Figure 15  The main area of the Bike Shed. The shed was often surrounded by fencing to prevent
members of the public from wandering in, especially during COVID, as a way to
implement social distancing. (Chin, 2020)

Figure 16 What the shed looked like when | first started as the manager. The shed was
disorganised and difficult to navigate. My first role at the Bike Shed was to clean up
this mess. (Chin, 2020)
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6.4 - Building technical skills and political capacity: a new way of working

Being relatively new to the Bike Shed—and community organising—and only visiting once or twice
before, my main focus was building relationships with people. | spent most of my time at the
Bike Shed helping out the committee and volunteers, getting to know them, asking open-ended
questions, and drawing on my research skills of observation and listening to try and understand
how things worked. During this time there was also a group of new volunteers who were being
inducted into the Bike Shed. This was a useful way for me to understand how new volunteers
joined the organisation and to see things through their eyes.

A usual day at the Bike Shed would involve assigning tasks to volunteers which often included:
Assessing the bikes and parts that were donated, stripping bikes that were deemed unusable,
storing some of the parts and recycling the rest, separating the plastics from the metals. Once
this was done there was usually a catalogue of bikes that needed to be fixed—here, volunteers
would work on different bikes and problems based on their skill level and, if appropriate, more
novice volunteers would be paired with more experienced volunteers. Once the bikes were fixed,
they were sold to the public, usually at an affordable price. The money eventually became a way
to support my role and fund other projects.

Experienced volunteers tended take tools from people and do the work while demonstrating to
novice volunteers. The committee felt like it was important not to just show the volunteer, but
to guide them while they did it themselves. While the Bike Shed was focused on educating and
teaching people how to fix their bikes, it was also about giving them a sense of ownership, agency
and autonomy. The bicycle was democratic—it was open, transparent—if you knew where to look
you could understand what was happening, and so in working with the volunteer, the aim was to
create an environment where they felt comfortable to make mistakes, thus encouraging them to
learn.

Every day the volunteers were provided lunch as a way of thanking them for their time and
energy. But what usually kept the volunteers coming back was the ability to learn new skills and
develop their knowledge, access to cheap parts and components, and the sense of community,
relationships, and friendships with the other volunteers at the Bike Shed. There was a general
feeling among the volunteers that you were building a community, learning, having fun, and
working towards a better society. While many of the volunteers used to be white older men, a
reflection of bicycle culture more broadly, many of the volunteers that stuck around were usually
more progressive, young individuals, and people of colour—probably because of me.

lidentify as a man, butlam also ayoung Chinese-Malaysian academic and very aware of the need
to build spaces that are safe for the groups of people normally excluded from the bicycle industry.
| was purposefulin my language and intentional in how | group varying levels of volunteers. As an
example, | made a decision to never pair a young female volunteer with certain older white men.
Reflecting on my presence in the space showed the importance of representation. | think that by
being the face of the organisation | was able to encourage people to attend and participate, many
of whom would not normally have wanted or felt comfortable to take an active role.

This orientation towards the community eventually saw a fundamental shift in how the Bike Shed
operated. Working with the committee, | helped to facilitate a conversation about the purpose of
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the Bike Shed, which ultimately resulted in re-writing the mission statement to reflect this new
way of working. We came up with the following:

The Bike Shed is a community organisation that believes bicycles are a vehicle
for social change. To achieve this, the Bike Shed has five main aims, which are:
be a central hub for bicycle recycling, educate and empower, maintain financial
sustainability, build community and participate in advocacy and activism. (Bike
Shed, 2024)

In some ways, the consolidation of new, experimental ways of working where the ideas of
building community, social change, and empowerment were being implemented through
everyday practices were also reflected in the structure of the Bike Shed through its legitimising
documentation, i.e. the rules of incorporation. Reflecting on the significance of this institutional
shift, the embodiment of these values into the structure was a form of prefigurative power. Now,
if there was any disagreement regarding the importance of these core values, we could use the
institution to support us.

As a group we began to experiment with this new way of working, and we began to switch from
the old model (volunteers fixing bikes with the public) to the new model (volunteers fixing bikes to
sell to the public). While many would often ask for the old model, | pushed back, arguing that this
approach—while more exclusive—gave volunteers the time and space to develop their skills. lam
proud of the way | approached my role as the Manager—I was always intentional in encouraging
people to be autonomous and make decisions about how they wanted the Bike Shed to be, | was
always accepting of people’s ideas and suggestions, and | did my best to enable new projects
and ideas.

6.5 - Developing ownership through community building experiments

At the time, reading literature on community building was a useful way to understand what | was
doing at the Bike Shed. | found the literature on community development to be pragmatic and
insightful. There were many guidebooks describing the process of how to build communities,
relationships, and new structures, and to develop skills and capacity. | took some of these ideas
to the Bike Shed to implement new programs. | was still unsure of my research question, but
my principal supervisor recommended | read an article written by Susan Saegert in 2006 called
“Building Civic Capacity in Urban Neighbourhoods: An Empirically Grounded Anatomy”. In this
article, Saegert explores the role of community capacity building, particularly in relationship to
community development and community organising. She argues that community building and
community organising are two sides of the same coin, suggesting that both emphasise:

(1) community residents working together to identify and solve their problems; (2)
development of a sense of common purpose and an action agenda; (3) support for
leadership development and increased organizational skills of residents and groups;
and (4) sustained stakeholder commitment to achieving collective goals. (p. 279)

The differences tend to be how community builders focus more on developing common interests
between community members, and the need to “nurture a broad range of overlapping social
networks within which different combinations of individuals and organizations can reach a
consensus about the achievement of particular goals” (p. 279). Whereas community organisers
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engage in an analysis of “power and resources, identify a community of interest defined against
the power structure, and emphasize confrontational tactics” (p. 279).

Despite the similarities and differences between community building and organising, Saegert
(2006) argues that both seek to achieve the following:

(1) residents effectively engage important economic and political actors; (2) they
influence the local social and economic agenda; (3) they gain access to public and
private sector resources; and (4) they use their resources to influence the local
physical and social environment. (p. 280)

While there is a tendency for community organisers to focus on confrontational tactics and
community builders on relationship and civic capacity, both are important approaches to
achieving change, particularly on a local scale. Saegert went on to state that:

Community builders work to increase social capital within the community and
externally for the purpose of expanding resources and cooperation to achieve goals
shared by all stakeholders. The identification of shared goals that cross boundaries
of community, class, and levels of power is not seen as inherently problematic.
Community organizing emphasizes building and using power to achieve goals,
primarily by winning resources and control of decisions from the public and private
sector. This worldview sees the struggle for power in political terms and accepts
conflict and competition as essential parts of the process. (p. 283)

As the Manager, | often felt like | was in an awkward position. | had never taken a leadership
position and was acutely aware that the model we had—where volunteers would fix and sell
bikes—was one which financially sustained my role, because of the free labour provided by the
volunteers. Recognising this power dynamic, | struggled for a while to understand what | could
offer that was useful for the space. Yes, | was supporting volunteers and helping them to learn
new skills but, fundamentally, once things were running smoothly, there was no real need for me
to be there.

| started to shift the understanding of myself away from being a manager to being a community
builder. My role was to hold the space together through the networks and relationships which
constituted the Bike Shed. | saw myself as someone who was a facilitator, who helped to bring
people together through events, workshops, and gatherings. In this way, my focus was less on
helping volunteers learn technical skills; rather, it was on understanding (and delivering) what
people wanted from the Bike Shed.

Using my research skills, in the form of ethnography, | was constantly checking in on the
volunteers and engaging in conversations around what they wanted to get from their time at the
Bike Shed. Together, the volunteers and | started: an eight-week intensive training course for
six individuals to master their skills; the Bike Shed’s first ever female-identifying day; Bike Shed
bike rides; organising and re-imagining the space; conversations with bike shops to get their
downstream waste; an Instagram account; opening the Bike Shed an extra day a week; and using
fresh ingredients rather than pre-made meals so we could make our own lunch.

These efforts were all intended to help build community, to foster relationships and build new
friendships. Part of the process was listening to the volunteers and changing the Bike Shed based
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on what | heard, while also seeking to give people as much autonomy as possible, encouraging
themtocomeupwiththeirownideas and pursuingthemthrough my support. | was also constantly
trying to pull new people into the Bike Shed. The Bike Shed’s location next to a popular bike path
(along the Merri Creek) offered an opportunity to ask people to volunteer, join the community, and
participate.

Arguably, through the process of community building, we were experimenting with our practice,
developing new ways of working together. We also engaged in political dialogues around the Bike
Shed about its broader purpose within society. These new practices began to impact the Bike
Shed itself. The make-up of the volunteer base started to change, and as a community we altered
how the space functioned and worked to encourage it to be more equitable. We also started to
change how we related to each other as a community.

We eventually started to grow in size and there was an increase in the number of volunteers
who came back on a regular basis. The Bike Shed was slowly becoming a new community. | was
aware of this and wanted to focus on how we could continue to grow and build this community.
| distinctly remember when one of the new volunteers started to bring in cold-brew coffee to
share over lunch. | remember asking him why he decided to do that, and he said that it was nice
to share with others and to give back to the community. It was important for him to set the vibe of
the place, and | appreciated the gesture.

Figure 17 My fondest memory at the Bike Shed. We shared food and each other’s company

after a long day of volunteering. That day represented all the hard work we had putin
to build community. (Chin, 2021)

™
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Our first ever training course for volunteers. Here we handpicked a few pedple to
have focused lessons to then teach and mentor other volunteers. (Chin, 2021)
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Figure 18
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Figure 19 A volunteer helping to design the space. We always worked to create the space
together, based on our vision which we negotiated together as a group. (Chin, 2021)
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governmental processes. Participatory processes used by urban planning decision-makers
replicate this problem.

