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Abstract
The relationship between activism and social research constitutes a longstanding source of debate. In the mental health and
disability fields, this tension has specific connotations: User-survivor activism is premised on the priority of first-hand experience
over detached, ‘objective’ knowledge. Personal experience is the foundation for the specific and irreplaceable perspective that
users and survivors bring upon issues of interest. Considering this, how do user/survivor activist groups relate and collaborate
with academically oriented researchers who lack a first-person encounter with psychiatry? Drawing on my participant observer
role in a user-led activist group in Chile and through three ‘reflexive vignettes’, in this paper, I retrospectively trace how my
interests and presence were received, negotiated and contested by users and non-users in the field. The findings describe
three episodes in which my own status - and that of others participating ‘in the name of research’ - was interrogated. Although
the group was open to anyone, boundaries emerged in response to specific demands from external agents interested in
participating. A sense of ‘personal connection’ with the aims and nature of the group was one of those boundaries. In parallel,
professional members had their own way of signalling their legitimacy, usually through a self-critical, anti-professional and
anti-academic attitude. Doubts about my commitment to the group emerged as fieldwork progressed. The vignettes map the
tensions that I experienced, the efforts I made to navigate them and the way they affected my disposition towards the group.
The article argues that researcher’s reflexivity towards their own situation constitutes a primary source of information in the
context of emergent, user-led advocacy efforts. Attention to how these groups accept and/or resist academic agendas provide
insights into the solidarities and affinities that shape activist efforts. More than a pre-defined, ‘ethico-political’ disposition what’s
required from researchers interested in this field is reflexivity to navigate the interface between academia and activism, honesty
about the limits of academia and openness towards the contingent outcomes of an encounter with activism.
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Discussions around the continuity or discontinuity between ‘activism’ and ‘academia’ have been part of the social
sciences since their inception. This tension has specific characteristics in the context of mental health service-
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user activism, where priority is given to first-hand experience over detached, ‘objective’ or ‘expert’ knowledge
(Noorani, 2013). First-hand experience is usually a marker of membership across activist groups and the foundation
for the specific and irreplaceable perspective that users and survivors bring upon issues of interest. How, in this
context, do service-user groups relate and interact with academic researchers who do not have a direct experience
with psychiatric services?What are the boundaries that link and differentiate activism and academia in this context
and how are they negotiated in concrete situations?

Over the last eight years, I have worked in mental health settings and conducted research into different social
aspects of the Chilean mental health field (Mascayano & Montenegro, 2017; Montenegro, 2011; Montenegro &
Cornish, 2015, 2017). In 2015, I spent three months participating in the activities of Agrupación Libre Mente (ALM),
a user-led activist organisation, with the aim of understanding their main concerns and forms of collective action.
This exploration resulted in a published paper that describes how ALM actively rejected the parameters of ‘civil
society engagement’ defined by the mental health system, demonstrating, through conversations and decisions,
a will for self-differentiation in response to expectations about their role (Montenegro, 2018).

The reflexive dimension of this research process - my own engagement with the group and what I perceived to
be their perceptions about me - remained somehow marginal in that account. But over time I came to realise that
my presence was an opportunity for the group to play out its own boundaries, this time in relation to social research
and, more importantly, social researchers. I also realised that the contingent nature of this relationship differed
from similar attempts and reflexions in the literature (Cresswell & Spandler, 2013).

In this article, I want to retrospectively unpack how my interests and presence were received, negotiated and
contested by a service-user group engaged in activism. Using the model of the ‘reflexive vignette’ (Langer, 2016),
I present three fieldwork episodes in which my status - and that of other participants who identified as social re-
searchers - was interrogated, and the efforts I made to articulate the legitimacy of my goals and to secure the
continuity of my participation. The discussion articulates the lessons contained in each vignette with respect to
the relationship between activism and academia in this field. In the conclusions I reflect on what can be learned
from my experience in order to engage in the sociological study of activist practices in mental health, responding
to current debates about the interface between social research and service-user activism (Cresswell & Spandler,
2013; Rose, 2008a; Russo, 2012; Russo & Beresford, 2015). Rather than providing a comprehensive overview
of the findings of the fieldwork, my aim with the vignettes is to illustrate the argument of the article.

