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Decolonising Myself: Navigating the Researcher-Activist Identity 

Before and During COVID in the Urban South Pacific 
Author: Jennifer Day 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper charts my path from observer to action researcher – and my ex post realisation that a 

transition had happened in my work.  This transition happened on the fly, in the field, without me 

critically reflecting on it at the time, while I was studying evictions in Port Vila, Vanuatu, South 

Pacific.  My ethics came into direct conflict with my research approach, and I chose to change my 

approach.  I theorise my transformation in the modernity/coloniality literature.  I close by offering 

strategies to students and other researchers who are looking for ways to engage more deeply with, 

and give something back to, the communities they study, and with some reflections on how the 

personal transformations I describe helped me to adapt to research during COVID-19. 

 

Acknowledgments 

 

The fieldwork for this paper was funded by Melbourne University School of Design and 

Connected Cities Lab, the National Geographic Society (Documenting Human Migrations grant), 

and the Regional Studies Association (Research Network grant), and was supported by the School 

of Law at the University of the South Pacific, Emalus Campus.  Thanks to Professor Eric Colvin 

and Professor Donald Paterson for hosting my sabbatical.  Thank you to the evicted Destination 

community for reflecting on your experiences with me.  Thanks to the Elang Etas community for 

always welcoming me and sharing your stories and your parties.  A special thanks goes to the 

Elang Etas Community Association secretariat, including Mr. John Yasur (founding Chairman), 

Mr. Sam Tabawa (current Chairman), Mr. Wycliff Tarilenga (Secretary), and Mr. Vuti Titus 

(Treasurer).  Ms. Melisa Hango has been a constant friend and colleague, as has Ms. Anne Pakoa 

and Mr. Willie Sam Joel.  This work would not have been possible without them. 

 

  



2 

Introduction: Dual Academic Identities 

 

One day in November 2019, in the middle of running a community training in Port Vila on 

Vanuatu’s policy protections from evictions, a thought occurred to me in a flash of uncertainty: 

Had my activities transgressed into activism, and if so, was I compromising my research?  I 

continued on with the training, working with community members to understand a policy titled 

the Vanuatu National Policy on Climate Change and Disaster-Induced Displacement (Figure 1).  

I explained how this policy could actually protect them from rumoured upcoming evictions, 

despite its title having no indication that evictions are a type of dispossession against which the 

policy provides protection.  All the while, I was troubled by the idea that my participation in the 

anti-eviction social movements would hamper my capacity to observe them.  This was not the first 

time I had run this training.  My first training had three attendees, and we sat together on the floor 

of an outdoor space (Figure 2).  In more-recent trainings, 30 or so people have attended.  This was, 

however, the first time I had explicitly considered whether my participation changed my capacity 

to generate knowledge about the resistance movement. 
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Figure 1.  Vanuatu National Policy on Climate Change and Disaster-Induced Displacement 
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Figure 2.  Author and EECA Executive Reading Displacement Policy 

 
Image: Melisa Hango 

 

That a full-time academic should be concerned with whether helping the communities she observes 

may be compromising to research outputs, is perhaps a sign of the state of the planning discipline 

– or perhaps, if the discipline cannot be charged, a sign simply of my own modernist training and 

biases.  Either way, others may find my transformation to be instructive. This essay is about my 

own process of decolonising my understanding of my role as a researcher, and about the 

ontological shift that I required to start doing action research.  In the process of internal change, I 

expanded my capacities to contribute to the communities where I work, and I expanded trust and 

cooperation with my collaborators.  It is about how decolonial approaches offered me a path from 

researcher-observer to researcher-participant in the study of an in-progress social movement in the 

urban South Pacific.  It is about the incidental learning that the rigorous research process provided 
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to me about myself.  It is a critical reflection based on the process of conducting research.  My 

hope is to show the path a little more clearly to students and other researchers who are looking for 

ways to give something back to the communities they study. 

 

Critical urban scholarship is committed to meaningful inclusion and genuine participation, and to 

the emancipation of thought and practice from the oppression of a need for universal ways of 

knowing.  Mechanisms of emancipation include acknowledging who is doing the knowing, where 

knowledge is produced, and how it is passed along – an acknowledgement of the “geographies of 

knowledge” (Agnew, 2007).  My own identity development was influenced by the same 

postcolonial processes affecting the identities of my research interlocutors. The Pacific is a region 

where the colonial experience intersects with indigenous ideas about land governance to such a 

degree that these concepts exist quite literally, together, encoded in the Mama Loa (Mother Law; 

the Constitution).  People have dual identities informed by both the colonial experience and 

indigenous practice.  The rights of indigenous people to their ancestral, customary lands are 

foundational to the national identity and underpinned the independence movement in Vanuatu.  At 

the same time, the city makes no enduring place for rural migrants without local land rights (Day 

and Bamforth, 2020), and land claims by people whose access was disrupted by colonisation are 

regularly discounted by the courts (Wilson, 2011).  Where people are facing evictions, the rights 

of the customary landowner sits in direct contradiction to the need to have a place to settle, belong, 

and feel secure in the Pacific city.    

