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Summary:

Participative research-action (PRA) has been proposed as a sui generis methodology in 
social  sciences: it  is more concerned with the process than the results,  and involves 
different  individuals  in  some  or  all  of  its  operations,  substituting  the  scientific 
community with other knowledge validation criteria, etc. These parameters have fuelled 
open criticism of bit  just the academic dynamics  of the production,  distribution and 
appropriation of scientific knowledge but also the paradigms of social intervention on 
the  part  of  party-oriented,  burocratised  and professional  organisations.  In  turn,  both 
these hegemonic fields have accused PRA of, among other things, indeterminism, lack 
of  rigour  and  vanguardism.  However,  throughout  their  historical  development  and 
specific  applications  participative  methodologies  have  not  often  been  criticised  for 
lacking a "method of social change". To overcome this shortcoming, and in order not to 
ignore all  their  contributions  to  a  reflexive  praxis  of social  sciences,  we decided to 
address this problem by asking three questions: how do subjects involved in a process 
of PRA change?; how do social changes come about throughout a PRA process?; and 
how do the potentialities of social change occur? In order to answer these questions, we 
examined, among other aspects, the results of a specific experiment carried out in a 
neighbourhood of Logroño during the last  seven years,  to determine  the validity  of 
“creative strategies” for bringing together, coordinating and mobilising social groups in 
a PRA process.
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They say that the role of magnetic fields 
in the formation of stars is unknown

and that little is also known about the characteristics
of the interstellar gas and dust from which

the new generation of stars is born.

Joan Brossa

Different  debates  have  taken  place  in  recent  decades  on  so-called  “participative 

methodologies” of social research, which include participative research-action (PRA), 

resulting in the following divergent trends: a) the gradual formalization of procedures in 

to legitimate their comparison with other more traditional methodologies of scientific 

research;  b)  the  evasive  reaction  to  criticism  received  from  the  most  traditional 

methodological researchers, seeking refuge behind specific experiences committed to 

social  problems,  although  without  any  self-critical  systematisation  to  clarify  the 

progress,  setbacks  and  dimensions  of  the  reality  involved;  c)  the  exaltation  of  an 

autochthonous  incommensurability  of  epistemological  and  theoretical  paradigms  on 

which  the  different  participative  approaches  are  forged,  each  emphasizing  its  own 

particular relativist points of view. The academic extension and growing acceptance of 

these sui generis approaches to (and interventions in) the social reality have guaranteed 

the  construction  of  a  comfortable  umbrella  under  which  essential  and  common 

questions to the different modalities of participative methodologies are evaded.

This study is based on the premise of the existence of a common technical and 

methodological level articulated by relevant social problems and conflicts. It is relevant 

due to its transdisciplinary character, its meaning as something of interest to society in 

general (and social communities and movements in particular) and not just social (or 

natural) scientists protected by the safety of their respective stagnant disciplines. One 

such question relates to social change: what can be changed with these methodologies 

and how can this change be brought about? Answering these questions would require 

the construction of a complete “method of social change”, which, of course, exceeds the 

scope of this paper. However, we do believe that we can now comment more on the 

scope of the responses. We must start at the beginning, namely by explaining that our 

aim is to determine the scope of the social changes that take place in PRA processes 
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themselves or in those triggered subsequently and more or less deliberately by such 

processes.

In order to define our research in more detail, we formulated three even more 

specific questions: how do the individuals involved in a PRA process change?; how do 

social  changes  take place during a  PRA process?;  and how are the potentialities  of 

social change generated? Our aim was basically to identify methodological guidelines, 

technical prescriptions and tactical rules to ensure that PRA processes yield some type 

of  significant  social  change.  However,  these  are  not  easy  to  identify  in  either 

descriptions of examples of PRA or in the initiation texts on the methodological pillars 

of these processes.

The following section  describes  four  sets  of  “practical  indications”  that  may 

guarantee the achievement of social changes in PRA processes. When we studied these 

indications  in  available  texts  and  compared  them with  our  modest  experiences,  we 

discovered a paradox that is only apparently disheartening: efforts to systematize these 

indications have been successful insofar as they have provided us with “references” and 

“tools”, but all these efforts seem to have remained as nothing more than pragmatic 

“generalities”  impossible  to  specify  beyond  a  certain  “participative  style”  of  doing 

things.  Both parts  of the “paradox” are interesting.  On the one hand,  understanding 

them makes them easier to use at specific moments, not always fully consciously, and, 

therefore gives them the status of “necessary conditions” for PRA. On the other hand, 

their  vagueness,  their  presentation  as  “maxims”  and  “advice”  and  their  necessary 

adaptation  to  each specific  situation  cannot  conceal  their  “general”  nature;  in  other 

words,  sharing  a  “dialectically  indeterminist”  epistemology  (not  absolutely 

indeterminist since in this case we would not conceive any “generality”) in which the 

information produced during the PRA process is verified through the “praxis”: through 

practices of change in people and their conditions of existence.  

The third section of this paper presents a broad overview of the PRA experiment 

performed in a neighbourhood in Logroño in which the three authors participated to 

different extents as voluntary sociologists, despite their different academic backgrounds. 

As  shall  be  seen,  the  paper  employs  a  tone  and style  apparently  different  to  those 

employed in the previous sections.  However,  the contents of the practices described 

include  specific  details  of  each  of  the  four  repertoires  of  “guidelines  for  change” 

compiled previously. With this  dissonance we aim to highlight the core thesis of this 

study:  since  we  already  had  more  or  less  accurate  knowledge  of  these  and  other 
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“guidelines  for  change”,  the  different  participants  in  the  PRA  process  (due  to  our 

academic backgrounds or prior activist and social experience), it is clear that we used 

them as if they were costumes in an old trunk or tools in a toolbox, as something to use 

flexibly for specific purposes, based on discussions with others, their suggestions and 

the collective shrewdness generated to reflect on the development of the process and to 

propose “steps for action”. This is how they were expressed during the PRA process and 

this is how they are presented in our reconstructions and evaluations of same (section 

four develops this idea).

One  “anecdote”  on  how these  things  work  in  practice:  at  a  meeting  Miguel 

described the experiment carried out in Palomares del Río (Seville) in which a real soap 

opera was produced with locals from the town to fuel the public debate on the general 

urban management plan; some members of the “base group” began meeting outside the 

“intercultural  committee”  to  watch  this  soap  opera  and  other  videos  (Alfonso,  for 

example, is planning some on bicycle activism), and proposals were presented for the 

production of videos with local young people and immigrants; at one of these informal 

and recreational meetings, also attended by other friends outside the base group, ideas 

were presented on things to do in the neighbourhood to coincide with the upcoming 

municipal  elections,  but  some  suggested  performing  a  more  limited  experiment 

beforehand as  a  type  of  training  programme,  to  present  different  demands,  e.g.  the 

conservation and reuse of a controversial ecclesiastical building belonging to the town 

council  about  which  members  of  the  association  like  Toñi  had  already  protested 

publicly years before. A few days before the workshops, which were organised by two 

technicians from Palomares using available university funding, the decision was taken 

to organise an “experimental” campaign, which eventually included so many actions 

(including  the  production  and  projection  of  a  video,  bicycle  routes  announcing  the 

workshops  with  music  and  costumes)  and  had  such  a  great  repercussion  that  the 

performance of the envisaged electoral counter-campaign was ignored …

In more  academic  terms,  the  important  point  to  remember  here  is  that  in  a 

participative  process  with  an  “emancipatory  strategy”  and  self-directed  approach  to 

development (not all participative processes have these qualities, especially when they 

are  promoted  by  the  authorities  and  blocked  by  spurious  interests  and  arbitrary 

decisions),  a  basic  repertoire  of  “guidelines  for  change”  is  necessary  and  must  be 

available  to  support  creative  and  synergic  situations  that  develop  among  all  the 

participating  members.  Hence,  neither  these  requirements  nor  the  individuals  most 
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familiar with them would be capable of inducing or be sufficient to fuel social change, 

although it is clear that everyone involved must gradually add their grain of salt just in 

case. Specific “guidelines for change” would have to be proposed in social relations, in 

the organisation and in situations whenever these are really necessary, according to the 

reciprocal concerns expressed in reflection and in the preparation of public actions. 

In  short,  we change  together  and at  the  same time  we design  proposals  for 

change together and identify their viability. Similarly, “we learn by doing together” at 

the same time as we learn to learn together. This is why it is so difficult to formalize a 

priori PRA in projects with “market value” and therefore so difficult to control such 

participation remotely from offices and laboratories with “main researchers” alien to the 

pulse of the everyday experiences of activists and the populations involved.

2. Directionless strategies? The pragmatics of participative social change 

We have to own up: whoever sent the message
is now doing something else.

Cristina Peri Rossi

The main characteristic of methodological approaches grouped as PRAs (Park, 1992; 

Reason,  1994;  Villasante,  1995;  Martínez,  2000,  2001)  is  that  they  have  been self-

defined according to parameters both intrinsic and extrinsic to scientific activity itself, 

by: a) justifying the flexible, multiple and creative use of different research techniques 

in  the  production  of  knowledge;  and  b)  subjecting  all  their  interventions  in  the 

“observed” reality to explicit objectives of social transformation. 