Activism and the Chilean Mental Health Field

While the autonomous organisation of mental health service users and survivor groups is a stable feature in dif-
ferent countries of the Global North, in Latin America this is a recent and under-researched phenomenon. Available
studies and policy documents usually place the actions and concerns of users alongside those of professionals,
caregivers and other allies, under a common horizon of advocacy, usually oriented towards the expansion of
mental health services (Ceriani, Obiols, & Stolkiner, 2010; Zaldúa et al., 2012). However, over recent years, an
intense politics of dealignment is taking place: between users and families, between users and advocators, and
between different user groups with opposing political orientations (Montenegro, 2018).

The first expressions of service-user collective organisation in Chile started in the late 90s with the creation of the
National Association of Users of Mental Health Services (ANUSSAM). ANUSSAM was the outcome of the efforts
of users working in high profile family organisations, born in the context of deinstitutionalisation (Montenegro &
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Cornish, 2017). For this process to consolidate the definition of mechanisms to legitimise coercive measures in
the community was indispensable. The ‘Commission for the Protection of the Rights of Persons with Mental Ill-
nesses’ was thus born, requiring the representation of a service-user organisation alongside other professional
groups (MINSAL, 2000). The match between this legal demand and the prior organising efforts of users within
family organisations gave birth to ANUSSAM (Montenegro & Cornish, 2017).

Since its inception in 2001, ANUSSAM has been the main user-led advocacy organisation in the country. Its role
is to represent users vis-a-vis different government agents, including the Ministry of Health and the National Dis-
ability Service. However, over recent years alternative expressions of activism have emerged at the margins,
under the influence of two relatively distinct processes. On the one hand, the disability rights movement has seen
a growth in support over the last few decades, particularly after different Latin American states signed the Con-
vention for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (Angel-Cabo, 2015; Figueroa, 2017b). Several efforts
have been made to harmonise national legal frameworks and the Convention, with a parallel articulation of advo-
cacy actions across the country. In Latin America mental health issues are usually framed as psychosocial disabil-
ities and, through this lens, the vocabulary and political horizon of the CRPD have penetrated debates about
mental health services and the right of self-determination, self-expression and the autonomy of users (Figueroa,
2017a; Minoletti et al., 2015; Observatorio de Derechos Humanos de las Personas con Disacapacidad Mental,
2014).

On the other hand, a burgeoning ‘anti-psy’ scene has emerged in the country, particularly within academic psy-
chology, partly influenced by the work of Chilean philosopher Carlos Pérez-Soto (2012) and the critical community
psychology of Domingo Asún and others (Domínguez, Kornblit, Rovira, & Asún, 2002). Their work has mobilised
a sense of exasperation with the role of psychological knowledge and techniques in the production of ‘neoliberal
subjects’ adapted to post-dictatorship Chile, in the school and at work (Pavón-Cuéllar, 2017). Simultaneously,
these ideas have resonated with the political values of a generation of students who participated in the waves of
protest sweeping the country over the last few decades (Cabalin, 2012).

Both scenes help to explain the political and organisational style of Agrupación Libre-Mente and its view of insti-
tutions and professionals, aspects that are developed in subsequent sections. Prior to this, key elements in the
literature on service-user activism are discussed, in order to situate the study.

Tensions Between Academia and Activism

The relationship between academia and activism has been debated since the origins of the social sciences. Whilst,
for Marx and Engels’, dialectical materialism was simultaneously a science of society and a tool of its transformation
(Engels, 2012; Marx, 1990), Weber (2008) claimed that science and politics responded to different and irreducible
calls linked to differentiated spheres of action in modernity. Recent calls for activist scholarship have questioned
these boundaries (Maxey, 1999) through integrative epistemological and methodological frameworks (Croteau,
Hoynes, & Ryan, 2005; Hale, 2008; Smith, 1990).

Activism itself is a very wide concept that includes different goals, strategies and scales. While in many cases a
shared vision of social transformation allows for the integration and hybridization of academic and activist orienta-
tions, in other cases knowledge and expertise themselves are key objects of contention, such as in the mental
health service-user and survivor movement (Coleman, 2008; Everett, 2000).
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User-produced knowledge and 'lived-experience' (Rose, 2008b) are key aspects of the autonomous service-user
activism developed in different English-speaking countries over several decades (Campbell, 1996; Crossley, 2006;
Hughes, 2006). For Faulkner (2010), engaging in knowledge production ‘has the potential to empower people, in
that it gives us the opportunity to, as it were, reverse the “research gaze” and to use research for our own purposes’
(p. 37). While overlapping with the so-called ‘era of the patient’ in medicine (Reiser, 1993), in the context of psy-
chiatry lived-experience, not only enriches a clinical approach but it becomes a fundamental ground to dispute
the authority of psychiatric knowledge and the very notion of ‘the patient’ (Lester & Tritter, 2005; Noorani, 2013).

