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Abstract:

Recent scholarship has contributed important insights into the political
dynamics inherent in the process of making and showing participatory
videos (PV). As a research method and an instrument for social change,
participatory video has both potential and limitations for overturning the
power dynamics embedded within research and in development
processes. This paper focuses on experiences of incorporating
participatory video in land management projects in four countries in
Africa. Along with other participatory methods, the videos represented
an effort to include community perspectives and objectives into the
research process. Analysis of PV has largely focused on examining the
tensions and contradictions involved in the process of making
participatory videos. There has been less focus on the content of the
videos themselves and what it might suggest for empowerment, voice
and representation. This paper attempts to address this gap by
examining the implications of the narratives that emerge in five different
videos. On the surface, the participants appear to repeat dominant
national and global narratives about land degradation. However, the fact
that farmers present themselves as experts on these topics and the ways
in which they appropriate and reconfigure the dominant narratives, can
be seen as an act of empowerment. In this way, they preclude the need
for external intervention on how to manage their resources.
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FARMERS AS EXPERTS: INTERPRETING THE ‘HIDDEN’ MESSAGES OF PARTICIPATORY VIDEO ACROSS
AFRICAN CONTEXTS

Participatory video (PV) has gained attention in the last decade and is of increasing interest and use
globally in both academic research and in development and social justice projects. Several critical papers
(Kindon, 2003; Mistry and Berardi, 2012; Wynne-Jones et al, 2015; Plush, 2015; Kindon 2016; Milne,
2016; Mistry et al 2016; Rogers, 2016; Shaw, 2016; Walsh, 2016) have shed light on the nuances of
power embedded in participatory video exercises and the limitations of the method for achieving social
change (Tremblay and Harris, 2018). Walsh (2016), Shaw (2016) and Mistry et al, (2016) have all called
for more nuanced analyses of power dynamics inherent in producing participatory videos and have
underlined the importance of understanding the multiple objectives of all those involved. This body of
literature, while still small, has begun an important debate on the usefulness of PV and its ability to

challenge inherent power differences.

PV aims to enable participants to represent themselves and to identify what they think are important
issues in their lives. The assumption underlying PV is that by allowing people to speak for themselves,
rather than having researchers or development agents speak for them, their capacity to influence
decisions shaping their lives will be improved (Lunch and Lunch, 2006; Milne et al, 2012; White, 1996;
Wheeler, 2011; Mistry et al, 2016). The PV process is considered empowering because it fosters
reflection on problems and enables participants to develop the voice to present those problems.
Although amplifying voice and taking control over representation are critical steps in empowerment,
these features on their own do not, in and of themselves, address underlying structural drivers of
inequality. Indeed, conceptualising PV primarily in terms of voice and representation has been
problematised as contributing to problems such as co-option and the dilution of transformative

possibilities (Shaw, 2012; Shaw 2015a).
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Recent analysis of PV has done a great deal to highlight several challenges, including: the limitations of
video leading to social change; individual versus community empowerment; the tendency of videos to
perpetuate simplified notions of community through the presentation of homogeneous “community
voice”; and the institutional constraints present in development projects (Kindon, 2003; Mistry and
Berardi, 2012; Wynne-Jones et al, 2015; Plush, 2015a, 2015b; Kindon 2016; Milne, 2016; Mistry et al
2016; Rogers, 2016; Shaw, 2016; Walsh, 2016). As with participatory approaches more broadly, there is
a risk that PV may “render technical” complex political and social problems and so overlook systemic
power relations and thus re-produce rather than challenge dominant norms (Cooke and Kothari, 2001;
Ferguson, 1990; Li, 2007; Leal, 2011; Mosse, 2011). While recent PV literature has analysed the process
of making videos, there has been less attention directed to the actual products emerging from PV
initiatives and what they might tell us. As Baselga (2015) notes, few theoretical works acknowledge the
importance of PV as a specific form of audiovisual product. This is perhaps, in part, because the

methodology intentionally places an emphasis on process rather than product.

