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Abstract 
This paper examines the role of research in supporting tenant organising 
through reflecting on a collaborative project undertaken with the 
Community Action Tenants Union (CATU) in the Cromcastle Court public 
housing estate in Dublin, which led to material improvements in tenants’ 
conditions. The paper argues that the impact of this work hinged on three 
interconnected principles. First, a rejection of detached objectivity in favour 
of ‘taking sides,’ while also leveraging the authority of academic research to 
bolster tenant demands. Second, the research activities served as a 
framework to build relationships within a fragmented community, creating 
the basis for collective action. Third, the research team’s contribution 
extended to the everyday labour of community organising that often goes 
unrecognised in scholar activist writing. The article offers a reflective 
account of how to leverage academic resources for concrete social change 
while critically examining the challenges and dependencies such work can 
create. 
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1. Introduction  

Capital is a class relation, and as such it admits only two ways of approach: either the 
capitalist viewpoint or the viewpoint of the working class. In theory as in struggle, no 
middle ground is given. (Zerowork Collective, 1975, p. 2) 

On the morning of 27 February 2025, roughly two dozen people, mostly residents of the 
Cromcastle Court estate in North Dublin, held a sit-in at the local Dublin City Council (DCC) 
offices in Coolock (Figure 1). They were there to submit a letter describing the terrible 
conditions in their flats and present their demands to DCC, including fixing all maintenance 
issues, improving the common areas and facilities in their estate, and priority transfers for 
residents who wanted to leave. They demanded to speak to the DCC local area manager but 
were refused. After making their presence known with placards, banners and singing, they 
submitted their letter and left. Over the following months, there were a series of further 
actions and protests, including a protest with residents from other DCC estates at City Hall. 
Eventually, in June 2025, Mick Mulhern, the most senior DCC housing official, met with 
Cromcastle Court tenants, at which point it was agreed that DCC would carry out inspections 
of every flat over the summer to assess the scale of the maintenance issues before deciding 
whether they could carry out all the required work. It was further implied that, if they 
couldn’t, they would have to transfer tenants elsewhere. DCC also agreed to upgrade the 
common areas in the estate. 

In September 2024, six months before the the DCC office sit-in, Fiadh Tubridy and 
Laure de Tymowski, two of the authors of this paper, visited Cromcastle Court to carry out 
a survey on conditions in the flats. This was in their capacity as researchers on the Just 
Housing project, an Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) funded research project 
examining the links between policies related to residential energy efficiency and housing 
inequality in Ireland. Fiadh is also an active member and organiser with the Community 
Action Tenants Union (CATU), in collaboration with whom the Just Housing project took 

Figure 1 
Cromcastle 

Court tenants protest, 
February 2025. Photo 

by authors. 
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place. She had previous knowledge and connections with the estate from a research project 
– carried out as part of political education work with CATU - on the history of rent strikes 
in Ireland in the early 1970s, in which tenants in Cromcastle Court played a key role (Tubridy 
2023). 

While Cromcastle Court has a history of tenant mobilisation, in September 2024 there 
was no tenant’s committee or campaign in existence. What happened in the relatively short 
period of six months to change this situation? What was the role and function of a university-
based research project in bringing this change about? How can research – collecting, 
analysing and presenting data – work with and for tenant organising? How can the relative 
success of this collective effort inform other researchers who want to effect concrete social 
change but find themselves constrained by university research protocols and funding 
imperatives? Or, to put it differently, how can socially engaged researchers more effectively 
leverage the authority of university-based research and the resources of funding agencies to 
support grassroots organising?  

The Just Housing research project began in mid-2024 with the objective of 
understanding the links between policies related to ‘retrofitting’ or upgrading residential 
energy efficiency, and the inequitable housing system in Ireland. Funded under the EPA’s 
‘research for policy’ remit, the project promised to provide evidence for policy-makers that 
would, ideally, influence decision-making and help achieve policy objectives relating to 
decarbonisation and social inequality. The project was also explicit about its collaboration 
with CATU (and other community partners), whose strategic focus is on mobilising tenants 
and building a mass housing movement. These are not mutually exclusive but do represent 
different commitments to, and theories of, social change. The former assumes that the role 
of researchers is to collect, analyse and present rigorous, objective data to inform policy-
makers; informed policy-makers make better policy choices, thereby bringing about social 
change. The latter is focused on building relationships with and between tenants, in part 
through a better understanding of their conditions and issues, using collective direct action 
to put pressure on decision-makers, and, ultimately, building a broader housing movement. 
It is based on the principle that organised tenants knowledgeable about their own situation 
are best able to bring about social change. 

From the outset, a guiding motivation of the Just Housing project was to make the 
research process useful as an organising tool. This paper is an attempt to capture what we 
did over roughly nine months from September 2024 to June 2025. Reflecting our 
commitment to ‘situated objectivity’, the paper does not make abstract, universal claims 
about socially engaged or militant research. We ground our discussions in the methods we 
used and the empirical effects they had. We aim to offer useful reflections on how these 
research methods and approaches can be creatively re-orientated for social movement 
organising.  

The paper is divided into two parts. In part one, our literature review identifies and 
discusses two bodies of literature – feminist epistemology and scholar activism - that are not 
often connected despite their shared interest in developing counter-hegemonic forms of 
knowledge production that can help bring about radical social change. In part two, we 
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describe what we did over the course of nine months. We frame our empirical analysis 
around three key reflections which are as follows. First, we reject the idea of detached 
objectivity in favour of ‘taking sides'. Associated with this, we describe how we adapted 
conventional research methods to subvert the authority of the academy and leveraged the 
supposed neutrality of scientific research to further collective goals.  Second, we emphasise 
the value of the research process from the perspective of building relationships with tenants, 
creating the basis for the campaign that developed thereafter. Third, we reflect on the less 
visible ‘activist housework’ that formed the bedrock of the entire research and organising 
process. There is no scholar-activism without the work that goes into forming and sustaining 
relationships with the people and places you are struggling with. 

