Vera,
2008; Weiss-Gal, 2016), a context that can, in itself, stimulate this political involvement.
Our interest is based on the theoretical contributions of critical approaches that view
intervention as a potentially liberating pedagogical practice (Freire, 1967, 1975; hooks,
1994; Martin-Bard, 1986). Critical perspectives advocate a praxis committed to
transformative social change, based on thought and reflection as catalysts for action
(Freire, 1967, 1975, 1979; hooks, 1994; Ledwith, 2011; Martin-Bard, 1986; Montero,
2004; Nelson & Evans, 2014). The “critical” is, thus, generally characterized by ongoing
reflexivity and resistance to oppression and by a focus on the role of power, its influence
on people’s quality of life, and the way it permeates discourse and action. As such,
educational, social and community intervention involves a commitment to social justice
and to the well-being of communities, in general, and of oppressed and vulnerable
individuals and groups, in particular (Prilleltensky & Fox, 1997; Prilleltensky & Nelson,

2002). Contrary to a “naive activism”—where action is devoid of reflection and



purpose—critical perspectives imply a reflexive praxis that would support an engaged
and critically conscious professional activism (Freire, 1975; hooks, 1994; Ollis, 2012b).
This interrelation between theory, reflection, and action enables activists to develop,
adapt and recreate their practices, constituting the basis for an evolving pedagogy of

activism (Ollis, 2012b).

Inspired by this conception of educational, social, and community intervention
as “the craft of making politics by other means” (Menezes, 2007, p. 142), the goal of this
article is to explore professional activism pedagogy: the processes through which this
craft is learned, as well as its learning outcomes. An intervention as a praxis and
educational place of resistance (hooks, 1994; Ledwith, 2011), which simultaneously
focuses on changing the system and also on caring for the people who are victims of this
system (Evans, 2005), implies, first and foremost, the conscientization of professionals
regarding the domination structures that create and maintain vulnerability and
oppressive social relations, as well as their understanding of activism countering this
domination structures as an essential part of their professional role (Costa et al., 2021;
Ledwith, 2011). This critical approach also presupposes a knowledge on how to
intervene/educate that is democratic, based on a dialogue centered on people’s stories,
thus making their socially constructed identities visible, and that allows one to construct,
with another person (or group), a reciprocal learning relationship (Freire, 1979; hooks,
1994; Ledwith, 2011), as well as to create “narratives of possibility of social

transformation” (Ledwith, 2011, p. 99).

Therefore, political action alongside the oppressed should constitute a
humanizing and libertarian pedagogical action, an action with the oppressed (Freire,
1979), in which the professional assumes the role of educator and learner, who also
grows and becomes empowered by the process of encouraging people to view their
world critically and to actively engage in the struggle for liberation (Freire, 1975; hooks,

1994; Ledwith, 2011).

Based on this critical framework, this article intends to address the following
guestions: how do professionals working in educational, social and community

intervention with people in situations of vulnerability learn to be professional activists?



How and why does their conscientization/politicization process take place? What

concrete knowledge do they acquire through practice?

Learning Activism “On the Job”

Learning at the workplace is generally presented in literature about adult education
within two main perspectives, with a long history of scholarship and practice in this field:
one technical professional, functional, focused on personal development and job skills,
market based, mostly individualized and apolitical, characteristic of Human Resource
Development; and other centered in consciousness-raising and activism, in developing
critical awareness and social action (praxis), essentially collective and political, central

for Labor Movements and unions activism (Salt et al., 2000).

Theoretically, our study is akin to the latter, critical, engaged, emancipatory or
radical adult education, for envisioning educational, social, and community work as a
political praxis, ideally committed to conscientization and transformative social change
(Foley, 2001; Freire, 1967, 1979; hooks, 1994; Ledwith, 2011; Martin-Bard, 1986;
Montero, 2004; Nelson & Evans, 2014), acknowledging the importance of political
mobilization by professionals working with people in situations of vulnerability, as well
as the urgency of assuming it as an integral and relevant part of their work (Greenslade
et al., 2015; Weiss-Gal, 2016). Although, when we refer to the workplace as a site of
activism learning and practice, we aren’t speaking about workers’ learning to collectively
organize and act for changes in the workplace, for the defense of workers’ interests (as
in labor movement education). We are focused in the socio-civic—political activism
learning of professionals working in educational, social and community intervention, for
the defense of causes and against situations of injustice experienced by the people with
whom they work (users, target audience), that are catalysts of many new social

movements today (e.g., antiracism, gender equality, refugee rights).

Engagement with the political sphere relates to the idea of building a
(professional) political identity, which implies “learning to be and become an activist”
(Ollis, 2010, 2012a, p. 187). Although “identity” is scarcely found in literature on

politicization, it is considered a crucial individual and collective process of becoming



politicized and activist. It reveals how one sees oneself in the world, in relation to others,

and the possibilities, ideas, and practices it might generate (Curnow et al., 2019).

