.

ACTION AND KNOWLEDGE
Action and Knowledge draws on twenty years of experience with
the techniques and philosophy of Participatory Action-Research
(PAR). PAR is an innovative approach to economic and social
change, which goes beyond usual institutional boundaries in
development by actively involving the people in generating
knowledge about their own condition and how it can be
changed. PAR requires a strong commitment by participating
social scientists to deprofessionalize their expertise and share it
with the people, while recognizing that the communities directly involved have the critical voice in determining the direction
and goals of change as subjects rather than objects.
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PAR has its origins in the work of Third World social scientists
two decades ago as they brought new ways to empower the oppressed by helping them to acquire reliable knowledge on which
to construct countervailing power. It has since spread
throughout the world, as reflected in this book with contributions from Asia, Africa, Latin America and North America in the
form of case studies of actual experience with the PAR approach.
PAR is not static and fixed but dynamic and enduring, as the case
studies and the theoretical chapters that precede and follow the
case studies amply reveal. The authors hope that this book will
lead to further dialogue with scholars, teachers and students,
especially those who consider themselves "post-modem." The
authors also hope to reach social action groups, gr<fsSroots organizers and government officials in both ind~strialized
countries and the Third World with a constructive ressage on
ways to stimulate social and economic change b,\sed on the
awakening of the common people, particularly those forgotten
and left voiceless by the dominant institutions of sohety.
Cover design by Janette Aiello

ISBN

O~45257=31-7

Cf)

tb

o

~

~

~

~

ACTIONan
KNOWLEDGE
BREAKING THE MONOPOLY
WITH PARTICIPATORY ACTION-RESE£illCH

H

62.5
.044
A28

1991

~
~

m

WRLANDO FALS-BORDA
MOHAMMAD ANISUR RAHMAN

ACTION AND
KNOWLEDGE

~

Breaking the Monopoly
with Participatory
Action-Research

......

..

ACTION AND
KNOWLEDGE
Breaking the Monopoly
with Participatory
Action-Research
Edited by
\

Orlando Fals-Borda and
Muhammad Anisur Rahman

-

The Apex Press
New York

D1
Intermediate Technology Publications
London
NORTH PARK I,JNIVERSITY
LIBRARY

rt

~'2- ,5

-044A'L'g'
Copyright 1991 by The Apex Press

I'lq \

All rights reserved
Published by The Apex Press, an imprint of the Council on International and Public Affairs, 777 United Nations Plaza, New York, New York 10017 (212/
953-6920)
Published in the United Kingdom by Intermediate
Technology Publications, 103-105 Southampton Row,
London WCl B4HH

CONTENTS

This book is published simultaneously in Spanish by:
CINEP (Centro de Investigaci6n y Educaci6n
Popular), Carrera 5, No. 33-A-Q8, Bogota, Colombia

Preface

and
CEAAL (Consejo de Educaci6n de Adultos de
America Latina), Perez Valenzuela No. 1632, Santiago
22, Chile
Library of Congress Cataloging-In-Publication Data
Action and knowledge : breaking the monopoly with participatory
action research / edited by Orlando Fals-Borda and Muhammad
Anisur Rahman.
p.
em.
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 0-945257-31-7
1. Social sciences-Research-Developing countries. 2. Action research-Developing countries. 3. Social participationDeveloping countries. 4. Community development-Developing
countries. 5. Decision making, Group-Developing countries.
I. Fals-Borda, Orlando. 11. Rahman, Md. Anisur (Muhammad
Anisur)
H62.5D44A28 1991
300'.7201724-dc20
90-24300
ISBN 0-945257-31-7 (U.S.)
ISBN 1-85339-098-4 (U.K.)

ISBN 0-945277-57-0 (U.s. Cloth)
,

Cover design by Janette Aiello
Typeset and printed in the United States of America

PART I:

.1:::

-"
:<

'-'l

--.

INTRODUCTION

1. Some Basic Ingredients, Orlando Fals-Borda
2. The Theoretical Standpoint of PAR,
Muhammad Anisur Rahman
3. A Self-Review of PAR, Muhammad Anisur
Rahman and Orlando Fals-Borda
PART II:

vii

3
13
24

VlVENCIAS

4. Together Against the Computer: PAR and the
Struggle of Afro-Colombians for Public Service,
Gustavo I. de Roux
37
5. Young Laborers in Bogota: Breaking Authoritarian
Ramparts, Maria Cristina Salazar
54
6. Action and Participatory Research: A Case of
Peasant Organization, Vera Gianotten and
Ton de Wit
64
7. Glimpses of the "Other Africa," Muhammad
Anisur Rahman
84
8. People's Power in Zimbabwe, Sithembiso Nyoni
109

Action and Knowledge

vi

9. Toward a Knowledge Democracy: Viewpoints on
Partidpatory Research in North America,
John Gaventa

121

PART ill: STEPS IN PRAXIOLOGY
10. Stimulation of Self-Reliant Initiatives by
Sensitized Agents: Some Lessons from Practice,
S. Ti1akaratna
11. Remaking Knowledge, OrlandO Fals-Borda

135
146

References and Further Reading

167

About the Co-authors

181

PREFACE
This book is the result of field work and reflection inspired
in Participatory Action-Research (PAR) techniques and
philosophy during the last twenty years, when this form of
study-and-action was first proposed and tried. The book does
not attempt the impossible task of covering the entire field. It
does try, however, to underline PAR's main features as we have
experienced them, illustrating them in Part II through a handful
of process studies, or uivencias, from different countries.
Such vivencias are expected to show why PAR is a viable approach to face some of the very old problems still experienced in
many parts of the world where "development" polides have been
tried and found wanting. However, although the crisis of
"development" and its discourse is every day more widely felt
and discussed, because PAR began much before, the alternative
rise of PAR should not be interpreted as a response to it. From
the beginning, those who adopted PAR have tried to practice
with a radical commitment that has gone beyond usual institutional boundaries, reminiscent of the challenging tradition of
Chartists, utopians and other social movements of the nineteenth
century.
Therefore, while recognizing that ours is an ancient, permanent task, it is our hope to reach social action groups,
grassroots animators, intellectuals and government officials
with a constructive message adapted to present needs for social
and economic change, and conducive to other options for en7';;
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lightenment and awakening of common peoples-especially
those forgotten, despised or left voiceless by the dominant Establishments. We are concerned with such sociopolitical
problems as people's power and struggles, and with cognitive
issues, such as those implied in the accumulation of different
types of knowledge. The pertinent theoretical discussion is
found in Parts I and ill, written also with a view to undertake a
dialogue with academic scholars and in particular those who
consider themselves "post-modem."
We want to express our appreciation to the collaborators of
this book and to the many groups that participated in the experiences. Thanks are due also to the director of the Institute of
Political and International Studies of the National University of
Colombia, Bogota, and to the chief of the Rural Employment
Policies Branch of the International Labour Office, Geneva, for
their institutional support of the present work.

Bogota and Geneva
December 1990

The Editors

PART I
INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1

SOME BASIC
INGREDIENTS*
Orlando Fals-Borda
In order to refresh the mind on the methodological components of partici~tory action-research as practiced in many
parts of the world, it is useful to recall from the beginning that
PAR is not exclusively research oriented, that it is not only adult
education or only sociopolitical action. It encompasses all these
aspects together as three stages, or emphases, which are not
necessarily consecutive. They may be combined into an experiential methodology, that is, a process of personal and collective behavior occurring within a satisfying and productive cycle
of life and labor. This experiential methodology implies the acquisition of serious and reliable knowledge upon which to construct power, or countervailing power, for the poor, oppressed
,and exploited groups and social classes-the grassroots--and
for their authentic organizations and movements.
The final aims of this combination of liberating knowledge
• Taken from Pals-Borda (1988), pp. 85-97. See full references in the
final bibliography.
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and political power within a continuous process of life and work
are: (l) to enable the oppressed groups and classes to acquire sufficient creative and transforming leverage as expressed in
specific projects, acts and struggles; and (2) to produce and
develop sociopolitical thought processes with which popular
bases can identify.

Empowering the Oppressed
In the first place, learning to interact and organize with PAR

is based on the existential concept of experience proposed by the
Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset. Through the actual
experience of something, we intuitively apprehend its essence;
we f~l, enjoy and understand it as reality, and we thereby place
our own being in a wider, more fulfillin~ context. In PAR such
an experience, called vivencia in Spanish, is complemented by
another idea: that of authentic commitment.
This combination of experience and commitment allows one
to see for whom such knowledge is intended, in this case, the
base groups themselves. Moreover, such a concept of experience
recognizes that there are two types of animators or agents of
change: those who are external and those who are internal to the
explOited classes. Both types are unified in one sole purposethat of achieving the shared goals of social transformation.
These animators (internal and external) contribute their own
knowledge, techniques and experiences to the transformation
process. But their knowledge and experience stem from different
class conformations and rationalities (one Cartesian and
academic, the other experiential and practical). Thus a dialectical tension is created between them which can be resolved only
through practical commitment, that is, through a form of praxis.
The sum of knowledge from both types of agents, however,
makes it possible to acquire a much more accurate and correct
picture of the reality that is being transformed. Therefore
academic knowledge combined with popular knowledge and
wisdom may result in total scientific knowledge of a revolutionary nature which destroys the previous unjust class monopoly.
This dialectical tension in commitment-and praxis leads to a
rejection of the asymmetry implicit in the subject/object relationship that characterizes traditional academic research and most
tasks of daily life. According to participatory theory, such a
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relationship must be transformed into subject/subject rather
than subject/object. Indeed, the destruction of the asymmetric
binomial is the kernel of the concept of participation as understood in the present context (researcher/researched) and in other
aspects of the daily routine (family, health, education, politics
and so forth).
.
Thus to participate means to break up voluntarily and
through experience the asymmetrical relationship of submission
and dependence implicit in the subject/object binomial. This is
the essence of participation.
The general concept of authentic participation as defined
here is rooted in cultural traditions of the common people and
in their real history (not the elitist version), which are resplendent with feelings and attitudes of an altruistic, cooperative and
communal nature and which are genuinely democratic. They are
core values that have survived from original praxis in spite of the
destructive impact of conquests, violence and all kinds of foreign
invasions. Such resistent values are based on mutual aid, the
helping hand, the care of the sick and the old, the communal use
of lands, forests and waters, the extended family, matrifocalism
and many other old social practices which vary from region to
region but which constitute the roots of authentic participation.
Recognition of this constructive and altruistic mode of participation, as a real and endogenous experience of and for the
common people, reduces the differences between bourgeois intellectuals and grassroots communities, between elite vanguards
and base groups, between experts (technocrats) and direct
producers, between bureaucracies and their clients, between
mental and manual labor. Hence the immense and dynamic
potential for creativity that such a break-up of the subject/object
binomial implies through the rejection of dogmatisms and vertical authoritarian structures, whether planned or centralized, and
traditional patterns of exploitation and domination at various
levels.
The collective pursuit of these goals in social, educational
and political practice turns all those involved into organic intellectuals of the working classes without creating permanent
hierarchies. The proof of the success of these people's intellectuals can be seen in the fact that eventually they become redundant in their places of work, that is, the transformation processes
continue even without the physical presence of external agents,
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animators or cadres.
PAR principles on interaction and organization in praxis lead
on to other important consequences, namely, that PAR induces
the creation of its own field in order to extend itself in time and
space, both horizontally and vertically, in communities and
regions. It moves from the micro to the macro level as if in a
spiral, and thus acquires a political dimension. The final eValua~
tion or applied criterion of the methodology revolves on this
political dimension and the opportunity that it offers for making
theory concomitant with action.
In addition to the central ideas of culture and ethnicity, special importance is accorded to the concept of region (within the
context of social formation) as a key element in the PAR interpretation of reality for the creation of inward and outward
mechanisms of countervailing power. Exploitative traditional
structures are thus better understood, as are the alliances of forces towards revolutionary conjunctures which may be forged
under new leadership or by enlightened vanguards. Catalytic external agents playa crucial role in linking up the local dimension
to regional and, at a later stage, to the national and the internationallevels. The particularand the general, social formation and
mode of production may thus be synthesized in this manner.
In the same way, the creC\tive sociopolitical force set in motion by PAR may also lead to the conformation of a new type of
State which is less demanding, controlling and powerful, inspired by the positive core values of the people and nurtured by
autochthonous cultural values based on a truly democratic and
human ideal. Such a State would be neither an imitation of existing historical models, the failures of which are easy to recognize, nor a copy of earlier representative democracies. It would
strive for a more even distribution of power-knowledge among
its constituents, a healthier balance between State and civil
. society with less Leviathanic central control and more grassroots
creativity and initiative, less Locke and more Kropotkin. In effect, it would seek a return to the human scale which has been
lost in the recent past.
In general, PAR proposes to resolve the main contradictions
of a given region through recourse to endQgenous elements. By
promoting these activities PAR acquires another dimension and
helps clarify what "militancy" is or should be. For this reason
people can be mobilized with PAR techniques from the
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grassroots up and from the periphery to the center so as to form
social movements which struggle for participation, justice and
equity without necessarily seeking to establish hierarchiCal
political parties in the traditional mold.
These sociopolitical tasks cannot be strictly planned, generalized or copied uncritically since they imply open social systems
and conjunctural processes. There are no fixed deadlines in this
work, but each project persists in time and proceeds according
to its own cultural vision and political expectations until the
proposed goals are reached. Or it may end forthwith through impatience and/or repression.

Sociopolitical Thought Processes
In the second place, the experiences of those involved in PAR
in learning to know and recognize themselves as a means of
creating people's power, and the internal and external
mechanisms of countervailing power, may have certain
phenomenological bases.
They start with the thesis that science is not a fetish with a
life of its own or something which has an absolute pure value,
but is simply a valid and useful form of knowledge for specific
purposes and based on relative truths. Any science as a cultural
product has a specific human purpose and therefore implicitly
carries those class biases and values which scientists hold as a
group. It therefore favors those who produce and control it, although its unbridled growth is currently more of a threat than a
benefit to humanity. For this reason it is theoretically possible
that people's science may exist as an informal endogenous
process (or as a more formally constructed kno~ledge system on
its own terms). Such a character might serve as a corrective to
certain destructive tendencies of the predominant forms of
science, a situation in which the knowledge acquired and properly systematized serves the interests of the exploited classes. This
"people's science" thus converges with the so-called "universal
science."

Ideally, in such cases the grassroots and their cadres are able
to participate in the research process from the very beginning,
that is, from the moment it is decided what the subject of research
will be. They remain involved at every step of the process until
the publication of results and the various forms of returning the
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knowledge to the people are completed. This is a process which
gives preference to qualitative rather than quantitative analysis.
Its essence is the proposition that more is to be gained by using
the affective logic of the heart and sentiments than the coldheaded analysis that comes from offices and laboratories. Even
so, it does make use of explanatory scientific schemas of cause
and effect not only in association with formal and affective logic
but also dialectical logic.
With these objectives in mind, the following techniques resulting from the practice of PAR are useful in the establishment
of people's countervailing power:
Collective research. This is the use of information collected and
systematized on a group basis, as a source of data and objective
knowledge of facts resulting from meetings, socio-dramas,
public assemblies, committees, fact-finding trips and so on. This
collective and dialogical method not only produces data which
may be immediately corrected or verified. It also provides a social validation of objective knowledge which cannot be achieved
through other individual methods based on surveys or
fieldwork. In this way, confirmation is obtained of the positive
values of dialogue, discussion, argumentation and consensus in
the objective investigation of social realities.
Critical recovery ofhistory. This is an effort to discover selectively, through collective memory, those elements of the past
which have proved useful in the defense of the interests of exploited classes and which may be applied to the present struggles to increase conscientization. Use is thus made of popular
stories and oral tradition in the form of interviews and witness
accounts by older members of the community possessing good
analytical memories; the search for concrete information on
given periods of the past hidden in family coffers; core data
"columns" and their 'fleshing out"; and ideological projections,
imputation, personification and other techniques designed to
stimulate the collective memory.3 In this way, folk heroes, data
and facts are discovered which correct, complement or clarify official or academic accounts written with other class interests or
biases in mind. Sometimes completely new and fresh information is discovered which is of major import~nce to regional and
national history.
Valuing and applying folk culture. In order to mobilize the masses, this third technique is based upon the recognition of essen-
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tial or core values among the people in each region. Account is
taken of cultural and ethnic elements frequently ignored in
regular political practice, such as art, music, drama, sports,
beliefs, myths, story-telling and other expressions related to
human sentiment, imagination and ludic or recreational tendencies.
Production and diffusion of new knawledge. This technique is integral to the research process because it is a central part of the
feedback and evaluative objective of PAR. It recognizes a
division of labor among and within base groups. Although PAR
strives to end the monopoly of the written word, it incorporates
various styles and procedures for systematizing new data and
knowledge according to the level of political conscience and
ability for understanding written, oral or visual messages by the
base groups and public in general.
Four levels of communication are thus established, depending on whether the message and systematized knowledge are addressed to pre-literate peoples, cadres or intellectuals. A good
PAR researcher should learn to address all four levels with the
same message in the different styles required if he is to be really
effective in the written, auditory or visual communication of the
thought or message. 4
Efficient forms of communication based on a "total" or intentionallanguage include the use of image, sound, painting, gestures, mime, photographs, radio programs, popular theater,
videotapes, audiovisual material, poetry, music, puppets and exhibitions. Finally, there are material forms of organization and
economic and social action developed by base groups (cooperatives, trade unions, leagues, cultural centers, action units,
workshops, training centers and so forth) as a result of the studies
carried out.
There is an obligation to return this knowledge systematically to the communities and workers' organizations because they
continue to be its owners. They may determine the priorities concerning its use and authorize and establish the conditions for its
publication, dissemination or use. This systematic devolution of
knowledge complies with the objective set by Italian socialist Antonio Grarnsci of transforming "common" sense into "good"
sense or critical knowledge that would be the sum of experiential and theoretical knowledge.
To succeed in these endeavors requires a shared code of com-
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munication (Heller's "symmetric reciprocity" [1989: 304)) between internal elements and external agents of change which
leads to a common and mutually understandable conceptualization and categorization. The resulting plain and understandable
language is based on daily intentional expressions and is accessible to all, avoiding the airs of arrogance and the technical jargon that spring from usual academic and political practices,
including ideological elements from the current developmentalist discourse.
These PAR techniques do not exclude a flexible use of other
practices deriving from sociological and anthropological trad.ition, such as the open interview (avoiding any excessively rigid
structure), census or simple survey, direct systematic observation (with personal participation and selective experimentation),
field d.iaries, data filing, photography, cartography, statistics,
sound recording, primary and secondary source materials, and
notarial, regional and national archives. Cadres (resource persons) should not only be equipped to handle these orthodox
techniques responsibly but also know how to popularize them
by teaching the activists simpler, more economic and controllable methods of research, so that they can carry on their work
without being dependent on intellectuals or external agents and
S
their costly equipment and procedures.

Some Basic Ingredients

2.

3.

NOTES
1.

After spreading to Europe and English-speaking countries,
PAR was the designation adopted there. "Investigaci6n
acci6n participativa" (lAP) is used in Latin America;
"pesquisa participante" in Brazil; "ricerca partecipativa,"
"enquete participation," "recherche action," "partizipative
aktionsforschung" elsewhere. In our view there are no significant d.ifferences between these designations, especially
between PAR and PR ("participatory research"), as can be
observed by comparing chapters in the present book. We
prefer to specify the action component since we want to
make the point that "we are talking about action-research
that is participatory, and participatory-research that unites
with action [for transforming realityl" (Rahman 1985: 108).
Hence also our differences with other strands of action-
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research, appreciative and cooperative inquiry, sociological
intervention, action anthropology, etc. to which detailed
reference is made in Chapter 11.
Vivencia is a Spanish neologism introduced by Ortega y Gasset when he adapted the word Erlebnis from German existentialist literature early in the present century. It may be
translated roughly as "inner life-experience" or "happening,"
but the concept implies a more ample meaning by which a
person finds fulfillment for his/her being, not only in the
workings of the inner self but in the osmotic otherness of nature and the wider society, and by learning not with the brain
alone but also with the heart. This idea has found some
resonance in Jiirgen Habermas' concept of the "life-world"
as a totality of experience that includes daily living and concrete value contexts (Habermas 1984). Vivencias expressed
with "the Other" incarnated in the poor are not far from the
"alterity" philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas (1974) and
Tzvetan Todorov (1982) recently diffused among PAR and
intellectual circles in the Third World.
Core data "columns" refer to hard information derived from
unquestioned sources, such as dates, toponymy and concrete actors in given events which the researcher utilizes to
build up his/her account before "fleshing out" the resulting
structure with interpretive information, including a disciplined use of imagination. Heller (1989: 299) has recently
recommended this technique, describing it as a dialectic
balance between what she calls "core" and "ring" knowledge.
Ideological projection is an interpretation of a past event on
the basis of knowledge of present logical and cultural
parameters. Imputation is the ascription to one informant,
real or imaginary, of convergent, supplementary or confirmatory data obtained from different persons. Personification allows for the use of folk symbols to explain,
understand or describe social trends or the ethos of a given
society.
See, for example, my own four-volume Historia doble de la
Costa (Double History of the Coast) published in Bogota by
Carlos Valencia Editores from 1979 to 1986. It is conceived
and presented in two channels (one of descriptionmythos-and the other of systematic or theoretical discussion-logos) which run simultaneously on opposite pages.
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Some critics trace this technique to novelist Julio Cortazar's

Rayuela, although this method responds to different needs

5.

in the two works. The double channelllchnique appears to
be spreading. Anthropologist Richard Price (1983) adopted
it for presenting and discussing the culture and history of
maroon tribes in Surinam, as did physicist Roland Fivaz
(1989) for dealing with aesthetics in artsand sciences. It has
also been used in several unpublished academic theses.
Especially complex or advanced technologies may be an exception, and this is carefully assessed and controlled by all
parties concerned. These techniques transcend Mao Tsetung's principle of "from the masses to the masses" in that
they recognize the capacity of ordinary people to systematize the data produced and recovered, that is, to participate fully in the entire research process with their own
organic intellectuals from the beginning to the end, thereby
avoiding continued dependence on or imposition by selfappointed vanguards. For this purpose, Habermas' recent
conceptualization of the "life-world" andcommunicativeaction appears pertinent (Habermas 1984), although it applies
more particularly to advanced capitalist societies. His
theories of the use of language and speech acts (open and
concealed), reminiscent of Mikhail Bakhtin's theory of language and utterances (Bakhtin 1986), help to establish
mechanisms for reaching understanding. PAR has
developed and relies on such mechanisms. We also recognize Harold Garfinkel's ethnomethological techniques of
handling ordinary language and experimenting with
double-voiced communic~tion, as we do in PAR, although
his claim to study invariant social phenomena in different
contexts of interaction is not convincing (Garfinkel 1967).

Chapter 2
THE THEORETICAL
STANDPOINT OF PAR
Muhammad Anisur Rahman
In presenting the theoretical standpoint of participatory action-research, we may start with some elements from a statement
made in Mexico in 1982 (Rahman 1985).
The basic ideology of PAR is that a self-conscious people,
those who are currently poor and oppressed, will progressively
transform their environment by their own praxis. In this process
others may playa catalytic and supportive role but will not
dominate.
Many PAR works have been inspired by the notion of "class
struggle" as embodied in historical materialism, but PAR is opposed to certain interpretation of historical materialism that
views social transformation as primarily the task of a "vanguard"
party which assumed (itself) to have a more "advanced" consciousness relative to that of the masses. In fact, the growth of the
PAR movement in recent limes seems to owe itself to the crisis
of the left as well as to the crisis of the right: vanguard parties
have produced structural change in a number of situations, but
in several of them newer forms of domination over the masses
H
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have emerged.

The Generation of Knowledge
Such historical experience calls for .rethinking on the meaning of social transformation for people's liberation. The
dominant view of social transformation has been preoccupied
with the need for changing the oppressive structures of relations
in material production--{:ertainly a necessary task. But, and this
is the distinctive viewpoint of PAR, domination of masses by
elites is rooted not only in the polarization of control over the
means of material production but also over the means of
knowledge production, including control over the social power
to determine what is useful knowledge. Irrespective of which of
these two polarizations set off a process of domination, one reinforces the other in augmenting and perpetuating this process.
By now in most polarized societies the gap between those
who have social power over the process of knowledge generation, and those who have not, has reached dimensions no less
formidable than the gap in access to the means of physical
production. History is demonstrating that a convergence of the
latter gap in no way ensures convergence of the former: on the
contrary, existence of the gap in knowledge relations has been
seen to offset the advantages of revolutionary closures of the gap
in relations of physical production and has set off processes of
domination once again.
In order to improve the possibility of liberation, therefore,
these two gaps should be attacked simultaneously wherever
feasible. This is not accomplished by the masses being mobilized
by a vanguard body with the latter's "advanced" consciousness.
People cannot be liberated by a consciousness and knowledge
other than their own, and a strategy such as the above inevitably contains seeds of newer forms of domination. Consequently
it is absolutely essential that the people develop their own endogenous consciousness-raising and knowledge generation, and
that this process acquires the social power to assert vis-a-vis all
elite consciousness and knowledge.
The generation of (scientific) knowledge does not require the
method of detached observation of the positivist school. Any observation, whether it is detached or involved, its value biased,
and this is not where the scientific character of knowledge is
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determined. The scientific character or objectivity of knowledge
rests on its social verifiability, and this depends on consensus as
to the method of verification. There exist different epistemological schools (paradigms) with different respective verification
systems, and all scientific knowledge in this sense is relative to
the paradigm to which it belongs and, specifically, to the verification system to which it is submitted.
In this sense the people can choose or devise their own
verification system to generate scientific knowledge in their own
right. An immediate objective of PAR is to return to the people
the legitimacy of the knowledge they are capable of producing
through their own verification systems, as fully scientific,1 and
the right to use this knowledge-including any other
knowledge, but not dictated by it-as a guide in their own action. This immediate objective is an integral and indispensible
part of the objective of dual social transformation-in the relatiorus of material production and in the relations of knowledge.

People's Empowerment and Research
Since the above statement was made, PAR has been gaining
increasing status among people-oriented work and agencies and
is indeed being widely coopted as a methodology and a jargon
without necessarily subscribing to its ideology as stated above
(see Chapter 3). Another phenomenon that is happening is a
deepening of both the crisis of the right and of the left.
As for the right, state leaderships are increasingly exposing
themselves as oligarchies interested in plundering social wealth
for personal aggrandizement, so that the very concept of the nation-state as the representative of society and helmsman ofsocial
progress is coming into question. In a number of countries, the
state has come to be regarded as an entity essentially of private
enterprise. On the other hand, the crisis of the left is augmented
due to two factors: (1) the increasing popular questioning of the
wisdom of the "vanguards," particularly in Eastern Europe; and
(2) the growing evidence and admission, also at the official levels,
that the promise of revolutionary development of the productive
forces under socialism (as it is being institutionalized) is distant.
It is becoming evident that there is a serious question whether
the needed popular incentive to contribute to such development
exists under socialism, while the centralleaderships who have

,.....-
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appropriated supreme power may themselves lack the needed
competence, if not the motivation, to deliver such development.
The deepening of both these crises is stimulating PAR activities
outside the framework of the State as well as of political parties.
The growing application, status and cooptation of PAR in
many quarters call for an attempt to promote greater clarity as
to what it is and is not, both at the micro and the macro levels.
At the micro level, PAR is a philosophy and style of work
with the people to promote people's empowerment for changing their immediate environment-social and physical-in their
favor. In situations characterized by sharp class exploitation and
oppression at the micro level, as observed in many countries
(particularly in Asia and Latin America), this usually involves
some form of class confrontation, which is often combined with
collective socioeconomic initiatives to improve the short-run
livelihood of the people. In situations where micro-level class exploitation is not so sharp, as in a number of African countries,
people's collective action takes the form more of socioeconomic
initiatives. These often confront or assert vis-a-vis those state
bureaucracies and technocracies that seek to impose their ideas
of "development" (modernization)-ideas which typically are
alien to the people's way of life and culture and are often also
destructive of the physical environment. The people's own initiatives seek to promote their authentic self-development, which
takes off from their traditional culture and seeks to preserve the
physical environment with which they have an organic association. Additionally, these are also often addressed to negotiating
with or challenging the relevant state organs for better service in
areas where they are supposed to serve.
Two elements of empowerment that are considered by PAR
to be the most important are autonomous, democratic people's
organizations and the restoration of the status of popular
knowledge and promoting popular knowledge.
The process of autonomous organiZation consists of either
the formation of new people's organizations if none suitable exist
or the strengthening of existing popular organizations and
promotion of a self-reliant, assertive culture within them. In
order to promote an authentic people's mQvement, the process
of organization is itself preceded, and thereafter accompanied,
by a process of awareness-raising through a series of social inquiries by the people. These take different forms, ranging from
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dialogue sessions to full-scale historical and socioeconomic investigations by the people-people's research and selfknowledge generation. Transforming the relations of knowledge
thus has a centrality in the entire task of empowerment.
The term "conscientization," which has been popularized by
Paulo Freire (1982), is widely used to refer to raising people's
awareness. As Freire has made quite clear, conscientization is a
process of self-awareness-raising through collective self-inquiry
and reflection. This permits exchange of information and
knowledge but is opposed to any form of teaching or indoctrination. But the practice of "conscientization" often departs from this
concept, and slips consciously or unconsciously into processes
of knowledge transfer rather than the stimulation of and assistance to processes of the people's own inquiries to build their
self-knowledge. This has nothing to do with conscientization,
and in fact inhibits the development of self-awareness as well as
the selkonfidence needed to advance self-knowledge.
In this context the concept of establishing a subject-subject
relation between the external researcher/activist and the people,
as put forward in discussing PAR, needs a deeper articulation. It
is not easy to establish a truly subject-subject relation at the very
outset with people who are traditionally victims of a dominating structure-the inertia of traditional attitudes and images of
self and of others may keep the people implicitly subordinate in
a research (as well as decision-making) process in which formidable outside researcher/activists are present. And for the
outside professionals also, it is not easy to avoid being carried
away by their own self-images and imposing their own ideas on
the people consciously or unconsciously. To counter such tendencies, it may be necessary to make the people the subject,
defining the process to be one of the people's own independent
inquiry, in which the outsiders may be consulted at the initiative
of the people. Thus made independent and masters of themselves, the people experience their capability and power to
produce knowledge autonomously. Such experience may finally clinch the matter for both sides, and a true subject-subject relation may be possible thereafter if mutual interest in a research
partnership is subsequently agreed.
Therefore, while calling for a subject-subject relation between
external researchers and the people, PAR views the task in a
dynamic context and, depending on situations, often should go
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beyond the subject-subject principle to initiate the people's own
research under their own control.