 

There are few places in the world where postcolonial critique would not be useful for interpreting 

the mentalities of people.  I was trained in Eurocentric traditions that propound universal ways of 

knowing with origins in the scientific processes of the Enlightenment – processes that have 

produced great advances in human welfare, such as vaccines for devastating diseases like polio 

and smallpox (and now, COVID-19), and antibiotics that prevent mass death from the Plague and 

tuberculosis.  As with many advances, these Eurocentric ways of knowing generate new problems 

– one of them, the application of the thought structures of modernity too widely, to the exclusion 

of other ways of knowing.  Mignolo calls this, “the darker side of the Renaissance” (Mignolo, 

2003).  I only started to learn about the imperialism embedded and constitutive of research after 

graduate school.  Imperialism is a process of controlling people and territories away from a 

metropole.  Colonialism is a mechanism of imperialism (Said, 1994; Said, 1978), but it is not the 

only one.  Research, Smith (1999) argues, is a contemporary manifestation of the ways in which 

dominant western notions crowd out indigenous ways of knowing,   

 

Vanuatu’s borders have been closed since early 2020, but the products of colonial thought have 

not been shut out of the country. Cot oda (court orders) continue to be issued and evictions 

threatened by landowners.  Land disputes continue, the products of Western ideas of how land can 

be owned and transacted.  In February 2021, I worked with local collaborators in Port Vila to run 

a remote field survey in an anthropological style, with a set of open-ended questions designed to 

explore rather than confirm a hypothesis.  The purpose of the survey was to find out how people 

talk about authority over land: how people negotiate a secure place to live in the city, who has the 

power to tell people to leave, and how standing customary tenancies are preserved or disrupted.  

This remote study was possible in part because of my own transformation, which is still in progress 

and hopefully will always be.  I have been able to think about research in a broader way that 

includes action and contribution, not just observation.  The lessons I describe in the last section of 
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this paper enabled me to mentor others, identify issues of interest to survey-fatigued communities, 

adapt to changing circumstances, and respond to the generative ideas of my team.    

 

Background: Participation and Transformation in Action Research 

 

Social research is constitutively a discovery process that requires participation by both researchers 

and research subjects.  Action research takes multiple forms, from participant observation to 

participatory action research (PAR) to ethnography.  Ethnography is more the method of 

anthropologists and sociologists, rather than planners, and they often live in the communities 

where they work and partner with local researchers (e.g., Jarillo et al., 2020).  In the process of 

research, transformation is a possible outcome of participation.  Transformation can occur in states 

of knowledge, where new knowledge is generated, or existing knowledge is refuted or further 

supported. Transformation can also occur for the research participants as well as for the 

researchers, as they encounter difference.  The purpose of this section is to describe how 

participation, decolonisation, and transformation are positioned and theorised in the literature, and 

to set the theoretical structure for my reflections later in the piece. 

 

Participation  

 

In the context of development practice, much of the participatory policy and poverty research 

refers to the participation of the communities and people about whom policy is being made, rather 

than participation and transformation of the researcher.  For instance, Brock and McGee (2002) 

reflect on a series of policy processes in which participation was generated from the affected 

populations in Myanmar (Shaffer, 2012), Uganda (Yates and Okello, 2012), and other 

development settings.  Mitlin and Thompson (1995) describe the policy improvements and 

improved enfranchisement that arises when affected people are involved in planning and policy 

development.  Experiential knowing and epistemological expansion of policy makers is another 

focus of some work (e.g., McGee, 2012). Here, the author notes how working directly with poor 

people can expand their empathy with the populations they serve.   

 

The thoughts and institutions of oppressed people can also be colonised (Freire, 2005; Scott, 1995), 

via interpellation (Escobar, 2007), so current processes of participation are probably not sufficient 

to ensure decolonised processes.  Many inclusion approaches that leverage action research toward 

the preservation of power and the status quo (Cooke and Kothari, 2001).  The development 

apparatus has entrenched, Eurocentric models of what counts as knowledge (Escobar, 2007; 

Agnew, 2007), and what it means to be included in the development of policy and implementation 

of development projects.  Critique of participatory approaches is often framed as a co-optation of 

participation in entrenching power structures in the development apparatus (Brock and McGee, 

2002: 2).  An alternative is the pluriverse:  a rhetorical device acknowledging the decolonial turn 

away from striving for universal truths and epistemologies, and toward acknowledgement of 

different ways of knowing (Oslender, 2019). 

 

Likewise, much of the research focusing on the engagement of academics with communities in a 

participatory process, focuses on the improvement of the policy outcome due to participation (e.g., 

Lantz et al., 2001).  In urban planning, participation has been included as part of a positivist process 

(e.g., Burke et al., 2006), where the community is engaged to provide context and feedback.  Pain 
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and Francis (2003), for instance, describe their experience working on a participatory diagramming 

process with homeless and at-risk youths in Newcastle upon Tyne, in the United Kingdom.  They 

use participatory diagramming to identify issues that matter to their target groups.  Their project 

was the product of a short-term engagement with their study population, and their reflection is 

about how to make such a data-collection productive and have it lead to meaningful and actionable 

findings that can be implemented by relevant health and housing authorities.   

 

Power in the research process is also a key issue (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995) with which 

academics in action research contend.  However, the power of Eurocentric hegemonic thought 

(Oslender, 2019; Harding, 2018) and the personal path of emancipation from it as part of the 

research process, has as far as I know not been discussed in an academic article.  This process of 

“decolonising myself,” from the paper’s title, is the main contribution of this piece. 

 

Decolonisation 

 

Reading the opening vignettes I have written above, the white-savior complex comes to mind.  

Rather than try to dispel that impression if any other readers also had it come up, this essay is to 

some degree an attempt to work out who I am in research.  On the one hand, I am indeed a product 

of the imperial system that Said and Smith critique.  Educated at an elite institution, at The 

University of California, Berkeley, I have been an uncritical consumer, and surely a producer, of 

the kinds of misinformation Smith identifies (p. 82) being circulated about indigenous peoples.  

“Trading the other” (Smith, 1999, p. 89) includes drawing a livelihood, in the form of an academic 

salary, from writing about indigenous people. 

