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Preface

Welcome to the second edition of the Handbook of Action Research: Participative Inquiry and
Practicel

This volume, published five years after the original Handbook, builds on the original work
and extends it. Because most of the material in the first edition will continue to be availablein
the ‘ concise paperback edition’ (Reason and Bradbury, 2006), we have put together a collec-
tion of all new material. Some chapters are revisions and developments of key chaptersin the
first edition (Gaventaand Cornwall, Chapter 11; Schein, Chapter 18) or completely new artic-
ulations (Kemmis, Chapter 8). In other chapters we address similar themes and issues to the
first edition, but have invited different authors to address them in order to provide a different
perspective (e.g. Swantz, Chapter 2; Rahman, Chapter 3; Ison, Chapter 9; Gergen and Gergen,
Chapter 10). We have added some important practices that were omitted from the first edition
(e.g. Chambers on Participatory Rural Appraisal and related approaches, Chapter 20; Pedler
and Burgoyne on Action Learning, Chapter 21; Wakeford et al. on Citizen's Jury, Chapter 22).
Finally, we have chosen both a completely new set of exemplars which demonstrate signifi-
cant developments in quality since the first edition and extended the section of skills.

In editing we have actively tried to develop four important themes which we thought under-
developed in thefirst edition. First, we have attempted to show more fully the interrelationship
of awide range of ideas and practices in which action research is grounded. Chapter 1, orga-
nized primarily by Patricia Gaya Wicks, introduces what we think is a strong Groundings
section by drawing on accounts provided by the Handbook Editorial Board of the range of the-
oretical and practical influences on their practice.

Second, we have attempted to contribute to the active debate about the scope and scale of
action research, which we began in the first edition (particularly with the chapters by
Gustavsen and Martin) and which has been carried forward in particular in the pages of the
journal Concepts and Transformations (now the International Journal of Action Research; see
Volume 8(1) and 8(3)). In this volume Swantz, Rahman, Gustavsen, Brown and Tandon,
Martin, Wakeford, Stringer, and Mead in their different ways address issues that arise when
action research is taken beyond the face-to-face group in an attempt to have an impact at a
regional, national or internationa level. While in important contrast, Heron and Lahood,
Mullett, Chowns, Chiu, Johns, McArdle and others demonstrate that if we wish to do work of
significance and to influence changes in society toward justice and democracy, we not only
need to build large-scale networks of inquiry but also to engage in transformations of con-
sciousness and behaviour at personal and interpersonal levels. While it is true that we cannot
make large-scale change on the basis of small cases, neither can we build truly effective and
liberating political networks of inquiry without developing significant capacities for critical
inquiry in the individuals and small communities that constitute them.

Third, we have recognized the importance of non-propositional, presentational forms of
knowing in action research. The theme of voice and audience is foregrounded by Fine and
Torre (Chapter 27), with particular emphasis on how we may speak out from a participative
inquiry process to a wider audience and influence a range of stakeholders; the nature of
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presentational knowing in an extended epistemology is explored by Heron and Reason
(Chapter 24); Chambers points to how visual and tangible ways of expressing knowing can be
empowering (Chapter 20); the use of presentational forms is exemplified by Mullett (Chapter
30), Guhathakurta (Chapter 35), Kowlaski (Chapter 34); and the need to find appropriate form
in writing explored by Marshall (Chapter 48).

Fourth and finally we have addressed the question of skills and education of action
researchers. As Morten Levin argues in this volume, ‘No other role in social science demands
a broader spectrum of capacities bridging practical problem solving, reflective, and analytical
thinking than that of an action researcher’. The final section of this volume addresses some of
the personal, interpersonal, and political abilities that are demanded of an action researcher.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Our thanks must go to all those who have contributed to putting this volume together: To the
Editorial Board for helping us think through what was needed for this revised volume and sup-
porting our editorial work. To the contributors for their willingness to work closely with us
through the process of draft and re-draft, for reviewing each others’ chapters thoroughly and
creatively, for taking the comments and criticisms of their own writing seriously and respond-
ing thoughtfully. To the participants and co-researchers in action research endeavours around
the planet who have been part of the learning reflected here; a few of them are recognized in
this volume as co-authors, but of course many remain unnamed. We are grateful for the help
we have received from Kiren Shoman, Anne Summers, Katherine Haw and the editorial and
production teams at Sage London, who have been responsive and efficient at all times. And we
wish to appreciate each other and our efficient, supportive and where necessary challenging
trans-Atlantic and pretty much ‘virtual’ relationship.

As with the first edition, we hope that the production of this work has been congruent with
the action research philosophies and practices we espouse.

Peter writes:

| am enormously grateful for my friends, colleagues and students (and these roles are often
indistinguishable!) who are associated with the Centre for Action Research in Professional
Practice at the University of Bath. We do seem to have developed a genuine community of
learning and practice which has some quite extensive influences both in the theory of action
research and its practice and of which | am extremely proud. | am also grateful to the collabo-
rative relationships with action researchers and others all round the world with whom | feel
close through the curious phenomenon of the internet, and with whom | feel close connections
as we develop this work of action research together.

Thank you to my extended family, who continue to bring with their love and nurture a qual-
ity of intellectual and emotional conversation. In particular | greet my grandchildren with
delight, gratitude and enormous love: Otto, Liberty, Nathaniel and Aiden. Thank you also to
my network of friendships, some new, some forged over 60 years.

My primary concern these days is for the state of the ecology of Planet Earth and for the
challenges to her integrity coming from anthropogenic climate change, species extinction, and
degradation of eco-systems everywhere. | am shocked by the speed with which these issues of
sustainability have grown in significance over recent years and even months, as more evidence
from the scientific communities becomes available and as the human community continues to
evidence its inability to respond. Ten years ago | was concerned; now | am seriously alarmed.
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There are many practical things we can do to lessen our impact on ecosystems, but | do not
believe we will be able to move into a sound relationship with planetary ecosystems until we
recognize that we humans are participantsin the life of the planet, members of the community
of beings. | hope that the participatory ethos expressed throughout this volume plays some part
in influencing this essential shift in worldview.

Hilary writes:
Though written last, a preface is read first. It's therefore an ideal punctuation point at which to
marvel over the Handbook and express the gratitude that arises.

My gratitude goes first to Peter. It astounds me how much we accomplish, how easily and
with how much grace and humor. When we first started out as collaborators, on the first
Handbook of Action Research, | did not understand just how unusual productive partnership
actualy is. And in all these years of working with such a maestro | have aso learned, in the
way one just does when learning in a context of practice, how to be a better partner and hope-
fully a better editor and a better action researcher. We have learned to create space for each
other’s contributions while also aiding each other in articulating what was sometimes inchoate.
Our commitment and conscientiousness has led to real insight and better practice for me. | hope
we still have some more innovations left to complete as a duo. Thank you Peter for being a
gifted teacher, colleague and Bodhisattva.

Thank you to George Roth, Phil Mirvis, Bill Pasmore and Eric Neilsen who were my bud-
dies in chapter writing. In holding you all as knowing so much more than I, | could ask ques-
tions | have been noodling for years. In writing | therefore could share some of the things |
have al so learned with and from you. | hope our readerswill find it as useful for their own prac-
tice and understanding.

Through the editorial work for the Handbooks and the Journal, the community of action
research has become areal community for me. | am simply stating a happy fact when | say that
all my friends are action researchers! Happily many of those | have met through the virtual
work of editing have also become real people for me. | especialy love it when visitors from
distant communities of action research — say from Australia— arrive in Los Angeles and we get
to have lunch and discuss upcoming chapters and papers! | have truly appreciated the alacrity
of all writersin the ‘exemplars’ chapters to which | devoted most of my energies. | thank you
all for being flexible and responsive. To my task as editor, | brought my genuine interest in
learning from you. | hope | communicated that in asking those questions of your work that |
needed to have answered for my own practice, all readers would also, hopefully, benefit. | look
forward to testing that assumption in the next few years with the graduate students to whom |
assign the book in class (and who happily never seem that reluctant to share their opinions!).

Editing means getting to read what | might not otherwise have read. My own practice is that
much richer as a result. | bring improvements to my work at the University of Southern
Californiawhere we seek to engage business leadersin creating innovations in the world of sus-
tainable development so that their own companies and society can benefit. | understand that
each of usin this book is a pebble creating aripple effect. Call me prescient, but | fedl that in a
decade, hopefully less, the ripple effect will appear far beyond our community. Action research
will be more fully appreciated as an essential contribution on our way to co-creating a sustain-
able world. | therefore dedicate this work and all benefit that arises to our children (especially
my Riane and Peter’s grandchildren — al of whom have appeared since the last volume), their
children and all the children of all the species for al time.

Peter Reason, Centre for Action Research in Professiona Practice
University of Bath, England

Hilary Bradbury, Center for Sustainable Cities,

University of Southern California, Los Angeles, USA

2007
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Introduction

Peter Reason and Hilary Bradbury

Action research is a family of practices of
living inquiry that aims, in a great variety of
ways, to link practice and ideasin the service
of human flourishing. It is not so much a
methodology as an orientation to inquiry that
seeks to create participative communities of
inquiry in which qualities of engagement,
curiosity and question posing are brought to
bear on significant practical issues. Action
research challenges much received wisdom
in both academia and among social change
and development practitioners, not least
because it is a practice of participation,
engaging those who might otherwise be sub-
jects of research or recipients of interven-
tions to a greater or less extent as inquiring
co-researchers. Action research does not start
from a desire of changing others ‘out there’,
athough it may eventually have that result,
rather it starts from an orientation of change
with others.

Within an action research project, commu-
nities of inquiry and action evolve and
address questions and issues that are signifi-
cant for those who participate as co-
researchers. Typically such communities
engage in more or less systematic cycles of
action and reflection: in action phases co-
researchers test practices and gather evi-
dence; in reflection stages they make sense
together and plan further actions. And since
these cycles of action and reflection integrate
knowing and acting, action research does not
have to address the ‘gap’ between knowing
and doing that befuddles so many change
efforts and ‘applied’ research.

Action research can be described concep-
tually — and you will find such descriptions
in the volume. Action research primarily
arises, however, as people try to work
together to address key problems in their
communities or organizations — some of
which involve creating positive change on a
small scale and others of which affect the
lives of literally millions of people. The
scope and impact of action research is per-
haps best grasped through illustration from
exemplars in this book.

Meghna Guhathakurta (Chapter 35)
describes how ‘theatre of the oppressed’ is
adapted in a Bangladeshi marginalized
‘sweeper’ community in away that helps the
people themselves understand and reflect on
issues and problems they experience — both
their low status in the wider community and
tensions within the community — and thereby
to develop a consciousness with the poten-
tiality to transform. The variety of activities
based in theatre holds up a mirror to the
people, so their experiences can be discussed
more openly.

Gillian Chowns (Chapter 39) set up a co-
operativeinquiry group with children who have
a parent dying of cancer, which both directly
hel ped the children understand and manage the
stressesthey experienced and a so brought their
voices, usualy ignored, to the wider commu-
nity of paliative care practitioners.

These are examples of engagement with a
small community or group. They are impor-
tant because through such micro-practices
people increase their ability to make sense of
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their world and act effectively. Of course,
from such face-to-face work people also
develop the ability to influence a wider
context. But in recent years, practitioners
have been developing ways of using action
research on amuch larger scale.

Bjgrn Gustavsen and his colleagues
(Chapter 4) describe the development of
action research in helping devel op the quality
of working life in Scandinavia over the past
40 years, work that is rooted in nationa
agreements among industry, unions, and gov-
ernment. He shows how practice has devel-
oped from individual ‘field experiments
working intensively at one site; through
establishing development coalitions of sev-
eral organizations engaged in shared learn-
ing; to a current practice of continuous
widening of the circle of participating actors
to build networks of inquiry and develop-
ment across whole regions.

Ernie Stringer (Chapter 38) was invited by
the government of newly liberated East Timor
to use participative action research as a means
of both formulating and implementing national
education policy. With a new emerging gov-
ernment, very little funding and many
schools destroyed in the liberation struggle,
this project helped develop effective parent—
teacher associations devoted to improving
local education, and aso worked with a
wider group of stakeholders, including the
Ministry of Education, to develop national
policy and to develop demacratic capacities.

On an even wider scale, action research
projects and programmes such as these can
also be seen as part of social and political
movements for liberation and development
working on anational and international scale.
As we finalize our drafts for publication, we
celebrate the award of the Nobel Peace Prize
to Mohammed Yunus and the Grameen Bank
in Bangladesh. While we have yet to more
fully understand Yunus work from the
perspective of action research, we quote from
the work of our colleague at Harvard's
Hauser Center, itself an action research think
tank, who describes Grameen as an action
research process. ‘Yunus tested the

hypothesis that accountability to peers might
replace collateral as an incentive for poor
borrowers to repay small loans, and helped
create the practice innovations for a micro-
credit movement that now serves millions of
borrowers around the world’ (Brown, 2002:
32). Certainly Yunus work has changed our
theory of why loans are repaid and has pro-
foundly influenced the lending practices of
global bodies such as The World Bank, as
much as he changed the lives of those hereto-
fore left out of the economy altogether, espe-
cially women. The Nobel committee's
recognition of the work of someone actively
engaged with complex and difficult issuesis
heartening. We see this as an indication of
how action researchers may play a part in
constructive large scale change. The degree
to which participation and partnership ethic
was practised — or could be more so in the
future — is an important one for the whole
micro-credit ‘industry’ to grapple with as it
evolves. From an action research perspec-
tive, the challenge to all working with large
scale change efforts will be in the extent to
which we are able to respond to the challenge
of participation — which gets harder, not eas-
ier as more people become involved. We
must all sit with the question of how to
engage stakeholders in a continuing process
of participative inquiry and practical experi-
mentation which keep our origina visions
and partnership ethics manifest.

Action research has influenced and been
influenced by civil rights and anti-racism
movements, feminisms, community devel op-
ment and so on, and can be seen as recipro-
cally contributing to the development of such
social movements (Gustavsen, 2003a). One
means of doing this is to link grassroots
activity with the formal structures of interna-
tional aid and development:

Dave Brown and Rajesh Tandon (Chapter
15) describe how practical efforts at con-
sciousness raising and empowerment of the
marginalized people around the world has
attracted the attention of policy-makers in
international institutions. They point to the
importance of coalitions of institutions which
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span the ‘North-South divide', which are
both grounded in local issues and can have
access to policy-makers.

The origins of action research are broad:
they lie in the work of Lewin and other socia
science researchers around a the end of the
Second World War; in the liberationist perspec-
tive that can be exemplified in Paulo Freire
(1970); philosophicdly in libera humanism,
pragmatism, phenomenology, critical theory,
systemic thinking and socid construction; and
practically in the work of scholar-practitioners
in many professions, notably in organization
development, teaching, health promotion and
nursing, and community development both in
Western countries and in the mgjority world.
None of these origins is well linked to the
mainstream of academic research with its con-
ventiona if unsupportable notions of objectiv-
ity in either North America or Europe:
objectivist, hypothetico-deductive research
retains adominance, and although this hasbeen
strongly chalenged by qualitative and interpre-
tive approachesto research, the emphasis of the
latter has been on representation of the world
rather than action within it (Greenwood and
Levin, 2001). Nor has action research aways
sat easily with Marxigt thinking and socialist
politics, asMarjaLiisaSwantz's account shows
(Chapter 2). As aresult, the family of practices
called action research hasinhabited the margins
of academiafor many years. AsArgyris (2003)
points out, the pursuit of knowledge in the
sarvice of justice and effectiveness has often
been held in disrepute. Moreover, Levin and
Greenwood point out, the structure and ethos of
universities often work against the processes of
action research. So those who champion action
research often need to build intitutions to nur-
ture and support themselves and the practice —
codlitions of the kind Brown and Tandon
describe; independent institutions such as
PRIA (Participatory Research in Asia, New
Ddhi), RIB (Research Initiatives Bangladesh,
Dhaka); government supported ingtitutions like
the Work Research Indtitute in Odo; commu-
nity and professional networks such as the
Action Research Issues Association that has
supported community and university-based

action research in Victoria, Austrdia over
20 years, and ALARPM (Action Research,
Action Learning and Process Management)
aso based in Austraia which has been so
successful in sponsoring the series of World
Congresses of Action Research; and research
centres and informal networks within univers-
ties such as those that can be found at Aaborg,
Bath, Boston College, Case Western Reserve,
Corndl, College of Emek Yezred, Southern
Cross, Pepperdine Trondheim, Southern
Cdifornia and others. Forma and informal
ingtitutions such as these are key in giving
support to individua reflective practice in a
context of supportive collegia relations.

Through examples such as those mentioned
above, action research — which may be quite
intimate or may seek influence on a large
scale — demonstrates an inquiry-in-action that
positively shapes the lives of literally hundreds
of thousands of people everyday around the
world. Indeed we might respond to the disdain-
ful attitude of mainstream socid scientists to
our work that action research practices have
changed the world in far more positive ways
than has conventional socid science. Indeed it
ismore useful to compare action research to the
clinical practice of physicians (and Edgar
Schein uses that term for hiswork, see Chapter
18) than to the work of conventional social sci-
entists. We are intrigued that in the USA the
National Indtitute of Health now regularly cdls
for ‘ participative action research’ when solicit-
ing grant proposals, and that the World Bank
publishes a Participation Sourcebook (see
http://www.worldbank.org/whbi/sourcebook/
sbhome.htm). And we dso note the concerns
expressed by Gaventaand Cornwall in Chapter
11 concerning the dangers of the co-option of
participation by globa institutions.

So afirst description of action research is
that it:

e is a set of practices that responds to people’s
desire to act creatively in the face of practical
and often pressing issues in their lives in organi-
zations and communities;

e calls for engagement with people in collaborative
relationships, opening new ‘communicative spaces’
in which dialogue and development can flourish;
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e draws on many ways of knowing, both in the
evidence that is generated in inquiry and its
expression in diverse forms of presentation as we
share learning with wider audiences;

e s values oriented, seeking to address issues of
significance concerning the flourishing of human
persons, their communities, and the wider ecol-
ogy in which we participate;

e s a living, emergent process that cannot be pre-
determined but changes and develops as those
engaged deepen their understanding of the
issues to be addressed and develop their capacity
as co-inquirers both individually and collectively.

Definitions of action research often
emphasize an empirical and logical problem-
solving process involving cycles of action
and reflection, sometimes going back to
Lewin's definition: ‘It proceedsin a spiral of
steps, each of which is composed of acircle
of planning, action and fact finding about the
results of the action’ (1946/1948: 206).
Lewin's account of action research was of
course much wider than this, emphasizing
the importance of practical democracy and
education in the practice of inquiry (for a
recent review of Lewin's contribution see
Bargal, 2006). Our own working definition
of action research, adapted dlightly from the
one we set out in the first edition of this
Handbook, remains appropriate:

action research is a participatory process
concerned with developing practical knowing in the
pursuit of worthwhile human purposes. It seeks to
bring together action and reflection, theory and
practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit
of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern
to people, and more generally the flourishing of
individual persons and their communities.

What we want to say to all our readers is
that we see action research as a practice for
the systematic development of knowing and
knowledge, but based in a rather different
paradigm from conventional academic
research — because it has different purposes,
is based in different relationships, has dif-
ferent ways of conceiving knowledge and
itsrelation to practice. These are fundamen-
tal differences in our understanding of the
nature of inquiry, not simply methodological

niceties. We have found that the five dimen-
sions of action research, which we intro-
duced in the first edition of this Handbook
and which are shown in Figure 1, remain a
useful way of considering features of prac-
tice that are broadly shared, while at the
same time accepting that practice is hugely
varied.

A primary purpose of action research isto
produce practical knowledge that is useful to
people in the everyday conduct of their lives.
A wider purpose of action research is to
contribute through this practical knowledge
to the increased well-being — economic,
political, psychological, spiritual — of human
persons and communities, and to a more
equitable and sustainable relationship with
the wider ecology of the planet of which we
are an intrinsic part.

So action research is about working
toward practical outcomes, and also about
creating new forms of understanding, since
action without reflection and understanding
is blind, just as theory without action is
meaningless. And more broadly, theories
which contribute to human emancipation, to
the flourishing of community, which help us
reflect on our place within the ecology of the
planet and contemplate our spiritual pur-
poses, can lead us to different ways of being
together, as well as providing important
guidance and inspiration for practice (for a
feminist perspective would invite us to con-
sider whether an emphasis on action without
abalancing consideration of ways of beingis
rather too heroic).

As we search for practical knowledge and
liberating ways of knowing, working with
people in their everyday lives, we can also
see that action research is participative
research, and all participative research must
be action research. Human persons are
agents who act in the world on the basis of
their own sensemaking; human community
involves mutual sensemaking and collective
action. Action research is only possible with,
for and by persons and communities, ideally
involving al stakeholders both in the ques-
tioning and sensemaking that informs the
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research, and in the action which isits focus.
And action research without its liberating
and emancipatory dimension is a shadow of
its full possibility and will be in danger of
being co-opted by the status quo.

Since action research starts with every-
day experience and is concerned with the
development of living knowledge, the
process of inquiry can be as important as
specific outcomes. Good action research
emerges over time in an evolutionary and
developmental process, as individuals
develop skills of inquiry and as communi-
ties of inquiry develop within communities
of practice. Action research is emancipa-
tory, it leads not just to new practical
knowledge, but to new abilities to create
knowledge. In action research knowledge is
a living, evolving process of coming to
know rooted in everyday experience; it is a
verb rather than a noun. This means action
research program is less defined in terms of
hard and fast methods, but is, in Lyotard's
(1979) sense, awork of art emerging in the
doing of it.

These five interdependent characteristics of
action research emerge from our reflections on
practice in this developing field. Together they
imply a‘ participative turn’ and an ‘ action turn’

in research practice which both builds on and
takes us beyond the ‘language turn’ of recent
years: the language turn drew our attention to
theway knowledgeisasocial construction; the
action turn acceptsthis, and asks usto consider
how we can act in intelligent and informed
ways in a socialy constructed world (for a
fuller exploration of these five dimensions see
Reason and Bradbury, 2001/2006).

We gtart from these assertions — which may
seem contentious to some of the academic
community, while at the same time obvious to
those of amore activist orientation — because
the purpose of knowledge-making is so
rarely debated. The institutions of normal
science and academia, which have created
such a monopoly on the knowledge-making
process, place a primary value on pure
research, the creation of knowledge unen-
cumbered by practical questions. In contrast,
the primary purpose of action research is not
to produce academic theories based on
action; nor is it to produce theories about
action; nor is it to produce theoretical or
empirical knowledge that can be applied in
action; it isto liberate the human body, mind
and spirit in the search for a better, freer
world. We therefore suggest that in action
research knowledge may be defined as what
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we've learned working in a context of action
and that is the result of the transformation of
our experience in conversation with both
self and others that allows us consistently
to create useful actions that leave us and our
co-inquirers stronger.

FIRST-, SECOND-, THIRD-PERSON
RESEARCH/PRACTICE

We have found that the terms first-, second-,
and third-person research/practice have been
quickly adopted by many action researchers.
We used the terms in the first edition of the
Handbook (following Torbert's original 1998
formulation) as an organizing framework.
We continue to develop our thinking about
them and see them as a helpful way of
describing the diversity of action research
practices (see a so Reason and Torbert, 2001;
Torbert and Taylor, Chapter 16).

o First-person action research/practice skills and
methods address the ability of the researcher
to foster an inquiring approach to his or her
own life, to act choicefully and with awareness,
and to assess effects in the outside world while
acting. First-person research practice brings
inquiry into more and more of our moments of
action — not as outside researchers but in the
whole range of everyday activities. In our
action research practice, first-person inquiry
provides a foundational practice and disci-
plines through which we can monitor the
impact of our behaviour (Marshall and Mead,
2005; this issue is exemplified, for example, in
Chapters 3 and 16).

e Second-person action research/practice addresses
our ability to inquire face-to-face with others into
issues of mutual concern — for example in the
service of improving our personal and professional
practice both individually and separately. Second-
person inquiry starts with interpersonal dialogue
and includes the development of communities of
inquiry and learning organizations.

o Third-person research/practice aims to extend
these relatively small scale projects to create a
wider impact. As Gustavsen points out, action
research will be of limited influence if we think
only in terms of single cases, and that we need to

think of creating a series of events interconnected
in a broader stream — which we can see as social
movements or social capital (Gustavsen, 2003a,
2003b). So third-person strategies aim to create
a wider community of inquiry involving persons
who, because they cannot be known to each
other face-to-face (say, in a large, geographically
dispersed corporation), have an impersonal qual-
ity. Writing and other reporting of the process
and outcomes of inquiries can also be an impor-
tant form of third-person inquiry.

Chandler and Torbert (2003) have devel oped
the idea of first-, second-, and third-person
inquiry, offering a conceptual step forward
by pointing to the tempora dimension -
inquiry can be concerned with past, present,
and future — unlike conventional research
which isentirely limited to what happened in
the past. They also usefully distinguish
between first/second/third person practice
and first/second/third person voice. They
therefore describe:

1. the subjective, first-person voice;

2. any given particular set of intersubjective,
second-person voices; and

3. the objectivity-seeking third-person voice.
(Chandler and Torbert, 2003: 140; this framework
is extended in Chapter 16).

We suggest that the most compelling and
enduring kind of action research will engage
al three strategies: first-person research
practice is best conducted in the company
of friends and colleagues who can provide
support and challenge; such a company may
indeed evolve into a second-person collabora-
tive inquiry process. On the other hand,
attempts at third-person research which are
not based in rigorous first-person inquiry into
one's purposes and practicesis open to distor-
tion through unregulated bias. Thus, to take
just one example, Anisur Rahman (Chapter 3),
in discussing the sensitization of ‘animators
to stimulate and facilitate the process of par-
ticipative action research, argues that they
themselves must go through a process of
(first person) sdf-inquiry in order to fully
understand how to facilitate self-inquiry and
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self-initiatives in others. They may benefit by
joining with others in (second person) collec-
tive inquiry for support and challenge in
developing their experiences and skills. All
this in the service of the wider (third person)
purpose of human development and for
‘downtrodden people to create their own
history [and] their own science'.

A FAMILY OF APPROACHES

We have described action research asa‘family
of approaches, a family which sometimes
argues and falls out, whose members may at
times ignore or wish to dominate others, yet a
family which seesitself as different from other
researchers, and is certainly willing to pull
together in the face of criticism or hogtility
from supposedly ‘objective’ ways of doing
research. We have come to appreciate the rich-
ness and diversity of thisfamily, and our moti-
vaion as editors to create communicative
spaces where the different members can come
together in conversation has increased. We
thoroughly agree with Robert Chambers' call
in Chapter 20 for an ‘eclectic pluralism
[which] means that branding, labels, owner-
ship and ego give way to sharing, borrowing,
improvisation and cregtivity, al these comple-
mented by mutual and critical reflective learn-
ing and personal responsibility for good
practice’ (p. 312). For some, action research is
primarily an individua affair through which
professional's can address questions of the kind
‘How can | improve my practice? For others,
action research is strongly rooted in practices
of organization devel opment and improvement
of business and public sector organizations.
For many in the majority world, action
research is primarily a liberationist practice
aiming at redressing imbalances of power and
restoring to ordinary people the capacities of
self-reliance and ability to manage their own
lives — to ‘sharpen their minds’ as villagersin
Bangladesh describeit. For somethekey ques-
tions are about how to initiate and develop
face-to-face inquiry groups, while for others
the primary issues are about using action

research to create change on alarge scae and
influence policy decisions. And for some
action research is primarily aform of practice
in the world, while for othersit belongsin the
scholarly traditions of knowledge generation
hankering back to Socrates.

Our aim as editorsis to honour and value all
these different orientations. We want to insist
that good action researchers will appreciate and
draw on the range of perspectives and
approaches that are available to them. It upsets
us when we see action research as narrowly
drawn; when, for example, wereview an article
that only sees action research as short-sighted
consulting, seemsto argue that one approach is
the trueform of action research, or traces action
research back through just one discipline
stream to one set of founding (usualy mascu-
line) authorities. We want you to ddlight in and
celebrate the sheer exuberance and diversity
that is available to you and be crestive in how
you use and develop it.

This of course aso means there can never
be one ‘right way’ of doing action research.
We have addressed this question in the first
edition of this Handbook and elsewhere
(Bradbury, in press; Bradbury and Reason,
2003; Reason, 2006), arguing that this diver-
sity of action research opens up awide range
of choices for the conduct of inquiry. We
argue that akey dimension of quality isto be
aware of one's choices, and to make those
choices clear, transparent, articulate, to your-
selves, to your inquiry partners, and, when
you start writing and presenting, to the wider
world. This is akin to the ‘crafting’ of
research that Kvale (1995) advocates or, fol-
lowing Lather (2001), away from ‘validity as
policing toward ‘incitement to dialogue’.

Those who involve themselves in the
action research this book represents are
aligned around three important purposes.
Thefirst purposeisto bring an action dimen-
sion back to the overly quietist tradition of
knowledge generation which has developed
in the modern era. The second is to expand
the hold over knowledge held traditionally
by universities and other institutes of ‘ higher
learning’. The examples of action research in
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this book show how this can be done. At the
same time our purpose is to contribute to the
ongoing revisioning of the Western mindset —
to add impetus to the movement away from a
modernist worldview based on a positivist
philosophy and a value system dominated by
crude notions of economic progress, toward
emerging perspectives which share a ‘post-
modern’ sentiment (in the widest sense of
that term). This Handbook offers many
grounding perspectives which contribute to
this, including our own understanding of an
emergent participatory worldview which we
articulate in the Introduction.

We address oursdves to an audience of
scholar-practitioners whether inside, on the
margins of, or outside academia. We clearly
want to influence academic practice. Over the
past 25 years, post-positivist research has
received agreat dedl of attention in graduate and
professona education, as evidenced by the
attention to postmodernism and by develop-
ments in qualitative research (Denzin and
Lincoln, 2005). Indeed the so-called ‘campus
paradigm wars in the USA may be understood
asadebate about how socia science ought to be
practised by inquiring into the role of the intel-
lectud in a postmodern world. We wish to add
to this debate by bringing to the foreground the
many innovationsin action gpproachesto socia
science, to delineate the possibilities for a ‘turn
to reflexive action’ (Reason and Torbert, 2001)
which offers new understandings of the rela
tionship between ideas and practice. We aso
want to contribute to the development of new
thinking about validity and quality in research,
to show that good knowing rests on collabora:
tive relationships, on awide variety of ways of
knowing, and an understanding of value and
purpose, as well as more traditiona forms or
intellectual and empirica rigour.

Bringing scholarship and praxis back
together, thereby drawing on long cultura
traditions, our immodest aim is to change the
relationship between knowledge and practice,
to provideamodel of socia sciencefor the 21st
century as the Academy seeks additions and
alternativesto its heretofore ‘ivory tower’ posi-
tivist modd of science, research and practice.

CENTRAL INSIGHT OF
PARTICIPATION: LIVING AS PART
OF THE WHOLE

Action research isrooted in participation, which
in turn supports key values of purpose and
practice in action research efforts. As Kemmis
puts it, the participative orientation is about
‘opening communicative spaces (Kemmis,
2001/2006), or as Heron hasit, it is a Stuation
in which al those involved can contribute both
to the thinking that informs the inquiry and to
the action which is its subject (Heron, 1996).
This is especidly clearly articulated in partici-
patory action research (Fals Borda, 2001/2006)
which concerns ‘sdlf-investigation by under-
privileged people [which] naturaly generates
action by them’ ina‘truly ‘ subject—subject’ rela
tion with the outsde researchers (Rahman,
Chapter 3).

Most of us educated within the Western
paradigm have inherited a broadly ‘ Cartesian’
worldview which channelsour thinking in sig-
nificant ways. It tells us the world is made of
separate things. These objects of nature are
composed of inert matter, operating according
to causal laws. They have no subjectivity or
intelligence, no intrinsic purpose or meaning.
And it tells us that mind and physical reality
are separate. Humans alone have the capacity
for rational thought and action and for under-
standing and giving meaning to the world.
This split between humanity and nature, and
the abrogation of all mind to humans, is what
Weber meant by the disenchantment of the
world. As Fals Borda has put it, participation
is oneway through which we may ‘ re-enchant
our plural world'.

Of course, participation is more than a
technique. But it is a'so more that an episte-
mological principle or akey tenet of political
practice. An attitude of inquiry includes
developing an understanding that we are
embodied beings part of a social and ecolog-
ical order, and radically interconnected with
all other beings. We are not bounded individ-
uals experiencing the world in isolation. We
are dready participants, part-of rather than
apart-from. Writers such as Jorge Ferrer
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(2002) and Richard Tarnas (2006) have
pointed to this deeper quality of human par-
ticipation in a creative and intelligent cos-
mos. We would follow Thomas Berry in
arguing that we will not be able to address
the ecological devastations wrought by
humans until we fully experience the uni-
verse and Earth as a community of subjects
rather than as a collection of objects. To fully
grasp the nature of participation calls for a
profound shift, as Senge and his colleagues
point out:

When we eventually grasp the wholeness of nature,
it can be shocking. In nature, as Bortoft puts it, ‘The
part is a place for the presencing of the whole'. This
is the awareness that is stolen from us when we
accept the machine worldview of whole assembled
from replaceable parts. (Senge et al., 2005: 7)

In a more immediately human sense, the
critical, systemic, and socid constructionist
perspectives emphasize a shift from the indi-
vidua to relationships in which we al partici-
pate (Kemmis, Chapter 8; Ison, Chapter 9;
Gergen and Gergen, Chapter 10). Thus an atti-
tude of inquiry seeks to recognize the profun-
dity of this active and increasing participation
with the human and more than human world.

At a more immediate and practical level,
participation in inquiry means that we stop
working with people as ‘subjects’ (which, in
actuality means to hold them as objects of
our gaze) (following a linguistic twist better
illustrated in Orwell’'s prescient novel
1984). Instead we build relationship as co-
researchers. Researching with people means
that they are engaged as full persons, and the
exploration is based directly on their under-
standing of their own actions and experience,
rather than filtered through an outsider’s
perspective. Participation is also political,
asserting peopl€’s right and ability to have a
say in decisions which affect them and claim
to generate knowledge about them. And, in
addition to producing knowledge and action
directly useful to a group of people, it can
also empower them at a second and deeper
level to see that they are capable of con-
structing and using their own knowledge
(Freire, 1970; Reason, 2005).
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INTRODUCTION TO GROUNDINGS

In this section of the Handbook we highlight
some of the diverse personal, political, and
theoretical perspectives that have influenced
action research. Of course these influences
are touched on again and again throughout
the volume as contributors discuss their prac-
tices, describe projects they have been
engaged in, and explore the skills required
for action research.

Action research nearly aways startswith a
guestion of the kind, ‘how can we improve
this situation? . Action research activities are
usualy driven by personal commitments to
contribute to human flourishing, and these
commitments are informed by an intellectual
orientation that is systemic or aware of inter-
dependencies, emancipatory, critical and par-
ticipatory. There is a wholeness about action
research practice so that knowledgeisalways
gained in and through action. As Marja Liisa
Swantz expressed it to us. ‘| do not separate
my scientific inquiry from my life’.

This interaction of understanding and
practice is emphasized in Chapter 1. We
wanted to include as wide arange of ground-
ing perspectives as possible, so we asked the
members of the Editorial Board to send us a
brief outline of the most significant grounding

PART ONE

Groundings

philosophies, ideas and/or politica perspec-
tivesthat have informed their work. And while
to be sure their responses told us a lot about
their intellectual perspectives, it was important
to redize how deeply these perspectives were
integrated with their lives, their relationships,
and the personal and political engagements to
which they were committed.

We also realize that some of the most sig-
nificant action research has taken place over
along timespan: it is not so much a project or
a programme but a social movement which
has developed sometimes over decades. So
the next four chapters place different action
research traditionsin an historical context: In
Chapter 2 Marja Liisa Swantz gives her
account of the development of participatory
action research (PAR) through the perspec-
tive of her work in Africa and in Chapter 3
Anisur Rahman givesaparallel account from
his perspective in the International Labour
Organization and in South Asia. These
chapters are companion pieces to Orlando
Fals Borda's account of PAR in the first
edition of this Handbook (Fals Borda,
2001/2006). In Chapter 4 Bjegrn Gustavsen
and his colleagues sketch out the history of
action research in the workplace in
Scandinavia since the 1950s and show from
thiswhat they have learned about developing
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the scale and scope of action research to a
regional and national level. And in Chapter 5
Hilary Bradbury and her colleagues offer an
account of the relationship between action
research and organization development.
These accounts show the extent of the influ-
ence of action research endeavours, touching
the lives of so very many people worldwide.

The next two chapters show how action
research can be seen as located within socid
movements. Brinton Lykes and Amelia
Mallonalink participatory and action research
with the broad movement for liberation/eman-
cipation of oppressed peoples worldwide,
showing how action research is linked to and
informed by perspectives such as liberation
theology. Colleen Reid and Wendy Frisby
write from the perspective of the feminist
movement(s) and show how these lead to the
possibility of a specifically feminist participa-
tory action research. These chapters are com-
panion pieces to Ella Bell's chapter on race
and action research and Patricia Maguire's on
Feminisms and action research in the first edi-
tion of the Handbook (Bell, 2001/2006).

Having shown the importance of finding
one's grounding in practice and vaues, we
next turn to theory with four chapters that link
action research to important intellectual trends
of our time: Ray lson writes about systemic
thinking; Stephen Kemmis develops a power-
ful definition of participatory action research
grounded in critical theory and the writings of
Habermas, Ken and Mary Gergen show the
close affinity of action research to the linguis-
tic turn and the constructionist perspective; and
John Gaventa and Andrea Cornwall build on
their earlier writing on power and knowledge,
providing also an important critique of power
in participatory research.

There are of course other intellectual per-
spectives that have informed action research,
some of which are touched on in Chapter 1.
Among the most important are humanism
(Rowan, 2001/2006) and the philosophy of
pragmatism, which is discussed by Mike
Pedler and John Burgoyne in the context of

Action Learning (Chapter 21) and again in
George Roth and Hilary Bradbury’s Chapter
23, in which their thoughts on how quality in
action research is developed is also grounded
in pragmatist thinking (see also Reason,
2003). Further explorations of the epistemo-
logical foundations of action research can be
found in John Heron and Peter Reason’'s
exploration of the extended epistemology
that underlies co-operative inquiry (Chapter
24) and Peter Park’s chapter in the
Handbook's first edition (Park, 2001/2006).

Thefinal three chapters explore contextual
issues in action research practice. Mary
Brydon-Miller provides readers with an
introduction to research ethics within an
action research context, including a critical
analysis of power and privilege. Dave Brown
and Rajesh Tandon demonstrate the impor-
tance of aliances that cross the South—North
divide and link grassroots practice to the
wider ingtitutional field. Morten Levin and
Davydd Greenwood provide a powerful cri-
tique of the Western university system and
call for a major reorganization to structuring
teaching and research through action
research strategies.

What we hope, from the selection of
groundings, isthat potential action researchers
will realize that they are not making a dis-
crete ‘ contribution to the field of knowledge’
when they undertake a piece of action
research but are contributing to a stream of
action and inquiry which aimsto enhance the
flourishing of human persons, their societies,
communities and organi zations and the wider
ecology of which we are al a part. This
stream of activity is full of lively debate
about choices of life and political commit-
ments, different intellectual perspectivesand,
as we shall see in later sections, practical
approaches to action research. There is no
one clear view, so each one of us, individu-
aly and with co-researchers, is challenged
continually to make choices, to criticaly
examine those choices, and to make them
clear to others with whom we work.
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Living Inquiry: Personal, Political
and Philosophical Groundings for
Action Research Practice

Patricia Gaya Wicks, Peter Reason

and Hilary Bradbury

This chapter seeks to detail the scholarly and intellectual threads identified by members of
the action research community, and to point to further reading for those interested in pur-
suing these. It shows some of the ways in which the thoughtful integration of various theo-
retical perspectives and life experiences gives rise to well-developed personal paradigms
which both shape and explain action researchers’ being and acting in the world.

A key objective for the second edition of this
Handbook was to reflect the variety of ways
in which action research is grounded in our
lived experience and ideas. In keeping with
the participative ethos of action research, and
inspired by the success of the first paper of
the inaugural issue of the journal Action
Research, called simply ‘Why Action
Research? (Brydon-Miller et al., 2003), we
contacted members of the Handbook’s
Editorial Board and asked them to send us a
brief outline sharing the most significant per-
spectives that ground their action research
practice. We received many thoughtful and
engaged responses to our request.

What struck us as particularly significant
was the degree to which our colleagues
underscored:

e the importance of practice and life experiences
and these as integrated with — and often
preceding — philosophical, political, and intellec-
tual underpinnings;

o the web of relationships, events, influences, role
models, and experiences which underpins action
researchers’ practice (and which has done so
over time).

The contribution this chapter seeks to make
is to detail the scholarly and intellectual
threads identified by our colleagues and
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friends in the action research community,
and to point to further reading for those inter-
ested in pursuing these. Additionaly, we
hopeto offer evidence of some of thewaysin
which the thoughtful integration of various
theoretical perspectives and life experiences
give rise to well-developed personal para-
digms which both shape and explain action
researchers’ being and acting in the world.

LIVING LIFE MATTERS

The majority of respondents place life expe-
riences among the primary influences that
underpin their action research. These experi-
ences often sit alongside, or even giveriseto,
interest in particular philosophical and intel-
lectual perspectives, so that both theory and
practice are seen as providing grounding. For
example our colleagues shared that,

... practice was my real learning ground ... (Yoland
Wadsworth)

... My philosophical self is kept in motion by my
pragmatic and practical self, and here my educa-
tion has come from the community activists I've
worked with over many years. (Mary Brydon-
Miller)

Conscientization and the cyclical action-reflection-
action as articulated by Paolo Freire gave ground-
ing to the notion that knowing can be rooted in
critical reflection of one’s actions; Myles Horton’s
practice at Highlander Center with literacy and
voter registration in Appalachia and struggles
against racial discrimination during civil rights
movements provided practical validity to the
notions of ‘making the road while walking'.
(Rajesh Tandon)

The most significant philosophical and political
influences continue to be the living theories of
practitioner-researchers. (Jack Whitehead)

My research, action and participation journey
has been influenced more by field and life experi-
ences and the excitement and fun of epistemo-
logical puzzles than by philosophical or political
perspectives. (Robert Chambers)

Furthermore, a number of Editorid Board
members responded to our request with
detailed accounts representing their life jour-
neys and describing the web of influence that
has sustained and contributed to their work

over time. These webs encompass a wide
range of influences, including persona and
collegia reationships; encounters with role
models; political and other significant events;
spiritua disciplines; literature (fiction and non-
fiction); activism and engagement with practi-
tioners. For example:

My deepest understanding of the relevance of par-
ticipatory forms of inquiry for action comes from
my research experiences with practitioners and
activists, first in Colombia and then in the US. |
have shared with them the dream of a different
world and their wisdom has contributed to trans-
forming me as much as it has helped transform
their practice and sharpen their skills to change the
world. (Sonia Ospina)

Thinking over the influences | draw on in my
daily work, it seems to me that people and experi-
ences have on balance been more important than
ideas and theory, although the latter have been
important too. (Bob Dick)

It is difficult for me to clearly distinguish ‘philo-
sophical and political’ influences from general
intellectual and spiritual influences as well as from
the experiences, practices, and relationships in
which many of those influences are embedded.
(Victor Friedman)

Some respondents describe a gradual and
ongoing process of developing understand-
ing, while others talk about ‘Ahal’ moments
through which significant meaning emerges.
Orlando Fals Borda was one of the last to
respond to our request, and so was able to
reflect on other responses in his own reply:

| tend to identify such collective examination as a
praxiological experiment. Theory and practice,
thinking-persons and life-experiences (vivencias),
how they interact, fuse, and react in the search for
explanations to understand realities and promote
social progress appear to have been a driving force
for respondents. (Orlando Fals Borda)

Fals Borda's description of different influ-
ences interacting and fusing with one another
in the search for explanations seems particu-
larly apt. There is conscious and meaningful
integration in people's stories: integration of
theory and practice; of scholarship and
activism; and more generally, integration of
numerous perspectives and life experiences
into meaningful accounts, each of which
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seems to be intimately tied to the particular
context, place, time, and life history of each
person. It is evident that each person’s under-
standing and practice of action research does
not stand in isolation from other aspects of
their being-in-the world; instead, action
research both emerges from and contributes
to a complex and panoramic view of the
world in which one lives and one’s own par-
ticular place within it. Judi Marshall has
described this elsewhere as ‘living life as
inquiry’ (1999).

GROUNDING OURSELVES IN THE
PARTICIPATIVE, INTERDEPENDENT
ECOLOGY OF LIFE

A number of the contributors to this chapter
refer — in different ways and with varying
degrees of explicitness — to a participatory
worldview underlying their work. For ex-
ample, Werner Fricke refers to * participation
as a central dimension in human life as well
as in nature and between humans and non
humans' and in so doing points to the work
of Peter Reason (1994) and of French
philosopher and anthropologist Bruno Latour
(1993), and specifically his ‘parliament of
things'. Furthermore, Fricke acknowledges
the influence of the ‘philosophy of process
formulated by German Marxist philosopher
Ernst Bloch (1995), and puts forward the fol-
lowing perspective:

Any situation, any context, any institution or struc-
ture we find ourselves in is just a historical moment
within a process of permanent change. This means
we are coming out of the past going into the
future. Everything is changing and may be
changed. Humans and society are open to the
future. (Werner Fricke)

In his response, Orlando Fals Borda speaks
of the ‘moral urge [which] undergirds (par-
ticipatory) action research’, referring to a
participatory epistemology which he locates
in the work of Gregory Bateson (1972,
1979), Fritjof Capra (1982, 1996), Paul
Feyerabend (1975), and more broadly,

systemic analysts and some quantum physicists.
Certainly, Bateson's argument that the con-
scious, purposive human mind which sees
itself as separate from the ecological whole
leads to ‘pathologies of epistemology’ and
paraléels the concerns expressed by many
within the action research community (see
Reason, in press).

The participative nature of life was
approached from a variety of perspectives:
Yoland Wadsworth, for example, refersto the
interconnectedness of life with a bow to the
biological and ecological sciences:

... Perhaps the earliest truly transformative influ-
ence of all was The Web of Life — a then-new
Australian biology textbook in 1967 for upper sec-
ondary students — that opened my eyes at the age
of 15 to an ecological perspective. When | edited
the school magazine the following year | re-named
it Cell and wrote a ‘systems piece’ as an Editorial
on the varying meanings of ‘cell’ from biology to a
monk’s! And two years later in August 1970 in a
sociology lecture | suddenly realized with a blind-
ing flash EVERYTHING was connected — from
humans to duckponds to women’s magazines to
mining companies. (Yoland Wadsworth)

Reference was also made to a range of reli-
gious and spiritua influences underpinned
by participatory understandings. Mary
Brydon-Miller refers to the Quaker notion
that ‘thereisthat of God in each of us, and in
al of creation’, pointing out that thisis a phi-
losophy that Quakers share with many other
world religions. This perspective, athough
framed in religious terms, isin line with the
epistemological challenge to subject—object
and matter—consciousness dualisms articu-
lated in other chapters of this Grounding
section. Victor Friedman, drawing from the
Hebrew Bible and a wide variety of Jewish
thinkers, identifies a central influence in the
view that ‘ people are partners with God, and
each other, in an ongoing process of cre-
ation’. Along similar lines, Peter Reason
identifies the ‘ Buddha's teaching that attach-
ment to a sense of separate self is the cause
of suffering’ as an essential perspectiveinflu-
encing his work. Bill Torbert refers to the
interplay of consciousness, knowledge,
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practice, and consequences to which he was
first introduced by the work of Russian
writer and mystic George Ivanovitch
Gurdjieff (1963) and Russian mathematician,
philosopher and journalist Peter D.
Ouspensky (1931). He explains that ‘these
[authors] spoke of a secret and lost knowl-
edge that linked the spiritual and material
worlds through a work of continual self-
observation that the aspirant must conduct
within him or herself, with the help of
others'. The resurgence of Buddhist practice
in the West also plays with the same sense of
locating the self in experience of the world,
very far from discovering through intellec-
tual effort alone.

The spiritual perspectives outlined by
respondents lay emphasis on the conviction
that life is not a spectator sport but that par-
ticipation is fundamental to the nature of our
being, or an ontological given, aview articu-
lated both by action researchers (Heron,
1996; Heron and Reason, 1997; Reason and
Bradbury, 2001) and other contemporary
writers (Berry, 1999; Ferrer, 2002; Tarnas,
1991, 2006). These perspectives have clear
implications for practice and for how our col-
leagues mentioned above choose to live and
act in the world.

CONFRONTING THE QUESTION OF
HOW WE KNOW IN A POST
OBJECTIVIST WORLD

In addressing the epistemological questions
of how we know what we know and what it is
that we value as knowledge, many contribu-
tors referred to the theory of scientific revo-
lutions and paradigm shifts articulated by
Thomas Kuhn (1962). Similar mention was
made of theories as changing socia con-
structs as expounded by Karl Popper (1959),
Paul Feyerabend (1975) and Stephen
Toulmin (1990), amongst others. Peter
Reason, for example, explains that he was
particularly influenced by ‘the historical
argument of Stephen Toulmin which places
Cartesian thought as in part a response to the

political needs of the times. Meanwhile,
Jack Whitehead explainsthat his advocacy of
‘living epistemological standards of judg-
ment’ is strongly influenced by Feyerabend,
‘when he wrote about the meaning of
freedom being understood in the course of its
emergence through practice’. Whitehead
points to Habermas (1975), Foucault (2000),
Bernstein (1983) and Winter (1989) as
focusing his attention on the importance of
transforming the epistemological standards
of judgement in the Academy: ‘I continue to
use [Habermas'] four criteria of social
validity in reaching understanding’.

For many, epistemological debates are
closely linked with the social construction of
reality perspectivesarticul ated by Peter Berger
and Thomas Luckmann (1966), John Searle
(1995) and the ‘linguistic turn’ heralded by
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953) and Richard
Rorty (1970). Kenneth Gergen commendsthis
stream of work for ‘ demonstrating thewaysin
which assumptions about the real, the ratio-
nal and the good issue from relationships'.
‘Thus, we may use research not simply to
reflect the past, but to create new futures'.
Gergen aso identifies perspectives on the
pragmatics of language as a key influence:
“shifting from a picture theory of language to
a use-based (or game) understanding of lan-
guage raises questions about the aims of
socia science to develop genera theory, and
invites a more pragmatic and dialogically
based orientation to research’.

Along similar lines, Victor Friedman is
explicit about the influence of American
mathematical social scientist Herbert
Simon’s (1969) argument that socia lifeisa
‘design’ process. In line with Simon'’s inter-
est ‘not with how things are but with how
they might be’ (1969: xx), Friedman points
also to the elements of choice and agency in
processes of social construction. He identi-
fiesasakey influence the belief that ‘thereis
a link between individual theories of action,
collective theories of action, and the realities
we create. Most important, we have choices
about these redlities'. In doing so, Friedman
points to John Dewey’s (1982) pragmatism
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and ‘theory of inquiry’. The pragmatist posi-
tion suggests that knowledge is acquired
through responding to a real need in life,
something also identified as a key influence
by Morten Levin and Hilary Bradbury.
Hilary also specifically highlights how, for
her, pragmatism rescues our appreciation of
learning from academic understanding and
instead alows us to also emphasize active
experimentation. Hence what GE managers
may call ‘quality improvement’ —and indeed
what Deming, the father of the quality move-
ment inthe USA, called ‘quality’ —is but one
iteration of the action research cycle of
reflection on action.

Stephen Kemmis's account suggests that,
like many of the action researchers who
responded to our request, he has played an
active role in weaving together the different
threads of influence with which he was pre-
sented over time, resulting in a well-
grounded conviction that alternative
epistemological standards were required:

As a young researcher in educational psychology
at the University of Sydney and then as a doctoral
student at the University of lllinois at Urbana-
Champaign, the 1970s debates in history and phi-
losophy of science (Thomas Kuhn, Karl Popper,
Imre Lakatos [1986], Paul Feyerabend, Stephen
Toulmin, Donald Campbell [1974]), especially evo-
lutionary epistemology, overthrew my ‘inherited’
empiricist and positivistic understanding of
science, alerted me to the ’linguistic turn’
(Wittgenstein) and pushed me towards interpre-
tivism and historical understanding ... and what
later became known as qualitative research. ... |
began to explore dialectics through Hilary Putnam
[1975] and the Marxist tradition, including a fine
account of dialectics offered by the now-disgraced
Mao Tse-Tung [1972]. | became convinced that a
science was needed that properly acknowledged
each person’s capacity to develop knowledge —
their own and others. (Stephen Kemmis)

CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES ON
THE POLITICS OF KNOWLEDGE
GENERATION

Many of the contributors reported being
influenced by the tradition of critical social

science. Kenneth Gergen, for example, notes
the importance of wide-ranging theoretical
domains which break the fact/value binary
and demonstrate that all knowledge claims
are political in their implications. As a result
many responses were embedded within cri-
tiques of domination and marginalization,
and referred to frameworks and traditions
that advocate critical examination of issues
of power, identity and agency. These include
civil rights and feminist movements; libera-
tionist adult and trade union education; post-
colonial and critical race theory; and anti-war
and ecological protests as well as the student
democracy movement. L. David Brown, for
instance, suggests that he was ‘more influ-
enced in the long term by the more macro
perspectives than the social psychological
tradition that [he] was steeped in as a gradu-
ate student’, and refers to the perspectives on
oppression and liberation voiced by Paulo
Freire (1972), Frantz Fanon (2004), Karl
Marx (1970), William Gamson (1992)
and participatory researchers in Southern
contexts. He mentions also the perspectives
on power, conflict and collaboration given
expression by such commentators as Stephen
Lukes (1974), Lewis Coser (1998) and Ralf
Dharendorf (1959). Along similar lines,
Stephen Kemmis credits Pierre Bourdieu
(2004) and Michel Foucault (2000) as key
influences: ‘ In different ways, [they] enabled
me to understand that structures of oppres-
sion could be described as well as
“unmasked”.” He continues:

Anthony Giddens [1984] helped me understand
the nature and role of agency in dialectical rela-
tionship with social structure — and the resistant
and transformative possibilities of agency. Alain
Touraine [1983] made this even clearer in his
analysis of social movements (as disturbing and
challenging settled social orders). (Stephen
Kemmis)

That epistemological pathologies—including
the notions of an objective, value-free, expert
science — were responsible for perpetuating
and reinforcing socia injustices and inequal-
ities is a perspective aso held by Yoland
Wadsworth. She gives due credit to those
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influences which, during the 1980s, provided
‘a new epistemological paradigm of engage-
ment [which went] beyond the narrow exclu-
sivity of replicative and objectivist science’.
This was made possible, she suggests, by
sociologists like Howard Becker (1997) and
Alvin Gouldner (1976) and feminists like
Mary O'Brien (1981). Robin McTaggart also
acknowledges the influence of critical social
scientists such as David Held (1989), Walter
Feinberg (1975) and Henry Giroux (1983)
‘for showing us that thinking interpretively
alone was defeatist and failed to inform
transformative practices'.

The emancipatory power of critical per-
spectives on socia science is emphasized in
Patricia Maguire's account of the key influ-
ences which were significant to her. She
explains that it was while simultaneously
engaging in feminist community activism
and studying feminist scholarship (including
Shulamit Reinharz,1992, Renate Duelli
Klein, 1985, Sandra Harding, 1987, Marjorie
DeVault, 1991, Liz Stanley, 1992 and Ann
Oakley, 1984) that she was able to ‘see’ the
androcentrism or male-centredness of much
early PAR work, and the conspicuous lack of
attention to issues of gender dynamics, gen-
der inequities and feminist scholarship. The
‘Ahal’ moment described by Maguire below
appears to resonate with the experience of a
number of respondents, for whom integration
of a variety of perspectives and experiences
in a specific time and place brought forth
step changes in clarity and understanding:

The early critiques (1980s) of the entire develop-
ment paradigm and enterprise by feminists in the
‘south’ (e.g. DAWN with Peggy Antrobus [2004]
and Patricia Ellis [2003], and the ISIS network) cre-
ated a grand ‘Aha!’ for me. There ARE other ways
to ‘see’ and make sense of the world, so make
room for them at the table of meaning making.
(Patricia Maguire)

Maguire explains that she is aso influenced
by the work of feminist action researchers
such as Marjorie Mbilinyi (2003), Patti Lather
(1991, 2007), Gunilla Harnsten (2001),
Brinton Lykes (1996), Alice Mclntyre (2000),
Yoland Wadsworth (1997), Nimat Hafez

Barazangi (2004) and Colleen Reid (2004),
amongst others.