PAR as a Cultural Movement
So far for the function of PAR as a micro-level intervention.
What is the significance of PAR for macro-level social transformation?
Typically, PAR has been initiated by so-called "voluntary"
bodies, variously called "social action groups," "non-governmental organizations" or, to use a more recent nomenclature that is
functionally more communicative as well as challenging, "se1freliance-promoting organizations" or SPOs (see Chapter 7).
These organizations are relatively small in scale, and do not
command structures through which a national-level PAR movement could be directly initiated. PAR, however, is a growing
movement in a number of countries. Possibly the largest single
movement relative to national size is the Six-S movement in
Burkina Faso, also noted in Chapter 7, which today has come
close to covering about two-thirds of the country's villages. In
Senegal the affiliates of the Federation of Non-governmental Organizations (FONGS), which subscribes to the principles of
people's participation and self-reliance, have a total membership
of about one million or roughly one-sixth of the country's
population (although, of course, not all affiliates have attained
the same standards in their work). In a number of other countries,
PAR has moved beyond the village cluster level, and is a multidistrict or province-level phenomenon with formal or informal
structures linking the base level processes. Examples are the
work of the Participatory Research Organization of Communities and Education for Self-Reliance (PROCESS) in the
Philippines, covering about 280 villages and 50 towns in nine
provinces, and the Organisation of Rural Associations for
Progress (ORAP) which includes about 500 villages in the
Matabeleland region.
Such scales of activity are being attained basically through
two processes of "multiplication": (1) spontaneous spread of a
movement from village to village by the demonstration of collective initiative, and by people engaged in such initiatives in one
village animating and assisting such initiatives in other villages;
and (2) stimulation of such processes in other areas by the agen-
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cy (SPO) which initiated the work in some areas to start with.
This has required new recruitments in this agency to do field
"animation" work,2 and/or a "phasing out" of field workers from
older areas where people's organizations progressively become
independent of external animation work, thus releasing workers
in the SPO for initiating such processes in newer areas. New
SPOs may also enter into the scene to initiate PAR in other areas.
How far such multiplication processes may move in any
given country and at what speed cannot be predicted, just as it
cannot be predicted how far any other effort for social transformation, "revolutionary" or otherwise, may spread in any country
where such effort has to move through significant resistance and
also needs qualified manpower of its own to expand in scale.
However, in terms of macro-social transformation, PAR at this
stage may be viewed more as a cultural movement, independent
of (in some countries in link with) political movements for
people's liberation rather than a political alternative itself. The
need for such a cultural movement arises from the growing crises
of the left referred to above, and in particular from the failure of
revolutionary vanguards of the orthodox order to deliver, with
their assumed "advanced consciousness," social transformation
that truly promotes people's liberation.

Leadership and Consciousness
The claim of "advanced consciousness" is, in fact, a false one.
Consciousness is derived from realities that people live (social
existence)} and people living entirely different realities develop
consciousnesses which are not comparable within the same scale
of assessment. Even at a very mechanical level, a professional intellectual would certainly know a lot which a factory worker or
a peasant might not know, but the converse is true also. Besides,
it may be suggested that professional research is still rather
"primitive" in its understanding (and in knowing how to understand) the complex forces-social, cultural, ethnic, psychological-which influence the course of an attempted social
transformation. 4 But beyond this mechanical research question,
truth (knowledge), as discussed in the 1982 statement referred to
at the beginning of this chapter, is relative. It is in fact an organic
part of one's social existence which generates its own paradigm
for the discovery of truth (implicit or explicit science). And the
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people's truth in this sense is different, not backward or advanced (except in tenns of its own endogenous evolution only)
in relation to the truth which the professional!political activist
can ever discover by his/her observation of the people's reality.
The two truths may only dialogue with each other, but none may
claim to be the greater of the two.
.
The fact, nevertheless, that movements seeking macro-social
transformations have been led in general by persons coming
from the professional-intellectual tradition is explained not by
the intellectual superiority of these persons but by the fact that
such persons by their social and economic status have in general
been in a more privileged position to provide this leadership, irrespective of the value of their intellect. The working class is
engaged in a daily struggle for livelihood, or in any case is constrained in employment situations from which it is far more difficult to provide the macro-level political leadership that would
require the spending of paid time and mobility not easy for members of this class to arrange. The fact that political leadership of
movements for emancipation of the people becomes concentrated in the hands of intellectuals is, therefore, by itself no
evidence of the relative levels of understanding of the questions
that are involved. There are examples of the ordinary people
pronouncing profound wisdqms as well as of the highly educated pronouncing profound nonsense.
While self-emancipation of the "working class" was, indeed,
the original revolutionary vision of Marx and Engels (Draper
1977), it may be suggested that the situational difficulty of the
working class initiating its own liberation on a macro scale
creates a vacuum in leadership which gets filled in by intellectual-activists trained in the schools rather than in life. It is a
tragedy of the first order that these very intellectuals in their
great wisdom not only fail to recognize the limitations of their
knowledge and understanding. They also do not recognize the
alienation between themselves and the people, overlooking or
denying the new dialectics they introduce in the social scene by
assuming revolutionary leadership even if this were fully well
intentioned.
In essence, what have been overlooked or denied are the
negative forces that are generated by the very fact of a social
revolution and reconstruction led and managed by professional
"vanguards." Some of these negative forces follow.
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First, the assumption of superiority of consciousness often
explicit in such initiatives inflates the ego and invites attempts
to perpetuate power in "honest" conviction. Since this conviction,
as we have discussed, is not validatable through scientific
reasoning-the two consciousnesses in question being rooted in
different social existences-it is also prone to provoke a
psychologically defensive response if questioned, and this is liable to harden the tendency to dictate.
Second, assuming that revolutionaries are often very committed persons when they start their courageous pursuits, commitment itself is subject to transformation with the evolution of
one's social existence. It often collapses from defeat, but may also
diffuse or degenerate through the attainment of success that
brings glory and power, altogether new experiences in one's existence. And commitment has also sometimes shown its fragility
in the face of attractive temptations.
Third, a progressively successful political movement, as it
grows in size and space and approaches a real possibility of the
"final victory," attracts elements not necessarily identical to the
commitment of the movement's initiators. The newcomers
respond to a different historical condition altogether. The expanding scale of the movement and its new responsibilities also
necessitates the enlisting of diverse forces as a part of, or as allies of, the movement, the private interests of which may also be
very different from the commitment of the movement itself. And
forces opposed to the movement also seek to take over, coopt or
infiltrate it as it threatens to become, or actually becomes, successful.
Finally, structures and institutions which are created to dictate over the people, albeit with a "commitment," are dangerous
tools as they can be taken over by anti-commitment. In any case,
there is no assured method of transferring commitment to succeeding generations who have not lived through the struggles
from which commitment is socio-historically born. And then the
structure, if it is not accountable to the people, becomes a happy
hunting ground for self-seekers. And genuine accountability to
the people is not merely a matter of formal institutional structures but also, and critically, of people's self-awareness and the
promotion of this awareness, and the confidence to assert their
self-awareness as their political statement in the affairs of the
society. Only then can there be an environment of real
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democracy---a relation of dialogue between social elements, all
of whom have to be treated as equals.
Democracy, in any case, is a necessity for a revolutionary
development of the productive forces---<lemocracy that gives a
truly productive class (or classes) the freedom to take initiatives.
Capitalism cannot thrive without a form of democracy in which
the capitalist class is free to venture. Unfortunately, so-called
"socialist democracy" has often, in theory as well as in practice,
bypassed this maxim, and the essential notion of freedom of the
working class (including the peasantry) to take creative initiatives has been substituted by bureaucratic planning and a lack
of initiative. Bureaucracies, whether administrative or political,
are not a productive class and are typically conservative and nonenterprising. There cannot be revolutionary development of the
productive forces with the "initiative" resting in a non-productive class. The crisis of the left-and for that matter, the crisis of
the right as well-ultimately boils down to this dissociation between the productive forces and the leadership of concerned
societies.
With such dissociation prevailing in any society, the need is
to generate social processes which would promote the possibility
of an organic leadership ("organic vanguard") to emerge--a
leadership which would organically, and not merely intellectually, belong to and represent the interests of significant productive
forces in the society. PAR, recognizing the working people as a
truly productive class whose initiatives are being thwarted by
the domination of non-productive forces, is an attempt to
generate such processes. It is admittedly a modest attempt so far
in most countries where it has been initiated, with no immediate
promise at the macro-leveL But most macro-level promises, in
any case, have been demonstrated to be false promises.
It is, however, at least possible that from out of the culture of
PAR may emerge elements that would give a better balance in
the macro scene benefiting the initiatives of the people. Leaders
may emerge to become a part of macro social-transformative efforts and thereby influence their course of progress; the culture
of PAR may set a standard for working with the people and challenge macro vanguards to demonstrate their commitment; the
deepening of popular awareness, if PAR is successful, may work
as a countervailing force against attempts at domination; and the
social formations (aware and assertive people's organizations
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and popular movements) promoted by PAR may be expected to
support the best macro leadership that exists or that may emerge
in the society.
.
While these are hopeful speculations about the macro significance of PAR, the need for permanent vigilance and selfcriticism exists for the PAR movement itself. Apart from the
cooptation which is taking place, the instability of commitment
discussed above applies to PAR as much as to the more conventional trends in social activism. This is true, of course, also of
people's own leaders. In the face of such instability-and this is
the ultimate test of anyone's commitment-it is imperative to
recognize and admit this possibility of degeneration, and initiate
popular analysis of this phenomenon as an essential element of
people's self-awareness, so that this possibility is known to all
and illusions to the contrary are discouraged. As Nyoni has observed in Chapter 8, the very notion of participation implies that
nothing should be hidden from the people. PAR has the best
chance of surviving the test of time only if it tells the people that
it can betray them, and that only an aware and ever-vigilant
people is not betrayed.

NOTES
1.

2.

3.
4.

One may distinguish between popular knowledge, which
has been consciously and systematically generated by a
process of collective inquiry ("explicit sdence"), and that
which has been generated spontaneously but is widely
shared ("implicit science").
In PAR activities, "animation" is broadly defined to be the
stimulation of people's self-inquiry, self-image and self-action. For a discussion of the term, see Tilakaratna (1987).
Cf. Karl Marx, Theses on Feuerbach. (See end bibliography.)
For example, the tenacity or resilience of religious and ethnic consciousness in post-revolutionary societies was hardly antidpated by the orthodox left, and they do not seem to
have any tools to grapple with such dimensions of social
reality until now.
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Chapter 3
A SELF-REVIEW OF PAR
Muhammad Anisur Rahman and Orlando Fals-Borda
Almost twenty years have passed since the first attempts
were made in Third World countries at participatory action-research. Two opposite trends took place as the idea spread
through sociopolitical structures: one toward empowerment of
grassroots peoples; the other, largely unanticipated by the
originators, reached out to the elites and dominant groups with
an electrifying effect.

Stages and Points of Departure
Those of us who had the privilege in the late 1960s of taking
part in this cultural, political and scientific vivencia tried to
respond to the dismal situation of our societies, the overspecialization and emptiness of academic life and the sectarian
practices of much of the revolutionary left. We felt that radical
transformations were necessary and urgent in society and in the
use of scientific knowledge, which generally in our societies
lagged behind in the Newtonian age with its reductionist, instrumental orientations. As a starter, we decided to look for adequate answers by devoting ourselves to the plight of those who
24
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had been victimized by the oligarchies and their "development"
policies: the poor communities in rural areas.
Our initial work until 1977 was characterized by an activist
and somewhat anti-professional bent (many of us quit university posts); hence the importance given to such innovative field
research techniques as "social intervention" as well as "militant
research" with a political party organization in mind. We also applied "concientization" as well as "commitment" and "insertion"
in the social process. Among us, some found inspiration in certain Gandhian strands, others in the classic Talmudian Marxism
then in vogue-or in both. And some were driven by humanist
urges of their own. Our personal moods and loyalties strongly
rejected such established institutions as governments, traditional political parties, churches and academia in such a way that
those years can be seen mostly as an iconoclastic period. Yet certain constants began to appear that would accompany us
throughout subsequent periods up to today, such as the emphasis on holistic viewpoints and qualitative methods of
analysis.
Early activism and radicalism gave way to reflection without
losing our impulse in the field. This search for balance was displayed in the World Symposium on Action-Research and Scientific Analysis held in Cartagena, Colombia, in March 1977 and
organized by Colombian institutions and other national and international bodies. One theoretical father figure besides Marx became prominent in that event and in later similar occasions:
Antonio Gramsci. We also revised traditional and current notions of "participation."
During this self-assessment or reflective stage, we discovered
and insisted upon clarity in theoretical propositions, such as on
participation, democracy and pluralism. These theses gave
orientation to our subsequent work. We started to understand
PAR not merely as a methodology of research with the subject/subject relationship evolving in symmetrical, horizontal or
non-exploitative patterns in social, economic and political life.
We saw it also as a part of social activism with an ideological and
spiritual commitment to promote people's (collective) praxis. Of
course, this also turned out to be that of the activists (PAR researchers) at the same time, since the life of everybody is-formally or informally-some kind of praxis. But the promotion of
people's collectives and their systematic praxis became, and has
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continued to be, a primary objective of PAR.
Translation of such ideas into practice-and vice-versa,
sometimes with divergent views-became the task of several colleagues in many parts of the world. Besides those co-authoring
the present book, they include the Bhoomi Sena group in India;
the late Andrew Pearse in Colombia/England and Anton de
Schutter in Mexico/Holland; Gustavo Esteva, Rodollo Stavenhagen, Ricardo Pozas, Salvador Garcia, Martin de la Rosa, Lourdes Arizpe and Luis Lopezllera in Mexico; Walter Fernandes,
Rajesh Tandon,D. L. Sheth and Dutta Savle in India; Majid Rahnema, Kemal Mustafa, Wilbert Tengay and Francis Mulwa in
Africa; Marja Liisa Swantz in Finland; Cynthia Nelson in Egypt;
Guy LeBoterf in Nicaragua/France; Joao Bosco Pinto, Joao Francisco de Souza, Carlos Rodrigues Brandao and Michel Thiollent
in Brazil; Ernesto Parra, Alvaro Velasco, John Jairo Cardenas, Victor Negrete, Augusto Libreros, Guillermo Hoyos and Leon
Zamosc in Colombia; Harald Swedner and Anders Rudqvist in
Sweden; Xavier Albo' and Silvia Rivera in Bolivia; Heinz Moser
and Helmut Ornauer in Germany and Austria; Budd Hal1 and
Ted Jackson in Canada; Mary Racelis in the Philippines; Jan de
Vries and Thord Erasmie in Hol1and; D.E. Comstock and Peter
Park in the United States; Stephen Kemmis and Robin McTaggart
in Australia; Francisco Vio Grossi in Chile; Ricardo Cetrulo in
Uruguay; Oscar Jara, Carlos' Nunez, Raul Leis, Felix Cadena,
Malena de Montis, Francisco Lacayo in Central America, and
many others. (References to the contributions of many of these
PAR researchers are found in the bibliographical section at the
end of this book.) Some institutions like the International Labour
Office (Employment and Development Department), the United
Nations Research Institute for Social Development, the International (ICAE) and Latin American (CEAAL) Councils for Adult
Education, the Society for International Development (with
Ponna Wignaraja) and the United Nations University in Asia furnished inputs to our movement.
With a first formal presentation of our subject in academic
circles in 1982 during the 10th World Congress of Sociology in
Mexico City (Rahman 1985), and as a result of the previous reflective stage and the impact of real-life processes, PAR achieved
more self-identity and advanced from micro, peasant and local
community issues to complex, urban, economic and regional
dimensions. Especially prominent were the expectations of
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grassroots independent political and civic movements (seldom
established political parties) that wanted theoretical and systematic support from us in our countries.
PAR researchers proceeded then to employ the comparative
approach-in Nicaragua, Mexico, and Colombia (Fals-Borda
1988}--and to expand it to such fields as medicine and public
health, ("barefoot") economics, planning, history, (liberation)
theology, (post-ontological) philosophy, anthropology, (nonpositivist) sociology and social work. Awareness increased on
the importance of considering knowledge as power, learning to
interchange information in workshops and seminars and the
need to train a new type of social activist. Attempts at international coordination among ourselves were made in several
places (Santiago de Chile, Mexico, New Delhi, Colombo, Dar-esSalaam, Rome), and an International Group for Grass-Roots Initiatives (IGGRI) was launched in 1986. There was a quiet
decantation of ideas and practices during the last years, including an epistemological discussion on linkages and ends, in what
appeared to be an expansive period.
PAR showed further signs of intel1ectual and practical
maturity as encouraging information arrived from fieldwork
and through publications in several languages on unquestionable achievements in the recovery of landed estates (alas,
often bloody), in public health practices combined with folk
medicine, in popular education; in attempting technological
adoption controls among peasants; and in stimulating women's
liberation, supportive popular theater and.protest music, Christian-oriented communities and so on.
This evidence naturally proved to be tempting as an alternative for those agencies that for decades had been doing parallel
"development work," especially in community development,
cooperativism, vocational and adult education and agricultural
extension, without convincing results. Thus formerly sceptic or
contemptuous eyes were increasingly turned to PAR experiences. Criticism of "dualism," "modernization" and "development"
ideologies grew. There was more tolerance and understanding,
and the gate was open for cooptation gestures by the "Establishment" as wel1 as for convergence with colleagues sympathetic
with our postulates but who had taken different points of departure. As our approach gained respectability, many officials and
researchers began to claim that they were working with PAR
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when in actuality they were doing something quite different.
This challenged us to sharpen the conceptions so that there was
no confusion, to develop defense responses against cooptation
and to dilute manipulation by established institutions. Of course,
cooptation appears to be a natural process since it has affected
any worthwhile principle of social life, such as democracy,
cooperation and socialism, and is in fact a measure of the popular
appeal of such principles.

Awareness of Cooptation
Symptoms of PAR cooptation are evident. For example,
many universities-among them California, Calgary, Massachusetts, Nacional de Colombia, Hohenheim, Puerto Rico and
Helsinki-have offered or are offering teminars and workshops
on participatory research as a substitu\e for "applied science"
courses. Anumber of colleagues have resumed academic careers,
including one of the present co-editors. Prestigious professional
journals have published pertinent articles (for example, FalsBorda 1987 in International Sociology, and Rahman 1987a in Evaluation Studies Review Annual, on applied psychologists who thus
discover the "inherently conservative nature of [present)
program evaluation"). The last international congresses ofsociology, rural sociology, anthropology, social work and Americanists
have included well-attended PAR discussions and forums. Many
governments have appointed participatory researchers and allowed for in-house experimentation in this regard. United Nations agencies have recognized PAR as a viable alternative, even
though it challenges their established traditions of "delivery systems;' "consultants" and "experts." And non-governmental organizations are looking through participatory approaches for
ways to more decisive group action, to transform themselves into
truly grassroots supporting groups and to overcome the paternalist and dependency-fostering practices that have been
hampering their work. These entities have eased the transition
by using adjectives like "integrated," "participatory," and "sustainable" or "self-fulfilling" to describe development.
Of course, not everything these institutions call participatory
is authentic according to our ontological definition, and much
confusion has been sown in this regard. So we always try to emphasize PAR's particular philosophy and practical results in
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order to counter such faulty assimilation. In this respect, the
opinion of real communities involved, taken as "reference
groups" with their own verification system, is of paramount importance. Results are seen in real life, thus evaluations can be performed apart from mere internal consistency rules or statistical
criteria. As utilization of authentic PAR on a grand scale and of
the principles of countervailing people's power often invites
repression by vested interests and governments, this is still
another symptom to watch.
It is important to be conscious of the fact that the described
cooptation process is now full-fledged. Theoretical and
methodological convergence with PAR has also advanced, sometimes without complete realization of the merger of conceptions
and procedures (see Chapter 11). These signs have multiple consequences for PAR. Leaving aside justifiable claims of victory
over certain dominant systems of thought and policy, there are
dangers for the survival of original PAR ideals, even certain feelings of betrayal. But there is also a healthy compulsion to mOdify
our present vision and mission of PAR as we place it in a wider
historical perspective and look beyond it.
We hope that the present book will serve to examine these
trends constructively in such a way that we can at least walk into
the future, underscoring our primary intent and reviVing our
critical concerns. We should have no regrets over our original
1
iconoclasm. And it is well to remind ourselves and others at this
challenging moment that a rather permanent existential choice
is made when one decides to live and work with PAR. Our
proposal has not been, nor is now, a finished product, an easy
blueprint or a panacea. We should recall that PAR, while emphasizing a rigorous search for knowledge, is an open-ended
process of life and work-or vivencia-a progressive evolution
toward an overall, structural transformation of society and culture, a process that requires ever renewed commitment, an ethical stand, self-critique and persistence at all levels. In short, it is
a philosophy of life as much as a method.
This philosophical, ethical and methodological choice is a
permanent task. Moreover, it should be made more general: a
committed PAR researcher/activist would not want to help
those oligarchical classes that have accumulated capital, power
and knowledge thus far and so recklessly. These classes themselves know that they have mismanaged such resources for
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society, culture and nature by advocating and inventing exploitative and oppressive structures.
Therefore what appears clearly at issue for PAR now and in
the future is increasing the input and control of enlightened common people-the subordinate classes, .the poor, the peripheral,
the voiceless, the untrained, the exploited grassroots in generalover the process of production of knowledge and its storage and
its use. One purpose is to break up and/or transform the present
power monopoly of science and culture exercised by elitist, op'pressive groups (Rahman 1985: 119; d. Hall 1978).2 Another purpose is to continue to stimulate and support people's movements
for progress and socioeconomic justice, and to facilitate their
transition into the political arena (Fals-Borda 1989).

The Present Significance of PAR

(

Is PAR needed today in our societies as much as it appeared
to us to be twenty years ago? Within the limitations of all natural
processes and known social movements that undergo the birthelan-death cycle, the answer is Yes, provided we also see PAR as
a bridge toward more satisfying forms of explanation of realities
and of action to transform those realities. We should be looking
beyond PAR since the present cooptation-convergence stage is
bound to lead us onto something else that would be qualitatively different and hopefully as useful and significant for the
achievement of the original purposes of PAR. We do not know
still what it will be, perhaps an enriched, creative PAR. We have
to wait and see in order to activate the growth of the chrysalis
that would come out of the PAR cocoon as it now is.
With this proviso, it may be said now that perhaps there are
more arguments in favor of a continued utilization of PAR today
than was the case in 1970. As Walter Benjamin once wrote, there
is a wish that the planet will one day sustain a civilization that
has abandoned blood and horror. We feel that PAR as a heuristic research procedure and altruistic way of life may continue and
abet that wish.
In general, it is clear that the world is still passing through
the same era of confusion and conflict in which PAR was born.
A number of countries characterized by class oppression hold
large sections of the population deprived of productive assets,
turning people into dependent beings. This produces material
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suffering, human indignity, a loss of strength to assert one's voice
or culture-in short, a loss of self-determination. There is a
degeneration of political democracy to, at best, periodic balloting to choose persons from among the privileged to rule over the
underprivileged, thus perpetuating class oppression. Such is the
case in most countries termed democratic, advanced or
developed. But similar signs can be observed in socialist
countries where elites also have failed to deliver sustained improvement to the material and cultural lives of the people, not to
mention their betrayal of the socialist promise of working people
empowered to create their own history.
Participatory action-research has allowed us to study and act
upon this tragic situation in terms of knowledge relations that go
beyond the ritual of analyzing processes and structures of
material production. This may help us in justifying the persistence of our approach. As recalled, we can see that a key weapon
in the hands of the elites to make the people wait upon them for
leadership and initiative, whether for "development" or for social change, has been the assumed superiority of formal
knowledge. Of this type of knowledge, the elites have a monopoly, unlike popular knowledge.
Self-proclaimed vanguards have used this monopoly to assert their credentials in leading people toward revolutionary
mobilization as well as toward post-revolutionary reconstruction. Leaders in other societies with their own educational
credentials and with an array of professionals serving them,
shared a similar presumption.
Unequal relations of knowledge are therefore a critical factor
that perpetuates class or elite domination over the people. They
reproduce new forms of domination if old forms are eliminated
without care and prevision. We claim that PAR can continue to
be a world movement toward the improvement of this condition
by stimulating popular knowledge-knowledge existing as local
or indigenous science and wisdom, to be advanced by the
people's self-inquiry-as a principal basis for popular action for
social and political change and for genuine progress in achieving equality and democracy.
As part of this scientific and political task, we have hoped
that PAR would work "beyond development" and beyond itself
toward a cultural awakening and toward a humanistic reorientation of Cartesian technology and instrumental rationality
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through stressing the importance of the human scale and the
qualitative as well as by demythifying research and its technical
jargon (see Feyerabend 1987). Likewise, we have tried to work
simultaneously so that popular wisdom and common sense are
enriched and defended for the necessary advancement of the
poor and exploited in a more just, prOductive and democratic
type of society. Our interest has been to try to combine both
knowledges, so that appropriate procedures can be invented or
adopted without killing particular cultural roots. In a similar
manner these procedures should give the common people-as
the very subject of history-greater leverage and control over the
process of knowledge generation.
This remains an essential task for us and for many others, one
in which the best and most constructive academic knowledge
could be subsumed with pertinent and congruent folk science.
PAR activists have been building "reenchantrnent bridges" between both traditions. It appears important to persevere in this
work in order to produce a science that truly liberates, a
knowledge for life.
Finally, there remains the matter of the problematic nature of
present state power with its violent leanings and expressions. We
have become used to viewing the authoritarian, centralized nation-state as something giv.en or natural, as a fetish. Indeed,
much energy of several generations has been spent in building
such political machines and power structures since the sixteenth
century, with known unsatisfactory results. Today PAR practitioners and many others are seeing the need to reverse this tide
and to give civil society another opportunity again-a chance to
recharge and exercise its diffused strength. This is people's
Countervailing power, an effort from the bottom up and from the
Periphery to the centers, that.would halt the unconditional feedingof the derivative power of the Prince (witness what happened
recently with dramatic results in Eastern Europe, Brazil, Chile,
Mexico, Haiti and the Philippines). Hence the present trends
toward autonomy, self-reliance and decentralization; the rise of
regions and provinces; and the reorganization of obsolete national structures pursued by many grassroot, cultural, ethnic, social
and political newer movements and entities throughout the
world-a number of which have been connected with or nurtured by PAR.
Much of our contemporary world has been constructed on
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the basis of hate, greed, intolerance, chauvinism, dogmatism,
autism and conflict. PAR philosophy would propose to stimulate the dialectical1opposites of those attitudes. If the initial subject/object binomial is to be solved in horizontal dialogics and
in "the one subject," as claimed by PAR, this process would have
to affirm the importance of "the Other" and become
heterologous. To respect differences, to hear discrete voices, to
recognize the right of fellow human beings to act, live and let
live, to feel the "exotopian," as Mikhail Bakhtin (1986) would say,
may turn into a strategic characteristic of our time. When we discover ourselves in others, we affirm our own personality and culture and attune ourselves to a vivified cosmos.
These destructive / constructive, yin-yang and pluralistic
ideals appear to be related to deep popular sentiments for
security and peace with justice, in defense of multiple and
cherished ways oflife and for resistance against homogenization.
They are fed by a return to nature in its diversity, a survival reaction to those patterns of dominance (mostly male) that have left
the world half-<l.estroyed, culturally less rich and threatened by
lethal forces.
If PAR can facilitate these tasks so that freedom is gained
without wrath, and enlightenment with transparency, it may be
clear that PAR's continuity and function in tying up with subsequent evolutive stages-in practice and in theory-are plainly justified. This book is one more token of the same old
commitment.
Other reasons could be adduced to see that participatory action-research may still have a role to play for today and tomorrow. But it is better if we let the co-authors of this book speak for
themselves. They express their own vivencias, each one in his/her
own way, looking at very fresh and recent experiences on
knowledge use and power abuse through their own cultural
glasses (why not?), and deducing lessons, methods, concepts
and theories that may be of wide utility: Gianotten and de Wit
among the mountain peasantry of Ayacucho in Peru; Salazar
breaking authority structures with child laborers in the city of
Bogota; de Roux in conjunction with a black community in Cauca
against an irrational computer; the colleagues who provided
glimpses of the "other Africa"; Nyoni sharing insights on elements of people's power in Zimbabwe; Gaventa desCribing participatory approaches to "knowledge democracy" in North

34

Action and Knowledge

America; plus some ground-breaking theoretical and practical
reflections on sensitization of animators in South and Southeast
Asia by Tilakaratna. None of us would claim that we are discovering universal or permanent truths or laws. We believe we
have advanced that much beyond Newton with PAR and other
intellectual and scientific pursuits. But while approaching
today's realities--quite often painful-we still would want to
learn new lessons in the hope of a better future for humankind.

NOTES
1.

2.

It is interesting to recall Rene Descartes' initial troubles at
the University of Leiden when he proposed his method,
wrote it in French (not in Latin) as a challenge to academia
and then quit his position under charges of being an
Anabaptist. What the victorious Cartesians did later with
the method is another subject, equally pertinent to us.
We want this book to be also a step in this anti-monopolistic
direction. Even though it is framed in intellectual terms so
as to stimulate a dialogue between activists and scholars, we
have identified ways to reach our peoples as soon as possible with these ideas and messages in their own languages,
and without unnecessary impediments to their understanding, following our methodology of communication
and popular education.
We hope, therefore, that our book will be both a practical
stimulus to social change through participatory action and
a contribution to the growing literature on PAR, furthering
its conceptual development. Another important recent addition to this literature is William Foote Whyte's new book,
Participatory Action Research (London: Sage Publications,
1991), although he and most of his co-authors do not
acknowledge the original Third World work on PAR. The
editors of the present book note Whyte's contribution to our
field, especially his analysis of the Mondrag6n cooperative
experience in Spain (1988), which he now classifies as PAR.

Part II

VIVENClAS

Chapter 4
TOGETHER AGAINST THE
COMPUTER: PAR AND
THE STRUGGLE OF
AFRO-COLOMBIANS FOR
PUBLIC SERVICES
Gustavo I. de Roux
The following account describes an experience in participatory action-research that was undertaken by Afro-Colombian communities at the southern end of the Cauca river valley
in Colombia, with the cooperation of outside agents from two
"self-reliance promoting organizations"-Empresa de
Cooperacion al Desarrollo (EMCODES) and Fundacion EI Palenque-interested in promoting popular education and strengthening grassroots organizations. This essay is limited to
describing the ways in which information to support a collective
bargaining effort was gathered and organized, and strategies for
action developed by community organizations known as Public
Service Users Committees (Comites de Usuarios de Servicios
37
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Publicos) to improve their negotiating ability with the state
electric company that operated in the area. Other grassroots
organizations in the region have had similar experiences related
to other issues; they have defended their interests, changed situations that adversely affected them and reaffirmed their role in
the effort to effect social change.
.
It should be noted that knowledge itself was not the main
motivation for carrying out the research project; rather, the main
aim was to breathe new life into a struggle that had been waged
since the region was first electrified. That is, the knowledge acquired was important primarily insofar as it led to new insights
that were brought to bear in the struggle to transform the prevailing social conditions. As is often the case with grassroots
organization'S efforts linked to social dynamics and popular expectations, the urge to learn about the problem stemmed from
the people's indignation and discontent, which in this case had
to do with obvious irregularities in the administration of the local
electricity service. That indignation led to a predisposition to
take action. In other words, the research topic and its tirneline
were determined by the people's day-to-day pace of life, concrete
interests and the importance they attributed to taking the initiative to change their living conditions. Also, as is generally the
case in such experiences, the research initiative had to be carried
out amid the vicissitudes of the community's pace of life, which
did not corne to a halt to accommodate the research.
This makes it difficult to say exactly when the research began.
Being generous, it could be said that the people, observing their
reality on an ongoing basis and from their cultural frames of
reference, interpreting it, drawing conclusions and taking action
to change it, do not let themselves get caught up in rigid temporal perspectives. Such a process does not necessarily require
outside researchers to become a participatory action-research initiative. Unfortunately, the shroud of academic mystification has
meant that often research is considered possible only when
legitimized from outside, or when it is formally dubbed "research." This is probably due to the value ascribed in academia
to well-organized information that endeavors to explain reality
through the written word, an art usually reserved for intellectuals. But knowledge that is generated by people in their daily
struggle to survive is not codified and transcribed in articles or
books, but in folk sayings and other popular expressions as they
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add to their cultural baggage. That is why it is difficult for the
academic community to recognize such a process as research.
The research initiative described here did not begin at a
precise moment in time, insofar as it was a procedure for
strengthening a process that was already underway, with a
dynamic of its own and its own ups and downs. But trying to be
rigorous, and for the sake of placing it in a time frame, it could
be said that the research per se began when residents of Villarrica, organizing a group they called the Public Users Committee,
decided to collectively plan and carry out actions to solve the
electricity problem. That decision meant having to reflect on the
problem and jointly reviewing the results of the actions they carried out. The decision was made in early 1981, but the most
dynamic moments in this experience occurred between 1985 and
1988.

