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Abstract

In this paper, I examine the role of feminist critical methodologies in change-
based social research. This paper explores the quandaries around researcher
reflexivity in critical feminist methodologies, examining the authot's own
positionality while simultaneously questioning the use and limits of reflexivity. I
bring Sara Ahmed's conception of the "feminist ear" into conversation with
Sullivan & Middleton's notion of queeting the museum and critical feminist
methodological literature. Finally, the paper takes an expanded view of ethics in
human subjects research to center the researcher’s responsibility to participants,
ultimately advocating for embracing the discomfort and love of critical feminist
research practices to effect social change.

Introduction

In this paper, I examine the tensions and possibilities of reflexive, critical
feminist theory as applied to ethical research towards social change. Situated
within a larger study of liberatory unionism in the contemporary U.S. art
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museum labor movement, which I position as “resistant research on cultural
work” (De Peuter & Cohen, 2015, p. 305), this paper draws out the specific
contradictions and complications of reflexive practice and ethical quandaties to
ultimately assert the value of feminist critical theory in research on and of social
change. In doing so, this paper contributes to the theoretical engagement with
critical feminist research methodologies and provides guideposts for other
activist-researchers grappling with similar challenges.

The crux of the dilemma is that feminist critical theory openly
acknowledges and contends with the challenges of research-based inquiry within
a wotld of post-postmodernism, poststructuralism, deconstruction, and so
forth; in other words, a world in which our relationship with knowledge and
certainty has unraveled (Lather, 2007). How, then, can we conduct research — a
practice that attempts to &zow — within this paradigm of emphatic #orknowing?
This challenge is particularly acute when a researcher attempts to leave the realm
of theoretical debate and apply these concepts and questions to an active
research study. This paper, therefore, contends with these tensions in relation to
a particular inquiry, in this case, an examination of the liberatory rhetoric,
practices, and shortcomings of an ongoing social movement. To do so, I first
present the primary critical feminist theories that guided my research, followed
by a meta-examination of my positionality (examining both my positionality and
the conflicting motivations that drive this kind of positionality statement). I then
discuss the methodological frameworks of Action Research and its subset of
Participatory Action Research in relation to these questions, concluding with the
cthical questions at the heart of this inquiry and a critical feminist research
stance.

The Research Study

The larger research study (Ripley, 2025) investigated elements of liberatory
unionism (Livingston, 2021), also known as social movement unionism
(Waterman, 1993), in the contemporary unionization wave in U.S. art museums,
which has seen a surge in new organizing since 2019. The primary research
question asked how the art museum unionization movement is conceiving of
and discussing the interconnections of labor and class with racism and gender
oppression. I then cross-examined the aims and rhetoric of museum
unionization campaigns with an analysis of the material, equity-focused gains
made in contract negotiations and considerations of the demographics of this



movement and how Whiteness in particular influenced the outcomes of these
campaigns. Specific methods used for data collection included: a quantitative
demographic survey; 48 semi-structured qualitative interviews with current and
former museum workers, organizers, and activists; limited field research;
archival analysis; and social media and contract analysis. I analyzed these data
sources using a flexible coding process (Deterding & Waters, 2021) that first
indexes content based on interview questions and then further analyzes the data
based on a priori and emergent themes. Through this data, I found
overwhelming evidence that the contemporary museum labor movement is
enacting a liberatory unionism. Workers not only regulatly articulated their
commitments to anti-racist and accessible policies and their understandings of
intersectional social justice, but are actively enacting and achieving radical
transformations through their everyday organizing.