This distinction tends to appear in the form of a spiral,  zigzag or continuous 

dialectic between theory and practice (which tends to be simplified in Marxist tradition 

using the notion of “praxis”). “Theory” would include at least these two parameters and 

would  be  as  specific  as  possible  regarding  the  methodological  decisions,  prior 

knowledge  on  which  the  study  is  based  and  the  principles  or  rules  agreed  among 

researchers  and the  population  involved  in  the  process.  “Practice”  would  refer  to  a 

vaguer,  more  open  and  undetermined  reality:  the  aim  would  be  to  transform  the 
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objectives in terms of social change, both throughout the PRA process and in the long 

term, into the potential results and consequences of this process.

It  is  precisely  within  this  practical  dimension  that  we  felt  that  insufficient 

progress has been made in methodological  terms, namely in  technical  proposals  to 

guarantee  that  social  changes  take  place  in  significant  aspects  of  the  observed and 

mobilised reality during such observation. In other words, we consider that calling for 

the provocation of social changes is insufficient. Instead, guidelines must be presented 

on how these changes must be brought about through a process of PRA and within the 

process itself. Note that we are not referring only to intervention techniques (inherent in 

social work, social education, public management, etc.) to induce social changes in a 

given environment, but through specific PRA processes in which social scientists and 

citizens participate together (with different degrees of organization and activism). 

An initial explanation for the absence of such a “method of social change” in 

PRA processes stems from the desire to avoid the accusation of such processes being 

excessively politicised. Social researchers would not be legitimated to design political 

strategies or to intervene too actively in actions determined by collectives (or together 

with them). The actions would even fall within the ambiguous scope of “social action” 

or isolated “claims” without greater  implications  in terms of the models of political 

organisation of the collective, the positions and interactions with other political actors, 

or even the models of society they defend. 

A second explanation would be that most PRA processes are still characterised 

by a rigid division of roles between experts and the rest of the population. Despite the 

pretensions  of  different  individuals,  mutual  support  would  be  limited  to  individual 

contributions  according  to  the  socially-recognised  capacities  of  each  individual,  i.e. 

according to  their  presumed status as experts  or activists.  Although in practice it  is 

normal for there to be a certain degree of mutual mixing and emergence of personal 

skills unknown until the PRA processes catalyse, this criticism would highlight the fact 

that social inertia would be imposed through different means, establishing hierarchies, 

asymmetries  and insurmountable  distances  between researchers  and members  of  the 

community.  This  inertia  would  eventually  prompt  researchers  to  focus  almost 

exclusively  on  research  and  activists  on  action.  This  residual  specialisation  would 

therefore be the opposite to caution before the politization of PRA processes mentioned 

in the previous paragraph.
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Before evaluating events in this PRA study, we will review the extent to which 

this  problem  relating  to  practice,  action  and  social  change  has  been  addressed  in 

previous research.

Practices and objects of the desired change

Since the  first  systematising  conceptions  of  PRA,  researchers have been given the 

responsibility (consequently  technical  in nature) for maintaining standards constantly 

high in relation to three concerns: 

“In order to understand and increase the effectiveness of research-action,  three basic 
dimensions may be considered. These are related to researchers’ concern for three main 
aspects:  the persons involved in change;  the action to be developed to achieve said 
change; and the research process that achieves said change and records its results. These 
three dimensions  seem to be equally important.  (…) In my opinion,  research-action 
should  have  two  objectives.  Firstly,  it  should  develop  organizations  and  systems 
(collectivities) with the capacity to resolve problems and to redesign [] themselves in 
order  to  address  new  events.  Secondly,  it  should  be  geared  to  achieving  the 
redistribution of power in systems so that all  the parties in the system may exercise 
greater power or influence on decisions.” (Pareek, 1978: 72-73)

The  virtue  of  this  three-dimensional  model  at  the  time  was  that  it  added  the 

“participative”  dimension  to  research-action.  The  participation  of  “all”  people 

(population,  activists  and scientists)  would achieve  its  maximum expression in  both 

social change and research actions, but it would require the rupture of “the asymmetric 

relations of submission and dependency implicit in the subject/object binomial” (Fals 

Borda, 1985: 130). 

This  “social  change”  would  refer  to  two  classical  questions  in  PRA:  a)  the 

general  practical capacity of the community (to “resolve problems”); b) its  political 

capacity  in  particular  (to  “influence”  decisions).  In  this  sense,  according  to  the 

terminology  employed  by  Fals  Borda,  PRA would  be  achieved  with  the  “potential 

redundancy” of experts, who would cease to be essential as these changes are achieved.

However,  in  order  to  build  this  capacity  or  achieve  this  “empowerment”, 

communities  are  often  insufficiently  organised;  hence,  a  PRA limited  to  occasional 

socio-economic,  educational  or  cultural  interventions  would  also  make  little 
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contribution. This has been highlighted, albeit very generally, by various promoters of 

this methodology: 

“The PRA is a productive scientific work (and not just research) method that involves 
organising and promoting core social movements as large fronts of popular classes and 
different  groups  committed  to  achieving  structural  change  objectives.”  (Fals  Borda, 
1985: 72)

“At micro level, PRA is still a philosophy and a style of working with people, aimed at 
promoting the empowerment  of the people so that they can change the environment 
(both  social  and  physical)  to  their  benefit.  In  situations  characterised  by  the  pure 
exploitation and classist oppression at macro level, the foregoing implies some form of 
confrontation  of  classes.  (…)  The  two  most  important  elements  of  empowerment 
considered in PRA are: popular democratic and autochthonous organization; and the re-
establishment  of  the  status  of  popular  wisdom  and  its  promotion.  The  process  of 
autonomous  organization  may  have  two  forms:  1)  the  creation  of  new  popular 
organizations if there are no existing ones that are acceptable; and 2) the strengthening 
and/or transformation of existing popular organizations and the promotion of an own 
culture that reaffirms them.” (Rahman, 1991: 26).

PRA  processes  would  therefore  serve  to  create  and  strengthen  core  social 

organizations. Researchers would contribute to debates in order to configure or modify 

this  social  organization,  but  they  would  reject  political  leadership  of  the  processes 

(Gianotten  and  De  Wit,  1991:  109-113).  Neither  political  parties  nor  elitist  and 

bureaucratic  organisations  would  be  the  most  appropriate  models  for  generating 

“popular power” in order to re-establish rights and the dignity of the excluded, through 

their  commitment  in the “drama” of participation with the contradictions  specific  to 

each context (Nyoni, 1991: 147; Zamosc, 1992: 120-123).

According to Aristotelianism, the idea of “praxis” would refer specifically to the 

modification  of “individual  or collective stakeholders” (Goyette  and Lessard-Hébert, 

1988: 138; also related to “phronesis” or “practical wisdom”: Toulmin, 1996: 210). This 

modification occurs as soon as they start participating in a PRA process specifically or 

in some type of self-research in general. In other words, as soon as they break with the 

monopoly  of  knowledge  production  and  “learn”  new  explanations  of  their  reality, 

learning methods and social action possibilities (Elden and Levin, 1991: 131). 

However, the process would not end there because in this case we would still not 

know which other substantial aspects of the context relating to social inequalities and 

dominations persist. This theoretical or ideological learning could remain independent 

of collective emancipatory actions, or only appear in certain individuals involved in the 
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PRA process.  Therefore,  a  praxis that  achieves  far-reaching  changes  in  individuals 

would  at  least  eventually  produce  new (or  better)  networks  of  social  relationships, 

organizations,  movements  and  social  institutions,  and  the  self-management  of 

communities, and would also destructure or overwhelm existing repressive structures 

and institutions (Lapassade, 1980: 110; Martínez, 1997: 219).

In order to achieve social change during or as a consequence of a PRA process, 

it is necessary to identify at least the  object of that change, as well as the modifiable 

qualities of this change, the scope of these changes and the “reference system” to be 

used to determine whether simple (intra-systemic) changes have occurred or a radical 

transformation (“inter-systemic” when substituted by a new reference system or “trans-

systemic” when radical reforms are made to fundamental pillars of the system). In  this 

regard,  the initial  questions motivating this  study profiled two types of “objects” of 

change:  1)  the  individuals  participating  in  a  PRA; 2)  the  social  structures  of  these 

individuals’ immediate “environment”. 

As  regards  the  individuals,  we  have  already  mentioned  that  these  are  both 

technicians-experts  engaging  mainly  in  PRA  and  other  collaborating  technicians, 

activist  members  of the community or of different  organisations  and the rest  of the 

population  involved  to  different  degrees  in  the  PRA  process.  From  a  sociological 

standpoint, we would be interested in social stakeholders with different capacities and 

positions, but above all in members of specific social organisations and relations. We 

are therefore concerned about the relational level of society (Elias, 1970) and part of its 

structural level (the organization that promotes the PRA or which is the result of the 

PRA) (Fernández Enguita, 1994).

