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Abstract 

This paper explores the dynamics of knowledge and power in the course of an 

emancipatory scholarly action to assume university social responsibility.  Earlier 

literature on action research fails to cover the issue of epistemology in such scholarly 

activities that need to incorporate scientific knowledge and local knowledge and to 

accommodate values and interests held by researchers, research targets, and the main 

society. Since the action aiming at changing status quo might erode the knowledge 

base of the power to assure effective action, how to manage such dilemma seems 

critical for action research to know. By the case of Lokah Project done by National 

Chengchi University in Taiwan, this paper provides some insights on the 

epistemology of power-conditioned knowledge production and some clues for solving 

the dilemma. 
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Introduction 

The imagination of universities experiences a paradigmatic shift as the concept of 

university social responsibility prevails (Vasilescu et al., 2010), and the practices of 

interactive scholarly activities are getting more sophisticated in recent years. The 

mentality of the ivory tower, generating and disseminating knowledge in a relatively 

isolated environment, is losing its legitimacy as the higher education institutes evolve 

toward either publicized or privatized.  For the public universities, they are relying 

more on public funding or donations from the public, and therefore needs to respond 

to the secular expectation on solving real-world problems.  For the latter, more and 

more universities rely more on market mechanism for financial sustainability and 

operate more like a corporate. Since corporate social responsibility has been well 

developed in the capitalist system, universities running like corporates should carry 

the social responsibility as well. Overall, the academics are expected to connect 

themselves closer to the society that they are embedded and the higher education 

institutes to assume a more active role in promoting public welfare.    

The new norms retrigger an old issue ever prevailed in action research: power would 

involve in the accommodation of value and interest conflicts among the researchers, 

the researched, and the public. The caveat in the anthropology warns that the field 

studies might impose terrible impacts on local communities, especially those 

sponsored by big international corporations or colonial states to serve as a pioneer of 

resources exploitation in early days. It is also legitimate to worry that the research 

activities with good intention might result in rapid and undesirable changes in ecology 

and social changes.  Such concerns swelled as action-oriented scholarship was 

advocated to change the conditions of the research target, or to “emancipate” (in 

Habermas’ term) them from the enthralled conditions (Fay, 1987, Habermas, 1987).   

Engaging in a therapeutic scholarship is to change the equilibrium of a trilateral 

relationship among the scholars, the target group, and the greater society. According 

to Foucault’s theory of disciplinary power, individuals are subject to impersonal 

mechanisms of bodily discipline that inculcate normalized, habitual responses. 

Bourdieu shares this view in emphasizing the role of bodily practices in mediating 

relations of domination (Cronin, 1996: 56).  Both imply relatively stable power 

relations that maintain status quo. As a scholar takes action to stimulate conscious 

resistance against the widely perceived social categories and their legitimacy, he or 

she is to segregate himself and the research targets from the rest of the society and 

expose both the researcher and the researched to an intersubjective confrontation 

against the society as a whole.   



3 

 

In this emancipatory “praxis”, struggles against shared cultural belief (“doxa” in 

Bourdieu’s term) and existing dominance are inevitable, and thus strategic exercises 

of power is necessary. Since power and knowledge are essentially interconnected 

according to this stream of thought (Cronin, 1996), scholars holding and creating 

knowledge are also holding power to initiate a reflexive discourse on the doxa that the 

knowledge has anchored. Such move, however, tends to impose a threat to the 

legitimacy as well as interests of the original dominance, and thus to attract 

counterforce from the mainstream knowledge holders.  In other words, such action-

oriented scholarship faces a dilemma of eroding the base of power that is needed to 

accomplish the action. How could such dilemma be managed? What epistemological 

process would be developed in such reflexive scholarly actions?  