 

2. Feminist epistemology and scholar activism 

In this section, we discuss two distinct bodies of literature that address the contested 
politics of knowledge production and how this relates to movement-building. The first is 
rooted in feminist epistemology and feminist perspectives on science and technology. Key 
theorists of feminist epistemology and feminist perspectives on science and technology 
studies, such as Donna Haraway (1988) and Sandra Harding (1995), have critiqued the 
patriarchal, racist, Eurocentric and classist norms and values that undergird ‘universal’ 
Western Science. Their work, and those of many before and after them, has also informed 
the praxis of counter-hegemonic knowledge production, particularly within popular 
movements and community-based campaigns for health and environmental justice, such as 
through the tradition of ‘popular epidemiology’ (Brown, 2013; Murphy, 2006; Nash, 2006). 
The second body of literature we discuss focusses on how research can and does support 
radical social movements and is described using  different labels, including ‘participatory 
action research’ (PAR), militant research and scholar-activism. The genealogy of this 
literature is distinct from feminist epistemology despite clear convergence around critiques 
of the ‘value-free’ claims of hegemonic knowledge systems as well as emphasis on other 
forms of knowledge production that are explicitly aligned with social or political projects. 
This second body of literature has made the relationship between university or 
institutionalised research and activist organising a central topic of reflection and thus has 
clear resonance with our work. 

 

2.1. Feminist epistemology 

Knowledge claims about harmful housing conditions by marginalized urban residents 
such as public housing tenants have historically been discounted (Hearne, 2020). This 
discounting is facilitated by a positivist approach to knowledge, which remains dominant in 
both the natural and social sciences (Harding, 2015; Portelli and Tschoepe, 2021; Slater, 
2021). The approach posits that the aim of research is to produce universally valid knowledge 
through value-free objectivity, logical reasoning and structured research methods (Harding, 
2015). In other words, it promotes an epistemological framework which aims to depart as 
much as possible from bodily identity, empirical experience and context (Johnston, 2009). In 
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contrast, those challenging positivism argue that there is no such thing as value-free, 
disembodied, decontextualized knowledge production. In fact, the so-called neutrality of 
positivism has the harmful effect of concealing strong biases towards historically dominant 
social groups and reinforcing existing inequities (Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1995; 2015; 
Johnston, 2009; Young, 1990).  

In urban contexts, while the knowledge claims of public housing tenants are dismissed, 
the interests and perspectives of private investors, on the other hand, are implicitly translated 
into seemingly technocratic (‘value-free’) policymaking and urban planning (Slater, 2021). If 
claims of objectivity have historically been mobilized to obscure and sustain inequalities, does 
this mean that the idea of objectivity should be abandoned? Responding to this question, 
feminist theorists have argued that objectivity should not be abandoned but redefined 
(Brigstocke et al., 2021). In the work of Haraway (1988), the idea of ‘feminist objectivity’ is 
linked to the idea of ‘situated knowledges’, the production of which is grounded in the 
assumption that all knowledges are partial, embodied and located ‘somewhere’ (see also 
Harding, 1995, 2015; O’Brien, 1993; Liboiron, 2021). Thus, situated knowledge is by essence 
value-laden. However, unlike positivism, its objectivity is increased not by denying its 
underpinning political and ethical values but by making them as explicit as possible (Haraway, 
1988; Harding, 1995; Liboiron, 2021). Importantly, what allows situated knowledge to move 
beyond relativism is its openness to connections (Haraway, 1988) as well as its genuine 
engagement with ‘all existing evidences and severest critics’ (Harding, 2015). Objectivity is 
‘strong’ (Harding, 2015) when such openness and engagement are fully part of knowledge 
production and ‘weak’ when they are restricted or absent from the process. 

One of the main implications of working within a feminist objectivity framework is that 
other forms of knowledge production besides those enacted by dominant social groups 
under the guise of value-free expertise become legitimate and relevant. This epistemological 
posture, which in theory opens the path to more participatory approaches to knowledge 
production, is not without challenges. Participatory methods have often been found to either 
reproduce positivist hierarchies of knowledge (Zahara, 2018) or depart from them to the 
point that their findings are then disqualified by powerful actors (Hesse et al., 2023; Scott. 
2016; Shapiro, 2015; Bresnihan & Hesse, 2019; Tovey, 2005). Going a step further, and 
drawing inspiration from examples of counter-hegemonic knowledge production in the 
context of grassroots environmental struggles (Brown, 2013; Murphy, 2006; Nash, 2006; 
Harding, 1995), this paper explores combined efforts to generate knowledge informed by 
the principles of feminist objectivity as well as to act upon it through active involvement in 
grassroots organizing. 

 

2.2. Scholar activism in the housing movement 

There are a range of different terms used to describe research that is aligned with and 
seeks to actively support radical social movements, including ‘participatory action research’ 
(PAR), militant research and scholar-activism - each with varying histories and subtleties of 
emphasis. Here we primarily use the term ‘scholar-activism’ as a flexible concept without the 
specific history and intellectual legacy of militant research, while also less institutionalised 
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and reformist than PAR (Chatterton et al., 2010). As described by Reyes et al. (2021, p. 9), a 
defining feature of scholar activism in the context of housing struggles is a commitment to 
“the reimagining of ways through which research can serve housing organizing work”. 

A key difference between scholar activism and conventional academic research is that 
the former attempts to contribute to practices that are aimed at social transformation rather 
than merely the ‘production of knowledge’ (Derickson & Routledge, 2015, p.13). As an 
orientation, scholar activism is typically opposed to reformist forms of policy-oriented 
research concerned with ‘managing social problems’ (Croteau, 2005), to the idea that 
knowledge production in isolation is sufficient to bring about social change (Chatterjee et al., 
2024), and to distanced critical research where scholars study the oppression of others 
without engaging in the messy and difficult work of supporting their struggles. A further 
important characteristic is the rejection of the idea of the researcher as an objective, neutral 
observer: ‘Activist-scholars are engaged within struggles and do not study them from outside 
or above; knowledge and experience complement each other, and both spaces are constantly 
in the making, unmaking and remaking’ (Portelli & Tschoepe, 2021, p. 251). 