According to other scholars, Community Bicycle Workshops (CBW), such as the Bike Shed, offer
alternative spaces for bicycle activism. Batterbury and Vandermeersch (2016) argue that CBWs
address the demand side of cycling, as opposed to infrastructure activism which tends to solve
supply-side issues. They argue that CBWs have a greater capacity to encourage a broader range
of people to use their bicycles due to the fact that they are autonomous and self-help initiatives
that are largely ‘invisible’ to mainstream engineers and planners because: they are bottom-
up; they are rarely sanctioned by governments; they are occasionally edgy and anarchic; they
traverse gender and racial identity; and they are part of an ever-shifting not-for-profit transport
sector (Batterbury and Vandermeersch, 2016, p. 190).

According to their research, Batterbury and Vandermeersch (2016) argue that CBWs in Brussels
are “staffed by people who are—largely—cycling enthusiasts and community development
practitioners” (p. 193). CBWs therefore shift the focus of urban activism away from infrastructure
towards social capital and diversity within community. They go on to argue that CBWs in Brussels
align with a more radical urban politics, which is influenced by Brussels’s “long tradition of
countercultural protest and alternative politics” (p. 195). Volunteers have developed an identity
around resisting the car and not conforming to the state, seeing the bicycle as a way to tackle the
cities’ “appalling traffic congestion and pollution” (p. 195).

However, despite the radical nature of CBWs in Brussels, Batterbury and Vandermeersch (2016)
still discovered that they replicated the “skewed gender relations found among bike riders” (p.
195). Stating that most “volunteers and visitors are men ... [and that v]ery few women in Belgium
are trained bike mechanics” (p. 195). Expanding on this structural problem, they state that:

Brussels workshops, despite their sometimes militant politics, are hardly more
egalitarian; there were three women mechanics among44 surveyed. Vandermeersch
is one of them, and all three felt welcomed in their workshops. It is likely that
her mechanical skills have legitimated her presence among a male-dominated
fraternity. (p. 195)

Therefore, despite the radical nature of these CBWSs, there were still structural issues of
representation and exclusion based on gender and, as they go on to argue, ethnicity. Therefore,
there is a need to explore the role of representation and intersectionality in the space of bicycle
activism and prefiguration more generally. From this critical reflection, | argue that marginalised
cultural groups are unable to engage in the traditional forms of urban advocacy, such as playing
by the rules or running for office. Instead, when it comes to bicycle advocacy, these groups are
better served through the strategy of community organising, mobilisation or prefiguration.

6.8 — Final reflections: how we consolidated change

Over the past few years, there has been much to reflect on regarding my time at the Bike Shed—
our success with building a community of new volunteers, the frustration of a toxic workplace,
the pain of leaving a job and people that | loved dearly, the risk of putting my name forward as
president, the organising needed to overthrow the existing committee, my eventual decision
to finally part ways with the Bike Shed, and the handing over of the reins to other community
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organisers. These experiences highlight the importance of these struggles in all spaces, and that,
under theright conditions, itis possible to take ownership of an organisation, group, or institution.

Why were we successful in building a new community and consolidating these social values and
norms within the institution? The Bike Shed became what it is today because of the right people,
with the right skills, at the right time, and in the right scale. However, applying a prefigurative
framework to these choices helps us to understand what worked and why. In this section | begin
to make sense of the everyday political practices which were critical to the creation of structural
change.

| realise now—with enough critical distance and time between me and my experience at the
Bike Shed—that | was engaged in prefigurative practices from the moment | got the job. | had
unconsciously realised that my own negative experiences at bike shops were always with other
white men who talked down to me. By virtue of simply being a person of colour and recognising
the need to change the power dynamic in the bike industry, | was able to help create space for a
new culture and way of working at the Bike Shed. Given | was in a position of power with limited
oversight, | was able to set the tone of the Bike Shed to be different from what | had experienced.

While | think my desire to engage in the practice of community building helped to create a
community based around principles of care, reciprocity, and autonomy, it was fundamentally a
collective project that brought together a number of the right people. Leading by example helped
to identify people who liked the vibe of the place and people who didn’t and, as more like-minded
individuals joined (those who felt like they didn’t belong in other bike spaces), the community
began to flourish. This growing community opened space for a number of different and unique
projects.

Another critical reason for our success was the use of dual power. Here, both community building
and eventually community organising were instrumental in the prefiguration and eventual
overthrowing of the Bike Shed committee. The experimental projects of community building
helped to create new ways of working within the Bike Shed, developing new understandings and
conceptualisations about the Bike Shed itself, normalising the shed as a community space where
the bicycle was simply a means through which to facilitate conversations, knowledge sharing,
and a feeling of empowerment.

This led to a growing difference between how the community saw the Bike Shed and how the
committee (those in power) saw the Bike Shed. There were decisions being made that did not
necessarily reflect the best interests of the community of volunteers. Indeed, there were many
times that | had to explain who was on the committee, because only a few people regularly
attended the Bike Shed. This feeling of disconnection between those who made decisions and
those who were on the ground opened a gap. With a clear pathway to change due to the upcoming
AGM, we were able to secure those positions of decision-making power.

With a new committee, the Bike Shed was able to continue functioning in the way that it did

because of how involved the volunteers already were within the Bike Shed. The volunteers had
essentially taken on board projects and experiments as a form of community building. As they
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took on more formalised positions of power, the new Bike Shed was already stabilised. It was a
matter of replacing the figureheads through a formal process of change.

After leaving, | remained in touch with a few people, who have since informed me that the Bike
Shed is now a very different place. The original committee of largely older white men (who we
overthrew) have finally left, after attempting a semi-successful takeover themselves in the
2023 AGM. As far as | know, the Bike Shed has established itself as one of the few inclusive and
progressive spaces for those working with bicycles, creating a space for those who have generally
been marginalised by those within the bike industry. These changes are real and have material,
substantive, and socio-cultural impacts.

Even though | was only the manager for a year, the work that we did has had a lasting impact.
| attribute this to the use of prefigurative power; while we were not a social movement, we
were open to experimenting with our practice of fixing and repairing bicycles within the context
of a community, fundamentally rethinking the purpose of the Bike Shed in order to shift our
perspective. We recognised the need to create a more inclusive and diverse space and, as a
community, develop new conducts that sought to change how we worked based on this more
inclusive approach.

Thinking through the work of Yates (2015) regarding prefiguration and reflecting on my time at the
Bike Shed, | argue that we were engaged in building prefigurative power the entire time. While
the literature on prefiguration does not explicitly explore the role of community building, | argue
that this practice of enacting community-based relationships and networks was fundamental to
finding new ways of working. Perhaps due to the economic and material nature of the Bike Shed
itself, these ways of working have embedded themselves into the material reality of our lives. The
Bike Shed has achieved consolidation and serves as an example of a counter-institution.

Reflecting on the Bike Shed as a form of prefiguration has informed my own activist practice.
While it was not intentional at the time, | knew | was part of something important. In many ways, |
appreciate the opportunity my PhD has given me to reflect more deeply about my time at the Bike
Shed, particularly seen in relationship to my experience of working with the community to save
Preston Market from redevelopment. Being honest, if | had given myself enough time and space
to critically reflect on my time at the Bike Shed before moving on so quickly to another struggle,
it might have changed how | approached the strategy | advocated for with the STPM action group.

While | acknowledge the importance of social mobilisation and political advocacy in saving
Preston Market from redevelopment, | think | should have been more conscious of how the group
might have been able to tackle the planning system more broadly. Perhaps this would have been
through a performative act of organising a community-run and organised Standing Advisory
Committee to showcase the undemocratic nature of the entire process. What was missing from
the STPM action group was consolidation in material and socio-political structures and the
diffusion of our ideas more broadly—that the planning system was undemocratic.

Arguably, the reason we did more participate in these acts of ‘consolidation’ and ‘diffusion’ is

because there lacks any real challenge against the planning system, particularly within Victoria.
While we do have the Victorian CivilAdministrative Tribunal (VCAT) it still operates within the same
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logic of the state, and while it is used to address planning disputes, it is for planning professionals
to debate the rules of the system with each other, not a place to rethink the rules altogether. There
is no concerted effortto challenge the planning system, no opposition or antagonism, leaving the
planning system to take on a hegemonic position.

Knowing this, we should seek to build viable alternatives and counter-institutions that prefigure
a new future, ones which confront the existing systems to make them more democratic and
equitable.

6.9 - Conclusion

In concluding this chapter, it’s important to reflect on the transformative potential of community-
building practices and their impact on spaces like the Bike Shed. Throughout this chapter, | have
sought to emphasise the importance of prefigurative politics and how everyday practices of
empowerment can generate meaningful shifts within both social and institutional frameworks.
The work at the Bike Shed exemplifies how intentional efforts to build an inclusive community
resulted in a more equitable and progressive space that went beyond traditional boundaries of
volunteer work and bicycle repair.

The transformation of the Bike Shed was not just about structural changes but also about
embedding values of diversity, autonomy, and inclusivity into its core mission. The success
of this project highlights the significance of leadership that is attuned to community needs
and willing to experiment with new ways of working. As seen with the Bike Shed, engaging in
prefigurative practices—where the goal is to embody and live out desired societal changes within
the community itself—can create lasting impacts, shifting the way power and decision-making
are distributed.

Moreover, this chapter demonstrates the power of dual approaches, in this instance combining
community-building with strategic organising, to influence and restructure the Bike Shed. The
process of encouraging volunteers to take on leadership roles helped institutionalise the values
that had already been cultivated through daily practices. This further underscores that community
organising is not merely about resistance but also about building sustainable alternatives that
can challenge and transform existing power structures.

