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ABSTRACT

FROM ADAPTIVE TO CRITICAL LEARNING ORGANIZATION:
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH AND THE EVOLUTION OF A GRASSROOTS
ORGANIZATION IN SOUTHERN MEXICO

By

Diane Lee Ruonavaara

This participatory research endeavor describes and analyzes the organizational
change of the Permanent Seminar of Resources for Rural Development in
Oaxaca, Mexico. The Seminar is a unique collaboration of scholars and peasants
joined in the search for answers to a variety of economic, inter- and intra-
community and cultural challenges emerging during the latest stages of structural
adjustment and globalization in Mexico. The Seminar and its modes of
collaboration provides a model for fostering local alliances and coalitions of
peasant communities who, with development professionals, learn together and
support each other in innovative social and economic research and development
initiatives. This research occurs as Seminar members come to the realization
that successful strategies and frameworks of the past may no longer be
adequate to meet the demands of a changing Mexican political economy. In
response, Seminar members seek to increase the organization’s diversity. The

“logic of the milpa”, a seminal concept of the Seminar, predicts that increased



diversity will enhance the Seminar’s creative problem solving potential. The
Seminar invites peasant leaders from the state of Nayarit and a graduate student
from the United States to join in their endeavor. As the diversity of the Seminar
increases, participants begin to reflect upon themselves as an organization. This
research analyzes the Seminar as it changes from an “adaptive organization” to
a “critical learning organization” (CLO). As a CLO, Seminar members reflect
upon and reconstruct the social relationships within the organization. This
research develops the concept of a critical learning organization and compares
the organizational learning of the Seminar to organizational learning in other PR
approaches. Additionally, the research presents the Seminar as a 2™ generation
of PR that transcends the temporal, spatial, and conceptual boundaries that may

restrict the collective learning processes of other PR approaches.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

This research falls within the purview of “Alternatives to Development.”
These alternatives are a response to a growing dissatisfaction and
disillusionment with the dominant conceptualization of development as
modernization (Escobar 1995; Esteva and Suri 1998; Fals Borda 1998; Max-Neef
et al.1989; Rahman 1993; Rahnema 1995; Sachs 1995). Modernization is seen
as a linear process of “growth” and “progress” from “underdeveloped” to
“developed” and from poverty to affluence. Alternative approaches to
development, in contrast, share the idea that modernization is part of the
problem, rather than the “solution,” to the challenges facing the majority of the
world’s population (Carmen 1996: 64; Chambers 1997; Escobar 1995; Latouche
1991; Max-Neef et al. 1989; Mueller 1991; Norgaard 1994; Rahman 1993; Sachs
1995).

1.0 Development as Modemization

The concept of development as modernization was introduced by U.S.
President Harry Truman in his inaugural address on January 20, 1949 (Sachs

1995),



More than half of the world’s population is living in conditions
approaching misery.... What we envisage is a program of
development based on the concepts of democratic fair
dealing.... Greater production is the key to prosperity and

peace. And the key to greater production is a wider and more

vigorous application of modern scientific and technical

knowledge (Truman 1949 cited in Escobar, 1995: 3).

According to Truman, development was both a political and economic activity
supported by scientific investigation. Truman'’s speech followed on ideas
expressed at the earlier Bretton Woods conference held in 1944. Bretton Woods
established institutions, such as the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund, that were instrumental in shaping the world’'s economic activities (Korten
1996). The policies begun during Truman’s administration and the institutions
created through Bretton Woods were intended to foster development
characterized by democratic governance, economic growth, industrialization,
urbanization, and ever-expanding consumption of material goods (Esteva 1995;
Korten 1996).

Under this doctrine of development, remarkable measures of success
have been achieved. Economic growth has expanded five-fold, while
international trade has increased twelve-fold (Korten 1996). World grain
production increased from 620 million tons in 1950 to 1,660 million tons in 1985
(Wolf 1999: 9). Farmers with access to new seeds, technologies and markets

have prospered around the world and produced enough food to feed the world’s

growing population (Wolf 1986). In fact, by 1999, the number of overfed people in



the world was estimated to be approximately 600 million (Brown 1999: 117). It
appeared that Truman’s model of development was a success.

On closer examination, however, it became obvious that large sectors of
the world’s population were excluded from this model. Despite development
efforts, the gap between the “rich” and the “poor” was twice as great in 1992 than
it was in 1950 (Korten 1996). The United Nations reports that the disparity of
wealth between the richest nations in the world and the poorest nations had
increased from a ratio of 44:1 in 1973 to 727:1 in 1997 (Salopek 2000). The
United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Human Development Report for
1992 states that twenty percent of the world’s population receive 82.7 percent of
the world’s income, while the poorest twenty percent receives only 1.4 percent
(Korten 1996: 24). In 1996, the World Bank reported that 1.3 billion people
earned $1.00 U.S. or less per day and were considered to be living in absolute
poverty (World Bank 1996 cited in Brown et al. 1999: 119). In the same year, the
FAO estimated that 834 million people were undemourished (FAO 1999) and 1.2
billion did not have access to safe drinking water (Brown et al. 1999: 116).' Many
of these poor and undernourished people live in rural areas or have migrated
from the countryside to slums surrounding large urban areas (Brown et al. 1999:

119-120). From these statistics, it appears that development has been successful

! Omawale (1984) notes the World Bank and FAO have reported vastly different numbers of
“hungry” people. In the early 1980s, the FAO estimated 460 billion undemourished people in the
world, while the World Bank reported 1.1 billion. These disagreements are based on
methodological differences.



for some, but not for others. Moreover, the very judgement of success may
depend on the standpoint of the observer.

The proponents of development as modernization respond that the
solution is to promote “more of the same” but with increased economic and social
discipline, i.e., structural adjustment and population control by the developing
world. However, a wide range of individuals and groups -- academics,
development professionals, community organizers and people negatively
impacted by development -- are beginning to question this assertion (Chambers
1997; Esteva 1995; Kothari 1988; Latouche 1991; Schon 1995). This rejection
focuses on the nature of development and the myriad constructs that accompany
the development as modernization paradigm, i.e., poverty vs. affluence,
traditional vs. modern, livelihoods vs. production (Braidotti et al. 1994). These
individuals and groups are dedicated to inventing new strategies for change and
creating new visions of the future informed by socio-culturally specific notions of
improvement (Kearney 1996; Wignaraja 1993).

1.1 Participatory Action Research as an Alternative to Development

An “Alternative to Development” approach is actually a collection of
various approaches that challenge development as modernization on various
fronts (Escobar 1995; Esteva and Suri 1998; Norgaard 1994; Shiva 1989).

Participatory Action Research (PAR) is one such approach (Fals Borda 1985b;




Fernandez and Tandon 1981; Freire 1985; Gaventa 1991; Hall, Gillette, and
Tandon 1982; Maguire 1987; Park 1993; Rahman 1993). As an alternative to
development, PAR re-unites research and development activities, re-

conceptualizes these activities in terms of knowledge generation and change. In

PAR, the relationship between knowledge generation and change appears as an
iterative and recursive process — each activity informing the other. Knowledge is
seen as a contested resource. Control over knowledge - its generation and use -
- are understood as fundamental to creating and maintaining relationships of
equality. Development in the context of PAR is understood primarily in terms of
an informed movement towards social transformation. In summary, PAR
recognizes the political nature of both research and development while holding
emancipation as its horizon (Fals Borda 1985b; Gaventa 1991; Hall 1979;
Kemmis and McTaggart 2000; Maguire 1987, Rahman 1991).

1.2 Focus of the Study: Regional Development in Oaxaca, Mexico

This research entails participation in, and examination of, a particular
Participatory Research endeavor with a regional organization called the
Permanent Seminar of Resources for Rural Development? (Seminario de Gestién
sobre Recursos para el Desarrollo Rural) (see Szekely 1995b). The Seminar is a

collaborative research effort uniting academics and representatives from twenty-

2 The term the “Seminar” will be used from this point forward to denote the Permanent Seminar of
Resources for Rural Development.



some ethnically distinct peasant communities.> The Seminar participants® -- both
local people and academics —- meet monthly in the city of Oaxaca, Oaxaca,
Mexico (see Figure 1) and are dedicated to resolving community problems

identified by the community members themselves.
Figure 1. Map of Mexico and Oaxaca
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The Seminar evolved to its current form approximately eight years ago
(Szekely 1995b). During these past eight years, the Seminar successfully
assisted and advised member communities in struggles with large landholders
and caciques.® The Seminar also helped develop socioeconomic projects based
on opportunities emerging from these land struggles. Yet, more recently, the
Seminar participants have begun to question the efficacy of their organizational
framework and developmental strategies. These strategies had been devised to
confront more powerful actors in the region. Now, however, it seems that these
frameworks and strategies are incapable of addressing community challenges
emerging from a globalizing economy and changing political situation (see
Szekely 1994).

1.3 Overview of the Mexican Context

In the early to mid-1990s, Mexican government policy and international
trade agreements designed to integrate Mexico into the world economy
undermined an already tenuous economic situation in the countryside (Barkin et
al. 1997; Cornelius and Myhre 1998; Randall 1996). As Collier (1994: 8) explains,

In 1992, the government of President Salinas de Gortari brought
land reform - the issue on which his party had originally risen to
power - to a halt, he signaled an abrupt end to a traditional
covenant with the peasantry and deprived many peasants not just

of the possibility of improving their livelihoods, but of their power as
a constituency.

® Local power bosses.



The national government declared that there were no lands left to redistribute,
which virtually brought an end to agrarian reform. Amendments to Article 27
provided the legal framework to create a market in communally-held lands,
threatening already economically vulnerable peasants with the potential loss of
their ejidos® or comunales’ (Schartz and Walker 1995). Additionally, the
government reduced both direct subsides and credit to small producers. Finally,
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) lowered agricultural trade
barriers on basic grains, thereby exposing small farmers to competition from U.S.
farmers.

In general, modernization theory favors private individual land holdings and
the commodification of land. Communal land holdings are seen as an obstacle to
a modern market society (Mander and Goldsmith 1996; Polanyi 1944). Mexican
agricultural policies appear to be informed by a modernization theory of
development that favors the introduction of "modern" social forms and
technologies, and views traditional technologies and cultures as essentially
backward and dispensable. This theory does not directly acknowledge the active
and adaptive response of indigenous® communities to the crisis, and it fails to

recognize the validity of people’s knowledge in the search for alternative visions

® Lands distributed to peasants communally after the revolution of 1910.

’ Lands held by indigenous communities “since time immemorial” and recognized as such after
the revolution of 1910.

8 According to Collier (1994: 155), indigenous people in Latin America “generally speak one of the
native American languages as their first tongue, though many of them learn to speak Spanish.
Many indigenous people identify themselves as members of ethnic communities that were



of the future (Barry 1995; Bonfil Batalla 1996; Braidotti et al. 1994; Esteva and
Suri 1998). Instead, the general tendency is to foster social simplification
(extinction of language, urbanization, etc.) by market forces of areas previously
protected by various mixes of tradition and isolation (Bookchin 1978).

1.4 Responses from the Mexican Peasantry

In Mexico and other Latin American countries, many of these marginalized
people view the current challenges confronting them as a continuation of the
Conquest® (Bonfil Batalla 1996). In Mexico, as in much of Latin America, the
Spaniards divided, conquered, and isolated indigenous populations. In response
to this, indigenous people took advantage of these “closed, corporate
communities” (Wolf 1966) to separate and defend themselves from outsiders.
These strategies of survival and maintenance of tradition were not and are not
static; they are dynamic processes. Contemporary indigenous peoples’
connection to the land, their skepticism toward modernization, their abiding
sense of community, and their diverse “traditional” lives appear as continuing
survival strategies of “accommodation, rejection and innovation” (Barry
1995;Bonfil Batalla 1996).

Currently, there are several examples of accommodation, rejection and
innovation emerging from the Mexican countryside. On January 1st, 1994, the

Zapatista Front for National Liberation (EZLN) staged an uprising in Chiapas,

classified as “Indigenous” rather than “Spanish” or mestizo (mix race) under the period of colonial
rule.



Mexico to protest the government’s signing of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) and to demand just treatment for the indigenous people of
Mexico (Collier 1994). In northern Mexico, a group of small and medium
producers known as el Brazén organized to protest the government’s economic
restructuring, its international trade agreements and attempts to collect on their
defaulted loans (Barkin et al. 1997). In response, rural people, in ever increasing
numbers, are leaving their communities -- migrating or emigrating in search of
wage labor. They follow the harvests, head to urban centers, move to rﬁaquila
zones, or enter the United States (Kearney 1996). Increasing numbers of those
who stay behind tum to the cultivation of illegal crops that are one of the few
profitable agricultural ventures still available. These actions, both individual and
collective, are among the most dramatic responses arising from the rural sector --
but they are not the only ones.