Guiding Theories

In navigating the methodological quandaries of this study, I turned to two
primary theories as a guiding ethos: a queer ethics (Sullivan & Middleton, 2020)
and a feminist ear (Ahmed, 2021). In Queering the Museuns, Sullivan & Middleton
(2020) note the ways in which traditional reform movements have failed to
enact lasting, structural change to museum work. They make a case for a queer
ethics to reimagine museums, stating: ““...we tise to the ethical challenge of
thinking beyond what we (think we) know, to being open to ways of knowing,
being, doing, that may not be immediately intelligible to us...[W]e offer up the
challenge of ongoing critique, of relinquishing certainty in the name of queer
ethics” (p. 35). In my research, therefore, I present and analyze how
unionization offers a queering path for museums to chart new, as-of-yet
unintelligible operations. I also approach this work with the kind of openness
they describe, knowing that my own embodied positionality, as a White,
cisgender woman from an upper-middle-class background, constitutes in some
ways the continuation of museum norms, not their disruption (Kletchka, 2021).

Additionally, in Complaint!, Ahmed (2021) explores how institutions deploy
“strategic inefficiency” (p. 91) to uphold the status quo, regardless of what their
policies purport to do. For Ahmed, a feminist ear is essential labor in resisting
these procedures:

Becoming a feminist ear meant not only hearing the students’
complaints [of harassment]; it meant sharing the work. It meant



becoming part of their collective. Their collective became ours. 1 think
of that ours as the promise of feminism, oxrs not as possession but as an
invitation, an opening, a combining of forces...Complaint: a path of
more resistance (pp. 6-7, emphasis in the original).

Though I situate my study in museums rather than the academy, my research
has similarly invited stories of complaint about workplace abuses and the
strategic inefficiency of institutional response. I have therefore attempted to
undertake this project with the care required to listen to these stories and a
commitment to sharing in the labor of activating these complaints. I aim to
leverage my research as a collective and feminist “path of more resistance”
against harmful and exploitative museological institutional norms.

Positionality

I come to my research as an art museum worker with over a decade of work
experience, previously in full-time positions and currently through project-based
contractual work. I am, furthermore, a representative of the museum educators
that Kletchka (2021) described as in the majority: White, partnered, middle-
class, cisgender, highly educated. While I felt that the $28,500 salary offered to
me for my first full-time museum job in 2014 was too low, it was not
prohibitive: I was able to accept the position and live comfortably through
familial support. This entry into the field was not only available to me because
of the circumstances of my birth in ways it was not to others, it was also a
subsidy to a field that sustains its operations through employing people like me
(Ripley, 2024; Shaked, 2025). Wetenhall (2020) argues that this practice has
perpetuated elitism within museums and is akin to philanthropic giving,
meaning that workers merit (if they rarely receive) the same deferential
treatment as museum donors. Over my seven years as a staff member at this
museum, I regularly and successfully petitioned for raises, though I more often
received more senior title changes than a corresponding salary bump. While I
vocalized my frustration to my supervisor with the discrepancy between pay and
the amount of work expected of myself and my colleagues, I always stopped
short of any direct action, joking with a coworker about how our museum
needed a union, but fearing for our job security in an already oversaturated and
competitive job market.

Yet I eventually found this fear realized anyway. In March 2020, my
museum was one of the first museums in the country to announce widespread



layoffs in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. I joined the 75% of the
museum’s staff (~120 people) who now found ourselves unemployed. In losing
my job, I experienced a newfound precarity, akin to the vulnerability that Mould
et al. (2021) describe as full of radical and emancipatory potential. The pandemic
(and lackluster institutional responses) moved vulnerabilities “Zuwards from the
margins of society to those who found themselves temporarily vulnerable...” (p.
873), drawing me into solidarity with others by activating my “latent
connectivity” towards organizing and activism (p. 874).

In the following weeks, I juggled the fear of a global pandemic with grief
for an institution and a job that had been so central to my sense of self (Gini,
2001) and with uncertainty about the future of my career. I watched reports of
museum after museum reducing their staffing capacity, ptioritizing collections
and curatorial staff over audience-engaging and front-of-house teams (Antar et
al., 2020; Chevalier, 2022; Krantz & Downey, 2021). Occasionally there were
stories of museums that forged other paths, such as the Brooklyn Museum
opening their dining services for food insecure families in their neighborhoods
whose children could no longer rely on school lunches (Burke, 2020), or
museums such as the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art SFMOMA) and
the Frick Collection distributing personal protective equipment from their
conservation departments to local health officials (Cascone, 2020). Yet the
majority of museums reacted in fear, undoing the past several decades of
advocacy for visitor-centered missions and revealing that, at their core, they still
existed as repositories of wealth for the few.

