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Abstract
The urgent need to address the sustainability issues of the Anthropocene requires a dialogue capable of bridging different 
knowledge systems, values, and interests. This dialogue is considered one of the most crucial challenges in collaborative 
research approaches. With this research, we seek to break with monologues in collaborative research by offering a decolonis-
ing methodological approach that combines the notion of dialogue of wisdom, communication theories and ethical principles 
of Andean philosophy. The methodological framework, the circle of dialogue of wisdom, is the result of an iterative action–
reflection process developed in a North–South collaborative research project for territorial planning in Bolivia. Our praxis 
confirms the potentials offered by a listening-based dialogue for (i) dealing with knowledge–power relations in collaborative 
research projects, (ii) promoting mutual learning and knowledge co-creation between different knowledge systems, (iii) re-
valuating local and Indigenous knowledge, and (iv) decolonising the society–science–policy dialogue.
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Introduction

Bridging the gap between diverse knowledge systems is 
becoming a priority and at the same time, a significant chal-
lenge in sustainability sciences (Johnson et al. 2016; Chilisa 
2017; Hill et al. 2019). During the last decades, there is 
a greater awareness of the scientific knowledge limitations 
and the critical role that Indigenous and local knowledge 
(ILK) plays in dealing with real-world problems (Mistry and 

Berardi 2016; Díaz et al. 2018). Although there is an increas-
ing number of scholars interested in finding new pathways 
to bridge Western and Indigenous sciences, unfortunately, 
many of these collaborative research practices ended up 
reproducing dominant (colonial) schemes (Andreotti et al. 
2015) and encapsulating fragments of ILK in Western para-
digms (Muller 2012). This kind of practices engenders false 
expectations based on the illusion created by the buzzwords 
of co-creation, empowerment, and participation (Phillips 
and Napan 2016). It produces fatigue in communities dis-
appointed by the participatory processes that do not gener-
ate real participation or empowerment (Charli-Joseph et al. 
2018).

Over the last decades, an increasing number of scholars 
is advocating for a profound transformation of the nature 
and purpose of collaborative research (Edwards and Bran-
nelly 2017). This transformation implies “working with, 
not working on” people (Lieberman 1986), sharing goals 
and developing each other’s ideas, i.e. a collaborative work 
in which researchers consider local actors as allies instead 
of participants (Vásquez-Fernández et al. 2018). Essential 
in this collaborative work is the willingness to share and 
learn from each other, recognising and valuing each other’s 
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knowledge and working together to address current societal 
problems.

In the different forms of collaborative research, inter-
action with society is critical. Dialogue and participatory 
approaches are the primary means to co-create knowledge, 
empowering participants as co-learners or co-researchers, 
enabling social transformations (Phillips and Napan 2016). 
However, studies showed that neither dialogue nor participa-
tory methods are a guarantee of equal participation (Herra-
dor-Valencia et al. 2012).

Phillips and colleagues (2018) argue that there is a pro-
liferation of collaborative approaches that take the positive 
values of dialogue for granted, believing that following dia-
logical principles and methods are sufficient conditions to 
achieve democratic and inclusive forms of knowledge pro-
duction. In line with these ideas, critics of consensus-based 
dialogue highlight the risks of using dialogical approaches 
under asymmetric power conditions (Watson 2006; Miraftab 
2009).

Academics interested in counteracting the effects of 
power relations in knowledge production have developed 
inclusive, decolonising and feminist approaches that try to 
give voice to those who do not have it (Edwards and Bran-
nelly 2017). These approaches have focused their efforts on 
developing methodological tools to transform the partici-
pants into active agents in a co-creation process (Phillips and 
Napan 2016). However, some dialogic methodologies tend 
to romanticise dialogue, ignoring or minimising the impact 
of power–knowledge tensions on collaborative spaces (Phil-
lips et al. 2018). This position is in strong contradiction with 
the identified and reported recurring challenges encountered 
when implementing collaborative work, such as the difficul-
ties of building trust, understanding each other’s perspec-
tives, and recognising the value of different knowledge sys-
tems (e.g. Chilisa 2017; Hill et al. 2019).

We argue that until now, the efforts made to overcome the 
challenges of collaborative work have focused on giving a 
voice to the marginalised and vulnerable populations. Yet, 
the listening component has been neglected in collabora-
tive research literature. As stated by Gayatri Spivak (1990), 
reflecting in her seminal work, “Can the subaltern speak?”, 
she points out that the crucial question is “who will listen?” 
rather than “who should speak?” (Spivak 1990, p. 59).

