
On Being Outside “the Project”: A Symposium in honor of Susan Christopherson

On Susan Christopherson’s “On Being Outside ‘the Project’”

Rachel Weber

The University of Illinois at Chicago

rachelw@uic.edu

I am lucky to have known Susan Christopherson: she was my PhD advisor at Cornell and 

remained a mentor and confidante long after I graduated. Along with her other students, 

colleagues, and friends, I have felt her loss profoundly. My deep respect and admiration for 

Susan come from what I learned from her as my teacher and advisor–and, at a slightly greater 

distance, from watching her navigate the academy and reading her scholarship.

Much of Susan’s personality, politics, and academic choices are reflected in her article, 

“On Being Outside ‘the Project’”. A six-page essay may not appear too significant at first glance,

but I would urge readers to pick it up. It is much heavier than it looks. In this piece, Susan does 

nothing less than shake the pillars propping up the theories and methods in social scientific 

research by interrogating the politics of their production.

In a similar manner as the essay, Susan had a way of surprising you. She often 

approached issues obliquely rather than head on. When discussing our respective research 

interests, she would ramble and meander (I remember thinking “where is this going?” a lot) 

before making some incredibly brilliant, synthesizing remark. Afterwards she would sit back, 

smile her crinkly-eyed smile, and let it sink in that she’d just bowled you over.
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Steering clear of intellectual fads, Susan stayed true to a few weighty themes that she 

plumbed in different ways throughout her career–regional economic adaptation, country-specific 

market rules, the co-location of production, and labor market flexibility. She was always 

extending herself into new subject matter but remained loyal to the fundamental issues at the 

core of economic geography.

To these areas she brought a critical feminist perspective–not because she always 

highlighted the role of gender in, say, labor markets or corporate investment decisions (she 

didn’t). Rather, her feminism surfaced in her epistemological stance, as outlined in her Antipode 

essay. Here Susan argues that a transformed geography is one in which theorists “question the 

political agendas implicit in their explanations” (p.84). Asking academics to step back and cast 

themselves and their distinct experiences as agents in the production of knowledge was a radical 

request at the time. She points out that the dominance and invisibility of particular schools of 

thought in our discipline is not just due to the quality and cogency of particular ideas but to the 

power that particular academics wield institutionally. Before concepts like “situated knowledge” 

and “positionality” became popular, Susan was arguing for bringing new voices into the 

academy and for training these voices to translate their experiences into theory as a means of 

empowerment.

In her essay, Susan is optimistic about the possibility of working class individuals, people

of color, and women using “their experience and life history rather than replacing it with a set of 

obscure abstractions” (p.87). Our inclusion would lead to a focus on marginalized scales of 

analysis in geography (the body, the home, the community) as well as a new “selection of 

problems deemed significant for inquiry” (p.85).

Susan took this directive to heart in her own professional life as she recognized the 

importance of harvesting the knowledge in one’s backyard. She studied “up rather than down” 

(p.84), building her theories inductively from what she learned observing, say, the inter-sectoral 
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relations of firms in upstate New York and fracking in the Marcellus Shale. She found fruitful 

academic inspiration beyond the borders of global cities.

Susan was busy professionally, engaged in what seemed like hundreds of different 

projects and always jetting off somewhere interesting for a workshop or conference. But she also

seemed to know when to tend her own garden, literally and figuratively. I remember visiting her 

when she was recuperating from her first bout of cancer in her house in Ithaca, with its flowers 

and objects she’d collected on her travels. She had settled in by surrounding herself with beauty 

and love. She encouraged me to do the same and to take time for myself for non-academic 

pursuits (she had been thrilled to encounter me one night playing pool in a bar in town and 

tickled to hear that I had taken up the bass guitar to play in a band). She affirmed that it was 

important to have a life. And she definitely had one–a truncated but rich, influential, and well-

lived life.
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