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It’s just like this continues to 
be my struggle. I don’t even 

want out. I just want academia 
to change. But it doesn’t 

change no matter what, and 
sometimes it changes you.

-Liz Grumbach

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

Higher Calling is a project for everyone who decided to become a 
scholar because they believed in the mission of higher education, 
and specifi cally, for everyone who saw participating in and working 
for higher education as a way to turn the pursuit of justice into a 
career. It aims to help you understand how to better align a career 
in academia with your sense of purpose; how to recognize when 
your purposes are no longer served by academia; how to pursue 
scholarly purpose outside of an academic career; and when and 
how to fi ght back against the broken system which is higher edu-
cation in the United States.

When I started my PhD, I didn’t know much about what academia 
was. But I knew I didn’t want to work for profi t. I knew that I be-
lieved in education as a public good. I knew that I was good at and 
enjoyed the trifecta of research, teaching, and committee meet-
ings. And I knew that I admired many scholars, from bell hooks to 
Ana Cara, for what I thought of as their effort to make the world 
a better place through research, writing, and teaching. I thought 
maybe I could be part of that work one day. 

Your story may be different from mine. You may have been drawn 
into academia because you wanted to do research that served 
your community: to understand poverty, or race, or immigration, 
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or disability, for example. You may have been told that represen-
tation matters, and that your presence in academia itself was a 
public good. You may have entered academia because you were 
good at school and you didn’t know where else to go. Or you may 
have identifi ed academia as the most accessible path to a stable 
income or health insurance or a visa in the United States.

Regardless of how you got here, academia is hard, and for many of 
us who are interested in justice work, it can be crushing. Racism, 
sexual violence, and labor exploitation are fundamental to how 
universities operate. Rigid institutional hierarchies make graduate 
students, staff, and adjunct faculty into second-class employees. 
Departments value autonomy and productivity over solidarity, cre-
ativity, or care. At many universities, education seems to be the 
last priority, far behind both entertainment and profi t. And that’s 
not to mention the jobs crisis faced by PhDs in many disciplines, 
nor the COVID-19 policies that have thrown caregivers and the im-
munocompromised alike to the wolves.

If you are like me, you may have had many moments when aca-
demia felt worth it: when you connected with a student, or had a 
publication accepted, or organized an event in your community. In 
these moments, you may have reveled in the privileges and oppor-
tunities and even joys that academia affords. But there may also be 
times when you’re not sure whether higher education is the best 
path for you. At these times, you may wonder if the compromises 
are too great, the labor conditions untenable, or the barriers to 
doing meaningful work too high. 

This project aims to help you navigate these moments alone and 
in community through readings, exercises, and rituals. Its structure 
and values are modeled on the work of adrienne maree brown 
and the Emergent Strategy Ideation Institute. It follows brown’s 
framework of emergent strategy, an approach to justice-oriented 
change work that prioritizes care for yourself and your community 
and that conceives of change as something that happens at many 
scales and across many spaces. 
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Further Reading & Further Reading & 
ListeningListening

adrienne maree brown: Emergent Strategy, Pleasure Activism, and 
Holding Change.

Kai Cheng Thom, I Hope We Choose Love

Fobazi Ettarh, “Vocational Awe and Librarianship”

Gabriella Gutiérrez y Muhs, Yolanda Flores Niemann, Carmen G. 
Gonzalez and Angela P. Harris, Presumed Incompetent

bell hooks, All About Love and Teaching to Transgress

Incite! The Revolution Will Not Be Funded

Sarah Jaffe, Work Won’t Love You Back

Leah Lakshmi PIepzna-Samarasinha, Care Work

Paco de Leon, Finance for the People

Christen A. Smith, Cite Black Women Movement

Dean Spade, Mutual Aid

Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies

Tuck Woodstock, Gender Reveal Podcast

Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass

Matika Wilbur and Adrienne Keene, All My Relations Podcast
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This project was born from my work with the Visionary Futures Col-
lective, a community of justice-oriented scholars in and around the 
academy whose friendship, support, and brilliance has changed 
my working life. This project follows the VFC in imagining the pos-
sibility of spaces within higher education that allow for solidarity, 
vulnerability, equity, and care.

This project is absolutely agnostic about individual careers: there 
will be no pressure to stay or to go. But I am disheartened that ac-
ademia continues to drive some of us towards exhaustion, illness, 
and even early death, just as disenchantment with academia is 
leading many of us to fully disengage from the values that brought 
us here. 

I don’t necessarily think that our academic institutions deserve to 
survive. But I do believe that work that matters is happening with-
in and alongside academia. And I do believe that we collective-
ly need a way forward for higher education that allows the good 
work of justice-oriented teaching and learning to fl ourish.  I don’t 
know what that way forward is. But I hope this project can help us 
to fi nd it.
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FINDING YOUR FINDING YOUR 
PURPOSEPURPOSE

This is the fi rst in what I hope will be a collection of resources for 
justice-oriented scholars navigating their relationship with higher 
education in the United States.

This book is for people at any stage of their career, but especial-
ly those who have taken at least a few steps towards a career in 
academia, from fi rst-year masters students to postdocs, adjuncts, 
tenured faculty, post-ac workers, and staff. It can be used by those 
in any discipline, but it is written by and for humanists. It is not 
specifi c to any type of college, university, or cultural organization. 

When you fi nd this workbook, you may be early in your relationship 
with academia and questioning whether you want to continue. You 
may be fi nishing your degree and trying to make decisions about 
jobs and work. Or you may be committed to working within aca-
demia, but struggling to fi nd ways to make your personal needs 
and professional goals align with the expectations and policies of 
your institution.

exercises for working exercises for working 
with intentionwith intention
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This workbook aims to empower you to make decisions about your 
academic work by helping you to identify, refi ne, and build on your 
scholarly purpose. This book was inspired by Dr. Gabrielle Fore-
man, who tweeted in 2019 that developing a professional mission 
statement can help faculty to separate their work from institutional 
measures of success. I have been expanding on this framework 
ever since with students and for myself, often in the context of 
deciding whether to leave academia.

This workbook is divided into six sections. The fi rst part, Orienta-
tion, offers exercises and assessments to help you set your goals 
for the book. Each of the subsequent sections addresses a differ-
ent aspect of the purpose that motivates our scholarly work: the 
people who came before us (lineage); the people we work for and 
with (community); the work that brings us pleasure; and the values 
that drive us. You can work your way through the sections in order, 
or skip to the sections and pieces that call to you.

Each section offers a variety of activities that may help you think 
about your own motivations and articulate your values. Some of 
these activities are workbook exercises, similar to what you might 
fi nd in a self-help book or educational resource. Some are rituals 
that will be more familiar to those who have participated in Ac-
ademic Tarot, a future-oriented community space moderated by 
the Visionary Futures Collective. Especially if you, like me, have 
always relied on your mind to think your way out of your problems, 
these activities will require you to suspend your disbelief and en-
gage more with your body and environment.

While many of these activities can be done alone, you are invited 
and encouraged to do these activities in community. This may re-
quire identifying colleagues with whom you can be vulnerable and 
honest. It may be uncomfortable, since vulnerability and trust are 
not typically how we relate to our colleagues. 

One premise of this project is that shared vulnerability can help 
us create better working lives even within violent institutions. That 
work can start here. 
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A NOTE ON A NOTE ON 
JUSTICEJUSTICE

This workbook is for people who, like me, see scholarship as one 
way to do good in the world, and who are troubled by and confl ict-
ed about the compromises required to put that work into action. 

For me, the word “scholar” is an inclusive term, one that does not 
require a specifi c credential (like a PhD) or job title (like “profes-
sor”). “Justice-oriented” can be similarly expansive: it describes 
the daily labor of working to move a particular corner of the world 
towards good. I chose the word justice to evoke activist move-
ments that inspire me, like disability justice and reproductive jus-
tice. 