 

Power, Knowledge, and Capital  

A Concrete scenario that lays out the dynamics of values, interests, knowledge, and 

power can better demonstrate the dilemma above. One popular trend of such 

academic praxis is for the university to assume an active role in promoting or reviving 

regional economy. For a very long time, many universities have kept apathetic to the 

surrounding impoverished neighborhood. Partly for their good (so-called “altruistic 

self-interest” by Gurwitt, 1999) and partly to assume social responsibility, many of 

them started to reach out by sharing their resources with nearby communities for 

philanthropic activities and urban rejuvenation projects (Maurrasse, 2001). Some 

further detected the key innovative technologies and pinpointed strategic niches to 

turn their respective regions from rustbelts to brainbelts (van Agtmael and Bakker, 

2016). Universities in these cases are carrying the duty of the governments to be a 

locomotive for regional development.         

Many of these development initiatives are not in an all-happy, positive-sum scenario, 

however.  Sometimes the main concern is less a development problem but 

distribution justice, including the distribution of opportunities and the costs and 

welfare allocation of the developmental results. The issue would be much thornier 

when it comes to zero-sum trade-off.  When the target population is the 

disadvantageous group of the prevailed system, solutions tend to rest in the renovation 

of well-accepted institutions.  Academic actions in such cases would be revealing the 

unconscious and institutionalized bias of the system and mobilizing an alternative 

trajectory.  Such efforts trying to change the status quo would encounter much more 

confrontation from the mainstream society.  The dilemma specified above would 
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therefore exacerbate. 

A workable action scholarship to manage such hostility and the dilemma could, 

therefore, be a two-step scheme: first, to identify the core components of the main 

system, and second, to make use of them in constructing an alternative developmental 

route accordingly. The former refers to scientific knowledge that applies to analyze 

the objective facts and their relations.  This kind of knowledge would empower the 

action scholars by providing evidence of argumentation in the communication 

campaigns and justification for rendered solutions. The latter involves local 

knowledge regarding values, perspectives, and feelings that determine the way of 

interpreting the facts and recognizing the dominant consciousness that has stabilized 

local disadvantageous situations. As discussed above, such knowledge of 

emancipatory interest is usually the major source of tension between the action 

scholars and the dominant elites, and between the research target and the broader 

society.  The success of the scholarly action, therefore, hinges on finding creative 

solutions that can avoid the hindrance of above tension.     

More specifically, it makes sense to perceive the world as a highly sophisticated 

capitalist system, including not only economic capital by the logic of the market, but 

also cultural capital and social capital.  The importance of economic capital cannot 

be emphasized more in political economy literature done by philosophers Karl Marx, 

rational choice theorists like Przeworski and Limongi (1993), and recent economist 

like Thomas Piketty (2014), just to name a few. The system also imposes the 

legitimate vision of the social world and reinforces social divisions by mean of culture 

capital, which can be understood as agent’s comprehension abilities of such symbolic 

goods as an appreciation of science, arts, skills that can be accumulated and converted 

to economic capital.       

Parallel to the economic and culture capital, Bourdieu mentioned a third kind similar 

concept, social capital, which has attracted much attention for decades. Following the 

logic of economic capital, Bourdieu defines it as a total volume of resources that the 

agents accumulate by possessing a durable network. Like culture capital, social 

capital can also be accumulated and converted to economic capital. These three forms 

of capital work together in deciding individual’s ability of upward mobilization in 

social classes (Bourdieu, 1992). With a different cut, some theorists emphasize more 

on the quality of capital stock, such as robustness of trust and reciprocity of the social 

groups (Putnam, 1993).  

This stream of literature suffers from accurate measurement of the concepts. 
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Nevertheless, it sheds some light on the dynamic of the emancipatory praxis of action 

scholarship. One observation point is how a scholar might exert power over the 

research target in an early stage.  Another point is how the dilemma above can be 

overcome through the sophisticated management of capital.  

In the following paragraphs, I will introduce the case of Lokah Project to demonstrate 

the dynamics of power and knowledge in such scholarly actions.  Details of the case 

narrative will help to identify key elements for further theory building in the 

discussion section. Finally, I will conclude by presenting some remarks on the 

epistemological reflection action scholarship. 