There are a range of challenges associated with scholar activism. Many movements are 
rightfully wary of engaging with researchers due to experience of extractive approaches to 
research which serve only the interests of the individual researcher and the university (Clare 
et al., 2025). Other authors highlight how the neoliberalisation of the university severely 
limits opportunities for meaningful scholar activist work (Chatterton et al., 2010; Chatterjee 
et al., 2024). As observed by Croteau (2005), the dominant systems which function to 
legitimise and gatekeep academic knowledge, such as peer-reviewed journals and funding 
bodies, are generally hostile to scholar activist efforts. In Ireland, research funders often place 
value on ‘community engagement’ without specifying what this means. This can lead to the 
instrumentalisation of community participation, whereby research (and the policy it 
supposedly informs) can claim to be inclusive without necessarily doing anything substantive 
to affect the position of the communities involved. Institutionally funded research projects 
can also recast the content of community concerns to those that are more bureaucratic, 
professionalised and technocratic (Bresnihan et al., 2019). 

Despite these challenges, there are many successful and inspiring examples of research 
that is practically beneficial to radical movements, including those focused on housing. These 
include the critical cartography and countermapping work of the Anti-Eviction Mapping 
Project, which provides analysis and informational resources for housing organisers 
(Maharawal & McElroy, 2018). Others have contributed valuable insights on strategies for 
resistance based on participation and close observation of tenant organising (Risager, 2021; 
Martínez Moreno & Palomera, 2025; Clare et al., 2025). Ferreri, Garcia-Lamarca & , 
Barcelona (2024) document the use of research methods typically associated with academia 
in collaboration with housing organisers to gather data that counters dominant narratives 
about the housing system. Last, authors such as Tubridy (2023), Chatterjee et al. (2019), 
Derickson and Routledge (2015) and Chatterton et al. (2010) have documented their 
participation in housing movements while using this as a basis to reflect on the opportunities 
and challenges for scholar activism. 
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Authors who write reflexively about scholar activism have discussed how, given the 
constraints outlined above, research can support radical social movements and how to 
navigate and subvert university structures in ways that allow for radical interventions. 
Chatterjee et al. (2024) provide a useful analysis which highlights three key pathways through 
which researchers can work productively with housing movements, namely documenting 
struggles, a ‘politics of resourcefulness’ and articulating the connections between housing 
and other forms of inequality. By documenting struggles they refer to the work that 
researchers can do in making visible housing struggles and ‘demonstrating the possibility of 
change through resistance’ (Chatterjee et al., 2024, p. 594). Second, ‘a politics of 
resourcefulness’ refers to channelling academic resources such as time and research funding 
to social movements. This may include ‘triangulating research questions’ or reframing the 
object of inquiry to generate knowledge that is useful to activists while also meeting the needs 
of academic relevance, as well as research that investigates barriers and opportunities for 
participation in housing struggles. Last, they argue that a further way in which researchers 
can contribute to housing movements is by placing housing inequality in a broader context 
and articulating the connections to other social movements.  

There is a relatively small body of scholar-activist work in the Irish context wherein 
researchers have written about their involvement with specific communities or movements 
(Bresnihan & Byrne, 2015; Cirefice, 2025; Punch, 2009). Punch (2009, p. 88) describes his 
work with housing movements in Dublin as a form of ‘research praxis’ aimed at contributing 
‘knowledge that is strategically useful to those directly affected by urban problems and 
inequalities.’ He offers useful reflections on working with working-class Dublin communities 
over a long period, including engaging in consultation processes and supporting the 
production of a community-based development plan for the Dublin Docklands. While this 
action research is undeniably valuable, there is less attention to how research praxis relates 
specifically to organising; the emphasis is on working with existing housing organisations and 
activists, rather than how research can work to create new political subjectivities and mobilise 
affected individuals. Apart from Tubridy (2024) which discusses the CATU Rent Strike 
History Project as a form of militant research, there is no scholarly literature that we are 
aware of that focuses on the practice of scholar-activism as a form of organising in the Irish context. 

This paper responds to this gap in the Irish context, as well as contributing to the 
broader field of counter-hegemonic knowledge production. First, in drawing on the literature 
from feminist epistemology and scholar activism, we link the rich history and praxis of 
feminist epistemology and environmental justice with more contemporary debates and 
efforts to connect research with activist organising. Second, we offer some empirically 
grounded insights into how conventional research methods can be creatively repurposed for 
organising work. A key feature of this approach was the adoption of an epistemological 
perspective which avoided the pretence of neutrality or detached objectivity. As well as 
orienting the design and purpose of our research, this approach placed greater value on 
building relationships with tenants and meant that the project was embedded within broader 
organising efforts focussed on achieving material gains for tenants.  
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3. Conditions and tenant organising in public housing in Ireland 

Public housing in Ireland makes up approximately 10% of the overall housing stock. 
The sector is characterised by chronic problems with maintenance and environmental health 
(e.g. Irish Examiner, 2017). In the absence of official data sources, community organisations 
have carried out surveys which have documented the abysmal conditions in which tenants 
are forced to live, including chronic dampness and mould, exposure to sewage and non-
functional maintenance services (ICON, 2012; RRIAG, 2010). These conditions are the 
result of long-term trends of privatisation and disinvestment (Lima, 2020) whereby the 
running down of estates has served to justify processes of redevelopment and state-led 
gentrification (Gavin & O’Callaghan, 2024). The deteriorating conditions and associated 
fragmentation of working-class communities has constituted a major barrier to resistance 
and organisation (Hearne & Kenna, 2014). The lack of public housing provision has 
facilitated the growth of the private rental sector, a key factor in the intensifying housing and 
homelessness crisis in Ireland. 

The main focus of this article is on the relationship between research and organising in 
the context of a campaign for improved housing conditions in Cromcastle Court, a local 
authority flat complex in Kilmore West in Dublin’s northern suburbs (Figure 2). The 
complex was built in 1971 and is made up of eight blocks containing 128 flats. Throughout 
its history there have been a series of campaigns for improved conditions, beginning with 
the key role played by Cromcastle Court tenants in state-wide rent strikes in the early 1970s 
(Tubridy, 2023). Since the early 2000s there have been a succession of stalled regeneration 
plans, the first of which was a public-private partnership which collapsed in the aftermath of 
the financial crisis in 2007-2008 (Just Housing, 2024). Between 2015 and 2017, works were 
carried out as part of a retrofit project, including installing heat pumps, external insulation 
and new windows - but these did not address most of the major problems faced by tenants 
such as leaks and plumbing problems, irregular hot water and a lack of control over heating 
(Just Housing, 2025). There have also been numerous problems with the new windows 
installed during the retrofit project, including several instances where they have literally fallen 
out of their frames. 