1.5 The Study Site: The Permanent Seminar of Resources for Rural

Development

Peasants are also responding organizationally to the changing political and
economic situation in Mexico through their community assemblies and peasant
organizations (Barkin et al. 1997; Bonfil Batalla et al. 1995; Esteva and Suri
1998). The Permanent Seminar of Resources for Rural Development has

evolved from such responses (see Szekely 1997). The Seminar was born in the

® Indigenous people in southern Mexico & Guatemala have also shared this viewpoint with me.
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unique conditions of the 1970s. The Seminar is both an innovation of traditional
and legally recognized community assemblies and an elaboration of peasants’
strategies to ally themselves with influential outsiders. Several assemblies
established collaborative relationships with sympathetic university-trained
development specialists10 to deal with the legal, political, and social problems
relating to land problems, coyotes,'' and the complex and bureaucratic Mexican
agrarian reform system. The Seminar assisted in the successful resolution of
land tenure problems of its member communities and initiated several effective
economic activities associated with agrarian reform efforts.

Participation now includes some twenty Oaxacan communities comprising
at least nine culturally distinct groups -- Zapotec, Mixe, Chiriguiri, Chontal,
Mixteco, Masateco, Chinanteco, Triqui, and mestizo -- and several academics.
Although the Seminar still addresses land conflicts, it is beginning to grapple with
complex community socioeconomic development issues associated with
globalization and the accompanying changes in the political economy (Szekely
1998).

1.5.1 The Logic of the Milpa

In such a diverse organization, one of the most difficult challenges is that of

communication. In the Seminar, participants must communicate across ethnic,

'° The attitude these academics brought to their work with the peasantry was informed by
traditions of Maoism (Alexander 1999), French Marxism (Althusser 1976; Callan and Ruccio
1996), and liberation theology (Ecumenical Association 1986).

" Intermediaries who purchased from peasants at low prices and sold to them at high prices.
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class, and gender differences to effectively address the problems emerging from
the countryside. Communication between “situated” participants'? has given
impetus to the creation of a new “language” based on metaphors. These
metaphors are used to develop, rationalize, explain and communicate many of
the themes of the Seminar. This use is similar to Freire’s “generative words” that
contain relevant and existential meaning for people (Freire 1970). These words
are filled with emotional content and reveal the social, cultural and political
realities of a situation. These words can be codified according to conceptual
themes and then re-codified to generate a deeper understanding of “reality”
(Dickinson 1988; Freire 1985).

A key metaphor of the Seminar is the “the logic of the milpa.” This “logic”
emerges from reflection on the local milpa, the traditional corn-based
agroecological system of Latin America (Robert 1995). A reflection by the
Seminar upon the milpa leads participants to understand it as a system
composed of multiple and diverse species that interact to produce outcomes that
are not predictable by the presence of individual plants, e.g. maintenance of soil
fertility, resistance to pests, and increased yields.

Further reflection on, and discussion of this “logic” as a social
phenomenon leads to the idea that a socially diverse Seminar - composed of

people from distinct groups — may be more likely to devise creative and

"2 «Situated” refers to the idea that individuals are an intersection of complex identities including
gender, class, ethnicity and related experiences. This complex of identifies permit a unique and
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successful solutions to common problems than any one individual or
homogeneous group. This “logic” forms one of the conceptual foundations of the
Seminar and helps participants justify uniting individuals and groups with different
experiences and distinct ways of knowing the world.

1.6 The Purpose of the Study

The Seminar has been successful in resolving complex and potentially
violent land tenure issues and devising economic ventures associated with these
struggles for the land. However, the political and economic setting of NAFTA and
the globalization era in which Mexican peasants currently find themselves
present new challenges. Participants feel that the past problem-solving strategies
associated with the Seminar and their communities are no longer sufficient. In
the Seminar and in communities they ask, “What are we up against? Is this an
intensification of what we’ve always faced or is this something new?” More
urgently they ask, “How can we respond? What can we do?” At times, they feel
there are no answers. In response, the Seminar has again turned to the ‘logic of
the milpa’ to expand the diversity of the Seminar and to enrich its potential. In
accordance with this “logic,” the Seminar has extended an invitation to several
community organizers from the state of Nayarit and to a few academics' from

the United States. This invitation followed the model created by community

located viewpoint (Haraway 1991; Harding 1991).

" In all, three Michigan State University graduate students participated with the Seminar and/or
with member communities in various research activities (see Ishida 1999; Rivers-Rozdilsky,
2000).
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assemblies in the mid-1970s when the first academics were asked to collaborate
with communities as a bridge to an outside world. As a campesino said to one of
these earlier academics, “You are not the best card to play, but you're the only
one we've got.” With this humbling aphorism in mind, | began my participation
with the Permanent Seminar of Resources for Rural Development.

This research is formulated to coincide with two primary concerns of PR:
1) how social relationships are constructed in research and 2) how knowledge
generation and action are connected. Addressing these issues contributes to the
organizational evolution of the Seminar and to the theoretical and methodological
development of PR.

1.7 Research Questions

Three questions are addressed in this research:
1) How are the social relationships within the Seminar constructed

along class, ethnic and gender lines; between the Seminar and
communities; and between participating communities?

2) What framework and strategies are used in the Seminar to
recognize, understand, and resolve problems facing participating
communities? How are these framework and strategies changing in
response to the changing socio/economic context?

3) How is the Seminar responding organizationally to changing
internal and external factors?

Questions one and two emerged during pre-dissertation involvement with

the Seminar. These two questions were formulated to be broad, and were refined
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through an interative and emergent process during my engagement with the
Seminar. The third question emerged from this process, and arose as Seminar
members (including myself) sought to understand and create a new vision of the
future for the Seminar and its member communities.

1.8 The Methodological Framework

This research was both experiential and participatory. The experiential
nature of this research required that | maintain flexibility, drawing upon existing
methodologies and combining them in new ways when necessary. Combining
the critical reflection'* of PR enriched with the reflection of a critical learning
systems approach is one example. The participatory nature of the research
required that | remain sensitive to the needs and interests of the Seminar and its
members.

In this research, | integrate elements of praxis (Fals Borda and Rahman
1991), Freirian Adult Education (Freire 1970, 1990; 1998) and a critical learning
systems approach (Bawden 1997). Praxis forms the overarching methodological
framework. Praxis is a process of reflection and action that occurs among and
within participants as they seek to understand and generate solutions to
problematic situations while at the same time creating the conditions for social

transformation. The principle component of Freirian Adult Education used in this

' | follow McLaren and Tadue Da Silva (1995) who define critical reflection as “a social act of
knowing undertaken in a public arena as a form of social and collective empowerment...[and]
which unmasks the social and cultural mechanisms of power as a basis for engagement in
emancipatory action.”
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research is that of conscientizagdo. Conscientizagdo is a learning process that
people experience as they begin to recognize and reject oppression -- both
oppressive situations and the “oppressor within.” Finally, a critical learning
systems approach expands the notion of reflection in praxis. A critical learning
systems approach encourages the researcher to reflect upon the creation of
knowledge, the process of knowledge creation, and on factors that contribute to
how individuals and groups understand the process of knowledge creation itself.

1.8.1 Data collection

| engaged in field research for approximately two years, attending 22
monthly Seminar meetings from June 1997 to May 1999. For the first year and a
half, | traveled back and forth from my home in Michigan to Mexico, attending
Seminar meetings on a monthly basis. From October 1998 to May 1999, | lived in
Oaxaca, attending Seminar meetings, visiting communities, and carrying out
other research activities.

1.8.2 Multiple Methods

An integrated methodology as utilized in this research, does not preclude
the use of multiple methods. In this research, multiple methods include dialogue
(Bohm et al. 1991; Fals Borda and Rahman 1991), participant observation (Pelto
and Pelto 1978; Thorne 1983), and open-ended interviews (Burgess 1991; Pelto
and Pelto 1978) with Seminar participants and community members. Archival

materials (the Seminar library and tape recordings of each Seminar session)
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were also drawn upon. Opportunities to carry out participant observation and
interviews occurred during the Seminar and community visits. During my visits to
and stay in Oaxaca, | accompanied the Seminar on seven community visits. '
These visits enabled me to observe relationships within communities,
relationships between the Seminar and communities. In addition, | was invited to
stay in three communities outside of organized Seminar activities. During these
visits, | was able to attend assembly meetings, interview community members
outside the context of the Seminar, and observe and participate in several small
community development projects.

1.8.3 Sharing Findings with Seminar Participants

Sharing findings was an ongoing and iterative process that contributed to
the evolution of the Seminar and included a form of research validation. In
September 1999 and again in June 2000, at the invitation of the Seminar, |
returned to the Seminar to present my findings. These presentations contributed
to the Seminar participants’ reflection on their own activities and their comments
helped me further refine my ideas.

1.9 Overview of the Study

Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the study. Chapter 2 is a review of
pertinent literature beginning with a brief introduction to development as

modernization and alternative development approaches and a discussion of

" My first community visit is detailed in Vignette 4: Chi liza - Envisioning the Future.
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Alternatives to Development. The chapter then moves to PR as an emerging
research paradigm. Chapter 3 introduces the methodological framework of the
study drawing on elements of praxis, Frerian adult education, and a critical
learning systems approach. | present the research methodology, including a
description of praxis as planning, acting, observing and reflecting. In this chapter,
| also discuss the criteria for validity of the study.

Chapter 4 covers the context of the study at a national and local level.
This chapter introduces the basic political, economic and cultural elements
necessary to understand the research findings. Chapter 5 is an analysis of the
Seminar including organizational issues of institutional affiliation, membership,
goals, roles, and rules. Chapter 6 is an analysis of the Seminar as it confronts the
turbulent world of a globalizing environment. In this chapter, the concepts of
adaptive organization and learning organization are used as heuristic devices to
understand the organizational change occurring in the Seminar. Chapter 7
contains a working model of a “2™ generation of PR” as a critical leaming
organization. This chapter also summarizes the contributions and main

conclusions of the research.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW OF DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVES

Pertinent literature from a number of related development perspectives

are reviewed in this chapter: development as modernization, alternative

development, Alternatives to Development, participatory approaches to research,

and leaming organizations. This review provides a point of departure'® for the
further development of theory relating to learning organizations within an
Alternatives to Development framework (see Creswell 1998: 179). The idea of
development as modernization and its major assumptions are introduced in this
chapter. The chapter then turns to “Alternative Development,” While offering
corrections to perceived problems, the various approaches within the rubric of
Alternative Development are seen to be basically reformist in nature. The
discussion then turns to “Altematives to Development” and highlights the basic
tenets of this approach. An overview of Participatory Research follows, which
notes the various approaches within this emerging paradigm -- Action Research,
Participatory Action Research, and Autonomous Development.

The chapter culminates with an overview of the learning organization

literature and distinct forms of organizational learning. Two organizational types

are identified — adaptive organizations and learning organizations. These two

s Following an emergent methodology, this chapter is not meant to be an exhaustive
presentation of development theories, rather it presents an overview of the literature for the
further elaboration of theory.
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concepts will be later drawn upon as tools to further understand the
organizational changes taking place in the Seminar.

2.0 Development as Modernization

Development is an elusive term. Black (1991: 1) points out that,
development “has no precise meaning, no generally accepted definition.... Like
other terms that have acquired a positive connotation, development is user-
friendly: It means whatever one wants or needs it to mean.” Despite this lack of
clarity, on a general level, development has been identified with modernization.

Modernization, at the most general level, refers to the transformation of
society from being essentially “traditional” to “modern” (Mander and Goldsmith
1996; Ullrich 1995). This means replacing traditional ways of doing things with
modern ways, i.e. replacing social networks with markets, traditional legal
systems with modern legal systems, communal landholdings with private land
ownership, and community membership with citizenship. It is through the local
application of this model that modernization occurs. However, the most influential
idea of development tends to focus on economic issues with the emphasis on
creating the pre-conditions for rapid export-lead growth. This kind of growth has
been promoted as the driving force for successful developing economies and

seen as essential for modernization.
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The idea of “pre-conditions for growth” is based on early theories of
economic development from Lewis, Rostow, Nurske and Rosentstein-Rodan."’
Lewis (1955 cited in Escobar 1995: 77-78) originated the concept of the “dual
economy.” According to this theory, a country’s economy was divided into two
sectors - one modern, the other traditional. For Lewis, the traditional was
analogous to backwardness and contributed nothing to a country’s development.
From this perspective, the modern money economy should and would overcome
the traditional subsistence economy. Rostow (1960) contributed the concept of
“stages of economic growth” identifying a “take-off” point at which an
undeveloped country would begin to progress through various stages of
sustained growth. The stages of growth theory emerged from observations made
about the British industrial revolution. However, it was assumed that it could be
applied to non-Western undeveloped nations as well. Nurkse and Rosentstein-
Rodan (1953 cited in Escobar 1995: 75-77) added the concept of “balanced
growth,” arguing that countries had to develop a wide range of industries
simultaneously if they were to succeed in achieving sustained growth. Nurkse
elaborated the idea of balanced growth by developing the concept of “the vicious
circle of poverty.” The means to break out of this vicious circle was by “enlarging

the size of the market and creating inducements to invest.” While many of these

"7 The following summary is based on the viewpoint of several critics of the development as
modemization model (Escobar 1995; Esteva 1995; Latouche 1991; Norgaard 1994; Shiva 1989).
These critics are proponents of Altemnatives to Development. These authors point out
shortcomings & damages of development as modemization from the point of view of those who
have suffered from it.
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theories were not confirmed in practice, they still permeate current policies and
practices of development.