Although activism learning can be deliberately stimulated in academic contexts
of formal education, it is mostly built in social action, through concrete (work)
experiences, relationships, and informal learning processes—*“as people live and work
they continually learn” (Foley, 2001, p. 72). Thus, they learn as they act, and this learning
is enhanced through their participation and socialization with other activists from/with
whom they learn (Foley, 2001, p. 72; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Ollis, 2010) and with the

people with whom they work (Costa et al., 2021).

Therefore, literature calls for this sociocultural interpretation of learning, stating
that activism that takes place in social action, in communitarian environments, and in
the work context, allows a learning that is situated in practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991;
Ollis, 2011), unplanned and tacit, essentially informal, implied and implicit, and driven
by a desire to change the world (Foley, 2001; Ollis, 2010). As such, the process involves
a powerful apprenticeship on how to become an activist, which incorporates a
significant identity change and creation (Drew, 2015; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Ollis, 2010),
personal construction and fulfilment, and social recognition (Dubar, 2013). Becoming
politicized through activist experience implies an expansive learning and
transformation, a comprehensive shift that changes and shapes activists’
epistemologies, identities, practices and political philosophies—which “holds the
potential to shift how theorists think about learning, politics and ideology” (Curnow et

al., 2019, p. 746).

There is also growing debate about the embodied process of activism learning
defending that, instead of being understood as a mere cognitive process, it must be
holistically analyzed as a mind—body—emotion process, involving the person as a whole
and implying a symbiotic relationship between cognition processes and affect, emotion
and the body (Curnow et al., 2019; Drew, 2015; hooks, 1994; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Ollis,
2008, 2010). As such, the whole person is central to the learning process, as activists
create meaning and develop their knowledge and skills, through reason, emotions and

the body (Ollis, 2010).



All these visions of learning and the conception of everyday life and the relational
processes created in these contexts, as generators of a relevant part of the political
learning we do in our lives, compel us to continue research about the pedagogy of
activism. Work contexts emerge as “educational” contexts that (informally and
nonformally) contribute to the process of personal self-construction and the
construction of the world, and thus as privileged places to study the involvement with
professional activism, its inherent learning processes and resulting knowledge.
Therefore, aiming to contribute to literature on the field, particularly within
critical/engaged/radical adult education and social movements learning scholarship, we
are interested in exploring the learning potential of professional activist practices and
contexts as significant sites and spaces of education, highlighting the peculiar
multidisciplinary, multiprofessional and understudied character of this target

population.

Methodology

This article reflects on the pedagogy of professional activism and is based on the findings
of a qualitative and exploratory study which promoted reflexivity and sharing about the
activist stance of a group of 12 professionals working in educational, social and
community intervention with people in situations of vulnerability, who are recognized

for their political work related to their profession.

Participants were six women and six men, White and between 34 and 75 years
of age. They work in Portugal, mostly in urban contexts (Porto and Lisbon), in NGOs, not-
for-profit and for-profit independent associations, schools, governmental institutions,
universities and health institutions, on issues of inclusive education, poverty and social
exclusion, racism and discrimination, gender equality, disability, HIV prevention, drugs
and nightlife/harm reduction, right to housing and gentrification, prostitution, asylum

and immigration.

It’s relevant to mention that the educational, social and community intervention

sector in Portugal is traditionally conservative and dominated by welfare and religious-



based intervention, more focused on providing services to people in need than in

assuming an activist stance, and is in great measure financed by government support.

All participants, presented in Table 1, were purposely selected to reflect diverse
disciplinary/professional fields and intervention contexts, and to ensure age and gender
balance, through a snowball strategy via personal/professional contacts, participants’
and other professionals’ suggestions, and media. To guarantee anonymity, each

participant is presented in this study by the initials described in Table 1.

Table 1. Characterization of Participants

PARTICIPANT AGE GENDER PROFESSIONAL AREAS POSITION INTERVENTION CONTEXT
VA 36 FEMALE PSYCHOLOGY PROJECT COORDINATOR HARM REDUCTION
OUTREACH WORKER DRUGS AND NIGHTLIFE
RESEARCHER
Fl. 2 MALE ARCHITECTURE ARCHITECT RIGHT TO HOUSING
AND GENTRIFICATION
RO. 66 MALE EDUCATION TEACHER INCLUSICE EDUCATION
NGO PRESIDENT
GOVERNMENT ADVISOR
C.0. Ll FEMALE EDUCATION TEACHER INCLUSICE EDUCATION
Pl 52 MALE SOCIAL WORK SOCIAL WORKER POVERTY
AND SOCIOLOGY AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
OR. 36 MALE ARCHITECTURE ARCHITECT RIGHT TO HOUSING
RESEARCHER AND GENTRIFICATION
TEACHER
CA. 63 FEMALE MEDICINE DOCTOR HIV PREVENTION
FO. 16 FEMALE SOCIOLOGY NGO DIRECTOR PROSTITUTION
BE 34 MALE HISTORY PROJECT TECHNICIAN ASYLUM
AND SOCIOLOGY AND IMMIGRATION
MO. 40 FEMALE LAW JURIST ASYLUM
AND IMMIGRATION
Sl 42 MALE LAW JURIST RACISM
AND DISCRIMINATION
MA. 63 FEMALE NURSING TEACHER GENDER AND
RESEARCHER DISABILITY EQUALITY



