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ABSTRACT 

This chapter is a distillation of my own experiences of participatory action research (PAR) in Zimbabwe, 

divided across five broad themes. Of course, I share some of my expectations and the tools I adapted, but 

also my own limitations as the process unfolded. The enduring lessons that stand out continue to resonate 

in my work today, not least: the need to remain true to the emancipatory ethic of PAR; being mindful of any 

unintended consequences of interventionist approaches; constantly being alive to one’s own assumptions; 

and respecting the time and needs of participating co-researchers. As such, this chapter hopes to encourage 

others to immerse themselves in, and fully embrace the messiness of PAR as a lesson in re-humanising our 

work in ways that transcend the notion of ‘the field’ as if divorced from our own reality. 
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Introduction 

My angle on peace research comes via a somewhat circuitous route, stemming from a long-lapsed peace 

studies background. This was followed by almost two decades working in the development sector applying 

various aspects of agroecology to foster social-ecological resilience, albeit in some pretty fragile 

environments. Yet I had long-harboured an interest in marrying the two. ‘Participation’ often appeared as a 

box in funding applications; often little more than a veneer to reduce costs or facilitate an ‘exit strategy’. 

Scant resources rarely afforded any meaningful engagement with the very people in whose lives we were 

intervening, be it through the co-design, -planning or -evaluation (Pimbert & Pretty, 1997). Of course, I sensed 

that our work could be invigorated, and its outcomes made more durable, by engaging with a range of 

participatory approaches, but had rarely had an opportunity to experiment with the myriad tools and 

techniques that have emerged over recent decades. When offered a research opportunity at a centre that 

emphasised the value of transdisciplinarity, I jumped. What followed was a hugely enriching process that 

nonetheless began with my regression as an over-enthusiastic child-in-a-methodological-sweetshop.  

Here I distil a series of fifteen lessons into five broad themes: Remaining true to emancipatory PAR 

considerations; Being mindful of any unintended consequences of your research; Being alive to your own 

assumptions and expectations, while understanding the complex relationships between co-researchers and 

the networks they form; Respecting the time participants give to the research process in the midst of their 

already busy lives; and some Practical workshop essentials. In doing so, I share my research expectations, the 

approach and tools I selected and adapted, the dawning realisation of its limitations (and my own), and the 

gradual acceptance that, while this opened up areas for further research, it could never be, in and of itself it, 



my entire life’s work in a single manuscript. This was my first salutary but liberating lesson. The second was 

that, as systematic as the analysis was and needed to be, the messy reality of field work was where it really 

came alive, much of it only making sense long after I returned, with new insights emerging even now.   

Research Background 

A grounded and multi-site research approach was agreed early on and, having been fortunate to have worked 

with pioneering agroecological NGOs in Zimbabwe since 2008, I was invited to undertake my research in 

three rural areas, with ‘communities of agroecological practice’. Each is located in different productive 

regions (defined by rainfall and soils), with a different spatial and temporal proximity to conflict, and exposed 

to a range of internal and external power dynamics. Less of a post-conflict environment, Zimbabwe’s 

situation represents something of a continuum - with its ebb and flow of tensions repeatedly crossing 

between types of violence and the many gradations in between. Of the communities contributing to this 

research, all sit within administrative wards of approximately 4000 people that are at the margins of state 

service delivery, or are actively marginalised, and all are exposed to compound stresses and shocks of 

increasing severity. 

With the unresolved national question intrinsically linked to agrarian change (Moyo & Yeros, 2011; Moyo, 

2015), a succession of protracted crises continues to foment political violence and power asymmetries that 

run through the centre of every community. Indeed, the ecology of violence that surrounds entitlements 

(Peluso & Watts, 2001), such as control over the distribution of, and access to, natural resources, farming 

subsidies and welfare, remains a powerful driver of diverse national and local struggles for power. These are 

mediated through complex patronage networks in the search of legitimacy, consent and control (McAllister 

and Wright, 2019).  

My research set out to investigate the transformative potential of agroecological processes in these rural 

farming communities, rooted in relationships of dynamic responsiveness between people, culture and place. 