It is not our intention to dismiss dialogue in collaborative 
processes. Although dialogue discourse constitutes a form 
of governance in which knowledge, power and subjectivities 
end up reducing the possibilities of an inclusive dialogue 
where all kinds of being and knowledge are recognised and 
equally valuable (Phillips et al. 2018; Hill et al. 2019). We 
believe that communication skills, in particular the ability to 
dialogue, is an integral part of qualitative research method-
ologies (Fals-Borda and Rahman 1991). We consider it nec-
essary to transform, making the inaudible audible through 

listening, a stance that requires inner silence, reflexivity, and 
appreciation of the otherness (Lipari 2010).

This research coincides with Abson and colleagues 
(2016) work about the possibilities offered by the concept 
of “deep leverage points” to generate sustainable transforma-
tions. A deep leverage point is that place where an interven-
tion aimed at changing mental schemas has great potential to 
create profound changes in a system. Considering language 
as “one of the most powerful means by which our conceptual 
habits are shaped” (Lipari 2010, p. 354), we propose that 
dialogic listening is a lever with the potential to change the 
forms of interaction between different types of knowledge. 
We believe that a mentality shift in how we communicate 
is necessary to close the gap between diverse knowledge 
systems. Our contribution seeks (i) to explore alternative 
pathways in which different types of knowledge co-exist and 
are enriched by each other; (ii) to delve into the potentiali-
ties of listening in an inter-ontological and epistemological 
dialogue.

We focused our work on the knowledge production realm 
(Abson et al. 2016) and specifically on the role of academ-
ics in bridging different knowledge systems, values, and 
expectations. This article addresses the need to create a new 
ethical space in a cooperative spirit (Ermine 2007), i.e. a 
dialogical space emphasising listening instead of speaking. 
A listening that takes us beyond the self, not to transform the 
world but to be transformed (Lipari 2009).

We propose a methodological framework called Circle 
of Dialogue of Wisdom (CDW) to leverage the possibili-
ties that listening-based dialogue offers to transform col-
laborative research practices and bridge diverse knowledge 
systems. This approach takes us beyond dialogue towards 
a listening engagement with the otherness (Lipari 2009) in 
which the dyad listening and dialogue are the foundations 
of social change (Dutta 2014). The framework builds upon 
three ideas:

 (i) The Latino-American Dialogue of Wisdom (DW) 
considered as a decolonising and sharing space 
where different cultures, disciplines and knowledge 
interact and learn from each other (Archila 2017).

 (ii) CDW attempts to rethink communication through 
the lens of listening to the margins (Dutta 2014). A 
dialogue inspired by Buddhist traditions which focus 
on listening instead of speaking and judging (Lipari 
2010).

 (iii) The ethical principles of the Andean philosophy, 
deeply rooted in the relationality with the other and 
the otherness (Antequera 2016) guide us in this self-
reflective and transformative sharing dialogue.

We developed this methodological framework through a 
North–South collaborative project in Bolivia as a case study 
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that seeks to achieve an inclusive territorial planning and re-
valuation of ILK to contribute to the self-determination of 
Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (IPLC).1 We, as 
indigenous and non-indigenous scholars, embarked with the 
Bolivian IPLCs, policy-makers and practitioners to navigate 
uncharted waters with the goal of co-creating new pathways 
that bridge diverse knowledge systems.

In this paper, we argue that a dialogic listening per-
spective deserves greater attention, because it creates new 
directions of communication, that go beyond the discursive 
thought. We briefly summarise what we mean by a dialogue 
of wisdom and listening dialogue concepts, highlighting 
the critical aspects of dialogue and communication in col-
laborative approaches and giving insights into the ethical 
principles of Andean philosophy. Finally, by describing our 
praxis, we shed light on the potentials and challenges of a 
listening-based dialogue approach.

Dialogue in the spotlight of communication 
theories

During the last decades, many scholars, practitioners and 
decision-makers from different disciplines have been using 
notions such as co-creation, co-production, co-design, par-
ticipation, to name the dialogue between diverse stakehold-
ers to produce new knowledge (Phillips 2011). This dialogic 
turn is becoming a sine qua non condition in research poli-
cies and required by funding agencies with an eagerness to 
create “socially robust knowledge” (Gibbons et al. 1994). 
However, bridging different types of knowledge, culture, and 
perspectives is a challenging endeavour, not only because 
of epistemological and ontological differences but also due 
to power-related issues. As stated by Watson (2006), using 
consensus-based knowledge in conditions of power asym-
metries will represent an imposition of one group on another, 
and limit inclusiveness and diversity (Díaz-Reviriego et al. 
2019). In the best case, it ends up incorporating some ele-
ments of one system into the other, through a validation 
process imposed by the dominant system (Montana 2017).