To explore their own knowledge and experience about professional activism, we
conducted semi-directive interviews (Amado, 2014; Braun & Clarke, 2013). The first
author conducted all the interviews, in Portuguese, starting by presenting the research
goals and asking all participants to read and sign an informed consent form to
participate. Inviting all participants to reflect and disclose, the interview was interactive,
with questions being introduced freely in terms of order and way of questioning,
following a flexible guiding script with main topics of interest for this study: the
professional activism learning processes and outcomes, the intersection between work
and political activism, motivation and difficulties, concrete political actions, perceived
impact, and recommendations. The interviewer encouraged the participants to share
concrete experiences, to better understand professional activism dynamics and
processes—facilitating the disclosure of aspects that are more subjective or difficult to
reveal/explain. In the end, all participants were asked to fill out an identification form
with sociodemographic data (age, gender, academic qualifications, profession/work

activity and positions).

The interviews, which lasted between 50 minutes and 2 hours and 15 minutes,
were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. All transcripts were sent to the

participants for review and approval.

Aiming to explore and characterize participants’ experiences and perceptions
about their professional activism learning, the data was analyzed using thematic
analysis, because it allows to identify, interpret and describe patterned meaning and
thematicinterrelations in participants’ narratives, through an active reflexive coding and
theme development process, foregrounding researcher's subjectivity (Braun & Clarke,
2006, 2013). Due to this study’s exploratory nature, being interested in the way
participants see their world (themselves included), and in how they describe and explain
it (Gergen, 1985), we’ve followed na inductive analytical approach (Braun & Clarke,
2006, 2013), in which the coding and themes are driven by the content of the data. The
ideas in data that are relevant for the study purposes were coded and the similarity and
overlap between codes allowed to identify potential patterns/themes. This analysis was
developed manually by the first author, and then revised, discussed and concluded by

all authors, comprising the following steps (Table 2):



Table 2. Thematic Analysis Steps (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2013)

STEP 1: FULL TRANSCRIPTION AND READING OF THE INTERVIEWS - FAMILIARIZATION WITH THE DATA

STEP 2: LISTING OF IDEAS ABOUT THE DATA THAT ARE RELEVANT FOR THIS STUDY PURPOSE,
SUBSEQUENTLY GROUPED INTO CODES - GENERATING INITIAL CODES

STEP 3: GROUPING CODES INTO POTENTIAL THEMES - SEARCHING FOR THEMES

STEP 4: CROSS-CHECKING THE CANDIDATE THEMES WITH THE PREVIOUS CODES - REVIEWING THEMES

STEP 5: DEFINING THE NAMES, SCOPE AND SPECIFICITIES FOR EACH THEME - DEFINING AND NAMING THEMES

STEP 6: WRITING A NARRATIVE OF THE DATA, DESCRIBING AND RELATING THE INDETIFIED THEMES,
ILLUSTRATED WITH DATA EXTRACTS - WRITING UP

Analyzing the Data

The themes identified in participants’ narratives about the pedagogy of professional
activism are portrayed in the following thematic map (Figure 1), organized within the
dimensions “How?”—learning processes—and “What?”—outcomes, and will be

described further and illustrated with data extracts.



POLITICAL
SOCIALIZATION
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CONSCIOUSNESS

KNOW-HOW
T0 SPEAK OUT

Figure 1. Thematic Map.

HOW do professionals learn to become professional activists?

We believe it is relevant to start by sharing that some participants emphasize a lack of
investment from schools in promoting critical thinking and politicization, and even
though they mention that higher education and professional training create
opportunities to incite political consciousness and reflect about activism as a
professional role, all participants attribute this critical/political input and insight mostly
to their personal and professional relationships throughout life, to “political

socialization,” and to concrete “work experiences.”

I think that school has failed a lot in politicizing me, in giving me a more political view of the
history of Portugal, the 25th of April1'. (... ) you may be lucky enough to have someone (teacher)
who somehow remembers to discuss something with you, but overall that's it. | think you get out
of there knowing the contents (. . . ) but then you don't know how to interpret the world. (. . .)
The university gave me some tools for reflection and thinking, but it essentially had to do with

the people | came across. (.. . ) I didn’t choose this job because | was already very politicized, |

1 Also known as the Carnation Revolution. It was a peaceful revolution initiated by the military and
supported by the people which, on the 25th of April 1974, overthrew the dictatorship that ruled
Portugal for almost half a century and began the processes of democratization of Portuguese society.



think it was the other way around. (V.A., 36 years old, Female, Psychology, Project

Coordinator/Outreach Worker/Researcher, Drugs and Nightlife)

Political Socialization

All participants attribute great relevance to learning from/with others. They consider
themselves lucky for having interacted with politicized people throughout their lives—
family, friends, work colleagues, people with whom they work, members of groups and
associations—who have greatly contributed to the development of their critical
consciousness and to the transformation of their social, political and ideological view
and positioning—a knowledge that became transversal to their personal and

professional lives.

