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| nt roducti on

If there is something | have | earned during twenty-five years
of working and reflecting on participatory conmunication
experiences, is that there is no blue print or perfect nodel.
Each experience is so unique, that there is no ways to build a
nodel that can be replicated in another place, another tineg,
anot her society. |I've also |earned that the fact that there is
no blue print makes unconfortable sone people in the academ c
world always willing to find a master key, a “systeni that wll

all ow themto propose a new or revised theory.

We can group participatory comruni cati on experiences accordi ng
to some of their features, but we can’t pretend to concl ude
that they all respond to the same common features, except those
very general. We can group them for exanple, according to the
medi a tool they use (video, radio, print, Internet), but even
this is subject to a second review, as none of themis strictly
using one tool. W can group them by the subject thene that is
predom nant (reproductive health, wonmen enpowernent, hunan
rights, rural devel opnent, environnment and conservation, etc)
but this one is also a very fragile classification, as there is
no experience dealing with just one issue or theme. There are
just no closed conpartnents in society, thenes overlap and
above all, other issues “invade” the original agenda because
people want it that way. W could al so group the experiences
according to who initiated them which is an inportant piece of
i nformati on when trying to understand the participatory
process. Sonme experiences were originated by the comunity
itself, some other by a local or international NGO, other by an
ext ernal devel opnent or cooperation agency, and sone even by
the governnment. But again, nothing is |linear when dealing wth
peopl e’s participation; all of the experiences |’ve net during
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ny recent researcﬁl have evolved in different ways and at the
end of the day, it is alnost irrelevant who started them

al t hough the “nmanual” of participatory comruni cati on —which

| uckily enough doesn’t exist- would say that those origi nated

at the community level are the “politically correct” ones.

Participatory or alternative nedia nust be a frustrating
chal I enge for academ cs that want to nmake things fit into a
systemthat will allow themto better understand the way
comuni cation works. | nyself, the nore | know about it by
actual ly neeting the experiences and al so readi ng about them
the nore | have questions rather than answers, and definitely,

| prefer it that way. | would not feel very confortable
drawi ng a nice pattern and pretending participatory

communi cation fits there. | strongly believe it is a very |oose
field of action, and that is precisely what interested ne. The
mnute it will be |abelled and classified according to a
system..that is when it will be easily controlled.

Too often, the intellectual |abelling of sanples serves only
acadeni ¢ purposes, and do not really help the actua

comuni cation process to better develop. | can imagine
researchers or academ ci ans goi ng back to the comunity:
“Congratul ati ons, your communi cati on experience has been
classified as participatory and alternative”, or “Sorry, you
only classified for enabling people s access, not

partici pation”.

The ternms “participatory”, “alternative”, “conmunity” are
generously used to refer to a wide diversity of experiences
that often are not very participatory, alternative or

! “Making Waves: stories of participatory communication for social change” by Alfonso Gumucio Dagron. The
Rockefeller Foundation, New York, 2001.
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communi ty-based. This nmay create certain confusion especially
anong those that have had little experience at the grassroots
| evel ; nonetheless, it is better to use wide definitions that
enabl e to add experiences, rather than tricky straight and
narrow concepts that only contribute to exclude nany

i nteresting comruni cati on processes, and only benefit a handf ul
of experiences that supposedly —but renmains to be proved-
correspond to the blueprint definition. For exanple, when

di scussing a participatory process in radio, what does
“participation” really nean? The fact that the m crophones of a
small community station are open to the individuals in the
community makes the radio station an exanple of participatory
communi cati on? Take the network of rural indigenous radio
stations that the Instituto Nacional |ndigenista —an official
institution of the Mexican governnent- has set up during the
eighties, to serve the Tojol abal, the Purépecha, the Maya and
many ot her communities. Individual rural nmen and wonen do have
the possibility of interacting with the station, either by
visiting the station headquarters or because the radio
reporters visit the communities to tape interviews. Is this
participation or just access? Many will argue that this is a
limted formof participation, considering that in the end the
access to m crophones does not affect the overall policy of the
station, which reflect the general governnent policy on

i ndi genous popul ations. On the other hand, we have exanpl es of
a hi gher degree of participation, when comrunities have access
as organi zed entities, not only as individuals. Mreover, we
have exanpl es of even a higher degree of participation, which
is owership of the nedia tool. But the line is not easy to
draw between the various |evels, and that is why the academ c
exerci se of including some and excluding the rest would be

dangerous and not really representative of what is actually
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happeni ng on the ground, specially since things evolve very
fast, and a particular situation may only be valid for a
certain period of tine. W are dealing with processes of
comuni cation, meaning |live social organisns that do not adjust

to pre-concei ved noul ds.

Many efforts to systematize participatory conmunication
experiences are vowed to di sappoi ntnment, which is good.
Nonet hel ess, there are aspects that we can focus as to find if
a group of experiences is actually benefiting the intended
peopl e or community, or it remains so external to it that has
no inpact. There is another big word: inpact. It has been used
during evaluations to praise or to bury a particul ar project,
but it is in fact a very tricky word as often the inpact is
percei ved as the i mmedi ate goal pursued by the investors, not
so much as a long termbenefit for the beneficiaries. |npact
often pronpts to neasure short-term changes that may not | ast
after external inputs have been wi thdrawn. Inpact often
patroni zes over conmunities rewarding i nstant “behavi oura
change”, and turns its back on those that didn’t behave well,
didn't drop their traditional unhealthy practices, etc. This
Is nostly seen in reproductive health prograns, generally

i npl emrented t hrough social marketing techni ques, nost |ikely by
US based NGCs.