Critical analysis of collaborative approaches, conducted 
by communication researchers, argue that expressions like 
‘equal footing’, ‘empowerment’, ‘participation’, and ‘dia-
logue’ are buzzwords, turning dialogue and participation 
into empty discourses (Phillips and Napan 2016). They 
called for de-romanticising dialogue, arguing that practices 
which neglect the tensions of power–knowledge arising from 

the diversity of interests, values and expectations present in a 
multi-knowledge-holders exchange could exacerbate exclu-
sion instead of promoting inclusion (Phillips et al. 2018).

Scholars questioning the effects of participation in the 
neoliberal era argue that hegemonic structures seek to 
legitimise citizens’ perception of inclusion to maintain 
the hegemonic power using participation and consensus 
as a tool giving the illusion of an inclusive and equitable 
decision-making process (Miraftab 2009; Watson 2016). 
Scholars concerned about these mainstream practices at the 
science–policy interface proposed to decolonise knowledge 
production by questioning researchers’ deep assumptions 
(Miraftab 2009) and reflecting on the ethical principles that 
guide our research practice (Ermine 2007).

Dialogue of wisdom

The notion of dialogue of wisdom (DW) or dialogo de 
saberes has its origins in the Participatory Action Research 
(PAR). It seeks to go beyond the emancipation ideals of 
empowering the oppressed. DW proposes to create a space 
for a get-together of different cultures, disciplines and knowl-
edge, recognising each other as equals (Archila 2017), not 
rhetoric equality, but one that counteracts the cultural, politi-
cal, economic and mental structures of oppression (Rivera 
2012). A space for an inter-ontological and epistemological 
dialogue, finding possible common ground between different 
knowledge systems (Rist et al. 2011).

The interest in DW has been growing among Latin–Amer-
ican scholars in the last years pointing to it as a critical factor 
for the construction of a more equitable, democratic and 
sustainable world (Rodríguez et al. 2016). Although there 
are multiple understandings of DW, some refer to it as a col-
lective hermeneutical tool (Ghiso 2000), while others con-
sider it an intercultural dialogue (Rodríguez et al. 2016). Leff 
(2004) argues that DW is an encounter of collective identi-
ties based on cultural autonomies, from where an intercul-
tural dialogue unfolds. DW deactivates the violence of the 
forced homogenisation of the diverse world, by recognising 
the other and their knowledge. In other words, DW is not a 
methodology; it goes beyond a strategy of inclusion and par-
ticipation. It is a social practice that re-links ethics, ontology, 
and epistemology, intertwining the real, the symbolic, and 
the imaginary, in the act of thinking, feeling, and building a 
diverse world (Leff 2004).

Despite the different understandings of the DW, there are 
multiple commonalities. First, it is a dialogic sharing space 
between diverse knowledge systems. Second, it gives the 
same value to all knowledge systems. Third, it recognises 
the vital role of ILK in the construction of alternatives to 
the hegemonic models of knowledge production (Leff 2004; 
Tapia Ponce 2016; Archila 2017).

1 Here we will use the international denomination of Indigenous Peo-
ples and Local Communities (IPLC) to name the “Originarios, Indi-
genas and Campesinos” terms used in the State Constitution to name 
the 36 ethnies, afrobolivians and peasants in the country.
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One of the main challenges of DW is how to deal with 
power asymmetries. Academics argue that it is necessary to 
work in parallel on the decolonisation of knowledge produc-
tion, the mind and power structures to reduce power asym-
metries (Smith 2012). On the other hand, Ermine (2007) 
considers that there is a need for another kind of dialogue. 
One that provides space for “observing, collectively, how 
hidden values and intentions can control our behaviour, and 
how unnoticed cultural differences can clash without our 
realising what is occurring” (Ermine 2007, p. 203). DW is 
a dialogue in which we embrace the “parallel coexistence 
of multiple cultural differences that do not extinguish but 
instead antagonise and complement each other” (Rivera 
2012, p. 105).