As regards the social structures around and, in turn, affecting these individual, 

any political, economic and cultural inequalities and oppressions would also have to be 

considered (Ibáñez, 1985: 185, 193). Although this is a “macro” vision, the unusual 

thing about PRA is that it urges us to engage in “practical wisdom” which requires us to 

identify  the  specific,  spatial  and  historical  conditions  in  which  these  structures 

materialize and specific experiences and situations arise (Toulmin, 1996: 211). In any 

case,  this  would  be  a  structural  level  of  the  social  reality  where  all  organisations, 

institutions  and processes  of  “exploitation”  in  the social  environment  of the leading 

organization in the PRA would stand out (relative context since it also appears in each 

member of that organisation, in its internal relations and in those maintained with other 

external stakeholders).
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 However,  this  general  structure  is  too  static.  “What  is  emphasized  is  man’s 

natural  tendency to change,  his  possession of bodily organs that  allow him to learn 

continually,  permanently  accumulate  new  experiences  and  subsequently  adapt  his 

behaviour, and modify the forms of social coexistence.” (Elias, 1970: 135-138) In fact, 

society is characterised by relations and processes of change. Or, as described by Elias 

(1970:  86-87,  157),  “figurations”  and  conflictive  “interplay”  between  tensions  and 

unstable balances. Hence, we also asked the following question: what potentialities of 

social change does a PRA process produce and how are they produced? In other words, 

we also sought to identify social changes produced in the capacities of the actors or 

stakeholders and their organizations to continue to produce social changes in the future 

(at relational and structural levels; here we will end our discussion on the potentialities 

of  PRA  processes  to  influence  systemic  and  ecosystemic  levels,  as  advocated  by 

different authors: Touraine, 1978; Malo et al., 2004; Villasante, 2006).

 Another aspect mentioned briefly above is the “reference system” we adopted 

to establish the scope of social changes. In this connection, systemic psychotherapists 

have suggested a simple analysis framework in which a distinction is made between 

“change1” and “change2”: in the former,  changes in position (movements) take place 

within the same “class” of elements (when change only takes place on the interior, the 

whole  remains  unaltered);  the  second-level  change  constitutes  a  change  of  “class”, 

passing to another metalevel (there is a change in reference system). “A person who has 

a nightmare may do many things in their dream: run, hide, fight, shout, climb up a cliff, 

etc. However, no confirmed change from one of these types of behaviour to another 

may end the nightmare. Hereinafter, this class of change will be referred to as change1. 

The only way to escape from a dream is to change from a dream state to waking up. 

Waking up, of course, no longer forms part of the dream. Instead, it is a change to a  

completely  different  state.  This  type  of  change  will  be  referred  to  hereinafter  as 

change2.” (Watzlawick  et al., 1974: 31). As reported correctly by the aforementioned 

authors, the logical properties of each set and the actual delimitation of their limits will 

always be  found in  another  set,  at  a  different  metalevel to  the  sets  themselves  and 

therefore susceptible to variations according to one observer or another.

Repertoires of tools for change
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The abovementioned systemic and pragmatic “problem resolution” model provided a 

concise  guide  for  producing  changes (Watzlawick  et  al.,  1974:  135):  1)  a  clear 

definition  of  the  problem;  2)  research  on the  solutions  attempted  so far;  3)  a  clear 

definition of the intended change; and 4) the formulation and execution of a plan to 

achieve this change. 

The apparent simplicity of these methodological indications disappears as soon 

as  pseudo-problems  or  unsolvable  problems  are  ruled  out,  as  soon  as  it  becomes 

essential to explore prior failures in detail, as soon as the potential levels of change are 

identified, and as soon as it becomes necessary for “the chosen tactic to be translated 

into the actual “language” of the person; in other words, it must be presented to them in 

a manner that uses its own form of conceptualising “reality”.” (Watzlawick et al., 1974: 

139) Along these lines,  the practitioners of PRA have established a working maxim 

consisting in the “return” or “feedback” to the population involved of any significant 

information  produced  during  the  PRA  process,  in  accordance  with  the  “language 

levels”,  forms  (group  or  workshop  dynamics,  for  example)  and  suitable  spaces 

(favouring  those  who  meet  more  frequently)  according  to  the  specific  collective  in 

question (Fals Borda, 1985: 139-141; Sirvent, 1999: 186-211; Encina and Rosa, 2003: 

181).

Some  authors  have  seen  a  relationship  between  the  “problem  resolution” 

approach and the “democratic  repolitization” approach:  “[In]  PRA, the knowledge 

obtained is emancipatory in nature. This means that the knowledge obtained must be 

used to change the situation or problem experienced by the community and which has 

given rise to the research; in other words, it must have immediate social usefulness.” 

(De Miguel, 1993: 99). However, specific technical guidelines are once again required 

to ensure this is done successfully. 

One  such  guidelines  stems  from  experience  with  PRA  in  a  process  of 

“participative budgets” (Encina and Rosa, 2003: 180): 1) to transform demand for the 

process  “by  including  all  the  person  involved  (politicians,  technicians  and  local 

residents)”;  2)  to  promote  “identifications”  of  the  different  social  groups with  their 

immediate  environment  (for  example,  with  the  “oral  tales  told  by  young  and  old 

people”);  3) to create regular meeting spaces and new political  “institutions” so that 

plural, consensuated decisions can be taken without delegations; 4) to “build, together 

with the population, participative skills and tools, as well as the necessary self-esteem to 

ensure that they do not stop considering alternative proposals before/with consolidated 
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leaders”; 5) to ritualize the main agreements adopted at special meetings (“decisions 

have to be taken on a joint basis and must be respected by all parties”). 

Along a similar line of repolitization, albeit at a more general level in terms of 

guidelines, the supporters of militant research (new “working class surveys”) also put 

forward their own proposals, together with new unemployed people, in an attempt to 

give the latter a voice and establish mutual communication:

“Relational  and communicative linguistic  work – like the construction of a place in 
which  to  speak,  tell  stories  and  disseminate  experiences  –  has  become tendentially 
hegemonic. (…) Today, the first problem to consider in the survey is where and how to 
make contact with the identified subjectivities. (…) The factory has spread to all society 
and has become vague, like a network. (…) Therefore, there is no place of passage, 
because there is no longer any traffic, and working hours tend to coincide with living 
time in general. (…) The question of political intervention can only be addressed by 
considering time based on the identification of the topos in its specific deployment, and 
not based on a generic “walk and ask” approach without any goal or result, without 
thinking  about  a  device  to  establish  relationships  and produce  subjectivity,  without 
meditating  on where  and how a  new power  can  be created,  a  wealth  of  antagonist 
subjectivities.” (Conti, 2004: 44-46)

A third set of guidelines for producing social changes through PRA processes consists 

in  a  combination  of  “personal  changes”  (attitudes)  and  “institutional  changes” 

(tactics). 

Regarding the former, the analysis of different PRA experiments (Participatory 

Rural Appraisal) has suggested the following principles (Chambers, 1997: 216): 1) sit 

down, listen,  watch and learn from others “without interrupting them”; 2) trust your 

own  personal  judgement  ignoring  “manuals  and  rules”;  3)  be  willing  to  “unlearn” 

beliefs  and  prior  attitudes;  4)  join  the  “field”  with  a  repertoire  of  experiences  but 

without a pre-established programme, thus enabling “creative improvisation”; 5) learn 

from mistakes; 6) “Relax. Don’t hurry. Take your time. Enjoy things with people.”; 7) 

facilitate the participation of others; 8) “Assume people can do something until this is 

shown not to be the case”; 9) “Ask people for information and advice”; 10) Be friendly 

to everyone. 

As regards the tactics for promoting institutional changes, which are also based 

on  the  experience  of  PRA,  the  following  requirements  have  been  put  forward 

(Chambers,  1997:  226):  1) “Commitment  to  the continuity”  of  activities,  teams and 

organizations over time because certain social changes and the actual learning of the 

organizations involved cannot be achieved in the short term; 2) “Devise networks with 
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allies”, particularly at the beginning of the process, when very few people trust in the 

virtualities of same; 3) “Start slowly and from something very small” because we learn 

by doing and new methods also come up against obstacles; 4) “Flexibly finance” the 

process  according  to  emerging  needs  and  opportunities,  without  taking  out  hefty 

mortgages or carrying out major works, remembering that the most important thing is to 

guarantee  social  exploration,  learning,  training  and  capacity  building;  5)  “Train, 

encourage  and  support  base  personnel”  who  are  in  more  direct  contact  with  the 

population, promoting their actions as “facilitators of participation”; 6) “Build, on the 

basis  of  successful  experiences”,  at  local  scale  and  through  “risky  experiments”, 

through creativity and by learning from mistakes.

The final approach relevant for the purposes of this study is based on the so-

called  “creative  strategies”  approach  (although  Villasante  describes  this  as  “socio-

praxis”). As will become immediately apparent, it shares certain features with some of 

the methodological guidelines fuelling change referred to the previous three sets, but 

focuses much more on the undetermined and innovative nature of PRA processes.   