The specific perspective that service-users bring to matters of shared concern is based on their direct experiences
of use - and abuse - at the hands of service providers and broader institutional frameworks. The centrality of lived-
experience complicates the simple crossing of activist and academic boundaries. This has prompted the creation
of hybrid platforms such as Mad Studies, defined as ‘a project of inquiry, knowledge production, and political action
devoted to the critique and transcendence of psy-centred ways of thinking, behaving, relating, and being’ (Menzies,
LeFrançois, & Reaume, 2013, p. 13). Taking distance from anti-psychiatry and other academic polemics, Mad
Studies ‘takes as its principal source, inspiration, and raison d’être the subjectivities, embodiments, words, expe-
riences, and aspirations of those among us whose lives have collided with the powers of institutional psychiatry’
(Ibis).

Although Mad Studies exemplifies a way of understanding the relationship between political and academic com-
mitments in the field, it is still a very localised enterprise mostly situated in English-speaking countries. Moreover,
the relationship between ‘experience’ and expertise has been debated (McKevitt, 2013; Meriluoto, 2018). Experience
is a heterogeneous category whose form and validity are associated with other markers such as class and gender
(Kelly, 2017). The position from which an experience is conveyed is not unitary, receiving modulation by the
practical situations taking place to an individual or a group (Jones & Kelly, 2015). As stated by Schrader et al.
(2013), the ‘mad’ identity that some of these movements claim is not an intrinsic, defining feature but an ‘active
and thoughtful positioning of the self with respect to dynamic social narratives regarding mental difference and
diversity’ (p. 62).

Across the Global South, experiences of service-user activism are emerging, responding to local concerns,
drawing on different forms of solidarity and developing unique trajectories of self-differentiation that reconfigure
the links between experience and membership. What is the situation of social research(ers) in these processes?
How do these groups deal with the concrete presence and the interests of academics? What does this say about
the way the relationship between activism and academia has been conceptualised in western countries?

Rather than a systematic answer to these questions, in this paper, I reflect onmy academically oriented engagement
with a group of service-user and non-user activists in Chile. Consideringmy experience and the interactions between
other researchers and the group I aim to unravel some of the concrete ways in which the boundaries between
activism and social research are negotiated in this specific field. Deeply testimonial in nature, the findings are
modelled around the ‘reflexive vignette’ (Langer, 2016), a methodological and analytical tool for the retrospective
reconstruction of the experiences of researchers in the field. This tool is described in the next section.

The Function of Reflexivity and the Research Vignette

Although reflexivity has long been part of the toolbox of qualitative social research, recently there have been attempts
to problematise its scope. Especially in health, the notion has been formalised as a way to reduce bias and
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recognise the influence of the researcher in the field, a version that Kuehner et al. (2016) describe as ‘weak re-
flexivity’. In contrary, as stated by Hervik (1994) reflexivity is not an ‘internal’ feature of the researcher but forms
part of the “intersubjective context of fieldwork’ (p. 60).

According to Hammersley and Atkinson (2007), during fieldwork, the researcher ‘will be channelled in line with
existing networks of friendship and enmity, territory and equivalent “boundaries” (p. 59). This is relevant in the
context of emergent activisms, where political affinities are in the making and the roles of academia and ‘research’
are disputed. A careful consideration of the dynamics of encounter, insiderness, and outsiderness experienced
researchers are, therefore, not a supplement to the description of practices (Labaree, 2002) but rather a window
into the boundaries defining activist spaces (Casas-Cortés, Osterweil, & Powell, 2008; Lichterman, 2017).

Langer’s (2016) ‘Research Vignette’ is an attempt to operationalise this stronger form of reflexivity. In its most
basic form, the vignette is the description of specific episodes experienced while conducting research. It is
grounded in an understanding of interviews and other methods as instances of situated and shared construction
of meaning, exposing the experience of the researcher as the basis for a more accurate description of the field.

This retrospective analysis is not developed from a fixed position. For Langer (2016), ‘reflexivity does not refer to
a solid researcher-subject but has to take into account that this particular subject is constituted performatively in
the interview interaction with the interviewee’ (p. 745) or, as in my case, in the process of participant observation
and the complex interactions it entails. The unsettledness of the research-position becomes a source of information
about the field. For Devereux, whose work directly inspires this call for stronger reflexivity, a primary source of
data for the social scientist is ‘the behavior of the observer: His anxieties, his defensive maneuvers, his research
strategies, his ‘decisions’ (= his attribution of meaning to his observations)’ (Devereux, 1967, p. XIX). Following
this, the following vignettes want to allow the reader to understand

a. how my presence was received, negotiated and contested by members of ALM and

b. how, in response, I tried to articulate the legitimacy of my goals and to secure the continuity of my
engagement in the group.

