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Introduccion

«Let's change the story” was an online meeting of activists,
acaderics and communication professionals to discuss the
construction of new narratives in response to the dominant
discourses, in order to promote profound transformations in our
societies.

The conversations lasted about two hours each, and were held
over six days, with twenty-two speakers and six rmoderators.
Although the sessions followed a predetermined structure, the
very dynamics of the conversation opened the door to blending
topics, experiences and points of view, so that, within the same
webinar, issues were addressed that had not been foreseen for
that day - and the same concept would end up being raised in
different sessions.

Consequently, we reorganized the content to connect related
1deas. We grouped together the opinions participants offered on
the same issue. We also combined theoretical concepts and the
case studies thatillustrate them. Instead of presenting a list of
names and a list of isolated opinions, we created a joint narrative
that brings together the ideas and practices presented over the
course of six days of webinars.

Due to the collective nature of the content, at the end of each
section we included a complete list of the people who contributed
to that particular section. This system rakes for more fluid
reading, and reflects the idea of a collective narrative, which has
been the basis for constructing this docurnent.

The purpose of this docurent is not to build a theoretical corpus,
but to clarify concepts, share real experiences and describe sorme
practices that have proven to be effective. Ve are not interested in
having a conceptual debate as much as in proffering an invitation
to take action, because nowadays society is overexposed to all
kinds of cornrmunicative stimuli, and narratives are more
effective than ever in establishing a certain vision of reality, while
wiping others off the map.

Much of the current battle for hegermony is being fought in the
field of narratives, so we could notuissthe opportuni

solid arguraents with whigkrfo build a good defense and launch an
effective counterattagk’ Here's hoping that the ideas and
reflections containgd in these pages will contribute to deepening
our understanding of the mechanisms that make it possible to
construct new narratives, in order to build a fairer and less
unequal world.




\What are
narratives
all abo
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This first chapter defines the
concept of "narratives,” underlines
its immportance in an information
society and distinguishes it from
others with whichitis often
associated (and confused)




Several definitions
for the same concept

A narrative is like a mosaic. As a whole,

it shows us a picture. Now, if a mosaic

A nar.rative‘is the way coraprises hundreds of different small
a soclety thinks and pebbles that together make up an
feels about anissue. image, in terms of narratives, those

pebbles are the stories.

Narratives are symbolic
representations of reality that

The new narratives propose an
alternative reading of reality and
subvert the symbolic representation of
the dorminant narrative. They confer a
different meaning to the elements that
had, until that point, been used in
constructing the hegemonic narrative.
They offer context and intexrdependence,
and propose a rights-based approach,
from an ecosocial, feminist and global
South perspective.

The hegemonic or dominant narrative emerges

lead to the execution of direct from the structures of power, it reinforces the
actions, within a given current status quo and denies civil society space
structure. for representation. It limits the vision of a more

just world and defines alternatives as

«utoplany or «unattainable».

«Narrative» is actually the sare as
«account»!, which is also composed of
raultiple elements (short stories).
However, the consensus nowadays is
around the word «narrative,», and not
the term «story».

Narratives are not restricted to the messages we receive
frora the media, social networks or cultural products.
Human beings are narrative beings. We tell stories with
everything we do. The structure of an organization or an
act of civil disobedience also projects a narrative.

Everything communicates.

1. Areportordescription of an event or experience. 5



Why are they important
for social transformation?

Muriel Rukeyser said that "the universe is made of stories, not
atorns.” Stories enable us to explain who we are and what we are,
but they also describe and represent the circurastances in which
we live.

This representation of reality includes the structures and beliefs
that sustain it, oftenin a very subtle way. Structures determine
who has access to power and who does not, while beliefs drive us
in one direction or another to take action.

Hegernonic power aspires to control both beliefs and structures.
Two elements that are constructed frorm narratives. Therefore, in
order to change power, it is essential to change narratives as well.
Because, without changing the narrative, neither beliefs nor
structures change.

The concrete forrm that a story takes is directly linked to our
thinking, to our values. And the actions we take proceed from the
values in our heads.

There is a direct relationship between narratives, beliefs and
actions. Therefore, narratives are key for agents of change, for
activisr. The dissemination and implementation of a particular
narrative shapes and determines people’s belief that they are able
to achieve political goals.

Narratives shape reality in an intentional and premeditated way.
Depending on our view of reality, we take for granted values and
beliefs that drive us to take particular actions. To change the way
we act, therefore, new narratives must be established.

The phrase "we must take care of nature,” at first glance a positive message,
actually raises two deeper ideas: That nature is something external, that'it
is outside of us; and that we able to take care of it or not to take care of it, so
we are above it. The inference is that we dominate it and can control
everything that happens to it, for good or evil. The decision to take care of |
heris therefore optional. *

On the other hand, the phrase "we are nature” implies that we are on the
same level, that our future depends intimately on a healthy environment.
Caring for nature then ceases to be an option, because not to do so would
result in the end of the human species. In this case, the move to action is
obligatory.



Frames, stories,
storytelling and other
close relatives

When talking about narratives, other terms such as «frames»
«storytelling» or "stories” are often used as synonyras in certain
contexts. Although all these terms pointin the same direction,
they express different nuances that should not be confused.

Stories are the elements thatbuild a
narrative. Whether they describe
real events orjust fiction, they
usually follow the classic structure,
narely exposition, climax and
resolution; besides, they must match
the values and beliefs that the
narrative seeks to reinforce. A story
does not have to contain all the
elements that a particular narrative
intends to highlight; in the end, the
surn of different stories builds the
coraprehensive vision proposed by
the narrative.

Storytelling is the use of stories to
connect with audiences and deliver a
message. Instead of lecturing or
explaining, it relies on a plot and
characters to capture the
imagination of the audience and
facilitate their emotional
identification with values or beliefs.
Storytelling elicits more emapathy in
the audience, and is more
entertaining and easier to remeraber
than a speech, alecture, or an essay.

Frames focus on certain themes, while at the
sare tirme they leave others out. When
interpreting the representation of a particular
topic, frameworks activate and reinforce
specific mental schemas. They are a part of the
cognitive structures we use for understanding
and interpreting the world; furthermore, we
reproduce thera when we shape a discourse in
a certain way.

Stories are based on storytelling. Narratives. contain a multitude
of stories that share certain values. WWhereas frames determine
what elements are included or left out of the stories-and,
consequently, the narrative.



In 2009, in the midst of the financial and mortgage crisis, the PAH (Spanish °
acronyr), or Platform of People Affected by Mortgages, emerged in Spain,

with the goal of helping the thousands of people who were losing their o °
hores because they could not pay their loans. People who sought out the

PAH tended to exhibit a sense of guilt and shame. The dorminant narrative ° =

was that they had "bitten off more than they could chew,” and that their °

situation was due to excessive greed, to wanting to live beyond their means: ° .

They had borrowed money knowing they would not be able to pay it bagck,
and the market simply set things right.

The PAH decided to change the narrative because it did not match the actual °
circumstances as observed. The banks had granted high-risk mortgage

loans, bypassing their own security protocols. They had sold financial

products to people who did not know what they were buying. They had

granted mortgages for 110 percent the price of the house. They had

disregarded the credit standing of mortgage applicants. If anything, if

anyone had "bitten off more than they could chew" it had been the banks; it

was the financial system that had sinned and been greedy:.