Myths to go: scale, visibility and purity

The image of alternative nedias and partici patory conmunication
experiences as snall, isolated and pure forns of conmunity
comuni cation does not correspond to reality any |onger. Maybe

never did.
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M rage nedia

One of the nmyths on alternative or participatory nedia is that
the experiences are isolated. The question is: “isolated” for
whom from whi ch perspective? For several hundred thousand
refugees al ong the border between Tanzani a, Rwanda and Burundi,
Radi o Kwi zera is far from being an “isol ated” conmuni cati on
tool, though it may seem extrenely isol ated when seen from Dar
Es Sal am or New York. For the refugees the station is the nost
visible and influential nedia they' ve ever been in touch wth.
And they have nore real access to it than many people in urban
areas, who in spite of being surrounded by nunerous print and
audi o-vi sual medi a have no possibility of nmaking their voices
be heard. Fromthe perspective of any rural community, what
remains far and isolated is the urban settings that are hard to
reach. Their own rural community nedia is at reach, access is
granted, and in ternms of contents the needs of the community
are dealt wth. Isolation exists in terns of access to other
benefits: credit, roads, or services, however in terns of
comruni cating, a conmunity that has its own nedia channels is
far better than a comunity that doesn’t have any.

Moreover, all comrunity based partici patory experi ences show
that a local radio station, video project, or any other

communi cation experience has helped in the struggle to bring to
the community what was | ong needed. Peasants from Tacunan
Community Audi o Tower (CAT), in Davao del Norte, in The
Philippines, told ne that they were certain they could have not
obtai ned electricity, roads and safe water within a coupl e of
years if it was not because they were able to voice their needs
through their sinple six cone-speaker system In the urban
slums of San José Buena Vista, Santa Luisa EIl Mlagro and La
Trini dad, hangi ng over ravine near de centre of CGuatemala Cty,
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nei ghbours are convinced that their snmall radio station La Voz
de | a Conmuni dad has nmade the difference conpared to ot her poor
nei ghbour hoods when dealing with natural disasters and
preventing further human | oses; through the radio they were
abl e to organi se better and respond to energencies. The self-
enpl oyed nmar ket wonen of the SEWA union, in India, sone of them
illiterate, have used video caneras as a tool for maeking their
statenents about health, sanitation, gender and other issues,
earning respect fromtheir community, frommale | eaders and
fromlocal authorities.

The issue of isolation should be | ooked upon ot herw se. Few
consi der that a nedia experience is isolated if it happens to
devel op in an urban setting, which supposedly ensures “scale”.
However, it is likely that many communities will not benefit
fromit, rural and urban. The visibility of an alternative
radio station or print nmedia in a large urban area is only a
mrage. You know it’s there, but you can’t really touch it or
benefit fromit. In the cities, nedia for devel opnent and
soci al change are only handful exceptions anong many ot her
comrercial options; they are actually nore isolated than rura
media in ternms of not benefiting fromthe attention of the

I nt ended audi ences. They isolate thensel ves and on the other
hand, they isolate communities that remain out of reach
depriving themfroma nedia they can nurture and grow with, a
media of their own. By searching visibility or scale, nedia for
soci al change and devel opnent that separates itself fromthe
community to conpete with comrercial nedia usually does a poor
job. In rural and marginal areas, where options are limted,
the “isolated” grassroots nedia are actually on top of |oca
preferences. Not |ong ago, when visiting rural communities in

t he hi ghl ands of Ayacucho, in Peru, | was able to confirm
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sonething | had already seen in other continents: |oca

audi ences prefer local nedia because they feel better
represented. The wonen groups | met in Vil cashuaman or Huant a
(Ayacucho), all agreed that even if they were able to listen
radio stations fromLina, the capital city, they were nore fond
of Radi o Huanta 2000 or Radio Vilcas, their own small |oca
stations. These two are not even community nedia oriented
towards soci al change and devel opnent. They are just privately
owned | ocal nedia, airing very sinple local news early in the
nmor ni ng and popular nusic for the rest of the transm ssion
tinme.

Size nmatters

As for the other nyth, “small”, there is also a lot to say. If
“bi g” nmeans reaching | arge nunbers of people —sonetines quality
doesn’t even seemto be inportant- certainly alternative and
community nedia are generally not big. It is nostly a matter of
choi ce and strategy, not an issue of technical neans or noney
to expand. Once again, La Voz de la Comunidad in Guatenala is a
good exanple. The teamthat runs the station decided to place
their FMtransmtter in the | owest part of the ravine, as to
voluntarily Iimt the reach of their transm ssions to the three
sluns that are built on the slopes. On the one hand, they know
they will avoid getting in trouble with the law, as a “pirate”
radio station. On the other hand, they feel their progranmm ng
is tailored to the needs of their own constituency and have no
interest in getting further.

Were the tin mners’ radio stations in Bolivia small? Consider
this: their political influence was such, that no mlitary coup
in Bolivia ever succeeded if the arny didn’t first capture,
destroy and close the “small” mners’ radio stations, al nost
invisible in their locations at the m ning canpanent os of
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Pot osi and C)urda Maybe each individual radio was really

smal |, but the network had national influence. Mreover, in
times of crisis, when all nedia houses in the main cities were
heavily censored, foreign correspondents in neighbouring
countries would listen to the mners’ radio stations to get a
sense of what was happening in Bolivia. As the arny entered the
mning districts to silence the stations one by one, another
station would pick the signal and continue airing the news,
until the arny got again to close to keep on going. Size is

al ways relative, we should know that already.