Figure 2 
Map of Dublin 

showing the location 
of Cromcastle Court. 
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In 2018, serious structural problems were identified in the complex. Tenants protested 
by camping outside the flats which led to three blocks being entirely emptied and the tenants 
rehoused. After this Dublin City Council (DCC) restarted work on plans for regeneration. 
Unlike some other regeneration projects in Dublin which have involved privatisation of 
public land, the current plans for Cromcastle are for demolition of three of the derelict blocks 
and construction of new public housing units. However, there have been challenges with 
securing funding and the timeline for regeneration has been repeatedly pushed back. 
Meanwhile, residents have been left living in atrocious conditions. As flats have become 
vacant DCC has not moved anyone else in because the complex is, in theory, due for 
regeneration and the costs of renovating flats (even superficially) to allow them to be 
retenanted would likely be exorbitant. Currently only 47 of the 128 flats remain occupied. Of 
the remaining tenants, over 90% report at least one serious problem with the maintenance 
of their home. Common issues include leaks, mould, non-functional heating, overcrowding, 
pest infestations and poor water quality amongst many others (Just Housing, 2025). The 
main focus of the recent CATU campaign has been for improved conditions for residents 
who want to remain in the estate and priority status for transfers for the majority who want 
to move elsewhere. 

The research and organising work documented in this article has been carried out in 
collaboration with the Community Action Tenants Union (CATU). Founded in 2019, CATU 
is an all-island union for public and private tenants amongst others affected by housing 
inequality. CATU’s development has built on previous waves of mobilisation over housing 
inequality and represents an attempt to both provide a more structured and lasting 
organisational form for the housing movement while retaining an emphasis on militant and 
direct action (Sassi et al., 2025). The union currently has approximately 2500 members in 
local branches throughout the island of Ireland. In recent years CATU’s focus has shifted 
towards greater emphasis on public housing due to three principal factors. First, a recognition 
that public housing tenants share a single landlord means it is more feasible to collectivise 
issues and build mass campaigns (Tubridy, 2024; see also Clare et al., 2025). Second, the 
importance of building unity between public and private tenants on the basis of their shared 
interest in resisting the privatisation and commodification of housing. And, third, the need 
to respond to far-right political movements which have exploited grievances about housing 
inequality and the general neglect of working-class communities. Acting on these principles, 
local campaigns have been organised by CATU branches throughout the country to fight for 
improved conditions in public housing. This is the context for the research and organising 
work carried out by the authors of this paper in Cromcastle Court. 

The focus of this article is on exploring the contribution of the research work carried 
out as part of the ‘Just Housing’ project to the campaign about conditions in Cromcastle 
Court. Thus, the description of the research methods forms the basis for the empirical 
sections of the paper. The analysis in this paper is based on the authors’ reflections on 
carrying out this work, including fieldnotes recording impressions of research and organising 
activities between September 2024 and June 2025, encompassing over 60 site visits, campaign 
meetings, protests and other events. In the following sections, we first provide a narrative 
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account of both the research and organising activities. This is followed by an analysis of the 
interrelationship between them oriented around three key reflections, namely an embrace of 
the idea of ‘taking sides’; the value of the research activities to building relationships and 
organisation; and the necessity of everyday, mundane ‘activist housework’ to create the social 
movement infrastructure in which the research outputs could become meaningful. 

 

4. Research and community organising in Cromcastle Court 

From the outset, the focus on Cromcastle Court as a ‘case study’ site for the research 
project built on the prior relationships and commitments of members of the research team, 
including Fiadh’s previous work on the history of rent strikes in Ireland, with the potential 
for the research to support on-the-ground organising being a key consideration. This was the 
case in Cromcastle Court due to connections of several existing CATU members in that 
community and, specifically, an interest in organising there in response to the explosion of 
far-right activity in Coolock in summer 2024 (Lally and McGreevy, 2024). This involved 
large-scale violent confrontations between protestors, private contractors and Gardaí (Irish 
police) at the site of a proposed asylum seeker accommodation centre, with buildings being 
burnt out on multiple occasions and a visible far-right presence over many months, 
underpinned by anger about the neglect of working-class communities and dire housing 
conditions in Coolock and elsewhere. In September 2024 members of CATU organised a 
film screening in Kilmore followed by a discussion about issues in the community, with 
conditions in Cromcastle Court and delays to the promised regeneration project being the 
key problems highlighted. Afterwards, there were regular meetings to try to involve residents 
and develop a campaign about housing in the area. Through these meetings it was agreed to 
carry out a survey of conditions in Cromcastle Court as a collaboration between the Just 
Housing project and CATU, with a major consideration being the resources, primarily the 
labour of members of the research team, available to carry this out through the research 
project. As such the collaboration began based on a strategic analysis of how the project 
might contribute to organising in the area, corresponding to the idea of a ‘politics of 
resourcefulness’ outlined by Derickson and Routledge (2015). 

 

4.1. Housing conditions survey 

Two members of the research team, Fiadh Tubridy and Laure de Tymowski started 
work on the survey of housing conditions in Cromcastle Court in October 2024. This process 
was infused by the idea that it should support the mobilisation of residents to push for 
improved conditions, for example through collecting contact details so we could keep in 
contact with residents and encourage them to become involved in CATU activities. The 
survey was carried out door-to-door, following the established union organising model of 
door-to-door organising to understand shared issues and build relationships. This served 
both as a way to reach those who would not respond to a more formal academic survey and 
provided opportunities to build connections with residents through face-to-face 
conversations. Further steps were taken to try to include as many residents as possible, 
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including leafletting and visiting the estate on weekends and evenings. Ultimately responses 
were received from 30 out of the 47 occupied households, or 64% of the total number.  

The survey questionnaire included a mix of closed and open-ended questions about 
housing conditions, including the impacts on residents, experiences with maintenance 
services and the regeneration process. While it sometimes felt artificial or limiting, the 
structured series of questions on the survey questionnaire prompted people to think about 
issues to which, as one person described it, they had become ‘desensitised’. There are parallels 
with Hoffman’s (2019) analysis of the use of surveys in radical political movements as a tool 
for agitation by prompting workers to reflect on their conditions and the ways in which they 
are exploited. We also quickly discovered that answers typically exceeded the designated 
YES/NO boxes and comment sections provided, instead encompassing long histories of 
poor conditions, marginalisation and trauma. While at first concerned about our inability to 
accurately record all this information, we decided to embrace this phenomenon as an 
opportunity for more in-depth conversations that would contribute both to a deeper 
understanding of the issues and to developing relationships with residents. 