I was particularly interested in the extent to which agroecological practice-led (and inherently social) farming 

processes may have contributed to the resilience and agency of practicing communities, and how this might 

inform the experiences of everyday peace in all their diverse expressions. In direct contravention of the highly 

technocratic and developmentalist state dogma, where even creative deviation from farming norms may be 

considered seditious, was there evidence of a ‘bottom-up culturing of reflexive social action’ (Stirling, 

2014:21) that expresses plurality and incrementally tests the boundaries of these rigid and often coercive 

structures? Was it possible that, in these new spaces, a shared world of understanding and common meaning 

was emerging to form the basis of alternative sources of power and identity underpinned by principles of 

solidarity, reciprocity and trust? And, if so, to what extent was a re-forging of social–ecological relationships 

resulting in changing social processes, attitudes and relations?  



With the literature review having crystallised some skeletal concepts, followed by some carefully 

constructed, if imperfectly framed, research questions, I set out to explore the relationship between people 

and the landscape they depend upon; between the past-present-future; and between resilience, agency and 

peace in context. With more questions emerging, my study would need to unfold inductively, and I would 

need to capture whatever data might fall my way. I felt like I was flying blind, but with a plan, and I would 

need to remain on my reflexive toes throughout. 

Why Participatory Action Research? 

Mirroring the participatory and heuristic nature of agroecology, participatory action research (PAR) was 

selected from the outset with a view to co-creating a process that was of intrinsic value to those investing 

their time in a collective exploration, rather than being purely extractive. PAR is a branch of action research 

with a strong focus on decolonising the relationship between researcher and research subject, with a 

commitment to disrupting conventional knowledge hierarchies by creating alternative pathways for its co-

production. PAR, like agroecology, has a strong tradition in Latin America, and is connected to the critical 

pedagogy of Paulo Freire (1970). As such, its participatory feature involves working closely with practitioners 

within communities as co-researchers. The action involves surfacing themes related to challenges and/or 

opportunities that connect the social to the ecological, such as soil or water conservation, recovering 

ancestral knowledge, and understanding social tensions or pathways for innovations (often in complex 

combination). This ‘surfacing’ requires employing methods that stimulate a heuristic process of observation, 

reflection and action (Argyris, 1976; Argyris, & Schön, 1978) through discursive practice that aims to reveal 

the emergent properties of the social-ecological whole. Integral to this transgressive approach is an iterative 

process that engages research subjects as co-researchers in the co-generation of meaning related to: why 

things are the way they are (current state); what prevents change (maladaptive resilience); and how things 

could be (more desirable state). While from an agroecological standpoint this calls for a formative exploration 

of relationships between people and the natural world, it has the potential to be disruptive in calling 

structural boundaries into question (be they ecological, social or political), opening up the unknown, 

experimenting with new ways of doing things, and learning from the re-valuation of their own knowledges 

and experiences. Ultimately, laid against normative research approaches, PAR strives to be emancipatory. 

For the purposes of academic research, however, where questions need to be predefined and agreed for 

ethics clearance, this calls in to question how participatory such research can be. Furthermore, given the 

structured dependence of centre-periphery relations and elite control, how realistic is it to truly decolonise 

knowledge in terms of a given ‘community’, and the expectation that an external researcher can single-

handedly facilitate the change that ‘community’ fervently seeks? Here lie deep-rooted contradictions that 

need, at the very least, to be acknowledged. And there are more immediate questions about the ethics of 

inherently disruptive methodologies when applied in already fragile environments. I offer no explicit answers 



to these complex questions, but instead present some of what my research entailed, and the very human 

responses that emerged. 

Co-Creating Pictures and Reflections 

With these considerations weighing heavily, my field work took place over two months in each of the three 

research sites during 2016 and 2017. Living within each community, the first month was set aside for PAR 

activities, and the second spent conducting semi-structured interviews. A third lesson was found in investing 

in local translators. Not only will they help you to navigate local norms and relationships, they will be 

invaluable in making arrangements with participants, co-facilitating where necessary, and in providing 

cultural guidance as well as a sounding board for shared observations while walking over many hours and 

kilometres between villages.  

The PAR activities, lasting one to two days each, were arranged a week apart in order to fit between farming 

activities on chisi.1 This provided time to translate and transcribe PAR output, and to analyse data in order to 

iteratively and systematically test any emerging insights to inform the next layer of activities (Charmaz, 2014). 

Research interactions took shape around a series of focus group discussions (FGDs). These consisted of arts-

based tools to map social and physical landscapes in order to explore changing social boundaries and 

practices; storytelling for narrative enquiry; and participatory indicator development. Drawn from practicing 

agroecological farmers in each community, FGDs were attended by between 25 and 38 participants, fairly 

equally by men and women, up to one-third of whom were ‘youths’.2 These were followed by a survey 

containing the co-developed indicators and carried out with a local survey team, survey data feedback to the 

wider community, and an action planning workshop.  

