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—	 EPISTEMIC EXTRACTIVISM IN ENGAGED 
URBAN AND HOUSING RESEARCH: Implications 
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Abstract
What is ‘epistemic extractivism’, and how does it affect researchers who are engaged 

in urban and housing movements? This essay first explores the contexts of both engaged 
research and epistemic extractivism, clarifying their meanings and implications. It also 
disentangles the ethical and methodological risks posed by epistemic extractivism in the 
academic support of emancipatory struggles. Through an analysis of recent experiences of 
urban and housing activist research, I identify practical measures to prevent, neutralize 
or reverse epistemic extractivism. The main argument is that the perils of extractivism 
are less dependent on the extent or quality of data extraction than on the agreements, 
reciprocity and accountability established between academics and non-academics in 
collaborative projects. Furthermore, issues of reductionism, as well as the reproduction 
of social inequalities in terms of labour and rewards during the research process, may be 
overlooked. I contend that engaged housing and urban scholars should take these issues 
into consideration.

Introduction
A growing body of contributions to housing and urban research has emerged 

that can be categorized as ‘engaged’ or ‘activist’ scholarship (JustSpace, 2018; Barrio 
et al., 2021; Benjamin and Housing Assembly, 2021; Bonfert, 2021; Ferreri et al., 2023; 
Lees, 2023; Saaristo and Silva, 2023; Tubridy, 2023; Kusiak, 2024). In line with broader 
activist, participatory, co-produced and militant research approaches (Fals-Borda and 
Rahman, 1991; Scheper-Hughes, 1995; Barker and Cox, 2001; Bevington and Dixon, 2005; 
McIntyre, 2008; Hoffman, 2019; Perry, 2022; Martínez, 2024), many of these scholars 
aim to avoid ‘extractive’ practices, or ‘epistemic extractivism’ as it has more recently 
become known. Other similar terms with slightly different meanings have also been 
proposed; for example, Connell (2018) refers to a ‘colonial’ epistemological structure 
of sociology, whereas Alcoff (2022) uses ‘extractivist epistemologies’ instead. In this 
essay, I first clarify the necessary critique of epistemic extractivism, and then argue for 
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INTERVENTIONS 2

a more nuanced discussion of the methodological implications of this concept in urban 
and housing studies. In particular, critics have illuminated viable measures to counter 
epistemic extractivism, which deserve careful examination.

I also argue that the opposition to epistemic extractivism goes too far when 
it questions regular data extraction, i.e. data collection, gathering and production, 
in social research. Through an analysis of recent experiences of engaged urban and 
housing studies, I contend that the dangers of epistemic extractivism depend more 
on the agreements, reciprocity and accountability established between academics and 
non-academics in collaborative projects than on the extent or quality of data extraction. 
Furthermore, I suggest that a reductionist or oversimplified view of epistemic 
extractivism may overlook alternative perspectives that could benefit oppressed social 
groups.

The term ‘epistemic extractivism’ has been defined as ‘decontextualized and 
depoliticized extractivist appropriations of the knowledge of the South by academics 
in the global North’ (Grosfoguel, 2020: 210). However, this is an inadequate description 
of the concept and the phenomenon it attempts to capture. Such ‘appropriations of 
knowledge’ are not only practised by academics from the global North, but also by 
privileged academics in both the global South and the North, as well as between various 
social groups, regardless of their geographical, colonial or subaltern categorization. 
Grosfoguel’s definition is epistemologically ambiguous in its use of the term ‘knowledge’, 
which can range from newly produced empirical data and the recording of cultural 
beliefs and creations to the recognition of coherent theories and original discoveries. 
Furthermore, I contend that epistemic extractivism encompasses a broader array of 
issues than just decontextualization and depoliticization, such as the establishment of 
agreements between activist researchers and non-academics.

I therefore provide an operational definition of epistemic extractivism, having 
revised the relevant theoretical and methodological tenets of both activist research 
approaches and their recent applications in housing and urban literature. However, 
the primary focus of the essay is the methodological proposals to counter epistemic 
extractivism. In this respect, rather than offering an entirely novel approach, I propose 
sharpening the guidelines to address epistemic extractivism when it is detrimental to 
marginalized social groups. My second objective is to discuss two reductionist views 
of epistemic extractivism, which can be summarized as ‘any data extraction implies 
extractivism’ and ‘extractivism should always be avoided’. Accordingly, I identify two 
alternative approaches to epistemic extractivism that could be beneficial to subordinate 
social groups in certain contexts.

Activist researchers engaged in grassroots housing and urban movements 
have to confront the risks of epistemic extractivism time and again. Their responses 
vary according to research circumstances, changing positionality, available funding, 
and their role within particular social movements. Indeed, mainstream academics 
rarely accept activist research, and this is also making things increasingly difficult 
for academics aiming to secure jobs and promotions in today’s highly competitive 
institutions, which are appallingly managed according to neoliberal principles (Harvie 
et al., 2022; Perry, 2022; Millar et al., 2024). Nevertheless, activist research remains a 
vital component of critical and emancipatory scholarship (Piven, 2010; Mayer, 2020; 
Lees,  2023). Even mainstream scholars who previously dismissed the political 
engagement of social scientists, and their responsibility to speak out on issues such as 
human rights, democracy and emancipatory movements and protests by marginalized 
groups, may now be more sympathetic to scholar activism. This is because we are 
currently witnessing a rise of right-wing and authoritarian politics, as epitomized by the 
Trump administration’s blackmailing of universities that tolerated faculty, administrators 
and students who were ‘more committed to activism than scholarship’ (Gruenbaum et 
al., 2025), as well as critics of the genocide in Palestine.
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3EPISTEMIC EXTRACTIVISM

The following section introduces readers to the key tenets of activist research 
frameworks. The subsequent section addresses the concept of epistemic extractivism 
within contemporary academic debates. The main part of the essay highlights different 
examples of engaged research on urban and housing topics, paying particular attention 
to the methodological approaches employed to combat epistemic extractivism and 
provide a comprehensive perspective on it. The essay concludes by summarizing the 
arguments presented and discussing their implications for urban and housing research.

Engaged research
In this section, I contextualize activist research as a politically engaged approach 

with specific methodological implications. Revising some of its key principles enables 
us to develop a clearer understanding of epistemic extractivism.

Having witnessed violence in marginalized communities, Scheper-Hughes (1995) 
called on anthropologists to take sides, rather than remaining ethically neutral. She 
urged them to engage with their subjects and act in a responsible and accountable 
manner. In contrast, non-engaged cultural relativism largely advises researchers to keep 
their distance and ‘to “see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil” in reporting from the field’ 
(Scheper-Hughes, 1995: 418). She thus made an influential plea for an engaged social 
science, in which researchers’ ethical and political commitments to ‘the other’ adds 
value, dignity and solidarity: ‘[For some of my research subjects] anthropology is not a 
“hostile gaze” but rather an opportunity for self-expression. Seeing, listening, touching, 
recording can be, if done with care and sensitivity, acts of solidarity. Above all, they are 
the work of recognition’ (Scheper-Hughes, 1995: 418).

