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1. PEOPLE'S POWER AND PAR 
 
Let us now make a broad theoretical and conceptual interpretation of our 

endeavours. Our experiences in the peasant communities of the valley of E I 
Mezquital, San Augustin Atenango, El Regadio, E I Cerrito and Puerto 
Tejada have given us a better understanding of a process which combines 
scientific research and political action to bring about a radical change in 
social and economic structures and foster people's power for the benefit of 
those who have been exploited. This complex process, which also includes 
adult education, situation diagnosis, critical analysis and practice as the 
sources of knowledge for understanding the new problems, necessities and 
dimensions of reality, has been given the name of participatory-action 
research (PAR). We have chosen this name to distinguish it from other types 
of action research whose objective is not social change but the maintenance 
and defence of the status quo (such as that proposed by Kurt Lewin). 

From our definition it may be deduced, once again, that PAR is not 
exclusively research oriented, that it is not only adult education or only 
socio-political 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 behaviour occurring within a satisfying and productive cycle of life 
and labour. This experiential methodology for productive life and labour 
implies the acquisition of serious and reliable  
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knowledge upon which to construct power or countervailing power for the 
poor, oppressed and exploited groups and social classes, and for their 
authentic organisations.  

 The final aims of this special combination of knowledge and power 
within a continuous process of life and work are: (1) 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. The evaluation of these aims is done in practice by examining the 
results obtained in PAR projects; or as peasants say: "Seeing is believing". 

This creative power-knowledge is expressed in pluralist experiences 
which lead to a much more participatory, direct and self managed form of 
democracy than that which has been observed in the representative systems. 
On the contrary, there is no place in participatory democracy for dogmatic 
vanguards nor mechanisms or institutions designed to manipulate the people 
from above, because the masses are respected in their own terms and for what 
they are. Therefore, people's power may be defined as the capacity of the 
grassroots groups which are exploited socially and economically to articulate 
and systematize knowledge (both their own and that which comes from 
outside) in such a way that they can become protagonists in advancement of 
their society and in defence of their own class and group interests. 

The application of this, methodology for productive life and labour in 
Colombian, Mexican and Nicaraguan rural communities between 1972 and 
1983 allowed progress to be made in the additional examination of two 
important theoretical problems: (1) the implications that the perception of 
reality and the contemporary world have on personal and collective everyday 
behaviour and (2) the effects which the people's conscientious struggle may 
have on improving existing standards of life and labour, in order to 
accomplish, defend and promote significant or revolutionary changes in 
society through internal and external mechanisms of countervailing power 
exercised against dominant systems. 

Two broad lessons have been proposed from our experiences in these 
countries concerning the establishment and exercise of people's power: (1) 
learning to interact and organise for such purposes; and (2) learning to 
recognize oneself within such contexts. 
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At first sight it may appear that there is nothing new in these two lessons. 
Many observers would claim that such theses are implicit in the literature on 
social and economic development. However, there are significant differences 
in the way the proposed elements of organization and cognition are conceived 
in the two approaches of developmentalism and participatory action. 

The main difference lies in their ontological conceptions. The 
developmentalist discourse, as is well-known (Foucault's thesis on the 
archaeology of knowledge can help us in this respect), involves dealing with 
the concepts of poverty, technology, capital, growth, values and so forth, as 
defined from the standpoint of rich, developed societies (where in fact the 
concept was first proposed). It is a discourse organized into a coherent 
intellectual whole for the purposes of rationalizing and defending the global 
dominance of these rich and powerful societies. 

The participatory discourse or counter discourse, on the other hand, 
initiated in the Third World-perhaps as an endogenous response to the 
developed world-postulates an organization and structure of knowledge in 
such a way that the dominated, underdeveloped societies can articulate their 
own socio-political position on the basis of their own values and capacities 
and act accordingly to achieve their liberation from the oppressive forms of 
power imposed by foreign powers and local defeatist elites, and thus create a 
more satisfactory life for everyone. In this way a more human 
Weltanschauang (Philosophy of life) can be fashioned from this world of 
exploitation. 

This creative balance or positive confrontation between both forms of 
discourse may be necessary today in order to halt the destructive forces being 
unleashed-though not of course through the wishes of the poor and the 
destitute-in the world: the arrogant arms race, flagrant injustices, squandering 
and egotistical oligarchies, abusive undertakings ' , the rampant abuse of 
nature and man. PAR can make an important contribution in this field in 
which knowledge and action are combined for social progress. 