“The reality is more a party than a parade, to which you also turn up late. (…) At the 
party, the person already involved has his or her position and interprets the situation 
from his/her angle and reference group, while those arriving from outside have yet to 
develop their approach, interpretation and action strategy. However, the party cannot be 
interrupted to count the number of people, types of groups, etc. If any of these things 
were done (like a butterfly catcher) it would kill any spontaneity and the fluid relations 
that spontaneously arise in the process. (…) The butterfly fancy-dress party, like any 
complex process, requires a semi-external element (music, drinks, etc.) for it to be more 
creative  and  fun.  If  everyone  simply  dressed  up  and  went  as  they  wanted,  some 
interesting processes could eventually be established but there would first be arguments 
about  the type of music or  other  unexpected  issues,  including sectarianism between 
groups. Participative action should not be idealised.” (Villasante, 2006: 12)

The basis of this approach is initially reminiscent of Goffman (social life is a theatre), 

symbolic interactionism (each individual and social group has its own specific points of 

view),  and  the  complexity  of  the  processes  that  take  place  in  social  interactions 

(recreational and conflictive, autonomous and heteronomous, etc.). It is also reminiscent 

of Bourdieu (the strategies of each actor according to his/her habitus and capital) and to 

the  post-structuralism  of  the  analysis  of  networks  (it  is  in  social  relations  where 

individuals become nodes and social structures become configurations, and from where 

social changes may be operated).
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“Certainties are sought in the individual, in the identity of groups, in the structures of 
society. However, it is not often that attention is given to the processes and strategies 
themselves, to the variations that take place, their direction and the way in which they 
can be managed. (…) Although what we see are people, what we have to work with to 
bring about any change are the links on which this  depends. It  is  not a question of 
knowing all the truth in order to act. The networks of links sometimes appear to be very 
chaotic.  However, we can place them in the best possible location to build practical 
truths, depending on the interests in question. To do so, the best thing is to firstly define 
what we do not want, or (positively) the field where we can play.” (Villasante, 2006: 
26-27)

Secondly, and continuing with the French proposal of “institutional analysis” to identify 

“analysing” elements (conflicts, symbols, situations, etc.) which help fuel group change, 

and also following the wake of situationism (the creation of provocative situations) and 

Foucault  (the relations between discourses and practices  as “devices” of knowledge-

power),  we now propose identifying “social  transducers”: social  relations networks 

that foster collective learning (“a good initial indicator of any process is the extent to 

which everyone learns from everyone else”), “acting as “devices” (mirrors and spirals)”, 

understanding a “device” to be an “exercise in provocation to create situations that are 

unusual  and uncommon in daily life in order to make those involved reflect  on the 

content of events or practices performed by those in such situations” (Villasante, 2006: 

36-37, 392). 

In  this  sense,  technicians  would  be  responsible  for  acting  as  dynamisers, 

provocateurs and agitators. Therefore, simply returning systematic information to the 

population would be insufficient. Instead, suggestions and “unfinished responses” must 

be provided in the form of “mirrors” (these mirrors include different types of social 

structures,  networks,  social  maps,  cause and effect  flowcharts,  etc.  adjusted to  each 

collective and situation) (Villasante, 2006: 43).

The first key practice in this approach is to  instigate creativity  among all the 

participants in a process of change. Since the aim is for all the participants to creatively 

define the type of change they wish to obtain and the means they will use to achieve 

such  change,  the  PRA process  will  focus  mainly  on  promoting  situations  in  which 

different  relations  are  generated  among  these  participants.  Some  of  these  relations, 

particularly those involving emotions and life experiences, would therefore give rise to 

creative solutions, the tactics for action according to the desired objectives and what can 

be achieved (actual strengths). 
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“Fight fear through creativity. When alternative global solutions seem very distant, and 
there  are  few guarantees  regarding more  or  less  utopian  futures,  we must  focus  on 
making them possible on a day-to-day basis through processes which themselves have a 
liberating purpose for their  participants.  (…) No human being is more creative than 
another; it is just that some situations are more suitable for creativity to flourish. (…) 
Certain styles of relating in complex situations are the ones that manage to be more 
creative. (…) It is emotion, and not reason, that makes us act. (…) Praxis is not simple 
practice, it entails taking action, being aware of the vibrations of these personal, group 
or  social  experiences,  thus  stimulating  collective  reflections,  creative  processes,  but 
always geared to new actions, to achieving the best causal or underlying transformation 
that may be achieved with the strengths we have. (…) Facts are retained worse than 
experiences.  And  this  is  congruent  with  what  we  are  considering,  namely  that 
experiences constitute that underlying common sense on which we can build with more 
creative styles.” (Villasante, 2006: 77, 125, 128, 135) 

The  second  key  practice  consists  in  “immersing  oneself  in  social  situations  to 

physically feeling them” (Villasante, 2006: 144-149). This recommendation is aimed at 

social  scientists, although it  is also useful for all the different participants in a PRA 

process. In particular, three steps are specified: 1) “Listen to bodies”, paying special 

attention  to  all  gestures  and  the  proxemics  observed  in  meetings  and  which  rarely 

materialise  into  an  act  or  textual  transcription;  2)  “Group  dramas”  to  generate 

confidence,  test  and  provide  training  in  future  actions  rather  than  to  usufruct  their 

therapeutic features; 3) “Go out into the streets” to explore daily life, mix with people, 

converse, enjoy yourself and record everything that is surprising or interesting. 

The third key practice in this approach may be summarised as “trying to annoy 

those in power” (or our specific adversaries and antagonists). The specific aim is to 

strengthen “reversive strategies”, those which reveal the contradictions of dominant 

individuals and those that exploit  the interstices of legality (on their inclusion in the 

“strategic  invention”,  see Martínez,  2007).  Like  the  systemic  authors,  this  approach 

advocates “returning paradoxes” to paradoxical situations or “dual linkages” (those in 

which you loose regardless of what you do) involving many social communities and 

movements. 

It  also  consists  in  unblocking  “impasses”  and  using  “seductive”  and 

“challenging”  actions  that  favour  alliances,  negotiations  (be  recognised  as  an 

interlocutor) and the points of inflection towards new situations. While reversion will 

“confront” us directly with those who are different-opposites, seduction will be useful 

for negotiating and allying with those who are simply different (or indifferent) to us.

15



“The first thing that colonials do on land occupied in Latin America to build their own 
homes is plant the flag of their respective country. They use the following discourse: 
“we are not subversive, we are citizens of this country, and we need homes to live in (as 
established in the Constitution…)”. If they were to wait for government plans or for 
reforms to be negotiated, they know that they would not have much of a chance. If they 
are declared to be acting against private property (a provision also established in the 
Constitution…), they are declared subversive and the army is sent in to evict them. This 
is the strategy of “popular unrest”, the reversion of contradictions in the law, not in the 
movements. (…) Changes can only be achieved by acting on the contradictions inherent 
in all systems. (…) For small changes at the beginning of such actions to multiply their 
effects until processes overflow, it is necessary to experiment with transversal strategies 
on a non-sectarian basis. (…) Reversion [is] initially understood as pushing the values 
and  positions  of  Opposites  to  the  limit.  (…)  Revealing  their  contradictions  and 
paradoxes,  their  hypocrisies  and incongruences,  not so much as a  frontal  and direct 
confrontation, without exacerbating their practices with the constructed analysers who 
force them to reveal their true colours.” (Villasante, 2006: 171, 377-378)

As  these  references  may  suggest,  the  authors  describing  PRA  experiences  or  their 

methodological fundamentals are not prolific in offering technical advice, requirements 

or rules about how to materialize social changes. 

The question we must ask is not so much “what to change” but “how to change”. 

However,  it  is  clear  that  insufficient  clarity  regarding  the  objects  of  change  (intra-

systemic or inter- or trans-systemic) leaves an insurmountable vacuum for the collective 

efforts of social change in PRA processes. Only some authors – grouped here in the 

“problem resolution”, “democratic repolitization”, “personal-institutional changes” and 

“creative strategies” approaches - have gone further by offering some of the tactical 

guidelines called for in the second question. 

Independently of the mutual resonances that are easily perceptible in all these 

sets of actions (a common participative style of knowing and acting at the same time in 

general), it is clear that they also share a certain underlying prescriptive scepticism: they 

are specific individuals (in specific situations and with specific problems) who must be 

asked about the types of changes they would like to see, how they can be achieved and 

the circumstances in which they are possible. 

We are not dealing with an absolute methodological indetermination but rather 

with the confirmation that social intervention strategies are only effective if they are 

designed collectively, taking into account the flexibility and diversity of everyday life, 

as well  as the combination of analyses and potentialities,  reasons and emotions  that 

break through the structures of inequality and domination. In any case, these conceptual 

tools form a magma or common base which can be used at specific moments in each 
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meeting,  in  each  proposed  action  and  in  each  conflict;  hence,  its  continuous 

systematisation and its use as a “toolbox” or manual of general guidelines cannot be 

rejected. 

This  is  what  happened  during  our  participation  in  the  experiment  we  will 

describe below. These experiments are therefore only some of the examples that have 

provided us with participants in this PRA process, although other much less academic 

participants have undoubtedly also fuelled the essential creativity of other participants. 

3. Ephemeral changes? Fragments of participative links in Logroño

It was only love,
that ephemeral thing

always excluded by art. 