This study is done by a team consisting of twelve faculty members, two post-doctoral 

researchers, four staffs, and a few dozen students from National Chengchi University 

(hereafter NCCU).  In the past four years, major investigators visited the field a 

couple of times per week not only for investigation but also for attending local 

activities.  The travel time ranges from 45 to 90-minute drive for a single trip, 

depending on the location of the destination community.  Since the mission was to 

promote sustainable development of the aboriginal communities, the interaction 

targets were mostly those with aboriginal identities, including the district governor, 

councilman, governmental officers, pastors of the churches, organizers of civil 

communities, and folks in the tribes. Also, the study also includes non-aboriginal 

informants, such as the principals and teachers of elementary and middle schools, 

business owners, and officers in regulatory agencies, and non-profit organizers. 

   

The Case of Lokah Project in Taiwan 

1. Awakening of Action Scholarship  

Aboriginal communities living in environmentally sensible areas tend to suffer from 

problems associating with underdevelopment. Such traditional therapy as attracting 

external investments fails to solve the problems because the capitalists tend to grasp 

the natural resources to earn a lion share of profits while leaving negative 

externalities, including pollution and daily life inconvenience to residents.  Nor does 

the welfare-state approach of providing subsidies or direct public services prove to be 

financially sustainable.  As more innovative business models and new consumption 

practices emerged in recent years, alternative resolutions that involve social networks 

have experimented.   
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While many of the above resolutions have resulted in very impressive achievements, 

the success usually could not be duplicated in other places. Such non-traditional 

models for development were largely initiated and navigated by grassroots 

entrepreneurs nourished idiosyncratically in local conditions. The success of these 

cases also demanded effective collective actions that further required incentives to 

mobilize, attitude change of the community members, and effective resolution 

mechanisms for possible conflicts of interests. Overall, for the alternative 

development to occur it demands social learning and adaptation process among 

different communities.  

Universities are ideal agents to couch such social learning across different localities. 

As the home for public intellectuals, universities should be origins and advocators of 

great ideas about good society. According to Collini (2006: 190), public intellectuals 

should play a role in linking professional producers of ideas and a non-specialist 

public. As researching agents, the faculty members of universities would be interested 

in collecting successful cases and generalizing the lessons to useful principles for 

broader application. As educational institutes, universities should be good at 

activating interested audiences to practice the good ideas. As the think tanks for 

public governance, universities should be able to assemble a variety of resources for 

local actions. For these reasons, the team in NCCU launched the Lokah Project with 

the funding support of Ministry of Science and Technology in Taiwan.  

2. Target and Task 

“Lokah” is “hello” or “aloha” in Atayal, an aboriginal ethnic group in central and 

northern parts of Taiwan. Lokah Project advocates an alternative development of 

Atayal in Wulai District, a place nearby the campus.  It is in the southern 

mountainous area of Taipei Basin, with half of its population carrying Atayal’s blood. 

Communities in that area have long suffered from very strict governmental 

regulations for the sake of urban water supply.  The restrictions on land use, building 

construction, and economic activities have led to a mix of under-development 

syndrome--economic stagnation, cultural dissipation, and depopulation that further 

deteriorate such problems as deficient elderly care, health care, and educational 

resources.  A scrutiny, however, indicates that Wulai carries very rich endowment.  

A combination of beautiful scenery, hot spring, and minority culture has made this 

place the earliest ethno-tourism attraction to American soldiers in the Vietnam War 

era in the 1960s, Japanese merchants in early economic booming in the 1970s, and 

urban middle-class in Taipei metropolitan in the 1980s.  As the buildings were 

getting old, the impacts of regulatory restrictions on local accessing economic 
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opportunity increased.  

In other words, urban capitalism has ravaged this place for decades since a fire 

accident destroyed the only company with aboriginal capital. External investments, in 

contrast, could slip through regulatory fissures to build luxury hot-spring hotels 

legally. Tribal fellows without business sense nor skills tended to fail in market 

competition.  Most tribal fellows became minimum-waged employees of the alien 

capital.  Since the employment by big urban businesses offered stable income, local 

folks got used to such arrangements without any second thoughts about justice issue 

and alternatives to get better off.  The blessing surprisingly turned to a curse when 

the alien capital rushed in to deprive local control over their resources and degraded 

the aboriginal from capital owners to powerless employees.  

