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This paper presents conceptual arguments to delineate the

methodology of participatory research approach. After presenting an
excellent analysis of the social and professional contexts of the
origin of PRA, the authors- desor:Lbe various points of view which are
broadly subsumed under PRA. “The degree of researcher's political
activism is. seen as the main dimension on which ‘these var:.ous points
ofviewdiff'err._‘ R o oo U '

' There is a major ‘fo.l]:gcy,in the a.z.'gument‘.presented by the authors
that the wide range of political activism supported under PRA leads
to naive idealism on the one hand and methodological ad-hocism on
the other, First, let us be clear that PRA is not an invention of
the sevent:.es, by a group of dedicated social science researohers.
What is new is the label ("participatory research"), not the approach,
People enga.ged in mobilizing and organising the rural poor in India,
and other third world 'counmés, for example, through their very =
concrete acf:i.ons, demonstrated all the aspects of PRA we have
conceptuanlized recently, Many of them, those engaged in PRA today,
do not Jmow the label; and some of them' evexi shy away from it.

Second, PRA can be looked at from two contrasting sta.rtl.ng
points,® It cen be approached from the point of view of the actbd.s’c
struggling in the Pield, For en activist, PRA, by very definition,
entails political activism in the field, The other way of looking
at PRA is our owmn familiar professionsl researcher's point of view,
For us researchers, direct political activism may appear to hurt
the process of knowledge~generation. AMo're'over, we have our own
constraints of institutional membership, We may not be "free" to
comnit ourselves to direct politioai ;a._ction. Is it possible to
reconcile these two points of view? And if yesy the PRA will
necessarily have the range of political activism in its fold, as
described by the authors, If not, then PRA will become the future
discipliné of academic pro:fessional re‘searchers and join the hands
of action-resea.rch and parh.cn.pant—observation in the clasgs~rooms,
This is an’ mportant issue which has :.mpllcations beyond the
methodology of PRA, .



"To the extent that fve ‘deﬁ.ne the origins of PRA in the social
and developmental context of the ‘Third World ooun'lz'les, we wnnot :
argue .for the separation of PRA from the n.ncreas:.ng demands o:E
participatory soc:Lal aot:.on. Consequently, we ca.nnot 1gnore the
activists' points of view, And, that implies that the major '
challenge for PRA is to accomodate and integrate these two ‘points

of view, Till that happens (and i1t is possible and desirable),
PRA may have o continue reflecting the W:.de range of political
a.ct:.vism and choices of methodology. '

: -The secon.d espeot of this paper which has methodoiogi.cb.l

- .implications, relates to the issue ‘of subjectivity., The authors
highlight the argument that PRA reflects "open—-ended inter-
subjectivity" and "eclectic! approach, They .feel that this’
eclectic orimt_etioh is embedded in the philosophy ‘o:f:f‘ pre.gma'!ﬁ.sm.
According:to the .':aﬁthors, su¢h an orientation leads to
nethodological ad-hociam, In onder to wnderstand the subjective
and aoldetic’ aspects of PRA, we have to examine the basic
d:.i’ferenoe between classical research epproach (CRA) and PRA,

'One of the hallmarks of claesical resea,reh approach is its clarity
and precision in methodology. Moreov'er,. this methodology of CRA
is based on the control of external, '@p'urious" ini‘luenees and the
subjectivity of the researcher, This impl:.es that CRA' encourages
the th:l.nldng aspect of the researcher, a.nd, it attempts to reduce
the ‘feelings of and actions by the researcher which are believed
to "contam:.nate" the researchaL_

‘This ngld de:l_im:.io.tion of th:.nking .as the only mode of inquiry
" is.the foundation of CRA, Its proponents have a.dvooated this
methodology and 11:s teachers -have presented philosophical

- Justifications for th:.nlci.ng as the only valid and legitimate mode

of knowing and inquiry, However, human beings are somewhat
different from machines, They feel and act, ae.well as think, As
feeling, thinking end acting individuals, they not only learn but
also contribute to others learning, To the extent that CRA is
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1limited to thinking mode of inquixyy iv wuacates the essential
humenity of the researcher and mekes unrealistic demands on him/her
as a researcher, PRA, on the other hand, accepts feeling and acting
as equally important modes of lmowing as thinking, The entire
e:ci.stentialisf philosophy supports feeling as a valid mode of
lmowing; and the theoretical underpimnings of action-research
provide the basis for acting as a legitimate mode of lkmowing,

If we recognize that PRA is a nolistic approach to inquiry and
lmowledge-generation, with feeling, thinking a.nd acting as independent
and correlated modes of inquiry, we begin to understand the apparent
ecleotic:l.sm and ad-hocism of the PRA, To the extent that PRA opens
up meny more modes of inquiry as opposed to the narrow, lim:r.'ted,
uni-modal approach of classical resea.rch, it is mevitable that the
methodologlcal options thrown open by PRA will appear to be "unruly",
"anarchic" end ad-hoc to those of us who are schooled in the neat,
well-defined and.- pre~set methodology of CRA,

Moreover-,_.,the,éciéct:i..ct orientation of PRA is & reflection of not
only the wide range of modes of inquiry as described above, but also
the variety of contexts, rescarchers and issues presently being
enédxﬁba‘ssed by PRA, Different researchers with different previous
exper:.ences are engaged in PRA in d:l.f:ferent settings, This variety
is so overwhelming.to us used to CRA that we almost label it ad-hoc

and open-ended,

The third aspect of this paper which has attracted.me is the
notion of idealism in PRA, The authors argue that PRA implies
"yalue judgements and moral imperative" which reflects the idealist
component aof PRA, Moreover, they maintain that such idealism tends
to overlook material causation, The paper further describes how
fhis idealism leads to "naive positing of participants", whereby
objective socio-economic conditions as causes for problems and
their solutions are ignored, I tend to agree with the authors
partlye It is conceivable that the PRA can "degenerate" into a




subjective, lo.cal and superficial analysis of the social reality, It
is possible that the researcher places entire emphasis on the

subjective experiences of the paxrticipants in developing an
understanding of real:n.’cy. In my own field experience, I have found
that small, poor farmer :l.é waware of the systemic causes of his
'poverty and mpover:.shment. If T agree with him blindly, the only
plausible explanatlon for his poverty is his- own stupidity, ignorance
and incompetence. However, ‘this will be my naivete as well as a
distortion of PRA. One sa_.'l.:.ex;t, methodolog:l.ca.l element of PRA is the
joint analysis performed. by the péople as well as the researcher,
~Thé researcher develops h:Ls/her own analysis of reality (and that
includes ob,]ect:.ve systemlc oonditions) Just as the people have

their own subjective a.nalysm of reality, These two are then brought
into active interaction whereby a joint analysis of reality develops,
Without this joint analysis, the methodology of PRA is incomplete,
And having engaged in this process of joint analysis, the
researcher can avoid the pitfalls presented in this paper, Moreover,
it is this element of joint analysis in PRA that brings out the key
learning for the paxfticipants..

In sum, therefore, it is useful to underscore the anarchio
appearance of PRA, It eppears anarchic because it is a major
departure from our present modes of conceptualization of research
process, It seems anarchic because it is pregnant with unmanageable
variety, And it just may be-anarchic because it is ambiguous,
unclear and incomprehensiblef
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