The selection and sequencing of these processes had five key purposes: (1) to act as an introduction to 

particular issues and focus group participants for the duration of the research; (2) to elicit responses and 

stimulate discussion between participants in ways that could extend what is already known and understood 

(by them and myself); (3) to provide an opportunity for different groups of participants to express themselves 

freely in a non-confrontational manner; (4) to provide more textured data for triangulation; and (5) to tailor 

subsequent sessions according to emerging insights and group dynamics. All focus group output was left with 

the host NGOs for ongoing engagement.  

Participatory Mapping 

a) Landscape Mapping 

                                                             
1 Chisi is the traditional rest day which ordinarily falls on a Wednesday when working in the fields is prohibited to allow the 

ancestors that reside in the soil to rest. 
2 Youths are defined across the region as 35 years or below. 



Landscape mapping aimed to create visual representations of interests, through which the physical features 

in whose landscape could be explored, depicting areas of social and cultural importance as well as points of 

ecological interest or concern. As group discussions unfolded, some began to identify boundary disputes and 

areas of ecological concern, and to consider interconnections and downstream impacts of resource 

management decisions. 

b) Body Mapping 

Working in groups of men, women and youths, body maps were used to depict issues of importance to 

emotional, developmental and physical needs, to explore relationships, and elicit a discussion on whether, 

how and why these might have undergone changes over time.  

c) Timeline Mapping 

A timeline activity aimed to capture perceptions of change through the lived experience, and to encourage 

groups to discuss memories and insights, particularly between the generations, and to begin to organise 

these to create shared meaning. Each community selected the decade they wanted to reach back to, the 

earliest being the 1940s. With flip charts depicting each decade, rope to represent the passage of time, and 

rocks and foliage they selected for ranking, participants set about creating a visual display of events affecting 

them and their community (Plate 1). In each case I added a further sheet at the end to suggest ‘turning the 

corner’ towards the future where participants could propose events that they wanted to see and/or could 

exert some degree of control over. The community exposed to the most extreme forms of violence found 

envisaging such a future the most difficult. 

In theory, each of these mapping activities could take days or months, 

with a full complement of paints and other art materials, interspersed 

with discussions and inter-related activities (Belay Ali, 2015; Marnell 

and Hoosain Khan, 2015). While our process was truncated, it 

nonetheless proved informative to the following sessions, surfacing 

tensions around patriarchy, polygamy and power, and between 

culture and equality. And while recollections of dates varied, mapping 

processes connected the national to the local, such as mass arrests, 

curfews and school closures, and the disappearance of family 

members. Events of significance to farming were also prevalent, such 

as droughts, forest fires, cyclones and landslides that shaped the 

physical environment and the community’s response to them. Events 

leading to economic hardship were consistently highlighted, 

‘elections’ did not initially feature on any timelines. This, proved at 

suitable challenge to my early assumption; that election periods 

represent static focal points around which local political allegiances 

 

Plate 1: Capturing their event timeline 
(14.10.16) 



are formed and framed. When in fact the reality is far more fluid, with ongoing tensions more likely to be 

driven by intra-party factionalism. This lesson, number four, was to become a regular reminder to remain 

alive to my own assumptions and expectations. 

The body mapping activity perhaps proved the most difficult to facilitate, with some mens’ groups 

interpreting needs in purely physiological terms, often associated with the senses (‘to have food to be strong 

for farming’), while women focused primarily on their emotional needs and beauty regimes. Had I failed to 

appropriately frame ‘needs’? Quite probably. However, on closer inspection, I realised that, because this 

session had not resulted in what I had anticipated, the meaning behind the more gendered responses was 

obscured by my interior frustration. In one location, for instance, the men’s needs were to provide solutions 

for practical interventions driven by a highly purposive rationality.3  The problems and solutions were 

mapped in considerable detail, revealing expressions and tactics with a long lineage connected to colonial 

epistemologies that continue to influence peoples’ actions and attitudes today. Yet, when seen together, 

these mapping encounters highlighted the dynamic and emergent properties through which perceptions, 

interests, relationships and goals were continually being shaped, as well as how structure is conceived. For 

me, and my lesson number five, it also highlighted the changing nature of the research encounter itself and 

what structures it shapes, and is shaped by, through the ongoing process of reflection and self-reflection. 

