
The Importance of Meaning-Making 
 
In keeping with the liberal arts mission of promoting informed citizenship, it is essential 
for those who want to change the world to examine the personal motivations, ethics and 
implications of their social action work. The building of sustainable models of human 
endeavor depends on rigorous research. In order for models to be ethical, part of that 
research requires honest self-appraisal. Too much action in the world is driven by, 1) 
shallow critique and reactivity, which only creates spin, or 2) common sense, which is 
often simply a way of protecting entrenched injustice. CCE is committed to critical 
analysis of theory, questioning beliefs and assumptions, and constructing positive social 
structures that reconcile both personal and collective interests.  
 
We believe it’s essential to ask:  Do our projects matter?  To whom?  What is the history 
of the places we travel to and work in?  What are the politics and economics and gender 
roles there?  Who does our work affect?  How?  And why do we care?  Often this kind of 
examination confirms that our actions originate from informed understanding of the 
world. Other times we find that our precious “truths” and personal grand narratives are not 
supportable by evidence, and do not result in life affirming choices. No matter the 
outcome, we always need to do the question asking and honest self examination. 
  
Ultimately we are not simply looking for information.  World change needs to have 
ethically satisfactory consequences.  This includes human scaled emotional input.  In other 
words, people have to be considered. And this brings up meaning.  Meaning emerges from 
the intersection of data, analysis, and personal interest. Meaning is not simply good 
theory. Meaning is analysis infused with a sense of mattering.  It is theoretically rich and 
nuanced thinking combined with gut response and personal history.   
 
The point of a meaning making process is to bring to consciousness the whats and the 
whys of things that matter to each of us, and to identify our attraction to particular sorts of 
suffering and social action. Also, by identifying how we experience meaning from our 
work, we are able to take a measure of emotional distance from the site of our projects.  
From a place of distance, we can consider the people and places we affect, and perhaps, if 
we are particularly insightful, add to the body of knowledge that human beings look to for 
guidance and solace. Of course, negotiating the narrow chasm between navel-gazing and 
navel-erasing is tricky.  If we erase ourselves, we dry up.  If we do not consider others, we 
risk demagoguery.  
 
The process outlined here is one of many possible ways to link theory and practice.  This 
process supports a rigorous examination of a place, and at the same time encourages 
personal self-reflection. This balance is crucial for effective and lasting world change.  
This is fundamentally a social science research combined with rigorous personal 
examination.  CCE believes this is what it means to be a truly informed citizen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Basic Meaning-Making Sequence  
 
#1:  Generate topics relevant to a project site. Think like a social scientist – for example 
an anthropologist. For any given place in the world there are questions about place, about 
people, about the natural world, about the built world.  There is politics, money, 
government, rules, education, and so on.  For example, working in a small West Bank 
village might produce this list: gender roles, Occupation, Separation, solid waste, water 
resources, fear/anger/hatred are they all the same, power dynamics, government versus 
personal responsibility, isolation both personal and collective, poverty and its sources, 
educational practices, housing materials, what happens in the absence of recognizable 
governance, gender separation, family relationships, religion, money.   
 
#2:  Generate questions based on one of the topics: Choose one topic from the list in #1. 
Think like a social scientist and generate questions on that topic. For example, “power 
dynamics” from the list above sparks these questions about power: Who has it? Who 
doesn’t? How does a person get some?  What are its benefits? What are its detractions?  
What are the consequences of power on individuals? The land? The architecture?  The 
resources? Is power gendered?  What else determines power in this place? 
 
#3:  Answer the questions you generated in #2.  To the best of your ability answer the 
questions in #2.  Consider every aspect of life in the project site, including family life, 
government, housing, transportation, play, schools and education, eating and food 
production, religion and ritual practices, communication patterns, music, clothes, touch, 
eye contact, and on and on. You will, of course, only have a limited ability to answer your 
questions. You would have to do an extended research in order to give full answers. You 
might consider, as you do these answers, what kind of research would it, in fact, take to 
get full answers. Maybe someday you will do this research. For now, do your best. 
 
#4:  Answer the same questions about your own life. Take a look at your questions.  
Consider your own family life.  Write about your nuclear and extended family life, early 
education, play and sports, religious practices, family vacations, transitions, the life of 
your body, your mind, injuries, your relationship to authority figures. Think 
metaphorically.  You may have to reframe your questions a little.  But remember, these 
questions came from you and speak of you in crucial ways. Though they are about a site 
of social action, they still speak about you.  
 
#5:  Study the answers from both your project and your life and identify the 
intersections. Write about the similarities and disjunctures between your project and your 
own life experience.      
 
#6: Give names to the intersecting themes that you identify. Then determine a book title 
and make these themes chapters of your book. For example, a student from a Palestinian 
project lives in a Vermont town so close to a Canadian town that the two towns share a 
main street. After 911 a concrete barrier was erected down the middle lane of the main 
street making it nearly impossible for neighbors to visit each other. She titled her book 
LIVING ON THE BORDER, and the chapters were headed: 
Crossing/Ignoring/Transcending borders ***Family is first*** Grandma knows *** 
Boundaries can make strong bonds.   



 
#7:  Write about your feelings.  Which of the chapters evokes particularly strong 
reactions in you?  
 
#8:  Write the Introduction or a Chapter of your book.  Do some more research and 
actually write the book. 
 
#9:  Reflect back through this meaning-making sequence, formulate a new set of 
questions, and begin the cycle again. 
 
#10  Reflect on the process itself.  What did you learn?  About your site?  About yourself? 
 
 
 
 
Completing the first 5 components of this process constitutes a real beginning.  The 
second 5 questions are more academic, and certainly deepen the mean making.  But it is 
the first 5 that are crucial. 