Inspired by earlier studies on the successful cases, the team proposed an “alternative 

development” emphazing the resoration of tradition in cooperation and sharing (Tang 

and Tang, 2010; Tai, 2007; Kraybill, 2003), solidarity economy (Gibson-Graham 

2006) and innovative non-classical solutions (Utting, 2015; Eggers and Macmillan, 

2014). Although practices of sharing or even collective ownership were a part of tribal 

traditions, they faded away quickly in the course of modernization. The mission here 

is to revive the traditional institutions and adjust them to modern capitalist settings.    

Overall, the government set harsh restrictions on these capitalism invaded 

communities to prevent environmental problems associated with fast development. 

For decades, residents failed to break the strangles through urban rezoning process 

mainly because residents downstream worried about the environmental destruction 

and water supply. As economic stagnation impoverished these places, such social 

problems as emigration of the younger generation, elder care, education resources, 

and cultural dissipation were all pending effective solutions.   

3. The Imagined Solution from the Academy: The Riverine Initiative   

The team proposed an object of advocating the “Riverine Initiative” to respond to the 

problems.  It is inspired by the “Satoyama Initiative” which emphasizes 

environmental sustainability of human activities in the mountainous area. While the 

spirit fits perfectly to the scenario in Wulai, it lacks an essential element of social 

justice.  When the downstream urban citizens set harsh restrictions on the economic 

activities of upstream residents for stable water supply, they should share the same 

fate with the upstream cost-bearers by engaging into their self-sustained development 

projects.  According to this line of thinking, finding a sustainable development 

solution for upstream aboriginal communities is not a charity giving but responsibility 
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sharing.  Ecological consciousness, distributional justice, and conservation of 

cultural diversity constitute three pillars of the Initiative to earn legitimacy and attract 

endorsement to form a mutually beneficial relationship with the non-aboriginal 

society.     

4. The Action Scheme: Craft Renaissance 

Several reflexive guidelines were brought up by the team. First, eco-ethno-tourism 

could still be a solution, yet it should be pursued with some other appeals In addition 

to environmental awareness the consuming behavior should also emphasize fairness 

and justice on the demand side. The aboriginals have sacrificed for the urban residents 

for decades; consumption should be allocated to aboriginal suppliers in a higher 

priority for compensation’s sake.  

Second, the economic activities in this model should be sensitive to cultural diversity 

and respect the differentiated values behind the cultural performance.  The prevailing 

model tends to follow the principle of consumerism that cares about the convenience 

and acceptance of the customers and pays less respect to the minority cultural holders.  

To show the delicacy of the indigenous culture with a comprehensive picture, the 

presentation should carry a purpose of education that promises sincere engagement of 

visitors with diverse cultural backgrounds. Residents along the same riverine should 

appreciate and assure the prosperity of plural cultures.  

Third, on the supply side, aboriginal businesses are better to be in the form of 

solidarity economy to avoid possible exploitation. Traditional values on sharing 

hunting trophy and cooperation teamwork of Atayal Gaga (literately ancestor’s 

preaching) are still a common memory of many elder folks. Cooperation not only 

solves the problem of lacking economy of scale but also avoid excessive competition 

among tribal members that would reduce the stock of social capital.  

Forth, to consolidate the cooperation in economic affairs, it is important to build up 

the political foundation for public participation in public affairs.  While the laws in 

Taiwan have promised aboriginal tribes a certain degree of self-governance if they 

can satisfy the administrative prerequisites of democratic procedure, seldom any trib 

has ever practiced as expected by the policy.  Although such participation was also a 

common practice in their primitive social life, the tradition dissipated quickly in the 

course of modernization. In their struggles for making a living, it was just too busy to 

care about public affairs. 

