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Step Back, Step Up: Questioning 
Approaches to Activism 

 
Maria Paton  

 
When examining how institutional power relegates groups of people to the margins of society,  
I instinctively pick up the pencil and prepare to raise my own voice. 
 
I pull back, hovering above the page and rendering myself silent, I ask, What is my motivation? 
How do I support a movement without co-opting it? I remember that I have privilege, which 
requires constant awareness and the responsibility to use it mindfully. 
 
As I type this draft on my personal computer, in a warm home, in my white skin, from my 
middle-class perspective, I wonder if I should be writing about social movements at all. 
 
Already, I feel as though I have taken up too much space. 
 
Yet, the questions that line my notes are considerable. They are questions that we ought to 
consider before we, Evergreen students and faculty, engage with social movements.  
 
In Evergreen’s 2017–18 academic catalog, 112 of the 397 courses touch upon social justice. 
As college is a transitional time for students at Evergreen and across the nation, we hold a unique 
role in engaging with social movements. Within Evergreen’s curriculum, we are constantly asked 
to share our understandings and opinions of these movements through writing and speech. 
 
As we interpret past and current struggles, multiple lenses coalesce and create numerous 
dimensions through which we examine power, suffering, and resistance. 
 
First and foremost, we see through our selves: our cultures, our experiences, and our implicit 
biases. Our experiences inform our opinions, and vice versa. The interaction of life experience 
and opinion results in personal narrative, which is often referred to in academia as “voice.” 
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As we engage with social movements, voice is a powerful force. Voice can be robbed, silenced, 
and altogether removed from common vernacular. But voice can be taken back and reinvented, 
becoming a song of empowerment. When voices converge, they become the driving force that 
propel a social movement forward.  
 
When we move towards the other—the voice that is not our own—how do we navigate the 
intricate web of race, gender, class, age, ability, sexual orientation, and unseen aspects of 
identity? 
 
The tension between how you are placed in the world and who you are as an individual is often 
called positionality. How do we approach our own positionalities as academics and hopeful (or 
current) participants in the field of activism? 
 
Through what modes of resistance are people who have been historically muted rising up? 
 
Whose voices are we hearing the most? Who bears the most representation?  
 
Whose voices are absent, and why? 
 
Whose credibility appears to be strongest? Whose is diminished? 
 
How do we assure that voices systemically distorted or silenced within the Master Narrative are 
heard? 
 
Can we rightfully and productively cite these voices to tell their stories in ways that would raise 
awareness effectively? 
 
How is language reclaimed? 

Δ 
 
While slowing down is imperative in discovering what path to choose when working toward 
change, these ongoing questions need not stop our activism in its tracks. Examining what barriers 
your privilege prevents you from having to face illuminates who should be leading the way. 
When a social issue is developing into a movement, observe who is disproportionately affected. 
Ask yourself if you could walk away from the social issue at stake with little consequence (step 
back). Ask for guidance and question where your skills can be enlisted (step up).  
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Actively listening is critical to learning and navigating how we interact with one another in ways 
that are less harmful. Deep listening is particularly crucial for people with privilege. Shame, 
guilt, and daunting what-ifs aside, privilege carries great responsibility to be used mindfully.  
 
Mindfully engaging with social movements means recognizing the space you occupy and the 
advantages that have been granted to you. With little consequence, people who have received 
more advantages in society can step blindly on the intensive efforts of people working to claim 
their rights.  
 
To move forward involves acknowledging your positionality in relation to others while knowing 
that you may never understand their experiences. Ultimately, you have the choice to actively 
strive for understanding. 
 