2.0.1 Rural Development

In rural areas, modernization has confronted “pre-modern” social, political
and cultural forms of being and acting. In the rural context, development as
modernization includes those activities that “modernize” agricultural production.
Modern in this context means an agricultural production system that is large-
scale, mechanized, and utilizes chemical inputs and improved seed varieties or
animal stock. Production is destined for regional, national, and international
markets. Objectives of this form of rural development are to eliminate traditional
production techniques, privatize non-modern land tenure forms, increase food
supplies for the urban sector, and free surplus labor for industry (Gillis et al.
1983). Traditional production techniques as practiced by small farmers
throughout the developing world are seen to be less efficient and less productive
per unit of input, despite evidence to the contrary (see Alcorn 1984; Alvarez-
Buylla Roces et al. 1989; Torres-Lima et al. 1994). These techniques are also
negatively construed because they are labor intensive (Netting 1993). While
modern authorities concede that traditional production techniques have been
adequate in the past, they are seen as barriers to the production of sufficient
amounts of food to feed the world’s current and future population (Netting 1993).

Proponents of development as modernization portrayed the Green

Revolution of the 1960s and 1970s as the foremost example of how to transfer

22



the methods of modern agricultural production from developed to
underdeveloped nations. Scientists and technologists developed and tested
improved varieties and production practices at universities, laboratories, and trial
sites around the world. These technologies were then "transferred" to the
countryside by extensionists. Farmers were termed “innovators,” “earlier
adopters,” “slow adopters” or “laggards” depending on the speed at which they
began to utilize technologies developed by scientists and technologists (Rogers
and Shoemaker 1971).

Farmers’ “propensity” to adopt “improved technology” packages was not
the only determinant of whether agricultural productivity would increase. A
country’s land tenure system -- the various ways people own and use land -- was
also seen as critical. The four basic forms of land ownership common in Latin
America are:

o Large-scale modern farming and ranching: Privately-owned large
acreage where crops or cattle are raised. The production system is
high input and utilizes paid, skilled labor.

o Latifundia: Privately-owned large landholdings with low-input
production systems that utilize manual labor. Workers may receive
monetary wages, but are often compensated with use of land, housing
and access to other services such as health care, schools, etc.

e Minifundia: Private smallholdings where traditional agricultural
practices are typically utilized. Labor is typically performed by family
members.

e Communal ownership: Collectively-owned lands that are used jointly.
Individuals gain access through mechanisms regulated by custom.
Traditional agricultural practices are typically utilized and labor is often

based on relationships of reciprocity. Communal landholdings usually
can not be legally bought or sold.
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In the development as modernization paradigm, the optimal form of land
ownership and use is privately-owned large-scale modern farming and ranching.
This form of land ownership is viewed as optimal based on the notion of
economies of scale and the need for a market in lands. Economies of scale in
agriculture refers to the belief that larger agricultural production units can
produce more than smaller economic production units because of more efficient
use of machinery and other inputs (Gillis et al. 1983). Private land ownership
allows for legal sale of land, a condition that is seen as necessary for an
economy to be fully “modern.”

The successes and failures of the Green Revolution have been amply
discussed (Cleaver 1973; Krishna et al. 1997). It is the responses to some of the
perceived shortcomings of the Green Revolution, which are of interest here.
Advocates of alternative development approaches sought to improve and expand
upon the practices advocated by the Green Revolution and modernization
(UNDP 1990; World Bank 1991a). Some of the staunchest critics under the rubric
of Alternatives fo Development sought to retake development and fashion
something more in the image of their own cultures and communities (Escobar
1995; Esteva 1983; Rahman 1993; Shiva 1989).

2.1 Alternative Development

During the 1980s, several alternative development approaches emerged
with the goal of addressing perceived shortcomings of the development as

modernization paradigm. Shortcomings were seen as privileging scientific
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knowledge over local knowledge, excluding minority groups and women from the
process, professionalizing development work, and destroying the environment.
For example, “Farmer First” and proponents of indigenous knowledge
encouraged professionals to listen to rural people and take their “local
knowledge” into account (Bronkensha et al. 1980; Chambers et al. 1989).
“Women in Development” (WID), as its name implied, was primarily concerned
with incorporating women into the process of development (Braidotti et al. 1994,
Sen and Grown 1988). Rapid Rural Appraisal sought to increase the efficiency of
research and development activities in the countryside and include input from
rural people (Chambers 1983). Sustainable Development focused on
incorporating the criteria of environmental soundness and social equity into
development (Adams 1990).

Advocates for these and other alternative development approaches
sought to improve the practice of development by “including the excluded” -
farmers, women, and indigenous people. The knowledge of excluded groups was
to be incorporated into scientific research and development activities. These
same advocates argued that economic growth must be balanced with
environmental and social needs. The terms “laggards” and “slow adopters” were
replaced with less derogatory terms, such as stakeholders, clients or participants.
“Experts” and “professionals” were called facilitators, initiators or catalysts

(Thompson and Scoones 1994). Development was to take place through “an
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active and equitable partnership between rural people, researchers and
extensionists” (Thompson and Scoones 1994: 60.)

Some critics argue that these alternative development approaches ignored
the political and social complexity of development and research activities
(Rocheleau 1994; Thompson and Scoones 1994: 61). Others argue that the
basic hierarchical relationships implicit within scientific knowledge generation,
development and transfer remained unchanged (Carmen 1996; Escobar 1995;
Esteva 1995; Esteva and Suri 1998; Fals Borda and Rahman 1991; Hall et al.
1982; Kothari 1988; Wignaraja 1993). Consequently, the basic tenets underlying
the development as modernization paradigm were left unquestioned by
alternative development approaches.

2.2 Alternatives to Development

Proponents of Alternatives to Development approaches argue that it is not
enough to “improve” development. Proponents of Alternatives to Development
advocate an appraisal, rejection and the replacement of the development as
modernization model. From this perspective, development as modernization is
seen as both a cultural construct and an historical discourse that create and
present the concepts of underdeveloped and developed as if they represented
some kind of natural phenomena (Escobar 1995). Esteva (1995: 12) explains,

The very discussion of the origin or current causes of

underdevelopment illustrates to what extent it is admitted to be

something real, concrete, quantifiable and identifiable: a

phenomenon whose origin and modalities can be the subject of

investigation. The word defines a perception. This becomes, in
turn, an object, a fact. No one seems to doubt that the concern
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does not allude to real phenomenon. They do not realize that it

is a comparative adjective whose base of support is the

assumption, very Western but unacceptable and

undemonstrable, of the oneness, homogeneity and linear
evolution of the world. It displays a falsification of reality
produced through dismembering totality of interconnected
processes that make up the world's reality and, in its place, it

substitutes one of its fragments, isolated from the rest, as a

general point of reference.

According to Esteva, that fragment is economics. For Alternatives to
Development, the most general aim is to “re-member” (the opposite of dis-
member) reality as a whole, to re-embed the economic in the social and to re-
recognize and re-introduce the people’s excluded from (or by) the development
as modernization paradigm (Esteva and Suri 1998).

The Alternatives to Development approaches seek ways to regenerate a
process of change that reclaims ownership and control by and for those who
have been excluded or have been viewed as excluded. Alternatives to
Development are grounded, to varying degrees, in theoretical frameworks as
presented by feminism (Millman and Kanter 1975; Westkott 1979), Freirian Adult
Education (Freire 1970, 1990; Freire 1985; Freire 1998; Freire and Macedo
1987), Gramsci (1979), liberation theology (Gutierrez 1975), and Marxism (Fals
Borda and Rahman 1991). In the realm of practice, groups such as Bhoomi Sena
adivasi (indigenous peoples) in Maharastra, India (Rahman 1993), the Zapatistas

in Chiapas, Mexico (Collier 1994), and the women rubber tappers of Acre, Brazil

(Campbell 1996) are struggling to create a space in which their voices are heard,
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and their rights to fashion their own process of change are fully recognized and
supported.

The notion that these excluded groups can participate actively in their own
history contrasts with conventional notions of these people as essentially reactive
and backward, fated to disappear into modern factories or their agricultural
counterparts. Contrary to these expectations, historically excluded people have
survived, demonstrating notable resilience and creativity when confronting forces
of modernization.

Scott (1986) documents examples from Southeast Asia citing peasant
efforts to thwart designs to capture resources that formerly belonged to the
peasant sector. This struggle appears in both everyday economic and cultural
forms, e.g. theft, pilfering, and misrepresenting harvest yields, as well as in
struggles over meanings and symbols. Bonfil Batalla (1996) recognizes a similar
phenomenon in indigenous Mesoamerica where the communal struggle with
modernity “involves rejection, innovation and appropriation.” Bonfil Batalla (1996)
states that:

Through its autonomous culture [indigenous Mexico] establishes
relationships with the new world, adapting to new circumstances,
resisting in order to preserve its social spaces in all areas of life,
appropriating foreign cultural elements that prove useful and
compatible. It invents new solutions and ideas and strategies of
accommodation that allow the group to survive as different
distinguished collectivities....

In the struggle between the “modern” world and the “traditional” worlds, the

proponents of modernity assume the moral, the practical, and the intellectual
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high ground. These proponents advocate that, in the long-run, traditional people
will be happier as consumers, better off as wage labors, and freer as individuals
than if they had remained committed to “non-modern” ways of living and being.
But traditional people do not agree. Sites of resistance, innovation, and
accommodation are emerging around the world as local groups confront forces of
development as modernization (Appfel-Marglin 1997; Rahman 1993; Rocheleau,
Thomas-Slayter, and Wangari 1996; Shiva 1989).

These struggles are also gathering an intellectual force. The Alternatives
to Development approach allow development professionals and non-
professionals to talk about development in new ways and to re-examine what
marginalized groups are doing. When the dis-aggregated pieces of development
are put back into the “whole” and the economic is reintegrated into and
subordinated to the more general social sphere, then the innovations and actions
of the peasantry again become visible (Chambers 1990; Escobar 1995; Esteva
and Suri 1998).

These re-conceptualizations of development open the way for new forms
of dialogue, and help forge change processes and systems that transcend the
dominant model of development as modernization. PR is a collection of research
and development approaches, many of which can be understood as Alternative
to Development approaches. In general, PR approaches attempt to examine and

reconstruct both the social relationships in research and development, and the
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relationship between knowledge generation and change (Fals Borda and
Rahman 1991; Fernandez and Tandon 1981; Francis 1996).

2.3 A New Paradigm of Research and Development

Participatory Research (PR)'® is more than a new set of research and
development tools or techniques (Maguire 1987: 9). PR can be understood as an
emerging paradigm of research and development. A paradigm can be defined as,
“a world view, a general perspective, a way of breaking down the complexity of
the real world” (Patton 1975 cited in Maguire 1987). Research paradigms are
based on different assumptions about the nature of society, the ways which
society should be investigated, and the kinds of knowledge that is possible to be
acquired about the world (Popkewitz 1984 cited in Maguire 1987).

PR is a paradigmatic response to the development as modernization

paradigm and the accompanying approach to research'®. Conventional scientific

'® | have chosen to use Participatory Research as the general term to refer to this form of
research. However, there is no one term that has been agreed upon by all PR practitioners to
refer to this emerging paradigm. In part, this reflects the political nature of PR and the ongoing
debate over terms and their definitions (Esteva and Suri 1998; Fals Borda 1998).

"% 1t should be noted that practitioners of PR were not the first or only group to challenge the
conventional approach to scientific research; original critiques lie in sociology of knowledge and
feminist critiques of science (see Harding 1991).

30



research (Gaventa 1993; Maguire 1987; Whyte 1991) assumes that:
« the world exists as a system of distinct, observable "facts";

« objectivity is achieved only when the researcher is detached from the
phenomenon being observed or investigated;

« the knowledge produced is impartial,
« the application of this knowledge should be left to others; and

« communication of this knowledge is a top-down and linear process.

The conventional scientific research paradigm separates reality into discrete
“knowable” parts, divides knowledge from practice, and removes the researcher
from the phenomenon under investigation. Elements outside the phenomenon of
study “are held constant.” The knowledge generated from these endeavors
serves to enhance academic understanding of a given social phenomenon, but
does not seek to change it.