Like so many action researchers, women
and men, for whom feminism offered a new
lens through which a transformative vision
of the world could come to consciousness,
Hilary also mentioned the work of ‘con-
structive feminists' (in contrast with critical
theory feminists). These include ecofemi-
nists (e.g Susan Griffin) and cultural theory
feminists such as Riane Eisler. Eider offers
avision of culture anchored no longer in the
dominator hierarchies of a Barbarian past
but rather in the partnership principles from
the still deeper past of Minoan (Crete's) civ-
ilization. Hilary writes that ‘while the his-
toricity may still be contested, the language
and vision of partnership has been so con-
structive in my thinking about action
research’. Moreover, given her particular
commitment to convening decision-makers
from the business world to work collabora-
tively in action research mode in developing
joint innovations that contribute to a more
sustainable society — or at the very least,
actions that create significant pollution
reduction — the idea that we hold our eco-
logical interdependence in our DNA is very
empowering.

HOW DO WE TEACH GIVEN
ALL WE KNOW?

Unsurprisingly, many respondents identified
critical perspectives on pedagogy as a key
influence. Frequent reference was made to
Paulo Freire’'s (1972) work on the pedagogy
of the oppressed, conscientization and liber-
ationist adult education and to the work of
Budd Hall (1978) and Mohan Singh Mehta
(1974). Along similar lines, perspectives
which problematized the institutionalization
of education and called for ‘ de-schooling’ and
non-formal democratic education were sin-
gled out (including the work of Herbert Kohl,
1984, Neil Postman and Carl Weingartner,
1969). Robin McTaggart, for instance,
explains that his interest in participatory
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action research originated from a profound
sense of dissatisfaction with the ‘ educational
research’ tradition to which he was intro-
duced as an undergraduate and postgraduate
student training to be a high school science
teacher:

‘Educational research’ was then really a form of
applied psychological research and suffered the
failings of psychology as a research field at that
time, [the] preoccupation with emulating the nat-
ural sciences in social inquiry. | found the general-
izations sponsored by educational psychology to
have little applicability in the early days of my high
school science teaching career. My problems were
immediate, pedagogical and reflexive. | required
the perspective of an educator, not a psychologist,
or sociologist, or philosopher, or scientist, or
teacher, or political economist, but all of them.
(Robin McTaggart)

McTaggart and Kemmis both acknowledge
the influence of the neo-Aristotelian perspec-
tives put forward by the likes of Joseph
Schwab (1969), which leads us to ‘see
natural science as a process of inquiry rather
than the recitation of a “rhetoric of conclu-
sions’ (McTaggart) and which emphasizes
the distinction between practical reasoning
from technical thinking. For a recent thor-
ough exploration of the relevance of
Aristotlean thought — and especially the con-
cept of phrénesis — to action research, see
Eikeland (2006).

McTaggart states that hisinterest in action
research was particularly stimulated by its
transformative potential, and by the attention
given to the question: How might we change
things at the same time as studying them? He
explainsthat while the sociological studies of
Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis (1976),
for example, affirmed his view that educa
tional institutions reproduced disadvantage,
these approaches to research did little to sug-
gest how things might change, despite the
daily efforts and successes of teachers and
school leaders. In stark contrast, Paulo Freire
and the participatory research movement
‘provided fine and often courageous exam-
ples of transformative research and educa
tional practices and theories'.

In asimilar vein, Patricia Maguire explains
that alongside the feminist ‘ah-ha’ moments
described earlier, she was aso significantly
affected by ‘ people and place': specifically, her
relationships with people a and through the
Center for International Education (University
of Massachusetts, Amherst) in the early 1980s,
where she‘ came to understand the connections
among empowering education, participatory
processes, and knowledge creation in service
to meaningful socia change'. The following
extract from Maguire's account highlights the
important role played by persona meetings,
interactions and collegia relationships in the
development of one's own action research
practice:

CIE was well known for promoting Freirian,
empowering, non-formal education in develop-
ment projects. Many of us there grappled with
how to make our research more congruent with
the transformational possibilities of participatory
non-formal education. A steady stream of visitors
such as Paulo Freire, Myles Horton (Horton et al.,
1990), and Ira Shor (1992), and faculty members
David Kinsey (1978) and Peter Park (1993), intro-
duced us to PAR. There | met Mary Brydon-Miller
and continue to be influenced by her work on
ethics in AR (see Brydon-Miller et al., in press) and
linking participatory research and psychology. My
AR work continues to be nourished by my collegial
relationship with Mary. Through CIE | was intro-
duced to the work of Peter Reason, Budd Hall and
Rajesh Tandon (1983), and later Davyyd
Greenwood (2002) — particularly Davyyd's work to
link AR and democratic processes. I'm inspired by
Davyyd’s commitment to teach AR democratically.
(Patricia Maguire)

Likewise, Anisur Rahman clearly articulates
the ways in which pedagogical concerns
were brought into relief through his engage-
ment with marginalized community groups,
realizations which were affirmed and rein-
forced through areading of Freire:

My interaction in 1976-77 with the Bhoomi Sena
movement in the state of Maharastra (India) by
way of participatory study of the movement with
three other South Asian scholars (De Silva et al.,
1979) made me deeply aware of the need for work
to promote intellectual self-capacity and self-asser-
tion of the underprivileged people to guide their
self-development. Through this interaction | zeroed
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in on two realizations: (1) self-reliant development
was not possible with someone else’s thinking; and
(2) the formidable status of formal knowledge
with its associated power had created a sense of
intellectual inferiority among the ordinary people,
making them surrender to or look up to the for-
mally educated for guidance to promote their lives,
and they needed help and stimulation from
friendly and deeply sensitive quarters in the for-
mally educated stream to recover their self-confi-
dence in their own intellectual abilities. Reading
Paulo Freire consolidated this new awareness in
me. (Anisur Rahman)

KNOWING IN THE SERVICE OF
PRACTICE

Practical know-how, a ‘popular science of
and for the people, is identified as a key
influence by many of our colleagues. Thisis
understood as the diverse and effective forms
of knowledge generation long-practised by
ordinary people, unencumbered by the inter-
vention or so-called expertise of scientists
and elites. This is closely related to the
idea of an ‘extended’ epistemology which
encompasses experiential and practical
knowing. Significant credit for this perspective
is given to Freire, and aongside him to
Orlando Fals Borda (1988), Anisur Rahman
(1993; see aso Fals Borda and Rahman,
1991), Rajesh Tandon (1983), John Gaventa
(1991) and Budd Hall (1978). Tandon identi-
fies the knowledge of ordinary people as a
key influence in his work, one that he con-
tinues to lean on and build from:

Indigenous knowledge based on life and living,
linked to solving daily problems of survival, trans-
mitted through various folk forms of music, the-
atre, dance, poetry, drama — oral and aesthetic
traditions of knowledge production, documenta-
tion and communication; popular knowledge and
wisdom, as revealed in ecological and healing tra-
ditions and sciences, now popularized by modern
markets. (Rajesh Tandon)

Meanwhile, Sonia Ospina explains that socio-
logical theories giving primacy to social inter-
action, meaning-making, language, culture,
everyday life and local knowledge served to

clarify and refine her own commitment to
linking inquiry to participation and action. In
this context, she refers to the work of Max
Weber (1958), George Herbert Mead (1934),
Herbert Blumer (1998) and Peter Berger
(1963), and speaks of these as tempered by
recent post-modernist influences and, even
more recently, by ‘feministas de la diferencia’
like Maria Milagros Rivera Garretas (1997).

The phenomenological and hermeneutical
traditions propagated by Edmund Husserl
(1989), Hans-Georg Gadamer (2000), Jurgen
Habermas (1981), Paul Ricoeur (1981) and
Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962, 2004) are
also often referred to by the contributors to
this chapter. Marja Liisa Swantz, for ex-
ample, describes how an orientation towards
phenomenology and hermeneutics helped
her to develop a practical appreciation of the
forms of knowing expressed in symbol and
ritual amongst people:

Paul Ricceur's (1981) idea that symbol precedes
language and rational thought and Susanne
Langer’s (1979) human need for symbolization and
differentiating discursive from presentational sym-
bolism led me to the analysis of the symbols and
rituals of the people | lived and worked with and
whose way of life | struggled to understand.
Anthropologists Victor Turner (1986) and Mary
Douglas (2003) developed my ideas of symbolism
further. This emphasis on presentational rather
than rational symbolism was at the base of my
belief that people who communicated with sym-
bols had knowledge and understanding of life
which could broaden the concept of development
dominating people’s lives. | found support from
writers such as Robert Ulin’s (2001) Understanding
Cultures, Ernst Fischer's (1969) Art Against
Ideology, Thomas Fawcett's (1971) The Symbolic
Language of Religion, Don lhde's (1986)
Consequences of Phenomenology and William
Barrett's (1990) Irrational Man, amongst others: ...
In spite of the emphasis on presentational symbol-
ism | understood that it had to lead also to rational
understanding of one’s situation and that the way
to it was through mutual communication (Swantz,
1970). (Marja Liisa Swantz)

The tradition of the human potential move-
ment and the place of individual conscious-
ness in influencing change in wider systems
are identified as critical influences by
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Hilary Bradbury and Yoland Wadsworth.
Key insights are gleaned here from C.
Wright Mills's (1963) relationship between
‘private troubles and public issues'; Charles
Hampden-Turner’s (1981) work, identified
by Wadsworth as ‘a psychology of being —
but also a methodology for becoming’; and
Abraham Maslow (1968) and other human-
istic or ‘third force' psychologists. The
humanistic perspective which advocates
that persons have the capacity to direct their
own lives in ways which are life-affirming
and constructive for themselves and others
in their social contexts is one which res-
onates with action researchers. Indeed,
identifying and strengthening such potential
could be seen as a key objective of action
research practice, as suggested by Werner
Fricke:

The human desire and capacity for participation
and self-determination is often suppressed (e.g. by
life-long work under poor, monotonous, unquali-
fied working conditions), but cannot be destroyed.
We called the employees’ participative capacity
‘innovative qualifications’ (Fricke, 1983). (Werner
Fricke)

Friedman makes a related point when he
refers to the subconscious as a storehouse of
unutilized knowledge and a potent source of
healing and learning, as described, for example,
by psychiatrist and hypnotherapist Milton
Erickson (1985). Friedman also makes par-
ticular reference to the work of Sigmund
Freud (1961), Melanie Klein (1992), Kurt
Lewin's (1958) ideas of ‘psychological-
social space’, and Wilfred Bion's (1961) and
Larry Hirschhorn's (1988) perspectives on
‘social defences'. The psychoanalytic tradi-
tion is aso identified as a key influence by
Yoland Wadsworth. She refers specifically to
Isobel Myers and Katherine Briggs' (1987)
application of Jungian psychology to self and
human understanding and to Isabel Menzies
Lyth's (1988) work on social systems as a
defence against anxiety. The influences
delineated above speak of action researchers
commitment to the development of self-
awareness, moment-to-moment reflexivity,

and to the ongoing examination of patterns of
thought, behaviour and relating.

CREATING THE FUTURE: WHY OUR
WORK IS SIGNIFICANT

It will perhaps come as no surprise to readers
of this volume that a desire to contribute
towards ‘abetter future' is evident in many of
the accounts offered to us. Anisur Rahman, for
instance, is clear about the motivation and
vision underlying his interest and move into
action research. For him, the worth of P(A)R
isinits potential to contribute to people’s self-
development and self-reliance:

My departure from traditional research and devel-
opment thinking was spurred by the War of
Liberation of Bangladesh of 1971, when | was a
Harvard-trained economist of 38. The indepen-
dence of Bangladesh with its officially declared
socialist ideology inspired me and many others to
think that the country could and would march for-
ward with whatever resources it had, relying prin-
cipally on the energy and creativity of its vast
population, however resource-poor the country
was, without depending on external charity and
submitting its autonomy to foreign powers seek-
ing to impose on other countries an ideology of
pursuit of private greed and dividing the nation’s
people into an elite and non-elite class. ... |
[became] convinced that initiatives for people’s
self-reliant development was the way for the
nation to march forward with its head high ...
With this awareness | joined the ongoing intellec-
tual movement to experiment with Participatory
(Action) Research and to deepen its conceptual
contours, as a movement to promote ‘people’s
self-development’, seeing P(A)R not as a research
method but as an organic component of people’s
self-development. (Anisur Rahman)

Davyyd Greenwood explains that it was
through his involvement in an action
research project that he began to more criti-
cally engage with the political and axiologi-
cal dimensions of knowledge generation:

| was ushered into action research by William
Foote Whyte (1991), who took advantage of my
long-time anthropological research in the Basque
Country to involve me in a project on the industrial
cooperatives of Mondragén. In the context of that
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collaboration ... | gained a renewed sense of the
potential value of the social sciences to create lib-
erating social arrangements, the power and value
of democracy (even under difficult conditions), and
the degree to which real social problems exceed
the pathetically narrow confines that the academic
social sciences with their Fordist models of organi-
zation want to impose on them. (Davydd
Greenwood)

Kurt Neilsen also emphasizes the transforma-
tive, value-driven potentia of action research
practice. From Robert Jungk (1954) and Ernst
Bloch (1995) he takes the perspective that
social imagination, dreams and utopian ideals
are living parts of culture, and that integrating
social imagination with practica change
‘keeps alive hope' for the possibility of radica
change. He quotes Robert Jungk’s conviction
that ‘many futuresarepossible’. Herefersalso
to the lessons learned from critica theory and
psychoanalysis, including the suggestion that
‘weall need an open and uninstrumental arena
to reach awareness and to increase socia
imagination’. It isin this context that Neilsen
identifies the real worth and contribution of
action research: ‘In action research we
organize such arenas as socia movement/
social learning.’

The question of how best to organize
appropriate and significant arenas for social
learning is one that is close to Bjarn
Gustavsen’s heart. Gustavsen’s work focuses
on a key challenge facing the action research
tradition, that relating to the question of
scale. His account emphasizes the evol ution-
ary nature of action research practice, where
experimentation and reflection on action
give rise to new challenges and considera-
tions about quality and effectiveness, and
about how we might best position and orga-
nize ourselves so as to create better futures:

The problem was not action research or not, but
how to improve on the specific action research tra-
dition in which | found myself. Being strongly
involved in efforts to create more democratic
forms of work organization, we faced, in my view,
two major issues: One was to democratize our
own efforts to encompass many workplaces rather
than a few experimental sites, the other was to
further develop the notion of democracy to give

more specific guidelines in a project where scale
emerged as the important issue.

Against this background | found critical theory,
as it stood after ‘the democratic turn’ — represented
in particular by Jirgen Habermas (1981) — to be a
promising point of departure. The orientation
towards society, rather than ‘you and I or the
small group, was consistent with a need to reach
scale and the emphasis on communication was
consistent with the core tool of action research. Its
weakness was too much of a one-way traffic from
theory to practice to fit the more open and explo-
rative use of action characterizing contemporary
action research. This gave rise to a new challenge:
how to change the relationship between theory
and practice to provide more scope for action and
experience in the development of a critical func-
tion in democratic society. To work out answers to
this question has implied to embark on a process
of action research and ‘social constructivism’ that
has, by now, been going on for more than two
decades. (Bjgrn Gustavsen)

ON ‘MAKING THE ROAD WHILE
WALKING'

We conclude this chapter by drawing on
those accounts which, in their own ways,
consider how the integration of our life
experiences and grounding perspectives help
us action researchers to respond to the
question of how we should live our lives. In
other words, given the broad philosophical
orientations described above, what would
effective practice look like? Many of the
accounts offered to us demonstrate that the
trandation of philosophical, theoretical and
political perspectives into practical knowing
and/or active engagement is considered of
utmost importance.

A significant number of our colleagues
explain that they were particularly drawn to
role models or teachers who evidenced inte-
gration of theory and practice in their own
lives. In talking about the various figures that
were influential to him, Bill Torbert identi-
fies effectiveness, integrity and the search for
wisdom as key qualities. These are arguably
the kinds of qualities which become evident
through one's processes and acts of living in
the world, and indeed, the influential figures
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he names are well-known for their activeness
and for the practical contributions of their
life's work:

Thinking about it now, | realize that the first figure
to have a major influence on me - Bill Coffin
(1999), the Yale minister whom | first heard preach
once a year at Andover and then allied myself with
closely at Yale — was characteristic of the sort of
elder from whom | sought guidance over the next
15 years. An early Peace Corps training camp
director, a central figure in Civil Rights and anti-
Vietnam political organizing, Coffin was at once
an intellectual, a political actor, and a spiritual
leader. ... Through Coffin, | met Paul Tillich
(1952/1980), Al Lowenstein (1962), and Martin
Luther King (1967). ... Without ever having ver-
balized this until now, | sought guidance from the
sort of elder whom | imagined as visionary, charis-
matic, effective, committed to integrity, and a
seeker of wisdom (not just knowledge). (Bill
Torbert)

Torbert continues to explain that he was
drawn to his long-time mentor, Chris
Argyris, for similar reasons:

| first met Chris Argyris during my sophomore year
at Yale (1963), reading most of his books and
interviewing him (as | did Coffin) ... on the relation
between faculty members’ scholarship and their
day-to-day life values. ... Like Coffin, Argyris
charismatically integrated theory and practice — in
this case through his research, teaching, and con-
sulting with major institutions such as IBM and the
State Department. (Bill Torbert)

Torbert expresses admiration not only for the
application of theory in practice (through the
embodiment of Platonic and Socratic inquiry,
for example), he also shows appreciation for
political action and activeness and for learn-
ing from peers in interaction with one
another.

Bob Dick also identifies the successful
integration of theory and practice, and also of
various other dimensions, as a key quality of
Chris Argyris's — and also Don Schon's —
work:

| like the way they integrate the intrapersonal, the
interpersonal and the systemic — theory and prac-
tice, diagnosis and intervention, and including a
research methodology. (Bob Dick)

Along similar lines, Mary Brydon-Miller
claims to have been deeply influenced by the
careful manner in which role models Paulo
Freire and Myles Horton appeared to
embody their espoused ideals and beliefs in
their everyday practice and being-in-the-
world:

Thanks to Peter Park, | had the opportunity while in
graduate school to get to know both Freire and
Horton, and | can remember being struck by how
genuine both men were in their interactions with
others, embodying in every moment the kind of
respect and concern for others that was the central
message of their written work. (Mary Brydon-Miller)

The ability to learn from and in collaboration
with peers and colleagues, as well as from
teachers and role models, is evidenced in
many of the accounts offered to us.

For instance, the ‘ people and experiences
identified as especially important by Bob
Dick include powerful role models from
across hislife-time, the earliest of which was
his fifth and sixth grade teacher, Murray
Hines, who ‘ran involving and democratic
classes which were very different to those |
had previously been used to’. He also gives
due credit to Rhoda Felgate, the director of
the amateur theatre where he was active for a
time in his late 20s, and whom he suggests
‘had a greater influence than | think she real-
ized'. In particular, she is one of the many
persons whom Bob Dick identifies as having
made space for him to learn on his own terms
and through practical engagement and exper-
imentation:

She encouraged me to move beyond what |
thought were my limits. ... When | did exceed my
abilities and experienced failure she was there to
help me pick myself up and learn from what hap-
pened. (Bob Dick)

In addition to learning from teachers, Dick
emphasizes learning from his collaborations
with skilled colleagues, clients, and students.
He refers in particular to the university
classes which he was responsible for teach-
ing and which, for the most part, he chose to
run in experiential and democratic ways.
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| learned as much from the class members as they
learned from me. The tutors with whom | co-facil-
itated those classes were for the most part skilled
practitioners and were also a source of learning.
(Bob Dick)

It is significant that Dick, like a number of
the other respondents to our request, draws
explicit attention to moments of deep learn-
ing and transformation:

Also important are the moments of desperation
when my repertoire is inadequate and | have to
create something on the spur of the moment.
Many of the processes | now use were originally
devised when | felt blocked. (Bob Dick)

Indeed, appreciation of ‘Ahal” moments, or
key moments in which people come to a
meaningful and creative integration of under-
standings, is a key theme throughout the
accounts. Robert Chambers, for instance,
draws attention to the ways in which the puz-
zles and challenges which gripped him were
grounded in, and became apparent through,
life and field experiences. His response
emphasizes the possibilities for ongoing
learning and transformation which emerge
through engagement with others in field
experiences:

In this journey, ‘aha!” moments have been signifi-
cant: in South India, realizing how selective
perceptions can be mutually reinforcing in a
research team; in Ethiopia, learning that
farmers could understand a histogram when
they said 'You have drawn what we said’; in
India, discovering that local people could
make brilliant maps, representing their reali-
ties and far more detailed than ‘ours’; being
asked, when seeking to ‘hand over the stick’
to networks in the South, ‘who are you to say
that you have a stick to hand over?’ (Robert
Chambers)

Indeed, a theme running through many of
the responses is that it is through ongoing
critically-engaged conversations with one
another and with other scholars and practi-
tioners that we can better understand both
how we are moulded by, and how we also
contribute to shaping, the field. The most
meaningful relationships with mentors,

colleagues, students, and co-researchers are
never straightforward: we learn both from
the challenge of ‘friends willing to act as
enemies (Torbert, 1976: 169), those who
know us well enough to keep interrupting
degenerate patterns; and of ‘friends willing
to act as friends (Marshall and Reason,
1993: 122) who will continue to love us
through all the crises living life as inquiry
will throw at us.

CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, we have sought to balance
acknowledgement and appreciation of
various intellectual traditions and philo-
sophical perspectives with an understanding
that each action researcher is involved in
developing his/her own understanding and
practice in ongoing ways and in particular
socio-historical contexts. What we have
found in putting together this ‘bricolage’ of
perspectives is that action researchers them-
selves could be understood to have been
acting as ‘bricoleurs’ over time, and in a
very real sense, ‘making the road while
walking’. Indeed, the active process of inte-
grating and making sense of various influ-
ences and perspectives and of developing
one’s own understanding seems to be
central to many action researchers
accounts. Most notably, responses to our
request demonstrated both vigour and
rigour: these qualities are apparent in the
robust and well-developed sense of critical
engagement with a range of philosophical
and theoretical perspectives, and also in the
conscious development of praxis through
ongoing and active integration of life expe-
riences, grounding perspectives and com-
plex webs of influence. Individually and in
community, we have critically engaged with
a range of perspectives; have followed our
interests, instincts and questions; have
sought to make meaning from these; and
have developed comprehensive understand-
ings capable of informing our practice.
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Participatory Action Research

as Practice

Marja Liisa Swantz

context.

This chapter describes participatory action research practice in Africa, particularly Tanzania,
drawing on the author's experience over several decades. It explores the relationship
between participatory research and national politics, the place of theory, the role of the
participant researcher, and the significance of symbols in social transformation, and it pro-
vides vignettes of the development of participatory practice in a development

Participatory Action Research — PAR or
P(A)R —is multidisciplinary and multiform;
no one perspective can claim authority
or authenticity. PAR adherents agree that it
breaks from the positivist and empiricist
science. When Orlando Fals Borda reviewed
the history of P(A)R at the World Congress
on Participatory Convergence in Knowledge
in Cartagena in 1997, he found at least 32
schools associated with the idea of participa-
tion in social, economic and political
research. P(A)R had no one disciplinary or
political orientation, but its beginnings were
closely connected with critique of mainline
social sciences and it frequently lined up
with revolutionary movements (Fals Borda,
1998: xii).

Alfredo Molano in his opening speech at
the same Congress referred to the multiple

beginnings of PAR. In hiswords, ‘Aswith al
great things, it had no single inventor.
Nobody discovered it, it was the result of an
atmosphere rarefied by the clash between
clear-cut scientific explanations and a rough
reality.” Referring to the changes that had
taken place, he pointed out that tempering of
the radical orientation in the use of PAR and
the need for critical interpretation had
brought about an ethical dimension of
science. The time of Marxism and its rigid
application were over and the concern was
for the reconstruction of the actual lives
which ordinary people live. Two points had
shifted the emphasis. After 20 years of action
research, researchers were interested in
walking shoulder to shoulder with ordinary
people rather than one step ahead. Second,
the researchers had stopped fighting against
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the state, instead, they were participating, in
spite of the weaknesses of the state (Molano,
1998: 5).

These two points were guiding thoughts
when PAR started in Tanzania in the mid-
1960s and apply particularly to the initial
steps of a participatory approach to research
and researchers' participation in people's
actual lives. These beginnings were different
from the start of action research in Latin
America. This chapter describes beginning
stages of PAR in the African, mainly
Tanzanian, context and thus complements
other chapters on the development of PAR in
Latin America, Asia, and Indiain thisvolume
and in the first edition of this Handbook
(Fals Borda, 2001/2006; Hall, 2001; Rahman,
Chapter 3). Much of the beginnings refer to
the work of the writer, and for this reason
first-person language is used.

When describing the roots of their own
work, pioneersof P(A)R like Fals Bordatrace
the epistemology and theoretical groundings
and the theoretical pathsthey followed, rather
than the political or practical context. Latin
American scholars had their training in the
universities of the USA and became aware of
the political implications of the moderniza-
tion theories and the myth of objective
science. The dependency theories first devel-
oped in Latin America, which condemned
the trickle-down and diffusion-of-innovation
theories, spread quickly to centres of social
science in other parts of the world in the
1970s. The socia scientists in Tanzania
gained inspiration from books by Andre
Gunder Frank and Walter Rodney (1972) and
the University of Dar es Salaam soon became
the hot spot of radical political theory.
However, in Tanzania PAR did not start from
such a political theory or action as in Latin
America. It started from the practical need to
connect research to national devel opment and
to avoid separating the university from prac-
tical reality and the nation’'s stated political
goas, which demanded mutua commun-
ication between researchers and people, in
political jargon, ‘peasants and workers'.
Participant research in action was an outcome

of a sense that ‘the license to practice the
irrelevant has expired’ (Nash, 1981 236).

After the publication of Thomas Kihn's
Sructure of Scientific Revolution (1962), new
possibilities for paradigmatic change emerged
in the socia sciences and PAR was an obvious
way to break the false objectivism of positivist
socia science. Persondly, | leaned on Gunnar
Myrdal’s (1970) critique of objectivism. | also
discovered that John Galtung, professor for
peace research from Od o, had after hisvisit to
Cuba come on an dternative model, which he
cdled non-violent socia science in which the
genera rule would be not to do research on
people but with people (Galtung, 1975:
273-6). However, masculine concepts il pre-
vailed aso in new radical science, and there
was afurther need for achange of paradigmin
women's gudies. In the Tanzanian context
these broke through to challenge the dominat-
ing social concepts and the ‘scientific knowl-
edge’ that had suppressed people's knowledge
in genera and that of women in particular.

STARTING PAR IN TANZANIA

| learned participant research while
immersed in village life some 50 km north of
Dar es Salaam in 1965-70. | became part of
a traditional community in which ritual and
symbolic communication formed the base of
social life and women were illiterate. A
prominent medicine man adopted me as his
daughter and thus integrated me into a fam-
ily system with its responsibilities and privi-
leges. My own family shared a Swahili house
with alocal family. In the words of avillage
woman to my daughter 20 years after:

She did not come as a European. She came as one
of us. She was Mswahilii." Can you say that there
is a difference between her and me because she is
a European? No, there is no difference. We see her
as one of us; exactly the same. (Tripp, 1991: 52)

Even if taken for what such statements are
worth, they do indicate a basic condition for
PAR. Participation means identification
(Swantz, 1970, 1986b).
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Participatory approach to research had its
start with university students when | was
locally employed as a Senior Research
Fellow in the University of Dar es Salaam in
1972-5. The university supported students as
research assistants during their long vaca
tion. It enabled me to recruit students and
give them training in the new approach. The
departure point was educational. Tanzania
needed academic people who were not
divorced from their background and who
would bring the wisdom and knowledge of
the grassroots to the academy.

From the start PAR aimed at making
research an agent of transformation in the
rural community. It had to be of immediate
interest to the people in the studied commu-
nity, involving them in formulating the study
problems and in finding solutions. In order to
realize the educational and motivational
potential of such a study it needed to be a
common effort with villagers, elders, admin-
istrators, educators and researchers. It took
some time to have such an unconventional
approach approved by research authorities.

Research in action, later called PAR, was
first developed with students over a three
year period. The first group of 12 male stu-
dents studied income-earning potentials of
the school leavers in five coastal villagesin
1973. Together with the youth they decided
to start gardening, carpentry and fishing pro-
jects. Sharing work with the village youth
was an instructive experience both for the
students and the school leavers while they
learned to plan and implement projects, con-
sult village authorities, and make the projects
viable. A Tanzanian colleague and | visited
the students and analysed the situations with
them. Funds became available from a trust
fund for purchasing equipment. The stu-
dents’ attitudes towards the villagers changed
radically, as they recorded in their reports. |
guote from one;

Colleague, Ruth Besha and | have come to realise
that this was a unique programme. While the tradi-
tional research methods take the people as objects
of research, ours took them as actors, in fact as the
stars of the whole process. This was a revolution in

itself. Despite the problems, the method whereby
researchers stay and work together with the local
people is the best one, as besides bringing youth of
different educational levels together, it also gives
the local people opportunities for learning from the
researchers. ... At the same time we learned a lot
from the local people. People talk freely with people
with whom they are acquainted. (Swantz, 1976b:
119-26; 1982: 117-38)

In the following year women students
were engaged in a participatory study with
families having malnutrition problems. Each
shared life with five families, in which the
mother had been with a child for rehabilita-
tion in a nutrition centre. The students made
notes on daily life, keeping sets of questions
in mind but forms out of sight. When mutual
confidence was gained the problems could be
discussed openly. Comparison with the liv-
ing conditions of the healthy neighbours
helped to focus on the economic and socia
differentials.

Other female students organized literacy
classes for women cleaners of the university
and the Ministry of Education in which they
engaged women in lively talks and writing
about their lives. The exercises encouraged
the women to be active in advancing their
social and educational level. One female stu-
dent worked in a cashew nut factory, which
employed over a thousand women workers.
She experienced their work-related hazards
of corrosive acid on bare hands and helped
mobilize the women to take the poor working
conditions to the workers union. Some
women students gained deeper understand-
ing in their home region of the reasons why
women left their homes to become prosti-
tutesin cities and on return established them-
selves as respectable farmers (Swantz,
1985c).

Participation and action made research
contextual. The roles of the researchers and
the researched interchanged in the course of
communication through which there was a
mutual development of knowledge and
learning to understand people's problems.
The students learned to question the role of
the researcher and analyse how her/his pres-
ence influenced the research situation. PAR
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was in line with the palitical theory in which
peasants and workers were to be the builders
of the nation. The students’ changed attitudes
impressed the chief education officer of the
university who recommended the approach
for use in al the university departments
when students were engaged as research
assistants (Swantz, 1976a, 1976b).

With a Swedish colleague, Jan Rudengren,
we developed a participatory approach in an
ILO-supported pilot survey.? With some
organizational assistance the villagers in 46
villages of Bagamoyo and two other districts
assessed their educational level and the
extent of utilization of skills and natural
resources. The self-conducted survey raised
active discussions in village meetings before
and after the survey. The results made vil-
lagers aware of big gapsin skills and unused
resources. In spite of statistical weaknesses
in the survey, villagers involvement in it and
their self-assessment made them aware of their
development potentials. The weakness was
in the follow-up: the research settings seldom
allowed the researchers contact with local
participants to continue. The written docu-
ments benefit the academy rather than the
participants, who learn from the guided
action, analysis and reflection, which is the
educational component in participation
(Swantz, 1979).

These first participatory projects prepared
the way for four years of full participatory
action research on development and culture
built on the contacts gained in Bagamoyo
District. The project was launched in 1975 in
co-operation between Tanzanian and Finnish
researchers under the Ministry of Culture and
Youth and the Academy of Finland. Issues
needing research and action arose in many
areas. there were imminent problems result-
ing from the government intention of moving
people to planned villages; government offi-
cers had problems getting Maasai boys to
schools; cattle keepers were experiencing
poor relations with the authorities. The start
of PAR coincided with the government pro-
gramme intended to foster self-reliant devel-
opment. People soon nicknamed the project

Jipemoyo, ‘take heart’, as Bagamoyo referred
to the beating hearts of daves who during the
slave trade were brought to the coastal town,
Bagamoyo, for sale (Swantz, 1981).

The aim of research was to gain a deeper
view of people’'s own concepts of develop-
ment, what assets their own cultural ways
could contribute and what conflicts they
caused. Seven Tanzanian and Finnish
researchers of five disciplines along with
some assi stants became involved with intent
to write doctoral theses after the four years of
participatory research. Two worked with the
Parakuyo Maasai, one with Kwere artisans,
and an ethnomusicologist with his artist wife
lived many years in Miono village with their
three children, one born there, learning the
Zigua music and dance. A geographer
recorded people’'s moves to new villages,
drawing mapsfor the ward office, and an eth-
nologist befriended women of Msoga. The
project secretary engaged also in research on
people’'s conceptions of ethnicity (Donner,
1977; Hurskainen, 1984; Jerman, 1997;
Kiyenze, 1985; Mustafa et a., 1980; Sitari,
1983; Vuorela, 1987). The researchers lived
with the people, renting village houses.
Seminars were arranged to give a forum for
village historians to relate past histories,
people of same occupations discussed their
work in groups, young people entertained in
song and dance, and artistsillustrated leaflets
for distribution.

The government policy of concentrating
population in bigger villages was aimed at
improving people’s access to health and edu-
cational servicesand at facilitating communal
cultivation, but it also raised many difficul-
ties. When people from scattered areas
refused to move, force was often used. On the
other hand, the intended aim of communal
cultivation was never fully carried through;
instead, people were told to join individually
cultivated plots into unified fields for easy
ploughing. People found ways to get around
the orders instead of openly resisting. Today,
30 years later, the difficulties arising from
mismanaged implementation of villagization
belongs to the past: while some have returned
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to their home plots, the benefits from village
dwelling can be seen in the village-based
local government system. It hasfacilitated the
application of PRA (i.e. Participatory Rural
Appraisal) in village planning.

However, at that time the researchers
could mediate between people and authori-
ties. They learned people’s reasoning and
helped their voices be heard when local offi-
cers did not dare to bend the orders and the
elected leaders would not risk their positions
by expressing peopl€'s views. For example,
Msoga village in Bagamoyo District was
well situated along a river with good sail for
vegetable gardens and a large maize field
was ploughed with a hired tractor. The arbi-
trary plan made on an office drawing board
had located the new village a few kilometres
away along the main road. The school and
dispensary had been moved there, but half of
the people refused to move. Visiting the
village we carried a tape-recorder, which the
villagers at work on their gardens spotted. It
prompted them to record their village story in
songs and in a brief written history. They
took for granted that we would take it to the
president. The tape reached President Nyerere,
with the result that they could stay in old
Msoga and start a fresh.®

Also the Parakuyo Maasai of Bagamoyo
District seized the opportunity through PAR to
express their dissatisfaction at the dealings of
the government, which in the early 1970s had
taken their grazing and watering grounds
along Ruvu river to start astate cattle farm run
by the Chinese. The government had aso
failed to provide veterinary services, medi-
cinesand training. The Maasai had been ostra-
cized from colonia times because of their
different lifestyle and dress (or lack of it).
They decided to organize a two-day seminar
with the backing of the Jipemoyo researchers
and were ready to butcher two cows to feed
the participants. They wanted to speak to the
regiona veterinary officer residing in the cap-
ital and invited him to participate. When he
didn’t initialy turn up, they delayed the start
of the seminar until he findly arrived, after
having been reminded by phone 15 km away.

The women researchers met with Maasai
women separately since the Maasai men could
not consume meat with women present, nor
could they yet think of sending girlsto schoal.
PAR would play a role in bringing about
changes too, these are described below.

One issue arose from the government
assumption that the Maasai herds were grow-
ing in size and the consequent order to
arrange annual sales. The Maasai initialy
resisted the proposed counting of the cattle,
but after they analysed the situation with the
researchers they co-operated in the count,
which evidenced that the numbers were
diminishing, not growing. The discovery put
ahalt to the forced marketing. Many individ-
ua herds were in fact too small for support-
ing a household. The researchers recorded
the differentiation, which was taking place
among the Maasai, dividing them into three
income groups. Only the richest had enough
cattle for reproducing themselves (Mustafa,
1989; Mustafa et a., 1980: vol 3, 64-87).

Through PAR the contacts with the veteri-
narians were encouraged and after Jipemoyo
the regional veterinary officer organized a
training seminar for the same group of
Maasai. They could have al so taught much to
the officer about cattle, the locations of good
grasses for grazing, and the best spots for
digging wells or water pools. The contrast
between the Latin names of cattle diseases
that the veterinarian wrote on the blackboard
and the experience of men sitting at desks
became evident. The men, many illiterate,
listened for a while but soon took the initia-
tive to make the training officer listen to their
guestions, such as whether their practice of
castration was harmful. The Maasai were
quick to learn but their opportunities for an
encounter with the livestock officers had
been few — previously one visit to a govern-
ment cattle farm had given them new ideas.

The conflict between the development
policies and cultural traditions in relation to
women placed the researchers in a sensitive
situation. A woman elder approached mein a
Maasai craal with the problem of clitoridec-
tomy, which they practised but which she
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had doubts about. | pointed out its dangers
and she shared our discussion with fellow
women sitting in the moonlight. The change
of harmful customs takes place gradualy
after some families break off the custom. In
this, as in the schooling of girls, the Maasai
who had become Christians saw first the
need for change and others followed. Today
many girls go to school and during my recent
visit | ate meat with men.

I ssues brought up in seminars and personal
contacts during the four years of PAR
(1975-9) began also to change discrimina
tory attitudes toward the Maasai. Shared
research opened new perspectives and raised
wide interest. When the Maasal Prime
Minister learned of the progress made in set-
tling the conflicts between the cattle herders
and farmers, he initiated a seminar in Dar es
Salaam between his local government offi-
cers and representatives of Lugoba Maasai
and farmers. A Maasai woman in her blue
apparel and red beads drew attention and the
bureaucrats were impressed by the well-
formulated arguments of the Maasal headman.

The leadership of the Academy of Finland
followed closely the implementation of its
first development research in Africa. The eval-
uation seminar in Helsinki drew participants
from 14 different countries. The evaluator of
the research methodology was a Swiss expert
of PAR theory, Heinz Moser. In time five doc-
toral theses presented in universities of Dar es
Salaam and Helsinki and some other degrees
were the academic result of the Jipemoyo
researchers who have become professors and
development researchers. The immediate
results of Jipemoyo were in the communica
tion, analysis, action and reflection at the
research scene. PAR also had political conno-
tations. It made oppressed people visible and
facilitated hearing them and solving their
problems. It increased awareness and made
power holders conscious of peopl€e's right to
speak for their own defence.

Budd Hall edited an issue of the journal
Convergence on Participatory Research in
1975 (Hall, 1975) in which he elaborated the
basic principles of PAR, referring to my initial

paper. He became the Generd Secretary of the
International Council of Adult Education
(ICAE) and wasthe main organizer of the First
World Assembly of Adult Education in Dar es
Sdlaam in 1976, during which some Latin
American researchers visited a Jipemoyo
research site. As the centre for PAR networks
| CAE co-ordinated the Participatory Research
Project (PRP) in Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin
America and North America. Under its aus
pices regiona and international conferences
were held in which methodol ogies, theory and
practice of PAR were debated. The Mzumbe
conference in Tanzania gathered representa-
tives from six African countries, in which edu-
cational and popular theatre projects had been
started (Kassam, 1982).

POLITICAL GROUNDS FOR
PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH

Critiques of the colonial scholarship, imperi-
alistic history, and continuing neo-colonialist
presence prepared the ground for new
research approaches. Disinterested social
science was declared false. Nationalistic
spirit guided people being freed from colo-
nial fetters. The experiences in the former
colonia states converged when students met
in universities and research-conferences.
Social scientists were caught with the politi-
cal inspiration of the new nations while they
also were critical of the national palitics. In
Africa people supported parties and national
governmentswhich lined up against the colo-
nial and neo-colonial forces, even if they dif-
fered in the degree to which they trusted their
governments. The role of the state was dif-
ferent in Africa from that in Latin America
Building a nation was seen as building a
strong state, which would take care of social
needs and build a strong national economy.
In Latin America the struggle was against
the North American economic and political
power over their governments and bour-
geoisie which lined up with these forces.
Action research, later PAR, related to the
struggle against the oppressive governmental
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force. The state became the enemy, with the
exception of countries with socialist govern-
ments. Activists such as Mexican Gustavo
Esteva resisted also the foreign developmen-
tal emphasis in people’s struggle (Esteva,
1996). PAR was developed with and for the
oppressed groups. Similarly in Asia PAR
embraced a liberationist perspective (see
Rahman, Chapter 3; Brown and Tandon,
Chapter 15): people organized themselves to
resist the power of landowners or moneylen-
ders. In such situations the resistant groups
embraced revolutionary ideology in differing
ways.

In Tanzania, the relation of people to the
state was different. Hardly any resistance
groups emerged. People rallied around the
President Julius Nyerere and his TANU
party, Tanzania National Union.* In 1967
TANU had adopted the policy of ujamaa,
communalism, formulated by the National
Executive in Arusha and thus called the
Arusha Declaration. The self-reliant socialist
politics, which claimed traditional roots in
ujamaa, assumed that people would cultivate
communally and join in the fight against cap-
italism. Peopl€e's palitical aspirations wereto
be given space within the one party state. The
government structure provided fairly democ-
ratically elected village governments, com-
mittees and ten house cell groups, though the
National Executive Committee could influ-
ence local choices of candidates. PAR
accorded with President Nyerere's self-
reliant development policies in which peas-
ants and workers would be the main actors.
The Marxist economic theory guided the
fight against capitalism, but Nyerere
declined to accept Marxism as the philoso-
phy of life. As a Catholic, Marx could not
overrulereligion; further, while Nyerere built
on tradition he disclaimed its oppression of
women.

However, as with Latin America countries
claiming to be socidist, so in Tanzania the
ruling elite did not always live up to the
stated policies. Bureaucracy and the self-
interest of officials brought about a separa-
tion between the Party elite and the people

which often led to oppressive treatment of
ordinary people, especially in implementing
villagization, where it met people's passive
resistance. In contrast, PAR built on the
peopl€'s interests.

FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS IN THE
USE OF PAR

PAR researchers found themselvesin similar
situations to which the anthropological
method of participant observation had earlier
led researchers. Theinitial PAR projects had
similarities with Action Anthropol ogy, which
Sol Tax initiated in 1948 with students doing
research practice in the Meskwaki Indian set-
tlement in lowa, challenging the ideal of dis-
interested science: ‘people are not rats and
not to be treated like them. ... Community
research is thus justifiable only to the degree
that the results are imminently useful to the
community and easily outweigh the distur-
bance to it.” The early action anthropologists
asked, ‘Are the researchers in the position to
know what is useful to the researched com-
munity? Can the doctoral theses as the acad-
emic outcome be considered commonly
researched results? (Mertens, 2004: 34-4).
PAR researchers have had to deal with such
problematics and place themselves as actors
within the total research context. This means
withdrawing from the action into periods of
reading and reflection and placing oneself in
the larger picture. The problems are widely
dealt with in reflections on AR and PAR
(Ragland, 2006).

In early 1960s when the university was
established in Tanzania, foreign natural
and social scientists went there with the
background of disinterested science. This
was inappropriate in situations in which the
need for practical solutions was urgent. One
of the initial solutions led to the application
of the participant approach to research. In
contrast with Sol Tax's work with the
Meskwaki, the intention was not to assist
people; rather, the ‘informants’ were to become
co-researchers. The research problems were
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identified together and research was
conducted with members of the community.
The practice could be criticized, but the prin-
ciples were clearly stated. It meant a com-
mon search for interpreting the situations,
with the knowledge of researchers comple-
menting the practical knowledge of the
people. The researchers formulation of the
scientific problems was part of the evolving
ideas and the attempts to analyse them.

Action researchers today might face the
same criticism as Sol Tax for ‘not producing
a high-quality ethnographic portrait’
(Mertens, 2004: 34-4). The rich literature of
the social applicability of anthropology is
relevant for further analysis of action
research and its role in development. By and
large, the anthropological methodology has
not openly recognized research as a common
endeavour for common goals with its infor-
mants in spite of the fact that anthropological
research is a shared activity. The researcher
only thanks the informants (Swantz, 1985b,
19864).

In PAR the researcher needs to be open to
learn from others and to adopt a genuine
learner’s attitude even in situations in which
apparent ignorance tempts her to become a
teacher. For example, the participatory mal-
nutrition study was different from traditional
nutrition studies, which analyse measured
portions of food consumed by malnourished
children basing the analysis on exacting
knowledge of the nutritional values. The use
of PAR drew the attention of nutritionists in
Finland and Norway to the significance of
human relations in research and it resulted
later in further participatory nutritional stud-
ies and seminars (Swantz, 1985c: 96-121).

PAR rejects science as the dominating
knowledge and bases the problems on every-
day knowledge; the researcher and the
researched share their knowledge as equals.
The researcher genuinely recognizes that she
does not know the life world, wisdom or
meaning of central symbols of life of the co-
researchers. The term ‘informant’, which
anthropologists use of the local holders of
knowledge, and also the term ‘field study’

distance the scholar from the local partners
and context. Reference to ‘peasants’ places a
community into another class and emphasizes
the difference, as does ‘indigenous knowl-
edge'. Such terms separate the academicsinto
another category, class or nationality.

Harvard economist Stephen Marglin, in the
book titled Dominating Knowledge, suggests
the use of the concepts episteme and techne to
differentiate knowledge systems of theoretica
origin from technical or practica knowledge
(Marglin, 1990). His and his wife's research
team at UNU-WIDER,® in Helsinki, of which
| was privileged to be part, struggled to give
techne knowledge the credit it deserves. In
another book with the telling title
Decolonizing Knowledge, Aili Mari Tripp and
| wrote an article based on PAR in fishing
communities of Tanzania (Swantz and Tripp,
1996). Through PAR conducted prior to the
evaluation of the foreign-sponsored training
project we discovered that artisan fishermen’s
knowledge, anintegrd part of their daily work
gained over many lifetimes, was ignored in
fishing officers technical training on the same
shore. In the words of a graduating student of
the Mbegani Fisheries Development Centre:
“We learn higher and higher knowledge, it has
nothing to do with fishermen.’ Yet 98 per cent
of fish caught in the country were caught by
artisan fishermen and women.®

Keeping the two categories of knowledge
separate reduces the meaning of people's
work. The culturd variables in the organiza
tion of work determine the satisfaction and the
success of work, not only the type of knowl-
edge applied in work performance.
Knowledge, which is not integrated into the
culturd context, is not holistic, not related to
the community and its capabilities. (Marglin,
1990). The technica individuaigtic training
modds presage failure. The lack of contact
with fishermen in training fishing officers dis-
covered through PAR was emphasized in the
evaluation of the training in its relation to the
fisheries sector. It uplifted the status of fisher-
men and aso the fisherwomen, who had been
identified only as buyers of the left-over fish
(Swantz and Tripp, 1996).
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PAR was developed into participatory
evaluation in monitoring ongoing health
work as an effort to integrate participation of
the clients into evaluation. In Tanzania the
total health sector had been evaluated in
19789 and a closer look at the grassroots
was required. The Ministry of Health needed
information about how the health services
met women’s needs. In place of one-time
assessment, a proposal was accepted to work
out continuous participatory monitoring and
build it into the heath workers training
system. Health workers during their training
could learn to work with people, look at their
future work from the viewpoint of the
patients and assess the quality of the service
given together with clients. The Tanzanian
Ministry of Health and Finnida, the Finnish
Development Co-operation, supported the
plan and Finnish medical doctors through
their NGO for Social Responsibility took
part in it over a period of ten years. The pro-
ject introduced participatory learning into the
health workers' training in the medical train-
ing institutes and integrated participatory
action into the periods of practical learning.

In one- or two-week training seminars all
the levels of health workers were learning
through participation a shared human
approach to village hedlth. Participants vis-
ited village homes, and some villagers were
invited to the training venues. In group meet-
ings participants analysed what they had
experienced and how the health personnel
could better meet peopl€e'sreal needs. All the
90 training institutes were involved and a
participatory component was introduced into
the syllabus for medical doctors training.
Materialsfor participatory learning and train-
ing were prepared and distributed by the
Ministry of Health, so that the project influ-
enced a large number of medical workers
during the years. The researcher’srolewasto
analyse the process (Swantz, 1992a, 1994). A
follow-up was possible within participatory
development in southern Tanzania. The chief
medical officer had taken part in participa
tory training and he put it into practice.
Materials available in the Ministry of Health

were upgraded and meetings were held
between health workers and traditional heal-
ers. Participatory learning was an important
tool when cholerahit the area and people had
to deal with it. Research went side by side
with participatory practice and was pub-
lished in articles and chapters in books.
However, the institutional continuity of par-
ticipatory practice is difficult to maintain
with the change of personnel.

Participatory evaluation, PE, was also
done in 1982 when Finnida supported a
group of six women to assess the effects of
its projects on women in Tanzania, three
studying the documents, three staying in pro-
ject areas (Kivelg, 1985; Stude, 1985). PE
assumes that the beneficiaries are the best
judges of the effects of the projects, conse-
quently they become part of the evaluation
process. PE carried out alongside develop-
ment projects makes development people-
centred and reaches actual beneficiaries and,
if applied, reduces the number of evaluation
missions which consider people as ‘targets
of development. Instead of people working
from their own premises, externa criteria
formulated by the funding agents' interests
are imposed on them (Swantz, 19853,
1992b). Monitoring, in which the clients
could participate, was attempted in Regional
Integrated Project Support (RIPS) in south-
ern Tanzania, to which a separate monitoring
department was attached. Even then the
people involved in the implementation did
not always participate in the evaluation
process.

For 12 years RIPSincorporated Participatory
Rural Appraisal, PRA, and aso research based
on PAR into its programme. (Freling, 1998;
Swantz in Seppdd, 1998: 157-94). Robert
Chambers (see Chapter 20) participated in a
training seminar and other PRA experts came
from India, but the main work was carried out
by Tanzanians, among them such experts in
PRA as Mwauma Masaiganah and M.G
Kgimbwa. Training in PRA methods was car-
ried out in al 11 districts and village people
learned to assess their resources and needs. As
an important outcome the approach became
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part of nationd palicy to be promoted through-
out the country. Before the external support
ended in 2005 it was declared to be a national
model. Teams were to be trained in dl the
villages for assessing their potentials and for
making village plans as the basic documents
for rura development. To simplify the
approach the Ministry for Loca and Regional
Government recommended later an approach
in which opportunities and obstacles were
analysed.

THE PLACE OF THEORY

Inal of the PAR projects | have described the
starting point was a practical situation. PAR
was related to the development impetus of the
country. The experiments of PRA became part
of the theoretical debate in social sciences.
Orlando Fas Borda was the initiator and
President of the Research Committee on
Innovative Processes in Socia Change of the
International Sociological Association, ISA. It
had its beginning in a controversy within the
research committee on Modernisation and
Diffusion of Innovation in Varnain 1970. Fals
Borda gathered an international conference in
Cartagena in 1977, in which the innovative
P(A)R scholars from five continents debated
against the minority holding on to diffusion-
of-innovation theories. The committee met
again in the Tenth World Congress of
Sociology in Mexico in 1982, in which UIf
Himmelstrand from Uppsala, then President
of the ISA, also took part asamember. He had
contributed a paper in Cartagena in 1977 of
which Fals Bordaremarked that he provided a
bridge towards sceptical academicians. Their
chapters in a book of the Committee spelled
out the diametrically opposed perspectives
(Himmelstrand, 1982).

Action Research in the context of urban
socia problems in the USA stimulated ideas
for starting the experimental PAR in
Tanzania, but those studies did not incor-
porate community members as active part-
ners in the research. The poor reputation of
instrumental science shadowed pragmatism,

but the trend was moving in that direction.
The critique of John Dewey’s pragmatism by
Novack (1975) was in line with early PAR
researchers when historical materialism
ousted pragmatism.

Developmentsin social science eventually
created space for the actor and everyday life.
In Alain Touraine's Le retour de I'acteur
(1984), the actor again had a role in the
analysis, but Touraine had warned against
the P(A)R proposed by Fals Borda in which
the researcher becomes committed with the
actors.” According to Anthony Giddens the
majority of the newer or newly discovered
schools of socia science veered to the sub-
jectivist side and research subjects were seen
as beings capable of understanding the con-
ditions of their actions, acting intentionally
and having reasons for what they did. The
‘sociological’ direction of modern philoso-
phy involved a recovery of the everyday
(Giddens, 1987: 52—-72).

The culture as a broad concept was an
essential part of everyday life and people's
identity in Africa. Symbolic conceptualiza-
tion of life formed the basis for communally
celebrated rituals and people's decisions
were often based on visions and dreams.
Some Jipemoyo PAR researchers and asso-
ciates, in analysing the changing kin and
age-grade-based societies, interpreted the
cultural phenomenain line with the prevail-
ing Marxist theories, according to which
culture was the superstructure and cultural
phenomena depended on the economy as
the base. Anthropology was considered a
colonial discipline and not a subject in the
university. A South African anthropologist,
Archie Mafeje, was a vocal critic. In his
words, traditional African forms of society
and religious practices were ‘forms of
oppression and mental enslavement, which
should be judged as such for the benefit of
the present day society’ (Ranger, 1972).

Other Marxist anthropologists argued that
kin relations were not determined by the eco-
nomic infrastructure nor by relations of
production (Godelier, 1973), so that it was
possible to build devel opment on interrel ated
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concepts of culture and economy, using a
broad concept of culture to comprise all
human activity which did not reduce culture
solely to dependence on economy. Material
means were aways mediated by meaning
making — ‘Rational production of gain isin
one and the same moation the production of
symbols' (Sahlins, 1976: 212, 215). For Paul
Ricoeur (1967) symbols preceded al inter-
pretation, and for Susan Langer (1951) the
basic human need is symbolization preced-
ing all action. Transformation of symbols
indicated human capacity of symbolic
conceptualization, which could evolve to
self-shaped development (Swantz, 1986b:
378-82).

The political theory based on historical
materialism eclipsed all other theoretical
approaches in the University of Dar es
Salaam in the 1970s. In the struggle to study
development in relation to culture, phenome-
nology was criticized as being bourgeois,
concentrating on appearances. In contrast the
materialist phenomenology transformed
appearances and thus was away to transform
the meanings of action, production and
reproduction of symbolic universes from
subjective to objective knowledge (Mustafa,
1977, 1989: 19-20; Rigby, 1977). This theo-
rizing maintained to the end the distance
between the researchers’ rationalism and the
life world of the research partners. This
materialist perspective meant that no effort
was made to fit aspects of this life world into
any of the theoretical construction. Significant
aspects of village culture — such as the witch-
finding experts who controlled the minds of
villagers; or the lame woman mganga’s
(hedler’'s) claim that she was taken up to a
tree by awind to find solutions to a patient’s
problem — were simply ignored.

It was hard to accept ‘class conditioned
consciousness' as the motor of socia devel-
opment in societies in which ‘classes’ and
‘proletariat’ seemed misguided, inappropri-
ate concepts. Even if one tuned in with the
idea that the domination of social and eco-
nomic forces could not be changed with
gradual transformation of symbols, culture as

alarger concept had arole to play. Rejection
of culture as a socia force is a major deter-
rent still in the development of countries like
Tanzania, although there are some signs that
it is now gaining momentum. In formulating
the ujamaa socialism, President Nyerere had
seen the significance of culture as a trajec-
tory of development. The scholars rejected
Nyerere's socialism for itslack of theoretical
grounding as they commonly reject efforts
to learn directly from different conceptual-
izations of life. Perhaps here the way for-
ward would be Peter Reason’s contemplation
on future participation finding Bateson's
ability to ‘peer over the edges of different
frameworks' a way to reflect on and choose
the premises of understanding and action
(Reason, 1994: 37).