| think | was lucky too, because my whole background as a person, since my childhood, was
influenced by people who are very worried about and connected with social justice. Family,
friends. Then | also had a very activist group of friends, very aware of what was going on. (...) It
also built in me this insatiable will to change some things (and | believe | can still do it). (C.O., 41

years old, Female, Education, Teacher, Inclusive Education)

I think you learn a lot from other people (.. .) It has a lot to do with the people | came across and
it later transferred into my work and from my work into my personal life. (. . .) “l think it was
essentially the people who taught me, not so much to do things, but to think them over. (V.A,,
36 years old, Female, Psychology, Project Coordinator/Outreach Worker/Researcher, Drugs and

Nightlife)

Being a politicization process, this learning sets the ground for professional activist
behavior, by increasing participants’ political interest and sensitivity, and promoting
identification and engagement with this role. Moreover, it is a learning shaped in the
social contexts in which participants lived, and by the contact, experience and

participation with/in politicized circles.

The truth is that, since | was very young, part of my socialization, not just political, socialization
“tout court,” took place in politicized circles. My father and mother are left-wing, and | often had
semipolitical debates with them, from an early age. My family doesn’t have a tradition of
activism, but they have a tradition of political conscience, and | was very young when | developed
this kind of interest and this kind of sensitivity. (B.E., 34 years old, Male, History and Sociology,

Project Technician, Asylum and Immigration)



It is evident that the overwhelming majority of people who work in this institution have obviously
had a political and partisan culture for many years and, therefore, they have a large political

conscience. (S.l., 42 years old, Male, Law, Jurist, Racism and Discrimination)

Work Experience

All participants present their work experience as a rich and privileged learning
opportunity, particularly due to its politicization potential, which they define as

lifechanging, thus reinforcing the meaning and purpose of this study.

It was a very enriching professional period in my life, where | learned a lot. (. . .) | found out that,
in some cases, going to see those people was not an obligation, but a privilege. (.. .) | met very
interesting people. I've learned a lot. And especially, I've learned a lot about issues that, had | not
met these people, | wouldn’t have learned absolutely anything about. And that is very important

to me. (C.A., 63 years old, Female, Medicine, Doctor, HIV Prevention)

This work has helped me in all areas of my life, my entire life. It helped me to become politically
and even ideologically aware. (.. .) | can say that my work in this institution has changed my life
for the better, at a personal and professional level and at the intervention level. (F.O., 76 years

old, Female, Sociology, NGO Director, Prostitution)

| don’t think I’'m the most politicized person in the world, but | think I'm a much more politicized
person now than | was a few years ago, and this area starts to be the one that interests me the
most, in my job. (V.A., 36 years old, Female, Psychology, Project Coordinator/Outreach

Worker/Researcher, Drugs and Nightlife)

Therefore, professional activism learning is seen by all participants as fundamentally
happening through practical experience, by contacting with real life/work contexts, by
seeing other activists at work, and through their personal involvement in concrete
activist experiences. Working outside the office, doing outreach work, interacting with
people in situations of vulnerability and knowing their life stories, was extremely

relevant to most participants for their politicization and professional activism learning.

(...) it was from this date onward, between working with people with disabilities and being the
manager of the unit, that | began to feel the urge to never shut up and to put as much pressure
as | can in favor of others, from all sides. (. . .) When you see this and think about people’s rights,
you see that, systematically, some take away the rights of others. | think this is the way we learn.

We learn by doing a huge reflective effort on equality issues, day to day, and in any profession



we have. Whether as a teacher, as a nurse, as a doctor, or as an architect (. . .). (M.A., 63 years

old, Female, Nursing, Teacher/Researcher, Gender and Disability Equality)

“How am | going to talk about things?” We were never deputies or anything. (. . .) It was quite
“do it yourself,” it was through trial-and-error, at the beginning. (F.l., 42 years old, Male,

Architecture, Architect, Right to Housing and Gentrification)

Watching others doing it. (. . .) To learn how to do activism, | had to go and see how they did it. |
had to see, hear, talk and that’s what | did. (. . .) Listening to the other side is very important.
Getting out of the medical environment, consultation, internment, etc., and being with the
patient on the other side allows you to hear certain things not heard inside the hospital and this

is critical. (C.A., 63 years old, Female, Medicine, Doctor, HIV Prevention)

Furthermore, the proximity established in their relationships, with the people with
whom they work, constitutes noteworthy learning opportunities, implying a strong

degree of cognitive, relational and affective investment and gains.

It was a very enriching professional period in my life, where | learned a lot. (. . .) people have
extremely rich histories and the only way to know them is to be among them. (C.A., 63 years old,

Female, Medicine, Doctor, HIV Prevention)

And living with these populations also opens your eyes to other things. It takes you out of your
bubble. (...) I think it opened my eyes. There are a lot of circumstances and a lot of opinions that
| have because I've had the opportunity to see and deal with certain people (.. .). (V.A., 36 years

old, Female, Psychology, Project Coordinator/Outreach Worker/Researcher, Drugs and Nightlife)

That is why the relationship I’'ve had with these women, over the years, has always been a very
fruitful relationship for me and them, because we learned from each other. And this learning was
profoundly enriching for me. | used to tell them “if it weren’t for you, | couldn’t talk about it. (. .
.) What | know, I've learned from you.” (F.O., 76 years old, Female, Sociology, NGO Director,

Prostitution)

However, as this politically compromised vision of work is not unanimous, or even
common, in the organizations and between professionals, participants’ activism learning
was not a smooth and conflict-free process. The political alienation and apolitical
positioning of the educational, social, and community work sector in Portugal and its
critical dependency of funders/official institutions, are cited as obstacles to a
professional activist stance, which conflict with participants’ integrity and ethics.