 
* * * 

 
Our first lesson-learning to interact and organize -is based on the 

existential concept of experience (Erlebnis) proposed by the Spanish 
philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset. Through actual  
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experience of something we intuitively apprehend its essence) we feel, enjoy 
and understand it as reality, and we thereby place our own being in a wider, 
more fulfilling context. In PAR such an experience, called vivencia in 
Spanish, is complemented by another idea: that of authentic commitment 
resulting from historical materialism and classical Marxism (Eleventh Thesis 
on Feuerbach: "Philosophers should not be content with just explaining the 
world, but should try to transform it"). 

This combination of experience and commitment allows us to see for 
whom such knowledge is intended: 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 and units which are unified in one sole purpose (telos), that 
of achieving the shared goals of social transformation. 

Both types of animators (internal and external) contribute their own 
knowledge, techniques and experiences to the transformation process. Since 
these elements of knowledge result from different class conformations and 
rationalities (one Cartesian and academic, the other experiential and 
practical), a dialectical tension is created between them which can be 
resolved only through practical commitment, that is, through praxis. But the 
sum of knowledge from both types of agents allows us to acquire a much 
more accurate and correct picture of the reality which we want to transform. 
Therefore academic knowledge combined with popular knowledge and 
wisdom may give as a result a total scientific knowledge of a revolutionary 
nature (and perhaps new paradigm), which destroys the previous unjust class 
monopoly. 

This dialectical tension in praxis leads us to reject the asymmetry implicit 
in the subject/object relationship which characterises traditional academic 
research and most tasks of daily life. According to participatory theory, such 
a relationship must be transformed into a subject/subject one indeed the 
destruction of the asymmetric binomial is the kernel of the concept of parti-
cipation as understood in the present context and in other aspects of the daily 
routine (family, health, education, politics, etc.). 

Thus, to participate means to break up voluntarily and through 
experience; the asymmetrical relationship of submission and dependence 
implicit in the subject/object binomial. Such is its authentic essence. 
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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, co-operative and communal nature and which are genuinely 
democratic. They are core values which have survived from original praxis in 
spite of the destructive impact of conquests, violence and all kinds of foreign 
invasions: such resistant values are based on mutual aid, the helping hand, the 
care of the sick, the communal use of lands, forests and waters, the extended 
family, matrifocalism and many other ancient social practices which vary 
from region to region but which constitute the roots of "our participation". 
We do not need therefore to appeal to other profound or distant philosophical 
or rational referents derived from different intellectual or academic traditions, 
or from other continents. 

Recognition of our authentic constructive and altruistic mode of 
participation, as a real and endogenous experience of and for our people, 
should reduce 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 labour. 

 Hence the immense and dynamic potential for creativity which 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, One consequence of this interpretation is to view the "vanguard" 
concept under a different light, as a counter-elitist team rooted in the people 
from whom it derives its legitimacy and life. These enlightened masses which 
have risen up are the real vanguard. Thus such a team would have a different 
philosophy of life and work; it would have to be endowed with a capacity for 
self-criticism; it would have to be helpful, be technically trained and feel 
empathy with the people. It would not impose but would only seek 
consensus; its members would not be authoritarian but would act as catalysts 
in the process over specific periods of time. 

In other words, 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  
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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, animators or cadres. 

In the same way, these remarks imply that not everything which goes by 
the name of participation today is in fact of a participatory nature. There are 
voluntary and vertically imposed aspects of this process which should be 
taken into account in present day processes of political and social action. In 
particular, national and international politicians have been prone to base their 
philosophy of popular participation on Samuel Huntington's limited 
definition of it as "acts affecting governmental decision-making". Of course 
this is not participation at all according to PAR standards (since it is not the 
government which is the final referent, but the peoples themselves), a fact 
which is now recognized by critical political scientists such as Seligson, 
Booth and Gran who admit the real- life complexities of the participatory 
process. 

Neither is Jaroslav Vanek's "participatory economy" entirely satisfactory 
for Third World peoples (despite Vanek's well-intentioned remarks that the 
powerful may learn "something fundamentally good" from the poor and weak 
to achieve "a better balance of respect among nations"), because his analysis 
is limited to equilibrium and convergence theories deeply rooted in develop-
mentalist discourse; the latter fails precisely because it has achieved only a 
selective assimilation of what is "fundamentally good" in the dependent 
countries. 

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 and thus acquires a political dimension. The final evaluation or applied 
criteria of the methodology revolve on this political dimension and the 
opportunity which it offers for making theory concomitant with action. 

In addition to the central ideas of culture and ethnicity, special 
importance is accorded, as we have seen, 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 
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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 play a crucial role in linking 
up the local dimension to regional and, at a later stage, to the national and the 
international levels. The particular and the general, social formation and 
mode of production may thus be synthesized in this manner. 