 

This essay, then, is about my relationship to imperialism, and my ambition to move toward the 

decoloniality identified by the modernity/coloniality movement.  I hope to join the ranks of 

Western scholars capable of thoughtful analysis of cultures which are not their own. Lindstrom’s 

(2019) recent work on Vanuatu’s cargo cults taught me that I had joined the expatriate 

misinterpretation of Vanuatu’s cargo cults as a comical artefact of indigenous people’s experience 

of World War II rather than a set of social movements designed and evolved to reclaim cultural 

practice lost during a century of missionary and colonial influence.  Lindstrom’s work explains an 

ongoing social resistance, taking his topic beyond a set of travellers’ tales (Smith, 1999, p. 78) 

typical of anthropology of the 19th and 20th Centuries.   

 

The modernity/coloniality movement (Escobar, 2007) has emerged since the mid-2000s.  An 

outcropping of postcolonial studies, MC thought rejects the claims of universality arising out of 

Eurocentric thought and its imperialist ambitions.  It instead locates the origins of these universal 

claims not in Enlightenment, as I assert above, in the Introduction – but instead in the colonial 

conquests by European colonial powers beginning with the Americas in 1492.  This conquest was 

a critical moment when Europeans began to think of themselves in relation to colonised people 

(Oslender, 2019), and of themselves as the standard against which other societies’ levels of 

civilisation and development would be judged.  This modernist approach to knowing, centred on 

a narrow geography – Europe – privileges ways of knowing customary to the European continent.  

A technique of the MC movement is its stress toward action.  Its objective is decoloniality: the 

“redefinition of democracy from the practices, cosmologies and epistemologies of the subaltern” 

(Grosfoguel, 2011). Part of the process of decolonising thought is de-privileging the current 
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presumed centre and establishing alternative imaginaries that acknowledge the importance of local 

experience.  

 

Transformation in Action Research 

 

Decolonisation is a form of transformation, but it is not prevalent in the literature on who is 

transformed in action research, and how they are changed.  Reason and Torbert (2001) classify 

different action-research “dimensions”: first-, second-, and third-person approaches.  In first-

person action research, the focus of the query is on the internal processes and transformation of 

the researcher.  The first-person process does not need to involve interlocutors, as the exploration 

is internal and auto-reflexive.  In second-person action research, the focus is on how the researcher 

transforms the context and collaborates with others in the research setting.  In second-person 

inquiry, the researcher co-constructs knowledge and inquiry with collaborators, working together 

as co-researchers and co-subjects in a reflexive process.  In third-person action research, 

knowledge construction is still collaborative and co-produced, but the scale can be larger, with 

more participants.  

  

This work is also informed by my other work, e.g., (Day and Bamforth, 2020), which engages in 

the second- and third-person dimensions, seeking to understand the “slow violence” (Pain, 2019) 

of evictions in the context of the faster processes of climate change and disaster.  So, my larger 

body of work is reflexive in the way that Burawoy (1998) uses the term: in response to positivist 

processes requiring pre-determination of methods, and to describe processes of changing one’s 

methods and paradigms as knowledge of processes deepens.  First-person action research has been 

criticised for being too focused on the researcher at the detriment of the context (Marshall and 

Mead, 2005).  This paper is focused on the researcher, but I direct the reader to my other work, 

which seeks to be transformative of policy and knowledge – not just of myself.   

 

In my review of the planning literature, I have found only a few examples of authors describing 

their internal points of transformation as participatory researchers.  Roy (2003), for instance, 

reflects on how studying women in Calcutta as both a local and an outsider generated 

transformation in her thought and in her research methods.  However, she does not document a 

process by which she emerged as an action researcher.  There are studies of collective action 

(Beard and Dasgupta, 2006) and community engagement (Pain, 2019; Murtagh, 1999) where the 

researchers must have been close to their communities and to have fostered relationships over time.  

However, the path to that relationship is not described. 

 

Outside of planning, even where first-person development is the focus of the piece, the process is 

often, like in planning, “opaque” in published research (Marshall, 2004).  This is likely because of 

the difficulty of relating the internal process of change, which I attempt here.  There are, however, 

many examples of self-reflection by researchers using participatory practices.  Burgess (2006) 

describes her reflexive process of confronting and reshaping her own paradigms and beliefs in the 

process of first-person action research as a nurse.  Maguire (1987) reflects on personal 

transformations that occurred for her while studying battered women in New Mexico.  Judi 

Marshall has a body of work where she explores various social phenomena including management 

as a “way of life” (Marshall, 2004; Marshall, 2000), describing her work as “self-study” (Marshall, 

2004).  McGee (2012) reflects on her epistemological expansion in becoming part of the 
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community and seeing people as the same as herself.  She does not, however, describe a personal 

shift from observation to action, and her first-person experience is only a couple of paragraphs in 

a broader reflection of the self in action research. None of these authors frame their work 

specifically in MC thought, with a focus on the transition from modernism to something else.  

McGee’s work does suggest, however, the kind of epistemological expansion that accompanies a 

transformation out of a Eurocentric mindset. 

 

Anti-Eviction Social Movements in Port Vila 

 

There are currently more than 70 planned evictions in urban Port Vila (personal communication 

with the Sheriff’s office, December 2019).  Starting with the eviction of a community called 

Destination in 2014, which occurred overnight with the community under significant duress (Day 

and Wewerinke-Singh, 2019), forceful evictions have been occurring with increasing frequency.  

500 to 600 people at a time are evicted under lawful court orders, issued after a legal process that 

identifies a customary landowner’s claim to particular lands (Pacific Islands Report, 2014; Port 

Vila Daily Post, 2018; Napwatt, 2018).  These claims by customary landowners themselves have 

colonial roots.  Across the Pacific, and in Vanuatu, “ownership” of land is an introduced idea, 

generated from the introduced Eurocentric governance processes of the colonial period.   