Similarly, as PAR, DW is attentive to the non-exploitative 
patterns in social, economic and political life and values 
such as ideological and spiritual commitment (Fals-Borda 
and Rahman 1991). Unlike in PAR, in DW the action–reflec-
tion is more an internal than external process, which it is 
developed through listening, appreciation, sensitivity and 
self-awareness.

A listening dialogue

Inspired by Eastern philosophical traditions of Buddhism, 
Lipari (2010) proposes an encounter that goes beyond the 
limitations of language and binary thinking. In this dialogic 
space, listening can open new ethical possibilities. This dia-
logue requires inner silence and awareness of the otherness, 
where participants engage in a listening-being, embrac-
ing difference, uncertainty and plurality. As eloquently 
expressed by Lipari,

Listening “does not merely tolerate but openly 
embraces difference, misunderstanding, and uncer-
tainty, and invites entrance to human communication 
and consciousness beyond discursive thinking, to 
dwelling places of understanding that language can-
not, as yet, reach” (Lipari 2010, p. 360).

To embrace this difference, we need to address the false 
oppositional dichotomies of “mind versus body; subject 
versus object; objective truth versus subjective emotion” 
(Chilisa 2012, p. 271), and try to return to the indigenous 
relational being, by connecting mind, body, spirit and 
feelings.

A listening dialogue understands communication as a 
listening space that puts marginal voices at the centre and 
critically interrogates the structures of power, goals, agendas 
and protocols that perpetuate social inequities and render 
invisible marginal voices (Dutta 2014).

Andean Philosophy

Ethics and values are vital in collaborative approaches. As aca-
demics working with IPLC, we must be aware of our privileges 
and how our actions may trespass others’ spaces and reproduce 
colonising schemes. Therefore, building ethical spaces in a 
dialogue between different knowledge systems requires deep 
reflection on how to define what harms or enhances the well-
being of the otherness (Ermine 2007).

According to Estermann (2006), there are no equivalent 
words to values in the Andean philosophy. Like many other 
indigenous cultures, the Andean world is governed by prin-
ciples deep-rooted in the relationality with the others and 
the otherness. Qhari-warmi (Quechua) or Chacha-warmi 
(Aymara), or double duality, represents a binary relationship 
between the elements of the world (Antequera 2016). It is the 
union of opposite pairs that maintain balanced, reciprocal 
and complimentary relationships (Quiroz 2006, p. 60). This 
union is possible thanks to the Chakana, which means bridge 
or the communicative action between opposites that are com-
plementary and corresponding at the same time (Antequera 
2016). Two principles govern the relationships between the 
elements of the Qhari-warmi: the Tinkuy and the Kuti. The 
Tinkuy is a reunion of opposites, exchange and dialogue with 
the other. It is what Estermann (2006) calls the principle of 
relationality, considered as “the life force of everything that 
exists” (Estermann 2006, p. 111). On the other hand, Kuti is 
an alternation of opposites, chaos and instability, which can 
be restored through reciprocity and complementary actions 
(Estermann 2006).

Three other principles of Andean philosophy are cor-
respondence, complementarity, and reciprocity. The corre-
spondence principle refers to the harmonic correlation between 
everything that exists in the macro and microcosmos. The 
principle of complementarity considers that the autonomous 
and separate individual is incomplete. The individual is only 
complete and integral when its opposite complements it. Reci-
procity is giving back and occurs on multiple levels. A cos-
mic harmony exists with the reciprocity of actions, manifested 
in interpersonal relations, with nature and divinities (Ester-
mann 2006). Finally, it is noteworthy that the Andean people 
of today are the result of multiple colonisations, which have 
forced them to transform and to reconfigure their way of relat-
ing to the outside world. Although these relational principles 
remain in today’s Andean societies, it does not imply that they 
are non-hierarchical.
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Circle of dialogue of wisdom: 
methodological framework

The framework proposed in this paper is a result of a collec-
tive reflexivity process. It offers a listening-based dialogue, 
incorporating the decolonising ideas of DW, supported by 
Lipari’s philosophical notion of listening-being and guided 
by the ethical principles of Andean philosophy. Considering 
DW as a decolonising approach, it requires a critical reflex-
ive lens to disrupt damage-centred research practices (Cal-
deron 2016), embracing plurality and diversity. In Fig. 1, we 
outline the six phases of the Circle of Dialogue of Wisdom 
(CDW) approach and principles that constituted the route 
map of our actions-reflections.