In each vignette I highlight (i) the ways in which me and other members participating ‘in the name of research’
(Clough, 2004) were received by a very diverse group, (ii) the issues they brought to bear on their interrogation
of the researcher’s position, (iii) the way in which I sought to respond and (iv) the outcome of this particular inter-
action in the context of my evolving relationship with the group. But in order to understand the context of these
situations, I will first describe how I approached the group and what were its characteristics during the time I spent
with them.

Approaching the Group

First Contact

Between July and September of 2015, and in the context of a larger project about the emergent forms of collective
action by service-users in Chile, I conducted participant observation with a group named Agrupación Libre Mente
(ALM). I knew them through their Facebook page where they shared different activities.
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I first contacted ALM through Ramon, an ex-user and disability rights activist whom I had met a year before in the
context of my participation in a study evaluating the quality of care and the respect of the human rights of users.
I explained my research project to him and, after consulting with the group, they allowed me to attend their
meetings. I flew back to Santiago at the end of July 2015 and three days later I participated in my first meeting.

I participated in 17 meetings with the group including nine regular weekly meetings, two extraordinary meetings
(focused on specific projects) and six other events and activities involving specific members of the group. This
amounted to 70 hours. I interviewed five of its members (service-users). Through field notes I recorded conversations
and other aspects of the meetings, focusing on how the group described itself. In parallel, I followed the groups’
social media activity, before and after fieldwork.

The Group

ALMwas the result of a transformation of a prior group composed of psychologists and other professionals engaged
in the growing ‘anti-psy’ scene in the country (Montenegro, 2018). Ramon was the first member with a direct ex-
perience with psychiatry. He wanted to transform the group into a user-led and user-oriented initiative, but ALM
was open to anyone interested.

The number of participants in ALM’s meetings fluctuated between 7 and 15. Participants who did not describe
themselves as users or ex-users worked in mental health or related fields, in different levels and locations, and
some were involved in other forms of activism. In terms of age, gender and background, the group was very diverse.

Those who described themselves as users and ex-users in the group shared stories of neglect, abuse and manip-
ulation by mental health professionals. All of them were working to regain control over their lives. Still, their per-
spectives on psychiatry were diverse, with no set of agreed-upon principles. Above any other goal, they wanted
to work together.

In one of our first conversations, Ramon emphasised how the meetings provided a space of authentic encounter
that transcended clinical definitions, and how that was the foundation for empowerment and collective agency.
Several months after concludingmy fieldwork, and while walking together in London for a meeting with local activists,
he expressed concerns about the sudden increase of researchers and other ‘non-users’ in ALM’s meetings. Long-
term user-members felt increasingly alienated and wanted their own, exclusive space. My engagement with the
group broadly coincided with this growing concern, a process that the following vignettes aim to reveal.

Findings: Three Vignettes From the Field

Vignette 1: ‘We Only Accept Participants, not Observers’

During fieldwork, ALM met every Monday at an anarchist bookstore in central Santiago. The meetings lasted
around 2 hours. While there was no predefined structure, they started with a round of lengthy introductions that
provided themes for further conversation. Whether old or new, each participant received the same level of attention.
The composition of the meetings, involving users, ex-users, non-users and guests, produced lively conversations
(Montenegro, 2018).
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Two psychology students came to one of the meetings to conduct research on the group. A social psychology
assignment required them to investigate an ‘active minority’ and, they thought, ALMwas a perfect example. Ramon
explained that the group needed to decide upon their participation. The students kept asking ‘research’ questions
and Ramon, finally, advised them to submit those questions via email because ‘the meeting had a different purpose’.

After the interruption the conversation moved to the organisation of the Mad Pride Parade, the first such event in
the country, organised by ALM. A discussion ensued about using the word ‘mad’. Some members felt that this
could be offensive and alienating for other service users. The conversation revealed deep differences of opinion
on fundamental matters, drawing the attention of the students.

Student 1: After hearing all of you I noticed that everybody has a very specific perspective. How do you
manage to have a shared view of social or other problems?

Valeria [psychologist and long-term ally]: You mean how do we reach a consensus?