Through the hundreds of stories that the PAH was able to collect and share
with the public, those evicted ceased to be represented as "irresponsible”
and came to be seen as victims of a financial system that only thought about
raultiplying its profits. These people were no longer the villains, but the
victirs. This change in narrative succeeded in creating a widespread feeling
of rejection toward the banking sector, and, in corabination with other
factors, this would eventually lead to the 15-M protests of 2011. However, in
2022, the PAH recognized that many of the people who seek help today still
bear that feeling of guilt. Consolidating a new narrative is not a short or
raediun-term process, neither can it depend on a single agent of change,
rather, it must involve different organizations working toward a corarmon
goal, such as a structural reform of the financial system, in this case.
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Narratives
are power

(and the other way around t00)
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This second part links narratives
and power, explains why they are
interdependent and provides
some keys to detect the dominant
discourses and the pillars that
support them




POWQI 1S not On].y Hidden power: Banks, oligarchs,
h churches and other groups that set
attheto P the political agenda from a
position of privilege. Organized

Power uses narratives to entrench its structures and beliefs, while crime must also be taken into
it marginalizes any alternative interpretation of reality. To change account; a power that hides in the
power, therefore, it is essential to change narratives. shadows

Narratives connect the real and the syrabolic. This connection

between the real and the syrmbolic is fundamental to any social — . .
transformation, because power is based on structures and beliefs Invisible power. A dirension that has

that feed simultaneously on both spheres. less to do with the power that some

. et i byl T , have and others lack, and more to do
power manifestsitself in both areal and a syrabolic dimension, . .
its expression is not limited to institutions alone. Power is with the values and beliefs that

expressed at "four differentlevels,” working in different spheres. permeate a societyasa whole.
Within the same society, however, the four levels of power do not

always fit into the same hegernonic vision and, on occasion, they

conflict with each other. The fourlevels of power are as follows:

Systemic power: Genetic codes, systemic
arrangeraents. The great structures that
shape a society, such as capitalism or
patriarchy, and justify a scheme of the
dominant and the dominated.

Visible power: The decisions

arrived at by’ governments, Narratives are the mobilization of two levels of power: the invisible
laws, courts. and the systernic. Therein lies the genetic code of power; the values
we take for granted and the assurptions we accept as valid without
even asking ourselves if they are plausible or if they respond to
specific interests. Because of their capacity to fix the beliefs and
values of a society or institutions, narratives have the power to
dictate the messages and values that are disserinated, to the point
of becorming part of the laws of a country.

12



And thereis no such thing
as a single audience

There is no such thing as a general public. People have different
opinions, interests, values, prejudices and conditioning factors
that determine the way a message is received. In terms of the
audience, think beyond profiles, niches and age groups - typical
raarketing concepts - it is much more practical to classify the
audience into three main groups:

Supporters (those «in favor»): People who, no matter

1 what happens, are going to agree with the values that are
defended in a new narrative. Politically motivated people

who identify with progressive causes.

Detractors (those «against»): People who, no matter what

happens, are going to be against the values and argurments
2 put forward by the narrative. Politically motivated people
who identify with reactionary positions, close to the
extreme right.

The persuadable center: People with an ambivalent, and
sormetimes contradictory, political vision of the world

3 around them. They might support both progressive and
conservative causes, depending on their interests and the
raessages they receive that connect with their values.
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The number of people in the persuadable center outnumbers the
sum of supporters and detractors. By a considerable margin.
Therefore, any atternpt to transform a narrative that conditions
society as a whole must have significant support within that
group. In other words, effort should not go into trying to reach the
supporters -because they are already convinced- nor the
detractors -because it will be impossible to convince ther-,
Instead, to try to connect with the persuadable center. The
objective should be to get this large intermediate group to begin to
embrace and transmit the values that are transmitted from the
new narrative. When this happens, the door to true
transformation opens.

It should be kept in mind that, within the persuadable center,
there are people who view therselves as left, right and center.
Therefore, itis not very efficient to classify the persuadable
center based on the ideologies of the political spectrur. A
narrative that definesitself as "left-wing" may scare away the
persuadable center that identifies with more conservative
positions. Rather than defining transformative values as "left-
wing," they should be presented in an attractive and coherent
way, so that different audiences can feel that they are their own,
or close to their own, regardless of political affiliations.

Itis more appropriate to address the persuasive center based on
the Cartesian axis "more power - less power.” In our societies,
power lies in the hands of a very small percentage of the
population, so appealing to those who do not have it will resonate
rauch more than talking about left and right. But we must never
forget that there is no magic word to reach all audiences.



The hidden power of

narratives

By disseminating and reinforcing beliefs and structures, stories
have the power to perform three crucial functions:

Describe: They explain things
that have happened. Which
stories are they telling me?

And, which are sidelined or
excluded?

Persuade: Narratives are able
to convince the audience. The
way the issue is framed
determines the solution. How
does the story condition the
way we see reality?

14

Establish: Narratives define a
worldview, an identity and
what is assurmed to be
“coramon sense.” What things
are taken for granted and are
invisible to the naked eye?

A good narrative ought to performall three functions at the same
time. The most visible layer will be the descriptive one, as it narmes
and describes the facts we see around us. But, based on the
description, first, it should be easy to deduce solutions to the
problernand then, at a deeper level, to convey an overview of
social structures.



Spotting the narratives
that are winning
the game

Detecting and analyzing the dominant narratives involves anin-
depthlook into the hegemonic power itself, and vice versa,
because the keys to power lie behind the stories.

Since power is expressed on four different levels (see beginning of
this chapter), strategies to decipher dominant narratives must
also act at several levels at the same time.

Abasic approach for detecting dorinant narratives and resisting
their influence is available to us. This strategy starts by analyzing
what we can see: The messages and the stories (the visible
power). Next, we need to ask ourselves whose interests are served
by those messages (the hidden power). And finally, we identify
the values, visions and paradigrs they uphold (unmasking the
invisible and systermic power).

However, there is no single approach - and no approachis
infallible - for detecting the narratives we want to change.
Initially, observation, intuition and self-knowledge are useful
strategies to guide research work. In a second phase, we should
consider engaging professionals (journalists, serioticians,
cornrnunication experts) to get a deeper reading of each narrative
and propose qualitative and quantitative methods of analysis.
These methods of analysis include the study of big data and thick
data, standardized surveys, personalized interviews, discourse
content analysis or focus group observation, to narme a few
exarnples.
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When analyzing the dominant narratives and figuring out the
keys that sustain ther, it is very useful to define the following
five elerents of a narrative. Detecting and identifying these five
elerents is also of great help in constructing a new narrative,
because they include many of the fundamental ingredients.

] | Conflict. How is the problera
the narrative is talking
about being framed? What
is the conflict, or who is
involved? What is at stake?

2 | Characters. Who s
telling the story? Are
those involved telling
the story therselves, or
do other people have a
voice?

3 [Imagery. Are there powerful 4| Foreshadowing. What

vision of the future
does the story offer us?

symbols or metaphors? Are
there concrete exaraples that

personalize the story that we Whatis the
are being told? UWhat powerful “successful” solution to
images does it put in our the problem that is

heads? presented to us?

§ | Underlying assuraptions. UWhat prior beliefs are

required to consider the story true? What values are
behind it?

The underlying assumptions are critical to analyzing any
narrative. One of the most important questions we must ask
ourselves in order to understand the mechanisms behind a
narrative is: What assumptions or speculation do we have to
believe first, in order to consider this story to be true? As soon as
we answer this, we will discover the essence of the narrative and
the values it is instilling in society as a whole or in the target

group.



The Catalan Ministry of Education has been promoting sex-ed in high schools
for years. Then a new generation of educators arrived in the classroorns, and
spotted right away that the narrative did not match the real needs of the
students. The teachers first analyzed the situation by direct observation, spoke
with the young people, and looked at data and surveys of adolescent sexual
practices.