Finally, the reflections on the Bike Shed’s evolution offer valuable insights into how prefigurative
practices can be applied to other contexts, particularly in advocating for broader systemic
changes. The lessons learned here—particularly about the need for consolidation and diffusion
of new practices—serve as a powerful reminder of the importance of creating spaces where
inclusive, radical transformation can take root and flourish. In the next chapter, | further explore
prefiguration in the context of the Alliance for Praxis Research.
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Chapter 7
The Alliance for Praxis

Research

7.1 -Introduction

Ifit hasn’t already been made clear, as an activist who seeks systemic social change, | am deeply
frustrated with the planning system and the ineffectiveness of academia. It’s been a long and
difficult journey to go from being a wide-eyed, naive Masters student hoping to find any university
who would offer me a scholarship to do a PhD to a bitter, angry, and tired PhD candidate who
has come to recognise how fucked the whole system of academia is. There were many moments
throughout my six-year candidature that | wanted to just throw my hands in the air, say “fuck it”
and walk away from everything.

Yet with the support of friends, family, and supervisors | feel like | have finally found my voice,
particularlyasanactivistscholar. Ithastaken me alongtimeto build myintellectualandtheoretical
foundation and confidence in my own voice and experiences to justify praxis—transformative
action and critical reflection—as a legitimate form of knowledge and scholarship, particularly
within the discipline of urban planning, but | feel like | have finally done so. Not only has it been
a matter of convincing others that activist scholarship is a legitimate approach to intellectually
rigorous, empirically grounded, socially responsible, systematic research, but also of convincing
myself. | have had to work to unlearn much of the positivist attitude that were instilled in me early
in my academic career.

For a while, the PhD became a way in which | could be paid to do ‘research’ but | was really just
committing myself to various local causes and struggles that | believed could create real change.
I convinced myself thatif research itself was notreally concerned with social change, then I would
put aside this ‘research’ and just use the funding from my PhD as an opportunity to help others. It
was my involvement in various movements—often in spite of my research—which allowed me to
see the value of research, critical reflection, and thinking in order to try and make sense of what |
was trying to do, and in connection with other diverse activist experiences.
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In particular, it was through a constant and engaged dialogue with my supervisors, peers, and
students, both inside and outside the context of the neoliberal university, which has provided me
with this understanding of what it was that | was trying to do with my practice, and that perhaps
there was value in my work as part of the struggle for social change. These conversationsin action
helped me to realise—perhaps by overcoming my impostor syndrome—that the experience
and knowledge | had gained and the lessons | had learned about my own activist practices and
experiences with community were important stories to share with others.

While | currently spend many late nights trying to finish my thesis after our little one has gone
to bed, | hope that my struggle—the experiences that have formed who | now see myself as (an
activist scholar) and what | care about (praxis)—means that others might not need to go through
the same process. Iltwas difficult to come back from the beliefthatthere was no hopeinacademia,
to finding a glimmer of hope, of real opportunity to engage in the systemic social change needed
to address the exploitation and precarity that comes with the neoliberal model, particularly as an
early career researcher (Gurran, 2018).

Part of that hope and renewed belief in academia has been through my work with the Alliance
for Praxis Research (APR). | have a deep admiration, respect, and love for this collective of young
radical academics and researchers with whom | have had the privilege of working closely for
the past three years. While our group has been focused on how we as academics engage in the
practice of praxis, these people have become some of my closest friends. They have instilled
within me a sense of hope for the future—something | hope that | am able to do for others.

As a group of young radical academics, we as APR are attempting to address the provocation
put forward by Margit Mayer (2020) when she asks. “What can be done?” (p. 42). Using this
provocation as the basis for our social change identities (Smith, Thomas & McGarty, 2015) as a
group, we believe that praxis—particularly the Frierean praxis found within the context of Brazilian
universities—holds the answer for how we believe that universities can create social change.
Here, within the context of Brazil, there is an institutional requirement for scholars, researchers,
and educators to be engaged with communities and their struggle.

This requirement, otherwise referred to as extension, is not dissimilar to our academic idea of
service. Here, Fernandes and Siqueira (2024) state that the “role of extension goes beyond the
activities inherent in teaching and research” (p. 6) and citing Soares (2011, p. 567), they state that
““the university must be a driver of social change and transformation, and not just an instrument
that supports the current status quo’... [and that], it is university extension that ‘best translates
the possibility of this dialogic and transformative relationship between the university and these

9

sectors of society’”.

Furthermore, Fernandes and Siqueira (2024) describe the role of extension as one which:

... means going beyond the walls of the school and of knowledge, breaking down
the hierarchical barriers of knowledge and languages. Dialoguing, in a democratic
and linear way, with society, especially with the working class. The importance of
giving a voice to the working classes is highlighted, in a dialogue that does not favor
the imposition of a voice and knowledge, but the construction and deconstruction
of reality, with the central objective of overcoming the antagonisms between the
classes, especially poverty, misery and social exclusion. (p. 8)
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While our Australian universities operate in an entirely different cultural context, there is much to
be gained through this implementation of extension, particularly as both Australian and Brazilian
universities are still relatively young, gaining ascendency in the 20th century.

Through our collective work as APR, we are attempting to enact this Frierean idea of critical praxis
with both ‘how’ we work and ‘what’ we do as independent researchers at the heart of our efforts
to work with communities to create systemic social change. For us, this means intentionally
weaving together the ideas of research, teaching, and knowledge as critical praxis, which we
argue have been lost or suppressed in the modern university and planning system and artificially
severed by neoliberal ways of working.

In this chapter, | critically reflect on why APR gives me so much hope for the future of academia.
| argue that our collective of radical academics is engaged in the practice of prefiguration to
challenge the neoliberal university as well as planning systems and practices. While | do not think
that prefiguration was our initial goal for how we would attempt to create change, | argue that this
is now what we have found ourselves now doing. By reflecting on what we have done so far, we
have been laying the foundations upon which we aim to one day build an alternative university—
one which mimics the best of the progressive practices, rituals, and qualities of academia without
its neoliberal, exploitative tendencies.

Arguably, there are many aspects of our critical urban academic work that engage with
prefigurative power. Diffusion as the “demonstration and diffusion of practices, orders, devices
and perspectives allows prefigured ‘alternatives’ to persist beyond the present for groups and
collectives”(Yates, 2015, p. 14) describeswhatacademics doonaday-to-daybasis. Asacademics,
we develop new ideas and ways of thinking and disseminate these ideas more broadly through
our writing, teaching, service, and engagement. Furthermore, through our work with people and
their communities, we often find ourselves intervening in “material environments or social orders
in attempts to decisively inscribe or consolidate these codes of conduct, their political messages
and symbolism, and experimental origins” (Yates, 2015, p.14).

Yet the question remains—what are the ideas that we are disseminating more broadly within
society, and how, as political agents, are we utilising the funding of our institutions to support,
create, and build alternatives which offer the consolidation of new practices and ways of
being? As activist scholars, we need to carefully think through these questions as they offer us
opportunities to engage in further acts of socially just systems change.

APR has been engaged in acts of prefigurative power, and through our attempts to mimic and
subvert the institution we have begun to create an alternative and counter-hegemonic institution.
By offering an alternative to how academia works, APR has been able to co-opt the legitimacy,
sensibility, and authority of academic institutions (particularly in liberal democratic societies
where state institutions still hold much authority) and offer a counter-hegemonic alternative
which appeals to new and established activist-scholars.

APR is working towards a radically democratic academy, one which is grounded in the concrete

struggles of society, and here | call on the counter-hegemonic work of Gramsci to focus our energy
and attention. In particular, as Femia (1987) argues, Gramsci believed that
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The point of the struggle is to conquer one after another all the agencies of civil
society (e.g. the schools, the universities, the publishing houses, the mass media,
the trade unions). In the absence of a prior ‘revolution of the spirit’, a seizure of
state power would prove transitory if not disastrous ... The momentary triumphant
revolutionary forces would find themselves facing a largely hostile population, still
confined within the mental universe of the bourgeois. Attention must therefore be
directed to the inner redoubt of civil society, to the dissemination of radical ideas
about men and society—in short, to the creation of a proletariat counter-hegemony.
(Femia, 1987, p.53)

The story of APR offers insight into a solitary struggle that, when shared among friends, can
transform into solidarity—a powerful means of healing pain and addressing systemic issues. By
prefiguring new structures and occupying existing institutions, APR embodies radical praxis. Our
aimis notonlyto transform society but also to engage in collective reflection on how we have done
so, why it matters, and what it means for the future. This chapter examines empirical evidence
suggesting how we have successfully mirrored the university model. | argue that our counter-
hegemonic efforts to build a counter-institution have been most effective within the context of
a Western liberal democratic society, where the public has already accepted the legitimacy and
authority of existing state institutions. | present APR as an emerging model for how academics
could work in the future, particularly those marginalised by current institutions.

7.2 - Moving beyond catharsis towards collective action

On April 22,2021, | and four other young researchers from Monash and RMIT Universities made a
decision to meet at Brunetti’s, a local cafe in Melbourne’s Flinders Lane to discuss how we were
feeling about our lives in academia. We had recently been released from our third lockdown, and
we were feeling frustrated and upset at our universities, particularly with how poorly they were
treating their PhD candidates. For many of us, it felt like COVID-19 forced us to take off our rose-
coloured glasses and see the deeply exploitative and unjust institution of academia for what it
was.