Raul [psychologist and long-term ally]:We just know each other for a long time and, slowly, we have
developed certain ideas together.

Student 1: Yes, I understand, the meetings are important and that you know each other and all that, but
where do your ideas come from, do you take lessons somewhere?

Raul: Look, here the craziest teach the least crazy, and that’s it.

The students‘ questions and concerns contrasted with the flow of the conversation. Other participants began to
talk simultaneously - something that rarely happened. The students directed their questions to the members they
thought were most fit to respond: Raúl, a psychologist and ally, and Ramon. They wanted to define the group
through its aims, tracing the group back to a shared position on different issues.

However, as the quote reveals, the group resisted. The conversation moved back to the parade and the risk of
appropriation of service-users voices, considering that the event was open to everybody and that the aim was to
gather people and support. The students wanted to be there, to which Claudio, a user, responded, partly joking:
‘but in the Parade, we only accept participants, not observers’.

I could understand and somehow share annoyance of the group faced with these untimely observers. Their approach
lacked skill and sensitivity, there was no attempt to participate and it felt like an empty attempt to get their homework
done. But I could also see the similarities between my situation and theirs. In what sense was I different?

After a while, Mariela, a professional, asked the students if they were only interested in the group because of their
assignment or if they had a personal connection with mental health. In response, they highlighted how ‘critical’
their academic training was. Mariela replied ‘in any case, you should be involved with the group beyond that as-
signment of yours… that could actually make you better psychologists’.

This episode revealed the discontinuity between the questions and requirements of these observers and the way
the group understood itself. Being ‘critical’ - within the confines of psychology - was not enough. While not a pre-
condition for participating in the meetings, a ‘personal connection’, emerged as a relevant boundary, a way to
differentiate ‘observers’ from ‘participants’. While I was not directly implicated in the situation, and while I had a
relatively secure position collaborating with the coffee shop project, the episode revealed the fragile situation of
those participating ‘in the name of research’ (Clough, 2004), anticipating some of the issues that I faced afterwards.
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Vignette 2: ‘An Exception to the Rule’

In the meetings, professionals were usually dealt with through the function they accomplished for the group. Ear-
lier on, somebody brought a formally dressed lawyer to advise the group around the legalities of the coffee shop.
Several attempts to incite a more ‘human’ side to him failed, including jokes about the need to upgrade the dress
code for the meetings. A personal connection was not required in this case: he knew things the group did not,
things the group needed to know and, on that basis, he had a place in the meeting,

It was different for psychologists and other mental health professionals. Their lack of a direct experience with
psychiatry meant that they needed to legitimize their position. In several occasions a self-critical stance emerged
as a mechanism of legitimation, but there was diversity in this. Some expressed a desire to learn about real people
in order to overcome the limitations of academic psychology. Others denounced the psy-disciplines as aides of
neoliberalism and framed their own role as collaborating with the ‘revolution of the mad’. But through diplomatic
or critical distance, a professional background was still useful to position themselves within the group.

A new participant came to a meeting, and the group had a very specific reaction, one that involved me directly.
She was around 30 years old and, although she had suffered a mental breakdown at an early age, she did not
consider herself a service-user. She had studied sociology but never saw herself as one. At the moment, she was
exploring the healing powers of plants. Most of the members shared a clear disdain for medicine. The idea of
finding cures for personal ailments without relying on what they called ‘pharmafia’ produced an intense conversation.

Renata, a user and former biology professor, who usually insisted on her love for science, asked her if she had
ever worked as a sociologist. Constanza replied:

Constanza: I studied sociology but please don’t think that I believe myself to be a sociologist. I finished
my studies and now I do other things.

Ramon: That’s great!

Natalia: Do you feel disappointed about sociology?

Constanza: Yes… unfortunately, sociology is not practical. It’s like… you want to do things and you clash
against a wall. The stuff about how modern society works is so abstract, it’s just palaver, it’s useless for
me.

Claudio: But I suppose the knowledge helps you somehow.

Constanza: I mean there’s people that believe in sociology, people that think that sociology is the solution
for everything… I’m not saying that people shouldn’t study this, it’s just that… my friends who moved into
sociology-related positions are just so far away now, they have no contact with real people anymore.

Claudio (pointing at me): Well, here we have an exception to the rule.

Me: I hope so.

Ramon: That’s what we all expect.