The women researchers in Jipemoyo
analysed the women’s role in peasant com-
modity production and the patriarchal rela-
tions of production. Whether in agricultural
or pastoral societies, women were subjected
to men's power; the structure of the kin-
based societies made them dependent and the
system worked against them. Their socially
bound position, which they traditionally
could utilize in favourable situations for their
own benefit, deteriorated with the petty com-
modity and capitalist economies (Bryceson,
1980). The Marxist researchers saw the solu-
tion in a historical materiaist framework,
which to me erased women's rich ritua
contribution with its symbolic values and
potential for meaningful participation in
knowledge creation. Participation was the
best way to learn to understand women's
views of their life situation, even if the
researchers’ final analysis of the factors
affecting women differed from the women's
own understanding.

The Jipemoyo scholars found support from
Habermas, who in his Theory and Practice
claimed to develop the theory of society.
Historica materialism for him at that time
(1971)® was ‘an explanation of social evolu-
tion which is so comprehensive that it
embraces the interrel ationships of the theory’s
own origins and application’ (Habermas,
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1974; 1). In 1977 (English version, 1984) his
Theory of Communicative Action opened up
new ways of looking at social theory. The pro-
letariat disappeared as the motor of revolu-
tionary force and resistance broke into protest
movements. Eventually Tanzania's weak
economy eroded the adherence to state social-
ism, and after President Nyerere's resignation
in 1985 the country adopted the multiparty
system. Gradual opening to outside markets
became a necessity but the structural adjust-
ment policy forced by the World Bank on the
developing countries brought new pressures
on the economy.

Stephen Kemmis (2001/2006; also this
volume), leaning on Habermas's theory of
knowledge constitutive interests, dividesAR
into three groups. empirical-analytic (or pos-
itivist), hermeneutic (or interpretative) and
critical approaches in research theory and
practice. The context of the described cases
of PAR does not fit solely into any one of
these categories. Different approaches were
combined with AR and PAR, and the politi-
cal undercurrent and participatory reflection
gave research critical overtones. | identify
my own approach as being hermeneutic and
phenomenological, critical of my person in
relation to partners and seeing that | have a
role in bringing into peopl€’s consciousness
connecting factors for their own analysis.

THE ROLE OF THE PARTICIPANT
RESEARCHER AND THE CRITERIA
FOR VALIDITY

When | first introduced participatory research
| rgjected the conventional participant obser-
vation as alienating and formulated my own
position as the researcher:

Any scientific inquiry, which is made on the level of
human encounter, involves the inquirer in an inter-
personal exchange. The inquirer has to gain the con-
fidence of the community with which she works.
The centres of human existence can be reached only
if there is common trust that the encounter takes

place for the benefit of people involved. This means
that there is in last resort no mere observer position
in such an encounter; there is common search for
common good.... | feel justified in writing the result
of my encounter with the Mwambao Zaramo only
because of the knowledge that in it there was ... this
mutual spirit of search for health as well as truth.
(Swantz, 1970: 359-60)

Orlando Fals Borda called such an
approach ‘sympathetic participation’. In
Latin America, changing the class in itself
into class for itself was the principle of the
researcher who saw the revolutionary chal-
lenge. The researcher could with social
analysis raise people’s consciousness to see
their alienation in a corrupted society and to
become conscious of their role in history.®
For Fals Borda traditional ‘ sympathetic par-
ticipation’, in which the researcher puts
him/herself in the place of the researched,
was not enough. The researcher had to enter
into the process which he/she studiesas afull
partner, getting an insider’'s view yet being
aware that he/she represented a different
class or socia group. This made the
researcher face the question of political
involvement. In Moser’s interpretation Fals
Borda's action research bound science and
action together, and thus in Latin America it
meant that traditional ahistoric sociology
changed from political equilibrium to a con-
flict and social crisis model. Fals Borda was
developing a new kind of science but
remained within social science (Moser, 1978:
176-9). The militant researchers would join
the revolutionary movement and their theo-
retical frame would be atheory of revolution.

In clarifying the role of the researcher
Heinz Moser wanted to give the researcher a
definiterolein PAR. In this he differed from
those who represented more politically moti-
vated participation — ‘ A researcher who acts
like a superior practical worker is of no use
to the people.’ He hasto trust people's exper-
tise in their practical work. The researcher’s
role is to organize systematic reflection as a
co-worker while identifying with the aims of
aproject. True knowledge could be validated
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through communication. In Moser’s view the
researcher should maintain his role and not
become one of the researched group or com-
munity, otherwise he has no business being
there as an outsider (Moser, 1978; 176-9).

The subjectivist approach was gaining
ground when the positivist grip on social
research was giving way. PAR broke off
from the rule of keeping distance as a partic-
ipant in a community, but it was neither
desirable nor possible for foreign researchers
to engage politically or become one with the
community: identification did not mean
‘going native', to use the anthropologists
critical term. In Jipemoyo the researchers
identified with the interests of the loca
people, which gave people confidence in the
researchers and they soon forgot that the pro-
ject was supported by the government. Yet
people comprised, not only one group with
unified ideas. The researchers contact with
the Maasai caused some apprehension
among other ethnic groups, as did also dif-
fering positions the women researchers took
on women's issues, which were analysed in
separate sessions with women. Researchers
recognized that to treat ‘the people as one
category was a gross simplification (see
Gaventa and Cornwall, Chapter 11).

PAR could not be validated with the con-
ventional scientific criteria. Practice verifies
the success of action research and for the
practitioner successful action suffices as cri-
teria. The role of the researched community
in proving the validity of results has not been
considered sufficiently. For a scientist, prac-
tical success verifies the usefulness, but it
does not fulfil the conventional scientific cri-
teria. To serve as a proof the same research
cannot be repeated as such. The researchers
deal with such complicity of life that creating
similar research situations hardly would
serve as criteria

Heinz Moser was invited in 1980 to give
the main critique of the four years of the
Jipemoyo research, theory and practice based
on 800 pages of writing. Considering the
traditional criteriaof validity irrelevant to the

new paradigm, he had earlier formulated
theoretical foundations and criteriafor valid-
ity of PAR. He had suggested three criteria
(Moser, 1975: 122-4). The first one was
transparency, which meant that all the parti-
cipants were able to trace the whole process
of the PAR, its functions, aims and methods.
The second criteria was compatibility of the
aimswith the methods and means with which
they are reached. The researcher who partic-
ipates in research with the community cannot
clam the traditional researcher’s distance
and thus have a view as an independent
observer. Thirdly, the participant researcher
should be able to claim that she knows the
situation better than does any outside
observer and that she has honestly set forth
all the aspects she had become aware of.

ROLE OF SYMBOLS IN SOCIAL
TRANSFORMATION AND PAR

The domination of a symbolic conceptualiza-
tion of life was reflected in PAR cases in
Tanzania. Ulla Vuorela, with researchers
from the University of Dar es Salaam, was
involved in a participatory theatre in Msoga
village. She also found that storytelling was
still aliving tradition and recorded a hundred
stories, relating them within their social con-
text. Stories were open-ended, inviting the
listeners to comment on them and debate
about their meaning. Many stories, such as
Monster as a Husband and Rebellious Girl,
related to women and thus to the inner
dynamics of the Kwere matrilineal culture,
but a story could carry a multiplicity of
meanings. Vuorela related the image of the
Lost Woman to the importance of women in
human reproduction; the concern of the
community for continuity and the threat to it
reflected the external elements in a story
(Vuorela, 1991).

Before Msoga village was broken up | had
been introduced to changa cha mulungu, lit-
eraly trandated ‘a hut of god’, used for a
communal offering at the time of sowing and
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harvesting. Before harvesting the crop
individually the home fires were extinguished
and new fire fetched from the spirit hut
where men and women together celebrated
the offering of the first cobs of maize. The
symboalic rite bound the community together.
The villagers eagerness to talk about their
threatened culture was the initia incentive
for participatory action research on culture
and development starting from Msoga.

Jipemoyo researcher Bernhard Kiyenze
discovered in his communication with the
Kwere women potters the influence of bodily
symbols on their occupation. Pregnant
women or women with suckling babies were
not allowed to dig clay nor take any part in
pot-making lest the pots break and the child
be harmed in contact with the high potency
of the woman in her state of reproduction
(Kiyenze, 1985: 50). Woman was closely
related to nature and the pot was a central
symbol of woman's womb. It was used in
teaching the young girls about the bodily
functions. The myths of the Zaramo, close
relatives of the Kwere, credited the discovery
of the domestic use of plants to the origina
woman who taught her husband the use of
them. Woman's breast had mythical powers
and she could exert final power over a dis-
respectful son by striking her breast (Swantz,
1986h: 148, 259).

| have interpreted the dominating sym-
bolic conceptualization to have great poten-
tidity for creative development, which if
recognized would embolden peopl€e's initia-
tive. Stage by stage evolving ritua planning
could also serve as a model for development
planning. Nothing is as well planned in
Tanzania as feasts, since planning of them
has a long tradition. Development planners
should study the essentials of ritual planning.

The significance of cultura tradition was
recognized by Terrence Ranger, Professor of
History in the University of Dar es Salaam in
the 1960s. He conducted research on the tra-
ditional religious movements as social move-
ments of Africa, significant for moving
African countries toward self-understanding.

He appreciated also my reconstruction of
cultural transformation, which meant change
from one symboalic system to another, instead
of solely replacing peopl€e's capacity for self-
reliant development with a materialist view
of life. Ranger saw in it a counter argument
to the view that African religious beliefs con-
stitute aforce opposing devel opment, writing
that ‘there is a counter argument — namely
that in the past change had been mediated
through ritual and sanctioned by religious
authority and that if we wish modernising
change on a communal basis we need to
understand these rhythms of innovation’
(Ranger, 1972: 42; see also Swantz, 1986b:
359-68).

This can be verified by participation which
is sympathetic to the symbolic view of life.
The Bagamoyo Maasai have been turning to
Christianity because of the vision their lai-
boni, ritual leader, has had. It has led to
changesin lifestyle and acceptance of educa
tion for girls. The evidence is plentiful that
symbols, dreams and visions are part of life
in Africa, but the rational North ignores it
and pretends it disappears if you do not pay
attention to it (cf. Sundkler, 1960: 25-31).

For a Finnish researcher Finnish nationd
development has served as an inspiration and
as a historical precedent for the use of PAR.
The reviva of Finnish culture, including the
collection of over a million verses of folk
poetry and inspiration drawn fromit for music,
art and literature, laid the foundation for an
independent Finland and Finnish asthe officia
and academic language. It was crucia for the
national self-understanding and economic
development of the country since indepen-
dence from Sweden and Russia was achieved.

In Tanzania the Ministry of Culture and
Youth placed high hopes on Jipemoyo
research. It was expected to identify a signif-
icant role for culture in national develop-
ment, but the time was not ripe for it. The
interest in culture is now revived when there
is sufficient distance from the colonia past
and the potential for new interpretations can
be spelled out.



PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH AS PRACTICE 45

CONCLUSION

The introduction of PAR in relation to
development has made possibleitslong time
application in Tanzania. PRA (Participatory
Action Research) shifted to PAR (participa
tory rural appraisal), which Anisur Rahman
calls ‘techniques and Ponna Wignargja a
‘toolkit’ (see also Chambers discussion of
PRA in Chapter 20). In the Tanzanian case it
is important to note that the PRA in its dif-
ferent forms, including the Jipemoyo story,
and most significantly PRA, have influenced
the politics of the state in a major way. The
capabilities of the villages to make their own
plans and enabling the bureaucrats to work
with the villagers are central aspects in the
present local government reform.

We have witnessed the potential of the
research approach based on participation
and communication. Together with break-
ing the monopoly of privileged knowledge,
also the monopoly of bureaucratic and
technocratic power is broken. It is crucial
that research is not separated from life.
Knowledge gained through research needs
to become part of people’s lives. PAR can-
not be only participatory practice, it has to
be integrated into the way knowledgeis cre-
ated. PAR can become an accepted part of
professional training, asit already isin parts
of the world. The big question is how PAR-
related training combined with academic
research can break the domination of the
bureaucratic and technocratic Western
society, which keeps ordinary citizens at a
distance.

| return to the speech of Alfredo Molano in
Cartagena in 1997. When in the first partici-
patory conference in Cartagena 20 years ear-
lier many of the participants knew where
they were going, in 1997 Molano claimed
that by ‘good fortune ... we have no idea
where we are going’. False certainty can
lead researchers astray. Participatory action
research can be used as a compass in
realizing history, which has no presaged
destination.

NOTES

1 A Swahili speaking person like her from the
coastal region.

2 The project was run by the Ministry of
Development Planning and had participation from
ministries of Education, Agriculture and Labour, the
Statistical Bureau and the Research Unit of the
Institute of Adult Education (Swantz, 1979).

3 The newly elected President Jakaya Kikwete
comes from Msoga. Ulla Vuorela, now professor in
women’s studies in Helsinki University, stayed there
and later wrote her doctoral thesis on the women'’s
question based on Msoga (Vuorela, 1987).

4 Tanzania became independent in 1961, and in
1964 it united with Zanzibar, forming the United
Republic of Tanzania. In 1977 TANU and the Zanzibar
Afro-Shirazi Party joined together and the name
Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM, Revolutionary Party)
was adopted.

5 United Nations University — World Institute of
Development Economics Research, WIDER.

6 Mwajuma Masaiganah was employed by the
Centre and started her PRA career in that research
project.

7 Quote in Himmelstrand (1982) based on
Touraine (1979) La Voix et la Regard. Essai de soci-
ologie. Paris: Fayard.

8 Theorie und Praxis was published in German in
1971, in English in 1974,

9 This was part of the discussion first in the African
workshop in Mzumbe and then in Cartagena in
1977, in which Fals Borda’s earlier Columbia experi-
ence was criticized and he responded to it (Bryceson
and Mustafa, 1982; Fals Borda, 1977).
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Some Trends in the Praxis of
Participatory Action Research

Md. Anisur Rahman

This chapter traces some trends in the praxis of PAR starting with work in Germany and
Moser's theoretical reflection on the validity of such research. It refers to Fals Borda's empha-
sis on developing an endogenous ‘science of the proletariat’ and development of the
Participatory Research Network of the International Council for Adult Education. Thereafter
it traces the development of a South Asian trend in PAR evolving into a global programme
under the International Labour Organization, in which concepts/questions like people’s liber-
ation and people power, the ‘animator’ in PAR and the validity of PAR as research have been
visited. Recent PAR work in Bangladesh is touched upon at the end.

Participatory (Action) Research — PR/PAR —
has diverse perspectives. This chapter traces
the praxis of PAR in thelast century of trends
with which the present author has been per-
sonally involved or by which he has been
theoretically stimulated, concluding with
recent PAR experiments in Bangladesh with
which he is currently associated. The central
thinking in this perspective is that ordinary,
underprivileged people will collectively
investigate their own reality, by themselves
or in partnership with friendly outsiders, take
action of their own to advancetheir lives, and
reflect on their ongoing experience. In such
PAR, self-investigation by underprivileged

people naturally generates action by them
(including inaction if they so choose) to
advance their own lives, so that action unites,
organically, with research. The ‘action’ con-
tent of the term PAR refers specifically to
action by the people themselves, not exclud-
ing any action taken by outside partners in
such research.

The philosophical root of PAR thinking is
traceable to the philosophy of Marx and
Engels calling the working class to create
their own history, a vision they cannot logi-
cally realize without the ‘means of mental
production’, and not only the ‘means of
material production’, under their control.
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Paradoxically, the formal left has shown little
interest in promoting anything remotely akin
to participatory research. In recent times the
concept of conscientization of Paulo Freire,
also with a radical vision of social change,
has inspired micro-level grassroots work
with oppressed groups in many parts of the
world with the aim of advancing their collec-
tive self-reflected awareness and action,
independently of the formal left. Other quar-
ters have also been working, independently
of allegiance to Marxism or Freirianism, to
promote conscientization and self-develop-
ment initiatives of oppressed groups guided
by their own thinking, from a general social
concern for promoting popular participation,
grassroots self-reliance and broad-based
development with a better balance in the dis-
tribution of social power and product.

'EMANCIPATORY RESEARCH’
IN GERMANY

Perhaps the earliest reference to and theoret-
ical reflection on PAR is found in the writ-
ings of Heinz Moser about a trend in
Germany (Moser, 1980a,1980b). Moser
refers to growth of ‘emancipatory research’
in Germany working for the interests of the
people with the political change of 1969, in
which ‘participatory action research found a
certain basis', constituting a ‘ certain kind of
‘transition’ of the new [political] philoso-
phies into research strategies (Moser,
1980a: 3). Referring to field PAR work in
Germany in this period, Moser reflects in
particular upon the question of the validity of
PAR as research. He argues that PAR
belongs to a different paradigm of social
inquiry than positivist research, so that it is
not answerable to the positivists question of
validity or objectivity of the findings;
instead, PAR hasits own criterion of validity
which is a matter of ‘dialogical argumenta-
tion’, with the ‘truth’ being a matter of con-
sensus rather than of verification by any
externally determined standards (Moser,

1980a: 12; 1980b: 9). For more on Heinz
Moser's thinking on validity of PAR as
research, see Marja Swantz (Chapter 2 in
this volume) wherein, interestingly, one also
notices a parallel of the birth of ‘emancipa-
tory research’ in Germany with that of par-
ticipatory research in Tanzania, both
emerging from an awareness, inspired by a
new pro-people political climate, of con-
necting research with popular practice.

A LATIN AMERICAN TREND

A Latin American trend that started in the
1970s is associated with the name of Orlando
Fals Borda, who gave conceptual as well as
experimental leadership to PAR on that con-
tinent. One of Fals Borda's incisive earlier
writings on this subject was his analysis of
action research that was going on in
Colombia in the 1970s (Fals Borda, 1979).
This research was purportedly inspired by
the philosophy of historical materialism of
Marx and Engels, calling for work toward
establishing a society led by the proletariat,
and hence, as Fals Bordalogically argued, to
be dominated in its thinking by a ‘ science of
the proletariat’ or ‘popular science’ (1979:
48) as against a science of the bourgeoisie,
with the proletariat able to impose upon
society its own system of interpreting reality.
Fals Borda observed that the Colombian
search in its action research for a‘ science of
the proletariat’” had remained inconclusive,
with its action researchersin their ‘ character-
istic impatience’ imposing on the people
‘certain general theses of historical material-
ism as developed in other contexts and social
formations’ (1979: 49) and not derived by the
people from their actual conditions. Fals
Borda called for such action research to give
the people a true sense of ownership of the
inquiries so asto autonomously develop their
own independent analysis of the redlity lived
by them, in a truly ‘subject-subject’ relation
with the outside researchers (Fals—Borda,
1988: 88).



TRENDS IN THE PRAXIS OF PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 51

PR NETWORK OF THE
INTERNATIONAL COUNCIL
FOR ADULT EDUCATION

When working in Tanzaniain 19704 for the
International Council for Adult Education
(ICAE) based in Toronto, Canada, Budd L.
Hall was influenced profoundly by the par-
ticipatory thoughts of Julius Nyrere and other
pro-people Tanzanian leaders of the time, a
visit by Paulo Freire to Tanzaniain 1971, the
‘participant research’ work of Marja Swantz
and her Tanzanian colleagues with women
and others in the coastal region of Tanzania
(reported by Swantz in Chapter 2 in this vol-
ume), and the First World Assembly of the
ICAE that took place in Dar es Salaam in
1976 where ideas on more qualitative and
ethnographic approaches to adult education
were presented. Back in Toronto in 1976,
Budd Hall with other colleagues started the
‘Participatory Research Project’ at the ICAE.

The Budd Hall group interacted with Fals
Borda and radical intellectuals from many
parts of the world who assembled to seek
new directionsfor research at amajor confer-
ence on action research at Cartagenain April
1977. Stimulated by this interaction, the
Toronto PR group launched the International
Network on Participatory Research in
September 1977 with major autonomous and
self-directing nodes in Toronto, New Delhi,
Dar es Salaam, the Netherlands, and
Venezuela

This network presented the first defini-
tional statement of participatory research, as
reproduced by Budd Hall from a paper he
had presented in 1997:

1. PRinvolves a whole range of powerless groups of
people — the exploited, the poor, the oppressed,
the marginal.

2. Itinvolves the full and active participation of the
community in the entire research process.

3. The subject of the research originates in the com-
munity itself and the problem is defined, ana-
lyzed and solved by the community.

4. The ultimate goal is the radical transformation of
social reality and the improvement of the lives of

the people themselves. The beneficiaries of the
research are the members of the community.

5. The process of participatory research can create a
greater awareness in the people of their own
resources and mobilize them for self-reliant
development.

6. It is a more scientific method or research in that
the participation of the community in the
research process facilitates a more accurate and
authentic analysis of social reality.

7. The researcher is a committed participant and
learner in the process of research, i.e. a militant
rather than a detached observer. (Hall, 1997: 5)

The Participatory Research network
expanded throughout the late 1970s and
1980s and has been responsible for giving
visibility to the above concepts and to prac-
tices aimed at materializing these conceptsin
different parts of the world, stimulating
social movements and social policy scholars
and activists until today.

A SOUTH ASIAN TREND

About the same time a particular South Asian
trend in PAR was growing independently.
This trend started with the coming together
of a team of South Asian social scientists,
including the present writer, to jointly articu-
late the vision of an aternative paradigm of
rural development with people’s collective
self-initiatives as the core of this thinking.
After a preliminary articulation of their
vision (Hague et al., 1977) the team visited
the Bhoomi Sena (‘Land Army’), a political
movement for self-determination of a very
oppressed tribal people in Palghar Taluk in
Maharastra, India. This team undertook a
study of the Bhoomi Sena movement in col-
|aboration with the leaders and cadres of the
movement and a number of external activists
helping the movement with self-reliance-
promoting pedagogy (de Silva et a., 1979;
Rahman, 1981a). As the study recounted, the
assertive leaders and cadres of Bhoomi Sena
looked for guidance from friendly outsiders
‘not for telling us what we should do’ but to
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‘help us think about our problems on our
own’ (De Silvaet a., 1979: 45). This defined
in a classic way the task of friendly external
intellectuals in promoting peopl€e's intellec-
tual self-thinking and, for that matter, ‘ popu-
lar science’ as Fals Borda had conceived it.
Among the external activists working with
Bhoomi Sena an educationist, Dutta Savle,
helped the movement develop a method of
lok chetna jagoran ‘raising people’s aware-
ness', coinciding with Paulo Freire's notion
of conscientization), through collective self-
reflection and analysis. Over time, and
with its passionate concern for popular self-
determination, Bhoomi Sena developed a
unique model of its own of decentralized
decision-making, with the centre encourag-
ing spontaneity of village-level organiza
tions, itself facilitating and coordinating their
activities including organizing systematic
periodic collective reviews of the experi-
ences of peopl€e's struggles at various levels,
thus promoting people's praxis — action-
reflection rhythm — and never dictating
peopl€'s action. The centre, thus, consciously
nourished the development of true people
power with the capacity of turning even
against the centre itself, thus constituting
‘countervailing power’ which people power
in the ultimate analysis must constitute (for
elaboration of this concept see Rahman,
1981b; 456, 2000: 115-17). The Bhoomi
Sena movement was so firm in its own
autonomy vis-a-vis any external forcesthat it
rejected overtures of the Indian Communist
Party tojoinit although it considered the Party
an aly in the overall struggle of the country’s
oppressed againgt structural oppression. In
thus asserting its autonomy vis-avis the
Communist Party, Bhoomi Sena sharply
illustrated the problematic of macro-struc-
tural change to promote people's (working
class) power to which the formal left is com-
mitted, insofar as the formal left has been
unable to address the task of truly releasing
the energies of the people, which calls for
release of people’'s spontaneity within the
framework of ‘centralism’ to which the for-
mal left is wedded.

The Concept and Sensitization
of the ‘Animator’

Having interacted with Bhoomi Sena, the
above study team decided to explore whether
people’s autonomous initiatives could be
unleashed by methods similar to Bhoomi
Send's in a different social context, as in
villages in Sri Lanka from which two of the
study team members came. For this, external
‘animators’, as the term was adopted, had to
be recruited and ‘ sensitized', to work as ‘keys
to unlock self-thinking and self-initiatives of
the people. The conventional term ‘training’
of animators was used with reservation as it
was perceived that none can be ‘trained’ to
respond creatively to dynamic field situa
tions as the task of the animators would be,
and that one could only try giveto the woul d-
be animators the needed sensitivity to the
challenge of their task so that they could be
constantly their own judge while pursuing
this challenge. ‘ Animation’, in fact, does not
and cannot follow any methodology but isan
art in which one can, with practice and
reflection, develop one's skill, given the
necessary commitment, creativity and sensi-
tivity to the specifics and dynamics of a
given situation.

It was also conceptualized that the animators
should themselves experience intellectua self-
reliance so asto be motivated to pass this urge
on to the people. Operationally, this meant that
an animator also must not be taught
(‘trained’) but must be taken through a
process of self-inquiry to discover how one
would pursue one’'s own charge of animation
to unlock people’s spirit of self-inquiry. Such
an experience of sef-inquiry (‘first person
inquiry’ as discussed in Chandler and
Torbert, 2003; Marshall, 2004; Wadsworth,
2001; see also Chapters 16 and 46) would
also give the would-be animators a ful-
filment which they might also want to pass
on to the people, for those who are ‘taught’
rather than stimulated to search for them-
selves are in turn prone to ‘teaching’ others
in their charge rather than to stimulate their
self-inquiry. With this conceptualization,
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‘sengitization’ of would-be animators was
initiated as a process of their own collective
self-inquiry on ways to face the challenge of
their task, followed by field action to try out
their understanding and thoughts and team-
reviews of ongoing experiences — i.e. a
process of the animators' own praxis.

The experiment with sensitizing animators
in Sri Lanka had successes in promoting self-
reliant participatory processes of oppressed
villagers who found their own paths for get-
ting out of dependent structures once, as they
expressed themselves, the ‘rust in our brains
is ... removed (Tilakaratna, 1985: 8). This
subsequently induced Susanta Tilakaratna to
conceptualize the very term ‘animator’ as
one who facilitates liberation of intellectua
sdlf-thinking of oppressed groups (Tilakaratna,
1987: 23) previoudly given to dependence on
others' thinking. One can easily see the rele-
vance of this concept of ‘animator’ to Fals
Borda's notion of the working class building
its own science, and for that matter of the
implicit Marxian notion of the working class
re-appropriating the ‘means of mental
production’ to create their own history —
for both of which the working class may
need assistance from the conventiona intel-
lectual stream in a very speciad way, as
Bhoomi Sena had also experienced and
observed. This may be contrasted with the
Leninist concept of ‘revolutionary intellectu-
als' with presumed ‘ advanced consciousness
appropriating the task of intellectually lead-
ing the working class rather than helping
them recover their own intellectua poten-
tials, a concept that contains seeds of domi-
nation of the working class by such
intellectuals (Rahman, 1993c).

The Sri Lankan experiment also conceptu-
alized the need for progressive withdrawal of
the external animators as a test of their suc-
cess in liberating the collective intellectual
potentials of the people. The experiment was
remarkably successful in this regard in sev-
era places, with ‘internal animators from
within the people taking over the task of ani-
mation of peopl€e’s groups, the externa ani-
mators progressively moving on to other

locations to initiate similar animation work
(Tilakaratna, 1985).

ILO’S 'PORP' PROGRAMME - ASIA

By then aglobal programme called Participa-
tory Organizations of the Rural Poor (PORP)
had been started in the International Labour
Organization directed by the present writer,
for whom participation in the study of
Bhoomi Sena was a deeply transformative
experience. In addition to collaborating with
the Bhoomi Sena study and Sri Lankan
experiment, the programme initialy launched
participatory research projects through
national action researchersin South Asiaand
in the Philippines, which developed their
own respective methodologies of research.

In India, amodel of participatory research
was developed by activists working with a
tribal peasant movement in ancther part of
Maharastra (Paranjape et al., 1984). The
research theme was conceived asthetensions
and contradictions in self-reliant develop-
ment of the movement, to be explored not
merely as research for its own sake but to
promote resolution of these contradictions.
The research methodology centred on orga-
nizing a series of people’'s workshops for
which the participants were first invited to
develop polar, aternative positions on a set
of major issues in the question of self-
reliance, e.g. individual vs. collective self-
reliance, and participation in the wider
labour movement in issue-based joint fronts
vs. a more permanent affiliation to a larger
federation. Presentation of these polar posi-
tions and debates made the people aware of
the contradictions and alternatives in their
struggle and also of the need for concrete
choices among alternative positions. On
some of the issues thus debated, concrete
choices were made in the process of the
research itself, and a heightened level of
awareness gained in this exercise con-
tributed to reaching a conscious or uncon-
scious synthesis of other contradictions
subsequently.
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PAR was taken to another dimension in a
project in Indiain which a number of forest-
based people's movements and organi zations
got together for joint inquiry and articulation
on the subject of ‘forest, ecology and the
oppressed’. Coordinated by The People's
Institute for Development and Training
based in New Delhi, representatives of these
organizationsfirst met in aten-day workshop
to identify issues for investigation and to
design ways of recording people’'s percep-
tions. They then returned to their respective
areasfor detailed investigations. While doing
this they were also visited by members from
participating organizations from other areas.
The data thus collected were passed on to a
smaller research team composed of socia
activists in contact with these movements,
who analysed the data and interviewed those
who had visited the various movements. On
the basis of these, the research team devel-
oped a set of case studies on the experiences
of life and struggle of the people concerned,
problem-wise analyses, and an analytical
synthesis based on all these. These were pre-
sented in a second workshop attended by all
groups who had participated in the first. The
final report was prepared by the research
team incorporating the deliberations of this
workshop (Das Gupta, 1986).

In the Philippines, a PAR study (Women's
Research Committee et al., 1984) of a
women settlers’ movement initiated the for-
mation of aresearch coordination team, with
two members taken from the leadership of a
14-member ‘vanguard group’ of the women
settlers and two from an activists' organiza-
tion helping the movement. Members of the
vanguard group provided inputs into the
research using minutes of weekly meetings
of the women settlers, initiating group dis-
cussions with women on their life and strug-
gle and preparing papers on various issues
pertaining to the movement. These inputs
were woven into two dramas which were
staged by the women settlers. All women
participants in the movement were invited to
witness these dramas to validate the data col-
lected and to synthesize their experiences.

The final study incorporated the feedback
received from the audience and discussed the
benefits from the research, saying that this
provided an opportunity to the vanguard
group for a first comprehensive review of
their first two years of organizing effort,
from which the strengths and weaknesses of
their effort were identified; and that the
process of research enabled the settlers, par-
ticularly the vanguard group, to develop their
capacity to understand immediate micro
issues in relation to broader macro issues.

Theoretical Reflections

Meanwhile, close collaboration between
PORP and the Latin American trend
had started after Fals Borda read the report
on Bhoomi Sena and saw in this movement
illustration of ‘the basic principles of PR’
(Fals Borda, 2001/2006: 27). At his invita-
tion Rahman presented theoretical reflec-
tions on PR at the World Congress on
Sociology in Mexico in 1982, wherein
he presented the ideological standpoint of
PAR, calling for ‘rethinking the meaning of

“liberation”’:

Liberation, surely, must be opposed to all forms of
domination over the masses. The dominant view
of social transformation has been preoccupied
with the need for changing existing, oppressive
structures of relations of material production. This
is certainly a necessary task. But — and this is the
distinctive viewpoint of PAR - domination of
masses by elites is rooted not only in the polariza-
tion of control over the means of material produc-
tion but also over the means of knowledge
production including, as in the former case, the
social power to determine what is valid or useful
knowledge. Irrespective of which of these two
polarizations sets off a process of domination, it
can be argued that 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 — an important form of
‘capital’ inasmuch as knowledge is a form of social
power — and those who have not, have reached
dimensions no less formidable than the gap in
access to means of physical production. History
shows that a convergence of the latter gap in no
way ensures convergence of the former; on the
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contrary, existence of the latter has been seen to
offset the advantages of revolutionary closures of
the former and has set off processes of domination
once again. (Rahman, 1985: 119)

In this presentation Rahman also dwelt on the
question of ‘objectivity’ and ‘validity’ of PAR
asresearch. Developing from Moser’s position
on this, Rahman argued that ‘objectivity’ in
research is a question of moving from individ-
ual ‘subjective’ positionsto collectively agreed
positions, and standards of objectivity of
research are set by individua research schools
as collectively agreed positions within the
given school. Thus ‘objectivity’ and ‘truth’ are
not absolute questions but are questions of
consensus within a particular school, and in
this sense ‘truth’ is aways relative and not
absolute. Hence with systematic consensual
procedures among the participants involved,
PAR aso can and does generate and validate
‘objective truth’ as against individual and
hence ‘ subjective’ truth un-validated by collec-
tive consensus (Rahman, 1985; 127-8).

PORP IN LATIN AMERICA

Soon thereafter Fals Borda initiated PORP
participatory research exercises in Colombia,
Nicaragua and Mexico. Of these three, the
Nicaragua exercise stood out both in its
breadth and depth, and also because this was
the first ever known participatory research in
a revolutionary ‘socidist’ country. As the
coordinator of this participatory research,
Malena de Montis had personaly explained
to the author the unusual fact of people’'s
research being initiated in socialist Nicaragua
as due to the Sandinistas not having been a
party but a socia movement, in which the
people were often ahead of the intellectuals
who gave theoretical articulation to the move-
ment, and there were elements within the
government (e.g. Paul Oquist, aforemost the-
oretician in action research) committed to
action research. The exercise was undertaken
in El Regadio in 1983 (de Montis, 1985;
Rahman, 1993b) with a peasant community

which had become organized and had been
playing its own role in the socialist recon-
struction of the country. A research team was
formed to undertake the initial task of inves
tigation, composed and coordinated by de
Montis, one educationist, some coordinators
of the National Programme of Adult
Education and representatives of mass orga-
nizations and cooperatives. The team drafted
the design of aninquiry into the history of the
community, and a survey on the current
socio-economic characteristics of El Regadio,
as well as on the ideological transformation
of the community. The draft design was pre-
sented to a larger coordination committee
constituted for the research, which discussed
and modified it. Members of the larger com-
mittee were given training in survey work.
While undertaking house-to-house surveys
they explained the participatory character of
the whole exercise to members of the house-
holds, with the promise to return to them the
information obtained for their reflection and
analysis.

After the survey the results were tabulated
in workshops where other members of the
community also participated. The whole
community was invited thereafter to an
assembly where the information obtained
was presented on boards, and the participants
deliberated on the data thus presented.
Finally, delegates of state institutions and
mass organizations at the municipality level
were invited to a meeting with the commu-
nity to coordinate their programmes in the
light of the findings of the survey, and to
jointly seek solutions to problems. The coor-
dination committee also planned methods for
disseminating the information and knowl-
edge obtained through the survey, such as
through a pamphlet and audio-visual docu-
mentation. For producing the pamphlet — the
people’'s own research report — members of
the committee learnt to use a wooden
mimeographing machine and also diagram-
matic and other techniques for presenting
data, and improved their writing ability even
though they cared only to communicate
without necessarily writing full sentences.
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Interestingly enough, one conclusion of
this exercise privately communicated to the
author by de Montis, was that this—i.e. par-
ticipatory research — was considered by the
people researchers of El Regadio as rea
literacy for the people, while the much-
publicized adult education programme of
revolutionary Nicaragua was criticized as a
programme in which the people were being
taught!

Useful Techniques to Promote
People’s Countervailing Power

In a report (Fals Borda, 1985) on the PAR
exercises in the three Latin American coun-
tries taken together, Fals Borda, equating the
notion of ‘people power’, as ‘countervailing
powers, as the Bhoomi Sena study had also
conceptualized it, presented four techniques
indicated by the three experiences as useful
in the establishment of people’s power:

1. Collective research: ... the use of information
collected and systematized on a group basis, as
a source of data and objective [italics added]
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 veri-
fied but also provides a social validation of
objective knowledge which cannot be
achieved through other individual methods
based on surveys or fieldwork. ...

2. Critical recovery of history: ... an effort to dis-
cover 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 conscientisa-
tion. 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 con-
crete information on given periods of the past
hidden in family coffers; data columns and
popular stories; ideological projections, impu-
tation, personification and other techniques
designed to stimulate collective memory. ...

3. Valuing and applying folk culture. ...the recog-
nition of essential core values among the
people. ...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 recre-
ational tendencies.
4. Production and diffusion of new knowledge:
. an integral part of the research process
because it is a central part of the feedback and
evaluative objective of PAR. It recognizes a divi-
sion of labour among and within base groups
... [incorporating] various styles and proce-
dures for systematizing new data and knowl-
edge according to the level of political
conscience and ability for understanding writ-
ten, oral or visual messages by the base groups
and public in general. (Fals Borda, 1985: 94-7)

As Fals Borda wrote: ‘ This systematic devo-
Iution of knowledge complies with the objec-
tive set by Gramsci transforming “common”
sense into “good” sense or critical knowl-
edge' (Fals Borda, 1985: 96).

In a further reflection of the PR experi-
ences in the above three countries, Fas
Borda reaffirmed the need for development
of people's endogenous science, reinforcing
Rahman by arguing that

forms and relationships of knowledge production
should have as much, or even more, value than
forms and relationships of material production. ...
The elimination of exploitative patterns at the mate-
rial or infrastructural level of a society does not
assure, by itself, that the general system of exploita-
tion has been destroyed ... it becomes necessary to
eliminate also the relationship governing the pro-
duction of knowledge, production which tends to
give ideological support to injustice, oppression and
the destructive forces which characterize the mod-
ern world. (Fals Borda, 1987: 337)

PORP IN AFRICA

In working with PAR in Africa PORP collab-
orated with the Organization of Rural
Associations for Progress (ORAP) in
Matabeleland, Zimbabwe, an apex organiza-
tion of village associations in more than 500
villages for promoting people’sinitiativesfor
their own development with the philosophi-
cal guidance of Sithembiso Nyoni and her
close activist associates (Nyoni, 1991).
ORAP, started in 1981 with participatory
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research in a number of villages, is an out-
standing example of continuing participatory
research by way of people’s self-deliberations,
action and reviews — i.e. peopl€e’s praxis — at
various levels from grassroots groups up to
the apex organization. While they are being
assisted in various technical matters by ateam
of outside experts, all the decision-making
powers of ORAP — by way of planning and
implementation of small-scale cooperative
activities and bigger-scale devel opment works
and reviews of ongoing experiences — are
in the hands of bodies of people, from family
clusters to village groups to higher level
peopl€’s organizations.

Participatory research was started in six
villages in the zone of Bamba-Thialene in
Senegal in 1975 and has since then spread to
other areas of the country. The process
started as a spontaneous inquiry initiated in
the homes of friends on economic problems
of the villagers, leading to the formation of a
delegation to different parts of the zone to
conduct censuses on human, agricultural and
livestock resources of the zone and the needs
of the population. An educated professional
joined their search, and people of other
villages also started joining the investiga-
tions leading to inter-village reflection
sessions. Gradually village level sub-
committees started forming in different villages,
leading finally to the formation in 1977 of a
Committee for Development Action in the
Villages of the Zone of Bamba Thialene. The
Committee initiated collective developmen-
tal actions in poultry, agriculture, animal
husbandry etc., with collective reflection
becoming a most important method both
before launching any initiative and also for
reviewing their experiences. With assistance
from PORP a major people’s self-review
exercise of their activities was undertaken in
1987, leading to the crystallization of impor-
tant lessons from their experience and con-
solidation of future tasks (Marius, 1987).

In Burkina Faso, the traditional ‘Naam’
groups started getting transformed into
developmental organizations, sparked off in
1976 by a group of Naam leaders and their

European friends. The groups sought to
maximize the mobilization of their interna
resources supplemented by outside grants
and loans, channelling them into group
income-generating activities, collective
infrastructure-development activities and
health and education activities. The loca
groups themselves define their programmes
of activities by collective discussion and
review their ongoing experiences (Egger,
1987; Swadogo and Ouedraogo, 1987).

PEOPLE'S SELF-REVIEW IN HUNGARY

The last participatory research project
launched by PORP was for people's self-
reviewsin Hungary during 198990, inviting
communities to get together and review their
experience with ‘socialism’ and identify col-
lective perspectives and tasks for the future
(Biro and Szuhay, 1990).

The people's self-review exercise in the
village of Tk in northern Pest was revealing
of the coercive imposition of ‘collectivism’
on a peasant society which had created hier-
archical structures in which the villagers had
lost their previous culture of mutual sharing
of problems and concernsthat had given way
to suspicion and fear. The animators had a
hard task of getting the people to come
together for collective inquiry and delibera-
tion. When finally the villagers did get
together, they reconstructed the history of the
village, inviting recounting from elderly
people, and underlined the gradual erosion of
the autonomy and identity of the village and
loss of decision-making power on matters
pertaining to village life as the village had
become merged with a neighbouring larger
village to form one mega administrative unit.
Reviewing this history, the villagers reached
a consensus on the need to assert the auton-
omy and identity of Tok as an independent
village, asserting their own historical tradi-
tions, customs, values and social aspirations.
In conclusion, they decided to initiate a
public campaign to achieve an independent
administration of their own. Eventualy this
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people's self-review work got integrated into
the political process as a result of the anima-
tor-researchers directly entering the political
arena where they promoted the ideas that
emanated from the grassroots.

Another village, Dormand in Heaves
county in northeast Hungary where the
people's self-review was initiated, had con-
sisted mostly of day labourers on big farms
and in railway and excavation works. These
labourers had clearly benefited from cooper-
ativization of land in the village under com-
munist rule. They viewed the changes after
1945 as very positive, with full employment
and secure income. While being critical of
the abuses of power that had crept into the
cooperative over time and desirous of
increasing their incomes further, their expec-
tation was higher salaries or wages, and they
did not respond to the animator’s challenge
to them to search for their own solutions to
the question of improving their livelihood
through enterprises of their own.

The peopl€e's sdlf-review project in Hungary
also worked with a gypsy community in a set-
tlement in northeast Hungary, and this stimu-
lated the community to mobilize themselvesto
campaign againgt socia prgjudices against
them and for better housing facilities.

Significantly, PORP itself was discontin-
ued in the ILO soon &fter the fall of the
Berlin Wall, when the importance of keeping
a ‘progressive front’ within the organization
weakened. This exemplified part of the
problem of finding space for supporting PAR
through international establishments that
depend on the global political climate.

‘GONOGOBESHONA': PAR
BANGLADESH VINTAGE

Following the country’s liberation war in
1971 with an officialy declared ‘socialist’
ideology, a number of NGOs created in
Bangladesh after independence adopted
Paulo Freire's pedagogy of ‘conscientiza-
tion' as an approach to adult education. By
the end of 1975 reactionary forces had

consolidated political power, and grassroots
work by NGOs shifted toward a micro-credit
operation, attracted in particular by the inter-
national acclaim of and support for the
Grameen Bank with its de-emphasis on any
kind of social awareness-raising work and
all-out emphasis on credit as the panacea for
alleviating mass poverty. The country contin-
ued to remain one of the poorest in the world,
with the ‘microcredit programmes [not hav-
ing] been very successful in including the
hard core poor, who constitute about half of
the poor in Bangladesh’ (Ahmed, 2004: 131).
Disillusonment with micro-credit as an
answer to mass poverty is generating interest
in the search for alternative ways of assisting
the low-income groups in the country.
Explicit PAR work started here in December
2002, assisted by a newly created poverty-
research supporting agency — Research
Initiatives, Bangladesh (RIB; see website
www.rib-bangladesh.org). The first PAR
exercise with RIB support was initiated in
Belaichondi union in Dingjpur district with
228 members — more than half femae — of
economically very depressed families who
were themselves invited to deliberate, in
small groups and in inter-group sessions, on
the causes of their poverty and to seek ways
of economic advancement. Two principal ani-
mators were elected for this exercise through
mutual ranking by 18 candidates for anima-
tors themselves after a five-day dialogical
workshop. This six-month PAR exercise had
an electrifying effect on the personality of the
participants. Previously used to seeking sym-
pathy and charity, they now transformed into
positive personalities proud of their identities
as ‘gono-gobeshoks’ (people-researchers)
seeking self-understanding for themselves to
advance their own lives. The exercise pro-
moted solidarity among the participants lis-
tening to and offering solutions to each
others' problems, forming solidarity groups
to advance their joint livelihood by various
means like collective savings and different
types of economic action, minimizing waste-
ful practices like gambling, and reducing
oppression of women (Azad, 2003).
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The Belaichondi PAR exercise was
followed by further animation work to pro-
mote gonogobeshona (peopl€e’s research) in
the district of Nilfamari in northern
Bangladesh starting in November 2003, led
in particular by a senior animator in the
Belaichondi work. The work resulted in the
formation within 10 months of 176 gonogob-
eshona groups of underprivileged villagers
in 15 unions — 161 female groups with 4347
members and 15 male groups with 405
members —who met once or twice aweek as
arule to discuss mutua problems. This has
resulted in the participants initiating numer-
ous individual or cooperative economic
activities to improve their livelihoods. The
female groupsincluded four groups of young
girls, most of them students, whose general
performance in school has considerably
improved, for some dramatically so, much to
the surprise of their guardians and teachers.

The gonogobeshona culture in the area is
spreading like a positive virus beyond the
RIB-supported project, with village mothers
spontaneously forming their own gobeshona
groups to discuss better child-rearing prac-
tices; village youth forming groupsto discuss
among themselves as well as with their
school/college teachers and parents how they
can improve their scholastic performances,
giving up anti-social activities and being
more useful members of their families; and
small children of 3 to 6 from underprivileged
families forming their own shishu (child)-
gobeshona groups for overal self-development
in healthy, playful interaction with each
other. This kind of spontaneous spread of the
culture of gonogobeshona has not been seen
or heard of before by the present writer, who
personally visited a number of these groups
and was astonished by the eager recounting
to him of members of such various groups on
how they have found a new meaning of life
in the culture of gonogobeshona: thisis giv-
ing them self-confidence and a sense of
belonging to each other amidst their poverty
and transforming their despondency into a
sense of mission to face life together with
their own individual and collective intellect

without depending on outside patronage,
wisdom and/or charity and with positive
social values.

One of the profoundest stories heard by the
present author in one of hisvisits to Nilfamari
was of an elderly man who used to listen as a
bystander to discussions of afemale gonogob-
eshona group, and volunteered one day to
share his own reflections. He said that he was
stimulated by the gonogobeshona of the
women to do some gobeshona by himself on
why his daughter-in-law hated him so much.
Ultimately he deduced the reason to be that he
had completely destroyed his daughter-in-
law’s father by charging a large dowry on the
occasion of his son's marriage. The rediza-
tion, as well as the public admission of guilt,
were of profound socio-psychologica signifi-
cance, suggesting that the culture of gonogob-
eshona is generating a kind of solidarity and
sense of belonging to each other among its
participants from which this senior man had
felt isolated and to belong to which he had
felt a deep longing that had induced him to
recognize and admit in public his profound
guilt at his greed.

RIB-assisted PAR in Bangladesh has aso
been conducted with members of the dalits, an
“untouchable’ community in Shatkhira district
in southwest Bangladesh working as tannery
labour or cleaners of jungles and city wastes.
Members of the dalit class have gotten
together in groups to discuss their problem of
socia exclusion and associated poverty, have
formed their own organization for promoting
their rights and livelihood, have organized ral-
lies and representations to state officials to
assert their rights and to union chairmen for
redress of oppressions upon them. From ahis-
torical tradition of accepting their fate without
guestioning, they are now asserting that the
‘Creator’ has not created humans as unequal
and that ‘untouchability’ must give way to
equality between all humans. Their struggle
for human right remains a hard one, and only
a small beginning has been made (Das et al.,
2005).

Exciting PAR work with another
‘untouchable’ (sweeper) community in
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Kushtia town in western Bangladesh, using
drama for conscientization, is reported sepa-
rately by Meghna Guhathakurta in this vol-
ume (see Chapter 35). Further PAR work
with socially excluded communities has been
launched with RIB support and is showing
encouraging response from the concerned
communities forming assertive solidarity
groups and engaging in collective delibera-
tions on their problems and collective actions
and struggles to promote their livelihood and
social status and to resist injustices and
oppression.

CONCLUSION: CASE FOR MODESTY

The positive experiences of Bangladesh PAR
work are balanced by some negatives as well
as deep questions about their future, and a
few reflectionsin this direction are presented
by way of concluding this chapter. The effort
of RIB to promote PAR in Bangladesh has
had failures as well, due principaly to its
inability to always choose the right PAR
researcher/animator(s). Some researchers
have been attracted by RIB funds to present
themselves as PAR-promoters without the
necessary commitment or skill, and their
work has produced anything but PAR. Effort
at sensitization of animators through * sensiti-
zation workshops' has ‘sensitized’ different
animators to different degrees, with some
working with ‘vanguardist’ tendencies and
some dropping out. Encouragingly, in many
areas ‘internal animators belonging organi-
cally to the concerned communities and
spontaneously picking up animation work
stimulated by the PAR process itself have
emerged; but they have their limitation of
time for animation work due to their need to
do other work to make aliving. The vibrancy
of PAR processes is as a result declining in
some places after stoppage of RIB-support
for animation work, although internal moti-
vation to continue the PAR praxis seems to
remain strong, and inspiring voluntary ani-
mation work by internal animators is contin-
uing in their spare time. The supply of
appropriately sensitive animators able also to

give time for animation work without contin-
ued RIB support seems to be a major con-
straint in the way of sustaining the full initial
momentum of PAR works that are being ini-
tiated by RIB.

The question of ‘scaling up’ of PAR
processes in the country —aquestion for PAR
in any country that Gustavsen, Hansson and
Qvalein Chapter 4 in this volume have called
the ‘diffusion or dissemination problem’ —is
also rather problematic. Apart from the ques-
tion of continued funding of animation work,
the task is up against the formidable batting
of ahost of NGOs doing ‘ development deliv-
ery’ work with external resources and techni-
cal expertise that naturally attracts many in
the poverty groups, limiting to that extent the
space for PAR work with its non-delivery
nature. Some NGOs have even started ‘co-
opting’ PAR work with their big money, see-
ing its appeal as an alternative to
micro-credit-type operations, and would-be
PAR researchers attracted more by the fund-
ing than by the philosophy are not hard to
find. PAR in the country is also facing strong
competition from PRA — Participatory Rural
Appraisal —another action research approach
oriented to using participatory techniques in
externally controlled research upon the
poverty groups that is attracting donor fund-
ing on a rather significant scale. Adding to
this the watchdog eyes of government agen-
cies to ensure that grassroots development
work does not take any ‘uncomfortable turn’
from the point of view of the powers that be,
and with their power to cut off the supply line
of foreign funding for such work on which RIB
itself also depends, it will be prudent not to be
too optimistic about the continued growth of
qudity PAR work in the country to anything
like asignificant enough scae.

In final conclusion, PAR is clearly a ‘radi-
cal’ philosophy, whether PAR researchers
show allegiance to any radical ‘ism’ or not.
As a ‘macro ideology’ it is wedded to the
concept of a central administration that
respects grassroots autonomy sufficient to
preserve grassroots identity and creativity, as
Bhoomi Sena of India and the villagers of
Tok in Hungary have asserted, so that people



TRENDS IN THE PRAXIS OF PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 61

can really ‘create their own history’.
However, like the ‘dictatorship of the prole-
tariat’, no blueprint for such a centre exists,
nor can it be articulated outside its endoge-
Nous process carrying its own dialectics with
it, so that the ultimate macro-outcome of the
process remains unsure, including the possi-
bility of serious distortion/cooptation, as in
the case of the ‘dictatorship of the prole-
tariat’ or, for that matter, of conventional
‘democracy’ as well. With such imponder-
ables, PAR at this stage remains no more
than a search for life of the people involved,
with the vision — whether of Marx or of
particular PAR visionaries — for the down-
trodden people to create their own history
for which they need to build their own
science, no more than an inspiration to prac-
tical PAR work that awaits macro-validation
by history.
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Action Research and the
Challenge of Scope

Bjgrn Gustavsen, Agneta Hansson

and Thoralf U. Qvale

In aiming for generalities in research, the tradition is to study a case or a set of cases and
draw conclusions with reference to all cases of a similar kind. While this kind of thinking has
been strongly criticized even in descriptive-analytic research, it can be even more strongly crit-
icized in action research. If action research is seen as social constructions made jointly
between research and other actors, we cannot remove the active participation of research
after ‘the first case’ and let theory speak alone. Instead, the need is for a process of social
construction that can, in itself, encompass the challenge of reaching out in scope. This
implies network building and similar efforts that can bring a broad range of actors to share
ideas and practices. This chapter presents an example of a development of this kind, show-
ing the successive widening of action research efforts from small workplaces to substantial
regions, and the intermediate steps and challenges.

INTRODUCTION

The major advantage of action research
compared to the production of ‘words alone
is the creation of practices. While words
often have a dippery relationship to reality,
forms of practices are redlity. Intentions,
meanings, goals, values are expressed in pat-
terns of organization, behaviour and action.
When helping to construct forms of prac-
tice, the problem is that action research is

dependent upon working with specific people
in specific contexts. Often, this meansworking
with groups of relatively few people. The
groups can claim to represent other people —
they may, for instance, be the management of
corporations or the leadership of NGOs—but it
remainsthat the direct relationship to and, con-
sequently, the element of direct influence from
action research on human practices is con-
strained to the small group. Out of this there
emerges a challenge: How can action research
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achieve scope, magnitude, or mass in its
impact? The traditional answer is to create
theory with aclaim to validity beyond the case,
or cases, out of which it emerges. The assump-
tionisthat others can learn from the theory and
do likewise.

From our experiencein the action research
tradition in working life in Scandinavia, that
by now spans a period of four decades and
throws much light on the diffusion problem,
acorelearning isthat thereis no direct diffu-
sion via genera theory from one or a few
cases to many cases. To reach out in society
it is necessary to travel a far more complex
road. Below, some of the main parts of this
road will be presented and discussed.

THE POINT OF DEPARTURE

In the 1960s, Norway was the seat of a series
of field experiments with new forms of work
organization (Emery and Thorsrud, 1969,
1976). Developed jointly by the Work
Research Institute in Norway and the
Tavistock Institute in the UK, the main point
was to break with highly specialized —
Taylorist — forms of work organization to
replace them with forms giving the workers
more autonomy in terms of decision-making
rights, possibilities for learning and for the
development of socia relationships in the
workplace. Behind what Miller and Rose
(2001) call ‘ The Tavistock Programme’ was,
however, not only the idea of introducing
something new; the ideawas, literally speak-
ing, to introduce it on a world scale (Emery
and Trist, 1973; van Ejnatten, 1993). From
four field sites in Norway the process was
supposed to spread to other workplaces in
Norway and to the neighbouring countries
and from this platform to conquer the world.

Where was the line from Norway to the
world broken? Thefirst point to be noted was
that the process of diffusion within Norway
was sow (Bolweg, 1976; Gustavsen and
Hunnius, 1981; Herbst, 1974). Second, that
the processes emerging in other countries

seemed to differ in important respects from
the one that had been launched in Norway.
This was the case in particular in Sweden,
which was seen as critical, since thiswas the
only Scandinavian country that could, at the
time, be expected to influence broader devel-
opments in the industrialized world. In a
sense the development in Sweden took off
more rapidly and dramatically than in
Norway (Sandberg, 1982) but it was, from
the beginning, distributed over several initia-
tives. While a series of field experiments
along the same lines as in Norway were
launched (Bjork et al., 1972), there were also
two other initiatives emerging. One was
linked to the work of a number of public
commissions that were set down to study and
promote participative democracy in the sec-
tors of working life under state ownership
(Karlsson, 1969), another to the Swedish
Employers Confederation where a special
department was established to promote new
forms of work organization (Agurén and
Edgren, 1979). These three initiatives partly
developed in different directions, partly
entered into a relationship of competition.
Extending the perspective to other countries —
i.e. Denmark (Agersnap, 1973), Holland
(Van Beinum and Vliest, 1979), Germany
(Fricke, 1975), the UK (Hill, 1971) and the
USA (Duckles et a., 1977) — it was seen that
whatever emerged in terms of initiatives
within the area represented still further dif-
ferentiations compared to the origina point
of departure.

AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH:
LOCAL CONSTRUCTIVISM

Againgt the background of diffusion problems
indicated above, the Norwegian research
group found it necessary to reconsider how to
achieve wider impact and scope. If the enter-
prises were reluctant to join a process of diffu-
sion of specific forms of work organization, it
was reasonable to ask what forms of work
organization they would like to pursue.
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Although the question was quite obvious,
the issue of how to pose it was less so. One
could imagine developing a questionnaire
aiming at a sample of workplace actors. This
was found unsatisfying, first and foremost
because work organization is a question of
relationships: something that exists between
people. To €licit adequate answers it would
be necessary to pose the question to work-
place collectivities rather than to individuals.
Could we, however, expect to get any mean-
ingful answers at al? Experience indicated
that ideas about work organization are insep-
arably linked to efforts to do something
about work organization. It is only when
embarking on a process of improvement that
the issues involved become identifiable and
the choices between different patterns realis-
tically grounded.

The possibility of posing the question in
an appropriate way emerged when the social
partners, in 1982, made an agreement on
workplace development (Gustavsen, 1985).
The social partners did not, however, aim at
promoting specific forms of organization;
their purpose was to make their members
become more conscious about the issue of
work organization and more oriented
towards devel oping their own initiatives. The
core measure to be introduced was the notion
of meetings, or conferences, where workers
and managers in each enterprise could
engage in discussions of their needs and
options, without being under the pressure of
having to accept or reject any specific form.
This gave research the opening needed to
participate in a broad discourse on work
organization.

EARLY EXPERIENCE

Throughout the 1980s, altogether about 450
conferences were organized between labour
and management, largely in individual enter-
prises, in a few cases in networks of enter-
prises. Research was asked to help develop an
adequate conference model and came, in this
way, to influence the design of these events.

Central in this context was the notion of
democratic dialogue and its expression in a
number of design criteria (Gustavsen, 1992,
1993, 2001, 2006; Gustavsen and Engelstad,
1986.)

Research could not participate directly in
more than a limited number of these confer-
ences. However, through participation in the
board set up by the socia partners to super-
vise the implementation of the agreement, it
was possible to gain an overview of what
came out of them (Gustavsen, 1993). First,
there was no turn away from autonomous
forms of work organization, but the impor-
tance of giving attention to the contexts of
implementation was stressed, in particular to
the myriad details that have to be confronted
to make a specific form of organization work
in a specific context. Second, in efforts to
diffuse new forms of work organization there
was a need to give more attention to issues of
process. Third, there was a need to develop a
new relationship between figure and ground.
Whereas the diffusion process was built on
using the pioneer cases as figures, and new
sites of implementation as background, the
conference participants generally wanted the
reverse; each workplace and enterprise, and
its problems and challenges, should be the
main issue; examples of what others had
done should recede more into the back-
ground and be taken forth only when they
could help provide useful points in under-
standing or acting within the primary context
(Engelstad and @degaard, 1979). This gave
rise to a fourth point: each unit of develop-
ment had to be understood as a unique com-
bination of elements. Elden (1983)
introduced the notion of ‘local theory’ in this
context. Fifth, making the process emanate
from local circumstances and actors implied
that local resources could carry much more
of the process than what was assumed in the
experimental period.

These points provided abasis for the contin-
ued work but they aso reinforced the challenge
associated with scope, or ‘criticd mass' as it
was generaly called at the time. If scope could
not be reached when there was a belief in the
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power of the good example in combination
with generd theory, how could we hope to
advance towards scope under the kind of local
congtructivism implicit in the points above?
This question formed the point of departure for
a series of efforts, actions, considerations and
reconsiderations that have by now been going
on for more than two decades. Much of the
efforts have been expressed in workplace
development programmes organized jointly by
research, the labour market parties and public
ingtitutions, for instance research and develop-
ment councils. First out was the LOM
(Leadership Co-ordination and Co-operation)
programme in Sweden (1985-90) organized by
the Work Environment Fund in co-operation
with the labour market parties. Second,
Enterprise Development 2000 (1994-2000)
organized by the Research Council of Norway
in co-operation with the labour market parties
and Innovation Norway. Third, Vaue Creation
2010, acontinuation of Enterprise Development
2000 with the same partners.

THE LOM PROGRAMME AND THE
IDEA OF LOCAL GROWTH POINTS

While the co-operation with the labour market
partiesin Norway made it possible to develop
the notion of dialogue and local co-operation,
there was no programme to provide a broader
funding for research. Thefirst initiative to pro-
vide this was the LOM programme in Sweden
(Gustavsen, 1992). The labour market parties
had made an agreement on development par-
allel to the Norwegian one (Gustavsen, 1985),
but in Sweden there also existed a Work
Environment Fund with, among other things,
the task of turning this agreement into reality
(Oscarsson, 1997). This programme made it
possible to focus more strongly on the
problem of how to combine scopewith locally
constructed initiatives.

First, it was necessary to establish the
local platforms: the process of organization
had to begin with challenges and ideas as
expressed by the enterprise level actors
locally. As a complement to this, the idea of

local research support was introduced. Instead
of letting the programme emanate from one
research centre, it was decided to support a
number of geographically distributed research
groups so as to make the programme as sensi-
tive to local-regional conditions as possible.

Whereas these two ideas can be said to
work towards differentiation, in order to
createlocal linksthe ideawas introduced that
the basic unit of development should be four
organizations in co-operation not only with
research but aso with each other. The main
point was that each participating organiza-
tion should engage in development experi-
ences together with other organizations from
the beginning of the process. In addition,
when such groups of four were established,
they should function as ‘recruitment nodes
to pull in further organisations, eventually
ending up with broader networks (Engel stad,
1996). Through this approach, the issue of
diffusion was defined as a process of growth
emanating from a number of local nodes.

While the participating organizations had to
carry their own costs, finance was made avail-
able to research conditiona on each research
group demonstrating that the agreement wasin
place with an adequate number of organiza-
tions for joint development work. The support
offered by research to the participating organi-
zationswas mainly focused on process: on how
to organize the development work so as to
achieve participation from al concerned and
adequate forms of interaction between them.
Various organizational expressions of the
notion of democratic dialogue — in confer-
ences, workplace meetings, project groups and
similar — congtituted the main tools (Gustavsen,
1992; Naschald, 1993: esp. pp. 63-6).

With altogether 64 researchers participat-
ing to a greater or lesser extent, distributed
among about 15 different institutions, the
LOM programme was the most broadly
framed action research programme to appear
in Sweden. The programme was not only
intended to generate specific results within
its own time frame of five years but also —
and even more importantly — to lay the
ground for a long-term development of a
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number of action research groups in Swedish
working life.

In an evaluation performed around the time
of the termination of the programme, one main
conclusion was that the programme had suc-
ceeded quite well in reaching out broadly in
working life and in creating significant
improvements in employee participation in
more than 80 per cent of the cases where spe-
cific projects had actually emerged. However,
such specific projects had occurred in only
about half of al the 148 organizations that
made an effort to relate to the programme
(Naschold, 1993). The number of organiza-
tions that had used the improvements in parti-
cipation to develop moreradical innovationsin
organization and technol ogy were about 10 per
cent of those who had developed a project —a
seemingly meagre figure. The eval uation com-
mission saw the main reason for thisin therel-
atively short running time of each project
within the programme.

The overal purpose of building geograph-
ically distributed research-enterprise combi-
nations that could form nodes or growth
pointsin astrategy for diffusion was achieved
in a number of cases. Most of the research-
enterprise combinations that were created by
the programme were, however, too fragile to
survive the termination of the programme.
The exceptions largely occurred in situations
where the development towards the forma
tion of networks had moved relatively far
(Engelstad and Gustavsen, 1993). On the
other hand, although advanced results were
achieved in afew cases only, the programme
demonstrated that such results could be
reached through this kind of local-regional
strategy with afar smaller research input per
case than in field experiments.

THE ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT
2000/THE VALUE CREATION 2010
PROGRAMMES AND THE CHALLENGE
OF THE LEARNING REGION

In 1990, it was decided to revise the agree-
ment on workplace devel opment between the

social partners in Norway. The agreement
had been a success in terms of number of
users, but had led to more deep-going
changes in only a modest number of organi-
zations (Gustavsen, 1993). It was decided to
strengthen the measures associated with the
agreement using an action research approach
and through this to develop regional growth
points. It took several years to prepare the
ground for a programme, but in 1994
Enterprise Development 2000 was launched,
in co-operation among the social partners,
the Research Council of Norway and
Innovation Norway.

The Norwegian initiative built on experi-
ences from the LOM programme, in particular
the point that afive year programme cycle was
too short to establish and consolidate a number
of research-enterprise combinations with the
potential for growth. From the beginning, a
six-year cycle time instead of five was estab-
lished with the promise from the social part-
ners to back a prolongation if the first cycle
was reasonably successful. The focus as the
programme started was to ensure the establish-
ment of the most viable groups of researchers
and enterprises as was possible. Much work
was put in by the programme secretariat on
thispoint. Altogether seven research-enterprise
combinations — called modules — were devel-
oped (Gustavsen et a., 2001, and Levin, 2002,
contain broad presentations of the programme,
its evaluation and results).

While each of the modules could show ups
and downs in terms of participating enter-
prises and programme impact, the overall
picture was one of a steady increase in num-
ber of participating enterprises. With back-
ground the labour market parties decided to
initiate a new programme — Value Creation
2010 — with a 10 year running time. In addi-
tion to continuing the devel opments on enter-
prise and network levels, this programme
came to place a stronger focus on the
regional dimension and on some of those
issues that are often referred to as gover-
nance. To illustrate not only the overall
character of the developments initiated by
the programme but, more specificaly, the
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emergence of the last dimensions, we will
turn to a sample case.

THE GRENLAND CASE

With seven large processing plants owned by
different corporations, employing about
5000 people and with an annual turnover of
about €2 billion, the Grenland area— located
on the east coast of Southern Norway about
150 km south of Oslo, and with a population
of 100,000 — constitutes the largest concen-
tration of processing industry in Scandinavia.

In the 1960s and early 1970s it was the
seat of some of the most highly profiled field
experiments with new forms of work organi-
zation, first in a fertilizer plant (Emery and
Thorsrud, 1976) and later in several other
plants in the complex belonging to Norsk
Hydro, the largest industrial group in Norway.
These experiments pioneered patterns of
work organization that have later become
common in processing industry, such asinte-
grated work groups with responsibility for
the running of the plant as awhole instead of
the previous pattern of specialized work roles
and corresponding dividing lines between
operators and foremen, process and mainte-
nance, production and quality, control room
and factory.

The processes to be triggered off in the
host corporation were not unlike those that
came to characterize the national scene:
much interest and discussion but also the
emergence of various factors that made a
broad strategy for implementation of the
ideas difficult. In a sense the ideas were kept
pending, eventually to start gaining ground
again with the later emergence of new pro-
ductivity concepts.

More or less sporadic contacts were main-
tained between the Work Research Institute
(WRI) and the Grenland industry, and in
1998 researchers at the WRI launched an ini-
tiative that came to encompass plants from
this region, together with plants from other
parts of the country. The initiative was called
Forum for New Manufacturing Concepts in

the Process Industry and was based on meet-
ings every sixth month, site visitsand informal
contacts across enterprise boundaries (Qvale,
2000). This initiative must be seen against the
background of the mgor pressure for change
that emerged in the 1990s. Cost cutting
through downsizing and outsourcing, in com-
bination with ideas like lean production and
on-line quality management, hit the processing
industry with full force. Characteristic of the
plants joining the Forum and, consequently,
also of most of the Grenland plants, was a
conscious effort to meet the new conditions
without renouncing on worker participation
and without laying off people againgt their
will. Theresult wasan increasein the effortsto
create — or recreate — patterns of work organi-
zation based on worker autonomy, in combina-
tion with plans for personnel reductions that
could be supported jointly by management and
the loca unions.

By 1999 it was recognized that plant level
strategies were insufficient. Most of the
plants, in spite of having state of the art tech-
nology, were losing money, suffering from a
10 year period of low rates of investments, a
high rate of exchange for Norwegian cur-
rency, low prices on the world market and
high Norwegian wages and duties, within a
national regime that did not promote policies
supportive of thiskind of industry. All histor-
ical advantages, such as cheap energy, were
gone and work organization — however
advanced — could not alone compensate for
this. Rather than continue to focus on inter-
nal processes within each plant, it was
deemed necessary to start exploiting the pos-
sibilities inherent in co-operation between
plants. This was the situation when the
Grenland group of enterprises was invited to
join the VC 2010 programme.

The programme imposed certain require-
ments on its users. The regiona representa
tives of the labour market parties were to be
involved in a steering or advisory position
and the research aspect had to be strength-
ened. The social partners had for a decade
worked closely together to use their joint
political influence to help develop new
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regional policies for education, economic
growth and public administration. They
were, consequently, involved in a number
of other aspects pertaining to regional
development and could pull these into the
co-operation.

With the new configuration of actors it
was necessary to renew the co-operation
platform. For this purpose a dialogue confer-
ence was organized in January 2002. In addi-
tion to bringing new actors into the process,
the conference came to represent a break-
through in terms of what kind of effort the
processing plant actors were willing to
explore together. Among the new efforts
could be found joint maintenance teams, a
joint facility for the handling of emergencies
and associated training, a joint occupational
health centre, joint specialized workshops in
areas like machining, electrical engines and
valves, and a project in regional logistics. For
the employees and the unions to accept plant
crossing initiatives like this, they needed a
high degree of trust in the willingness of
management to pursue goals associated with
the long-term growth of the plants and not
short-term rationalization effects.

The WRI has made continuous efforts to
continue the process of expanding the scope
of the conferences, in terms of participants as
well as in terms of topics. Some of the new
actors represent other industrial branches,
such as a network of local engineering firms.
Some represent new initiatives, like a bio-
logical laboratory, an initiative that to some
extent has its roots in competence from the
time when all the processing plants had their
own laboratories.

While the continuous widening of the cir-
cle of participating actors makes it possible
to pull in a continuously widening circle of
issues and stepwise approach that can be
called aregional innovation process, therela-
tionships between the ‘older’ actors are also
continuously changing. One experience is
that issues that could create conflicts and
lock-ins often disappear, or are cast within a
new framework, when new actors enter the
scene. In this way they are, if not aways

solved, at least not alowed to block the
process.

The Grenland areais of modest size from
an international perspective, and to keep
the regional process moving and growing
there is a need to transcend the boundaries
constituted by this area. How this is to be
doneis one of the main challenges. It is not
a simple issue of, say, including the whole
of the administrative region of which
Grenland is a part. The rest of the region is
largely based on agriculture and tourism
and does not necessarily provide interesting
partners for Grenland industry. In light of
the increased pressure for fruitful regional
frameworks the Norwegian government has
(like many other European governments)
initiated a process towards merging areasto
form larger regions. This process is in its
infancy and has so far given rise to limited
concrete results.

The development sketched above can be
linked to a set of concepts. Some of the
concepts —like local understanding, dialogue
and regional growth points — have roots in
the 1980s while other concepts — such as
those associated with regional organization
of change — are of more recent origin. While
the concepts can, from the position of today,
be seen as pointing at different aspects of one
and the same redlity, the fact that they have
appeared over time indicates their back-
ground in a moving discourse.

DIALOGUE

The core element in al activitiesisthe notion
of dialogue as the main constructive force.
The reasons for placing dialogue in the
centre have been spelled out in other contexts
(for instance Gustavsen, 2001/2006) and will
be mentioned only briefly.

The point of departure was practical expe-
rience. Even if the purpose is to conduct a
field experiment it is hardly possible to avoid
conducting conversations with those con-
cerned. Sincethisisthe case one may aswell
ask if all conversations are of equal value or
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if certain forms provide more fruitful
outcomes in terms of ideas and agreements
than others.

Second, workplace development in
Norway plays itself out against the back-
ground of a specific social order where
democracy is a core element. In all democ-
ratic constitutions free or open dialogueis a
basic condition, expressed in principles like
the freedom of speech, the right to form
associations, the right to be heard before
authorities who are making decisions per-
taining to the individual, and similar.
Principles of this kind are not automatically
applicable in a workplace context; they
form points of orientation rather than oper-
ational criteria. The point in this context is
to ground the notion of dialogue in the order
of society and not in existential or psycho-
dynamic mechanisms. The ability to master
dialogue is identical to the ability to enter
into discourses of reason and fruitfulness
with people one does not know. The reason
lies in the procedure, not in personal
knowledge.

While practical and institutional concerns
have been the main ones, the kind of action
research that forms the background for this
contribution has not remained uninfluenced
by the various ‘turns’ that have cometo char-
acterize much social research in general,
such as the linguistic turn, the communica
tive turn, the pragmatic turn and the con-
structivist turn. None of these concepts are
particularly precise, and they open up for
large fields of discourse more than for the
identification of specific positions. However,
they all point at the independent weight car-
ried by language in the formation of human
understandings and actions and at the need to
anchor joint action in ajoint language. They
also generally share the view that the linguis-
tic tools available to a set of actors are
strongly linked to the practical context in
which they exist and have to find solutionsto
challenges. In this way these ‘turns’ do, in a
sense, also turn theory in apractical direction
and make, in this way, a contribution to the
arguments for action research.

The first practical expression of the notion
of democratic dialogue was the dialogue con-
ference, originally introduced as a part of the
agreement on workplace development among
the labour market partiesin Norway, later fur-
ther developed within the LOM programmein
Sweden. Essentialy, these conferences were
designed to place al participants on an equa
footing while at the same time promoting the
production of ideas and the ahility to reach
joint action platforms. A presentation of design
criteriaand modes of functioning can be found
in the first edition of the Handbook (see
Gustavsen, 2001/2006). Around the dialogue
conferences a number of other measures
are grouped. Efforts have been made to make
other arenas adopt more or less of the same
dialogue criteria, to make these arenasfunction
in support of dialogue as well. In ED 2000 it
was, for instance, seen that enterprise councils
and health and safety committees could be ori-
ented in this direction (Bakke, 2001), a devel-
opment that can be seen in the Grenland case
as wdll. Claussen (2003) describes the intro-
duction of anew kind of shop floor encounter,
developed to increase the dialogue arenas
accessible to production workers, and atype of
encounter based on locating SWOT analyses
within the framework of dialogue conferences.

CHANGE AND HYBRIDS

One recognition to emerge out of the failure of
fiedld experiments to trigger off broader change
in working life was the need for understanding
each workplace, each organization, as aunique
phenomenon (Elden, 1983). If we look at the
processing plants that constitute the core of the
Grenland development the need for plant spe-
cific understandings and solutions is verified.
They dill, however, work together. Why is
that?

At this point the notion of hybrid, as
developed by Latour (1998), can help
explain the mechanism that comes into force
when organizations are learning from each
other. When an organization makes an
improvement, or an innovation, it generally
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means to use known elements but to put them
together in a new way. The trigger mecha
nism in this context is often what other orga-
nizations are doing. The impulses that come
from other organizations join experiences
and impulses from one's own organization,
and out of this a new pattern emerges. The
new pattern is, however, original in the sense
that it is not a replication of the patterns
exhibited by any other organization.

A dynamic network co-operation between
enterprises is characterized by an exchange
of hybrids. Drawing upon its own experi-
ences as well as systematically utilizing
impulses from other enterprises, each organi-
zation continuously restructures itself and, at
the same time, sends new impulses to the
other network members.

When change is mainly a sequence of
hybrids, ‘diffusion’ cannot be a linear
process. In fact, diffusion is not at al pos-
sible if diffusion is taken to mean that the
same pattern is transferred from one organi-
zation to the next (Gustavsen, 2003). While
the recognition that linear diffusion is not
possible emerged quite early, and is perhaps
the most basic recognition to emerge out of
the period of field experiments, it took along
time to create an alternative framework for
achieving scope in the development.

GROWTH AND RELATIONSHIPS

While dialogue conferences were initially
organized for single organizations, they
have, since the mid-1980s, also been exten-
sively used for the purpose of creating rela-
tionships between and among organizations.

To make each participating organization
open to co-operation with others, four orga-
nizations were introduced as the basic unit
of development as early as from the begin-
ning of the LOM programme. Four is not a
magic figure and in later programmes this
issue has been more open. The point is that
each organization from the beginning of the
process works with some other organiza-
tions, to create its experiences in interplay

with other organizations. Such smaller
groups of organizations were intended to
form the basis for the formation of networks
with a larger number of members. The
assumption was that by utilizing existing
local-regional relationships the difficulties
associated with reaching new organizations
could be reduced. To a large extent this
assumption has proven valid. On the other
hand, as the Grenland case demonstrates, the
passage from smaller groups of organiza-
tions to larger networks has been far from
linear and has implied a number of new
challenges.

In achieving scope, the emphasisislesson
the single conference than on the relation-
ships between conferences (Shotter and
Gustavsen, 1999). The conferences need to
form a pattern with the potential for reaching
a continuously widening circle of actors
without losing those that are aready within
the network. Many of the efforts of the ongo-
ing Vaue Creation 2010 programme have
been oriented towards this challenge. The
programme has clearly been most successful
in contexts of the Grenland type: regions
made up of smaller communities where
people know each other and where there
exist social links and ties (‘socia capital’).
However, when a network is emerging it is
important that actors in other communities
can join the process, since each community
will often be too limited to house the suffi-
cient mass of enterprises. We see, conse-
quently, that in parts of the country where
there are small communities of the relevant
type, but long distances between them — such
as in the northernmost parts — the network
formation process is generally unable to
reach sustainable mass. A parallel problem —
but for the opposite reasons— can be found in
the big cities, in particular Odlo. The city has
about 60,000 enterprises and is, in this
respect, rich in network potential. There are,
however, few smaler local environments
where social relationships can be founded
and there have been mgjor problems associated
with anchoring the Value Creation 2010
efforts with specific actors.
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DISTRIBUTIVE AND LOW-INTENSITY
FORMS OF ACTION RESEARCH

Basing broad change on the use of encoun-
ters like dialogue conferences means that
many of the actors involved are exposed to
the impulses from research at intervals and
relatively briefly each time. It is obvious that
intensive contact with one single workplace
over aperiod of time that can go on for years
implies certain advantages. Research can
deal with al problems — large and small —
hands on, and it is possible to gather detailed
data on everything that happens. No country
has so far invested the resources necessary to
combine high-intensity efforts with scope in
number of workplaces involved. All change-
generating actors are facing the challenge of
how to reach out in scope with limited
resources.

In principle, the answer has to be distribu-
tive and low-intensive approaches, as far as
possible based on mobilizing the actors con-
cerned to themselves sustain the process.
When a dtrategy of this kind is launched it
must, however, be kept up in a way that is
consistent with its own characteristics. If, for
instance, conflicts, blockages, or other prob-
lems appear, the core strategy must beto bring
new partners into the discourse rather than
attack the problems head-on (Pashaugen,
2004). Conflict agendas can, in themselves, be
seen as hybrids, and by bringing in new actors
there will often be a change of agenda that
makes the conflict disappear, or at least make
the actors able to move on. In this way, con-
flictsare used to broaden the circle of actorsin
away consistent with the basic characteristics
of the strategy. To freeze and dig deeply into
the conflict in the hope of solving it like a
court of law is counterproductive.

Evenif conflicts do not dominate the scene
it isimportant not to freeze the participation.
This point is demonstrated by the Grenland
case where new actors are pulled in al the
time, even though a group of processing
plants constitute a permanent nucleus. The
point is not only to use each new event to
widen the circle but to make the participants

as accustomed as possible to continuously
working with new people and to draw advan-
tages from this. It can be added, from the
point of view of action research, that rela-
tionships with dynamic, problem-solving
capacity do not emerge by themselves. There
is, today, a vast literature on, for instance,
networking in the context of discourses on
clusters, innovation systems, regional devel-
opment and even network society. Generally,
this literature grossly underplays the con-
structive efforts associated with actually cre-
ating these networks, be it efforts that face
action research or other actors.

DEVELOPMENT CONFIGURATIONS

The need to utilize existing social relation-
ships indicates that action research cannot
create socia change on its own. Something
has to be present in the context where change
is to take place; this something is often
referred to as trust. What quality of relation-
ship and how much trust need to be present
for successful development to emerge, are
guestions that often appear. Rather than
make alarge initial effort at mapping out the
social capital existing in, say, aregion, as an
action research programme Value Creation
2010 is based on moving directly into action
and seeing what happens. The process is,
however, not blind. Various mechanisms, for
instance contacts with the regional represen-
tatives of the social partners, are brought to
bear on the challenge of finding a fruitful
entry point. As events unfold, new impulses
that help refine the course emerge, while suc-
cessful joint actionin itself promotestrust. In
this way research-enterprise nodes have been
developed in al major parts of the country,
although they show, as indicated above, dif-
ferent degrees of ability to grow. Among the
most sharply featured configurations that
have emerged so far, Grenland is one.
Another can be found in the Rogaland-
Hordaland area where as many as 10 differ-
ent enterprise networks have emerged in
paralel (Claussen, 2003; Haga, in prep.). A
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further exampleis constituted by the Raufoss
industrial district (Johnstad, in prep.) where
an old munitions factory has been converted
into about 30 new companies that have, in
turn, triggered off about 40 new local suppli-
ers. With about 50 owner organizations and a
further 100 users, Nordvest Forum is a more
loosely structured learning network where
experiences from enterprise level projectsare
shared through direct contacts as well as
through network events (Hanssen-Bauer,
2001). Some of the configurations have not
attained contours of a sharpness comparable
to these examples, and are still in a more
emergent phase. Nor is it true that the strat-
egy pursued by the VC 2010 programme will
necessarily be successful in al parts of the
country. So far the advances at each end of
the urbanization scale — Northern Norway
and Oslo — are modest and there is no guar-
antee that they will be more pronounced in
the future.

KNOWLEDGE, DIFFUSION AND
SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

When the issue of work organization first
entered the scene as an issue of broad con-
cern, the road to change was defined as the
use of spearhead projects to create and sus-
tain a general theory of participative organi-
zation as well as to provide telling examples
of their advantages in terms of productivity
and innovation. Neither general theory nor
spearhead projects proved, however, to have
much persuasive power. Instead, it became
necessary to embark on a process of slow
constructivism, beginning with local units
where each unit was allowed to take its own
problems and challenges as a point of depar-
ture, but where the local actors could, when
they had launched their own process of
development, be brought to consider external
cases as sources of ideas. To recognize that
the development of participation needs par-
ticipative strategies was, however, not the
core point; this discovery has been made many
times, in action research and elsewhere. The

challenge s, this notwithstanding, to create a
process that can reach out in scope.
Participative democracy is not a kind of
social order that can survive in small corners
and lacunae in an otherwise hierarchically
structured world. This has implied the step-
wise development of networks and other
linking structures to allow each point of
change to relate to new actors and help the
new actors orient themselves towards parti-
cipation as a core issue. The generalizations
possible from each separate site of experi-
ence reach no further than the socia links
that surround them.

The region thus far appears as the level of
social organization where the closeness to
the problems needed in order to deal with
work organization can be combined with the
need for adequate scope, or mass. This cor-
responds to a perspective emerging in stud-
ies of innovation where the current tendency
is to identify the region as the most signifi-
cant level of organization (Asheim, 1996;
Cooke, in prep.). Even global actors — such
as the pharmaceutical industry — today
locate their innovation processes in specific
regions generally characterized by a high
density of actors with relevant knowledge
and experience, rather than try to link actors
across the globe in one and the same
process.

This does not mean that impulses cannot
travel across regional boundaries, but the
interplay between regions follow the logics
of mutual exchange of hybrids, not the logics
of each region subordinating itself to the
same general truth (Ennals and Gustavsen
1998). Insofar as patterns of action become
synchronized across regional boundaries, the
most appropriate characteristic of the pattern
to emerge is social movements (Gustavsen,
2003), of which there are a number in play,
often in several versions. Examples can be
the women’s movements, the movements for
ecological consciousness and balance, the
movements for peace, and even the one dealt
with in this chapter: the movement for par-
ticipative democracy. ‘To be in the move-
ment’ means to share experience with others
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and work for a common god, but not to
become part of a system of uniform elements.

How well has the movement towards par-
ticipative democracy as expressed in
autonomous forms of work organization
succeeded so far? Thisis a substantial topic
of discussion in its own right. The optimism
that could be seen in the 1970s and into the
1980s has been replaced by a more pes-
simistic outlook (Ennals, 2003). However
the global situation may be assessed, the
Scandinavian countries show a picture
where autonomous forms of work organiza-
tion are at least more widespread than what
is generadly the case in Europe (Gallie,
2003; Lorenz and Valeyre, 2005). It would
be pretentious to argue that this is owing to
the efforts of action research. In fact, in a
social movement there is no single type of
actor that can claim to be the cause of what
other actors do. When ‘ Scandinavian excep-
tionalism’ is explained in terms of histori-
cally given patterns of co-operation between
such actors as the social partners, it is, how-
ever, overlooked that not even the socia
partners in Scandinavia co-operate beyond
the point where co-operation creates results
that both partners find fruitful. A general
commitment to co-operation explains far
lessthan the actual fruits of specific forms of
co-operation and for any fruits to be picked
at al there must be actors who take initia-
tives, organize events, link processes and
perform other tasks needed for practical
experience to be created. This is where
action research finds itsrole.
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Action Research at Work:
Creating the Future Following
the Path from Lewin

Hilary Bradbury, Phil Mirvis, Eric Neilsen

and William Pasmore

What is the relationship between action research and organizational change and develop-
ment? In this chapter we take four intersecting perspectives on this dynamic relationship,
tracing the lineage from Kurt Lewin, whose contributions to action research and change in
the workplace began shortly after the Second World War, through socio-technical work
design, organization development programs, and appreciative inquiry, to its latest applica-
tions to sustainability and redefining the role of business in society.

Pasmore begins with a review of how
Lewin's ideas informed the socio-technical
school of work design. He shows how its
methods emphasized the systemic study of
the workplace, took account of the values,
objectives, and powers of the parties
involved, and stressed peopl€e's participation
in defining their situations, in choosing new
options, and evaluating the results — all
central tenets of Lewin's formulation of
action research (c.f. Bargal, 2006). Mirvis
then takes up action research as applied to
group dynamics and collective behavior that
builds on frameworks developed originally
in the study of T-Groups and in small group

change. This analysis shows how Lewinian
distinctions between ‘task’ and ‘process
activities of a group and his models of how
socid fields influence behavior take on new
meaning when action research is extended in
its scale (‘getting the whole system in the
room’) and scope (‘to effect system-wide
change’).

Lewin's concept of Einstellung, or the
perceptual disposition people bring to a
situation, stresses the importance of ‘self-
knowing' by people asthey study themselves
in action. This is a point of departure for
Neilsen who delves into the emotional
attachments of people at work and shows
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how new forms of intervention, chiefly
appreciative inquiry, may help people to
attain the sense of security and psychological
safety needed to cope with massive changes
launched in today’s organizations.

Finally, today we experience challenges
to the natural and human environment where
work organizations and working people are
both a partial source of and solution to what
threatens the human condition. The chapter
concludes with Bradbury’s thoughts on the
relevance of action research to issues of
sustainability and global change. Here we
see how, as in Lewin's time, researcher-
activists are sharing knowledge and working
together to face daunting societal chal-
lenges. And, as Lewin did before them, they
are joining hands with leading-edge practi-
tioners to apply scientifically-derived
knowledge to practical problems and to pro-
mote a democratic, value-full, and egalitar-
ian social order.

LEWIN'S INFLUENCE ON THE STUDY
OF WORK

The story of Lewin's influence on work
beginswith Alex Bevalas, one of his students
at the University of lowa, who worked with
Alfred Marrow’s Harwood manufacturing
company to conduct action research into
ways to enhance job performance by having
workers participate in experimental changes
in work methods. The conditions they cre-
ated resulted in what we would call a‘learn-
ing organization’ today: workers were
encouraged to experiment with different
methods, to discuss them among themselves,
and to choose the methods which they agreed
were most effective. Groups of workers
increased their own quotas after discovering
and employing new methods and increased
their job satisfaction aswell (Marrow, 1969).

Coch and French (1948) continued exper-
imentation at Harwood and showed how,
more broadly, participation was a prime
means to reduce resistance to change. They

demonstrated that participative management
methods, in which workers discussed
changes with their supervisors, were more
effective than traditional approaches to
change, in which industrial engineers speci-
fied the new processes workers should use.

In his classic formulation of field theory,
Lewin (1951) held that behavior is influ-
enced by its environment, the context within
which it occurs. His thinking was a chal-
lenge to Freudian psychology, the dominant
paradigm at the time, which held that all
behaviors could be explained by deep-seated
aspects of the personality. Lewin's action
research demonstrated clearly that behavior
varied across time and under the influence of
different environmental forces. This theory
and related findings became a central tenet
of what would be called the socio-technical
school aswell, asit allowed for the possibil-
ity that by changing aspects of the work-
place, behavioral changes could be produced.
It would not be necessary to change the per-
sonalities of workers in order to produce
new behaviors;, the potentia for a wide
range of behaviors, triggered by different
environmental stimuli, already existed in the
individual.

TAVISTOCK AND THE ORIGINS OF
SOCIO-TECHNICAL SYSTEMS'

Eric Trist met Kurt Lewin in 1933 during
Lewin's visit to Cambridge, where Trist was
a student. Trist continued his studies in the
United States and began his career as an
applied psychologist, building on and
extending Lewin’s thinking with colleagues
at the Tavistock Institute in London.
Following the Second World War, Lewin
and Trist turned their attention to matters of
national recovery. No longer supported by
military funding, Trist's historical account of
the early years of the Institute (Trist and
Murray, 1990) makes it clear that their
intellectual productivity was born of need.
Trist could have joined a university faculty
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after the war but was perhaps influenced by
Lewin in his desire to create an organization
that would stand between academia and prac-
tice, acting as a bridge between the two rather
than a captive of either. Tavistock would be
dedicated to action research and, despite fail-
ures and miscalculations, persisted in advanc-
ing itsthinking through practical experiments
in organizations involving significant and
pressing problems.

One early project was an observation of
coal-mining practices (Trist and Bamforth,
1951). Coal wasin short supply compared to
national demand for its use in the post-war
recovery of the industrial sector. New
methods, based upon advances in above-
ground industrial engineering (conveyor
belts, Taylorism, job specialization), had
been applied to the mines but had not
yielded the results promised. Ken Bamforth,
afellow at the Institute, knew of mines that
used the new technology in novel ways.
Trist was interested in coal mining practices
and, with the support of the British Coal
Board, began detailed studies of the differ-
ences in work arrangements used in high
production and low production mines. Using
painstaking ethnographic methods, Trist
began to formulate theories that would
explain the differences in outputs he
observed. Interviewing workers after hours
in pubs and in their homes, he pieced
together the tenets of what would later
become socio-technical theory.

Briefly, the workers in the highly produc-
tive, innovative mines operated more as self-
managing groups. Their leaders, when
confronted with the need to employ new
technology, turned to them for advice on how
to implement new methods rather than fol-
lowing the technical advice of industrial
engineers who, after al, had never worked
underground and didn't know the myriad
factors that made coal mining challenging
and dangerous.

The miners informally devised systems
that allowed them to be multi-skilled and
self-directing, rather than highly specialized

and dependent upon external leadership, as
was the case in lower-productivity mines.
The multi-skilled, self-directing arrange-
ment made it easier for the group to adjust
to circumstances as they evolved, rather
than trying to apply a mechanical process
to changing underground conditions.
Drawing on systems thinking, Trist pro-
vided graphic evidence of how systems
must possess requisite variety in order to
adapt to changing external conditions
(Ashby, 1960). He was also able to demon-
strate that the social system and the techni-
cal system of an organization operated in an
interdependent fashion.

Through his ethnographic methods, Trist
deduced that the social systems in the more
productive mines were more consistent with
the self-image of the miners and protected
them from the many dangers that accom-
pany work underground. In contrast, in the
low performance mines, workers felt alien-
ated from their work, trapped in a system
they could not influence, and constantly
exposed to risks over which they had no
control. The industrial engineers had failed
to see that the work system itself made con-
trol impossible; that the complex technology
and fragmentation of work roles had led to
coordination needs that could not be met in
the dark, noisy, dangerous, ever-changing
underground environment. No matter how
advanced the technology, it would fail in
practice if not mated with a socia system
designed to operate the technology effec-
tively. This principle, known as joint opti-
mization, was to become the cornerstone of
socio-technical systems theory:

Inherent in the socio-technical approach is the
notion that the attainment of optimum conditions
in any one dimension does not necessarily result in
a set of conditions optimum for the system as a
whole ... The optimization of the whole tends to
require a less than optimum state for each sepa-
rate dimension. (Trist et al., 1963)

Thisconclusionisclassically Lewinian, in
its ‘emphasis on the total situation’ as Bargal
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(2006) notes whereby principles of behavior
are ‘awaysto be derived from the relation of
the concrete individual to the concrete situa-
tion’ (Lewin, 1935: 41).

SOCIO-TECHNICAL SYSTEMS
THEORY

While Trist, A.K. Rice, and others were pio-
neering Tavistock’s work in the field, Fred
Emery, who joined Tavistock in 1951, was
leading efforts to develop theory that could
explain what the group was discovering. In
‘Characteristic of Socio-Technical Systems',
Emery (1959) conveyed important principles
of socio-technical work design, hewn largely
from the coa mining studies and weaving
experiments in the group’s formative years.
Drawing on open systems theory, Emery
explored the nature of technical systems, social
systems, and the work relaionship structures
that bring the two systems together. Emery
argued that because organizations employ
whole persons, it is important to pay atten-
tion to human needs beyond those required
for the routine performance of tasks dictated
by the technology. His psychological require-
ments for individuals include: some control
over the material and processes of the task;
that the task itself be structured to induce
forces on the individua toward aiding its
completion; that the task have some variety
and opportunity for learning; and that the
task be interesting and meaningful.

Emery’s paradigm was in violent conflict
with the master/servant relationship that
characterizes many workplaces. Some man-
agers have mistaken this concern for the
influence of workers in decision-making to
be a veiled form of advocacy for commu-
nism. In fact, Emery was a staunch supporter
of free market economies. His primary con-
cern was with the effectiveness of work sys-
tems, not with who owned them. Emery also
helped us to understand that the continued
extreme fractionation of work, best repre-
sented by the assembly line, can and often

does produce less than optimal results.
Taking a systems perspective, Emery clari-
fied that the fractionation of work creates an
inability to control the system as a whole,
rather than promoting greater control, as
assumed by designers of the system. Because
the system seldom operates perfectly, even
small problems can create large systemic
impacts. In highly fractionated work sys-
tems, the single worker is powerless to cor-
rect the situation. Each person is ‘tied to the
job’ or machine, and cannot change the tech-
nical system to compensate for the distur-
bance. Instead Emery proposed that the basic
unit for design of socio-technical systems
must itself be a socio-technical unit and have
the characteristics of an open system. By
this, he meant a small (8-10 person) self-
managing group of workers who, among the
members of the group, possess the skills and
authority to control the operation of their
technology.

At alarger system levd, the success of each
group would depend on the linkages among the
groups, and the logic of contral (in this case,
self-control) behind those linkages. Three prin-
ciples of design emerged from this anaysis
(Pasmore, 1988): firdt, that the best design for a
productive system is one in which each part of
the system embodies the goals of the overal
system; second, that the parts should be sdlf-
managing to the point that they can cope with
problems by rearranging their own use of
resources, and third, that members that make
up the parts of the system are multi-skilled in
ways that alow them to cope with anticipated
needsto rearrange themselves around problems
or opportunities that might arise.

Trist's original coa mining studies laid the
foundation for socio-technical systems theory
but were not true examples of action
research, since Trist and his team were only
observers of naturally occurring experiments
rather than collaborators in their planning
and evolution. The blending of action
research and socio-technical systems think-
ing would take place in subsequent experi-
ments in England, India, Australia, Norway,
Sweden, the Netherlands, and the United
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States, often under Trist's first-hand guidance
or inspiration, and often undertaken by his
students and followers. This, too, extends the
Lewinian tradition whereby a community of
researchers and practitioners develop a body
of theory and shared sense of mission in the
context of addressing, in this case, socio-
technical problems.

LEWIN ON GROUP AND
ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT

Kurt Lewin's formulation of action research
had applicationsin the workplace well beyond
its socio-technical design. Toward the end of
his career, and particularly during his associa-
tion with Douglas McGregor at MIT's
Research Center for Group Dynamics, Lewin
became more interested in the effects of
groups on the behavior of individuals. Lewin
and McGregor experimented with applica-
tions of action research to group dynamicsin
effortsto bring about changesin industry, edu-
cational institutions and society. One of these
efforts, in connection with the Connecticut
State Inter-Racial Commission, led to the
founding of the NTL Institute, which contin-
ues to offer training in group dynamics fol-
lowing the methods of open and honest
participative inquiry among members of
groups developed by Lewin over 50 years
ago.

The T-Group, a form of ‘laboratory’ edu-
cation where individuals (typically 8-15)
would join together in a leaderless group,
proved an ideal medium for action research
into the psychological processes of influence
and change and, as the method developed,
for self-study of these processes by partici-
pant-learners. Accordingly, he stressed the
need for ‘self-critical reconnaissance’ on the
part of people as they studied themselves in
action. Later, as he observed participants
struggling to understand the import of their
own behavior in a training group, he said,
‘One must be helped to re-examine many
cherished assumptions about oneself and
on€e's relations to others (Lewin, 1948)’.

The underlying notion was that self-study
in T-groups hel ped to expand peopl€'s aware-
ness of ‘taken for granted assumptions’ about
individual and group behavior and thereby
alowed them to make choices about their
behavior. Indeed, some proponents likened
labsto ‘therapy for normals’ (Weschler et d.,
1962).

In the 1950s and 1960s, there were varia-
tionsin labswithin NTL, aswell as more psy-
cho-analytically oriented programs offered
by the Tavistock Institute and a variety of
encounter groups on the US west coast.
There were also variations in the make-up of
participants: stranger labs, family labs
involving supervisors and subordinates in
leaderless groups, plus laboratory education
moved into organizations, including Union
Carbide (Doug McGregor), Esso (Herb
Shepherd), and the US State Department
(Marrow, Argyris, and others).

Action research concerning group dynam-
ics took a very practical turn in the decades
that followed. Richard Beckhard (1969), as
an example, developed a diagnostic model
and protocol for team building and trainers
began to promulgate frameworks, exercises,
and instruments for human relations training
in industry. Meanwhile, ‘process issues' that
might arise in a group were to be addressed
with the aid of a facilitator or ‘process con-
sultant’. Mirvis (1988) makes the case that
explorative aspects of action research ebbed
during this period and it became primarily a
‘technology’ to improve work groups.

FROM TEAM TO COMMUNITY
BUILDING

Interestingly, laboratory-type education has
had a rebirth in recent years and draws on
action research in new ways. M. Scott Peck
(1987), as one example, developed a ‘com-
munity building’ process that has the same
unstructured form as the T-group but involves
larger numbers of people (upwards from 50 to
75) and draws from psycho-spiritua princi-
plesto frame and interpret group development.
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William Isaacs (1999), in turn, drew on the
work of David Bohm (1986, 1989) to propose
a group conversation framework called ‘dia-
logue’ that has some similar characteristics but
applies principles of quantum mechanics to
group life. In these contexts, action research
methods are used to deepen the capacity of
individuals and the group-as-a-whole to under-
stand itself.

Their application, however, emphasizes dif-
ferent behavior than in the T-Group days. For
instance, drawing from the tenets of humanis-
tic psychology in the 1950s and 1960s, many
group trainers and team builders stressed the
importance of dedling directly with ‘here and
now’ behavior and regarded interpersonal
feedback as integra to the ‘helping’ relation-
ship. Indeed, to heighten sdf-awareness in
training programs, people were encouraged to
share their reactionsto others' behavior and, in
some circles, to offer interpretations. By con-
trast, participants in community building or
dialogue groups are urged to self-reflect, and
be aware of ther filtering and judgments, in
service of emptying onesdlf of what getsin the
way of truly hearing another person. The idea
isthat by ‘observing the observer’ and ‘listen-
ing to your listening’, self-awareness of
thoughts, feelings, and experiences, past and
present, seep gently into consciousness.

In turn, the notion of offering Rogerian-
type counseling in a group — to help people
see themselves more clearly through ques-
tioning or clarifying — is discouraged in dia-
logue. Instead, the focus is on collective
dynamics and interpretive comments, if
offered at all, are aimed at the group-as-a
whole. Furthermore, the intent is not to
‘work through’ these dynamics by con-
fronting them directly. Rather, the group
serves as a ‘container’ — to hold differences
and conflicts up for ongoing exploration.
This keeps ‘hot’ conversation ‘cooled’ suffi-
ciently so that people can see the ‘whole’ of
the group mind. This facilitates development
of group consciousness by counteracting ten-
dencies toward ‘ splitting’ in group dynamics
whereby people identify with the ‘good part’
of their group and reject the ‘bad part’.

Behind this view is a model of what some
cal the ‘quantum universe' . From the study of
particle physics, it is believed that observation
of a particle influences the quantum field
around it — meaning literaly that observing
affects the observed. David Bohm (1986,
1989), the physicist whose theories stimulated
development of the diaogue process, general-
ized the point to human communication and
gatherings. By simultaneoudly self-scanning
and inquiring within a group, in his view,
people create a connective field between
observer and observed. By ‘holding’ thisfield,
in turn, a group can ‘contain’ both energy and
matter, and investigate more fully what it is
producing. And in uncovering this ‘tacit infra-
structure’ lies the possibility of creating new
collective dynamics.

TRANSFORMING A COMPANY

These ideas have informed widespread
experiments in developing community in
the workplace (Mirvis, 1997). One of the
most interesting applications concerns the
Unilever's Food Business, first in Holland
and later in Asia. The change program began
in 1995 when Tex Gunning, then president of
the business, took over the Dutch food
company in financial trouble — aging plants,
quality problems, eroding margins, close to
being sold off. To effect a turnaround,
Gunning assembled over 10,000 pallets of
waste product, from various locales, into a
massive warehouse. Buses arrived from three
nearby factories. Managers and their cost
accountants, quality experts and production
workers, some 1600 employees in total,
toured aisles of spoilt material, counted the
massive loss of money, and contemplated the
waste of their own time and talents. This
evocative ‘wake up’' call was followed by
outbursts and resentment, then analysis and
confrontation, and later acknowledgment of
‘what’s what’ and first steps toward a new
way forward.

How to explain the dynamic? Ed Schein
(1995), who was trained by Alex Bavelas,
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found Lewin’'s theorizing crucial in his study
of attitude changes among prisoners of the
chinese Communists during the Korean War:

| found contemporary theories of attitude change
to be trivial and superficial when applied to some
of the profound changes that the prisoners had
undergone, but | found Lewin's basic change
model ... to be a theoretical foundation upon
which change theory could be built solidly. The key
was to see that human change ... was a profound
psychological dynamic process that involved
painful unlearning without loss of ego identity and
difficult relearning as one cognitively attempted to
restructure one'’s thoughts, perceptions, feelings,
and attitudes

The warehouse began a painful unlearning
experience for the Dutch workers. As one
recalled:

At the warehouse we were told what we were
doing was not right. We got more information. We
got to see the numbers. Quality problems. That
was a shock for me because the people did their
best and they were never told. This factory is our
bread. If it goes bad with the factory, it goes bad
with us.

The subsequent transformation of the com-
pany involved a unifying vision, captured in
the dogan ‘competing for our future'. It was
implemented by a mix of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’
changes. The hard side of change involved
restructuring, asset sales, and staff reductions,
aong with the formation of business units and
the introduction of profit and loss accounting
and responsihilities. On the soft side, Gunning
created a community of over 120 leaders a
every level of the company, and through a
series of periodic gatherings —in the forests of
the Ardennes, mountains of Scotland, and
deserts of Jordan — led his team through multi-
day dialogues for purposes of persona and
organization development. An annual learning
conference engaged the two thousand employ-
eesin community building aswell. Theresults:
double-digit growth and deep and lasting
bonds formed within the company.

The change process was documented with
an action research methodology caled a
‘learning history’ (see Roth and Bradbury,
Chapter 23 in thisvolume). A learning history

isameansto develop and test * action theories
about change processes in organizations.
Every employee in the company, select man-
agers in Unilever, and various suppliers and
contractors contributed to the findings. It
involves, in its essence, aspiraling process of
data collection, feedback, and collective
problem-solving, the essence of the Lewinian
model of action research. The company here
added the elements of a reflective retreat, in
the form of ajourney, and of storytelling, as
a means of transforming information into
action. A moving journey to Jordan that
engaged leaders and employees in reflection
and storytelling was an historic event in the
company’s timeline and carried the lessons
forward with added emotional relevance
(Mirvis et a., 2003).

THE SOMATIC DEVELOPMENT
OF ACTION RESEARCH

Action research at the individual, group and
organizational levels has been invigorated in
recent years by more robust cognitive frame-
works for understanding collective problem
solving, by the development of routines for
self-monitoring and self-reflection, by inter-
ventions that enable and encourage the inte-
gration of multiple stakeholder viewpaints,
and by even further interventions of an
organic nature that allow peopleto learn both
from and through their bodies as they
encounter novel settings and challenges. Yet
another line of innovation can be found in
recent developments in the neurophysiology
of the brain, and in particular, in new insights
into the role of emotions in decision-making
and the importance of secure attachments
both among individuals and between individ-
uals and their organizations in promoting
effective action research.

While psychologists had been studying the
interplay between cognition and emotion
since long before Lewin, recent develop-
ments in neurobiology have provided a more
robust basis for articulating those dynamics.
The neurobiologist Antonio Damasio, in his
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seminal work, Descartes Error (1994)
provided new evidence that emotions are inte-
gral to human decision-making. Patientsin his
studies who had suffered damage to the emo-
tiona centers of their brain were shown to be
capable, for ingtance, of describing multiple
routes from the doctor’s office to their homes
and of exploring the pros and cons of each, but
were incapable of making a choice asto which
route to take. Damasio theorized that human
preferences are built up over timein part by the
accumulation of somatic markers, that is,
changes in body states (heart rate, muscle con-
tractions, etc.) that accompany ongoing experi-
ence, the memories of which are aso stored in
the brain. As the individual encounters new
eventsthat evoke memories of old ones, the act
of doing so re-engages not only the cognitive
memory of them but aso their associated
somatic markers, and the brain reads the | atter
changes as fedlings (Damasio, 2003). Somatic
markersvary in thevaence of thefedingsthey
induce. Experiences with rewarding or adap-
tive outcomes generate somatic markers that
produce positive feelings and encourage fur-
ther engagement in similar scenarios. Those
with negative outcomes generate somatic
markers that produce negative fedings and
encourage fight, flight or other defensive reac-
tions to similar scenarios. Thus, new eventsin
a person’s ongoing experience constantly
evoke somatic markers that remind the indi-
vidua in the exquisite shorthand of feelings,
and often subconsciousnessly and far more
quickly than conscious reasoning, of the qual-
ity of hislher experience of similar events in
the past. Thosefedlingsin turn provide uswith
our preferences and priorities. To wit,
‘Emotions steer the decision-making process
based on the net valence of past experience
(Neilsen et a., 2005: 309).

Damasio found that not only new experi-
ence but also the very process of remember-
ing past events or imagining new ones
derived from them re-engages somatic mark-
ers. The same parts of the brain are activated
regardless of the source. Moreover, he
hypothesized that, for whatever reasons,
when individuals experience an ongoing

stream of positive somatic markers they move
toward agenera state of joy. Their bodily sys-
tems exhibit smooth equilibrium, flexibility,
readiness for and openness to new experi-
ence and learning. By comparison, when an
ongoing stream of negative somatic markers
is experienced, the body reacts self-protec-
tively, gets ready to fight or flee, is less
flexible and less open to novel experience
and learning. Finally, he noted that somatic
markers do not control individual behavior
directly. Our cognitive frameworks and rea-
soning skills can intervene, alowing us to
put our urges and feelings in context, and in
many cases to choose a more adaptive course
of action than our emotions would invite.

Damasio’s findings can also be combined
with attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969,
1988) to generate important insights into
human collaboration, because the generation
of positive and negative somatic markers is
integral to the formation of human relation-
ships as well. Attachments to primary care-
giversin childhood are so important from an
evolutionarily adaptive viewpoint that even
the temporary loss of attachment can gener-
ate powerful anxieties, i.e. negative somatic
markers. Consequently, children learn to
accommodate to their caregivers styles in
order to maintain their attachment to them.
Caregiverswho are both sensitive and instru-
mentally supportive equip their children with
the capacity to be both sensitive and support-
ive to others. Those who are too wrapped up
in their own emotional worlds to maintain
consistent emotional sensitivity to their
children induce the latter to become preoccu-
pied with their caregivers' emotions and lose
capacity to deal redistically with difficult sit-
uations on their own. Those who have sur-
vived their own upbringing by blocking their
emotions induce their children to do so as
well. And those who behave destructively
and erratically raise children whose own
capacity for attachment is driven by fear and
disorganization.

While most healthy children grow up
with at least some training in maintaining
and enhancing secure relationships, they also
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are likely to have learned to use the other
styles in dealing with less sensitive care-
givers. Moreover, there is a growing body of
research to suggest that people learn to
use all four styles in their relationships
with romantic partners (Bartholomew and
Horowitz, 1991; West and Sheldon-Keller,
1994), other members of groups to which
they belong (Eldad and Mikulincer, 2003;
Mikulincer and Schaver, 2001), as well as
with their organizations (Neilsen, 2005).
Consistent with Lewin’s premise that behav-
ior is a product of both personality and envi-
ronment, they may use different styles under
different conditions at any of these system
levels.

The implication for action research as an
egalitarian, collective problem-solving activ-
ity rooted in interpersonally sensitive and
mutually supportive dialogue is that things
will go better when those involved experi-
ence secure relationships on as many levels
as are relevant to the activity. Conversely,
defectsin the underlying quality of their rela
tionships in the context of an action research
activity can divert energy from collective
thought and experimentation and turn it
inward toward defensiveness and rigidity.
While most students of action research have
yet to integrate the implications of these
ideas into their theorizing, the perspective
they provide lends new insights into one of
the field's more promising techniques, appre-
ciative inquiry (Neilsen, 2005)

Appreciative inquiry (see also Cooperrider
and Zandee's and Ludema and Fry’s articles
in this handbook for detail) was born as a
reaction to the encroaching rationalization of
OD technology in the 1970s and 1980s.
Appreciative inquiry is touted as unleashing
positive conversation and change, unseating
existing reified patterns of discourse, creat-
ing space for new voices and discoveries,
and expanding circles of dialogue to provide
a community of support for innovative
action. Traditional problem-solving approaches,
by contrast, promote deficit based thinking
that contains conversation, silences marginal
voices, fragments relationships, erodes

community, and contributes to broad cultural
and organizational enfeeblement. Quite aside
from these arguments, here we want to point
out the potency of the technique from a
neurobiological perspective.

The multi-phase process starts with the
sdlection of a positive topic, one that focuses
on the best of what is in the organization and
especialy the best of what people have experi-
enced with respect to the particular issues
being addressed. The participants involved in
the activity then interview each other in an
appreciative manner, helping them relive the
experience in the moment and articulate the
conditionsthat allowed it to occur (Discovery).
Subsequent phases involve the sharing of the
interview data and the building of common
visionsfor thefuture (Dream), itsuseasabasis
of collaborative redesign (Design), and action
planning to implement new organizationa
practices that will increase the incidence of
positive experiences in the future (Destiny).

From a neurobiological standpoint, the
potency of the technique comesfrom thelike-
lihood that the appreciative interview process
at the beginning of the intervention cycle
evokes robust streams of positive somatic
markers in the minds of everyone involved
(Neilsen et a., 2005). That, in turn, elicitsthe
experience of secure attachments among par-
ticipants, thereby freeing their energy for
mutual learning and exploration. Perhaps
most important, it a so increases tolerance for
the discomfort that normally accompanies
any redesign effort. As noted earlier in this
chapter, new designs and their juxtaposition
against current realities create amost
inevitable tensions, often calling for actions
that shift resources and reconfigureindividual
advantages and opportunities. Just as children
in secure relationships with their caregivers
are capable of sustaining momentary sep-
arations and of returning to exploratory play
oncethelr caregivershave returned (Ainsworth
and Bell, 1970), organizational colleagues
who have secure rel ationships with each other
are more capable than their less secure coun-
terparts of holding the discomfort brought on
by the need to re-examine old assumptions
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and experiment with new perspectives and
behaviors, and of moving on more quickly to
create new and more consistently satisfying
organizations.