Meeting each other and chatting about the state of academia, particularly from our perspectives
as Early Career Researchers (ECRs) was deeply cathartic. It was meaningful to share stories
about our different struggles, whether this be with difficult supervisors, negative experiences
with teaching, or navigating the bureaucratic, inhuman, and cold processes within academia. We
all felt heard by each other, and by sharing our stories we were able to validate our feelings while
also understand ourselves and each other a little better. It was a form of collective counselling,
as we began to realise that were not alone and that our struggle was actually a structural problem
rather than an individual one.

As we sat and discussed what we were going through, we all realised that the state of universities
and academia in Victoria (particularly from our own perspective as young researchers) was dire,
and that the problem was largely structural. We experienced the precarity and dehumanisation
(Mason & Megoran, 2021), neoliberal rationality through metrics, competition (Brown 2015),
anxiety (Berg, Huijbens & Larsen, 2016), and the unrealistic workload expectations (Stratford,
Watson & Paull, 2024) forced upon us as academics by the university. We found that no matter
which academic we talked to they were struggling. With a low stipend and high expectations—i.e.
to complete a PhD in three-and-a-half years—many PhD candidates were struggling.
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We quickly realised that we had much in common, both in what we saw as the problem
(neoliberalism, as discussed in Chapter 2) and what we saw as the possible solution (taking
action to create socially just change). We agreed that we needed to deliberately work together
to find ways to address these common struggles that we all seemed to be facing. While | did not
realise it at the time, we were all fundamentally seeking to engage in some form of praxis, to take
direct action in order to transform our own concrete realities and situation.

At the end of this conversation, we made a commitment to meet again and on May 6, with a roll
of paper. We started to sketch out some ideas of what our group could be and what we could do.
At the time, | had been looking at other urban planning departments across the United States for
inspiration and saw radical possibilities, and so my agenda was to co-create a radical institution
for social change. While there was some discussion around the need for more participatory
action research and the importance of social change mobilisation, we ultimately agreed on the
idea of praxis as our group’s core value, it was one of the first things we sketched on that piece of
parchment. It was a formative agreement that we have shared throughout our time together and
is reflected in our chosen name for the collective — the Alliance for Praxis Research (APR).

The group quickly moved from a cathartic space to one driven by action. We recognised that there
were many others out there who likely felt the same way that we did, and we wanted to create
space for others. At the time, there were a number of different things we could get involved in to
explore these more radical approaches to social change. Through the Australasian Early Career
Urban Research Network (AECURN), | was helping to organise a PhD symposium for the State of
Australasian Cities (SOAC) where—as a grou— we were toying around with the idea of coming
up with a presentation about the importance of both praxis and participatory action research.
Alternatively, the Festival of Urbanism was another space in which we could explore some ideas
around how academics could be better at creating change.

This switch from sharing common struggles to taking action is what Smith, Thomas and McGarty
(2015) describe as the Identity-Norm Nexus (INN). They argue that “when people think about and
then criticize existing social structures or social groups, this act of speaking out helps to create
[the conditions for] new social movements that can act to transform the original social structure”
(p. 544). Smith, Thomas and McGarty (2015) argue that this experience of injustice stems from
a normative conflict between the way the world is and the way we believe the world should be,
which can either lead to rumination or the act of speaking out against this perceived injustice,
giving “voice to values, ideas, and opinions about” (p. 545) these concerns.

This act of speaking out, expressing discontent, articulating feelings, and openly questioning the
way things are—as we all did at Brunetti’'s—forms the basis for collective action. These injustices
can transform internalised grievance into socio-political action, as an individual’s thoughts,
feelings, and emotions are reified through open communication. However, how others respond
determines whether collective action emerges. If others dismiss these feelings of injustice, they
silence the act of speaking out, preventing ideas from gaining traction or acceptance. However, if
others recognise these feelings legitimate, then a group forms to work towards possible ways to
address this problem.
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Smith, Thomas and McGarty (2015) argue that these grievances result in the formation of new
social-change identities. These identities shape the core values, beliefs, and norms held by
members of these groups, resulting in an emotional bond and buy-in. Here, discussions, sharing
information, expressing concerns, and talking through ideas become crucial for the formation
of new social identities and belief systems. However, this also results in moments of exclusion,
as individuals who disagree with these values are excluded from participating. The formation
of common social-change identities strengthens the desire to take group action in response to
these collectively perceived injustices.

These groups form distinct social-change identities based on shared cognition of social change.
The bonds between members are strengthened through discussions which validate experiences
and open opportunities to not only mobilise around their shared identity but also engage in social
action which challenges the legitimacy of the existing social structure. As members participate
in the planning, coordination, and organisation of social mobilisation, this desire to take action
and pursue social change further strengthens the core values, beliefs, and ideals of the group.
Understanding this psycho-political process that motivates individuals and groups to translate
abstract theories regarding social change into actionable strategies and tactics.

This process of speaking out, being heard, coming together, developing a sense of belonging,
and seeking change accurately depicts the early days of APR. And so, with a common identity,
we began to explore how we would begin to address some of the struggles that we were facing
with the university. There was, and still is, always a question of how we can be more effective at
creating social change and the various strategies and tactics that we use in the pursuit of our
agenda and goals.

While our first few meetings gave us an opportunity to vent about our feelings—particularly
to others who also understood what we were going through—they were also an opportunity
to discuss what we could do, of how we could make change to make things better. One of our
first decisions as a group was to organise a series of events that replicated this opportunity for
encounter and the creation of social-change subjectivities through sharing of experiences and
validation of feelings. Our aim was to allow researchers to meet other like-minded PhD candidates
from different universities in an informal setting, and also sharing the research that we were all
currently working on.

As a group—after some deliberation—we decided to name our event ‘Spring Encounters’, which
reflected the dates that we would host these encounters. Spring Encounters was a series of talks
where people would be invited to discuss their research based on the themes that we provided.
Broadly speaking, these themes dealt with issues that were commonly found within the discipline
of urban studies. For our first season, our themes explored people-centred design, de-colonial
methodologies, critical theories, cultural heritage, more-than-human thinking, and technological
innovation in urban space.
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The Alliance for Praxis Research invites you to the

SPRING
ENCOUNTERS

As a way to encourage more vibrant exchanges and
collaborative knowledge production between fellows
with related research interests, The Alliance for
Praxis Research (APR) is pleased to announce the
2021 Spring Encounters, a space for Melbourne's
HDRs and ECRs to network through a series of
presentations led by a panel where HDRs can present
and discuss their research with a broader audience. It
is an HDR-led event for all Melbourne-based HDR
candidates, hosted by Monash Arts, Design and
Architecture (MADA) and facilitated by Monash
Graduate Association (MGA).

Every fortnight there will be a panel discussion
focused on a theme that crosses disciplines -
different backgrounds are not only welcomed but
central to these debates:

07th September - People-centred design, planning and
architecture: mobilities, diversity, health, and
wellbeing

21st September - Technology and innovation in the
urban space: intersections with informality

05th October - Advancing on decolonial
methodologies: searching for new models of thinking

19th October - Queer, feminist, and other critical
theories: new lenses for urban spaces

03rd November - The future of cultural heritage:
challenges and opportunities

16th November - More than humans: stretching the
limits between ecological and social dimensions.

Scan QR Code to learn more and register

EVERY FORTNIGHT
SEPTEMBER 7TH - NOVEMBER 16TH, 2021

ROOM 222, BUILDING B,
MONASH UNIVERSITY
CAULFIELD CAMPUS.

Figure 20 A poster for our first season of Spring Encounters (APR, 202




After settling on these themes, we set about inviting a number of people to either submit an
abstract to present or to attend. On our poster, we mentioned that:

One of our intentions is to nurture trans-disciplinary collaborations across
faculties, research programs and labs, as academics are often confronted with the
challenges to break through disciplinary and institutional silos. That is significant
for students and early careers, particularly when coming from overseas, who are
not familiar with universities’ organisation of research centres and local networks of
scholars—especially in Melbourne, where several leading universities are located
but improvements on their interconnections are still much needed. (APR, 2021)

This way of working is familiar to many academics. Conferences, symposiums, workshops
are all ways in which we as academics can come together to share our work and to hear from
others whom we might not know (Hauss, 2021). While a critical part of these spaces is to share
knowledge, they are also about building relationships and solidarity with others, particularly in
an industry that can be lonely and solitary. However, for us, the purpose of bringing academics
together was not just to showcase research, but also to talk in an open and honest manner about
the struggles that we were currently facing, opening space for others to join us in these newly
formed social change subjectivities.

Our group made a deliberate effort to ask people to tell their story of how they got to where they
are. We hosted a series of successful conversations that gave people space to discuss their work
and their feelings. | think the success of the events was partially a result of curating who was and
wasn’t there, as only PhDs and early career researchers (ECRs) were invited into the space. This
meant that people were more likely to talk through some of the struggles they were facing.

Figure 21 The last event for our first Spring Encounters. (APR, 2021)
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As a group, we noticed how this inter-disciplinary and inter-institutional space helped to facilitate
new relationships. The feedback we got was largely positive—many participants felt like these
spaces did not currently exist. Spring Encounters became a way in which we were able to meet
new people, build new relationships, and strengthen our involvement in grassroots campaigns.
Spring Encounters—despite essentially being a discussion panel—bore many fruitful projects. It
has come to embody our main approach for social change—prefigurative praxis.

7.3 - Projects as praxis

| remember proudly messaging my supervisors when Milo (our first born) finally slept through the
night, it had been exactly 312 days since he was born, and we had been woken up at least once a
night. While we were finally in a good place, it took us a long time to get there. | remember when
Milo was around five months old and he was waking up screaming every 30 minutes. Being so
sleep deprived, | barely remember the details of that time, | just remember feeling the physical
anxiety of regularly breaking down crying, frustrated with myself and with Milo. It was a dark time,
and while | don’t think | had postnatal depression, we were really struggling.