The vi deo experience of Teleanalisis in Chile, during the

di ctatorship of Pinochet in the md seventies, is another

i nteresting exanple of size not being the right parameter to
classify —often to patroni ze- alternative comruni cation
initiatives. Wiile Chile was |living under a very strong
censorshi p over the nedia, young caneranen equi pped with Iight
portabl e video equi pnment went into the streets to docunent
peopl e’ s resistance, violations of human rights, repression and
soci al discontent. Video news were quickly and roughly edited
under ground and then distributed on VHS cassettes through

uni ons, churches and resistance groups who would nultiply each
cassette in |large nunbers, so to reach nore popul ation. Was it
a small experience? Thousands of people were reached by the

vi deo docunentari es produced by Tel eanalisis and the subsequent
di scussions certainly contributed to build resistance to the
dictatorship. This was the alternative television in Chile
under the mlitary dictatorship. Both TV Viva of Recife, in the
north of Brazil, and TV Maxanmbonba in R o de Janeiro, are part

of this broad famly of alternative screens. TV Serrana, in

2 “Las radios mineras de Bolivia”, by Alfonso Gumucio Dagron and Lupe Cajias (editors). CIMCA-UNESCO, La
Paz, 1989.
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Cuba, shares the concept of providing people both a voice and a
di fferent progranm ng, apart fromwhat the national television
networ ks can offer. The three have chosen the word tel evision
as part of their nanme; as if they wanted to clearly signal that
they are an alternative to commercial or state owned tel evision
stations. Sane as Teleanalisis did in Chile —though in a
different political context- the three current experiences
reach thousands of people in public squares, narket streets and
poor nei ghbour hoods. TV Maxanbonba and TV Viva are strong in
creating urban video shows that stinulate discussion on soci al

I ssues: marginality, prostitution, child |abor, street

vi ol ence, or sexual diseases. The Cuban experience, on the

ot her hand, serves rural communities that had previously little
access to nedia. Their main feature is the “video carta”,
video-letters sent by children fromone comunity to another.

One of the principles of alternative, conmunity or
participatory nedia is to multiply the nunber of conmunicators,
not only the nunber of consunmers of information. The act of
communi cating becones collective, in terns of the participation
of people at all stages of the process, including the
production of nmessages and the distribution through alternative
channel s. Wil e nmany comruni cation strategies for devel opnent
still focus on massive diffusion of nessages —AIDS bei ng a good
exanple- the “other” nmedia struggles to provide echo to |oca
voi ces, rather than inpose ready-nmade sol uti ons. Canpai gns are
huge efforts of information, rather than comunication. Usually
neasured by the size of the audi ence, these huge and expensive
canpaigns fail to involve people in the discussion of their
probl enms. Canpai gns are also part of another agenda: w de
visibility for the cooperation agency that is behind -a direct

link to what | call the “annual report syndrone”. “Think big”

10
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is a good slogan for comercial advertising, which often | eads
to failure when nmechanically applied to the pronotion of socia

i ssues.

Gowth for the sake of grow h has never benefited the ultimte
goal s of community or alternative nedia. The exanpl e of Radio
Sutatenza, in Colonbia, is enblemati dd. This was the first
known experience of conmunity media in Latin Anerica and the
rest of the Third Wrld, a small radio station that started
operating in a small rural conmunity of the Tenza Valley as
far-back as 1947, and soon —too soon- becane a powerful nedia
house that nassively produced literacy programes but noved
away from peopl e —even physically, to the capital city of

Col onbi a.

Which is better? One radio programme that reaches one million
peopl e with one standard nessage and | anguage, or one hundred
radi o programes that reach ten thousand people each (total,
one mllion), with nessages tailored to the I ocal culture and
traditions, in the |ocal |anguage and possi bly nmade t hrough a
partici patory process that involves each comunity? Many
experts working in devel opnment agencies woul d take the short
cut: think big, reach as nmany as you can in a short period of
time. | definitely support the option that allows people to be
in control of their own nedia, call it alternative, horizontal
or participatory. However, it takes |onger, because of the
soci al process enbedded.

Call ne inpure

Myt hs enmerge when the know edge of reality is |imted. During

the sixties and seventies, under the inpul se of both dependency

3 “Educacién Fundamental Integral: Teoriay aplicacién en el caso de ACPO”, by Hernando Bernal Alarcén. Accion
Cultural Popular, Bogota 1978.

11
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theori es and the day-to-day struggle against dictatorships in
nost of Latin America, political polarization brought to the

di scourse of devel opnent the ideals of community based socia
regeneration. The nyth of the comunity as a conpact and pure
entity was pronoted. Anything fromthe community |evel had an
aura of purity and rightfulness. This was not really a bad
thing, considering the hard tines that the progressive novenent
was living in Latin America. Neverthel ess, tinmes have changed,
and communi ti es have reveal ed thensel ves as | ess conpact
entities.