This paper reflects on the content of video outputs emerging from PV processes across four countries in
Sub-Saharan Africa. We analyse the explicit and implicit messages contained within the videos and argue
that these messages, or narratives, shed light on development dynamics. A focus on narratives is
nothing new, development literature abounds with references to and critiques of ‘narratives of
development’ and the practices they promote (Roe, 1991). Carr (2010) indicates that narratives, or
stories, can provide a way of understanding people’s experiences of development and their encounters
with development professionals. Mistry et al (2015) also illustrate that focusing on “what is in” audio-

visual material produced by PV participants provides a way of exploring nuanced community narratives.
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With this in mind, we believe that outputs emerging from PV provide a particularly interesting window

into investigating issues of politics, power and representation.

The videos that form the basis of our analysis were all made by farmers in the context of sustainable
land management projects, an arena where the figure of the expert and notions of expert knowledge
loom large (Assche et al, 2017; Chambers, 1983; Sillitoe, 2017). PV was intended to provide an
opportunity for farmers to describe their land management challenges and suggest their own solutions.
Reflecting on the PV process combined with our own knowledge of the context, gained over a multi-year
time period, pertinent issues emerge. Particular attention is paid to how farmers represent themselves
“on screen” in the context of dominant discourses on land management. We explore what these
narratives might reveal about relations between farmers and “experts” and argue that although the
videos may appear to repeat dominant narratives, there is often rather more going on beneath the
surface than meets the eye. In making the videos, the participants are producing both explicit and
implicit messages for local and global viewers in order to assert their own roles as experts on land

management problems.

THE PROCESS

From 2011 to 2016, multidisciplinary teams carried out field research on sustainable land management
projects in Ethiopia, Malawi, Ghana and Tanzania.! These projects investigated the drivers of land-use
management decisions and the constraints to adoption of more sustainable choices. Thus engagement
with farmers, as primary land managers, was central throughout the projects. PV was one of a number
of participatory methods deployed which also included transect walks, participatory mapping, and
various ranking and sorting exercises carried out with community members. Other qualitative methods

included interviews, focus groups, institutional analysis, and historical timelines. Household surveys



oNOYTULT D WN =

Area Page 4 of 21

produced quantitative data on farm production and basic social and economic data. Biophysical

scientists carried out land use/land cover studies and soil analysis.

The inclusion of PV aimed to address the lack of farmer-voiced perspectives on land use and to overturn
the “rule of experts” (Mitchell, 2002) so common in development projects. It aimed to bring local
solutions to locally identified problems into the discussion on land management challenges. Because the
projects had engaged with rural communities over the course of three years, the PV participants were
very familiar with project goals to address land degradation. The videos produced, not surprisingly,
focused on the central topic of land use. Thus, the content, from the start, was in part pre-determined,
which veers from the ideal of PV. We also could not have justified producing videos on any given topic
proposed by communities, particularly as the PV process was undertaken by international research
institutions operating under agreements with host governments. This demonstrates how funding

arrangements and institutional agendas modify how PV is implemented (Plush 2015b).

In Ethiopia, the video-making process took place with twelve participants over ten days in Fogera district
in Amhara Region, an area north of the city of Bahir Dar. It was integrated into multi-stakeholder
platforms created by the project to bring different interest groups together to discuss land management
challenges and design joint solutions. We felt that PV could provide a way for farmers to present their
views, believing that they, as Wheeler (2011) also suggests, are more knowledgeable about their

realities.

None of the participants had ever used a camera before so we used games and exercises to teach
rudimentary camera skills before progressing to video production, interviewing, presentation and

sequence shooting. The research team facilitated the process of issue selection. Once the issues,
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associated messages and audience had been determined, participants planned what to record, where,
when and how. The facilitator team reviewed, transcribed and edited the resulting film, titled “A Rope

To Tie A Lion” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7S50m1hsCsE).

Following the video-making process, over the course of several weeks, participants reviewed the edited
film and, after a process of informed consent, it was screened to members of the wider community in
each of the districts. Viewers then discussed the content of the film, responded to it and added their
views, which were recorded by the PV participants. This enabled other members of the wider
community to comment, disagree and suggest alterations. A version of the film was screened to
members of the research project at an internal screening in Addis Ababa to get feedback. The final film
was then screened to members of the Fogera stakeholder platform that included district administrators,
agricultural extension agents and experts from national research institutes. After the video was shown

and discussed, platform members were interviewed and their responses were filmed.