In the following paragraphs, we describe the six phases 
of the CDW; it is noteworthy that the steps should not be 
considered a linear process, but rather iterative and spiral. 
We also acknowledge that each collaborative experience is 
unique. However, we believe that our suggested framework 
can offer a quantum leap not only related to partners rela-
tionships but also as proposed by DW to reconceptualise 
participation, empowerment and collaboration.

Knowing each other

At the beginning of every relationship, we need to know 
who is with us and the best way to discover it, according 
to Shoter (2009) is through listening in a way that we can 
recognise and connect to the world of the other. This con-
nection implies building ethical relations (Shotter 2009) 
framed around four (Rs) principles: relational account-
ability, respectful representation, reciprocal appropria-
tion and rights and regulations (Louis 2007). To guide 

this listening phase, we propose some questions to pon-
der about our real motivations in building the partner-
ship but also reflecting if the community benefits from 
research. This phase is crucial to building a partnership 
and creating “the sense of a collective-we” (Shotter 2009, 
p. 40) and the best way to do it, is by being honest and 
sympathetic.

Concerting rules

This phase consists of setting out the rules of participation 
and the needs of participants. It requires reflecting on the 
processes and how we can go from symbolic participation 
towards the creation of a respectful and supportive alliance, 
where all parties have responsibilities and obligations to 
maintain the collective-we (Shotter 2009). One strategy is 
following the three-layer method that includes the self, inter, 
and collective reflexivity (Nicholls 2009). As stated by Dutta 
(2014), reflexivity as a critical tenet of listening must be 
vigilant of the intention that resides in the researchers and 
their interactions. CDW should not be understood as another 
encounter where people meet to talk. CDW is an ethical 
space to engage in a dialogue of wisdom, with a real interest 
in listening to the other(s), discovering new things, embrac-
ing diversity, complementarity and divergence (Leff 2004).

Creating safe spaces

CDW considers each sharing moment as an ethical space, 
where we can express to each other deepest thoughts without 
fear in safe spaces where participants can build trustful and 
respectful relationships (Charli-Joseph et al. 2018). Safety is 
also related to fear, the unknown, situations where we do not 
know the other(s), the language, and the topic we discuss. 
These situations create discomfort and anxiety, which makes 
it challenging to connect with the other. Safety is related 
to harmony, regardless of whether or not different parties 
agree. Even in moments of misunderstanding, in the end, the 
balance should return if we comply with CDW principles.

The use of participatory tools can help to build this con-
nection by transforming participants into allies, paying atten-
tion to power-relations, plurality and diversity, through (i) 
Hands-on workshops, participatory mapping and participa-
tory scenario planning using them as boundary elements to 
engage participants in reflexivity moments of sharing (Steel-
man et al. 2015); (ii) Honour cultural protocols (Kovach 
2010), with rituals, or ceremonies depending on partici-
pants’ beliefs; (iii) Promote solidarity and empathy (Charli-
Joseph et al. 2018), using alternative spaces such as having 
a drink or sharing a moment outside of the work environ-
ment to create close relationships which reinforce positive 

Fig. 1  Circle of dialogue of wisdom, methodological framework
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exchanges in more formal moments. In spaces where power 
relations are challenging to overcome, anonymity can be a 
strategy to break the silence and hear the voices of the less 
powerful participants. The goal of these strategies is to make 
people comfortable with and within the group, so they can 
freely express their opinions and beliefs, breaking with the 
privilege of the powerful.

Building affection

Building affection is recognising the value and potential 
that exists in diversity. This recognition is the basis of the 
reciprocity and complementarity principles of Andean phi-
losophy. If we receive something from the other, we feel 
the need to reciprocate and give the other something back. 
These practices strengthen the relationships in the commu-
nity (Antequera 2016). Similarly, in a collaborative project, 
helping each other, sharing different tasks regardless of posi-
tion, complementing each other (senior or junior researcher, 
practitioner or local leader), strengthens group ties and cre-
ates more horizontal relationships.

This stage of CDW is putting people at the centre, valu-
ing their qualities and knowledge. It is related to sentiments 
and fondness; it is about learning to be a sentipensante, 
an “empathy-oriented researcher, who not only conducts 
research for academic purposes but also creates critical and 
ethical research that is based on solidarity” (Datta 2018, p. 
16).