It is my hope that justice-oriented scholarship is a capacious 
enough term to speak to many people and experiences. Perhaps 
as you work through this book you will come to defi ne that term for 
yourself, in ways that may clarify what academia can do for you and 
where its limits lie. You may fi nd that you prefer to describe your 
work with other terms, like “care” or “activism.” You may feel that 
the word “justice” is too generous for academia, given its partic-
ipation in neoliberalism, or too general for your own liberatory or 
radical goals. I leave that in your hands.

The word “work” has an uneasy status in this book. Sometimes 
work is a job, a source of income, health insurance, and visas. 
Sometimes work is something bigger: the ways we try to leave our 
mark on the world. The relationship between these two is troubled 
and troubling. Bringing them together requires compromise; pull-
ing them apart leads to burnout. 

“Work” in this book does not center or idealize the tenure track 
professorship. In this way, this book is different from a lot of writing 
about neoliberalism and higher education. Just as Dylan Rodríguez 
suggested in 2007, I do not see a path forward for faculty in which 
the promise of liberatory language is not tempered and weakened 
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PURPOSE?PURPOSE?
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WHAT’S YOUR WHAT’S YOUR 

Use these pages to refl ect on where you fi nd purpose in your work, 
your job, and your personal life, and to articulate your statement 
of purpose.
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by its association with the university, the state, and philanthropic 
funders. At the same time, in a context where tenure track faculty 
are a scholarly minority, it no longer makes sense to understand 
scholarship as tenured work. 

This does not mean there are not great people doing exceptional 
work while employed as professors. It means that the professor-
ship is not what enables exceptional work to exist. More often, it 
stands in its way. The scholarship described in this book emerges 
from many different places, like libraries, museums, cultural cen-
ters, bookstores, living rooms, and sometimes, universities.

There is a whole industry dedicated to writing about the neoliberal 
academy. This includes research on the future of the humanities; 
on neoliberalism, funding, and labor practices in higher ed; and on 
the ways that universities in the United States are violent towards 
Black and Indigenous people, towards women and queer people, 
towards disabled people, towards non-Christians, towards poor 
people, and towards immigrants, among others. Among these, 
Teaching to Transgress by bell hooks, Decolonizing Methodolo-
gies by Linda Tuhiwai Smith, and Presumed Incompetent, edited 
by Gabriella Gutiérrez y Muhs, Yolanda Flores Niemann, Carmen 
G. Gonzalez and Angela P. Harris, were foundational for me. 

Research and lived experience overwhelming show that universi-
ties harm and exploit people with marginalized and intersecting 
identities. The justice and liberation frameworks that I lean on and 
borrow from for this project were developed by people in those 
communities, especially by women, especially by queer, trans, 
Black, Indigenous, and other people of color, especially by dis-
abled people, especially by poor people.

I have lived and worked in academia as a white woman and as a 
second-generation scholar. It is so easy for white people, like me, 
to co-opt liberatory language. So often this ends up reinforcing 
white supremacy and shoring up institutional inequity. I hope that 
I have been successful, instead, in honoring the work of my activist 
colleagues while making my own small contribution to the collec-
tive work of building a better future.
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ingful society. Our purpose is to create the conditions in which 
this work can thrive.

We begin with the premise that current conditions in higher ed-
ucation are incompatible with the work of the humanities. We 
formed at the start of the coronavirus pandemic because we 
understood that this public health crisis would exacerbate the 
structural inequities that characterize U.S. higher education. 
Our work is shaped by the long-overdue national reckoning 
with racial inequities led by the Black Lives Matter movement.

We believe that humanities labor must be carried out under 
conditions that do not put our lives or our health at risk. We 
believe that humanities labor is valuable, and must be credited 
and compensated fairly and equitably.

We believe the systems in higher education that depend on 
labor exploitation, racism, sexism, ableism, xenophobia, and 
other forms of oppression must be dismantled.

We believe that higher education should be for the public 
good, and that the work of the humanities should be conduct-
ed for and with our communities.

We recognize that these conditions will not be created through 
top-down change, and so we aim to build collective action 
from the bottom up.

We are constantly learning new ways to enable change, but this 
group focuses on increasing transparency in higher education; 
creating compassionate communities through shared vulnera-
bility; and working collectively to shift institutional practices.

— From the Visionary Futures Collective website: 
https://visionary-futures-collective.github.io/
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My statement of purposeMy statement of purpose

In my scholarship, I aim to use technology to build com-
munity, increase transparency, fi ght inequity, and create 
a better future for the humanities.

I seek to maintain boundaries around my job that allow 
me to prioritize my relationship with the land I occupy 
and the people I love.

Visionary Futures Collective Visionary Futures Collective 
statement of purposestatement of purpose

The Visionary Futures Collective brings together human-
ists across the United States to tackle challenges relating 
to the present and future of higher education.

This group is made up of scholars of the humanities. 
Many, but not all of us have or are currently pursuing 
graduate degrees. Many, but not all of us work or study 
at universities. Some, but not most of us, are professors. 
All of us believe in the transformational power and vital 
importance of the humanities.

This group believes that the study of human history and 
cultural expression is essential to a more just and mean-

S A M P L E S A M P L E 
STATEMENTSSTATEMENTS
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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION
Justice-oriented scholarship can take many forms, like writing, 
teaching, public speaking, curation, art, and more. It can be paid 
work, volunteer work, and pleasure work.

Given how expansive this work can be, it can be challenging to 
understand how our justice-oriented scholarship is related to our 
sense of self and our conditions of employment. 

For example, three years ago, after several unsuccessful years on 
the academic job market, I took a position that was not at a univer-
sity. I was no longer being paid to do scholarship, and so I had to 
ask myself: who am I without an academic career? What aspects 
of this work still matter to me? What parts am I willing to leave be-
hind? What do I want to hold on to?

A friend who is a faculty member faces similar struggles. For them, 
their tenure requirements and the choices made by their university 
contradict the values they profess in their scholarship. They have 
to decide when to keep their head down and seek tenure, when 
to take on additional, uncompensated work, and when to take ac-
tion to attempt to improve the institution for themselves and their 
colleagues. 

Graduate students often experience these questions most acutely. 
Grad students have to make major decisions about what to write 
about, when to take on professional development training, and 
what jobs to apply for. These decisions can feel like they will deter-
mine your identity and your future.

This preliminary section invites you to take stock of where you are 
now. How do you understand yourself, your work, and your schol-
arship? In what ways are these aspects of your life aligned? Where 
do you need to place your attention or seek change?
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GRATITUDEGRATITUDE
I am an imperfect person. Regular meditation is not something 
I have been able to build into my life. But these pandemic years 
have taught me the value of meditative practices when facing 
emotionally challenging experiences or work.

If you are able, consider beginning this workbook—today, or ev-
ery time you open it—with a meditation. You may already have a 
practice you would like to use. If not, consider using a grateful fl ow 
meditation. I learned this fl ow from Paco de Leon’s Finance for the 
People, which attributes it to Phil Stutz and Barry Michels.

Begin by closing your eyes, putting your hand on your heart, and 
taking a few deep breaths. Find gratitude for your breath and your 
heartbeat.

Think of one thing that you are grateful for that you’d normally take 
for granted. Today, as I practice this meditation, I choose gratitude 
for the sun pouring in through my offi ce window. As I focus on my 
breath, I feel the warmth of the sun on my face, the joy that sun 
brings to my body. I feel gratitude.

Think of a second thing that you are grateful for. Today, I choose 
this hour that I have been able to take, in the midst of work and 
family obligations, entirely for myself. I breathe. I feel my mind ex-
pand with the freedom that this time allows. I feel gratitude.

