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Introduction 

Lomas de Tabachines (LT) is a poor neighbourhood in the Zona 
Metropolitana de Guadalajara (ZMG) that was originally created in 
the form of illegal housing settlements (without planning permission) 
in Jalisco, Mexico. in mid-2009, the Western institute of Technology 
and Higher education (iTeso) commenced an intervention within the 
framework of the unesCo Chair in Habitat and socially sustainable 
Development. one of the main objectives of the intervention was to fos-
ter the generation and presentation of fairer, more democratic urban and 
regional development models, based on a needs assessment. Later on, 
after it was noted that the neighbourhood’s problems are not solely the 
result of a lack of infrastructures and services, the decision was made to 
intervene in creating, maintaining and promoting the associative fabric. 

However, and basing the information on the work carried out in LT, the 
aim of this article is a dual one. on one hand, i will be examining the 
concern shown for the relations that come into play in the entire process 
of Participatory-action-Research (PaR), beyond the satisfying of the most 
obvious material and economic needs; and on the other hand, i will be 
proposing – based on contributions from Science and Technology Studies 
(sTs) – a greater commitment to objectivity in the process of knowledge 
production. This objectivity has nothing to do with the positivist con-
ception of the same in terms of representation or correspondence with 
a particular reality, but instead it concerns allowing people and the field 
to object, or rather, to resist being included in any explanation offered in 
their name. Therefore, in order to achieve my aim, i will start with a short 
introduction to the details of the intervention carried out, after which i 
will be presenting a few reflections on the subject. 

Transforming realities through culture

in 2009, at the explicit request of a neighbour’s association, an inter-
vention process was commenced in LT, in conjunction with architects, 
engineers, media analysts and psychologists, in order to make a parti-
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The project focused 
on promoting public 
spaces for coexistence, 
and specifically on 
“contributing to 
social development 
and empowerment 
by means of cultural, 
sports and educational 
projects” 

1. in 2010, graffiti workshops were 
set up to promote young people’s 
skills. a competition was also orga-
nised, with the aim of generating 
a meeting space for gangs: “For 
at least two weeks of the activities, 
last november, the stone-throwing 
battles and other aggressive beha-
viour came to a halt” (salgado, 
2011).

cipative assessment. During this phase, in addition to the improvement 
of certain urban infrastructures (such as access to dwellings and drains), 
one of the most important achievements consisted of bringing the com-
munity to the notice of the government, with the result that “in 2011, 
[LT] was selected as a site for intervention through the strategy convivir 
mejor [Coexist Better], a programme proposed by the Presidency of 
the Republic” (isoard, 2011). subsequently, as the project coordinator 
verónica isoard (2011) notes, several projects were proposed, in March 
2010, including a sports centre, a riverside park, the rehabilitation of 
streets and pavements, and the rehabilitation and installation of drains. 
out of all these proposals, only the sports centre was built, which was 
inaugurated at the end of summer 2011. neither was the need for dra-
ins or a water supply met (through siaPa, the sewers and drinking water 
system).

Given the fact that options for meeting material and economic needs 
were limited, the project focused on promoting public spaces for coexis-
tence, and specifically on “contributing to social development and 
empowerment by means of cultural, sports and educational projects” 
(isoard, 2011).

The central idea of the intervention was the need to empower the social 
fabric of the community. as Zermeño notes, “at present, the best way 
for us to achieve the objective of improving people’s quality of life in a 
country such as ours is by generating middle social fields and empowe-
ring them...” (Becerra, 2011: 5). Thus, one of the objectives was to 
initiate a route of social densification that “depends on the generation of 
social groups in intermediate spaces, environments that are manageable 
for non-professionalised social beings: regional autonomy, participative 
democracy, neighbours’ organisations; groups empowered on at the 
social level that are capable of establishing relations of equality and 
respect with the forces that come from outside them (economic develo-
pment projects, trade flows and national and international commercial 
and industrial establishments, governmental projects at all levels, the 
media and other agencies that speak about these groups, study them, 
interpret them and even claim to represent them)” (Zermeño, 2005: 18). 