2.4 Participatory Research

PR is based on a set of assumptions about the nature of society and
about research that differ significantly from the conventional approach. These
assumptions are expressed in two basic and interconnected themes:

1) the relationship between the generation of knowledge and change is a
fundamental aspect of research, and

2) social relationships within research are re-conceptualized in theory and
in practice, each PR approach doing so in a different way.

In contrast to conventional research, PR argues that knowledge is a resource to

be shared and that the application of this knowledge is an integral and iterative
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part of the research process itself. PR also assumes that the social world is a co-
created or subjective phenomenon (Reason 1994). The participatory researcher
is not detached from the “phenomenon being observed,” but rather is a co-
participant in the research process along with local people. The dichotomy of
subject/object found in conventional social science research is replaced by a
relationship between subject/subject (Fals Borda 1985b).

2.4.1 Three Approaches to PR

PR can be understood as three distinct approaches: Action Research (AR)

(see Torbert 1991; Whyte 1991), Participatory Action Research (PAR) (see Fals

Borda 1998; Fals Borda and Rahman 1991; Fernandez and Tandon 1981); and
Autonomous Development (AD) (see Carmen 1996; Esteva, 1998).20 Each of
these approaches departs from the conventional approach to research and
development and emphasizes distinct aspects of the PR paradigm. The primary
distinctions, pertinent for this research, are the ways each approach constructs
1) the relationship between knowledge generation and change,
2) the social relationships between the expert (the outside researcher)
and participants (local people), and

3) the relationship between distinct groups of local participants engaged
in a participatory research process.

2 This is a simplification that may overlook some of distinctions in the numerous approaches to
PR. At the World Congress of Participatory Convergence in 1997, over 40 terms were used to
refer to different PR approaches.



These distinct responses can in part be understood by examining the context in
which AR, PAR, and AD occur.

2.5 Action Research

Action Research originated in the industrialized countries as a new
approach to addressing scientific questions and solving practical problems
associated with the management of complex organizations, such as factories and
schools (Brown and Tandon 1983; Whyte 1991). In the industrialized countries,
Action Science was a precursor to AR (Argryis and Schon 1989; Reason 1994).
In the developing countries, AR appeared in modified forms as Farmer
Participatory Research, Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA)(Kumar 1993) and the more
recent Participatory Rural Appraisal (Chambers 1993; Chambers 1997).

A singular achievement of AR is to provide an alternative to what is
termed the "professional expert model" (PEM) (Whyte 1991),%' "external expert
stance" (World Bank, 1996), or "normal professionlism" (Chambers 1993) of
conventional applied social science research. As Whyte claims, the expert is
engaged in studying a specific problem, recommending solutions or laying out
alternative courses of action for the client. In PEM, the “researcher is completely
in control of the research process except to the extent that the client organization
limits some of the research options” (Whyte 1991). Whyte contends that such an

approach is unsuitable for addressing real-world problems where “we need to

2! While Whyte calls the PR he is engaged in PAR, it is well within an AR approach as defined in
this paper. In classifying Whyte in this respect, | follow Hall et al. (1982), who point out the
distinctions between PAR as practiced by Whyte and PAR as it appears in its emancipatory form.
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develop a process of change, resulting in organizational learning, over a
considerable period of time” (Whyte 1991).

AR seeks to reconstruct the link between research and change, how
research is conducted, and who participates in the research process (Fear and
Lichty 1990; Whyte 1991). Research and change are seen as complementary,
each influencing the other (Edwards and Jones 1976). AR is also conceptualized
as a collaborative process (Rapoport 1970). Argyris and Schon (1978) note that
AR brings together professionals with local change agents with the goal of
producing research that is guided by, as well as contributes to, the knowledge
base. These authors also contend that AR seeks to solve local problems while
training local people in the problem-solving process. To successfully address
both the practical and the scientific, non-professional and professional
researchers must engage in the research process together.

Brown and Tandon (1983) list the goals of AR as: 1) research should
generate useful knowledge, 2) the application of this knowledge should lead to
developmental change, and 3) developmental change is designed to increase
efficiency and productivity. In summary, AR emphasizes the scientific
researcher’s responsibility to help solve practical problems while at the same
time contributing to social science theory. Through collaboration, professional
and non-professional researchers, aim to bring about social change that is driven

by both practical and scientific concerns.
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2.5.1 Theory of Society from an Action Research Perspective

It becomes apparent, however, that AR’s departure from conventional
applied social science research and PEM is incomplete when its social
assumptions are examined. According to Brown and Tandon (1983), AR posits a
consensus theory of society and tends to address problems already framed by
organizational authorities. These two positions -- one theoretical and the other
practical — allow action researchers to assume that all participants in the
research process (both professional and non-professional) share common
interests, at least in solving the problem at hand (Brown and Tandon 1983).

This procedure tends to mask important societal and organizational
inequalities and divergent interests based on them. Meanwhile, the researcher
still appears as an expert - not as a co-learner -- and certainly not as a co-
consultant on an equal footing with participants. Participants are viewed as
means to an end. They may lend their knowledge, their opinion, and even their
judgment to the research. They may be involved at various stages. However,
participants do not have — nor do they acquire — control of the development
process. Both in theory and in practice, a hierarchy is established between
experts and others engaged in the research that is portrayed as “participation.”
Ultimate control remains in the hands of experts and their patrons (Selener 1997,
Thompson and Scoones 1994).

AR also makes the assumption that the "participating group" is

homogenous. Differences based on class, gender, race, ethnicity, age, etc. are
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masked. Potentials for problem solving emerging from distinct viewpoints within
the participant group/s are not realized, and possible issues of learning,
cooperation, and communication among diverse and distinct participants groups
are generally ignored.

AR has an additional shortcoming. Given its problem-specific approach,
AR activities are bounded in time and space. When the research is completed,
the expert leaves while the “participants” remain. Experts write up their findings,
management submits their reports, but consideration is rarely given to
institutionalizing AR activities to create a continuous learning process or system.

Although AR moves beyond applied social science research by focusing
on useful knowledge in the context of organizational change, action and change
remain at least conceptually under control. “Participation” is accordingly
“instrumental” - not designed to lead to a continuous process of shared learning
and true collaboration. Yet, action researchers have sometimes exceeded their
own restrictive assumptions and have helped produce forms of collaboration
which anticipate more emancipatory approaches of PR (see Elden and Levin
1991; Englestad and Gustavsen 1993; Greenwood and Levin 1998).

2.6 Participatory Action Research

Participatory action research (PAR) may be defined as “a research
process in which the community participates in the analysis of its own reality in
order to promote a social transformation for the benefit of the participants, who

are the oppressed” (Hall, 1981). PAR developed from social change efforts in the
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Third World, where poverty, conflict, and oppression are commonplace. In the
Third World, where power and resources are concentrated in the hands of a few,
knowledge and its generation is subject to control by elites. As one PAR
researcher/practitioner explains:
In their desire to dominate and control people, the Latin American
governments have worked to make us believe that we are separate
and cannot work together. They would have us believe that we
cannot establish common goals and objectives, make use of
common resources, or do common work. The govemmments have
worked to destroy ‘community.” Community means common unity,
common goals, common work (Smith 1997: 15).
PAR seeks to loosen the control of elites and return it to oppressed and
marginalized groups of people.
Brown and Tandon (1983) summarize the main goals of PAR:
o research should generate practical knowledge,

« application of this knowledge should result in developmental change
which changes power relationships, and

« the long term goal of PAR is social transformation.

While PAR shares AR’s general goals regarding the generation of practical
knowledge through research, PAR explicitly recognizes the political implications
of knowledge production (Fals Borda 1985a; Fals Borda and Rahman 1991).
PAR views knowledge as a resource -- issues of access, ownership and control
become open issues. According to Rahman (1991), domination involves not only

the control of the means of material production, but the means of knowledge

37




production, including the social power to determine how practical knowledge is
defined.

PAR intends to generate new knowledge that eludes elite control and
recognizes the knowledge of local people as participants. As a PAR researcher
in Latin America explains, “Participatory-action research permits us, little by little,
to ‘discover’ the reality of our lives.... [and] in knowing that reality, taking action in
order to transform the reality for the better” (Debbink and Omelas 1997).
Ultimately, this "knowledge" and "participation" combine to contribute to real
social and political change.

2.6.1 A Theory of Society from a Participatory Action Research Perspective

PAR rejects AR’s instrumental and restrictive construction of
“participation” and its basic theory of society. Generally, PAR views society, as it
currently organized, as unjust and therefore, essentially conflictual. Accordingly,
the main goal of PAR is to create a process of social change in which
participants are empowered to bring about positive social transformations (Fals
Borda and Rahman 1991; Fernandez and Tandon 1981; Hall 1981).

Empowerment occurs in praxis. Praxis is understood as an iterative and
expanding process of reflection and action between and within participants as
they seek to understanding and resolve not only the problem at hand, but also to
create the conditions for social transformation. In the course of this process,

participants reflect upon and analyze facts and phenomenon as part of a

38



constantly changing reality. The knowledge generated by this reflection and
analysis is drawn upon when implementing both personal and societal change.

Conscientizagédo is a process of empowerment that occurs in praxis.
Conscientizagdo (Freire 1970, 1990), according to Freire, occurs when “people
achieve a deepening awareness both of the sociocultural reality that shapes their
lives and of their capacity to transform that reality.” Individuals learn to see
existing social, political and economic contradictions more clearly and to take
action against unjust relations and structures (Smith et al. 1997). This
strengthens people’s conscious existence “in and with the world” (Freire 1970,
1990).

Conscientizagdo is a learning process that marginalized people
experience as they began to recognize and reject both the oppressive situation
and the “oppressor within.” In other words, they recognize and reject the
internalization of the oppressor’s construction of the marginalized groups (e.g.
the poor are lazy and backward). Yet, in more current PAR theory and practice,
the concept of conscientizagdo is applied equally to all partners in the action, i.e.,
to the outside researcher as well as to local participants. Additionally, the idea of
"situated identities" has begun to influence how participants -- both "outsiders"
and "insiders" — are viewed. When all participants are seen as complex
intersections of class, gender, culture, race, work and education, they can all be
understood to contain elements of both the oppressed and oppressor (Smith

1997). An outside researcher, in a process of conscientizagdo, is more likely to
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learn with, from, and about the diversity of fellow participants and is more likely to
see the potentialities emerging from these differences. This learning depends on
the outside researcher’s ability to recognize, rather than appropriate, the
knowledge that emerges from the communication in the collaborative learning
process.

2.6.2 Challenges for Participatory Action Research

PAR does not completely escape the hierarchical relationship between
“expert” and “participant’(Rahnema 1995). Aithough the words “catalyst” and
“facilitator” have replaced PEM's “experts” and earlier PAR “vanguards” to
describe the roles of outside experts, these terms seem to imply that outside
researchers have privileged knowledge that allows them to see what local people
need. While, in theory, the problem under investigation is identified by local
people, it is the outsider who recognizes the need for “liberation.” These same
researchers purport to know how this emancipatory process should occur, and
the point at which local people are empowered to such an extent that the outside
researcher can depart (Sethi 1993). This departure or “redundancy” seems to
imply that the expert transfers knowledge to participants teaching them how to
act and organize. This transfer of knowledge appears unidirectional. When local
people have acquired the necessary skills, the expert leaves. Here again there
appears at least an element of instrumentalizing of the local people by "experts"

(Colburn 1989; Scott 1986; Thompson and Scoones 1994).
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Another potential difficulty in PAR is recognizing outsiders as co-leamers.
While the concept of conscientizago is said to apply equally to all partners, in
practice it often appears that only the “marginalized” participants experience this
phenomenon. Outside researchers engage in “self-reflexivity,” a process of
examining personal assumptions and biases. The concept of self-reflexivity adds
a much needed element to PAR. Self-reflexivity suggests that humans, as social
actors, have the capacity to think about their own thought, speech and action
while they are engaged in them. This self-reflexivity serves as a guide for
thought, speech and action while, at the same time, incorporating the reality of
other co-participants (Schartz and Walker 1995; Schon 1983). However, at times
this self-reflexivity resembles more a process of personal growth (see Smith et al.
1997). While not negative in and of itself, care must be taken that a focusing on
the individual does not displace co-leaming — that is, sharing knowledge among
equals using dialogue (Freire 1970). This dialogical process, and not self-
reflexivity, is the key to conscientizagao.

PAR appears to share a further trait with AR. Both AR and PAR overlook
how groups of participants may be intemnally differentiated. With a few notable
and promising exceptions (see Carmen 1996; Maguire 1987), there is no serious
recognition of internal differences among the mix of actors and social groups in
the PAR process (Escobar and Alverez 1992; Esteva 1995; Kearney 1996).
Important and possibly decisive avenues of cooperation and creativity may be

buried under generic terms such as "peasant” and "workers" (Carmen 1996). Yet,
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PAR is not static or monolithic — it is an evolving approach (Smith 1997). PAR is
beginning to go beyond a class analysis of oppression to incorporate an
appreciation of the multiple identities of complex actors and social groups to see
research and development as “people’s own research and praxis” (Carmen 1996;
Hall et al. 1982; Maguire 1987; Rahman 1993).