 

4.2. Photovoice  

The second aspect of the research-organising process was a photovoice project, 
whereby residents were provided with disposable cameras to take photographs of conditions 
in their homes and around the estate. Like the survey, the photovoice project came about 
through discussions with other CATU members and residents in Cromcastle Court about 
what resources we had access to as researchers that could support their demands for 
improved conditions, and how we could document and communicate the problems they 
were facing. The work to implement this took place over several months between December 
2024 and early March 2025 and involved multiple steps, including distributing and collecting 
cameras and carrying out follow up interviews. Out of the 47 households in Cromcastle 
Court, 25 agreed to participate and took cameras, 19 cameras were retrieved, and we carried 
out 13 follow-up interviews, which ranged from 15 minutes to over two hours in length. 

Similar to the survey, the photovoice project was adapted to support the objective of 
collectivising the issues and organising a campaign to push for improvements. The approach 
was different to a typical academic photovoice project which would be a means for research 
participants to express their perspectives visually with the aim of gathering richer and more 
insightful data and insights (see Bresnihan et al., 2021). In Cromcastle, the project was still 
oriented towards documenting the conditions faced by residents (i.e. ‘richer data’), but the 
objective was to produce useful forms of evidence that would shame the local authority into 
taking action.  Photovoice was also used as a way of deepening relationships with the tenants 
and strengthening the possibilities for collective action. This was reflected in the approach 
to follow up interviews, which were often short and carried out in an ad hoc fashion to 
accommodate childcare responsibilities or other demands on residents’ time and energy, and 
focused primarily on capturing the basic details of the issues depicted. We also included 
photographs taken by residents on their phones if they found this was an easier means of 
documentation.  
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Both the survey and the photovoice project were exceptionally time-consuming and 
emotionally demanding. Conversations and interviews often involved discussions about 
traumatic life experiences, including addiction, illness and death, and were typically 
dominated by feelings of sadness, anger, fear and hopelessness. Retaining a sense that the 
work was contributing to building a campaign to improve conditions was critical to 
processing these interactions. Over a period of approximately five months, Fiadh and Laure 
visited Cromcastle Court at least once or twice per week for extended periods, often only 
making very incremental progress, collecting one or two survey responses or retrieving a 
single camera. In several cases, cameras were only collected months later when going door-
to-door in connection with other aspects of the campaign. As the campaign developed there 
were more regular meetings and actions which represented significant additional 
commitments of time and energy. 

 

4.3. Campaign  

As described above, from the outset the research methods were envisaged as a way to 
support organising with residents through CATU for improved housing conditions. One of 
the key steps towards launching a collective campaign was a public meeting at the beginning 
of February 2025 (Figure 3), attended by a large number of Cromcastle Court tenants, at 
which we presented the results of the survey, invited feedback and provided a space for 
residents to share their experiences and anger about their poor living conditions. Following 
an ‘issues to action’ structure, this anger was channelled into agreement on a series of actions 
to put pressure on the local authority and provided the basis for the campaign that developed 

Figure 3 
Public meeting 

in February 2025. 
Photo by authors. 
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over the following months. The campaign involved a range of tactics including the 
mobilisation of tenants though protests and sit-ins, engaging with local electoral politics, 
artistic/creative strategies of resistance and an effective media strategy (e.g. Towey, 2025a). 
Figure 4 gives an overview of the development of the campaign. Importantly, the research 
activities carried out as part of the Just Housing project were deeply interwoven with and 
helped support these other strands of the campaign. 

Some of the most direct ways in which the research activities contributed to the 
campaign included, first, publishing a short report based on the survey results documenting 
the conditions in the estate (JustHousing, 2025), which gained significant media coverage 
because it occurred simultaneously with the mobilisation of tenants. Another example was 
the assembly of a dossier of photographs gathered through the photovoice project, which 
was presented at a meeting between residents, senior DCC officials and councillors. This 
helped residents direct the meeting by confronting those present with clear evidence of the 
issues. A final example was the “Homes Not Hazards” exhibition which took place in June 
2025 in a community centre in Dublin city centre, as a collaboration between the Just 
Housing project, CATU and Friends of the Earth, an environmental NGO. The exhibition 
included photos and interview excerpts from tenants in Cromcastle Court and another DCC 
estate and represented an attempt to communicate the challenges faced by tenants in a 
creative and engaging fashion (see Bean, 2025).  

The campaign was most active for approximately five months between February and 
June 2025. By that point DCC had committed to meeting two of the campaign’s three major 
demands, namely to improve maintenance of the communal areas around the estate and carry 
out inspections to identify and address maintenance needs in the flats. They have so far 
refused to commit to meeting the third and most important demand, that priority status for 
transfers be granted to all residents who want to move elsewhere, instead stating that this 
will depend on the outcomes of the inspections. By June 2025, partly as a result of these 
successes and partly due to the exhaustion of residents and organisers, much of the energy 
which had driven the campaign forward had dissipated. Despite these challenges, it has been 
a major success, contributing to lasting connections amongst tenants, sparking off 

Figure 4 
A timeline of the research and organising activities in Cromcastle Court between September 2024 

and June 2025. 
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organisation in other estates across Dublin and marking a high point in the mobilisation of 
public housing tenants in Ireland in the recent past.  