At the same time, however, I witnessed and joined a growing chorus of
museum workers venting their anger on social media about the discrepancies
between museums' actions and their purported missions. Many of these workers
began organizing through collective action to shift the structural foundations
that have kept museums from truly being the responsive and inclusive
institutions they claimed to be. Museum Workers Speak, a grassroots advocacy
collaborative, launched a mutual aid campaign for laid-off and furloughed
museum workers, raising over $130,000 in total to disperse in $500 gifts to
vulnerable workers (P. Santos, personal communication, 3/29/2023). And the
unionization announcements started growing, with the Philadelphia Museum of
Art and the Portland Museum of Art in Maine going public in the months of
quarantine, rejecting a tradition of elitist separation from blue collar workers —
the attitude that “unions are for coal miners” (Ripley, 2023) — in a growing
recognition of common cause.



My institution, meanwhile, had received a national Paycheck Protection
Program (PPP) loan in June 2020 and was able to rehire part of its staff, myself
included. Refusing to return to work would have jeopardized my unemployment
eligibility; I therefore accepted the offer with the determination to organize my
workplace. As soon as there was a critical mass of eligible staff working the
reopened museum in July, a coworker and I contacted UAW Local 2110, which
had instigated the contemporary unionization wave with the founding of the
New Museum Union in 2019 (Levine & Ripley, 2024). We quickly got to work,
no longer afraid of losing our jobs now that the pandemic had revealed the
concept of job security to be no more than an illusion. We grew the organizing
committee and built our networks, forming relationships across departments
that had never previously existed and hearing stories of workplace frustrations,
harassments, and injustices that long predated the pandemic. Many colleagues
shared that the organizing process and hopes for a contract were the only things
keeping them at the museum after the damage done to the relationships
between management and staff. We filed for an election with the National
Labor Relations Board (NLRB) in March 2021 and won our election at the end
of April.

Though I left the museum soon after that to pursue doctoral work, 1
remain in close contact with former colleagues and have contributed to the
scholarly discourse around unionization in art museums. I continued to watch as
the unionization wave grew, and I took note of the regularity with which
museum organizers discussed diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion
(DEAI) as motivators in panel discussions and on social media, issuing
statements of solidarity with Black Lives Matter and equating unionization with
social justice and equity more broadly. In many of these instances, I observed a
clear cross-sector solidarity that bridged the “white collar” world of creative
labor in museums and “blue collar” sectors more traditionally associated with
labor unions, driving the development of my research questions.

At risk of seeking absolution through this account, a practice in reflexivity
that borders on the confessional (Pillow, 2003), I share without equivocation
that I am, clearly, biased. I believe in the power of labor unions to transform the
museum sector, by dismantling inequitable pay systems, ensuring worker
protections through this pandemic and beyond, protecting interns, and enacting
DEAI commitments through clear hiring and HR policies written into binding
legal contracts. I also believe that unions can help bridge the class divides
between administrative staff members and custodial and front-of-house staff —



not to mention overcome the siloing pervasive to the field (Morse, 2021; Tanga,
2021) — forcing and nurturing new relationships through deep listening and
identifying common ground. This history and orientation are what draw me to
an Action Research framework for this research study, as Action Research
embraces a socio-political agenda, acknowledges the inevitability of and makes
room for researcher biases and experiences, and aims to inform direct social
action (lisahunter et al., 2013). In this case, this research aims to support the
development of museums as sites of intersectional labor solidarity and arts-
based activism.