Think of a third thing that you are grateful for. Today, I choose the 
people who have taken the time to read and provide feedback on 
an earlier draft of this book. I breathe. I smile when I picture their 
faces and their generosity. I feel gratitude.
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are ready for change, and affi rms that we will overcome the ob-
stacles in our path and reach our destination. 

In the context of our question, this card suggests that now is a 
good time for change. It affi rms the value of taking the time to 
think about and establish our purpose. But thinking is just the 
fi rst step. Now is the time to take action to manifest our goals.

Future: The third card was The Alt-Ac, or Death, which shows 
a smiling woman standing in front of a thrift store with a box of 
donations, including halloween decorations and a dissertation. 

The Alt-Ac is a card that speaks of signifi cant change. It signifi es 
that something important in our lives is coming to an end. But 
it also represents letting go of a belief, practice, relationship, or 
identity that is no longer serving us. This is a card that opens the 
door to something new.

I drew this card reversed, suggesting that we may be resisting 
the change this card is calling for. This change may be deeply 
personal and profound. It is also likely to be physically and spir-
itually healing.

The card depicts someone leaving academia, but it is not pro-
scriptive. Instead, I hope you take this as the good sign it is: that 
the work you are doing has set you on the right path, and there 
is a better future for you, and for us.
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Where should we focus our ener-Where should we focus our ener-
gy as we seek to understand our gy as we seek to understand our 

professional purpose?professional purpose?

In my work with the Visionary Futures Collective, I have been 
drawn to tarot as a tool to help answer diffi cult and intractible 
questions. In this case, I used the VFC’s Academic Tarot deck, a 
major arcana deck designed with artist Claire Chenette, to help 
us understand how to think about our professional futures. 

For this reading, I drew three cards representing the past, the 
present, and the future. Use this as a starting point as you think 
about your purpose. If you have your own deck, you can expand 
on it by asking additional questions or drawing additional cards. 

Past: The fi rst card I drew was the IT Specialist, an academic take 
on the Strength card which shows a woman setting up a hybrid 
classroom. In this card, the IT Specialist is intertwined with the 
academic system: at times in control, at times controlled by it.

This card asks us to accept reality and fi nd the strength to co-
exist with our own wild beasts. As a respons to our question, 
this is a powerful and affi rming card. It says that we have shown 
courage as we have sought to maintain a sense of purpose in a 
complex and frustrating system.

At the same time, this is a card of infi nite transformation. It asks 
us to allow ourselves the grace to accept the struggles of the 
past and the strength to face changes in the present.

Present: The second card I drew was the Sidegig, traditionally 
The Chariot, which depicts a pedicab paused in front of a uni-
versity campus. Drawing this card suggests we are currently on 
a journey in which we are both the driver and the passenger. 

This is a card of determination and drive. It assures us that we 
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FINDING  YOUR SELFFINDING  YOUR SELF
This exercise invites you to look closely at how your scholarship, 
your job, and your sense of self intersect.

By scholarship, I mean your intellectual contributions to mean-
ing-making conversations in the public sphere. This could be a dis-
sertation or a monograph. But it can take many other forms. For 
me, this workbook is my primary scholarly project.

By sense of self, I mean the way you understand yourself as a social 
actor in the world. These are the things that bring you personal 
satisfaction, pleasure, or meaning.

By job, I mean the work you are paid to do. In academia, we often 
allow fantasy to distort our understanding of our jobs, both by 
including uncompensated labor like mentorship, and by exclud-
ing unglamorous activities like event coordination or email. At the 
same time, when we leave academia, we sometimes struggle to 
see how our new jobs build on and expand our contributions to 
justice-oriented scholarship, especially when those jobs are in en-
tirely different fi elds. 

Use the venn diagram on the next page to categorize the work you 
do across these three categories. If you’re not sure where to start, 
consider these guiding questions:

• What scholarly projects, broadly defi ned, are you working on? 

• In what ways do you work with students? 

• In what ways do you work for a public audience? 

• What did you do for your job last week? Last month? 

• What work do you do for your family and community?
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self

job

scholarship
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This workbook aims to bring clarity to your purpose as a justice-ori-
ented scholar. Doing this work has helped me to make decisions 
such as:

• Whether I can let go of some of my scholarly commitments.
• Whether a new opportunity is a good fi t for my goals.
• Whether there are changes I can make to align my work more 

closely with my needs, values, and desires.
• When a workplace problem is something I should take on.
• When a workplace problem is beyond the scope of what I am 

able to offer.
• Whether I can continue working in my current position.
• Whether I want to continue working in academia.
• What kinds of alternative employment might be a good fi t.

In this fi nal section, you are invited to refl ect on how your under-
standing of your lineage, your community, your pleasures, and your 
values come together to form your sense of professional purpose. 

In the past, I have referred to this as a “mission statement.” But 
these days, I’m leaning more towards purpose. When I think 
about the word mission, I think about practices of evangelization 
and conquest that masquerade as good work. The word purpose 
evokes some concerning ideas too, like neoliberal productivity cul-
ture. But for me, it also feels narrower in scope and closer to what  
a healthy working life could look like. 

I do not enter my workplace as a missionary seeking global trans-
formation. But I do go to work with purpose. I evaluate job offers, 
opportunities, and activities against that sense of purpose. And I 
revisit my statement of purpose over time as I refl ect on my chang-
ing needs and values.

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION



WWhhaatt ggiivvees purpose to your wwoorkking
lliiffee??

P
U
R
P
O
S
E

P
U
R
P
O
S
E

Finding Your Purpose

page 13

ASSESSMENTSASSESSMENTS
This workbook has fi ve further sections: Lineage, Community, Plea-
sure, Values, and Purpose. The following exercises are designed 
to help you assess your relationship with these themes. They are 
modeled on the assessments in Holding Change, authored by 
adrienne maree brown and designed by Zuri Tai.

Use these assessments to check in with yourself or with your com-
munity. What kinds of hope or discomfort do these topics bring up 
in you? To what extent do you feel that you actively engage with 
these topics already? What areas are you excited to explore?

Choose the option that best represents your feelings from each 
row, then calculate your total score out of sixteen. 

A score of 4-8 may indicate that something isn’t a priority in your 
working life. It may also be an area that requires action or change.

A score of 8-12 likely refl ects an area that is a work in progress.

A score of 12-16 may indicate something that doesn’t require much 
additional attention in your life, or it may indicate a priority that 
you would like to focus on. 

Importantly, there is no value attached to these assessments. A 
low number is not a sign of failure or cause for shame. Many of the 
statements in these assessments are aspirational. It is my intention 
that they will bring you clarity, hope, and direction as you move 
through this book and work through these questions for yourself. 

In addition to helping you orient to this book, these assessments 
are intended to serve as a navigational guide. Flip to each section 
for more detailed discussions of what each term means.
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ar
 p

ra
ct

ic
es

 
th

at
 a

llo
w

 m
e 

to
 a

ct
iv

el
y 

en
g

ag
e 

w
ith

 m
y 

lin
ea

g
e.

 (4
)

I h
av

e 
oc

ca
si

on
al

 p
ra

ct
ic

es
 

th
at

 a
llo

w
 m

e 
to

 a
ct

iv
el

y 
en

g
ag

e 
w

ith
 m

y 
lin

ea
g

e.
 (3

)

I o
nl

y 
en

g
ag

e 
w

ith
 m

y 
lin

ea
g

e 
p

as
si

ve
ly

. (
2)

I d
on

’t 
en

g
ag

e 
w

ith
 m

y 
lin

ea
g

e.
 (1

) 

I w
ou

ld
 d

es
cr

ib
e 

m
y 

re
la

-
tio

ns
hi

p 
w

ith
 t

ho
se

 in
 m

y 
lin

ea
g

e 
as

 r
ec

irp
ro

ca
l. 