Both Melanie and | were severely sleep deprived and the only way we could survive is if we dropped
everything to care for each other and for Milo. While | was trying my best to meet the milestones
for my PhD, | had to let everything else go, which meant choosing to step back from the work
| was doing with both the Save the Preston Market (STPM) action group and APR. | remember
really struggling with this decision, particularly with APR, as | was already feeling guilty about
pulling back from participating and not bring able to contribute much during the first few months
of Milo’s life.

| remember—after a long hiatus from the group—meeting for the first time in a small cafe/bar at
the Abbotsford Convent. Milo had gone down for bed, and he would normally be asleep for a few
hours before he woke up to feed, and so | felt like it was a good time to reconnect with the group.
As | walked into the room, | remember feeling really excited to see everyone and to finally get a
chance to chatin person, rather than just over WhatsApp. That night we talked about the different
projects we were working on, with a loose and fluid agenda, but really, it was just a way to catch
up with one another.

When | got home, Melanie asked me how it was, and | responded with: “it was so lovely to catch
up and see everyone again”. | was reconnecting with some old friends who | hadn’t seen in a while,
and although | was initially feeling guilty for being away for so long, that feeling soon subsided as |
realised that no one was upset. Everyone understood what we were going through and recognised
that being a parent was really difficult. There was absolutely no expectation for me to participate
or help out if | did not have the capacity to do so. These feelings just re-affirmed why the group
was so important to me.

This is indicative of how the group functions. We exist together—all in various stages of precarity,
dueto our positions as HDRs and ECRs—and therefore understand that everyone within the group
has ebbs and flows of time and energy depending on whatever else is happening in their lives.
This has meant that we have had to find ways of working together that reflect this uncertainty; for
example, at the beginning of every semester we plan what days would suit for everyone to meet
up and work together, based on our teaching schedules and multiple jobs.
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It is possibly how we work as a family/group that makes us unique. As a group, we recognise
the many problems within academia and, with the desire to create something different, we were
intentional in forming an alternative space—one which emphasised a need for care, empathy,
and reciprocity within the group, especially in the face of neoliberal precarity. In our recent
leading insights lecture given at the 2024 Institute for Australian Geographers (IAG) conference,
we articulate the idea that we as a group are:

... seeking to build and construct an alternative space where we are intentional
about embodying relationships and ways of working that bring kindness, empathy,
support, care, love, relationality, and fun into action. This does not suggest that
neoliberal tendencies do not always find ways to creep in, but rather that this
practice seeks to protect ourselves from this approach. (APR 2024)

This approach to how we work is what we describe as a patchworking rather than networking,
where, drawing from analogies of crafting, we “weave together diverse threads of experiences,
people, and places ... creating a rich tapestry that reflects our collective journey. While that is
not always possible, our approach is an intent, a commitment to build more meaningful, lasting
connections rooted in care, solidarity, and a deep sense of place” (APR, 2024). This focus on
relationships between each other is an antidote to the hyper-competitive and individualised
ways of working more commonly experienced within the university.

In this way, returning to Yates’s (2015) description of prefiguration, our group is always engaged
in the process of experimenting with new practices and the micro-politics of how we relate to
each other as friends and colleagues. We are also developing new political perspectives based
on the various community groups that we are working with, and developing new group norms
and reflecting on our ways of working in order to make them more transparent, accountable, and
democratic. Yet this prefigurative approach of experimentation, perspectives, and conduct does
not happen in and of themselves. | argue that we build new and alternative futures through a
project-by-project approach that involves extensive reflexive collaboration and engagement as
part of our broader activist mission.

From my perspective, projects have become the central point of APR’s craftwork. They are what
pull in and facilitate the creation of new relationships, allow for the generation of interesting and
fun ideas, open momentary experimental spaces for dialogue, discussions, and disagreement,
and have the potential to generate transformative and tangible outcomes, while also allowing
us to address particular social issues in small, manageable and discernible chunks. | argue that
this process of working on a project-by-project basis gives us an opportunity to re-engage in the
Identity-Norm Nexus where, with each new project, our group must reach a consensus on what
that project involves and find ways of working together.

This way of workingis not particularly new and is how many other consultancies and organisations
operate. However, for us, these projects do not serve a ‘client’ but rather provide us with an
opportunity to work collectively with others in order to achieve the goal of co-creating socially just
research with communities. Our approach draws parallels with Freire’s ‘banking’ method, where
the traditional educational approach views the teacher as the holder of knowledge who ‘deposits’
ideas into the student as they uncritically accept what the teacher has said. Freire argues that
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this hierarchical relationship fails to see the value of the student’s perspective, experience and
knowledge base. A consultancy who provides ‘expertise’ to their client works in a similar manner.

Instead, we as APR use projects in a more ‘horizontal’ manner, where we work closely with others
to work on a project that fundamentally shapes who we become collectively, emulating a more
equitable relationship between co-learners, as advocated by Freire. This is particularly true when
a project involves another individual or group. This means that the norms that we have found
within our group that define how we work become reconstituted as we begin to work with other
people. This process of settling, unsettling, and resettling also provides an important moment for
critical reflection, therefore allowing us to engage in praxis.

Within APR, we collaborate flexibly, with members contributing in different capacities. Some
take the lead on specific projects based on their interests and expertise, while others participate
through idea generation, action planning, and addressing emerging needs. Each project
develops a life of its own, becoming a vessel for material realities, symbolic meanings, personal
relationships, collective action, political significance, and potential for change. Our projects are
in a constant state of evolution; they rarely reach a definitive conclusion, and elements from one
project often influence or merge into another. In this way, our projects form a patchwork that
enables us to engage with diverse people, groups, communities, and organisations.

The low-risk, iterative nature of our projects has been a key to our success. This approach allows
us to engage in prefigurative cycles of everyday practice, using projects as testing grounds for
our relationships and collective values. It is through these everyday practices, facilitated by our
projects, that we create both the space and the relational context necessary to engage in radical
change, tailored to our specific circumstances. By working together on projects with varying
ideas, aims, goals, and tools, we, as individual members, navigate the flows of power among
us. Through this collaborative process, we strengthen our relationships and deepen our shared
values.

How we work also influences the work that we do. Our current work sees us connected to a
number of different community groups. Currently, members of our group are working with
Boonwurrung Senior Elder N’arwee’t Carolyn Briggs, the Kensington Food Forest, Marisol Salinas
from the Catalyst Social Centre, and many others. These groups/projects all had a pre-existing
relationship with APR before the work began. As agroup, itisimportant that we build a relationship
with others before we begin working with them, as it is important that we get to know them, their
values, and whether such values align with ours.

The success of our first Spring Encounters event showed that we could work together. Wanting
to continue exploring this project of praxis, we started to get involved in various public events
and other academic conferences. We successfully pitched and implemented ideas for the
Festival of Urbanism, Institute of Australian Geographers, State of Australian Cities, Melbourne
Design Week, and M Pavillion, as well as working closely with other groups, organisations, and
individuals. All with the aim of being more connected and involved within the community. As an
example, let me map out the evolution of our group and show how the relationships have formed
through space and time.
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After our first Spring Encounters, our group was looking for a space outside of university to work
together, and so began exploring options for where we could work. We initially considered various
co-working spaces, butthey were too expensive. Then we thought about applying for some spaces
through the Renew Australia project, with not much luck. So, thinking through my relationships |
decided to reach out to Joe and Millie, who ran a place called Siteworks—a creative hub for “skills
sharing, ideas generation, experimental teaching and technology-related development” (These
Are The Projects We Do Together, 2024).

| had a personal relationship with Siteworks where, during my time there, | was a member of an
experimental group called the Moreland Civic Lab (now Merri-bek). We were invited to “provide
expert advice and information on topics concerning local issues in and around Brunswick in
particular and Moreland more generally” (These Are The Projects We Do Together, 2024). | asked
Joe and Millie to see if they might have any spaces for APR; fortuitously Joe mentioned that there
was a group which was about to leave, creating a space for us if we wanted it.

Our relationship with Siteworks gave us an opportunity to have a home outside the institution for
a little while. It meant that we could invite academics to come and use the space as a co-working
space, while also being able to host our second season of Spring Encounters and continue
building our relationships as academics with other scholars and the community more generally.
However, our time was limited as Siteworks was due for redevelopment. Knowing this, we were
looking for other places to occupy.

Needing to run our third Spring Encounters, and being displaced, we leaned into this notion and
ran our third Spring Encounters on the theme, With(in) Place, where our series of discussions
and dialogues would be hosted in places where these communities were situated. One of these
sessions was hosted at the Kensington Food Forest and another was at the Social Catalyst Café—
suggestions made by two of our members.

The group was invited to the Kensington Food Forest to participate in a working bee to learn about
the circular economy on a grassroots community level. This session was facilitated by one of our
members, who was already volunteering at the Food Forest. It was a great workshop where we
were learning by doing. | remember spending the day weeding and learning about the importance
of circularity. In doing so, | began to see the importance of the work that the Food Forest was
doing and saw the exciting prospect of working with this community group.

This Spring Encounters workshop was formed because of the pre-existing relationship that
one of our members had with the Kensington Food Forest. From this workshop, a relationship
blossomed between APR and the Food Forest, and a few of our members are now helping the
Food Forest to deliver a research project exploring various aspects of the circular economy with
help—and funding—from the City of Melbourne.

Another of our sessions was held at the Social Catalyst Café. This was facilitated by one of our
members who had a relationship with Marisol Salinas, an indigenous Mapuche woman from
Chile. This session explored how praxis was practised within Latin America, and we heard from
both Renata Bovo Peres (an academic from Brazil who knows two of our members) and Marisol
on the work that they had done in their home countries. This session gave us an opportunity to
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develop a relationship with Marisol, who belonged to the Social Catalyst Café, and the Café
eventually become our home once we left Siteworks.