The Regional Context
Villarrica is a community of some 9,000 inhabitants, located
in the southern Cauca river valley in southwestern Colombia.
Like neighboring communities, it is populated primarily by
Afro-Colombians, descendants of slaves brought to the region
mainly in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to work as
laborers on haciendas and in gold mines.
The 100,000 hectares of land at the southern end of the valley, which had been concentrated in a few large haciendas,
operated until the mid-nineteenth century on the basis of slave
labor. The oral history of the region is replete with episodes of
rebellion, specially of cimarrones (Maroons) who, fleeing from
forced labor and making their way past the foremen who supposedly watched over them, took refuge in the forests of the same
haciendas, forging their own forms of survival. After the 1851
abolition of slavery in Colombia, former slaves transformed the
hacienda forests into family farms which they claimed for themselves.
When the last declared civil war in Colombia (1899 to 1902)
carne to an end, the landowners of the region enlisted the help
of the authorities to try to expel the blacks from the occupied
lands by brute force. The peasants resisted, defending themselves against evictions and upholding their right to keep the
farms they had been working for several decades. This process
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gave rise to an economically and socially autonomous black
peasantry, made up of small- and medium-scale landowners,
whose lands were for the most part planted with cacao trees.
Around 1940 the black peasants, responsible for the region's
prosperity, ethnic self-affirmation and cultural identity, accounted for some 40 percent of all cacao produced in Colombia.
Beginning in 1960, when the U.S. economic blockage against
Cuba led to an increase in Colombia's sugar exports to the United
States, the sugar entrepreneurs, motivated by an expanded
market, extended cane production to the southern end of the valley and thereby entered into competition with the black peasants
for land and labor. Promoted by the prospect of receiving high
prices for their lands, and subjected to extra-economic pressures
that often included violence, many peasants were forced to sell
their lands. Communities such as Villarrica, which thirty years
ago were marketplaces for peasant products, became
marketplaces for a labor force drawn from farmer wage earners
whose real incomes have been gradually shrinking. Expansion
of the sugar economy brought to the region both agricultural
development and rural underdevelopment, growth of the gross
regional product and a decreasing standard of living, and
prosperity for the few and impoverishment for the majority.
The runaway slaves' struggles for freedom, and their peasant
descendants' struggles for land, find continuity in the presentday population's efforts to reaffirm their autonomy by articulating their own thinking-<:oncepts rooted in their history-as a
frame of reference for new organizational forms that uphold
their right to public service and defend their communities from
monopoly capital. The last two decades have witnessed land
struggles, civic and popular movements, strikes for better wages,
land invasions to build housing, attempts to win greater representation (as blacks) in the municipal governments and even efforts to defend the right to a clean environment. Mobilization of
the region's communities, supported by the participatory actionresearch initiative described here, unfolded in this context.

The Electricity Problem and
the Need for Research
The community of Villarrica has had problems with the
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electric service, practically since it was installed in the early
1960s. At first the people tolerated the shortcomings, figuring
that after all they had benefitted from access to electric lighting.
But little by little, and as electricity became increasingly important to their daily lives and essential to small businesses, individual members of the community began to complain from
time to time about the poor quality of the service. The first massive protests in Villarrica in the early 1970s were geared mainly
toward improved electric service; at the time, there were power
outages "every time it rained" due to defective power lines and
lack of sufficient transformers. In 1972 an engineer from the
electric company was detained until service was restored after
an extended interruption due to defects in the high voltage lines.
There were sporadic protests throughout the 1970s to demand
that something be done about electricity supply problems. The
most insistent demands were for quality and continuity in the
service.
The availability of electricity created new needs. People had
begun purchasing home appliances, taking advantage of what
appeared to be good deals at commercial outlets in relatively
nearby cities--(:ali, Santander, Jamundi and Puerto Tejada.
These stores sent salesmen door-to-door to promote sales of
household goods on credit, quite alluring in low-income communities. Many woodstoves were replaced by electric stoves,
among other reasons because it was much harder to obtain
firewood for fuel as sugar cane cultivation spread. Refrigerators,
irons and television sets also began to appear, all of which led to
a rapid increase in per capita electricity consumption; there were
also bills to pay resulting from the purchase of appliances.
In the early 1980s the international economic crisis, relating
to the foreign debt burden and the subsequent need to make debt
service payments, pressured the state institutions (especially in
the energy sector) to adjust their rate schedules upward, thus
forcing the consumers to bear the burden of fulfilling the
country's commitments to the international banking community.
Low-income communities where most incomes were spent
meeting such basic needs as food were the hardest hit, and inhabitants faced the possibility of having to halt or drastically
reduce their electricity consumptions, which by then had become
a daily need.
The situation was dramatic in many small communities of
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the region because the electric company, as a result of the crisis,
also stopped underwriting the cost of installing power lines and
transformers. Thus the inhabitants of these communities had to
assume the overall cost of installation, including putting up
power lines over distances of five kilometers or more. The
Agrarian Bank (Caja de Crroito Agrario) agreed to extend loans
to the peasants so that they would be able to assume these costs.
Purchasing equipment with borrowed capital led to being faced
with loan amortization and interest payments, all of which
added to the already high cost of electricity. If to this we also add
the debts that many semi-proletarian peasants already had incurred with the Agrarian Bank for production loans for farms affected by the expansion of the sugar cane plantations, we see a
clearly risky and indeed dangerous situation. The peasants could
have easily found themselves forced to sell off their lands at an
accelerated pace.
Concurrent With these difficulties, people also began to
notice that their monthly electric statements included many irregularities. First, they showed month-to-month changes in consumption figures that in many cases could not have been real.
Also, similar consumption totals were being charged at different
rates per kilowatt-hour. Finally, in some communities people
noted that the bills were higher in June and December when the
company had to pay employee benefits.
Individual Complaints began to proliferate. They were communicated to a company official based in the area, who took
charge of passing them on to the main office in the departmental capital, Popayan. In some isolated cases the claims were accepted, but in most cases the company simply accumulated the
debt when it was not paid, threatened to cut off service and
charged interest on the amount each user accumulated. On one
occasion when several people went together to the main office
to speak with the engineer in charge of their area, he answered
that the calculations were done on a computer and that "the computer does not make mistakes."
Convinced that however distinguished and respectable the
"computer," it was erring in the company's favor and doing consumers a disservice-and that efforts and pressures brought to
bear up to that moment had only resulted in minimal changes in
the company's practices-a group of approximately twenty
people, mostly women, decided to form a Public Service Users
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Committee. As such, they would lead the struggle for the right
to quality electric service at reasonable and consistent rates. They
added several variations to the previous years' demands: an end
to irregularities in billing, cancellation of accumulated debts and
the right to electricity at prices in line with the population's
means.
The Committee felt the people had to strengthen their
negotiating capacity. Two things were needed. First, evidence in
support of the people's points of view had to be gathered and organized into sufficiently tight arguments to defeat the computer.
That is, more reseanch had to be done on the electricity problem
to discover its roots and determine how it was manifested in
specific cases. In other words, a more comprehensive understanding of the situation and its causes was needed, as were
solid, watertight arguments. Second, community participation
and organization had to be encouraged. Previous experience had
shown that short-term and unorganized participation would not
be sufficient in maintaining continuous pressure on the state institutions, and that the organized involvement of the people was
the only guarantee that the company would fulfill its commitments if some agreement were reached. This led the Committee
to attempt to involve several of the already existing grassroots
organizations in the region in the electricity issue. To this end
they drew on and promoted community events and other forums
for discussion and made use of small community-based
newspapers published in the area. Meetings and assemblies for
the discussion and generation of new knowledge were also
promoted.

The Methodology: Some Considerations
In contrast to conventional research exercises, which use different theoretical frame",/orks to generate knowledge that
reflects as faithfully as possible the reality to be interpreted, the
participatory action-rciearch exercise undertaken by the Villarrica Users Committee (with the support of some outside collaborators) was aimed at generating knowledge that would also
point to the proper course of action. Developing this knowledge
would also per force involve personal and social changes. This,
in and of itself, had to have profound implications for the
method, as it assumed that the ways in which knowledge would
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be generated would have an immediate impact on the dynamics
of community life.
In other words, it was not only a matter of generating
knowledge on the electricity problem; both the process of
generating knowledge and the knowledge itself would have a
liberating effect. This meant using a methodology that met two
criteria. First, at the rational level it must be capable of unleashing the people's pent-up knowledge, and in so doing liberate
their hitherto stifled thoughts and voices, thus stimulating their
creativity and developing their analytical and critical capacities.
That is, a research experience had to be set in motion which
would develop the participants' potential so that they would not
only see reality for what it is but do so with a view to changing
their place and role within it. If in suffering the reality, participants also discovered what made it tick, it would be possible
to experience it differently.
Second, at the emotional level, the process had to be capable
of releasing feelings, of tearing down the participants' internal
walls in order to free up energy for action. A methodology was
needed that would stir up both levels-the rational and the emotional~o that the people would link their rational conclusions
to profound emotions.
But the process of gener~ting knowledge also must have a
mobilizing effect, reaffirming the people as actors capable of
transforming reality. In this regard their emergence should result
in the erosion of the power structure, at least locally. It was thus
necessary for the people's word to take on an assertive power in
order to improve their ability to negotiate. Further, the process
of generating knowledge must contribute to broadening the exercise of grassroots democracy and to strengthening the people's
organizations.
These conditions meant that priority would be placed on
generating and collectively processing knowledge within two
main social contexts, the first occurring in various types of community and regional events. The Users Committee promoted
several activities aimed at involving people in discussing the
problem and designing strategies for solving it. One night in late
1982, for example, the Committee organized a "march of lights"
in Villarrica, in which the schoolchildren, women's groups and
members of different grassroots organizations marched while
carrying lit candles and torches to symbolize the right to electric
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illumination. This activity helped sensitize the entire town to the
electricity issue through stimulating discussion within each
family and in the community organizations on the importance
of collectively participating in the electricity struggle. The Committee also promoted participation of the population in several
cultural activities in Villarrica and throughout the region, in
which different groups wrote and presented poems, plays and
songs that reflected their perceptions of the electricity problem.
One of these songs, "EI son de la oscuridad" ("The Sound of Darkness"), sung to a rhythm people could dance to, was recorded on
an album "Luchas cantadas" ("Singing Struggles") and became
popular throughout the region. (It was produced by the Network
of Grassroots Organizations of Southern Valle and Northern
Cauca.) The cultural events proved to be excellent opportunities
for the people to organize and disseminate their knowledge; this
knowledge was creatively expressed through the population's
particular forms and codes. But above all, since this process contributed to affirming their own culture, it moved people to become involved.
Meetings and assemblies, which periodically brought the
community together, represented another context for generating
knowledge. In addition to reporting on how the effort was unfolding, people used these activities as a time for reflection. Many
told about their own experiences or discussed past struggles.
This information was processed collectively at such gatherings,
pulling together the pertinent aspects o("past- experiences
resulted in a common narrative. The Villarrica uters Committee
and the outside agents played an important role in organizing
the information, promoting reflection, choosing and articulating
key aspects to be integrated into a synthesis and selecting
strategiC codes to be used in designing the actions to be taken.
Collectively producing knowledge meant that many actors,
coming from their own individuality, at different times and in
different situations, and based on their own perceptions and
ways of communicating them, contributed a variety of experiences to what became a common vision ofthe situation. These meetings, wherein everyone was given the floor, were a context for
bringing forth their everyday experience, their significant images and common sense, all of which yielded a collective reading of reality, not from the confines of academic disciplines but
from a holistic perspective. The possibility of forging new com-
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mon ground-based on the people's analytical categories, their
own interpretations, their cultural prism, their collective outlook
and their traditions-made it possible for the people's subjugated wisdom to rise up while empowering them to transcend
it to forge a liberating vision capable of stirring emotions and
translating shared concerns into action.
The individual experiences, often expressed in the form of
analogies, metaphors, sayings and anecdotes, were taken in by
all the participants, who sized them up, contrasted and compared them and reaffirmed or criticized them. Accumulating observations, collectively selecting and synthesizing them while
collectively drawing conclusions made it possible to flesh out the
problem and understand it in its historical context.
Language ceased to serve Simply as a vehicle for conveying
isolated opinions-often the case when people respond in an isolated fashion in surveys or interviews-becoming instead the
springboard for a new process of collective reasoning. The
knowledge produced socially, and heard and legitimized collectively, was added to the people's ideological arsenal.
There were at least three "moments" in the research process
related to the collective production of (1) a mirror-like narrative,
(2) strategic codes and (3) the community's pensamiento propiothat is, their own ideological outlook. These "moments" do not
correspond to rigidly defined stages, nor did the process involve
moving from one to the next. The initiative did not stick to a
timeline or a research plan; instead, it was largely conditioned
by the pace of events. Receiving the monthly bill, for example,
always led to much excitement and greater participation in the
discussions. On such occasions reflection obviously centered on
the content of the bills. On other occasions it focused on evaluating the actions. On the whole, however, discussion tended to
progress through the above-mentioned levels.
Producing a Mirror-like

~arrative

Such a narrative, which yielded codes for designing
strategies for action, was a central aspect of the process. It involved the collective production of a shared discourse that
reflected the majority of the people's individual electricity
problems; it was thus a discourse with which the people could
identify. There were two main aspects to this process:
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Socialization of individual experiences in collective contexts
(meetings, assemblies, forums and events), usually presented'in
the form ofdenunciations. At these gatherings, the participants
illustrated their particular situations through anecdotes;
they often interspersed their opinions of the company and
suggestions for action. Sometimes small groups used skits,
poetry or song to communicate their perceptions of the
problem. Organizing the perceptions and interpretations,
and drawing initial conclusions, enabled the Committee to
come up with an initial definition of the problem.

(b)

Expanding kncnoledge of the electricity issue. The Villarrica
Public Service Users Committee organized a campaign to
collect bills, and promoted it through the region's grassroots
organizations. This was done to ensure that the community
would have a solid collective sense of its problem and solid
evidence that could not be questioned either by company
officials or the computer. They placed "bill receptacles" in
several communities in mid-1985, in which people
depOSited a huge number of bills. (Once the negotiations
with the company were over, the bills were burned in the
Villarrica town square as a symbol of victory.) As a result,
the Committee obtained a set of bills, in series, from some
fifteen communities. In each community the Users Committees or grassroots organizations that were participating, advised by the outside agents and some supportive students
from a nearby university, took charge of processing the information gathered, listing the names of all who had
brought in their bills, and noting the figures for average consumption, the cost per kilowatt-hour and the cost of monthly use. There was therefore a sample for each community.
While some samples were neither rigorous nor exhaustive,
others amounted to a census which corroborated, with
abundant factual data, the individual evaluations based on
personal experience.

The information gathered was organized into simple graphs
and analyzed in assemblies held in each community. Using different colored lines, the graphs showed the upward trends
reflected in the bills, both in average consumption of electricity
and in cost per kilowatt-hour, and thus in the average cost of
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monthly consumption per household. The graphs made it obvious that the company's "computer" was generating incoherent /
data, as reflected in the charges, and constituted solid proof of
its ill intent. In some communities, for example, the people discovered that total electricity consumption had doubled-according to the computer-from one month to the next. It was noted
in an assembly that obViously this was not possible; monthly increases in total consumption could not have been so abrupt unless everyone had simultaneously bought new appliances, which
was not the case. In other communities the results showed irregularities in billing and very uneven consumption from month
to month, suggesting that in many cases the meters were not read
regularly, and that the company employees, either overworked
or lacking access to all the homes, simply invented figures that
were almost always greater than the true ones.
The knowledge generated in this process added to the
people's original narrations, rounding them out with data and
extending them so as to be representative of the problem in
several communities. The initial discourse, fundamentally emotive and reflecting an ethical criticism, became a social criticism;
yet it maintained its language and forcefulness. Part of the collectively processed information was translated into a list of
demands, supported by the evidence gathered. This was the ammunition with which the people later entered into negotiations
with the company representatives.
Strategic Codes
Detecting and reworking strategic codes for action was
another important aspect of the research process. The collective
narrative no doubt contributed a great deal to helping the people
decide what to do, which was largely reflected in ,the text of the
"list of demands." They requested, for example, that the company
cancel the accumulated debts, adopt procedures whereby the
meters would be read only when someone from the household
was present and recognize the Public Service Users Committee
as the representative of the community's interests in electricityrelated matters. In terms of how to approach the negotiations,
simultaneously mobilizing the population, there were valuable
lessons on:
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Collectively reviewing the history of the black population's struggles in the region and earlier organizational experiences, and
analyzing previous successes and failures. Drawing lessons for
action implied not only a reflection on the electricity
problem but an enrichment of their knowledge by drawing
on the legacy ofcommon memories of the struggles in which
blacks had participated. Picking up on the long-standing
liberation tradition meant reaffirming the capacity of the
people and their ethnic group to defend their constitutional and civil rights.

(b) Evaluation of how the tasks were being implemented through pe-

riodical assemblies and meetings. This exercise, carried out on
an ongoing basis, enabled people to learn more about the
dynamics of their communities, the existing mechanisms for
political control and the limitations and obstacles affecting
popular participation on an extended scale. Reflection on
the action made it possible to accumulate knowledge on the
day-to-day processes, problems, fears and limitations involved in taking collective action. But more importantly,
reflection revealed the key role of culture in its different
manifestations as a factor of resistance to oppression and as
a tool for strengthening forms ofstruggle. This kind of reflection made it possible for each experience to yield lessons on
participation. On this level of analysis, priority was given to
knowledge that, going beyond the facts and beyond the
problem at hand, placed emphasis on the collective discovery of the best courses of action. This was the dimension
that contributed most to the people's ability to learn more
about themselves as a community, to characterize themselves collectively and to discover the possibilities that would
be opened up by continuing their struggle through organized efforts.

Developing a Pensamiento Propio
Apensamiento propio, or own alternative ideology, was also a
significant part of the process. This pensamiento propio represented a consolidation of the knOWledge that was generated in
the popular consciousness. It was important, first, because
development of an ideology would make it possible to go
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beyond the immediate problem of electricity, placing it in the
context of basic rights. It was also important because a pensamiento propio, an ideology generated at the grassroots, could provide
a common grounding for different grievances, while at the same
time serving as a cementing factor in bringing together different
sectors and groups in the region interested in taking action to obtain redress for their grievances. Finally, developing a pensamiento propio was significant insofar as it required asserting concepts
and values that the people themselves had helped forge in order
to have the process become a building block in a broader social
movement. Without popular participation in defining these concepts and values, they would not have taken root in their own
consciousness.
In order for the altemative ideology to result from a collective effort throughout the research process, all forms of indoctrination and ideological imposition had to be ruled out. In
this regard the pensamiento could not be constituted by a recipe
or a set of formulas and slogans that the people could memorize
and repeat acritically. Rather, it had to be a simple consciousness
that would include the minimal and essential ingredients for further invigorating their struggle. Some aspects thai were brought
out in the course of events, and that became such ingredients,
had to do with (1) defending popular interests, (2) the community understanding the true value of its own history and culture, (3) rejecting discrimination and oppression, (4) repudiating
the traditional politicians and recognizing the need to rebuild
democratic forms of representation, (5) recognizing solidarity as\
a value, (6) reaffirming the rights to the land and to liberty, and I
(7) defending the right to public services.
These aspects, which arose in the course of the research, were
not discussed in and of themselves as cliches unconnected to the
collective dynamic, but rather were reaffirmed as circumstance
suggested them. These emerged not as a declaration of principles
that could be reproduced and distributed, but as elements discovered and generated through participation which made it possible for them to be engraved in the consciousness of the people.

Some of the Results
The participatory action-research process described here
yielded results at several levels. First, it made it possible to gather
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knowledge about an electricity problem, facilitating a successful
negotiation process with the company. The arguments, collectively designed and appropriated, were incontestable. Defeating
the computer was a triumph for the people, who demonstrated
that "yes, it did make mistakes" when at the service of policies
geared to resolving the company's problems at the expense of
the poor users. It was only by making major advances in popular
participation that pressure was successfully brought to bear on
the company to bring it to the negotiating table. These pressures
included dispatching letters with demands and requests from
hundreds of people, periodically sending delegations to the
main office, denouncing the situation in communiques and articles published in small local newspapers and bringing the
electricity problem before town councils. Yet, it was the collectivedecision to withhold payments of electric bills until the company agreed to negotiate, and to promote a regional civic strike,
that tipped the scales in favor of the users.
Given the impossibility of negotiating individually with each
of them, and wanting to avoid a worsening of the conflict that
would lead to even greater losses, the company's directors
decided to negotiate with the people's organizations.
The negotiations were held in Villarrica at a public meeting
house with hundreds of users present. For the first time the
people's spaces became the stage for negotiations. After several
meetings-also attended by municipal authorities and some
politicians, high-level company officials (including the manager)
and community spokespeople-an agreement was signed which
was beneficial to the people and which outlined procedures for
the redress of their grievances.
A second result of the process was that it re-created civil
society and broadened grassroots democracy. The process stimulated the rise and strengthening of popular organizations and the
networking among them, providing methodologies for promoting popular participation. The Users Committees, for example,
have supported the indigenous peoples' struggles for recovering
their territory, and the protest marches of peasants from the Cordillera Occidental whose farms were flooded by construction of
a dam. They have also promoted discussions among the
peasants, encouraging them to refuse to sell their lands to the expanding sugar interests and to insist on access to the land.
Likewise, they have stimulated reflection and action to confront
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educational problems and housing shortages. The Committees
have further promoted cultural gatherings and traditional festivals that had been in decline with the stepped-up
proletarianization of the peasantry. That is, the Committees have
become catalytic elements of community life, promoting wideranging popular participation by encouraging community organizations and groups to go beyond their particular interests
and join together to uphold rights that concern the community
as a whole. The Users Committees have helped develop a
regional network of grassroots organizations, which has become
the basis for a social movement.
Extending popular participation has also led to an improved
position for the common people in local power relations. The
people have become aware of the impact of their organized action on situations affecting them, and have learned of the importance of going straight to the decision-making centers without
the mediation of politicians and officials. This has been reflected
in the pressures they have continued to exercise since the
negotiation, demanding that state-owned companies be
democratized by having community representatives sit on the
boards of directors. In that sense popular participation or
"people's power" has manifested itself in an attempt to gain control of and decision-making power over public institutions
which, because of the progressive 'separation between the state
and civil society, are managed without taking the poor into account and often to their detriment.
Finally, the process contributed to developing the people's
ability to perform research and to reflect, criticize, deliberate,
negotiate and cooperate; in sum, it reinforced their ability to participate. The real guarantee that the people will be able to continue participating constructively in re-creating civil society is
their ability to engage in similar social processes, using participatory action-research. In so doing they reaffirm their
autonomy and their determination to be protagonists in the overall transformation of society.

Conclusion
The Villarrica Public Service Users Committee's campaign
for decent electric service was one ofseveral participatory actionresearch initiatives that have been carried out by grassroots or-
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ganizations with the support of committed intellectuals, not only
in the southern Cauca river valley but throughout Colombia.
Each experience has its own particularities and its own pace,
depending on the specific conditions in which it unfolds and the
techniques used. More importantly, what unites these processes
is the effort made to draw on the liberating knowledge that flows
from day-to-day experience, and is expressed in cultural and
political awareness, and thus in an increased capacity to take action. Henceforth, participatory action-research can strengthen
the social movements' ability to promote, from below, the radical changes needed for building a just and democratic society.

\
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better alternatives for action would be established.ed
The child laborers who participated in this initiative were
chosen through visits to community centers of the WeUare
Department of the City Qf Bogota, located in households, family
and/ or cottage industries and in different construction
enterprises where the children were employed.

Knowledge and the Research Process

Chapter 5
YOUNG LABORERS
IN
,
BOGOTA: BREAKING
AUTHORITARIAN
RAMPARTS
III
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Maria Cristina Salazar
This chapter is based on a PAR initiative, involving approximately 350 child laborers, from 1985 to 1987 under the
auspices of the Ministry of Labour and the National University
of Colombia in poor suburban areas of Bogota. The project was
undertaken with the collaboration of three officials from the Ministry, six social workers and the author.
One aim of our work was to establish the viability of more
critical policies geared to the protection of child laborers
(children and youngsters under eighteen years old), and to the
gradual elimination of child labor. Another main concern lay in
those organizational aspects that could further the promotion of
a social movement organized by the young laborers themselves.
It was expected that the aims and the paths to be followed would
be discovered progressively in an open-ended process where
CA

The outsider participant team tried to be conscious of the different forms of knowledge that it was utilizing: How could reliable information regarding child laborers through their own
participation in the process be obtained? How could access to
their thinking and viewpoint about reality be gained? In the first
place, efforts in this direction included the introduction of
knowledge to child labor practices and legislation in Colombia
and Bogota among those groups of child laborers that were identified. Then all members together-outsiders and insidersproduced illustrated booklets, pictures and photographs dealing
with child labor problems. Soundings on the children's
knowledge about their labor conditions and related themes took
the form of sociodramas, autobiographies, interviews and informal conversations. Reconstruction of the history of their families
and suburban surroundings was also tried. The information thus
collected was used for video tapes in which the child laborers
contributed with music selections and other activities.
This effort to obtain knowledge about the children's own experience, opinions and beliefs was a slow process that required
the establishment of more equalitarian or symmetrical relationships with and among the children and a development of trust
with members of the research team. This was possible due to a
persistent effort to communicate with the children to be present
at their training, to chat with them, to listen to their stories, jokes
and gossip and to share in their joys and fears. This meant a truly
emphatic and vivencia attitude on the part of the visiting team.
For the majority of the youngsters, this was their first experience in which their own capacity for the generation of
knowledge was stressed. Again through different pedagogical
practices the team had to insist on their inherent capability to
contribute, based on their own experiences, homes and urban
settlements as well as Colombian society. The team became in-
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creasingly convinced that the ability of the youngsters to
produce useful and/or pertinent knowledge was a real possibility. Much of our effort at the beginning of the work was
geared to make the children understand this intellectual capacity
on their own.
The child laborers then began to articulate their own personal
history about their families and their origins. They related why
they had come to the city, how they had become workers and in
what conditions. They understood readily that the expression of
their ideas and feelings, such as in the poems they wrote, was an
element of the knowledge they acquired, and, as such, formed a
justifiable basis for their world outlook.
Of course, the process was also intended to impart new
knowledge to the children. The outsider team talked about
human rights, local ethnic and cultural origins-in short,
knowledge which could help to alleviate inferiority feelings and
assert self-respect and self-esteem. This two-way formation of
knowledge almost inevitably led to its systematization, and this
likewise helped in the organizational process that was emerging.
The group then started to implement initiatives through images, video tapes and other audiovisual elements in order to
communicate their new knowledge components. Their new selfesteem helped to strengthl;m credibility in regard to their own
capacity for introducing change to their surroundings, and to
stimulate hope for the establishment of organizations of young
laborers which would promote a veritable social movement.
We therefore learned that knowledge was produced even
under conditions of timid or weak participation and, moreover,
that participatory actions can be furthered during the process itself when those concerned confront the results of their actions.
When knowledge regarding child labor possibilities was transmitted to the communities and households involved, it increased
the human mobilization potential. Thus one of the principal aims
of our work was rather quickly gained.

Research and Culture
The continuous interchange of different forms of perceiving
reality, values and beliefs, and of transmitting them from one
generation to the next, constitutes what may be called "popular
culture." This was the culture we faced in our initiative as we
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tried to understand structures of production and reproduction
of popular knowledge, often invisible to us. We asked ourselves,
how and with whom do the child laborers learn the know-how
for their work, and how do they relate it to an explanation of social life mechanisms? Surely it is not academic science
(Rodrigues Brandao 1983). Instead, we liked Eduardo Galeano's
definition (1978): culture is "the creation of spaces for men [and
women] to meet each other ... all the symbols of collective identity and memory: testimonies of what we are, prophecies of the
imagination, denouncements of what impedes us to be."
We therefore strived to engage the children in workshops
together with the outsider team, stressing creativity, art, painting, drama, puppet shows and pantomime, in search of precisely those "meeting spaces." Through paintings, mud sculpture,
stories and theater performances, we all contributed to this
search so that the child laborers would understand the need to
transform the dominant value systems, those which stress competitiveness, consumerism, sacralization of money, contempt for
the poor and exploitation of the lower strata of society.
Discussions were also held with the young workers in which
the team tried first to listen in order to encourage them to express
themselves in their own words. Team members sought the
children's own versions of their lives, their street conversations
and friendships, their feelings and impressions regarding child
labor and their relationships with employers and fellow adult
workers.
Moreover, the team found that it was not alone in this quest.
In one of the marginal urban areas in which we found child
laborers (the Southeastern poor sector of Bogota>, we discovered
several youth groups with similar aims to ours. Trying to
promote authentic expresSions of popular culture, these groups
have been able to influence a large part of the sector's population. Through collaboration with these groups, and also with the
support of art students from the National University, our
workshops became successful in that a clearer consciousness of
the young laborers' cultural identity emerged.
Finally, the youngsters were introduced to job training in
such productive skills as bread making, carpentry and
mechanics, not for individual advancement but as a collective or
cooperative effort (as explained below). This activity became a
rallying pOint for the success and permanence of the project (see
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Ministerio de Trabajo-Universidad Nacional de Colombia 1986),
since it demonstrated that PAR could be utilized with material
and intellectual profit in productive enterprises. In 1988 the Ministry gave further support and continuity to this initiative by
adopting it as official policy as well as increasing the existing
fund substantially.

Intervention for Transformation

I!,
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It was not easy to start and sustain participative processes
with the children in the activities just mentioned. The participatory researchers, the child laborers and the families all are
part of a long chain of transmission of authoritarian traits and
other patterns of subject/object domination in our lives. Our
socialization has occurred within strict up/down structural relations of domination which characterize Colombian society.
Therefore, it was not as easy as expected to break with such
authoritarian elements in the full participatory processes. For example, it may be easier to achieve a partial objective by proposing to carry out certain actions than by listening to different
opinions regarding options and alternatives. Outsiders are used
to "seeing" what should be done, and therefore are prone to
propose solutions regardless of consultation with those directly
concerned. Often the outside activists are under pressure "to
produce results" and this may quickly lead to counterproductive
effects. Authoritarian attitudes (even unconsciously) may thus
lead to actions which reproduce current domination patterns.
This tended to occur also in our experience with the children.
Evidently, the young workers were ready to accept current
authoritative ways for establishing upperflower social relations.
They felt better when they were treated as recipients of
knowledge rather than as knowledge producers, or as passive
and subordinated units with little initiative rather than as intelligent youngsters, able to innovate and help solve their own
problems. They preferred to be seen as persons who accepted indiscriminate orders, simply because these derived from positions of authority.
These attitudes in tum generated apathy and indifference in
the young workers, manifest in their lack of organizational interest and absence from meetings, and in preferring to array themselves in such traditional set-ups as a formal classroom.
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The members of the visiting team grasped the importance of
breaking such educational routines so that a more participatory
pattern would be forthCOming. This was the purpose of our intervention in the life of the youngsters and their groups. Positive
results were quickly apparent, as described above.
A major conclusion of the initiative thus refers to the importance of such progressive changes centered on emphasizing
democratic or egalitarian values against domination and
authoritarianism, since they constitute the core of autonomous
people's movements.