using these guidelines, a series of workshops were set up (on coo-
king, football, dance, graffiti, etc.) that were aimed at three population 
groups: children, young people and women. The aim of these workshops 
was to generate friendly links between all the participants, as well as to 
set aside part of the workshop period for talking about the everyday 
problems in LT. as an additional criterion, we decided not to work with 
gangs1, though their members were admitted on an individual basis. it 
should be borne in mind that, according to surveys and data recorded 
by the national institute of statistics and Geography (ineGi), LT is catalo-
gued as a poor, marginal community. From these statistics, we know that 
LT has a population of some 17,000 inhabitants, half of whom do not 
have the right to health services, and 65% of whom have not comple-
ted their basic education. We also know, from having met with the local 
people, that the neighbourhood’s problems include: intra-family violence, 
territories controlled by gangs, small-scale trade in illegal drugs (known 
as narcomenudeo) and problems of addiction that seriously affect young 
people, especially those addicted to toncho (an octane booster for 
petrol). Furthermore, the health centre closes for holidays and there are 
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The intervention 
through cultural and 
sporting activities 
did not achieve its 
objectives, nor did it 
succeed in maintaining 
the initial participation 
of the people in the 
community

no emergency services, the police patrols do not turn up, people have 
the batteries stolen from their cars, etc. 

However, what is interesting is that the intervention through cultural 
and sporting activities did not achieve its objectives, nor did it succeed in 
maintaining the initial participation of the people in the community who, 
in previous informative meetings and activities, had committed themsel-
ves to the project. 

The intervention had to be rethought, and the idea of social densifica-
tion temporarily abandoned, in order to find out why people were not 
coming to the activities, and why a social fabric was not being genera-
ted. in fact, so as to avoid delving into the neighbourhood’s deprivation 
and shortcomings, the inquiry was reformulated in terms of seeking the 
reasons and places where people were participating, where they were 
generating a social fabric, and it turned out that the gangs (among 
others) were an ideal means for such participation. 

in any event, now that we have given the reader a brief snapshot of the 
research, we can add that, in addition to this change of focus, for which 
alterations and informal interviews in the colony were carried out, the 
programme’s participants agreed on a series of demands, which included 
the following: a concern over the project’s continuity and the dissemi-
nation of the results (who are we writing for?), problems with gangs, 
complaints over the town halls’ use of the needs assessment, the discon-
tinuity of participation of those concerned, the welfarism culture, and 
the negative image of the neighbours’ association among those living in 
the neighbourhood. 

While many criticisms and reflections on intervention processes and com-
munity action have already been expressed (Walkerdine, 2002; Krause, 
2002; Montero, 2003; Montenegro, 2004), our concern specifically focu-
ses on two aspects which perhaps have not received much attention. 
Firstly, the idea of relating; that is to say, the relational space in which 
a research study is likely to bring about change. in our case, as we 
were not successful with the programme workshops (even though 40 
people had signed up for them), we explored the reasons why women 
did participate in other spaces. at that point, a few notions emerged 
which differed greatly from a view based on providing material resources, 
or even of sociocultural activities, and which had to do with demands to 
bring an end to apathy in the community, to promote respect and gene-
rate affective links. Thus notions emerged which focused on taking 
care of relations rather than on providing resources.

This represented a qualitatively significant change, because in the first 
needs assessment the priorities were not couched in those terms. This 
taking care of relations makes it hard to assess the intervention. an 
assessment based on levels of satisfaction (“Generally speaking, are 
things in your neighbourhood (zapopan) getting better or worse? 54%: 
worse; 43%: better” [JaliscoComovamos, 2011]) is relatively easy, but 
how do we assess the changes in relations, how do we take care of the 
relations in which we are interested, how to turn them into something 
useful?
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in order to be able to 
research, we need to 
obtain information, 
in order to be able to 
intervene we need to 
give information. But 
in both cases, whether 
it is to listen or make 
others listen to us, we 
need to exclude the 
noise

Third party in discord: relations of exchange in knowledge 
production 

Michel serres (1980) refers to the idea of exchange in a short story about 
a paralytic man and a blind man. in the tale, serres says that both the 
paralytic and the blind man are hungry, but neither of them is able to get 
food on his own. The paralytic man can see where the food is, but he 
cannot get to it. Meanwhile, the blind man could reach it, but he cannot 
see where it is. in such a situation, an agreement is created whereby the 
blind man carries the paralytic man on his back, who guides him, and 
an exchange is also generated: the blind man’s energy for the informa-
tion provided by the paralytic. What they are exchanging, however, is of 
different types: “The blind man provides the solid part, the strength, the 
transport, a power that is calculable in calories [...] But what does the 
paralytic give? [...] He just gives the orders, that’s all.” (p. 72).