When they detected a nurber of inconsistencies, such as girls saying they
raasturbated others instead of theraselves, or an eleven-year-old boy referring
to his penis as his "reproductive apparatus,” they discovered that sex education
was based on fear and risk. Issues such as the possibility of getting pregnant or
sexually transmitted diseases were eraphasized, and the central component,
pleasure, was not discussed. In addition, a heterosexual vision based on
normative bodies was reinforced and, when LGTBI relationships were
addressed, it was always done from the perspective of violence prevention
(Igtbiphobia); an important topic, but one that cannot be the central axis of sex
education for an LGTBI person.

e
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They also observed that the same discourse - on masturbation, for exarmple -
had a different impact on boys than on girls. The same discourse launched in
anunequal environment is also perceived unequally. So, the educators
decided something that might seera strange at first glance, but it actually
allowed the girls to express therselves more freely and sincerely: They
segregated the classes by gender..

Inthe boys' group, macho corplicity was established right away, like
bragging about the number of “conquests.” The trainers thought about how
they could change this macho dynamic in the boys' class, to make roorm for a
rauch more honest discussion of sexuality, free of equivocation.

The solution was to use models; a key aspect in any narrative. And the
closest models available to the boys were the educators themselves. The
trainer in charge of the boys’ group was trans, but had decided to hide his
status in order to be accepted by the group. When he realized that hiding his
condition was reinforcing everything he wanted to avoid, he decided to open
up with total transparency. At that point the atmosphere changed. He could
talk about the anatomy of a vulva because he had one. From that moment on,
boys began to express their doubts and fears much more freely, without fear
of being judged. The moment a well-regarded reference person broke with
the macho narrative, many boys in the class felt that they could do the same
and show their vulnerable side.

Close models-persons, who are able to convey a message and values just by
sharing their own daily lives, are of transcendental immportance when it
coraes to constructing new narratives.



Laying the foundation for
a successful narrative

The fundamental ingredient of a narrative has nothing to do with
being true, the facts it describes or the actual circurstances. The
key to anarrative lies in sense, in meaning. Narratives are not
about truth and lies; they are about meaning.

To be effective, a narrative has to give meaning to the facts we see
around us. [t has to draw a line connecting the scattered dots we
see in our daily lives that we struggle to make sense of. If narrative
1s able to connect those isolated dots that we wonder about,
regardless of whether the line it draws is true or false, then it has
the potential to take root in society and become consolidated.

17

The narrative dream
produces disinformation.

What happens when a narrative intentionally offers a view of
reality that might "rnake sense” butin the end is essentially false?
Here we enter the realm of disinformation.

Disinformation - fake news - is able to give meaning to the facts,
which are a source of disquieting to the audience. The storiesina
disinformation carnpaign need a certain “logic,” they should
sound reasonable, seern sensible. There is only one problem: They
are false. Evenif they resonate with us.



Migration is a recurring theme in disinformation-based strategies. In Spain,
one-third (1/3) of the news published on migrations has been detected as
borderline disinformation. Despite the fallacy in staternents like, "migrants are
violent,” or "they rermove crucifixes from classrooras,” these messages are used
to justify things that are not going well in society: "UWhat is not working is the
fault of massive immigration.” In a context where there is growing inequality
and job insecurity, fake news about migration seerns to make sense, because it
offers an explanation for the loss of purchasing power of the middle and lower
classes. Never mind the outright falsehood, they offer an explanation to explain
the circurstances, and give meaning to people's discomfort. Crises are an
opportunity to change power structures, but the extreme right also knows how
to use them to reinforce existing power structures through disinformation. The
growth of inequality in Spain should have stoked progressive moveraents - and
ithas - butit has also boosted the growth of the extreme right. Currently, anti-
raigration discourse in Spain has crept onto the political agenda and into
govétnment institutions because of the spread of narratives based on
raisinformation.
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Addressing the problem of disinformation usually involves
dealing with two very different approaches; This debate also
carries over into the construction of new narratives (see next
chapter). The following are the two strategies for combating
disinformation:

Replication. Starting with false messages
to build a response that neutralizes and
dismantles them. For instance, when a
false tweet is published associating
raigration and the rise in crime, the
response would be to send another tweet
with similar language and references
that demonstrate that the datais false.

Alternative. Send a message with values
that are opposite to those disseminated
by the fake news, but without
raentioning it or using the same language
or the same forms. The idea is to get out
of the mental framework that the fake
news wants to create. In the previous
exaraple, it could be to talk about the
positive values associated with the
arrival of migrants, without mentioning
crime.



In the specific case of the fight against disinformation, against
fake news, practical experience seers to point to the first option.
Fighting fake news and data with their own weapons, dismantling
their own argurments, is much more effective than to do so from a
completely different starting point presenting an

«alternative reality».

Butbeware: This strategy is valid when it cornes to dismantling
fake news, data thatis false. When it cornes to countering
narratives, the evidence seers to point in the other direction. The
raental framework must be broken

Disinformation and the garme of replicas and counter-replicas has
had a devastating effect on the democratic health of our societies:
According to a recent study, 60 percent of the Spanish population
does not trust any news redia.

And when the media does not fulfill its social function, society
cannot be considered fully democratic.

L
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Using
narratives 0
drive social
change

This section discusses ways
narratives can be used to
transform power structures
and hegermonic values, as
well as techniques and
strategies that facilitate the
construction of alternative
narratives

20



Responses or proposals:
Constructing narratives
from other narratives...
or out of nothing at all?

The problem of focusing on a discourse based on replication is
that it prevents us from talking about what we are. Replication is
limited to dismantling the adversary's position, but does not
include an alternative vision of the future; thatis, with replication
we do not build a new narrative. On the contrary, it is a rejoinder to
the same beliefs and conjectures of the dorainant narrative. We
cannot always trail behind hegermony.

In many cases it is better to ignore negative narratives, so as not to
repeat them, thus reinforcing the framework we are fighting.

In responding to the anti-immigration narrative, using phrases
such as "migrating is not a crime” or 'no immigrantisillegal”
places the issue of migration in the realm of (i)legality and
excludes other approaches, such as the human rights-based
approach. Inanew narrative, we need to make the sources and the
stories our own.

However, when the most urgent objective is fighting a particular
fake news story, it is necessary to replicate its language and terms
to dismantle the argurents. But, then, new regenerative
narratives [rege—narrative] must be constructed.

21

On social media, and when targeting a younger audience, the
reappropriation of the references used by the dominant power has
proven to be an effective strategy. Appropriating pop culture icons
-such as a series (Breaking Bad to denounce fracking) ora
character (Hello Kitty reconverted into a ferainist heroine)- and
transforming them with hurnor to express a completely
groundbreaking message is a valid strategy. The subversion of the
icons of hegemonic culture usually resonates with the public that
1s familiar with those kinds of references.

Creativity is fundamental when constructing new narratives. It is
impossible to change hegeronic narratives without pushing the
boundaries of the way we do things. Without creativity, we corner
ourselves into easy-to-detect spaces, which those in power can
easily criticize and slander.



The big problem of
captured narratives; and
how to free them

When a new narrative threatens the hegemonic narrative, it does
not fall back on the ropes. First, it launches a strategy of frontal
opposition against the transforming narrative based on denying
allits argurnents. When the new narrative is not robust enough,
frontal opposition is enough for hegemonic power to deactivate it.

But when the new narrative succeeds in endowing the events that
the public observes around it with mmeaning, and these new
raeanings resonate more strongly than the argurnents put forward
by the hegernonic power, the dorminant discourse tries to capture
it. The strategies for dismantling a transformative narrative are
diverse, but they all involve assimilating a part of the new
narrative while, at the sare time, deactivating those parts that
pose a threat to hegeronic power.

22

The reaction of the fossil fuel industry to data deronstrating climate change is
a perfect exaraple of the way hegemonic power assimilates a new narrative.
When the idea of fossil fuel-driven “climate change” got traction, the industry
denied all the argurents of the environrental moverments with messages such
as "climate is always changing” or that cycles of rising and falling termperatures
are normal throughout history.