Cristina Peri Rossi

Precedents of PRA

The experiment described below is directly linked to a previous participative process. In 

the spring of 2000 a group of local residents from the neighbourhood of Madre de Dios 

in Logroño, dissatisfied with the largely undemocratic  and inactive operation  of the 

Governing  Board  of  the  Local  Residents’  Association,  and  coinciding  with  the 

announcement by municipal authorities of the construction of a large park in the area, 

decided  to  set  up  a  local  Urban  Planning  Committee.  Its  members  were  hardened 

militants  in  different  civic  struggles  (social,  trade  union  and  political  movements), 

disheartened with the bureaucratic processes of large organizations. Their aim was to re-

empower the other residents through exciting projects that would address their everyday 

needs. Lacking infrastructures and financial means, this group used imagination as its 

main tool to arouse people’s interest through citizen participation. 

This largely working class neighbourhood has around 15,000 inhabitants  and 

was involved in many local struggles in the 1980s and early 1990s. In recent years, 

however,  the  neighbourhood  has  undergone  important  changes  through  the  urban 

development of lands formerly used as orchards. Two clearly differentiated spaces have 
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been  created:  the  old  town  with  buildings  constructed  since  1950,  mostly  without 

parking spaces  or  lifts,  with narrow streets  and an elderly  population;  and the  new 

better-quality  buildings  that  have appeared  in  the last  two decades,  which are more 

expensive and occupied mainly by young people. The traditional residents felt a strong 

sense of pride at belonging “to the neighbourhood”, despite a certain stigmatising loss 

of  prestige  among other  sectors  in  the  city  due  to  its  working-class  and peripheral 

nature.  The  town  council  also  encouraged  controversial  urban  changes  in  the 

neighbourhood,  ignored  the  population’s  most  important  demands  and  rejected  any 

citizen  participation  initiatives.  They  therefore  received  the  full  collaboration  and 

backing of the Governing Board of the Local Residents’ Association.

One of  the initial  challenges  facing the Urban Planning Committee  involved 

deciphering the language and actions of the municipal authorities, communicating these 

to the residents in a provocative and intelligible  form (for example,  numerous large 

posters were put up with the image of the mayor and his real estate agent saying “Madre 

de  Dios  [the  name  of  the  district],  neighbourhood  for  sale”),  thus  arousing  certain 

interest  in  the  change.  All  unfulfilled  promises  regarding  facilities  or  installations 

(sports, school, social, cultural or urban facilities) were condemned, and the Committee 

began to acquire greater presence both within the neighbourhood (massively attended 

assembly  meetings,  poster  sticking  activities,  mailing  of  leaflets  and  different 

pamphlets,   parties,  street  theatre  performances,  contacts  with  other  collectives, 

meetings and demonstrations) and outside (judicial proceedings in court and UNESCO, 

participation in municipal plenary meetings,  regular presence in the media, meetings 

with other collectives, participation in different forums, etc.). 

This base work gave the Committee social recognition. Inversely, it revealed the 

lack of legitimacy of the Governing Board of the Local Residents’ Association. Thus, 

whenever  a  problem  occurred,  the  residents  would  approach  the  Urban  Planning 

Committee. This fuelled a process of internal reflection that culminated in the complete 

renewal of the Governing Board of the Association in February 2003, and which the 

Urban Planning Committee joined from that moment. The main characteristics of this 

period in addition to the creativity of the actions included the emphasis on the emotional 

and recreational contents (within the Committee and also in public actions), as well as a 

clear focus on supporting the main interests of the neighbourhood (the aim was mainly 

to re-empower local residents, particularly the most vulnerable groups). The emphasis 

on  institutional  processes rather  than  on  formal  and  bureaucratic  aspects  added 
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freshness  and dynamism to  the collective  action.  One noteworthy initiative  was the 

organization in March 2002 of a “Debate on the state of the neighbourhood”, in which 

spokespersons from different collectives presented their visions of the neighbourhood 

and  their  needs  to  municipal  politicians.  The  debate  was  massively  attended  and a 

document was later drafted which helped mobilise the population.

The  “taking”  and  renewal  of  the  Governing  Board  of  the  Local  Residents’ 

Association moved into another stage. Although more resources were available after 

this, as well as greater access to international forums, some of the efforts previously 

devoted  exclusively  to  social  mobilisation  had  to  be  used  to  maintain  traditional 

associative  dynamics  (parties,  sociocultural  workshops,  library  and  headquarters, 

bureaucratic formalities to access subsidies). This balance has been hard to maintain in 

some periods, as well as a constant cause of reflection and internal debate.

The “Debate  on  the  state  of  the  neighbourhood”  was  organised  by  different 

collectives, including children and young people, elderly people, parish groups, school 

representatives, social and health services and immigrant organizations. Collaboration 

with these groups continued and they were immediately joined by the Local Residents’ 

Association  of  San  José,  a  smaller-populated  adjacent  neighbourhood  with  similar 

sociodemographic  characteristics.  At  that  time,  immigration  in  both  neighbourhoods 

was a constant theme in debates. The current immigrant population (born in another 

country) accounted for around 15% of the neighbourhood’s 25,000 inhabitants. As a 

result, the Coexistence and Intercultural Committee was formed in 2003, with members 

from two  local  residents’  associations.  The  work  of  this  committee  resulted  in  an 

Intercultural Party, held in September 2003, which was attended by around 1,500 people 

and  with  the  participation  of  eight  immigrant  groups.  The  event  included  music 

performances and food tasting sessions, which helped local residents overcome certain 

fears and obstacles to things that were “different”. Another similar initiative, focusing 

on areas with common identities, was an International Prayer for Peace held in January 

2004. This activity was also very successful and attracted many people.

These types of activities gradually strengthened the cooperative work between 

the  different  collectives  (including  various  immigrant  groups)  from  both 

neighbourhoods, generating an ideal climate for addressing more important issues. This 

lead to a process of reflection that lasted for several months on the best way to tackle 

the  social  incorporation  in  everyday  life  of  the  neighbourhoods  of  new  residents, 

creating a firm basis on which to combat the signs of racism that were beginning to 
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appear. Some of the conclusions reached included the following: the need to focus not 

so much on the issue of immigration but rather promote a Community Development 

Project to include the specific and common needs of each sector of population, maintain 

the balance between attention to diversity (strengthening the different identities) and the 

emphasis  on  the  common aspects  of  all  the  local  residents;  promote  and carry  out 

networking  (horizontal,  varied  and  dynamic)  with  collectives  and  entities;  establish 

connections with experiences of migration in the neighbourhood (formed in the 1960s 

by people  migrating  in  La Rioja  from mountain  towns and villages  to  the  regional 

capital and from neighbouring provinces); defend certain good public services for all; 

provide  an  alternative  for  participative  processes  such  as  methodology  rather  than 

searching for previously-defined results.

From the PRA to creative strategies

In November 2004, at a meeting with representatives of all the abovementioned groups, 

a  Resources  Guide  on  the  neighbourhoods  was  presented  together  with  a  list  of 

voluntary language “interpreters”. The participants at the meeting agreed to launch the 

Juntos  mejoramos  el  barrio  (“Let’s  improve  the  neighbourhood  together”)  project, 

consisting  in  a  research-action  process  to  identify  the  needs  of  local  residents  and 

organise a collective action based on the identified needs. Taking advantage of Toñi’´s 

position  as  a  university  professor,  and also  a  member  of  the  Committee,  there  was 

support  from a  large  group of  Social  Work students  to  learn  the  opinions  of  local 

residents on the transformations that had taken place in their everyday lives in recent 

years. 

This was not a type of interrogation on immigration because that would have 

meant  directly  identifying  immigration  as  a  problem.  It  was  about  determining  the 

statistical  weight of each opinion, simply by identifying and understanding the main 

ideas  circulating  in  the  streets  and  squares.  Nor  did  we  want  to  classify  the 

neighbourhood  into  different  options  to  produce  a  closed  questionnaire,  but  rather 

encourage a free dialogue, with our ears attentive – that was important - to the issues of 

most  interest:  the  changes  identified  by  the  citizens  in  their  neighbourhood,  those 

perceived positively and negatively, the needs perceived as a result of these changes … 
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Basic questions, but sufficient to prompt reflection and immerse the neighbourhood in a 

debate for several weeks.

The  study  was  developed  in  four  phases:  1)  awareness-raising;  2)  direct 

conversations with residents (413 qualitative interviews were held according to age, sex, 

place of birth and territorial  distribution in both neighbourhoods, together with more 

than 20 group-based interviews with collectives and public entities); 3) analysis; and 4) 

presentation of information. More than 600 people were interviewed in total,  a more 

than sufficient sample to get a closer insight into the make-up of the local community, 

and to identify the main opinions about the neighbourhood. These interviews revealed 

that:

• most of the persons interviewed had lived in the neighbourhood for less than 4 

years;

• most of the local residents (60% were immigrants) were from towns and villages 

in La Rioja (29%), from other regions in Spain (17%) or from other countries 

(15%);

• immigration was one of the major changes perceived in the neighbourhoods.