Skill Training and Organization
The initiative introduced rather novel ways of skill training
as a means to achieve progressive changes. We wanted to support the labor of children, not under dangerous or hazardous
conditions but in cottage industries to be managed by the child
laborers themselves. Several of the adult members of the
children's families collaborated in the implementation of two of
these industries, a bakery and a carpentry shop. Some 150
laborers (mainly those above the age of fourteen) were able to
participate in this work. They planned, discussed alternatives,
undertook organizational decisions and eventually established
four bakeries and carpentry shops under the new rules of selfdetermination and control. With the help of soft loans from a special Ministry of Labour fund, the shops have been functioning
well after two years, generating income for the children and their
families.
We wanted to support such economic and cultural organizations which would offer at least partial solutions to young
laborers' problems. Within an organizational context it would
appear feasible to implement participatory activities. Since some
work in the community centers of the Welfare Department of the
City of Bogota had been undertaken with the same purpose, we
encouraged links with youth groups in those centers to establish
jointly the necessary conditions for the initial launching of a pertinent social movement.
In the PAR process to reach the goal of autonomy for youth
groups able to create their own organizations and to influence
their future requires continuous efforts by all those involved. We
began to work patiently in the communities to which the child
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laborers belonged, mostly in the neighborhoods surrounding the
community centers. Initial issues for launching a social movement with child laborers in mind were their heavy work
schedules, the long distances they had to travel as well as the environmental conditions, especially in brickmaking and house
construction. Likewise, exploitative and authoritarian attitudes
among superiors and officials were targeted for criticism.
After their aW;lreness was raised, the child laborers and their
families were able to unmask the often hidden exploitation of
their labor. It was then easy for them to transfer such discoveries
to other authoritarian aspects of Colombian institutions and culture, even within their own homes. Of course, the changes
achieved during the project were modest and quite limited in
scope; we are aware that they are only part of the more fundamental ones that are necessary for social transformation at a
macro level. But we think that some changes on the periphery
will affect the social space of economics and politics.
Thus the base of a social movement of young workers in
Bogota was established through the knowledge and skills obtained, and through the organization and actions in which our
young laborers participated. The unveiling of the latent political
ethos of our work became apparent as the initiative advanced.
As stated above, the movement did not come to full fruition because the visiting team had limited time. Now the organized
children would have to carry on, together with their families and
communities.
The aspirations set forth at the beginning of this essay nurtured individual hope and facilitated common effort. They
stimulated a feeling of viability in collective and/ or associated
action. At least, the child laborers participating in the project now
know that they are not alone, that their problems are shared by
others and that they are capable of specific actions to transofrrn
their reality.

Some Notes on Participation
Again, it was not easy to obtain the participation of the child
laborers in gaining knowledge over social processes. Several
months passed after the launching of the idea, and only after they
had put their trust in the PAR team and in their own capabilities,
did the children begin to conceptualize about social and
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economic conditions. They asked themselves: What can we do
with the knowledge we have acquired about social relations and
labor conditions? How can we improve? How can we seek the
support of fellow youth and laborers? These questions revealed
new expectations which may be seen as results of the initiative's
emphasis on participative aspects of knOWledge production. Indeed, we were privileged to witness first-hand the generation of
feelings of self-respect among the young laborers, and we found
evidence of change in their old feelings of resignation. Passive
and submissive attitudes started to give way to self-esteem and
hope. But it was necessary to perSist with them. These results underline the importance of continuity and broadening of scope in
PAR efforts. There is a need to find ever new spaces for participation, emphasizing symmetrical relationships.
There were some other byproducts in this search. For example, the schools and cooperatives attended by the children
started to reflect some of this horizontality. There were noticeable effects also in the self-management schemes for the cottage
industries, in cultural activities and among the young
laborers'informal groups in community centers. It is through organizational processes that the extension of participation can be
achieVed. New solidarity networks, a sense of community
belongingness and new meanings regarding the public sphere
are some of the components of those processes.
The positive impact of authentic participation for the
development of the personality of the young laborers was
another main finding of the project. The children were able to assimilate different experiences from those they knew, including
the freedom and ability to express their own views about their
situation. To be treated with trust and respect by the outside PAR
team and other officials and adults, was an important condition
for this achievement. Perhaps one can say that these child
laborers were thus able to experiment democracy a bit more
authentically.
The Colombian government, represented in this case by the
Ministry of Labour, had not practiced with this type of
democratic participation, in spite of the verbal emphasis placed
on the general concept itself (Fals-Borda 1988). Participation was
understood mainly in terms ofsocial control and mass manipulation by the central government, so derived from traditional
up/down development ideology. Of course, (his developmental
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ideology has severe limitations. Thus it becomes important always to define with clarity what is meant by participation. In
general, for us it is above all an egalitarian philosophy of life
designed to break unjust or exploitative power relations and to
achieve a more satisfactory kind of society.
Despite their official patronage, in our instance the
governmental institutions involved in this PAR initiative did not
question the radical participative approach which our team advocated. On the contrary, the officials involved accepted the critical premises of the idea, perhaps for lack of other feasible
alternatives and in view of previous development failures.
Together with us, they rejected some classical academic research
techniques, such as sample surveys and questionnaires, which
had proved of little use. We therefore found that there may be a
margin for innovative action, even in state institutions depending on the technical and ideological orientation and personal
flexibility and commitment of officials involved. However, the
survival possibilities of these officials may be subject to changes
of administration or to the whim of higher dignitaries who may
see threats in such innovations.
Moreover, as youth organizations are more qualified and advanced in their material and intellectual objectives, they can become collective counterparts to official agencies and extend more
authentic participatory processes. As Borja (1986) has said, proof
of the participative will of a government derives from the
economic and material support it lends to popular organizations,
as well as from their juridical recognition, avoiding the imposition of dependency ties on those organizations.
The young laborers involved in this initiative demonstrated
that a more authentic participation is possible when at least the
following conditions are present: (1) a finnly based expectation
of individual and communal progress; (2) the establishment of
adequate institutional or organizational mechanisms; and (3) an
active recognition by the state of human rights for self-improvement and collective advancement (Salazar 1987, 1988).
In our case the idea was not so much to attain such far-flung
purposes as "revolution" to achieve feasible solutions to daily
concrete problems. This does not deny the "revolutionary" potential of such changes, especially if they accumulate and acquire
visibility in a macro dimension such as that provided by a
regional, national or international sociopolitical movement.
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Such a cauSe for significant transformation, of course, calls for
additional organizational methods, resources and vision.
Under our concrete conditions, it is possible to generate a
movement of young and child laborers through skill training and
associative production forms. This movement may contribute to
new positive patterns of social relations, leading to necessary
transformations even at the authoritarian State level.

Action and Participatory Research

Chapter 6
ACTION AND
PARTICIPATORY
RESEARCH: A CASE OF
PEASANT ORGANIZATION

The present chapterl is based upon an experience of popular
education and rural development in peasant communities in the
department of Ayacucho in Peru,2 beginning in 1977 and continuing to the present time. However, the political events which
have occurred in Ayacucho since 1982, and which can be characterized as a "dirty war,,,3 forced the participants to change substantially some methods of their work. But the main objective of
the project, which was to reinforce the communities' efforts to
organize politically, was unaltered. The experiences we describe
here occurred primarily in the first years of the project from 1977
to 1982.
Three basic principles are essential in developing a project of
true popular education and of participatory action-research:
•

Recognizing the potential for change in peasant communities
as well as the positive and recoverable aspects of their
economy, social life and culture. Our working methodology,
therefore, was based on this potential rather than the negative and non-recoverable aspects, which are also all too evident in peasant communities.

•

Developing educational activities with the full and active
participation of the peasants. Instead of following pre-established objectives and goals, we worked with a sufficiently
flexible methodology that would permit the peasants to participate in the elaboration, execution and evaluation of different activities.

•

Creating a horizontal educational process from teaching to
learning through a continuing dialogue between professionals and peasants. In that sense we accepted the existence
of a critical consciousness on the part of the peasants. We
started with the premise that both professionals and peasants
possess a range of valid information. At the same time, both
share critical and mistaken elements about the problem of
development and alternative solutions. Only in an open
process of critique and self-critique is it possible to develop
these alternatives meaningfully.

Vera Gianotten and Ton de Wit
For peasant communities in the Peruvian Andes, the title of
Ciro Alegria's novel Broad and Alien Is the World (1941) is still valid
today. Alegria tellingly describes the heroic resistance of indigenous communities against the unjust expropriation of their
lands and the permanent disregard for their culture. Despite the
fact that Peru passed agrarian reform statutes in 1969 to break up
large estates and abolish feudal forms of exploitation, peasant
communities continue to be impoverished and exploited. Under
these circumstances, the communities have developed different
mechanisms for survival, resistance and struggle. Within this
context, we began to work and to come to understand this Andean world that in the beginning was also "broad and alien" to
us.
/;4.
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We came to discover, however, that one essential element was
lacking in our work. We were missing a major dimension to the
relationship between theory and practice. Theoretically, we
knew that the problem of "development" is a political one. Writ-
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ings on peasant movements (Kapsoli 1977; Wolf 1969;
Landsberger 1978) were sufficiently clear in this respect. But
these works were analyses of researchers on historical
phenomena and processes. They did not help us to translate
theoretical assumptions about the revolutionary and political
potential of the peasants into a methodology for educational
work and promotion of economic, social and political change.
A critical dimension to our own experience helped us establish one more hypothesis. From the beginning, we recognized the
importance of the peasant community and its organizational
potential. We did not make any proposals to create organizations
parallel to the existing community in order to carry out the
project. This practice permitted us to see more clearly the political potential of communal and inter-communal organizations.
Our basic hypothesis expressed, therefore, the possibility of
strengthening and developing communal and inter-communal
organizations as political instrumentalities of the peasants
capable of achieving the social changes they sought.
The present essay is not the result of a research project that
has been elaborated in some research center. In other words, our
work was not centered on the research or the researcher but
rather on the action and the "beneficiary group." In that sense our
work was not neutral.
Promoters of participatory research have abandoned explicitly the idea of scientific neutrality and argued that "the object of the research" has to be included as a subject. Proceeding
in this way, factual data would be more reliable and greater objectivity in research would be achieved (Hall 1981). However,
despite the fact that the principles of the participatory research
have served as an important frame of reference for our own
work, we have not used them as techniques to improve the
quality of the research. Since our work was not designed as a research project, we were able to use participatory research as a
methodological tool for action. We approached the problem of
peasants' participation and organization in a qualitative
perspective and on the basis of our direct involvement in the social and economic reality of the peasants.

Participation and Organization
Social researchers can select from the different major forms
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of such research-descriptive, applied or participatory-the one
that promotes participation of the popular sectors. In doing so
they will need to establish that their research in fact will lead
toward the practice of social transformation.
There is no doubt that the new approaches of participatory
research have overcome some of the weak points of the initial
proposals of participant observation and action-research. Nevertheless, the fundamental problem resides in the interpretation of
how to understand the necessity of organization. Participatory
research has transcended the participant observation in relation
to the researcher and the object as well as in the form of the
production of new knowledge.
However, the structural effect that these approaches could
have cannot be achieved in a restrictive participatory project. The
limits of the project have to be transcended, that is to say, participatory research has to be placed in a broader context of political participation and organization of the popular sectors.
The political organization and the actions organized by the
popular sector are, in the end, both a strategy and an objective of
the participatory project-be this research or education.
Within the framework of participatory research we can distinguish different approaches or "participatory models;' for example: the Thematic Research (Freire 1982); the Militant
Observer (R. and M. Darcy de Oliveira 1982); the Systematic
Devolution (Fals-Borda 1981); and the Participant Questionnaire
(LeBoterf 1981). All of these approaches have been used in the
project in Ayacucho in different phases of the process and with
major or minor degrees of success.
However, carrying out participatory research with a commitment to the popular sectors is done not only through the application of a pre-established methodological model. A participatory
project also has to be continuously sensitive to the kind of participation and organization being promoted in practice. In this
way specific steps and phases can be changed and improved
throughout the project.
The concept of participation is often focused on the insertion
of the professional researcher (however committed) into the
group under research and the participation of this group in the
researcher's project.
The insertion of the researcher is an old technique of participant observation and does not guarantee that the research in
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effect is committed to the interests of the group under research.
All too often the participation of the beneficiary group is
restricted.
In these kinds of projects one often hears that popular groups
do not display sufficient interest in .participation. Therefore
manipulative techniques are used in order to stir up their interest (for example, audiovisuals).
In our experience it is not necessary to come up with such
techniques (often called "participatory techniques"), provided
the popular group is responsible for the research.
In one of the communities where we were working, an acute
problem affecting the already precarious economic situation of
all the community members emerged. The problem was a disease fatal to all of their sheep, so contagious that only a collective treatment could be successful.
In order to attack the disease, the community members discovered that it was necessary to tabulate the number and owners
of the different types of livestock. Therefore, the Community Assembly-the peasant organization-decided to carry out research that would document the economic, social and
technological nature of the community.
The Community Assembly decided to establish various commissions in accordance with.the issues to be investigated: a community census, natural resources, possession of land and
livestock, customs and traditional (domestic) medicine. The
commissions in charge of land and livestock possession were
made up of community elders and young community members.
The latter participated in these commissions because they kne"'{
how to read and write, whereas the presence of elders guaranteed an accurate inquiry since their status in the community
would encourage all the families to give correct information.
Likewise, some of the elders were integrated in the commission customs because they knew about customs that were fast
disappearing. In the commission for traditional (domestic)
medicine, apart from the young who could read and write, handle a microscope and make some of the more complicated calculations, the assembly decided that women should participate as
the key informants on domestic remedies and treatments used
in the community for animal and human health.
When the information was collected, it was organized and
analyzed. To give an example of how these commissions worked,
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here are the consecutive steps that were followed by the commission on traditional or domestic medicine:
(a) Systematic collection of information on the incidence of disease in livestock in the region.
(b) Compilation of existing knowledge about herbs and
medicinal plants appropriate for the treatment of disease in
livestock.
(c) Analysis of the causes of the disease. The professionals argued that the illness was caused by polluted water, whereas
the community members stated that it was a punishment of
the Wamani (the Mountain God). Both explanations were
taken into account.
(d) Analysis of the domestic treatments. Analysis was done
both in the field through empirical tests in the community
(a field laboratory had been installed) as well as in official
laboratories where the active elements of a plant or herb
were defined.
After pinpointing which treatment served best to attack the
disease and sharing the findings with all of the community members), an analysis was made to ascertain the most appropriate alternative within the framework of the peasant economy.
In all of this research work, both the community members
and the promoters had a critical yet creative task, seeking out
which advances in science and existing technologies could be
useful in generating new knowledge through the acceptance or
rejection of eXisting knowledge. The experience showed that it is
not so much the Simplicity of the techniques that defined the research as participatory research, but rather the fact that the
topics, methods and implementation were all decided by the
peasants themselves. They themselves systematized their experiences and generated new choices and new actions in a
process of joint reflection. In this way they created, through a permanent process of education and research, their own intellectuals, educators and researchers. In the same way we saw how
popular knowledge, empirical knowledge and myths and
beliefs, stemming from the political and economic reality of the
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community, could be transformed into functional scientific
knowledge.
The research was participatory not only in the sense that the
population participated in it or that the research was based on
popular knowledge and their social and economic reality. Rather,
the research became an organic part of the community which appropriated the research activity as its own. We could dearly observe in the whole process that the role of the professionals was
transformed into the role of facilitators as the community assumed responsibility for the research without denying the important role of the professionals.

Action and Organization
Another subject in the discussion on participatory research
is action. While at the theoretical level there is agreement that
such research has to be a permanent process of reflection and action, different interpretations emerge in actual practice.

• An educational interpretation. The action is referred to as an
educational process implemented after the research has been
carried out.
• A developmental interpretation. The research can evolve into a
new style of "development aid" in which the existing
problems are analyzed only at the local level, in the belief that
the community can be isolated from the global economic context. The action is therefore referred to as the satisfaction of
some basic needs without considering its structural dimensions.
• A party interpretation. The action is reduced to a political party
action in which the researcher, as a political agitator, becomes
a mere proselytizing agent, contenting himself with the number of persons he has been able to enroll in his party.
In the beginning we still perceived action as an educational
process while research was concerned with applied research.
When later on we related the training and research activities to
concrete development projects, we thought it sufficient to organize the peasants around these projects. Subsequently we
found out that action had to be considered as an organized politi-
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cal action. We did not, however, propose the party as the only
valid alternative for organizing the peasants politically, but
rather relied on the traditional communal organization.
In recovering the political and economic potential of this
traditional social structure, it was possible to relate the research
to an organized political action that went beyond the communal
organization. In this way we were able to insert our program into
an organized action of the peasants themselves: the inter-eommunal organization.
Often the mobilization achieved by a researcher, or through
the projects that he or she began within the community, collapsed
once the researcher left, especially if there was no established
political organization to provide continuity. This can happen in
programs that perceive the importance of organization only in
relation to concrete project goals, or consider the party to be the
only valid political organization.
The first approach separates participation in the program or
in a concrete project from the peasants' participation in the larger
society. For that reason, participation of the peasants usually
turns out to be temporary, resulting in an organizational structure that has been imposed rather than taking into account the
indigenous organization of the peasants.
The second approach also poses problems. On the one hand,
there are those who work in a region where no such organizations exist and who believe they are doomed to work independently without having a frame of reference to a political
organization. On the other hand, in those regions where there is
political (party) activity, they will encounter a bureaucratic and
dogmatic party structure that generally is not well disposed
toward research activities with the popular sectors unless it involves indoctrination (see also, Arizpe 1978).
Participatory research and popular education are in a state
of permanent tension, attempting to create an appropriate
relationship between research and action. This tension not only
presents a methodological problem but also an ideological one,
and in practice it is difficult to classify programs of participatory
research or of popular education in accordance with the type of
action they are trying to promote.
A merely educational action can turn into an organized
movement of the peasants. A restricted action of "development
aid" can become a political action. A participatory project can be
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"reformist" at one moment and "radical" at another. Likewise, it
:;an be ':ra,?ical" in one political context, while it is con.sidered
reformISt m another. In all of this, several factors, both mternal
and external, are likely to be significant.
. In th~ majority of participatory research or'p.op~ar education proJects, mOdels are applied to the participation of the
beneficiary group, focusing only on actions planned by the insti~tion p~omo.ti~g the project. This kind of approac~ ~ ti~d, exphCltly or ImphCltly, to the notion of restricted partIcIpatIOn of
the beneficiary group in the society as a whole without aiming
at a change in existing power structures.
Projects that perceive only restricted participation of the
beneficiary group in the program can easily isolate the objectives
of the project from its political context. They lose sight of the main
question: participation in what and for what? In this way participatory projects can constitute a new form of "development
aid" in which peasants are obliged to participate in something
which is useful and important according to the conception of
"development" of the institution sponsoring the project.
The objective of our work has been to contribute to the
elaboration of a "participatory model" that helps to achieve
popular participation expressed in political organization of the
peasants. Therefore, our suggestions and proposals go beyond
the limits of the Specific projects to existing power structures in
society as a whole.
. . Aiming at an organized political actio~ me.a~s t~a'.. ~ar
tlcIpatory research interprets the concept of partiCIpatiOn m a
different way from more restricted projects. For this type of participatory action-research, participation is intimately linked to
the political organization of the peasants in the larger society. In
a.ccordance with the objectives and purposes of po~~lar educa~lOn, th~ search for major participation by the benefiCIary g~o.up
m a project started by an external intellectual can only be JUstified
when this technique leads to the emergence and consolidation of
organized popular participation.

Peasant Organization
vy~en ~~CUs.sing political participation by the pe~an.t co~
muruties, It IS nlkessary to explain the type of organIZation mvolved. In the same way that we argued the importance of taking
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the popular knowledge as a starting point for the generation of
new knowledge, we urge that participatory research be based on
and related to traditional or community organizational structures since these social structures have sufficient capacity to be
transformed into political organizations of the peasantry.
In light of the actual conditions in Latin America, it is important to clarify why we do not limit ourselves to political parties
or to syndicates or unions as the only types of organizations able
to defend the interests of the popular sectors of society. The
problematic and often conflicting relationship between popular
education and political parties is due, on the one hand, to the
reformist character of popular education and, on the other, to the
proselytizing and revolutionary rhetoric of political parties.
Overestimating the role of the party, many political militants
fail to take into account the fact that peasants possess a range of
other organizational forms. Nor do these militants appreciate the
role that these typically non-party organizations can play in the
process of transfonning power relations.
But popular educators, who would reject the bureaucratic
and authoritarian domination of the party over their educational practices, often did not understand that they could not work
in isolation from popular organizations. Limiting the organizing
aspects of their work to organiza tions providing social benefits
or assistance (such as mother clubs, saving clubs, credit cooperatives, communal enterprises), educators forgot that popular
education can also include the politiciZing of the popular sectors.
Since it cannot organize the peasants around the educational and
participatory objectives of a social change initiative, popular
education is not an end in itself.
In order for popular education to have a meaningful political component, experience has shown that it must develop its
educational work within existing peasant organizations. Effective projects should relate participatory research work to the
natural or spontaneous organization of the community (as well
as to syndicalist and party organizations when these are present
in the area). It is not a question of creating new educational and
organizational substructures. It is much better to try to reinforce
existing popular organizations or movements.
The experience of a communal craft enterprise at Sarhua is a
clear example of the importance of peasant organizational structure. We became involved in the enterprise through a consult-
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ation with a donor financing agency that had funded the
enterprise since 1979. Acommunity member with a great deal of
initiative had negotiated the project with the agency through
some professionals in Lima. The principal craft of 5arhua,
painted panels of wood expressing communal celebrations and
customs, was little known, and the few shops that sold the panels
in the capital obtained them from some fonner community members who had migrated to Lima. Prices were rather high since the
shops demanded high profit margins. The agency followed an
operating principle that they only financed beneficiary groups
directly and did not work with professional promoters in the
community. But the agency did rely on professionals in Lima and
on the as yet unsubstantiated premise that the promotion of communal enterprises would support productive activity and other
organized aspects of community life.
Although there is a collective organization in the peasant
community, this does not mean that economic activities can be
collective. In reality economic activity is based on the domestic
family unit. 50 there is a dialectical relationship between the individual family and the collectivity of the peasant community.
Furthennore, the peasant economy is characterized by a low
level of specialization of tasks. At the level of the domestic unit,
activities are organized according to the agricultural and cattlebreeding calendar. Within the community there might be some
members with little access to other productive resources who
give more time to some "specialized" activities. And the majority
of the peasants in 5arhua do work at crafts (or selling labor in the
city) in periods of reduced agricultural and cattle-breeding activity.
In craft production the whole peasant family fulfills various
functions. But craft-related activity is not a constant continuous
economic activity. Only during certain months of the year are
crafts produced. Nor is it a sufficiently specialized activity that
production of crafts in a collective fonn would offer scale advantages.
5arhua was a very well-organized community with communal authorities and peasant leaders that were respected by all
the community members. But the community member, who
lived in Lima and undertook to negotiate the project, did so
without the understanding or consent of the community. The
project was initiated without any significant local involvement.
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Outside of the communal organization, only some festivities that
accompanied the project in the inauguration and some "evaluation" visits of the financing agency were remembered by the community.
Thus the project lost its first objective, that of being a communal project, since there was no communal control or management. Even if this could have been developed through a process
of training and reflection, a fundamental problem remainedthe concept of craft production as a collective activity. We therefore started to make an analysis of the problems in craft
production-its potentialities and different aspects of the
production process as a whole (from the purchase of raw
material through to marketing)-with the community members
through training courses and group discussions.
From the analysis some important conclusions were drawn:
•

Craft production was only partially set aside for the market,
the other part being for domestic use.

•

Craft production was considered as a complementary activity within the peasants' family economy. All of the community members were producers of crafts, but nobody was
exclusively dedicated to this activity.

•

The principal problems of craft production were not so much
centered around the production itself, but rather around the
purchase of the raw material and the marketing. It was, for
example, difficult to obtain wool to knit ponchos and woolen
clothes, and every community member had to travel long
distances to buy it. By overcoming this problem major
surpluses could be produced, but in order to market them
neither the community nor the enterprise funded by the
donor agency had appropriate mechanisms.

•

Activities undertaken through this project had little to do
with the solution of these problems. In the enterprise
workshops with textile mills for weaving had been installed,
but investments were of little use since community members
had their own looms in their homes. The functions also had
been specialized. The promoter of the project was also the
manager of the enterprise, and the craft activity itself was
divided between laborers for weaving and laborers for panel
painting. This division of labor could be worked out finan-
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cially, as the agency paid the salaries. However, the labor
division did not have anything to do with the needs of the\.
craft activity, and indeed threate~ed the existence of "proletarianized peasants.

•

The eight peasants who worked in the "enterprise" left the
agricultural and cattle-breeding activities to their families in
order to obtain a good salary as a "craft laborer." Therefore,
not only was the enterprise an expensive undertaking for the
financing agency; it did not generate any jobs and even less
capital. And because it was planned as a communal enterprise,
it caused a whole series of conflicts inside the community.

After having analyzed the specific errors that were committed and the existing problems in craft production in general,
the peasants and the professionals planned to reorganize the
enterprise with two main tasks: the purchase of the raw materials
and the marketing of products. The reorganized communal
enterprise left the production itself in the hands of the peasant
families that could produce crafts in accordance with their individual needs, but acquired raw materials and marketed the
final products in a collective way. In the production process, assistance and training would be offered in order to increase the
quality of the craft products.
This alternative was a result of evaluation and analysis by
the peasants and the professionals of the main problems of the
community. All recognized that tl\e marketing was a central
problem to the production of crafts. The cornriiunity also sought
more negotiating power with the larger society through the
enterprise, which became an organic part of the community.
Provided that we did not try to alter "from above" the basis of
the peasant economy in either its organizational or its productive aspects, it was possible under this alternative to increase the
economic potential of the peasant community. In the discussions
and workshops, community members soon discovered that the
reorganized communal enterprise could also perform well in cattle-breeding and other agricultural activities through both the
collective marketing of products and the collective purchase of
inputs.
During the whole process, the professionals did not do anything other than stimulate and assist in making a thorough
analysis of the actual functioning of the enterprise and its future
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possibilities. More complicated or technical functions, such as
financial accounting, were left to the professionals who later
trained the leaders to handle these tasks themselves. The reorganization proposal did not contemplate specific activities for
the professionals. Community members, accustomed to working within communal organizational structures, were perfectly
capable of managing this form of collective production and
marketing, provided that it was in accordance with established
patterns of social organization of work under the control of the
communal assembly.
This experience of the relationship of popular educa tion, participatory research and a participatory development project with
existing popular organizations-be they spontaneous, traditional or organic-helps to overcome the pessimism of popular
educators as far as class consciousness and disposition to organize is concerned.
In many Third World countries, there are complex social
relationships involved in productive activity. Neither the
peasants nor the dominant sectors are clearly positioned as the
fundamental forces of society. Therefore, it is necessary to begin
with an understanding of existing social groups and organizational structures in the local community and the economic
rationality which guides the lives of the people of the community. Equally important is recognizing the distinctive character and collective experience of each community and thereby
resisting the temptation to impose ideas or approaches that may
have worked elsewhere.
It is to these existing social groups and organizational structures that participating research must relate. Truly effective instrumentalities for change and resistance must emerge from the
specific organizational experience of the peasants. In this way
they will have the ability to resist actively and in an organized
way those proposals for change that do not take into account
their immediate and historic interests as a social group. At the
same time, it is through such organized poli tical action that
peasant communities carry on the struggle for change in the existing power structures.
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Concluding Notes: The Importance
of Permanent Reflection
In the concrete examples that we have described above, we
have been able to observe how difficult it is to characterize a participatory program of popular education without taking into account the process through which the program passes. The
relationship between the members of the outside institution or
agency and the so-called "beneficiary group" changes in each of
the different stages. By description and analysis of this process,
it is possible to clarify various theoretical concepts and establish
different practices of participatory research and other participatory programs of rural development.
As stated in an UNRISD study, the concept of "participation"
cannot be identified as an "actual social reality" (UNRISD 1981:
5). Rahman also supports the proposition that, considering the
complexity of participation, this concept can be explored but not
explicated through a formal definition (Rahman, 1981: 43). We
have seen through our own experience that there is no one model
appropriate to all types of participatory programs. Nevertheless,
we can make some generalizations about methodologies that
have been used and about the underlying ideology in each

methodology.
Van Heck observes 0979: 33) that a characteristic of participatory programs is that they are based on a methodology and
not an ideology. However, this statement denies that the form of
participation and the type of organization being promoted by
these programs are shaped by ideology. In other words, an ideology underlies every methodology.
We pointed out, for example, that programs of popular
education are often in tension with political action. This tension
is not only a methodological problem but also an ideological and
a political problem. In this chapter we have attempted to
demonstrate that it is not at all easy to bring into line educational practice and research with the theoretical analyses or the political statements. Nevertheless, we have also tried to demonstrate
that it is possible to connect restricted objectives of peasant participation and organization with a more global objective, which
is the political organization of the peasants in the larger society.
A third aspect that we have pointed out is that the achievement
of this political objective is a long process of moving forward and
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back, because of a continuing tension between theory and concrete practice.
The analysis of our own experience has shown that the ultimate goal of our educational and research work can only be the
formation and strengthening of peasant organization within
emerging popular movements. Therefore, we searched for a
means of transcending the relationship between the professional
and the peasant so that we would arrive at a new level that would
lead to the participation of the intellectual in the process of
change.
Our theoretical concepts of participatory research and our
educational practice met in a coherent theoretical-practical work
project, where participation was understood as "the strengthening and the support of the standing communal order ... [through
which] the experiences [of the peasants], and their organizational practices aiming at the affirmation of their rights and struggles give rise ... with the support ... of the agents of popular
education [to] the popular movements ... "(Rodrigues Brandao
1983: 101). In order to participate effectively in the process, it has
been necessary to analyze the different contributions made by
"popular knowledge," "critical consciousness" and the "organic
intellectual." This approach will only be successful if we start
from the peasants' point of view and if we insert ourselves into
the existing indigenous organization.
If we aim at peasant organization as the principal objective
of our work, it is possible to avoid errors and limitations in
popular education and participatory research.
That lesson emerges clearly from our described concrete experience in five years of educational work and participatory research with peasant communities in the Peruvian Andes. We end
this chapter by summarizing other important conclusions from
that experience.
A critical element in the methodology we followed has been
a continUing effort at reflection based on analysis of action. We
did not start off with a pre-established model; neither did we
know in advance what phases we would go through or any sequences. We did, however, constantly reflect upon our own actions. We established the same mechanism for the group of
promoters as well as the peasants involved in the program. In
this process we continued to be "activists" in the sense that concrete work was also performed in the field-education, research
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and promotion. The promoters, the known "activists" of participatory programs, developed an "attitude of research and
questioning;' reflecting constantly on their own functioning.
Likewise, the peasants were never forced to participate in the
program; neither were they organized in order to execute some
small project without having the opportunity to reflect on their
own actions and on the program that was intervening in their
lives. Having created a space that pennitted the peasants "to raise
their own voices;' we avoided prejudging our program as being
correct, and we also avoided generating among the peasants a
passive attitude of resistance. Catalyzing a "questioning attitude"
among the peasants has resulted in a complete change in the
original proposal, and also guaranteed that the peasants could
assume the program as their own.
The continuous reflection of all the people involved in the
process has meant that the peasants did not end up depending
on an outside institution. As Oakley and Marsden (1984) point
out, while many participatory programs emancipate the
peasants in their relationships with some institutions in power,
at the same time they establish a new form of dependency on the
promotional institute. As we have seen in the analysis of our own
experience, it is important to visualize from the beginning a future relation of independence between the peasants and the
program concerned. By the very fact that in theory we understood "participation" as our participation in the development
process of the peasants, it was possible in practice to review our
relation with them in order to be sure that they would not depend
onus.
Within the inter-communal meetings, we did not exclude
ourselves as an institution with which the peasants might have
a clash of interests. A strong peasant organization would also be
able to negotiate with us about the form and the type of our participation in their development process and political organization.
From the beginning we incorporated continuing evaluation
in our work. But the most important consideration was not so
much the methods of evaluation as the objects of our evaluation.
Thus we evaluated thoroughly such activities as the execution of
the projects, the performance of the planned training courses,
concrete advances in different phases of research and fulfillment
of the agreements between the communities. Even more impor-
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tant were the questions related to the incongruities that existed
between our educational, research and promotional practices,
and our theoretical discourse on participation, organization and
rural development.
Participation means not only the involvement ofthe peasants
in the activities of the project. It means also that the base organization or project activities must be related to the political organization of the peasants in the society as a whole. We evaluated
both advances and reversals and obstacles and facilitative actions, taking into account:
(a) The role of the promoter.
(b) The role of the peasants, both of authorities within the com-

munity as well as the peasant group as a whole.
(c) The role of the communal organization and its political

potential and inter-eommunal organizations.
(d) The role of the institution that sought to change its role from
intervening institution to that of facilitator.
This process of continuous reflection has pennitted us to
diminish the incongruities between our theoretical statements
and our concrete practice. When we analyzed the logic of peasant
production, we saw that it did not confirm a presumed inefficiency in peasant agriculture. Peasant production incorporates
economic, social and organizational elements. As a whole, it represents popular knowledge based on historical experience with
agriculture and ecology and on those elements in the peasant
economy that can in some measure be controlled by the community, such as work force, controllable natural resources and
cultural identity.
This popular knowledge does not represent a static world
view; it has adapted itself continuously to new conditions and
new situations. Nor is it a "pure knowledge;' free of values of the
dominant culture, since one of the most important characteristics of the peasant economy is its relation to the society as a whole.
Our experience has underscored the validity of taking as a
methodological point of departure the positive and recoverable
elements of existing communal organizations. Practice itself has
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II"

shown that communal organization is capable indeed of shaping the social organization of production. It would not have been
correct to impose new organizational forms supposedly to
respond better to the economic, social and technological requirements of the actual development process in which the peasant
communities have to be "incorporated." Furthermore, relying on
the existing traditional organization is from our experience the
most efficient way to achieve (1) the acceptance of the program,
and (2) the responsibility for it on behalf of the peasants. There
was no imposition of new organizational structures, which
meant that there was no necessity to develop outside strategies
and techniques in order to arouse the interest of the peasants or
change their attitudes and sociocultural norms.
We have been critical in this essay of certain methodological
proposals of participatory research put forward to provide an
answer to "development" problems of the peasantry. Our experience has demonstrated the effective capacity of peasants to
organize themselves in terms of both production and political
action. Since our role was not one of leadership, it was not up to
us to define organizational models and different ways of linking
these.
During this century, peasants all over the world have been
involved in revolutionary struggles, despite contrary predictions
of peasant apathy. Although there are also analyses that prove
the political potential of the peasants, all too many studies have
been carried out in an effort to understand their weaknesses
rather than to appreciate their strength. These continue to emphasize that peasants are "resistant" to technological change, that
they do not have a "political conscience" and that they belong to
a social sector which is eminently conservative.
ls it not us, the professionals, who do not understand the
rhythms and forces of change?
Is it not us, the professionals, who do not understand this
"broad and alien world"?