In the same way, the creative socio-political 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 whose errors are easy to recognise, nor a copy of 
earlier representative democracies. It would strive for a more even distri-
bution of power-knowledge among its constituents, a healthier balance 
between State and society with less Leviathanic central control and more 
grassroots creativity and initiative, less Locke and more Kropotkin, that is, it 
would seek a return to the human scale which has been lost in the recent past. 

In general, PAR is able to resolve the main contradictions of a given 
region through recourse to endogenous elements, and even to alleviate the 
conflicts resulting from a chauvinistic view of nationalism. By promoting 
these activities-which directly combine knowledge with power and local 
political action-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 grassroots up and from the periphery to the centre 
so as to form social movements which struggle for participation, justice and 
equity, without necessarily seeking to establish hierarchical political parties 
in the traditional mould. 

These socio-political tasks cannot be strictly planned or generalised, 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. These tasks may be as 
arduous as those of Sisyphus. But we should remember many of the goals 
being sought today were pursued by the Chartists in the United Kingdom a 
century-and-a-half ago, with only partial success. 



 100 

Nevertheless, the open-ended nature of these struggles, as seen in the 
three countries studied, undoubtedly shows that ebbs and flows are 
unavoidable because of personal failures by animators and cadres, official 
repression, internal and external conflicts, ecological rhythms and lack of 
material resources. These factors cause the communities to fall victim to the 
structural violence of the old order characterized by poverty, exploitation, 
oppression and dependence. To persist at every level and over the long term 
is therefore an integral ingredient of PAR and of the endogenous lesson of the 
organization and interaction of the popular basis. 

This means that upholding the organizational and interactive efforts of 
PAR-the mechanisms of people's countervailing power-can also reach the 
international level. Indeed, as we have noted, there already exist in several 
world capitals important support institutions for this type of work and which 
are responding to this special (and perhaps unexpected) challenge from the 
Third World. They are non-governmental organisations, private foundations, 
sympathetic ministries, ecclesiastical bodies (such as the World Council of 
Churches), alert United Nations agencies (such as the ILO), and so on, whose 
positive support calls for an awareness on the part of participatory researchers 
to preserve the freshness of the PAR approach as an original input from the 
world periphery. 

On the other hand, many writers and thinkers from the dominant 
countries are also responding to the need to understand these new intellectual 
and political trends which are coming from the periphery and harmonise them 
with their own schemes of explanation and action. Hence the contributions of 
work on historical economic theory (Feder, Frank, Barraclough); the 
"countercurrents" in the sciences (Capra, Berman, Nowotny); the new 
emphasis on political processes from the grassroots up (Gran, Wolfe, Pitt, 
Galtung, Castells); critical epistemology (Oquist, Moser); applied 
hermeneutics (Himmelstrand); radical adult education (Hall, de Schutter, Le 
Boterf, Swantz); problem-oriented social science (Pearse, Bengtsson, 
Comstock, Goulet); and the convergent work on social intervention and 
action (Touraine), as well as on world systems versus dependence theories 
(Wallerstein, Seers) (see bibliography). 

Perhaps we have all been drawing closer, each in his own way in the face 
of the scientific, political and moral crisis facing the  



 101 

world today, towards the expression of a new kind of socio-political 
discourse based on revalued concepts such as participation, endogenesis, 
regionality and power as we have defined them in this study and which will 
replace and supersede the current concepts of development, 
underdevelopment, integrated rural development, nationality and growth (i.e. 
the concepts which have dominated' international debate since at least 1949, 
in support of the rich countries which are now in crisis). 

 
* * * 

 
The second lesson, which proposes the experiences of learning to know 

and recognize ourselves as a means of creating people's power and the 
internal and external mechanisms of countervailing power, may have certain 
phenomenological bases. 

It starts 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 favours 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 out which may be formally constructed in its 
own terms-which perhaps could serve as a corrective to certain destructive 
tendencies of the predominant forms of science-in which the knowledge 
acquired and properly systematized would serve the interests of the exploited 
classes. This “people's science" would converge with the so-called "universal 
science" to the point where a totalising paradigm would be created which 
would incorporate the newly acquired systematized knowledge as mentioned 
before. 

Under these conditions, it is obvious that forms and relationships of 
knowledge production should have as much, or even more, value than forms 
and relationships of material production. As Mr. Anisur Rahman has pointed 
out, the elimination of exploitation patterns at the material or infrastructural 
level of a society does not ensure, by itself, that the general system of 
exploitation has been destroyed or that poverty, ignorance and injustice have  
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been overcome. It becomes necessary to eliminate also the relationship 
governing the production of knowledge which tends to give ideological 
support to injustice, oppression and the destructive forces which characterize 
the modern world. It is only in this manner that the classic axiom that 
"knowledge is power" can be fully understood. When the exploited classes 
acquire such an understanding, they take a decisive step not only towards 
their own liberation but towards that of the other social classes threatened 
with global destruction. 