(4
)

I w
ou

ld
 d

es
cr

ib
e 

m
y 

re
la

-
tio

ns
hi

p 
w

ith
 t

ho
se

 in
 m

y 
lin

ea
g

e 
as

 u
ni

d
ire

ct
io

na
l. 

(3
)

I w
ou

ld
 d

es
cr

ib
e 

m
y 

re
la

-
tio

ns
hi

p 
w

ith
 t

ho
se

 in
 m

y 
lin

ea
g

e 
as

 p
as

si
ve

. (
2)

I d
o 

no
t h

av
e 

a 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p 
w

ith
 t

ho
se

 in
 m

y 
lin

ea
g

e.
  

(1
)

A
ss

es
sm

en
t: 

lin
ea

ge
A

ss
es

sm
en

t: 
lin

ea
ge

In
 t

hi
s 

b
oo

k,
 li

ne
ag

e 
re

fe
rs

 t
o 

th
e 

ne
tw

or
k 

of
 p

eo
pl

e 
w

ho
se

 r
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
to

 w
or

k 
in

sp
ire

s 
us

 o
r 

se
rv

es
 a

s 
a 

m
od

el
. T

hi
s 

ne
tw

or
k 

m
ay

 in
cl

ud
e 

fr
ie

nd
s,

 fa
m

ily
, c

ol
le

ag
ue

s,
 o

r c
el

eb
rit

ie
s.

 It
 m

ay
 in

cl
ud

e 
p

eo
pl

e 
in

 a
ll 

p
ro

fe
s-

si
on

s.
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release all connections in all directions of time. I allow wisdom 

and light to fi ll any spaces that are left as I let go.”

7. As you begin to braid the strands, embody all of your feelings, 

questions, and frustrations. Allow your emotions to fl ow as 

they need to; allow anger to rise and meet your intention; allow 

sadness to be released through tears; allow any confusion to 

be pushed into the cord. Take as long as you need.

8. Once you feel a sense of space or clarity, it is time to let go. 

Take the cord fi rmly in both hands and hold it over the fl ame. 

Say aloud: “I let you go now. As I burn this cord I release all 

connections in all directions of time. I have forgiveness for any 

pain that has been caused, intentional or not. I let that go now. 

I forgive myself for any wrongdoings I may have done, inten-

tional or not. I let that go now. I feel gratitude for what I have 

learned, and I open myself to understanding why this has man-

ifested in my life. I allow wisdom and light to fi ll any spaces that 

are left within me as I let go. And so it is.”

9. Allow the cord to burn in the fl ame. Once you feel satisfi ed 

with its destruction, place it in the bowl of water. Make sure the 

fi re is safely out. The fi re purifi es all.

10. If you can, pour the water and the charred cord in a hole in the 

earth. If you do not have access, simply pour it out in a mindful 

way, while remembering and honoring your intention.

Post-Ritual:
How you handle yourself after the ritual is just as important as the 
ritual itself. You can reopen the wound that is just beginning to 
heal, or you can continue to reinforce the ritual. 

If you fi nd yourself returning to the thoughts and feelings that you 
sought to release, picture them burning in the fl ames.
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Our work is not our Our work is not our 
value: a release ritualvalue: a release ritual

This ritual is designed to help you release attachments that have 
become burdensome or painful. It has been lightly adapted from 
a cord cutting ritual described by Gigi Young (https://gigiyoung.
com/releasing-spell/) and introduced to me by my therapist.

For this adaptation, the goal is to let go of attachments to expec-
tations, disappointments, and fears around work. Some examples 
might include: the belief that your job will be the primary place 
where you can create change, or the dream of being a professor.

Confession: of all the exercises in this book, this has been the hard-
est for me to do. I hope it serves you.

What You Will Need:
• 3 Pieces of yarn 
•  Red: representing passion and connection
•  White: representing intention and clarity
•  Blue: inviting knowledge
• 1 Candle
• 1 Bowl fi lled with water

The Ritual:
1. Sit in a quiet, relaxing place where you will not be interrupted. 

2. Place the candle in front of you and light it. The candle is a 

centering and purifying force. It brings our energies into focus 

and lets them go.

3. Take the yarn and cut each of the colored strings into approxi-

mately 9-inch sections.

4. Tie the yarn together so you can make a braid.

5. Clear your mind and focus.

6. Say aloud: “It is my intention to cut all ties with ___________. I 

Finding Your Purpose
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I can nam
e the com

m
u-

nities I w
ork for and w

ith, 
and they can nam

e m
e. (4)

I can nam
e the com

m
uni-

ties I w
ork for and w

ith. (3)
I am

 not sure w
hich com

-
m

unities I w
ork for and 

w
ith. (2)

I d
on’t think I w

ork for or 
w

ith any com
m

unities. (1)

I am
 p

roud to share m
y 

w
ork w

ith m
em

b
ers of m

y 
com

m
unities. (4)

I feel fi ne ab
out sharing m

y 
w

ork w
ith m

em
b

ers of m
y 

com
m

unities. (3)

I feel anxious w
hen I im

ag
-

ine sharing m
y w

ork w
ith 

m
em

b
ers of m

y com
m

uni-
ties. (2)

I feel asham
ed w

hen I 
im

ag
ine sharing m

y w
ork 

w
ith m

em
b

ers of m
y com

-
m

unities. (1)

I have reg
ular p

ractices 
that allow

 m
e to actively 

eng
ag

e w
ith m

y com
m

uni-
ties. (4)

I have occasional p
ractices 

that allow
 m

e to actively 
eng

ag
e w

ith m
y com

m
uni-

ties. (3)

I only eng
ag

e w
ith m

y 
com

m
unities p

assively. (2)
I d

on’t eng
ag

e w
ith m

y 
com

m
unities. (1)

I w
ould d

escrib
e m

y rela-
tionship w

ith those in m
y 

com
m

unities as recip
rocal. 

(4)

I w
ould d

escrib
e m

y rela-
tionship w

ith those in m
y 

com
m

unities as unid
irec-

tional. (3)

I w
ould d

escrib
e m

y rela-
tionship w

ith those in m
y 

com
m

unities as stag
nant. 

(2)

I d
o not have a relationship 

w
ith those in m

y com
m

uni-
ties. (1)

A
ssessm

ent: com
m

unities
A

ssessm
ent: com

m
unities

C
om

m
unity refers to the netw

ork of p
eople w

ho you w
ork for and w

ith. A
 com

m
unity could b

e organized by 
institution (a d

ep
artm

ent, a stud
ent b

od
y); by location (a neighb

orhood, a city); by id
entity (B

lack, Indigenous, 
q

ueer); by p
urp

ose (theater, cycling, rep
rod

uctive justice); or by any com
bination. 

        Total ___/16
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Pl
ea

su
re

 is
 fu

nd
am

en
ta

l t
o 

m
y 

jo
b.

 (4
)

Pl
ea

su
re

 is
 o

ne
 a

sp
ec

t o
f 

m
y 

jo
b.

 (3
)

I r
ar

el
y 

ex
p

er
ie

nc
e 

p
le

a-
su

re
 in

 m
y 

jo
b.

 (2
)

I n
ev

er
 e

xp
er

ie
nc

e 
p

le
a-

su
re

 in
 m

y 
jo

b.
 (1

)

I f
ee

l j
oy

 w
he

n 
I t

hi
nk

 
ab

ou
t m

y 
jo

b.
 (4

)
I f

ee
l n

eu
tr

al
 w

he
n 

I t
hi

nk
 

ab
ou

t m
y 

jo
b.

 (3
)

I f
ee

l a
nx

io
us

 w
he

n 
I t

hi
nk

 
ab

ou
t m

y 
jo

b.
 (2

)
I f

ee
l d

es
p

ai
r w

he
n 

I t
hi

nk
 

ab
ou

t m
y 

jo
b.