According to above guidelines, the team identified a strategic point to cut in: that is, 
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promoting the hand-weaving businesses.  If making the aboriginals understanding 

their oppressed situation and taking actions against it is the goal, targeting participants 

with stronger self-confidence would promise a greater chance to succeed. The hand-

weaving products naturally manifest the beauty of Aboriginal culture, and the 

aboriginals were always proud of this art craft. Also, the female hand-weavers had 

organized an association for a decade. They were, therefore, more ready for advanced 

cooperation adventures, such as organizing a cooperative to run a business of 

solidarity economy.  For above reason, hand-weaving as the traditional handcraft 

was the leading industry under the catchwords of “Craft Renaissance”.   

“Renaissance” here indicates that this craft was once prosperous earlier but was 

endangered when the aboriginals were discriminated and their cultures, together with 

their traditional practices, languages, and crafts, undervalued in a modern capitalist 

system.  After democratic transition when the aboriginals gained their first nation 

status and cultural conservation became a hot issue, artisans have faded away and 

valuable skills dissipated.  Focusing on this art craft would enjoy other benefits.  

First, as many as 12 hand-weaving workshops constituted a solid base in the tribe for 

mobilizing all kinds of collective actions. Second, hand-weaving as a business was 

relatively easier to enlarge to a sustainable scale of economy. Finally, hand-weaving 

was a task done by women.  Promoting it would help to address the issue of gender 

inequality that has long rampant in the tribes.  

5. Early Tumbles and Breakthrough 

Academic diagnosis and an innovative prescription for local problems did not 

guarantee a smooth launch of the project.  After winning the competition to get 

luxury funds in hand, the principal investigator visited a local leader politely but 

encountered a blunt rejection embarrassingly. Since Wulai locates in the proximity of 

Taipei urban area, it has been the laboratory for a wide variety of social experiments. 

Many projects did not end with due process and thus left sequelae to residents.  By 

nature, the community members expected a long-term relationship with the scholarly 

actors.  However, in most cases, the projects failed to secure the funding to proceed.  

Many withdrew even without official notification.  

An opposite attitude, also nourished by mal-practices of earlier projects, was to take 

as many advantages of the project as possible.  Expecting that the scholarly team 

would bring with it and allocate extra resources but would stay only briefly in the 

community, the most reasonable strategy for the community members seems to fight 

for a lion share of funding as quickly as possible.  Such myopia responses harmed 
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the morale of the scholarly team and made the actors with altruistic intention like a 

fool.  Allocation of benefits would also intensify the ethos of competition among 

different sectors of the community.  Since this project intended to promote solidarity 

economy using collective ownership of capital and production means, mutual 

empowerment through social learning, and sharing profits and opportunities, in the 

long run, the emergence of such mentality imposed an unexpected obstacle for the 

team.   

Turning points towards a more harmonious relationship and mutual accommodation 

occurred when the scholarly team engaged in something less relevant to the core 

mission.  Soon after the inauguration of the project, the aboriginal in Wulai started to 

protest against the proposed urban rezoning plan which did not accommodate local 

requests in loosening restrictions.  In addition to an outraging demonstration, there 

has been a prolonged struggle for the community members to gain access to the 

rezoning decision making until now. Throughout the project, the academic team 

accompanied them and demonstrated expertise in geographical information analysis, 

policy and administration procedures, political mobilization, and mass as well as 

social media management in the campaign. The result turned to be quite satisfactory 

for the aboriginal.  Once the scholarly team can earn trust from the community in 

high politics of this sort the, there would be green lights for most other low politics 

events.     

To restore the glory of Atayal hand-weaving arts, several curatorial shows, domestic 

and abroad, were scheduled in the beginning and implemented throughout the project.  

They proved to be very effective in mobilizing collective actions, bringing up public 

attention, reshaping self-confidence of the hand-weavers.  While the journey toward 

just development via alternative economy seems still bumpy and uncertain ahead, 

early achievements have encouraged both community members and scholarly actors 

in the university.   