In fact, one of the main obstacles when supporting grassroots
devel opnent initiatives is dealing with communities as conpl ex
soci al universes. Most of the failures that characterize

devel opnent projects executed by governnents or cooperation
agencies are due precisely to the fact that those organi zati ons
consi der communi ti es honbgeneous and conpact, especially in
rural areas. Although it is generally true that a community, by
its definition, represents certain commonality of interests and
destiny, it is no less true that communities are also clusters
of interests and power struggles. What may unite comunities is
culture and tradition, and what may divide themis exactly what
di vides society at |arge: economc and political interests. The
nost sinpl e devel opnent idea or project, if consulted with the
community, will bring to surface those interests. A comunity,
which is only a society in a smaller scale, is also nade of
rich and poor, though we —fromthe outside- may not see the
difference imediately. A rural comunity, where we often
assunme everyone is equal, may be clearly divided between those
that own nore |land or own better |and, and those that own |ess
| and and not so productive. Mreover, we may find many poor

canpesi nos (peasants) that do not own any land and work for a

12
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salary (or for food) on others’ |land, or do snall jobs in the

village, repairing bicycles, shoes or radio sets.

An apparently honogeneous conmunity -for the outsider- has

di verse structures of political power that often clash one

agai nst the other. The traditional |eaders, the new politica

| eaders, the religious |eaders, are sone of them But there is
al so those that have specific economc interests as a group,
for exanple the cooperatives. In the Aymara communities of the
hi ghl ands of Bolivia, traditional |eaders and nodern union

| eaders have generally managed to get along very well. The

el ders have accepted the new union | eaders as |ong as they
represent the community as a whole. In sone cases, the

traditional | eader has been el ected as union | eader.

However, what happens in a context where new | eadership is

i nposed over the community by political parties or by
governnment structures? And what happens when new religious
denom nations start penetrating a conmunity that only knew one
faith before? Most rural communities in Latin America adopted
an i ndi genous version of Catholicismsince the tines of the
Spani sh Col ony. Mddern Catholic priests in Peru, Bolivia or
Ecuador are w se enough to recogni ze the value of religious and
cultural traditions and it is not unusual to see them
performng in cerenonies of clear syncretism such as the
“challa” in the Aymara world. For this cerenony, intended to
attract the best fortune for a recently built house or for

I naugurating the planting season, a yatiri (traditiona
priest), will bury a dried |lama foetus and w || perform other
rites wth coca | eaves, sweets, alcohol and fire, while the
Catholic priest will give his blessing wth sacred water.
Sonmehow, culture was strong enough to incorporate sone of the
Catholic influences without |oosing its essence. But things

13
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are changing now with the irruption of new denoni nati ons that

are not willing to harnonise with |ocal traditions.

G ven this conplexity at the community |evel, any devel opnent
project may face incredible challenges to be accepted. 1’ ve
seen —especially in African countries- the difficulty for a
community to deci de where a new borehol e and hand punp shoul d
be installed within the community. The technicians have often
to struggle to convince the conmunity | eaders to accept that
the best location is the one that serves better the ngjority,
such as the centre of the village, the backyard of the school,
or the health post. The first reaction of nmany traditiona

| eaders is to have the hand punp next to their house, so to
have control over it. In small and deprived villages of N geria
or Burkina Faso, and generally in any other part of the rura
world, to control the water source is to have a | ot of power
over the Iife of the community.

Maybe this is why many devel opnent agencies prefer not to
enbark into a process of consultation, but rather inpose the
project vertically. Which obviously leads to the failures

menti oned earlier and affects the social tissue of a comunity.

The conplexity of the social structure at the comunity | evel
is far frombeing a burden, is actually an opportunity for
bui | di ng denocratic societies through participation. Real,
consi stent, |long term and sustai nabl e devel opnent is only
possi bl e t hrough organi zed and denocratic conmunities, where
deci sions are nade attending to the needs of the majority, and
where | eadership is elected through a denocratic process of
participation. Certainly, community nedia can do nuch to
support this process.

14



Alfonso Gumucio Dagron Myths and Paradigms of Participatory Communication

Many years ago, in 1969, Cuban filmuaker Julio Garcia Espinoza
wote his manifest titled “For an inperfect cinena*z, wher e he
def ended the New Latin American C nena aesthetics and poeti cs,
suggesting that in the “inperfections” in the narrative of the
New Latin American Ci nema resided the substantial difference
with the European cinema. Wiile “inperfect”, our cinema was
commtted with social change and brought art closer to people.
Sonet hing ali ke has happened with community and alternative
medi a: being “inpure” becones an opportunity for creativity and
soci al change.

Shaky paradi gns

One thing is what has been witten on alternative or

partici patory nedia, and another thing is how alternative or
parti ci patory comruni cati on experiences have evol ved since the
fifties. Too often, the inmage of alternative nedia that has
been presented as a nodel does not really correspond to how

t hi ngs were happening on the ground. Good-willed allies of
community, alternative or participatory nedia often popul ari sed
concepts that were nore related with their personal politica
views, rather than with the conplexity of nmedia at the
grassroots level. Alternative o participatory nedia as al ways
bei ng i nfl exible, subversive, confrontational and intol erant,
or excluding dial ogue, alliances and w der participation from
ot her sectors; alternative nedia as being always at the

def ensi ve, sel dom proactive or open to the society at |arge.