 (1
)

I a
m

 a
w

ar
e 

of
 a

nd
 c

en
te

r 
th

e 
p

ar
ts

 o
f m

y 
sc

ho
la

rs
hi

p 
th

at
 b

rin
g 

m
e 

p
le

as
ur

e.
 (4

)

I a
m

 a
w

ar
e 

of
 b

ut
 d

o 
no

t 
ce

nt
er

 t
he

 p
ar

ts
 o

f m
y 

sc
ho

la
rs

hi
p 

th
at

 b
rin

g 
m

e 
p

le
as

ur
e.

 (3
)

I a
m

 a
w

ar
e 

of
 b

ut
 c

an
’t 

of
te

n 
en

jo
y 

th
e 

p
ar

ts
 o

f m
y 

sc
ho

la
rs

hi
p 

th
at

 b
rin

g 
m

e 
p

le
as

ur
e.

 (2
)

I d
on

’t 
kn

ow
 w

ha
t p

ar
ts

 o
f 

m
y 

sc
ho

la
rs

hi
p 

b
rin

g 
m

e 
p

le
su

re
. (

1)

I b
el

ie
ve

 p
le

as
ur

e 
is

 e
ss

en
-

tia
l t

o 
a 

g
oo

d 
w

or
ki

ng
 li

fe
. 

(4
)

I b
el

ie
ve

 p
le

as
ur

e 
is

 a
 n

ic
e 

ad
di

tio
n 

to
 a

 g
oo

d 
w

or
ki

ng
 

lif
e.

 (3
)

Pl
ea

su
re

 is
 n

ot
 a

n 
im

p
or

t-
an

t p
ar

t o
f w

or
k 

fo
r m

e.
 (2

)
I d

o 
no

t t
hi

nk
 p

le
as

ur
e 

is
 

re
le

va
nt

 to
 w

or
k.

 (1
)

A
ss

es
sm

en
t: 

pl
ea

su
re

A
ss

es
sm

en
t: 

pl
ea

su
re

In
 t

hi
s 

b
oo

k,
 p

le
as

ur
e 

re
fe

rs
 t

o 
th

e 
go

od
 p

hy
si

ca
l, 

m
en

ta
l, 

em
ot

io
na

l, 
an

d 
in

te
lle

ct
ua

l f
ee

lin
g

s 
w

e 
ex

p
er

ie
nc

e 
w

he
n 

do
in

g 
ou

r 
w

or
k.

 In
 t

hi
s 

as
se

ss
m

en
t, 

sc
ho

la
rs

hi
p 

ca
n 

en
co

m
pa

ss
 a

ny
 n

um
b

er
 o

f a
ct

iv
iti

es
, w

hi
le

 “
jo

b”
 r

e-
fe

rs
 to

 t
he

 w
or

k 
yo

u 
ar

e 
pa

id
 to

 d
o.

 T
he

se
 m

ay
 n

ot
 b

e 
th

e 
sa

m
e.
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start | stop | continuestart | stop | continue
List three things you’d like to start 
doing at work to be more aligned 
with your values.

Why?

List three things you’d like to stop 
doing at work because they’re 
not aligned with your values.

Why?

List three things you’d like to 
continue doing at work because  
they are aligned with your values.

Why?
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AFFIRMATIONSAFFIRMATIONS
Finding Your Purpose

page 17

I b
elieve that m

y job is 
alig

ned w
ith m

y values. (4)
I am

 trying to alig
n m

y job 
w

ith m
y values. (3)

I d
on’t know

 if m
y job is 

alig
ned w

ith m
y values. (2)

I d
o not think m

y values are 
relevant to m

y job.  (1)

I feel hop
eful w

hen I think 
ab

out m
y values and m

y 
job. (4)

I feel neutral w
hen I think 

ab
out m

y values and m
y 

job. (3)

I feel anxious w
hen I think 

ab
out m

y values and m
y 

job. (2)

I feel d
esp

air w
hen I think 

ab
out m

y values and m
y 

job. (1)

I know
 w

hat m
y values are 

and how
 I p

ractice them
 in 

m
y scholarship. (4)

I know
 w

hat m
y values are 

b
ut strug

gle to p
ractice 

them
 in m

y scholarship. (3)

I d
on’t know

 w
hat m

y 
scholarly values are. (2)

I think it’s im
p

ossib
le to 

p
ractice m

y values in m
y 

scholarship. (1)

I feel com
fortab

le w
ith how

 
I com

p
rom

ise m
y values at 

m
y job. (4)

I feel ok ab
out how

 I com
-

p
rom

ise m
y values at m

y 
job. (3)

I feel troub
led by how

 I 
com

p
rom

ise m
y values at 

m
y job. (2)

I’m
 not sure if or how

 I 
com

p
rom

ise m
y values at 

m
y job. (1)

A
ssessm

ent: values
A

ssessm
ent: values

In this b
ook, values are the b

eliefs that ground and m
otivate us. N

am
ing values can help us id

entify m
eaning

ful 
w

ork, d
ecid

e w
hen to m

ake com
p

rom
ises, and set b

ound
aries around the role of w

ork in our lives. In this as-
sessm

ent, scholarship can b
e b

roadly d
efi ned, w

hile job is the w
ork you are paid to d

o.   
Total ___/16
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I a
m

 c
le

ar
 a

nd
 c

on
si

st
en

t i
n 

m
y 

sc
ho

la
rly

 p
ur

p
os

e.
 (4

)
I a

m
 s

om
ew

ha
t c

le
ar

 a
b

ou
t 

m
y 

sc
ho

la
rly

 p
ur

p
os

e.
 (3

)
I a

m
 n

ot
 s

ur
e 

w
ha

t m
y 

sc
ho

la
rly

 p
ur

p
os

e 
is

. (
2)

I d
o 

no
t h

av
e 

a 
sc

ho
la

rly
 

p
ur

p
os

e.
 (1

)

I f
ee

l h
op

ef
ul

 w
he

n 
I t

hi
nk

 
ab

ou
t m

y 
sc

ho
la

rly
 p

ur
-

p
os

e.
 (4

)

I f
ee

l n
eu

tr
al

 w
he

n 
I t

hi
nk

 
ab

ou
t m

y 
sc

ho
la

rly
 p

ur
-

p
os

e.
 (3

)

I f
ee

l a
nx

io
us

 w
he

n 
I t

hi
nk

 
ab

ou
t m

y 
sc

ho
la

rly
 p

ur
-

p
os

e.
 (2

)

I f
ee

l d
es

p
ai

r w
he

n 
I t

hi
nk

 
ab

ou
t m

y 
sc

ho
la

rly
 p

ur
-

p
os

e.
 (1

)

I f
ee

l t
ha

t m
y 

sc
ho

la
rly

 
p

ur
p

os
e 

is
 c

on
si

st
en

t w
ith

 
m

y 
jo

b.
 (4

)

I f
ee

l t
ha

t m
y 

jo
b 

he
lp

s 
m

e 
ac

hi
ev

e 
so

m
e 

as
p

ec
ts

 o
f 

m
y 

sc
ho

la
rly

 p
ur

p
os

e.
 (3

)

I f
ee

l m
y 

jo
b 

is
 p

oo
rly

 
al

ig
ne

d 
w

ith
 m

y 
sc

ho
la

rly
 

p
ur

p
os

e.
 (2

)

Th
er

e 
is

 n
o 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

b
et

w
ee

n 
m

y 
sc

ho
la

rly
 p

ur
-

p
os

e 
an

d 
m

y 
jo

b.
 (1

)

M
y 

sc
ho

la
rly

 p
ur

p
os

e 
is

 
di

re
ct

ly
 a

lig
ne

d 
w

ith
 m

y 
lin

ea
g

e,
 c

om
m

un
it

y,
 a

nd
 

va
lu

es
.  