 

Vanuatu is an island archipelago of 82 islands, including the island of Efate, where the capital city, 

Port Vila, sits.  Destination itself was part of a long conversation that dates in its oral histories back 

to 1451 or 1452.   Colonised in 1901 by the British and French jointly, the New Hebrides islands 

achieved independence in 1980 and named the country, Vanuatu, with the root of the word, vanua, 

a reference to land. The people living at Destination were assembled under a community leader 

with a precolonial claim to the land where Destination sat (personal communication with the 

community leader, December 2019).  His claim originates in the oral history with the eruption of 

the volcano at the Kuwae caldera, which displaced the populations of the Kuwae island to the Efate 

(Wilson, 2011).  The eruption of the Kuwae caldera was known by European and American 

geologists to have occurred somewhere in the world because of the ash record in the sedimentary 

layers, but they did not know where it had occurred until research into the oral histories of the 

Shepherds Islands of Vanuatu uncovered the stories in the oral record.   

 

Much of my understanding about the claims of people to the Destination lands comes from my 

own work with the community and an unpublished report prepared by a member of the community 

making the claim – a daughter of the movement’s leader and scholar at the University of Hawaii.  

Dorah L. J. Wilson wrote an account of the Vete Association in her report, Vete: The Emerging 

Movement on Efate, Vanuatu Politics and Indigenous Alternatives (Wilson, 2011).  A member of 

the community and indigenous woman, she describes her position as both an indigenous woman 

and a foreign-educated researcher, which gave her the capacities for insider comprehension of the 

movement and outsider-observer in Eurocentric methods, including into content where non-

researcher indigenous women may not have been included.   

 

According to the oral history, people living on the island of Kuwae fled the eruption to Efate, 

where they were granted lands by the chiefs there.  Centuries of canoe travel and dual-island 

location ensued – or rather, continued – wherein people travelled the aquatic highways between 

the new islands of Efate and Epi and Tongoa, which were created when Kuwae exploded.  Without 
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the Eurocentric ideas of land ownership and with no capital city to relate the islands to the 

international system of capital and accumulation, these dual-island identities were not contested 

(Wilson, 2011).   

 

Then, arrived the missionaries, the colonial period, and World War II.  The missionaries convinced 

newly-converted indigenous people that sedentism was preferable to migration, the colonial 

masters declared Ni Vanuatu people to be unwelcome as residents of the city, and the war made it 

unsafe to travel between the islands.  People with an ancestral claim to Efate dating back five 

hundred years found themselves limited to Tongoa and Epi, and their claims were never 

acknowledged by the colonisers (Wilson, 2011).  The self-described chief who assembled the 

community at Destination by recruiting people to come and live on the land, was part of a social 

movement resisting the declaration of Port Vila, the national capital, to be the lands of a smaller 

group of owners acknowledged by the colonial governments and exclusive of the people of the 

Shepherd Islands.  Shortly after independence, the land holding Port Vila was declared by the 

Government of Vanuatu to be the historical land of five indigenous villages, and compensation 

was paid to the declared landowners for the alienation of their ancestral lands.  The Vete 

Association has repeatedly lost court cases over land claims.  

 

Historical land claims are not the only mechanism by which people come to live in the capital city 

– but most land claims in Port Vila relate back to those five villages whose claims were legitimised 

at independence, and to the “customary landowner.” Land ownership in Pacific societies is itself 

an introduced idea.  Precolonial ideas about land custodianship were more collective, never 

unlinking people from place (Bonnemaison, 1985).  The power of the customary landowner 

compared with the customary tenant is an issue I take up in a recent paper (Day, 2020).  In quick 

summary, customary tenancies are a long-established practice in Vanuatu, whereby customary 

landowners grant permission for a migrant or neighbour to set up a homestead on his land (it’s 

usually a “him”).  Sometimes, the tenant pays in the form of food items or paying respects; usually, 

there is a fixed cash amount paid incrementally over time until the agreed amount is fulfilled (as 

opposed to a rent that is paid in perpetuity).  Rarely are the arrangements written down or vetted 

with lawyers.  The problem in recent years is that urbanisation in the capital city has meant that 

tens of thousands of people are now living under these customary arrangements, and land values 

in the city are changing.  What seemed like a good deal to a customary landowner ten years ago 

may now seem like a low payment, as a hotelier or resort investor may want to lease his land.  

Under current precedence in the courts, when a landowner changes his mind, he can appeal to the 

state to evict the customary tenants.  Very frequently, the courts uphold his appeal, and whole 

communities are evicted.  Other times, the customary landowner evicts because too many migrants 

have arrived, and he feels that the tenants have violated the original terms of the agreement, which 

may be decades or generations old (Day and Wewerinke-Singh, 2019). 

 

Even though international law protects people from forced evictions and Vanuatu’s own national 

policy strongly recommends against them (Day et al., 2020), evictions continue.  I and my 

interlocutors argue (Day, 2020; Day et al., 2020) that urban evictions violate these customary 

tenancies, but this idea is certainly not mine only.  Member of Parliament Ralph Regenvanu, in a 

foreword he wrote for a book on urban governance in Melanesia, declares most of these 

arrangements to be not-informal (McDonnell et al., 2017). 
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A number of community associations have organised in response to eviction threats.  Concerned 

initially with tenure security, organisations like the Elang Etas Community Association (EECA) 

seek to generate collective identities (Polletta and Jasper, 2001) under new forms of leadership 

that are adapted to the urban setting (Day, 2021).  Leadership in social movements takes varied 

forms (Morris and Staggenborg, 2004) and is concerned with framing the movement for resource 

mobilisation and collective action (Benford and Snow, 2000).  I have been working with the EECA 

and other community associations since 2017, when I tracked down  dozens of people who had 

survived the eviction at Destination, seeking to understand how the eviction had changed their 

lives.  Many people from Destination moved to Elang Etas, which is how I came to know the Elang 

Etas community.  These associations, including Vete and EECA, resemble other Pacific social 

movements in their assembly of resources, collective identities, and declared causes, e.g., (Klepp 

and Herbeck, 2016). 