• residents were clearly proud to belong to a popular neighbourhood where 

everyone knew each other, and where there was a strong sense of belonging to 

the neighbourhood;

• the perception of changes was different in each area;

• urban changes in the neighbourhood (shopping centres, parks, new blocks …) 

were perceived as places of order and cleanliness, like some sort of symbolic 

washing machines;

• at the same time, growing social differences and territorial fractures caused by 

urban development were perceived negatively in a neighbourhood traditionally 

perceived as homogeneous and popular;

• with the exception of schools, there were no places for the autochthonous 

population and people from other cultures to make contact and mix;

• some groups perceived immigration as a source of cultural enrichment;

• other groups, especially young people and women, saw immigration as a cause 

of conflict, generating fear and a sense of insecurity;

• there were no open recreational spaces for young people;
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• foreign residents formed a very heterogeneous group and language and, on a 

secondary level, customs represented an important problem;

• many behavioural differences between the autochthonous population and 

immigrants were due to non-cultural factors, such as differences in working 

times and employment conditions, differences in economic status and 

consequently different strategies for accessing housing, goods and services;

• certain frustration was perceived among them after arrival and there was a 

prevailing sense of mistrust when speaking about the problems with 

autochthonous residents.

These and other results were ratified categorically at a Local Residents’ Meeting at the 

end  of  2005.  The  meeting  brought  together  more  than  200  people  from  different 

cultures. The meeting prioritised the social needs of local residents, and four committees 

were set up: Urban Planning and Integral Rehabilitation; Social Services, Health and 

Education; Children and Youth; and Associationism and Interculturality.

The process was largely put on hold in the following months: some Committees 

failed to work as intended and lacked any direction on how to continue involving local 

residents  in  the  participation  process.  The  shadow  of  the  establishment  (the  data 

obtained), inexperience with advanced participative methodologies, tiredness due to the 

energy put into the previous process, the difficulty in addressing both the identified (and 

spontaneous)  needs,  personal  changes  of  some  members  in  the  “base  group”,  and 

excessive  reflection  which  undermined  direct  action  lead  to  a  certain  degree  of 

disillusionment  at  the  beginning of  the new year  (autumn 2006).  This  impasse  was 

examined and generated the corresponding internal criticisms. 

Local residents had spoken their minds clearly and now it was time to act …. but 

how? Once again, the group driving the process participated in a series of meetings that 

failed  to  obtain  the  desired  level  of  participation.  Something  was  not  working  and 

people were unsatisfied.  Clear needs had been highlighted and the people seemed to 

want to participate but the process to stimulate them. The process once again became 

bogged down in a dynamic of meetings, minutes, agendas … spaces that are important 

for  dialogue  but  where  there  was  only  room for  people  with  the  right  antibodies, 

whereas no progress was made in exploring other areas of direct action that some called 

for.
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Aware of the crisis, the core group of people who had been coordinating and 

leading  the  process  in  the  previous  months  decided  to  assess  the  situation.  They 

analysed the most powerful aspects which could bind together the local residents, those 

that  could  continue  to  generate  interest  and  collective  involvement.  The  previous 

approach of four working committees was abandoned and the focus was placed on two 

committees  that  met  together  on  a  fairly  regular  basis:  the  Children’s  and  Youth 

Committee (since the three associations in this committee were still  enthusiastic and 

were still running projects that mobilised local youngsters) and an incipient Community 

Socio-Cultural Mediation Group (simultaneously taking advantage of a mediator hired 

in one of the social entities working in the neighbourhood).

In  December  2006,  Javier  Encina  and  Rosa  Alcón,  two  experts  in  citizen 

participation, were invited to participate and organised a “Workshop on creativity for 

urban  participation”.  The  initiative  was  also  targeted  at  people  outside  the 

neighbourhood and more than 40 people from different collectives in the town shared 

doubts and concerns during the two-day workshop. The exercise was a real success in 

terms of resident participation and self-learned creativity, enabling in-depth questioning 

of  the  methods  and  spaces  used  until  then  to  involve  citizens.  The  participants 

themselves concluded that:

a) the process was more important – citizen participation and protagonism – than the 

result, the specific final objectives;

b) spaces of popular participation were not the institutions,  association premises, 

get-togethers or committee meetings but the streets, bars, squares, markets;

c) it was necessary to stimulate creativity, provocation and imagination, and revive 

certain situationist  references to re-establish the link between thought and praxis: 

direct action. 

This meeting provided the necessary stimulus for the members of the core group, since 

it increased their self-esteem and favoured the incorporation of new people in the group 

brimming with excitement and enthusiasm. They were therefore an excellent source of 

practical guidelines that helped to redirect the process and eliminate any prior obstacles. 

They also appeared when an intense debate had already started on the appropriate and 

necessary public actions based on existing knowledge regarding the needs and problems 

of the neighbourhood.
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The kick-start  provided by this  workshop broke the impasse and marked the 

beginning of a new period in the participative process. These neighbourhoods served as 

an  open  space  for  experimentation  for  new  people  and  entities,  as  well  as  other 

participants who had previously abandoned ship, who all recovered their enthusiasm 

and injected new vitality in the process. The call for creativity floated in an atmosphere 

already electrified  by the desire to act.  By January 2007, the absence of limits  and 

organisational  barriers  and  the  elimination  of  the  shackles  of  institutionalization 

provided  the  necessary  spark,  giving  rise  to  what  later  became  known  as  the 

“YATQTI?”  platform  (the  acronym  that  appeared  written  in  every  corner  of  the 

neighbourhood subtly asking citizens the following question: Y a ti qué te importa - “So 

what’s important to you?”.

With renewed energy, the core group set about launching a new participative 

process, stimulating a popular reaction to the situation of the neighbourhood but this 

time focused on specific aspects:  the open and controversial  nature of the Madre de 

Dios  Convent,  a  popular  heritage  site  containing  the  first  stone  laid  in  the 

neighbourhood (dating from 1526), threatened with demolition after it was acquired by 

the town council and the imminent transfer of its occupants (cloister nuns) to a new 

convent in another part of the city. Successful protests had been planned to call for the 

convent’s  rehabilitation  and  use  for  social  purposes,  but  speculation  and  interests 

outside the neighbourhood once again jeopardised its maintenance. 

The core group decided to use this site of interest to test the new approach it 

wanted to use in collective actions. Once “tested”, they could start to move onto more 

ambitious social changes and campaigns, or at least that was the initial plan. However, it 

soon became overwhelmed by events emanating from the platform. In little more than 

three weeks,  around 20 people divided into work groups (coordination,  provocation, 

cultural routes, press, music-theatre and immigrants) and organised a wide variety of 

activities designed to attract interest and mobilise as many local residents as possible. 

Creativity was tested from the outset and the figure of a “ghost of the convent” was 

invented to accompany proceedings in all acts, press conferences and even meetings 

with municipal  authorities.  This  ghost  was forced to  leave  the convent  to  ask local 

residents to somehow help conserve his dwelling. To increase provocation, two weeks 

before the activities started this ghost walked the streets of the neighbourhood “begging 

for help” through mysterious messages announced on a bicycle speaker system. This 

created  a  sense  of  expectation  among  local  residents,  which  was  enhanced  by  the 
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collaboration of the media, who gave extensive media coverage to the whole campaign 

from the very beginning. 

The main  aim of  this  initiative  was for  all  the  neighbourhood collectives  to 

express  their  ideas  on  the  possible  social  uses  of  the  convent  building.  If  residents 

participated and the mobilisation actions continued, the residents’ proposals would be 

legitimated and the town council would be forced to accept them. Thus, a whole series 

of  activities  promoted  by the  platform took place  in  March.  Using imagination  for 

inspiration, the enjoyment of the working atmosphere, the rich popular heritage in the 

neighbourhoods as a scenario and the committed support of around twenty entities from 

both neighbourhoods who supported the process, around twenty more or less innovative 

actions were carried out aimed at all types of public and in different formats.

Whenever possible, the type of activity or space where such activity was carried 

out  fuelled  the  dialogue  between  the  public  and  the  participants  in  the  platform, 

sometimes directly and on other occasions after the projection of a short audiovisual 

film  simulating  possible  future  uses  of  the  convent.  In  any  case,  all  the  citizens’ 

opinions and statements were recorded on paper, audio or video in order to be able to 

repeat, exhibit or disseminate them, thus helping to create new opinions or debates and 

favour the extension of the participative process. A popular artistic activity was even 

carried out for several days at the back of the convent, when all the opinions recorded 

both on paper and audio were publicly exhibited.

The  aim  was  therefore  to  foster  an  atmosphere  of  reflection  and  resident 

involvement with respect to the future of the convent, and to offer spaces and channels 

for popular expression. Funding was obtained with the unselfish contribution of many 

people  and  collectives  and  the  sale  of  a  postcard-support  voucher,  showing  a 

watercolour  painting  of  the  convent  donated  by  a  local  artist.  The  freshness  of  the 

proposals managed to capture the attention and collaboration of the local media, which 

was crucial since it ensured that the participation campaign was promoted throughout 

the city for one and a half months.