(4
)

M
y 

sc
ho

la
rly

 p
ur

p
os

e 
is

 
so

m
ew

ha
t a

lig
ne

d 
w

ith
 m

y 
lin

ea
g

e,
 c

om
m

un
it

y,
 a

nd
 

va
lu

es
. (

3)

M
y 

sc
ho

la
rly

 p
ur

p
os

e 
is

 
d

is
co

nn
ec

te
d 

fr
om

 m
y 

lin
ea

g
e,

 c
om

m
un

it
y,

 a
nd

 
va

lu
es

. (
2)

I’m
 n

ot
 s

ur
e 

if 
th

er
e 

is
 a

 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p 
b

et
w

ee
n 

m
y 

lin
ea

g
e,

 c
om

m
un

it
y,

 v
al

-
ue

s,
 a

nd
 p

ur
p

os
e.

 (1
)

A
ss

es
sm

en
t: 

pu
rp

os
e

A
ss

es
sm

en
t: 

pu
rp

os
e

In
 t

hi
s 

b
oo

k,
 p

ur
p

os
e 

re
fe

rs
 t

o 
th

e 
lo

gi
st

ic
al

, p
er

so
na

l, 
an

d 
so

ci
al

 m
ot

iv
at

io
ns

 t
ha

t 
le

ad
 u

s 
to

 o
ur

 w
or

k.
 In

 t
hi

s 
as

se
ss

m
en

t, 
sc

ho
la

rs
hi

p 
ca

n 
b

e 
b

ro
ad

ly
 d

efi
 n

ed
, w

hi
le

 jo
b 

is
 t

he
 w

or
k 

yo
u 

ar
e 

p
ai

d 
to

 d
o.
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AFFIRMATIONSAFFIRMATIONS
Use this page to write affi rmations for your working life. You can 
even cut them out.
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AFFIRMATIONSAFFIRMATIONS
Affi rmations are statements of truths that we struggle to believe 
about ourselves and our place in this world. By repeating them 
to ourselves with conviction, we can break self-defeating thought 
patterns and strengthen our resolve. 

I started using affi rmations when I began working with graduate 
students. I saw how my desire to succeed in academia had eroded 
my sense of self. I wanted more for my students. I now make it a 
practice to remind the students I work with: you are a brilliant writ-
er and teacher and scholar. You are so much more than your job. 
You deserve to be here.

I have found it much more diffi cult to use affi rmations for myself. 
It wasn’t until I read bell hooks’ All About Love that I saw how my 
resistance to self-respect and self-gratitude was holding me back 
from building the life I wanted. 

Now, I follow the method given to me by my therapist: I write the 
beliefs I want to hold close on slips of paper and put them in a 
bowl. Each week, I draw two or three to focus on. Each day, as part 
of my morning routine, I repeat those affi rmations out loud.

Many of the affi rmations I use have nothing to do with my career. 
(I am so much more than my job.) But for this exercise, focus on 
truths that you want to hold on to as you navigate your working life. 

For example: I am here to serve fi rst-generation students. I am 
here to surface forgotten histories. I am here to help my mother 
pay her mortgage. My worth cannot be measured by my job. 

Finding Your Purpose

page 19

GOALSGOALS
Use this space to set goals for yourself, drawing on the orientation 
exercises you have completed. 

1. How do you hope this workbook will help you understand your 
identity as a justice-oriented scholar?

2. How do you hope this workbook will help you understand your 
scholarship and the role it plays in your life?

3. How do you hope this workbook will help you understand your 
career in relationship to both your scholarship and your identity?



Who are the people whose work and pres-
ence in the world have shaped your sense 
of scholarly purpose?

L
I
N
E
A
G
E

L
I
N
E
A
G
E
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VALUESVALUES

NEEDSNEEDS

What values do you bring to your work? Example of values might 
be: access to education is a right; anti-racist education is vital to a 
just society; writing can create change.

What needs does working fulfi ll in your life? Examples of a need 
might be: a work visa, health insurance, a reliable income, intellec-
tual stimulation, access to community.
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Now I think every day about the words of activist K. Agbebiyi:

You’re never about to catch me crying about paid work. 
Work isn’t where I can fully be myself. It’s not where I 
can fully bring my values. I’m working within an apparatus 
that I don’t agree with, the non-profi t industrial complex, 
and I’m doing it for money. So there’s just no way, in my 
opinion, that I can fully show up as the organizer or the 
person I am if I’m getting paid, even if it is for seemingly 
good work.

— K Agbebiyi, Gender Reveal Podcast Episode 111.

This is both a revelation and a confi rmation of something I have 
been feeling for a long time now: that I need to decouple my val-
ues from my labor. This means setting fi rmer boundaries around 
my expectations at work, both for myself and for my place of 
employment, which in turn allows me to be more specifi c about 
where I want to work for change at my offi ce. It also means set-
ting more boundaries around my job, so that I have more space 
in life to do the things I value. And it means being much more 
thoughtful and intentional about when I seek payment for my 
labor, and when I choose to do it for free. 

It is my hope that the exercises and rituals featured in this sec-
tion will help you fi nd similar clarity about where, when, and how 
to compromise; when to change your life; and when to fi ght to 
change the system.
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Lineage refers to the path that leads from our families, friends, 
lovers, cultural icons, and thinkers, to our own beliefs and desires. 
I borrow the term from adrienne maree brown’s Pleasure Activism,
which asks us to think about where we come from in order to un-
derstand how we can do justice, in our lives and our work, to the 
legacy of those who came before us. 

I choose to use the word lineage, rather than the more academic 
“genealogy,” in order to step away from the Critical Theory frame-
work of scholarly parentage. I have never been comfortable with 
the idea of a family tree of scholarship. This is because it implies 
a practice of loving that is largely absent from scholarly produc-
tion; because it takes heterosexual marriage and procreation as its 
guiding metaphors; and because it tends to be very closely tied to 
both prestige and debt. The word lineage is not free from these 
associations, but I follow brown in reframing it as a way to locate 
our work within the family we choose.

In this context, lineage can refer to writers, artists, friends, rela-
tives, teachers, and colleagues. In academia we often think about 
lineage in terms of citation: the people whose scholarship has 
shaped the discourse where we aim to intervene, and who we rec-
ognize through the format of footnotes. Here, I am asking you to 
think about a slightly different web of relationships, and a slightly 
different format of care. 

Are there people who you have encountered on your profession-
al journey who made you think: I want to be like you? This may 
include someone like your dissertation advisor or a scholar you 
frequently cite. But it may also include people whose disciplines, 
professions, and lives look nothing like your own. It is likely to in-
clude people you love. 

For many years, I have thought of my lineage as a site of confl ict. 
I have spent a lot of time trying to unlearn unhealthy ideas about 
productivity, prestige, class, and race that came from the people 
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who infl uenced and educated me. I have also struggled to un-
derstand my relationship to ideas that informed my own, but that 
were written by scholars known for violence and abuse. Telling a 
different story about the people who formed me has brought me 
comfort and hope.

Following Christen A. Smith and Cite Black Women, I also under-
stand lineage to be a way to reorient myself away from models 
of value, productivity, and success based in capitalism, patriarchy, 
and white supremacy. The Cite Black Women framework reminds 
me to be particularly attentive to the Black women and women of 
color in my life whose infl uence I might have undervalued. I also 
try to expand this framework to bring my attention to the other 
people in my lineage whose contributions academia has always 
tried to erase, like those who are unaffi liated and uncredentialed.