Another example of this relationship—project nexus is our relationship with Professor N’arweet
Carolyn Briggs—a Boonwurrung Senior Elder and both Indigenous and Academic leader. This
began as a working relationship with one of our members, and has led to a design project with
‘Deadly Fringe’—we have been able to showcase an important Boonwurrung story of the eels
that move through the underground waterways below the CBD. We have also secured access to
thirty thousand dollars of project funding, which will help to legitimise our standing as a counter-
institution.

In working as we do, we recognise the importance of praxis. By focusing on relationships within
praxis, we inevitably ground ourselves in our local communities and build our democratic practice
from where we are. Again, drawing from our IAG speech, we stated that:

Our praxis-driven approach has transformed how we see and interact with places,
people, and others. It’s not just about theoretical concepts anymore; it’s about
real, lived experiences and actions that matter. These events and collaborations
have shown us that when we root ourselves in the community and embrace the
spaces we inhabit, we create more profound, authentic connections. We’ve come
to understand that our work isn’t just academic—it’s about nurturing relationships,
fostering a sense of belonging, and actively participating in the collective journey
toward social change. (APR, 2024)

As a group, we each hold our own relationships that we weave into APR through projects and
events. This closeness is intentional as it serves as a way to prevent the extractivist nature of
research; here, we hold ourselves accountable and subservient to the community and their
research needs.

7.4 - Creating the university for social change: the paradox of a Publishing House.

Currently, one of APR’s projects that | am involved with is the creation of our university for social
change. Drawing from the strategy of prefiguration, we are hoping to create a viable alternative
institution that would challenge the dominance and authority of the neoliberal university. The
aim of this institution would be to create a university which, at its core, would be interested in
engaging in research and teaching with and for communities and the public.

Through public education and research, we would continue to do the work that we are already
engaged in, but would consolidate those efforts through an intentional attempt to focus on
the two aspects of prefiguration that are critical: consolidation and diffusion. Therefore, it is
important that we intervene in “material environments or social orders in attempts to decisively
inscribe or consolidate these codes of conduct, their political messages and symbolism, and
experimental origins” (Yates, 2015, p. 14), while simultaneously attempting to diffuse “practices,
orders, devices and perspectives [therefore] allow[ing] prefigured ‘alternatives’ to persist beyond
the present for groups and collectives” (Yates, 2015, p. 14).

While this project is still in its early stages, we are focused on developing a few key alternatives
to the university, one being that of a publishing house. As | have argued in previous chapters,
the publishing industry is one of the most exploitative and problematic parts of the academic
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industry. Due to the neoliberalisation of the university, publications have become the key metric
that continues to drive academic careers and job security, directing research agendas, while also
being the dominant means through which academics quantify the impact of their work through
the dissemination of their ideas and communication of their research (Rhodes, Wright & Pullen,
2018).

Without a doubt, academic publishing is a profitable business. Kristen Scicluna (2024) from the
Australia Institute points out that while academic publishing “seem[s] like a niche industryc...
it generates around US $19 billion annually”, and that the half the market is controlled by only
five publishes: Elsevier, John Wiley & Sons, Taylor & Francis, Springer Nature, and SAGE. Here
Scicluna states that Elsevier, the largest academic publisher, “reported a profit of £1.79 billion in
2023, a mark-up of almost 40%—rivalling those of Google and Apple”.

As Buranyi (2017) argues, academic publishers are essentially triple dipping into public funding.
Academic publishing houses do not pay the authors for the articles that they write and submit,
they do not pay for the academic editors who peer-review these articles, and they also charge
universities and libraries exorbitant fees to access these articles, which are often behind pay-
walls. Given that a large portion of academic funding comes from taxpayer dollars, the public is
essentially subsidising these exploitative practices of academic publishing.

While this system is blatantly predatory, it is also deeply manipulative as many academics must
actively participate in their own self-exploitation. This is because publishing articles is seen as
a necessary part of developing your ‘track-record’ as an academic, and that publishing your
research in highly ranked journals helps to showcase the impact and quality of your research.
Without publishing in these prestigious journals, it becomes difficult to gain secure employment.
And so, the more you publish and the more citations you get, the better your track record, and the
more likely you are to get a job. Scicluna (2024) expands on this, pointing out that:

The reality is that the continued reliance on publication record means that the more
papers a researcher publishes in ‘prestigious’ journals, the more competitive their
application. This places a premium on a researcher’s record of publication rather
thanontheintrinsic meritoftheir proposed project. Researcherswho publish articles
in high prestige journals are more likely to receive grants than researchers who
have published in lower-ranked journals (which at this stage, includes the majority
of open access journals). As a result, grant guidelines indirectly contribute to the
profits of multinational publishing houses by perpetuating a feedback loop in which
researchers’ prospects for funding are tightly linked to their publication records. The
emphasis on ‘quality publications’ incentivises academics and their institutions to
prioritise these output-driven metrics, which disincentivises researchers to adopt
open access practices as they are not closely associated with prestige. (p. 10-11)

These attitudes essentially push academics who wish to gain secure and stable employment
from universities to commit time and energy to publishing their research, and to meet the
stringent requirements of academic journals. What matters above all else is your publications. |
have a paradoxical relationship with the publishing industry. My privileged position of being a PhD
candidate has allowed me both the time and resources to explore many interesting and pertinent
ideas. Yet this was only possible due to the publishing industry. | actively partake and rely upon
the consumption of knowledge that continues to feed these academic publishing houses, yet
without doing so | would not be able to further develop my critical thinking and praxis.
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While there has been an attempt to address these issues by creating open access articles,
this approach is problematic as the cost of providing public access to these articles falls on
the academic themselves. While this approach does give the public free and open access to
knowledge and information, it also gives publishing houses another opportunity for further
extraction of public funding. While these models had much promise, according to Richard
Poynder, an open access advocate, a lack of leadership and organisation led to open access
eventually becoming co-opted and turned into a pay-to-publish model (Anderson, 2023). Clearly
there is value in publishing, yet is it possible to engage in this practice without the exploitative
agenda that comes with increasing profit?

The questiontherefore remains, whatservice do publishinghouses provide? Ifthey do not produce,
edit, or peer review the material, and they don’t even judge the quality of the material (which is
based on downloads, views or citations), as thattoo is a peer process, then what purpose do they
serve? One could argue that they provide the distribution channels, yet open-source methods
of distribution are more comprehensive (and freely available) than what publishing houses
produce—think Wikipedia. One could also argue that they connect and facilitate relationships
and conversations between academics, yet arguably academics are already doing this through
conferences and other spaces to gather, share, and discuss ideas.

From my observations, the power that publishing houses hold is their long-standing legitimacy
within the academic institution and with scholars themselves. There is a general belief that this is
how things have been and that they will always be done this way, which closes off the opportunity
to imagine a better future. Cultures and ideas can be slow to change, despite what the evidence
suggests, even among academics. The idea of publishing as an academic necessity has taken
on complete hegemonic dominance. Yet this standing within the academic community opens an
opportunity to challenge and disrupt the authority of these publishing houses. Here, the strategy
of prefiguration offers an interesting insight into how we might do so.

How and where we publish as academics is deeply ingrained in our culture and practices, and
unless these are disrupted and alternatives are offered the infrastructure which supports this
way of working will continue to exist unchallenged. Therefore, as APR, we are attempting to set up
a new publishing house—in conjunction with our University for Social Change—which provides
an alternative to the way things currently work. Drawing inspiration from ACME, the International
Journal for Critical Geographers, we are currently experimenting with zines as outcomes for
our APR projects, helping us to develop the infrastructure needed to collate, edit, produce, and
distribute journals.

As a lo-fi strategy for information dissemination, zines offer a physical alternative to journals.
While often used in creative practices or political literature, academics have begun to engage in
the process of making zines. Some have recognised that zines offer a way for academics to slow
down their scholarship (Bagelman & Bagelman, 2016), inform practices of community building
and political resistance (Baker & Cantillon, 2022), influence activists attempting to address
environmental issues (Gimeno-Sanchez, 2022), and offer alternative and participatory means of
measuring meaningful engagement with the public (Sou & Hall, 2023).
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While zines require little overhead to produce, it is important to recognise the role that the library
infrastructure provides. If we take the role of the publishing house and support the production
of zines as opposed to journal articles, this offers an opportunity to prefigure a new—and more
ethical—means of knowledge production and dissemination. Although APR’s attempts to setup
a publishing house are still nascent, they show the importance of thinking through prefiguration
as a strategy for social change.

7.5 -Conclusion

In this chapter, | have critically examined the journey of the Alliance for Praxis Research (APR) and
itsrole infostering an alternative academic culture rooted in the principles of praxis. Our collective
experiences as early career researchers navigating the challenges of neoliberal academia have
underscored the need for spaces that prioritise care, solidarity, and social justice. Through our
prefigurative practices, we have not only critiqued existing structures but also worked to build
a counter-hegemonic institution that enacts the change we wish to see in both academia and
society.

The strength of APR lies in its ability to blend critical theory with concrete action. By focusing
on the importance of relationships, reflexivity, and collaboration, we have created a model that
challenges the extractivist tendencies of conventional research. Our commitment to creating
inclusive spaces for marginalised voices—as seen in projects like Spring Encounters and our
community partnerships with the Kensington Food Forest and the Social Catalyst café—serves
as a living example of what a radically democratic academic collective can achieve. The impact
of thisworkis felt not only in the academic world but also in the everyday lives of the communities
with which we engage.