NOTES
1.

For a more detailed analysis of the concrete practice and
theoretical and methodological concepts of participatory research, see Gianotten and de Wit (1985).
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This work in popillar education and rural development was
undertaken by the National University of San Crist6bal de
Huamanga as part of their project of social projection.
Teachers, students and young professionals of the faculties
of Agriculture, Education and the Social Sciences participated.
It is not the purpose of this chapter to analyze the
phenomenon of "Sendero Lurninoso" (Shining Path). The
authors have published a detailed analysis of Sendero
Lurninoso (see Gianotten, de Wit and de Wit 1985).

Glimpses of the "Other Africa"

Chapter 7
GLIMPSES OF THE
"OTHER AFRICA"*
Muhammad Anisur Rahman
Africa was staggered by a recent drought. But even before
and without the drought, African "development" did not show
much dynamism. This was possibly one reason why the drought
became such a killer-neither material nor institutional reserves
were there to absorb such a shock.
The international development assistance system is eager to
assist African societies so that a calamity of the nature of the last
crisis does not recur. There are few examples, however, where
massive international assistance has generated a development
dynamism in a country where the society has not mobilized it-

l;'~

• The author is grateful to Philippe Egger, who was closely working
for the ILO's PORP program with the movements in Senegal,
Burkina Faso and Rwanda that are reported in this chapter, for
checking the summary descriptions on these movements. This essay
is a revised and reduced version of a 24-page lLO WEP Working
Paper of the same title (WEP 10/WEP.48) published in January 1989.
(Copyright 1989, International Labour Organisation, Geneva.)
Reprinted by permission.
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self. There are many examples, on the contrary, ofsuch assistance
distorting the very orientation of a society's development thinking and effort. Wasted time and energy is expended awaiting
outside resources rather than on mobilizing domestic resources,
depending on the foreign consultant to reveal his or her wisdom
rather than taking initiatives based on indigenous knowledge
and skills, or toward misusing outside resources, the accountability of which is often tied to formal spending rather than creating worthwhile material and human assets.
The only hope of generating an authentic development
dynamism in Africa is through stimulating domestic mobilization ofsocial energy and resources. These may be sensitively supplemented by outside resources, so as not to destroy or disorient
domestic initiative but to provide complementary skills and
release critical bottlenecks.
How does such mobilization take place? It does not take
place if the State assumes the primary responsibility for initiating and implementing development, for then two negative
things happen. First, the people wait for the State agencies to
"deliver development." As the State depends upon international
assistance, the people also waste resources, time and energy in
lobbying and awaiting such deliveries instead of mobilizing
their own resources and taking initiatives of their own to move
on. Second, the State itself fails to deliver. This in tum is due to
two reasons. First, on a national scale, it never can have the
resources to deliver since its resources are comprised only of (a)
what it can get from the people (a politically dismal prospect if
the people expect the State to give them more than they would
pay for), and (b) international capital flows which are never a full
substitute for domestic resources. Further, State bureaucracies
are typically constrained to display the needed dynamism, innovativeness and flexibility in their functioning in order to become the "leading sector" in such development.
Domestic mobilization can only take place (in non-regimented societies) through people's self-mobilization. This involves the people-in convenient units of similarly situated
persons/ families, living together as a community-getting
together, reflecting upon their problems, forming some kind of
a collective structure (if this does not already exist), and taking
initiatives as a group by pooling their brains, muscles and other
resources to achieve some jointly conceived objectives. Thus they
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develop authentically, a process described more fully in the concluding section. Such structures may link at higher levels for
coordinating, planning and implementing action on a wider
scale. The pace of such development may come faster if some
complementary outside resources, by way of brains, skills and
physical resources, become available. But a forward-moving
development process need not be contingent on the availability
of outside assistance if a community would resolve to pool
together whatever they have to accomplish even a small goal.
This then becomes a psychological, proficiency-enhancing and
material basis for the next step forward. This is the people's own
praxis, the promotion of which is the fundamental objective of
PAR.

The poverty and underdevelopment of Africa is widely
known. Not so well known are some of the outstanding and inspiring initiatives of people's self-mobilization in Africa and,
hence, the potential of the African people. In this chapter information collected by the ILO's Programme on Participatory Organisations of the Rural Poor (PORP) on such initiatives in West
Africa and Rwanda, with which PaRP is collaborating (as well
as the experience of an ongoing project in Tanzania) are
presented briefly to give some glimpses of this "Other Africa."
Reference is also made to an initiative in Zimbabwe which is
presented by Nyoni in Chapter 8. The author reflects upon these
experiences in the concluding section.

The Committee for Development Action
in the Villages of the Zone of
Bamba-Thialene, Senegal 1, 2
The zone of Bamba-Thialene in the eastern part of Senegal
was struck by successive years of drought beginning in the early
1970s. The villagers in this traditionally agricultural and pastoral
area became worried as their livestock was increasingly
decimated, agricultural productivity was drastically reduced
and even the forests threatened with extinction. Many travelled,
and those who went to the north brought back chilling stories of
the fate of the villagers there who had been hit even harder by
the drought.
The fear of suffering the same fate generated an awareness
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that collective action was needed to confront the situation. This
resulted in a movement for collective self-development in sixteen villages in the zone, which is today spreading to other areas
of the country.
The process started in 1975 with a group who had returned
to the region from a trip to the north. As they dared not at first
publicly pose the questions in a society traditionally governed
by the village elders, discussions were initiated in the homes of
friends. Some of the questions posited as a guide for the people
included:
•

Where would they obtain those products not available in sufficient quantity from the forest, e.g., gamebirds, millet, cassava, wood, etc.?

•

Why was the bush not sufficient for graZing the animals?

•

What would happen if they experienced the same kind ofdifficulties as the north?

•

Why did the zone lack collective infrastructure?

•

Why did they not have productive work overall of the twe1ve
months?

The team then appointed a delegation to different parts of
the zone to conduct a census of the population, livestock, supply of seeds and other agricultural inputs from the government
store, and of all the collective needs of the population. The census, undertaken in sixteen villages that were served by the store,
gave the people much to reflect on.
By happy coincidence, early in 1976 the nucleus team met an
educated professional, who possessed a wealth of ideas and experience on people's self-development and had recently
resigned from his salaried job in search of more fulfilling work.
Visiting the group and listening to the people discussing their
problems, this "animator" eventually integrated with them to
guide their struggle. Toward the end of that year the first "subcommittee" was formed in the Bamba village.
The word spread to other villages, where people also became
interested in deepening the survey and the ongoing analysis.
Many inter-village reflection sessions were held, with sub-committees formed in other villages. After the establishment of fifteen sub-committees, the "Committee for Development Action
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in the Villages of the Zone of Bamba Thialene" (henceforth, the
Committee) was formed in 1977 as the apex body of these subcommittees.
There was an initial period of difficulty in consolidating the
organization when collective discussions were not culminating
in meaningful action. The people were frustrated and most subcommittees remained non-functional or disbanded. But after a
sub-committee of Bamba village started collective poultry farming in 1978 with the subscription of its members, other sub-committees initiated similar self-help projects in agriculture or
animal husbandry. In agriculture the traditional use of horses for
ploughing was found inefficient and was replaced first by,oxen
and then by cows. This increased the return from the members'
investment manifold, as the cows provided offspring, milk and
hides. Loans were provided to members in the form of cattle
(with repayments made in calves), thus building a revolving
fund to support newer activities. Fattening as well as marketing
programs were introduced for poultry, sheep and cattle.
After an initial period of fully self-financed activities, external financial assistance became available and the activities were
expanded. Training programs in management and accounting,
adult education, reforestation for environmental protection and
community health programs were added. The Committee,
however, is wary of becoming too dependent on outside funding, and gives great importance to the financial contribution
made to the running costs of the various programs out of such
collective projects as communal fields.
In all of this work, collective reflection has remained a most
important methodological element. Much discussion precedes
the launching of any initiative. In these reflections special attention is given to the cultural implications of an initiative, to ensure that it would not introduce a cultural shock but would be
in tune with local traditional and religious values. "Development" in this sense is not conceived as simply material change
but is seen as an evolution of the totality of the people's life.
With the assistance from the ILO's PORP program, the Committee in 1987 initiated a people's self-review of their ongOing experiences, with sessions held at the sub-committee level and
between the Committee and the sub-committees. The following
are some of the lessons highlighted in the review:
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(a) One should not await State action. The financial means of
the State are limited in relation to the needs of the different
zones. It is therefore necessary that each group reflect on
ways that they themselves can improve the conditions of
their life, search for solutions and generally take charge.
(b) The people have to organize themselves. Organization can-

not be imposed from outside with rigid rules. While it is easy
for a leader to organize the people, such organization risks
being dominated by the more able. It is better to let the
people gradually seek out the path themselves in order to
reduce this risk, according to their traditional modes, and
thus develop a natural process ofdiscussion and review. For
obtaining and sustaining the solidarity of the group, the
process is more important than the result.
(c)

Effective participation of the members is essential. Time and
space is necessary for discussion and possible amendment
concerning modes of thinking. This requires that the people
confront and collectively analyze each problem in order to
deepen a fuller understanding.

(d) One should first of all count on one's own forces. The initiative of self-development should necessarily start with the
mobilization of internal resources of the group, inclUding
their capacity to reflect, their subscriptions and savings and
their latent capacity to work.
(e) The process of seif-development has different phases, involving a slow evolution of the everyday life of the people
concerned, accompanied by the acquisition and accumulation of knowledge and other resources with a view toward
achieving liberation from all forms of dependence. This
process gives to all the right to decision-making, and insures
that action is taken immediately without waiting for outside
help.

<0 It is vitally necessary to avoid looking for aid at the very
beginning, which kills local initiatives and puts the people
in a complacent mood. Aid is necessary, but it should not inhibit the evolution of the group.
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(g) Information and training should fonn the basis of the activities conducted by the groups. Training will respond to
the preoccupations of the people. It will not reject traditional knowledge, but will seek to strike a balance between what
is positive in traditional knowl~ge and modem knowledge. In this process new privileges should not be created
in the fonn of a repository of knowledge.
(h) Infonnation rounds out the training, beginning with the
base-from the base toward the top and vice-versa-and
facilitating the taking of decisions. Then the groups will
spread the information to other groups in the country and
beyond, thus exchanging and comparing their experiences.
(I)

The base groups should be made responsible for their activities by starting with appropriate training and laying the
pennanent structure of participation in decision-making.
The nearer the decision-making to the base, the more involved are the people and the more responsible they become.

(j)

After a few years' experience, there would be reasons for
satisfaction but also for disappointment. For group members, most essential will be to have tried something together
and encountered the obstacles which, far from dividing
them, strengthened their confidence and solidarity. The actions undertaken permitted the launching of others, initially
not considered feasible when the people doubted, or were
even unaware of, their capabilities as agents of change.
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question: "How can one take as much advantage as possible of
the time available during the dry season?" The dry season in the
Sahel region is long~tober to May-when the rate of unemployment of the labor force is high, explaining much of the
poverty of the peasantry and the migration of their youth to the
urban areas.
In addressing this basic economic question, Six-S held the
view that "all action should start from what the peasants are,
what they know, what they can do, where they live and what
they want."
With motivational work and external resource assistance,
Six-S has today developed into the largest people's self-development movement in Africa. Its headquarters are in Burkina Faso,
where the movement began, and where it has (as of March 1987)
more than 2,000 groups, with an average of fifty members each
in thirty-three zones, of which about 800 are women's groups.
Each Six-S zone is under the direction of one official coming from
the ranks of the peasantry, who is paid by Six-S for the eight dry
months of each year. The official is given one or more training
courses in animation and technical skills, and is assisted by a
management committee elected by the Naam groups in the zone.
The apex body of Six-S, a council of administration, is composed
of seven founder members and the zone officials.
Basically, Six-S is promoting the development of the traditional Naam groups into progress-oriented organizations,
stimulating them to maximize the mobilization of their internal
resources and supplying technical, material and financial assistance to release critical bottlenecks. The local groups themselves
define their programs of activities, which are concentrated in the
dry, hitherto slack, season. These include:

3

The Six-S Movement in West Africa , 4, 5
In Burkina Faso there has been a tradition of mutual cooperation and community work in what are known as "Naam"
groups, which are specifically youth groups among the Mossi
people. In 1976 a group of Naam leaders and. some of their
European friends fonned the "Six_S" Association to address the
• ''Six-S'' stands for the more elaborate French phrase: Se servir de la
saison seche en Savane et au Sahel ("Making good use of the dry
season in the Savanna and the Sahel").

•

Group income-generating activities, such as vegetable gardening, stock farming, handicrafts, millet mills, grain banks,
production and sale of horsecarts, fencing and so forth.

•

Activities of communal benefit, such as constructing water
dams and dikes, anti-erosion works, wells, afforestationmost of which contribute significantly in raising the production of cereals in the rainy season also.

•

Social activities, such as rural pharmacies, primary health
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care, schools, theater and the like.

Six-S provides credit to partially support a large number of
such activities. Activities of communal benefit are subsidized
through limited cash remuneration and food in exchange for
work, and a free supply of any needed equipment. In tum, SixS gets funds from member groups' contributions and external
donors. All Six-S groups have a savings fund built with member
subscriptions and receipts from income-generating activities. As
a matter of policy, Six-S's financial assistance to any group
decreases over time with the growth of the groups' collective
fund and assets.
A particularly innovative dimension of Six-S's work is in the
area of skills promotion. When some members of Six-S's groups
master a certain technique or technology, they form a mobile
"labor-yard" school to teach the skill to other groups. Such mobile
schools exist in each of the thirty-three zones of Six-S, and every
group in a zone can request the schools to supply on-the-spot
training. Through this process new skills are spreading fast
among Six-S groups in all kinds of fields, for example, agriculture, handicrafts, health care and well construction and maintenance.
In addition, farmer-technicians are employed by Six-S
during the slack season to advise the groups and assist in their
activities. The groups can also propose to have one or more of
their members trained in a certain field, Six"S arranges the
desired training with some other group under apprenticeship or
at some specialized institution. Overall, Six-S strongly encourages and facilitates the interaction between its groups for the
exchange of experience and knowledge, and is also organizing
exchanges between countries. Self-evaluation of experiences the
Six-S groups is being promoted with the assistance of !La's
PORP program as a key educational and human developmental
method.
The visible improvement in employment, income and
socioeconomic security in the villages covered by Six-S (accompanied by a drastic reduction of youth migration from these villages), and the demonstration of such fulfilling self-mobilization
by the people, is contributing to a fast !R0wth of Six-S groups.
The movement has spread into Senegal, Mali and Mauritania as
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well, and is also linking with other self-mobilization-oriented
peasant organizations in these countries. Today initiative has
also been taken to introduce the Six-S regional movement in
Niger and Chad.

From 1'wese Hamwe to ADRI, Rwanda6,7
In 1979 an agronomist (hereafter, the promoter or facilitator)
initiated "animation" work with the people of Murambi in the
Giciye Commune of Kabaya district in Rwanda. His aim was to
generate awareness among the people about their potentials and
to stimulate action toward their self-development.
Informal groups and a tradition of mutual cooperation had
already existed in the area. The promoter's work soon stimulated
twenty-five peasant women, who had been informally organized since 1976, to constitute a cooperative called Twese
Hamwe with some forty members.
Twese Hamwe first initiated collective activities in the
agricultural field-eollective production of vegetables, maize
and the like--on land lent by the commune or rented. Gradually other activities were launched, such as marketing, milling, a
rural pharmacy, artisanal production of baked bricks, a grocery
store, grain storage facilities, poultry farming and other ventures.
Observing these initiatives, two other women's groups
pooled their savings, and with the help of the promoter managed
to obtain some external credit from an agency to set up another
grinding mill that they managed themselves.
Other groups in Giciye and another commune, Gaseke, also
interested in initiating such activities, approached the promoter
for help. A general meeting was convened of all interested
groups in the two Communes-seventeen in all. After a few
weeks, a second meeting was held and an inter-group organization, Irnpuzarniryango Tuzamuke Twese (ITT), was formed with
two representatives from each group making up its council. The
task of ITT, defined as a peasant organization for assisting its
members, was threefold: (1) to study action proposals of the
member groups; (2) to grant credits to the groups for launching
their projects; and (3) to offer various other related services.
Twelve groups joined the m, a total membership of almost
300, with membership of individual groups ranging from six to
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seventy. This included three exclusively women's groups, totaling 159 members.
Numerous people's collective initiatives have sprung up in
the two communes since then. Initial actions were generally undertaken in agriculture, comprised of collective production of
cash crops to gain cash. Tree cultivation (cypress, eucalyptus,
apple, tea) was very popular with nearly all of the groups
engaged in one or more community afforestation projects each.
Some other activities gradually initiated were grain storage, a
consumer store, livestock, marketing, furniture-making, brickmaking, one more mill (set up jointly by four groups) and the
manufacture and sale of beer. The mill particularly was a great
boon to the women, as the closest mill-grinding facility was a distance of twenty kilometers, with the result that the women were
forced to spend considerable time and energy in manual grinding. Another met need was the opening of a rural pharmacy by
several groups together, thus eliminating long walks to urban
centers.
Yet another innovation was the establishment of a savings
and credit system for the people. The savings of all groups were
initially deposited in the Banque Populaire, which had been
opened in Kabaya in 1978. But due to lack of legal status the
groups had no access to bank credit facilities to finance their
projects, and through the bureaucratic high-handedness of the
bank officials, they encountered difficulty even in withdrawing
their own deposits. Therefore, the groups sought an alternative
solution. After analyzing the problems, it was decided to set up
their own autonomous system of savings and credit, the Caisse
de Solidarite (Solidarity Bank). Members' deposits are advanced
as credit to the groups. Deposits earn a 3 percent rate of interest
per annum, with credit extended at 10 percent.
The Solidarity Bank plays a particularly important role in the
management of external funds for group projects. External funds
to support income-earning activities for the groups are now
channeled through the bank, and are considered to be the collective liability of all the groups and not only of the group using
them. This serves the dual purpose of providing a credible
guarantee to the donor against default, and also a wider collective interest that the activity of every group financed by external
credit is managed properly in order to generate the income to
enable repayment. Credit from the Solidarity Bank has so far
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been given for the purchase of mills, to set up revolving funds
for one group and another for a phannaceutical store, for the purchase of livestock for family breeding and for the improvement
of housing.
On the basis of the experience in Kabaya district, the
promoter and other colleagues and members of m established
contact with other groups of the rural poor in the country interested in learning and adopting the methods followed. This led
to the fonnation of an agency called Action pour Ie Developpement Rural Integre (ADRI). The task of this agency is conceived
as stimulating and assisting self-development efforts of the rural
population. Four directions of work have been identified: (1) to
assist animation work in the fonnation ofassociations of the rural
poor; (2) to consolidate such associations through advice, training and exchange visits; (3) to facilitate the emergence of a federation of associations; and (4) to proVide direct support to base
groups on funding and implementing collective projects of a social or economic nature.
The actions of ADRI have contributed significantly to an emphasis on the organization of the poor peasantry, and the collective initiatives by them in several areas, and to the development
of linkages among them. Assisted by ADRI, representatives of
m visited peasant groups in other regions and explained to
them their method of organization and collective action. This
stimulated the fonnation of inter-group associations in two other
areas. Several groups of potato growers in Kanama fonned an
inter-group association by the name of Impuzabahinzi, and
groups of sugarcane growers in the Nyabarongo valley fonned
an inter-group association, Abihuje. Abihuje subsequently asked
ADRI to assist them in community animation work and in training and research on the processing and marketing of sugarcane.
ADRI also contributed to the creation in 1983 of an intergroup fund, Fondation Abbe Gervais Rutunganga (FAGR),
covering groups of peasantry in Karago and Giciye which total
more than 2,300 in number. The fund is built by donations from
the peasants in cash or kind, particularly at harvest time, and is
used to serve as a distress insurance to the members of FAGR
against such events as death, fire, natural disasters, accident,
sickness or an inability to finance secondary education of
children.
Officially registered in 1985, ADRI is now actively working
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in several other areas (Gafunzo, Muyira, Satinskyi-Nyakabanda,
Lake Muhazi and Mboge, among others), assisting in the consolidation oflocal associations and providing animation work to
develop awareness among the peasantry of their self-development potentials.
8

Animators at Work in Tanzania , 9
In 1984 a government project was launched in Tanzania to
"identify the planning and implementation needs of Tanzanian
villages with a view of enabling them to initiate a self-sustaining
development based on the villagers' own resources and ultimately fulfilling the objective of self-reliance." The methodology that was conceived was for a multidisciplinary team of
researchers to work closely in dialogue with the villagers in thirty pilot villages in three districts. The project, however,
degenerated into an academic research exercise, with social researchers paying occasional visits to villages, treating the villagers as objects of inquiry, all the while presenting papers in
seminars and meetings for academic discussions without any
clear purpose.
After drifting aimlessly for more than two years, the project
requested the assistance ofthe ILO by way of methodological
guidance to stimulate self-reliant people's action. The !LO
responded by sending an expert (Mr. Tilakaratna) from the Participatory Institute for Development Alternatives (PIDA) in Sri
Lanka, with which the !LO has been closely working to develop
its conception and methodology for promoting participatory
rural development. This gave the Tanzania project a radically
new turn.
Fourteen "animators" were recruited in April 1986 from
among the field staff of a number of ministries, having
demonstrated the following qualities: a sense of commitment
and a desire to live and work in the villages; innovativeness in
work and a willingness to experiment with new approaches;
communication skills, in particular the ability to dialogue, discuss and listen to the people; flexibility and a readiness to learn
from one's own and others' experiences; and intellectual ability
and emotional maturity. These animators were given six days of
training in animation work to stimulate people's self-reliant collpctive action. The workshops consisted of no lectures but exer-
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cises in collective reflection and analysis. In particular, this interaction analyzed the implications of two models (methods of action) for field work: one an anti-participatory model with
paternalistic development workers; the other a participatory
model with animators seeking to promote people's self-deliberation and initiatives and thus learning from them. The trainees
thereafter drew up a program of action to immerse themselves
in specific village situations, to understand these situations in
depth, to identify basic issues of concern to the people's
livelihood and to analyze these issues with the people in order
to explore possibilities of collective action. They then moved into
fourteen different villages in the three districts to implement this
work program.
The difference between the "culture" of these animators and
that of government and political functionaries (who used to visit
them before) was immediately apparent to the villagers, who
responded positively by actively participating in the social inquiry and began fonning groups and taking collective economic
action without any financial input from the project. The story of
what the Tanzanian peasantry can do when appropriately
"animated" is revealing and is best told in the following extracts
from a report by Tilakaratna:8
The overall perfonnance of the PRDVL (Planning
Rural Development at the Village Level) project in its
first year has proved to be very satisfactory in comparison with the experiences of similar projects that I
am familiar with in Asia. In most project villages the
animation process has taken off and the methodology
has been well accepted by the people.... The overall
picture may be summarized as follows:
1. There are 63 active grassroots groups in the 14 vil-

lages which are in varying stages of evolution.
Some have initiated the first set of self-reliant activities, using their own resources, and distributed
the benefits while channeling a part for accumulation: Others have built up group funds and are
beginning to embark on development actions, and
still others have planned concrete actions and are
collecting funds to initiate them;
2. The size of these groups vary from three to 30 members with a concentration in the range of six to 15.
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About 30 percent of the membership of these
groups is women;
3. The primary focus of group actions currently is improvement of production and incomes. Most
groups have obtained land· from the village
governments to start group farms in extents varying from one acre to more than 30 acres. In the 198687 season, these groups cultivated more than 300
acres as group farms and in the 1987-88 season, the
total extent of group farms is estimated to rise over
500 acres. Apart from agriculture, group activities
cover a range of industrial and service activities,
such as brick-making, timber and carpentry, blacksmithing, pottery, basketl mat weaving, grain milling, tailoring, consumer shops and kiosks;
4. All group activity is self-financed. Currently there
is no dependence on outside finances except in the
case of two groups which have obtained bank
credit. Practically all groups have built up group
funds through individual contributions (in cash or
kind) and by channeling a portion of the income
from group activity. The total capital accumulated
by these groups as of the end of June 1987 can be
roughly estimated at about 1.3 million shillings
(that is an average of about 2,000 shillings [US$30l
per member) and the planned accumulation of
these groups amounts to nearly 3 million shillings
(about 4,000 shillings [US$60] per member). These
amounts include the group funds and the purchases of capital equipment for the use of the
groups. Some examples of group activity and capital accumulation are given below:
(a) A 24-member group in Ukwamani village
built up a group fund by contributing one
head of cattle by each member (cattle are a
symbol of wealth and social status and are not
used in cultivation). The proceeds from the
sale of cattle financed half the cost of a tractor;
the balance half being financed by a loan obtained from a bank on a guarantee provided
by the village government. This group cultivated a collective farm of 69 acres using the
tractor and assisted another group of 15 mem-
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bers to cultivate a 41-acre group farm. This
second group is now planning to buy a tractor using the same strategy adopted by the
first group. The activities of these two groups
has created a demonstration effect leading to
the emergence of several new groups in the
village.
(b) A 13-member group in Mhenda village cultivated a group farm with rice. Outof the total
harvest of 104 bags, 39 bags were put in a
group fund, the sale proceeds of which the
group intends to use for the hiring of a tractor
and purchase of agro-inputs to improve cultivation in the next season. The pioneeringeffort of this group led to the emergence of three
other groups which will initiate group farms
in the next cultivation season.
(c)

A 14-member group of women in Kimamba (a
sisal plantation area), who had hitherto
engaged in casual labor, negotiated with the
local authorities and obtained a swampy land
for rice cultivation. All cultivation work was
done manually. Of the total harvest of 84 bags
of rice, 14 bags were kept as a group fund and
the balance was distributed among the members (average of five bags per member) which
is adequate to provide food security for these
households until the next harvest. This was
the first time that these households were able
to obtain access to such a stock of food. The
sale proceeds from the group fund will be
used by this group to hire a tractor in the next
cultivation season, to expand the group cultivation and to reduce the workload of the
(women) group members. The demonstration
effect created by this group activity led to the
emergence of two other groups (casual
workers) who will also initiate group farms in
the next season.