According to her, researchers must use critical reflexivity to evaluate situational 
and relational contexts, and conduct research that provides ‘deeply textured, fine-tuned 
narratives describing the specificity of lives’ (Scheper-Hughes, 1995: 417). Nowadays, 
however, engaged research has gone a step further, indicating additional methodological 
guidelines.

Many of our current debates on engaged research were sparked long ago by 
the Gramscian notion of the ‘organic intellectual’. As Barker and Cox argued, workers 
and peasants could be ‘movement intellectuals’, as could academics who were not 
contemplative, falsely neutral, ‘largely avoid[ing] concrete political judgment’ (Barker 
and Cox, 2001: 3). These movement intellectuals should also avoid becoming ‘parasitic’, 
i.e. extractivist. They also claimed that ‘social movements from below … often need to 
conquer or produce their own means of intellectual production’ (Barker and Cox, 2001: 
6). In a similar vein, other social movement scholars argue that valuable knowledge 
about social needs should be grounded in the practical activity and human agency of 
political activism, in the form of struggle (e.g. striking, marching, dealing with the media, 
collecting signatures and challenging authorities) (Bevington and Dixon, 2005: 194).

Engaged researchers as ‘public intellectuals’ are often defined as academics who 
‘identify with the trouble-making assertions of power by groups at the bottom of society, 
or groups at the cultural margins … the people who are voiceless, degraded and exploited’ 
(Piven, 2010: 807–8). Consequently, academics should instigate critical analyses of 
urgent social affairs such as environmental injustice and spell out alternative politics 
to address them, thereby bridging the gap between theory and action (Wright, 2010; 
Mayer, 2020: 45–8). Gramsci’s related notion of the ‘collective intellectual’ as a source 
of organizational knowledge and leadership, with the aim of mass mobilization, has 
been applied to the European Action Coalition for the Right to the City and Housing 
(EAC, 2018), for instance (Bonfert, 2021: 7).

According to the Gramscian approach, movements produce intellectuals and 
researchers organically, without necessarily cooperating with professional academics. 
This approach highlights activists’ ability to generate both knowledge and movements. It 
also praises exemplary models of militant self-research within social and revolutionary 
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INTERVENTIONS 4

struggles, independent of external academic input. The main downside of this view 
is that it leaves academic institutions untouched by and fully isolated from social 
movements. On the one hand, it can prevent fruitful dialogue and mutual learning 
processes between activists and academics (Lees, 2023; Pleyers, 2024: 185, 191). On the 
other, it can devalue the knowledge produced by social movements, given the higher 
reputation enjoyed by academic knowledge.

Participatory action research (PAR) approaches went beyond previous 
conceptions of engaged research by incorporating grassroots constituencies and social 
movement organizations into a systematic research process alongside academics (Fals-
Borda and Rahman, 1991). The explicit goal was to boost liberation struggles and avoid the 
elitism of the experts. The dangers of elitism were largely equivalent to the phenomenon 
we now designate as epistemic extractivism. However, as with many progressive claims 
from the 1960s onwards, participatory research schemes were co-opted by institutions, 
turning into non-binding consultations and token gestures rather than empowering 
marginalized groups. Collaborative enterprises between researchers and civil society 
members and organizations have also mutated into approaches such as ‘citizen science’ 
and the ‘co-production’ of scientific knowledge in ‘social innovation’ (Perry, 2022), 
which seldom tackle concerns about epistemic extractivism. As Piven (2010: 809) notes, 
academic activism can also become normalized and neutralized within the routines of 
an academic career. Engaged academics are never entirely free from surveillance, calls 
for moderation, and punishment across academic settings. They risk being dismissed 
by other non-activist academics who administer rewards and sanctions according 
to mainstream methodological standards, language conventions and expectations 
regarding engagement in disciplinary debates, conferences and academic journals. 
Despite its marginal position within academia, engaged scholarship can be a unique and 
valuable source of knowledge. However, activist academics may also resort exclusively 
to conventional methods if these are more appropriate for their research questions.

To clarify scholar activism, we should distinguish the various ways in which 
academics can cooperate with non-academics. Some academics are also active members 
of social movement organizations or mobilization waves, although their primary 
identities may oscillate over time and across a spectrum of more and less engagement. 
For example, academics may sympathize with movements, and may approach them to 
conduct research either on or with-and-on them. They may also be engaged in various 

FIGURE 1  Social groups involved in engaged research (source: the author)
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5EPISTEMIC EXTRACTIVISM

forms of activism without conducting systematic research on or with social movements. 
Figure 1 outlines the four main social categories to consider when assessing researchers’ 
involvement in engaged research.

First, I define ‘non-activist academics’ (A) as researchers affiliated with higher 
education institutions or research centres at various times in their academic careers. 
They are spread across many different academic disciplines, which are often siloed off 
from each other. They are professional knowledge producers and experts in specific 
fields, whether established or aspiring. Second, ‘activist academics’ (category B) have an 
additional activist affiliation with political parties, social movements, non-governmental 
organizations or think tanks. Their activist commitment may be regular and permanent, 
or limited to occasional support for social struggles and protests due to past or current 
political engagement. In this same category, I include highly dedicated activists who 
study at academic institutions, hold university degrees, or aspire to develop their future 
professional careers in research and education. This phenomenon is often referred to 
as a ‘brain drain’ or ‘the migration of movement activists to academia’, as lamented by 
Barker and Cox (2001: 7–8). The main source of income and labour for individuals in 
category B significantly affects their primary socio-economic identity (they may be an 
academic with a scholarly job, represented by the A-B identity, or an activist with a non-
academic job, which could be designated B-A). However, I use the term ‘activist scholar’ 
as a generic label for both.

If activists are largely detached from higher education and scientific research, 
they fall into the category of ‘non-academic activists’ (C). Lay citizens/inhabitants and 
others with little formal political engagement may be included in the fourth group, ‘non-
activist non-academics’ (D). Groups C and D may both participate in one-off or specific 
activist research projects. Additionally, if activism is the primary source of income and 
labour, we could distinguish between subgroup C-D and subgroup D-C, with the latter 
holding non-activist and non-academic jobs. However, non-academics are a very broad 
category, encompassing citizens of different ethnicities and genders as well as migrants, 
workers, capitalists, petty landlords, CEOs, politicians and policymakers, to name only a 
few. Consequently, activist scholars cannot engage with all these groups (Lees, 2023: 4). 
Furthermore, each of the four categories may possess distinct expertise and skills that 
are socially valuable and warrant recognition. This is a conventional starting assumption 
in most activist research approaches (Fals-Borda and Rahman, 1991; McIntyre, 2008). 
Moreover, while social groups are constrained by social structures, they also have the 
agency to investigate, accept or reject them.