Participatory Survey Development 

a) Indicator Discussion Groups 

The second FGD was designed around the development of each community’s own survey, and centred on 

the exploration of intrinsic values and meaning attached to perceptions of the core research concepts of 

resilience, agency and peace. This involved groups co-developing a series of bottom-up indicators,4 moving 

beyond simple binaries, and beneath learned NGO jargon, by unpacking these concepts according to the 

lived experience.  

Designed around an adaptation of the Firchow & Mac Ginty’s (2017) Everyday Peace Indicators ‘+’ groups of 

men, women and youths rotated around the three themes, facilitated by myself and two colleagues from the 

host NGO. From the outset, I began by offering a broad definition of resilience, agency and peace, so as to 

guide but not dominate discussions. Yet, facilitation of the agency theme, for instance, often required a 

negative being posed as an entry point – allowing a process to unfold from when one might have felt 

powerless. For the purposes of transformative action-oriented co-learning it was important that this process 

was built around surfacing alternative constructions of power and identity, and collectively agreed 

                                                             
3 A positivist ends-means approach to arriving at fixed outcomes based on pre-defined value preferences within which technocratic 
assumptions related to, ie., growth and development are embedded. 
4 The development of bottom-up indicators provides an emic analysis using indigenous or local measurements to overcome the 

imposition of unilinear concepts and definitions. This approach is well established in development and agroecological research 
(Pulido and Bocco, 2003; Astier et al., 2011; Rogé et al., 2014), with formal metrics being questioned in relation to difficult-to-
measure concepts such as peace in Sri Lanka (Holt, 2013) informing the Everyday Peace Indicator (EPI) project (Mac Ginty, 2013; 
Firchow and Mac Ginty, 2017). 



representations of what positive change may look, sound or feel like. But this may be challenging for people 

who have been disenfranchised, either through threats of violence, coercion or socialised consent. Creating 

safe spaces for rich exchanges, where stories can be woven to explore changing attitudes and practices, 

highlights how the important use of idiom continues to inform and describe complex relationships around 

which interests and needs are framed and negotiated in the everyday. I will pick up on this again shortly. 

The role and understanding of co-facilitators was critical to the expansive learning process, and sometimes 

challenging. In one instance, an NGO officer more used to extracting practical outcomes (part of that 

purposive rationality again) instead treated the FGD as a technical exercise. This resulted in more of a 

shopping list of funded inputs and activities (‘more workshops’), than indicators for measuring changing 

resilience. Being focused on facilitating another theme at the time, this only became clear to me at the end 

of the day. After much consideration, it was agreed to re-run this the following day, this time together as a 

wider group. This took time from indicator feedback and ranking, but was invaluable. Lesson number six was 

the need to respond to potential problems quickly and to build in time for re-boots to make the most effective 

use of participant’s time, and to leave them feeling that each session builds towards a satisfactory conclusion.    

b) Indicator Shortlisting and Ranking  

When groups came together to discuss their findings, and to agree upon and rank their final indicator 

shortlists (seen in plate 2), the line between themes and indicators was sometimes blurred, reflecting the 

fluid relationship between the themes themselves. In such cases, I encouraged participants to reflect on 

these inter-connections and to agree on where an indicator belonged. In other cases, FGDs around a single 

indicator reflected diverse positions, particularly different aspects of ‘culture’ such as dress code and lobola 

(or bride wealth/price). These were found to be: (a) important to preserve (men), (b) a cause of family 

tensions and domestic violence (women), or (c) ripe for re-evaluation (youths). In these cases, a survey 

question was devised to reflect these positions within the response range. Lesson number seven was 

therefore the need to weigh up considerations of what would make life easier while remaining true to my 

 

Plate 2: Collective indicator ranking (09.02.17) 

 



PAR ethic. So, while the alignment of indicators (and thus identical survey questions) would facilitate a direct 

comparative analysis between sites, I considered it a reasonable trade-off that each survey instead 

represented the issues that participants themselves were keen to explore. The what, why and how indicators 

were arrived at, then formed an important qualitative unit of analysis. 