 

The Modernist Planner 

 

For the average anthropology student or researcher, what I write here may be straightforward and 

a normal part of their training.  But for an urban planning academic like me, these ideas took time 

to understand.  I think this has something to do with the bifurcated nature of our profession and 

academic discipline.  I was primarily trained in the positivist branches of planning, although I did 

have the opportunity to learn critical methods from excellent thinkers such as Ananya Roy and 

Judith Innes.  My doctoral dissertation was an econometric analysis of welfare shifts after forced 

displacement in Shanghai, e.g., (Day and Cervero, 2010).  Helping people to avoid being displaced 

is my passion, though how I imagine and conduct my research has changed over the years.  As a 

doctoral student, I hoped that demonstrating the monetary (Day and Cervero, 2010) and subjective 

(Day, 2013) welfare losses people suffered due to involuntary displacement would be convincing 

to policymakers to change displacement policy and practice.  My approach was modernist in the 

way that Berman (1983) describes the concept in reference to cities, in his book, All that is Solid, 

Melts into Air.  One might also call that approach, instrumentalist or rationalist.  Essentially, I 

believed that demonstrating welfare impacts in positivist terms would unlock an underlying truth 

of harm and disadvantage that could not be denied once it was exposed.   

 

In that training, I learned a modernist approach in which the researcher must avoid changing the 

system she is researching.  China did eventually begin to change its relocation policies, and I have 

not abandoned my modernist origins.  I have, however, realised that truth is slippery and 

contextual, and there is not necessarily one there, or a single one there, to be discovered (Kemmis 

et al., 2013: 28).  For instance, claims to land and the right to the city (Harvey, 2003) are not simple 

concepts whose study is easy to enumerate in financial terms.  In Vanuatu, customary land 

ownership is a foundational right that drove the country’s independence movement, is enshrined 

in the 1980 Constitution, and whose value is shared by indigenous Ni Vanuatu person – from 

average citizen to Member of Parliament – with whom I have talked about the matter.  Article 74 

of the Constitution of the Republic of Vanuatu declares that, “[t]he rules of custom shall form the 

basis of ownership and use of land in the Republic of Vanuatu.”  Despite custom being declared 

in principle to form the basis of land management, in practice, it is the landowner whose interests 

have been upheld by the courts, as at Destination.   
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Ironically, displacement is an inherent part of Eurocentric modernity (Escobar, 2003), along with 

the ideas about private property that underpin any claims to own land.  The Pacific relationship 

with movement and private property is different than Eurocentric models (Wilson, 2011), even 

though the systems introduced by the colonising powers persist alongside customary systems to 

form a “bird that flies with two wings” (Forsyth, 2009): a legal system that acknowledges and 

empowers both customary practice and introduced governance.   

 

Planning in the tradition of modernism – unreflective of its role in reproducing coloniality and 

inequality – persists in planning departments and the academy.  I know because I have been part 

of that apparatus, and I have also critiqued it (Day, 2020; Day, 2021; forthcoming).  At the 

University of Melbourne, where I teach, our student society, the Melbourne Urban Planning 

Student Society (MUPSS) ran a survey in 2018 and concluded that 70 percent of students are 

uncomfortable writing in the first person (personal communication with MUPSS leadership).  The 

anonymous credibility of the unacknowledged, omnipotent observer (who according to MC 

thought probably has European origins) still has broad appeal in urban planning. 

 

This is not to say that planning does not have a transformative (Healey, 2007) or even insurgent 

mission (Huq, 2020).  Planning scholarship has been enhanced by a focus on indigenous practice 

(Lane and Hibbard, 2005) and community development (Kennedy, 2009) that has made decisive 

moves to incorporate transformation.  A latecomer to planning via prior academic training in 

engineering, I must take most of the responsibility for failing to engage with these ideas while I 

was a graduate student. However, my own story illustrates that a planner can complete a 

prestigious education without confronting many of these ideas, and in Australia, where I teach, 

mainstreaming indigenous knowledge across the program is just now become part of our work.  

My own academic faculty at the University of Melbourne is currently joining in this attempt at 

self-transformation, having recently established an initiative to decolonise the urban planning 

curriculum. This comes at broader efforts in Australia to engage with “decolonising settler cities” 

(Porter et al., 2018) in Australia and other settler-colonial societies. 

 

My Transformation 

 

This section describes how I made the methodological transition to more-decolonised action 

research, and the ethical necessity for doing so.  Some customary tenancies are some combination 

of fraud and customary migration, as I found in 2017, when I was on sabbatical in Port Vila, 

working on a project about the welfare impacts of forced displacement.  I was specifically studying 

the eviction of Destination, a community of roughly 500 people that had been evicted overnight 

on a Sunday night, and whose homes were bulldozed at 6 am the next day (Day and Wewerinke-

Singh, 2019).  As part of that work, I heard many stories of resilience and recovery, and many 

more of trauma and lasting despair.  People told me that I was the only person who had ever asked 

about how they are.  I also found out that the community had never been allowed by the landowners 

to settle on those lands, but that a central man recruited residents based on an ancestral claim to 

the land and a false agreement with the landowners.  Hundreds of people moved onto the land and 

spent their life savings on houses, trusting that his claim to the land was legitimate and their 

presence allowed by the landowner.  McDonnell calls men like this, masters of modernity 

(McDonnell, 2017), because they have figured out how to use the uncertainty of change, like 

urbanisation, to their own ends.     
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I only found out the end of this explanation – about the master of modernity – after transitioning 

to action research.  In late 2019, I was finally able to interview the master of modernity, a man 

who now lives, in some ways shunned, in a community where many people from Destination 

relocated after their eviction.  His claims, part of the Vete Association’s body of work, began to 

enter the “public” transcript of activism during Vete’s active years (Wilson, 2011), but then quieted 

to a “hidden” transcript (Oslender, 2007) that includes local knowing but without a unified, 

external face that can be known to outsiders.  The process of finding out about this hidden transcript 

began to occur for me via action research. Elang Etas, home of the EECA, is itself facing another 

eviction, this time again for a complex host of reasons.  Primarily, the problem is that a corrupt 

intermediary apparently did not make their land payments to the landowner, and died before he 

could be held accountable for these millions of Vatu (hundreds of thousands of US dollars).   