It is worthwhile describing succinctly some of the activities to show how all the 

members of the core group experienced intense personal changes and learned to manage 

their activities, at the same time as they created a new citizen organization capable of 

ensuring the participation of residents of all types and backgrounds in each collective:

1) Paseos que importan (“Important walks”). With the support of the historians 

Jesús Martínez and Federico Soldevilla, three routes were developed to remind people 
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and value the rich material and immaterial heritage in the neighbourhood: its working-

class background and the first dwellings, the architect Fermín Álamo, and the Road to 

Santiago along the Ebro.

2)  Guiñol  fantasma:  Hansel  y  Gretel  en  el  Convento  de  Chocolate (“Ghost 

puppet theatre: Hansel and Gretel in the Chocolate Convent”). Organised by children 

from the “Sierra de Cameros” scout group and aimed at  other children.  The puppet 

theatre consisted in the recreation of a classic adapted to reflect the unusual events in 

the neighbourhood at  the time and learn children’s  opinions  about the future of the 

Madre de Dios church and convent.

3) Vermú Torero Interactivo (“Vermú Interactive Bullfighter”). Recreational and 

traditional  act  performed  under  the  maxim  of  “if  Mohammed  does  not  go  to  the 

mountain, the mountain will go to Mohammed”. The eternal complaint about the lack of 

resident participation was questioned judging from the lively conversations in the bars. 

The video equipment of local establishments was used, the self-proclaimed “Colectivo 

Abierto  al  Vermú Participativo”  directly  fuelled  the  debate  in  the  places  where  the 

residents of Logroño prefer to participate and interact - the bars. 

4)  Degustation del  Patrimonio gastronómico intercultural  del  Barrio (“Local 

intercultural food tasting session”). The Madre de Dios State School organised a food 

session in which participants were able to discover, at more than popular prices, the 

delights produced in the kitchens of the most intercultural neighbourhood in the city and 

the gastronomical innovations that  mestizaje was starting to produce. From  migas de 

pastor (shepherd’s style fried breadcrumbs) to rice desserts, Arab pastry or Sub-Saharan 

fritters. Different immigrant associations voluntarily supported this action. In order to 

participate in this activity, participants were required to write down their opinions on 

the future of the convent on the food tickets. 

5)  “Gospel  Concert”.  Taking  advantage  of  the  early  fruits  of  this  cultural 

mestizaje  process, the Colegio de Escolapios organised a concert by the Gospel group 

“Eternal Life”, clear evidence of the wealth, human diversity and social integration of 

the neighbourhoods included in the “YATQTI?” platform. More than 12 people of 6 

nationalities  from  Africa,  America  and  Europe  sang  songs  in  different  languages 

(including English, Spanish, Lingala, Kikongo and French). At the end of the concert, 

the audience went to the back of the Madre de Dios Convent where the film Ya a ti qué  

te importa (“So what’s important  to you?”) was projected on the outer walls of the 

convent.
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6) Concert entitled  Porque hay cosas que importan  (“Because there are things 

that matter”). Held at the Madre de Dios Public College, this popular concert presented 

different  audiences  with  musical  performances  representing  the  oral  and  musical 

heritage of this complex urban space. The groups  Inventario (folk-rock),  Ibeas (hip-

hop) and Pérdida de tiempo (punk-rock) participated in the concert.

7) Artistic activity performed by local residents entitled  ¿Quién dijo que todo 

está perdido? (“Who said all is lost?”). This was a magnificent artistic and provocative 

action in which the opinions of local residents from the neighbourhoods of Madre de 

Dios and San José on the future of the Convent were presented to people of Logroño. At 

the rear of the convent, five ghosts formed a stylised profile of the convent portico, from 

which more than one thousand opinions written on coloured paper hung on pegs, like a 

neighbourhood washing line.

The last  “YATQTI?” action  was performed on 22 May, at  the  height  of the 

electoral whirlwind. The chosen format was the Open Council. At the same time, all 

local residents and representatives of the four political parties standing at the municipal 

elections were called on an equal basis to discuss the future of the convent. A format 

coherent  with  the  social  participation  campaign  performed  and  in  which  the  local 

residents and candidates participated was preceded by a summary of opinions gathered 

during the campaign on the future of the convent.

Forty percent (40%) of the more than 1,200 proposals gathered were related to 

the need for cultural and social facilities, mainly to benefit children, young people and 

women with children (library, civic centre, kindergarten, spaces for young people …), 

and these needs affected all residents, regardless of their cultural origin. Other strongly-

demanded uses were the toy library, practice rooms, old people’s home, shelter for the 

homeless,  spaces  for  associations,  a  museum and  even  a  discotheque  … Although 

overall a wide range of proposals were presented, most of the proposed initiatives in 

relation to the convent referred to intergenerational and intercultural meeting places.

After  listening  to  the  summary  of  opinions  gathered,  the  Council  meeting 

developed in one of the most movingly participative and respectful atmospheres that can 

be  remembered  in  Logroño.  Young  people,  elderly  people,  workers,  mothers  and 

fathers, many of immigrant origin, filled the room and presented their specific proposals 
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for  the  use  of  the  convent,  in  order  to  prevent  its  demolition.  The  political 

representatives at the meeting eventually agreed to accept their demands.

Due to  the  result  of  this  specific  Open Council  meeting  and the  subsequent 

change in policy on the part of the municipal government, the work of the Platform now 

focuses on ensuring the residents’ demands are fulfilled in this process, namely to equip 

in the future the neighbourhoods of Madre de Dios and San José with a multi-purpose 

public space managed by the local residents themselves. The first civic centre in the city 

would be the first open space of intercultural and intergenerational exchange that the 

neighbourhood needs and which will convert the stigma of immigration into a symbol 

of understanding, meeting and exchange. A solution that will help heal the spatial and 

social fractures dividing these neighbourhoods.

4. Conclusions

I tell you them and you don’t understand me.
I show you them and you can’t find them.

Joan Brossa

The  following  reflections  aim  to  highlight  the  main  threads  that  have  woven  this 

network of collective work in order to continue illuminating the future, to unravel the 

semi-concealed intricacies underlying the foreign, the visible, the apparent, and finally 

to extend the guidelines for social change used in and generated by this experiment.

1) The first conclusion refers to  the deep roots, in both time and intensity, of 

collective  action  in  the  neighbourhood:  there  is  a  long  history  of  participation 

experiences  coordinated  with  different  collectives  and  entities.  The  machinery  was 

already greased, the wheels had already been built and some contacts had already been 

strengthened.  All  this  clearly favoured the process.  Community participation  is  very 

much like sowing a field, preparing the land to reap the best each stakeholder has to 

offer and to help it prosper. Therefore, the mobilisations of previous decades acted as a 

good fertilizer.  If the same process had been carried out in other neighbourhoods, it 

would probably have failed.

2) Risk changing. Recognise own failures, limitations, and errors and try 

new  approaches.  In  times  of  accelerated  change  (of  conceptual  and  ideological 
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references and paradigms),  some previous “militant”  and methodological  approaches 

become  obsolete.  They  are  replaced  by  spaces  open  to  new  explorations  and 

experiences.  Daring to explore new roads,  within a context  of great  uncertainty and 

certain  social  apathy,  requires  the  promoting/leading  group  to  have  large  doses  of 

confidence, self-esteem and even a little “Quixotism”. This group must be capable of 

embarking  on  a  more  ambitious  process  of  innovation  than  previous  approaches. 

Certain  techniques  and  safe  but  inefficient  spaces  were  abandoned  in  order  to 

experiment  with  new  situations  and  actions.  The  vertigo  of  the  unknown  was 

assimilated with the conviction that something valuable would come out of probable 

failure.  “He who seeks shall  find,  he who explores many possibilities will find new 

paths”. Thus, recreational experimentation became a travelling companion, a type of 

intuitive self-observed experimentation,  in search of new links and possibilities.  The 

neighbourhood was seen as a laboratory open to creativity. The Convent was simply an 

excuse to get people involved because the “how” was more important than the “what”. 

This challenge was taken on board partly because we knew we were not alone, we knew 

that other people in other towns and cities were embarking on similar adventures.

3) Imagination for power. Any idea, regardless of how surprising or crazy it 

may have seemed, was expressed and considered. Even if it was not executed, it helped 

create  another  idea  and  this  in  turn  created  another  within  a  fruitful,  spiralling 

experiment.  Eliminating  previous  limitations  allowed proposals  to  flourish and hit  a 

social “nerve” in the neighbourhoods. Everything could be used to learn and test. It is 

true  that  the  group was  formed by people  with  many skills  and resources  and this 

facilitated the collective tasks enormously. These skills had been learned after years of 

trying, experimenting and analysing their own failures.

4) The  recreational  and  emotional  option.  Most  people  in  the  core  or 

promoting group had different prior experiences of social participation. Despite more or 

less sharing the same “discipline” and education in the most formal aspects (meetings, 

minutes, deadlines, respecting turns to speak, respecting different speeds), they were 

looking for a breath of fresh air. Convinced that participation should not be boring and 

exclusive to “sacrificed militants”, they decided to experiment on themselves with the 

desire and impetus they wished to transmit to the rest of the neighbourhood. Thus, even 

the preparatory meetings on the process were moments to savour these alternative styles 

and values they wanted to achieve in the neighbourhood, an open space for enjoyment, 

meeting  and solidarity,  to  gradually  create  links  and ties  and to  provide  spaces  for 
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individual  specificities.  To quote Saul  Alinsky in 1976:  “A good tactic  is  one your 

people enjoy; if they do not enjoy it, something’s isn’t right.”