My lesson number eight came in the form of gatekeepers. In two sites, peace indicators were selected that 

were later considered could expose the groups (and host NGOs) to negative repercussions from local 

powerholders and/or security services: the first on rule of law, and the second (from a youth group) related 

to forced youth involvement in political intimidation and election violence. While discussed openly during 

FGDs, its explicit selection as an indicator presented an interesting group dynamic, when the choice of the 

youths was vetoed by a group of more powerful men as ‘being too sensitive’. However, during the discussion, 

I was acutely aware of the proximity of those same men in mobilising the violence being referred to. In both 

cases, the risks were discussed, before reaching a decision to select a replacement indicator. Nonetheless, at 

this stage, the role of my NGO hosts and their associated powerholders as gatekeepers was becoming clear 

– either to protect ‘their communities’ or to protect their own interests. The reality of these interwoven 

relationships is not always easy to navigate, but it is important to acknowledge and document. Its 

negotiation, however, needs to involve all the parties to a focus group in order to seek an accommodation, 

however uncomfortable.  

c) Surveying  

Each of the ranked indicators was developed into a survey question, agreed by the survey team. As central 

to the PAR approach and ethic, the intention was to build a team of interested individuals derived from the 

FGDs for the process of co-learning and co-creation to be continued beyond my research. For this reason, 

one participant from each village was identified and invited to become a survey enumerator (and paid a daily 

rate), and to present the survey data back to the wider community. A day of survey and ethics training was 

held, and survey tests provided a quality check for me, whilst familiarising the survey team with the questions 

and process. 

In the case of one enumerator, respondents had unanimously positive responses on local leadership, in 

contrast to the respondents of other enumerators on the same team. Was it possible that he had filled out 

all of the surveys himself? I considered this possible, but unlikely – he was a man committed to transformative 

social change through innovative agroecological means. What may have happened became clearer when I 

put this to him in a later interview. His brother was the ZANU-PF ward councillor, and respondents may have 

been concerned that their responses would to be conveyed. My learning (related also to lesson eight) was to 

enquire with enumerators about any such relationships that may compromised the process; to analyse the 

data for any anomalies and, if found, to acknowledge them. What this experience did not do, was to devalue 

the role of engaging local enumerators, all of whom are invariably be embedded in networks that are 

nonetheless important to understand.   



Telling Stories 

Stories of Most Significant Change (MSC) (Davies and Dart, 2005; Wrigley 2006) were used as a form of 

sharing between the storytellers themselves, while simultaneously allowing me access to an extraordinary 

range of experiences. With storytelling focused around any changes (positive and negative) that had taken 

place since the communities had become involved in agroecological initiatives, this was intended to capture 

the dynamic processes, providing more freedom and texture to that of the rigid survey/questionnaire 

process.  

Some stories were captured on the three audio devices I had. But where around eight themes were selected, 

others were captured in written form by a group member or colleague. The written stories tended to be 

more mechanistic, whereas the recorded conversations were rich with feeling. The intention had been to 

code stories to analyse the inter-thematic linkages and relationships. However, in the rush to make the often-

long walk home before the hyenas emerged at dusk, many of the written stories were taken away in a hurry 

and were not always recovered. Added to which many stories did not relate to change in the agroecological 

context.  

As with lesson seven, having considered the value of this activity after the initial research site, with a view to 

removing it entirely, I decided to retain it given its intrinsic value as a way of understanding and signifying 

collectively agreed representations of change. For participants, the process reinforced not only that change 

was happening, but how it was happening, encouraging an exploration of the processes that had enabled it.  

 

 
 

Plate 3: ‘Cultural ritual’ group share their stories on managing conflict  
and environmental change (22.02.17) 

 



Returning Data for Reflection and Action 

Presentation day was treated as a celebration of co-learning, taking place at a central location with available 

electricity for projections, often a school. Survey data was co-delivered to the wider community of up to 

eighty people,5 providing a public forum for the collective identification of where strengths and weaknesses 

lay, and what each community wanted to address and build upon. Women and youths from the survey teams 

were asked if they would present, and were coached by myself and the team to build confidence. Community 

elders were particularly surprised, with one village head announcing that he had ‘never thought that a simple 

woman farmer could make such complicated presentation.’ At the end of the presentations and interim 

discussions, participants selected a number of emerging ‘matters of concern’, and were invited to group 

themselves into those they felt most equipped and committed to resolving, before tackling a series of 

exercises aimed at fleshing out potential obstacles and opportunities.  