Co‑creating solutions

How many of the collaborative projects in which we have 
participated have unintentionally ended up being mono-
logues disguised as dialogue? This type of monologue 
“seeks to command, coerce, manipulate, conquer, dazzle, 
deceive or exploit” (Johannesen 1971, p. 377), to achieve the 
consensus of the audience and impose its truth.

Only by acknowledging our unquestioned assumptions 
and analysing how different interests and values interfere in 
our dialogues, we can stop our monologues and start listen-
ing to others and learning from each other (Lipari 2010). 
We do not suggest that CDW are spaces free of power rela-
tions and asymmetries but being aware of them allows us to 
address them (Reid et al. 2016).

By creating learning communities, we can open collabo-
rative solutions spaces where partners share their know-
how, expertise, time and all their available resources for the 
well-being and benefit of the group. In such an environment, 
participants think together, freely sharing knowledge, and 
welcome all ideas. However, this is not an easy task, because 
it implies changing old ways of thinking (Ermine 2007), 

and decolonising not only our minds but also our actions 
(Smith 2012). This collaboration can be possible by explor-
ing multiple solutions, giving privilege to marginalised 
voices, re-valuating ILK, resisting dominant discourses and 
decolonising researcher-driven leadership through listening-
being (Lipari 2010).

Taking solutions to practice

In collaborative projects, it is necessary to take the time to 
analyse the effects and benefits of the proposed activities, 
adopting a listening-being attitude to be connected to the 
others and, at the same time, being aware of the inevitable 
power differences (Lipari 2010). It implies sharing actions 
and responsibilities. It entails co-designing the solutions and 
co-monitoring and co-evaluation, embracing the plurality 
of rationalities where different knowledge systems have a 
place (Chilisa 2017), and building collective ownership 
(Datta 2018). We could say that the ultimate goal should 
be to construct a polyphony of voices, as in a choir with 
different types of voices: soprano, contralto, tenor, and bass 
co-exist in harmony, but each voice keeps its own identity.

In summary, the CDW approach centres on ethical princi-
ples that guide our thoughts and actions. It is a ritual where 
we share knowledge, beliefs and feelings in safe spaces 
created by respect, empathy and affection. The goal of this 
iterative self-inter-collective reflective process is to learn to 
listen to each other, to learn “to see our own privilege, our 
own context, our own deep colonising” (Johnson et al. 2016, 
p. 3), to discover new rationalities by embracing difference, 
complementarity and plurality and learning to transform 
ourselves by sharing knowledge, dreams and responsibilities. 
The six phases and the guiding principles are summarised in 
Table 1, offering a non-extensive list of methods and ques-
tions to ponder.

Circle of dialogue of wisdom: the praxis

Although the proposed methodological framework seems 
easy to implement at first glance, in practice, it is a process 
that requires a profound change in the way of thinking, act-
ing, and communicating. It implies a genuine commitment 
to decolonise our thoughts. It requires permanent surveil-
lance of our subjectivities and how they reproduce colonial 
schemes. It also needs significant efforts to learn to listen 
to the intangible within each one of us. The CDW praxis 
allowed us to recognise how difficult it can be to change our 
habits of mind. Also, we witnessed the potential of listening-
being to reflect on our unquestioned assumptions, values and 
hidden interests. CDW helped us to develop creative ways to 
deal with power-relations and, at the same time, re-valuating 
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ILK. In the following lines, we summarise some of the chal-
lenges and lessons learned derived from our praxis working 
with our Bolivian partners.

Applying the CDW in the context of Bolivia

In 2016, Bolivia promulgated a new territorial plan-
ning law (Ley 777 del Sistema de Planificación Integral 

Table 1  Circle of dialogue of wisdom—methodological framework phases

Phases Guiding principles Goals Activities and methods Questions to ponder

Knowing each other Relationality Cultivating relational 
accountability

Build an ethical relationships
Creating a collective-we

Multi-lateral meetings
Face-to-face encounters
Assemblies
Listening-being (Lipari 2010; 

Chilisa 2012; Smith 2012)

Do we know the socio-political 
environment of the project?

Does the research benefit the 
community?

Who must be involved in the 
search for solutions?

What are our real motivations 
in this partnership?

How differences in culture, 
worldviews, etc. affect our 
dialogue?

Concerting rules Respect Being sentipensante
Reconstruct ethical principles 

and values
Learn to listen

Multi-layered reflexivity 
(Self, interpersonal and 
collective) and positionality 
(Nicholls 2009)

What is our positionality? 
What is our role in the 
research?

What are the conditions needed 
to engage with the partici-
pants in a listening dialogue?