 5)  Understanding the neighbourhood as a privileged and mixed space in 

social construction. Closely linked to the foregoing was the desire to partly experience 

the  attitudes,  styles,  “utopian”  ideological  desires  and  impetus  targeted  in  the 

unconscious  – gradually  more  conscious  and explicit  –  of  the  core group.  It  was  a 

question  of  gathering  different  options  and  references  and  understanding  the 

neighbourhood  as  the  scenario  of  the  microsociety  supporting  the  different  social 

movements, from different perspectives, as a space open to the integration of minority 

groups  normally  excluded  from  the  dominant  paradigm  (male,  adult,  healthy, 

European/white, middle class). The aim was to make “global thought a reality together 

with  local  action”,  with  the  neighbourhood  as  the  scenario  of  current  social 

contradictions and as the common canvas on which to weave alternative relations based 

on the immediate and local, always based on the demand and desire to show with pride 

the social wealth of this scenario, highlighting the opportunities created by the arrival of 

immigrants from different parts of the planet, and thus publicly airing the negativity of a 

certain  pejorative  image  of  the  neighbourhood  associated  with  its  condition  as  a 

peripheral, working-class district “invaded by immigrants”.

6) Identify  the  usefulness  of  all  perspectives.  Respect,  open  dialogue,  the 

conviction that each person has something valuable to offer the community and much to 

learn by listening created a warm atmosphere in which people could freely express their 

personal opinions, objections, desires and insecurities. Decisions were almost always 

agreed unanimously. The contribution of different identities enriched the collective with 

a varied crucible of nuances. Everything was the sum of generous individual proposals 

adapted to a common objective.  The pull of the collective served as an umbrella  to 

protect individualities, embracing partial objectives as part of a whole where everyone 

felt  integrated.  A collective construction of knowledge that openly and transparently 

strengthened links and identities. Attempts have been made to transfer this transparency 

to public actions, promoting dialogue. Local residents have listened to different visions 

and needs, which has helped develop a more global collective awareness of analysis.

7) Experience  things  personally  in  order  to  pass  these  experiences  onto 

others. Partly experiencing what we wished to transmit had a spiral effect of spreading 

to the external circles of the core group: people who had contact with the experience 

captured styles, looks, attitudes, emotions and complicities. Everyone who had contact 
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with different actions felt new enthusiasm, joy and confidence in their possibilities, and 

this had an expansive effect similar to that produced by concentric waves. This synergy 

was first noted by the local residents, producing pride, enthusiasm, surprise, stimulation, 

future. Then, the experimental hotbed was perceived sympathetically and with a certain 

dose of “healthy envy” by collectives and associations from the rest of the city who 

came  to  the  neighbourhood  to  see  with  their  own  eyes  the  “formula  behind  this 

mobilising success story” in order to use it in their own processes. The social media also 

jumped  on the  bandwagon and  embraced  the  fresh  and imaginative  process,  which 

received wide coverage in newspapers, radio and television, and which also helped to 

create the sense of surprise and expectation, essential in the early phases. Finally, the 

public and other authorities discovered that they were dealing with a new and larger 

collective that demanded the right to take decision, and with which they had to sit down 

and negotiate. All this helped develop a strong process, which grew in both directions: 

inwards (the core group and the associations and collectives involved most directly in 

the process);  and outwards (the neighbourhood and the rest  of the city).  This  made 

people  bolder  and  fuelled  challenges  unthinkable  only  months  before.  This  mutual 

enrichment  between  “inner”  and  “external”  factors  strengthened  the  process  in  an 

unexpected manner.

8) Provide  a  platform  for  social  protagonism.  Another  aspect  that  was 

exploited was the individual and social need for protagonism. The process was treated 

like  a  door,  which  could  be  opened for  local  residents  to  express  themselves,  as  a 

channel for social participation in order to empower the neighbourhood and reveal its 

strengths  in  decisive  areas.  Things  did not start  from scratch.  Actions  exploited  the 

fighting tradition  of  the neighbourhood in order  to strengthen the self-esteem of its 

residents and to overcome the inertia caused by the feeling that “there was nothing to be 

done”, thus questioning the dominant model of power by delegation. The aim was to 

transform  this  resignation  into  a  desire  for  change,  to  reflect  local  residents’ 

contributions,  to  attribute  importance  to  specific  characteristics  and to  make people 

believe  that  “things  could  be  changed”  because  there  was  sufficient  strength  and 

imagination to overcome the obstacles. The empowerment process is underway and it 

has enhanced local residents’ pride by transmitting a positive, solvent and fresh image 

of  the  neighbourhood  in  different  public  scenarios.  The  public  authorities  have 

discovered a motivated and informed group of citizens who have occupied part of the 

public  decision-taking  arena.  These  public  authorities  have  also  recognised  the 
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importance of the process and the maturity and consistency of the proposals, and have 

publicly acknowledged its importance for citizens, who are in fact the ones responsible 

for defining the alternatives and services. The image of the neighbourhood is changing 

from that of a fringe/peripheral area to a vanguard reference in the experimentation of a 

new model of citizenship.

9) Immigration as an opportunity for collective improvement. The previous 

study had revealed emerging problems of rejection of the new inhabitants. Fear of the 

unknown increased differences. To address this problem, it was necessary to connect 

with  the  migratory  tradition  of  part  of  the  majority  of  “old”  inhabitants  in  the 

neighbourhood, and to highlight the opportunities for enrichment arising from mutual 

opening to other cultures and the elements that unite citizens as people inhabiting the 

same space  while  maintaining  their  cultural  essence.  This  inclusive  approach  made 

people see immigration as an opportunity for collective improvement and gave them the 

chance  to  change  the  external  image  of  the  neighbourhood  in  the  rest  of  the  city, 

converting social and cultural diversity into one of its positive identity elements. This 

commitment to a new model of active citizenship values diversity as one of its “key” 

social principles and uses participation to “establish inclusive alternatives”, where the 

integration of subjectivities provides a strong base for new social projects.

10) What remains to be done. Rescue those who got left behind. Some issues 

are also pending. If the creative impetus in the design of activities has flourished in a 

large number of events, the limited strengths of the core group and its direct area of 

influence have prevented all these from developing their potential to the full. Sometimes 

the lack of time or preparation due to the accumulation of tasks has made it difficult to 

the tap all the potential inherent in each action. Sometimes too much enthusiasm and 

confidence in one’s own strengths has meant that important details have been neglected, 

thus preventing the enjoyment of all the actions: “activism”, as a form of encompassing 

all actions, forced an approach that ignored some significant details. This method of 

“being on a creative and activist cloud” lacked the serenity to capture all the details of 

each moment and take full advantage of each action. The speed with which each event 

had to be prepared meant that the slowest or those who did not take up firm positions 

fell away from the leading group and were pushed into the background. Re-establishing 

links with these collectives and associations is a pending challenge.

11) Involving local  residents  of  immigrant  origin.  The daily  reality  of the 

immigrant population (more worried and concerned about their actual survival during 
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the  early  years  of  their  residence  in  the  city)  has  not  favoured  their  participation 

significantly.  It  is  therefore  essential  that  bridges  be  built  quickly  to  connect  these 

peoples and incorporate them more actively in the process.

12) Stabilise participation without losing enthusiasm. A major challenge for 

the core group is the creation of new and more stable structures, spaces and channels of 

participation and meeting where the different contributions of local residents can be 

channelled.  At  the  same  time,  more  activities  should  be  created  to  keep  the  most 

connected  individuals  enthusiastic  and  to  continue  to  convince  other  people  to 

participate  in  the  process.  Efforts  must  continue  to  build  a  sufficiently  attractive 

network for exchanges  for  those already inside and to  attract  new participants.  The 

network must grow with the support of other similar networks in the rest of the city and 

even in other regions, exchanging knowledge and experiences to learn.

13) Maintain the core group’s work capacity. Maintaining this experience of 

“collective infatuation” does not seem to be an easy task. A great deal of energy has 

been put into it and people are beginning to show signs of fatigue and are asking for 

things to be done at a slower pace. These questions have to be addressed and the people 

involved must be pampered. In short, personal and collective needs must be combined, 

the permanent dialectics in such processes of associative activism.

Finally, one thing that has been learned and which will help us to persist in our 

efforts to meet these challenges: the awareness that changes have occurred, that this 

process has helped everyone, both the most active participants and those in one of the 

concentric circles of influence. Greater social strength, more equally distributed political 

power, the capacity to influence local authorities, the impetus received from different 

external collectives, greater affection, and good times spent in the company of others 

will undoubtedly encourage us to continue fuelling this “small revolution”. There is still 

the need to transform the convent into a socio-cultural civic centre that can integrate the 

neighbourhood’s diversity and serve as an intergenerational and intercultural meeting 

place for local residents, a space where self-management becomes the tool used to take 

daily decisions, a symbol of the neighbourhood and city’s struggle and achievements to 

inspire similar processes everywhere.  
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