(d) In Kipenzelo Village, 12 organized groups cultivated group farms totaling some 78 acres in
the 1986-87 season. These groups faced
similar problems such as obtaining fertilizer
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in time for the cultivation. In a joint effort to
solve their problems, the groups formed a
committee (called the Village Implementation
Committee), consisting of a representative
from each of the groups with an elected chairman. This committee negotiated with the village cooperative to obtain fertilizer on a loan
for repayment after the harvest, and sorted
out other common problems faced by the
groups. It also identified the lack of a consumer shop in the village as a common
problem and it was decided that each member-group will contribute three bags of maize
to provide the initial capital to start a consumer shop. In addition, each group will have
its own group fund to purchase farm inputs
and to plough the group farms by using oxen
in the next season. The demonstration effect
created has led to the emergence of 11 new
groups.
(e) A 22-member group in Mwanawota village is
collecting maize from the members to build
up a group fund of 110,000 shillings to provide
a down payment for the purchase of a grainmilling machine. The group hopes to raise the
balance money from a bank with which it is
negotiating, with lhe village govemment to
provide a guarantee.
(f)

The context in which the above group initiatives are taking place has to be noted. In most
villages communal farms and village projects
initiated by village govemments have not
been successful and, in general, villagers have
lost confidence in total village activity. In
some villages coercive methods are being
used (e.g., fines) to obtain labor for village
farms. At the other extreme, the peasant cultivating an individual plot of land has continued to be of low productivity and cannot
rise above bare subsistence. On the other
hand, small groups which are voluntary and
relatively homogeneous in character have
proven viable in raising productivity as well
as in accumulation. In general, the produc-
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tivity in the group farms has been higher than
that in private plots as well as village communal farms.
To "guide" the above process after "training" the animators
in April 1986, Tilakaratna visited the project only once more, for
two weeks in September 1986. This suggests the basic power of
the conception and methodology of "training" of the animators
which was applied in this instance. 9

Reflections: What Is "Development?"
People's collective self-development initiatives described in
the above cases (and the case of ORAP presented in Chapter 8)
not only point to a way out of the African impasse. They also suggest the need for reflection on the very notion of "development."
For a long time, even today, development has been identified in
many influential quarters with the mechanistic notion of the
development of physical assets and increasing the flow of
economic and social goods and services. Much of the activities
of the people's groups in the cases reported above are indeed also
addressed to such "development." But there is a fundamental
philosophical question-and the choice of the meaning of
development is a philosophical choice, a value judgement-as to
whether the process of the people mobilizing themselves, inquiring, deciding and taking initiatives of their own to meet their
"felt-needs;' is to be regarded only as a matter of the means of
"development" and not as an end in itself.
A value judgement concerning society derives its validity
from significant social consensus. Certain professional classes
and other elite quarters may have consensus among themselves
around the above mechanistic view of development and also
around the view that this is what the peopl~the "poor"-need
and want most. The people, however, have seldom been asked
to contribute to a social articulation of the meaning of development.
A study of ORAP (Organisation of Rural Associations for
Progress) in Zimbabwe by a team of four professionals presents
the following revealing observation: 10
Significantly, the translation of the concept of development into Sindebele (local language of Matabeleland)
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is "laking control over what you need to work with."
The names of most of the ORAP groups also reflect
these concerns. A few chosen at random are:
Siwasivuka (We fan and stand up), Siyaphambili (We go
forward), Dingimpilo (Search for life), Sivamerzela
(We're doing it ourselves), Vusanani (Support each
other to get up)....

In such simple phrases these popular articulations of
people's collective self-identity reflect deep conceptualizations
of popular aspirations and, hence, what must be viewed as
authentic development. The people want to stand up, take control
over what they need to work with, to do things themselves in their
own search for life, to move forward while supporting each other. The
different articulations link with each other as if they are parts of
the same whole. The present author with all his sophisticated
training could not give a better articulation of the whole which
is thereby expressed. One can perhaps try only to elaborate (in
the author's hopelessly elitist language): authentic development
is an organic process of self-propelled forward evolution. Some
dimensions of this evolution may be suggested as the developI ment of a collective structure, to serve as an instrument of reflection and action; development of skills and faculties; a
progressively widening range of creative application of skills
and faculties in accomplishing self-defined tasks; and development of an understanding of this process of evolution in the context of its surrounding reality, thus developing as a human
personality. A community/ sodety which would be moving in
this way, defining its tasks in favorable and unfavorable weather,
becoming engaged in doing them, and reviewing their experiences to promote their self-knowledge and asserting that this is
what they want to do-who would say that they should be
"developing" differently?
In such an evolution the concept of "basic needs" (food, clothing, shelter, medical care and education) with which much of socalled "development" thinking and planning are engaged today,
become absorbed into a question of what the people would want
to create by taking charge of their own lives. These "basic needs"
are not to be delivered to them, but to be created by them, directly or through production and exchange. But the basic human
need, one may suggest, is not any of these. It is "to do things ourselves;' i.e., to create, for being human is being creative, and this
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is what distinguishes the human from the animal in oneself. The
animal, indeed, needs to be fed and clothed and sheltered and
medically cared for, and taught how to find all these, but the
human needs to be fulfilled by creative acts.
The tragedy of underdevelopment is not that the ordinary
people have remained poor and are becoming poor, but that they
have been inhibited from authentic development as humans. In
many countries elites in the first instance have appropriated the
people's resources, and then have taken over the right to
"develop" society. In others, indigenous resources may be at the
command of the people, but the "development expertise" is assumed to rest with official bureaucracies and the technocracy.
This has distorted the natural and profound popular notion of
(authentic) development. For no one can develop others; one can
only stretch or diminish others by trying to "develop" them. True
to this maxim, the elites who are in charge of social direction have
only "developed" themselves at the cost of society. This has been
a brilliant performance-the evolution of elite capabilities, including the capability and accomplishment of mass impoverishment and underdevelopment the world over through
domination, exploitation and environmental destruction.
One might even say that the very notion of "poverty," conventionally conceived in consumeristic terms, distracts from the
human need to be fulfilled by creative acts. The first man or
woman, or the first human community, was not "poor" for not
having any clothes to put on or shelter to house the body. It was
the beginning of life, to move forward from there by creating and
constructing with one's own priorities and with self-determination. People become poor when their resources are appropriated
by others, thereby denying them not only the basic material
means of survival but more fundamentally, through dependence
on others for survival, their self-determination. The communities, whose efforts at authentic development are reported
in this chapter, may be "poor" by the material standards of the
so-caned "rich," but are immensely rich themselves in the culture
and values they are showing in the way they are moving forward
as part of a self-determined collective endeavour.

Some Further Observations
Philosophy apart, the initiatives reported in this essay are a
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few examples in Africa of attempts to reverse the process of underdevelopment. They are rich in lessons. One is that where
some traditional culture and form of mutual cooperation still
exist, the process of authentic development can start from there,
giving those cultures a sense of aspiration, possibilities and
assertion. Once this sense is infused, people's imaginativeness
can provide the means to promote the satisfaction of the "basic
needs;' very few of which are conceived in conventional, externally designed and controlled projects. These include a collective
fund as an instrument ofbanking and social insurance; a people's
bank; collective marketing and storage; the pooling of human
energy and talents-a collective fund of human resourcesotherwise available for individual pursuits only in mutual
cooperation and joint action to promote everyone's needs satisfaction; the spreading of skills from peoples to peoples; and so
on.
An important message lies in most such initiatives being nongovernmental ventures. The essence of this message is also confirmed in the Tanzanian case where the initiative came in a
, government project, and the contradiction which emerged between the conception of the project and forces against it. It took
more than two years of aimless drifting to realize that a drastic
reorientation was needed. Mention may be made here of the experience in both Sri Lanka and the Philippines, where such field
animation methodology was initially tried in government
projects with equally inspiring results, but also where the field
animators and facilitators saw the limits of working in the
framework of government bureaucracy and formed independent organizations-PIDA in Sri Lanka and PROCESS in the
Philippines (see Tilakaratna 1985 and Rahman 1983)-to carry
the work forward. Limits in the Tanzanian work may also be
soon reached, and the question of further forward movement of
the initiative rests upon the possibility of forming an SPO with
greater flexibility of operation to take over the task of animating
and facilitating people's self-reliant action.
Leaving apart the work in Tanzania, which is but a small and
relatively recent experiment in grassroots animation in which institutional unfolding has yet to mature, a noteworthy feature of
the other cases of people's self-development initiatives is, indeed, the extent of people's self-direction and control of their collective activities. The Six-S originated out of the vision of the
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people's own leaders in dialogue with some outside friends, and
is a people's organization with a few of these friends in the Council of Administration as "organic intellectuals." The Committee
for Development Action in Senegal is a people's organization.
ORAP in Zimbabwe (see Chapter 8) evolved from a conception
of a few middle-class activists who, however, allowed people's
structures to develop assertively and eventually to absorb theactivists as "organic intellectuals;' working for the apex body,
ORAP, the majority of whom are people's representatives. The
fact of such structurally organic relations between these two
trends-middle-class activists and people's leaders-stands in
sharp contrast to the relations observed in most South and
Southeast Asian cases of such activism known to the author,
where middle-class activists serve under a separate structure of
their own, commonly known as NGOs (non-governmental organizations). This dichotomy between people's structures and
structures of middle-class activists, who work to promote
people's structures, carries with it its own questions of balance
of power in the overall movement, of relative privileges, structural dependence of one upon another and the like. It is noteworthy that in the Rwandan case there initially also was no formal
structure of middle-class activists for a considerable period, and
work was concentrated on promoting people's structures and
linking them with one another. While ADRI has been formed
more recently as a separate middle-class structure to service the
people's movement, it seems to have been born out of a felt need
of an evolving and vibrant grassroots movement for some special services and was not, as in many other cases, a structure existing prior to the grassroots movement. This should, at least,
give the grassroots movement a lead in the dialectics between
the two trends.
The question of the relation between the two trends in initiatives to promote people's authentic development, assisted significantly by middle-class activists or facilitators, is important
because the middle class can at best only commit one part of its
being to the cause of the people. The other part remains committed to "middle-class culture values and aspirations." In this
sense one is at most both a friend and an enemy of the people.
The best possibility of keeping the negative trends in check lies
in the control of an aware and vigilant people over every action.
It is curious that in some of the pioneering African cases of ini-
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tiating people's self-development, the "balance of power" seems
to be more on the side of the people than the average cases. One
would like to understand the social, historical and cultural factors that bring about such transformation, a subject perhaps for
a socioanthropological inquiry and an agenda for the ongoing
PAR.

In any case, Africa is indeed showing evidence of vibrant and
assertive people's self-development efforts in rural areas, which
are at the &ontier of such efforts anywhere and &om which inspiration can be gleaned and much learned. The task of promoting authentic people's development is perhaps made easier in
communities where rural class polarization is not acute and land
not such a constraint, as is the case in most of the examples
presented in this chapter. With the sharp rural class polarization
in most South/Southeast Asian and Latin American countries,
initiatives toward collective self-development of the ordinary
rural people are handicapped by generally stiff, often violent,
resistance from elites (feudal, semi-feudal or capitalist), whose
privileged lives thrive on the class exploitation of the underprivileged, coupled by the ordinary people's lack of access to
some basic means of production to survive independently. In
such situations collective initiatives by the people are often of
necessity channeled into militant action to assert human rights
and gain access to some basic economic resources (Rahman 1986,
1987). In the above African scenario, the main source of resistance
to such initiatives would perhaps be the State and professional
bureaucracy, the privileged status of which depends in part on
the power they have either to deliver, or to sermonize on how to
deliver "development."
We shall not comment on the State bureaucracy in this essay.
The initial fate of the Tanzanian project, which was so tragic for
the project objectives while being so lucrative for the interdisciplinary researchers, is symbolic of the general inability of the
mainstream of professional intelligentsia to indicate any direction and methodology to promote authentic people's development, not to mention their unconcern over serving this cause.
Genuine people-oriented activists coming from the professional
class are as a rule exceptions-a handful in number in some
countries, more in others. Yet persons of powerful societal vision,
conception, intellectual ability and methodological skill for
translating conception into practice are needed to provide some
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guidance and perspective to such initiatives, and for such initiatives to spread widely over space with some coherence. As the
Tanzanian work also dramatically shows, and indeed as all the
othercases presented above confirm, the people seem to be ready
to respond to appropriate "animation," even with no outside
financial help. Must this be left to spontaneous historical emergence, or can some method of "schooling" be devised to promote
a greater concern among a nation's potential intellectual leaders
to work with and not upon the people, so that the "Other Africa"
could develop faster?
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Chapter 8
PEOPLE'S POWER

IN ZIMBABWE
Sithembiso Nyoni
The independence of Zimbabwe came after a protracted war
of liberation. During this struggle, the people were formed into
committees through which liberation strategies were formulated. One of the main strategies of the freedom fighters was to
create a consciousness within the people. This was done through
dialogue and participation. Evenings were used for political
meetings in which the people shared their experiences of oppression, exploitation and domination by the colonial regime. They
also planned various strategies for resistance, gathering intelligence and other aspects of the total struggle. Women, men and
youth all had their specific roles.
People's participation and conscious reflection on their situation became the motivating force for fighting on. Among other
things, most rural Zimbabweans fought for their rights to the
means of production, such as land and thus food and other
economic necessities. They fought for freedom of speech and
freedom to educate themselves. They fought to regain their dig109
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nity and for their right to be part of a whole nation in which they
would take their place as full citizens.
In order for the rural people to obtain these rights, there was
need for a shift in the decision-making process as well as in the
political and economic power base. For.most people, therefore,
the attainment of independence was but one step toward the attainment of people's power. It was not an end in itself, but rather
a beginning of several struggles for the rural people's total integration into society in which all citizens have equal rights.
After independence, it was recognized that there still existed
some constraints which prevented the people from full participation in the process of their self-development. One of these constraints was the international colonial tradition that emphasized
law and order in which the people were conditioned to accept
their plight without question. Another was a deep tribalism
which was created by the partition of Africa and colonial rule
and which had been appropriated and misused by partisan
politics. Such a divisive situation was not conducive to advancement and progress.
There was also a good deal of cultural, material and
psychological dependence. This led to a lack of a sense of responsibility for using resources for the benefit of all. This in tum led
to the absence of institutional mechanisms that could redress the
imbalance between the urban and the rural, the rich and the poor.
Oppression had thus diverted and polluted the best energies of
our poor rural population as well as of the urban elites, including those who were part of the oppressive system, to the extent
that they could do very little for themselves.
The development of a people with such a history cannot be
achieved by any "system." Nor can a people's development continue to be designed and seen solely through the eyes of experts,
who in the past have only been able to identify the smoke from
the burning land of our people, but not the causes of the fire or
how it could be extinguished. Thus in order to redress the conditions just mentioned, we needed to adopt new ways of work
in which people's participation would be the key.
This essay presents but one example of several initiatives
which were taken by Zimbabweans after independence in an attempt to further the people's continuous struggle toward regaining their power as well as to participate in the shaping of their
future at the individual community and national levels.
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The author is aware that empowerment and participation
have become fashionable words in current development literature, the meanings and practice of which are often ambiguous
and vague. There are many reasons for this, one being that such
words have been appropriated by politicians and professionals
for their own ends.

A Matter of Definition and Understanding
of the Concepts in Practice
Most politicians and development practitioners prefer to
speak in the name of the people. They also prefer to present
"people's" projects as empowering and participatory in order to
raise funds. In most cases these words have been used as a mask
for "development programs." The casual use of these terms has,
therefore, prevented people from questioning such programs,
which has in tum prevented them from getting to know what is
actually happening in any given development activity.
The people referred to are usually the majority of the population, often known as the "grassroots." Ordinary people, belonging to the poor sector that largely resides in the countryside, they
are far removed from, yet directly affected, by political decisions.
These are the people who should speak for themselves directly
and not through politicians or development practitioners. Their
rights and dignity cannot be restored through other people, but
only through their own direct involvement and participation.
People's power, therefore, refers to the energies of such people
being released and channeled toward positive thinking and action in order to better their lot. Programs that empower the
people refer to a process in which the people take control of their
reflections and actions to shape their future.
Participation has been viewed either as equivalent to
grassroots democracy or as a derivative of Western social
philosophy. This type of participation has underestimated the
drama that takes place when the people engage ina participatory
process. It has not allowed for the consideration of contradictions
and conflicts in any given situation. For us, the birth pains of participation involve surfacing, understanding and mastering these
conflicts and contradictions that have led us to new visions, new
relationships and strategies of work.
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Participation has also been subverted into aspirations for
solidarity more useful to the interests of the past colonial elites
and their Western allies than for the poor majority. Such
"manipulative" participation ignores the internal contradictions
and conflicts which are part and parcel of a true participatory
process. The author is therefore very aware that this kind of participation may become a mere conservative force, even a cynical
cover for continuing the privileges of existing elites.
As defined within the Organisation of Rural Associations for
Progress (ORAP), participation is a continuous reaction of
powerless people to their national forces as well as major world
political and economic forces. It is an active and dynamic process
that does not try to hide what is actually happening. Through it,
people become aware of the internal and external conilicts and
contradictions as well as certain fundamental ambiguities and
the dangers of those ambiguities.
Therefore participation is not a smooth, easy or painless
"development" process. It is an active engagement in the search
for one's own history and the part played by the individual and
others around him in shaping that history. Participation does not
apportion blame to outside forces as the sole cause of a people's
plight. It helps the people examine themselves, their roles and
positions in society, as well as the external factors in the processes of development/underdevelopment, those forces that are
either facilitating or impeding their advancement as they see
best. In doing so, people are confronted not only with the impact
of the outside world upon their lives but also with increased
awareness of the oppression, exploitation and domination they
have been experiencing.
People are not always passive victims. Sometimes they actively contribute, creating easy conditions for domination and
oppression to take place. For us, therefore, participation has become a process in which we question our total existence and
those elements that make up that existence. What should this existence be? In trying to answer such questions the people attempt
to identify very clearly not only what the outside has done to
them but also their own contributing weaknesses and how they
can overcome them. They likewise seek to identify their own
energies, capabilities and strengths and how they can best harness and use them for progress. In a word, participatory advancement is for us a deep self-searching process which leads to the
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authentic development of a people's self-reliance and people's
power.

The Case of ORAP in Zimbabwe
ORAP is a village movement founded by Zimbabweans soon
after independence, operating in the provinces of Matabeleland
North/South and Midlands. The movement was born out of two
participatory research exercises led by a Zimbabwean woman.
The first focused on future plans in response to the needs of the
war-tom rural population.
The second was a study of the village committees, mentioned
above, which were formed dUring the war. What role did they
play in the liberation struggle and how did they see their future
in independent Zimbabwe? Most of the village committees,
which were part of this participatory action-research, formed the
first groups in ORAP. Within a period of seven years, ORAP has
grown from eight initial groups to 600. ORAP now incorporates
over 60,000 families and continues to grow daily. Rural families
and their members form the bases of ORAP power, and from here
all aspirations and programs emanate.
The founding and the growth of ORAP showed that participatory action-research can be an active process in which the
participants' conscious reflection becomes the active force for
creative action.
The power of the oppressor is sustained through the exercise
of economic, political and military power on the weak. In like
manner, the power of the poor and the oppressed has to be
created and maintained through resistance, awareness building,
self-reliance and access to appropriate resources.
Zimbabwe has shown that participation and awareness
building cannot on their own change the positions of power in
favor of the weak. Other conditions and resources are needed to
enable the poor to regain their power. One major resource is the
creation, through people of like mind and from all classes, of
solidarity links conducive to promoting people's power. Thus
what is needed from all those engaged in such work is an authentic commitment to the people and an unconditional acceptance
of the people's opinions in order to facilitate a true dialogue.
During the liberation struggle, Zimbabweans from all classes joined hands to weaken and conquer the forces of domina-
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tion, exploitation and oppression through an anned struggle and
other non-violent means of resistance and non-cooperation.
After independence, the positions of leadership were taken over
largely by the educated, presenting the strong possibility that the
rural poor would continue to be marginalized. To avoid this,
various people's organizations, cooperatives and movements
sprang up in the countryside to mobilize the people and to create
and facilitate the distribution of resources, especially those of
land and capital. ORAP was one such movement.
ORAP realized, however, that the distribution and the
development of physical and material resources without the distribution of power would simply lead to dependence on those
who control these resources. Therefore the poor would remain
powerless and superfluous to the progress of their nation. For
this reason, ORAP places great importance on dynamic education in which people's awareness of themselves and their world
is created.
Discussions and dialogue are key to ORAP's work and involve in-depth analyses in which, among other things, the people
identify various connections that facilitate or hinder people's
power. The end result of such an exercise should be corrective
action undertaken by the people, together with recognition that
this action must be continuously evaluated against actual experience. True participation calls for continuous rethinking and
re-articulation of the whole process until the final goal is reached.
This means that one program may be repeated many times in different ways in order to find the right solution to a specific
problem.
Participation is not an easy process; it is complicated and
often painful. Since it is also difficult to share or to explain processes, people are expected to seekanswers within themselves. Thus
the development process is delayed while change takes place
from within. Afew examples of the PAR process are given below.
When ORAP first started, groups met to discuss local
problems and to seek solutions. Action would then be taken in
the fonn of projects. AU articulations, needs, problems and their
root causes, constraints, solutions and needed resources would
be grouped into two categories.
First, there would be those that emanated from within ourselves and over which we have some control, and second, those
elements from the outside beyond our control. After such an ex-
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ercise, programs would then be fonnulated and implemented.
At the beginning, the rural people fell into the trap of coming up
with traditional projects as solutions to their problems, for example, sewing, knitting, bread-making, poultry-keeping, carpentry and the like. These projects were largely meant to solve
people's economic problems and small grants of $500 would
then be given to each qualified group.
In almost every case, however, no economic problems were
solved. Returns from such projects would be negligible as fifteen
to thirty groups offamilies expected an equal share from a project
in which only $500 had been invested. Apart from the meager
profits made, more machines, tools or other raw materials were
often unavailable when needed due to a lack of foreign currency to import such equipment, and because the rural poor were
not a national priority.
The people then realized that smaU grants were not sufficient
to deal with their level of deprivation and poverty. Any project
not controlled by the people themselves, furthennore, only led
them into dependency and was thus neither empowering nor
developmental. In situations where certain initiatives were both
important and necessary to the people, but they lacked control
of the inputs, efforts were made to help the people gain control
of these means of production before they began. Where this was
not possible, the people went into a project knowing that it was
likely to fail due to outside controlled inputs.
There was then a change of strategy from small-scale, income-generating activities to large employment-creating activities. Such activities were fonnulated to give service to a larger
community while at the same time creating some employment.
Such activities as village markets, dam construction for improved irrigation schemes, cattle-fattening, grinding mills, village workshops in which tools and household equipment are
made and repaired, and village "development centers" were initiated. These are so far doing very well, being not only self-sustaining but also making a financial contribution to the
movement. Such initiatives pay for local salaries for the local
training and educational programs, administrative costs of
development centers and the overall financing of ORAP as a
movement-including the transportation and hospitality costs
incurred by those village representatives who attend the meetings.
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It soon became apparent that as successful as some of these
initiatives may have been, they tended to exclude and marginalize women and the very poor families in a given locality. Further
changes were then made, this time not only in the strategy but
also in the whole structure of ORAP. PrevioU$ly, the ORAP structure began with a group of thirty to one hundred families who
met for dialogue or around a specific activity, such as dam construction. Up to six such groups formed an "umbrella." At this
level, larger issues were discussed and such projects as cattle-fattening were implemented. An unspecified number of "umbrellas" formed an association. Four representatives, two women
and two men from each association, made up the Advisory
Board, a policy and decision-making body. Board meetings were,
however, open to any members from group or "umbrellas"
should they wish to share any concerns, ideas or strategies with
the Board.
.
After some concern was expressed that bigger projects
tended to create class divisions within a community, the Board
chose four of its members from four different villages in
Matabeleland North/South and Midlands to undertake participatory action-research on the issue. All twelve ORAP associations were visited, with discussions on "development" and other
related issues held at various levels of each association. The main
objectives were to evaluate the effectiveness of the ORAP structure and programs in terms of whether or not they were benefiting or reaching poor families, to identify any obstacles and to
encourage the people to make suggestions for any changes for
the better.
Several suggestions emerged from this process. Here are
four:
(t) If "development" is about people, then it must take place first

in people's minds and where people are and not only at the
project sites.
(2) The "development" agenda must be influenced by the
people's needs and should be formulated by all those
engaged in the process. Such an agenda must address itself
directly to the people's everyday lives, how they live and
how they want to change for the better.
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(3) Developing one person in a family is not developmental, as
her/his contributions to the whole family in cash or kind
cannot be a substitute for the family's overall development.
(4) Any people-deterrnined and people-controlled transformation cannot take place without a people's organizational
base in which they freely and immediately implement what
they have decided to do. Such an organizational base has to
be rooted in the people's culture and their way of life.
In this exercise the people resolved that if ORAP as a movement is not to be diverted and thus serve the interest of a few, its
structure, priorities and ways of work have to be based on the
people's traditional organizational structures and needs. It was
then suggested that the basis of ORAP structure should be the
amalima-the traditional Ndebele family working units or
groups. The spirit and philosophy of ORAP should thus be influenced directly by the ways of work of amalima.
Amalima are groups of five to ten family neighborhoods,
which in traditional Ndebele come together to discuss, plan and
implement ideas. Organized mainly around agricultural activities, clearing of land, ploughing, planting, weeding and harvesting, they were also effective in the construction of homes,
granaries, cattle pens, improvement of community water supplies and so forth. All services are volunteered with the intention
of helping one another improve their lot.
After this participatory research by the people for the people,
three districts-Gwanda and Mzingwane (in Matabeleland
South) and Silobela in the Midlands-immediately re-adopted
the amalima concept, and within a year family-to-family
solidarity in the form of strong human relationships, unity of
purpose and concrete improvement in each family's quality of
life became visible.
Consequently the ORAP structure now originates in amalima
or family units. At this level, up to ten families meet to discuss
and act together. In Gwanda forty-five such families identified
some of their needs and problems as arising from the poverty
that crippled dignity and health, and mobilized their own
resources to reverse this situation. Activities included overall
improvement of their homesteads, such as construction of toilets
and kitchens, creating better educational conditions for their
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children and improved food production.
Dividing themselves into groups of five, families made contributions to the program according to each individual status.
Those whose members were employed outside contributed cash,
while those who were home-based contributed ideas and labor.
For instance, after experimentation the women produced a certain type of soil which, when mixed with charred grain stocks
and a type of leaf combined together in a certain way and in certain proportions, acted as a substitute for cement. This is used to
plaster and polish their walls and floors, providing a smooth,
hard heat- and water-resistant surface. The compound is also
used to construct indoor fuel-saving stoves and ovens which, unlike those with a cement finish, do not crack even under constant
high heat. Each woman designed her own kitchen while others
helped put her ideas into effect, so although similar in many
ways, each kitchen was unique.
As each kitchen was completed, cash was contributed to outfit them. Ten of each item needed by the women were purchased,
including cups, plates, cutlery and a few pots and pans. With
each delivery of these utensils, some cash was left to enable
families to meet other needs. In this way educational expenses
for their children were met.
During the growing season, families took turns in cultivating, planting and working one another's plots. A mugfull of
seeds--whatever available of pumpkin, melons, beans, maize,
small grains and other indigenous crops-was brought to be
mixed together and planted. In this way the very poor families,
who had lost their oxen and seeds in the drought years, received
help'and benefits they would otherwise never have had. In performing these daily agricultural rounds, some cash was also distributed to poorer families to help with any food needs as well
as to replace any agricultural tools. Thus no one was left unable
to produce their own food. Traditional methods of inter-eropping were shared and revived, and some of the indigenous seeds
thought to be totally lost re-acquired.
This group of forty-five families then joined with another
group to construct a dam. In previous years each of the family
units had dug and protected wells, but these dried up in the
drought years. With very little underground water, Gwanda was
especially affected with severe food and water shortages. So a
decision was taken to revert to dams. Although outside help was
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received in the form of a few bags of cement and technical advice from the government, all other inputs carne from within the
two communities. Good rains over 1987-88 found the communities well prepared. Every family produced enough food
and more varieties than ever before, and their darn collected
water to full capacity.
Families in the area continue to act together. Some fu ture
plans include a preschool, irrigation plots (watered from the
darn) and improved food storage. And this evolutionary process
is all from within.
Individuals from such family groups are increasingly being
chosen to represent the people's interests at "umbrella," association and board levels. At all these levels, they exercise people's
power to make decisions and to effect changes to their benefit.
Today ORAP is one of the most effective indigenous people's organizations, the grassroots membership of which is often in
direct contact with government.
This particular community has had, for example, protracted
and difficult negotiations with the government over a piece of
land that had been chosen as the site for their village development center. After making their choice and obtaining approval
from one ministry, they began working on the land. But the Ministry of Roads then decided to run a road through the property.
In the past the poor would have given in; the experts would have
had their way without any resistance from the people.
In this case, however, delegations from the villages went to
see the council and the district/provincial administrators. After
some discussion, a meeting was convened in which the community delegation met with all top provincial government officials and the ministries concerned. It was suggested at one of the
meetings that representatives from the village group and those
from the relevant government ministries survey the site together.
In the end, the road was diverted to pass through a different area
and the community retained their land.

Conclusion
From the above example of OMP, it can be concluded that
people's power can best be regained from within and through
participation. Rural people have their own perceptions of the
world and how their future should be. Given the right kind of
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climate, the process of realizing these perceptions can be an empowering process.
The above examples also show that participation and the empowerment of people are not possible without an element of selfreliance in terms of attitude of mind, a strong organizational base
and an ability to organize their own resources to improve their
situation. On the other hand, self-reliance cannot be achieved
through projects alone. People need first to engage in a participatory process.
Participation, self-reliance and people's empowerment are
therefore inseparable. You cannot have one without the others
and true advancement of all the people is not possible in a nonparticipatory society.

Chapter 9
TOWARD A KNOWLEDGE
DEMOCRACY: VIEWPOINTS
ON PARTICIPATORY

RESEARCH IN
NORTH AMERICA
John Gaventa

In an essay on research and education, Paulo Freire wrote: "If
I perceive the reality as the dialectical relationship between subject and object, then I have to use methods for investigation
which involve the people of the area being studied as researchers;
they should take part in the investigation themselves and not
serve as the passive objects of the study" (Freire 1982). With
Freire's observation in mind, participatory research seeks to
break down the distinction between the researchers and the researched and the subjects and objects of knowledge production
through the participation of the people-for-themselves in the attainment and creation of knowledge. In the process, research is
viewed not only as a means of creating knowledge; it is simultaneouslya tool for the education and development of conscious121
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ness as well as mobilization for action.
Over the last ten years, a great deal of literature has
developed around the theory and practice of participatory research. Much of it has its roots in Third World experiences, and
has been labeled and promoted as a concept by persons involved
in networks of adult education and development.
The participatory research method and idea are, however, by
no means limited to the Third World. Within the U.S. and elsewhere in the First World, similar ideas have been developed,
often originating from groupS who, within their own context,
share characteristics of domination by the knowledge system
that are similar to those faced by their Third World counterparts.
As such, participatory research may be observed in the following examples:
• In areas or by groupS, where dominant knowledge has been
a force for control but in which there is little access to sympathetic expertise. This includes such rural areas as Appalachia and oppressed groUpS whose interests are not well
represented within the knowledge elite-minorities,
women, workers, the poor. Lacking the capacity to rely on
counter-experts for solutions to their problems, they must
both create and struggle to attain knowledge on their own.
•

Unlike many Third World countries, where information
centers are almost entirely out of the reach of relatively powerless groups, in North America-the center of the information industry-there is potentially a vast storehouse of knowledge
about peoples' lives. While abundant, such information is often
beyond the ready access of those affected by it. Secrecy, privatization, professionalization or other characteristics of the
knowledge society all shield it from ordinary people. Strategies
to gain access to knowledge or reappropriate knowledge from
the knowledge elite have been important ones for the citizen and
worker-based research movement.
The approach draws heavily upon the investigative research
tradition in the United States, and upon the public interest research movement championed by Ralph Nader. However, this
approach not only popularizes information possessed by the
knowledge elite but also the process of obtaining it. It insists that
those who are directly affected by a problem have the right to acquire information about it for themselves.
There are numerous examples of this approach:

•

Community puwer structure research. In many cases citizens
have learned to research their own power structures through
gaining access to courthouse records about property transactions, tax rates, housing codes, land and mineral ownership,
government records about company finance, military industries and so forth. Popular manuals and training
programs have taught groups to develop these skills for
themselves.