6. Acquiring Legitimacy and Local Momentum for Change 

 The team encountered local resistance in the early stage of the project. There are 

conflicts in goals and interests.  Aboriginals experienced many research projects in 

the past.  Most of these projects were closed without sharing the research results 

with the research targets, nor any concrete achievement in solving local problems.  

In response, aboriginals tended to consider such academic projects as opportunities 

for easy income. After all, the scholarly teams need to use up their budgets. 

Aboriginals concern more about means to earn a leaving and less about such long-
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term goals as having a sustainable model of solidarity economy, resurrecting 

traditional crafts, or overall social justice.  Therefore, they had engaged in market 

competition in fighting for job opportunities, for business deals, and for any additional 

external resources that can improve their lives.  Cooperation was only a mean to earn 

instant profits.  

Another conflict was about the interpretation of the observed phenomena. In soliciting 

external resources for the aboriginals, the team needed to specify the problems that 

the aboriginals had suffered. The description and interpretation of undesirable local 

conditions, such as alcohol addiction, drug abuse, or learning lag in schooling. These 

were very unpleasant marks that the hurt the dignity of the research targets. While the 

team that controlled the knowledge could always label according to its interpretation, 

arbitrary use of power would hamper the long-term relationship with the aboriginals. 

Since the legitimacy of academic action rests on the consent of the beneficiaries, the 

team need to share the power of interpretation with them.  It was a lengthy discourse 

about the desirability of situations, confronting challenges, alternatives and associated 

costs to change the situations.   

This effort to reach agreement involves conflicting incentives. The team bearing 

fewer costs tends to take a more aggressive stance by emphasizing the promising 

prospects. Setting up exemplars or new operation models, and identifying determining 

factors in the process are important scholarly achievements that researchers can claim 

in such activities.  In contrast, the researched would bear the lion share of the project 

results and tends to be more realistic in finding out long-term as well as immediate 

risks, controlling the spill-over effects, and reducing uncertainty caused by the 

project. Such difference results in disagreements, persuasion, negotiation, and 

accommodation.  

The team took many steps to earn trust and cooperation from the aboriginals. In the 

initial stage, the team initiated several mini-projects to provide the most needed 

services in the tribes.  For example, by setting up a workstation in the tribe, the 

college students provided after-school care for the elementary students; the team also 

helped the churches in providing senior day-care services; when the aboriginals were 

ready to protest against unfair land-use restriction, the team provided argumentation 

and logistic supports; when typhoon stroke, the team helped to collect relief supplies 

and to mobilize manpower to accompany the victims in the shelter; when the public 

pinpointed the economic activities in the mountain as a major threat to the water 

supply of urban area, team provided such scientific evidence as satellite positioning 

maps to deny the relationship between landslide incidents and the activities.  
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Through all these services, the team was recognized as we-group by the aboriginals 

and was able to carry out its agenda of Craft Renaissance.   

Since hand-weaving craft was targeted, a series of skill-sharing, curation, marketing, 

and co-production training programs was launched by the team.  In the logic of 

market competition, the weaving artists consider their skills as business secrets that 

should not be stolen.  Nevertheless, from the perspective of cultural conservation, 

these skills should be collectively owned and passed on by the tribal members. 

Therefore, the team held several rounds of “mini-workshop” in which senior weaving 

ladies could exchange their expertise. By a series of curatorial shows first domestic 

(in campus and city) and later abroad (Japan and in the United States), the aboriginals 

set up goals for upgrading weaving skills and encouraging collective efforts in 

accomplishing common goals. By getting small souvenir contracts from Corporate 

Social Responsibility funds of such big companies like Samsung, the weavers learned 

to divide the labor and to design profit sharing schemes.     