Yet Pillow (2003) cautions researchers who employ reflexivity to be
intentional and clear about their approach. She notes that standard qualitative
methodological practice has shifted towards a reflexivity applied as confession,
catharsis, or cure — asking, ultimately, “Whose story is it — the researcher or the
researched?” (p. 176). For Pillow, the irony of such reflexivity is that it maintains
an adherence to a positivist, “Cartesian belief in a unified, essential self that is
capable of being reflected on and is knowable” (p. 181). She offers instead an
“uncomfortable reflexivity,” which “seeks to know while at the same time
situates this knowing as tenuous” (p. 188). My research study, then, embraces
and acknowledges the tenuousness and inconsistencies of knowing and the
pursuit of knowledge, even as this particular paper privileges the researcher’s
story. In practice, however, I returned to Lather’s (1986) blithe reminder in the
face of a paralyzingly self-conscious reflexivity: “The task is to get on with it” (p.
77). In other words, the research still needs doing.

Action Research to Reluctant Participatory Action Research

The study, therefore, is guided by an Action Research (AR) philosophy
(McAteer, 2014; lisahunter et al., 2013). AR is a category of research in which
the emphasis is on using research to support “people bringing about change in
their lives together” (McTaggart, 2013, p. v). In contrast with traditional
research methodologies, which tend to be extractive in that researchers as
experts take data and knowledge from subjects who may never see the benefits
of the research, AR is about working with, rather than oz or for, research
participants (lisahunter et al., 2013). AR can be considered a form of praxis, in
which theory and practice (action) are ideally united, and AR tends to (but does
not necessarily require) an emancipatory framework. AR is meant to address and
support problem-solving. Key to AR is an iterative, cyclical approach to



research, more commonly referred to as a research “spiral,” as each phase
expands on the previous one (rather than a closed circuit, in which you just
wind up where you started). The stages in the AR spiral include: Reflect (on the
situation), Plan (a course of action), Act (the plan out), Observe (what happens),
Reflect (what next?).

According to McNiff & Whitehead (2006), AR assumes an ontological
stance in which research is value-laden (e.g., that researchers are guided by their
principles), morally committed (requiring the researcher to be clear on what they
consider to be working towards social “good”), and where researchers are in
relationship with subjects within a larger social context (pp. 23-26). In terms of
epistemology, AR asserts that the focus of research (“the object of the enquiry”)
is the researcher (insisting on personal accountability), that knowledge is
uncertain, plural, constructed, that “Answers are often incommensurable and
cannot be resolved” (p. 27), and that knowledge creation is a collaborative
process (pp. 26-28). AR methodologies are conducted by practitioner-agents, are
open-ended and emergent, and are intended to improve social conditions (p.
29). My research study fits within AR in that it seeks to have direct real-world
applications for understanding the contemporary unionization movement and
reconceptualizing the nature and structures of museum work. Further, as
McAteer (2014) states, “...action research is...predicated upon a commitment to
reflective practice, the values of democracy, and the scholarship of practice” (p.
151). This emphasis on and commitment to social change and co-learning
resonate with my own ambitions as a former organizer and activist researcher,
as well as with the collective movement towards social change inherent to
unionization.

While there are many subgroups within AR, such as “technical action
research” (focused on improving efficiency), “practical action research”
(focused on improving practice), and “emancipatory action research” (research
itself as instigating learning and change) (lisahunter et al., 2013, pp. 19-20),
Participatory Action Research (PAR) has an explicit emphasis on a social,
collaborative approach to AR. It serves as a means of challenging the traditional
hierarchy of researcher-researched, and entails “researchers and participants
working together to examine a problematic situation or action to change it for
the better” (Kindon et al., 2007, p. 1). Radical educator Paulo Freire’s
community-based research processes from the 1960s-70s, and his concept of
conscientizacdo (conscientization) (Freire, 2012/1970), are a critical foundation of
PAR, which grew out of research practices in Aftrica, India, and Latin America



that emphasized “a new epistemology of practice grounded in people’s struggles
and local knowledges” (Kindon et al., 2007, p. 10). Feminist research
methodologies, in their focus on social inequality, epistemological critiques, and
commitment to activism (p. 12), have also profoundly influenced the
development of PAR. In PAR, research participants co-construct the study, and
are engaged to varying degrees in each of the different research stages
depending on the project. PAR is most successful when focused on a localized
issue with a small group of committed stakeholders. Thus, it is a methodology
for approaching the large-scale, systemic problems of the world through
community practice. As lisahunter et al. (2013) attest:

What matters is that the thousands of everyday small struggles for
incremental or pragmatic change do not necessarily foreclose the
possibility of radical or systemic change. Indeed, small wins or victories
are important as they often build capacity for larger struggles by
providing those “others” struggling against social injustice (however
“big” or “small”) the confidence to fight for more (p. 5).

In researching “small wins” through PAR, therefore, participants grow
knowledge and awareness of their processes in ways that build momentum and
inspire action elsewhere. In this framework, focusing on the labor movement in
the museum sector can encourage synchronistic struggles against injustice in
other research sites and economic sectors.

In Participatory Activist Research in a Globalised World, however, lisahunter et al.
(2013) describe the tendencies for AR and even PAR to “become just another
normalising practice if its quiet acquiesce[nce]| with the status quo is not
challenged” (p. 24). They offer an alternative in the form of a more explicitly
emancipatory and ethical framework for PAR, called Participatory Activzs?
Research (PAR), which “offer[s] the possibility of building new relationships,
coalitions, and organisations capable of confronting the challenges of scale and
complexity” as identified by the local actors engaged in PAR (p. 26). PAR is
grounded in a critical theory, and the authors desctibe several offshoots, such as
queer theory, critical pedagogy, and critical race theory, and delineate how a
PAR project might look through each of those lenses. The authors also
emphasize the importance of developing an awareness of one’s researcher
positionality, and advocate for the construction of “field texts” over “data,” in
recognition “not only that we construct these texts but that they tell only a part
of the story of what is going on” (p. 74).



As much as PAR and PAR resonate with my personal research and
political orientations, I initially chose AR as the guiding framework for my larger
study. I had previously been a participant in another scholar’s PAR study, an
experience which supported lisahunter et al.’s assertions that a small group of
localized and committed participants best supports the collaborative research
framework of PAR. In this project, however, I wanted to cast a wider net and
gather a large number of participants. I was also in the process of moving to a
different time zone, rendering the logistics of regular meetings more difficult.
Mostly, however, I hesitated over the “participant” aspect of PAR, confident in
my insider-outsider status regarding this research, but just as certain that,
because I was no longer a museum employee and union member, I wouldn’t
“count” as a participant. I focused instead on AR, undertaking this research with
a focused commitment to an ethics of witnessing that would first honor
participants’ stories and allow them to speak back to institutional structures of
oppression (Burdick & Sandlin, 2010).

Upon engaging in the actual labor of collecting data and reflecting on these
experiences in a research journal, however, I began to recognize elements of
PAR in my work all the same. As foretold in the PAR literature, I could not
extricate myself as an individual from my research, intellectually, politically, or
emotionally. Many of my research interviews triggered my own painful
memorties of my layoff and rehiring in 2020, and of the subtle and slippery
experiences of retaliation for being a vocal supporter of the unionization
campaign. As Alessi & Kahn (2023) describe in their guidelines for trauma-
informed qualitative research practices, interviews in which participants recount
traumatic experiences can pose tisks to both participants and researchers
themselves, a fact that is “further complicated when researchers find themselves
drawn to particular populations based on their own trauma histories” (p. 128).
They recommend a critical reflexive practice alongside self-care strategies. After
a month of interviews, I therefore decided to seek out clinical therapy! in an

! Alessi & Khan (2023) clarify that they do not wish to conflate reflexivity around one’s own
trauma history with therapy, as they “do not endorse using research supervision to understand the
trauma backgrounds of the members of the research team” (p. 147). Their recommendations for
alternatives, however, are vague: “accessing available resources” (p. 147) and “identify[ing] a variety
of self-care strategies throughout the research process” (p. 148). In my case, clinical therapeutic

care was both a critical resource available to me and a self-care strategy throughout this process.
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attempt to hold space for my participants’ trauma as well as to work through my
own, and to better navigate the boundaries between the two.