2.7 Autonomous Development

Autonomous development (AD), sometimes referred to as people’s or
grassroots development, is not usually considered a PR approach. AD emerges
from efforts of marginalized groups to solve collective problems and involves
both an envisioning of the future and a response to modernization (Carmen
1996; Esteva 1994; Rahman 1993). AD may range from solving everyday
problems to engaging in major social change (Wignaraja 1993). AD differs from,
and contributes to, other PR approaches in the way it conceptualizes “research”
and “development” as activities that are initiated by local people and rooted in
local knowledge, culture, and ways of organizing.

The goals of AD (Carmen 1996; Chambers 1997; Escobar 1995; Esteva
1995; Rahman 1993) can be summarized this way:

o Research, as practiced by local people, should generate practical
knowledge,

o The application of this knowledge should lead to “developmental”
change; and

« Developmental change is defined and controlled by local people:
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Escobar explains:

... the organizing strategies of these groups begin to revolve more

and more around two principles: the defense of cultural differences.

not as static but as transformed and transformative force; and the

valorization of economic needs and opportunities in terms that are

not strictly those of profit and the market. The defense of the local

is a prerequisite to engaging in the global.... (Escobar 1995: 226).

This is a clear departure from the apparent outsider-expert bias of AR and
PAR. The assumption of AR and PAR is that research and development take
place when experts are present. Therefore, if there are no experts, it follows that
there is no research or development taking place. Indeed, many AD activities are
"invisible" to outsiders. Farmers’ experimentation, transfers of knowledge within
and between groups, and community development efforts often go unnoticed
(Chambers 1990; Ruonavaara 1996).

Hoping to become more visible and viable, marginalized groups in both
urban and rural settings are beginning to organize regional, national, and even
international networks to exchange information, create new knowledge, and bring
about social change (see Forest, Trees, and People No. 18 Sept. 1992; Honey
Bee; Cultural Survival Quarterly; Chiapas95; and Rocheleau 1996.) AD is an
ongoing, expanding process of investigation and analysis of “real world”
problems by “real world” people who devise independent and culturally
appropriate solutions to build their own futures.

There is no one theory of society presupposed by practitioners of AD.

Rather, the actors involved determine a vision of society based on their
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worldviews, inter- and intra-community relationships and placement in the local
and global arena. Life -- social or otherwise -- may be viewed as conflictual,
consensual, or in entirely different terms. For example, indigenous groups in the
Andes define “development” as wellbeing not only of the individual, but also of
the world around them. Development in this sense, is a search for harmony
between communities, with nature, and with the Andean deities (Saravia 1992).

Internal relationships in AD are formed as people come together around
mutual concerns. While differences (and even conflict) may exist, ideally a
collective identity emerges. Horizontal relationships are established in which all
participants in the research process are treated as equals and contribute to the
generation of knowledge that leads to resolution of shared problems. At the
invitation of local people, an expert becomes a “participant” in the “collective
construction of alternatives.” But an expert’'s presence is not essential or even
necessary (Escobar 1995). The outside researcher is one participant among
many who shares what he or she knows, but is not allowed to dominate.

2.8 Summary of PR Approaches

AR, PAR, and AD differ significantly from each other in the way they
construction social relationships within research. AR retains a hierarchical
relationship between outside researchers and the client group. PAR, while
advocating equality, distinguishes between outside researchers and local people
who need to be “liberated.” AD stipulates that control of change begins with, and

remains in the hands of, local people. Outsiders may participate in, but not
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control, the research and development activities. These various constructions of
social relationships range from vertical to horizontal.

Despite these different constructs of social relationships in research, each
of the PR approaches homogenizes the “participant” group as clients, as the
oppressed, or as communities. Little attention is give to the complexity of the
various participant groups in the PR process. In fact, this homogenization seems
to repress the voices of subordinate sectors within participant groups.

2.9 Organizational Change: A Point of Convergence?

AR, PAR, and AD generally agree that the generation of knowledge
should have useful application. AR, PAR, and AD advocate the notion that
research should generate useful knowledge that integrates research and social
change. However, each approach focuses on change at a different level. AR
advocates organizational change. PAR promotes individual and societal
transformation. AD focuses on problem resolutions and empowerment at a
community or group level. Given PAR’s concentration on empowerment and
social transformation and AD's outcome focus, little attention is given to change
at an organizational level. Yet, this lack of focus may hamper PAR and AD
attempts to bring about community empowerment and long-term social change.

AR does not share these organizational shortcomings. Action Research in
Organizations and Action Research in Education focus on organizational change
in formal organizational settings, such as businesses and schools (Deshler 1995;

Selener 1997). Organizations in AR (whether in businesses or schools) appear
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as complex bureaucratic entities with hierarchically structured social
relationships, a specialized division of labor, and differentiated rewards regulated
by formal rules and procedures (Collins 1998). In general, AR in organizations
and education aims to produce knowledge to improve professional capacitates
and to bring about organizational change.

2.10 Organizational Learning and Learning Organizations

One form of organizational change that has gained considerable attention
in recent years is that of organizational learning. Addleson (1999) defines
organizational leaming as “the process of gaining knowledge and developing
skills which empower us to understand, and thus to act effectively within social
institutions such as businesses, government departments, schools, or charities.”
Argyris and Schon (1978) define organizational learning as “the detection and
correction of errors " at an organizational level.

Organizational leaming appears through the creation of a “continuous
learning process” known as a “learning organization” (LO). There are several

forms of learning that occur in organizations — adaptive learning, generative

learning and critical learning. The first two forms are explored within the

organizational learning literature. The third will be elaborated in this paper.

2.10.1 Adaptive Organizations

In the literature on organizational learning, the “learning” organization is
contrasted with an “adaptive” organization. Argyris suggests that this learming

allows the organization to “discover sources of error, invent new strategies

46



designed to correct error, produce those strategies, evaluate and generalize the
results” (Argyris and Schon 1978). An adaptive organization is defined as an
organization that employs adaptive or single-loop learning to detect and correct
errors in a way that allows the organization to continue its present activities,
maintain its current policies, and achieve its identified objectives (Argyris and
Schon 1978).

Adaptive learning is aimed at changing the rules of an organization
(Macdonald et al. 1997). The underlying assumptions, theories or principles of
the organization are not under discussion in an adaptive organization. Solutions

are at the level of improvements — the same, but better. In particular, questions

that ask “how” rather than “why” are raised. Learning appears as a process of
consensus making about organizational rules that define what people are
allowed or obligated to do (Macdonald et al. 1997). Adaptive learning does not
encourage members of an organization to reflect on the organization’s goals,
policies, values, or underlying assumptions. In addition, adaptive learning does
not encourage members of organizations to question issues of leadership,

management, or the social structure of the organization itself.
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According to Lassey (1998), several assumptions underlie the
conceptualization of learning in an adaptive organization:

Learning develops individuals.

Learning is for beginners.

Learners are recipients.

Staff and their development are viewed as a cost.

Memory is individual.

Management and/or professionals are the source of new ideas.

(Adapted from Lassey 1998)
From this perspective, learning is individualistic, exclusionary and limited. Argyris
and Schon (1978) suggest that an adaptive organization’s learning response may
even reinforce conditions that created errors in the first place.

2.10.2 Leamning Organizations

According to Malhorta (1996), a learning organization is an organization
“with an ingrained philosophy for anticipating, reacting, and responding to
change, complexity and uncertainty.” Senge (1990) suggests that the learning
organization is a “group of people continually enhancing their capacity to create
what they want to create.” Addleson (1999) suggests that “a learning
organization builds collaborative relationships in order to draw strengths from the
diverse knowledge, experiences, capacities, and ways of doing things that
people and communities have and use.” A learning organization, as a community
of individuals, takes a reflective stance towards change that not only incorporates
the ability to respond, but includes a commitment to analyses and learning from

the response experience.
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A leaming organization uses double-loop or generative learning (Addleson
1999; Argyris and Schon 1978; Lassey 1998; Limerick, Passfield, and
Cunnington 1995). Generally, this type of learning is understood as a “process
for enhancing an organization’s capacity for effective change (Limerick et al.
1995). Argyris and Schon (1978: 24) define double-loop learning as “those sorts
of organizational inquiry which resolve incompatible organizational norms by
setting new priorities and weightings of norms, or by restructuring the norms
themselves together with associated strategies and assumptions.” Macdonald et
al. (1997) suggests that double-loop learning is about changing not only the rules
but also the underlying insights. Thus, it concerns learning involving “why”
questions at the level of collective knowledge and understanding. Double-loop
learning typically addresses problems of conflicts and controversies between
departments and/or individuals. Double-loop or generative learning does not,
however, encourage an organization to question underlying principles upon
which the organization is based (Macdonald et al. 1997) or its hierarchical social
structure.

Lassey elaborates the underlying assumptions of a learning organization:
Learning develops the organization.
Learning is for everyone.
Learners are co-creative.
Learning occurs through training and staff development.
Staff is a resource.

Memory is organizational.
The work force is the source of new ideas.

(Adapted from Lassey 1998: 9)
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Learning in a learning organization is both an individual and a collective
endeavor (Argyris and Schon 1978; Lassey 1998). Argyris and Schon (1978: 20)
state that “there is no organizational learning without individual learning, and that
individual leamning is a necessity but insufficient condition for organizational
learning.” Individual learning mutually reinforces appropriate responses and
changes at an organizational level. However, learning as conceptualized through
a learning organization perspective appears to be directed towards management.
Senge describes a leader’s role in a LO as that of “designer,” “teacher” or
“steward” who is responsible for challenging organizational assumptions and
creating a shared organizational vision (Senge 1990). To do so, leaders must
encourage and affirm a sense of community and collaboration in members of the
organization.

2.11 Moving Beyond Action Research

Adaptive and generative forms of learning may improve organizational
efficiency and effectiveness. Adaptive learning may help resolve organizational
problems and may even lead to new appreciation and respect for workers.
Generative learning may create a shared organizational vision and a sense of
community. However, organizational learning does not automatically embrace an

emancipatory position nor do adaptive and generative forms of learning call into
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question existing hierarchical relationships within the organization itself or in the
larger social environment®.

2.12 Conclusion

An exchange between AR, PAR and AD focusing on organizational
change has the potential to expand PAR's and AD’s ability to promote
organizational change in an emancipatory framework. However, in their seminal
article on PAR and AR, Brown and Tandon (1983: 293-293) suggest that the
ideologies and political economic differences between the two approaches
present barriers to “productive exchange between action researchers and
participatory [action] researchers.” Thus, the potential for improving theory and
practice may be hampered by the inability of PR academics and practitioners to
learn from each other. The underlying social theories held by AR and PAR
researchers -- a consensus theory of society and a conflict theory of society --
may be barriers to establishing a dialogue between all research participants. AR
researchers may find it difficult to hear the voices of marginalized groups, while
PAR researchers may find it difficult to accept the legitimacy of consensus.

Despite Brown and Tandon’s assertion, a convergence within PR may be
occurring. At the 1997 World Congress of Participatory Convergence in
Knowledge, Space and Time in Cartagena, Colombia, proponents of various

forms of PR engaged in dialogue to share common concerns and experiences.

22 5ome of the learning organizational literature has appropriated terms typically associated with
radical theoretical frameworks, i.e. revolution and transformation, but this does not signify
emancipatory intent (see Limerick, Passfield, and Cunnington 1995; Senge 1990).
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They explored and sought to overcome differences (Fals Borda 1998). The time
appears ripe for an exchange of ideas between AR, PAR and AD. One such
potential for cross-fertilization is in the area of organizational change and
organizational leaming. AR has a rich theoretical and practical understanding of
organizational change and organizational learning. An opportunity may exist to
enhance PAR and AD'’s emancipatory goals by drawing on AR’s understanding
of organizational change and organizational learning. Examining the Seminar as
it begins to reflect upon itself organizationally may contribute to our

understanding of what it means to be a “critical learning organization.”
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

The methodological framework for this study is presented in this chapter.
The chapter begins with a general introduction to research paradigms and then

moves to a discussion of three major research paradigms: empirical-analytic,

interpretive, and liberatory. A review of PR methodological approaches follows,
including an overview of praxis and an introduction to both Freirian aduit
educational theory and elements of the critical learning systems approach. The
methodology utilized in this study is then shared. Praxis at an individual level
provides the methodological framework for the study. Bracketing (see Denzin,
1989; Denzin and Lincoln 1994b; Husserl 1970; Moustakes 1994) -- a concept
utilized in phenomenology — is adapted for PR. Once the outside researcher is
bracketed, the individual process of praxis is then elaborated as a cyclical
process of planning, observing, acting and reflecting.