[Laughs]

In the first episode I remained an observer, but here I was implicated, not only by Claudio but indirectly by Con-
stanza and her explicit disdain for the professional identity that I had espoused from the beginning. Her attitude
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was explicitly endorsed by Ramon, and it was common amongst the professionals in the group. An anti-profes-
sional stance and a general rejection of the role of ‘experts’ lined itself very well with the ‘anti-psy’ spirit of the
group.

After this episode, something became clear to me. The group saw me as an exception to the vision of the sociol-
ogist as a distant bureaucrat. More importantly, I was the subject of the groups’ interpretations and expectations
and, while obvious, that realisation shaped my ensuing interaction with them, adding to my prior interrogation:
‘What am I for this group at this point and how is that relevant for my project?’

In the first vignette, a ‘personal connection’ with madness and/or psychiatry emerged as a boundary, delimiting
observers from participants. The second vignette shows how a disdain for professions allowed professionals to
add legitimacy to their participation in the group. This complicated the production of boundaries by the group.
Furthermore, the expectations some members had about me and the fact that, for them, I was not the ‘standard’
sociologist made me particularly aware of further expressions of disdain and/or support towards academia, as
revealed by the following vignette.

Vignette 3: ‘Are You a Radical now?’

During the final period of fieldwork, I began to think about the end of my participation in the group. I had only four
moremeetings with them and I was planning to hold some kind of feedback exercise. Simultaneously my relationship
with Jaime - a mental health professional and one of the founders of the initial group - was getting very tense. He
never came to the meetings that I attended but we talked at different events and had some communication through
social media (especially Facebook). Initially, he was supportive of my project but, as my fieldwork progressed, he
seemed increasingly doubtful and hostile. In more or less explicit ways he let me know that I had no reason to
participate in the group. My agreement and collaboration with Ramon and others did not convince him. I talked
this over with Ramon, he dismissed Jaime's attitude but the tension continued and I feared that this could affect
my relationship with the group and my fieldwork plan.

Although without explicit membership criteria, the group clearly privileged the presence of users. Non-users were
welcomed, and, in several meetings, they were the majority, but permanent efforts were made to invite more users
and to give those who were already part of the groupmore responsibilities and opportunities to lead different actions.
This created specific dynamics of interaction and worth inside the group.

Besides Constanza, across the meetings, it was common to hear professionals and students expressing disdain
towards professions and universities. They despised the training they had just received, taking pride in decidedly
pursuing a completely different path in life. Universities were elitist, distant and ultimately useless.

However, the constant repetition of such views resembled a ritual of purification they needed to perform in order
to feel at home. I immediately detected and reacted to this, on one level because it was interesting but, more im-
portantly, due to a personal sensitivity towards everything anti-academic, given my own role in the group.

On the 5th of September, I went to the regular Monday meeting. I reminded the group that I was leaving by the
end of the month, mentioning my intention to hold some sort of final session with them. I suggested two options.
The first was to have a session centred around the social sciences, aimed at giving them resources to better engage
with students and people conducting research. This seemed relevant, as Ramon had already mentioned the need
to address the growing influx of students in the meetings. As an alternative, I proposed the idea of building

Journal of Social and Political Psychology
2018, Vol. 6(2), 661–676
doi:10.5964/jspp.v6i2.924

Montenegro 669

https://www.psychopen.eu/


flowcharts. Just as health services guide their interactions with users through flowcharts, users might also draw
on their own experiences to build decision frameworks for dealing more effectively with service-providers. I hoped
such a tool could assist them in visualising the widest possible range of responses in the face of arbitrary institu-
tional decisions.

While explaining these options I felt that my textbook idea of a final feedback session was not appealing to most
members. I had already talked with Ramon about concrete possibilities of collaboration from the UK, and my in-
tentions to stay in touch with them were clear but it seemed like the group wanted something different. In one
public Facebook interaction, Jaime had already told me that I was supposed to ‘bring money back from Europe’,
that being my only role in the group and, at that precise moment I thought that maybe this expectation was shared.

Ramon broke the silence, saying: ‘Beside those options, it would be good to hear about what happened to you
during this time’. I replied by discussing the impact of the group upon my broader research project and the way
the meetings had become a lens to understand the limitations of the mental health system and the potential of
users working together. Natalia, an anthropology student and ally, interrupted me, asking ‘Are you a radical now?’.
It took me by surprise, and I asked her to explain the question. ‘I mean you surely don’t see things the way you
did before?’ I replied that I had always experienced a deep dissatisfaction with the precarious and unequal public
health system in the country and that my research was moved by a concern for the rights and experiences of
users. She interrupted me again, saying ‘But I suppose that your ideas have changed a lot, haven’t they?’