In a remote therapy session held during my field research, which coincided
with my former colleagues’ 21-day labor strike, it was my therapist who,
unprompted, asked whether I was doing PAR. My research journal from that
afternoon reads, “I am conducting a very reluctant PAR, and my concept of
participation needs to expand.” I went on to reflect that, though I no longer
worked for the museum, I was very much a participant in this struggle: I was
texting daily with current and former colleagues; I collaborated with a former
colleague on an Action Network email campaign to assist members of the
public in sending letters of support to the museum’s director and deputy
director; I was still a member of the closed union Facebook group, and was
getting daily updates on that site; I had contributed to the strike fund, as had my
father; Local 2110 staff were using my house, which my spouse and I have
rented on Airbnb since leaving the area, as their headquarters and homebase
throughout the strike, and I would learn that striking workers used our kitchen
to bake snacks for picketers and held late night strategy sessions around our
dining table. I wrote of the betrayal I felt when a former organizing committee
member, now a manager who has been promoted out of the bargaining unit,
took to social media to urge our colleagues to settle; I read his post while sitting
on a Metro-North train on my way to conduct archival research, my hands
shaking and head pounding. Yet I likewise felt the solidarity of the local
businesses, teacher unions, and community members I had lived and worked
with for neatly a decade, weeping during a call to order pizza for the picket line
when the pizzeria owner comped two of the pies in solidarity. Though I wrote
in my research journal that “I wish the strike was happening somewhere else,” I
have come to see that, yes, my definition of participation has expanded. I may
never materially benefit from having a union contract at an art museum job, but
I am very much a participant in this movement to demand structural changes
and envision better futures for art museums.

Ethical Considerations

In addition to individual reflexivity, researching human subjects requires a
thorough ethics review. I therefore sought and received approval for this study
from my university's Internal Review Board (IRB). Of particular concern in a
study of unionization is the risk of employer retaliation, which jeopardizes
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participants' access to both income and health insurance. Though union-related
activity is protected under the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) (1935),
and retaliation is illegal, it can be time-consuming and costly to litigate a case. A
handful of participants who had experienced acute union-busting through their
unionization campaigns also cautioned against sharing too much in publication
— voicing the fear that attempts to share information within the movement
would be akin to exposing weaknesses and handing over strategy to
management and their lawyers. Other participants shrugged off these concerns,
noting that these law firms have the resources and staff to uncover all this
information anyway. I have, therefore, attempted to balance the democratic
desire to share information and the need to protect my participants from
retaliation.

My calculation of the appropriate balance between transparency and
opacity fluctuates. The research-to-publication timeline is long, and this one
unfolded alongside concurrent events that continue to affect the environment in
which this data is collected and considered.? union campaign announcements
and updates, museum leadership transitions, cross-sector labor wins and losses,
changes to private sector labor law precedent (Ball, 2024), corporate challenges
to the constitutionality of the NLRB (Andrias, 2024; Rhinehart & McNicholas,
2024), a presidential campaign with significant ramifications for organized labor
(Bohner, 2024; Germain, 2024), and the subsequent policy upheavals in the early
weeks of the Trump administration (Cascone, 2025; Dunbar, 2025). Amidst the
larger context of all these events, participant anonymity is increasingly vital. A
handful of participants did express a willingness to be identified and “go on the
record;” I decided, however, to proceed with anonymizing all interviewees to
not distinguish between or unintentionally favor public testimonials over private
ones. As much as possible, I generalized the data gathered to separate the
experience shared with the institution, to further protect participants from
possible identification.