Looking ahead, APR aims to continue pushing the boundaries of traditional academic structures,
experimenting with new forms of research, teaching, and community involvement. Our work with
the publishing house project and ongoing partnerships with community organisations represent
just the beginning of what could be a transformative shift in how academia operates. Ultimately,
our efforts are a call to action for others to join us in building a university that serves not only the
pursuit of knowledge but also the pursuit of justice. In doing so, we hope to inspire a broader
movement towards a more equitable and engaged academic system that is genuinely in service
of societal change.

In the next chapter, | conclude this thesis, summarising my core contributions. Throughout
this thesis, | have sought to: 1) highlight the limitations of the current planning practices and
academia, while emphasising the need for a more connected, reflexive, and critical praxis that
fosters systemic change through prefiguration in collaboration with communities; 2) through
real-world examples and an autoethnographic approach, explore key tactics, such as shadow
planning panels and alternative universities, offering insights on how activist scholars can enact
change; 3) call for greater openness and reflexivity among critical urban scholars, arguing that by
producing knowledge through critical reflection, academia can legitimise and make visible the
practices of activist praxis within its institutions.
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Chapter38

(In)conclusion

8.1 - Introduction

At the outset of this thesis, | aimed to understand why critical urban scholars have struggled to
create progressive social change despite theircommitment to social justice. This exploration was
rooted in the recognition that the neoliberal university, with its prioritisation of entrepreneurial
activities and market-driven goals, has stifled the potential for activist scholarship. The tension
lies between the desire to produce knowledge that serves the public good and the institutional
pressures to conform to neoliberal expectations, such as publishing in high-ranking journals and
securing grant funding. These priorities often undermine the kind of engaged scholarship that can
actively contribute to social justice movements.

My position as a PhD candidate afforded me some protection from these pressures, allowing me
to explore a form of scholarship that actively participates in social movements. By engaging with
these communities, | could challenge the boundaries of what constitutes legitimate scholarship,
exploring how radical praxis could be more deeply embedded in academic work. This thesis is,
therefore, not just a critique of the neoliberal university but an attempt to model a different way of
working—one that embraces praxis as both a methodological and theoretical framework.

The exploration of this tension between neoliberal demands and the desire for social change
led me to develop the conceptual framework outlined in Chapter 2. Here, | drew from critiques
of neoliberal rationality and reflected on my activist experiences to challenge the boundaries
of what counts as legitimate scholarship. | utilised Freire’s concept of praxis as a foundation
for developing an activist praxis that is critically self-reflexive. By engaging in self-reflection
and transformative action, scholars can begin to break down the barriers between theory and
practice, offering new possibilities for how we produce knowledge and enact change.

In Chapter 3, | expanded on these ideas by conducting a reflexive literature review, using the

framework of imagination, strategy, and tactics proposed by Khasnabish and Haiven (2014). This
framework allowed me to think critically about how my imagination of a more just world shapes
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my approach to scholarship and activism. Imagination, as a critical tool, is informed by the belief
that change is possible, even in the face of deeply entrenched power structures. This chapter
demonstrated how strategies of counter-hegemony, transgression, and grassroots activism can
be employed to challenge these structures, drawing attention to the ways in which scholars and
activists alike can engage in practices that disrupt the status quo.

Continuing the need for reflexivity—of constantly reflecting on one’s position within the research
and the broader social struggles being studied—I use Chapter 4 to explore autoethnography as a
qualitative research method that combines personal narrative, ethnography, and storytelling to
examine social phenomena through a personal lens. It underscores the value of lived experiences
as critical knowledge and highlights the method’s potential to amplify marginalised voices and
offer deep, context-specific insights. Autoethnography is presented as a tool for activist scholars
to foster critical reflection and transformative social knowledge, grounded in lived realities. This
establishes my case studies in the following chapters.

In Chapter 5 | discussed the campaign to save Preston Market. It emphasised the power of
grassroots mobilisation and the limitations of relying on political moments to effect change
within an undemocratic planning system. It critiqued the tokenistic community engagement and
secrecy that characterises neoliberal urban planning, calling for alternative approaches that
challenge state control. The chapter introduced prefigurative planning as a way to create new
institutions that operate both alongside and against state structures, advocating for sustained,
radical democratic practices to reclaim the right to the city.

In Chapter 6 | reflected on the transformative potential of community-building practices
through the evolution of the Bike Shed, recognising how prefigurative politics and everyday
practices of empowerment can create meaningful social change. | demonstrate that effective
community organising involves not just resistance but also constructing sustainable alternatives
that challenge existing power dynamics. Through this chapter | offered insights on applying
prefigurative practices in other contexts, drawing attention to the need to create inclusive spaces
where radical transformation can take root and flourish.

And finally, in Chapter 7 | critically examined my work with the Alliance for Praxis Research
(APR) in fostering an alternative academic culture rooted in praxis, care, solidarity, and social
justice. It highlighted APR’s efforts to blend critical theory with concrete action, creating inclusive
spaces and challenging the extractivist nature of conventional research. Looking ahead, APR
aims to continue experimenting with new forms of projects, research, teaching, and community
engagement, calling for a more equitable and engaged academic system that supports both
knowledge and justice, through the creation of a radical publishing house and university for social
change.

In the case study chapters of this thesis, | focused on how activist ideas and practices are woven
together through acts of reflection, prefiguration, and praxis. In this concluding chapter, | reflect
on the broader implications of this work for activist practice and scholarship. The neoliberal
university, with its emphasis on entrepreneurship and market-driven metrics, may seem
inhospitable to the kind of radical praxis | advocate for. However, as | have argued throughout this
thesis, there are ways in which scholars can resist these pressures and engage more deeply with
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the communities they study. This requires a commitment to reflexivity and critical self-reflection,
and the willingness to embrace new forms of political and social organisation. By prefiguring the
world we wish to see, scholars can begin to challenge the neoliberal logic that governs academic
work and create spaces for transformative action.

Ultimately, this thesis is an attempt to model a form of scholarship that is both theoretically
rigorous and practically engaged. By grounding my work in autoethnographic praxis and
prefigurative politics, | have sought to demonstrate how scholars can use their positions within
the university to support social movements and build alternatives to the neoliberal structures that
dominate both academia and society. The journey has been one of both personal and professional
transformation, and | hope that the lessons | have learned along the way will encourage others to
take up the challenge of engaging in activist scholarship.

8.2 - Prefiguring activist scholarship through an autoethnographic praxis

Throughout this thesis, | have sought to understand how activist academics can produce activist
scholarship through a more connected, reflexive, and critical (planning) praxis that prefigures
system change co-created with communities. As | have stated, while we as critical planning
scholars are acutely aware of the problems within society, we have also struggled to challenge
the dominance of neoliberal rationality (Brown, 2015) which continues to oppress us through its
economisation of our bodies, minds, and souls. While our role as intellectuals has in more recent
times been as the producers of knowledge, | argue that knowledge alone is not enough, and that
we need to also pursue action in order to understand the world through praxis, which represents
the dialectical relationship between reflection and action.

Through praxis, | have come to understand the importance of prefiguration. Attending to praxis
as a legitimate form of scholarship will be how we, as activist scholars, contribute to the ongoing
struggle to make society more socially just. Yetitis importantto not only explore the idea of praxis,
but also to enact it. Praxis requires the embodiment of critical reflection and transformative
action by the scholar themselves; it cannot simply become a research agenda, for fear of it being
hollowed out by the neoliberal rationality of the university. This opens space for us to consider
that there is a need to completely redefine the role of academia within society.

Praxis is and always will be a call to action and a call to accountability. It should be what centres
us as either activist scholars or academic activists. My thesis is intended to be an example of
what activist scholarship grounded in praxis could look like, where the thoughtful and reflexive
analysis of one’s own actions helps to create new pathways for social change. Therefore, by
finding prefiguration through my own practice of praxis, | have also attempted to prefigure praxis
within the academy as a way for critical urban scholars to create social change.

At the core of this thesis is my attempt to engage in praxis, to situate this process as fundamental
and necessary for activist scholarship—as what differentiates activist scholarship from other
forms of academic activism. Here, | have wilfully chosen to reflect on my actions through my three
case studies in hopes of distilling lessons that can be used to strengthen my own practice, and
hopefully the practices of others. The candidature therefore offers a space for critical reflection,
and the practice of writing, has allowed me to explore ideas and to understand my own practice
better.

148



Throughout this thesis | have aimed to prefigure what | believe to be activist scholarship. Through
the use of autoethnography, this scholarship that | have produced is deeply personal. The critical
reflections that praxis encourages often come during difficult moments, and in order to write
about them itis necessary to revisit these feelings and to sit in the emotions that those moments
produced. The struggles that | faced throughout my journey as a PhD candidate were painful, but
I think the willingness to be open about the struggle that we face is critical for activist scholarship.
| believe that doing so gives others honest and truthful insights into how we think, take action, and
respond.

| think talking about my feelings and showing vulnerability (and humanness) makes this thesis
relatable. It is not just a piece of analytical scholarship, but a story about my journey, of who |
was and who | am now. | do not say it lightly that this PhD has been a life-changing experience. |
entered into this journey with a deep sense of uncertainty and, while | still have many unanswered
questions, | feel a sense of groundedness that | did not previously have. | feel like | have walked
away with a better understanding of myself, a better understanding of how society works, and the
hope that it is possible to continue creating change.

I think my biggest contribution to academia is this thesis itself, which challenges the idea of what
a doctoral thesis could be—particularly in the social sciences, and even more particularly in the
discipline of urban planning. There are two things that stand out. The first is the novel conceptual
framework, which suggests that a ‘literature’ review for an activist scholar could be an opportunity
to highlight the theories of change that ground their actions. Further, it suggests that a literature
review can be reflexive, and—drawing from the prefigurative methodology of Khasnabish and
Haiven (2014)—that we should order our existing knowledge though the framework of imagination,
strategy, and tactics.