This study focuses on a particular organization, the Permanent Seminar of
Resources for Rural Development. The study of the Seminar falls between what

Stake (1994) calls an intrinsic case study and an instrumental case study. As

Stake points out, “Because we simultaneously have several interests, often
changing, there is no line distinguishing intrinsic case study and an instrumental;

rather a zone of combined purposes separates them.” An intrinsic case study is
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one that has inherent or unusual interest. An instrumental case study provides
insight into a specific issue or the refinement of theory.

The Seminar is an intrinsic case in the ways it transcends the temporal
and spatial boundaries of PR. The Seminar overcomes the temporal boundaries
by creating an ongoing organizational entity and the spatial boundaries by
creating an organization that unites individuals across community, regional, and
national boundaries. The Seminar is also unique in that it reconstructs the
relationship between research collaborators. It celebrates the diversity of
participants, rather than homogenizing them into separate categories of
community, the “oppressed,” peasants, workers, or outsiders. In these
reconstructed relationships, participants are no longer either insiders or
outsiders. All participants are insiders and outsiders - insiders to their own
specific problematic situations, and outsiders to those who are not members of
their respective community or group.

Studying the Seminar as an instrumental case study presents an
opportunity to reflect on and to develop theories of a “2™ generation of PR.” On
doing so, we are able to identify and to develop the idea of a critical learning
organization and examine some of its key attributes.

3.1 Research Paradigms

PR is an emerging research paradigm. Research paradigms are based on

a set of assumptions about the nature of society, the ways that society should be
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investigated, and the kinds of knowledge that are possible to acquire about

society (see Table 1) (Popkewitz 1984).

Table 1. Philosophical Dimensions of Research Paradigms

Ontology refers to the nature of being. Ontological questions ask about the
nature of reality.

Epistemology pertains to questions about the nature of knowledge and the
relationships between the “knower” and that which is “known.”

Methodology refers to how we know the world or gain knowledge about it.
Methodological beliefs shape how the researcher sees the world and acts on it.

Rhetoric refers to the terms and narrative form utilized to document a study.
Axiology refers to the role of values in research. Values are defined as
“preferences for courses of action and outcomes; relative values shape choices
among perceived alternative actions” (Brown and Tandon 1983: 280).

Ideology refers to a body of ideas with reference to a certain political or cultural
plan.

Practice refers to the application of knowledge generated through research.

Adapted from (Brown and Tandon 1983; Creswell 1998; Denzin and Lincoin
1994b: 12-15)

Guba and Lincoln (1994: 105) define a research paradigm as, “the basic
belief system or worldview that guides the investigator, not only in choices of
methods but in ontologically and epistemologically fundamental ways.” These
belief systems include choices about rhetoric, practice, and the role of values.
Brown and Tandon (1983) suggest that paradigms also include an ideological

dimension. However, the ideological dimensions of research paradigms are
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usually not addressed (Brown and Tandon 1983; Creswell 1994; Creswell 1998;
Denzin and Lincoln 1994a). Maguire (1987: 11) notes the power of paradigms to
shape “in nearly unconscious and thus unquestioned ways, perceptions and
practices within disciplines. It shapes what we look at, how we look at things,
what we label as problems, what problems we consider worth investigating and
solving, and what methods are preferred for investigation and action.” Maguire
contends that paradigms also influence what we choose not to see or investigate.
3.2 Three Research Paradigms

Distinct research paradigms have been identified and elaborated by
Creswell (1998), Kemmis and McTaggart (2000), Maguire (Maguire 1987) and
Smith (1997). Following Smith? (1997), these paradigms can be labeled as

empirical-analytic, interpretive and liberatory. Maguire (1987) cautions that

categorization in itself can be seen as a particular way of representing the world.
Despite this caveat, find in Table 2 an overview of three major research
paradigms.

The empirical-analytic paradigm is currently the dominant paradigm of

social research (Maguire 1987). In this paradigm, “the detached scientist asks

questions or proposes hypothesis, formulates a research design, and observes

2 Many of Smith's ideas are based on Habermas, but as represented by Kemmis (Kemmis
1991). Although Smith tends to dilute Habemmas’ (Habermas 1984) ideas, it is a useful way to
summarize some of Habermas' ideas regarding empirical-analytic, hermeneutics, and
emancipatory forms of knowledge.
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Table 2. Three Main Research Paradigms & Assumptions

Assumptions Empirical-analytic Interpretive Liberatory
Ontological - A unique, real social | Pluralistic & relativist. | The social world is
What is the nature | world exists to be People make collectively constructed
of reality? studied by purposeful acts based | within a historical
independent on their perceptions of context.’ People are
observers. feelings & events active subjects in the
Recognition is given | shaping their realmes world & are understood to
to distinct, positive by their behavior.' be in relationships of
facts & observable power with self, wnh
phenomena.1 others & with nature.’
Epistemological - | Objective truth Knowledge is a social | Objectivity does not exist.
What is the exists. Objectivity & a | construction. People can change their
relationship value-free science is | Language levels of consciousness
between the possible & desirable. | contextualizes the through leaming.
researcher & that Logical, deductive, meaning of data. The | Fundamental human
being researched? | rational findings. methods used justifies | needs dnve the process
Knowledge isanend | the knowledge ofi mqunry
in itself." _produced.”’

Axiological -
What is the role of
values?

Research is value-
free.

The researcher is
open about the value-
laden nature of study
& reports biases as &
the value-laden nature
of data gathered.’

The researcher is open
about political nature of
research & reports biases
as well as the value- &
political-laden nature of
data gathered

Methodological - | Experimental. Begins | Dialogical process Praxis within a historical
What is the with a hypothesis. between researcher & | & social context.
process of Validity & reliability subjects to obtain Participants as owners of
research? are important. meaningful data & research process.
Defined time frame. insights into human Multiple, oﬂen creative,
Quantitative data.’ behavior. Qualitative.' | methods."
Ideological’ - Academics are solely | Control over research | The research process
What are qualified to be is granted to multiple itself is intended to
underlying ideas researchers and agents speaking from | question and change
about power therefore control the | their own social power relationships in
relationships in research process.’ locations.’ research.
research?
Rhetorical - Formal style, using Informal style using Engaging style of
What is the the third person, past | the personal voice, narrative. May use
language of tense & quantitative | qualitative terms, & personal voice. Employs
research? terms. limited definitions.> qualitative Ianguage
Practice - Technical control. Practical knowledge.” | Actionable knowledge.
What is the Maintenance or Broaden Transform social
purpose of the evolutionary change communication & relationships. Fair
research? of status quo.'®* understanding among | distribution of knowledge

social groups.

as a resource.’

Adapted from Smith (1997)"; Maguire (1 987) Creswell (1998) Kemmis and McTaggart (2000)°",
Wolf (1 999) Brown and Tandon (1 983) Harding (1 991)
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people from a distance, taking note of observable phenomena and verifiable,
distinct facts. The underlying assumption is that “truth” is represented by these
observations and facts. The intent is to produce replicable, technical information
that causally explains and predicts human behavior” (Smith et al. 1997: 179).
From this perspective, the world is seen as “a system of distinct, observable
variables, independent of the knower” (Maguire 1987: 13). The knowledge
derived within an empirical-analytic paradigm is technical in nature and
formulated as laws and theories. The horizon of the empirical-analytic paradigm
is technical control of relationships within society and with nature.

The interpretive paradigm of research seeks to understand the meanings

of a given social phenomenon from the perspective of those involved. As Smith
(1997: 118) explains, researchers doing interpretive research

hold that different people have different, subjective perceptions of
reality, and that there are therefore multiple realities and multiple
truths.... Generally speaking researchers want to deepen their
understanding of the phenomena - what do people think, feel, and
do during this event? What are their individual perceptions and
interpretations of reality and how do these relate to and influence
their subsequent social actions? The production of this
interpretative knowledge is intended to strengthen understanding
within and between people in the existing society.

The knowledge emerging from an interpretive paradigm seeks to illuminate how
“human interaction produces rules governing social life, rather than discovering

universal truths of human interaction” (Maguire 1987: 14).
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Accordingly, the horizon of the interpretive paradigm is to expand communication
and understanding through dialogue.

The liberatory paradigm of research seeks to support personal and social

transformation. As Maguire explains, research conducted within a liberatory
paradigm, “help[s] people see themselves and social situations in new ways in
order to inform further action for self-determined emancipation from oppressive
social systems and relationships” (Maguire 1987: 14). Maguire (1987) suggests
that from a liberatory perspective the social world is seen as “humanly and
collectively constructed within a historical context.” Knowledge from a liberatory
perspective serves to “uncover the systems of social relationships and

the contradictions which underlie social tensions and conflicts” (Maguire 1987:
14). Consequently, the horizon of the liberatory paradigm is social transformation
leading to liberation.

3.3 Methodological Context of this Study

The primary PR approaches drawn upon in this study are Action
Research, Participatory Action Research and Autonomous Development. The
various approaches of the PR paradigm fall within interpretive and liberatory
paradigms. Most AR falls within an interpretive paradigm, while PAR and AD are
more consistent with the liberatory paradigm. From a methodological
perspective, the approach taken in this study most closely resembles PAR’s

methodological framework -- grounded in praxis or praxiology, yet borrows from
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praxis as practiced in AR. Praxis in this research is elaborated with elements of
a Freirian approach to adult education (Freire 1970, 1990; Freire 1985; Freire
and Macedo 1987) and a critical leaming systems approach (Bawden 1997) and
AR'’s cycle of praxis (Dick na-a; Dick na-b). The melding of these elements
creates a more complex presentation of praxis as a means to better explicate the
reflective process associated with this PR effort.

3.4 The Methodology of this Study

The methodology of this study is experiential and participatory. By

experiential, | mean that the research is inductive based on experience in the
field and reflection on that experience (Fals Borda and Rahman 1991: 4, Reason
1994: 327, 333). By patrticipatory, | mean that | am engaged in research as an
active participant to help bring about informed change. The experiential nature of
this research occurs through personal experience, shared experiences, and
reflection. This approach is consistent with other PR approaches that are based
on experiential ways of knowing arising from participation with others (Reason
1994: 333).

In general terms, C. Wright Mills (1959: 24) advises any researcher to “be
a good craftsman [sic]: Avoid any rigid set of procedures.... Seek to develop and
use the sociological imagination. Avoid the fetishism of method and technique....
Let every man [sic],” he says, “be his own methodologist.” In more specific terms,

Clandinin and Connelly (1994: 416) note that there is “an inevitable redefinition of

60



purpose, as new, unexpected and interesting events and stories are revealed” in
experiential studies. These authors also note that “shifting interests and
intentions of many participants need to be kept in rhythmic balance” in
collaborative experiential studies (Clandinin and Connelly 1994: 416). The
experiential nature of this research requires that | maintain flexibility, drawing
upon existing methodologies, combining them in new ways, and innovating when
necessary. The participatory nature of the research requires that | remain

sensitive to the needs and interests of the Seminar. Accordingly, | approach this

work as a methodological pragmatist drawing upon elements of praxis, Freirian

concepts of adult education, and a critical learning systems approach.

Such an eclectic methodological framework invites the use of multiple
methods. The use of multiple methods helps counter inherent “weakness and
limitations” by “deliberately combining different types of methods within the same
investigation” (Brewer and Hunter 1989: 11). The primary methods used during
this research include dialogue (Fals Borda and Rahman 1991; Freire 1998;

McLaren 1995), participant observation (Pelto and Pelto 1978; Thorne 1983),

unstructured interviews (Burgess 1991; Pelto and Pelto 1978), and archival

research (Brewer and Hunter 1989). Denzin and Lincoln (1994a: 2) describe this
approach as bicolage research that is a “pieced-together, close-knit set of
practices that provide solutions to a problem in a concrete situation.” Nelson et

al. (1992) cited in Denzin and Lincoln 1994a) uses the term bicoleur to describe
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research that is a “choice of practice, that is pragmatic, strategic, and self-
reflexive.” This study adopts such an approach.

3.4.1 Bracketing

A dialectal relationship exists within PR between the individual as a
member of a group and the group itself. A dialectical relationship occurs when
two elements or forces act in relation to one another (Smith et al. 1997). In this

research, | bracket the methodological process of one individual - myself as an

academic -- from that of the group (see Figure 2)(Denzin 1989; Holstein and

Gubrium 1994).

Figure 2. Bracketing Myself as an Outside Researcher

reflection

Other Participants
Ny2s....

Outside researcher

This allows me to present the individual methodological process, while

problematizing the methodological process of the group. This is an artificial
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separation; the individual process does not exist apart from the group process.
Additionally, the methodological processes of the individual and group are
dynamic. The evolution of both the group and individual process form part of the
“findings” of the research.