In Ghana, Malawi and Tanzania, the process was similar to that described for Ethiopia, with one key
difference: because of institutional pressures, the video making process was shortened to six days rather
than ten due to constraints in time and funding. In these countries, a team of researchers from an
international research institution together with local university partners facilitated the process. In all
countries, an equal number of men and women, ranging from nine to twelve total participants,
comprised the community teams that made the videos. The process followed the same sequences and
involved playback throughout all days for participants to assess the content and make any changes they
wanted going forward. The videos were screened to the wider community in which they took place and
to district level planners and implementers, researchers outside of the project, NGOs, and national level

policy makers and officials. These screenings and responses from viewers were not filmed and included


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7SSOm1hsCsE

oNOYTULT D WN =

Area Page 6 of 21

in the final video, again because of time and logistical constraints (available light, etc.), but a record was

taken of responses.

International researchers and local counterparts facilitated the PV process. National partners (extension
officers and researchers from national institutes) chose the participants from the local communities,
using certain criteria — on gender, socio-economic status, and age — in an effort to reflect community
composition. This strategy was obviously problematic as adequate representation in a small group is not
really possible given the diversity within rural communities. Additionally, national partners tended to
choose farmers that they had worked with in the past or who they thought best able to carry out the
task. In all countries, perceptions about who was best placed to participate was usually based on an
individual’s status in the community, their knowledge, and an ability to “speak well”. So, in Tanzania, we
had some local leaders, members of women’s groups, an extension officer and other fairly successful
farmers. In Upper East Ghana, there was a local chief and an assemblyman and a mixture of community
members who had engaged in past projects. In Ethiopia, there was a “model farmer”, members of local

women’s groups and the leader of a government initiated youth group.

The video making process in each of the countries followed a short-term, ‘single-loop’ process (Shaw,
2015), in many ways comparable to models of “shallow participation” outlined by Cornwall and Jewkes
(1995). We found it difficult to implement, longer and more engaged “double-loop” processes due to
the time and budgetary constraints of the respective projects. We were cognizant of the fact that the PV
literature indicates that one round of video-making tends to reproduce dominant norms and indeed, on
the surface, each of the videos appears to do just that. However, the video products also captured
valuable insights into development dynamics in each of the respective countries. With this in mind, we

have analysed the video outputs with the aim of highlighting some of the underlying, but often hidden
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messages. This analysis focused on how dominant narratives are communicated, through participants’
oration, through skits and characters in these skits, and the messages highlighted in on-screen
interviews. We looked for key words, topics and themes from ongoing national debates on land-use.
Each video emphasizes specific messages, related to land management dynamics of the respective

country, with which both national level decision-makers and local community members are familiar.

MAKING THE VIDEOS — EMERGENT NARRATIVES

In discussions about what challenges land users face, what affects their decisions and what they see as
the most important issues to highlight, participants unsurprisingly selected topics that were already part
of district or national discussion and dominant development agendas, and were linked in various ways

to the specific socio-political and historical contexts of each country.

In northern Ghana (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8hw4ytnCU6A&t=1s,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RrZQt3dHJoA), bush burning was a prominent theme. This issue

has dominated agricultural development and environmental management programs from the colonial
era onwards. Amanor’s (2002) illuminating overview of colonial and post-colonial policies and practices
regarding burning, describes how the scientific literature from the 50s and 60s that questioned the
validity of banning fire, has been superseded by publications advocating for its eradication. NGOs and
government widely promote programs to address “peasant backwardness” and their “entrenched
cultural beliefs” on burning (Amanor, 2002: 67-69). While more recent research, particularly in Mali
(Laris, 2002; Laris and Wardell, 2006), indicates that mosaic burning across the landscape has significant
benefits, this work has not gained traction in the way that anti-fire narratives have. The discourse

surrounding farmer ignorance and backwardness has clearly penetrated rural communities:
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Many of the youth.....have been educated in schools about the cultural ills of fire. They have
become intolerant of the use of fire, which they consider to be culturally backward and rustic.
Since the anti-bushfire discourse strengthens the power of chiefs and the District Assembly over

the rural population they have become firm converts to its objectives (Amanor, 2002: 71).