In order to understand the issue of epistemic extractivism, which will be 
discussed in the next section, I assume that all social relations between and within 
the four groups are at least shaped by labour, power and knowledge. In other words, 
any cooperation between academics and activists and non-academics—for the sake of 
the latter two—always has to consider the surrounding social patterns of competition, 
hierarchies, inequalities, oppressions and differences. While engaged research is not 
expected to transform all social structures relating to class, gender, ethnicity, ability, 
education, authority, property and so on, it must at least challenge some of their 
manifestations by mobilizing collective agency and preventing their reproduction 
during the process of knowledge production. Therefore, the greater the social disparities 
between and within the four social groups, the greater the risk of unequal cooperation 
and epistemic extractivism as one of its manifestations, as discussed below.

Two more warnings are worth noting. First, if the non-academic groups involved 
are richer and more powerful than the activists and academics, the two latter can be 
exploited or manipulated by the former. Second, abuse and oppression may also occur 
within academic institutions when some academics are wealthier and more powerful 
than their colleagues working on the same project, despite cooperating with grassroots 
communities. As a consequence, taking stereotypes of any of the four social categories 
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INTERVENTIONS 6

for granted without paying attention to the social structures and relations at play would 
contribute poorly to the critical and reflexive search for true knowledge. As Scheper-
Hughes (1995: 418) observed in the context of South Africa, ‘how often the oppressed 
turn into their own oppressors or, worse still, into the oppressors of others!’

As a general rule, I propose that engaged researchers should respect the dignity 
of their research participants as much as they expect it in return. For instance, non-
academics may neglect the dignity of researchers as labourers and the social value of 
scientific research, based on stereotypes of academics as a privileged and extractivist 
social group (Ruiz-Tagle et al., 2025). This may be due to a lack of understanding of 
the constraints imposed on academic careers by state institutions, research policies 
and market pressures. Conversely, engaged researchers may simply perpetuate 
activists’ self-satisfied discourse and claims without offering criticism, data, facts, thick 
descriptions, analysis of contradictions and side effects, or qualified explanations and 
interpretations (Piven, 2010: 809; Wright, 2010). Sometimes engaged research is not 
the best methodological choice for these purposes, especially if it is explicitly rejected 
by non-academics (Butti, 2025). More nuanced formulations argue that mutual respect 
should entail mutual critique, or ‘the co-production of critique’ (Perry, 2022; see also 
Mayer, 2020: 47; Lees, 2023: 3). Additionally, I endorse the claim that ‘movement-
relevant scholarship should not, and indeed cannot, be uncritical adulation of a favored 
movement … [Instead, it should] help situate and inform social movement strategy’ 
(Bevington and Dixon, 2005: 191; original emphasis).

The core of extractivism
I now turn to outline the contents and boundaries of epistemic extractivism, 

including its association with engaged research. Warnings about extractivism mainly 
stem from the critical scholarship and grassroots protests examined in the fields of 
ecological economics and socio-political ecology in recent decades (Svampa, 2019; 
Martinez-Alier, 2023). ‘Extractivism’ refers to a particular form of extraction of natural 
resources, namely when: (1) the community living in or near the area where the resources 
are located and extracted does not give their consent; (2a) the compensation they 
receive from the main beneficiaries of the extraction is unfair or (2b) not commensurate 
with higher moral values (e.g. money cannot replace biodiversity or a sacred view 
of nature); and (3a) the rate of extraction is so high that it has a significant impact 
on the ecosystem’s metabolism, or (3b) the value of the extracted resource and the 
consequences of its use (e.g. burned fossil fuels, deforestation, species extinctions) 
can cause substantial damage, depletion or destruction to the natural ecosystem, often 
resulting in the devastation of cultures, livelihoods and local communities and leading 
to their sociospatial displacement. From this perspective, powerful actors who are 
primarily motivated by profit and capital accumulation impose their own criteria on all 
the social groups, including environmental activists who may not live in the same area 
as the extractivist operations.

Hence, ‘extractivism and waste disposal increase poverty, which is 
multidimensional. If you get some extra money but lose access to land, water and 
clean air because the extractive industries grab your place and pollute your family, you 
are poorer in some dimensions than before’ (Martinez-Alier, 2023: 26). Extractivist 
processes often entail class struggles and the reproduction of high economic disparities 
on a global scale, and they frequently intersect with colonialism, imperialism, racism, 
authoritarianism and patriarchy. According to this approach, it is not the extraction 
of natural resources itself that is problematic, but rather how they are extracted, and 
the significant socio-ecological context and implications of this. Political economy 
scholars have also argued that similar forms of extractivism manifest in the realms 
of housing, digital platforms, labour, intellectual property and finance, to name only 
a few. Each of these areas follows its own distinct logic (Atzeni et al., 2023). Notably, 
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7EPISTEMIC EXTRACTIVISM

the rise of rentierism is closely associated with the political-ecological meaning of 
extractivism. The various forms of ‘rentier capitalism’ (Christophers, 2020) demonstrate 
that extractivism is not merely about the primary sector of the economy, but also about 
property rights and controlling any resources that yield rent. Owners are paid by those 
who wish to access or use these resources or ‘valuable assets’. In order to qualify as an 
extractivist business, rents must be abusive, excessive, predatory or unfair. Rentierist 
practices range from overwhelming financial indebtedness and the operations of 
opportunistic investment funds, to high and unbearable rises in rental housing, not 
to mention the massive accumulation of big data by the major digital firms and the 
increasingly exploitative rates of labour by platform companies. As with the extraction 
of natural resources, some forms of rent extraction may be considered legitimate, such 
as fair compensation by private actors for the use of collective property and state-owned 
assets, or a relatively equal distribution of private property with the same rent caps for 
all rentiers. However, rent extraction becomes extractivist when it exceeds set moral 
thresholds, which may vary socially across cultural and historical contexts.

Taking an alternative lens, decolonial and feminist approaches translate 
natural resource and capitalist extractivism into epistemic extractivism, a term that 
has only recently entered common usage (Grosfoguel, 2020; and, with variations, 
Connell, 2018; Alcoff, 2022). The extraction of insights—seldom unequivocally defined—
from indigenous peoples was considered the epitome of ‘knowledge appropriation’ 
by outsiders. These scholars criticized the lack of recognition and visibility of 
subaltern social groups under colonial, postcolonial and imperial rule, as well as the 
decontextualization and depoliticization of their views and language. They also argued 
that colonial conquest, initially to appropriate species and precious minerals and later 
to take control of geostrategic territories, would not have been possible without the 
simultaneous appropriation of local and native knowledge. At the same time, indigenous 
peoples became racialized, ignored, and discriminated against, and had their ideas, 
local knowledge, aesthetics and cultures manipulated for alien commercial and political 
purposes.