 

My 2017 research was the necessary beginning of my process of transformation.  Interviewing 

Destination survivors, I was still simply a researcher-observer.  I did not have enduring 

relationships with my research subjects.  My writing from that period suggests as much (Day and 

Wewerinke-Singh, 2019).  I was not invested in them as individuals, and I did not have their trust.  

They told me the part of the story that mattered for them to tell: that their livelihoods were still 

fragile, that they had never recovered, and that children were not in school.  They did not tell me 

about the underlying politics or share with me their angers at the master of modernity that had 

brought about their financial ruin.   

 

When I attended the opening of the EECA in October 2018 (Figure 3), I was still a researcher-

observer.  I attended upon the invitation of some of my Destination interlocutors, who were 

beginning to trust that I had their interests in mind.  This trust was partly built because I shared 

with them the writing I had been doing about them, asking for their opinions about whether I had 

gotten the story right.  In particular, I had returned to visit many of my interlocutors and told them 

about the report I was writing about them for the Global Report on Internal Displacement 2019 

(GRID2019).  Through these repeated interactions, they began to see that I was genuine and 

planned to develop a lasting relationship with members of the community.  
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Figure 3.  EECA Launch Parade 

 
 

So, until I became an action researcher, I was not given the full story of how the community at 

Destination was deceived by a master of modernity.  Perhaps I still do not have the full story.  Time 

will tell, or maybe it won’t.  Either way, I can share what happened to me between 2017 and 2019, 

that led me to the privilege of knowing more about the community than I was allowed to know 

before.   

 

Thinking back, there was a moment of decision one day in my field research on communities 

facing eviction, when my ethics came into conflict with my approach.  In that moment, I changed 

my approach.  In 2017, about halfway through my interviews with survivors of Destination, I 

became aware that there was a newly-released draft national policy on displacement, at that time 

called the Draft National Policy on Climate Change and Disaster-Induced Displacement: Towards 

a Durable Solution for People Affected by Displacement in Vanuatu.  I read the policy and worried 

that there was going to be a missed opportunity for protecting urban people facing evictions.  The 

policy was, and still is, largely geared toward the other prevalent types of displacement in Vanuatu 

and the Pacific: displacement related to climate change and disaster.   

 

It is fitting that GoV would be concerned with these types of displacement.  Vanuatu’s population 

is among the most at-risk in the world for environmental hazards, and other Pacific countries 

comprise much of the top ten ranking countries at risk of catastrophic events.  The majority of 

Vanuatu’s population lives in buildings that cannot survive cyclonic winds from large storms like 

Tropical Cyclone Pam in 2015 and Tropical Cyclone Harold in 2020, both of which destroyed the 

vast majority of urban and rural housing in the affected areas (Ahmed, 2020).   

 

However, I argued then and have continued to argue more recently that urban evictions comprise 

a third, important, prevalent type of displacement that deserves attention in national policy and by 

international actors in displacement.  In November 2017, as my first move into action research, I 

circulated a memorandum via the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), which was 
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assisting the government in finalising the national displacement policy, arguing for protections for 

urban people.  Ultimately, my memoranda were instrumental in getting more urban protections 

added to the final policy (Personal communication, IOM, November 2018). 

 

In the meantime, I began training local people about their protections under the draft policy, and I 

encouraged them to advocate for more protections for urban people in a final policy.  This was my 

shift to advocacy.  As a researcher who understood the devastating effects of evictions on urban 

people, I was in a position to speak with community support on this issue.  As a researcher, my 

inclination was to watch quietly and observe what would happen.  However, as a friend and 

colleague of people affected by displacement, my moral compass directed me to action.   

 

It was my body of work and the support of my community interlocutor s that gave me the courage 

to write that first series of memoranda asking for better protections for urban people.  My work in 

Port Vila after cyclone Pam in 2015 (Day and Bamforth, 2020) helped me to understand the 

intertwined effects of climate and disaster displacement with urban migration.  People, I found, 

may migrate fleeing disaster, but then find themselves in a cycle of evictions in the city.  This 

happened to my friend, Mary, who was evicted from Destination and again in March 2019, her 

house bulldozed with two hours’ notice.  It turns out, in her case, the Sheriff’s office made a 

mistake and bulldozed the wrong house. 

 

I shared that first series of memoranda with my interlocuters in Elang Etas and other communities, 

and gave them the chance to comment before I submitted it.  That was the moment, I think, when 

people began to trust that I was going to be a persistent presence and that I was genuinely seeking 

to help them.  From there, we have gone on to work together on a number of projects.  Notably, 

we have invited the then-Regional Representative for the Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights in Fiji to visit Elang Etas during her short visit to Vanuatu (Figure 4).  She followed 

up her visit by sending a deputy to run a training on human rights in the community.  From there, 

the community has mobilised around its defence of human rights, organising its own Census 

(Figure 5), and inviting a New Caledonia-based NGO, Urbasophy, to train them on future data 

collections.  I have helped to organise, and have participated in, many other events in the 

community, which is mobilising toward its own development in addition to resisting an eviction.    