Bracketing suggests that “all ontological judgements about the nature and
essence of things are suspended. The observer can then focus on the ways in
which members of life world themselves interpretively produce the recognizable,
intelligible forms they treat as real” (Holstein and Gubrium 1994: 263). In PR,
bracketing can be utilized to create a simultaneously objective and subjective
stance. This stance allows the outside researcher to objectively observe the
collective process of praxis while being engaged in it.

3.4.2 Praxis

Praxis, as defined earlier in this work, is an iterative and expanding

process of reflection and action. Praxis takes place between and within

participants as they seek to understand and resolve the problem at hand and to

create conditions for social transformation (Freire 1970, 1990; Smith et al.1997).
In praxis, reflection and action can be understood as being in a dialectic

relationship. The activities of reflection and action do not occur as discrete and

separate activities. Rather, they appear as reflection-in-action and knowing-in-

action (Schon 1983). Knowing-in-action is a type of tacit knowledge that requires

the knower to understand what he or she does. In reflection-in-action, the knower
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critically analyses what occurs in an action and makes explicit assumptions about
action strategies, the practice context, and personal worldview. Knowing- and
reflecting-in-action give rise to actionable theory and new forms of knowledge.
Argyris (1993: 3) describes knowledge that is actionable as a series of if-then
statements. “Knowledge that is actionable... contains causal claims. It says, if
you act in such and such a way, the following will likely occur. That means that
actionable knowledge is produced on the form of if-then propositions that can be
stored in and retrieved from the actor’s [researchers] mind under conditions of
everyday life.” From an emancipatory perspective, the reflection and action of
praxis leads to increasing awareness of social realities and their historical origins
(Freire 1970, 1990; Freire 1998). Freire names this increasing awareness
conscienctizagao.

3.4.2.1 Conscienctizagdao

Conscienctizagéo, as proposed by Freire, helps move people through

three levels of consciousness — magical, naive, and critical (Freire 1970, 1990;

Freire 1985). Freire (1998: 44) describes the process in this way: “As they [the
oppressed] begin to apprehend a phenomenon or a problem, they also
apprehend its causal links. The more accurately men [sic] grasp true causality,
the more critical their understanding of reality will be.” Through this critical
understanding, people will be better able to organize to bring about social

transformation (Fals Borda 1998: 159-160).
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A person’s understanding will be magical “to the degree that they fail to
grasp causality” (Freire 1998: 44). At a magical level of consciousness,
individuals do not question either their internalized image of inferiority based on
relationships of oppression or resulting behavioral patterns. As Freire (1998: 44)
explains, “Magic consciousness... simply apprehends facts and attributes to
them a superior power by which it is controlled and to which it must submit.” As a
result, people at a magical level of consciousness accept the status quo and
seek to blame themselves for their conditions of poverty, ignorance and the like.

At a naive level of consciousness, individuals see oppressive relationships

as individual failings rather than as a system of domination. The system itself is
seen to be “sound and viable” (Smith et al. 1997: 194). At this level, individuals
may reproach themselves for not conforming to societal norms and/or blame
individual or groups of individuals for problematic situations. At a naive level of
consciousness, individuals tend to seek reformist changes rather than critically
analyze issues and take action.

At a critical level of consciousness, people expand their sphere of

awareness and become increasingly capable of reflecting upon and taking action
to alter their conditions. As Smith (1997: 215) explains, “people reach a critical
level of consciousness where they see their relationships to each other and to
their world and its structures in a revealing and new light. Individual knowledge

accumulates to become social knowledge as the group verifies what it knows and
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understands. Conscientization creates new energy within and between group
members.” This energy is directed towards actions of social transformation.

3.4.2.2 Dialogue

Praxis occurs through dialogue. As Freire (1970, 1990: 75,78) writes:

As we attempt to analyze dialogue as a human

phenomenon...Within the word, we find two dimensions,

reflection and action, in such radical interaction that if one is
sacrificed - even in part - the other immediately suffers.... When

a word is deprived of its dimension of action, reflection

automatically suffers as well; and the world is changed into idle

chatter, into verbalism, into an alienated and alienating ‘blah’....

On the other hand, if action is emphasized exclusively, to the

detriment of reflection, the word is converted into activism. The

latter action for action’s sake negates the true praxis and makes

dialogue impossible.

In this research, dialogue is defined as horizontal communication among people
engaged in a critical inquiry in order to solve the problems that jointly concern
them (Freire 1998).

In this sense, dialogue does not begin with a set agenda or goal. It is a
conversation, allowing participants to uncover unknown or unacknowledged
concerns. Therefore, dialogue is not a discussion or a debate where individuals
seek to win or impose their own viewpoints (Bohm et al. 1991) or is its goal to
arrive at consensus. Rather, the aim of dialogue is to seek mutual understanding
for emancipation.

Dialogue as practiced in PAR draws upon Freirian Adult Education (Freire

1970, 1990). In this context, dialogue gives rise to problematizing, a particular
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way of presenting the “situation” as a puzzle to be solved or a problem requiring
and suggesting action. More specifically, questions are formulated and answers
are sought to both immediate problematic situations and long-term issues of
social transformation.

Once a “problem” is established, “coding” is utilized by educators to share
information with participants engaged in the learning experience. In Freirian adult
education, this means that educators code teaching material in a manner
appropriate to the group engaged in the leaming experience. Coding gives rise to
thematic investigation or generative themes through which leamers can begin
critical self-reflection and self-appraisal. By examining generative themes,
learners may begin to revise their previous views of their world. They may then
achieve a higher level of understanding about their previous knowledge and in
doing so extend the limits of that knowledge (Freire 1970, 1990; Freire 1998;
Freire and Macedo 1987). Variations of coding and generative themes are used
in the Seminar to establish common understanding and for the basis of social
change.

In PAR, people engage in dialogue to reflect and act upon problematic
situations while holding emancipation as a horizon. However as, some
participants at the Cartagena Conference on PR pointed out, some definitions
of PAR focus on action as the “essence of participatory research” (Fals Borda

* The World Congress of Participatory Convergence in Knowledge, Space and Time. May 31 -
June 5, 1997.
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1998: 165). Consequently, conferees argued that reflection was not always
elaborated and tended to remain an enigmatic term. In this research, elements of
a critical leaming systems approach are drawn upon to explicate the reflective
process of PR.

3.4.3 Critical Learning Systems Approach

A critical learning systems approach directs researchers to simultaneously
reflect upon cognitive, epistemic, and meta-levels of knowledge generation (see
Figure 3) (Bawden 1997). In other words, research involves reflecting upon the
creation of knowledge, the process of knowledge creation, and on factors that
contribute to how individuals and groups understand the process of knowledge
creation itself.

According to Bawden(1998), viewing research from a critical learning
systems perspective can help researchers recognize “community” as a space in
which people enter into a conversation about “rationality at the same time that
they are applying reason to their situational analyses. At a practical level,
researchers “explore the nature and significance of their most basic ideas and
values at the same time as they are exploring the matter at hand” (Bawden
1998). The researcher can grasp that the focus of change shifts from the “thing
out there,” and from the “individual person’ to the learning relationships between

people and the world about them (Bawden 1998). Researcher reflexivity
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contributes a self-critical aspect and directs the researcher to problematize his or

her activities and relationship to the research (Schartz 1995).

Figure 3. Expanding Praxis with a Critical Learning Systems Approach

Critical Learning Systems

PAR
Praxis Approach
Epistemic System
Reflection Meta-level System

System

Community
Community

Questions basis assumptions about

how we understand and know reality.

System = The Content
Meta-level = Methodology
Epistemic Level = Worldview

3.5 Employing Praxis as Research Methodology

Praxis, bracketed at an individual level, is carried out through a cyclical
process that consists of four elements -- planning, acting, observing and
reflecting (Dick na-b; Kemmis and McTaggart 2000). This cycle resembles the
praxis of PAR, but emphasis is given to individual reflection rather than group
reflection through dialogue.

During the first cycle of praxis, planning consists of identifying an

organization or community interested in solving problems in a participatory
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fashion, gaining acceptance, and negotiating a role. In consecutive cycles,
planning includes formulating questions, identifying whom to ask, and deciding
how to ask them. “Acting” entails engaging with the organization or community
and asking the questions identified during the planning stage. Observations
made during the PR engagement are used to gather further information.
Reflection is a two-part process that takes place on multiple levels. First, the
researcher compares and contrasts the information gathered during interviews
with information gathered during observations. This information is then compared
to the relevant literature. The second part of the reflective process is
interpretation. In subsequent cycles, questions — based on reflection -- are
refined and ways to test emerging interpretations are devised. Each cycle is
intended to improve the researcher’s understanding of the phenomenon and to
refine the methodological skills needed to carry out further stages of research
(Dick na-a).
3.5.1 Planning: Identifying an Organization and Negotiating Entry

Dick uses the term “planning” to refer to the first stage of the cyclical
process (Dick na-a). In this research however, planning took on a rather
serendipitous nature. | began considering where and with whom | could do
dissertation research as | finished up my Ph.D. course work. | was interested in
doing research with a non-governmental organization (NGO) in Latin America

that worked with marginalized rural communities using a participatory approach.
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Ideally, | wanted to work with an NGO that appreciated and built on rural people's
knowledge. At that point in my development as a participatory researcher, |
defined “participatory” research as a form of research where local people
determined the research goals and methods, while outsider researchers served
as advisors, catalysts, and/or facilitators of the research process.

I was primarily interested in continuing my Master's thesis research --
documenting Mayan and mestiza women's knowledge relating to traditional
household gardens (Ruonavaara 1996). A model of traditional gardens emerged
from this research — putting local gardeners on an equal footing with NGO
garden project “experts.” However, that research had taken place in Guatemala.
Given the difficulties and dangers of working there, | hoped to find another
location to continue my work. Southern Mexico seemed a good choice given its
large indigenous population, relative calm, and the apparent prevalence of
traditional household gardens.

In June 1997, | received predissertation funding for a pilot study in
southern Mexico. | visited various NGOs in the states of Quintana Roo, Oaxaca,
and Chiapas. The NGOs in Oaxaca and Chiapas offered intriguing research
opportunities. However, community leaders at the most promising site in
Quintana Roo had just asked my NGO contacts to leave the area. The
community no longer wanted outsiders to participate in their development
process. Another organization — an NGO in Chiapas -- had proposed a

participatory organic garden project and was interested in my collaboration.
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However, the political situation in Chiapas was problematic, especially for a
researcher interested in PR. The government had interrogated, jailed, and
canceled the visas of several foreign visitors who had “participated” in particular
development efforts taking place in the region.

3.5.2 The Permanent Seminar of Resources for Rural Development

In Oaxaca, | attended the June meeting of the Seminario de Gestién sobre
Recursos para el Desarrollo Rural (the Permanent Seminar of Resources for
Rural Development). My first impressions were positive. The organization worked
with marginalized rural communities, many of them indigenous. While the
organization did not specifically focus on agricultural development, the
academics showed their respect for the knowledge and traditions of the rural
people with whom they worked. There also appeared to be a degree of equality
between the academics and the campesinos that | had not witnessed in other
projects.

| was intrigued by a seemingly contradictory relationship between what the
Seminar members said about the organization and how the organization
appeared in practice. While the academics appeared to accept the campesinos
(peasants) as equals, they spoke more often and longer than the campesinos.
Additionally, the few women who were present sat on benches against the walls
behind the tables where the men sat. They listened, but did not join the

conversation until it was their turn to present their concerns.
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| was familiar with the non-homogenous nature of indigenous groups and
“oppressed” peoples from previous research experiences. Given its impressive
ethnic diversity and underlying philosophy, the Seminar seemed to be a unique
opportunity to further develop this understanding. In addition, while the Seminar
participants dedicated their time investigating and analyzing specific community
and group problems, they seemed less concerned about the Seminar’s
development as an organization. The Seminar seemed willing to accept my
participation. | was intrigued by the research possibilities presented by the
Seminar, but | was unsure what my “participation” would entail or contribute.

3.5.3 My Role

When | raised this issue with the coordinator, he suggested that | could be
a participante de otra experiencia (a participant with different experiences and
perspective) who could help the Seminar participants see themselves more
clearly. Following the “logic of the milpa,” my presence would increase the
diversity of Seminar and enlarge its problem-solving potential. At the time, neither
of us fully understood the implications of his suggestion.

The participants themselves soon problematized the very notion of my role
as an outside researcher. This was done informally at first as participants tried to
figure out what | was good for, and then formally as | asked them to think about
my place in the Seminar. After approximately six months of participating in the

Seminar, we openly discussed my role. This occurred during a conversation
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about outside experts, extension workers, and academics. One member said that
my very presence had changed how he viewed women. My presence and
participation helped him realize that, “si, las mujeres pueden” (yes, women can.)
Several other members identified various roles for me, saying | was:

e a‘“mirror’
¢ an ‘“echo”

e a‘“bridge.”