Consistent PAR lessons number nine and ten relate to time and priorities of the different PAR parties. I had 

originally intended to undertake both the data feedback and action planning sessions over a single day. This 

not only proved physically impossible (people are always late, in one case three hours late), but it soon 

became clear that these processes needed more time to breath before developing action plans that would 

form the basis of ongoing work by self-mobilised village groups. Besides, this is likely to require the support 

of the host NGO, and thus having them engaged in the research process from the outset is important. I soon 

realised that this can be fairly hit and miss due to a combination of staffing constraints, organisational habitus 

and funding hiatus. This therefore informed my rationale for selecting a simple framework planning 

approach. Firstly, as this (somewhat frustratingly) remains the preferred format for the majority of donors 

(deeply embedded in, and driving that purposive rationality), it would provide host NGOs with a tangible 

means through which to elicit donor funding. And secondly, I was keen to encourage participants to engage 

with a format that, while used by those making decisions on their behalf without their consent, could instead 

be defined and designed by them. And perhaps most importantly, this process simultaneously allowed the 

NGOs to come to grips with how to engage people in an entirely front-loaded process of participatory project 

design, planning and evaluation capable of taking on an unscripted life of its own thereafter. 

 

Women’s and Youth Participation 

In all cases, during gender-disaggregated FGDs, women noted that it was a revelation to have had an 

opportunity to express themselves and discuss issues separately, participating fully throughout. This created 

space within which very different layers of experience could be articulated and shared. For women at one 

site, for example, the level of agency in the household was defined, later becoming an indicator, by their 

                                                             
5 Those invited included people participating in focus groups, all survey respondents, the host NGO, traditional leaders, ward 

councillors and district authorities. 



ability to make decisions on land-use and crops, as well as the slaughter of livestock of differing asset value 

with or without permission (with poultry and cattle at opposite ends of the scale). At another, however, the 

young men in the youth group also commented that they had learned a great deal from the young women 

in their group about their respective challenges, needs and strengths. This underscored the value of bringing 

groups back together to present their findings, stimulating interconnected discussions for co-learning and 

meaning-making. But it is also where power dynamics, such as those associated with gender and generation, 

come back into play as an observable feature of research interaction. Nonetheless, as a woman from a secular 

tradition, I sometimes found these discussions difficult, particularly when biblical references were used as 

justification for women knowing their place, often by elderly women seen as cultural gatekeepers. 

This brings me to lesson number eleven, related to unintended research outcomes. From the outset, the 

issues I anticipated included everyday forms of resistance but not violence beyond the socio-political. Yet, 

perhaps due to my being a woman amongst so many women farmers, the unfolding process exposed 

persistently high levels of gender-based violence (GBV) and child sexual abuse (CSA). This was particularly 

high where women have been more able to engage and prosper within the informal economy that has 

flourished; and where men, on the other hand, have been disenfranchised as the formal economy has 

withered from view - and as the constitution has enshrined the rights of women. Here cases of statutory rape 

were significant, often shared for the first time between the majority of women attending FGDs, and reported 

as part of their everyday experience. Without exception, ‘gender equality’ and rights-based discourse 

repeated by NGOs and government workers was interpreted as empowering women over men, forming an 

almost tangible sense of moral panic. My approach during sessions was therefore to consistently engage with 

a far less threatening narrative framed around mutual care and respect; and, ethically, to point out that 

statutory rape is punishable by law in Zimbabwe, which came as a surprise to all participants. However, that 

the burden of cultural blame was regularly placed at the door of women and even the children ‘in search of 

sweets’, admittedly stretched my ability to calmly pose questions to encourage a re-evaluation of these all-

too-common perceptions.  

 

Communicating in the Everyday 

Peace research in Zimbabwe will inexorably reveal deeply-held concerns about security. And any researcher 

needs to be aware of this, for their own safety and that of their participants. Important lesson number twelve 

is to remain alert to the ebb and flow of violence in its different forms, and to listen and learn the subtle art 

of vernacular communication. Just as there have been recent periods of relaxation in Zimbabwe, so a 

disturbing reassertion of power by the centre has once again seen dissenting voices hushed and relegated to 

back offices or the privacy of one’s own home. People are reminded of the seriousness of ongoing political 

sensitivities by the menacing appearance of officials or other seemingly casual observers at public meetings 

or NGO workshops – signalling the government’s clear intent to close down any remaining civic space. In 



rural areas, this pervasive sense of insecurity may come in the form of genuine FGD participants, nonetheless 

aligned with local patronage networks invariably connected to the ruling party.  