 

Concurrent Research Paths 

 

I have not stopped being a researcher, even as my community engagement and advocacy work has 

increased.  Rather, my research has grown and expanded as a product of my advocacy work with 

the community.  My current research actually now has two origins.  I still ask hypothesis-driven 

questions, such as a recent National Geographic-funded project about how women at Destination 

did not know that the eviction was coming up until the day of the eviction (Figure 6).  However, I 

also now have a broad question about how communities successfully mobilise to resist eviction, 

which I research as an active participant and action researcher.   

 

My incidental work in the community has resulted in lessons like the one I outlined above, being 

able to complete the story about the master of modernity that was behind the eviction of 

Destination.  My hypothesis-driven work, then, is now enhanced by my community engagements.  

Being an action researcher has also changed the kinds of research that I can do.  For example, 
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during a conversation with the EECA executive in July 2019, I changed the system by 

recommending that the executive draft a mission statement.  The discussion we were having 

revealed that they were worried about new community members joining the Association.  I 

recommended a mission statement to help with explaining the Association to new members.  

Figure 7 shows that mission statement as pulled from the EECA Facebook page, in the lingua 

franca, Bislama.  Because of some translation difficulties (Day, 2020), that mission statement is 

not available in English. 

 

Acting as an influence in the development of a mission statement, changes my relationship with 

the question of how communities resist forced eviction.  I can no longer comment on whether these 

modes of organising are, for instance, an organic, community-driven process.  My presence 

disrupts that observation, but it also added a reflexive (Burawoy, 1998) possibility to my work that 

would not have been possible without participation.  I will, for example, be able to study the future 

effects of the mission statement on community mobilisation.  I have also written on the power 

dynamics exposed by words that appeared in the original drafts of that mission statement, which 

are rejected in the community but are common in the documents produced by the development 

industry (Day, 2020).  Similarly, with the EECA Census, in any future work that describes this 

effort, I will need to acknowledge my role in this process (I did not design the instrument, but I 

did produce the analysis on behalf of the EECA; Figure 5).  
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Figure 4.  Chitra Massey Visits Elang Etas 
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Figure 5.  EECA Census 
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Figure 6.  Current Hypothesis-Driven Work 
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Figure 7.  EECA Mission Statement, from the EECA Facebook Page 
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Adding Value as an Action Researcher 

 

I do not live in Elang Etas or Tagabe Bridge, though prior to COVID-19, I did spend up to four 

months per year doing fieldwork in Vanuatu.  PAR is sometimes articulated as a method that 

requires intentional participatory research design by practitioners and professionals like teachers 

working in the sites they study (Kemmis et al., 2013).  In contrast, all of my action has been 

incidental, a product of my work and engagement in communities rather than a part of the original 

research design, and I am not a development practitioner working on projects in the areas I am 

studying.  Participant observation, then, is perhaps where I fit most closely.  

 

Action research is appropriate when the researcher is already part of the community she is 

researching, like Wilson (2011), and also when she is called to action by circumstance or ethics.  

My experience in Elang Etas has been more aligned with the latter of those circumstances.  It is 

from this position that I can offer some insights about when action research is appropriate, and 

how to transition one’s work from hypothesis-driven work that does not involve participation, to 

being driven by parallel processes of hypothesis-led and participation-generated research.   

 

I am under no pretence that the strategies I offer here are new, ground-breaking, or universally 

applicable.  My contribution is that I offer them specifically contextualised, and from the 

positionality of a non-indigenous researcher undertaking a genuine project of personal 

transformation that is informed by indigenous people and indigenous scholarship on imperialism 

and modernity/coloniality.  My recommendations are offered from this perspective, for anyone 

who may be on the same journey that I am on: trying to decolonise myself. 

 

Revisit fears of exploiting 

 

As a less-experienced researcher, I often felt that taking people’s stories for my gain (in the form 

of publications) was exploitative and self-centered.  This introduced fear and uncertainty into my 

fieldwork that I have processed over time.  More recently, I have come to believe that, under the 

right conditions, hearing people’s stories can be emancipatory on the part of the participants and 

generous on the part of the researcher.  I found this out while I was researching Destination’s 

survivors in 2017.  My interlocuters were grateful to have someone – anyone, even a stranger – 

come around to see how they were doing.  It turned out that nobody from government had ever 

come to check on them, and they continue to feel abandoned and forgotten by the structures of 

power.  In this way, caring about people was an act of generosity, and people felt heard and 

validated to be able to tell their stories.  Indeed, my writing about their stories (Day and 

Wewerinke-Singh, 2019) helped them to feel heard on an international scale.  In the 2021 training 

for the enumerators, in an interim debrief after the first week of enumeration, we talked about how 

it can feel exploitative to take people’s stories.  The enumerators agreed that they had similar fears.  

I was able to share my insights about how people at Destination felt heard, and the enumerators 

came back from the field the next week reporting a transformed experience: that they felt like this 

work was helping people.  Just talking about my fears of exploitation helped them to understand 

theirs.   
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Seek to add value 

 

The “right conditions” that I describe above include an intention to add value, to contribute by 

helping people.  If the researcher’s first intention is to contribute, and a second is to publish, then 

action research is a possibility.  Indeed, it may be unavoidable if the researcher finds herself in a 

situation where inaction would be unethical.   Reflecting on Smith, I have strived to always ask 

myself whether I am engaged in extractive research that is more about building my career than 

being engaged with the communities.  Certainly, I am building a career, but my work is not about 

origin stories or indigenous practice, which Smith (1999, p. 25) argues has been a center of 

extractive work. Rather, it is aligned more with social movements, and about how people resist 

eviction.  My work sees people not as living in fixed worldviews that are there to be discovered, 

as Said (1978) describes, but rather as evolving social phenomena that resist late capitalism, and 

as Smith (1999, p. 24) describes, late modernism and late colonialism.  That is how I position my 

work.  My work sees indigenous people as remaking and adapting governance (Day, 2021) and 

resisting labels of informality (Day, 2020) and disaster (Day et al., 2020), rather than seeing 

indigenous people as people who had never created institutions (Smith, 1999, p. 25) and seeking 

to explain contemporary indigenous existence, which has not been recognised under modernism 

(p. 38). 