Building upon the above perspectives, and not limited to the usurpation of 
First Nations’ resources and knowledge, a broader ‘extractivist epistemology’ has been 
defined as ‘the way in which it treats [any] epistemic resource as separable from its 
origin, without subsequent loss, rendering it into a commodity with exchange value 
over which exclusive rights can be contractually defined, protected, and enforced’ 
(Alcoff, 2022: 5). However, as the proponents of this approach note, not all outcomes of 
epistemic extractivism are directly translated into commodified for-profit products, as 
with the biopiracy of seeds and medicinal plants. ‘Epistemic resources’ such as symbolic 
and cultural capital, prestige, status, public exhibition, political power and data for 
research purposes can be extracted from their original holders but are not necessarily 
commodified, i.e. directly transformed into economic or social capital. This would be 
the case with ethnographic and history museums, which Alcoff scrutinizes in detail, 
despite the many recent calls to decolonize them. Compared to land, raw materials 
and rents, epistemic resources appear to occupy much muddier terrain when it comes 
to identifying who are their original holders, the extent to which they are authentic 
and unique without external cultural contamination, and the attribution of property 
rights. While critics of epistemic extractivism sometimes mention these problems, 
the commodification of extracted or appropriated cultures generally only touches one 
dimension of the process.

For example, a study in Belgium has shown that black and Afro-descendant 
communities are increasingly demanding to be paid and cited for their collaboration 
with social scientists (Demart,  2024). As one black female activist declared, 
‘I don’t invest myself until there is co-production, as equals’ (Demart, 2024: 588). 
However, remunerating interviewees could be unaffordable for researchers and lead 
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INTERVENTIONS 8

to the commodification of shared information, as feminist journalists have argued 
(Fernández, 2021). Other forms of non-commodified compensation, such as visibility, 
recognition and support for the interviewees’ professional careers, may be more 
financially viable and align better with research and reporting ethics.

Another concern about epistemic extractivism was also raised among academics 
in a study on South-South migration (Landström, 2024). In some cases, data producers 
feared losing control of their data once it was shared with other research partners. They 
also complained about researchers who did not read most of the interviews, yet still 
managed to publish academic outputs only ‘because their English is so good and then 
they all know all the international catchwords’ (Landström, 2024: 14). Proficiency in 
the English language, the current lingua franca of science, is frequently mentioned as a 
barrier for many scholars in the global South (and peripheral areas of the global North), 
thereby perpetuating epistemic extractivism (Connell, 2018; Halvorsen, 2018: 17).

The pressures of neoliberal academia, such as increasing publication records and 
impact factors, securing regular funding grants and competing for tenure, complicate 
this landscape. Above all, neoliberal academia can be understood as an extractivist 
device that intensively exploits academic workers. Academic managers may then force 
these workers to extend these extractivist practices to the labour of research subjects, 
in a sort of perverse trickle-down process. The higher the expected productivity rate of 
academics, the more likely they are to excuse any compensation or concrete returns for 
research subjects. Highly exploited and precarious academics, who are trying to survive 
in a competitive sector, may easily decontextualize and depoliticize the knowledge they 
produce, either with or without the cooperation of non-academics (Halvorsen, 2018: 
14). Furthermore, corporate academic journals are at the forefront of this neoliberal 
expression of epistemic extractivism, being dominated by five major firms (Elsevier, 
Springer, Wiley, Taylor & Francis and SAGE). These companies not only extract and 
commodify academics’ knowledge, but also extract substantial economic resources from 
universities, libraries, funding agencies and academics, operating at profit rates similar 
to those of the pharmaceutical and military-industrial complexes.

In this context it is academics, as professional knowledge producers, who 
are most likely to be the first victims of epistemic extractivism. Moreover, engaged 
researchers face more hurdles than ever. As argued above, they can prevent epistemic 
extractivism not only by limiting data extraction and research outputs to a reasonable 
and healthy rate, despite the neoliberal pressures they are subject to, but mainly by 
agreeing on how to cooperate with their research subjects (and, ideally, their academic 
employers too).

Citation politics reflect these trends and dilemmas well. For example, Demart 
acknowledges the neoliberal inertia when publishing a book with anti-colonial 
intellectuals, activists, and artists: ‘when the manuscript was handed in, the academic 
quickly wrote the introduction and signed it alone, which was never discussed; nor was 
the fact that I, as the academic, was the first author, while this was not alphabetically 
justified’ (Demart, 2024: 592). Additionally, Connell remarks that ‘researchers in the 
global North usually cite other researchers in the global North, often only researchers in 
the global North; researchers in the global South mainly cite researchers, and especially 
theorists, in the global North’ (Connell, 2018: 401; original emphasis). Citations thus 
typically conceal an unequal exchange between high- and low-ranked researchers. 
Indeed, the academic success of the former may directly depend not only on data, but 
also on free labour from the latter: ‘[my] work depended heavily on the generosity and 
intellectual excellence of Argentine scholars. Letters of support, introduction to relevant 
scholars, invitations to local seminars and conferences, sharing of papers and books 
and assistance navigating the last three decades of literature in my field of interest’ 
(Halvorsen, 2018: 14).
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9EPISTEMIC EXTRACTIVISM

In sum, epistemic extractivism originally meant elitist research, theories 
and even political proposals that failed to engage with the social groups that leading 
intellectuals were supposed to emancipate, particularly when these academic insights 
were generated at the grassroots level. The failure to acknowledge ideas originating from 
the bottom up and the agency of non-academics as knowledge producers indicates the 
initial meaning of epistemic extractivism. Opposition to this elitist approach triggered 
alternative forms of engaged, activist and participatory-action research. Knowledge 
co-production through participatory and cooperative means was thus envisioned as the 
main path away from epistemic extractivism. However, given the social diversity of non-
academics and activists who may be involved in research, uneven forms of cooperation 
are still likely to occur, resulting in a continuing high risk of epistemic extractivist 
practices. The same may happen between different categories of academics. Therefore, 
any cooperative process must be critical and reflexive, continually questioning the 
various forms and contexts of oppression including—but not limited to—epistemic 
extractivist practices.

Critics of colonial, imperialist and capitalist relations have suggested that the 
contextualization and politicization of knowledge should then be at the forefront of 
efforts against epistemic extractivism. Some have also added the commodification of 
knowledge as a core aspect of epistemic extractivism that should be neutralized. In 
my view, these three dimensions are not only possible manifestations of epistemic 
extractivism, but also more general issues in the production of knowledge within the 
social sciences. In particular, engaged research has attempted to counter these trends 
through a methodological approach based on cooperation between academics and non-
academics, aiming at benefiting the latter. Importantly, this cooperation intends to be 
ambitious in terms of involving non-academics and taking subsequent actions that could 
improve their lives. Therefore, it cannot be based solely on the principle of consent given 
by research participants, as set out in the ethical codes of most social research and which 
is subject to exceptions when data are publicly accessible.