Sonmehow, these ideas were pronoted above alternative and
partici patory comruni cati on experiences and only contributed to
freeze an ideal nodel that was very useful for the politica

* Julio Garcia Espinoza, “Por un cine imperfecto” (1969) en “La Doble Moral del Cine”, EICTV, Ollero & Ramos,
Editores. Madrid, 1996.
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and i deol ogi cal purposes of “gauche divine”, but didn't service
wel |l the struggle of community nedia to mature as tool of

soci al change, education, entertai nment, socialization of

know edge, econom c devel opnent, etc. By revising the wealth of
experiences that we now know, sone of which have already

di sappeared, we realize that the intellectual avant-garde took
sonetines a straight road to radical definitions, while the
concrete experiences showed nmuch nore flexibility and the wll
of establishing dialogue and building coalitions.

Partici patory comuni cati on experi ences have a |long history,
especially in Latin Anerica. It has been nore than fifty years
since Radio Sutatenza in Colonbia or the mners’ radio station
La Voz del Mnero in Bolivia started their activity. Actually,
they were there before the wave of enthusiasmfor “alternative
medi a” arose in the sixties and seventies and the war of

| abelling started on paper. | have not met any grassroots or
community nedi a experience worried about deciding if the |abe
participatory or alternative or horizontal or popular...was the
nost accurate or appropriate. The truth is: we were rushing
for definitions and | abels, not the real actors in the

partici patory comruni cati on process.

At the community |evel, what was clear was the feeling of being
different from..and of being other than...The clarity of being
“alter” didn’t have to do with any intellectual choice, it was
just a fact of reality. Participatory conmunication experiences
are “alternative” in a different perspective. Mst of themwere
originated not so nmuch as to oppose an exi sting pervasive
nmedi a, but just because there was no nedia around and a
communi ty voi ce needed to be heard.

It certainly nakes a better participatory tool when it
ori gi nates because peopl e desperately needed to express

16
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t hensel ves about their life and their problens, rather than
because sonebody conme up with a well-designed project to
“enmpower” people. | don’t think the Bolivian m ners ever though
about politically enpowering thensel ves when they created a
very small radio station at the m ning canpanento of Siglo XX
North of Potosi, in the late forties. |Initially, they just
wanted to better conmunicate within their comunity and with
their constituency. They wanted to call for neetings, to air
dedi cations and nusic that mners |iked, to announce the
arrival of letters and postal parcels, to nmake known when new
provisions arrived to the pul peria — the mning conpany store,
and read nessages frommners’ famlies. They soon realized
they were al so heard in nearby peasant communities, the poorest
of Bolivia, and in other neighbouring m ning canps. After the
1952 Revol ution and the nationalization of mnes, the politica
i nfl uence of these radio stations grew as other m ning unions
created their own stations with the sane original goal: better
communi cate with their constituency, a few thousand m ners and
their famlies. Soon enough, they realized that the radio

al l owed the union to put pressure on the governnent when
fighting for their rights. If a union |eader was put in prison,
or the pulperia was enpty, or safety was not ensured for
workers inside the mne, the radio would say it and this was
enough to make the governnent react, or else face strikes and
denonstrations that could easily spread to the rest of the

mnes in the country.

M ni ng uni ons got stronger as radi o becane their voice and the
voi ce of every single mner that wanted to express sonet hi ng.
Oten housed at the union building, mners’ radio stations
would air live the union nmeetings so their constituency woul d

know exactly what was di scussed and who said what. This had an

17
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enor nous i nfluence on participation and on how union | eaders
were recogni zed and el ected. Though nost of themwere mlitants
fromthe various political parties -Mvimento Nacionalista
Revol uci onari o (M\R), Conmuni st Party, Trotskyites, etc., they
wer e above all union | eaders, and mners would el ect again
those that showed they were above all committed with unity
within the union and the Federaci 6n Sindical de Trabaj adores

M neros de Bolivia —the powerful FSTMB- rather than a politica
party. Many mners wouldn’t even recall if Federico Escobar,
Irineo Pinentel or Cesar Lora —anpbng many ot her great | eaders-
were Troskytes, comuni sts or nationalists from MNR They were
recogni zed as genui ne | eaders of the workers of the m nes, and
the radio had a lot to do with it. Traditionally, union

| eaders in the mnes of Bolivia have been el ected in a nost
denocratic way. Every single vote froma single mner counts
to el ect even the Executive Secretary of the federation
(FSTMB). The radi o has been instrunental to |let the | eaders
position thenselves not only on matters concerning directly the
daily life of mners (salaries, provisions, security), but also
on national issues, which have always been in the heart of any
uni on di scussions. |If there is one aspect that clearly
differentiated the unions of Bolivia with the style of “trade
unions” in North America and in other countries of Latin
Anerica, this has been the concern for national issues and the
intervention of mners in national politics. This was very

cl ear when m ning unions voices their support to the guerrilla
of Ché Guevara in 1967, and obviously the reason why the
massacre of Saint John took place on a frozen night of June

1967 in Catavi, Llallagua and Siglo XX m ning canpanent os.

The power of radio -which is why radio is largely dom nant in

parti ci patory comruni cati on experiences- is understandable in a
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context where nost of the people are either illiterate or have
no possibility of accessing any other kind of nedia. This was
true for nost of the fifties and sixties, though it started to

change during the seventi es.