In the videos, bush burning and its negative consequences figure as central concerns. Interestingly,
community members chose to reiterate and appropriate dominant narratives that have long been used
to undermine local practices and knowledge, rather than counter them. As the project concerned
sustainable land management, it is hardly surprising that community participants chose to draw upon
well-established narratives. Burning is presented as a threat to livelihoods by decreasing soil quality and
damaging valuable tree species. Like external experts, either foreign or domestic, the video makers
admonish their fellow farmers to abandon practices of burning and tree cutting. Interpreting these
positions is hardly straightforward, but it could be argued that the video makers, by adopting the anti-
bush burning discourse assert their own role as “experts”. They adopt both the language of experts in
their reference to soil quality but also in their disapproval and instruction against “bad practices”. In so
doing, they preclude the need for external experts by emphasizing their own “local” knowledge of the
negative consequences of burning. These narratives can serve two purposes depending on the audience.
For external viewers, they suggest “awareness raising” by outsiders is not necessary. For internal
audiences, the video-makers, who included a local chief, strengthen their authority by proclaiming their

role as communicators of national messages.

Whilst videos from all four countries drew attention to issues surrounding trees, the video made in
Malawi was perhaps the most focused on issues of deforestation. This reflects politically charged

debates that have generated both crisis narratives and counter-narratives (Zulu, 2010). In the video,



Page 9 of 21

oNOYTULT D WN =

Area

farmers depict the cutting of trees for firewood or charcoal or clearing land, and the need to plant and
preserve them, but place particular emphasis on the link between tree cover and poverty. Entitled “Let’s
Conserve the Environment by Finding Solutions to Poverty”
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0EZD5Iv_xAQ), it details, in a skit, how people struggle to produce
enough food, or the cash to buy food, so they often turn to charcoal production. In the skit, a woman
arrives on the scene of a family cutting down a tree and tells them to stop destroying the environment.
She admonishes them saying “the government and NGOs are against this practice”. The woman who is
cutting down the tree exclaims, “I thought you were going to talk about food. That is what we need!”
Although they promote the dominant message about preserving trees, the Malawi video participants
emphasize that poverty is the root of their problem and is what drives people to degrade their
environment. As one of the women states, “Of course people understand but they lack alternatives and
depend on the trees as a primary source of income”. The participants urge NGOs and government to
help them find solutions to their poverty and to provide training in technical skills which will relieve their

dependence on the environment for their livelihood.

In Ethiopia, the video makers also repeat dominant government narratives, in this case about “free
grazing” and land degradation. Since the 1990s, the implementation of soil and water conservation
(SWC) measures has been undertaken as part of the government’s agricultural extension package
(Bewket, 2007). In the north of Ethiopia, particular emphasis has been on restricting livestock grazing to
prevent damage to physical SWC structures. In the video, despite repeating certain narratives, farmers
also warn of the consequences of restricting grazing for marginalized community members who rely on
communal grazing areas for fodder and collection of dung cakes for fuel. Ethiopia is a particularly acute
example of top-down, hierarchical planning and implementation (Snyder et al, 2014). Indeed, many

“experts” assume that farmers’ “ignorance” and “poor” decision-making is at the root of land
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degradation and challenges to agricultural production (Rahmato, 2006). However, the restrictive
political situation inhibits farmer voice and as a result they are not able to openly express critical
opinions of government initiatives. Although participants voiced critical opinions behind the scenes
during the video making process, the narratives that feature in the video are deliberately measured.
Farmers express the pros and cons of restricting grazing and emphasize that efforts to solve natural
resource management problems should start with communities. In their balanced approach, farmers
mirror narrative strategies commonly used by politicians and other powerful “experts”, thereby
positioning themselves as people who know and can also “speak well”.