While not always acknowledged expli-
citly, one might argue that highly effective
action research activities have aways
attended to the need to create a positive
atmosphere and establish mutually sensitive
and supportive relationships either as a pre-
lude to or concomitantly with more intellec-
tual activities. The more recent work reported
here provides an incentive to revisit past
interventions for further insights into how
positive somatic markers and secure relation-
ships can be produced.

WORKING FOR THE WHOLE:
OD IN THE FUTURE

From its origina focus on discrete teams
inside one organization, we see action research
applied to work moving outside the organiza-
tion to embrace the larger world that organi-
zations affect. Newer methods engage large
numbers of people, involve gatherings of
people from &l parts of the world, and even
send people on journeys to remote parts of
the world, not to mention engaging them vir-
tually through the web or teleconferencing.
This is essential as organizations and their
members are grappling with a broader,
global, and much more complex set of chal-
lenges and needs than ever before.

While spread across regions and time
zones, additional concern for broader
stakeholder engagement and satisfaction is
coming to be integrated with perennial con-
cerns about profit. We see the trend toward
this broader mandate, often referred to as a
concern for sustainability, among diverse
companies such as Dow Chemical, Honda,
HP, GE, IKEA, Toyota, Unilever and Wal-
Mart, to name but a few. Naturally, some
firms are rightly criticized for seeking to
avoid real change, by ‘greenwashing’ or
buffering their business from external
pressures with symbolic gestures. Yet

others are finding opportunities to
create new institutional forms that reflect
deeply held values while simultaneously
serving their shareholders.

For those companies seeking to do the
right thing, however, there are many obsta-
cles. Even after getting technology right —
say in the form of hybrid energy or sustain-
ably harvested wood — there remains the
even larger issue of the cultural change
required inside the organization and rever-
berating through its salient stakeholders.
Many companies concerned with sustainabil-
ity have not created the conditions for a
sustainable culture.

The insights of Lewin and the socio-tech
school, and the processes that build on them,
such as community building and appreciative
inquiry, are as relevant today as in the past.
In the arena of sustainability, the application
of action research to change in organizations
could come to be useful for the broader
world. Even as technical insight about what
isrequired to create sustainable enterprise in
a sustainable society accumulates, there has
been too little attention to human, behaviora
factorsthat support sustainable change on the
massive scale required to move us from the
exploitive industrial era to the possibility of
sustainability. Changing behavior is rarely
easy. Lewin located change inside a force-
field with positive and negative forces.
Launching initiatives and maintaining
momentum is a great challenge.

DEVELOPING A GLOBAL
COMMUNITY AT WORK

The case of Unilever is one example of a
company trying to effect the behavior change
necessary to support sustainability. When
Tex Gunning was transferred from Holland
to Asia, community building in Unilever
began to span the globe. Some 250 leaders
from Asia began to join with westerners in
annua learning journeys aimed at creating
community in the company. These were
tribal gatherings in that leaders typically
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woke at dawn, dressed in local garb, exercised
or meditated together, hiked from place-to-
place, ate communally, swapped stories by
the campfire, and dlept alongside one another
intents. In daily experiences they might meet
monks or a martial arts master, talk with
local children or village elders, or simply
revel in the sounds and sights of nature.
Considerable time along the way was spent
in personal and collective reflections.

The Asian leaders tried to ‘get into the
skin' of others. Shared storytelling was part
of this. ‘In listening to other peopl€e’s stories,
you hear your own story,” remarked one
leader. ‘Other people's stories often clarify
things in your own mind — what your past is
and what drives you." Sharing such stories
established bonds of mutual understanding
and empathy. The |eaders were urged to self-
reflect in group discussion, and be aware
of their filtering and judgments, in service of
emptying oneself of what gets in the way of
truly hearing another person. On their jour-
neys, the leaders sometimes spoke in smaller,
15-t0-20 person groups, and sometimes as a
full community of 200 plus, al sitting in a
circle, with everyone given the opportunity
to speak, irrespective of rank or tenure. The
expectation was set to speak openly and
frankly, and to deal with the ‘difficult issues
that would otherwise be avoided or denied.
There was a so space for ‘ process comments’ —
observations about how the collective is
operating — and periodic moments of silence
so that leaders could reflect quietly on what's
been said and what they next wanted to say.

The leadership community evolved to a
stage where leaders could talk about sensi-
tive subjects, like ‘saving face', and confront
the assumptions and cultural values behind
each others points of views. ‘Whilst there
are differencesin our appearance, speech and
food,” said an Indian manager, ‘ sharing inner
most feelings and fears so openly has bonded
us emotionally.’

On a collective scde, the Asan leaders
journeys were CONSCiousNess-raising experi-
ences, amed at stimulating inquiry into lead-
ers personal missions and the very purpose

of their company (Mirvis and Gunning,
2006). Knowledge of and exposure to human
and environmental calamities can of itself be
a ‘wake-up call’ and stimulus to fact-finding
and action. But consciousness-raising
requires someinternalization of the problem-
at-hand and the placing of one's self psycho-
logically into the situation (Prochaska et d.,
1994).

On the journey to Sarawak, for instance,
the Asian leaders experienced, firsthand, the
terrible costs incurred in the clear-cutting of
tropical rainforests. They first learned about
the state of the natural environment through
a tak by a director of a globa natura
resources group. Then, to get closer to the
scene and symbolically lend a hand, the
execs cleaned a nearby beach of industrial
flotsam and tourist trash. A trip upriver in
hollowed-out wooden canoes took them to
the village of the Penan. There they met vil-
lagers and hunters, in tribal dress and loin-
cloths, talked through translators to the chief,
medicine man, and tribesmen, and took a
long walk with them through their clear-cut
forests. The reflections of one leader exem-
plify the impact of this experience:

The beauty of the nature and the majesty of the
place helped deepen our insights about our roles
as leaders and individuals on this earth. To be in
the jungles of Borneo helped us feel and see the
potential in this region, almost feel and touch the
vision. We were able to move from discovering self
to building a mental picture about the future with
a clear direction of where you want to go and
where you want to be.

This, in turn, led to calls to incorporate sus-
tainability into regional strategic plans.

The next year these leaders traveled to rura
China. Here they worked side by side with
manual laborers as they swept streets, herded
buffaloes, formed cement building blocks.
They aso led schoolchildren in play. Still
others repaired bicycles, built roads, cooked
noodles. The business leaders met villagersin
rural China whose income was less than US
$125 per annum. ‘ Seventy per cent of our 140
million is similar to the family of the man |
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met today,” said a Pakistani, ‘while only 5
percent has alifestyle similar to mine. | need
to respect them and to value them for who
they are and what they deliver to al of us.’
An Indonesian added: ‘| am Asian, 40 years
old, living in a country that is 80 per cent
rural, but | have never planted a tree nor
talked to rural people who buy our products
everyday. This is critical when we aim to
improve their nutrition, their health, their
happiness, life and future.’

The third year's meeting in India carried
the consciousness-raising deeper and further.
There the leaders were formed into 25 small
groupsto ‘self-study’ communitiesin India—
including Mother Theresa’s hospital, the
Dalai Lama's monastery, a Sikh temple,
cloth-spinning communes, ashrams and spir-
itual centers, and so forth. Through reflec-
tions on their experience and collective
dialogue, the Unilever leaders came to anew
vision of their business. Said one: ‘ The com-
munities we visited reminded me of an ‘itch’
that has been bugging me for the longest
time, that is, to give my time and effort to a
cause which is beyond myself (and even
beyond my family). | have been blessed so
much in this life that the least | can do isto
help my fellow men. | need to act now.’ In
turn, collective commitments were made to
pursue a worthy mission that would empha-
size the healthy, nourishing aspects of food
(Ayas and Mirvis, 2004). This would mean
dropping severa current offerings in the
market. And it would lead to the launch of a
children’s nutrition campaign to bring afford-
able foods to the ‘bottom of the pyramid’.

In their most recent journey to Sri Lanka,
where leaders went to offer service following
the devastating tsunami, the sense of collec-
tive consciousness-raising was palpable.
They spent several days cleaning up debrisin
schools and public buildings, helping local
merchants to assess inventory and connect
with suppliers, playing with children, and
talking deeply with Sri Lankans, individually
and in large gatherings. The report of aleader
about his first encounter with a tsunami sur-
vivor illustrates the depth of the experience:

“This man who had lost two of his family
members told me how God has been kind to
him — his neighbor had lost al of his five
family members. He made me realize that
there is such goodness in simple lives —
where | have never bothered to look.’

What did this soulful work teach the lead-
ers? ‘We listened to the fears and hopes of
the mothers, fathers, and children left behind
in this beautiful but devastated country. We
shed tears of pain, hope, and love,’ recalled
one leader. ‘We shed even more tears when
we realized that by simply sharing our spirit
with them we made an incredible difference
not only to their lives but also to our own. It
continues to surprise me how care and
service for others helps me discover my own
love.’

It is far too early to tell how new con-
sciousness and business models will evolve
at Unilever. What is apparent is that the
Lewinian example of practical experimenta-
tion and continuous interaction between
researchers and practitioners has informed
Gunning's leadership model and sparked a
change in the way these Unilever companies
do business.

TRENDS IN OD FOR THE FUTURE

Three continuing trends in ODC scholarship
alow for the possibility that OD scholarship
can offer much to those concerned with
issues of sustainability. In this way OD can
meet the largest challenge of our generation
by helping to design the next industrial
revolution.

e Systems thinking — working with the whole
system

¢ Relational know-how — engaging people collec-
tively and fully.

e Generativity — defining ourselves through what
we wish to create for the future.

Systems thinking — working with the whole
system. Since the 1990s, more people from
more organizations have been gathering
inside and across organizations in networks,



ACTION RESEARCH AT WORK 89

partnerships and joint ventures (Crossan and
Guatto, 1996). Thinking of organizing
through the lens of collaborative learning
suggests a learning imperative that may
allow usto remain adaptive and innovativein
increasingly turbulent environments. As
much as collaboration is demanded, the aver-
age organizational member does not learn to
develop collaboration or partnership skills
along the course of the traditional Western
education. There is, rather, a chasm between
learning to play nicely together in kinder-
garten and the requisite team development
skills required of really understanding and
working with the ‘Other’, etc. OD efforts are
therefore often to remediate learning.

Developments in the field of ODC have
been bringing attention to how we grow
change rather than execute change in a more
mechanistic way. For example, Weick has ren-
dered useful Heidegger’sidea of ‘thrownness
for scholars of change (see Boland and
Callopy, 2004). The concept heps remind
usthat wefind ourselves dways, aready mud-
dling around in human systems. We cannot so
easily ‘freeze and unfreeze these constantly
living systems quite as much or as easily aswe
might pretend. As such we might help change
agents think of finding opportunities for
change within what is already happening as
we keep our eye on a goa of establishing
collaborative agency.

Relational know-how — engaging people
collectively and fully. The tools of large
group change and community building have
aimed at engaging at broadening and deepen-
ing people’'s engagement in the change
process in organizations and society. The
leaders on Unilever’'s journeys, for example,
use personal journaling and dialogue to ask:
‘How am | reacting to this situation? To this
person? What do my reactions tell me about
my own assumptions about life and people?
Schein (2003) calls this ‘listening to our-
selves' . At the sametime, attention also turns
to imagining: ‘What has this person’s life
been like? Why do they see things the way
they do? This is a different sort of self-
listening in which the self makes inferences

about what makes others tick and how they
relate to their world.

Sill, in the comptitive business culture it is
difficult to ‘lower the guard’, as one Unilever
leader put it. ‘The initia step of sharing per-
sonal information was difficult, he recalled,
‘But once you sense the value of truly connect-
ing, building on it seemed relatively easy.” ‘ The
important thing is to engage in the search and
theinquiry into each other’s cultures and mind-
sats, and into the relationship we have,’ said
another. ‘To achieve this, one has to be open
with oneself, understand on€e's own basic core
values, and accept other people's differences
“asis’. Thisacceptance needsto be sincere and
from the heart; without any prgudice, judg-
ments and expectations.’

Empathizing is central to what Erich Fromm
calsthe‘art of loving’ (1956). It too isintegral
to socialization and growth. Indeed, psycholo-
gists posit that just as seeing the world through
another’s perspective helps people to grow
beyond egocentrism, so empathizing with
another is the antidote to human sdlfishness.
Kohn (1990), among others, suggests that
empathy, more so than sympathy, is the basis
for the ‘helping relationship’. It is this kind of
relational know-how that is essential to devel-
oping deep working and personal relationships
across peoples from around the world.

Generating the future. Recent develop-
ments in positive psychology (Fredrickson,
2001; Snyder and Lopez, 2002), positive orga-
nizational scholarship (Cameron et a., 2003),
and appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider, 1999,
see dso Chapter 12) assert that efforts to
understand human interaction have been
overly colored by ‘deficit assumptions’ about
human nature. It would seem timely to help
bring more focus to the positive emotional
elementsin peopl€’'s engagement and build on
peopl€e’s desire to be a partner in something
that has meaning.

Putting together the idea of bringing the
whole system to learn together, developing
deeper relationships among system members,
and focusing generative imagesfor the future,
a group of scholars was convened to think
together about how change occursin complex
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human systems. In the following we notice
that the principles digtilled have much in
common with Lewin’s original formulations.

ACTIONALIZING KNOWLEDGE:
SUPPORTING SYSTEMIC CHANGE

In December 2003, a group of social scien-
tists were invited to gather for a couple of
days at Case Western Reserve University.
Co-convened by the Case/Weatherhead
Institute for Sustainable Enterprise and The
Natural Step, a global, sustainability NGO,
the goal was to think together about how
change happens in complex social systems.
The group consisted mostly of professors but
included representation from the World Bank,
the UN and other ‘think tanks'. Our purpose
was to think together and develop a consensus
statement. The question considered was:

How can we fundamentally change the ways in
which we live and organize work together — with
all living beings and systems — so that future gen-
erations not only survive but thrive?

Over time the conversation boiled down to a
handful of ideasthat together allow usto say:
In effective socia change we:

e address immediate needs, linking them to
larger, systemic issues
Successful change connects single-issue efforts
with the web of political, cultural, economic
and environmental factors.

e raise awareness of how social systems sup-
port and resist change
Successful change engages people working at
multiple levels — individual, organizational,
national, international, etc. — in experiencing
how the status quo is maintained.

e involve diverse people in partnering for
action
Successful change is fueled by a mix of ‘un-
usual’ suspects — from those at the periphery of
power to those closer to the center — in co-
producing alternative futures.

o elevate expectations
Successful change celebrates many small victo-
ries, personal learning and further action, con-
tinually building momentum to evolve the
system as a whole.

e support positive innovations
Successful change disturbs the status quo,
encourages the natural course of innovation
and supports the evolution of the system as a
whole.

CONCLUSION

It has been quipped that the tradition of
AR/OD isacollection of ‘footnotesto Lewin’
(Bradbury, 2006). Our chapter illustrates that
indeed OD efforts draw strongly — if not
always explicitly — on Lewin's origina idess.
Lewin had survived the Holocaust and worked
with a commitment to offer a path away from
the daughter of those deemed ‘other’. In a
field in which the relationship between know-
ing and doing is particularly problematized,
Lewin offered a path out of the post-Cartesian
split that made doing a derivative of thinking.
He reconceived knowing and doing in a cycli-
cal relationship in which the quality of onewas
the quality of the other. Moreover, thiswas but
one move in his generally more holistic
approach to scholarly practice in support of
participative change. From this worldview
and the many practices it bred — from socio-
technical design to large-scale change efforts,
to appreciative inquiry to culture change in
support of sustainability, to name just those
that are discussed in our chapter — we see that
flourishing workplaces work with these core
ideas. people are understood to reside within
socia fieldsin which the role of psychological
as much as physical and physiologica forces
are at play. Our default social condition veers
more easily toward autocracy than democracy.
There are always both opposing and support-
ive forces that must be addressed for success-
ful change. Productivity and success ensue
when the individua can help shape the socia
environment. Effective action requires partici-
pation of actors beyond mere conceptuaiza
tion of action. Theseideas remain important as
we create the organizations of the future.
Today our challenges are even bigger than a
human holocaust — between global climate
change and continuing human warfare with
even smarter bombs, al life on the planet is
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now threatened. OD practitioners can under-
stand that our discrete efforts are also aligned
around a large systemic purpose. That pur-
pose istherecreation of organizationsto give
lifeto atruly postmodern eraof collaboration
and the possibility that life may indeed flour-
ish on this planet for future generations yet
unconsidered.

NOTE

1 Readers are aso directed to William Pasmore's
Chapter 3 in the first edition of the Handbook of Action
Research that deals in more detail with the socio-technical
tradition.
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Continuing the Journey:
Articulating Dimensions of Feminist
Participatory Action Research (FPAR)

Colleen Reid and Wendy Frisby

The primary aim of this chapter is to begin to articulate dimensions of feminist participatory
action research (FPAR). In developing the dimensions, we considered the following ques-
tions: What are the advantages of integrating feminist research, participatory action
research, and action research into a FPAR framework? What epistemological and method-
ological dimensions should be integrated into FPAR? What questions could those involved
in FPAR ask themselves to continually refine and advance how they go about conducting
this type of research? We begin the chapter by providing a brief overview of recent devel-
opments in feminist research. In some depth and with the aid of guiding questions, we then
articulate the dimensions of FPAR that are, in part, based on our experiences. They include:
(1) centering gender and women's experiences while challenging patriarchy; (2) accounting
for intersectionality; (3) honoring voice and difference through participatory research
processes; (4) exploring new forms of representation; (5) reflexivity; and (6) honoring many
forms of action.

With the emergence of social movements
such as the women's movement and the
peace movement, new and different forms of
activism have arisen (Ledwith and Asgill,
2000). The ideals of social critique, emanci-
pation, and collective action that characterize
these movements have aso filtered into the
academy and various approaches to research.

Feminist research (FR), participatory action
research (PAR), and action research (AR) are
critical approaches that focus on democratiz-
ing the research process, acknowledging
lived experiences, and contributing to social
justice agendas to counter prevailing ideolo-
gies and power relations that are deeply gen-
dered, classed, and racialized. FR, PAR and
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AR have been critica of the academy’s
control over knowledge generation practices
and have struggled with straddling the
community/academy divide (Chrisp, 2004;
Lykes and Coquillon, 2006).

We argue that FR, PAR and AR are three
research traditions that share some mutua goals
and ongoing diadogue could create synergies
between them, while addressing their respective
oversights and limitations. Traditionally, PAR
and AR researchers have seldom seen the
need to focus on how gender shapes the con-
struction of identities, behavior, and socid
relations, in part, because they believed
women were included in generic terms like
‘the community’ or ‘the oppressed’ (Maguire,
1987). While PAR and AR are increasingly
engaging marginalized women, rarely are
feminist analyses or gender relations fully
considered and women’s activities are some-
times trivialized, ignored, misrepresented, or
homogenized (Mohanty, 2003; Reinharz,
1992). FR, on the other hand, despite espous-
ing action and socia change agendas, has
been slower in articulating specific strategies
that can contribute to activist agendas
(Naples, 2003). Since feminism and women's
studies became ingtituted in the academy, the
growth and development of highly theorized
forms of feminism has, in some cases, dis-
tanced feminist goals of social change from
marginalized groups who feminists initially
set out to hear from and serve. As a resullt,
‘many action-oriented feminist researchers
have been frustrated by the lack of an articu-
lated framework for translating feminist
insights into concrete actions aimed at
achieving social change’ (Maguire et a.,
2004: xii).

We believe that FR, PAR and AR
researchers would be mutually well served if
they became allies. Asaresult, we are caling
for feminist participatory action research
(FPAR) approaches that build on the strengths
and overcome the limitations of these three
research traditions. Not only are they more
powerful as a larger and connected commu-
nity, but epistemologically and method-
ologicaly they serve to buttress one another

(Maguire, 2001/2006; Brydon-Miller and
Wadsworth, 2004; Greenwood, 2004; Lykes
and Coquillon, 2006). Feminism's theoreti-
cal and epistemological debates, while hon-
oring the agency and lived experience of
women as it is historically and culturally sit-
uated, can serve to strengthen PAR and AR’s
ability to understand its communities and the
implications of an action orientation (Reid
et a., 2006). Likewise, participatory and
action research, with its deliberate and long-
standing tradition of advocating action
towards socia change, can help feminist
researchers move out of the academic arm-
chair by engaging in more transformative
research that better serves women’s diverse
communities (Meyerson and Kolb, 2000).

The primary aim of this chapter isto begin
to articulate dimensions of FPAR. In devel-
oping the dimensions, we considered the fol-
lowing three questions. What are the
advantages of integrating FR, PAR and AR
into a FPAR framework? What epistemol og-
ical and methodological dimensions should
be integrated into FPAR? What questions
could those involved in FPAR ask them-
selvesto continually refine and advance how
they go about conducting this type of
research? While we hope that this articulation
becomes a conversation between diverse com-
munity members, practitioners, and researchers,
we acknowledge that we write from within
the academy and are linking FPAR’s dimen-
sions to theoretical and methodological
debates that at times use complex and spe-
cialized language. Our am in including
‘guiding questions’ isto make the framework
more accessible and open to critique and
revision given the unique aspects of different
FPAR projects.

We identify ourselves as feminist partici-
patory action researchers, located in the
academy, who strive to conduct research
towards social justice. We share many
privileges as we are both white, heterosex-
ual, married mothers from middle-class
backgrounds who are well educated, able-
bodied, and employed in Canada. At the
same time, we have shared the challenges,
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difficulties, and rewards of engaging in
FPAR projects for over seven years with
diverse women on low income in political,
academic, and community environments
that are sometimes hostile towards this type
of research. Before articulating the dimen-
sions of FPAR that are, in part, based on our
experiences, we provide a very brief
overview of recent developments in FR to
frame our discussion.

DEVELOPMENTS IN FEMINIST
RESEARCH (FR)

While there has never been a fixed view on
gender oppression, aunified vision of women's
liberation, or a common approach to knowl-
edge production, different approaches to FR
share a concern for understanding the myriad
of ways that gender impacts women'’s lives,
conducting research that is politicaly and
ethically accountable, and transforming
unjust power relations. For Ramazanoglu
and Holland (2002: 16), what makes the
growing array of feminist methodologies dis-
tinctive ‘is the extent to which they are
shaped by feminist theories, politics, and
ethics, while being grounded in diverse
women'’s experiences’ . The dramatic growth
in feminist theoretica positions, method-
ologica stances, and research strategies is
viewed as ‘a healthy sign of the vitality of
feminist studies' (Fonow and Cook, 2005:
2213). Researchers are now working across
epistemol ogies and methods to theorize how
gender intersects with race, nation, sexuality,
class, physical ability, and other markers of
difference in more complex ways (McCall,
2005). Postcolonia theories, queer theories,
and critical race theories represent just a few
of the more recent theoretical developments
that are raising new questions about how
gender relations are constructed, sustained,
and resisted (Harding and Norberg, 2005;
Mohanty, 2003). Ramazanoglu and Holland
(2002: 19) agree that FR is challenging con-
ventional approaches to research, grappling
with postmodern thought, and articulating

differences between women in largely
productive ways, athough many gaps and
silences remain. The problem with feminist
inspired PAR and AR is that theoretical
stances are not often clearly identified, nor
do such projects aways set out to build or
extend existing feminist theory.

A significant challenge for FR has been
the development of methodologies for study-
ing multiple forms of marginalization. Inter-
sectional theory is based on the idea that
‘different dimensions of social life cannot be
separated into discrete or pure strands' (Brah
and Phoenix, 2004: 76). It suggests that we
need to move beyond seeing ourselves and
others as single points in some specified set
of dichotomies, male or female, white or
black, straight or gay, scholar or activist, pow-
erful or powerless (McCall, 2005). Rather,
‘we need to imagine ourselves as existing at
the intersection of multiple identities, all of
which influence one another and together
shape our continually changing experience
and interactions' (Brydon-Miller, 2004: 9).

With increased calls for participatory
research designs, more attention is being
paid to the importance of insider-outsider
roles and remaining reflexive about each
other’s social positioning, how this shifts
over time and possibly confounds knowledge
generation and plans for collective action
(Lykes and Coquillon, 2006; Reid, 2004a;
Reinharz, 1992). Some feminist researchers
have explored the unique challenges and
opportunities of conducting research with
women in interpersonal and relational frame-
works, with some arguing it is necessary to
create close relations, while others warn of
the risks of building trust, rapport, and dis-
closure with participants (Cotterill, 1992;
Finch, 1993; Williams and Lykes, 2003). For
example, Yoshihama and Carr (2002: 100)
discussed the tensions around participation
in FPAR for Hmong women in a mae-
dominated socid order, as the women became
vulnerable to criticism and rejection from
their own families and neighbors because the
topic of violence was not welcomed by the
community. This illustrates why reflexivity
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and developing non-colonial research prac-
tices are so central (Tuhiwai Smith, 2005).
What remains unclear is the extent to which
FR researchers are aware of the growing
number of FPAR studies that are drawing
and building upon the participatory and
action tenets of PAR and AR.

Nonetheless, FR continues to grapple with
who is privileged epistemologically and how
this affects the representation of voices and
the interpretations of findings. Questions
about how and who can speak for women of
colour, leshians, working-class women and
postcolonials, for example, continue to be
pivotal in helping feminists clarify the links
between theory, method, and action (Fonow
and Cook, 2005). Feminists agree that there
is a need to develop a range of research
methods that address diversity and diver-
gence as well as commonalities in women’s
lives (Olesen, 2005), and experimentation
with novel data collection techniques is
important (Lykes in collaboration with the
Association of Maya Ixil Women, 2001/
2006). Exploring different methods of repre-
sentation can help cut across difference to
understand the contextualities of women's
experiences of discrimination, prejudice, and
disadvantage and how they are located in
their particular social, economic, political,
and cultural contexts (hooks, 1990; Mohanty,
2003; Reinharz, 1992; Wolf, 1996).

Despite a commitment to action-oriented
research, FR have been slower to articulate
specific strategies that can contribute to such
agendas (Cancian, 1992; Naples, 2003).
Possibly, those who are most marginalized
have questioned the relevance and utility of
the Western feminist movement and feminist
theory and have identified with other social
movements that are more directly action-
oriented. Yet Harding and Norberg (2005: 2010)
point out that social change has occurred due
to ‘politically engaged research on violence
against women, on women's double day of
work, and on the costs to men of maintaining
norms of masculinity’. In these ways, femi-
nist researchers can use their power to affect

socia policy, but FPAR argues that this can
be enhanced through collective action with
women who are the intended beneficiaries of
action. For example, Wang, Burris and Ping
(1996) used a photo novella methodology so
rural Chinese women who could not read or
write could inform policy makers about their
lives and health needs. Three policy out-
comes represented action arising from this
study that challenged patriarchy through the
provision of daycare, midwives, and educa-
tion for girls.

By naming and mapping out initial dimen-
sions of FPAR below, we hope to encourage
stronger links between FR, PAR and AR
because there is a recognition that ‘existing
systems of conducting and evaluating
research must be reframed if our scholarship
is to be consistent with the values we
espouse’ (Maguire et a., 2004: xvi).

TRAVELING NEW VISTAS: PROPOSING
DIMENSIONS OF FPAR

From the outset we caution that we are not
calling for an idealized set of FPAR dimen-
sionsthat are impossible to achieve. We have
seen researchers discount their work because
it did not fully engage women in all phases of
research, for example (Frisby et a., 2005).
Rather, we hope to acknowledge different
types and levels of FPAR. By presenting
these highly interrelated dimensions,
researchers may be able to reflect upon and
evaluate FPAR projects as they are initiated,
unfold, and are either sustained, disbanded,
or partially completed. We do not present
these dimensions definitively; rather, we
invite othersto critique, modify, connect, and
extend them. We envision that each new
attempt can open up new possibilities for
engaging in more reflexive, collaborative,
and transformative FPAR. The guiding ques-
tions are not meant to be asked only at the
beginning of FPAR; they can be re-visited as
projects unfold and are evaluated.
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Centering Gender and Women's
Diverse Experiences While
Challenging Forms of Patriarchy

Gender and women's experiences are central
to FPAR in severa ways — in understanding
how different forms of patriarchy create
domination and resistance, in identifying key
issues for research, and in giving explicit
attention to how women and men, and those
who do not identify with either of these
binary gendered categories, benefit from
action-oriented research (or not). Smith
(1992, 1997) draws attention to how social
relations are embedded and embodied in
women's everyday activities, and how ren-
dering them visible can become a starting
point for political action. Our own research
showed how some Canadian women living in
poverty internalized oppression and some-
times saw themselves as being responsible
for their own situations. When they engaged
in dialogue with other women through a
FPAR process, they more fully questioned
how their everyday lives were tied to patterns
of subordination within their families, work-
places, communities, and society at large, but
their interpretations and plans for action dif-
fered depending on their age, family situa
tions, ethnicity, and anumber of other factors
(Frisby et a., 2006; Reid, 20044).

Such an analysisinvolves defying ‘ patriar-
chal truths' that women are naturally inferior
to men and considering how women gener-
dly live in different material and social
circumstances due to gendered power rela
tions and globalization (Hartsock, 1983;
Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002). Mohanty
(2003) argues that patriarchy and gender
should not be treated as universal constructs
and judged by Western standards, because
such analyses often situate non-Western
women as inferior powerless victims who
lack agency to interpret, resist, and subvert
the contexts shaping their lives in different
ways. For example, Barazangi (2004) dis-
cusses how some academic feminists have
dismissed Muslim women's views as

‘religious’ and considered the prevailing
Muslim males’ interpretations as representa-
tive of Islamic views on gender. Ignoring dif-
ferent constructions of patriarchy and gender
as they are historically and culturally consti-
tuted will make it more difficult to develop
strategic coalitions across difference (Ledwith
and Asgill, 2000; Mohanty, 2003). Therefore,
we argue that focusing on women's divergent
daily experiences as embedded in larger rela-
tions of power should be a starting point in
FPAR endeavors.

Guiding questions:

e What issues are of central concern to girls and
women participating in FPAR projects and how are
these issues tied to their everyday experiences?

e How are experiences tied to gendered, classed,
and racialized power relations?

e What is the larger historical, cultural and political
context that the study is situated within and
what are the implications for the research?

e How will experiences with the issues identified be
uncovered, interpreted, and collectively analyzed?

e How do experiences vary and what accounts for
this?

e What forms of patriarchy exist and how do
they shape/challenge researcher/participant
worldviews?

e Could challenges to dominant patriarchal norms
put participants and/or researchers or others at
risk How will we know this, and what strategies
will be used negotiate risk?

Accounting for Intersectionality

Feminists have argued that additive and inter-
locking conceptudizations of oppression have
inadequately captured women's experiences
and that intersectional analyses can be produc-
tively advanced by adopting a FPAR frame-
work. A first step towards grappling with the
sophisticated analyses of women'sintersection-
aditiesisto foster and support sustained, delib-
erate, and open dialogue with research
participants and oursalves. While Ledwith and
Agill (2000) do not explicitly label their
approach as FPAR, they do offer a modd to
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help create dliances across difference based on
respect for persons who are different, but
whose interests in socid justice are smilar.
Brydon-Miller, Maguire and Mclntyre (2004)
and Lykes and Coquillon (2006) provide ex-
amples of studies at theinterstice of FPAR, FR,
PAR, and AR that have problematized how
power shapes and is shaped across these inter-
sections and how crucia such anayses are for
understanding the complexities of women's
lives and conceptualizing meaningful possibili-
tiesfor activism and socid change.

Exploring these tensions ‘can help reveal
privilege, especially when we remember that
the intersection is multidimensional and not
fixed, including intersections of both subor-
dination and privilege' (Wildman and Davis,
1996; cited in Brydon-Miller, 2004: 9).
Affirming, attending to, and authorizing the
voice of the oppressed is dependent on our abil-
ity to redlize our own First-World researcher
roles as oppressors (Brabeck, 2004). Through
open dialogues with both our participants
and ourselves, we can begin to understand
the nature of oppression, domination, and
exploitation as they intersect and interrelate
with gender, race, class and other forms of
advantage and disadvantage.

Guiding questions:

e How can intersectionality be considered and what
complexities and tensions could this create?

e How does intersectionality shape identities,
experiences, and relationships; and how does
this shift over time?

o What non-colonial collaborative processes are in
place to build relations and work across differ-
ences in gender, class, race, culture, sexuality,
ablebodiedness and other markers of difference?

o How will intersectionality be taken into account
when deciding on research questions, collecting
and analyzing data, and deciding upon action
plans?

Honoring Voice and Difference
Through Participatory Research
Processes

FPAR is an approach to producing knowledge
through democratic interactive relationships

that are committed to making diverse
women'’s voices more audible by facilitating
their empowerment through ‘ordinary talk’
(Maguire, 2001/2006). The aim is to connect
the articulated and contextualized personal
with the often hidden or invisible structural
and socid institutions that define and shape
our lives. This can foster the development of
strategies and programs based on rea life
experiences rather than theories or assump-
tions, providing an analysis of issues based
on adescription of how women actually hope
to transcend problems encountered (Barnsley
and Ellis, 1992).

However, in their poststructuralist cri-
tique, Cooke and Kothari (2001) argue that
participatory approaches can impose rather
than aleviate entrenched power relations,
especially if communities are wrongly
assumed to be homogeneous. They argue fur-
ther that local knowledge has been romanti-
cized through participatory approaches that
leave broader exclusionary processes and
institutions unchanged. Kesby (2005) coun-
ters that while participation is infused with
power relations, it can be maneuvered to
challenge more domineering and destructive
forms of power.

Power is not concentrated; nor is it a commod-
ity to be held, seized, divided, or distributed by
individuals. It is a much more decentered and
ubiquitous force acting everywhere because it
comes from everywhere. ... Neither is power
inherently negative, limiting, or repressive;
rather it is inherently productive of actions,
effects, and subjects, even when most oppres-
sive. (Kesby, 2005: 2040)

Like PAR, FPAR researchers argue for par-
ticipatory strategies that involve participants
in the design, implementation, and analysis
of the research that can be deepened through
collective dialogue, even though this can be
fraught with conflict and challenges (Frisby
et a., 2005; Naples, 2003). Collins (1990)
suggests that wisdom is derived not necessar-
ily from having lived through an Other’s
experiences, but from having engaged in an
empathetic centerless dialogue with an Other
in which the power dynamics are fluid.
FPAR researchers hold a great responsibility
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in seeking the means through which the
subaltern can find voice and can be empow-
ered to represent her own interests (Brydon-
Miller, 2004).

Participatory approaches include the co-
generation of the research questions them-
sdlves, but these attempts often fall short of
creating genuinely inclusive, safe, and unbi-
ased spaces of relevance for people who live
on the ‘margins of society. This helps to
explain why FPAR is sometimes rgjected by
the very people whose lives it tries to explain
(Barazangi, 2004; Reinharz, 1992). Yet, the
feminist ideals of using participatory research
techniquesto give voiceto peopl€' s experience
and create change by focusing on action aimed
at socid transformation have not been fully
realized. According to Maguire (1987: 35),
how knowledge is created and who retains
control over the knowledge generation and dis-
semination ‘remains one of the weakest links
in feminist research’.

Guiding questions:

e Who is and is not participating in FPAR projects,
how are they participating, and what are the
consequences?

¢ How will the voices and experiences of women in
relation to broader structural conditions be heard?

e How will research questions be decided upon
and who sees them as being relevant?

e What opportunities will women have to partici-
pate in all phases of research?

e Could participation put too much of a burden on
some participants and how will we know and
account for this?

e s attention being given to barriers to participa-
tion (e.g. childcare, transportation, language,
inscribed gender roles)?

e What sources of conflict, power imbalances, and
silences are emerging and how will these be
anticipated and dealt with?

Exploring New Forms of
Representation

A related FPAR dimension is exploring new
ways of representing data by testing the
boundaries of prescribed ways of conducting
research (Hertz, 1996). FPAR researchers

have challenged, pushed, explored, and dis-
rupted boundaries that have traditionally
been set up by researchers and the researched
(Edwards and Ribbens, 1998). They ‘con-
tinue to seek authentic ways in which the
subaltern may articulate her experience and
speak on her own behalf in ways that can be
heard and understood by members of the
dominant culture’ (Brydon-Miller, 2004:
12-13). Yet tensions are inherent in repre-
senting women’'s voices and experiences
because questions are continually raised
about ‘who has the authority to represent
women’'s voices and to what end’, ‘what
forms of the representation will best capture
the dynamics involved’, ‘who decides
whether they are credible’, and ‘do represen-
tations reinscribe rather than transcend dom-
inant power relations? . As Lather indicates
below, it is necessary to grapple with such
tensions to continue to uncover counter-
practicesfor |ess exploitative and more creative
ways of collecting, interpreting, and commu-
nicating research findings.

The necessary tension between the desire to know
and the limits of representation lets us question
the authority of the investigating subject without
paralysis, transforming conditions of impossibility
into possibility, where a failed account occasions
new kinds of positionings. Such a move is about
economies of responsibility within non-innocent
space, a ‘within/against’ location. (Lather, 2001:
204)

Diaries and journals; dialogic and interactive
interview formats; participatory workshops;
poetry, photography, film and art; practices
such as co-writing are just some examples of
‘counter-practices’ being explored in FPAR
projects (Brabeck, 2004; Frisby et al., 2005;
Lather, 2001; Mclntyre and Lykes, 2004;
Reid, 2004a; Wang et d., 1996; Williams and
Lykes, 2003; also see Fine and Torre (Chapter
27), Chui (Chapter 34), and Chowns (Chapter
39) inthisvolume). Yet, ‘we must trouble any
claims to accurate representation to raise new
possibilities for knowing and for what is
knowable’ (Fonow and Cook, 2005: 2222),
and we cannot assume that women will want
to collaborate and co-construct representa-
tions of their lives (Brueggemann, 1996: 19).



100 GROUNDINGS

While such representations will always be
shifting, partial, and contested, working
with women to explore the advantages and
risks of aternative ways of co-producing
knowledge is a key consideration in any
FPAR project.

Guiding questions:

e What forms of representation of subaltern and
other voices are being explored?

e Who has authority over representation and how
was this determined?

e How will data be collected, interpreted, ana-
lyzed, and communicated?

e What advantages and challenges are posed
through this exploration?

e How might these new forms be received or
resisted in the community, the policy arena, and
in the academy?

e How are forms of representation connected to
action plans?

Reflexivity

Considering the previous FPAR dimensions
implicates therole of researchers whether they
are from within the academy or not. It is
widely agreed that reflexivity is a principle of
good FR practice, but what it means and how
it can be achieved is more difficult to pin down
(Coleman and Rippin, 2000; Edwards and
Ribbens, 1998; Fonow and Cook, 1991; Hertz,
1996; Lather, 1991; Reay, 1996; Rose, 2001).
Generaly, reflexivity means attempting to
make explicit the power relations and the exer-
cise of power in the research process. It
involves critical reflection on a number of lev-
els: the identification of power relationships
and their effects in the research process; the
ethical judgments that frame the research and
mark the limits of shared values and political
interests; and accountability for the knowledge
that is produced (Ramazanoglu and Holland,
2002: 118-19). Feminist action researchersare
expected to be transparent and attentive to the
methodological, epistemological, and political
influences, contradictions, and complexitiesin
all stages of research (Ristock and Pennell,
1996). Reflexivity has also come to mean the

way researchers engage in self criticism and
consciously write themsglves into the text
(Brabeck, 2004; Lykes and Coquillon, 2006).
At its core, reflexivity is about reflecting on
power, aresearcher’s power to perceive, inter-
pret, and communicate about their research
participants (Frisby, 2006; Frisby et al., 2005;
Reid, 20043, 2004b).

Feminist action researchers, with their
explicit commitment to participatory research
processes and meaningful engagement with
research participants, question deeply their
power and positions in the research process.
Thus feminist action researchers are placed at
the edges between public knowledge and pri-
vate lived experiences. This ‘limina’ position
not only applies to the research process and
product, but also concerns researchers person-
aly in their own lived experiences (Reid,
20044). Fine (1994) refers to the liminal posi-
tion asthe ‘ hyphen.” When we opt to engage in
social struggles with those who have been
exploited and subjugated we work the hyphen,
revealing more about ourselves, and far more
about oppression and discrimination. By work-
ing the hyphen, researchers probe how we are
in relation to Others, understanding that we are
all multiple in those relations.

Questioning ‘chosen silences as control
mechanisms is centrd in FPAR (Chataway,
1997). Paradoxicdly, efforts at working reflex-
ively may in fact perpetuate silences and thwart
feminist efforts at the authentic representation
of both ourselves and our research participants
(Reid, 2004a). As women and men engaged in
research for social change, it has been much
harder to recogni ze the times that we have our-
salves held power over others and possibly
used our power in disempowering ways. As
white middle-class and educated researchers,
for ingtance, it is essentid for us to engage in
sdlf-education about our own privilege and to
co-create conditions for anti-racist work in
order to be able to engage in more equitable
dialogue with participants of colour.

FPAR researchers require a great ded of
humility, patience, and reflexive dialogue
between themselves and their participants so
they can learn from their failures and partia



CONTINUING THE JOURNEY 101

successes (Williams and Lykes, 2003). By
working through the struggles of developing
relationships, FPAR researchers can learn the
significance of tolerance, acceptance, and
humility in the development of reciprocal rela
tionships (Mclntyre and Lykes, 2004). Maguire
(2004) refersto this as ‘ shared vulnerability’, a
willingness to examine deeply held beliefs and
to try new ways of thinking about gender, sex-
ism, racism, heteronormativity, and oppres-
sion to explore new ways of being FPAR
researchers. From this perspective, the begin-
ning of the journey begins from within
(Maguire, 2004). FPAR researchers are in a
position to develop truly reflexive texts that
leave both the author and the reader vulnerable,
so they must think carefully about the intended
and unintended consequences of their research
(Reid, 20043). Yet with theimportance of being
sdlf-critical we cannot just ‘write ourselvesinto
the text’; we must also write ourselves into
action and activism and use our self-reflections
to generate actions of sdf-discovery within the
research process (Reid et al., in press). Thiscan
become a resource to account for power imbal-
ances while also facilitating and possibly trans-
forming them.

Guiding questions:

e What are the intended and possible unintended
consequences of the research?

e What are the power relations within and sur-
rounding the project and what steps are being
taken to level imbalances and mobilize power?

e What ethical issues are framing the research and
its representation?

e Who owns the research, how will it be produced,
communicated, and acted upon?

e How are the researchers accounting for their
own social location and insider/outsider status?

e What emotions and struggles are being encoun-
tered in building relationships?

Honoring Many Forms of Action

FPAR projects need to seek clarity about the
emancipatory goals for their research while
articulating how they understand action,
which is a dynamic process. What actions are

desired is based on one's social, economic,
and political situationsand it can occur at both
individual and collective levels (Reid
et d., in press). People with problems figure
out what to do by first finding out the causes
and then acting on insight (Park, 2001/2006).
Reinharz (1992) contends that the act of
obtaining knowledge creates the potential for
change, because the paucity of research about
women accentuates and perpetuates their
powerlessness, even though they have agency.
It isthrough action that we learn how theworld
works, what we can do, and who we are —we
learn with heart and mind —and thisishow we
can become aware and emancipated. Actionis
an integral part of reflexive knowledge, and
can be conceptualized as speaking, or attempt-
ing to speak, to vaidate onesdf and one's
experiences and understandings in and of the
world (Gordon, 2001/2006). However, in
some FPAR studiesit is not aways clear what
action was taken, by whom, what effect the
action had, and how all of thiswas interpreted
by different participants over time and space.
Above dl, we want to prevent situations
where it is privileged researchers who benefit
most by publishing the work.

Intersectional theory suggests that agency,
or taking action, is complex and that women
consent to, resist, and reshape socia relations
of power within a complex matrix of domina-
tion and subordination. Although FPAR no
longer seeks single consciousness-raising
events that will inspire al women to action,
they increasingly recognize that examining
and enacting action is a fruitful avenue for
theory and praxis (Fonow and Cook, 2005).
Fraser and Naples (2004) suggest that strad-
dling the more conceptua feminist world with
the action-oriented AR world, while being
unified in similar visions and goals, can be
simultaneously theoretical and engaged:

We all know of the theoretical work that, however
brilliant, is so abstract and disengaged that it surren-
ders the capacity to illuminate political practice. But
the reverse is equally problematic; when scholarship
is too immediately political, too myopically focused
on practical application, it loses the capacity to pose
questions about the big picture. The trick, of course,
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is to keep both concerns simultaneously in view —
but in such a way that avoids subordinating one to
the other, and so preserves the integrity of each.
(Fraser and Naples, 2004: 1106-7).

Another critical consideration is whether
individual and local actions eventually link
up to a larger social change agenda. What
this should look like and what steps could be
taken to accomplish this are seldom clear.

Guiding questions:

e What are the emancipatory goals associated with
the project and how are these being decided upon?

o What forms of action/in-action were being taken
before the project began?

e What different forms of action are (or could be)
taken and by whom?

e What forms of action were unrealized but may
be taken in the future?

e Who is benefiting (or not) from the actions being
taken?

e Are the actions contradictory or being resisted or
too risky/difficult to implement and what are the
implications of this?

e Do the actions contribute to a larger social
change agenda, and what steps could be taken
to accomplish this, if desired?

CONCLUSION

As FPAR researchers we draw strength in
continuing the journey towards linking FR,
PAR and AR. These research traditions com-
plement one another as approaches that are
liberating, transformative, and that can, if we
act with care and honesty, contribute to new
ways of relating, new ways of constructing
knowledge, new ways of confronting privi-
lege, new criteria for what is valued in
society, and new directions for implementing
research processes that lead to socid justice
(Mclntyre, 2000). Maguire (2004) contends
that it remainsimpossible for PAR and AR to
be transformative approaches to knowledge
creation until more islearnt about feminism,
with al its diversity. This involves critically
examining their own multiple identities and

implications for their work, and incorporat-
ing feminist voices and visions (Maguire,
2004). Indeed, the most reasonable response
to overcoming marginaization is to form
alliances with others concerned with socid
change and democratization (Greenwood,
2004).

In this chapter we argued that there are
numerous advantages of integrating FR,
PAR, and AR into a FPAR framework. We
proposed six initial dimensions with guiding
guestions, and invite further dialogue, cri-
tique, and refinement. While we remain pas-
sionate about FPAR and believe that it holds
many promises, we also recognize that it is
not a panacea as it is fraught with tensions,
challenges, ambiguities, and contradictions.
The greatest lesson we have learned in our
own research and from reading about others
is the importance of living in places of
mutual growth and discomfort, taking action,
and not becoming paralyzed while grappling
with important questions (Brydon-Miller and
Wadsworth, 2004). Inevitably, the researcher
can never ‘get it right’ and we share Chrisp’s
challenge that:

My hope is that maybe | will get it more right than
the last time. ... The tensions require constant
deconstructing, complexities explored and
acknowledged openly, and dilemmas made trans-
parent. Along with the search for new or uniquely
reworked knowledges, there is an urgent need for
a courageous search for and utilization of new
research processes. (Chrisp, 2004: 92).

It is impossible to rid ourselves of the legacy
of discrimination that shapes every aspect of
our culture, and we can never truly resolve the
issues of power and privilege that continue to
affect our interactions with others. However,
we can hope to remain vigilant, humble, and
open to instruction (Brydon-Miller, 2004). In
this process, as FPAR researchers we can per-
haps contribute to the long-term goal of socia
change — indeed, ‘the long haul struggle to
create a world in which the full range of
human characteristics, resources, experiences,
and dreams are availableto all of our children’
(Maguire, 2001/2006: 66).
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Towards Transformational
Liberation: Participatory and
Action Research and Praxis

M. Brinton Lykes and Amelia Mallona'

This chapter discusses the liberatory and transformational potential of participatory and action
research. We begin by situating participatory and action research within its historical roots in the
majority world. We describe some of the contemporary social realities facing a growing number
of people, particularly the ever-increasing poverty and violent conflicts that shape life for many
in the global community. We argue that the transformational and liberatory goals of participa-
tory and action research offer resources for engaging with communities in challenging these
structural inequalities. Drawing upon the theoretical contributions of liberation theology, we
suggest that a preferential option for the poor and a politically contextualized psychology are
critical to renew participatory and action research to more fully realize the radical changes envi-
sioned by its founders. We conclude with a discussion of the challenges, possibilities, and con-
tradictions facing those seeking to engage in transformational liberatory research within a
globalized world, particularly those of us working within or from the base of university systems
of power and privilege.

During the past 30 years participatory action
research, action research, and participatory
research have developed from marginalized
efforts on the part of community residents and
activists, socia scientists, development work-
ers, educators, and social movement activists
and andysts to ‘legitimate’ fields of inquiry
and instruction in major research universities,
development circles, non-profits, international

organizations, public sector and grassroots
organizations and local, regional, national,
and international policy arenas (see Reason
and Bradbury, 2001, among others, for a
review of the depth and breadth of action
research and its contemporary reach). Yet,
despite these processes of institutionalization
and growth, socia inequalities and structural,
that is, gendered, racialized, sexual, and
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economic oppressions and their intersectionali-
ties,2which participatory and action researchers
seek to challenge and transform, are evermore
entrenched. This has not, of course, been a
linear process of unchecked oppression and
success of power-elites but rather a complex
history of resistance — sometimes in the form
of armed rebellion — and further repression as
well asof technological shiftsthat have created
global opportunities contributing to capital for-
mations wherein multi- and trans-national cor-
porate structures have annual profits that
outstrip the GDP of many countries in the
majority world.® It iswithin this latter context,
that is, the majority world, that some of us,
including the authors of this chapter, have
embraced participatory action research as
vivencia.

In this chapter we explore the liberatory
and transformational potential of participa
tory and action research within the context of
our life-work or proyecto vital [life project] as
we strive to rearticulate our preferential
option for the poor within global communi-
ties of the 21st century. Specifically, we sug-
gest that apreferential option for the poor and
apaliticaly contextualized psychology are crit-
ical to developing participatory and action
research that more fully redizes the radica
changes envisioned by their founders. We begin
by stuating participatory and action research
within its historica roots in the mgjority world
and refer to select socia and revolutionary
movements (in Latin America and the United
States) that deeply inform our understanding
of oppression and liberation and situate the
challenges facing us today. We draw on the
theoretical contributions of liberation theol-
ogy to situate the challenges facing contem-
porary participatory and action research. We
turn to liberation psychology to explore the
individual—collective dialectic of liberation
and transformation. We conclude with a dis-
cussion of the challenges, possibilities, and
contradictions facing those who seek to
engage in transformational liberatory partici-
patory and action research within aglobalized
world, particularly those of usworking within
university systems of power and privilege.

SOCIALLY SITUATING OURSELVES:
PARTICIPATORY AND ACTION
RESEARCH IN SOCIO-HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

As Euro- and Latin American women of dif-
fering ages, social statuses, and economic
backgrounds, we have engaged social change
and participatory action research projectsina
range of community-based and educational
contexts. We have grown increasingly
alarmed by social redlities that define life in
the 21st century for the majority of the
world’s population, including ‘growing
transnational inequalities (Farmer, 2005:
18). Evidence of these inequalities are found
in, among many others, alarming child death
rates from malnutrition and lack of immu-
nization (2 million each year according to
UNICEF, 2005) as well as deaths from treat-
able diseases (e.g., tuberculosis, malaria and
AIDS), these despite the availability of med-
ical knowledge and technology (see, eg.,
Farmer, 2005). Social indicators from the
WHO, UNICEF, UNHCR, and other interna-
tional bodies offer testimony to the effects of
colonialism, patriarchy and global capitalist
formations wherein the economic, social,
political and cultural rights of a majority of
the world's population are denied, excluding
them from access to that which supports
well-being (Prilleltensky and Nelson, 2002).

Contemporary global realities and
the socio-historical context.

Processes of globalization are key contribu-
tors to some of these alarming social indices,
and have a profound influence on how we
understand the possibilities for transforma
tional liberatory participatory and action
research today. We understand globalization
asacomplex set of economic, socid, and polit-
ical processes related to increased economic
trade and international financia independence;
the proliferation of rapid communication tech-
nologies, the development of internationa
judicial and political bodies; the increased
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movement of populations across borders; and
increased cross-cultura influences, particularly
that of industrialized Western nations on
cultures throughout the world (see, eg.,
Friedman, 2000; Kitching, 2001). Among the
conflicting legaciesand potentiasglobalization
offers for transformational liberatory participa
tory and action research are, on the one hand,
that shifting populations, power structures, and
nation—citizen relationships create new spaces
for advocacy, and rapid communications tech-
nologies can link organizers across the globe.
On the other hand, the economic gap between
rich and poor is growing, and increased global
communication both deeply constrains and
facilitates local processes.

The increasing interconnectedness of
persons and spheres geographically removed
from one another is an aspect of globalization
that has influenced the way that people think
about the relationship between the state and
society, as the traditional nation-state now
coexists with the concept of globa civil
society (Stahler-Sholk, 2001) and has created
new transnational organizations and actors
(Smith and Johnston, 2002). Palitical scientist
Richard Stahler-Sholk (2001) observed that:

the increasing concentrations of capital and new
inequalities [on a global scale] tend to reinforce a
transnational stratification of classes, changing the
way power is contested, e.g. in Latin America. ...
As economic activity is integrated at a higher level
on a global scale, the locale of decision-making
power becomes further removed from the social
subjects, creating something like the ‘democracy
deficit’. (p. 505)

Alternatively, sociadl movement organizations
are increasingly non-nation-based with mem-
bership drawn from ‘dispersed geographical
locations, encouraging the extensive use of
new forms of communications technology
which enable simultaneous action in diverse
places (Eschle, 2001: 68). Rapid modern com-
munications technologies have contributed to
international organizing and advocacy efforts
as diverse as, for example, the Zapatistas in
Mexico (Stahler-Sholk, 2001) and the United
States-based International Campaign to Ban
Landmines (1998-2005).

The Internet in particular offers the
possibility of greater access to knowledge
globally. This poses particular challenges for
participatory and action researchers who
have been committed to challenging hege-
monic knowledge systems and recognizing
multiple ‘ways of knowing' (Belenky et al.,
1986). Moreover, particular forms of con-
temporary knowledge may circulate more
easily through cyberspace than the ‘ vernacu-
lar’; Stahler-Sholk (2001) criticizes the
Internet’s potential as a space in which to
democratize knowledge, noting that it ‘does
not necessarily ensure democratic equality of
access for al viewpoints' (p. 513).

In addition, the Internet and other forms of
global communication disseminate a particu-
lar set of cultural symbols and practices,
affecting individual identity and social sub-
jectivity. Psychologist Jeffrey Jensen (2002)
suggests that many peoplein the world today
develop what he cals ‘abicultural identity’, in
which ‘part of their identity is rooted in their
local culture while another part stems from an
awareness of their relation to the global culture
(p. 777, emphasisin original). Although not all
peoples are equaly influenced by globaiza
tion, dueto differing accessto technologies and
different lifestyles, this ‘globa identity’ is an
additiona forceto be engaged in participatory
processes of conscientization and transfor-
mative change.

Defining transformational
liberation from within the
socio-historical context

Movements for liberation and struggles for
transformation have deeply informed participa:
tory and action research throughout their
history, which has, in turn, imbued discourses
generated in awide range of social and revolu-
tionary movements with multiple meanings. In
the academy, scholars have sought to distin-
guish liberation from transformation, defining
each construct in terms of its user’s ontologi-
ca and epistemologica framework (see, for
example, Gottlieb and La Belle, 1990). Early
practitioner-theorists of participatory and
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action research and critical pedagogy, including
Paolo Freire (1970), Mohammed Anisur
Rahman (1985/1983), and Orlando Fals
Borda (1979; Fals Borda and Rahman, 1991),
embraced both liberation and transformation,
to emphasize the need for and commitment
to radical change as a prerequisite for build-
ing more just societies.

In their analysis of Freire's discourse,
Gottlieb and LaBelle (1990) suggest that
Freire conceived of liberation as well as
oppression as ‘ states of being’. Rahman (1991,
see dso this volume), however, makes refer-
ence to the socia context when he talks about
transformation. In explaining the lack of suc-
cess of revolutionary movements he described
the vanguard's failure to foster participatory
egalitarian processes that valued the base's
knowledge and praxis, and questioned whether
sufficient weight was placed on socia trans-
formation in peopl€’s revolutionary struggles
for liberation. He thus implied that liberation
and transformation have different meanings,
but that the processes and outcomes must be
interdependent for radical change to be real-
ized in the other and in the collectivity. Despite
thisfocus on structurad transformation asapre-
condition for freedom, Rahman (1990)
remained convinced that the ‘liberation of the
mind is the primary task, both before and after
structural change’ (p. 313).