The second contribution is the notion that critical planning scholars need to be more openly
and critically reflexive of their own struggle and practice of social change, as doing so can help
produce and legitimise knowledge in the form of critical reflections which make more visible the
practices of an activist praxis within the institution. | have provided rich and detailed case studies
of how my activist practice manifests in the real world, and have outlined key tactics and lessons
learnt using this autoethnographic approach. There are insights and lessons for how to progress
socialjustice in a prefigurative manner, including, but not limited to, shadow planning panels and
alternative universities as counter-practices.

Allthese contributions fundamentally help to strengthen this thesis as a form of praxis. My thesis
is an attempt to articulate what activist scholarship looks like. Through my work, | hope to go
beyond academic activism, and to push further than militant ethnography, into the space of what
it means to straddle the worlds of academic and activist in order to produce knowledge which
is useful first and foremost for activists. Here, my thesis has sought to challenge the traditional
ways of understanding academic impact. | argue that we can no longer rely on publications as the
only metric which determines the significance of the work that we do. Therefore, drawing again
from Cann and DeMeulenaere (2020), | should understand how my activist research impacts
society in three different ways: ideological, material, and scalar.
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8.3 - Grounding prefiguration in patchwork projects

Through my critical reflections on the grassroots activism and community organising that | have
been involved with for the past six years, | have come to the realisation that we are beginning to
see the limits of the mass mobilisations, coordinated protests, and performative demonstrations
commonly used by social movements as a tactic for structural change. These attempts to draw
attention to issues of social justice are inherently communicative acts which have fallen on deaf
ears (Bevins 2023). Therefore, in light of the ineffectiveness of this approach, this thesis has given
me the space to address this feeling of hopelessness and to consider what other possibilities for
change might exist.

In thinking through the tactical limitations of traditional mobilisation efforts, | argue that creating
social change requires us to take the concept of prefiguration seriously. Prefiguration, at its
core, involves embodying the future society we envision within our current practices. According
to Yates (2015), key elements such as experimentation, conduct, perspectives, consolidation,
and diffusion are essential ingredients for building prefigurative power. By reflecting on my case
studies and drawing from the relevant literature, | have shown how prefiguration offers a tangible
and real opportunity to not just critique but actively co-opt and occupy existing institutions in
order to create structural change. When combined with other strategies, as noted by Tattersall
and Ilveson (2024), prefiguration becomes a powerful toolfor achieving transformation, especially
when localised and ongoing projects take the lead. While my case studies are localised in scale
and evolving in nature, | find a renewed sense of hope in prefiguration as a way forward.

Through this process, | have sought to contribute to a broader understanding of what role an
academic can play in facilitating change. As critical urban scholars, we are acutely aware of
the problems that persist within society, yet we often struggle to dismantle the very systems
that perpetuate oppression. While our roles have primarily involved producing knowledge and
theoretical critiques, | argue that knowledge alone is not enough. To truly engage with and address
these societal issues, we must also act. Praxis—the dialectical relationship between critical
reflection and transformative action—becomes an essential method for scholars who wish to
understand the world and work towards changing it.

By reflecting critically on my actions across my three case studies, | have attempted to distill
lessons that not only strengthen my own practice but also provide insights for others in similar
struggles. Therefore, these case studies offer real-world examples of how prefiguration can be
enacted, particularly through ongoing community projects that are always in a state of praxis
and change. My case studies provide empirical grounding for the theories of prefigurative politics
and have opened space to extend its thinking, particularly regarding the alignment between the
Identity-Norm Nexus of social change identities, with community building and prefiguration.
Furthermore, the need to explore the role of intersectionality in social change tactics through my
experience with the Bike Shed.

In particular, APR has become my site for ongoing prefigurative praxis. As | discussed in an
earlier chapter, our relationships and connections through APR have generated new projects
that continue to evolve, always adapting and responding to the needs of the communities we
work with. For me, this state of constant experimentation and reflection is key to the prefigurative
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process. It allows us to experiment with alternative structures and models, learning from both
successes and failures, and continuously refining our approach.

This iterative, patchwork nature of prefiguration is one of its greatest strengths. Prefigurative
projects are not static; they are grounded in the here and now but remain fluid, always open to
change and adaptation. By engaging in these localised projects, we have been able to test out
new ideas and create spaces where alternative ways of being, living, and doing can flourish.
Over time, these small-scale, decentralised projects contribute to a broader, interconnected
movement for social change. They serve as tangible examples of what a more just world could
look like and how it might function in practice.

Ultimately, grounding prefiguration in patchwork projects is a powerful strategy for social
transformation. By embedding the values of justice, equity, and solidarity into our present-day
actions and institutions, we are actively building the world we want to see, rather than waiting for
some distant future to arrive. Through this thesis, | have sought to demonstrate that prefiguration
is not merely an abstract ideal but a practical, actionable strategy that can be implemented to
create real, lasting change. It requires both reflection and action and, as scholars and activists,
it is our responsibility to engage with both. This is the contribution | hope to have made to the
development of prefigurative praxis: grounding it in empirical evidence and real-world case
studies.

8.4 - Epilogue - Seeing prefiguration through new municipalism

As this thesis draws to a close, | am thinking about my future. Since | started my Masters program
back in 2016, | thought | wanted to be an academic, and my decision to pursue a PhD in 2018
solidified that intention. Yet, the more | became part of the institution, the more | began to see
the deeply exploitative and predatory nature of our industry. As COVID-19 became a reality and
many of us were left to fend for ourselves, the illusion of academia and the university as a place
for social change in pursuit of justice quickly disappeared.

While | am deeply frustrated and angry, | am at the same time hopeful for what the future holds.
While | do not foresee any secure and gainful employment from the academic institutions who
currently hold power, | see the value of continuing to work with the Alliance for Praxis Research to
build an alternative institution—inthe form of a university for socialchange and aradical publishing
house—that challenges the authority and power of our current neoliberal universities. As for what
else, | hope to continue to extend this work oin community organising and prefiguration within my
local municipality, as | plan to run as an independent councillor for our local government, the City
of Darebin.

This is an intentional effort to take the learnings from my experiences of activism—as catalogued
here in my thesis—and to use them to shape the choices | make next. | saw the power of Gaetano
Greco’s grassroots community campaign against Nathan Lambert and the Victorian Labor Party,
and the possibility of political power—through the cyclical nature of electoral systems—to
advocate for particular needs of the community. Therefore, | see an opportunity for change through
local government, to use my position of power to continue building and legitimising alternative
institutions outside and beyond the state. | see an opportunity in the form of an activist research
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agenda connected to new municipalism as the grounds upon which localised power can support
and engage in prefigurative politics itself.

This position supports my belief in radical democracy as a tension between the institution of the
state and the people who exist outside its power. My goal is to always strengthen the position of
the communities outside the state, so that they can continue to challenge me and keep my power
(and the power of any representative) in check. | wish to be deliberate in the use of my power
to continue building alternatives that strengthen the democratic basis of our society. | do not
believe that power should be exercised only by elites and the ruling class, but rather by the people
themselves. Yet the democratic literacy of our society has been eroded by the neoliberal agenda.
| believe that working with people and communities as an elected representative can be a way to
help reconstitute the foundations of our democratic practice.

Hi, I'm Zheng and I'm running as a local progressive
A independent for Central Ward in Darebin.

= You might know me from the Save The Preston Market

c_ampalgn, or from university where | teach Urban Planning

z H I with a focus on community empowerment and grassroots

action, or at our local playground where | spend time with my

18» month-old kiddo, or even the CERES Bike Shed, where |

Independent fol’ Central Ward might have helped you with your bike a few years ago.

S - o I love our community, but | think it Id be
D = in n Y, it could be better. If you see
areb Clty cOUnClI me around, let's chat. I'd love to hear about what matters to

you and be your local representative.

If you vote for me, | will fight to:
1. Put Preston Market in public hands.
2. Ensure appropriate development on High Street.

3. Shade Playgrounds to promote safe and healthy
outdoor play.

4. Rebuild Reservoir Leisure Centre.

5. Bring back our Annual Hard Rubbish Collection
and promote a Circular Economy.

6. Put the Community ahead of Party Politics.

Phone: 0481 314 826
Email: in.i

-

FOR THE

Website: www.zhengchin.com

Figure 22  An example of my flyer and sticker | used during my campaign as a councilor for the
City of Darebin. (Chin, 2024)

To build and sustain a democratic society through any political institution which takes on the
responsibility of governing society requires a relationship built on trust—trust between the
people (and their self-determined communities and collectives) and the elected political
representatives which form the government. | believe that government on a local level allows
for the opportunity to engage in community building and prefigurative experiments. The work of
Murray Bookchin on new municipalism provides a particularly powerful example of what might
be possible (Thompson, 2021).
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There has been much work written that | have drawn on exploring the role of local municipalities
engaged in transformative social change. Many of the theoretical discussions around grassroots
activism and community self-determination draw their theoretical understandings from in the
empirical examples of Cooperation Jackson in Jackson Mississippi, Barcelona en Comu in
Barcelona, and the Preston Model in the United Kingdom (Beveridge & Koch, 2023; Yates, 2015).
| think however, there is also value in engaging in praxis through the lens of someone who is
attempting to transform their own local municipality in hopes of prefiguring a more democratic
society.

While | do not know if | will ever publish any work through official academic journals, | wonder

what opportunities there might be to continue exploring how these ideas go on to have a broader
impact on society beyond academia itself.
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