But when the scientific community as a whole stated that climate change was
real, and that it is caused by huran activity, the industry could no longer deny
the evidence. It adraitted that teraperatures were rising, but quickly added
sorae big "buts” to that first assertion. It counter-argued that the change was
not as rapid as the environmentalists claimed and that there was plenty of tirme
to raake the transition to green energy, a transition that should be led by the
industry itself, since it knew raore about energy than anyone else. It also argued
that, at present, fossil fuels were irreplaceable because green energies had not
been sufficiently developed and were incapable of meeting current demand. Or
that new technologies would be able to reduce the impact of fossil fuels. Or that,
while coal is highly polluting, natural gas is practically harmless when it coraes
to global warming.

Industry subsuraed the basic tenet of the new narrative - rising teraperatures
due to human activity - and expressed concern about the phenomenon, but
added a number of arguments that put the brakes on the urgency of the green
revolution. The industry declared itself, “concerned about the environrent,”
and incorporated environmental messages into its narratives, this was called
greenwashing. Postponing change became the new denialism. Currently, itis
evident that, with its counterattack, the industry succeeded in disarming part
of the environmental movement's demands, relativizing the urgency of the
problern and downplaying the importance of climate change in the news
agenda.



Faced with the fact that the environmentalist narrative was captured by the
hegermonic power, the moverent seeras to be building a new narrative to
overcore the previous one by creating a broader framework: Climate change is
the symptom of a sick systerq, the financial capitalism ermabodied by UWall
Street. To liberate the narrative again, the problem must be reframed: New
villains must be revealed, and the characters in the story must be changed. It is
also important to engage in alliances with new stakeholders, such as people
working in agriculture, to get the narrative out through new stories and new
channels. In some cases, the messenger is even more important than the
raessage.

Finally, one should never rule out pedagogy of change. That is, explaining the
evolution of the dominant narrative and how it has appropriated sorme key
elements of the new one. By shining light on the fact that the dorminant
narrative has shed its skin, but not its objectives, the process of capture is partly
deactivated.
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Whoever dominates the syster will want to dorinate the
narrative. [tis important for the key players in the construction of
anarrative to be aware of this phenomenon and be ready to act.
Key players need to be brought together on the ground to think
about concrete narratives that can bring about change.



What language(s)
do transformative
narratives speak?

The cooperation sector (the "third sector”) and, to a lesser extent,
social moverents, have a certain obsession with the use of
technical terminology that sounds strange to external audiences.
Debates drag on about the use of one technical word over another,
when, in fact, sector-specific terminology has no value in the
construction of new narratives. Communicating better involves
using a much more universal language and translating technical
terras into everyday, human language. We are not all lawyers.

Organizations do not only communicate with the public; they also
cormrmunicate with other organizations, as well as with the people
involved in them. We can therefore speak of endocormunication
(toward the members and allies of an organization) and
exocommunication (toward external audiences). The language of
endocommunication can involve more specific terminology, more
specific references, more internal "winks” that will only be
understood within the sector. On the other hand, outward
cornrmunication has to rely on universal language that anyone can
understand.
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Defensores de la Democracia in Mexico set out to preserve the mmermory of the
journalists murdered in the country (152 since 2000). They realized that these
journalists were going to be remerabered for their death - sormething that
happened in just a few seconds - whereas a lifetime of work and dedication to
the comnmunity was being overlooked. The group set out to change the narrative
about the murders: They were going to talk about what they had done, and
describe the context in which they worked; to memorialize thera for their life,
not their death.

They also realized that, contrary to what most people believed, the murdered
journalists had not published articles about drug trafficking. Many of these
journalists worked for independent news outlets and were dedicated to
covering local news, such street conditions, or shopkeeper complaints. They
had notbeen killed for telling the truth; they had been put to death for being the
voice of a community against the established power in the area.

The first thing the group did was to create a repository of the works published
by the murdered journalists, to preserve their memory. But they soon realized
that the public was not going to enter a repository to read old articles from local
raedia. Then they wondered what format would be the most effective to reach a
broader public, outside journalism, people who had no particular interest in the
subject. First, written formats were discarded for being too traditional and
requiring an active attitude on the part of the receiver. The most obvious
solution was to produce audiovisual content, but the video format was out of
the question due to budget constraints. So they opted for the podcast, a format
that was experiencing aboor in Latin America at that time: Cheaper, more
accessible and easy to use, as well as entertaining, attractive and capable of
telling corplex stories.

The podcast was called Voces Silenciadas (Silenced Voices) and, from its very
conception, the intention was to reach a large audience. That is why they
worked particularly hard on producing the episodes: The voices, the sound
effects, creating a setting that would catch the listener’s interest, and immerse
hira/her in the environment of the murdered journalist. The languages, both
spoken word and soundscape were direct and suggestive at the same time. At
the same time, aware that in many of the communities where the journalists
worked, access to technology was limited, Defensores de la Democracia
partnered with the country’s cornmunity radio stations, which play a
fundamental role in communities far from the big cities. They offered the
podcast to traditional community radio stations for broadcasting, to reach
people through a simple transistor.



Adapting the format to the audience was a success. The podcast ended up
reaching people outside of journalism who had bought into the dominant
narrative. Voces Silenciadas has managed to change the perception that
journalists had been killed "for meddling where they shouldn't,” and that in
reality they were “only” killed for doing their job; for doing work that made the
powers-that-be uncomfortable and showed that the country still has a long way
to go in terms of civil rights.

VOCES
SILENCIADAS

The formats for disseminating a narrative, whetheritis video,
podcast, written news, meraes, etcetera, are not right or wrong by
definition. Whatis important is to be clear about the narrative and
the mental frammework. The choice of format really depends on the
narrative's intended audience: An article or essay may be very
effective if itis aimed at acaderia, butitis useless if you are
trying to reach the persuadable center.



Simple techniques for
constructing new
narratives

The first step is always to unmask and resist dominant narratives (see
previous chapter). In this process, the starting point should be the most
visible part: the messages and the stories they tell us. Next, more in-
depth work is required: Discovering the interests that they serve and the
values and visions they intend to instill in the audience.

Once the narrative and its weaknesses have been identified, there are
two more steps to constructing an alternative narrative:

1 Identify and create transformational
narratives rooted in values.

2 Frame and coramunicate messages
rooted in these new narratives.

Identifying and designing a transformative narrative is not about
defining the messages to be transmitted during a second phase,
but about finding the values and paradigms that can attract the
public to a new interpretation of the situation. [t is not about
thinking in concrete words, but in broad visions.
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This process can be more internal and driven fror within the
organization, but without overlooking the value of daily practice,
the observation of reality and the contributions of activists. It
cannot be amere theoretical discussion, therefore, it is important
for those working on the definition of a new narrative to have a
thorough knowledge of the issue they are working on, in all its
cornplexity, both from a theoretical perspective and its practical
Inaplications.

There is no magic formula for creating a new narrative. But there
are sore techniques that point the way for a narrative to develop.
Here are three of the best known and most effective:

The use of models and speaking in the first person.
A person erabodies the values that the new
narrative wants to introduce, and teaches them by
exarple. The reference person becores tangible
proof that the dominant narrative is not true. An
exarmple would be the way sex education was
redefined in high schools in Catalonia (see
previous chapter), where the aim was to build male
coraplicity from vulnerability through the
educator's experience. Another exarmple could be
the work of describing the everyday life of some
Afro people in Spain to break with the clichés about
thera as a collective: In order to counteract the
image that all Afro people are migrants and are just
here terporarily, for instance, have them talk
about their daily lives on social media.



Reversal of the dramatic triangle.