 

5. Analysis  
5.1. Taking sides and strategic positivism 

A key feature of our work on this campaign, grounded in both the militant research and 
feminist epistemological traditions, has been embracing the idea of ‘taking sides’ (Ferreri, 
Garcia-Lamarca & Obra Social Barcelona, 2024). From the outset, the partnership with 
CATU meant there was a direct connection with an organisation involved in everyday, 
practical organising for housing justice and a commitment to advancing this work. Through 
this partnership, our approach reflected the idea that institutions and the knowledge they 
produce are not value free but inscribed in highly uneven hierarchies of power. As the project 
developed, our idea of ‘whose side’ we were on also naturally extended to include the 
residents of Cromcastle Court in a very personal sense, which reflects Derickson and 
Routledge’s (2015) argument regarding the key role of emotion in underpinning scholar 
activism. This meant developing lasting friendships with tenants, being frequently in contact 
outside of what was required for the purposes of data collection, and becoming deeply 
emotionally invested in the campaign linked to an awareness of the implications for the lives 
of people to whom we had real connections. Perhaps ironically, though grounded in a 
technocratic framework based on the idea of evidence-based policy, the institutional context 
of EPA funded research did not necessarily obstruct this approach. The funding body 
strongly valued ‘impact’ and ‘policy relevance’ ahead of academic publications, an orientation 
that we could partially subvert by framing community organising as a form of research impact 
that would also generate ‘on-the-ground' insights to assist policymakers.  

Our commitments led us to approach data collection and analysis activities very 
differently to a conventional academic project. For example, we set a target of achieving at 
least a 50% response rate to the survey, determined not by ideas about ‘saturation’ or what 
would constitute a statistically representative sample, but rather to ensure the results were 
viewed as authoritative in negotiations with state officials. After some internal discussion, we 
also decided to prioritise resident participation in data collection activities to help promote a 
sense of ownership of the process, even where this compromised the level of detail of the 
information gathered. Regarding this latter point, there are parallels with debates within the 
militant research tradition as practiced by Italian workerists between the ‘sociologists’ who 
prioritised the validity and legitimacy of results and ‘interventionists’ who saw their inquiries 
as valuable “insofar as they could promote political engagement with rank-and-file workers 
and militants in pursuit of class self-organisation" (Wright, 2021, p. 71). 

Following feminist scholars, we do not accept that ‘taking sides’ compromises the 
objectivity of the findings. As argued by O’Brien (1993), it’s not who you work with or for 
that threatens objectivity, it’s how you produce knowledge. Harding (2015) further argues 
that, while the perspectives of marginalised communities do not necessarily constitute 
knowledge, engaging with such perspectives is necessary for strengthening the objectivity of 
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any knowledge claims. As documented above, a significant amount of time and effort was 
expended to include the perspectives of residents in Cromcastle Court, a marginalised 
community whose voices are rarely, if ever, included in research or media coverage of 
housing in Ireland. Conversely, informed by the idea of engaging with critics (Harding, 2015), 
efforts were also made to garner input from government and local authority representatives. 
These, however, met with little success as requests for information or for state officials to 
participate in research interviews were systematically ignored. This unwillingness to engage 
is most clearly illustrated by the refusal of local authority officials, despite support from 
elected councillors, to permit the use of the exhibition space in Dublin City Hall for the 
‘Homes Not Hazards’ photovoice exhibition on the basis that the materials were ‘unsuitable’ 
(DCC, pers. comm).  

The nuances of ‘situated objectivity’ are difficult to convey in press releases or fraught 
negotiations with local government officials. To be most useful, it was important that our 
research outputs be seen as objective in a conventional sense. To this end, we shared the 
results of the survey in the form of a report which prominently featured the Maynooth 
University and EPA logos, meaning it was perceived as the product of a ‘legitimate’ academic 
project. The report included statistics regarding, for example, the number of people who 
reported their health was adversely affected by their housing conditions, alongside more 
detailed qualitative data to add nuance and depth to these claims. A further initiative to 
provide reliable ‘evidence’ to support campaign involved working with another research 
project to coordinate testing of the drinking water in Cromcastle Court, with the results 
showing high levels of lead contamination (Towey, 2025b). Overall, the approach can be 
seen as an example of ‘strategic positivism’ referring to methodological and epistemological 
approaches that seek to leverage the respectability of academic research, especially 
quantitative and positivist research methods, to support progressive social movements 
(Ferreri, Garcia-Lamarca & Obra Social Barcelona, 2024; Wyly, 2009). 

 

5.2. Building relationships  

As noted by Chatterjee et al. (2024), one of the ways academics can contribute to social 
movements is by documenting problems and providing evidence to support their claims. 
They continue, however, that the process of documentation can often have overlooked but 
arguably more important outcomes, including ‘heightening critical consciousness… building 
relationships and catalysing opposition’ (Chatterjee et al. 2024, p. 594-595). There are 
parallels with the use of surveys within the tradition of militant research as a strategic tool to 
build connections between workers and researchers (Wright, 2021). Our use of the survey, 
as well as the photovoice project, was evidently concerned with documenting social problems 
according to the principles of strategic positivism as discussed above. However, building 
relationships through the research process was also an important objective and critical to the 
research’s contribution to organisation. 

Informed by the ideas of labour organiser Jane McAlevey (2016), amongst others, 
CATU specifically understands its approach as oriented towards ‘organising’ rather than 
‘mobilisation’, referring to strategies to expand a base of support amongst individuals and 
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groups with no previous connection to a movement. This is fundamental to the union’s 
emphasis on local, door-to-door organising, the model which was also replicated within the 
survey. Ultimately, the survey and photovoice project were arguably more effective than such 
regular outreach activities because they required frequent visits to the same households and 
consistent presence around the estate and local area, which led to many impromptu meetings. 
Very often one or both researchers would be around the estate to try to speak to particular 
people for the purposes of data collection and would bump into others, leading to equally 
valuable conversations. While from the outset we were almost never met with hostility 
because we had local connections and most people relished the opportunity to explain the 
problems they were facing, our consistent presence made us familiar faces in the area and 
enabled the slow development of trust, including a sense that we weren’t going to disappear 
after collecting data for the research project. 

These relationships were necessarily fraught and complex for a variety of reasons. These 
included the identities of the two main researchers, one a trans woman and the other a non-
Irish (though white) migrant, neither of whom are social housing tenants, which meant we 
were necessarily seen as somewhat external to the community and experienced concern 
about how we would be perceived by residents. While we were clear to present ourselves 
from the outset as both researchers and CATU activists seeking to build a campaign that 
would depend on the involvement and leadership of residents, we were sometimes, 
particularly at the outset, seen as authority figures who could address problems on residents’ 
behalf. We also struggled to cope with and know how to respond to expressions of racism 
amongst tenants, some of whom, though by no means all, felt their situation to be the fault 
of migrants supposedly receiving preferential treatment in access to housing. We were unsure 
whether to refuse to engage with people who expressed such ideas or whether to prioritise 
building relationships and trust based on the belief that change would occur through the 
experience of collective solidarity and involvement in wider union activities (see also Reichle 
& Bescherer, 2021). While we generally followed the latter approach, it is difficult to know 
whether this was always the most effective option. Despite these complications (or perhaps 
by working through them), the relations developed through the research work provided the 
foundation for the campaign that that developed thereafter. 