The creative use of idiom points to the need to avoid direct criticism of local leadership connected to the 

ruling party, lest one be accused of being an opposition supporter, thereby forfeiting access to any ‘state’ 

entitlements, or worse. Here I found the use of bus analogies particularly enlightening, and useful. My 

favourite, by a wise elder, being that ‘You can’t board a bus just because it’s idling loudly – you must know 

where it’s going.’  As I paid for and boarded just such a bus in preparation for a fourteen-hour journey, I had 

pause to reflect on the glint in the old man’s eyes as the bus sat belching diesel fumes for a further two hours. 

And as my own experiences of local transport operators increased, so I found myself forming far less elegant 

bus-related analogies during FGDs or workshops (what happens when we lack trust in a reckless driver; what 

do we do when we pay our fare only to arrive at a different destination; when the bus is poorly maintained 

and the wheels fall off, or we get stuck in the mud, who has to do the heavy lifting?). What were once blank 

faces as I attempted to explain social change processes soon turned into receptive, knowing and laughing 

faces as I learned the salience of this new language rooted in our common experience. 

PAR Challenges and Rewards 

Much of the above raises serious questions (particularly related to lesson eleven and twelve) for a researcher 

neither prepared nor qualified to respond to high levels of GBV or CSA, particularly within a process that 

alludes to, albeit participatory, change. Is ‘change management’ the role of the researcher, or is our role to 

surface absented issues through which change management might be facilitated with/by participating 

groups? While the answer surely lies somewhere towards the latter, critical lesson number thirteen is that 

this line is not always clear in PAR practice, and the attendant risks to emboldened participants are rarely 

discussed in the literature. What are the ethical implications and repercussions of setting power shifts in 

motion without eliciting or proposing suitable strategies? While remaining aware that your research 

represents only a snapshot in others time, PAR has the potential to surface deep-rooted matters of concern 

that may result in some brave questions, discussions and solution framing. And, despite the seriousness of 

these, lesson fourteen is that the use of humour emerged as an indispensable tool for all involved, 

highlighting an important mechanism for maintaining everyday civility and peace. 

 

Co-Producing Alternative Pathways 

The presentation or return of each community’s own experience of interlinking resilience, agency and peace, 

in quantitative terms, was of singular importance in shifting perceptions of how each community, and in 

some cases individuals, reflected on their own experiences. These subsequently played out at individual, 

household and community levels.  



The common refrain of ‘without food there is no peace’, is a reality that extends far beyond household 

relations into the political sphere. Productive diversity, as an important social-ecological resilience strategy, 

was also cited as enabling greater autonomy, particularly in the run-up to elections. During a discussion on 

resilience, the comment of one innovative farmer made clear the links between agency and peace, saying: 

‘Myself, I know I always have food in my granary.  I don’t have to elect a particular party because I’m hungry 

and need inputs.  If I’m in control I can vote for who I want.  So it gives you power.’ Following this discussion, 

a number of farmers reported that they had been spurred on to increase their productive diversity. 

Levels of child abuse and domestic violence (and its definition) shocked communities. By stimulating 

discussion around different forms of violence which impede everyday peace, during the data feedback day, 

it was surprising and inspiring that a group of motivated younger men stepped forward to form an action 

plan to tackle GBV and CSA. This included the development of a series of interlinking strategies to question 

norms and practices through drama and other activities,6 while engaging different actors (including police 

and schools). No women initially elected to be part of this group, suggesting ongoing power disparities, but 

were later encouraged to join. 

The presentation of evidence that women had increasing autonomy over farming decisions in one location 

led to much excited discussion. It transpired in a later interview that when one couple returned home, the 

husband apologised for ‘oppressing’ his wife and they sat down to discuss areas over which she wanted 

decision-making powers. An understanding of how other households were sharing decision-making and 

responsibilities, they said, had transformed their relationship. 

In another case, soon after data feedback to the community, the formation of the action planning group on 

‘leadership and transparency’ was led by four progressive village heads. Within six weeks they had mobilised 

all forty-three village heads to visit the chief, leading to the corrupt councillor’s committee being dissolved, 

and a new committee democratically elected. Furthermore, ‘corruption watch’ teams were formed in each 

village. Accordingly, confidence in leadership was reportedly being ‘restored’, as was the confidence of the 

village heads themselves to implement positive changes less dependent on punitive measures. In this way, a 

positive story of change resulting from the PAR process resulted in great enthusiasm for forging ahead with 

the other tasks on their action plan. 