Classic stories usually include at least three
distinct characters: the hero, the villain and the
victira. Eachis placed at a vertex of a triangle.
First, identify who the dorinant narrative
assigns to each role. For instance, in the anti-
raigration discourse, the police are the heroes,
the local people are the victiras, and the
raigrants are the villains. Reversal consists of
changing roles: For exaraple, if the police are the
heroes in the dorminant narrative, they may be
the villains in the new narrative. When the three
roles have been reassigned, the plots that make
sense of the stories emerge much more easily
(see the exarple of the National Immigrant

Youth Alliance).

Imagine winning. This involves going beyond the specific
need that the narrative is addressing, and asking “What if
we win, then what do we do?"” Many struggles have very
specific objectives, affecting a very specific sector of the
population, so it is difficult for them to arouse the interest of
other audiences. For instance, a law to facilitate family visits
to rinors in prison is not very appealing to the general
public. But if we ask: "And if we get it, then what do we do?"
The answer might be, "transform the justice systerq, so it
doesn't just go after individuals ratialized people.” Certainly,
and then what? "End crirae,” which means eradicating its
structural causes and would ultimately result in “living
together in a better world." Prison law matters to a very
small minority of people, nonetheless, very few would dare
say they don't want to “live together in a better world.”
Having a better life is something everyone cares about; that's
the entry point for the new narrative to reach people.
Coramercial marketing has been using this technique for
decades: Coca-Cola does not sell a product to quench thirst; it
presents us with a product that promises a ration of
happiness.

2!



The Bring Them Horme campaign launched by the National Immigrant Youth
Aliance (NIYA) used the dramatic triangle inversion to change the narrative
about undocurmented migrants in the United States. During Donald Trurap's
carapaign, curbing migration was a key theme: the Build the Wall message.
Conservative media disserminated a narrative that depicted the American
people as the victims of an invasion that would end their way of life; the
villains were the migrants coring to the United States to hoard welfare
payrents, irnpose their custoras and take working-class jobs for minimum
wage; while the heroes were the politicians and law enforcement who would
introduce new laws to expel undocuraented migrants and wage war at the
border to keep outillegals. Aborder - the wall - that protected Armerica's
freedoras and way of life.

But that was not what the NIYA could see in real life. From the point of view of
people who had core to the United States as children and who had become
adults without a residence permit, the dramatic triangle was very different:
The heroes were their parents, who had left everything to go to the United
States and offer their children a better life; the villains were the politicians who
passed anti-iramigration laws and the police who could deport them at any
raoraent; and the victims were the migrants whose entire lives were in the
United States and who, at any morment, could be expelled to a country that was
not their own. The border did not make therm safe: It separated people and
shattered lives.

Anirmportant part of the new narrative was to offer villains the chance to
become heroes; that is, it gave them the chance to change their role with a
dignified and legitimate choice. This way, it avoided deronizing and
typecasting, and offered a real way out to those involved: The only thing the
villains - in this case, the politicians - had to do was to accept the dernands of
the victiras. So, NIYA launched the "Bring Thema Home" campaign, whereby
several migrants who had rade their entire lives in the United States decided
toleave the country and “self-deport” to Mexico.

They then took a stand at the border, and stated their demand: Re-entry to the
United States, where they had spent their entire lives. They decided to act at
the border precisely because it fit the idea of the "point of destruction,” where
people and objects are destroyed. Finally, after going through the detention
center, the people who had self-deported were able to re-enter the United
States; this demonstrated that the border was not impassable, and that there
was a narrative beyond Build the UVall.




Aside from these techniques, itis essential to define the exact
point where the new narrative seeks to have an impact: The place
- beit physical or symbolic - to attack the hegemonic discourse
and launch actions of protest or disobedience. There are five basic
points to aim the attack on the hegernonic narrative, known as
«the five points of intervention»:

Point of production. This is the site where the
products that have to do with the probleras we
want to solve are manufactured. In the
environmental struggle, an exaraple might be
a factory-farm.

Point of destruction. The place where
the things or people we want to
protect are destroyed. The US/Mexico
border in the Bring Them Home
campailgn.

Point of consumerism. The place
where products that have to do with
the problems we want to solve are
purchased. If we are talking about
climate change, an example would be a
gas station.
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Point of decision. The place where
decisions are made that have bearing
on the probleras we seek to solve.
Governraent institutions or the large
corporation headquarters could be an
exaraple.

Point of assumption. Places where
changes can be made in popular culture
trends. The entertainment industry, the
raedia and social networks establish the
icons of popular culture.

When intervening at these five points, the new narrative has to
establish synergies with other actions to be successful. Thisis
where the relationship between the construction of new
narratives and grassroots activism becomes irmportant.



Seizing the day:
Joining forces for
social change

For narratives to achieve their goals, they have to dovetail with other
strategies, both short- and long-term. The ultimate goal of a new
narrative is to change power in a lasting way - for the long term - not
just to achieve a victory in a sectional struggle. And that is only possible
by partnering with other agents of change.

Online is useless without off-line. A few million likes on a video, by
thernselves, change absolutely nothing. There must be agents to repeat
the message on other channels, who tell new stories that reinforce the
sarme narrative, who use other intervention techniques - such as street
activism - to jurnp into the pages of the news outlets and obtain the
desired legislative changes.

We need to be ready to take advantage of moments of crisis as a window
of opportunity to create new narratives. The case 0f 15-M in Spain and
the PAH (see chapter one) is a plain exarnple. Although the PAH
contributed to the explosion on15-M, the massive nature of the
raoverment made it possible to disseminate the messages created by the
Platform, reaching audiences that did not live in fear of eviction.

If the third sector and its media partners are the only ones fighting
against disinformation and working to disserinate new narratives, the
battle islost. However, citizens are not experts in coramunication, nor do
they have the time or the resources required to engage in social
transformation by changing narratives.
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Therefore, itis necessary to create tools and provide ther to citizens, so
that they can becorne our allies without having to make great efforts.
Organizations cannot reach everywhere or be everywhere at once; on
the other hand, citizens can. A person is perfectly capable of cutting
through a pernicious narrative if he or she has the right tools to do so.

Once we add new stakeholders to the narrative, there is arisk thatits
values will change, soften or even distort. That is why, within a social
raoverment cornposed of different organizations, it is essential for
everyone to share the same narrative.



Top down or bottom up?
The coexistence of
activists and
professionals

Many organizations still believe that the construction of new
narratives is the exclusive responsibility of communications
departraents. On the contrary, there are other grassroots
organizations that feel a kind of allergy to the idea of
Incorporating professionals, with the false premise that anyone is
capable of doing anything; especially in digital environments,
where many people believe that having a Twitter account makes
you a community manager. Neither of these two views is correct.

Bridges need to be built between professionals and activists;
because the former have a better understanding of the techniques
and tools for building a solid narrative, while the latter have first-
hand experience with the issues, the context and its specifics, and
have the ability to act at the points of intervention.

In the past, the partnership between (creative) artists and
activists was very strong, especially throughout the twentieth
century. Nowadays, this alliance is rauch weaker, and the result
hasbeen that we are losing ground in the field of narratives. In
Latin America, on the other hand, many initiatives that try to
reconnect both worlds: Weaving partnerships, for exarple,
between professional illustrators and social moveraents.
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Having design and communication professionals on board makes
it possible to express the narratives of change in more
contemporary and higher quality formats. The inclusion of expert
voices rmakes it possible to talk about inequality, for example, with
creativity or humor, at a time when the "exploitation” of images of
raisery has spent the force they had in the past.

In certain scenarios, grassroots activism cannot get a word in
edgewise because taking a public stand puts lives at risk. Uhile it
1s true that journalisra has been - and is - extractivist, in the sense
thatit abandons the news and its protagonists when it has
already got what it wants, in sorne cases it can adopt the role of an
agent of change, especially in situations when cornrmunity lives
are atrisk. When justified fear silences the protagonists, they
cannot be asked to raise their voices.