7. An Interim Achievement toward Just Development 

In retrospective, the scholarly team accomplished several interim achievements along 

three entwined streams of efforts in a period of three and half years. The foremost one 

is to enhance solidity. The team set a prioritized goal of reshaping the social 

relationship by promoting the spirit of collectivity and sharing to be the foundation for 

political and economic goals.  The tradition of sharing trophies and chores in the 

hunting era was largely destroyed in the modernization process.  Through many 

activities, such as “handcraft workshops” in which special skills were shared among 

community members, splitting hand-weaving orders (and thus labor and earnings) 

among weavers, and carrying out such common mission as curatorial shows, the spirit 

of cooperation for collective welfare seemed to be recalled. Several rounds of street 

protests against land use restrictions also extended tribal members’ attention from 

family to the whole tribe.       

The second stream of efforts was to revitalize the economy through new modes of 

transactional and institutional arrangements, under the title of solidarity economy.  

Although some external capitals have already anchored in the community for decades 

with solid ground, there is still ample room for small aboriginal capitals to run 

businesses with the differentiated market.  The idea is to accept but also to go 

beyond competition: although big hotels have already provided a comprehensive set 

of tourist services, including lodging, dining, hot-spring bathing, art-performing, they 

can still develop join-adventure with aboriginal businesses providing eco-tourist 
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hiking, ethnocultural experiencing, or working-holiday volunteering.  The core issue, 

therefore, was to activate the tribe.  They need to be enlightened, motivated, 

empowered and accompanied.   

It is hard to claim that to what degree the local economy has been improved by the 

efforts of the team in the past four years.  The embryo of solidarity economy, 

however, has been in shape. Under the leadership of the Association, hand-weaving 

business was run in a more collective manner in which individuals improved skills 

and increased production capacity.  Through curatorial shows on campus, in the city, 

and in the Ainu attractions in Hokkaido, Japan, the Atayal weavers accumulated self-

confidence, learned artisan spirit, and marketing skills from the practices of Ainu 

people. Another incident indicating the interim success of this aspect is the 

establishment of the Coop for Eco-friendly Agriculture in Wulai.  The limit of arable 

land and possible impact on the water supply were two major challenges for 

aboriginals to making a living on agriculture.  A higher unit price and less concern 

about pollution make organic farming a more acceptable way for agriculture. Through 

the help of other non-profit organizations, the aboriginals acquired needed skills.  

The problem remained, however, was marketing through a brand name. “Made-in-

Wulai” has been a concept advocated by the scholarly team to conduct collective 

marketing in the early stage of the project.  The setup of the coop be the end of this 

project was a big surprising step toward this target.  

The third, third stream of efforts is regarding political arrangement. The tribe needs a 

self-governing body that can conceive ideas, formulate strategies, mobilize collective 

action, distribute benefits and costs, mediate conflicts, negotiate with outsiders, and 

solicit and receive external resources to keep the momentum toward the goal of just 

development. A traditional self-governing device, the Tribal Assembly, had been 

stipulated by the government but remained merely nominal and dysfunctional. Under 

the urge and aids of the scholarly team, the tribe went through a very strict 

administrative procedure and re-organized the Assembly by grassroots mobilization. 

This full legitimacy of this decision-making body would set a solid political 

foundation for the self-governance in the following years. 

 

Discussion: Politics in Academia Actions 

The literature on academic entrepreneurship in neighbor communities mostly looks 

like a white book on promoting the potential of academic philanthropic and reporting 

the achievements of existing adventures.  As the caveat raised by Foucault (1977), 
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the intellectuals should be reflexive in exercising the cultural capital that empowers 

them.  As mentioned in the previous discussion, the adventure of emancipatory 

scholarship is creating a new equilibrium of power in a trilateral relationship. Action 

scholars as a part of culture capital holder segregate themselves society to form a new 

identity that carries a mission to change the research targets and ultimately the main 

society.  They inherits the knowledge and power from the main society initially, and 

integrates local knowledge acquired in the action research to change the cultural 

capital, and eventually share the power with the research targets to change the 

undesirable conditions.  

As indicated in the case, Atayal people in Wulai has long suffered from regulatory 

restrictions and thus underdevelopment for the security of urban water supply.  