Two parallel processes contextualise my position at that specific point during fieldwork. On the one hand, I was
clearly enthusiastic about the group, its message and its value. I felt welcomed and confident, proposing ideas
and taking part in debates and conversations. I wanted to help them in the terms they had set for me. But at the
same time the episode with the students, the anti-professional attitude of the professionals and Jaime’s constant
and unfounded doubts about me had made me more sensitive about the fragility of my role and defensive against
those doubts.

Natalia was herself a social scientist, she had no direct experience of psychiatric treatment, was very vocal against
professionals and was Jaime’s partner. Her demand for a proof of transformation and radicality inevitably felt like
a deliberate attempt to demonstrate precisely the contrary, my lack of commitment and radicality. I could have
said ‘yes, my ideas have changed deeply after this’, I could have drawn on my honest enthusiasm. But the question
and its context precluded this option. I did not want to fit within the norms of (self) legitimacy defined by the pro-
fessionals in the group.

Somehow, in that situation, my defensive side clashed with and prevailed over my enthusiasm and sense of
connection. In response, I embraced more explicitly the identity of a sociologist. They all knew who I was and why
I was there but still, being more sociologist was a way to respond to this dichotomous demand for commitment.
A way to move out of the game of self-critique that professionals constantly played in the group.

This vignette shows that the anti-professional attitude discussed earlier was accompanied by more or less explicit
expressions of doubt and disdain against newcomers who were not users. In an attempt to give themselves legit-
imacy as members, professionals created their own filters – or boundaries - for the group. Demands for demon-
strations of commitment need to be situated within these dynamics, that are themselves linked to the composition
of the group and the fact that it was still transitioning from being a student-led critical psychology effort to becoming
a user-led advocacy platform.
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That day, as usual, the conversation moved into other topics and activities. During the final part of the meeting,
several members showed their interest in my proposal for a final feedback session. The attitudes towards my
project were as diverse as the group itself and I could draw on the support of users to take my project forward,
establishing a longstanding relationship with some of them. These vignettes are, in this sense, an attempt to throw
some light into the contingent experience of conducting sociologically-oriented research with service-user activists
and their allies.

Discussion

Following the call for ‘strong reflexivity’ (Kuehner et al., 2016) the previous vignettes described my engagement
as a social researcher with a group of mental health service-user and professional activists in Chile. While the
reflexive vignette was originally used as a richly described, personal account of a single moment in research
(2016), here, they map a process. This process and the broader lessons that can be drawn are articulated in this
section.

The first vignette showed the discontinuity between those trying to study the group and the group itself. The group
resisted these observers not by excluding them or rejecting their questions but by questioning them in return. In
particular, several members demanded the demonstration of a personal connection with madness and psychiatry
beyond mere curiosity, a connection that was not only a condition of possibility for access but the foundation of
a better way of being professionals – in this case, psychologists. As argued before, the notion of a personal con-
nection should be seen as forming part of the emergent boundary that the group created to deal with those partic-
ipating out of curiosity or with a ‘scientific’ goal. Research, in an on itself, was not reason enough to be there.

Several professionals without a direct experience of mental health services participated, since the beginning. This
diversity was valued, but the group prioritised the presence and leadership of users. In this context psychologists
and other professionals found ways to demonstrate and negotiate their legitimacy in the group, and, as revealed
in vignette two, this involved expressions of disdain towards professions in general and other professionals in
particular, as shown in vignette two and three. If a ‘personal connection’ acted as a boundary between the group
and the universe of potential participants, this anti-professional stance acted as a secondary boundary by which
professionals assessed each other’s validity to participate in the group.

As my planned departure from the field was near, tensions with other professionals emerged. The fact that I was
there conducting research was accepted from the beginning but, as fieldwork progressed, some professionals
expressed doubts about my role and intentions. I tried to manage such tensions in order to sustain my place in
the group, but they inevitably shaped my own disposition, something revealed by vignette three. These tensions
can be linked to the conflict between a strong presence of professionals and the ideals of user-control that defined
the group. It is in this context where the experience of social researchers interested in these groups needs to be
situated and where the possibilities of intimate qualitative engagement find its limits. Non-user researchers inter-
ested in service-user activism should intensely reflect on their own experiences of engagement, as they can illu-
minate the dynamics of membership and identity involved in emergent service-user activist initiatives.
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Conclusion

Much remains to be learned about the shifting interface between research and activism and the many forms it
takes. In this paper, based on a case study in Chile, I have developed an idea of reflexivity aimed at enriching the
study of this interface, in the specific case of service-user activism. Avoiding a solipsistic self-examination, the
aim was to use my experience in approaching a service-user organisation as a window into how these groups
define their own boundaries and expectations vis-a-vis social research. In line with this understanding of reflexiv-
ity, this paper has sought to illustrate my interactions with the group, and the unfinished production of a mutually
agreed, legitimate interaction.