What are our hidden assump-
tions, values and interests?

Creating safe spaces Reciprocity Unlearn our privileges
Learn to trust
Develop empathy skills
Build ethical spaces

Using anonymity to deal with 
power

Workshops, participatory 
mapping, scenario plan-
ning,

Rituals ceremonies (Chilisa 
2012; Smith 2012; Steel-
man et al. 2015)

Are we using our privilege to 
impose our views?

Do our methods contribute to 
marginalising participants?

What should be done to trans-
form fear in trust?

Are we comfortable with the 
partners? Do they feel com-
fortable with us?

Building affection Complementarity Learn to share
Strengthen relationships
Create synergies
Putting people at the centre

Valuing people’s qualities
Sharing tasks and respon-

sibilities (Chilisa 2012; 
Smith 2012)

Are we giving more than 
receiving, or do we expect to 
receive more than we offer?

Are we giving spaces for emo-
tions and feelings? Or are 
we only paying attention to 
knowledge?

Co-creating solutions Unity Embrace complexity and 
uncertainty

Re-valuate ILK
Decolonising knowledge, 

being and actions

Building learning communi-
ties

Land-based learning 
approaches

Sharing information, spiritu-
ality and emotions (Chilisa 
2012; Smith 2012)

Are we aware of dominant 
discourses?

Are we open to ontological and 
epistemological differences 
and pluralism?

Do we value local knowledge 
as scientific?

Do research activities, and 
practices perpetuate colonial 
schemes and values of the 
elite?

Are we listening and valuing 
all proposals?

Taking solutions to practice Plurality Unlearning to compete
Learn to work together
Build collective responsibil-

ity

Sharing responsibilities
Co-design
Co-monitoring
Co-evaluation (Chilisa 2012; 

Smith 2012)

Are we sharing control?
Are we (and how) reducing 

the effects of power in the 
decision-making processes?

What actions do we take to 
guarantee real partnership in 
all stages of the process?
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Estatal—SPIE) within the framework of Vivir Bien (living 
well) adopted by Bolivia as an alternative paradigm that 
arises from a profound criticism of the so-called develop-
ment in the West (AGRUCO 2011). SPIE Law reflects 
Bolivia’s strategy to face the challenges of climate change 
presented at the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and in the Intergovern-
mental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES) (Pacheco 2016). The SPIE is the result of a long 
society-science-policy dialogue that started at the National 
Constituent Assembly in 2006, where many academics 
participated in the discussions with the different IPLC rep-
resentatives to coordinate planning activities with climate 
change and risk management strategies (AGRUCO 2011; 
Pacheco 2016; FAO 2018).

Part of the SPIE system is a 5-year management plan 
at the municipality level, named Planes Territoriales de 
Desarrollo Integral (PTDI) (Territorial plans for com-
prehensive development). The PTDI adopts the notion of 
Living Systems (LS) for integrated management of territo-
ries. Understanding LS as harmonic systems of the Mother 
Earth with the two components: Nature (Zonas de Vida) 
and People (Unidades Socio-Culturales) (Estado Plurina-
cional de Bolivia 2016). PTDIs are meant to (i) improve 
operational planning, (ii) enhance the potentiality of living 
systems, and (iii) increase well-being by integrating social, 
cultural, political, economical and ecological dimensions 
of living well (Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia 2016).

Sharing knowledge and control: building 
the alliance

At the end of March 2017, a partnership was created 
between Bolivian and Belgian universities. Together with 
the communities and policy-makers, we developed a suit-
able methodological tool based on ILK and constructed 
it with IPLC. During six months, we discussed ideas for 
a project. The main interlocutors from Bolivia were two 
agronomists with extensive experience in agroecology and 
ILK. From the Belgian side, there was a Belgian profes-
sor and a Colombian researcher from educational sciences 
with more than 15 years experience of working with IPLC 
in Suriname and Colombia, respectively. The communica-
tion between us was fluid, not only because our research 
interests matched but also because of our values and 
commitments. Although the incentives for our relation-
ships were primarily personal interests at first, our shared 
values quickly strengthened our ties. Our joined efforts 
paid off with a 2-year collaborative project. The project 
objective was to promote a society–science–policy dia-
logue to enhance the methodological guidelines of PTDI 

by building differentiated qualitative indicators that could 
measure the different dimensions of Vivir Bien—using as 
case studies three Bolivian municipalities (Bolivar, Totora 
and Vacas).