As shown in the previous review, more specific meanings were associated with 
the notion of epistemic extractivism: unfair compensation in reciprocal exchanges; 
moral or political incompatibility regarding what is extracted and how; detrimental 
effects for the weaker party in the cooperation; a lack of recognition and visibility 
for them; and an uneven distribution of the rewards of knowledge production when 
the agreements claimed otherwise. I endorse the latter operational definition with 
two additional caveats: a) epistemic extractivism primarily denotes abusive practices 
while using the labour time, material resources and insights of the subordinate groups 
(typically, non-academics and precarious academics) in the process of knowledge 
production; and b) epistemic extractivism also consists of an unfair deal between 
the parties involved in a cooperative research process, which usually results in the 
generation of knowledge following the necessary extraction (i.e. gathering, assembling, 
selection and production) of data (i.e. socially and theoretically produced empirical 
evidence; Iqani et al., 2025). Engaged scholarship is committed not only to determining 
how data is extracted in order to prevent epistemic extractivism, but also to ensuring 
that the resulting knowledge benefits all stakeholders, including academics and non-
academics alike.

Guidelines to counter epistemic extractivism
In this section, I first argue that the extraction of data as empirical evidence 

for research purposes does not necessarily lead to epistemic extractivism, unless the 
way it is conducted and its outcomes are detrimental for the research subjects and the 
subaltern parties in the process of knowledge production. Likewise, I warn against 
adopting a reductionist view of epistemic extractivism, which prevents us from using it 
according to the aims of scholar activism. These arguments are illustrated by a number 
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INTERVENTIONS 10

of suggested measures and guidelines, either to counter epistemic extractivism or to 
apply it in ways that are propitious for those whom engaged research intends to favour.

Previous research has identified some patterns and common practices that have 
shaped the core of extractivism. In general, these imply zero-sum games (where one 
party wins everything that the other loses) or very unequal win-win outcomes (where 
one party wins much more than the other) stemming from the excessive extraction of 
valuable resources—raw materials, information, labour time, and actual or potential 
income. Restricting the concept to research processes, epistemic extractivism is 
identified when knowledge is extracted ‘from subaltern groups to dominant groups’ 
(Alcoff, 2022: 15; original emphasis). As discussed above, it is usually only raw or 
selected data rather than elaborated knowledge that is subject to extraction, and it is 
only considered extractivist if it is based on unfair reciprocal exchanges. Hence, the 
equivalence between epistemic extractivism and the extraction of natural resources and 
labour by capitalist corporations and state agents is often merely metaphorical.

Regardless of the target, extractivists are characterized by their ability to exert 
a high degree of control over the outcomes (e.g. patents, trademarks, copyrights) and 
the profits they generate. These outcomes are less common in the social sciences, 
although knowledge may also be an instrument of powerful social groups, leading to 
oppressive results (e.g. colonial governance, racism, the justification of gender and 
class subordination, the support of tourism and real estate development, electoral 
campaign planning). However, these are not features of all forms of data extraction. As 
a rule of thumb, to avoid epistemic extractivism, we should ensure that any form of data 
extraction protects the dignity and working conditions of research subjects in the same 
way that academics protect their own.

An extractivist logic consists of the abuse, overuse and depletion of resources in 
an unsustainable and unfair manner. The opposite would be the autonomous and careful 
extraction, use and redistribution of resources, or ‘resource sovereignty’. Extractivism 
focuses more on how the resources are used than on the extent of their use (including 
the possibility of not using them at all). Although this logic is not fully applicable to 
all cultural products and empirical research data, engaged academics are highly alert 
to its translation into epistemic extractivism, as previously defined. On the one hand, 
this may risk a denial of the necessity of data extraction, collection, production and 
selection in order to generate valuable knowledge. On the other hand, a simplified 
or partial interpretation of the notion may lead to all academics being labelled as 
epistemic extractivists for not sufficiently engaging with the emancipatory movements 
or marginalized social groups they investigate. In the remainder of this section I address 
these concerns and single out some suggestions for how to prevent, neutralize or reverse 
epistemic extractivism, as outlined in the literature.

	— Beyond collaborative research
Taken as a metaphor mostly originating in socio-political ecology and economy, 

extractivism works well when describing the unacceptable rates of nature and labour 
exploitation involved in the research process. However, a more nuanced approach is 
required when we move closer to the production, management, use and distribution of 
the information needed to generate scientific knowledge. Engaged research in the social 
sciences is always conducted across a spectrum of degrees of data extraction, from low-
key to highly intense, and this needs to be jointly determined by the involved parties or 
stakeholders, rather than by scientists or activists alone.

As a consequence, the first measure to counter epistemic extractivism should 
be a research contract that is as explicit as possible. However, negotiations to agree on 
the terms of this contract tend to take place under unequal economic, political, social 
and cultural conditions, in addition to the usual exclusion of concerned third parties 
with different insights into the issue, and the rights and needs of future generations, as 
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11EPISTEMIC EXTRACTIVISM

claimed by social ecology approaches. Therefore, in addition to the formal contract, it 
is also necessary to reduce these inequalities and exclusions as much as possible during 
the research process. Nevertheless, while the agreements between researchers and 
research participants may neutralize the risks of epistemic extractivism, the production 
of knowledge still requires various kinds of data extraction, analysis and interpretation. 
Accordingly, the perils of extractivism are not primarily related to the amount of data 
extracted (or labour time and other resources), but to breaches of the research contract 
and unfair relationships between academics and research participants.

A particular understanding of sustainable forms of resource extraction and use 
consists of ‘giving back’, which can manifest as various forms of information feedback 
during the activist research process. This is the second key measure to counter epistemic 
extractivism. For example, sharing gathered data, documents and draft reports with 
research participants facilitates discussion of preliminary analyses and interpretations. 
In general, the principle of adjusting extracted resources to the social needs of those 
involved (including academic workers) cautiously prevents epistemic extractivism 
by ensuring that research participants and communities are not exhausted, and by 
testing how much data is produced and how mutual is the benefit for all parties. This 
criterion may thus imply reducing, limiting or even not extracting resources at all (in 
the case of labour time from the research participants, for instance). The key issue here 
is not the type or amount of the resource at stake (usually labour and data), but rather 
the consequences that its extraction has for research participants and society at large. 
Effective forms of feedback and reciprocity make engaged research sustainable and less 
prone to epistemic extractivism, especially if they entail regular deliberation among 
the parties involved. This deliberation is particularly crucial to determine the type and 
quality of sensitive data such as activist secrets, political strategies and internal conflicts, 
whose extraction and dissemination should strictly adhere to the terms of the research 
contract. Often this sensitive data is only kept as a historical record and may only be 
disclosed publicly if it does not cause harm to the research participants.