•

Corporate research. Vast quantities of information exist in
the public sector about corporations which affect workers
and communities in the U.S. and abroad. Other data exist in
the hands of federal and state agencies that are supposed to
regulate corporate behavior. While much of such research
may be done for grassroots groups by sympathetic professionals, a number of good manuals exist on how workers and
communities may obtain information themselves (for example, AFL-eIO 1984).

•

"Right-to-knuw" movements.

Conducted by groupS concerned with education of the
people. Such groupS may not be part of the formal adult
education networks, which have often become highiy professionalized and career-oriented, but consist of community
groupS, labor unions and minorities involved in concrete,
•

grassroots-based action.
Growing out of a concern for participation by the people in
decisions that affect their lives, a theme that has been part of
the New Left, civil rights, community organizing and environmental movements of the 1960s and 1970s.

Three strategies of popular participatory research have
emerged that are particularly important in the North American
context: (1) the reappropriation of knowledge, (2) development
of knowledge and (3) participation in social production of
knowledge.

Workers, community groups
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and professionals in a number of towns and states have
launched campaigns which focus on the public's right to
knowledge on the contents of toxic chemicals that are used
at work or affect their communities. Such information, it is
argued, should not be the sole province of either the corporation or of the medical and scientific profession (see Nelkin
and Brown 1984).

At the heart of these movements lies the basic claim for public
access to information produced by the knowledge system. Compared to citizens' research in other countries, groups are vastly
aided by the Freedom of Information Act, which provides
citizens access to an array of government documents possibly affecting the public interest. Many states have also passed similar
legislation. The effective use of the FOIA by groups, and the
popularization of it, has resulted in an attempt to weaken exist~
ing legislation, especially in the Reagan administration, and to
invoke such arguments as "national security" in order to keep the
information from the public.
In our work at the Highlander Center, we have found that
this process of people gaining control over knowledge and skills,
normally considered to be the monopoly of the experts, is an empowering one that produces much more than just the information in question.
While many action groups have considered research as an
antecedent to action, to be done by the researcher and then
passed on to the group, this approach to research can be viewed
as a means of popular action in itself. To the extent that power
has been exercised through the control of knowledge, then
people may confront the power structure through regaining that
knowledge or its tools for themselves. Those who successfully
do so experience the thrill and excitement of regaining for themselves what previously had been the property of the expert.
The participatory process used in confronting the knowledge
holders also provides an opportunity to develop a consciousness
on how the powerstructure actually works. People may discover
for themselves dominant knowledge or interpretations of reality
which do not confirm their own experience--in which case they
must ask, why not? Or the process of popular investigation may
reveal previously hidden information that does confirm through
"official" knowledge what the people have suspected from their
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own experience. When the former occurs, people may continue
to question and to pursue the contradictions. When the latter is
the case, the fusion of the official knowledge with that of popular
experience lends validity to the peoples' claims and may unleash
new action, as in the case' of the black lung movement in West
Virginia. In that instance, Drs. Rassmussen, Buff and others in
the medical profession "revealed" to the miners that they were
"right" in suspecting that breathing problems really came from
the mines, and not from inherent asthma as doctors had previously claimed (Derickson 1983).
Within this context, the idea of literacy assumes new meaning. Historical experience in literacy programs shows that
"literacy from the top" is not particularly effective in helping
people learn to read, nor in altering their position within society.
In fact, it may simply bea way to extend to the illiterate the skills
needed by the dominant society. On the other hand, when the
process of becoming literate is tied to a process of struggle, of
gaining knowledge for action, it becomes a far more successful
experience, both in the skills that people learn and the consciousness they develop about the society as a whole.
Similarly, today, literacy may take the form of those disenfranchised by the knowledge system learning new knowledge
or skills, the lack of which excludes them from participation in
decision making in their own lives. At Highlander, for example,
we have taught those with a low level of education how to read
medical textbooks in order to understand for themselves
whether chemicals in their water or workplace are destroying
their health. Others have taught workers how to understand corporate accounts, complex legal records or how to use computers.
Motivated to gain knowledge for themselves, the disenfranchised have an enormous capacity to acquire skills and
knowledge normally considered the province of the expert.
Once people begin to view themselves as researchers-that
is, able to investigate reality for themselves-they will develop
other popular and indigenous ways of gaining information from
the power structure--what we have come to label "guerilla research." Coal miners, needing data on their employer, have discovered a great deal of useful information by monitoring
garbage cans at corporate headquarters. Alliances may develop
within the plant among the secretaries in the manager's office
and among the workers. Workers on the pl'Oduction line may
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remove the labels from chemicals barrels to research in medical
textbooks. Or they may persuade company laboratory workers
to run tests on the sly in an effort to discover what the real impact on their health might be. Workers and grassroots activists
have learned to use their own water sampling kits, video cameras
and computers to compile needed information. Because those
who are experiencing the problem also become the ones researching it, there will be available a variety of community-based
approaches and information sources open to them not accessible
to the outside professional.
Now armed with the information, several things may happen. First, the process of confronting the experts and gaining an
understanding of their tools and their knowledge may serve to
demystify the myth of expertise itself. People may learn that
the"scientific" foundation upon which regulations are made, and
through which their own experiences are discounted, are not so
solid, that they are subject to fallibility, conflicting viewpoints,
misinterpretation and plain falsification. With this revelation
also comes a renewed examination of their own "popular
knowledge," which they have been taught to deprecate since
their first days of schooling. Attitudes of dependency begin to
move toward ones of self-reliance.
Second, those who participate in the unmasking of dominant
knowledge and the exposure of the power structure now "own"
the knowledge they have gained and can reflect upon it.
Finally, the process becomes a resource for analyzing the
dominant ideas, or it may help to clarify strategies through the
identification of the Achilles' heel of the system where action
should begin.
While the process of reappropriation of dominant
knowledge by those who are affected by it is empowering as a
strategy, by itself it is limited. Although participatory, it is still
based upon gaining access to and control over knowledge that
has already been codified by others. It is an access to a paradigm
which the people had little part in creating. A further strategy
evolves as the powerless develop, create and systematize their
own knowledge and begin to define their own science.

Developing the Peoples' Knowledge
The intellectual roots for the peoples' science concept are
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developed quite forcefully in the participatory research literature, most clearly by Orlando Fals-Borda: "We regard popular
science-folklore, popular knowledge or popular wisdom-to
be the empirical or common sense knowledge belonging to the
people at the grassroots and constituting part of their cultural
heritage." Such knowledge is not usually codified but is the
"practical, vital and empowering knowledge which has allowed
them to survive, interpret, create, produce and work over the
centuries [and] has its own rationality and causality structure."
It "remains outside the formal scientific structure built by the intellectual minority of the dominant system because it involves a
breach of the rules, and hence its subversive potential" (FalsBorda 1982). The ideas also draw upon the European Grarnscian
tradition, which considers the capacity of every person to be an
intellectual, and to develop a popular, organic knowledge that
converts spontaneous common sense into "good sense."
Much of the writing about popular knowledge places great
value on that knowledge which grows directly out of nature
(from a peasant-based culture) and pits it against the dominant
knowledge of the industrialized world. The knowledge of folk
medicine, peasant technology or means of survival are all examples of useful knowledge, the validity of which has been suppressed by Western science and Western technology. The book
by Robert Chambers, Rural Development: Putting the Ulst First
(1983), describes and documents many instances in which the
knowledge of "primitive;' pre-industrialized peoples proved
more useful and appropriate to them than did that of the modernization agents. Such knowledge, it is argued by Fals-Borda,
must be recovered through oral histories and other research, systematized and preserved to provide a power to resist Western industrialization, and to chart a more authentic future.
Given the emphasis on peoples' knowledge as peasant
knowledge, some writers in the participatory research debate
have asked, "Is it a concept useful for participatory research
within the industrialized and even post-industrialized Western
world?" We must answer "Yes." The experiences of Appalachia,
blacks, native Americans, ethnic minorities and others
demonstrate the existence of cultures in which knowledge has
not been fully absorbed by the dominant knowledge structures.
What, though, of the oppressed groups in our society who
can lay no claim to a "folk" or "peasant" past, who are in some
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sense a product themselves of the industrial world and of
Western science? Do they possess a popular knowledge? Again,
we argue "Yes." It must be remembered that Gramsci's ideas,
which are often used in reference to the notion of popular
knowledge, grew not out of the context of a peasant economy vs.
an industrialized one, but out of his experiences with the Italian
workers' struggle in which the value of the workers' own
knowledge was diminished by the hegemony of the ruling class.
Within the Western world, popular knowledge is constantly
being created in the daily experiences of work and community
life. The legitimacy of such knowledge, too, is constantly being
devalued and suppressed by the dominant science.
Within industrial and post-industrial societies, as within
peasant societies, popular production and recovery of the common persons' knowledge is also a means of gaining strength.
There are many examples:
•

Popular planning of new communities and workplaces
draws upon peoples' knowledge, and visions for the future.
One of the most significant examples of such planning was
that of the Lucas Aerospace Workers in Britain, who, when
faced with closure of their industry, developed their own
ideas of new, socially useful products to manufacture.
(Wainwright and Elliott 1982).

•

Peoples' health surveys have allowed the systematization of
their own experiences with environmental and occupational
problems. The power of this approach as a mobilizing and
knowledge production tool has been seen, for example, in
Rocky Flats, Colorado, leading to an organized protest
against nuclear poisoning, and in Love Canal, resulting in a
campaign to clean up toxic waste dumps. In both cases the
"discovery" of devastating health problems came not by the
scientists but from "housewife researchers," who were led by
their own experiences to document and analyze the health
experiences of others in the community (see Levine 1982).

•

The workers' history movement, sparked in part by Sven
Lindquist's book Dig Where You Stand (1982) in Sweden, has
encouraged workers to use their own knowledge to develop
their own history as well as other methods to reclaim the corporate and "official" versions of their facts.
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As in the case of reclaiming knowledge from the dominant
system, this process of popular production of the peoples'
knowledge has a number of effects upon its participants. Seeing
themselves capable of producing and defining their own reality
they may actively seek to change it, a greater consciousness and
analysis of the political context and of their situation may
develop and the new knowledge becomes a resource for challenging the hegemony of the dominant ideas.
However, this approach also has its limitations. To the extent
that it relies upon the peoples' experience as the basis of
knowledge, how does it develop knowledge within the people
that may be in their interest to know but is outside of their experience? What about the situation in which neither the
dominant knowledge production system nor the peoples' own
knowledge have the information to respond to the potential impact of a new technological development, such as the introduction of a new chemical in the workplace? Are there not
circumstances, even for the oppressed, in which there is a need
for a science which is democratic, but which does not require all
of the people to become scientists in order to control and benefit
from it? Is direct participation in all aspects of the knowledge
production system the only form of its popular control? Is there
not some need for a division of labor, which recognizes that it is
more useful for certain persons to act as researchers and others
to act as controllers of their own destiny in other ways?

Popular Participation in the Social
production of Knowledge
Obviously the only response to expert domination is not to
clone the expert in every person, or even in every oppressed
group. The alternative involves forms of democratic participation and control in defining the problems to be studied, in setting research priorities and in determining how the results are to
be used. It means recognizing the importance of the production
of scientific knowledge by scientists as one type of knowledge
production that is not inherently superior to others. Such
strategies would insist, as some have proposed, on having lay
persons involved in deciding about the production of
knowledge, if not actually doing it, Le., through the development
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of popularly controlled research centers.
In actual practice, examples of this approach are less
developed in North America than are the emerging approaches
for popular reappropriation of knowledge, or for developing the
peoples' science. Elements of the approac.h are found in some research groups in Denmark and Sweden, where "reference
groups" of those affected by research are involved with professional researchers in carrying out projects. In the Utopia Project
members of the Typographical Workers Union work side by side
with professional researchers to analyze the impact of new technology upon their workplaces. Other elements of this strategy
are found as relatively powerless groups demand a voice in allocation of public research funds, as was found in the Appalachian Land Ownership Study (Gaventa and Horton 1981).
Such models demand new fonns of accountability. While
scientists and experts may conduct research for the people, it is
very different from that which originates when the professional
in the knowledge system defines what knowledge should be
provided to the people, or when the committed intellectual seeks
to build awareness through research with the people. In a situation where the people have become active, self-conscious of their
own knowledge and aware of the limitations of the experts'
knowledge (that is, when they have thrown off knowledge-based
domination by the experts), then they can also participate fully
in decisions about the production of new knowledge, for themselves and for society. The domination arising from the "peopleas-objects" of research is transformed to the "people-as-subjects,"
determining the directions of scientific and theoretical inquiry.

Some Implications: Toward a
Knowledge Democracy
In recent years there has been much debate about the need
for an economic democracy, which suggests that the control and
concentration of economic production in the hands of a few must
be altered if we are to realize a real political democracy. The concentration of dominating knowledge in the hands of the few and
the power to proclaim it as "official" is also producing new
debates about what constitutes genuine democracy in a
knowledge society. In their conservative neo-elitist fonns, the ar-
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gument is for greater government by expertise, and against the
"irrationality" of participation by the masses in the knowledge
production system. In their liberal form these arguments are for
greater access and more equal opportunity for all members of the
public to benefits of the existing knowledge system and
paradigms. But in their most radical form these arguments recognize that it is not enough simply to democratize access to existing information. Rather, fundamental questions must be raised
about what knowledge is produced, by whom, for whose interests and toward what end. Such arguments begin to demand the
creation of an alternative organization of science---{lne that is not
only [or. the people but is created with them and by them as well.
Genuine popular participation in the production of
knowledge has implications, of course, not only for the realization of classical notions of democracy but also for the body of
knowledge that is to be produced. By altering who controls
knowledge, the type of knowledge produced-and, indeed, the
very definition of what constitutes knowledge-may also
change. For example, given a chance to participate in the production of knowledge about products, not simply in their production, the Lucas workers chose to develop plans that met basic
social needs and not those that served as instruments of war.
Given the opportunity to define the reasons for poverty through
self-analysis, the participants in the Appalachian Land Ownership Study gave a very different set of reasons than those
developed by the mainstream social scientists. The believer in
popular participation must hope that the vision and view of the
world that is produced by the many will be more humane, rational and liberating than the dominating knowledge of today
that is generated by the few.

,

PART III
STEPS IN PRAXIOLOGY

Chapter 10
STIMULATION OF SELFRELIANT INITIATIVES BY
SENSITIZED AGENTS:
SOME LESSONS FROM
PRACTICE
S. Tilakaratna
Grassroots experiences from many developing countries
have demonstrated that the spirit of self-reliance, which often
lies dormant in people who live in poverty and deprivation, can
be activated by appropriate stimulation using sensitized agents.
With such stimulation, the people concemed tend to take collective initiatives-<:reative and assertive actions-to improve their
socio-economic-culturalstatus. This chapter summarizes lessons
derived from four aspects of such self-reliant development experiences, namely: (1) the nature and mode ofstimulation, (2) the
process by which sensitized agents have been created to play
such a role, (3) the different kinds of self-reliant actions that
people have initiated following such stimulation, and finally (4)
135
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Stimulation of Self-reliant Initatives

which are non-hierarchical in structure and democratic in
operations and which can effectively be used as instruments
of action to create change (rather than organizing people into
externally determined structures to serve goals set by outsiders).

the issue of sustaining such initiatives on a broader front. The
discussion is based primarily on experiences in South and
l
Southeast Asia

The Nature and Mode of Stimulation
Stimulation of the poor and deprived to undertake selfreliant initiatives requires two essential steps.
The first is the development of an awareness about the reality
in which they live. In particular, they need to understand that
poverty and deprivation are a result of specific social forces
rather than an outcome of some inherent deficiency on their part
or even "fate." Second, based on such critical awareness, they
need to gain confidence in their collective abilities to bring about
positive changes in their life situations and to organize themselves for that purpose.
A stimulation of this sort implies a specific mode of interaction with the people, the essence of which could be summarized
as the breaking up of the classical dichotomy between "subject"
and "object" (manipulation and dominance) and its replacement
by a humanistic mode of equal relation between two subjects
(animation and facilitation). Such a mode of interaction would
be fundamentally different from that adopted by a political party
worker or a conventional development worker. The essentialdifferences may be summarized as follows:
•

•
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Starting from where people are-their experiences,
knowledge, perceptions and rhythm of work and thought
(rather than from a preconceived political agenda or an externally conceived set of assumptions).

Stimulating the people (animation) to undertake selfanalysis of their life situations (a self-inquiry into the
economic-social-cultural environment in which people live)
and helping them derive from such self-inquiry facts, figures
and conclusions to serve as an intellectual base for initiating
changes (rather than the use of a closed framework of
analysis or a social analysis carried out by outside intellectuals).
• Assisting the people to organize themselves and to create
their own organizations-People'S Organizations (POs)-

•

Facilitating the actions for change as decided by the pas, in
particular assisting them to deal with logistical and practical
problems which the people by themselves may not initially
be fully equipped to cope with (rather than implementation
of externally conceived projects/programs).

•

Stimulating and assisting the pas to carry out self-reviews
of their activities as a regular practice, to assess and learn
from successes as well as failures and to plan future actions
(rather than monitoring and evaluation carried out by outsiders).

•

Conscious measures taken by the external agent to make
his/her role progressively redundant in order to pave the
way for and thus ensure self-reliant capacity buildup of the
POs (rather than attempting to provide continued leadership
and patronage or to project one's image).

•

Such a phasing out would necessarily require assistance in
developing their own cadres (internal animators and
facilitators) who could eventually replace the external
agents. Moreover, selected internal animators/facilitators
will be used for the expansion of the self-reliant development
process (to cover new villages/communities), thereby reducing the dependence on external agents as well as the cost of
external animation (rather than the use of a large number of
external agents, which is costly and often requires high
recourse to foreign funds).

Creation of a Cadre of Sensitized Agents
Adoption of a mode of interaction with the people as
described above requires the availability of a cadre of sensitized
agents who have gone through a process of rigorous learning
based on exposure to concrete experiences and self-reflection, as
against formal training and instruction. Analysis of several
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country experiences reveal that potential persons have
originated from 0) socially conscious and active segments of the
middle class who have had some practical experience in social
activities, have gone through secondary or higher formal education and are generally in the age category 9f twenty-five to forty;
and (2) those who had begun to critically reflect on whatever activist roles they had been playing earlier and were looking for
more relevant or fulfilling roles in society.2
The learning process undergone to develop potential should
be distinguished from formal training courses where the trainee
becomes an object of training and a depository of knowledge
delivered by a trainer. The main elements of the learning process
as revealed from practice may be summarized as fol1ows:
•

The starting point is a col1ective reflection on and an analysis
of the experiences that "trainees" already have in working
with communities and their existing knowledge of micro and
macro social situations. Such a critical review of existing
knowledge and experiences provides an opportunity for
each "trainee" to engage in self-criticism and self-evaluation,
to initiate a process of "unlearning" as well as new learning.

•

•

Beginning from such an initial self-reflective exercise, the
trainees are exposed to concrete field situations by living
among selected communities in order to gather socioeconomic information through informal discussions with the
people and through direct observations as a base for understanding community life.

Such an exercise in basic data gathering enables the trainee
to identify those categories of the poor and deprived.
Through interaction with such groups, the trainee seeks to
stimulate them to identify issues of common concern, collect
the relevant data on these issues and assist them in analyzing the data that will enrich an understanding of their own
life situations. It requires a sustained effort on the part of a
trainee to be able to set in motion such a process of self-inquiry by the people.
• While engaged in such field exercises, the trainees meet
regularly (at least once a month) as a group to share and
analyze their experiences among themselves as a collective
learning exercise. This transference from field action to col-
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lective reflection is an important method for the trainees to
improve the quality of their work by learning from each
other's experiences.
•

While there can be no definitive time table, concrete experiences suggest that trainees generally take at least six
months to achieve a breakthrough in learning and action, that
is, to acquire the basic skills for stimulation and demonstrate
some concrete results in the field. At this point, the trainees
would begin to show varying degrees of success in stimulating the people, with whom they had been interacting, to organize themselves so to initiate changes. The progress is not
necessarily even; some would lag behind others.

•

As an important part of these field exercises, the trainees also
should identify these individuals from within the communities that possess the potential skills in animation and
facilitation, and should assist in improving such skills. Creation of internal or community cadres is an important requirement for the ultimate phasing out of the external cadres.

Thus it is seen that the creation of sensitized agents is a
process that involves sustained field experiences coupled with
back-and-forth exercises for col1ective learning spread over a
number of months. It is a delicate human resource development
that cannot be short-circuited or capsuled into a short-term training course to be delivered in a class room.
Given their formal education and middle-class origin and
aspirations, the external animators tend to go through many tensions in their work with the people, for example, comparisons
with peer groups, middle-class lifestyles, demands of the family and careerist tendencies. These factors make it difficult to
retain many of the external animators for long, resulting in a high
turnover. Experience shows that after about four to five years of
work, a sense of fatigue sets in, at which point many of them seek
job change. Moreover, since they have to be paid salaries and allowances at least comparable to going market rates, their use in
large numbers is a costly matter. This would lead to overexte~ed budgets often requiring increased dependence on foreign
donors.
In order to avoid both a high dependence on external funds
as well as the problems created by high turnover, it is necessary
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to confine the cadre of external animators to a modest number
of carefully selected committed person~. This would invariably
mean that Self-reliance Promoting Organizations (SPOs) will
need to depend increasingly on selected internal animators
(cadres of pas) to expand the process of self-reliant development
and to increase its coverage geographically.
While some internal animators would be confined to the activities of their own pas, there would be others willing to cross
the village boundaries to spread the development process in adjacent areas. Such persons may be labeled as Internal-External
Animators, (IEAs), as distinguished from the external ones of the
sPas and internal ones of the pas. They represent an intermediate category, being those from among the cadres of a PO
willing to undertake external animation by going beyond the
boundary ofthe respective PO. Theuse of their services ona parttime basis would require only a payment of a replacement income (alternative daily income foregone plus travel cost) which
would greatly reduce the cost of external animation.3

Emergence of Self-reliant Actions
Sparked by the stimulation provided by sensitized agents,
the kinds of actions that organized groups of people have initiated vary depending on the particular socio-economic-cultural
context-that is, the nature and extent of the deprivations, concerns of the people and the availability of political and social
space for desired actions. The diverse variety of actions that have
emerged may be analyzed under four interrelated types, namely, defensive, assertive, constructive and innovative/alternative
actions.
Defensive actions by the poor are basically aimed at protecting the existing sources, means and levels of living against
erosion or encroachment by the actions of other interest groups
or by governmental policies or projects. Examples are dislocations and displacements of people and loss of their customary
means of living as a result of such "development projects" as bIg
dams for electricity generation of agribusiness operations. Other
examples include adverse effects of the introduction of big
trawlers on small fishermen, environmental damage caused by
some projects or certain so-called development policies. Actions
by organized groups have taken a variety of forms, such as
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protest campaigns, making representations to public authorities,
negotiations for compensation, resort to legal remedies and other
direct actions.
Assertive actions refer to assertions by the poor deprived of
economic, social and other rights available to them under
govemmentallegislation, policies and programs as well as what
they collectively consider to be their legitimate entitlements. Experiences show that governmental legislation and policies intended to benefit the poor and deprived-e.g., rights of
sharecroppers and tenants, minimum wages, delivery schemes
and poverty programs-<:io not automatically reach the poor unless the latter are organized and able to act as a pressure group
to assert their rights. Through organizations of their own
making, the poor have enhanced their receiving capacity as well
as their claim-making capacity for such rights and public services. Assertive action has a further dimension: assertion vis-avis private vested interests that attempt to make extractions from
the poor through a process of unequal or unfair exchange-exorbitant interest charged on credit supplies, low prices paid for
peasant produce or high prices charged for inputs used by
peasants. In social contexts where such income transfers (from
poor to rich) are an important factor in the poverty of the
peasantry, organized peasant groups have initiated collective actions to enhance their bargaining power as opposed to mercantile or landed interests. Or they have delinked from them,
initiating alternative (cooperative) methods of credit and
marketing arrangements and thereby retrieving formerly lost
economic surpluses.
Constructive actions refer to projects of a self-help nature initiated by organized groups to satisfy the group needs by
mobilizing their own resources and skills with or without supplementary assistance from outside. Such activities could take a
variety of forms: (l) infrastructural works-feeder roads, simple
irrigation works and similar physical structures; (2) economic
projects, such as consumer good stores, schemes for credit and
marketing and small industries; (3) social development projects,
such as drinking water wells, housing improvements and health
and education programs; and (4) cultural activities of different
sorts.
Finally, innovative or alternative actions represent initiatives of
organized groups to experiment with and undertake develop-
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ment styles and activities that could be alternatives to some elements of the mainstream "development" processes. These may
be technologies that are ecologically sustainable and more appropriate to the environment and culture of the people. Organic
farming, biogas projects and indigenous practices of health care
are examples. Recovery and revival of indigenous cultural elements that suffered under cultural invasions is a further dimension. Evolution of innovative organizational forms and methods
of community action that are democratic and participatory in
character, and also capable of checking the growth of elitist forms
of leadership within organizations, represent another example.

Issues in the Sustainability of
Self-reliant Processes
Experiences vary as to the extent the above-described actions
have proved self-sustaining or have led to a continuing improvement in the socioeconomic status of the poor and deprived.
While some have shown more durable results, others have stagnated, lacked continuity or failed to develop after an initial spurt
of activity. Analysis of concrete experiences reveal that the sustainability of organized initiatives appears to depend on four interrelated factors: (1) the emergence of a group of internal
animators, (2) practice of self-review by people's organizations,
(3) the ability to move from micro groups to larger groupings,
and finally (4) an expansion of the action agenda to move toward
a total/comprehensive development effort.
The first important development must be the emergence of
a group of internal (community) cadres who possess the skills to
animate their fellow men and women, to facilitate the group actions (and thus multiply the development beyond village boundaries) and to progressively reduce the dependence on external
cadres. External cadres, who tend to persist without the creation
of internal cadres, consciously or unconsciously create a new
form of dependency among the people. This is particularly the
case when such external cadres also function as some sort of
delivery agents, for example, for credit and other inputs.
A progressive increase in the ratio of internal animators to a
given external agent is in fact an important indicator of capacity
buildup for self-reliance. As we have already observed, the ex-
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istence of a pool of internal animators becomes an important
source of internal-external animators, thus reducing the cost of
external animation.
Second, for the emergence of a viable people's process, selfreview of activities must become a regular practice of people's
organizations. Self-review is an action-reflection process which
evaluates the ongoing actions by the people themselves, enabling any corrections or adjustments therein as well as providing a base for the conception and planning of future actions.
Moreover, it is an important instrument of assertion vis-a-vis outsiders (including the external animator) as well as their own
leaders. Self-review needs to include not only the people's actions, but also their relations with outsiders as well as relations
among themselves. In short, self-review helps to improve
people's actions, assert their autonomy and create conditions for
the democratic functioning of people's organizations.
Third, the process of development that initially emerges is
rooted in small-sized base groups that often encompass members having common interests or are subject to similar disabilities. There are many actions that such small groups can take
by themselves to improve conditions. But a point is reached
when the feasible agenda for autonomous actions becomes exhausted and stagnation tends to set in. Hence the continued
ability of such organized entities to make advances depends on
their ability to forge links with one another and to evolve into
larger organizations through appropriate groupings with the objective of expanding the available space for actions. This is the
only way by which organized groups are able to move on to a
higher plane of action and thus open up even newer possibilities
for action. In order to tackle larger issues of common concern,
which are beyond the capacity of any single group acting alone
to deal with, there is a need to grow bigger, to enhance bargaining power and to emerge as a power to reckon with within a
given social context. This tends to be an organic development in
the case of groups that have attained a relatively high level of
conscious~s through an action-reflection process. Such groups
are actively seeking ways to expand the space for assertive and
creative actions. Broader groupings emerge as a logical necessity,
a felt need. When group formations on a broader front fail to
emerge, micro-level initiatives (after a point) tend to stagnate and
even fizzle out or become coopted into the ongoing mainstream.
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And finally, there is the need to broaden and deepen the action agenda by progressively moving from initial issues of concern to a total development effort-an integrated advance on
several fronts which could make a significant impact on the life
situations of the people concerned. The initial actions may be, for
example, defensive or assertive ones (as described above), which
should then be followed by constructive and innovative actions
in order to create a base for continuing life improvements. With
the fonnation of larger groupings/organizations in a given
geographical area, a sizeable base would be available to facilitate
the fonnulation of comprehensive plans that could stand as alternatives to the mainstream "development" activities and
programs. Such alternative development plans, based as they are
on visions, values, priorities and aspirations of conscientized
groups, could be used as instruments for bargaining with
governments or public agencies for a legitimate share of resource
allocation. In this way organized groups need to progressively
advance to a stage where local/regional planning for a total
development effort, embracing economic-social-cultural dimensions, could be initiated. In this final analysis the ability of participatory initiatives to multiply, expand and grow in the face of
overwhelming pressures emanating from the mainstream--<iependence, alienation, atomization, consumerism and environmental destruction-will depend on the proven successes in
developing innovations and alternative methods, practices,
ideas and plans capable of making a significant improvement in
the life situations of the poor on a continuing basis.
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(Regional Workshop for Trainors in Participatory Rural
Development, Tagaytay, The Philippines, August 1988).

NOTES
1.
2.
3.

For reports on some of these experiences, see Rahman 1984
and Tllakaratna 1985.
For some Asian experiences of the emergence of external
animators, see Tilakaratna 1987.
The tenn SPO (Self-reliance Promoting Organizations), as
distinguished from NGO, was adopted by the participants
of a workshop in the Philippines to provide a separate identity for those organizations that specifically use a process as
described in this chapter. The term Internal-External
Animator (lEA) was also developed in this workshop
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Chapter 11
REMAKING KNOWLEDGE
Orlando Fals-Borda
Building up people's self-awareness has been an everpresent preoccupation of participatory action researchers-an
extremely important task in order for our actions to be effective
if we want to avoid the betrayal of ideals. For this purpose, we
have placed the interplay between explidt and implicit scienceor between Cartesian and popular knowledge-in a practical
and teletic context, as a fact which has to be taken into account
since it involves dialectical encounters that are inevitably part of
day-to-day living. In the course of our work on the five continents, as described in the previous chapters, we have seen enormous possibilities of combining the two types of knowledge, and
doing so without tilting the balance in favor of academic
knowledge monopolized mostly for exploitative purposes. Our
central aim has been to direct this interplay to allow the common
people to have suffident control over the generation of new
knowledge. We have therefore tried to encourage the remaking
of knowledge and science for the benefit ofthemasses victimized
by power.
146
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We are, of course, too small for this tremendous task: the victims of poverty constitute the majority of the earth's inhabitants
and the effort has many detractors. But a hopeful methodological start has been made with participatory action-research, as
described at length in this book.
Certainly PAR has more supporters now than at the beginning, when theory was considered irrelevant or received low
priority. A return to and refocusing of concepts, definitions and
systematization soon became unavoidable as greater emphasis
was put on clarity in verbal communication in the training of
cadres-a setback for those who insisted on a radical break with
the past as a condition for our new adventures. At the beginning,
we had to use some well-worn categories and theories (class,
state, dialectics) as well as cite a few authorities to launch our innovative attempts, although care was taken not to return to
functionalist or positivist frames of reference. A reading of
diverse fields and schools of thought had to be undertaken
during those breathing spells allowed by the spiral of the actionreflection cycle.
It finally dawned on us that some of our fresh ways of looking at issues had antecedents which could have provided certainties for our fieldwork had they been considered before. What we
were discovering was not, after all, entirely original. In many instances we were observing old phenomena under a new light as
though looking at the flip-side of a coin.