The right side of god

Even the Catholic Church, which is the nost influential in
Bolivia, recognized the inportance of the radio in rural and
mar gi nal i zed urban areas. Early in the fifties OQolate priests
founded a new radio station at the Siglo XX m ning canp,

overl api ng the sane area of influence than La Voz del Mnero —
actually, very close fromit physically- and Radio 21 de
Dicienbre of Catavi, a mning district just below Ll allagua.
The new station was naned Radio Pio XlII, after the conservative
Pope. It’s goal, clearly spelled since it started, was to
“eradi cate conmuni sm and al coholisnf fromthe mnes. The
powerful transmtter of Radio Pio XIl soon collided with the
wor ker’s ideas about life and politics. At same point, the

m ners attenpted agai nst the stations throwi ng dynamte sticks
-whi ch actually nake nore sound than harm when not surrounded
in nmetal or glass. Their reject for Radio Pio Xl I was
straightforward. They perceived the new station was attenpting
agai nst their own radio stations and dividing themon issues of
politics and social behaviour. On the other hand, the ol ate
priests quickly learned that their good intentions and harsh

I deas had to be confronted to a reality they knew little about
before arriving to the mning canps. Wthin the next two years
their position evolved towards a major conm tnment and
solidarity wwth the mners and their organisations.

Eventual ly, and until today, Radio Pio Xll becane a very
inmportant ally of the workers fromthe mnes, and definitely
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suffered the sane attacks and repression fromthe arny every

time the m nes were occupi ed.

Does the fact that the Catholic Church is involved in a

partici patory comruni cati on project attenpt to the “purity” of
the participatory experience? It is indeed a serious question
to consider, given the fact that a | arge nunber —to say the

| east- of the nobst interesting experiences of comunication for
social change in Latin Anmerica, are |led by catholic

organi zations. One of the largest radio stations in Bolivia,
Radi o San Gabriel, with enornous influence on Aynara peasants
fromthe highlands, is owed and run by the Catholic Church. If
we qui ckly browse through alternative comruni cati on experiences
in Latin America we will find a vast ngjority of the nost
stabl e, permanent and commtted were and are founded, funded
and run by the Catholic Church. |I've seen a simlar pattern in
Asia and Africa. In The Philippines, several of the nost
successful small radio stations that are part of the Tanbuli
network are in the hands of progressive religious groups. The
same for Radio Kw zera (Radi o Hope) in Tanzania, near the
border of Burundi and Rwanda. This station gives hope to

hundr eds of thousands of refugees fleeing away fromthe war
between Hutus and Tutsies, and is a project of the Jesuit

Ref ugee Servi ce.

If the “ownership” of the nedia is central to the definition of
a participatory conmuni cati on experience, then all these
comuni cation projects shouldn’t qualify within a strict
definition. Sure, they facilitate access and allow the voices
of people to be heard, so they are “participatory” in the sense
of involving their constituency, but ultimtely the priests
that run the stations nmake the main decisions. Their solidarity
with the people they serve is out of doubt. The contents of
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their programm ng addresses the real needs of peasants,

ref ugees, poor urban dwellers, mners, etc., with segnents
dealing with topics such as human rights, agriculture,

envi ronnent, education, literacy, |ocal culture, indigenous
organi zation, health and sanitation, etc. Above all, their
constituency considers to be represented through these radio
stations. They are part of the daily lives of those who
struggle for freedomand dignity in many places of the world.
And as such these alternative nedia experiences have al so been
subj ect of attacks, repression and censorship. The bullet scars
are still visible over the walls of Radio Pio XlI|I in Bolivia;

ot her stations have faced | egal challenges to continue
functioning, as happened with Radi o Huayacocotla in Mexico,
nostly in countries where there is no specific legislation for
community radio. In fact, thanks to their status of religious
radio stations and to the protection they receive from
religious institutions above them they have remained active in
ci rcunst ances where other conmmunity nedia were w ped out,

either violently or wiwth the force of a |egislation that

favours private sector interests and governnent censorship.

Again, if we look at the way these religious radio stations
operate and serve people, we have |little doubt about them
pertaining to the “right side”, the side of people, the side of
denocracy, the side of freedom of expression, the side of
cultural pride and local identity. W tend to overl ook the rea
ownership of the station in terns of the |licence to operate,
the equi pnments and staff, because the inpact on social change
is what interests us the nost. People are benefiting fromit,
peopl e are participating, people are “part” and are “partners”
of changes that affect society. Building coalitions is

essential for participatory comruni cation to devel op and be
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sustainable, and it is fromthis perspective justifiable in a
| ong-term political strategy to have as allies the Catholic
radio stations as they have given full proof of comm tnent and
solidarity. Indeed, nost participatory experiences and
alternative nedia projects have originated under institutiona
arrangenents that are linked to | ocal NGOs and internationa
cooperation devel opnent projects funded by religious

or gani zati ons.

The wong side of god

The question of “ownership” may cone back as a tough question
to answer, specially given the fact that a new wave of
religious radio stations may conpl etely change our perception
about these local nedia in ternms of been or not appropriate to
peopl es’ needs. To put it bluntly, thousands of religious
stations owned by small Pentecostal and Evangel i st confessions
are popping out in rural areas of the Third Wrld, with
nessages and contents that have little to do with denocracy,
support to local culture or defence of human rights. The
Catholic radio stations that started in Latin Anerica during
the sixties and seventies are clearly recogni zed as playi ng on
the “right side” of the communication game, and playing with
the people and for the people, to say it sinple. The new wave
of stations fromreligious denom nations that often do not even
exi st outside of the country or even province where they
operate, are clearly playing on the “wong side” and agai nst
the values of communities they are supposed to serve.