One remarkable response to these challenges is the Research 101. A Manifesto for 
Ethical Research in the Downtown Eastside (Boilevin et al., 2019), based on six weekly 
workshops discussing research ethics carried out in a marginalized urban area of 
Vancouver (Canada). Members of community organizations and university researchers 
aimed to shed light on criteria for treating research participants with respect and dignity, 
and to pursue true collaboration with a community affected by homelessness, poverty 
and drug addiction. The following guidelines (briefly summarized) were proposed as a 
result:

1.	 Getting to know each other. ‘Who researchers “are” as people is important 
knowledge for us to have when figuring out if we want to work with them or 
not. … Questions need to go both ways. … Research can feel cold, impersonal, 
and dehumanizing’. In addition to position, motivation, experience, time, being 
trauma-informed, politics, funding and partnerships, research participants will 
initially question researchers about their expected feedback (‘What are your 
plans to return this research to the community in a respectful, meaningful and 
accessible way?’), reciprocity (‘How can we move towards reciprocity in the 
benefits for the community and for you from this research?’) and action (‘Is this 
just an academic exercise creating more knowledge for privileged people to 
consume? If not, how are you going to include and empower us in your efforts to 
translate this research into action?’) (Boilevin et al., 2019: 10–11).

2.	 Ethical review: whose ethics? University research ethics boards prioritize ‘ethical 
care for individual research participants over ethical care for communities or 
social groups’, which should be questioned by engaged researchers. Activists 
and community members demand that consent forms are written in ‘accessible 
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INTERVENTIONS 12

language’. They also would like to review the researchers’ ‘interpretations and the 
context you’re putting around our words, stories and other “data” you’ve collected 
from our community’ (Boilevin et al., 2019: 12–15).

3.	 Doing the research: power and ‘peers’. This manifesto particularly criticizes elitism, 
which may reflect epistemic extractivism. To counter this, the authors demand 
that researchers create ‘conditions of actual equality’ within the research project, 
seeing themselves as ‘peers with academic “experts” by way of the local expertise 
and experience that we bring to the project’. As a specific measure, they demand 
that researchers provide ‘the training we need to fully contribute our expertise to 
the project. … Work your schedule around community members, not academics. 
… Pay us fairly and promptly for our work on your project. … Don’t perpetuate 
stigma’ (Boilevin et al., 2019: 16–19).

4.	 Reciprocity and bringing the research back. In line with the principle of giving back, 
the manifesto is straightforward: ‘Community feedback is your responsibility 
to initiate, organize and fund. … Provide honoraria for people helping at the 
event, perhaps even for attendees. … Write plain language summaries of your 
published research’. It would also be insufficient to simply provide feedback 
to the community; the research outcomes must also be presented ‘in impactful 
formats to policy makers and politicians’. Moreover, community organizers 
expect donations and volunteer time from researchers (Boilevin et al., 2019: 
20–24).

A document published by the JustSpace collective, which promotes alternative 
urban planning in London, shared the same spirit of guiding fruitful and respectful 
collaborations between academics (including students) and activists. With regard 
to data extraction, in particular the authors recommend that researchers ‘prepare 
carefully before making approaches to community groups: read their web sites and 
publications to avoid wasting their time when you meet’, and consult ‘at the early stages 
in the formulation of research or dissertation topics—to minimise the risk that you are 
duplicating work that has already been done’ (JustSpace, 2018). These activists expect 
results to ‘challenge and extend knowledge, rather than just reproduce well-known 
academic debates’ (JustSpace, 2018). For instance, in a collaboration with an academic 
researcher on the demolition of council estates, the decision was made jointly to 
represent their long-term commitment through co-authorship and online dissemination 
of research results (Lees, 2023: 10–11).

Drawing on these two documents, the following formulation could be helpful 
for engaged researchers. Epistemic extractivism is kept at bay when all the involved 
parties have a say in deciding what information to extract about the research topic and 
how to obtain it, and how to reciprocate as a result of the research process. In addition, 
if research participants can also extract information and labour from the researchers—
rather than only the other way around—the activist research process could be even more 
rewarding for everyone. Unfortunately, these premises still seem very ambitious and 
impractical for most researchers, who are caught up in the accelerated and extractivist 
inertia of neoliberal academia.

	— Reverse and unobtrusive extractivism
Although debates on epistemic extractivism are incipient, they are also limited 

by a reductionist view of the concept. Here I call attention to positive views of epistemic 
extractivism when this is praised by both researchers and research subjects, including 
activists. Instead of fighting it, I argue that under certain circumstances epistemic 
extractivism may be deemed beneficial for the involved parties, which I describe 
according to the following two notions: a) unobtrusive extractivism, when the data 
extraction targets sources of information that do not require labour or data from the 
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13EPISTEMIC EXTRACTIVISM

research participants, but only by the researchers (and, hence, there is no risk of abusive 
extractivism at the expense of the socially subordinate non-academic party); and b) 
reverse extractivism, when research participants may be included in the research process 
but the main sources of data target the upper classes, the elites, the super-rich, the 
privileged and dominant social groups, far-right leaders and supporters, and reactionary 
social movements.

Unobtrusive extractivism entails that engaged researchers gather data 
about dominated and dominant social groups alike without demanding their direct 
collaboration. This methodological approach has no negative consequences for research 
participants, such as their potential exhaustion or exploitation by academics. Secondary 
sources of evidence, archival data and non-intrusive observations are preferred. Of 
course, participants may still disagree with the research design and interpretations since 
they did not participate in the process. Furthermore, engaged researchers must still 
justify how this extractivist approach will benefit non-academics, activists and society 
as a whole. No collaboration with dominated or subaltern groups is necessary, although 
it is not dismissed outright. The same is true for reverse extractivism, which simply 
assumes that ‘the more you know about the ruling class, the better’, regardless of their 
consent or involvement in the research process. Neither of these two forms of epistemic 
extractivism is detrimental to dominated social groups if the research outputs are useful 
to them in their emancipatory struggles.

I thus contend that epistemic extractivism is only ethically problematic 
if dominated groups bear the brunt of the research labour without being the main 
beneficiaries. However, power relations operate in complex ways, and definitions of 
oppressed and ruling stakeholders may contain multiple contradictions and grey zones 
(for example, racism and sexism can occur among the working class). This is precisely 
why engaged research promotes close collaboration with activists, especially in the 
early stages of projects, even if unobtrusive and reverse approaches are favoured later 
on. An open scrutiny of the context, cases and politics at stake, as well as in-depth 
deliberation among the involved parties, may clarify whether unobtrusive, reverse or 
other types of research (and action) strategies hold more potential for the emancipation 
of oppressed social groups. While profiting from the labour of dominant groups is 
usually an unrealistic scenario, data extraction from them, even without their consent 
and under the assumption that they will not benefit significantly from the research 
results, should be part of the methodological repertoire available to engaged researchers.