I conceive of lineage as something that is reciprocal and loving, 
terms I understand through the work of bell hooks, Matika Wil-
bur, Adrienne Keene, Robin Wall Kimmerer, and Crystal Wilkinson, 
among others. Neither the Jewish tradition my family adheres to 
nor the white suburban community I was raised in maintains active 
and ongoing relationships with ancestors. But from these Black 
and Native thinkers, I have begun to imagine what it might mean 
to be in right relation with our ancestors and with each other. 

In naming my lineage, I seek to understand how I can actively hon-
or and love those who have taught me; how I can recognize and 
use their gifts; and what gifts I can give in return. I have come to 
understand this work as part of the responsibility and the pleasure 
of naming lineage.

The following page is an incomplete sample illustrating how I 
understand my lineage, organized around four categories that 
emerged from this exercise: redefi ning success, choosing love, 
centering community, and moving towards change. There is also 
space for you to name your lineage and see what values and pat-
terns emerge. 
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There are a few things that I fi nd especially diffi cult when it comes 
to talking about values and work in higher education.

By values I mean the underlying beliefs about the world that mo-
tivate our actions. For example, I believe that love is the most im-
portant work. That we are all entitled to meaningful and well-com-
pensated employment. That wealth should be redistributed. That 
privilege comes with obligations.

One challenge is that our values change, all the time. The values 
that led me to pursue an undergraduate degree from Oberlin Col-
lege in 2003 were not the same values that motivated me to pur-
sue a PhD in comparative literature almost ten years later, although 
the one certainly informed the other. I grew wiser; I learned better; 
my understanding of the world and my role in it became more nu-
anced and complex, if not more clear.

A second challenge is that values are both contextual and aspi-
rational. I aim to live in alignment with my values, but more often 
than not, I fall short, or fi nd myself compromised by circumstance. 
Sometimes I fi nd that my perceived values are in contradiction with 
one another. Sometimes I cannot fi gure out the right thing to do. 

For me, a discussion of values often becomes an opportunity for 
self-critique. My goal in writing this, instead, is to focus on account-
ability alongside forgiveness, growth, and inspiration. Articulating 
values may make visible the ways we are falling short of our expec-
tations. It can also help us make better decisions about our time 
and our work.

The third challenge is that sometimes, work itself is the compro-
mise we make in order to be able to live our values elsewhere. 
When I fi nished my undergraduate degree, I thought that a good 
job should not only provide money and benefi ts, but should also 
empower me to feel happy, supported, and capable of living my 
values in the world.  
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An altar is an elevated place where we perform rituals to show 
respect and love.

In this exercise, you are invited to identify a place in your work-
space that can serve as an altar dedicated to the people who make 
up your professional lineage. Things you might place on your altar 
include books, quotes, photographs, and gifts. 

The purpose of the altar is to help you recenter yourself in your 
work and maintain active engagement with your sources of inspi-
ration. You might add incense, candles, or crystals that you can 
use to draw and center your attention as you refl ect on what these 
individuals mean in your life.  

MAKE A LINEAGE MAKE A LINEAGE 
ALTARALTAR
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a joy because graduate school was a misery. Receiving positive 
feedback from students was a joy because teaching, under the 
conditions in which I did it, was a misery. This is not pleasure activ-
ism, but rather the rationing of pleasure through which neoliberal 
institutions make us complicit in our own exploitation.

So: to tell the story of my career as a story of pleasure, I have to 
go beyond both of these narratives. This may be natural to you, 
but for me it has been an uncomfortable excavation of self. The 
story that has emerged has forced me to face some diffi cult truths: 
about the work I do, about the choices I make, and about the fu-
ture I want for myself. 

This exercise has also allowed me to see that my primary source of 
professional pleasure comes from doing creative work with people 
whose energy sparks mine. I also fi nd great joy in working with 
language, in physical activity that goes beyond the computer, and 
in being in a position to bring out the best in others.

As I think about my professional future, I think about how to bring 
those joys back into my daily labor. I also take note of the aspects 
of work that don’t appear in my pleasure narrative, like classroom 
teaching. Perhaps that is not the priority I thought it was.

The following page shows a visual representation of my career as 
a journey of pleasure. There is also space for you to write your own 
pleasure narrative.
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TELLING YOUR TELLING YOUR 
P L E A S U R E P L E A S U R E 

NARRATIVENARRATIVE
What if the story of your career was a story of pleasure?

My fi rst instinct when I asked myself this question was to tell two 
complementary stories. 

One story was a string of accomplishments, in which long periods 
of struggle were punctuated by a hard-won reward: the day I de-
fended my dissertation; the day I learned I won an NEH grant; the 
day my fi rst article was accepted for publication. This is a story I 
often tell when I need to offer a quick summary of my professional 
biography to colleagues or friends. It is made up of moments I 
think of with pride. 

The other was a story of humble achievements, typically associat-
ed with feminized care work and free from public accolades: the 
interactions with students and peers in which I was able to offer 
learning, or support, or compassion. Each of these interactions 
came with their own moments of private joy. This is a story I of-
ten tell to demonstrate that while I can and do navigate academic 
models of success, I am not tied up entirely in institutional struc-
tures of meaning-making. 

My therapist, who asked to remain anonymous here, is helping me 
to learn what it means to experience pleasure and joy in the body 
alongside the mind. Refl ecting on these two narratives, I see that 
they both say more about how I want to be perceived than about 
how I feel. 

These are not my joys. They are for you. What’s more: they depend 
on and exist only against struggle. Defending a dissertation was 
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I am not an expert on community. I am just a person trying to un-
derstand how to live and work well in this world.

I have always been wary of, if not downright uncomfortable with, 
community. I am an ashkenazi jew: white supremacists attempted 
to commit genocide against people who shared this identity, in-
cluding members of my family. I enjoy the privileges of assimilation 
into whiteness in the United States. A religious leader who was also 
a member of my family sexually assaulted several of my relatives. 
My identity has been mobilized to justify the ongoing violence in 
Palestine. 

I know that communities can reinforce violence, communities can 
reinforce oppression, and identifying with a community can be 
dangerous and can make you dangerous. 

I also know that communities are essential to the pursuit of justice, 
love, and care in a world structured around colonization, imperi-
alism, capitalism, and neoliberalism. I know that change cannot 
happen without community. And I know that none of us are free 
unless all of us are free.

I associate with many communities: religious, regional, scholarly, 
professional, activist. There are some communities that matter to 
my understanding of self, but that I engage with only minimally, 
like my religious community. There are other communities that I 
actively seek to be in good relation with, like academic twitter, 
the anti-racist and reproductive justice activists in my city, and the 
members of my union local. 

There are also communities to which I do not belong but which I 
participate in as part of my job. I do not work in academia, but I aim 
to sustain relationships with and advocate for colleagues within the 
scholarly community. I do not have any Latin American heritage, 
but I worked and studied in Spanish and Latin American Studies 
departments for many years. In that time, I began the process of 
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learning how to shift from extractive to collaborative and commu-
nity-driven models of scholarship. This work is ongoing.

When I envision being in good relation with a community, I think 
about having relationships of trust and vulnerability with individ-
uals. I think about educating and learning from members of my 
community. I think about working together towards shared goals 
that can lift all of us up.

While all of these communities matter to me, I do not consider 
my professional work to be equally in service to each of them. 
I have found it useful to distinguish between communities that I 
care about and those that I am paid to work for, or that I feel an 
obligation to serve while doing salaried work. In my work, I typical-
ly prioritize my relationships with, students, academic colleagues, 
and my collective bargaining unit. 

What this means in practice is that I am trying to build structures 
into my working life that ensure I have reciprocal relationships with 
those communities, relationships built on trust and vulnerability 
and shared goals even in the context of uneven and unequal pow-
er dynamics and hierarchies designed to keep us apart.