Although tribal members complained about the policy constantly, they have largely 

been submissive current political and economic arrangements. Without any 

imagination about other possibilities, most tribal folks followed the competition logic 

of capitalism to fight for limited labor opportunities and vendor business. The 

fundamental issue, according to the understanding of the action researcher, was the 

capitalism that the main society has imposed to the aboriginals, while the regulatory 

restrictions are only means to prevent possible disastrous consequences of capitalism 

from happening.       

The major task of the action researcher, in this case, was to present a promising 

alternative of solidarity economy, solicit grassroots engagement on it, and negotiate 

with the main society for some space for the development experiment.  In a 

principal-agent metaphor, the action scholar is the agent serving multiple principals: 

the society and the research target. As an agent, the action scholar turns scientific 

knowledge to power to exert on the research target.  Scholars are good at laying out 

argument to attract financial support from the main society.  Their interpretation of 

collected evidence would have essential impacts on the angles to perceive the 

problems, the priority of tasks, and resources to be allocated.  

In other words, it is an asymmetric power relationship between action scholars and the 

research target, as indicated in the principal-agent model. The difference, however, is 

that the research target was usually passively chosen, leaving only a take-it-or-leave-it 

option. Such disparity of power creates an inadequate incentive structure for 

researchers to commit a long-term relationship.  Capable scholars suffering from 

high opportunity costs tend to be driven by available funding sources and tends to 

terminate the projects as the obstacles are hard to overcome. A further consequence of 

lacking commitment would be the accumulation on the feeling of betrayal and 
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distrust.  

In this case the team suffered from such problem and encountered very strong 

resistance in the beginning.  An empirically effective solution for the researchers 

was to propose a “partnership” with the researched. Under the partnership framework, 

autonomy of the partners is respected. It emphasizes the free will in engaging in and 

terminating the relationship was respected. To solicit local participation, the team 

needed to promise a long-term, relationship for mutual benefit. It also needed to 

empower the participants by sharing vision, information, expertise and other resources 

like social networks. Replacing dominance by empowered partnership promised trust 

and durable relationship. 

There is another pair of the principal-agent relationship, in which the researcher is still 

the agent while the society is the principal. Since the project was funded by the 

governmental agencies and businesses, their interests should be taken care. In this set 

of relationship, power disparity tilts to the principal who usual can choose the agent 

from a pool of candidates. The power elites usually shape the cultural capital and own 

the power of interpreting culture collectively. It would be dilemma for the action 

researchers when they need to work against the interests of the power elites from 

whom the authority is delegated, and resources are allocated.     

The dilemma can be managed from normative as well as practical aspects. 

Normatively, the interest of the society as a whole might not be identical to that of 

power elite.  When there are conflicts between these two, the intellectuals can justify 

their action by prioritizing the collective interests of the former over that of the latter 

(Misztal, 2007).  Practically, some sources of power, such as expertise for 

interpreting scientific evidences, cannot be deprived once delegated, while some 

others could be acquired in the course of scholarly action, such as local knowledge 

that can legitimize the action itself. Integrating power of different sources might have 

a synergic effects to counterbalance the control from the power elites who might 

suffer from internal conflicts of interests.  

 

Conclusion 

As the scholarly community evolves to emphasize the importance of putting theory 

into practice and generating new knowledge through innovative theory-based actions, 

the exercise of power behind academic action deserves closer examination. By the 

case Lokah project done by NCCU in the past four years, this research points out the 
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challenges, and possible solutions for issues associated with power disparity between 

researcher and the research target, and between researcher and the main society. The 

case demonstrates how emancipatory action can be launched to change not only the 

research targets but also the power elites that prefer status quo, and the overall society 

that demands for an equilibrium.  

An essential practical lesson from this case is the importance of “empowered 

partnership” with the research target.  On the one hand, it promises a long-term 

engagement of the disadvantageous party of the action coalition through trust-

building.  On the other hand, it also improve researcher’s ability to acquire local 

knowledge that could be a source for action legitimacy and essential ingredient for 

shaping new cultural capital.      
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