A similar perspective in urban studies and engaged research is known as ‘strategic 
positivism’ (Wyly, 2009; 2011). This approach prioritizes objective statements based on 
factual evidence, quantitative measurement and the search for causal relationships, in order 
to achieve ‘analytical rigor, scholarly accountability, and progressive, strategic relevance’ 
(Wyly, 2009: 316). For example, alternative statistical data can be used by scientists to 
challenge official statistics and alleged facts, and to support emancipatory struggles. Hence, a 
division of labour between (activist) academic experts and non-academics can be convenient 
and efficient in practical terms, especially if it is built on mutual trust and recognition of 
each other’s abilities (McIntyre, 2008; Wyly, 2009: 316, 319). Like most engaged researchers, 
strategic positivists would assume that all knowledge production is contextually situated, 
away from universal patterns of social practices and relations.

As an example of strategic positivism, the Environmental Justice Atlas project 
illustrates how data extraction is guided by the intention to support environmental 
justice struggles worldwide (Martinez-Alier, 2023). No participatory, activist or militant 
research was conducted, but the potential benefits for activists and social movements 
undergirded the project. In the same vein, social movement organizations frequently 
demand quantitative evidence and full-fledged knowledge about their opponents from 
activist scholars, even more so than about the movement itself. As Pulido acknowledged: 
‘In my experience, this is what many social change organizations need when it comes to 
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INTERVENTIONS 14

research: people who can conduct sophisticated quantitative and/or technical analyses; 
people who can challenge both policy makers and right-wing think tanks on their 
own turf; and … digest an Environmental Impact Report (EIR), or decipher a state 
budget’ (Pulido, 2008: 355–6). As a qualitative researcher, she instead offered historical 
insights, collected in-depth experiential narratives, used her academic position to 
establish relevant social connections for the movement, and participated in activism as 
a particularly qualified rank-and-file member (ibid.: 356).

Milder forms of academic activism often resort to qualitative non-positivist 
research methods because they open a dialogue with informants and provide an 
opportunity to share knowledge: ‘encounters and interviews with activists foster the 
actors’ reflexivity and self-analysis’ (Pleyers, 2024: 191). This researcher also proposes 
publishing research outputs in the interviewees’ own language and in journals and 
outlets in the same country where the study was carried out, ‘even when publishing in 
these languages is not valued in academic curricula’ (ibid.: 191). Additionally, assisting 
local scholars and activists from marginalized backgrounds to publish in high-ranking 
books and journals with international reach contributes to a richer, deeper and better 
informed ‘collective (and global) reflexivity’ (ibid.: 191–3).

Activists may conduct reverse and unobtrusive extractivist research 
independently, sometimes without partnering with professional academic researchers 
or institutions. Examples include: corporate-, police-, army- and media-watch projects; 
movements’ archives and datasets; Wikileaks-like organizations; counter-mapping 
processes; ethical hacking communities; alternative urban planning; advocacy policy 
groups; and progressive think tanks that influence policy-making (Fuster, 2009; 
Choudry, 2014). Hence, ‘activists use data, statistics, maps, models, and many other 
tools to challenge the state, to build public support, and to gather evidence for 
litigation’ (Wyly, 2009: 318). Activist organizations can also be interested in reaching 
their grassroots constituency (Hoffman, 2019) or knowing key topics related to their 
claim-making activity through either conventional or activist research methods 
(Choudry, 2014: 80–4; EAC, 2018; Polanska, 2023).

	— Practical tools and experiences
Unobtrusive and reverse extractivism are likely to nurture strategic positivist 

approaches, although this is not always the case. For example, a study that explicitly 
endorsed strategic positivism was framed as a militant research initiative within a 
Spanish housing organisation, Obra Social Barcelona (Ferreri et al., 2023). This entailed 
activist labour and data extraction from the movement. In this instance, the academics 
were also activists. Together with other activists within the same organization, they 
launched a mixed-methods study (quantitative surveys and in-depth interviews) on 
residential squatters in Catalonia. Most of the interviewees were contacted through 
housing organizations with which the militant researchers were connected. The 
collection of statistical evidence or ‘hard’ facts about ‘how and why people squat’ (ibid.: 3)  
was a response to the lack of official and unofficial data on this phenomenon, aiming 
to challenge the negative stereotypes of squatting ‘in mainstream political and media 
campaigns’ (ibid.: 5). Furthermore, ethical conventions such as anonymity were not 
always observed when the interviewed participants agreed to take part ‘in the campaign 
to decriminalise and legitimise squatting, for example by explaining their lived realities 
in short videos to be disseminated through social media networks’ (ibid.: 10).

A similar prior project by the Coordinadora de Vivienda, a federation of regional 
PAH (People Affected by Mortgages) groups, approached residential squatters in 
Madrid. In this case the main activist researchers in charge were university students 
rather than academic employees, although the project was entirely designed, led and 
conducted as an activist project. Importantly, they stressed the need for trust, care and 
safety guarantees due to the illegal and sensitive nature of squatting (Youngman and 
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15EPISTEMIC EXTRACTIVISM

Barrio, 2021: 211). As in the Barcelona project, they reported detailed data on income, 
ownership, age, household composition, migration status, administrative obstacles, 
police harassment and similar issues in both a positivist and an engaged interpretative 
fashion. This study intended to nurture activist campaigns to defend squatters and 
counter narratives that criminalize squatting. The subsequent book remarked that it ‘has 
given us a solid body of evidence to use both at our day-to-day negotiations with banks 
and landlords and less frequent negotiations with political leaders’ (ibid.: 223).

Other academic researchers who conducted research on the main Spanish 
anti-eviction housing organisation (PAH) shared the different trajectories of their 
involvement (Barrio et al., 2021). In one case it was their volunteer work setting up 
internal databases that prompted them to write activist reports and include these 
findings in their doctoral dissertations. Their academic skills were their initial 
contribution to the organization, but this opened the door to further engagement in 
other activist and research tasks. Specific data on the financial entities issuing home 
repossession orders, and the success rate of PAH activists in halting them, also proved 
useful in the hands of the housing movement (ibid.: 12–13). Another activist research 
project took the form of an ethnographic account of the performative and discursive 
innovations of the PAH, for which activists welcomed access to the field and reciprocity 
in the form of activist work, rather than an academic report (ibid.:14–15).

Engaged research in different forms of urban squatting across Europe, ranging 
from self-managed social centres to residential occupations of poor working-class 
people and solidarity with migrants, refugees and racialized minorities (Mudu and 
Chattopadhyay, 2017; Dadusc et al., 2021; Saaristo and Silva, 2023), shows a wide 
repertoire of the ways in which academics are involved in different movements. 
Sometimes they author research results and reports under collective names (EAC, 2018; 
SqEK, 2018). Despite this type of authorship not being common in academia, other 
militant scholarly projects have followed suit, as in the case of a radical history of rent 
strikes in Ireland (Tubridy, 2023). Collaborations between activists and academics also 
take the form of websites and handbooks for the organizing of tenants and homeowners 
at risk of eviction (França, 2021). In Berlin, the campaign to expropriate large landlords 
was also significant in fuelling expert knowledge production from within activist 
working groups in the form of ‘claims to truth-making’: a conceptual explanation of how 
the expropriation was legally and economically sound versus the real estate developers’ 
view that the expropriation was too expensive and that the housing crisis could be 
solved through more construction (Berfelde and Heeg, 2024; Kusiak, 2024).