The research and campaign activities also facilitated the development of a wider 
network of relationships at different levels, not solely between researchers and residents. The 
public meeting held in February 2025 and subsequent campaign activities all involved 
bringing residents together with each other and other activists. Prior to the project beginning, 
there was very limited organisation and communication between tenants in Cromcastle Court 
and the community was generally fragmented, with internal tensions exacerbated by the dire 
conditions. It was common for residents to remark that, until they began attending campaign 
meetings or read the survey report, they were not aware that others in the estate were living 
in similarly poor conditions. Some residents have also become active members of CATU and 
participated in wider union activities, including in support of private sector and migrant 
tenants, reflecting the development of a wider sense of solidarity and CATU’s aim to 
‘mobilize neighbours as equals’ (Gavin &O’Callaghan, 2024, p.326) as a means to overcome 
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the divisions within working-class communities. The research activities have also helped 
establish connections between housing and climate justice movements, through a 
partnership with Friends of the Earth to coordinate the Homes Not Hazards photovoice 
exhibition amongst other forms of collaboration, thus contributing to what Chatterjee et al. 
(2024) describe as ‘reframing’ housing struggles, referring to highlighting the connections to 
other social issues, which they identify as one of the key ways in which researchers can 
contribute to housing justice.  

 

5.3. Activist housework  

Here we argue that the knowledge production activities discussed above -however 
radical the epistemological positions adopted- would not have had a significant impact 
without the everyday organising labour carried out alongside and in addition to them. Within 
discussions of scholar activism there is often implicit acceptance of a division of labour 
whereby academics should perform roles corresponding to their particular skills and 
expertise, whether research, analysis, writing or education. Derickson and Routledge (2015, 
p.5), for example, suggest that researchers should be wary of engaging with movements as 
‘supplicants’ where they would take on ‘any menial task’ that might be required and instead 
should be more confident about the skills they can contribute. While this may be reasonable 
in some contexts, it assumes that there will be others available to carry out other less visible, 
public-facing or skilled forms of work. This contrasts with the realities often faced by radical 
social movements, where ‘capacity’ is almost always a critical constraint (Wilde, 2019). In 
reality, community organising is overwhelmingly reliant on ‘mundane, everyday, behind-the-
scenes’ labour, work which is also typically carried out by women (Bishop & O’Connor, 
2023, p.11).  

Across the housing movement in Ireland and CATU’s organising work, a key constraint 
is time and commitment on the part of activists for sustained organising work, with burnout 
and exhaustion all too frequent occurrences. In Cromcastle Court, there was no existing 
campaign about conditions or any form of tenant organising prior to the research project 
and associated organising efforts starting. Instead, the campaign that developed only came 
about through the organising work of members of the research team alongside a small 
number of other CATU activists and residents. This required a huge amount of additional 
labour on top of the (already demanding) research activities, such as organising and attending 
meetings and protests, taking minutes, distributing flyers, keeping up communication with 
residents and other union members, writing press releases and a myriad of other daily tasks. 
This additional work was critical to any form of ‘impact’ arising from the research activities 
– but constitutes a double workload and also exists in clear tension with the established value 
systems of academic institutions. 

As highlighted by Bishop and O’Connor (2023), such ‘activist housework’ is not 
regarded as ‘research’ or seen as valid by academic institutions or funders and is even less 
publishable than more public or high-profile forms of activism. Community organising, such 
as in Cromcastle Court demands, as Chatterton et al. (2010, p. 260) put it, ‘sustained and 
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organic intervention over many years’ that extends far beyond the timeframe of a research 
‘work package’ and comes up against pressure to move on and generate new, innovative 
findings. Referring back to Derickson and Routledge’s (2015) argument regarding 
researchers as ‘supplicants’, we argue that the potential contributions which can be made by 
researchers are contextual and depend on the state of organisation in any given context. In a 
well-developed and resourced movement there may be specific, bounded roles that 
researchers can fill which take advantage of their particular forms of expertise. However, 
where there is a limited level of organisation to begin with, researchers must be prepared to 
undertake the difficult work of community organising to build the social movement 
infrastructure within which critical academic outputs can become meaningful. 

The knowledge and experience gathered through involvement in community organising 
is critically important, particularly in providing insights regarding the barriers and constraints 
for radical social movements, and by extension for social change itself. Focusing on these 
‘how’ questions is suggested by Chatterjee et al. (2024) as one of the ways in which research 
questions can be ‘triangulated’ or reframed to address the needs of social movements, while 
still meeting standards of academic respectability. This is the approach of work within the 
tradition of militant research and of authors concerned with ‘class composition’ which 
focuses on understanding the conditions for effective forms of resistance (e.g. Risager, 2021; 
Clare et al., 2025). However, this type of research remains marginal and is fundamentally at 
odds with funders’ and university management’s demands, given that it is oriented towards 
social transformation rather than reforming institutional practice (Croteau, 2005). At an 
individual level, researchers must accept that there are likely to be sacrifices required in order 
to carry out radical, community-based research in terms of publications, funding and career 
progression, which are obviously more acute for precariously-employed academic workers, 
meaning it is questionable whether this approach is sustainable over the longer term (see also 
Ruiz Cayuela, 2025). At a structural level, it shows the need for organisation by academic 
workers and allies to challenge the structures of neoliberal university and create the 
conditions for more meaningful scholar-activist work (Chatterton et al., 2010).   