In the 1960s and 1970s in Latin America,
liberation was associated with taking control
over the state through armed struggles (Fals
Borda, 2001/2006). Thus liberation and trans-
formation, although understood as two sepa
rate realities, were interrelated and both were
necessary preconditions for freedom from
oppression and freedom towards a ‘full
humanity’. Gaventa and Cornwall (2001/2006),
however, suggest that the meanings of libera-
tion and transformation emergent in the early
years of participatory and action research have
changed in recent decades. Rather than armed
struggle or contesting ‘power over’, contem-
porary participatory and action researchers
draw on Foucauldian constructions of multiple
discourses of power, referring to liberation as
the creation of an aternative political, socia
and economic model which implies a redress

of poverty, oppression and violence, a
‘meta-narrative pluralistic socialism’ (Fals
Borda, 2001/2006). Drawing upon this work,
we distinguish liberation, transformation, and
transformational liberation in the following
manner. Liberation, as influenced by Freire's
‘states of being’, is understood as partia free-
dom from oppressive socid, economic, and/or
political conditions, whereas transformation is
conceived of as a process of individual and/or
collective change made through conscientiza-
tion and praxis. Transformational liberation
represents a process through which a shift in
consciousness is attained through recognizing
individual and collective potential and praxis.
Specific oppressions are dismantled within a
deeply contextualized historical moment and
a least patia judtice is ataned, a process
that isreflective of theidea stateof ‘full human-
ity’ described by Freire. In what follows we
explore the potential of participatory and
action research in the struggles for transforma-
tional liberation.

PARTICIPATORY AND ACTION
RESEARCH: RADICAL
HUMANISM AND STRUCTURAL
TRANSFORMATION

Participatory and action research was con-
ceived within the majority world in the 1970s
and 1980s to systematize and amplify local
knowledge, transforming it into social
activist movements that contested the power
of elites and struggled for greater socio-
economic justice, often through collabora-
tion with external agents of change who were
frequently based in universities. Participatory
and action research and the broad-based
social movements of the time were ‘walking
a long road together’ and, in the best of
circumstances, contributed to self- and social
consciousness among social actors who
constructed participatory and transformative
grassroots movements towards socia trans-
formation. Participatory and action research
were thus situated as a resource at the inter-
face of radical humanism and structural
transformation.
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Critical consciousness as radical
humanism

Writing about participatory and action research
in the late 1960s and 1970s, Indian and Létin
American educators and socid change advo-
cates acknowledged the centrality of Paolo
Freire's praxis of critical consciousness, that is,
conscientizacdo [conscientization], for their
work. Conscientization is ‘a process of critica
sdf-inquiry and self-learning and of thereby
developing the confidence and capability to
find answers to questions on one's own’
(Rahman, 2004 18, emphasis added).

Despite an early emphasis on the commu-
nity’s self-initiative, educators and commu-
nity activists situated themselves as catalysts,
generating participatory processes that
tapped into and engaged local knowledge
producers to facilitate their developing their
own emancipatory practices. Rahman (1985/
1983, see adso this volume) argued that
people need to develop ‘their own endoge-
nous process of consciousness raising and
knowledge generation’ and the ‘ social power
to determine what is valid or useful knowl-
edge’ (p. 119). Through their own social
processes people establish their own collec-
tives and their own verification systems,
thereby establishing themselves as ‘fully sci-
entific’. Rahman (1990) characterized the
particular contribution of participatory and
action research to transformational processes
as the engagement of people in a process of
‘creative development’ (p. 313), thus aign-
ing himself with Freire's emphasis on per-
sonal transformation or what we are
describing here as radical humanism.

Radical structural change

Although participatory and action research
emphasized micro-level, community-based
change strategies, many early theorists
argued, on the one hand, that micro-level
change needed to be situated within an analy-
sis of macro-level socia inequalities, and
further that participatory and action research
were fundamentally concerned with trans-
forming macro-level power relations towards

greater socio-economic justice (Fals Borda,
1979). In many ways participatory and action
research reflect one of multiple responses
through which academic researchers sought to
liberate their analytic and critical skills from a
sterile search for ‘knowledge for knowledge's
sake' and engage with the mgjority populations
in their struggles for radica socia change. In
the United States, the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s
were characterized by a wide range of civil
rights protests and non-violent and sometimes
violent actionswith varying effects on dominant
power systems. In Latin America during the
same period massive protests were frequently
met by repression and theingtdlation of military
dictatorships which sometimes gave rise to
amed conflict. Mass-based urban and rurdl
guerrilla movements such as the Nicaraguan
Sandinista movement (FSLN), the
Salvadoran Frente Farabundo Marti para la
Liberacion Nacional (FMLN), and the Union
Revolucionario Nacional de Guatemaa
(URNG) among others challenged repressive
state-sponsored violence in struggles for eco-
nomic rights and a redistribution of power in
countries throughout Central and South
America

These efforts were framed and re-framed
within wider geo-political and ideologica
struggles and much has been written, by those
within and outside of these struggles, of their
relative successes and failures. Participatory
and action research with survivors of these
armed struggles have contributed to critical
analyses of these movements. Despite their
contributions many of these palitical organiza-
tions and armed guerrillagroups were led by a
vanguard whose vertical structures of power
failed to prepare the base for embracing its
own power.* In contrast, movements for per-
sond transformation, including, for example,
second wave feminism in the United States
(Rosen, 2000), often achieved goals of con-
sciousness raising yet failed to interrogate
material constraints and power structures, thus
falling to guarantee basic human needs to
wider communities of women in whose name
these struggles were frequently waged.
Irrespective of the specific outcomes of these
admittedly widely differing struggles for
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change, contemporary transformative dis-
course and praxis wrestles with and is chal-
lenged by this legacy.

INDIVIDUAL CONSCIOUSNESS,
STRUCTURAL OPPRESSION, AND
COLLECTIVE CHANGE

Paolo Freire’'s pedagogy was a critical
resource for facilitating local people's
appropriation of their indigenous knowledge
systems as they assumed their positions
within struggles to transform their environ-
ments. His adult literacy programs were a
critical step in majority world community-
based organizing to move from a culture of
silence, fatalism, and resignation to a deep
questioning of old values and the creative
development of new forms of socia organi-
zation. A parallel ideologica force that has
informed many community-based struggles
for transformation during the 1960s and
1970s and that continues to inform current
discourses was liberation theol ogy.

Liberation theology and praxis

According to Philip Berryman (1987), libera
tion theologians sought to interpret Christian
faith ‘through the poor’s suffering, their
struggle and hope'. Leonardo Boff and
Clodovis Boff (1986) date the emergence of
this theological discourse and praxis to early
efforts of Latin American Catholic and
Protestant clergy and laity to re-read Biblical
texts through the lens of the mgjority popula-
tion's experiences of marginalization and
excluson. Many of these religious workers
lived and worked among the poor, many of
whom had begun to organize against the
scandalous effects of development. They
were informed by critical sociology and
Marxism which provided lenses through
which to analyze traditional hierarchies of
power and the rampant development of cen-
ters of economic power within the Northern
hemisphere that increasingly marginalized
those at the periphery in the early to mid-20th

century. These theologians urged middle-
class and privileged Christians, their brothers
and sisters, to make a ‘preferentia option for
the poor’, that is, to align themselves with the
interests of those most marginalized from
power (see, e.g., Boff and Boff, 1986;
Gutiérrez, 1973/1988). This is not only an
ideological commitment but rather, as amply
discussed by Gutiérrez (1984/2003), a call to
live among and enter into the life struggles
and the spiritual knowledge constructed
through journeying at the margins.

Dialectics of oppression and
liberation

Latin America, Asiaand Africathus witnessed
the development of small grassroots efforts
for social change wherein outside catalysts,
including religious workers, participatory and
action researchers and development workers,
accompanied loca communities working to
improve their quality of life. Mary Ann
Hinsdale, Helen Lewis, and Maxine Waller's
work with communities in Appalachia (1995)
offers a concrete example of participatory
research deeply informed by liberation theol-
ogy and a gender analysis within the US con-
text. Despite this example, often missing from
these early effortswasacritical analysisof, on
the one hand, the complex interface of colo-
nialism, racism and gender oppression, and,
on the other, an understanding of the waysin
which the oppressed, often people of color,
indigenous peoples, and women, had internal-
ized the images of themselves held by the
white male dominant culture (see, e.g. Cone,
1970; Fanon, 1967, 1968; Martin-Bard, 1994;
Moane, 1999; Ruether, 1983, among others).
As importantly, infusing these analyses into
participatory and action research can correct
for what Bell (2001) has described as the
absence of race and what Maguire (2001/2006),
Cornwall (1996, 2001, 2003), Crawley (1998)
and Lykes and Coquillon (2006) havefound to
be a problematic positioning of gender. They
have documented how ‘[flor many involved
in participatory research or action, gender isa
footnote, rather than a place from which to
begin the analysis' (Crawley, 1998: 25).
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Liberating psychology for liberatory
praxis

Liberation psychiatrists and psychologists
clarify the complex dialectic of theintra- and
interpersonal and structural processes that
facilitate and constrain the potential for self
and socia transformation among majority
populations. Basque-Salvadoran social psy-
chologist Ignacio Martin-Bar6 (1994)
posited that a psychology that could explain
and contribute to transforming the marginal-
ization and impoverishment of the majority
population should include: (1) afocus on the
liberation of the collectivity as well as per-
sonal liberation; (2) a new epistemology
wherein the truth of the popular majority is
not to be found, but created, that is, wherein
truth is constructed ‘from below’; and, (3) a
new praxis, wherein we place ourselves within
the research-action process alongside the dom-
inated or oppressed. This articulation of a‘lib-
eration psychology’ rooted at least in part in
Freire's pedagogy (1970) and in liberation
theology (Gutiérrez, 1973/1988) shifted the
focus of psychological research and practice
from the isolated autonomous individual to a
contextualized, historical agent-in-commu-
nity. For example, in one of his many essays,
Martin-Bar6 deploys the critical analytic tool
of de-ideologization to deconstruct the fatal-
ism of the Central American peasant. His
analysis of the repressive labor practices of
global capital contributes to a critical under-
standing of the peasant’s practices of resis-
tance, all too frequently obscured by
Situating him as primarily or exclusively
‘oppressed’ and by a psychologization of his
‘persondlity traits' (Martin-Barg, 1994, see
especially Chapter 12, pp. 198-220).
Psychiatrist Frantz Fanon (1967, 1968),
living and working in his native Martinique,
in France, and in Algiers, resituated human
psychology within sociopolitical and histori-
cal forces, demonstrating that human neuro-
sis was rooted in specific historical and
political consegquences of colonization, not in
intrapsychic dynamics (Bulhan, 1985). He
argued that derogatory images of blackness
were constitutive of the social structures as

well as the discourse of dominant white
societies, and infiltrated the unconscious of
blacks, intruding through dreams and
expressing themselves in phobias, symptoms
or neuroses. He demonstrated how one effect
of the trauma caused by the institutionalized
violence of colonialism was blacks' profound
experiences of depersondization in repressive
colonia cultures. Fanon thus identified the
processes that constrained blacks' capacity to
grasp the mechanisms of oppression within
themselves and in their surrounding realities,
adding acritical dimension to Freire’s theory
of conscientization and education for trans-
formation by facilitating our understanding
of the waysin which agroup could thwart its
own potential for liberation.

Parallels can be seen between Fanon's
and Martin-Bard’s work and that of African
American and black psychologists who also
draw heavily on black liberation theology
and on Africanist religious traditions (see,
among others, Gordon, 1973; Ajani ya
Azibo, 1994). A commonality among these
is the shift of psychologists' attention to the
systemic or structural dimensions of the
identified problem or concern, rather than
its more typical focal point, that is, the
individual victim abstracted from a multi-
layered social, historical and cultural context.
They dress further the need to de-ideologize
reality, that is, to ped off the layers of dis-
course that naturalize violence and struc-
tural poverty, reducing the oppressed to an
object who possesses ‘ problems’ (including
neuroses and psychoses) and ‘traits’ (e.g.,
fatalistic), and negating the complex subjec-
tivity and sociality of these historical
agents.

DEVELOPMENT: LIBERATORY
DISCOURSE AND THE POLITICS
OF CHANGE

As argued above, the 1960s and 1970s
were characterized by mass-, community-,
and issue-based social movements and
armed struggles for socia change. These
were most frequently met by repressive
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counterinsurgencies and the installation of
dictatorships, frequently funded by the United
States and Europe, often in the name of
‘Nationd Security’ and/or as a defense against
the spread of communism. The latter half of
the 20th century saw selective shifts in strat-
egy, characterized by, on the one hand, mass
genocide and gross violations of human
rights, and, on the other, an interest in using
human rights discourse to protect civil and
political rights within developing and estab-
lished democracies. As the number of armed
struggles and mass-based movements for
social change receded and the neoliberal pro-
ject took hold in the devel oping democracies,
the majority population was met by acivilian
army of international development workers.
International funds were available to local
communities, particularly in rural areas of
Latin America, India, and Africa. The dra-
matic growth of non-governmental organiza-
tions in these areas in the latter half of the
20th century, among other indicators, sug-
gests that the presence and influence of
development programs shifted dramatically
in this period.

Much participatory and action research
within the context of local communitiesin the
majority world has been carried out as part of
community economic or participatory develop-
ment processes. Participatory and action
research strategies, such as participatory rura
appraisal (PRA) and farmer participatory
rescarch (FPR), as wel as people-centered
development movements (see, e.g., Korten,
1990, cited in Roodt, 1996), have been impor-
tantly congtitutive of community development
efforts over many years (see Chambers,
Chapter 20 in this volume). In Latin America
the work has been and continues to be strongly
influenced by Paulo Freire's critical pedagogy
and his theories of conscientization and
empowerment. Similar approachesthat assume
that knowledge generates power and that
people's knowledge is central to social change
emerged in Asia (Fals Borda and Rahman,
1991) and in Africa (see Hope and Timmel,
1984-2000). An example is Anne Hope and
Sdly Timme's (1984-2000) 4-volume series
of popular education resources, Training for

Transformation, which focus on local commu-
nities’ indigenous knowledge and rely heavily
on Freire’s pedagogical decoding practices.
Many economic development, humanitar-
ian ad, and crisis intervention workers
engage significant numbers of people in
small local projects while the mgjority of the
world’s resources continue to be controlled
by a handful of people (UNDP, 2006). A vast
literature has emerged documenting and
evauating individual development projects
and the ways in which they have or have not
contributed to socia change (see Institute for
Development Studies (www.ids.ac.uk),
among others). Despite local contributions
there is little evidence that the cumulative
effect has either redressed social inequalities
or reduced structural violence. Critical analy-
ses of these community-based efforts further
interrogate an essentialized discourse of ‘the
poor’ and ‘women’ (see below) aswell asthe
universality of democratic participation
(Cooke and Kothari, 2001), questioning the
discursive practices of liberation and trans-
formation within these applied settings.
Minimally these critiques assert that the
meanings of liberation and transformation in
the late 20th and early 21st centuries are not
those of the mid 20th century and challenge
development workers to re-situate their work
in radical praxis (Hickey and Mohan, 2005).
In the following we explore the challenges
facing those seeking to interrogate current
praxis towards transformationa liberatory
participatory and action research.

THE MORE THINGS CHANGE, THE
MORE THEY STAY THE SAME:
WHITHER PARTICIPATORY AND
ACTION RESEARCH?

As suggested above, critical pedagogy
(Freire) and liberation theologies (Berryman,
Boff, Gutiérrez, Ruether, Cone) and libera-
tion psychologies (Martin-Bar6, Watts and
Serrano-Garcia, Moane) emerged within rel-
atively similar historical moments character-
ized by widespread social upheavals
including armed struggle and broad-based
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non-violent social movements. Although
differing not only in the professional lenses
through which they analyzed their work
among the marginalized and the socid con-
texts in which they emerged, the initiatives
sought to develop solidarity between the edu-
cated, professional elite and poor and margin-
alized populations of the mgority world. In
each context the challenge was to move
beyond the professional responsibility to pro-
vide charity through a welfare system or state
(in the Northern Hemisphere) or economic
development (in the Southern Hemisphere), to
a transformational praxis (see Hope and
Timmel, 1984-2000, for further discussion).
Through theory and praxis participatory and
action researchers as well as liberation theolo-
gians and psychologists sought to demonstrate
how the oppressed could be producers of
knowledge and creators of a new redlity.

Contemporary trends: Reflections
on participatory and action
research in the academy

Despite these roots in a discourse of libera-
tion and transformation, participatory and
action research, and even liberation psychol-
ogy and theology, are increasingly taught and
applied within institutional settings (e.g.,
schools, hospitals, industry, etc.) or within
international and humanitarian aid contexts
in the service of welfare and/or development.
Moreover, as our own experiences teaching
participatory and action research in the acad-
emy suggest, these shifts create new contra-
dictions and challenges. Amelia lived and
worked in Nicaragua prior to completing her
PhD in the United States and entering a US-
based university that serves primarily first
generation college students of color. Brinton
has divided her time over the past 30 years
between community-based participatory action
research in war zones of rural Guatemala,
Northern Ireland, and urban South Africa or
among peoples of color in urban Boston and
teaching in a Boston-based elite private
Catholic university. We describe briefly
some of the contradictions experienced by
those of us who seek to engage a liberatory

and transformative praxis while benefiting
from an academy that sustains oppression
and socia inequality.

Amelia

| have found teaching participatory action
research and social change challenging, even
among a constituency and within an institu-
tion that provides fertile terrain. In the
School of Human Services at Springfield
College, we require facilitation of a commu-
nity project across three consecutive termsto
provide students with practical experiences
in addressing social issues. Although the
course is directly designed to promote per-
sonal and collective transformation, | found,
to my surprise that it is one of the most anx-
iety producing courses for students and more
difficult to teach (see aso Shirley, in
Stackpool-Moore et ., 2006: 30). Each stu-
dent’s readiness to commit to a community
process differsgreetly. Moreover, students have
avariety of experiences, knowledge and skills
in guiding a participatory process. Also some
students have a profound internalization of the
‘banking’ model of education, overvaluing a
rationa way of knowing and operating dueto a
sense of hopelessness around solving systemic
socia problems. In addition, traditional criteria
for grading non-traditional courses present pro-
found contradictionsfor measan instructor and
are amgjor source of anxiety for sudents. For
example, how does one grade a ‘failed’ project
in which a student’s own process of transfor-
mation has been significant?

Upon reflection on these experiences, |
recognized the importance of scaffolding the
teaching-learning process (see Stackpool-
Moore et a., 2006). | have added a prelimi-
nary step of asking students to reflect on
issues that affect them personally and then to
contextualize the issue within a broader per-
spective. | have found that it is easier to
engage a student in action toward socia
changewhen it relatesto an issuein which he
or sheisinvested. One student, amother who
was concerned about her teenage children,
successfully engaged in a project to prevent
teenagers from entering gangs. For her, a
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very persona concern grew to a deeper under-
standing of the social and structural causes
underlying that ‘problem’. The challenge for
all of usisthen to go beyond small loca pro-
jects to a systemic approach which recognizes
the global context and connections.

Brinton

Participatory Action Researchisan ‘elective’
in Boston College’s Lynch School of
Education, although it regularly attracts a
diverse group of students within and beyond
the school. Through an ongoing partnership
with a Boston-based NGO, Cooperative
Economics for Women, and my ongoing col-
laborations in Guatema a, seminar participants
have opportunities for deep engagement in
nationally or internationally-based local com-
munities. In these contexts students are chal-
lenged to interrogate their power and privilege
reflexively and to risk ‘just enough trust’ to
develop relationships and facilitate participa:
tory work in the borderlands between US-
based university power and privilege and
urban neighborhoods in the United States or
rural communities in war-torn countries char-
acterized by violence and economic uncer-
tainty. Class and race-based tensions often
emerge as the indder—outsider dichotomy is
challenged by students from an upper middle
class background seeking to work with ‘the
poor’ and students of color seeking to work
within their own identity-based communities
and within and across social classes.

There is a growing diversity among those
who enroll in this course including, for
example, ‘interested bystanders'. Moreover,
graduate students today encounter multiple
practica challengesincluding ‘ balancing fam-
ily, work, and school’, ‘ completing a disserta-
tion’, or ‘building a resumé. The creature
comforts of middle class or upper middle class
academic privilege often swamp initial enthu-
siasm for this work. Juggling the demands of
a university system and the rhythms of rural
Guatemala or urban Boston is also challeng-
ing for learners and teachers. | am constantly
challenged to respect the multiple practical
burdens and differing persona redlities that

confront students today and to creatively
explore how participatory and action research
as vivencia can contribute, a least in some
partial way, to their critica self-understand-
ings and to their potential future embrace of
this praxis. We are challenged by these practi-
cal limitations as we seek to extend the praxis
of liberation and transformation from the base
of the university and we discuss below
some of the structural contradictions that
shape these concrete experiences.

The power of the professorate

In a 1985 article Anisur Rahman suggested
that despite its successes at inverting the
assumption that knowledge can only be pro-
duced within the academy, participatory and
action research failed to invert a second set
of assumptions fundamental to its praxis,
leaving intellectualsin their positions as con-
sumers of material production rather than
followers of change generated by those most
directly affected by it. Clarifying their rela-
tions to power and powerlessness elucidates
some of the challenges faced by university
professors who seek to accompany those
marginalized from power whose interests
differ significantly from their own.

Recent critical reflections on Freire'swork
suggest that his pedagogical praxis was
directed primarily to a group of ‘liberated
pedagogues who would carry out liberatory
educational projects with the oppressed
rather than to the oppressed themselves
(Bowers and Apffel-Marglin, 2005). Esteva,
Stuchul and Prakash (2005) argue, for
example, that Freire's failure to critique edu-
cation itself crested another layer of ideologi-
cal obfuscation of indigenous people's
knowledge or, the ‘vernacular’ . His work thus
negated the people’s developing understand-
ing that the initiative and the struggle for a
transformational liberation must come ‘from
within themselves rather than from external
agents of change' (Esteva et a., 2005; 24)
and reaffirmed the importance of accessing
educational credentials outside of the com-
munity in order to succeed. Both criticisms
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challenge the sources of liberation within
Freire's work and importantly resituate and
re-characterize transformational change.
Eduardo and Bonnie Duran's (1995)
Native American Postcolonial Psychology
echoes these considerations, recognizing the
centrality of the soul and psyche, of myths
and dreams for generating transformative
praxis, thereby affirming worldviews that
differ fundamentally from those of Euro-
American societies. These critiques and affir-
mations dislocate the professional, that is, the
catalyst, animator, or researcher, reaffirming
the transformational possibilities of indigenous
systems of knowledge and peopl€’'s powers as
knowledge constructors and protagonists of
their own transformation. It challenges those
of us within the academy that are committed
to transformational liberation to interrogate
not only our positionality in the collaborative
participatory and action research processesin
which we are engaging, but also the basic
assumptions of our theory and practice.

DISCUSSION

We conclude with some cautious responses
drawing heavily on our persona journeys
within and among Central American, South
African, Northern Irish, and urban United
Statesian communities and recognizing chal-
lenges facing us in the 21st century.

Preferential option for the poor

As professionals, particularly those of us sit-
uated within university communities, we are
challenged to interrogate our persona and
professional constructions of reality and de-
ideologize our disciplines (Martin-Barg,
1994). Rod Watts and Irma Serrano-Garcia
(2003) argued that: ‘ Any hope for the forma-
tion of alliances across the divide of oppres-
sion requires that the beneficiaries of
privilege first criticaly analyze their status
and attend to their own sociopolitical devel-
opment’ (p. 76). Ignacio Martin-Bar6 chal-
lenged Central American psychologists to

face ‘the digunction between an accommo-
dation to asocia system that has benefited us
personally and a critical confrontation with
that system’ (1994: 46). For him this meant
not that psychologists should abandon their
profession but rather that they should put
themselves and the profession at the service
of the ‘ poor and oppressed magjoritiesin their
effort to emerge into history, in their struggle
to constitute themselves as anew peoplein a
new land' (p. 46). Burton and Kagan (2005)
caution that liberatory discourseisall too fre-
quently limited to critique and debate, and
rarely takes the next step towards creative
engagement in articulating transformed
social systems and structures. Moreover,
they caution that although it may serve to
uncover abuse and exploitation, all too often
the root causes of these socia problems are
unexamined and the problems return.

Recently, Rahman (2004) urged grassroots
activiststo ‘ dispense altogether with the term
‘poor’ and with talk of ‘poverty alleviation
(p. 18), arguing that efforts to solve the
‘problem of poverty’ create de facto relations
of dependency within the current global rela
tions of capital. In contrast he proposed
seven principles that should guide grassroots
activism, urging those who would develop
solidarity to press for a ‘pragmatic collec-
tivism’ wherein people ‘retain the surplus
that they produce themselves' and develop
power over the market as laborers, con-
sumers, and producers. He embraces the lan-
guage of empowerment and democratic
participation, through which the ‘subaltern,
underprivileged, oppressed’ contribute to the
‘articulation of an ideological vision of a
more humane world’ (p. 16). Through this he
seeks adequate discourse and praxis towards
transformative liberation for these difficult
and challenging times.

ElinaVuola (2002) and Simone Lindorfer
(2006) raise similar critiques about the ten-
dency of liberation theology to ‘essential-
ize' the poor and feminist theology to
‘essentialize’ women. Drawing on experi-
ences in Latin America (Vuola) and
Northern Uganda (Lindorfer), they urge a
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discussion of praxis among liberation psy-
chologists and theologians, one that more
adequately responds to the lived experi-
ences of poor women and children. In order
to realize the preferential option for the
poor, women’'s particular vulnerabilities
related to poverty, that is, specifically,
reproductive health (for Vuola) and vio-
lence against women (for Lindorfer), must
be recognized and addressed.

Liberation theology and psychology and
participatory and action research envision the
possibility of transformational liberation.
Work at their interface allows us to imagine
radical change in both our material relations
of power and powerlessness aswell asin our
individual and collective consciousness of
oppression and liberation. Participatory and
action researchers committed to praxis that
moves towards transformational liberation
are, little by little, creating some cross-race
and cross-class gendered social spaces
wherein protagonists engage in critically
analyzing the interlocking systems of
oppression that constrain and facilitate our
socidity (e.g., Fine, 2006; Fine et a., 2001
2004). Those of us with access to university
privilege and power are forging some rela-
tionships of ‘just enough trust’ through
which we continually strive to deepen our
understanding of the root causes of social ill-
nesses and collectively engage in problem-
posing alongside communities historically
marginalized from power and resources.
Through creative collaborations some of us
are engaging in diaogical encounters with
ourselves and others from differing racial,
cultural, sexual, and socia class statuses
towards developing solutions that we hope
will transform materia relations and enable
us not only to enact but to sustain new ways
of being and doing.

In order to contribute to redressing power
imbalancesin global communities of the 21st
century we research activists are also seeking
to participate in contemporary social move-
ments. As importantly we support commu-
nity-, immigrant- and labor-based centers,
among others, that serve as forumsto promote

the creation of knowledge from below,
knowledge that energizes social movements
(see, among others, Hale, 2007). Many of us
also continue to sustain ourselves through
teaching and learning in mainstream institu-
tions. Within those contexts we participate
within the global community at numbers of
levels. We utilize the ‘global identity’
described briefly above as aresource for cre-
ating a global sense of community, identify-
ing common concerns and common iSsues,
and articulating global actionsthat could lead
to globa solutions. Through a renewed
commitment to the transformation of individ-
ua and collective consciousness we seek to
creatively explore the meanings of a ‘new
humanity’ for dl. For example, as university
professors we organize forums to dialogue
about the specific ways in which participatory
and action researchers can ‘transgress’ ingtitu-
tional political correctness, voicing the ethica
and mora commitments that enable us to stand
in opposition to structural poverty and violence.
We create daily possibilities for influencing
ingtitutions that support the status quo (e.g.,
universities, hospitals, human services organi-
zations) in ways that more fully reflect a radi-
cal commitment to transformational processes
as equal partners with marginalized communi-
ties of the magjority world.

Yet, we recognize the limits and partiality
of each of these efforts and the deep struc-
tural inequalities and gross violations of
human rights that daily challenge the global
majority. We have argued that the preferential
option for the poor and liberation psychology
contribute importantly to participatory and
action research towards aliberatory transfor-
mative praxis. Yet we are till ‘making the
road as we go’, ever aware of the contradic-
tions described above and that transforma-
tional liberation is a process to be engaged
in, not an endpoint or outcome that we have
achieved. Working within the privileged US-
based university context positions and situ-
ates our praxis, facilitating yet constraining
our preferential option for the poor and thus
our engagement in grassroots activists' strug-
glesfor radical social change.
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NOTES

1 The authors thank Erzulie Coquillon for her
extensive contributions to this chapter and John
Gaventa, Roderick Watts, and Simone Lindorfer for
insightful and thorough reviews of an earlier draft of
this chapter. Despite these important contributions,
the authors are fully responsible for the final chapter.

2 ‘Intersectionalities’ refers to recent writings by
postcolonial theorists, particularly women, who write
at the intersection of race, gender and class analysis
and position themselves critically vis-a-vis these struc-
tures of oppression.

3 Rather than the terms Third World or developing
world, we use the term majority world to refer to
countries outside the US and European orbit and to
peoples of color within that orbit. These countries
and these groups encompass a majority of the
world’s population and occupy a majority of the
earth’s land surface or geographical space.

4 A well known exception reflected in participa-
tory and action and community based research is the
experience at El Rigadio in Nicaragua in 1983 (see
Rahman, Chapter 3 in this volume). The project took
place at a moment during the early years of the
development of the FSLN (the Sandinistas) when it
was still organizing as a movement.
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Critical Theory and Participatory

Action Research

Stephen Kemmis'

perhaps as a new thesis about what it is.

This chapter presents a set of arguments about action research drawing connections to
aspects of the view of critical theory associated with the Frankfurt School, particularly the
work of Jirgen Habermas. It draws together a succession of ideas about action research and
the study of practice that lead me to a new overall view of critical participatory action
research, synthesizing them in a new definition of critical participatory action research — or

In this chapter, | present a set of arguments
about action research drawing connections to
aspects of the view of critical theory associ-
ated with the Frankfurt School (Jay, 1973;
Wiggershaus, 1994), particularly the work of
Jurgen Habermas. In my chapter in the first
edition of this Handbook, | described waysin
which developments in Habermas's theoriz-
ing were refracted in my changing views of
action research. In our chapter for the third
edition of the Sage Handbook of Qualitative
Research (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2005),
Robin McTaggart and | reflected again on
how our views of action research had been
changed by our reading of Habermasian crit-
ical theory.

In what follows, | draw together a succes-
sion of ideas about action research and the
study of practice that have led me to a new
overall view of critical participatory action
research, synthesizing them in a new defini-
tion of critical participatory action research —
or perhapsasanew thesisabout what it is. The
discussion draws attention to specific prob-
lems and issues which | believe to be crucia
in understanding the nature of action research.

PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS

Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) defined
action research as;
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a form of collective self-reflective enquiry
undertaken by participants in social situations in
order to improve the rationality and justice of their
own social or educational practices, as well as their
understanding of these practices and the situa-
tions in which these practices are carried out. (p. 1;
emphases added)

This definition emphasized that theresearch
should be undertaken by participants in
social practices following Kurt Lewin's
(1952) views of action research asinvolving
participants collectively in researching their
own situations, stemming from his findings
about the role of group decision in securing
participant commitment to social change. It
emphasized self-reflection in the light of
Lawrence Stenhouse's (1975) notion of the
teacher as researcher, Donald Schon’s
(1983, 1987, 1991) views of the reflective
practitioner, and also Jirgen Habermas's
(1972) views about the interests that shaped
the generation of knowledge (knowledge-
constitutive interests) through different
kinds of natural and social sciences—techni-
cal, practical and emancipatory interests.

Recent thinking about action research
gives increasing emphasis to the social.
Some views of action research focus on
practitioners as individuals and on a naive
opposition of the individual and the group
(construed as an aggregate of individuals)
within a genera view which Habermas
(1987h, 1992) characterized as ‘ the philoso-
phy of the subject’. This is the view that
truth is the kind of category that can be
applied to propositions apprehended in con-
sciousness by knowing subjects — a matter
on which advocates of the opposing per-
spectives of positivism (and its philosophi-
cal successors) and interpretivism agree.
Habermas (1984, 1987a, 1987b) showed
how ‘the philosophy of the subject’ can no
longer be sustained, and proposed instead a
‘post-metaphysical’ philosophy in which
‘truth’ becomes manifest only in attempts
at ‘truth-telling’, that is, through explo-
ration of the validity of propositionsin com-
municative action in which participants
aim at intersubjective agreement, mutual

understanding and unforced consensus
about what to do.

Moreover, Habermas has made a strong
case against ‘ praxis philosophy’ — the philos-
ophy that, since Hegel and Marx, has sup-
posed that a state (or other social ‘totality’)
as a sdf-regulating macro-subject, could,
through its own self-reflection, achieve a
grasp of reality that would alow it to steer
itself differently or transform itself in a
coherent way out of unsatisfactory condi-
tions, irrationality or contradiction. In Truth
and Justification (2003c), Habermas argues
against ‘praxis philosophy’, and in favour of
a pluralism that he believes has replaced the
kind of ‘collectivism’ that propelled commu-
nism in the 20th century.

Habermas's (1984, 1987a) analysis of
social life in late modernity shows that no
social structures of government or civil
society can any longer claim to be fully inte-
grated as ‘wholes or ‘whole systems'.
Instead of these totalities, we have only orga
nizations and institutions and groups inter-
acting and contesting with one another.
Although he is a constitutionalist who
believes that democratic societies can oper-
ate as if they were social wholes through
basic law and a constitution, he recognizes
that, in practice, there is no single steering
centre that in fact has decisive and unitary
steering power in contemporary Western
democracies. Against praxis philosophy, he
thus proposes (especially 1987b, 1996) adis-
course theory which recognizes the existence
of various kinds of open ‘public spheres’ or
‘communicative spaces’ in which individuals
and groups thematize and explore issues and
crises, not from the perspective of whole sys-
tems (either people or states or other social
totalities as ‘ systems') but in terms of public
discussions aimed at greater understanding
and transformations of social life at the
moments and places where specific crises
occur. In particular, he has been interested in
the ‘boundary crises' that arise at the points
where social systems (organizations, institu-
tions, states and their structures and func-
tions) collide with the lifeworlds (the forms
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of interpersonal, socia life of real people and
groups) which give meaning, solidarity and
identity to those who inhabit them.

These arguments pose challenges to action
research. They deprive action research of a
simple understanding of itsdf as (a) trans
forming individuals as self-regulating persons
and (b) transforming ingtitutions, organiza-
tions or states as self-regulating social
‘macro-subjects’. To be regarded as a ratio-
nal enterprise, then, action research must find
away to work not just on the self-realization
of persons or the realization of more rational
and coherent organizations, but in the inter-
stices between people and organizations, and
across the boundaries between lifeworlds
and systems. It must work in the conversa-
tions and communications of participants
about crises and difficulties confronted by
socia systems and the lifeworlds in which
people find meaning, solidarity and signifi-
cance. It must become a process of facilitat-
ing public discourse in public spheres. To do
this it must be rather different from what it
has been.

Critical participatory action research, as |
conceptudize it here, is a particular form of
action research that aims to respond to these
challenges. In the sections that follow, | pre-
sent a number of arguments that suggest the
form that critical participatory action research
must take. The fina part of the chapter synthe-
sizes discussions presented in each preceding
section, culminating in anew definition of crit-
icd participatory action research.

1 PARTICIPATORY AND COLLECTIVE
RESEARCH TO ACHIEVE EFFECTIVE-
HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS IN
AND OF PRACTICE AS PRAXIS

Studying Practice/Praxis

The Kemmis and McTeaggart definition of
action research (cited earlier) emphasized
three foci for observation and possible
transformation through action research:

practices, understandings and situations.
While the term ‘practice’ is ubiquitous, dif-
ferent theorists of practice understand prac-
tice in very different ways (Kemmis, 2005,
forthcoming a). Kemmis and McTaggart
(2000) showed how practice is variously
understood from either an ‘objective’ (exter-
nal, outsider, observer, other) perspective or
from a ‘subjective’ (internd, insider, partici-
pant, self) perspective — or dialectically in
terms of both. To understand practice ‘ subjec-
tively’ isto focus on the person/sinvolved, as
they see things; to understand it ‘ objectively’
isusually to focus on practice as others seeiit;
to understand practice dialectically is to
attempt to understand practice in terms of the
mutual-constitution, tensions and connections
between the outside/inside and observer/par-
ticipant perspectives. Similarly, practice is
variously understood from the perspective of
theindividua (often a psychological perspec-
tive) or the perspective of the socia (usually
a sociological or systems-theoretic perspec-
tive) —or, occasionally, a diaectica perspec-
tive connecting both. Critical participatory
action research aims at gaining a dialectical
perspective on practice in both dimensions
together (from outside and inside perspec-
tives on individual participants and the social
congtruction of their practice).
According to Carr and Kemmis (1986):

‘Practice’ in its commonsense meaning, is usually
understood to refer to habitual or customary action.
But it also means ‘the exercise of an act’, referring
back to its origins in the Greek notion of praxis,
meaning ‘informed, committed action’. The action
researcher distinguishes between practice as habit-
ual and customary, on the one hand, and the
informed, committed action of praxis, on the other.
One way to describe the general aim ... of educa-
tional action research would be to say that [it is]
interested in a critical revival of practice which can
transform it into praxis, bringing it under considered
critical control, and enlivening it with a commitment
to educational and social values. (p. 190)

A specia issue of the journal Pedagogy,
Culture and Society (vol. 13, 2005) was
devoted to exploring neo-Aristotelian views of
praxis, and its distinction from techné (or
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technical, insrumental, means-ends, ‘making’
action). Contributors argued that the technical
understanding of practice has now become so
widespread as to deprive practitioners of afull
understanding of the moral basis of their work,
and of the traditions that have informed what it
meansto ‘do’ apractice or to ‘be’ apractitioner,
especidly the practitioner of a professon. To
highlight the tensions and connections between
these different perspectives, | use the term
‘practice/praxis to remind the reader that we
are amost always concerned with practices as
they are seen from the externd (‘objective)
perspective of the observer aswell astheinter-
nal (‘subjective’) perspective of the practitioner
engaging in praxis.

Research that is Participatory —
Individual and Collective
Participation

In action research and in the social and edu-
cational sciences generaly, we are normally
concerned not solely with practices as the
behaviour or intentional action of individu-
als, but also with the ways those practices are
socialy-constructed and ‘held in place’ by
cultural-discursive, social and material-
economic fields that precede and shape the
conduct of practice/praxis.

If, as Carr and Kemmis (1986: 191) sug-
gest, ‘action research ... cannot be other than
research into one's own practice’, it also fol-
lows that if practice/praxis is collectively
constructed, then practices must be under-
stood not solely from the perspectives of the
individuals involved, but aso in terms of
the collective understandings and collective
effects of those involved and affected by the
practice. Thus, action research must take into
account the perspectives of the range of
people involved or affected, or, preferably,
involve them collectively in the research
process. Since its inception, action research
has been understood as a process in which
participants can be or become researchers
(see, for example, Lewin, 1952).

Furthermore, since changing or transform-
ing practice/praxis requires not only changes

by individuals but also by those with whom
they interact, changing practice/praxis also
requires extra-individual changes — that is,
changes in cultural-discursive, social, and
material-economic dimensions in which
practice/praxis is constituted (Kemmis,
2005, forthcoming a). The transformation of
practice/praxis is therefore necessarily a
socia process, and, since changes are likely
to have different consequences in terms of
the self-interests of the different individuals
and groups involved, the transformation of
practice/praxis is also, inevitably, a political
process.

Understanding and Interpretation:
Towards Effective-Historical
Consciousness

Since the dawn of modern socia science,
researchers have confronted the problem
of how to understand the Other — whether a
person, an object of art or socia life
(Outhwaite, 1975). The case is even more
difficult when a participant in practice/
praxis aims to understand her- or himself as
both a subject and an object. Such a person
can ‘understand’ themselves and their situa-
tion only from within their own conceptual
resources, their own language and dis-
courses, their own familiar ways of seeing.
Moreover, participants interpretive cate-
goriesarenot theirsalone. Their ideas are gen-
eradly the products of long histories and
traditions of usage, carrying meanings that
existed long before they came to use the ideas
to understand their particular practice/praxis
situation. So, too, particular practice/praxis
situations are always pre-formed in local and
wider histories. Thus, the person wishing to
understand their own practice/praxis clearly
must also attempt to understand the prejudices
or perspectives built into their own ways of
understanding — a task which may seem
impossible. At one time, positivist science
hoped to break free of misunderstandings
by developing a transcendent ‘objective’
perspective — a hope that proved unattainable.
By contrast, the perspective of interpretive
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science and history has sought ways to loosen
the bonds of misunderstanding through the
hermeneutical approach (hermeneutics being,
historically, the interpretation of religious
texts, but now applied to the interpretation of
works of art, cultures and people). The con-
temporary classic account of hermeneutics is
Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1975) book Truth
and Method.? Gadamer rejects the notion that
interpretation can be understood as a ‘ method’
by analogy with ‘scientific method. He
explores the nature of interpretation in a vari-
ety of contexts, with particular referenceto the
problem of interpretation faced by the histo-
rian who aims to understand a tradition while
also being a product of that tradition. In par-
ticular, Gadamer describes the historian’s (self)
consciousness of how history is effectivein her
or his own historicality, actively influencing
her or his interpretations (via ‘prejudices’ or
taken-for-granted assumptions) — a state of
intense historical self-awareness that Gadamer
cals ‘effective-historical consciousness
(pp. 267-9).

Action research must similarly conceptu-
alize ‘understanding’ in a sophisticated way,
not assuming that ‘understanding’ is a
simple, unmediated process of grasping
something in consciousness. It means also
that we must think of interpretation as a
process of interpreting ourselves as well as
the object we are trying to interpret. And per-
haps, taking a lead from Habermas (1989a;
Holub, 1991), we might also conclude that it
is possible to explore the linkages between
language, labour and domination to discover
some ways in which our language and
thought are bound by ideology, shaping our
ways of seeing and ‘not seeing’. We might
thus hope for a view of action research that
includes not only a Gadamerian hermeneu-
tics (effective-historical consciousness) but
something more — the possibility of interro-
gating the range and limits of our language
and thought by observing not only how they
have been shaped by history, in usage, but
alsoin the service of particular kinds of inter-
ests that can be read in the structures and
conseguences of particular kinds of work and

political life. As we shall see, Habermas's
(1984, 1987a) Theory of Communicative
Action and other writings provide resources
for this task.

2 RESEARCH FOR CRITICAL
(SELF-) REFLECTION

Critical

Max Horkheimer (1972), one of the founders
of the Frankfurt School of critical theory,
described critical theory as aform of theoriz-
ing motivated by a deep concern to overcome
socia injustice and the establishment of
more just social conditionsfor all people. He
contrasted critical theory and ‘traditional
theory’, by which he meant positivistic
science which aimsto build scientific knowl-
edge progressively by accumulating empiri-
cal knowledge of the world, taking for
granted a distinction between facts and
values. Critical theory, he said, ‘has no spe-
cific influence on its side, except concern for
the abolition of socia injustice. ... Its own
nature ... turns it towards a changing of
history and the establishment of justice’
(pp. 242-3).

The notion of ‘critique’ in critical theory
means exploring ‘existing conditions’ (Marx,
1967) to find how particular perspectives,
social structures or practices may be irra-
tional, unjust, alienating or inhumane. More
than this, it means finding how perspectives,
social structures and practices are interlinked
inwaysthat cause them to produce such con-
sequences. The classical case was Marx’s
(1867/1887) andysis of class relationships
under capitalism.

In critical participatory action research,
participants aim to be ‘critical’ in this way,
trying to find how particular perspectives,
social structures and practices ‘conspire’ to
produce untoward effects, with the aim of
finding ways to change things so these con-
sequences can be avoided. Being critical in
this sense means acting negatively against
identified irrationdity, injustice and suffering,
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rather than positively for some predeter-
mined view of what isto count as rational or
just or good for humankind.

The ‘Self’ and Extra-Individual
Features of Practice/Praxis

Critical participatory action researchers
understand the notion of the ‘self’ differently
from conceptions of the sdlf in some other
views of action research, for example, the
notion of ‘self’ that appearsin Schén's (1983,
1987, 1991) notion of the ‘ sdlf-reflective prac-
titioner’. First, on the bass of the argument
about the individual and the collective in
action research, the ‘self’ may now be read
not as a singular and isolated individual, but
as implying a plurality, a sociality that has
shaped it asa ‘self’.

Second, critical participatory action research
understands the sdlf as constructed through
developmental-historical, cultural-discursive,
social and material-economic interactions
between people. As Habermas (1992: 26)
remarks, following George Herbert Mead: ‘no
individuation is possible without socialization,
and no socidization is possible without indi-
vidualization'. Processes of individuation and
socialization do not end at some point when a
person becomes adult, but continue to shape
individuds and socid relationships in al set-
tings. Thus, critical participatory action research
is as much interested in changing the ways
participants in an educational or socid setting
interact as it is in the changes within each
individual.

Third, critica participatory action
researchers take serioudy the claim that both
practices and the understandings of practice
that action research aims to develop are
formed in cultural-discursive, socia and
material-economic fields that are extra-
individual (Kemmis, forthcoming a) — fields
that exist in socia spaces beyond particular
individuals, even though the action of individ-
uals may be necessary to (re-) constitute prac-
tices. Bourdieu (1977, 1990, 1998; Bourdieu
and Wacquant, 1992) speaks of the formation
of socia practices in terms of ‘habitus’ and

‘fields’. On the side of the individual, habitus
is the set of dispositions or capabilities for
action of the individual actor, like the disposi-
tions and capabilities necessary to play foot-
ball well. On the side of the cultura, socid
and economic, fields are the cultural, socid and
economic arrangements that pre-construct and
prefigure (Schatzki, 2002; 210ff.) fidds of
action for the actors who enter them. The
notion of fields draws attention to arrange-
ments that generally precede and prefigure
any practice; for example, a school and its
resources, curricula and pedagogica practices
all precede and prefigure the day-to-day
enactment of the practice of education in the
school, having ‘alife of their own’, asit were.
As Kemmis (2005, forthcoming @) argues,
transforming practices therefore requires not
only changing the knowledge (or habitus) of
practitioners and others who participate in a
practice, but also changing these fields (and
other extrarindividual features of practice).
Changing extra-individual features of practice
can be difficult because cultures and dis-
courses, socia connections and solidarities,
and material-economic arrangements exist
between and beyond the individuals whose
particular actions enact, but do not by them-
selves congtitute, practices.

In critical participatory action research,
the ‘self’ must thus be understood as a situ-
ated and located self. Each self is formed
through a particular and unique devel opmen-
tal history; it is constructed in a particular
cultural-discursive history; it is located in a
particular and unique set of social connec-
tions and solidarities; and it sits within a par-
ticular history of material and economic
exchanges in the world. ‘Subjectivity’ and
‘identity’ likewise must thus be viewed as
fluid and dynamic, and as continualy re-
constructed in cultural-discursive, social and
material-economic dimensions of interac-
tion. ‘Subjectivity’ and ‘identity’ are not to
be understood as fixed attributes of persons.

Understanding the self as situated and
located in this way gives greater force to
Gadamer’'s notion of effective-historical
understanding. It becomes clear that the
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situations, settings, conditions and circum-
stances of practices cannot be adequately
understood without also appreciating how
practitioners understand them — and how
the practitioner’s interpretive categories
are located in history, culture, discourses,
social networks, material and economic
exchanges. This view also gives more force
to Habermas's objection against Gadamer
that understanding does not occur in some
pure form of language that transcends indi-
viduals. Understandings and the languages
and discourses in which they are expressed
are themselves already galvanized by rela
tions of work and power, and they are the
vehicles of work and power relations (as also
amply evidenced in the work of Foucault,
e.g. 1970, 1972, 1977, 1979, 1990).

Habermas (1974: 29) warns of dangers of
solitary self-reflection:;

The self-reflection of a lone subject ... requires a
quite paradoxical achievement: one part of the self
must be split off from the other part in such a
manner that the subject can be in a position to
render aid to itself. ... [Furthermore], in the act of
self-reflection the subject can deceive itself.

He thus argues that the organization of enlight-
enment is best understood as a socia process,
drawing on the critical capacities of groups,
not just as an individual process drawing out
new understandings in individuals. Together,
people offer one another collective critical
capacity to arrive at insightsinto the nature and
consequences of their practices, their under-
standings, and the situations, settings, circum-
stances and conditions of practice. Aswe shall
see, critical participatory action research opens
communicative spaces that permit and foster
such collective reflection.

3 RESEARCH THAT OPENS
COMMUNICATIVE SPACE

Communicative Action

Habermas (1984, 1987a, 1987hb) describes
communicative action as action oriented
towards intersubjective agreement, mutual

understanding and unforced consensus about
what to do. It is the kind of communication
that occurs when people turn aside from
strategic action (getting something done) to
ask ‘what are we doing? In these cases, they
may explore the four validity claims sug-
gested in Habermas's theory of communica
tive competence;

e is it comprehensible (do we understand one
another)?

e s it true (in the sense of accurate)?

o s it truthfully (sincerely) stated?

e s it morally right and appropriate?

As they work together to explore their
practices, understandings and situations, par-
ticipants in a critical participatory action
research ‘project’ are interlocutors who open
communicative space in which they encounter
one another in a dightly unusua and dightly
forma way — that is, with a shared commit-
ment to communicative action. It is only
‘dlightly’ unusual because people and groups
frequently do interrupt themselves to explore
questions of meaning, truth, truthfulness and
moral rightness together. And only ‘dlightly’
formal because the participants are usually
aware in such circumstances that their dis-
cussions are moving to ameta-level at which
these formal features of their communication
and understandings are the objects of their
collective reflection.

Placing the notion of ‘opening commu-
nicative space’ at the heart of aview of criti-
cal participatory action research is to
emphazise the inclusive, collective, transfor-
mative nature of its aims — aims which serve
and transcend the self-interests of individua
participants. It is also to suggest that critical
participatory action researchers undertake
research into their own practices not just to
‘perfect’ or improve themselves as individu-
als, but also in the interests of acting rightly
in terms of the historical consequences of
their action.

In Truth and Justification, Habermas
(2003c) gives an updated account of his view
of communicative action, including the kind of
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communicative action wefind in everyday life
and in wider public spheres of argument about
contemporary issues, including new insights
about the presuppositions of argumentation:

... the rational acceptability of validity claims is ulti-
mately based only on reasons that stand up to
objections under certain exacting conditions of
communication. If the process of argumentation is
to live up to its meaning, communication in the
form of rational discourse must, if possible, allow
all relevant information and explanations to be
brought up and weighed so that the stance parti-
cipants take can be intrinsically motivated solely by
the revisionary power of free-floating reasons.
However, if this is the intuitive meaning that we
associate with argumentation in general, then we
also know that a practice may not seriously count
as argumentation unless it meets certain prag-
matic presuppositions.

The four most important presuppositions are (a)
publicity and inclusiveness: no one who could
make a relevant contribution with regard to a con-
troversial validity claim must be excluded; (b) equal
rights to engage in communication: everyone must
have the same opportunity to speak to the matter
at hand; (c) exclusion of deception and illusion:
participants have to mean what they say; and (d)
absence of coercion: communication must be free
of restrictions that prevent the better argument
from being raised or from determining the out-
come of the discussion. Presuppositions (a), (b) and
(d) subject one’s behaviour in argumentation to
the rules of an egalitarian universalism. With
regard to moral-practical issues, it follows from
these rules that the interests and value-orientations
of every affected person are equally taken into
consideration. And since the participants in practi-
cal discourses are simultaneously the ones who are
affected, presupposition (c) — which in theoretical-
empirical disputes requires only a sincere and
unconstrained weighing of the arguments — takes
on the further significance that one remain criti-
cally alert to self-deception as well as hermeneuti-
cally open and sensitive to how others understand
themselves and the world. (pp. 106-7; emphases
in original)

Habermas then outlines (pp. 108-9) the
universalizing capacity of argument as it
appeals to wider and wider frameworks of
justification, basing the search for justifica-
tion and truth on a ‘decentred’ perspective
that each participant gains as she or he
becomes more sensitive to the views and
perspectives of others, and by appealing to a

wider community of potential participants
who could engage in the discussion.

This taking-into-account of the perspec-
tives and interests of others—what Habermas
describes as ‘decentring’ (p. 109) and imply-
ing ‘egalitarian universalism’ (p. 107) —isat
the heart of mora discourses about what it is
right to do in any particular situation. It also
describes the kinds of discussions that occur
in many critical participatory action research
initiatives.

From Subjectivity to
Intersubjectivity

The communicative space opened by com-
municative action, and by participatory
action research undertaken as a kind of
process of communicative action, is an inter-
subjective space that exists between and
beyond individual participants. Habermas
(20034) describes the linguistic grounding of
intersubjectivity:

As historical and social beings we find ourselves
always already in a linguistically structured life-
world. In the forms of communication through
which we reach an understanding with one
another about something in the world and about
ourselves, we encounter a transcending power.
Language is not a kind of private property. No
one possesses exclusive rights over the common
medium of the communicative practices we must
intersubjectively share. No single participant can
control the structure, or even the course, of
processes of reaching understanding and self-
understanding. How speakers and hearers make
use of their communicative freedom to take yes-
or no-positions is not a matter of their subjective
discretion. For they are free only in virtue of
the binding force of the justifiable claims they
raise towards one another. The /ogos of language
embodies the power of the intersubjective,
which precedes and grounds the subjectivity of
speakers.

The logos of language escapes our control, and
yet we are the ones, the subjects capable of speech
and action, who reach an understanding with one
another in this medium. It remains ‘our’ language.
The unconditionedness of truth and freedom is a
necessary presupposition of our practices, but
beyond the constituents of ‘our’ form of life they
lack any ontological guarantee. (pp. 10-11)
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The intersubjective is not somehow * above
individual understandings or self-understand-
ings. The intersubjective exists in the commu-
nicative space in which speakers and hearers
encounter one ancther — in speech and writ-
ing. The agreements they reach do not negate
their individual subjectivity.

In terms of justification, such ‘truth’ aswe
can ever find will be in communication, and
we will find it only through communicative
action — searching with one another for inter-
subjective agreement, mutual understanding
and consensus about what to do. Our ordi-
nary conversations are never universal in the
sense that they are al-inclusive; they never
entirely escape the time and space in which
they occur; and they frequently run aground
in misperceptions, misunderstandings, dis-
agreements or conflict. When they do run
aground, all we can do is to pause until we
are able to re-engage with one another on the
basis of civility and reciprocal recognition of
one ancther as persons worthy of respect.
Nor will our conversations be completely
coherent, fully argued and complete. The
topics, themes and circumstances of our
communicative action will forever be chang-
ing, leaving all our agreements incomplete
and partial — halting steps and limited
achievements on a path towards an unattain-
able complete agreement, complete under-
standing, and perfect consensus about what
to do. Frail and fallible though it may be, al
we have, and al we will ever have, is the
conversation (Kemmis, forthcoming b).

This, then, is to take a fdlibilist view of
truth — a view that recognizes that current
and new understandings are aways open to
revision in the light of as-yet-undiscovered
knowledge or understandings — and a view
that truth must always be justified discur-
sively —through argument. The quality of the
argument, and the ways people participate in
it, iswhat gives life to being ‘critical’.

Lifeworld and System

In Habermas's theory of communicative
action, the ‘domain’ of intersubjectivity

replaces the idea that truth is something
apprehended in the consciousness of an indi-
vidual. Breaking with this tradition, in
Habermas's view, is the key to escaping
some of the dead ends that both ‘ objectivist’
and ‘subjectivist’ philosophy and science has
been led into. He breaks with * the philosophy
of the subject’ by arguing that it is in the
space of the intersubjective — the lifeworlds
we inhabit, and in which we encounter one
another as persons — that the possibility of
truth and moral rightness resides, not in the
consciousness of individuals participating in
the discussion — although each individually
has the communicative power to take ‘yes' or
‘no’ positions with regard to the substance of
arguments as they unfold.