The term «family» is often associated with conservative values; right-wing
political parties use the term as one of the pillars of their program. In Latin
Arerica, this phenomenon is very present and is strong enough to upend the
initiatives of the most progressive sectors. In Colorbia, for instance, the peace
process with the guerrilla included a plebiscite. The hardliner conservative
groups used the excuse of defending the «farily», to quickly boycott the
agreeraents and the parts that referred to LGTBI rights.

The progressive collectives realized that the term "family” includes many
values that are important to the majority of the population, such as loyalty,
solidarity or love. They understood that they could not accept that the "family”
should be used to curtail rights, since it is a very important institution for all
citizens (we all have one). In fact, they realized that the left had every right to
reclaim the term as their own, because many progressive policies actually
defend families (woren, children, sexist and domestic violence, for exarple).
So they set out to reclaim that space and reappropriate the word “family” for
progressive struggles. But first they had to create a strategy to develop a new
narrative.

So they launched a research project. First they wanted to understand the way
the public responded to certain ideas of change, such as that the family no
longer fits a single model of father, mother and children. They found that
people were very aware that families no longer always follow the traditional
structure, but that it is also very important to preserve elements such as mutual
support and togetherness among family mermbers - values that, actually have
nothing to do with the cormposition of families.

The study involved surveys that made it possible to design focus groaps to
prepare conversations. They tried out the discourse they had been working on
in these groups: The idea that the term "family” belongs to all of us. They also
looked at the way families are represented on social media, and conducted
surveys on Facebook to detect the effectiveness of different messages. They
also connected with the acaderic world that deals with these issues, to see
what their discourse on the family was like.

At the time of launching the narrative, the movements decided to focus on
convincing the "persuadable center;” people who are not very cormitted to
either the right or the left, but who are on the lookout for points of reference.
Until then, in terrs of family-related issues, those references had been
basically conservative. Now the social moverents were proposing new rights-
based references.

To this end, it was essential to connect this new narrative and activisma. They
reached out to human rights organizations with the idea that they should begin
to connect the idea of "rights” to the concept of "family well-being.” They had to
understand that the conservative sectors used the term for a political objective,
while the defense of the family actually has to do with the defense of hurman
rights. Since the new narrative was constructed, they were able to approach
other progressive organizations to join forces and launch their messages on
raultiple channels. Although the goal was far from easy, because conservative
sectors have used the term "family” to their own advantage for decades, the
raovernents have begun to detect that the hegemonic discourse has a crack that
opens the door to change.




The transformative power
of art: Creativity for the
construction of new
narratives

The idea that there are no new narratives without creativity is a
constant. And, if we talk about «creativity», art would be its
raaximurn expression. The relationship between art and social
raoveraents goes back along way, although it is currently much
less evident than in the past.

The essence of artistic creation has always been the creation of
narratives. And not only that: the creation of narratives to
question dorninant narratives. By its very nature, art is able to
surprise, question and open new perspectives. It is able to
question the present and the past, and to propose a future.

Artivisrais the cornbination of the real power of art and activism.
That s, the use of artistic forms of expression to deliver a political
raessage - or a whole narrative - to the population; for instance,
instead of organizing a march, staging a performance. On the
surface, it seeras like an interesting way to get the attention of
audiences in a world suffering from an overdose of stimuli. But,
does it work? The answer is in the exaraple of «The Copenhagen
Experiment».
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Artivisrq, never consists of elevating the artist to the role of an
oracle. Selecting an artist at randorn and placing him or herin the
streets of a city with a mission of spreading a political message is
useless. The only way for creative activism to work is with help
froralocal experts. You have to understand that knowledge is on
the street where the work is done. When you do activism to
change the law, for example, you need good lawyers with in-depth
knowledge of the legal system. But when you do cultural activisry,
the knowledge is in the culture, in the street; it can only be
successful whenlocal artists and activists collaborate and form a
partnership.



In May 2018, «The Copenhagen Experiment», was undertaken in an atterapt to

test how effective "artivism" was compared to other classic forms of activism, B
such as speeches or handing out fliers (https://www.youtube.cora/

watch?v=PvbwELdUCIQ). issue was chosen that would not lead to excessive °
polarization in society, something that did not elicit too many preconceived .
notions in people. The issue was the introduction of a meat tax to commpensate

for the environmental impact of livestock farming. o .

The group organized two different types of actions. Over the course of three °
days, they ran traditional activist actions, and artistic activist actions. On the ~

one hand, the traditional activists did things like handing out leaflets in the ° o

street and making speeches on a wooden box. On the other hand, the artivists -
wore cow costurnes, played farting sounds over loudspeakers and filled the k L
sidewalks with excrement with a sign that read «this cow pie is a problermy. e

To assess the effectiveness of the actions, the group interviewed over a
hundred passers-by, wrote more than thirty observation reports, added up the
petitions signed and leaflets handed out.... Two weeks later, the group
contacted the people they had interviewed, asking them if they rernermbered
the carmpaign and if they had taken any action on the meat tax. After analyzing
the data that had been collected, the conclusions were eye-opening.

Most people stated that traditional activist actions were «annoying»,while
artivism piqued their curiosity and made them question some things. Analysis
of the quantitative data also revealed that people were mmuch more willing to
get involved - sign a petition by putting their narme on it, for example - when
the outreach was through artivisrm.

Although it should be kept in mind that Copenhagen is a European city with a
high standard of living and a tolerant atmosphere (it has always had social
democratic mayors), the conclusion seerns clear: to get people’s attention and
try to convince therm, you need to be creative.
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But does this work or not?
Evaluating results

Evaluation should be anindispensable part of any social
transformation project. Itis said that "you can't change what you
don't measure.” And it should not be left forlast, asif it were a
secondary task to be completed "when there is time.” Actually, the
1dea of evaluation should be incorporated into the project from the
outset and serve to set in motion a process of reflection - of
transformation - of the project or organization itself.

The most obvious method for measuring the impact of a carnpaign
In a digital environment is to use metrics, everything from
counting “likes” tolooking at Google Analytics figures. The
quantitative datais a first insight into the impact of the campaign,
butit can also be very misleading. Data tells us how many people
have clicked or watched a video, but not how many have changed
their minds or decided to take action. Metrics are not indicators of
social change.

Moreover, social networks are not neutral territory (see next
chapter), so they have no interest in promoting narratives for
social transformation. It is not uncorrnon for ther to manipulate
their search engines to "hide" those publications that do not fit the
values or aesthetics of the platform: What's called
shadowbanning. If search engine results are manipulated and itis
difficult to access certain content, it is not really worthwhile to
take the linked retrics into account.

Instead of counting clicks and views, it is much better to evaluate
based on the objectives and intentions of the project. These
objectives are set at the beginning of the campaign and can evolve
along with the evaluation process. However, it is important to set
ther at the beginning of the process, when it has not yet been
affected by other constraints. An unforeseen event may derail the
process halfway from reaching the objective, butitis no reasonto
fail to evaluate a specific aspect of the project.

At the mornent of establishing the objectives and intentions of the
project, we can divide ther into two large groups:

The micro-objectives: From taking care of all
the people who are involved in the
carapaign to meeting the established
schedule, or building new alliances with
other agents of change. Often, they are
essential for the success of the campaign,
but not the ultimate goal.
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Macro-objectives: Changes that have a decisive
inapact on the issue we are trying to address,
from a more structural point of view.
Ultimately, these would be the legislative
changes that have occurred since the
introduction of the narrative. But it should not
be forgotten that these kinds of changes are
raulti-factorial; they are not just due to the
introduction of a new narrative.