In Tanzania (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ErjbvNr15jY), the video team performed a skit,
highlighting the difference between a “poorly” managed farm where the farmer continued to carry out
practices from “their grandfather’s time” doing little to conserve soil on steep slopes. This field is
contrasted with that of a neighboring farmer who practices “expert” (kitaalamu) farming by
constructing terraces and planting trees. They explained that “experts” taught them these practices and
that their land has become more productive because of them. The juxtaposition of “traditional” with
“modern” is a very common and longstanding theme in Tanzania, particularly pertaining to farming
(Bishop, 2007; Raikes, 1978). The central figure in the skits is the extension officer, farmers appear as
largely voiceless and submissive characters, often standing in the background and nodding their
agreement. The team visits the extension officer’s compound where he practices agriculture as a
“business”. The video tours his farm, focusing on the abundant maize harvest, the “modern”, stall-fed
cows and goats and the “Israeli” chickens. Adopting “modern” (ya kisasa) farming practices is a central
message of the video and a widely circulated national preoccupation. Repeating national narratives
allows the video makers to assert themselves as “modern” and already carrying out the practices that

“experts” recommend. Yet, as one farmer asks the extension officer, “If we wanted goats, chickens or

Page 10 of 21
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cows like this, is it possible?” The question possibly hints at the resource and labor costs involved which
are often beyond the reach of many households (Green, 2017). Knowledge is not what they lack but

rather the capital to invest in “modern” farming.?

DISCUSSION

On the surface, the videos may repeat the dominant development discourse, but they also contain
layered narratives and multiple meanings, if you know what to look for or “read”. The videos capture
dynamics that may not be apparent without knowledge of the context in which they are located. For
example, knowledge of the history of bush burning and its continued prevalence in national discourse,
knowledge of government-community relationships and interactions, knowledge of what
“development” means in the national imaginary, are all contextual knowledge that the researchers
gained working in these countries for several years and drew upon in analysing the video content. Every
video viewer will have different knowledge of and interpretations of these contexts. This raises some
guestions: what do different audiences see when they watch these videos? Are there forms of
resistance to, or subversion of, dominant development narratives within the videos that may not be
immediately apparent to everyone who watches them? Mitchell (2011), for example, highlights that PV
outputs can carry a “double message, or meta-message” which may serve to reveal alternative
narratives and express concerns. Analysis of PV, then, would benefit from an examination of these
underlying messages and this perhaps demands a more nuanced understanding on the part of PV

facilitators that multiple messages may evoke multiple readings.

This element of “double messages” can be seen, in particular, in the performative segments included in
the videos. The skits present characters acting out common development scenarios and dialogues.

Through this performative process, PV perhaps provides a space to act out alternative realities and
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subvert dominant power dynamics. For example, a woman in the Malawi video confronts a Forest
Officer, even going so far as threatening him with a machete saying, “You! Don’t talk so much, otherwise
I will hack you. With the hunger situation we have this year, this is the only option we have to survive”.
This is something she would be extremely unlikely to do in real life. The amusement on the part of her
fellow participants is notable and you can imagine the amusement during community video screenings
when audiences see a fellow farmer taking on a government official. Waite & Conn (2011) suggest that
humor can be read as a subtle source of resistance, which makes it no less powerful than other

techniques, and indeed may have even more of an impact on an audience.

Most of the videos focused on the complexities of the problems they highlighted and emphasized
internal measures to take and where, when and how external support was wanted. In Upper East region
of Ghana, the participants chose to highlight actions that community members could take themselves
(such as manure and crop residue incorporation, building stone bunds, protecting trees) and
emphasized that outside assistance was not really needed. This choice to emphasize internal agency
versus reliance on external assistance was carefully chosen by the participants during their deliberations
on the main messages they wanted to convey. In Malawi, the video makers focused on how the wider
context of poverty drives local actions. They called on government to build local capacity to pursue
livelihoods not dependent on land use. In Ethiopia, the participants state in no uncertain terms, “it is us

who should find the solutions for our problems... the solution is with ourselves”.

The relationship of local communities to external experts emerges in most of the. By repeating
dominant narratives, the video makers are presenting themselves as experts and suggesting that they
do not need further instruction on how to implement sustainable land management practices. Where

the video makers do want expert assistance is in accessing resources that go beyond what is available in
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their communities (access to seedlings, technical education in trades, access to markets). As Mistry et al
(2014) have observed, video makers can deploy multiple identities to serve specific goals. In Ghana,
villagers reinforce certain dominant narratives about “modern” agriculture but also seemingly challenge
others, choosing to highlight some of the negative aspects of agricultural inputs. They emphasize that
the herbicide “Condemn” is responsible for livestock deaths, and for the loss of frogs in wetlands. Some
also voice their skepticism about inorganic fertilizers suggesting they ruin the soil. All the videos
highlight both local knowledge and awareness of national narratives on land degradation (bush burning,
tree cutting, soil erosion, etc.) but assert their specific views on what is needed to address them. Unlike
many development projects, they have no “quick wins”, but instead suggest what they need are ways to
address and navigate underlying issues of poverty and marginalization rather than more instruction and

“awareness raising”.