Each of usinhabits avariety of lifeworlds,
and the socia world contains an indetermi-
nate variety of lifeworlds — very different
ways of life in different places. In
Habermas's social theory and philosophy, the
lifeworld is not only to be understood as a
‘rea’ socia space inhabited by particular
people; it is also to be understood as a court
of appeal (my phrase, not Habermas's) in
which validity claims can be tested through
argument or conversation. Thisisaconvivial
and human view of truth and justification
that does not depend on appeal to atranscen-
dental perspective (such as an omniscient
God) to make a statement true.

Table 8.1 outlines the key eements and
universal structures of the lifeworld identi-
fied by Habermas. It should be noted that he
indicates that particular lifeworlds are
diverse, characterized by multiplicity and
diffusion, and that different lifeworlds over-
lap and interweave. The universal structures,
however, give a clear idea of what is meant
by the concept of ‘the lifeworld’.

In the Theory of Communicative Action
(1984, 19874), Habermas distinguishes com-
municative action from strategic action
(action oriented towards successfully achiev-
ing known outcomes by relevant means). In
highly differentiated, complex societies,
strategic action is usualy guided by func-
tional reason. Functional reason is expressed
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Table 8.1 Components of lifeworlds

Culture Society

Person

Reproduced via cultural

reproduction which connects newly
arising situations to existing conditions
in the semantic dimension.

Cultural reproduction secures
continuity of tradition and
coherency of knowledge.

Cultural reproduction renews
interpretative schemata susceptible

of consensus ('valid knowledge'). ('solidarities’).

Reproduced via social integration
which connects newly arising
situations to existing conditions
in the dimension of social space.

Social integration coordinates action
via legitimately ordered social
relationships and lends constancy
to the identity of groups.

Social integration renews legitimately
ordered social relationships

Reproduced via socialization
which connects newly arising
situations to existing conditions in
the dimension of historical time.

Socialization secures the acquisition
of generalized capacities for action
for future generations and takes care
of harmonizing individual life histories
and collective life forms.

Socialization renews capacities for
interaction ('personal identities').

in a language of goals and means, and, in the
context of administrative systems, often in a
language of roles, organizational functions
and rules. The Theory of Communicative
Action provides a critique of functional
reason, arguing that communicative action
offers a way out of being trapped in func-
tiona reason characteristic of the administra:
tive systems that govern so much of
contemporary life. Under contemporary
social conditions, many different kinds of sys-
tems have become ‘relatively autonomous’ —
that is, driven by their own loca demands,
and freed from their anchors in valid knowl-
edge (claims to truth), socia solidarities
(morality and claims to justice), and individ-
ual understandings and capacities (authentic-
ity). This autonomy means that systems
become uncoupled from the lifeworlds that
initially grounded them. Once uncoupled,
systems thinking and functionality can then
colonize lifeworld relationships, creating
rationalized models of right action that are
inappropriate for relationships between
people wherever these should properly be
based on valid knowledge, solidarity and per-
sonal capacities— as, for example, in relation-
ships among members of a community of
practice (like a profession), or in social wel-
fare settings where people should be treated
with recognition and respect.

Habermas identifies a number of patholo-
gies in contemporary Western societies that
are a consequence of the uncoupling of
system and lifeworld and the rationalization

of the lifeworld. In his view, concerns about
socia integration, and maintenance of social
order have become more insistent, pervasive
and dominant with increasing social com-
plexity, especially the increasing complexity
of social life from the perspective of social
systems. Moreover, more and more of the
work of coordinating systems has been
‘handed over’ to the steering media of money
and administrative power as bases for
exchange between social subsystems. While
this helps reduce the complexity of practical
guestions (because they areincreasingly han-
dled as questions about monetary exchange
and administrative regulation, dealt with by
functional reason and rational-purposive
action), this transfer also permits further
increases in the complexity of system rela
tionships and coordination, to acrisis point —
the point where a variety of kinds of crises
begin to manifest themselves in the life-
worlds of participants (Habermas, 1987a
143). Under these conditions, the smooth
reproduction of lifeworlds can no longer be
guaranteed because participants experience
their lifeworld connections with others as
fragmented and overburdened. Under such
conditions, the regulation of social systemsis
increasingly difficult to manage, since the
lifeworld anchoring necessary for system
operation is no longer secure.

Critical participatory action research, work-
ing across the boundaries of lifeworldsand sys-
tems, crestes opportunities to explore these
boundary-crises by opening communicative
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space among participants and others
involved in and affected by their actions.

Public Discourse in Public Spheres

It is not easy to establish the social and dis-
cursive conditions under which people can
equally, openly and fearlessly ask and
answer questions, and conduct themselves
civilly towards reaching intersubjective agree-
ment, mutual understanding and consensus
about what to do Kemmis (forthcoming b).
In practice, argumentation is frequently sub-
ject to distortion, deadline pressures and
practical constraints on ‘really’ understand-
ing one another’s points of view. These lim-
its and interruptions are not fatal, however,
they are just aporias or gaps to be explored
in other discussions — the openings for new
conversations. What holds a group together
is members tacit or explicit agreement to
continue the conversation. Intersubjective
agreement, mutual understanding and mutual
consensus are always situated and provi-
sional. Action research initiatives can be
understood as fora designed to open commu-
nicative space so emerging agreements and
disagreements, understandings and decisions
can be problematized and explored openly
(Habermas, 1987b, 1996; Kemmis and
McTaggart, 2005).

In Chapter 8 of Between Facts and Norms,
Habermas (1996; see also 1992, Lecture XI)
exploresthiskind of communication in terms
of public discourse in public spheres (see
aso Kemmis and McTaggart, 2005). The
kind of public discourse he has in mind is
communicative action, the kind of public
spheres he has in mind are communicative
spaces constituted by participants themselves
for dialogue in which there is voluntary par-
ticipation; in which speakers have or take
communicative freedom; and in which par-
ticipants aim to be inclusive (both socially
and in the language they use in addressing
each other). Such communicative spaces
may be created within an organization, but
only by temporarily suspending, literally ‘for
argument’s sake', the hierarchical roles and

rules and the functional imperatives of the
organization as a system directed towards
attaining particular objectives. More gener-
ally, communicative spaces are to be found at
the margins of ingtitutions, blurring bound-
aries and connecting with other public
spheres. Conversations within these commu-
nicative spaces presuppose communicative
freedom. They frequently arise in responseto
legitimation-deficits — in response to circum-
stances, policies or decisions which lack
legitimacy in the eyes of those involved.
Legitimation-deficits are frequently the
central themes which give rise to social
movements, becoming the foci for sustained
practical and critical discussions about the
nature and consequences of possible courses
of action by those involved. And the out-
comes of these discussions may be to influ-
ence an organization not directly but
indirectly, by ‘laying siege to the formally-
organized political system by encircling it
with reasons without, however, attempting to
overthrow or replaceit’ (Baynes, 1995; 217).
Habermas (1996) observes that communica-
tive action in such groups builds solidarity
among participants, in turn giving them a
sense of communicative power and lending
legitimacy to their emerging agreements,
understandings and decisions — as a counter
to the legitimation crisis which may have
provoked the formation of a particular public
sphere.

Critical participatory action research ini-
tiatives open communicative space beyond
the sphere of immediate participantsin a pro-
ject or group. Very likely, their discussions
will connect to a wider public sphere to
which participants must ultimately refer in
justifying their views, foreshadowing a uni-
versal public sphere which no actual conver-
sation really reaches.

4 RESEARCH TO TRANSFORM
REALITY

If praxisisright conduct in response to a par-
ticular situation at a particular time, informed
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by the agent’s knowledge and by recourse to
relevant theory and traditions, then the fruits
of praxis are to be evaluated in history, in
terms of its consequences, in hindsight.
Action researchers are not passive about
action as it unfolds, intervening only after-
wardsto revise or reconstruct plans that have
gone awry; on the contrary, they intervene
deliberately and actively in individual and
collective practice/praxis with the intention
of acting in ways likely to make things better
than before.

In this sense, action research investigates
reality in order to transform it, as Orlando
Fals Borda (1979) put it and, equally, as
Kemmis and McTaggart (2000) put it, action
research also transforms reality in order to
investigate it. Critical participatory action
research is a form of exploratory action that
takes communicative action into social prac-
tice, using social practice as a source of new
understandings (Kemmis and Brennan
Kemmis, 2003). It aims to ‘write the history
of the future' by acting deliberately to inter-
pret and learn from what happens. It aims to
‘feed’ future reflection by collecting evi-
dence about action asit unfolds, and about its
unfolding historical consequences.

Much of Habermas's writing since The
Theory of Communicative Action has been
devoted to exploring contemporary problems
and crises to re-think the world as a basis for
doing things differently — transforming
things. In Between Facts and Norms (1996),
for example, he investigates theories of law
to clarify what basic law constitutions must
contain to preserve human and civil rights. In
Religion and Rationality (2002), he takes up
themes about religion raised by his account
of religious belief and communities in The
Theory of Communicative Action. He dis-
cusses communities of faith —and whether or
not the idea of God can be replaced by inter-
subjectivity in the form of the logos of lan-
guage. In The Future of Human Nature
(2003a), he explores the moral and ethical
guestions posed by genetic modification of
embryos, with profound implications for the
self-understanding of our species. And in

Truth and Justification (2003c), he returnsto
guestions about the nature of truth he last
addressed intensively in the 1970s, espe-
cidly in Knowledge and Human Interests
(1972). He revises some of those old argu-
ments, building on developments in analytic
philosophy and developments in pragma
tism, again through debates with key con-
temporary theorists in these fields.

Habermas has lived the role of the philoso-
pher as public intellectual he describesin Truth
and Judtification. On the one hand, he has
contributed to various kinds of philosophical
debates with other leading thinkers of his
times — for example,

e with Gadamer about interpretation (in Theory
and Practice, 1974, and Knowledge and Human
Interests, 1972),

e with the systems theorist Niklas Luhmann about
the extent to which human society can be under-
stood in terms of systems (in Legitimation Crisis,
1975, and in other works, including The Theory of
Communicative Action, 1984, 1987a),

e with various poststructuralists and postmod-
ernists (Derrida, Bataille, Foucault, Lyotard and
others) about whether the thinking made pos-
sible in modernity is now obsolete and whether
their criticisms of modernity and rationality are
warranted (in The Philosophical Discourse of
Modernity, 1987b),

e with the liberal theorist of justice John Rawls
about the nature of justice and the constitutional
state (in Between Facts and Norms, 1996, The
Inclusion of the Other, 1998, and The
Postnational Constellation, 2001), and

e with various interlocutors in the ‘domestic dis-
putes’ within post-Marxist thought and critical
theory (for example, in the Axel Honneth et al.
edited volume Interventions in the Unfinished
Project of Modernity, 1992).

On the other hand, through books and
essays (often in the German press), he has
continued to make interventions in the public
political arena, commenting on such matters
as German sdf-understandings of the National
Socialist (Nazi) period (for example, in The
New Conservatism: Cultural Criticism and
the Historian’s Debate, 1989b), on European
and international legal and constitutional



CRITICAL THEORY AND PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 133

issues and structures (for example in The
Inclusion of the Other, 1998), and in discus-
sions of terrorism after 11 September 2001, in
Philosophy in a Time of Terror (2003b, with
Jacques Derrida, edited and introduced by
Giovanna Borradori).

These interventions show that Habermas
models the critical intention of critical
theory — with an emancipatory and transfor-
mative intention both in relation to ideas and
in relation to states of affairs in the world —
whether modernity itself or more specific
crises of national identity, international rela-
tions, or religious fundamentalism and ter-
rorism. In terms of scale, these are grand
interventions in contemporary issues.

Most critical participatory action research
initiatives have a more modest scope.
Interventions like those in Indigenous educa-
tion of the Yolngu people of Austraia’s
Northern Territory (Kemmis and McTaggart,
2000) had immediate goals of improving
Aborigina education in their communities,
but also connected with much wider issues
like issues of Indigenous rights and gover-
nance, post-colonial issues, and cross-
cultural communication and education. The
initiative addressed boundary-crises emer-
ging at the point of collision between thelife-
worlds of the Yolngu and systems that had
colonized their country (government, admin-
istration, education, welfare, and of busi-
ness). It also explored the collisions between
the different lifeworlds of the Yolngu and the
non-Indigenous teachers, administrators and
others who had come to their country —
involving different kinds of resources of
culture, society and identity. Such initiatives
aim to make the lived realities of people less
irrational (in the dimension of culture, dis-
course and rationality), less unjust (in the
dimension of society, justice, legitimacy and
solidarity), and less inhumane (in the dimen-
sion of identity and personal capacity).

People already intervene through action
research in many contemporary crises like
those that occur at the boundaries between
systems and lifeworlds, when identities, life-
worlds and forms of life are threatened by

e changing cultural and discursive conditions that
threaten our understanding of ourselves, others
and the world;

¢ changing social conditions that threaten solidari-
ties and the legitimacy of established orders; or

e changing material-economic conditions that
threaten the well-being and sustenance of
people, families and larger social groups.

Careful, critical and continuoudy sdlf-critica
interventions like those of critical participa
tory action research create sitesin which crit-
ical capacities are exercised and expressed.
They can be launching-pads for wise and
prudent social action on themes, problems
and issues of contemporary concern. They
offer ways of investigating existing condi-
tions and exploring possible futures.

5 RESEARCH WITHA
PRACTICAL AIM

Critical participatory action research occurs
with the practical am of phronesis — the
commitment to acting wisely and prudently
in the particular circumstances of a practical
situation. It follows that participants in criti-
cal participatory action research deliberate
differently about the situation in which they
find themselves than they would if they
regarded the situation as calling only for
technical reasoning about the most effica
cious, effective and efficient means to
achieve known and accepted ends or goals.

Practical reason treats both ends and
means as problematic. It isthe form of reason
employed whenever people have to act in a
complex situation, in the knowledge that
their action and its consequences will be
judged in terms of complex and sometimes
conflicting values. It is at its most evident in
situations described as ‘tragic’ —where actors
are forced to choose between conflicting sets
of values (such as the classic moral dilemma
of the parent forced by poverty to choose
between respect for property and care for a
family when deciding whether or not to steal
food).
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Research that aims to support and
strengthen practical reason is necessarily
addressed to actors as agents — people who
must act, who must confront practica ques-
tions and make decisions about what to do. It
addresses these actors as persons — knowing
subjects — who might make wiser and more
prudent decisions given a richer understand-
ing of the situations in which they find them-
sdlves. Unlike a science aiming to support and
inform technical reason, a ‘practical science
aims not to achieve control of a situation but
to educate actors or practitioners in ways that
will help them to understand the nature and
consequences of their actions more fully, and
to assist them in weighing what should be
done. Practical reason furnishes agents with
better ways of thinking about action in the
particular situationsthey confront, but its prin-
cipa am is to create better, more moral
actions. Praxis is not a way of thinking about
action, but a particular kind of action —
morally-informed, wise, prudent, and oriented
by reference to guiding traditions of thought
and action, theory and practice.

Critical participatory action research is
‘practical’ in the sense that it aims at the pro-
duction of the good for individua persons
and for humankind by aiming for right con-
duct, the best one can do under the circum-
stances, knowing one will be judged by
history. Action researchers document their
actions because they expect to be judged by
history and in terms of the historical conse-
guences of their action.

6 RESEARCH WITH
EMANCIPATORY AIMS

In critical reasoning about practice,
researchers adopt a dialectica stance with
respect to the ‘ objective’ and ‘ subjective’ and
individual and social aspects of a setting.
They treat others involved in the setting as
co-participants who can work together col-
laboratively to change the ways in which
they constitute it through their practice.
While including elements of technical and

practical reason, critical-emancipatory
reasoning reaches beyond them. It manifests
itself in attitudes of collaborative reflection,
theorizing and social action directed towards
emancipatory reconstruction of the setting
(in terms of the personal and the political, the
local and the global).

Critical participatory action researchers
are committed to ‘a communicative form of
life'; they are committed to exploring and
discussing issues relevant to the circum-
stances of their own lives. It isin their first-
person roles as participants, together with
others as equal subjects, that they must reach
intersubjective agreements, mutual under-
standings and uncoerced consensus about
what to do. They aspire ‘to consider in each
case al relevant points of view impartialy
and to take all interests equally into account’
(Habermas, 2003c: 290).

It is here, to borrow the final words of
Truth and Justification, that peoplein the end
can and do find one another as persons, and
thus as subjects who, like oneself, deserve

respect:

Given that different directions in life are existen-
tially irreconcilable, it is always difficult for two
parties whose identities have been shaped in dif-
ferent ways of life and traditions to reach agree-
ment — be it at the international level between
different cultures or between different subcultural
collectivities within one and the same state. Here,
it is all the more helpful to remember that an
agreement on binding norms (ensuring reciprocal
rights and duties) does not require the mutual
appreciation for one another’s cultural achieve-
ments and life styles, but instead depends solely on
acknowledging that every person is of equal value
precisely as a person. (p. 292)

The emancipatory impulse arises and finds
expression in the light of this insight about
the preciousness and indissoluble uniqueness
of each human life. It arisesin critical parti-
cipatory action research when people seek to
release themselves and others from con-
straints that narrow their lives and produce
untoward consequences. It arises when
people confront social structures and prac-
tices that are unjust in the sense that they
cause or support domination (the constraint
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on self-determination) and oppression (the
constraint on self-expression and self-
development; Young, 1990). The emancipa-
tory impulse springs from the eternal hope
that things might be otherwise — more ratio-
na (in the sense of reasonable), more legiti-
mate, more caring, and less apt to produce
differential consequences of suffering and
dissatisfaction.

This, inthe end, iswhat makes critical par-
ticipatory action research ‘critical’ in the
terms in which Horkheimer (cited earlier)
described critical theory. This is what moti-
vates the commitment of critical participa
tory action researchers to cultural-discursive,
social and material-economic transformation
aswell asthe transformation of the lives and
circumstances of individual people, and of
oppressed groups.

Thus, critical participatory action research —
and forms of ‘engaged research’ like it —
often occurs in the context of social move-
ments (Touraine, 1981; Habermas, 1987a:
391-6; 1992: 364-5; 1996: 373-84) in which
there is a widening consciousness that cur-
rent social structures or practices are produc-
ing untoward consequences; that they are
illegitimate; that they exclude, dominate or
oppress particular groups; or that they cause
suffering or dissatisfaction. Under such cir-
cumstances, people do in fact undertake
exploratory action to find other ways of
thinking, relating to one another, and doing
things that might have other, less unsatisfac-
tory consequences. They often do so against
seemingly overwhelming odds, often in
small and cautious ways, taking heart from
the understandings they reach with their fel-
lows, the solidarity of working together, and
the rewards of making a difference even if
the achievements seem small and local. Out
of such small steps, larger movements some-
times grow. These small steps make people
feel ‘alive’ in auniversalistic sense — making
them feel connected to the circumstances of
all people everywhere: alive to history, alive
in history, and aive in making history — their
own and others'. This is the emancipatory
face of an ‘ effective-historical consciousness

that aspires to a better history than the
history we face if things go on as they are. It
is the eternal other of human suffering —
hope.

A NEW DEFINITION OF CRITICAL
PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH

The arguments and perspectives presented in
the preceding sections lead me to propose the
following as a new (though long) definition
of critical participatory action research —or a
thesis about its nature. The numbers in this
definition refer to the chapter’s preceding
sections.
Critical participatory action research

1. is research undertaken collectively by partici-
pants in a social practice to achieve historical
self-consciousness (or ‘effective-historical con-
sciousness’ aimed both at historical conscious-
ness of an historical object and of the
historicality of the person interpreting it) in and
of their practice as praxis — that is, as morally-
informed, committed action, oriented by tradi-
tion, that responds wisely to the needs,
circumstances and particulars of a practical situ-
ation — not only by each as an individual but
especially through collective deliberation aimed
at collective self-understanding

2. as a process in which they reflect critically and
self-critically on

e their praxis as individual and collective par-
ticipants in the practice (action that may per-
haps turn out to be untoward in terms of its
effects or longer-term consequences),

e their historically-formed and intersubjec-
tively-shared understandings of the practice
(that may perhaps turn out to be ideologi-
cally or otherwise distorted), and

e the historically-formed cultural-discursive,
social and material-economic fields that con-
stitute the conditions of their practice and
the situations and settings in which their
practice is conducted (conditions, situations
and settings that may perhaps turn out to be
destructive)

3. by opening communicative space — that is, space
for collective reflection and self-reflection
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through communicative action aimed at inter-
subjective agreement, mutual understanding
and unforced consensus about what to do — in
which participants can strive together, subjec-
tively and intersubjectively, to reach shared
insights into and decisions about what to do in
relation to the nature and historical formation of
their practice in terms of

e how their practice has evolved over time in
its intertwined (and sometimes contradictory
or contested) cultural-discursive, social,
material-economic and personal dimen-
sions and

e themes and issues that arise as common
concerns as a consequence of the tensions
and interconnections within and between
their shared lifeworlds (that provide content
and resources constituted in the shared
logos of language and shared background
assumptions in the cultural dimension, soli-
darities in the social dimension, and compe-
tences and capacities in the personal
dimension), on the one hand, and, on the
other, the administrative and economic sys-
tems that structure and constrain possibili-
ties for their action in the situation, and

4. by intervening in their unfolding collective
history through exploratory action to investigate
their shared reality in order to transform it and
to transform their reality in order to investigate
it, that is, by making changes in what they do
and gathering evidence of the observable con-
duct and historical consequences of their actions
for different people and groups involved and
affected in terms of the cultural-discursive,
social, material-economic and personal charac-
ter, conduct and consequences of the practice,

5. with the practical aim of acting rightly (in terms
of moral appropriateness) and with wisdom
(based on critically-interpreted tradition and
experience) and prudence in response to a cur-
rent issue or concern that confronts them in
their particular situation, and, in addition to this,

6. with the emancipatory aims of eliminating, as
far as possible, character, conduct or conse-
quences that are untoward, distorted, destruc-
tive or unsustainable because they are

o irrational (discursively unsustainable),

e unjust (causing or supporting domination or
oppression), alienating or excluding
(morally- and socially-unsustainable),

e unproductive (materially-economically unsus-
tainable), or

o the unjustifiable causes of suffering or dis-
satisfaction for particular persons or groups

e and of enhancing participants’ capacity for
collective historical action, often in the con-
text of social movements.

NOTES

1 | am grateful to Barbara Conlan and Roslin
Brennan Kemmis for editorial work that significantly
improved this chapter. The faults that remain are my
responsibility.

2 Gadamer's argument against ‘method’ in the
human and social sciences is elaborated in Joseph
Dunne’s (1993) Back to the Rough Ground, a mas-
terful and scholarly exploration of praxis and its
endangerment in contemporary times.
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Systems Thinking and Practice for

Action Research

Ray Ison

This chapter offers some grounding in systems thinking and practice for doing action
research. There are different traditions within systems thinking and practice which, if appre-
ciated, can become part of the repertoire for practice by action researchers. After exploring
some of these lineages the differences between systemic and systematic thinking and prac-
tice are elucidated — these are the two adjectives that come from the word 'system’, but they
describe quite different understandings and practices. These differences are associated with
epistemological awareness and distinguishing systemic action research from action research.
Finally, some advantages for action research practice from engaging with systems thinking

and practice are discussed.

My primary purpose in this chapter is to
introduce, albeit briefly, some of the different
traditions within systems thinking and prac-
tice and to explore what action research (AR)
practitioners may find useful by engaging
with these traditions.

The history of systems thinking and prac-
tice can be explained in many different ways.
Anyone can be a systems thinker and practi-
tioner, but the narrativesthat aretold are gen-
erally about those with recognized expertise.
My perspectiveisthat many well-known sys-
tems thinkers had particular experiences
which led them to devote their lives to their
particular forms of systems practice. So,

within systems thinking and practice, just as
in other domains of practice, there are differ-
ent traditions, which are perpetuated through
lineages.

After exploring some of these lineages |
elucidate how systemic and systematic think-
ing and practice are different — these are the
two adjectives that come from the word
‘system’ but they describe quite different
understandings and practices. These differ-
ences are associated with epistemological
awareness, which is required, | claim, for
moving effectively between systemic and
systematic thinking and practice. |1 ground
thisclaim in my own experience of doing AR
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which has led me to distinguish systemic
action research from action research.

Finally, | suggest some advantages |, and
others in the systems traditions, have found
useful for AR from engaging with systems
thinking and practice.

SYSTEMS TRADITIONS AND
LINEAGES

Scene Setting

The word ‘system’ comes from the Greek
verb synhistanai, meaning ‘ to stand together’
(the word ‘epistemology’ has the same root).
A system is a perceived whole whose ele-
ments are ‘interconnected’. Someone who
pays particular attention to interconnections
is said to be systemic (e.g. a systemic family
therapist is someone who considers the inter-
connections amongst the whole family; the
emerging discipline of Earth Systems
Science is concerned with the interconnec-
tions between the geological and biological
features of the Earth). On the other hand, if |
follow arecipein a step-by step manner then
| am being systematic. Medical students in
courses on anatomy often take a systematic
approach to their study of the human body —
the hand, leg, internal organs etc. — but at the
end of their study they may have very little
understanding of the body as a whole
because the whole is different to the sum of
the parts, i.e. the whole has emergent proper-
ties(Table9.1). Later | explain how starting off
systemicdly to attempt to change or improve
situations of complexity and uncertainty
means being both systemic and systematic.
Many, but not all, people have some form
of systemic awareness, even though they
may be unaware of the intellectual history of
systems thinking and practice as a field of
practical and academic concern. Systemic
awareness comes from understanding:

(i) ‘cycles’, such as the cycle between life and
death, various nutrient cycles and the water
cycle — the connections between rainfall, plant
growth, evaporation, flooding, run-off,

percolation etc. Through this sort of systemic
logic water availability for plant growth can ulti-
mately be linked to the milk production of graz-
ing animals and such things as profit and other
human motivations. Sometimes an awareness of
connectivity is described in the language of
chains, as in ‘the food chain’, and sometimes as
networks, as in the ‘web of life". Other phrases
include ‘joined up’, ‘linked’, ‘holistic’, ‘whole sys-
tems’, ‘complex adaptive systems' etc;

(i)  counterintuitive effects, such as realizing that
floods can represent times when you need to
be even more careful about conserving water,
as exemplified by the shortages of drinking
water in the New Orleans floods that followed
hurricane Katrina in 2005; and

(i)  unintended consequences. Unintended conse-
quences are not always knowable in advance
but thinking about things systemically can
often minimize them. They may arise because
feedback processes (i.e. positive and negative
feedback) are not appreciated (Table 9.1). For
example the designers of England’s motorways
did not plan for what is now experienced on a
daily basis — congestion, traffic jams, emis-
sions, etc. These unintended consequences are
a result of the gaps in thinking that went into
designing and building new motorways as part
of a broader ‘transport system’.

As | intimated earlier, many people either
implicitly or explicitly refer to things that are
interconnected (exhibit connectivity — Table
9.1) when they use the word ‘ system’. A com-
mon exampleistheuse of ‘transport system’ or
‘computer system’ in everyday speech. Aswell
asaset of interconnected ‘things (elements), a
‘system’ can aso be seen asaway of thinking
about the connections (relationships) between
things — hence a process. A congtraint to think-
ing about ‘ system’ as an entity and a processis
caused by the word ‘system’ being anoun —a
noun implies something you can see, touch or
discover, but in contemporary systems think-
ing more attention is paid to the process of
‘formulating’ a system as depicted in Figure
9.1. This figure shows someone who has
formulated or distinguished a system of inter-
est in adtuation, i.e. a process. In the process
a boundary judgement is made which
diginguishes a system of interest from an
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A distinction made
by someone

Environment

System of
Interest

—

Boundary

Key elements that result from systems thinking.

Figure 9.1 Key elements of systems practice as a process which result from systems thinking

within situations experienced as complex

environment. It follows that because we each
have different perspectives and interests (histo-
ries) then it is likely that we will make differ-
ent boundary judgementsin the same situation,
i.e. my education system will be different to
yours because we see different elements, con-
nections and boundary. Contemporary systems
practiceis concerned with overcoming thelim-
itations of the everyday use of the word
‘system’ as well as seeing the process of for-
mulating systems of interest as aform of prac-
tice that facilitates changes in understanding,
practice and situations.

Systems thinking embraces a wide range
of concepts which most systems lineages
have as a common grounding (Table 9.1).
Thus, like other academic areas, ‘systems
has its own language, as shown in Table 9.1.
At this point it is worth noting that | have
already used the word ‘system’ in a number
of different ways: (i) the everyday sense
when we refer to the ‘problem with the
system’; (ii) a ‘system’ of interest which is
the product of a process of formulating or
constructing by someone (Figure 9.1); (iii)
the academic area of study called ‘systems
and (iv) a systems approach — practice or
thinking which encompasses both systemic
and systematic thinking and action.

I now provide a brief overview of the
history of systemsthinking and practice which
gives rise to the traditions of understanding
out of which systemists think and act. This
account is by no means comprehensive and
reflects my own perspective on this history.

HISTORY AND OUR TRADITIONS OF
UNDERSTANDING

Some historical accounts of systems lineages
start with the concerns of organismic biolo-
gists who felt that the reductionist thinking
and practice of other biologists was losing
sight of phenomena associated with whole
organisms (von Bertalanffy, 1968 [194Q]).
Organismic or systemic biologists were
amongst those who contributed to the inter-
disciplinary project described as ‘general
systems theory’ (GST; von Bertalanffy, 1968
[1940]). Interestingly, ‘systemic biology’ is
currently enjoying a resurgence (O’ Malley
and Dupré, 2005). Other historical accounts
start earlier — with Smuts’ (1926) notion of
practical holism—or even earlier with process
thinkers such as Heraclitus who is reputed to
have said: ‘You cannot step into the same
river twice, for fresh waters are ever flowing
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in upon you.” Figure 9.2 gives an account of
some of the influences that have givenriseto
contemporary systems approaches. Other
historical accounts can be found in
Checkland (1981), Flood (1999, 2001/2006),
Francois (1997), Jackson (2000) or on
Principia Cybernetica (2006).

In Figure 9.2 | identify five formative clus-
ters that give rise to contemporary systems
approaches. It is not possible to describe all
these influences nor approaches in detall.
Some of the mativation for the ‘GST project’
in interdisciplinary synthesis can be explained
by the redlization in many disciplinesthat they
were grappling with similar phenomena. This
project had its gpotheosis in the interdiscipli-
nary Macy conferencesin the 1940s and 1950s
which did much to trigger new insights of a
systems and cybernetic nature and subse-
quently awide range of theoretical and practi-
ca developments (see Heims, 1991). So,
although GST, as an intellectua project, has
not been sustained it has nonethelessleft arich
legacy (Capra, 1996).

For example, Checkland (1981: 152) estab-
lishes a connection with Kurt Lewin's view of
‘the limitations of studying complex real
socia eventsin alaboratory, the artificidity of
splitting out single behavioural elements from
an integrated system’ (see also Foster, 1972).
Checkland goes on to say: ‘this outlook obvi-
ously denotes a systems thinker, though
Lewin did not overtly identify himsef as
such’ (p. 152). A central idea in Lewin's
milieu was that psychologica phenomena
should be regarded as exiting in a‘field’: ‘as
part of a system of coexisting and mutualy
interdependent factors having certain proper-
ties as a system that are deducible from
knowledge of isolated elements of the system’
(Deutsch and Krauss, 1965, quoted in Sofer,
1972). Whilst Lewin may not have overtly
described himself as a systems thinker, he was
nonetheless a member of the Macy confer-
ences ‘core group’. He attended the first two
conferences but died in 1947, shortly before
the third conference, and his influence was
lost to the group (especialy his knowledge of
Gestalt psychology).t

The next two clusters (Figure 9.2) are
associated with cybernetics, from the Greek
meaning ‘helmsman’ or ‘steersman’. The
term was coined to deal with concerns about
feedback as exemplified by the person at the
helm responding to wind and currents so as
to stay on course. A key image of first-order
cybernetics is that of the thermostat-con-
trolled radiator — when temperatures deviate
from the optimum, feedback processes adjust
the heat to maintain the desired temperature.
Major concerns of cyberneticians were that
of communication and control (Table 9.1). As
outlined by Fell and Russell (2000), the first-
order cybernetic ‘idea of communication as
the transmission of unambiguous signals
which are codes for information has been
found wanting in many respects. Heinz von
Foerster, reflecting on the reports he edited
for the Macy Conferences that were so influ-
ential in developing communication theory
in the 1950s, said it was an unfortunate lin-
guistic error to use the word ‘information’
instead of ‘signal’ because the misleading
‘idea of ‘information transfer’ has held up
progress in this field (Capra, 1996). In the
latest theories the biological basis of the lan-
guage we use has become a central theme'
(see first- and second-order communication
in Table 9.1).

Fell and Russell (2000: 34) go on to
describe the emergence of second-order
cybernetics in the following terms; ‘ second-
order cyberneticsis a theory of the observer
rather than what is being observed. Heinz
von Foerster's phrase, “the cybernetics of
cybernetics’ was apparently first used by
him in the early 1960s as the title of Margaret
Mead's opening speech at the first meeting of
the American Cybernetics Society when she
had not provided written notes for the
Proceedings (van der Vijver, 1997)’.

The move from first- to second-order
cybernetics is a substantial philosophical and
epistemological jump asit returns to the core
cybernetic concept of ‘circularity’, or recur-
sion, by recognizing that observers bring forth
their worlds (Maturana and Poerkson, 2004;
Von Foerster and Poerkson, 2004). Von
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Foerster (1992), following Wittgenstein, put
the differences in the following terms. ‘Am |
apart from the universe? That is, whenever |
look am | looking through a peephole upon an
unfolding universe [the first-order tradition].
Or: Am | part of the universe? That is, when-
ever | act, | am changing myself and the uni-
verse as well [the second-order tradition]’
(p. 15). He goes on to say that ‘Whenever |
reflect upon these two alternatives, | am sur-
prised again and again by the depth of the
abyss that separates the two fundamentally
different worlds that can be created by such a
choice: Either to see mysdlf as a citizen of an
independent universe, whose regularities,
rules and customs | may eventually discover,
or to see mysdlf as the participant in a con-
spiracy whose customs, rules and regulations
weare now inventing’ (p. 15). It isworth mak-
ing the point that understandings from second-
order cybernetics have been influentia in
fields as diverse as family therapy and envi-
ronmental management. Some authors equate
a second order cybernetic tradition with radi-
cal constructivism, although not all agree.

Operations research (OR) is another
source of influence on contemporary systems
thinking and practice. OR flourished after the
Second World War based on the success of
practitioners in studying and managing com-
plex logistic problems. Asadisciplinary field
it has continued to evolve in ways that are
mirrored in the systems community.

A recent set of influences have come from
the so-called complexity sciences (Figure 9.2),
which is alively arena of competing and con-
tested discourses. As has occurred between the
different systemslineages, there are competing
claims within the complexity field for ingtitu-
tional capita (eg. many different academic
societies have been formed with little relation-
ship to each other), contested explanations
and extensive epistemological confusion
(Schlindwein and Ison, 2005). However, some
are drawing on both traditionsto forge exciting
new forms of praxis (e.g. McKenzie, 2006).

Other recent developments draw on inter-
disciplinary movements in the sciences,

especialy in science studies. These include
the rise of discourses and understandings
about the ‘risk’ and ‘networked’ society
(Beck, 1992; Castells, 2004), and associated
globalization which has raised awareness of
situations characterized by connectedness,
complexity, uncertainty, conflict, multiple
perspectives and multiple stakeholdings
(SLIM, 20044). It can be argued that thisis
the reformulation and transformation of an
earlier discourse about the nature of situa-
tions that Ackoff (1974) described as
‘messes’ rather than ‘difficulties’ (Table 9.1),
Shon (1995) as the ‘real-life swamp’ rather
than the * high-ground of technical rationality’,
and Rittel and Webber (1973) as ‘wicked' and
‘tame problems. A tame problem is one
where all the parties involved can agree what
the problem is ahead of the anaysis and
which does not change during the analysis.
In contrast, a wicked problem is ill-defined.
Nobody agrees about what, exactly, the
problem is. Schon, Ackoff and Rittel all had
professional backgroundsin planning so it is
not surprising that they encountered the same
phenomena even if they chose to describe
them differently.

An example of such a situation from my
own work is that of water catchments, a
‘catchment’ (or watershed) has been histori-
cally regarded as a description of a biophys-
ical entity, but today there are few
catchments which do not have mixed forms
of human activity (urban development, farm-
ing, extraction, mining etc.) interacting with bio-
physica or ecosystem functions. Catchments
could thus be said to be socially constructed.
On aglobal basisthereis a shortage of water
in relation to human-derived demands and
often the quality of water available is no
longer fit for purpose. In such situations
more scientific knowledge can increase,
rather than ameliorate, complexity and
uncertainty, yet there is also a need to ‘man-
age’ catchments. Thisis the type of situation
where systems thinking and practice and AR
come together most fruitfully (SLIM,
2004a).
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Table 9.2 The ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ traditions of systems thinking compared

The hard systems thinking tradition

The soft systems thinking tradition

oriented to goal seeking

assumes the world contains systems that can be engineered

assumes system models to be models of the world
(ontologies)

talks the language of ‘problem’ and ‘solutions’
Advantages

allows the use of powerful techniques

Disadvantages

may lose touch with aspects beyond the logic of
the problem situation

oriented to learning

assumes the world is problematical but can be explored by
using system models

assumes system models to be intellectual constructs
(epistemologies)

talks the language of ‘issues’ and ‘accommodations’
Advantages

is available to all stakeholders including professional
practitioners; keeps in touch with the human content of
problem situations

Disadvantages

does not produce the final answers;
accepts that inquiry is never-ending

(Adapted from Checkland, 1985)

IMPLICATIONS FOR ACTION
RESEARCHERS

Developments in systems thinking and prac-
tice have gone on in paralel — sometimes
with mutual influences, sometimes in
isolation — with other academic trends such
as the emergence of discourse theory or
post-structuralism or concerns with reflexiv-
ity, to name but a few. This should not pose
problems for action researchers, rather it
should offer more choices for practice.
Awareness of the different systems tradi-
tions, the praxes that have evolved, their
constituent concepts (e.g. Table 9.1) and the
techniques, tools and methods that are used
are al available for an action researcher to
enhance their own repertoire.

One of the key concepts in systems is that
of levels or layered structure (Table 9.1); this
concept illuminates an important aspect of
systems practice, the conscious movement
between different levels of abstraction. In the
next section | explore how it is possible, with
awareness, to move between the systemic
and systematic.

Not all the systems approaches depicted in
Figure 9.2 have been influenced by the dis-
tinctions | have made; each has tended to

focus on particular key systemic concerns,
e.g. patterns of influence and the dynamics of
stocks and flows in systems dynamics; criti-
cal theory and Habermasian understandings
in critical systems approaches; phenomenol-
ogy and interpretivism in applied ‘soft sys-
tems, to name but a few. Those within each
approach have generally evolved their own
forms of praxis. Engagement with the differ-
ent systems traditions also requires an ability
to make epistemological distinctions — to be
epistemologically aware. | explain why this
isimportant in the next section.

SYSTEMIC AND SYSTEMATIC
THINKING AND ACTION

Exploring the Systemic/Systematic
Distinction

When Checkland and his co-workers, begin-
ning in the late 1960s, reacted against the
thinking then prevalent in systems engineer-
ing and operations research (two lineages
depicted in Figure 9.2), and coined the terms
‘hard’ and ‘ soft’ systems (Table 9.2), the case
for epistemological awareness within sys
tems began to be made apparent.
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Systems practitioners, such as Checkland,
found the thinking associated with goal-
oriented behaviour to be unhelpful when deal-
ing with messes and this resulted in a move
away from goad-oriented thinking towards
thinking in terms of learning, i.e. the purpose
of formulating a system of interest as depicted
in Figure 9.1 moves from naming, describing
or discovering systems to orchestrating a
process of learning which can lead to changes
in understandings and practices. The episte-
mological shift was from seeing systems as
‘real world entities to models or devices
employed in a process of action learning or
research, i.e. the primary skill shifted to one of
being ableto build and use systemic models as
epistemologica devices to facilitate learning
and change based on accommodations
between different interests. ‘Hard” systems
approaches had typically been used within the
lineage of ‘systems engineering’ which when
it cameto building bridges was fine, but when
these people turned their attention to socia
issues it was not so easy to engineer new
‘social systems — in fact it proved dangerous
to do so, with significant unintended conse-
guences (a recent example is the attempt by
the New Labour government in the UK to
‘engineer’ performance based on targets).

In our work at the Open University, driven
by the need to develop effective pedagogy for
educating the systems practitioner, we have
rejected the hard/soft distinction because we
experience it as perpetuating an unhelpful
dualism — a sdf negating either/or. This is
manifest, particularly among technology and
engineering students, as ‘hard approaches
(often quantitative) being perceived as more
rigorous than ‘soft’. Instead we employ the
adjectives that arise from the word system:
systemic thinking, thinking in terms of wholes
and systematic thinking, linear, step-by-step
thinking, as described earlier. Likewise, it is
possible to recognize systemic practice and
systematic practice. Together these comprisea
duality — a whole rather than an unhelpful
dualism (the Chinese symbol for yin and yang
isadepiction of aduality —together they make
awhole). Table 9.3 summarizes some of the

characteristics that distinguish between
systemic and systematic thinking and action.

The construction of Table 9.3 may suggest
that the systemic and systematic are either/or
choices. Historically, for many, they appear to
have been. However, the capacity to practise
both systemicaly and systematicaly gives
rise to more choices if one is able to act with
awareness. Awareness requires attempting to
know the traditions of understanding out of
which we think and act, including the extent
of our epistemological awareness. | also refer
tothisasthe ‘asif’ attitude, e.g. the choice can
be made to act ‘as if’ it were possible to be
‘objective’ or to see ‘systems as real. Such
awareness alows questions like: What will |
learn about this situation if | regard it as a
systemtodo X or Y?Or if you are abiologi<t,
asking: How might | understand this organism
if 1 choose to understand it as a system?
Adopting an ‘asif’ approach meansthat oneis
always aware of the observer who givesriseto
the distinctions that are made and the respon-
sibility we each have in this regard. The sys-
temic and systematic distinctions can be
linked to the different traditions in systems —
the systematic is akin to the first-order cyber-
netic tradition and the systemic builds on
second-order traditions (Figure 9.2). Being
able to work within both the systemic and sys-
tematic traditionsis only possible with episte-
mological awareness.

My systemic and systematic distinctions
extend the conclusions of Dent and Umpleby
(1998) in their analysis of the underlying
assumptions of systems and cybernetic tradi-
tions; they regard ‘systems and cybernetics
as acollective worldview in which one strand
is emerging with major assumptions about
constructivism, mutual causation and holism
and atraditional worldview comprising major
assumptions of objectivism, linear causation
and reductionism.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL AWARENESS

Epistemology is the study of how we come
to know; within second-order cybernetics
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knowledge is not something we have but
arises in socia relations such that all know-
ing is doing. From this perspective episte-
mology is something practical that is part of
daily life. It is known (Perry, 1981; Salner,
1986) that personal change in epistemic
assumptions is absolutely essential to any
major breakthroughs in decision-making
based on understanding and applying sys-
tems theories to practical problems. If, as
Salner has found, many people are not ableto
fully grasp relatively simple systemic con-
cepts (such as non-linear processes, or self-
reflexive structures), they will not be able to
rethink organizational dynamics in terms of
‘managing’ complexity without substantial
ateration in the worldviews (their ‘applied’
epistemology).

Salner (1986), drawing on earlier work by
Perry (1970, 1981) and Kitchener (1983),
describes the prevailing theory on epistemic
learning as involving the deliberate breaking
down and restructuring of mental models that
support worldviews. She acknowledges that
this is not easy. Prigogine provides an addi-
tional lens on this theory in his discussion of
‘dissipative structures' (Prigogine and
Stengers, 1994). This theory provides a
model of the dynamics of epistemic learning:
each learner goes through a period of chaos,
confusion and being overwhelmed by com-
plexity before new conceptua information
brings about a spontaneous restructuring of
mental models at a higher level of complex-
ity, thereby alowing a learner to understand
concepts that were formally opague. The
shifts in understanding that concern these
authors require circumstances in which there
is genuine openness to the situation rather
than a commitment to the conservation of a
theory, explanation or epistemological posi-
tion (e.g. objectivity) which is abstracted
from the situation. Above al else it requires
awareness that we each have an epistemol-
ogy (or possibly multiple epistemologies).

Tensions and conflictsthat arisein AR prac-
tice can often be attributed to differences in
epistemology, dthough this cause may not be
acknowledged or practitioners may not even

have the language to speak about it. A key
component of AR projects is often some form
of experientid learning — the Kolb (1983)
learning cycle is often held up as an exemplar
of an action research approach — but rarely is
‘experience€ understood in theoretica terms.
Within the second-order tradition, experience
arises in the act of making a distinction. Thus,
another way of describing a tradition is as our
experiential history. To do this requires lan-
guage — if we did not ‘live in’ language we
would smply exist in acontinuous present, not
“having experiences . Because of language we
are able to reflect on what is happening, or in
other words we create an object of what is hap-
pening and name it ‘ experience’ (Helme, 2002;
Maturana and Varela, 1987; Meyndl, 2003,
2005; Von Foerster, 1984).

USING THE SYSTEMIC/SYSTEMATIC
DISTINCTIONS IN ACTION RESEARCH

The example | use is a project working with
stakeholders in the semi-arid pastoral zone of
New South Wales, Australia (Ison and
Russell, 2000). We used our understanding of
systems thinking and systemic action research
(AR based in the systemic understandings
depicted in Table 9.3) to develop an approach
to doing R&D (research and development)
relevant to the context of the lives of pastoral-
ists in semi-arid Australia. Our experience
had been that many action researchers, whilst
espousing a systemic epistemology, often in
practice privileged a systematic epistemology
without awareness that that was what they
were doing, i.e. in practice they wished to
conserve the notion of a fixed reality and the
possihility of being objective (Table 9.3).

An outcome of our project was the design
of a process to enable pastoralists to pursue
their own R&D activities — as opposed to
having someone else’'s R&D outcomes
imposed on them. Our design was built
around the notion that, given the right expe-
riences, people's enthusiasms for action
could be triggered in such a way that those
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with similar enthusiasms might work
together. We understood enthusiasm as:

e a biological driving force (enthusiasm comes
from the Greek meaning ‘the god within'. Our
use of ‘god’ in this context has no connection
with organized religion — our position was to
question the commonly held notion that ‘infor-
mation’ comes from outside ourselves rather
than from within in response to non-specific trig-
gers from the environment);

e an emotion, which when present led to purpose-
ful action;

e a theoretical notion;

¢ a methodology — a way to orchestrate purpose-
ful action.

We spent alot of time designing a process
that we thought had a chance to trigger
peopl€e's enthusiasms. Our process did in fact
enable people’s enthusiasms to be surfaced
and led to several years of R&D activity on
the part of some pastoralists, supported by
ourselves but never determined by us (see
Dignam and Major, 2000, for an account by
the pastoralists of what they did). The
process we designed did not lead to R&D
actions (purposeful activity) in any cause and
effect way, rather the purposeful activity
taken was an emergent property of people's
participation in the systemic, experiential
learning process that we had designed. Our
work has led to a four-stage model for doing
systemic action research grounded in
second-order cybernetic understandings
(Figure 9.2). In summary these were:

() Stage 1: Bringing the system of interest into
existence (i.e., naming the system of interest);

(i) Stage 2: Evaluating the effectiveness of the
system of interest as a vehicle to elicit useful
understanding (and acceptance) of the social
and cultural context;

(iii) Stage 3: Generation of a joint decision-making
process (a ‘problem-determined system of inter-
est’) involving all key stakeholders;

(iv) Stage 4: Evaluating the effectiveness of the deci-
sions made (i.e., how has the action taken been
judged by stakeholders?).

The way we went about designing the
process (i.e of doing each stage) is described
in detail in Russell and Ison (2000). The

enactment of the four stages requires aware-
ness of the systemic/systematic distinctions
in action, i.e. as practice unfolds — they are
not just abstracted descriptions of traditions.
Our experience is that thisis not easy as our
early patterning predisposes us to take
responsibility for someone else (tell them
what to do), to resort to an assumption about
afixed reality and to forget that my world is
aways different from your world. We never
have a common experience because even
though we may have the same processes of
perceiving and conceptudizing it is biologi-
caly impossible to have a shared experience —
al we have in common is language (in its
broadest sense) with which to communicate
about our experience.

From my perspective systems thinking
and practice are ameans to orchestrate a par-
ticular type of conversation where conversa-
tion, from the Latin, con versare, means to
‘turn together’ as in a dance. To engage, or
not, with systems thinking and practice is a
choice we can make.

SOME ADVANTAGES FROM
ENGAGING WITH SYSTEMS
THINKING AND PRACTICE FOR AR

Many action researchers, including Kurt
Lewin, have been influenced by systems
thinking, but what is not always clear is the
extent to which this is done purposefully —
with awareness of the different theoretical
and practical lineages depicted in Figure 9.2.
| have aready suggested that engaging with
systems offers a set of conceptua tools
which can be used to good effect in AR (e.g.
Table 9.1). There are other potential advan-
tages for AR practitioners. Firstly, systemic
understandings enable reflections on the
nature of research practice, including AR
practice itself. This, | suggest, can be under-
stood by exploring purpose (Table 9.1).
Secondly, thereisarich literature of how dif-
ferent systems approaches or methodologies,
including systems tools and techniques, have
been employed within AR projects to bring
about practical benefits for those involved (e.g.
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Checkland and Poulter, 2006). | explore some
of these potentia benefitsin thisfina section.

Researching in Action Research

The distinctions between what constitutes
research (within the phrase systemic action
research or action research) and how it might
be differentiated from ‘inquiry’ or ‘ managing’
is, | suggest, contested.? AR has been aconcern
within the‘ applied systems  lineage (Figure 9.2)
for over 30 years (Checkland and Holwell,
1998a); within this lineage Holwell (2004)
proposes three concepts that congtitute action
research as legitimate research: recoverahility,
iteration, and the purposeful articulation of
research themes (Figure 9.3). She exemplifies
her claims with a description of ‘a program of
action research with the prime research objec-
tive of understanding the ... nature of the con-
tracting relationship [within the UK Nationa
Health Service] with aview to defining how it
could be improved’ (p. 5). The project was
‘complex in execution, including severd pro-
jects overlapping in time' covering work from
different bodies of knowledge, and was under-
taken by a seven-member multidisciplinary
team with different intellectua traditions. The
issues explored crossed many organizational

boundaries; the work was done over a four-
year period and followed a three-part purpose-
ful but emergent design (Checkland and
Holwell, 1998b).

Within the Checkland and Holwell lineage
they emphasize that the research process must:
(i) berecoverable by interested outsiders — ‘the set of
ideas and the process in which they are used
methodologically must be stated, because these
are the means by which researchers and others
make sense of the research’ (Holwell, 2004: 355);
involve the researcher's interests embodied in
themes which are not necessarily derived from a
specific context. ‘Rather, they are the longer
term, broader set of questions, puzzles, and top-
ics that motivate the researcher [and] such
research interests are rarely confined to one-off
situations’ (Holwell, 2004: 355) (I assume here
they might also claim that themes can arise
through a process of co-research or ‘researching
with' — see McClintock, Ison and Armson (2003) —
and thus can be emergent as well);
involve iteration, which is a key feature of rigor,
something more complex than repetitions of a
cycle through stages ‘if thought of in relation to
a set of themes explored over time through sev-
eral different organizational contexts’ (Holwell,
2004: 356); and
involve the ‘articulation of an epistemology in
terms of which what will count as knowledge

(ii)

(iif)

(iv)
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from the research will be expressed’ (Checkland
and Holwell, 1998b: 9). They further claim that
the ‘literature has so far shown an inadequate
appreciation of the need for a declared episte-
mology and hence a recoverable research
process’ (p. 20). Likewise Russell (1986) claimed
that what was lacking in almost all research
calling itself action research was an adequate
and thus useful epistemology.

What is a issue here are the differences
between what | have called big ‘R’ (aparticular
form of purposeful human activity) and
little‘r’ research (something that is part of daily
life, asislearning or adopting a‘researching or
inquiring’ attitude) although the boundaries are
not always clear. Take recoverability. How in
practice is this achieved? The most common
form is to write an account of what has hap-
pened, ensuring that certain elements of prac-
tice and outcome, including evidence, are
described (e.g. FMA in Figure 9.3). But writing
isitsdlf aform of purposeful practice, donewell
or not well asthe case may be, which isaways
abgtracted from the situation — it is dways a
reflection on action and is never the same asthe
actual doing. Of course recoverability could be
achieved by other means— by participetion (i.e.
apprenticeship and the evolution of ‘craft’
knowledge) or through narrative, which may or
may not bewriting. It seemsto methe key aspi-
ration of recoverability is to create the circum-
stances where an explanation is accepted (by
yourself or someone else) and as such to pro-
vide evidence of taking responsbility for the
explanations we offer. It hasa‘could | follow a
smilar path when | encounter a similar situa-
tion' quality about it. The dternative, as Von
Foerster (1992) putsiit, isto avoid responsibil-
ity and claim correspondence with some exter-
nal or transcendental reality. For me the core
concernsfor AR practice are: (i) awareness, (ji)
emotioning; and (iii) purposefulness.

In my own case | came to action research
through my awarenessthat my traditional disci-
pline-based research was not addressing wheét |
perceived to be the ‘redl issues —in terms de-
gantly described by Shon (1995), | had a crisis
of relevance and rejected the high ground of
technical rationality for the swamp of red-life
issues. Warmington (1980) was a mgjor initial

influence but my purpose was to do more rele-
vant big ‘R’ research — for which | sought and
successfully gained funding (Potts and 1son,
1987). It was during subsequent work on the
CARR (Community Approachesto Rangelands
Research) project, as reported in Ison and
Russdll (2000), that my own epistemological
awareness shifted — something that | claim is
necessary for the shift from action to systemic
action research (Table 9.3). My experience is
that such ashift hasan emotional basis; thusthe
researcher can be seen as both chorographer
(one versed in the systemic description of Situ-
ations) and choreographer (one practised in the
design of dance arrangements) of the emotions
(Russdll and Ison, 2005).

As acknowledged in the distinctions
between participatory action research and
action science (Agyris and Schon, 1991; Dash,
1997) and first, second and third person
inquiry (Reason, 2001), there is a need to be
clear as to who takes responsihility for bring-
ing forth aresearching system. Any account of
big ‘R’ research needsto ask the question. who
is the researcher at this moment in this con-
text? Is it me, us or them? Answers to this
question determine what is ethical practice,
bounding, for example, what is mine from
what isours and what isyours (e.g. Bell, 1998;
Helme, 2002; SLIM, 2004b).

Being Purposeful

Within systems traditions two forms of behav-
iour in relation to purpose are distinguished.
One is purposeful behaviour, which
Checkland (1981) describes as behaviour
that is willed — there is thus some sense of
voluntary action. The other is purposive
behaviour — behaviour to which someone can
attribute purpose. Following the logic of the
purposeful and purposive distinctions, sys-
tems that can be seen to have an imposed
purpose that they seek to achieve are called
purposive systems and those that can be seen
to articulate their own purpose(s) as well as
seek them are purposeful systems. One of the
key features attributed to purposeful systemsis
that the people in them can pursue the same
purpose, sometimes called a what, in different
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environments by pursuing different behav-
iours, sometimes called ahow. Notethat | have
ddiberately not used the term goals, because
of the current propensity to see goals as quite
narrowly defined objectives. Certainly this
was the way they were interpreted in the sys-
tems engineering tradition of the 1950s and
1960s and in the traditiond OR paradigm
(Figure 9.2; Table 9.2). My understanding of
purposefulness is not a commitment to a deter-
ministic form of rationalism because | recog-
nize that in our daily living we do what we do
and then, in reflection, make claims for what
was done.® Being rational is a particular emo-
tiond predisposition; in doing big ‘R’ research
it makes senseto meto act asif sustained ratio-
nality were possible. As| outlined earlier, an as
if attitude signals epistemol ogical awvareness, a
taking of responshility, and is a means to
avoid unhepful dualisms.