Nevertheless, these tensions are also seen as opportunities for learning, as catalysts of



their consciousness about the importance of acting politically in their work toward social
justice and about the need to have strong political and ideological convictions to

guarantee a coherent, ethical, and compromised intervention.

(...) I ended up going to a highly depoliticized professional world (. . .) You realize that you are
alone at sea (. . .) then you end up reinforcing your political identity in that professional context
for the simple fact that there is no one else to help you dilute your disposition. (. ..) | wasn't that
politicized when | started doing that job, but by the end of the journey, | was already much more
politicized. (B.E., 34 years old, Male, history and Sociology, Project Technician, Asylum and

Immigration)

WHAT do professionals learn with professional activism?

Strongly related to the learning processes previously described, three main themes or
learning outcomes were identified in the analysis, suggesting an answer to this question:

”n

critical, social, and political consciousness,” “sense of (in)justice and empathy,” and

“know how to speak out.”

Critical, Social and Political Consciousness

According to most participants, working in the field of educational, social, and
community intervention with people in situations of vulnerability has a great potential
to activate critical thinking about social injustices and enhance political consciousness—
building up a sense of duty to fairness, motivating a learning toward activism, and

reinforcing a compromise with this political dimension of their work.

This work has helped me in all areas of my life, my entire life. It helped me to become politically
and even ideologically aware. (.. .) | realized and integrated [because it is important to integrate]
the social asymmetries, the existing injustices. | remember thinking, “We cannot compromise
with a society that generates such situations, that passively accepts that people live in situations
of human degradation and that gives no importance to human dignity.” (. . .) And that made me

more aware and conscientious. (F.O., 76 years old, Female, Sociology, NGO Director, Prostitution)

[I’'ve learned] to be alert to certain factors (. . .), draw attention to the social issues that surround
us or where we are all inserted and that obviously matter. So | had the possibility and the privilege
to hear the other side, which is something that doctors usually do not have (.. .) and books don’t

talk about these things. (C.A., 63 years old, Female, Medicine, Doctor, HIV Prevention)



This politicization process, according to participants, implies the development of
professionals’ historical, social, and political knowledge and awareness—a theoretical
and political consciousness essential to understanding how society is organized and
which strategies and tools can be used to transform it—which they consider to be
lacking among professionals working in this field, and which would contribute to a more

political vision of this work.

For me, the perception that people have the right to a better life and that is why they must be
accepted by Europe, is not enough (. . .) | also have to understand why these people are fleeing
from the place where they come from, and understand why there are no conditions for them to
develop their life projects. Thus, the speech focused solely on racism and xenophobia doesn’t
allow me to have this understanding. Therefore, the advantage that | got from this work was also
to realize that | have to go further, | have to understand other social dynamics (. . .) As | get
involved in things, | realize that racial discrimination or any kind of discrimination is not a problem
in itself, it is a consequence of a bigger problem, that is the way society is organized (. . .) of the
velocity that neoliberalism and capitalism also impose on social relations and dynamics, and
therefore it is also a consequence of exploitation (.. .). (S.l., 42 years old, Male, Law, Jurist, Racism

and Discrimination)

Having people who work in an IPSS [private institution of social solidarity], in more socially
oriented organizations, take stronger political positions, can be counted on one hand. (.. .) A
problem that limits this type of work is that civil society NGOs in Portugal understand their role
as apolitical. (B.E., 34 years, Male, History and Sociology, Project Technician, Asylum and

Immigration)

Sense of (In)Justice and Empathy

Participants’ discourse reveals that their learning process — strongly connected to their
political socialization, work experiences and particularly with the proximal relationships
established with people in vulnerable situations — caused and/or enhanced a common,
accurate and intrinsic sense of (in) justice, and of their own privileged condition,
compelling them to reflect about structural injustice and increasing their personal
curiosity to learn more about the political dimension of their work and their

commitment to it.

(... ) what motivates me is a sense of justice [ ... ] And if | can do anything to mitigate these

injustices, I'll do it. (. . .) | think somehow it all started by my tendency to ask “why?” and not



answer my own question with “because it is like that.” (B.E., 34 years old, Male, History and

Sociology, Project Technician, Asylum and Immigration)

| was always very curious. Always. It was visceral for me, because | couldn’t stand to see people
suffering because they were on a lower social level. (C.0., 41 years old, Female, Education,

Teacher, Inclusive Education)

For my personal life, | think it brought me a lot. It brought me the notion of privilege (. . .)
Sometimes you are so focused on your issues and feeling “oh my god, my life . ..” and when you
are more open and working with other people you get a sense of how privileged you are. (V.A.,
36 years old, Female, Psychology, Project Coordinator/Outreach Worker/Researcher, Drugs and

Nightlife)

Working in this field and experiencing professional activism also activated their
empathetic ability, which foresees and allows a better understanding of each other,
prejudice deconstruction, tolerance, active listening and the recognition of others’

relevant knowledge.