As a mirror, | could reflect back to them their own image, but through my own
cultural lens and experiences. As an echo, | could carry their voices to my "world"
telling others of their concerns and their attempts to confront the changing times.
As a bridge, | could connect both participants and communities to a world that
was at times inaccessible and/or incomprehensible to them and help initiate a
dialogue between the "two worlds." Although | did not feel prepared to carryout
these roles, my abilities expanded as my language skills and capacity to
communicate increased, | earned a deeper level of participants’ trust, | gained
further experience, and | better comprehended the problems member
communities were facing.

Initially, the newness and strangeness of the whole situation overwhelmed
me. At the first meeting of the Seminar | felt surrounded by nameless and
expressionless faces and voices in Spanish, Mixe and various dialects of
Zapotec. | was whiter and taller than anyone in the room. | was also one of only a

few women and the only gringa. How was | supposed to participate in this? | was
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struck by the way the group worked together, but it was an impression based on
images that | did not fully understand, and a campesino Spanish that | did not
fully comprehend. Despite this partial understanding, one thing was clear - / was
not in control of this research process.

3.5.4 Identifying Questions

At this step of the research process, my initial research questions tended

to be rather general:

e What is the Seminar?

o What does it do”?

o How does it accomplish these things?

e In what context is the Seminar operating?
Over time, my questions became more focused and specific. As | acquired a
better understanding of the Seminar and my role in it, | categorized the questions
into two general types. One type focused on questions designed to increase my
own understanding and further my dissertation work. The second type pertained
to questions that | asked to advance the Seminar’s development as an
organization -- to challenge members to be more self-reflexive. As my
understanding of, and commitment to, the Seminar increased -- and as | gained
the confidence of Seminar participants — my individual goals and the goals of the

Seminar members merged.
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Initially, | asked “naive’ questions — at times out of my need to leam more
and at other times designed intentionally to move the Seminar members to
reflect. To Freire (1970, 1990) “naive” thinking refers to an uncritical stance
towards the world, an acceptance of and an accommodation towards what is
perceived to be “normal.” Freire (1970, 1990: 81) explains, “to naive thinkers, the
goal is precisely to hold fast to this guaranteed space and adjust to it.” When |
used “naive” questions to move the Seminar to reflect, it was to draw attention --
in a non-threatening manner — to what | considered unquestioned assumptions.
This is reminiscent of a comment made by a reviewer of Corbin and Strauss’s
work (Strauss and Corburmn 1994: 284 footnote) who said, naive questioners
‘may be even more likely to see things that don’'t make sense, and therefore ask
questions why? or may be more likely to ask why don’t you think about it (do it)
this way?” At first, | asked questions not to push members to take a critical
stance, but rather to implicitly present the idea that there were other ways to talk
and think about the world. Only after | considered myself a full participant in the
Seminar (based on my own commitment and the trust of other members) did |

begin to ask questions that resembled what Freire would call critical questions --

questions that encourage participants to reflect on their own answers and the
“answers” given to them by society at large (Shor 1995).

When | asked “naive” questions to expand my own understanding, they
also served to help Seminar members reflect on their own perceptions and

actions in order to respond to me in a way | could understand. This form of
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questioning is in some ways similar to what Schein (na) refers to as the work of a
process consultant:

A process consultant acknowledges that [he or she] is not an expert

on anything but how to be helpful, and starts with total ignorance of

what is actually going on in the client system. One of the skills,

then, of process consulting is to ‘access one'’s ignorance,’ to let go

of the expert... role, and get attuned to the client system as much

as possible.

While the terms, “consultant” and “client” do not describe my relationship
with the Seminar, | did try to use my ignorance in a way that contributed to the
overall leaming process of the Seminar. My lack of knowledge on the specific
issues brought before the Seminar did not limit my ability to ask questions and
even, at times, to make suggestions. More importantly, my ignorance did not
allow me to assume that | was an “expert,” arriving with ready-made answers.

Gradually, as | went through numerous cyclical iterations, naive questions
gave way to questions of a more critical stance. | began to ask questions about
1) the social relationships in the Seminar; 2) how these relationships might be
related to the construction of social relationships in member communities and in
Mexican society at large; 3) the apparent dissonance between Seminar
strategies and the needs of communities and groups; and 4) the apparent
discord between the ideals of the Seminar and some of its practices. In the final
stages — my last two months with the Seminar -- the questions | asked merged

with the questions that most of the Seminar participants were asking. The focus

of those questions was on the Seminar itself, and what it had to be as an
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organization to meet the needs of its members in the rapidly changing world of
southern Mexico.

3.5.5 Reflection and Analysis

Reflection and analysis were an integral part of the overall research
design and occurred throughout data collection. As | became more fully engaged
in the process of the Seminar, | began to analyze answers to the questions that |
was asking. | developed categories and concepts, and looked for emergent
patterns and themes. During the development of these categories and concepts,
| compared what participants had said about the Seminar and the issues they
had raised in Seminar meetings with the actual practice of the Seminar. | also
drew upon the bitacora library, the tape recordings of past meetings, and informal
interviews of individuals not affiliated with the Seminar but working with rural
communities in Oaxaca. | also made comparisons to pertinent literature.
However, some of the literature was not available in Oaxaca, so | could not
access it until my return to the United States.

As research progressed, my skills in reflection and analysis become more
acute, and | incorporated a critical leaming systems approach. | began to analyze
“data” at a cognitive, epistemic and meta-level. The ability to reflect and critically
analyze became clear to me during a difficult meeting with the Seminar

coordinator. The following vignette is an example of my emerging reflective skills.
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Vignette 1. Susto®

At the September seminar meeting, the medicinal plant group -- a group of Mixe
women from San Carlos — presented their bitacora about an iliness known as
susto. The word susto means fright. Susto is also an illness common throughout
indigenous Central America. The iliness is caused by a sudden and frightening
event usually resulting in a form of paralyses or inability to function normally.
During the previous month’s Seminar, the women had been asked how they
diagnosed susto. In their September bitacora, the women gave their response.

After the women’s presentation, Manuel (a mestizo from the state of Nayarit)
challenged the women’s diagnostic techniques implying that his knowledge as a
curandero (healer) was superior to that of the indigenous women. When he was
done speaking, a long silence ensued. The coordinator broke the silence by
asking the women a few questions about how they did their diagnostics, but he
did not challenge the way Manuel had framed the issue. Juan, the husband of
one of the women from San Carlos, responded for the women as he attempted to
explain why and how they diagnosed susfo. Again, Manuel imposed his
“superior” knowledge about the disease and its diagnosis.

The women were already dispirited because of the negative treatment they had
received in their own community. Even though the women had won a national
contest for their medicinal plant knowledge, the community had responded to the
women’s attempts to recapture the communities medicinal plant knowledge by
calling them witches and punishing them. The group described their feelings in
the Seminar as “a candle whose flame is about to go out.” In an attempt to move
the discussion from what seemed to be an attack on the women, | tried to direct
the conversation to a more general and, | hoped, more useful look at susto and
its diagnosis.

In the Seminar, we had discussed the situation of rural Mexico in an era of
globalization, we had asked what free trade meant to rural communities and we
had asked why the price of corn had fallen. | tried to turn the focus of the
discussion in that direction by asking, “This makes me wonder if a country or a
community can suffer from susto?” | receive blank looks from everyone. | tried
again by being more specific, “For example, could Mexico be suffering from susto
and are we trying to cure the sickness with modern medicine instead of

* From my notes of September 1998.
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traditional medicine?’? In a way, | succeeded in what | was attempting to do. |
diverted attention away from the women from San Carlos, but only to have the
anger redirect towards me. The coordinator later told me it was like throwing
gasoline on a fire. Manuel puffed out his chest and stood erect responding, “Are
you saying Mexico is afraid?” The coordinator tried to help me out of the dilemma
I had inadvertently created asking if | only meant Mexico. | responded, “no many
countries appear to be suffering from an illness like susto, the United States and
Japan. May be we are trying to cure the illness with modern medicine instead of
traditional medicine.” No one responded. It appeared from their faces that several
other participants’ had reactions similar to Manuel. After a brief silence, the
discussion tumed to other topics.

Later in the month during a meeting with the coordinator, he brought up the
incident. He shared an interaction he had with Sergio at lunch right after the
bitacora presentations and discussion on susto. It appeared that Sergio, the
anthropologist of the group, had an even stronger reaction towards my questions
than Manuel. He accused me of being paternalistic and, as proof, referred to a
remark | had made three months earlier to the women of San Carlos. At that
time, the coordinator was mapping out a complicated discussion about traditional
medicine on the board, creating a systems-type diagram. | copied the diagram in
my notebook and asked if the women of the medicinal plant group would like a
copy. | was sitting next to them and they were not taking notes. In fact, they had
no paper or pencils with which to take notes. | offered to share what | had copied
adding that | wasn’t sure they would be able to understand my notes. Sergio
must have thought | was implying that the women were not capable of
understanding the diagram. So, this remark made him angry. Instead of talking to
me or anyone else about his anger, he let it fester. By the time of the September
Seminar, he was so angry after the susto discussion that he would not even talk
to the coordinator about it.

When the coordinator told me about Sergio’s reaction, my response was a
mixture of anger, hurt feelings, and tears. | felt anger because | was offended
that Sergio, of all people, could assume that | would intend anything that implied
superiority in any form. After all, he was an anthropologist and should be more
sympathetic to the challenges of communicating across cultures. | felt anger and
hurt because it was so difficult to engage in this work. | was trying so hard to
understand and contribute in a way that was positive and unassuming. | was
trying so hard and yet | failed.

%8 Or at least that's what | intended to say. My less than perfect competence with verb tenses
could have confused and compounded the supposed insult.
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At the same time as these thoughts were racing through my mind and tears were
running down my face, | was thinking — this raises a tremendous number of
theoretical issues. What does it mean to apply Behar’s (1996) concept of the
vulnerable observer to my own situation? Am | willing to put myself emotionally at
risk? Is this worth it? What about this perception of paternalism? Where does that
come from? What does it mean for the Seminar? How can an outsider engage in
PR when insiders have such feelings which appear to be repressed most of the
time, but emerge in almost a knee-jerk reaction? What does this do to the
concept of equality between insiders and outsiders? In the Seminar, everyone is
an insider and outsider at the same time. What happens to Freire's concept of
the “oppressor”’ and the “oppressed” here?

The coordinator and | began to talk. He described Manuel and Sergio as Mexican
machos. As | reflected, | could understand to some degree the nationalism, but
was not sure about the gender issue. Did the fact that | was a woman make my
comments more offensive? Did they see me, the North American woman,
challenging the masculinity of Mexicans as such a “horrible offense”? The
coordinator pointed out that these interactions called into question the very
foundations upon which the Seminar was based. The logic of the milpa could not
exist in an atmosphere were participants became angry with each other over
misunderstandings and cultural differences.

Later that night | wrote in my notebook, “So now, | have to figure out how to
respond. | can quit - my first reaction. Who needs this! | have very little to gain
from participating in the Seminar and a lot to lose given the mess some of the
communities have gotten themselves into and the uncertain future of the
Seminar....” After a moments reflection, | divided my reaction in three parts: 1)
my emotions, that | knew would mellow over time; 2) the ontological, ideological,
epistemological, and methodological issues raised by this event, and 3) figuring
out how to deal with the situation on a practical level.

My closing entry, “Fascinating stuff this PR!”

Bawden'’s (1997) presentation of reflection from a critical learning systems
approach became much clearer to me through this event. Schon (1983: 241-242)

terms this type of reflection as reflection-in-action. He describes this form of

reflection as it occurs in an organizational settings. “[I]t consists in on-the-spot
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surfacing, criticizing, restructuring, and testing of intuitive understanding of
experienced phenomenon; often it takes the form of reflective conversation with
the situation.” While not all (thanks goodness) my reflections took place in such
on-the-spot situations, overtime my reflective abilities improved with practice.
This vignette also illustrates some of the barriers to dialogue as it takes
place in the Seminar -- gender biases and nationalism, being but two. These
barriers to communication entwine with complex constructions of identify and
oppression. The women from San Carlos are vulnerable as women and as
indigenous people. | am vulnerable as a woman, but also am attacked because
of my national identify from the “imperialistic’ North. It is possible that Manuel
and Sergio felt like |, as a North American, was acting like an oppressor and
denigrating their country. They may also have felt that it was not “my place,” as a
woman, to question them or their country. The exchange both in the Seminar and
with the coordinator served to reinforce my own commitment to acquiring the
communication skills and understanding to participate more fully in the Seminar.

3.5.6 Community Visits

During field research, | visited three communities that | had identified as
the more “advanced communities” in resolving land tenure problems (i.e. they
had begun community development efforts.) These communities included two
Oaxacan communities, San Carlos, a Mixe community; and San Mateo, a
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