 

6. Conclusions 
 
The core question with which we are concerned in this article is how researchers can 

leverage institutional resources and existing (and conventional) research methods for social 
movement organising. To address this, we have drawn on our experience of contributing to 
tenant union organising and the campaign for improved housing conditions in Cromcastle 
Court in Dublin. Theoretically, we have brought together feminist theories of knowledge 
with discussions of scholar activism in relation to housing. We argue that the idea of 
objectivity does not necessarily need to be abandoned but rather redefined as being enhanced 
rather than undermined by openness about underlying ethical values and political 
commitments. Beyond this, we see one of the core contributions of our work as the in-depth 
analysis of the campaign in Cromcastle Court and of the contribution of the research 
activities thereto. While there is a growing body of research that discusses the concepts of 
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scholar activism and militant research as they relate to housing, there is relatively less 
information about what the everyday work of scholar activism might look like, including the 
specific methodological and strategic choices involved. We hope that these reflections will 
go some way in providing ideas and grounds for reflection to others wishing to undertake 
such work.  

Building on the above, we have identified three key features of our approach which 
were critical to making the work impactful outside an academic context. In  outlining these 
we aim to complement other analyses (such as Chatterjee et al., 2024) of how researchers 
might contribute to radical housing movements. These were first, the idea of ‘taking sides’ 
by being explicit and consistent about our political and organisational commitments. This 
orientation fundamentally influenced how we understood the validity and function of our 
research. Second, we believe that one of the most valuable aspects of the project was the 
strategic use of the research activities as a framework to build relationships with tenants, a 
necessary prerequisite for organisation. This, in particular, distinguishes our research from 
other forms of scholar activism which are more oriented towards presenting evidence and 
providing expert opinions to support existing campaigns or movements. Lastly, we argue 
that providing the time, energy and resources to carry out everyday organising work was a 
critical contribution, without which the campaign would not have existed, or existed in a 
much-reduced form. We believe that, in circumstances where capacity for such everyday 
organising tasks is limited, or where the burden is unequally distributed, scholar activists 
should be prepared to set aside their identities as researchers and contribute on an equal 
footing as other activists. 

The project described in this article was multi-faceted and complex, involving 
complicated human relationships, deep emotional attachments and intense conflict with state 
authorities. It is beyond the scope of one short article to fully investigate every aspect. 
Instead, we conclude with reflections on some challenges and particularities of the project 
that we feel may be helpful to other scholar activists. The first point relates to the potential 
limits of the politics of resourcefulness as described by authors such as Chatterjee et al. (2024) 
and Derickson and Routledge (2015). Our commitment to the transfer of resources, time, 
expertise and financial support, was undoubtedly helpful for the campaign in Cromcastle 
Court. However, it is also the case that the campaign has lost momentum since the high 
point in early 2025, with one contributing factor being the reduced involvement of members 
of the research team due to a combination of exhaustion, other work commitments and the 
short-term contract of one of the two main researchers ending. The latter point was 
particularly significant because having two researchers working on the project was valuable 
given its emotionally intense and draining character. This situation has arguably 
demonstrated the extent to which the campaign was dependent on the research project rather 
than developing its own momentum. This prompts us to reflect on how a politics of 
resourcefulness may create a structure of dependency whereby social movements may come 
to rely on academic collaborators, and whether it would be preferable for movements to 
prioritise building their own capacities for the type of work that scholar activists might 
undertake. Or, rather, how resources from academic (or other external) sources can be used 
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to build more lasting, institutional and organisational capacity within the movement, rather 
than being invested in standalone campaigns and initiatives. 

All campaigns have ebbs and flows, with more intense peaks linked to varying energy 
levels and activists’ availability. It is not the case that the linkage to our research project 
necessarily doomed it to failure. For example, another important factor was that one of the 
key tenant activists was successful in winning a transfer to alternative accommodation, which 
was a significant success for the campaign but simultaneously undermined its base by 
removing a prominent voice in the community. Regardless, we believe that scholar activists 
should consider to what extent their work contributes to developing social movement 
infrastructures beyond the achievement of specific, immediate objectives. Some ways this 
could be achieved are through  contributing to training and education with social 
movements, for example by ensuring knowledge generated through campaigns is retained 
and shared, similar to the role of ‘documenting struggles’ identified by Chatterjee et al. (2024) 
as a key potential contribution of scholar activists. Other contributions could include helping 
to build and formalise collaborative relationships between researchers, social movements and 
communities, rather than engaging in once-off partnerships. Researchers would also do well 
to follow existing social movement strategies to build lasting movements, such as through 
focusing on empowering people to carry on their own struggles rather than acting on their 
behalf. 

Secondly, we wish to highlight the challenges associated with research and organising in 
the context of a highly fragmented community. Some recent accounts of class composition 
and tenant organising have suggested that social housing estates present fertile ground for 
organising due to the presence of a single landlord and because they often represent stable, 
close-knit communities (e.g. Clare et al., 2025). The situation in Cromcastle is, however, 
starkly distinct. The legacy of the residualisation of social housing and the associated attack 
on the spatial and political coherence of working-class communities in Ireland is immediately 
apparent in the form of physical decay, cynicism and hopelessness amongst tenants after 
decades of neglect and an absence of political organisation.  The transformation of social 
housing into a last resort for those without any other options means that remaining tenants, 
especially in estates like Cromcastle, are often living in extremely challenging circumstances 
with physical/mental health issues or burdensome caring responsibilities which make it 
difficult to fight for improved conditions. This context clearly shaped what became one of 
the campaign’s key demands, that tenants should be rehoused elsewhere, which necessarily 
posed a challenge for long-term movement building. Last, the degree of alienation is reflected 
in the spread of racist ideas, linked to the absence of any ideological or organisational 
framework that would serve to direct frustration towards those actually responsible for the 
problems faced by residents. 

This situation fundamentally shaped all aspects of the research and organising work. It 
meant that, as scholar activists, we were not simply responding to the demands of a pre-
existing community. Rather the project required identifying common issues, building 
community and developing a campaign bringing people together through the union 
structure. This was a highly demanding process which was always going to be difficult to 
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sustain in the long term. There is arguably a decision to be made about whether to prioritise 
organising in such fragmented contexts due to their potential strategic significance, for 
example in undermining the far-right, or whether priority should be given to other 
communities where limited resources may gain a greater return. Whatever the answer to this 
question, it is inspiring that in such challenging circumstances there is still anger and a 
willingness to fight for better conditions. We also believe the work described here represents 
a small but valuable contribution to the critical task of building unity within and between 
divided communities in the face of the manifold crises with which we are faced and which 
demand an urgent response in the form of powerful working-class movements. 
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