While serres’ little illustration is a sad analogy that represents the rela-
tions of exploitation between the state and its citizens, it can also be 
considered an analogy for rethinking all relations of exchange between 
information and energy or, if you wish, between knowledge and action. 
Thus, in order to remain seated on the backs of those providing the ener-
gy, the producers’ eyes need to be burst. “Those who possess the energy 
should not have the information; in such a way that those who have the 
information can do without the energy. information is just as precious, or 
even more, the scarcer and less available it becomes. and so, this scar-
city needs to be brought about.” (serres, 1980: 73). it is precisely these 
dynamics of exchange that interventions involving Participative action 
Research (PaR) and community psychology are attempting to reverse, 
by facilitating information, making it available, acting together with the 
members of the community, etc. However, even if we achieve the com-
mitment of the community, or carry out needs assessments, we believe 
that the questions over who is providing the energy for the work for 
whom, and how decisions about what we should intervene in are made, 
are still valid. That is, there are some people who are necessarily excluded 
from the process of research-intervention. But in both cases, whether it 
is to listen or make others listen to us, we need to exclude the noise. The 
exchange only works if we exclude a third party who prevents it from 
working. 

on this basis, we can formulate the question about those necessary 
exclusions to achieve a satisfactory exchange between the intervened 
and the interveners; between the intervention in a community, and the 
community itself. it is from this standpoint that we should rethink the 
exchanges between the interveners and the intervened. not only in terms 
of the fairness of the exchange, but also to rescue that excluded third 
party which, very often, tends to be the territory in which the exchange 
takes place. now let us transpose these ideas onto LT.

Resistances to objective knowledge 

in LT there are gangs operating throughout the length and breadth 
of eight areas delimited by their inhabitants. The gangs do object to 
our intervention. These gangs include the d1p, 1fs, 1nk, dmb, tbs, the 
Pingos, the Chaplin and the Cobras. Their presence in LT means that care 
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2. in the academic literature, this is 
a concern that is often linked to 
the actor-network Theory (anT), 
even though several essays and 
theoretical trends exist which, while 
not agreeing with the anT, pre-
date it on this point (Whitehead, 
1929; ellul, 1954; simondon, 1958; 
Lefebvre; 1974; serres, 1974; 
Winner, 1987).

had to be taken with the researchers’ security, for instance, by limiting 
the period of intervention to before nightfall. We know that they throw 
stones at rival gang members, that some of them are involved in nar-
comenudeo, that they mark their streets with symbols… We also know 
that nobody cares about them, that they do not seem to have, or believe 
in any kind of life project, and that they are tired of everybody blaming 
them for all the neighbourhood’s problems. That is what we knew befo-
re the intervention. But then, during the autumn semester, the gangs 
objected. so what does that mean, that the gangs objected?

To begin with, it means that we tried to exclude them, again and again, 
but they refused, again and again, to be excluded from the research-
intervention. That does not mean, of course, that they came out and 
actually expressed a desire to participate in the intervention; it means 
that, during the production of knowledge we were generating, the 
gangs offered a response to our question about social densification that 
we did not want to hear. “By chatting with primary school children, we 
realised that more than half of them are considering joining the gangs, 
because they want to feel protected by them, just as they are attracted 
by the idea of belonging to a powerful group” (Becerra, Garciadiego, 
Gutiérrez and verduzco, 2011). and so, it was not until the end, and 
almost by accident, that we realised that their objections had been syste-
matically excluded. Fortunately, the field fights back when such exclusion 
is not satisfactory, and it reminds us that we should consider them even 
if we do not want to. admittedly, we had agreed not to work with the 
gangs, but we never proposed to ignore their role as actors in the neigh-
bourhood. and that is exactly what happened. 

obviously, there are other ways in which the territory can object. if the 
research concludes that people do not attend the workshops because 
they are “lazy” or “shiftless” or “apathetic”, then perhaps the resear-
chers are not acknowledging the objections to this idea, which take 
the form of facts such as the lack of public lighting and its connection 
with insecurity or the lack of surfacing on the streets, and its connection 
with people’s difficulty in walking along these thoroughfares… That is 
exactly the point. The lack of lighting results in the fact that the streets 
are dark, and encourages drug dealing and mugging. Those unsurfaced 
streets result in the fact that police cars can’t get along them. in short, 
this “results in the fact that” is an actor (to the extent that it modifies 
the current state of LT) and it must be considered as such. There is no 
need to restrict the field of actors to the relations between human sub-
jects2. They are actors who, like the gangs, also object. They resist being 
shoehorned into a logic that links sociocultural activities to the empower-
ment of the social fabric. Put in a different way, we could say that the 
field fights back. Hence the need to redefine the research. instead of 
representing a setback or a drawback, on the contrary, all these objec-
tions enable us to escape from an agreement with the intervened reality 
that is too quick, too superficial. it represents, therefore, a strength and 
a contribution to the objectivity of our research-intervention. it is parti-
cularly significant that, especially in the sphere of qualitative methods, 
the question of objectivity is often associated with a positivist view of the 
same; thinking that what faithfully represents reality is objective, and in 
contrast forgetting that, in order to represent reality, we have to give it 
the opportunity to object. “The ontological and epistemological assump-
tions underlying the interpretive research tradition reject the existence 
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Carrying out good 
socio-community 
intervention-research 
does not only involve 
meeting objectives, it 
also involves a concern 
for the objectivity 
of the intervention-
research itself