This creative process of responsible, all-embracing and useful 
knowledge-making does not take as its point of insertion the pedagogical 
method implied in the earlier Freire treatises but dialogical research oriented 
to the social situation in which people live. For this reason, it begins with the 
question: "Why is there poverty?" the answer to which may lead 
simultaneously to conscientisation, social research and praxis. 

Ideally in such cases the grassroots and their cadres should be 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, and they should 
remain involved at every step of the process until the publication of results 
and the various forms of returning the knowledge to the people are 
completed. This is a task which gives preference to qualitative rather than 
quantitative analysis, as can be seen from the present report. It believes that 
more is to be gained by using the affective logic of the heart and sentiments 
than the cold-headed 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. 
In peasant terms: we learn about ourselves by living, remembering, 
comparing and working. 

With these objectives in mind, we found that our experiences in 
Colombia, Mexico, and Nicaragua indicated that the following techniques 
resulting from the practice of PAR are useful in the establishment of people's 
countervailing power. 

1. 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 but also 
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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. 

 
2. Critical recovery of history. This is an effort to discover selectively, 

through collective memory, those elements of the past which have proved 
useful in the defence of the interests of exploited classes and which may be 
applied to the present struggles to increase conscientisation. Use is thus made 
of 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; data columns and popular stories; ideological projections, imputation, 
personification and other techniques designed to stimulate the collective 
memory. In this way folk heroes, data and facts were discovered which 
corrected, complemented or clarified official or academic accounts written 
with other class interests or biases in mind. Sometimes completely new and 
fresh information was discovered which was of major importance to regional 
and national history, all with the purpose of upholding people's power. 

 
3. Valuing and applying folk culture. In order to mobilise the masses, this 

third technique is based upon the recognition of essential or core values 
among the peoples in each region. This allows account to be 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. 

 
4. Production and diffusion of new knowledge. This technique is an 

integral part of the research process because it is a central part of the 
feedback and evaluative objective of PAR. It recognises a division of labour 
among and within base groups. Although PAR strives to end monopoly of the 
written word (which as a rule is an elitist phenomenon), it incorporates 
various styles and procedures for systematizing new data and knowledge 
according  
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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. 

One efficient method of systematic devolution is the use, at a 
professional level, of the mass media in the interests of popular causes and 
organisations, as we have seen in Colombia. In addition, organizations and 
groups which work with the communities should have "news agencies" 
available to provide information to the local, regional and national news 
services. 

Other efficient forms of communication based on a "total" or intentional 
language include the use of image, sound, painting, gestures, mime, 
photographs, radio programmes, popular theatre, video-tapes, audio-visual 
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 centres, action units, 
workshops, training centres, etc.) 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, as was 
the case with the present study. 

This systematic devolution of knowledge complies with the objective set 
by Gramsci of transforming "common" sense into "good" sense or critical 
knowledge ("revolutionary science" as a new paradigm) which would be the 
sum of experiential and theoretical knowledge. It thus transcends Mao 
Tse-tung's principle of "from the masses to the masses" in that it recognizes 
the capacity of the bases to systematize the data discovered, that is, to 
participate fully in the entire process, with their own organic intellectuals, 
from the beginning to the end. This serves to  
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neutralise the negative alienation which has prevented the effective 
development of people's power and its internal and external mechanisms of 
political countervailing power. Sectarian and impositional vanguardism, is 
thus rejected. 

To succeed in these endeavours: requires a shared code of com-
munication between internal elements and external agents of change which 
leads to a common and mutually understandable conceptualization and 
categorisation. The resulting plain and understandable language should be 
based on daily intentional expressions and be 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 tradition such as the open 
interview (avoiding any excessively rigid structure), census or simple survey 
(on rare occasions the mailing of questionnaires), direct systematic 
observation (with personal participation and selective experimentation), field 
diaries, data filing, photography, cartography, statistics, sound recording 
primary and secondary source materials, 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 of change and their costly equipment and 
procedures. 

Thus, with all these ways and techniques, we can collaborate in the 
transformation and advancement of exploited and oppressed peoples, 
especially in the Third World where the PAR methodology originated as a 
dialectical response to the contemporary crisis. This is a methodology for 
productive life and work which differs from other more academic forms in 
that it can be assumed and practiced autonomously by oppressed peoples who 
need knowledge to defend their interests and ways of life. In this way, 
perhaps, it will help build a better world for everybody, with justice and 
peace. 


