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I n order to find a tenure-track job in their field, academics often must move far from their hometown
and the university they graduated from. Evan Weissman was the rare academic who had the oppor-
tunity to stay at the university that granted him his Ph.D. and, even rarer, stay in his hometown of
Syracuse, New York. He acknowledged the privilege of this situation in his remarkable article, “Privilege
and Mistake Making in the Practice of Activist-Scholarship” (Weissman, 2018). In addition to stating his
privilege as a white, male, able-bodied person, gainfully employed in a job that allowed him to follow his
interests and do community-engaged work within the framework of academic freedom, he commented
specifically on working in his hometown. He stated, “I am privileged to work and live in my hometown,
where I have deep personal and political commitments. Because I live and work in my hometown, the
traditional line between my identities and positions as community member and scholar are blurred”
(Weissman, 2018, p. 1069). He went on to discuss the difficulty with attempting to be a scholar-activist
without being seen as one or the other, particularly in a city such as Syracuse with an expensive private
school located in a city with a large low-income population and a large degree of inequality, with a large
town/gown sepatation.

I originally met Evan Weissman when he was a graduate student in the geography program at
Syracuse. As a fellow geographer, activist-scholar, and food studies scholar, I actively followed his career.
I later had the honor of serving as an outside reviewer for his tenure case, for which I explored his
academic articles, his work as a teacher, and his service to his university, department, and community.
Evan Weissman was the original hire in the Syracuse Food Studies program and focused much of his
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academic life on building the program and supporting its students. His academic position meshed with
his deep commitment to the city of Syracuse. His teaching and writing bridged his activism, which
focused on building a more equitable and sustainable food system in the Syracuse region, and predated
his appointment to the Food Studies program. In 2007, he co-founded Syracuse Grows, a local food
justice organization, and was heavily involved with a wide variety of food systems planning and food
justice efforts in Syracuse (Hicks, 2020). His activist and academic worlds were difficult to separate. His
Ph.D. was from the geography program at Syracuse, which is known for Syracuse Community Geogra-
phy, a leading center for scholar-activist research, including work on food justice in the Syracuse area. He
applied this training to academic and activist work, acting as a link between students, the Food Studies
program, and the Syracuse food justice community, often integrating students into activist work and
linking community organizations to university resources, for instance, in a study of mobile food markets
in the Syracuse area (Robinson et al. 2016).

Evan Weissman’s writings and everyday work were grounded in three characteristics that boosted his
department and community: a strong devotion to his community and program; a combination of a criti-
cal perspective and a sense of kindness; and a sense of humility and introspection about his research. The
idea that a food studies program could help boost both interdisciplinary cooperation within a university
and cooperation between the university and community was prominently featured in an article describing
the development of the Syracuse Food Studies program (Weissman et al., 2012). The combination of a
critical perspective and kindness is apparent in much of his writing, particularly in his dissertation and a
later article based on it, which focused on urban agriculture youth programming in Brooklyn, New York.
Weissman argues that these programs in general follow accepted neoliberal pathways by focusing on job
and entrepreneurship training. At the same time, many projects also include political organizing. Taken
together, he is able to criticize the system in which both for-profit and not-for-profit urban agriculture
projects must work within the neoliberal norms in order to survive, but also show empathy and respect
for the programs that have to balance between liberation goals and the choice they make within the
neoliberal U.S. economy (Weissman, 2015).

Perhaps the core of Evan Weissman’s research philosophy was in turning a critical eye to his own
work in addition to the work of others. His article “Privilege and Mistake Making in the Practice of
Activist-Scholarship” is truly a great example of how to be an introspective yet humble scholar, working
toward making actual improvements in people’s lives. The article starts with Evan making an ill-advised
joke during a presentation to a group of inner-city youth at a dairy farm. The reaction to this joke, as well
as misconceptions he feels he had regarding youth interest in a photovoice project, point out to him his
privileged position as a white man in Syracuse, as well as a professor and a leader in the local food move-
ment. He then uses feminist scholarship to think about how he could do better, through reflexivity,
awareness of his positionality, and promoting the voices of the community members he worked with
(Weissman, 2018). Evan wrote about learning that his status as an experienced and accomplished profes-
sor and local food activist, and doing activist-scholarship in his hometown, had made him overconfident
and lacking in understanding that despite his being a “local,” the attitudes and experiences of the pre-
dominately Black youth he was working with were very different from his own.

Evan Weissman’s gift was that he was able to see the issues in this work, act on them, do better, and
continue to devote himself to activist-scholarship, to teaching and advising students, and to keep doing
all of this with confidence. The combination of critical viewpoint, kindness, confidence, and humility he
brought to the research he completed are great examples for both aspiring and experienced scholar-
activists. His death is a huge loss to Syracuse and the greater community of food studies scholars. His
work will continue to be studied by students and scholars for years to come. =
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