On the basis of this effort, it is possible to problematize how we understand the relationship between profession-
alism and activism in the mental health field. Although user-led initiatives embody a rejection of professional au-
thority and domination, in the case at hand they also redefine what counts as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ ways of being a
professional. While the main producers of these values are professionals themselves, they shape the emergent
boundaries of activism in the field understood as the explicit and implicit terms defining who gets to have a place.

Since I participated in the group with the intention of conducting research, I was directly confronted by these
shifting dynamics of membership. The threshold of legitimacy and acceptability that kept me in the group was
very dynamic; it shifted over time, responding to my assertions and expressions of commitment. As stated by
Lichterman (1998) ‘we will understand more not only about social movements but volunteer groups (…) if we attend
closely to what it means to be a member’ (p. 403).

The experience of fieldwork was marked by a tension between an effort to take a closer look at the actions of the
group while negotiating the expectations attached to this proximity. This tension shaped what I could observe,
but in ways that were not completely transparent during the process. Reflexive vignettes are a way to make sense,
through writing, of these tensions and use them productively to enrich the description of the phenomena under
study (Langer, 2016).

Finally, I would like to return to a fundamental question that sits at the heart of this paper: What justifies the par-
ticipation of social researchers as observers of the activism of users? On a more abstract level, what justifies ob-
servation when there is already self-observation? In general, sociologists and other social scientists have immunised
themselves against the problem, striving for a position of neutrality. However, the emergence of hybrid activist-
academic communities such as Mad Studies, where users and survivors themselves produce research and create
political platforms in academia (Menzies et al., 2013) poses new challenges to the legitimacy of external academic
observation. The question still lurks in the back: what justifies external observation when activists are already
engaged in the production of knowledge about themselves?

Making a critical contribution to this discussion, Cresswell and Spandler (2013) have defended an ideal of com-
mitted engagement beyond the boundaries of academia and its imperative of neutrality. Through ‘reflexive auto-
critique’ they consider the limits of the academic gaze in relation to the user/survivor movement. On this basis
and following the work of Barker and Cox (2002), they propose the need for ‘an effective politico-ethical stance’
(Cresswell & Spandler, 2013, p. 142), different to a traditional academic ‘interest’. They set out to evaluate the
work of scholars interested in user/survivor activism on the basis of the depth of their engagement with the ‘lived
contradictions’ involved in such research.
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Because of the nature of my project, these and similar calls are particularly relevant and challenging. However,
my own ‘lived contradictions’ differ from these ideals. More than a politico-ethical stance, I can only try to offer a
retrospective-analytical stance: one that looks backwards and recognises the accidental nature of encounters
and dis-encounters across qualitative, field-based research projects. Such stance does not present itself as right
or wrong but as a contingent outcome of the situations experienced in the field and, to an important degree, as
an outcome of the encounter itself, of the unsettled negotiation of roles between researchers and activists.

In this sense, what Cresswell and Spandler define as ‘depth of engagement’ needs to be examined. In a context
of emergence and self-differentiation, visions of transformation and horizons of action are in the making. Aligning
one’s own stance with that of the research participants - or with an abstractly adequate politico-ethical stance -
can prevent researchers from perceiving often diverse and even self-contradictory spectrum of political and ethical
orientations that take part in activist spaces.

Furthermore, if ‘engagement’ is a condition of possibility of valid observation, then one could ask about the conditions
of possibility of engagement itself. In my view, that which makes engagement valid is a contingent outcome of
engagement. Legitimacy, in this sense, is not achievable before contact. Everything starts with contact. Sometimes
a process of intense political alliance and connection between researchers and activists will begin. Other times,
a series of tensions, miscommunications and doubts will ensue. Yet other times, an oscillation between connection
and tension, commitments and doubts will take place. In this sense, researchers in this field should not blackbox
their complicated engagement with users. Stories of tension and unmet expectations shouldn’t be hidden away.
Activism and social research co-inhabit the world and open themselves up to each other in many different ways,
beyond any preconceived notion of commitment and alliance.
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