The Positive Role of Subversion
Almost without knowing it, we immersed ourselves during
the first years in some of the counter-currents of science
described in 1978 by Nowotny and others who just skirted the
risky and dangerous issue of institutional subversion. While
these European colleagues were able to avoid being accused of
subversion, those of us in the Third World experimenting with
PAR soon came under official susp\cion. We had to face the
charge of subversion head on and early in the game. Some of us
devised and proposed an anti-value with which to defend ourselves that we called "moral subversion." Now incorporated in
some respected academic encyclopedias (d. Del Campo 1976, II:
961-964), this "concept in reverse" induced some hesitation
among the enemies of people's struggles and disarmed them
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ideologically and morally.
The needed archaeology of the concept of subversion took us
back to the historical moment when it was invented by Sallust to
refer to the Catilinian conspiracy in Rome (62 B.C.). Indeed, we
learn from Sallust that it was Cicero and not Catiline, the leader
of a slave and workers' revolt against corrupt senators, who was
the immoral subversive. This, together with other historical and
contemporary cases like those of Gandhi, Father Camilo Torres
and Ernesto Che Guevara as well as the accounts of so many
heretics and subverters who were subsequently rehabilitated as
heroes or saints, led us to redefine subversion more realistically.
We saw it as merely a condition reflecting the internal contradictions of a social order discovered in a given historical period
under the light of new goals and values (Fals-Borda 1970).
This kind of positive subversion applied in the search for insights and more effective action eventually gave birth to new currents of thought in the Third World. One was the theology of
liberation that gives inspiration to the important work of Christian-based communities. Others gave ideological support to
work within institutions whenever they allow for a margin of
tolerance for change (see Chapter 9, Gaventa's "guerilla research"). Innovations could then be introduced without much
frontal resistance, as described in this book by Salazar (1987) in
the case of the Colombian Ministry of Labour.

The Meaning of Dialogical Research
In adopting such marginal and subversive roles in practice,
PAR researchers were not denying the merits of science; without
the scientific bearings they would have felt as if moving in a void.
In our new ventures we looked unconsciously for ways of building connections between the different scientific traditions while
doing research with and for the people, and not on them. We
could do this as activists and researchers by trying to combine
both roles, a task for which we had received practically no training. It was impossible for those of us with formal schooling to
forget all the lessons learned in academic halls; in fact, we made
good use of such basic rules as applying rigor and responsibility
in observation-inference or in the careful handling of data, just
as positivists do. But we had to remake other aspects of our
scholarship so as to relate it to ordinary people's way of inter-
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preting reality and their common sense. In a similar manner we
had to discover and apply their half-hidden science-their own
"people's knowledge"-for their own benefit.
For this purpose, we developed a series of field procedures
in which theory and practice, conventional learning and implicit
knowledge could be combined in special vivencias. These procedures, sometimes called "synergistic" for their joint action implications (lamosc 1987: 24-25), are still applied (de Roux has
described it in Chapter 4) but are not binding. Imitation or
replication of techniques is not recommended, not even when
they have proved successful. The rules of cultural consistency
make it preferable to undertake new actions every time, depending on the specific conditions and circumstances of each experience. Freedom to explore and to recreate in these conditions
is therefore another essential characteristic of participatory action-research.
The reconstruction of knowledge for the purpose of furthering social progress and increasing people's self-awareness with
PAR vivencias takes dialogue as its point of insertion in the social
process. This is amply documented in Part II. It is dialogical research, oriented to the social situation in which people live, attempting to organize them and to break up the subject!object
binomial. As actual situations in Third World societies (and
probably elsewhere) generally involve capitalist exploitation,
vivencia experiences start by asking base groups such questions
as: 'Why is there poverty?" or "Why is there oppression and dependence?" The answers may provide a greater awareness of
their problems, and at the same time make them realize the need
for finding out the reasons and taking political action.
Ideally in such cases as those described by Nyoni, TJlakaratna and Rahman, the grassroots representatives and cadres
shOuld be able to participate as reference groups in the action-research process from the very beginning-that is, from the moment it is decided what the subject of the research will be. And
they should remain involved at every step of the process until
the results (of which they continue to be rightful owners) have
been published and the information has been returned in various
ways to the people.
As shown in the preceding chapters, PAR gives precedence
to qualitative rather than to quantitative analyses without losing
sight of the importance of rigorous research and the applicability
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of other explanatory schemas. In this connection participatory
researchers like de Roux have faced the unusual dilemma of
employing affective logic involving sentiments and emotions
versus dialectical logic with cold-headed analyses. As a rule, we
have followed Pascal's dictum in his Thoughts: "The heart has its
reasons which reason itself does not at all perceive," much as in
biologist William Bateson's ideal that scientific work can reach
its highest point when it aspires to art. If emotion and reason have
their own algorithms, the discovery of these is not beyond
human effort, as has been shown in the case of musical logic, for
example, and by men of letters and aesthetes who have been able
"to think with the heart." This unorthodox, infrequent combination has nevertheless been recognized by respected scholars as
possible in the pursuit of science.

Autonomy and Collective Research
Following these general orientations, one of our first corroborations was the objective centrality of local know-how and
autonomous experience, an obvious fact often obscured in
regular academic training where we are told instead to despise
and mistrust common sense and folk knowledge. The resulting
cultural shock has been highly iI)structive for us. To begin with,
as the testimonies in this book have shown, popular knowledge
does not come in the form of isolated facts known to specific individuals. It comes in packets of cultural data generated by social groups. In PAR the information can be immediately
processed, confronted and verified by motivated and fully aware
participants. They have been found to perform better as a
group-in meetings, committees, round tables, assemblies,
debates, collective trips and so forth, as seen in Cauca, Ayacucho,
Senegal, Tanzania, Zimbabwe and Appalachia. PAR as an
autonomous collective investigation is quite different from the
type of research usually recommended, where the (detached) observer takes the initiative and sole responsibility for the work
with other purposes in mind-doctoral thesis, advancement of
science, promotion, personal prestige or financial gain. Now the
task becomes a communal enterprise in which social validation
of knowledge is obtained not only by confronting previous ideas
or hypotheses but also through the people's own verification
mechanisms. This has been underlined by Rahman.
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There are three theoretical elements-not usually included
in dominant paradigms-which enrich the overall scientific experience in conducting and validating participatory actionresearch: (1) the ontological pOSSibility of a real popular science,
(2) the existential possibility of transforming the researcher/researched relationship, and (3) the essential need of autonomy
and identity in exercising people's own countervailing power.
There is no need to elaborate on the well-known idea that the
making of knowledge and science tends to favor those who
produce and control them. They are not neutral nor value-free.
And they can have many parents. In the field one can readily discern or conceive alternative functions of knowledge, such as a
common people's science, as an endogenous process. People's
science does exist in its explicit and implicit forms: it is formally
constructed in its own terms, with its own" practical rationality
and empirical systematization and its own way of institutionalizing, accumulating and transmitting knowledge from one generation to the next. This science does not hinge on Cartesian or
Kantian rationality. But it serves and should serve the interests
of exploited classes (KSSP 1984; Guha 1988). This is especially
true of health sciences ("folk medicine"), as outlined by Gaventa
in Chapter 9.
What can students of social reality do with these hitherto
neglected facts? They can establish, along with the contributors
to this book, that the wisdom of the sage and the know-how of
the scientist converge and intermingle, as recognized during
their lifetimes by Descartes, Kant and Galileo themselves. Thus
by giving due importance to both, contemporary students can
help to produce a more useful and complete knowledge for social change, or "revolutionary science" in physicist Thomas
Kuhn's terms (1962). Such convergence challenges the present
positivist monopoly, the prophylactic and arrogant approach of
academe, the ethnocentrism of Western science and dangerous
technology. It therefore holds not only the richest of promises but
also the greatest potential of both resistance and repression by
vested interests.
Usually undaunted by such difficult prospects, participatory
researchers approach tneir work with Antonio Gramsci's
proposal in mind to convert common sense into "good sense."
Emancipatory collective knowledge and popular science become
tools in the quest for justice, and this is the answer to the peren-
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nial questions: "Knowledge for what?" and "Knowledge for
whom?"
The second element, transformation of the researcher/ researched (subject/object) liaison, brings us close to the contemporary debate on participation. This is certainly one of the
concepts most used and abused since it was introduced by such
liberal thinkers on egalitarian systems as J.J. Rousseau and J.S.
Mill, or put in terms of equity by Adam Smith and other early
economists (see Macpherson 1977: 93-115; Pateman 1970). PAR
activists from the beginning have criticized the partial and interested definitions of participation given by Huntington (1976)
and Vanek (1971). Since the Cartagena World Symposium on Action Research and Scientific Analysis in 1977, our concept is clearly centered on the idea that participation means more than
support of government policy or the developmental passage
from autocracy to representative democracy, as is commonly adduced (see Nyoni in Chapter 8). It means breaking up intentionally by means of vivencias the asymmetrical subject/object
relationships of submission, dependence, exploitation and oppression that exist between persons, groups and social classes.
This interpretation has been substantiated by the cases dealt
with in this book. Our definition of participation is more
demanding. It is a teleological statement that sets up a standard
to follow, one by which to measure social, economic and political advancement toward achievement of goals. In participatory
action both researcher and researched recognize that despite
their otherness they seek the mutual goal of advancing
knowledge in search of greater justice. They interact, collaborate,
discuss, reflect and report in collectivities on an equal footing,
each one offering in the relationship what he knows best. For instance, outside cadres may provide technical expertise or situational analysis or act as intermediaries with other groups or
institutions, while local cadres will provide specific local
knowledge and know-how and by acting as critics will adapt the
research to their own reality. It is in this space of a truly participatory activity that the actual meeting of diverse scientific
traditions takes place, resulting in an enriched overall
knowledge, which in addition is more effective in the struggle
for justice and the achievement of social progress and peace.
In general terms, as recalled by Rahman, the breaking up of
the initial subject/object binomial is problematic not only in the

Remaking Knowledge

153

researcher-researched relationship but in all situations of daily
life, from the family (macho structure) to education (magister
dixit), health, material production, politics, military and ecclesiastical hierarchies, class structures and so forth. We, as activists, animators or agents of change, experience this difficulty
as outsiders to the communities we work with when we look for
local counterparts to be involved as reference groups. Given our
differences of class and rationalities a tension is created between
us. The resolution of this tension, as observed in the present
cases, is obtained with the expreSSion of mutual respect and a
shared commitment, and through authentic collective participation in seeking new knowledge and synergistic experiences.
These procedures, of course, overrun present academic rules and
methods.
The third element-autonomy and identity in collective research-rests on the observation that progressive social movements and SPOs (Self-reliance Promoting Organizations) differ
from other types of movements and regular institutional NGOs
(see TIiakaralna in Chapter 10) in that they cherish and fight for
their culture and personality to the last, and for good reasontheir lives depend on it. A good PAR researcher recognizes the
importance of this third characteristic and seeks to stimulate
autonomous movements and to defend the articulation of local
life as a worthy goal, not always shared by academe, governments and political parties (Kothari 1984; Restrepo 1988). As explained earlier by Gaventa, Nyoni, Gianotten and de Wit, the
building up of autonomy is a delicate affair. It consists in stripping the oppressor of his power and in understanding how to
internalize one's own. This is an effort in counter-alienation and
in constructing "knowledge democracy," necessary for survival
in the present ambiguous and violent contexts of many nations.
It also includes the power to speak, since the cry of the poor for
life and dignity is a condition sine qua non for any contemporary
ethical stance (Clastres 1987: 151-155).
Hence the strong emphasis of participatory activists on undergirding the springs of socipl conduct by supporting selfreliant actions. This is done to defend human life and cultures;
to improve self-management (autogestion); to build people's
countervailing power, civic movements and self-reliance
promoting organizations; and to provide a good margin for
provincial, regional and civil-society actions vis-a.-vis the state,
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central bureaucracies, monopolies, military complex and
despotisms in general. The success or failure of these movements
and organizations is one of the validation criteria in assessing the
work of PAR researchers. 1
This emphasis has produced several theoretical/practical
consequences. One of them has been to reveal the dominant "discourse of development" for what it really is: an imposed model
that perpetuates old distinctions between savage and civilized,
and that works against the economy, autonomy and identity of
our common people (Escobar 1987; Esteva 1987). This developmental model calls forth our subversive disaffection and
criticism, to the horror of well-placed "establishment" experts,
scientists and officials.
Our critical attitude toward the "development of underdevelopment" in the Third World instigates alternative policies
and authentic movements, such as those portrayed in Part II, for
the application of technologies adapted to the common people's
culture, needs and ends. In view ofthe debatable results of "green
revolutions" and other developmentalist innovations, preference
is given by PAR activists to work on knowledge systems for
small-scale energy techniques and industries, and for reviving
suitable practices in traditional agriculture and husbandry, housing, health care and other activities designed to defend poor and
exploited communities. This is true even in the United States, as
explained by Gaventa.
Of course, everyone knows that the autonomy and welfare
of base groups, communities and regions, especially the most
marginal and destitute, have diminished due to the forces of illconceived national integration, homogenization and "development" promoted by powerful central oligarchies (usually in
imitation of European patterns of nation-states). This trend continues. Yet it is evident that even with all the repression and
violence unleashed by the central states, they have not destroyed
the core values and deep roots that sustain the communities and
give them their culture and personality. The essays in this book
confirm this. It has been one of PAR's important roles to rediscover with collective research the vitality of such values and
roots, to stimulate positive, non-violent cultural contact and
tolerance of different traditions and to foster movements of resistance and defense of local human, economic and political expressions (Sethi 1987). We have felt that there is still a deeply
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entrenched need for autonomy and cultural identity in regional,
provincial and community life that simply needs stimulation in
order to surface. This great effort can be the predicament of oncoming generations. If the eighteenth century in Europe has been
called "the Enlightenment" for its collective efforts to revamp
science and philosophy, the final decade of the 1990s and the
twenty-first century may be expected to be the "Century of the
Awakening." The common peoples are already awakening to
their rights and possibilities for action in realizing these rights.
They are also responding to the call of their own voices-hitherto half-muted-to honor their dignity and the meaning of their
own history.2

Praxis and the Recovery of
History and Culture
Official, elitist history has been the history for most social researchers because their formal training has often considered the
common people's culture and daily life expressions second rate
or not worthy of serious attention by scientists. This is no longer
the case with participatory action-research and other
methodologies (Heller 1984; Gleick 1987). We have recovered historical testimonies by scholars, acknowledging the popUlar, commonsensicalsources of their formulae. And we have dusted off
memories of many simple people who have been prime movers
of history but who, although as deserving as kings or generals,
have no statues built in their honor. Several such persons are
referred to in this book. Therefore we feel justified in claiming
that our fieldwork has enriched humankind's historical and culturallegacy. What is more, by salvaging these histories through
a combination of idea and practice, there has evolved an increased self-awareness and self-reliance on the part of base communities and hence their power for independent action. Thus
participatory action-research has demonstrated in concrete cases
its ability to further the progress of the grassroots rather than the
vested interests of dominant groups.
This result has been achieved by laying greater emphasis on
certain methods already used by historians and anthropologists
and by applying some newer and unconventional techniques.
These techniques have been referred to in Chapter 1. They
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operate within the heart of communities as essential ingredients
for both scientific formulation and action motivation. Together
they open doors for research and enable the base communities
to recognize the value of their own knowledge and to allow it to
flourish. These techniques help to explain a.nd to sustain the immense capacity for resistance that characterizes popular life and
culture as well as workers' struggles. As highlighted in our case
studies, especially the African ones, the rediscovery of historical
and cultural roots is an essential element in any effort to improve
many depressed communities. These efforts fall within a frame
of reference which so far has been largely out-of-bounds in institutions, but has now been rehabilitated and adopted as a
theoretical alternative. It is called praxis.
Praxis was one of the first articulating concepts of the PAR
movement. Proscribed as unscientific by positivists, it has from
the beginning had the advantage of moving away from those
schools where practice means technological manipulation or social engineering of humans, and instrumental control of natural
and social processes. At first, following Hegel's dialectics and
Marx's Theses on Feuerbach (as well as many Marxist thinkers),
we emphasized the practical element in praxis so that for us
praxis was a dialectical unit formed by theory and action in
which action was cyclically determinant. Obviously, as work on
contemporary hermeneutics by neo-Aristotelians has shown,
such a definition of praxis is faulty because it does not include
elements of practical knowledge, moral know-how and wise
judgment Cphronesis). Nevertheless, even with such partial un~:~~3nding, it proved to have considerable utility for our initial
One challenge presented by that interpretation was to prove
whether theory can in fact be derived directly from action or in
the course of action. This was attempted, with inconclusive
results and some verticality, by Alexandre Bogdanov's Proletkult
movement in the early days of the Soviet Union. Like him, we
tried (also in vain) to build a "science of the proletariat" in Third
World environments. Despite these failures, PAR techniques for
the critical recovery of history and culture were still designed
with a similar purpose in mind. Their application has proved encouraging in a number of cases (some of which are described
here) by making possible some progress in people's struggles.
Because of the complex nature of the problems involved, PAR
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techniques are now being developed on the basis of cultural and
historical practical elements, including interdisciplinary and
holistic principles as well as theoretical and technical knowledge.
These approaches have been identified in this book as "praxiology" (Sethi 1987: 15-21).
Recent analyses have pointed to the need of distinguishing
three movements in cultural-historical praxis, each of which has
its own conditions and functions: (t) the investigative practice,
which requires the usual care and discipline; (2) the ideological
practice, which requires clarity and ability to understand and
communicate; and (3) the political practice, which requires commitment, boldness and a utopian vision (Zamosc 1987: 37). PAR
researchers attempt to connect the three movements by synergy
in the field in the form of an action-reflection cycle, spiraling
toward successive and more complex stages of theoretical discussion and practice. In each stage preconceptions and ad hoc
statements are ventilated. This is difficult work because it involves acquiring knowledge, practicing science and impelling
transformation all at the same time. In such a theory-action context, the mere asking of a question in the field carries with it a
commitment to act: it spurs movement, much as was Marx's
early intention with his labor questionnaire in 1880.
The combining of analysis and practice on the march requires
outside researchers to adopt new or unusual roles. They may be
expected by base communities to be ideologues and charismatic
politicians as well as good historians and sociologists-"an impossible, self-defeating task!" say the critics. Faced with this
dilemma, outside researchers usually insist that their most effective contribution still is their scientific and technical know-how,
rather than any attempts on their part to replace local actors in
the communities' political struggles. These researchers in tum
would like to see local protagonists inspired and guided by personal involvement in the research effort. The scientific legitimacy
of the participatory action-research is confirmed by this difficult
balance between theory and practice. In this way the researcheractivist helps to modify,!!,d explain existing ideological, often
alienating, representations through scientific knowledge as a
liberating agent. Researchers may be tempted to subordinate
their action research to the immediate needs of grassroots activists but, as illustrated in this book, this may not prove to be an
insurmountable obstacle.
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Obviously since our cultural-historical praxis requires wise
judgment, commitment to people's struggles and insertion into
social processes, it offers clear advantages in improving the lot
of base communities over classical methods of doing detached
research based on dissimulation and simple empathic attitudes.
It should be observed that, as far as we know, there are no other
ways except through participatory action-research to work successfully and responsibly in these dynamic, conflicting or processual conditions. The Ayacucho case presented by Gianotten and
de Wit is eloquent enough, as are the African cases in which attempts have been made to articulate people's own praxis and
culture (like the concept of amalima in Zimbabwe). PAR
methodology appears to be the most effective way of building
"knowledge democracy" today.

Convergences
A quick review is given in this section of recent intellectual
and theoretical convergences between participatory action-research and other schools of thought (excluding liberation theology ) in regard to remaking knowledge in the context of action.
The critical education group has been developing new
pedagogical theories, like those introduced by John Elliott, Ivan
Illich and Paulo Freire, with important social expressions. These
include: the Ford Teaching Project in the United Kingdom,
Global Learning in Canada, the Center for International Education and the Participatory Research Center at the University of
Massachusetts-Amherst, Popular Education in Latin America
and various experiences in Africa. Two important additions to
this movement, although somewhat confusing and contradictory, came in 1981 in the form of publications by the Non-Formal
Education Services at Michigan State University (NFE 1981), and
the School of Social Work at the University of Montreal with contributions from France, Belgium and Switzerland (Revue 1981).
Publications of both institutions have expressed support for action-research. Further recognition has come from the Australian
educational action-research group, which recommends a participatory, collective approach to planning (Kemmis and McTaggart 1988), and proposals for "collaborative" or emancipatory
action-research (Carr and Kemmis 1986: 5, 224).
PAR has benefited greatly from the examination of de~elop-
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ment projects undertaken by a number of economists anxious to
restore economics to its human foundations, and to apply participatory principles in socioeconomic planning (Max-Neef 1982;
Fuglesang and Chandler 1986; Hirschman 1984; Lutz and Lux
1988).
In Bratislava, Czechoslovakia, an interdisciplinary center has
been founded to examine the relations between active social
learning and anticipatory behavior and to mobilize social groups
with the guiding concept of "Problem-Oriented Participative
Forecasting (POPF)." It is expected that with this method common people would eventually be able to carry out forecasting
themselves (Gal and Fric 1987).
Anthropologists have turned to aspects of agricultural life
and to a "supportive social anthropology" that "assures the
perspective of oppressed groups in a process of change"
(Colombres 1982; Hernandez 1987). Likewise, a few important
historians have reconsidered "popular versions" of events and
"peoples without history" <Wolf 1982; Ziegler 1983).
Some ethnologists are approaching indigenous and local cultures with a participative philosophy and suggesting that
popular movements be redefined, bearing in mind the pluriethnic nature of na tionaI societies. Thus they go beyond
anthropologist Sol Tax (with his detached observer brand of "action-anthropology"), and C. Levi-Strauss and D. Lewis (Stavenhagen 1988: 341-353; Bonfil Batalla 1981). Others are engaged in
organizing "participatory communal museums," as in Mexico.
Among sociologists, Alain Touraine's method of "sociological intervention" (1978) comes close to PAR in its attempt to
bridge the gap between research and action. In discussing social
movements, he advises investigators to work with them as
mediators, undertaking collective research with their actors but
avoiding any deeper or open involvement or commitment.
Hence this method is reminiscent of the detached participant-observer technique. Touraine, however, like us, emphasizes the
contradictory nature of social processes, rejects traditional
sociological surveys and group dynamics and favors the building of broader and more direct types of democracy.
Rural sociologists are also reviving the problem-solving
orientation of their discipline, as first conceived in the 1920s,
thereby coming closer to PAR. The heretofore fringe contributions of veteran researchers like T. R. Batten ("non- directive ap-
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proach"), Irwin Sanders ("social reconnaissance") and Harold
Kaufman ("the action approach") are now respectfully heeded
(Fear and Schwarzweller 1985: xi-xxxvi). "Trust/political
validity is as important as scientific validity"; this once heterodox
principle is now recommended for applying "action research in
community development." This qualitative, participatory
recovery of rural sociology has been useful in studying farming
systems (low external input agriculture), poverty/hunger indicators, environmental management and farm-output performance and is seen as a more comprehensive "sociology of
agriculture;' "alternative agriculture" or even "alternative
society." Similar ideas are being employed in the Sahel by agriculture students who engage in "recherche-formation-action" with
peasants to defend the fertility of sub-Saharan soils (ENDA
1987).
The psycho-social school of Kurt Lewin (1946), the first to introduce the concept of action-research in the 1940s in the United
States and from which we took our first label, is now also in the
convergent trend. We had deviated from this school when the
"militant" or "committed" component was stressed and later on
With the broader participation element of PAR. Lewin's work on
the whole expressed preoccupations similar to PAR's (on
theory/practice, social use of science, language and pertinence
of information), but shortly after his death his followers reduced
the fuller implications of Lewin's insights by linking them mainly to small-group processes (e.g., in industrial management) and
clinical approaches (e.g., in veterans' rehabilitation). By 1970 the
implicit value-loaded dilemmas of the Lewinians became clear
(Rapoport 1970), but this did not deter them from forming the
present Organization-Development school of action-research
that has gone into community work, educational systems and organizational change. In the early 1980s there were efforts to use
what was referred to already as a method of "participative action-research."
In recent self-criticisms, however, they admit that Organization-Development is unidimensional, fails to advance social
knowledge of any consequence and reinforces and perfects the
status quo (Cooperrider and Srivasta 1987). They recommend
two ways of overcoming such failures: to develop a "metatheory
of sociorationalism;' which would include moral values and a
"vision of the good," and to practice an "appreciative mode of in-
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quiry" as a way of "living with and directly participating in the
varieties of social organization we are compelled to study." It is
readily seen that this school, perhaps through osmotic intellectual communication, has moved close to PAR, now re- baptized
as "appreciative inquiry," with praxiology paraphrased as
"sociorationalism."

More recently, there has appeared in Great Britain the
"cooperative experiential inquiry" group that proposes to do research "with and for people rather than on people" (Reason 1988),
as we have done in PAR from the beginning. Inspired by
humanistic psychology, this trend criticizes the mechanical and
reductionist scientific world view, calls for participatory and
holistic knowing and recognizes PAR as one of its "schools." Unfortunately, these colleagues have preferred to experiment in artificial workshops seen "as a learning community" in order to
"make sense" out of data, without giving enough attention to action in real contexts as we do in PAR. Of course, our experiences
cannot be tied only to the developmental discourse and micro
solutions ("safer stoves for cooking;' the cited case in Reason
1988: 13, 224), as this group has suggested. And in 1988 in Leeds,
a group of university professors from England and the United
States concerned with the lack of critical analyses in their milieux
decided to form a "transformative research network"(!), which
sought to respect "the rights of those involved in the research to
be active and informal participant" --quite a belated but welcome
"discovery.1I

On Paradigms
Perhaps the theoretical positions of these schools and groups
would become clearer if cooperative and appreciative inquirers,
sociological interventors and mediators, alternative rural
sociologists and agronomists, organization/development
scholars, participative forecasters, transformative researchers
and other critical colleagues gave due recognition to PAR
philosophy and techniques for earlier attempts (since 1968 in the
Third World especially) to both produce and remake science and
knowledge. As we have seen, many of them have come close to
PAR. They differ, however, in one important respect: their open
search for new paradigms in the social sciences.
There are reasons to believe that winds of change are occur-
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ring in science in general, and not only in the social disciplines,
so that different research priorities and concerns are the order of
the day. The flavor and ambience of the scientific task per se has
changed dramatically during the past decade, as witnessed by
the seminal work of scholars like Capra (1982, 1988), Berman
(1981), Churchman (1979), Hawking (1988) and the "chaos" nonlinear physicists (Gleick 1987)-all of whom emphasize holistic
philosophy, relativist knowledge, interdisciplinary descriptive
methods, intuition, daily life phenomena and the human scale.
These trends have led some researchers, including a few PAR
practitioners, to think in terms of new paradigms. Such colleagues as Heinz Moser (1975, 1978) have claimed that looking
at the fup-side of the coin of knowledge through PAR is in fact a
step toward building a new paradigm. But we are more circumspect today. Moser's affirmation would hold only if the
metaphor of the two-sided coin corresponded to the actual situation. There is good reason to believe, as many scholars do, that
we are facing a more complex reality better described as a set of
many-sided dice. So the participatory approach to producing
and remaking knowledge would go so far as to accept the general
episternic change in the overall nature of its search, short of
claiming that PAR is a new paradigm or is building one on purpose. As mentioned in many parts of this book, we insist on considering our work as an open-ended process.
Moreover, in terms of Kuhnian principles, we hesitate to become self-appointed watchdogs of the new knowledge to decide
what is scientific and what is not. It would mean playing the
same game of intellectual superiority and technical control that
we have been challenging in the academic world. Perhaps we
should be content to follow Foucault (1980) and develop a more
modest conceptual systematization of heretofore "subjugated
knowledges," as a more stimulating and creative task.
Our present most important practical challenge is to respond
to the need of the cornmon people to articulate in social movements, along with the new knowledge, the necessary political
struggles for justice and progress. This challenge requires a
renewed commitment to change for the very same ideals that
gave PAR its original raison d'etre. The circle is closing. By retaking and redefining our iconoclastic origins, we are discovering
once more the pertinence of participatory action-research to the
transformation of our societies into a more satisfactory and less
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violent world.

NOTES
1.

2.

Cf. Macpherson (1977: 94, 98) and his .thesis that "the main
problem about participatory democracy is not how to run it
but how to reach it." It is significant that this complex process
of people's self-reliance has led to the organization of movements instead of new political parties, and that the procedure adopted has been from the base upwards and from the
peripheries toward the center rather than the opposite, as
has usually been the case with traditional parties, including
those of the Marxist left. The resulting "hammocks," networks, social movements and self-reliance-promoting organizations, with evident political effects in constructing
people's power, may be defined as collective efforts to
redress abuse, neglect or evil from the state establishments
and old political parties.
It so happens that "awakening" is the meaning for "development" in an African language, but it is more suitable to
describe PAR goals as well as the ethos and pathos of the
next century. The recent European trend to revive the
provinces and autonomous regions, so evident in Spain,
Italy, Belgium, France, Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union and
other countries, has been a boon to participatory action-research efforts in Third World nations, where central
autocracies have benefited from, and vegetated on, obsolete
territorial divisions. There has been a surge of decentralizing measures and restructuring proposals based on a combination of ecologicat economic and cultural variableS (in
Nicaragua, Colombia, Ecuador, Costa Rica, etc.), but much
sustained effort is still needed to support local autonomies
and people's self-reliant expressions. The work of such
nineteenth century philosophical anarchists as P.I. Proudhon and Peter Kropotkin has been useful insofar as they understood the dangers of vertical and authoritarian systems
in Europe and Siberia, and proposed ways of limiting
abusive central powers (d. Clastres 1987). Social historians
and geographers like Femand Braudel have also given impulse to the movement for regional autonomy and identity.
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Interest on the part of PAR activists on the subject of the
region was initially tied to the Marxist concept of social formation, then moved on to dependence theories and finally
settled on concrete description and interpretation of local
realities for purposes of cultural resistance and popular
mobilization.
.
As is known, the Theses on Feuerbach, especially numbers II
and XI, allowed some Marxists like G. Gentile to articulate
a "philosophy of practice" (praxis), and Lenin, Mao Tsetung, Gramsci and Lukacs developed ideas toward the same
end. Yet in PAR we still feel a lack of a "methodology of
praxis" as such, unless such a method is put in terms of the
synergistic elements of action-research which have been
tried in our countries, as described here. Jiirgen Habermas
(1974) postulates the philosophy of history as a guide to
praxis. The work of Haberrnas and other members of the
Frankfurt School of Critical Theory, confirmed many of our
concepts. But at the time of formulating them we were unaware of their thinking. For the hermeneutical approach, see
Heller (1989), and especially H.G. Gadamer's classic Truth
and Method (1982). Useful pertinentcomments may be found
also in Bernstein (1988: 30-49, 109-169).
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