(...) I think I already had some empathic ability, but here I've developed a better reading of the

human soul. (C.0., 41 years old, Female, Education, Teacher, Inclusive Education)

| learned by taking people’s side. In the end, this is learning, it is to put ourselves in another
person’s shoes and also realize how we would feel if we had lived that situation. (. . .) These are
stories of great violence, especially for those who had never heard of this situation, had not lived
close to or far from people in this kind of situation. (F.O., 76 years old, Female, Sociology, NGO

Director, Prostitution)

What | value the most is the ability to learn and remove prejudice. (O.R., 36 years old, Male,

Architecture, Architect/Researcher/Teacher, Right to Housing and Gentrification)

| think it brought me more tolerance. | don't think I'm the most tolerant person in the world in
some relationships, but | think I'm a lot more tolerant than | was, and | think it has a lot to do
with my professional history and especially with the fact that it is linked to people who live in
situations of great vulnerability, with whom | empathize. (V.A., 36 years old, Female, Psychology,

Project Coordinator/Outreach Worker/Researcher, Drugs and Nightlife)

(...)I'learned that (.. .) if there is a constant (. . .) in human existence, it is the need we all have
for recognition. It’s not just political recognition, it’s phenomenological recognition, the idea that
I’'m looking at you and recognizing that you exist for me and | won’t interrupt you when you are

talking, and | will try to hear what you are talking about. | may not understand everything you



are telling me, but if I do not (. . .), I will ask you, because | am valuing what you are telling me.
That was very important. It remains very important. (B.E., 34 years old, Male, history and

Sociology, Project Technician, Asylum and Immigration)

Furthermore, participants reveal that sense of (in)justice and empathy are triggered by
affection and emotional connection, grounded in relationships with people in situations
of vulnerability, work colleagues and other relevant people. Affection is also highlighted
as an essential and powerful tool for professional activism, for dialogue, for connecting

people and for building confidence and compromise, to make things happen.

More than the technical part, which I've learned a lot about, techniques and laws and
conventions (.. .) [I've also learned] that connecting people is the only thing missing, we aren’t
missing anything else, affections are what is missing. (M.O., 40 years old, Female, Law, Jurist,

Asylum and Immigration)

We conducted a camp. | had a relationship there. There it is, what’s my valuable card? A
relationship. Affection. Care. (.. .) Affection is a powerful tool for intervention. (P.l., 52 years old,

Male, Social Work and Sociology, Social Worker, Poverty and Social Exclusion)

If we don’t like people, it’s not worth it to work with them (. . .), affection is a fundamental factor
for change. (.. .) Team spirit is [also] fundamental, because the team helps, we help each other,
we support each other. Because it is not an easy job, it is not. But it is a deeply rewarding one.

(F.O., 76 years old, Female, Sociology, NGO Director, Prostitution)

Know How to Speak Out

Communication is a hot topic among professionals, with respect to professional activism
and its learning outcomes. Concretely, they mention the insight of the need to
communicate and the courage to do it—not just becoming aware of social injustices, but
to expose them, to alert and present proposals to overcome them and
sensitizing/politicizing others (e.g., people in situations of vulnerability, politicians,

general public).

Another thing I've been learning is that no one knows what’s inside my head and if | want others
to know it, | have to say it. (. . .) Political involvement has taught me to not shut up. | was much
quieter. (...) | may not say it in the best way, but | have to say it (. . .) And this knowledge of how
to communicate, based on a critical reflection about the cases, has been a great learning for me.

At first, | used to see, shut up and think | couldn’t say it. And now, over time, | can be sure that,



even though | may not say it well, I'll still say it and something will happen. So the ability to
communicate has helped me a lot. I've learned to see that when | talk to one person, 100 people
or 1,000 people, I'm communicating an idea that is useful to society, and so, | can’t help saying
what | think, wherever | go. (M.A., 63 years old, Female, Nursing, Teacher/Researcher, Gender

and Disability Equality)

| stopped being afraid. Although I’'m a mother and that reduces my audacity a lot (. . .) when you
have a really powerful belief, you stop being afraid, you know? Because you know you’re going
to do something good (. ..) you’re on the right side (...), and when you’re really convinced about
something, it becomes almost powerful and so | will do it [laughs]. (C.O., 41 years old, Female,

Education, Teacher, Inclusive Education)

(...) I'am very insecure and | have always been very afraid of making mistakes, but | remember
the feeling of “if | do more miles, if | talk to more people, if | talk more on the phone, maybe we
get another house, maybe we get more.” (M.O., 40 years old, Female, Law, Jurist, Asylum and

Immigration)