Aside from clicks, there are other qualitative and quantitative
ways to evaluate. The classic target audience survey would be the
raost cornrmonly used strategy, and there are many different ways
of sharing the questionnaire to achieve maximur disseraination.
At the same time, it is essential that the questions be designed
carefully. One option, for exarple, would be to present the survey
as a contest: Asking the public to explain what they have done
aboutissue X in exchange for a possible reward.

In the case of narratives, evaluation should be a recurring process.
There is no point in doing an evaluation at the end of the project
and forgetting about it. To detect changes in public opinion, you
need to revisit the evaluation regularly; sore subject matter
experts talk about six-month periods. Be that as it may, evaluating
any change in narrative is a long-term process.
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Some (concrete)
evaluation proposals

No rmethodology for evaluating the impact of new narratives is
going to be applicable in every case. However, there are sore
indicators that make it possible to evaluate specific situations,
and they can be an inspiration when developing the objectives
and intentions of each project.

The Center for Arts Activism has created the Universal
Methodology for Contextual Assessmment (UMCA), which is used to
evaluate projects that apply artivist rnethods. The basis of this
evaluation is always the original intention of the project. The tools
developed for this methodology can be downloaded at
https://c4aa.org/assessment-toolset.

The UMCA ermerged from the accumulated experience of nuraerous
artivists over the years, and its evaluation system is based on three
rain principles. They are the following:

1| What is the intention and what are the
objectives of the project. Metrics should
not appear until a much later stage in
the project.




On the other hand, the Universitat Jaurme I of Castelld (Spain) has
. developed a series of indicators to evaluate the work carried out
2| Thecreatorisatthe by Developrent NGOs. These indicators revolve around two
center of the evaluation. interconnected dirensions: The functioning of the organization
Or, put another way, itself and the narratives it puts forth. In this latter area, the
indicators aim to detect whether the narratives disseminated by

evaluation should be an NGDO are in line with the principles that should guide social
central to the creation of transformation.
the project.

Although they are designed for a very specific purpose, the four
principles that are behind these indicators are useful for
discovering whether the narrative fits a transformative vision.
These four areas of assessrent are:

3| Social science evaluations
are never exact. Butby

adding up different - T—
evaluation factors (adding Rights and (eco)social justice.

1+1+1), we have a better Do the narratives present and
chance of success. address the issues from a
rights-based perspective?

The UMCA method, instead of saying «this works and that R ors o d .
doesn't», is based on a series of questions - more than fifty - ecognltlon' lgnlty and agency:

about specific aspects such as the objectives, the audience, the Do the stories focus on people and

?thlcal principles, the’mterventlons carried out, the aspectstobe cormmunities, and do these actors
iraproved or the metrics of the platforms. Based on these

questions, all the artivists on the team are invited to reflect, and particip ate in the construction of
they \{vill decide whether the in'tervention has worked ornot. As the narratives?

raentioned before, the processitself should also be an invitation to

transformation.
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Successes, achievements and proposals.
Do the objectives call for action and the
implernentation of a process of
transformation?

Participation and communication.

Each action undertakes the
responsibility of activating those
cultures that defy individualistic
tendencies.
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In all, the evaluation indicators add up to more than forty
questions under the four principles. This self-assessment method
helps organizations reflect around the political approach, the
sustainability of the project, the use of non-hegemonic narratives
and whether narratives are encouraging collective action. These
indicators will be published on the web shortly and, although they
are notintended for use as a generic narrative evaluation, they do
point to the four main areas that should not be missing in any
process of assessing a narrative, so they are a good starting point.
However, a general mechanism for evaluating narratives needs to

be developed for the entire sector, beyond the specific case of
NGDOs.
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New
narratives in
the digital
environment

40

The fourth chapter discusses the
ways that narratives have adapted
to the digital environment, and the
challenges it poses, especially when
certain activist sectors still view
technological advances with
certain suspicion



From mass media
to social media

Manipulating beliefs through the use of narrativesis as old as the
use of language, both to reinforce power structures and to
challenge thera. However, the use of digital technologies to
disserainate these narrativesis a much more recent process. Its
raost notable effect is that it has greatly accelerated the process by
which narratives are disserninated, propagated and consolidated.

Starting in the 1980s, the mass media underwent a process of
consolidation that has practically put an end to the model of
independent ownership. The media have becorme part of large
cornrnunication conglorerates that are in the hands of elites, so
the messages that they disserninate fit the hegemonic narratives.
Traditional media have closed their doors to most social
raovernents and civil society.

The advent of the internet meant that a space opened for the
public. Suddenly, social moverents had soraewhere to publish
their content and a network to cornmunicate with other activists
and organizations. Although the alternative press has always
existed, before the internet it was rore difficult to get access to
dissident narratives and, above all, to have a space from which to
publish and disserninate ther. In this sense, the internet has
pierced the hegemonic space and has made it possible to advance
the struggles of social movernents.

4]

When the internet was an
alternative... and when
did it stop being so?

Many people understood the arrival of the internet as a 180-
degree turn in the cornmunications ecosystern. The power to
publish was no longer in the hands of the elites, but in the hands
of the people, who could tell the world what they wanted from
their cell phones. It was no longer necessary for an editorial board
to approve the disseraination of content: Everyone was free to say
whatever he or she saw fit. The communications space that had
been an oligopoly became dominated by diversity.

Butbeyond thisidealized vision - typical of the early days of the
internet - the truthis that there has been another 180-degree turn,
and it has returned to a place very similar to the starting point.
The problems of the off-line world, from racism to machismo,
have entered the digital platforras, and with an added aggravating
factor: The platforms are not designed for collaboration and in-
depth debate, but to encourage polarization and the creation of
groups that reinforce these beliefs. The goal is to click-through,
not exchange. Nowadays, polarized messages and hate speech
dominate commercial social media. Thereis a high price to pay for
having a public profile on the internet when you are a racialized
person or identify as LGTBI.



Making a deal with the
devil: Using social media
to spread new narratives

Does it make sense, then, to disseminate a transformative
narrative through channels - like cornrmercial, mainstrearn social
raedia - that are dominated by opposition discourses that favor
polarization and misinformation?

Within social moveraents there has been a strong anti-technology
tradition. Since technology is at the heart of the systerm, many
collectives believe that it conditions the dissemination of
narratives in such a way that they lose their original meaning; or,
worse, end up being captured by the dorminant discourse. But the
factis thatno oneis brainwashed by siraply using Facebook. It all
depends on the messages to which a personis exposed, thatis
why it is important for social moveraents to have a presence on
social media.

First, because giving up on social media would leave it entirely in
the hands of hate speech. It would mean ceding absolute
hegerony to the discourse of the ultra-right. Second, because
people have used the internet to explain who they are (self-
representation), and created coramunities outside the dorinant
discourse. These groups have made it possible to join forces,
raultiply messages and reach many more people. The internet has
raade it possible to structure alternatives to the dorinant
narratives.
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However, as these alternative communities have becore visible,
they have also become targets and victirns of attacks. The
response to hate speech must always come from creativity: We
have to provide different and innovative visions of what
technology has to offer. Because, despite its drawbacks, the
internet has made it possible to take new narratives rauch further
(and to many more audiences).