This is far from being an exhaustive list; precarious dwellers in Brazil (Canettieri 
et al., 2020), South Africa (Benjamin and Housing Assembly, 2021) and beyond (Johnson 
et al., 2025) have frequently been supported by engaged scholarly projects, workshops, 
training, campaigns, legal and architectural expertise, and publications. As shack 
dwellers and activists from Cape Town declared when they joined Housing Assembly, 
their intention was not to get a house but to struggle collectively and ‘learn more so that 
we can change our living conditions’ (Benjamin and Housing Assembly, 2021: 68).

Conclusions
To recapitulate, epistemic extractivism is a ghost that haunts many collaborative 

projects between academics and non-academics. Although I have advocated in this essay 
for the legitimacy and positive contributions of engaged research in the social sciences—
and urban and housing studies in particular—it is not necessarily more virtuous, 
accurate or comprehensive than non-engaged research. Flaws in the findings, discontent 
among the research subjects and conflicts with them, and uncertainty about the validity 
and practical usefulness of research outcomes are all issues that demand attention and 
require remedies. Epistemic extractivism is one such issue; as I have argued, it mainly 
points to a particular type of perverse relationship between researchers and research 
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participants when there is more than a conventional collaboration to supply empirical 
data and labour time, as in most qualitative methods approaches.

Collaboration in engaged research involves trust, agreements, care, mutual 
respect and reciprocity, with the ultimate aim of empowering oppressed social groups 
and supporting their liberation struggles. It also requires avoiding the exploitation of 
the labour of research subjects as well as the decontextualization and depoliticization 
of their insights. Rather, engaged research fosters the acknowledgement of the 
participants’ contributions, even as co-authors of research outputs. Collaborations 
are thus encouraged under conditions of optimum equality and partnership. Consent 
from non-academics needs to be regularly discussed as much as the various forms 
of compensation, which are not necessarily in cash. Dialogue, transparency and 
accountability throughout the research process reinforce the provision of meaningful 
feedback and fair reciprocity, including volunteering and political work as well as 
academic publications. According to the experiences recounted in the literature, activist 
research is a powerful tool to learn with, within, from, about, on behalf of and for the 
benefit of oppressed social groups and progressive social movements. Rather than 
a central concern with conventional research methods, the prevention of epistemic 
extractivism in engaged scholarship focuses on the rules related to cooperation and 
action methods. In terms of ethics, the conventional ‘do not harm research subjects’ rule 
is supplemented and overridden here by the ethical-political injunction to ‘empower 
them’, assuming they experience oppression and marginalisation.

The main highlight of this essay is that epistemic extractivism should not be 
conflated with data extraction. Epistemic extractivism occurs when decisions about 
what and how to extract data are not conducted in a fair and cooperative manner. This 
is a core concern for activist scholars, although non-activist academics may be equally 
aware of the social consequences of their research outputs. I have also argued that 
epistemic extractivism may not be problematic when the labour, data and engagement 
of non-academics are unnecessary for the research process (‘unobtrusive extractivism’), 
or when the targets of data extraction are dominant social groups and reactionary 
movements (‘reverse extractivism’). These two expressions of epistemic extractivism are 
justified within a situated research framework that prioritizes benefits for emancipatory 
struggles but acknowledges their intersectional and complex dimensions, since the 
dialectic between the social categories of dominant and dominated social groups may 
change across contexts, historical periods, cultures and internal differences.

In a similar correspondence to the demands for adequate housing, fair income 
and well-being in neighbourhoods, the prevention of epistemic extractivism demands 
dignity and adequate living conditions for both researchers and research participants. This 
entails mutual respect for their contributions in terms of labour, skills, information and 
knowledge production. It is of no help to assign pre-determined attributes of ‘privileged’ 
and ‘extractivist’ to researchers and ‘victims of dispossession’ and ‘oppressed’ to research 
participants, without considering the most convenient, feasible and mutually beneficial 
relationships for all parties involved on a case-by-case basis. To prevent sensitive data and 
insights from being disseminated without the research participants’ consent, we should 
agree on research designs and methods, how to discuss preliminary drafts together, the 
forms of feedback (including writing style and format) and compensation, possible co-
authorship of publications and mutual collaborations beyond research (including volunteer 
and organising work, donations etc.). These measures have proven highly effective in 
countering the most obvious forms of epistemic extractivism, when unobtrusive and reverse 
extractivism are not the preferred approach.

Neither engaged nor conventional research is a panacea. While a virtuous 
combination of diverse approaches may yield comprehensive views of reality and 
suggest emancipatory courses of action, each project faces specific limitations, whether 
stemming from its primary research questions or from the contexts in which it unfolds. 
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17EPISTEMIC EXTRACTIVISM

Some activists may feel detached from the academic study of their own struggle because 
they urgently request qualified analyses of their opponents’ strategies and of the political 
and economic environment. However, detailed accounts of struggles may be inspiring 
for other activists, both beyond their local environment and in other historical periods. 
Sometimes it is easy to conduct engaged research with marginalised people, but it can 
be much more difficult to involve all the stakeholders or to adapt academic timelines 
to the rhythm of the everyday lives of research participants. Engaged scholars pursue 
positive effects for oppressed social groups, but these outcomes may not be direct or 
immediate in the short term. Various forms of compensation for research participants 
have been recommended, including economic remuneration, volunteer work, visibility, 
recognition, and the redistribution of resources from wealthy institutional settings 
to impoverished communities and precariously paid researchers. As I have argued, 
epistemic extractivism is a serious issue in engaged housing and urban research, and 
it has been addressed in different ways in each of the reviewed experiences. Rather 
than offering a single lesson, this debate teaches scholars of critical urban studies that 
questioning and revealing dominant discourses and relations, partial or inaccurate facts, 
unjustified social hierarchies and inequalities, inconsistencies between theory and 
practice, complexities, contradictions, and the unintended consequences of actions may 
result in fruitful intellectual discussions when conducted via cooperative projects. In 
any case, respect for the autonomy of each party, mutual adjustments and fair reciprocity 
are not only antidotes to certain forms of epistemic extractivism in engaged research, 
but also in more mainstream approaches.

Miguel A. Martínez, IBF (Institute for Housing and Urban Research), Uppsala 
University, PO Box 256, 751 05 Uppsala, Sweden, miguel.martinez@ibf.uu.se
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