So another feature of systemic action
research is the extent to which there is some
purposeful engagement with the history of
systems thinking. If a system is conceptual-
ized as a result of the purposeful behaviour
of a group of interested observers, it can be
said to emerge out of the conversations and
actions of those involved. It is these conver-
sations that produce the purpose and hence
the conceptualization of the system. What it is
and what its measures of performance are will
be determined by the stakeholders involved.
This process has many of the characteristics
attributed to self-organizing systems; its
enactment can, in reflection, usefully be con-
sidered as a ‘learning system’ (Blackmore,
2005).

Being aware of purpose and being able to
ask about and articulate purposes can be a
powerful processin AR.

Using Systems Tools, Techniques
and Methods in AR

Within systems practice, a tool is usually
something abstract, such as a diagram, used
in carrying out a pursuit, effecting a purpose,
or facilitating an activity. Technique is con-
cerned with both the skill and ability of doing

or achieving something and the manner of its
execution, such as drawing a diagram in a
prescribed manner. An example of technique
in this sense might be drawing a systems map
to a specified set of conventions.

Several authors and practitioners have
emphasized the significance of the term
methodol ogies rather than methods in relation
to systems. A method is used as a given, much
like following a recipe in a recipe book,
whereas a methodology can be adapted by a
particular user in a participatory situation.
Thereisadanger in treating methodol ogies as
reified entities — things in the world — rather
than as a practice that arisesfrom what is done
in a given situation. A methodology in these
terms is both the result of and the process of
inquiry where neither theory nor practice take
precedence (Checkland, 1985). For me, a
methodology involves the conscious braiding
of theory and practicein a given context (Ison
and Russell, 2000). A systems practitioner,
aware of arange of systems distinctions (con-
cepts) and having a toolbox of techniques at
their disposa (e.g. drawing a systems map)
as well as systems methods designed by
others, is able to judge what is appropriate for
a given context in terms of managing a
process (Table 9.4). In Table 9.4 | list arange
of diagramming tools which are introduced to
systems studentsin OU courses as a means of
engaging with complex situations. We have
found these effective components of asystems
practitioner’s set of ‘tools’; they can be used
equally effectivein AR.

Behind all systems methods there has gen-
erally been a champion, a promoter aided by
countless co-workers, students, etc. To para-
phrase the French sociologist of technology,
Bruno Latour: we are never confronted with
a systems method, but with a gamut of
weaker and stronger associations; thus
understanding what a method is, is the same
task as understanding who the people are.
Thisisthe logic that underpins Figure 9.2.

A method, like any socia technology,
depends on many people working with it,
developing and refining it, using it, taking it
up, recommending it, and above all finding it
useful. But not all technologies that succeed
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Table 9.4 Some forms of systems diagramming taught to Open University systems students
for engaging with situations of complexity and the systems concepts associated with each

(see Table 9.1)

Diagram type Purpose

Systems concepts employed or revealed

Systems map
a situation at a given moment

Influence

modelling

Multiple cause Explore understandings of

causality in a situation

Rich pictures

Control model To explore how control may

operate in a situation

To make a snapshot of elements in

To explore patterns of influence in
a situation; precursor to dynamic

Unstructured picture of a situation

Boundary judgements

Levels — system, sub-system, supra-system
Environment

Elements and their relationships

Connectivity via influence
System dynamics

o Worldview about causality
¢ Positive and negative feedback

e Systemic complexity

o Reveals mental models and metaphors
Can reveal emotional and political elements
of situation

Feedback

Control action

Purpose

Measures of performance

e o o o

are the best — it depends on who builds the
better networks, particularly of practitioners.
As you experience the use of a particular
systems method and strive to make it a
methodology, it is important to reflect on it
critically — to judge it against criteria mean-
ingful to you but above al to judgeitinrela-
tion to your practice of it. It will be your
experience of using an approach in a situa-
tion to which it fits that matters.

CONCLUSION

| have outlined some of the lineages which
giveriseto different forms of systems practice
and what | consider to be involved in being
systemic or systematic in relation to AR. For
me, what we judge to be systems practice
arises in socia relations as part of daily life,
but only when a connection has been made
with the history of systems thinking as
depicted in (but not restricted to) Figure9.2. In
practical terms systems practice can arise
when we reflect on our own actions and make
persona claims (purposeful behaviour) or
when others observe actions that they would

explain in reference to the history of systems
thinking (purposive behaviour). From this per-
spective what is accepted (or not accepted) as
systems practice arises in socia relations as
part of the praxis of daily living. With this
explanation someone who at first knew little
of the history but had experiences of systems
practice, appreciative inquiry, participatory
action research, collaborative inquiry etc. as
having many similarities could, through
inquiry which linked with the histories, or lin-
eages, begin to make finer distinctions of the
sort that practitioners from each of these tradi-
tions had embodied. That is, | can recognize
that in their doings different practitioners are
bringing forth different traditions of under-
standing. In recognizing systems practice it
would be usual that some engagement with,
and use of, the concepts listed in Tables 9.1,
9.2 or 9.3 would be experienced.

NOTES

1 Magnus Ramage kindly drew my attention to a
nice anecdote from a conversation between
Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson (both Macy
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attendees), suggesting that Lewin’s initial participa-
tion but early death was directly responsible for the
introduction of ‘feedback’ into popular vocabulary in
its rather loose sense — http://www.oikos.org/forgod.
htm. Lewin is also sometimes described as a teacher
of Chris Argyris (e.g. by Umpleby and Dent, 1999),
but Lewin simply taught an undergraduate module
that Argyris attended along with lots of others.

2 As evidence of this | cite the animated discus-
sions within a forum run by Peter Reason and Fritjof
Capra at the 2005 UK Systems Society Conference in
Oxford.

3 For example, | would claim that intention arises
in reflection and is not an a priori condition.
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Social Construction and
Research as Action

Kenneth J. Gergen and Mary M. Gergen

This chapter treats the significant relationship between the emergence of social construction-
ist ideas in the social sciences and the concomitant flowering of action research. After out-
lining major features of constructionist thought, attention is given to the dialogic relations
between these ideas and action research developments. Strong convergences are found in
the emphasis on research as political action, replacing methodological individualism with a
collaborative epistemology, moving from a vision of research as mapping to one of world
making, and the priority of pragmatics in evaluating research outcomes over vindicating
theory. Additionally, the ways in which constructionist ideas can prove catalytic in the future
development of action research is described. Special attention is given to advocacy as con-
flict, collaboration across plural worlds, and the challenge of accumulating knowledge.

Long isolated and largely ignored within the
behavioral sciences, action oriented research
has become a major aternative to positivist
conceptions and practices of research.
Excitement now abounds as researchers from
across numerous domains collect and com-
municate about their practices and potentials
in action research. Yet, how are we to
account for this upward thrusting trajectory,
the development of research forms, educa
tional programs, journals, conferences, and
handbooks? What has shifted in the world of
social scienceto bring about such an energetic

movement? In our view, one maor answer
lies in the broader intellectual currents
sweeping the academy over recent decades.
Broad and longstanding agreements on such
issues astruth, abjectivity, rationality, values,
and progress have everywhere been thrust
into question. Strands of such questioning are
indexed in many ways. post-foundational,
post-enlightenment, post-structural, and
post-modern among them. For many scholars
the significant strands have become intercon-
nected under the rubric of social construc-
tion. In effect, the growth of action oriented
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research is simultaneous with the emergence
of a social constructionist view of knowl-
edge. This is not to say that all action ori-
ented researchers are steeped in
constructionist theory, nor do al construc-
tionist scholars engage in action research.
However, there is a vital and significant kin-
ship across these domains.

In the present chapter we wish to focus on
this nexus between constructionist theory and
action research, to explore and clarify the
dimensions of this affinity. In doing so action
researchers will find a rich body of thought
adding both dimension and vitality to their
endeavors. At the same time, there are certain
lines of constructionist thought that may pro-
voke reflection on current action practices. In
illuminating these latter areas of tension we
hope to facilitate the kinds of diaogue out of
which new developmentsin both practice and
theory can emerge. In effect, we wish both to
celebrate the affinities and mine the tensions
in the service of strengthening these related
efforts. In order to achieve these endsit isfirst
important to sketch the contours of construc-
tionist thought.

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION: DIALOGIC
CONVERGENCES

The phrase, social construction, typically
refers to atradition of scholarship that traces
the origin of knowledge, meaning, or under-
standing to human relationships. The term
constructivism is sometimes used inter-
changeably, but most scholarship associated
with constructivism views processes inherent
in the individual mind, as opposed to human
relationships, as the origin of people’s con-
structions of the world. Although one may
trace certain roots of social constructionism
to Vico, Nietzsche, and Dewey, scholars
often view Berger and Luckmann's, The Social
Construction of Reality (1966) as the landmark
volume. Yet, because of its aliance with phe-
nomenology (mind as opposed to socid dis-
course), and its lack of politica critique, this

work has largely been eclipsed by more
recent scholarly developments. One may
locate the primary stimulants to the more
recent development of social constructionist
thought in at least three, quite independent
movements. In effect, the convergence of
these movements provides the basis for
socia constructionist inquiry today.

The first movement may be viewed as crit-
ical, and refers to the mounting ideological
critique of al authoritative accounts of the
world, including those of empirical science.
Such critique can be traced at least to the
Frankfurt School, but today is more fully
embodied in the work of Foucault, and associ-
ated movements within feminist, black, gay
and leshian, and anti-psychiatry enclaves. The
second significant movement, the literary/
rhetorical, originates in the fields of literary
theory and rhetorica study. In both cases,
inquiry demonstrates the extent to which sci-
entific theories, explanations and descriptions
of the world are not so much dependent upon
the world in itself as on discursive conven-
tions. Traditions of language use construct
what we take to be the world. The third con-
text of ferment, the social, may be traced to
the collective scholarship in the history of
science, the sociology of knowledge, and
socia studies of science. Here the major focus
ison the social processes giving rise to knowl-
edge, both scientific and otherwise.

Our am here is not to review the emer-
gence of these three movements. There are
numerous and detailed sources already avail-
able to the reader (see, for example, Gergen,
1994, 1999; Hacking, 1999). Rather, in what
follows we shall briefly outline a number of
the most widely shared agreements to
emerge from these various histories. To be
sure, thereis active disagreement both within
and between participantsin these various tra-
ditions. However, there are at least four
major lines of argument that tend to link
these traditions and to furnish the major
bonds among those who identity with social
constructionism. Thisdiscussion will prepare
the way for a treatment of contemporary
issues and developments in action research.
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The Social Origins of Knowledge

Perhaps the most generative idea emerging
from the constructionist dialogues is that
what we take to be knowledge of the world
and self finds its origins in human relation-
ships. What we take to be true as opposed
to false, objective as opposed to subjective,
scientific as opposed to mythological, rational
as opposed to irrational, moral as opposed
to immoral is brought into being through his-
torically and culturally situated social
processes. This view stands in dramatic con-
trast to two of the most important intell ectual
and cultural traditions of the West. Firstisthe
tradition of the individual knower, the ratio-
nal, self-directing, morally centered and
knowledgeable agent of action. Within the
constructionist dialogueswe find that it is not
the individual mind in which knowledge,
reason, emotion and morality reside, but in
relationships.

The communal view of knowledge also
represents a major challenge to the presump-
tion of Truth, or the possibility that the
accounts of scientists, or any other group,
revea or approach the objective truth about
what is the case. In effect, propose the con-
structionists, no one arrangement of words is
necessarily more objective or accurate in its
depiction of the world than any other. To be
sure, accuracy may be achieved within agiven
community or tradition —according to itsrules
and practices. Physics and chemistry generate
useful truths from within their communal tra-
ditions, just as psychologists, sociologists, and
priests do from within theirs. But from these
often competing traditions there is no means
by which one can locate a transcendent truth,
a ‘truly true’. Any attempt to establish the
superior account would itself be the product of
agiven community of agreement.

These arguments have provoked antago-
nistic reactions among scientific communi-
ties. There remain substantial numbers in the
scientific community, including the social
sciences, that till cling to avision of science
as generating ‘ Truth beyond community’. In
contrast, scientists who see themselves as

generating pragmatic or instrumenta truths
find constructionist arguments quite conge-
nial. Thus, for example, both would agree
that while Western medical science does suc-
ceed in generating what might commonly be
caled ‘cures for that which is termed ‘ill-
ness, these advances are dependent upon
culturally and historically specific construc-
tions of what constitutes an impairment,
health and illness, life and death, the bound-
aries of the body, the nature of pain, and so
on. When these assumptions are treated as
universal — true for al cultures and times —
alternative conceptions are undermined and
destroyed. To understand death, for example,
as merely the termination of biological func-
tioning would be an enormous impoverish-
ment of human existence. If anourishing life
is of value, there is much to be said of those
who believe in reincarnation, the Christian
dogma of ‘alife hereafter’, or the Japanese,
Mexican, or African tribal views of living
ancestor spirits. The constructionist does not
abandon medical science but attempts to
understand it as a cultural tradition — one
among many.

The Centrality of Language

Central to the constructionist account of the
social origins of knowledge is aconcern with
language. If accounts of the world are not
demanded by what there is, then the tradi-
tional view of language as a mapping device
ceases to compel. Rather, a Wittgensteinian
view of language is invited, in which mean-
ing is understood as a derivative of language
use within relationships. And, given that
games of language are essentially conducted
in a rule-like fashion, accounts of the world
are governed in significant degree by conven-
tions of language use. Empirical research
could not reveal, for example, that ‘motivesare
oblong'. The utterance is grammatically cor-
rect, but there is no way one could empirically
verify or fasify such a proposition. Rather,
while it is perfectly satisfactory to speak of
motives as varying in intensity or content,
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discursive conventions for constructing
motivation in the 21st century do not happen
to include the adjective ‘oblong’. In this
sense, all that may intelligibly be said about
mental events is essentially derived from a
linguist forestructure.

Social constructionists also tend to accept
Wittgenstein's (1953) view of language
games as embedded within broader ‘forms of
life'. Thus, for example, the language con-
ventions for communicating about human
motivation are linked to certain activities,
objects and settings. For the empirical
researcher there may be ‘ assessment devices'
for motivation (e.g. questionnaires, thematic
analysis of discourse, controlled observa-
tions of behavior), and statistical technolo-
gies to assess differences between groups.
Given broad agreement within a field of
study about ‘the way the game is played’,
conclusions can be reached about the nature
of human motivation. As constructionists
also suggest, playing by the rules of a given
community is enormously important to sus-
taining these relationships. Not only does
conformity to the rules affirm the redlity,
rationality and values of the research com-
munity, but the very raison d’ etre of the pro-
fession itself is sustained. To abandon the
discourse would render the accompanying
practices unintelligible. Without conventions
of construction, action loses value.

The Politics of Knowledge

Asindicated above, socia constructionismis
closely allied with a pragmatic conception of
knowledge. That is, traditional issues of truth
and objectivity are replaced by concernswith
that which research brings forth. It is not
whether an account is true from a god's eye
view that matters, but rather the implications
for cultural life that follow from taking any
truth claim serioudly. This concern with con-
sequences essentialy eradicates the long-
standing distinction between fact and value,
between is and ought. The forms of life
within any knowledge-making community

represent and sustain the values of that com-
munity. In establishing ‘what isthe case’, the
research community also places value on
their particular metatheory of knowledge,
constructions of the world, and practices of
research. When others embrace such knowl-
edge they wittingly or unwittingly extend the
reach of these values.

Thus, for example, the scientist may use
the most rigorous methods of testing emo-
tional intelligence, and amass tomes of data
that indicate differences in such capacities.
However, the presumptions that there is
something called ‘emotiona intelligence’,
that a series of question and answer games
reveal this capacity, and that some people are
superior to others in this regard, are all spe-
cific to a given tradition or paradigm. Such
concepts and measures are not required by
‘the way the world is'. Most importantly, to
accept the paradigm and extend its implica-
tions into organizational practices may be
injurious to those people classified asinferior
by its standards.

This line of reasoning has had enormous
repercussions in the academic community
and beyond. Thisis so especially for scholars
and practitioners concerned with social
injustice, oppression, and the marginalization
of minority groupsin society. Drawing suste-
nance in particular from Foucault's (1979,
1980) power/knowledge formulations, a
strong critical movement has emerged across
the social sciences, a movement that gives
expression to the discontent and resistance
shared within the broad spectrum of minori-
ties. In what senseg, it is often asked, do the
taken for granted realities of the scientist sus-
tain ideologies inimical to a particular group
(e.g. women, people of color, gays and les-
bians, the working class, environmentalists,
communalists, the colonized) or to human
well-being more generally? Traditional
research methods have also fallen prey to
such critique. For example, experimental
research is taken to task not only for its
mani pulative character, but its obliteration of
the concept of human agency.
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From Self to Relationship

As discussed earlier, the constructionist dia-
logues shift attention from the individual
actor to coordinated relationships. The drama
here is substantial. On the broadest level,
constructionism represents an unsettling of
the longstanding Western investment in the
individual actor. One of the major outcomes
of Enlightenment thought was its privileging
of the reasoning powers of the individual. It
is the individual’s capacities for reason and
observation that should be valued, cultivated,
and given power of expression in society. It
is the individua who is responsible for
his’her actions, and serves as the fundamen-
tal atom of society. Such presumptions con-
tinue into the present, as represented, for
example, by concerns within both scholarly
and professional circles with bringing about
optimal states of cognition, emotion, motiva-
tion, self-esteem, and the like. Yet, as the
constructionist proposes, all that we take to
berational and real emerge from a process of
coordination. These are not possessions of
the individual, but of people acting together.
In the same way, neither the distinction
between ‘me’ and ‘you’ nor the vocabulary of
individual minds is required by ‘the way
things are’. It is not individuals who come
together to create relationships, but relation-
ships that are responsible for the very con-
ception of theindividual. The constructionist
dialogues thus serve to undermine three hun-
dred years of accumulated belief, along with
the instantiation of these beliefs in the major
institutions of society.

That the conception of individual selvesis
constructed is not in itself a criticism. Many
would agree that precious traditions of
democracy, public education, and protection
under the law draw their rationale from the
individualist tradition. However, to recog-
nize the historical and cultural contingency
of individualist beliefs does open the door to
reflection. In particular, as many critics see
it, there is a substantial dark side to con-
structing aworld of individual agents. When

a fundamental distinction between self and
other is established, the socia world is con-
stituted by differences. The individual stands
as an isolated entity, essentially alone and
alienated. Further, there is a common prizing
of autonomy — of becoming a ‘self made
man’ who ‘does it my way’. To be dependent
isasign of weakness and incapacity. To con-
struct a world of separation in this way is
also to court distrust; one can never be cer-
tain of the other’'s motives. And given dis-
trust, it becomes reasonable to ‘take care of
number one'. Self gain becomes an unques-
tionable motive, both within the sciences
(such as economics and social psychology)
and the culture at large. In this context, loy-
alty, commitment, and community are all
thrown into question, as al may potentially
interfere with ‘self-realization’. Such are the
views that now circulate widely though the
culture (see, for example, Bellah et al., 1985;
Lasch, 1979). One may not wish to abandon
the tradition of individual selves, but con-
structionism invites exploration into creative
alternatives.

The most obvious dternative to the indi-
vidualist account of human action is derived
from constructionist metatheory itself. Asthe
metatheory suggests, relationships may be
viewed as the fundamental source of all intel-
ligibility, including the intelligibility of all
action in society. Thus, theorists from many
different perspectives attempt to articulate a
vision of a relational self. For example, as
psychoanalytic theory has shifted toward
‘object relations’, therapists have become
increasingly concerned with the complex
relations between transference and counter-
transference (see, for example, Mitchell,
1995). No longer is it possible to view the
therapist as providing ‘evenly hovering
attention’, for the therapist’s psychological
functioning cannot be extricated from that of
the client. From a separate quarter, many
developmental theorists and educators are
elaborating on theimplications of Vygotsky's
early view that everything within themind is
a reflection of the surrounding socia sphere
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(Wertsch, 1985). From this perspective there
are no grictly independent thought processes,
as all such processes are fashioned within
particular culturd settings. Stimulated by these
developments, cultural psychologists now
explore forms of thought and emotion indige-
nousto particular peoples (Bruner, 1990; Cale,
1996). Discursively oriented psychologists add
further dimension to relational theory by relo-
cating so-caled ‘mental phenomena within
patterns of discursive exchange. For ex-
ample, rather than viewing thought, memory,
attitudes, or repression as processes ‘in the
head’ of the single individual, they are recon-
stituted as relational phenomena. Theory and
research have come to articulate reason as a
form of rhetoric, memory as communal, atti-
tudes as positions within an argument, and
emotion as performance within relationship
(see, for example, Billig, 1996; Middleton
and Brown, 2005).

These four themes — centering on the
social construction of the real and the good,
the pivotal function of language in creating
intelligible worlds, the politica and prag-
matic nature of discourse, and the signifi-
cance of relational process as opposed to
individual minds — have rippled across the
academic disciplines and throughout many
domains of human practice. To be sure, there
has been substantial controversy, and the
interested reader may wish to explore the
various critiques and their rgoinders (see, for
example, Nagel, 1997; Parker, 1998). However,
such ideas also possess enormous potential.
They have the capacity to reduce orders of
oppression, broaden the dialogues of human
interchange, sharpen sensitivity to the limits
of our traditions, and to incite the collabora-
tive creation of more viable futures. Such is
the case in action research as it is in the
global context.

CONSTRUCTION/ACTION
CONJUNCTIONS

With this sketch of major contours of con-
structionist thought in place, we are now

positioned to explore convergences and
constructive tensions in relationship to action
oriented research. Let us first consider
the affinities uniting these endeavors. Here
constructionist theory functions as a rich
resource for sustaining and expanding action
research endeavors. In turn, such endeavors
represent illuminating instantiations of much
that constructionist theory advocates. Let us
consider, then, four significant convergences
between social constructionist theory and
practices of action research:

Research as Political Action

Action researchers have viewed themselves
as politically engaged since the very incep-
tion of such endeavors. As Peter Reason and
Hilary Bradbury (2001: 2) defineit,

A primary purpose of action research is to produce
practical knowledge that is useful to people in the
everyday conduct of their lives. A wider purpose of
action research is to contribute through this prac-
tical knowledge to the increased well-being — eco-
nomic, political, psychological, spiritual — of
human persons and communities, and to a more
equitable and sustainable relationship with the
wider ecology of the planet of which we are an
intrinsic part.

In part, it isjust such engagement that ini-
tialy served to marginalize action research
from positivist social science. Positivists are
traditionally committed to a view of scien-
tific neutrality; facts are held to be separate
from values, and the latter are a threat to
valid and objective research outcomes.
However, constructionist arguments demon-
strate the fallacious character of this tradi-
tion. Regardless of the researcher’s attempt to
remain distanced from ideology and politics,
al research is essentiadly a contribution to
domains of meaning. And because domains of
meaning are condtitutive of forms of life, they
will inevitably favor certain actions over
others. Thus, in their selection of topics for
study (e.g. aggression, attachment, attitude
change), and the naming of subjects actions
(e.g. ‘preudice, ‘biased judgment’, ‘con-
fomity"), researchers enter for good or ill the
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public arena of meaning. Further, in the dis-
tance they maintain between themselves and
their research subjects, the state of ignorance
in which the subject is placed, and the use of
experimental manipulation as a means
toward knowledge, the positivist researcher
serves as a cultural model for ‘obtaining
knowledge'.

In this context one may view with admira-
tion the politically engaged posture of the
action researcher. Here political, moral and
ideological issues are not treated asirrelevant
or suppressed. Rather, they often provide a
vital source of motivation for the research.
For example, the Highlander Research and
Education Center in New Market, Tennessee
(www.highlandercenter.org) is a resource
center that has provided research assistance
to citizens wanting to understand their envi-
ronments and to influence public policy deci-
sions. The center has provided skills to help
in fighting against chemical companies that
were creating toxic waste dumps on their
land, and to educate the public on the effects
of chemical wastes on public health.

In addition to active engagement in value
relevant research, the action researcher also
has the advantage of authenticity. First, for
the sophisticated reader, traditional positivist
research seems disingenuous. Researchers
couch their findings in value neutral or real-
ist terms, thus suggesting their purely objec-
tive status while suppressing the underlying
value agenda. As Lewis (2001) hasrightfully
commented, ‘ deference to the experts alows
science to be used to buttress political power
and to disempower ordinary people’ (p. 361).
In contrast, action researchers are generally
quite transparent regarding their valued
forms of life. For example, Ella Edmonson
Bell (2001/2006) openly proclaims that she
is attempting to ‘find better solutions for
closing the gaps between humankind' (p. 56).
One senses a significant degree of personal
presence in the work of action researchers.

One may counter that this very willingness
to reveal their value investments may repel
many readers, especialy those who do not
wish to have others impose their values upon

them. However, in our view such impositions
of value are not characteristic of most action
researchers. Rather, their research illustrates
valuesin action, but they do not thereby pre-
scribe or advocate universality based on their
activities. In this sense, much action research
reporting is more like storytelling than ser-
monizing. It saysto the audience ‘hereis my
story of the good', as opposed to ‘| proclaim
the universal good'.

Collaboration: Beyond Individualism

A second major way in which action prac-
tices have been cut away from traditional
positive research isin their positioning of the
researcher. Positivist methods of inquiry are
wedded to an individuaist vision of the
world, in which each individual is essentially
alotted ‘a mind’, and the activities of this
inner region largely determine behavior.
Thus the researcher, who embodies rigorous
processes of reason and observation, setsout to
study the less than rigorous mental processes
of the research subject. The scientist emerges
from the experimental process with ‘knowl-
edge’, whereas the subjects of research
remain in relative ignorance. Ultimately a
hierarchy emerges in which a ‘knowledge
class' is granted authority over issues per-
taining to human behavior. The claims of
mental health professionals to superior
knowledge of ‘pathology’, and the resulting
classification system (DSM), rights to insur-
ance payments, and support from the phar-
maceutical industry are but one case in point.

In sharp contrast to this individualist ori-
entation to research, action inquiry has from
its very inception laid stress on processes of
collaboration. Heron and Reason (2001/2006)
specifically emphasize action research as a
‘practice of co-operative inquiry’, a domain
of practice that researches ‘with people rather
than on people’. As many believe, the
emphasis on collaborating with one's ‘ sub-
jects’ has altered the fundamental under-
standing of the nature of social research (cf.
Bopp and Bopp, 1998; Esteva and Prakash,
1998; Pyrch and Castillo, 2001).
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This shift from an individualist to a collec-
tivist orientation to research is in full har-
mony with the constructionist account of
knowledge formation. As outlined earlier,
constructionism recognizes the community
as opposed to the individual as the funda-
mental source of intelligibility, and thus the
origin of all that stands as rationa or true.
Action researchers extend the implications of
this view in three ways. First, they do not
work in separation from others, but with them.
Their efforts are fundamentally collaborative.
They recognize the essentia condition of inter-
dependence for the success of their work.
Second, they do not sustain the traditional sep-
aration of communities between the profes-
sional community and those they study.
Rather than creating barriers of incompre-
hension, they conjoin community and profes-
sional interests, intelligibility and outcomes.
Finally, in their suturing these otherwise iso-
lated communities, action researchers also
underminetheincipient creation of knowledge
hierarchies. Researchers and those with whom
they work share whatever they can bring inthe
way of knowledge to the initiative at hand.
Different forms of knowing may be useful in
different ways, thus favoring a pluralist and
instrumentalist view of knowledge.

This emphasis on collaboration brings
forth afurther synergy between construction-
ism and action endeavors. constructionist
theory lends itself to an ontology in which
relationship precedes the individual. To
counter the problematic and pervasive ideol-
ogy of individualism, constructionism invites
the development of relational theory (see
Gergen, 1999). At the current juncture, the
development of relational theory is till in
chrysalis form. However, it is at just this
point that action research offers itself as a
both an instantiation and stimulus to theory
development. Many action research endeavors
offer concrete illustrations of outcomes
that cannot be separated from mutually con-
stituting relationships. Typically, processes
of interdependence take precedence over
individual decision-making. At the sametime,
action research provides to the theorist arich
range of material for stimulating further

theory development. For example, the prac-
tices of appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider
et a., 2000, 2003 — see http://appreciativein-
quiry.cwru.edu/intro/conference.cfm) and
the work of the Public Conversations Project
(www.publicconversations.org) have been
enormously useful to us in developing a
theory of transformative dialogue (Gergen
et al., 2004).

From Mapping to World Making

In the traditional positivist program, the
attempt by researchers is to move toward
increasingly accurate accounts of the world.
As many experimentalists see it, their chal-
lengeisto ‘carve nature at the joint’. Yet, for
the constructionist, this orientation is deeply
problematic. First, the presumption that lan-
guage can map the world of human behavior
is conceptually fallacious. As we have seen,
language is essentially an instrumental
device enabling groups of people to engage
in successful coordination. Within any par-
ticular group, language may be employed
referentially (and thus as a map), but outside
the network of shared understanding the lan-
guage is empty. Second, the very concept of
science as a mapping enterprise establishes
an unfortunate relationship between scien-
tists and their ‘objects of study’. Essentially
the scientific role is that of mastery of its
objects. When the object is laid fully bare,
and all its features are subject to control,
knowledge is achieved. Not only is such an
image degrading to those under study, but the
results lend themselves to their exploitation
by the powerful. Finaly, in the case of the
socia sciences, the very forms of study and
the articulation of outcomes enters into the
cultural world as incitement to meaning. To
carry out research in the positivist tradition
atersthe very territory — or forms of cultural
life — that one attempts to map (Gergen,
1992). For expertsto declare the existence of
attention deficit disorder, for example, is to
create a culture of theill.

These constructionist critiques of tradi-
tional positivism provide impetus for arobust
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program of action research. At the outset,
action researchers tend to eschew the
metaphor of the map. Their purpose is not to
test whether one set of words (hypotheses) is
a more accurate map of the world than
another. They also abandon the positivist
assumption of the cultural world as a stable
territory; rather, for action researchers the
presumption of social change is foremost
in focus. It is not the task of the action
researcher to describetheworld asit is, but to
realize visions of what the world can become.
In Tanzania, for example, action research was
introduced over 30 years ago. Yet, until it was
fully accepted by the socia science depart-
ments of the universities, which were
enmeshed in Western empirical practices, the
results of communal change projects were
‘disappointing’. Slowly participatory action
research was accepted, and with the participa-
tion of the local population change projects
began to flourish. Eventually the highest lev-
els of governmental agencies were trained in
action research methods, well understood
was the need not to ‘master an object of
study’ but to join with peoplein creating new
futures (Swantz et al., 2001/2006).

From Theoretical to Practical
Priority

In the positivist tradition, the ultimate goal of
science is the development of general theory.
Most hypothesis-testing research currently
seeks to validate small-scale models of
sweeping scope (e.g. models of decision-
making, inter-group relations, mate selec-
tion, attitude change). Ultimately the attempt
is to integrate disparate models into a singu-
lar or ‘unified’ theory of human behavior.
These aspirations were most evident in the
behaviorist era, sometimes viewed as ‘the
age of theory’ (Koch, 1963). The ‘cognitive
movement’ istypically viewed as the succes-
sor to behaviorism in terms of a genera
theory, with integrative attempts now seek-
ing to incorporate both neurological and evo-
lutionary theory. The mgjor point, however,
isthat all research is placed in the service of

theory. In this sense, research results are not
so very important in themselves, but rather as
they may vindicate or challenge particular
theoretical assumptions.

While constructionist critique of the map-
ping strategy undergirding this project has
already been discussed, it isimportant at this
juncture to underscore the general failure of
such research to contribute significantly to
society (Gustavsen, 1998). Thisis so in two
major ways. First, because research findings
are valued only as they speak to theory, such
findings may be trivial in any other context.
Experimental methods are typically remote
from everyday life, stripped of cultural sig-
nificance. Similarly, behaviora measures
(e.g. pressing buttons, pushing levers,
answering response restrained question-
naires, judging obscure stimuli) have little
meaning outside the community of scientists.
Second, the existence of abstract theory has
no practical utility initself. Abstract termsdo
not in themselves specify the particulars to
which they apply. Thus, no application is
possible until derivations are made, and there
is no validity to the derivations outside a
community of agreement.

In this context, action research provides a
refreshing and highly productive aternative.
Action research commences with problems
or challenges in the world of everyday life.
While there may be strong theoretical fore-
structures in place, the ultimate attempt is to
generate change in existing conditions of
life. Whether it be changing environmental
policy, shifting practices in a local hospital,
changing evaluation processesin a school, or
discovering new community resources, the
purpose of the research is very clearly to
improve the lot of the people participating in
the research and their surrounding commu-
nity. Whether theoretical insights may be
drawn from such work or not remains a ques-
tion. We shall return to this issue shortly.

CONSTRUCTIONISM AS CATALYST

Overall, constructionist theory lends rich and
extensive support to movements toward
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action research. In doing so it highlights sig-
nificant strengths and potentials. At the same
time, constructionist ideas are also signifi-
cant in their catalytic value. They enable
researchers to stand outside the redlities cre-
ated within the research endeavors them-
selves, and to consider ways in which they
may be altered or enriched. It isin this con-
text that we wish to reflect on certain prac-
tices of action research, with an eye toward
generating productive dialogue and new
futures. Three issues will be focal:

Advocacy as Conflict

Very often action research emerges in the
context of oppression and injustice. Out of
value convictions researchers offer them-
selves to groups whose cause they wish to
champion. Governmental agencies oppress
or ignore their citizenry; public utilities are
not fairly distributed; corporate interests
dominate over loca health and welfare con-
cerns; aid and other resources are diverted to
intermediaries and never reach their rightful
recipients — all of which are worthy issues to
address. While such commitment provides a
source of personal nourishment seldom
available in the world of positivist research,
thereisimportant reason for reflection. There
is a strong tendency in such research for the
creation of a divide between the ‘good’ (sup-
ported by the researcher) and the ‘evil’ that is
set against those the researcher supports.
This is not to demean the vaues of the
researcher or those whose interests are repre-
sented in the endeavor. However, it is first
important to recognize that hierarchies of
good and evil are divisive, and second that
they are multi-hued. The construction of
local redlities is typically accompanied by a
way of life suffused with a sense of the good.
Thus, regardless of the obvious good of the
causes we champion, those who are trampled
by our success will suffer from the advance
of evil. In effect, we might replace the nour-
ishing but divisive myth of good vs. evil with
avision of conflicting goods.

In this context, it is useful to reflect on the
potentials of various forms of action
research. Rather than joining the cause that
seems so obviously right, consideration
might usefully be given to forms of inquiry
that more fully recognize the existence of
conflicting goods. For example, the Public
Conversations Project in the Boston area has
based much of its conversational work on the
presence of participants with opposing view-
points. In the paradigmatic case, opponents
on the heated topic of abortion rights con-
fronted each other. Efforts were made to gen-
erate a context of mutual trust, and to alow
participants to speak both about what lay at
the ‘heart of the matter’ to them, along with
their ambivalence. The result was not a
reduction of difference, but a substantial
defusing of the animosity.

Collaboration in Plural Worlds

Closely related to thisinitial concern with the
intertwining of advocacy and conflict is the
issue of affirming and sustaining realities.
When a researcher enters a group or organi-
zation, he or sheis also entering a domain of
the real. And, to participate in this world the
researcher will amost necessarily be
required to affirm this particular account of
the real. A failure to do so would function as
a token of bad faith. To embrace the local
ontology maximizes the potential for coordi-
nated action. At the same time, construction-
ist arguments warn against the constraining
and blinding potentials of commitment to
any given reality. The question arises, then,
as to what extent an action researcher can
function as a polyvoca agent. Under what
conditions, and with what practices, can the
researcher help alternative voices to be
heard, enable movement across the borders
of meaning, or introduce new worlds?
Effective examples of such work include the
collaborative conferences designed by Bjorn
Gustavsen and his colleagues (Gustavsen,
2001/2006) in Scandinavia. Here conferences
are designed to improve the quality of lifein
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large regions. The conferences include repre-
sentatives from widely varied groups —
business, government, voluntary, religious,
and more. The major emphasis is on sharing
in the diversity of views and concerns that
each person brings to the event. By carefully
listening to one another and sharing in some
common experiences, they develop relation-
ships that facilitate new activities into the
future. In a similar manner, the practice of
Appreciative Inquiry emphasizes the signifi-
cance of sharing realities for organizational
change. It is particularly useful, as well,
when there is ahigh degree of conflict within
the organization. Rather than focusing on
failures, the appreciative processinvolves all
the participants in a search for a commonly
valued future (Watkins and Mohr, 2001).

The Question of Accumulating
Knowledge

Let us finally consider a critique of action
research often voiced within circles of posi-
tivist research. Even if one accepts the view
of science as a social construction, it is said,
it is possible within a positivist paradigm to
make advances in knowledge. With contin-
ued hypothesis-testing research, one can
make increasingly better predictions of cer-
tain restricted kinds of behavior (e.g. the
effects of various drugs on performance). In
contrast, it is said, action research is not
cumulative. The field is composed of insular
initiatives that seldom speak to each other.
One doesn't contribute to an accumulation of
knowledge through action research but,
much like the domain of art, smply paints
another in an expanding array of pictures.
On behaf of the action researcher, the con-
structionist first challenges the narrow concep-
tion of science presumed in such critique.
As reasoned above, prediction and control
are highly limited criteria of scientific utility.
More interestingly, however, constructionist
arguments challenge the action researcher to
consider the potentials of such research for

coherent advancement over time. For
example, it is useful to view action research
as a form of practical art. Employing this
metaphor we can appreciate the way in
which, like various arts and crafts, each prac-
tice makes a contribution to arange of future
possibilities. Various schools of art con-
tribute to ways of using perspective, color,
collage, and so on to enrich the aesthetic
experience. In a parallel manner, action
research practices chart the many ways in
which people can work together to create
change (see also, Whyte, 1982).

However, we see additional possibilities
for rendering such accumulation effective. It
would be useful, for one, if researchers
would acknowledge the ways in which they
have drawn from preceding practicesin order
to bring forth change in any given circum-
stance. Virtually no research practice origi-
nates within itself; virtually all depend on a
process of bricolage, that is, the piecing
together of various, disparate modes of doing
research. By acknowledging these sources,
not only do we begin to see continuity, but
we credit the process of collaboration that is
so central to action research itself. There is
also much to be gained by a scholarship of
synthesis. We may usefully review various
paradigms of action research to locate pos-
sibly transcendent communalities. It isin this
vein that we have begun to assay various
practices of transformative dialogue, with
the purpose of establishing a vocabulary of
practices (Gergen et a., 2004). By delineat-
ing such avocabulary, the hope is to encour-
age practitioners to draw from it those
resources most promising for the unique
positions they confront.

Action researchers, themselves, have
begun to appreciate the importance of shar-
ing the narratives of various projects with
one another. The published journals, Action
Research and Educational Action Research,
aong withtheon-linejournds, Action Research
International (www.scu.edu.au/schools/gem/
ar/ari/arihome.html), The Ontario Action
Researcher (www.nipissingu.ca/oar), and
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ARexpeditions (http://arexpeditions.mon-
tana.edu/docs/about.html), are excellent exam-
ples of how research can be shared across
international boundaries. The present hand-
book, and its predecessor (Reason and
Bradbury, 2001), are also effective vehicles
of sharing that allow practitioners of all vari-
eties to gain wisdom from the stories handed
from one practitioner to another.
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Power and Knowledge

John Gaventa and Andrea Cornwall’

Participatory research has long held within it implicit notions of the relationships between
power and knowledge. Advocates of participatory action research have focused their critique
of conventional research strategies on structural relationships of power and the ways
through which they are maintained by monopolies of knowledge, arguing that participatory
knowledge strategies can challenge deep-rooted power inequities. Other action research tra-
ditions have focused more on issues of power and knowledge within organizations, while
others still have highlighted the power relations between individuals, especially those involv-
ing professionals and those with whom they work. This chapter explores the relationship of
power and knowledge. It begins by exploring some of the ways in which power is concep-
tualized, drawing upon the work of Lukes, Foucault and others. It then turns to considering
the ways in which differing traditions of participatory research seek to transform power rela-
tions by challenging conventional processes of knowledge production. Finally, the chapter
reflects on contemporary uses of participatory modes of knowledge generation and on
lessons that are emerging from attempts to promote more inclusive participation in order to
address embedded social and economic inequities.

Participatory research has long held within it
implicit notions of the relationships between
power and knowledge. Advocates of participa-
tory action research have focused their critique
of conventional research strategies on structural
relationships of power and the ways through
which they are maintained by monopolies of
knowledge, arguing that participatory knowl-
edge strategies can challenge deep-rooted
power inequities. Other action research tradi-
tions have focused more on issues of power

and knowledge within organizations, while
others still have highlighted the power rela-
tions between individuals, especialy those
involving professionals and those with whom
they work.

Power and knowledge areinextricably inter-
twined. A starting point for situating our analy-
sis of power and knowledge in participatory
research is to map out some of the different
ways in which power is conceptualized and
their implications for research. We then turn
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to considering the ways in which participatory
research seeks to transform power relations by
challenging conventiond processes of knowl-
edge production. We reflect on contemporary
uses of participatory modes of knowledge
generation and on lessons that are emerging
from attempts to promote more inclusive par-
ticipation in order to address embedded
social and economic inequities.

CONCEPTUALIZING POWER

Earlier understandings of power in participa
tory research tended to dichotomize the notion:
‘they’ (structures, organizations, experts) had
power; ‘we' (the oppressed, grassroots, margin-
alized) did not. Participatory research was a
means of closing the gap, of remedying the
power inequities through processes of knowl-
edge production, which strengthened voice,
organization and action (see, for example, Fas
Borda and Rahman, 1991; Gaventa, 1993;
Hall, 1992a; Tandon, 1982/2005; Lykes and
Mallona, Chapter 7 in this volume). Power, in
these analyses, was often represented as if it
were an attribute that some had and others
lacked, something that could be won or logt. In
recent years, as participatory research has come
to be used by a diversity of actors and for
an equally diverse variety of purposes, under-
standings of the relationship of knowledge and
power in the participatory research process
have had to become more sophisticated, taking
into account the complexity and contingency of
power relations.

Among the many theorists of power whose
work has influenced the fields of social and
political science, two stand out as the most
influential: Lukes and Foucault. In what fol-
lows, we take as our starting point the three
dimensions of power elaborated by Lukes
(1974, 2005) and built upon by Gaventa
(1980) in his anaysis of quiescence and
rebellion in rural Appalachia. We go on to
explore the relational view of power emer-
ging from the work of Foucault (1977, 1979)
and his followers, and its implications for

understanding the dynamics of power in the
participatory research process.

Lukes begins his argument by challenging
the traditional view in which power is under-
stood as arelationship of ‘A over B': that is,
power is the ahility of A (the relatively pow-
erful person or agency) to get B (the rela
tively powerless person or agency) to do
what B might not otherwise do (Dahl, 1969).
In this approach, power is understood as a
product of conflicts between actors to deter-
mine who wins and who loses on key, clearly
recognized issues, in arelatively open system
in which there are established decision-
making arenas. If certain voices are absent in
the debate, their non-participation is inter-
preted as their own apathy or inefficacy, not
as a process of exclusion from the political
process.

Within this first dimension of power,
knowledge or research may be conceived as
resources to be mobilized to influence public
debates. Practically, with this view, approaches
to policy influence, knowledge and action
relate largely to countering expertise with
other expertise. The assumption is that ‘ bet-
ter’ (objective, rational, highly credible)
knowledge will have greater influence.
Expertise often takes the form of policy
analysis or advocacy, both of which involve
speaking ‘for’ others, based not on lived
experience of agiven problem, but on astudy
of it that claimsto be ‘ objective'. Little atten-
tion is paid in this view to whose voices or
whose knowledge are represented in the
decision-making process, nor on how forms
of power affect the ways in which certain
problems come to be framed.

This pluralist vision of an open society, in
which power is exercised through informed
debate amongst competing interests, contin-
ues to affect many of our understandings of
how power affects policy. However, this
view has been widely challenged. Palitical
scientists such as Bachrach and Baratz
(1970) put forward a second understanding
of power. They argued that the hidden face of
power was not about who won and who lost
on key issues, but was also about keeping
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issues and actors from getting to the table in
the first place. Drawing upon the work of
Schattschneider, they argued that political orga-
nizetions ‘develop a mohilization of bias ... in
favor of the exploitation of certain kinds of
conflict and the suppression of others. ...
Some issues are organized into politics while
others are organized out’ (Schattschneider,
1960: 71). The study of politics, Bachrach
and Baratz argued, must focus ‘both on who
gets what, when and how and who gets left
out and how’ (1970: 105).

In this view knowledge, and the processes
of its production, contribute very strongly to
the mobilization of bias. Scientific rules are
used to declare the knowledge of some
groups more valid than others, e.g. ‘ experts
over ‘lay people’, etc. Asymmetries and
inequalities in research funding mean that
certain issues and certain groups receive
more attention than others; clearly estab-
lished ‘methods’ or rules of the game can be
used to alow some voices to enter the
process and to discredit the legitimacy of
others. Even where previously excluded
actors do enter the policy process, they may
be required to mimic the language and
knowledge of the powerful, in order to begin
to be heard.

From the second dimensional view, empow-
erment through knowledge means not only
chalenging expertise with expertise, but it
means expanding who participates in the
knowledge production process in the first
place. It involves a concern with mobilization,
or action, to overcome the prevailing mobiliza-
tion of bias (see Gaventa, 1993, 1999). When
the process is opened to include new voices,
and new perspectives, the assumption is that
policy ddiberations will be more democratic,
and less skewed by the resources and knowl-
edge of the more powerful.

While the second dimension of power con-
tributed to our understanding of the ways in
which power operates to prevent grievances
from entering the political arenas, it still
maintained the idea that the exercise of
power must involve conflict between the
powerful and the powerless over clearly

recognized grievances. This approach was
then challenged by others such as Steven
Lukes who suggested that perhaps ‘the most
effective and insidious use of power isto pre-
vent such conflict from arising in the first
place’ (1974: 24). The powerful may do so
not only by influencing who acts upon recog-
nized grievances, but also through influenc-
ing consciousness and awareness of such
grievances in the first place.

In this approach, the control of knowledge
as away of influencing consciousnessiis criti-
cal to the exercise of power. Knowledge mech-
anisms such as socidization, education, media,
secrecy, information control, and the shaping
of political beliefs and ideologies al become
important to the understanding of power and
how it operates. Power begins to resemble
Gramscian notions of ‘hegemony’ (Entwistle,
1979) or Freirean ideas (1981) of the ways in
which knowledge is internalized to develop a
‘culture of silence’ of the oppressed.

Countering power inequities involves
using and producing knowledgein away that
affects popular awareness and consciousness
of the issues and power relations which
affect the lives of the powerless, a purpose
that has often been put forward by advocates
of participatory research. Here the discussion
of research and knowledge involves strate-
gies of awareness building, liberating educa-
tion, promotion of a critical consciousness,
overcoming internalized oppressions, and
developing indigenous or popular knowl-
edge. There are countless examples of how
the transformation of consciousness has con-
tributed to social mobilization, be they in the
civil rights, women'’s, environmental or other
movements. And, there are a number of intel-
lectual traditions which may contribute to
our understanding in this area. For instance,
social movement theory recognizes the
importance of consciousness by raising such
issues as the development of collective iden-
tity, and of the constructions of meaning and
of culture in galvanizing citizen action
(Morris, 1984; Mueller, 1992). Feminist
theory has long deat with issues of the
‘internalization of powerlessness', leading to
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asilencing of voices and an acceptance of the
status quo, as well as how awareness building
can be used as the basis for empowerment and
social change (Kabeer, 1994; VeneKlasen and
Miller, 2002). Building on the work of Paulo
Freire, work in education explores the impor-
tance of ‘learning for transformation’, and
puts forth various methods for doing so
(Taylor and Fransman, 2004).

In each of these three approaches, there
are implicit or more explicit conceptions of
knowledge, and how it relates to power, as
well as to strategies of empowerment. In the
first view, knowledge is aresource, used and
mobilized to inform decision-making on key
public issues — issues of who produces
knowledge, or its impact on the awareness
and capacity of the powerless, are less
important. In the second view, the powerful
use control over the production of knowledge
asaway of setting the public agenda, and for
including or excluding certain voices and
participants in action upon it. In response,
mobilization of the relatively powerless to
act upon their grievances and to participatein
public affairs becomes the strategy — one
in which action research is an important tool.
In the third dimension, the emphasisis more
upon the ways in which production of know-
ledge shapes consciousness of the agendain
the first place, and participation in knowl-
edge production becomes a method for build-
ing greater awareness and more authentic
self-consciousness of one's issues and capa
cities for action.

Beyond the Three Dimensional View

While over the years this three dimensional
framework has provided a useful way of
understanding power and knowledge in
research, it has also been critiqued from a
number of differing perspectives. For some,
the approach is limited in its understanding
of power as a ‘power over’ relationship —
whereas for activism and organizing, the
power to act and to act in concert with others
(‘ power to’ and ‘ power with') is fundamental
to transformational social change. And, in

some cases, power is seen as growing from
within oneself, not something which is
limited by others. This ‘power within' is
shaped by one's identity and self-conception
of agency, as well as by ‘the Other’ (Kabeer,
1994; Nelson and Wright, 1995; Rowlands,
1995; VeneKlasen and Miller, 2002).

All three dimensions of power focus on
the repressive side of power, and conceptual -
ize power as aresource that individuals gain,
hold and wield. Building on work by
Foucault, others have argued that power is
inherent in al socia relations, and have
explored its more productive and positive
aspects. In this view, power becomes ‘a mul-
tiplicity of force relations’ (Foucault, 1979:
92) that constitute social relationships; it
existsonly through action and isimmanent in
all spheres, rather than being exerted by one
individual or group over another. For
Foucault, power works through discourses,
institutions and practices that are productive
of power effects, framing the boundaries of
possibility that govern action. Knowledge is
power: ‘power and knowledge directly imply
one another ... there is no power relation
without the correlative constitution of afield
of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does
not presuppose and constitute at the same
time power relations’ (1977: 27).

Foucault’'s analysis of the micro-practices
of power shows how the effects of power/
knowledge create particular kinds of sub-
jects, who are subjugated through ‘regimes
of truth’ that provide a means of policing the
boundaries around the categories that know!-
edge defines. Foucault focuses on how
power creates its subjects through the archi-
tecture of institutions, through the construc-
tion and reproduction of social mores and
through the disciplining of the body itself.
By placing the power effects of knowledge
at the heart of hisanalysis, Foucault opens up
a perspective on power that has often been
misinterpreted as unduly negative. Rather,
by showing how power/knowledge produces
and sustains inequalities, Foucault affirms
‘theright ... to rediscover what oneis and all
that one can be' (1979: 145).
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Work by Hayward draws on Foucault to
argue for ‘de-facing power’ by reconceptualiz-
ing it as ‘a network of social boundaries that
congtrain and enable action for al actors
(1998: 2). She argues that freedom is the capa
city to act on these boundaries ‘to participate
effectively in shaping the boundaries that
define for them the field of what is possible
(1998: 12). This has a number of important
implications for thinking about power and
knowledge in participatory research. First,
it shifts the analysis of power only from
resourcesthat ‘ A’ holds or usesto include other
broader ways in which spheres of action and
possihility are delimited. If power is shaped by
discourse, then questions of how discourses
are formed, and how they shape the fields of
action, become critical for changing and
affecting power relations. From the perspec-
tive of participatory research, thisis a crucid
insight as the process of participatory research
caninitsdf become aspacein which dominant
discourses are challenged and reframed, shift-
ing the horizons of the possible.

Since this approach recognizes that power
is part of all socia relationships, in so far as
power affects the field of what is possible,
then power affects both the relatively power-
ful and the relatively powerless. From this
perspective, power involves ‘any relation-
ship involving two or more actors positioned
such that one can act within or upon power’s
mechanisms to shape the field of action of
the other’ (Hayward, 1998: 15). Power can
exist in the micro-palitics of the relationship
of the researcher to the researched, aswell as
in broader social and political relationships;
power affects actors at every level of organi-
zational and institutional relationships, not
just those who are excluded or at the bottom
of such relationships.

Finally, this broader approach to power
includes the more positive aspects through
which power enables action, as well as how
it delimitsit. Power in this sense may not be
a zero-sum relationship, in which for (B) to
acquire power may mean the necessity of (A)
giving up some of it. Rather, if power isthe
capacity to act upon boundaries that affect

one's life, to broaden those boundaries does
not always mean to de-limit those of others.
In this sense power may have a synergistic
element, such that action by some enables
more action by others. Challenging the
boundaries of the possible may in some cases
mean that those with relatively less power
working collaboratively with others have
more, while in other cases it may direct con-
flict between the relatively powerful and the
relatively powerless.

KNOWLEDGE AS POWER

If, in this expanded view, freedom ‘is the
capacity to participate effectively in shaping
the socia limits that define what is possible’
(Hayward, 1998: 21), then we can also more
clearly situate knowledge as one resource in
the power field. Knowledge, as much as any
resource, determines definitions of what is
conceived as important, as possible, for and
by whom. Through access to knowledge, and
participation in its production, use and dis-
semination, actors can affect the boundaries
and indeed the conceptualization of the pos-
sible. In some situations, the asymmetrical
control of knowledge productions of ‘others
can severely limit the possibilities which can
be either imagined or acted upon; in other sit-
uations, agency in the process of knowledge
production, or co—production with others,
can extend these boundaries.

Throughout the literature on participatory
action research, we find various theories and
approaches which to some degree or another
are premised upon the claim that democratic
participation in knowledge production can
enable otherwise marginalized people to exer-
cise greater voice and agency, and work to
transform social and power relations in the
process (e.g. Hall, 1992a; Tandon, 1982/2005;
Fals-Borda and Rahman, 1991; Rahman,
Chapter 3 in this volume; Swantz, Chapter 2
in this volume). However, there are great
variations within the ‘schools' and traditions
of participatory research as to how transfor-
mational social change occurs.
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Below we illustrate and explore some
commonalities and differences in these
approaches, drawing especially (but not
exclusively) from the approaches which have
influenced our thinking the most. These are
those associated with the Freirean tradition
of ‘participatory action research’, and those
associated with the work around PRA (par-
ticipatory rural appraisa or participatory
reflection and action) and PLA (participatory
learning and action), an approach which has
spread very quickly in the 1990s with an
enormous impact on development thinking
and practice.?

THE NATURE AND LOCATIONS
OF POWER

For those early writers on participatory
action research (PAR), power is understood
as a relationship of domination in which the
control of knowledge and its production was
asimportant as material and other socia rela-
tions. As Rahman put it many years ago:

The dominant view of social transformation has
been preoccupied with the need for changing the
oppressive structures of relations in material pro-
duction — certainly a necessary task. But, and this
the distinctive viewpoint of PAR (Participatory
Action-Research), domination of masses by elites is
rooted not only in the polarization of control over
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 perpetuat-
ing this process. (1991: 14)

The knowledge that affects people's lives is
seen as being in the hands of a‘monopoly’ of
expert knowledge producers, who exercise
power over others through their expertise
(Hall, 1992a; Tandon, 1982/2005). The
role of participatory action research is to
enable people to empower themselves
through the construction of their own knowl-
edge, in aprocess of action and reflection, or
‘conscientization’, to use Freire’s term. Such

action against ‘power over’ relations implies
conflict in which the power of the dominant
classesischallenged, asthe relatively power-
less begin to develop their new awareness of
their reality, and to act for themselves
(Selener, 1997: 23).

Whilein this earlier view of PAR power is
located in broad social and political relations,
later work by Chambers, more often associated
with PRA, puts more emphasis on domination
in personal and interpersond terms. Starting
with a focus on ‘hierarchies of power and
weskness, of dominance and subordination’
(1997: 58), Chambers outlines two categories:
‘uppers, who occupy positions of dominance,
and ‘lowers’, who reside in positions of subor-
dination or weakness. In his account of
‘uppers and ‘lowers, power is less fixed in
persons than in the positions they inhabit vis-&
vis others: people can occupy more than one
position as ‘upper’, and may occupy both
‘upper’ and ‘lower’ positions depending on
context. Thisrelational portraya of power rela
tions mirrors Foucault's view of power as
residing not in individuals but in the posi-
tions that they occupy and the ways in which
discourses make these positions available to
them.

Chambers describes the ways in which the
taken for granted practices associated with the
professions—what he cdls ‘normd profession-
dism’ (Ch