The digital medium has
1ts own narratives

Tech companies also disseminate narratives that give structure
and order to the digital world. These narratives replicate the
dominant values of the analog environment by ernphasizing
individualism and the role of private enterprise as drivers of

huran evolution. Specifically, the technological era has created

two major narratives of its own:

The single founder principle. The large tech
corapanies are the result of the vision of a single
individual - the creator, always a white rman - who
sets himself up as the winner of the game without

paying the slightest attention to the victims he may

have left along the way (exploited and
raarginalized groups). It is the vision of the winner
who rises above the losers. However, in Latin
Arnerica and the United Kingdom, alternatives to
this model are emerging from initiatives that
defend the collective ownership of platforms
("platform socialism™); however, these structures
are not problem-free either, since horizontal
dermocracy ends up eroding relationships and
creates internal power dynaraics that threaten the
long-term sustainability.
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Technological Solutionism Ever since the
Enlightenment, technology hasbeenused as a
raeasure of a country's developraent. This narrative
argues that new technologies have an answer for
everything from hunger to climate change. The
solution to technology's probleras is always more
technology, regardless of the negative consequences
raany groups suffer. Technological solutionism is an
iraportant part of the capitalist frarework, it include
the financial industry, the cultural industry and the
fossil fuel industry. Technology plays a decisive role
in these three sectors, soit canbe said tobe a
cormponent of the capitalist heart.

In discussions about the problerns brought about by the use of the
internet, a lot has said about the concept of privacy, for instance,
but the negative consequences of these two dominant narratives
are not questioned at all. If platforrms are not dermocratic, how can
we shed light on the problers affecting the users and find
effective solutions? There are no real solutions without
dernocracy.



Chile has the most astronomical observatories of any country in the world.

These centers generate an enormous amount of data (comparable to YouTube).

When the Chilean government realized that such a huge amount of data was
being generated in their country, it wanted to take advantage of it and attract
scientists from all over the world to the country. But it immediately had to face
a question: What do we do with all that data, what kind of governance do we
apply to it? Do we give it away, or do we regulate it? In other words, what is the
best way to profit from all that data, one of the most valuable commodities in
today's world?

There are two major models (narratives) of data governance. The first
advocates for open data and that any person or institution should have access
to it. But, when it cornes down to it, those who take advantage of this open data
are the organizations that have the power and rmeans to make the most of it.
Evenif the datais open and available to everyone, citizens are not able to do
anything with it.

The second model has to do with the concept of sovereignty, closely linked to
the idea of the nation-state, but also to certain sectors on the left. This model
proposes that data be controlled to counteract the negative effects of
technology. In practice, this model is applied in countries such as China and
Russia, where the State exercises strict control over the network.
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Neither of these two visions meets the needs of the global South, so what was
needed was to open a third way. This alternative way was defined under the
concept of "autonomy,” involving two major ideas: First, a democratic
organization based on asserablies; and second, a way of understanding oneself
in the world as closely tied to the environment and which stresses
interdependence with the territory, so that if there is an impact on the latter,
the autonormy of the people also suffers the same impact. Autonomy
understood as self-determination to confront the capitalist, colonialist and
patriarchal system.

This interpretation of the concept of autonomy can be seen in the relationship
armong the local communities of the Atacama Desert - where most of the
astronomical observatories are located - and the institutions that govern these
large data centers as well. In recent years there have been certain conflicts
between these two stakeholders, especially over placing observatories in areas
that are sacred to the communities or in territories where the environmental
impact has been serious and irreversible. According to the concept of autonory,
the communities that are directly affected by the extraction of data from their
territory ought to be part of deciding what is done with all this information.

Beyond the ideas of «sovereignty» or «pen data», the concept of «autonory»
eturns ownership of data to communities. Arguably, it turns data into a
coraron good. This vision is the opposite of data colonialisra, which is
currently being pursued by all the big tech companies.



Abunch of guys locked up
in their roomas: The other

digital divide

In the debate on the use of new technologies to disserinate new
narratives, part of the problem is that the conversation is not
crosscutting. Although all communication is digital nowadays,
raany social movements still lack a strategy and representation
on these channels: They have not reflected about their presence
on social media, about the meaning of their muessages, about data
governance. Activists from different groups often live in
watertight silos.

Currently, the debate about the problems and contradictions
posed by the digital ecosystern is only taking place within
collectives dedicated to new technologies. Activists and
acadermics working on (and with) the social media are the ones
proposing alternatives to the model that currently governs the
Internet.
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Coramon sense says that, in order for this debate to be
crosscutting, the most logical thing to do would be to bring
together different social movernents (those dedicated to
technologies and those involved in other struggles) to share
knowledge, create new synergies and develop strategies to
address the problern. But when this approach has been tried, it
ends up creating two subgroups and people are divided: When
talking about issues such as caregiving, only the caregiving
collectives speak; and when talking about technology, only the
technologists speak. Although itis very difficult to avoid these
divisions, we have to balance the scales. We don't all need to
becore programming professionals, but we should understand
how the world in the internet works. Off-line and online
collaboration must be encouraged to bridge the "other” digital
divide - the one between traditional activists and online activists
- because this is the only way to regain lost ground on the internet.



Han contribuido a la elaboracion de este apartado...
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Epilogue

What do we do now?
Ideas for moving forward

In closing, here are some of the questions of interest that
emerged during the webinar sessions and that served to
close the «Let's Change the Story» cycle of debates.
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We need to learn to pay a lot more attention and go rore in-
depth when reading hegemonic narratives, to move past mere
intellectual analysis. It is important to realize that narratives
affectusatalllevels, so spaces for multidisciplinary analysis
need to be created. Analyze the effects of hegemonic
narratives on the body, heart and mind.

This is not so much a matter of giving the floor to the
collectives that create their narratives, but of providing spaces
for them to express and disseminate ther. Rather than
pursuing testimonials that decide to present therselves, those
in privilege should make spaces available to the communities
in order for ther to create their own narratives. It is more
coherent for a survivor to talk about what happened to them
than to see someone from academia or an organization
speaking in their stead. Mapping experiences to give voice to
the excluded.

Project evaluations should be shared. Collectives and people
who have been involved in building and disseminating a
narrative need to be able to participate in the evaluation,
because they are the ones who have first-hand knowledge
about it. To balance the weight of data and metrics when
assessing a carpaign, it is essential to establish participatory
spaces where the different stakeholders can make qualitative
assessments.



[tis rauch easier to detect the narratives where we do not want to
enter, the mental frameworks we want to avoid, than to propose
new discourses and imaginaries. Ve have to decide to propose
alternatives, solutions, answers. We have to discuss probleras
with constructive proposals: Not just say that racism is
unacceptable, but also explain the opportunities that diversity
and multiculturalism offer society as a whole.

Pessimism must be left behind in order to delve deeper into
transformation. Step out of other narratives, and rake creativity
the center of everything. Dare to be original, to try to coramunicate
with a sense of humor, with unusual formats, to regain the
partnership between art and activisn.

We need to focus more on achievernents, and not so rauch on
problerns. Focus narratives on results: Use "imagine winning” (see
chapter 3). Instead of focusing on the particular probleras that
affectus, focus on the shared ideals that are generated by the
alternative.

There is an urgent need to change the humanitarian narrative.
Abandon the images of misery and the charitable approach. Dare
to enter into new partnerships out of solidarity and
transformation: Being radical, in the sense of addressing the roots
of the problerns.
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We must work together as a network. We talk aboutitalot, butitis
very difficult for us to do it. Organizations have to share resources.
Get over the obsession of putting our logo and our starp on
raaterial we produce. Give those materials away to activisn.

We have to make an effort to get young people on board, they
currently seern to be very far away frorn the more traditional
social moveraents. Discover how they can and want to get
involved, and dare to use new models of activisra and
organization. And don't forget the importance of working from the
cornrnunity, in the final analysis, they have the knowledge.

Do not hold on to preconceived ideas. Do not be afraid to rethink
things, do not allow ourselves to be enslaved by ideologies. New
problerms have new solutions, which we may not be able to
Inagine within our own raental frarmework, and which may
challenge what we thought were immovable truths. Do not be
afraid to acknowledge when we are wrong, because it is the first
step to be able to learn.
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