Professionals also point out the aptitude to communicate—the efficient and creative
strategies and channels (e.g., dialogue and debates, publications, protest initiatives, use
of media and internet platforms, counterpropaganda materials, influence policy
makers), the behaviors/ways (e.g., alone or collectively; being more or less comfortable,
discrete, cordial, radical or legal; using speech, writing, silent and/or artistic actions) and
the opportunities (e.g., the knowledge/feeling/perception needed to realize which is the

right moment [not] to act).

| think each person has their skills, for example, | am a person who speaks a lot, who doesn’t care
much about speaking or public speaking. (V.A., 36 years old, Female, Psychology, Project

Coordinator/Outreach Worker/Researcher, Drugs and Nightlife)

(. ..) there are things like being in debates and listening to someone with a rather xenophobic
stance and calling that person out (. . .). (B.E., 34 years old, Male, History and Sociology, Project

Technician, Asylum and Immigration)

To bring these actors in and sit them at the same table (. . .) after that, miracles happen, because

people listen to each other. (M.O., 40 years old, Female, Law, Jurist, Asylum and Immigration)

Now there is this side that | need to mitigate, because there are some dialogues that are
established in a more—not cordial—but a more restrained way, you know? (. . .) And that’s part

of our maturity, because . . . you don’t always have to be a revolutionary and an activist. There



are things you can say and do sweetly. (. ..) We have to work them [students] in a more elegant
way. Because they are better heard if they are sweet and if they’re better with themselves. (C.O.,

41 years old, Female, Education, Teacher, Inclusive Education)

Rosa Parks’ idea when she, in the United States, in Montgomery, refused to leave the bench. If
she had done that five years before, she would have been beaten and gone to jail. And when she
did that at that moment, it had a national impact. And | think this issue is very important too,
that we have this feeling, this perception, we have the eyes and the senses all open to realize
which is the right moment. Do not lose the moment, do not lose the moment, because there are
extraordinary things that are done, but they are out of time, they are late or because they are
too early and this is very important. (R.O., 66 years old, Male, Education, Teacher/NGO

President/Government Advisor, Inclusive Education)

Finally, they also highlight the ethics to communicate—most participants see their work
as a contribution to sharing people’s problems, needs and concerns, and are aware of
the need to evaluate what should/can be communicated in order to preserve people’s
interests and anonymity, and to respect their place of speech. Some participants also
show concern with the importance of being active listeners and attentive to one’s own
speech, which must be inclusive, unprejudiced and adapted to the person to whom one

is speaking.

I've participated in many television shows and then | had the feedback. | used to pass them on
the street and they would call me saying “Don’t say that (. . .) say that we feel undervalued,
because emotional neediness is too deep.” From that moment on (. . .) | started talking about
devaluation (.. .) and this is what we have to be aware of, in order to be able to respond to them.
(.. .) The affective need is deeper, the need is within them, while devaluation is outside. Do you

understand? It’s curious. (F.O., 76 years old, Female, Sociology, NGO Director, Prostitution)

(...)there have been very few people who have said they are HIV-positive and who have revealed
themselves. Therefore, there needs to be someone who can convey their concerns. It is not
speaking on behalf of them, which is something else. But this is not an obvious thing. (C.A., 63

years old, Female, Medicine, Doctor, HIV Prevention)

Communication is an essential ability to implement political work properly and
effectively, since it is always about the message or the warning they want to transmit to

others and that must be heard and have impact, in order to be transformative.



We finish the sharing of findings with something that few participants mentioned, but
which we believe is worth noting, which is their learning about the relevance of working

collectively, for issues of solidarity, safety, and activism impact.

| often tell my students that the duck that gets shot is the one who comes out of the flock. (. . .)
[We should] look for people to help us reinforce our commitment, trying not to be alone. (. . .)
There are many things that can help us: people, international organizations, international
statements (. . .). (R.O., 66 years old, Male, Education, Teacher/NGO President/Government

Adbvisor, Inclusive Education)

I've learned to ask for help and never do anything alone, always do it as a team (. . .) some are
better public speakers and those go ahead (. . .) always with respect for each other’s roles and

for what one can do. (M.0., 40 years old, Female, Law, Jurist, Asylum and Immigration)

Concluding Discussion

The richness of activists’ learning processes and outcomes reinforces the need for it to
gain prominence in contemporary adult education research (Ollis, 2008, 2010). To our
knowledge, there is a lack of studies focusing on professional activism and its
pedagogical character, particularly in educational, social and community intervention,
and through a multidisciplinary and multiprofessional perspective, characteristic of this
professional field. Based on a critical lens that sees educational, social, and community
work as critically reflexive pedagogic practices of resistance (Freire, 1967, 1979; hooks,
1994; Ledwith, 2011; Martin-Bard, 1986; Montero, 2004; Nelson & Evans, 2014), this
study makes a contribution by exploring, with a group of professionals working in
Portugal, the processes through which they learn how to do professional activism and
the learning outcomes resulting from this experience—reflecting about the
transformations in the way they perceive and give meaning to their political role in the

profession.