 

For my interlocutors at Destination, I demonstrated value by returning to show them the first 

publication in which their story was told (Day and Wewerinke-Singh, 2019).  I have added value 

at Elang Etas and Tagabe Bridge by helping people to understand new policies, organising 

outsiders to visit, and conveying their messages where they cannot go, such as to international 

conferences.  From the 2021 field study, the enumerators also insisted that we return to the 

communities for more than just a research debrief.  They also wanted to know how we can help 

these communities.  The result is an emerging partnership with some local NGOs to run community 

trainings on the national displacement policy.   

 

Assert academic thought 

 

I have learned that my interlocutors are interested in thinking in academic ways.  One example 

where I have been able to add value with my academic knowledge was in the EECA’s recent 

deliberations over whether to publish its internal 2018 Census report.  When the report was ready, 

the EECA Executive committee called a meeting to discuss disseminating the report.  The initial 

discussion centered around how the estimated community population could help to direct 

government attention and resources to Elang Etas, e.g., paving the roads, providing policing and 

street lights, etc.  Because of my academic background, I was able to point out another possibility: 

that the report would cause the government or the disputing landowners to “see” (Scott, 1998) the 

community in a way that made evicting the settlement, unavoidable.  This use of James C. Scott’s 

concept that the state has certain ways of seeing that may not be aligned with the best interests of 

the community, resonated with my interlocutors.  I am not an expert in what is likely to happen in 

this context in this situation, but expressing this possibility caused the Executive to pause, and 

ultimately to decide not to publish the report.    
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Teach while learning 

 

Working closely with communities on issues requiring trust and familiarity, also presents 

significant opportunities to teach people and build their capacities – which takes time and energy.  

My research assistant on the Destination project leveraged her work with me to be hired as the 

community-engagement officer for the Chinese construction company doing aid-based 

infrastructure projects on the island.  She had completed Year 7 (seventh grade) in school, but we 

had many conversations inspired by academic debates; for instance, about tokenistic versus 

meaningful community participation.  She discussed these concepts in her job interview and got 

the job.   

 

Be reflexive 

 

Good action research adapts in response to findings.  I didn’t know about the Elang Etas 

Community Association or other local social movements in Port Vila until a year into a study of 

evictions.  Once I knew about the Association, my research questions grew to incorporate the 

EECA.  In our 2021 remote field study, the local enumeration team drove the research, politely 

demanding that we expand our research scope to many more communities, taking home voice 

recorders on the weekends so that their friends and families could be interviewed, and insisting 

that certain chiefs also needed to be interviewed to complete the study.  Ni Vanuatu people are not 

generally a demanding set, so I immediately recognised that we should follow their suggestions 

and adapt the study.   

 

Remember core competencies 

 

When I first started doing action research at Elang Etas, I felt helpless and fearful.  I felt helpless 

because I did not have the skills to help with community organising, and I felt fearful that I would 

hit the limit of my capacities to help, and at that point, there would still be need.  Both of these 

have turned out to be true: I am not an adept community organiser, and I am usually not able to 

resolve people’s problems – especially their biggest problem, which is the longstanding land 

dispute and impending eviction.  Luckily, my interlocuters are expert community organisers and 

are working on the land dispute themselves.  Along the way, they have reminded me of what I am 

good at: keeping up with national policy, writing papers and mission statements, analysing 

community Census data, presenting at conferences and making videos, and making connections 

with the international community.  Now, I understand that I should contribute in ways that are 

aligned with my role as a researcher.  I am not an activist; I am not an organiser.  I have been able 

to add value in ways that are aligned with my own capacities as a researcher.  

 

Involve interlocutors in publishing and writing 

 

The most satisfying academic outputs are those that give back to the community, and those that I co-produce 

with my interlocutors.  Co-producing written outputs is one way that I try to avoid essentialising what I see 

because my modernist mind cannot comprehend that urbanisation in Vanuatu is complicated, internally 

diverse, and at times, contradictory. Complexity, diversity, and contradiction can coexist in indigenous 

epistemologies (Smith, 1999, p. 74).  As an outsider writing about indigenous people, how do I avoid 

committing essentialism to the page myself?  Smith (1999, Introduction) admonishes researchers to speak to 
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their research interlocuters about the complex ideas raised in and by the research.  They will understand and 

help the researcher to form the ideas.  One way that I have attempted this kind of involvement was when I 

and my interlocuters at Elang Etas co-produced a video for presentation at the World Urban Forum, in an 

attempt to convince intergovernmental organisations such as the Red Cross and the Internal Displacement 

Monitoring Center that urban evictions should be considered and funded alongside climate change and 

disaster as a major form of internal displacement: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p5yZ5CLDzI0&t=17s.  These contributions have resulted in my 

interlocutors asking me to be more deeply involved in community affairs and to write more about different 

parts of their experiences.  Action research, then, is generative of opportunity, even if the initial investment of 

time is considerable. 

 

Plan to keep travelling 

 

There is a large temptation now, from within the pandemic, to imagine remote work and online 

conferences becoming the new normal.  Certainly, participating remotely is a great way to include 

more people and stay connected while travel is limited. When the pandemic ends, however, I will 

be seeking to get back to the field.   

 

Start where you are 

 

Some students might be in a hurry to do action research.  Because I never imagined myself as an 

action researcher, my struggle was in understanding when I had actually become one.  About this, 

I would advise newcomers to start with a hypothesis-driven process, and if the situation allows, 

develop relationships that create opportunities for adding value and developing friendships over 

time.     
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