In all of the cases described above, participants wanted their videos to be shared broadly. Indeed, they
hoped they would be seen globally and wanted them posted on YouTube. The videos were shown locally
to district officials, NGOs, and decision makers in each country, in the context of multi-stakeholder
platforms. The stakeholders were already familiar with the projects, as researchers had been interacting
with them over the course of a few years. When we invited them to the screenings, we explained that
communities had made videos about their land use issues and wanted a wide audience to view them.
How the messages were received by the various people who viewed, and continue to view the videos, is
obviously varied. In our observation, when we showed the videos to local development professionals,
they rarely focused on the content, despite attempts to facilitate discussion following the screenings.
Rather, they often expressed interest and even surprise that community members had been able to
master the technology and to make a video on their own. Although some viewers seemed impressed by

community members’ in-depth knowledge of the problems they described, this did not generate
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meaningful discussion between PV participants and “experts". In one sense, this reaction, or lack
thereof, is not surprising given that what video-makers emphasized is that they already have knowledge,
what they need is more tangible assistance for certain specific problems. Often, this tangible assistance

is beyond what decision-makers are able to implement, due to funding and other constraints.

CONCLUSION

The videos in this project intended to provide an opportunity for land users themselves to describe their
challenges and to suggest their own solutions to them. How well did these videos achieve that goal? All
the videos clearly highlight existing land-use issues that external experts have raised for a long time,
from free grazing in Ethiopia to tree cutting and soil erosion. They all illustrate that local community
members know the common narratives around land management challenges very well. The videos also
suggest that knowledge alone is clearly not enough to address practices that degrade the environment.
As long as poverty continues and farming and livestock herding options continue to become more
limited, resources will remain under threat. In this way, these videos suggest that unless underlying
political and economic factors change, people will do what they can to provide for their families and that
may mean degrading natural resources, but this does not mean that they lack awareness or knowledge.
While the projects lacked the time and resources to facilitate a deeper dialogue between farmers and
decision-makers, development actors, whether in NGOs or in government are well aware of poverty

being an essential driver. Actually addressing poverty remains a challenge.

Participatory methods provide ways for community members to “perform” their roles as “citizens” and
to represent “community knowledge” (Kothari, 2001; Kesby, 2005; Green, 2009). Green further argues
that in so participating, they “produce a representation of knowledge as a community product and thus

community as an object of government” (2009:18). This simplified version of community knowledge
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tends to skirt contentious issues. What does this suggest for the negotiation of, or challenging of, power
dynamics and dominant narratives? As many scholars have already pointed out, participatory videos can
be quite limited in achieving empowerment on a community level. They may act to empower
individuals, however temporarily, to use their voice to articulate their challenges themselves, but the
videos, at least in this project, did little to provoke a discussion amongst viewers or decision-makers of
the core underlying structures affecting people’s land-use decisions and how to address them. This lack
of discussion does not necessarily reflect decision-makers’ lack of understanding of farmer
predicaments, but often their own sense of helplessness, or lack of political will, in the face of the scale
and significance of the challenges (Snyder et al, 2014). It is perhaps easier instead to discuss with
admiration the surprising ability of local communities to make videos than to engage in a discussion

about solutions to poverty.

What these video narratives demonstrate is the ways in which this method can shed light on new forms
of knowledge, ones that combine messages promoted in national and global narratives on land
degradation and ones that have emerged from local land-users’ experience over time. They also
implicitly convey community knowledge of the broader agendas, power dynamics and politics at play in
development processes and where they fit within this context. One could interpret the video-makers’
messages as examples of resistance — resistance to the perception that rural people lack knowledge.
Nuanced analysis of the messages that emerge from short-term, single-loop participatory video
processes may provide a useful starting point for longer-term, more engaged PV processes, and offer a
compelling and powerful argument for the inclusion of these processes within land management

initiatives.
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