The Politics of sociology:   

Negotiating Politics as a Social Researcher 
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BSA Regional Postgraduate Day School Event

Friday 22nd January 2010 [09:00-17:00]

University of Warwick

The Politics of Sociology

Sociologists look at a disparate set of social issues across time and space.  From work and welfare to sexualities, human rights, class, race, or disability studies; a binding thread running through much sociological research is politics.  Whether it be the institutional politics of government, the anti-institutional politics of grass roots activism, or the micro politics of family relationships, sociology is often dealing with politics in some form.  At some point most of us engage in teaching, possibly leading seminars on grand narratives such as Marxism, discussing class inequality and debating its relevance today, or teaching connected to politically sensitive issues such as poverty, inequality, race or sexuality.  Many sociologists are engaged in a specific area of research as a result of personal politics, often through a concern for social justice, and have to negotiate a perceived tension between personal politics and objectivity. Social researchers of recent times have also had to position themselves and their research within debates surrounding the postmodern condition and the legitimacy of ‘post-politics’. 

This postgraduate event, funded by the British Sociological Association and held at the University of Warwick, addresses the connection between social research and politics. A central aim of the day is to initiate debate about the political expression of social research, encouraging consideration of the following key questions: How do/should social researchers approach the issue of personal politics and activist space? How are the personal politics of social researchers communicated? Can/should social research be a political forum?  What can sociologists contribute to political studies?

The event is organised around academic speakers facilitating workshops on the academic/activist distinction, and practical sessions on communicating with actors outside of academia as well as teaching the political within universities.  We hope to bring together a group of postgraduates interested in the social/political nexus and what it means for how they approach their research, how they teach, and how they might communicate their findings to non-academic stakeholders.  Here we are taking politics to be broadly defined and yet we do not wish to delimit the field through prescribing what it is that can and cannot count as political.  

Some of the issues which we hope the day might address would be as follows:

· Academic vs. Activist

· What are the implications of a social researcher also being an activist in the primary area of their research? 

· Should social researchers discontinue their activism once they begin the formal process of research? 

· Does activism improve one’s ability to research the political?

· Research process

· Researching disadvantaged groups

· What are the implications for the social researcher when researching subjects with whom they agree? 

· Researching people/groups with views which go against your personal politics e.g. racists or sexists

· Is it possible to research ethically groups or communities who hold views (or undertake actions) which you find problematic?

· Researching institutional politics

· Negotiating access to political actors

· Accessing the powerful

· Accessing the powerless

· Accessing closed groups

· Accessing ‘typical’ actors

· Researching politically sensitive issues

· Researching (and recognising) Activism

· Dissemination and working with non academics

· Teaching

· Political expression and teaching

· Teaching politically sensitive issues

· Public politics / private politics

· The ethics of politically orientated social research

The programme for the day can be found on the next page.  

Programme
	9:00-9:30
	Registration and Refreshments

	9.30-10:40
	The Politics of Social Research

Speakers:

· Gurnam Singh, Coventry University 
· Therese O’Toole, University of Bristol
Followed by questions and discussion

	10:40-11:00
	Coffee/Tea break

	11:00-12:15
	Concurrent workshops on:

1) Researching the Political

Conducting research with/on groups or individuals who have conflicting views to your own e.g. racists. Or researching those which whom you are highly sympathetic.  How do you negotiate personal politics and objectivity within this context?

Facilitator: Les Back, Goldsmiths 

2) Making an Impact in the ‘Real World’: Communicating PhD Research.  

Working with policy makers/the voluntary sector and other actors in disseminating research findings.

Facilitator: Peter Ratcliffe, University of Warwick 

	12:15-13:00
	Buffet Lunch

	13:00-14:15
	Communicating and Negotiating the Political in Sociology

Concurrent workshops on:

1) Teaching and Politics, the Politics of Teaching

Teaching politically controversial issues, managing seminar debates, the role of personal politics in teaching sociology

Facilitator: Joyce Canaan, Birmingham City University

2) Activist Academic
Communicating research outside of academia –blogs, zines, journalism… how can PhD students get their research out there and what might be the challenges associated with different media?

Facilitator: TBC

	14:15-14:30
	Coffee/Tea Break

	15:30-17:00
	Researching the Political: Closing Discussion

An open forum for all attendees to reflect on the day, share thoughts, discuss contentious issues which have arisen and think about where our research might go from here.  We would like this to be a creative session with small and whole group discussions.

Facilitators: Lucy Mayblin and Michelle Kempson

	17:00
	Close


How to attend

Costs:

BSA members -free  

Non-members - £10.  

If you are interested in attending this event please email Lucy Mayblin on l.mayblin@warwick.ac.uk Places are limited to 30 so be quick if you don’t want to miss out!  

Contacts
For more information, do not hesitate to contact us via email or post:

Michelle Kempson
m.kempson@warwick.ac.uk
Lucy Mayblin
l.mayblin@warwick.ac.uk
Contact address: 
Sociology Department

Ramphal Building 

The University of Warwick

Coventry

CV4 7AL