Through this workbook, I have learned to understand my relation-
ship with my communities as a series of small actions, from texting 
the group chat every week to co-hosting recurring tarot meet-ups 
and union meetings. As the second exercise in this section high-
lights, thinking about community through the lens of these small 
actions can make relationship-building feel less overwhelming, es-
pecially if the gap between the idea of a community and life in the 
world feels hard to bridge. 

Writing this, I feel nervous that those with more expertise in com-
munity organizing will fi nd my descriptions oversimplifi ed. But I 
hope this is a helpful starting point for those of us who struggle 
to do right by the many competing relationships we sustain in our 
professional lives.
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protect your mind-body

take the dogs for a walk
close the computer at 5pm
ride a bike
listen to music and sing
take a lunch break
watch tv at work
crosswords & sudoku
yoga

care for community

hold a birthday party
share baked goods
give glitter (controversial)
co-work
form a virtual community
schedule gratitude
schedule retrospection
share your excitement

feel good working

light a candle
wrap in a blanket
drink a nice tea
use nice pens
color-code your planner
use nice paper
use a typewriter
dress up for work

do good work

swim in your sources
sit in the stacks
embrace solitude
process over product
create something beautiful

I spoke with colleagues on social media about where and how we 
fi nd pleasure in our work. The conversation that resulted brought 
up many strategies for using pleasure to protect ourselves from 
the harm caused by working. More diffi cult, but in some ways 
more important, was identifying ways to bring pleasure into work.

PLEASURE AT PLEASURE AT 
WORKWORK
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In this workbook section, you are invited to join me in thinking 
about pleasure. What does it mean to bring pleasure activism into 
our work as scholars? How can we fi nd sites of scholarly pleasure 
that aren’t defi ned by and subject to the violent structures of our 
institutions or our jobs? How can we pursue pleasures that align 
with and build towards the unravelling of oppression? How can we 
make the work of justice-oriented or liberatory scholarship joyful, 
for ourselves and our communities?

Pleasure activists seek to understand and learn from 
the politics and power dynamics inside of everything 
that makes us feel good. This includes sex and the erot-
ic, drugs, fashion, humor, passion work, connection, 
reading, cooking and/or eating, music and other arts, 
and so much more.

Pleasure activists believe that by tapping into the po-
tential goodness in each of us we can generate justice 
and liberation, growing a healing abundance where we 
have been socialized to believe only scarcity exists.

Pleasure activism acts from an analysis that pleasure is a 
natural, safe, and liberated part of life—and that we can 
offer each other tools and education to make sure sex, 
desire, drugs, connection, and other pleasures aren’t 
life-threatening or harming but life-enriching.

Pleasure activism includes work and life lived in the 
realms of satisfaction, joy, and erotic aliveness that 
bring about social and political change. 

Ultimately, pleasure activism is us learning to make jus-
tice and liberation the most pleasurable experiences 
we can have on this planet.” - 13
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COMMUNITIES COMMUNITIES 

AT WORK AT WORK 

What communities are you affi liated with?

What communities do you work for?
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Taking part in community is work; structuring that work into our 
jobs can help center and prioritize relationship-building and set us 
up for more meaningful and impactful work. 

In this exercise, I describe some of the structures I use to main-
tain active relationship with my communities. Doing this exercise 
showed me which communities I am not engaging with as consis-
tently as I would like. And it gave new meaning to some activities 
that I had previously undervalued, like texting friends. 

COMMUNITY AS A COMMUNITY AS A 

daily

weeklymonthly

p r i v a t e 
messagestwitter

VFC 
newsletter

AFGE  VP-
check-ins

a c a d e mi c 
tarot meet-
up

Recur r ing 
meetings:

AFGE

specialists

Data Club

NEH/NEA reading ‘in 
the fi eld’

group 
chats

offi ce chat

Bottom 
book club
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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION
Love, passion, and commitment are taken for granted among high-
er education workers. As Sarah Jaffe writes in Work Won’t Love You 
Back and Fobazi Ettarh in “Vocational Awe and Librarianship,” this 
is part of what allows labor exploitation to be endemic to higher 
education, alongside other feminized professions like health care, 
non-profi t work, librarianship, and k-12 education. 

Pleasure, however, is often pushed to the margins of our work. For 
those of us interested in justice-oriented scholarship, in particular, 
pleasure can feel like a luxury we cannot afford or do not deserve. 
The privileges of academia can feel so great, the work so pro-
foundly diffi cult, and the expectations so high, that pleasure feels 
guilty. If we do fi nd pleasure, it is more often through self-care 
rituals designed to keep us from falling apart as we push ourselves 
to our limits.

And yet there is no social change without pleasure, and pleasure 
is absolutely fundamental to the future I am fi ghting for. I did not 
know this to be true until I read Pleasure Activism, a collection of 
conversations and essays compiled by adrienne maree brown that 
seeks to understand the relationship between pleasure and Black 
liberation. brown writes:

Pleasure activism is the work we do to reclaim our 
whole, happy, and satisfi able selves from the im-
pacts, delusions, and limitations of oppression and/
or supremacy.

Pleasure activism asserts that we all need and de-
serve pleasure and that our social structures must 
refl ect this. In this moment, we must prioritize the 
pleasure of those most impacted by oppression.
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DAILY PRACTICEDAILY PRACTICE
How can you grow the ways you practice being in community? 

Use this space to name the daily, weekly, and monthly actions 
you are currently taking or you would like to take in the future to 
strengthen those relationships. This exercise may help you shift 
the balance of your labor, by reducing, increasing, or altering how 
you spend your time. 

daily

weeklymonthly
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In my years as an international grad student, in-
fi nitely more than solitary studies in moodlit al-
coves with artisanal coffee, I’ve benefi ted from 
union meetings in fl atly lit basements with cheap 
pizza. I still fantasize about libraries, but I dream 
about them being opened up to the public, host-
ing free events, making sleeping arrangements for 
unhomed students, and being funded by the en-
dowment redirected from its professedly arcane 
self-multiplying remit.

-Saronik Bosu, Post45

Community, like love, is an action: our communities exist to the 
extent that we participate in them collectively. We come together 
in place, or in virtual space, to share feelings, provide care, take 
action, dream, and play. 

In this exercise, inspired by Mimi Winick, you are invited to map the 
places where your community comes together. What are the fl at-
ly lit basements, zoom rooms, backyard fi re pits, or church pews 
where you fi nd your people?

To have an investment in community is also to have an investment 
in place. What can you do to sustain the environments that house 
you? This might mean an investment in infrastructure or an expan-
sion in the services that infrastructure can provide, as Saronik Bosu 
writes. It may also mean, as Robin Wall Kimmerer writes, building 
a reciprocal relationship with the natural environment around you. 

COMMUNITY IN COMMUNITY IN 
PLACEPLACE
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This exercise is a meditation on community and its attachment to 
built, natural, and virtual environments.

Begin by identifying a single physical or virtual location where you 
fi nd yourself in community. Some examples might be: a fi re pit, a 
bar or coffee shop, a grad student lounge, a virtual meet-up.

Picture the physical characteristics of the space: what do you see? 
What do you hear? What does your body feel like? What do you 
smell?

Picture the people in the space: who are you with? Who shows up? 
What do they bring to the community?

Picture the emotional characteristics of the space: how does it 
make you feel to be present in this space?

Ask yourself:

• What is this place giving me? How does the place make space 
for community to form?

• What am I giving to this space? What do I do to be present 
when I am in this community? How do I serve as a caregiver 
for the space we share?

• Is there anyone I can bring into this community who might 
benefi t from it? How can I serve as a point of entry for grow-
ing community?

• Is there anything I can do to make this space a better location 
for building community? Would it benefi t from more inten-
tional communication? More regular use? More accessible 
facilities? Better coffee?

A PLACE-BASED A PLACE-BASED 
MEDITATIONMEDITATION