We start this reflection by presenting the meaning these professionals attribute
to professional activism (how they appropriate, understand and define this role). The
meanings, conceptions and experiences shared in the interviews demonstrate that
participants envision professional activism as a praxis that promotes and is guided by a

sense of (in)justice, which demands a positioning in defense of the people with whom



professionals work, leading to interventions oriented by/for a utopian ideal of

transformation toward social justice (Costa et al., 2021).

Regarding professional activism pedagogy, a thematic influence and
interdependence stands out between the dimensions “How?” and “What?” of
professional activism learning and the themes that compose them—respectively,
“political socialization and “work experience”; and “critical, social and political

n u

consciousness,” “sense of (in)justice and empathy” and “know-how to speak out.” Our
findings reveal that opportunities to incite political consciousness and reflect about
activism as a relevant professional role are mostly triggered by personal and
professional relationships throughout life and by concrete work experiences. Without
disregarding particular academic inputs, professionals’ core principles and values,
historical, social, economic and political knowledge, critical thinking, as well as political

and ideological positioning, result from this contact with politicized people and circles

throughout their lives and from work experience.

The latter is especially valued by participants due to its politicization potential
and to being a privileged learning opportunity, marked by political participation in real-
life contexts and by interpersonal connections with people in situations of vulnerability,
other activists or relevant people with whom professionals establish reciprocal
relationships of learning (Freire, 1979; hooks, 1994; Ledwith, 2011), motivated and
facilitated by affection and emotionality, which reinforce a sustained commitment to
professional activism (Drew, 2015, Ollis, 2010). We underline the recurrently
emphasized protagonism of the people in situations of vulnerability as promoters of
conscientization and politicization, highlighting their role as educators (Freire, 1979;
hooks, 1994; Ledwith, 2011). We must also underline the ethical conflicts and
resistances felt by participants within apolitical organizations and in the relationship
with less politicized professionals (Greenslade et al., 2015), that did not limit their
criticism and even enhanced their ethical mandate to fight for fair policies adapted to
the needs and demands of vulnerable populations. There are also unavoidable issues of
power emerging in participants’ narratives, about the work to be done in the
educational, social and community intervention sector with regard to professionals’

awareness of privilege and acknowledgment of places of speech (Ribeiro, 2019). Issues



that, alongside a mutual recognition, participation and expression (between
professionals and the people with whom they work), are crucial to engaged pedagogical
practices and holistic learning dynamics (hooks, 1994). These are really interesting
themes that we aspire to further in future research, as well as the meanings and impact

of professional activism to people in situations of vulnerability.

Our findings reveal that professional activism is built on the awareness of social
injustice, through a critical, political and ideological consciousness, which is triggered
and/or enhanced, among professionals, by their working experiences and relationships,
moving their work field toward the political realm (Costa et al., 2021). As shown in other
studies, this learning happens in action, in situ, informally and tacitly (Foley, 2001; Lave
& Wenger, 1991; Ollis, 2010, 2011), as a shared, holistic and embodied experience,
where the whole person is central to the learning process (mind, body and emotions),
implying cognitive, relational and affective investment and gains (Drew, 2015; Lave &

Wenger,1991; Ollis, 2008, 2010).

Participants define this learning as lifechanging, for shaping their critical, social
and political awareness, empathetic and communication abilities, their way of seeing
and being in the world, their perceptions of duty to fairness and of personal capacities
and possibilities to promote social change and, ultimately, for (re)defining their
professional identity and practice (Curnow et al., 2019)—engaging them in active
political participation, toward a utopian ideal of a more equitable and fair society (Freire,
1967, 1975, 1979; Ledwith, 2011; Martin-Bard, 1986; Montero, 2004; Nelson & Evans,
2014).

Therefore, this learning process culminates in the construction of a committed
political role which is not neutral nor implements a “band-aid,” ameliorative kind of
intervention, but a transformative one (Evans, 2005), that can be materialized in diverse
activist practices (e.g., protest initiatives, conversations and debates, publications) and
approaches—for example, more or less silent, “in the background, doing little things
that are barely visible,” or rebellious, going “to the streets with flags in their hands”
(M.O., 40 years old, Female, Law; Costa et al., 2021)—that we intend to further in future

studies.



The vision of professional activism as a reflexive, engaged and critically conscious
praxis, which enables activists to develop, adapt and recreate their practices (Freire,
1975; Ollis, 2012b), and of professional activism learning as a mind—-body—emotion
process (Drew, 2015; hooks, 1994; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Ollis, 2008, 2010), essentially
informal and situated in practice (Foley, 2001; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Ollis, 2010, 2011),
expansive and transformative (Curnow et al., 2019; Kluttz & Walter, 2018), is consistent
with the findings of this study, which reveal that, as professionals politicize and learn
how to become activists, they also construct this praxis, and even construct themselves
as professionals, giving meaning to, and (re)defining, their activist craft and professional
role, through a dynamic learning-creative process, bounded to each
personal/professional experience, the influence of others involved (professionals,
people with whom they work), and the particular geographical, historical, social and
political context in and for which it happens. We hope this article also creates space for
further discussions, reflections and (re)creations on the “pedagogy to change the world”
(Ollis, 2010), contributing to its dissemination, acknowledgement and prominence in

professional, academic and research discourse and practice.
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