In another community, lively discussions during feedback resulted when the research revealed latent 

tensions between the agroecological community and the ‘conventional’ survey control group that were in 

fact migrants. This exposed resentment and mistrust between the longer standing residents due, in part, to 

assumptions that migrants’ land-use practices were responsible for soil erosion and river siltation. This has 

                                                             
6 A gender swap day was planned for international women’s day – with men and women swapping chores for the day to stimulate 

a non-threatening, mutual understanding and respect for one anothers’ roles and contributions.  



since stimulated further research by the host NGO to develop inclusive mechanisms for agroecological skills 

sharing to both reduce land degradation and promote understanding. 

The experiences that emerged from the PAR processes across my own research sites highlighted the 

responsibilities, not only of gathering data for one’s own research, but of sharing it back in order for one’s 

co-researchers to effect change on their own terms.  

Summing up: Lesson Learned and other Disparate Thoughts 

Your PAR is unlikely to rock the wider world – besides, its very intention is to work on an almost vibrational 

level. Yet surfacing peoples’ collective powers of critical reflection and interconnected action, through which 

the emergent properties will form a central observable feature of your research, it may well prove disruptive 

to their world. The lessons shared from my own fieldwork can therefore be broadly summarised under the 

following five themes, relating to both academic and practical experiences. 

Remaining true to emancipatory PAR considerations: As a complement to the emancipatory ethic of both 

agroecology and conflict transformation, the selection of the PAR approach, and its application through a 

selection of adapted methods and tools, was a central methodological design consideration. Fundamentally, 

PAR is process- not outcome-based - and aims to be transformative, with a focus on social justice through 

discursive practice to build consensus for change. This process of consolidation and meaning-making aims to 

elicit new ways of looking and seeing the world, and one’s place within it. The trick to PAR field work is to 

emerge with the data you need, while considering which processes are of most use to your co-researchers 

ongoing exploration.  

Being mindful of any unintended consequences of your research: Of course, any researcher must be acutely 

aware of setting in motion a chain of events as a result of their enquiry, but this concern is particularly 

heightened when facilitating interventionist PAR in fragile environments. For this reason, a reflexive and 

inductive approach to research, at a human scale, proved invaluable in surfacing insights for co-learning, 

creating engaging processes which build confidence and trust in collective research and co-action, and in 

navigating any unforeseen challenges.  

Being alive to your own assumptions and expectations, and understanding the complex relationships between 

co-researchers and the networks they form: Fieldwork can be tough, not least in drawing on your powers of 

reflection that constantly call into question your own assumptions rooted in positionality. Digging deep can 

be hugely enriching, revealing the intersections that you may have overlooked, and that make up the 

textured relationships to produce analytical depth. The gatekeepers may be a revelation, to you at least. But 

research, particularly in rural areas, is a strange creature in that it highlights the deeply conservative nature 

of the most seemingly progressive NGOs and their constituents – the reasons for which are highly complex, 

and invariably embedded in culture and local power dynamics. 



Respecting the time participants give to the research process: Don’t try to do too much - make time for in-

built flexibility. Besides, nothing starts on time – participants (particularly women) have very full lives. And in 

any case, processes that call on peoples’ powers of reflection need time to breath (and so do you). Invest in 

building people’s confidence, allow discussions to unfold and different voices to be heard, emphasise 

mutualities of care and respect, and always facilitate processes with a lightness of care and good humour. 

On a more practical note, bringing me to a belated lesson fifteen under combined workshop essentials, I 

would say a number of things. Firstly, take gaffer (duct) tape – it can stick an entire flip chart to just about 

anything. Secondly, take many recording devices – they’re useful and light to carry (then give one to a 

budding co-researcher). And thirdly, cultivate a reputation for providing great food to encourage timely and 

generous attendance. Welcome people with sugary tea and biscuits, breads and spreads, and plenty of meat 

(they will still complain), and always invest in local food and cooks. And do throw yourself into those everyday 

experiences that reveal idiomatic expressions rich in texture and subterfuge. It may not feel like it at the time, 

but these hard-won experiences may just provide you with communication gold dust. As academics prone to 

improbably long sentences laced with incomprehensible terminology, this is a lesson in re-humanising our 

work in ways that transcend the notion of ‘the field’ as if divorced from our own reality. Tapping into the 

everyday, wherever we are, reminds us how to communicate our research to each other, and beyond. 

All these ‘lessons’ considered, field research will nonetheless be messy and bumpy but, rest assured, it will 

take shape and all make sense in the fullness of time.  
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