of an objective knowable reality beyond the human mind. instead, they 
stipulate that knowledge is constituted through the lived experience of 
reality. Therefore, it would be inconsistent to justify knowledge produced 
within this tradition using criteria based on an objectivist ontology and 
epistemology” (sandberg, 2005: 44).

on this point, if we turn our gaze to science and Technology studies 
(sTs), there is a text by Bruno Latour titled When the things strike back 
which has been an important reference point for us. in this piece, Latour 
rightly presents the idea of objectivity that we have used here to consi-
der the notion of resistance in terms of “things” that “object”. That is, 
things that refuse to form part of some theory, research or intervention.  

“objectivity does not refer to a special quality of the mind, an inner state 
of justice and fairness, but to the presence of objects that have been ren-
dered ‘able’ (the word is etymologically so powerful) to object to what is 
told about them” (Latour, 2000:115). in other words, if social scientists 
want to be objective, what they should do is to “find the very rare, 
costly, local, miraculous, situation where they can render their subject 
of study as much as possible able to object to what is said about them, 
to be as disobedient as possible to the protocol, and to be as capable 
to raise their own questions in their own terms and not in those of the 
scientists whose interests they do not have to share!” (Latour, 2000: 
116).

Carrying out good socio-community intervention-research does not only 
involve meeting objectives, it also involves a concern for the objectivity of 
the intervention-research itself. 

Conclusions 

When we talk about objectivity in research of an ethnographic, inter-
pretive or qualitative nature, it is almost always for the purpose of 
relegating them to a pejorative status. objectivity emerges like the 
mirror image of subjectivity, into which we must try not to look. Thus, 
a grading of research studies takes place, from the most subjective to 
the most objective. if i say that the inhabitants of LT are apathetic, it is a 
subjective opinion and needs to be based on something more than just 
a researcher’s observation. if i am an inhabitant of LT and i say that i am 
apathetic then i am, without any doubt, effectively experiencing this apa-
thy. But that still does not mean that it is not a subjective quality (albeit 
one different from the first statement). if, in contrast, i carry out a sur-
vey and ask several thousand inhabitants of LT whether or not they are 
apathetic, then i am approaching research that is generalisable, repre-
sentative and, many would say, more objective. However, the play of 
objectivity that is presented in this study does not fit into these divisions. 
it is not a question of distinguishing degrees of subjectivity or objecti-
vity according to whether the results of the research are more or less 
representative, generalisable, accurate, unslanted, etc. The point here, in 
contrast, is to maintain a critique of the impossibility of achieving objec-
tive knowledge that corresponds to one single constitutive reality in the 
world, at the same time as affirming the need to allow the actors being 
researched to say something different to what we have established as 
researchers. as we are reminded by Bruno Latour (2000)3, the difference 
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3. a similar argument on the effects 
of the lack of objectivity can be 
found in the idea of nature that is 
offered by several scientific studies. 
see Donna Haraway’s work Ciencia, 
cyborgs y mujeres: la reinvención 
de la naturaleza (1995).

between including this preoccupation with objectivity in our research and 
omitting it is similar to comparing pre-feminist sociology about housewi-
ves and gender roles, and the sociology that was produced after feminist 
theories had questioned the women interviewed and made them speak 
in another way. in this comparison, what we see is “the difference bet-
ween a pseudo-objective science which had only the appearance of 
scienticity, with a startling set of discoveries on gender, which might not 
always have the trappings of the natural sciences but certainly have its 
objectivity, its ‘objectity’, that is, its ability to propel novel entities on the 
scene, to raise new questions in their own terms and to force the social 
and natural scientists to retool the whole of their intellectual equipment” 
(p. 116).

Hesitant progress is being made in devising and gaining access to a space 
for responses within actual research studies (in feminist epistemologies, 
for example, or in the rise of certain narrative methods [Biglia and Bonet, 
2009]). in our case, we wonder how many research studies, how many 
PaRs offer this ability to bring onto the scene (and in their own terms) 
the entities that are being researched. even if it is a joint research study 
or a militant one, even if we are told that there are no distinctions bet-
ween the researched and researchers. Progress is being made in narrative 
methods.
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