As Burdick & Sandlin (2010) assert, however, ethics in research goes
beyond traditional IRB definitions of harm. Ethics in research must account for
questions of who benefits from this knowing and understanding, or, rather,
from the attempts to know and understand that recognize both the postmodern
impossibility and the colonial implications of fully knowing and understanding

2Data collection occurred between January and October 2024.
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an Other. In considering the relative benefits, then, I recognize and honor the
labor of participating in this study, which has immediate and concrete benefits
for myself (this research supports my own career development — in addition to
the less concrete benefits of interpersonal connection, validation of my own
experiences, the enjoyment of conducting meaningful work), yet such tenuous
benefits for my participants (bopefirlly the study will have the positive impact that
Action Research intends; perhaps the process of interviewing was helpful and
offered space for reflection). I was embarrassed by the irony of asking my
participants for an hour of their time without compensation, particularly in a
study about labor rights. I laughed off the embarrassment with many of my
participants during the interviews, but I am still left with Lather’s (2007) succinct
and poignant question: “What is our obligation to the people we study?” (p.
147).

I do not know how to meet the obligation I feel to my participants. They
were extremely generous — with their time, their experiences, their networks,
their enthusiasm for this project. They were open and vulnerable about some of
the most difficult moments in their professional careers; more than one
participant shared intimate details about post-traumatic stress and burnout
symptoms affecting them years after their unionization campaigns. My interview
transcripts are full of the untranscribable: laughter, sighs of frustration and
disappointment, wavering voices holding back tears, joyful expressions during
descriptions of their coworkers and moments of solidarity. More than one
participant explicitly compared the interview to a therapy session, as they were
able to voice emotions and identify memories that need more attention.

I return here, then, to Ahmed’s (2021) notion of the feminist ear. My
research ethics include a commitment to listening to these stories with a feminist
ear, sharing in the labor of telling and in the pursuit of justice. Ahmed elaborates
on this concept in terms of her own personal frustration and her “conviction
that if you ask those who complain about their experiences of complaint, you
will learn so much about institutions and about power: complaint as feminist
pedagogy. Yes, frustration can be a feminist record. Another way of putting this:
Watch out, we have the data’ (p. 7, emphases in the original). In some ways, then,
this larger study serves as a feminist record of the data — of the exploitations,
harms, and abuses of power museum workers have faced on the job. This
record is now in writing. It is legitimized and historicized by the academy
(Ripley, 2025). It is the compilation of stories from many individuals, bearing
collective power that can therefore not be as easily dismissed.



Burdick & Sandlin (2010) offer a vision of research ethics that requires
inhabiting “a /ovzng disposition — one in which researchers do not seck to possess
and consume their object of inquiry but rather offer up their epistemologies and
very professional identities to be eclipsed by the researched” (p. 357, emphasis
in the original). It is an ethics that #ansforms, rather than /nforms (p. 357). I see
this loving disposition as connected to Sullivan & Middleton’s (2020) queer
ethics for the museum as an ethics that transforms. I further relate this loving
disposition to the kind of love which Snaza (2020) describes as essential to
fostering a “bewildering education” (p. 108). Though Snaza’s focus is on the
classroom rather than on research contexts, he similatly advocates for
discomfort, (re)humanization, and transformation through relationality. A
bewildering education consists of “situations that can unstick us from our
present ways of thinking and being, leading us to become lost...My hope...is that
such bewilderment may create conditions for the emergence of unanticipated
confluences of thoughts, affects, and collectivities” (p. 108). In my critical
feminist research, therefore, my hope is to bring participants into relation with
one another, with the archival and digital records of this movement, with
theorists and researchers in and beyond the academy, and with readers in the
cultivation of a bewildering love that “affirm[s] ways of becoming otherwise
together” (Snaza, 2020, p. 118). It is by listening with a feminist ear, loving one’s
participants in this bewildering way, that critical feminist researchers can put
theory into practice.
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