Thi ngs are obviously nore conplex than that, because now it
beconmes very difficult to draw a straight |ine separating those
that play for the people and those that play against. Wich is
why the question of “ownership” becones nore rel evant than

ever.

22



Alfonso Gumucio Dagron Myths and Paradigms of Participatory Communication

Driving along the road that takes me from Guatemala City to
Quet zal tenango (Xela, as called by those that reject the
Spani sh nane for the second largest city in Guatenala), | keep
noving the dial of the radio set and one after the other | only
find religious stations, dozens of them conpeting for smal
pockets of population. Sonme of them fade out as ny jeep
progresses on the road, but alnost imedi ately sone ot her fade
in wth simlar sounds: reading the bible, nusic praising the
| ord, or even dramatizations with religious contents. The

voi ces of people are absent, only “the voice of God” seens
predom nant. “El Sefior” wants you to do this and that ...
religious marketing at its best.

Nobody knows for sure how a small country |ike Guatenala got to
the point of having so many religious stations conpeting for
new adepts to the strangest denom nations, nost of them never
heard before. How did these stations managed to keep their
frequencies in spite of draconian | aws that have decl ared al
community radio stations “pirate nmedia” and “illegal”?
Communi ty and i ndi genous radio stations were forced to bid for
frequencies in order to continue operating. They were forced
to conpete with powerful nmedia owners and pay as nmuch as them
for a FM frequency that had only 20 or 30 kil onetres of radius
of influence. Maya communities were hard-hit and had to invest
all their resources in order to gather 50 or 60 thousands
dollars to survive. O course, nmany di sappeared in the process.
But the religious stations are still there, multiplied, having
i ncreased their nunber and influence, especially over those

communities that have a weaker cultural identity.

The difficulty of drawing the |ine between the “right” and the
“wong” is because they are not all equal to each other. Sone
of these stations have a m x programm ng that conbines the
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religious contents with advice on health or education issues.
Some have even provided free airtine to | ocal organizations to

prepare their own progranmm ng.

As this phenonenon becones notorious in many other countries of
Latin Anerica, Africa and Asia, it raises issues of concern to
parti ci patory comruni cati on. Sone on-the-ground research is
needed to better capture the essence of the religious radio
stations, fromthe perspective of conmmunities and content w se.
A sinpl e observation, in the nmeanwhil e, shows that wherever a
space is occupied by one of these stations, the chances of

havi ng a genuine | ocal community radio are |largely reduced.
Bui | ding coalitions

Community nedia, alternative nedia or participatory

comuni cati on experiences are exanpl es of a process of building
coalitions. In spite of it, they have wongly been perceived as
voluntarily seeking for secretiveness, isolation or an

i nexi stent ideal of purity. The discourse of nedia activists

t hensel ves has contributed to this perception. However, there
is not one single experience that excluded participation in a
very broad sense, not only the bottomup conmunity based
approach. Al devel opnent comruni cati on exanpl es, which have
had undeni abl e i npact on social change, involve enbedded
strategies of building alliances and coalitions w thout | oosing
the essence of conmunity participation. Even the nost “pure”
radical forns of community nedia have a |ong history of

buil ding alliances and coalitions.

In Latin America, during the sixties and seventies, popul ar
comuni cation experiences (alternative and/or participatory),
were constructed fromthe beginning within politica

oppositional alliances agai nst authoritarian governnents, very
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often, mlitary dictators. One of the “nobst” pure expressions
of alternative, popular and participatory nmedia, the Bolivian
tin mners’ radio stations, are an exanple of this. Radios
coul d have not survived and grow if they didn’t have such an
intimate relationship with the mners’ unions. The radio
station and the union made one. The radio was very often
housed at the mners’ union building, and it was customary to
appoi nt the Secretary of Culture of the union as the director
of the station. Union neetings were aired live during five or
six hours, and listeners didn’t seemto mnd. This may not be
fully understandable in other context, but we should renenber
that every single mner was unionised and that unions in
Bolivia were highly regarded channels of social participation.
Coalitions were also built by the tin mners’ radio station

wi th peasant organi zations from nei ghbouring villages, with the
Catholic Church and with the universities. Peasants were in the
frontline to defend the radio stations when attacked by the

arny.

Recent partici patory comuni cati on experiences in Asia and
Africa —and certainly Latin America- are even establishing

di al ogue and al liances with governnents. Once participatory
media is rooted in the community, the possibilities of
establ i shing di al ogue and al liances w thout |oosing identity
and i ndependence are inportant. The participation in the |arger
society, transcending the community level, is increasingly
possi bl e by neans of new technol ogies, and there are no nore
political prejudices to inpede contributing to culture and
society, especially when a particular region or country is

living through a process of denocratisation.

When Bush Radi o was established near Cape Town in 1995, the
mai n support canme fromthe University of Western Cape, the so-
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call ed “bush college”. Two years before, the first attenpts to
be in the air were drastically curtailed by police forces from
the apartheid regi me, who confiscated the equi pment. Bush Radi o
had to struggle during three years to get a legal licence to
operate. The station obtained it only in 1995, four years
after the liberation of Nelson Mandel a. During the apartheid
regi me, Bush Radi o fought for freedom of expression and was the
first “black” comunity radio in South Africa. Under the
denocratic regine, the station has dealt with current needs of
t he popul ation, through prograns aimng to conflict resolution
and establishnment of a society based on solidarity and equa
opportunities. One inportant programof Bush Radio is the “TRC
Report” which represents the efforts of the station to build
alliances with the Truth and Reconciliation Conmm ssion, as well
as With human rights organi zations. Relations with the

gover nment have obviously inproved on nmany grounds. An

al liance between prison authorities, the University of Cape
Town and Bush Radi o, derived into a very interesting
initiative, developing a training programe whereby young
peopl e convicted for various offences are trained and all owed
to operate a radio station within the prison facility. Bush
Radi o community of |isteners has guided this strategy of
openness and coalition building. Community participation

t hrough various mechani sns ensured and supported a |l eading role
for the station in the community, brokering peace deal s between
warring factions in townshi ps or between the gangs that contro

the taxi services in the region.

The issue of ownership cones back once nore when anal ysing a
recent experience of coalition building between private radio
stations and international cooperation in |Indonesia. The

hi story of community nmedia in Asia is very recent and has not

26



Alfonso Gumucio Dagron Myths and Paradigms of Participatory Communication

yet had the huge devel opnent it has known in Latin Anerica
during the past fifty years. Strong authoritarian regi nes and
a very centralized power has been during decades a barrier to

t he devel opnent of conmunity based participation initiatives.
Mass nedia are still very nuch centralized in nost of Asian
countries, in the hands of the government. Only The Phili ppi nes
has managed, thanks to the process of denocratisation, to
create sone roomfor community radio —the Tanbuli stations- and
ot her grassroots comunication initiatives. Even legislation is
slowy changing to accommpdate comunity nedia. In |Indonesia,
any initiative of communication that is alternative to

gover nnent owned nedi a encounters a strong bl ockage from
authorities. Only commercial private radio stations has been
all owed to operate in provinces, but until recent years they
were not allowed to air any news, other than the officia
newscast fromthe national state radio. An innovative alliance
was i nplenented during the late nineties between 25 | oca
private radio stations and UNESCO wi th funding fromthe Danish
cooperation. Stations were given new equi pnment, conputers and
Internet connectivity, and their journalists trained. Through
the use of e-muil and an Internet database the |local radio

net wor k produces and exchanges | ocal news and enbarks in

nati onal canpai gns for denocracy, participation and agai nst
corruption. The network aired an educational canpaign before
the 1999 el ections, encouragi ng people to vote freely and
consciously. In spite of repeated threats fromthe arnmy and
attenpts of censoring the news produced by these |ocal radio
stations, they have strongly pursued their goals. The network
is becom ng stronger and is a good exanple of coalition
building with the private sector, for the benefit of the

community and the nation.
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Concl usi on

The social, political and econom c context surroundi ng
communi ty nmedi a has deeply changed during the past two decades.
G obal i sation has generalised the constraints for independent,
alternative and participatory comruni cati on experiences. New

t echnol ogi es have, on the other hand, introduced new chal | enges
demandi ng enornous efforts fromcommnity nedia to adapt and
survive. |If on the one hand the world has generally |ived

t hrough denocrati sation processes that have repl aced
authoritarian regines and mlitary dictators, on the other hand
societies are being controlled and often mani pul ated t hrough

ot her nmeans, legal or not. Corruption has generalized, as if
the denocratisation process nade it available to anyone. The
traffic of drugs, guns, fake currency, live wild animals,

preci ous woods, orphan children, m grant workers, prostitutes,
archaeol ogi cal treasures, has created powerful cartels that
have enornous influence on governnents, |egislators and the
private sector. As the problens becone international and
generali ze across borders, alternative and participatory nedi a

has news concerns and new potential audi ences.

The abundance of commercial nedia has created a mrage of
variety and possibility of choice, though in reality only
offers less in terns of contents, |less information, and | ess
access and participation. Huge international conglonerates are
bei ng forned, including radio, television, print nedia and new
Internet technologies, multiplying the demand through new
channel s of distribution and dissem nation, but actually
reduci ng the supply and the variety of contents. The role of
the state as adm nistrator, regulator and defender of consuners
and citizen' s rights has been conpletely di mnished under the
pressure of nultinational holdings and a national private
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sector that wants to operate with no restrictions what soever.
G obal i sation of nmedia and new technol ogies is also affecting
the cultural tissue of the world, rapidly w ping out

di ff erences between cul tures, honbgeni zing societies to

facilitate market expansions.

In this new context, alternative and participatory nedia have a
greater inportance than ever in the defence of hunman val ues and
the diversity of cultures, |anguages and beliefs. Mre than
ever and precisely because there is a need to challenge

gl obal i sation, comunity nedia has to think local first in
order to consolidate cultural identity and reflect conmunity
needs. Each communi cation process being different and

aut ononous, alternative comunicati on experiences have
sonmething in comon that has to be preserved and devel oped:
participation and dialogue. If there is a line that we can draw
bet ween commerci al gl obalised nmedia and conmunity nmedia, this
Is precisely along participation in its various forns and

di al ogue to build alliances and coalitions. Qpposition to
commercial nmedia alone no | onger defines the “alterity” of
participatory nmedia. Community nedia was and is still inportant
to voice people’s concerns for denocracy and human val ues, but
now nore than ever it is also essential to preserve | anguage,
culture and identity in a world that may | oose in a few decades
the nultilingual and pluricultural societies that took
centuries to build.

Guat enal a, March 2001
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