Before starting the project activities, we set-up the 
research agenda, and signed memoranda of understand-
ing with the local community partners. Each municipal-
ity appointed a local co-leader and interlocutors for the 
project, and communities selected the co-researchers who 
participated in the different activities of the project. In the 
academic team were two professors, one from each univer-
sity, three PhD researchers, two from Bolivia and one from 
Belgium, three master students and three undergraduate 
students, all from Bolivia. The academic team consisted 
of male and female researchers from different disciplines 
(social and natural sciences), and five of them were Quechua 
native speakers.

Communities requested to be informed about the SPIE 
Law and wanted training in agroecology practices. To 
comply with this reciprocity act, we coordinated with the 
municipalities and their local institutions and set up a train-
ing course. This space gave us the possibility to enter the 
communities and start building closer relationships, dis-
covering the environment and sharing daily life with IPLC 
before beginning the project’s activities. Table 2 presents 
an overview of the actors involved in the activities of the 
project.

Our assumptions

When the project started, we considered that the conditions 
were optimal for collaborative work. The project idea came 
from a real problem expressed by the municipalities. Aca-
demic partners elaborated the proposal together and agreed 
on the scope, and project goals, complying with the require-
ments of the municipalities and the IPLC. At first glance, 
we thought it was going to be an easy collaborative project 
to carry out, but reality showed us that the conditions were 
far from ideal.

Our assumptions, interests and perspectives were present 
since we started writing the project proposal, we began by 
assuming that:

• Local authorities and IPLC were highly interested in the 
possibilities that the law offered to integrate the Vivir 
Bien approach into their territorial planning.

• The difficulties in implementing the new legal framework 
were mainly due to technical and economic reasons.

• A Bolivian legal framework, promoted by an indigenous 
government, offered more possibilities to participate for 
IPLC (including women).
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• We could improve women’s participation through work-
ing with female researchers and speaking the local lan-
guage.

In the beginning, municipal authorities acknowledged 
that their main problems were the lack of qualified person-
nel and resources to carry out inclusive planning as pro-
posed in the law. When we started our CDW with IPLC, we 
understood that although the above problems were accurate 
to some extent, other underlying reasons and local realities 
were slipping out of sight.

We started listening to not only multiple and contradic-
tory voices but also silences that gave us a different perspec-
tive on the problem. These voices and silences showed us 
that (i) it was not only a methodological issue that could 
be solved with researchers speaking the same language. 
(ii) Even if proposed by an indigenous government, a legal 
framework does not automatically guarantee the inclusion 
and self-determination of IPLC.

Especially during the knowing each other phase, but 
also throughout creating safe spaces and building affec-
tion phases, we identify and reflect on power issues, politi-
cal struggles, unresolved conflicts, corruption, migration, 
modernity, and gender inequality, among other realities. All 
these were present in the territories and affected the engage-
ment and self-determination of IPLC. We understood that 
talking about territorial planning without considering these 
realities would be a form of blindness.

In a collaborative process, it is essential to take the time 
to discover the context, and listening offers an opening for 
interrogating the inequities of power distribution (Dutta 
2014). We must not forget that collaboration takes place in 
a specific and unique environment that we need to explore 
with an open mind and without judgements, paying attention 
to avoid perpetuating the values embedded in the interest of 
the elite and their power structures.

Dealing with power–knowledge relations

Bolivia is a hierarchical society where multiple factors, 
such as titles, origins, and even gender, determine relation-
ships. These power scales were evident in all spaces, within 
the academic team, in the communities and also in gender 
relationships. Considering the academic project team, we 
perceived that power–knowledge and gender relations were 
affecting the possibilities of dialogue between equals during 
the CWD meetings.

Although horizontality was emphasised and everyone 
was encouraged to participate, introvert students—mainly 
women—were always silent. After several attempts using 
participatory tools, we recognised that they did not feel safe 
enough to express themselves in those spaces. Creating safe 
spaces and co-creating solution phases helped us to over-
come this issue, we incorporated an anonymity strategy to 
create a safe space for interaction. We used the traditional 

Table. 2  Participants and topics developed in the CDWs per municipality

Municipality Territories Actors Topics

Totora South District: (Tika 
pampa, Laguna)

North District: 
Antaqhawa

1 District
East District
Machu Yungas
Yungas de Vandiola

Agrecol Andes foundation,
Totora parish
Emapaq association
Molla Pampa association
Bartolinas association
APRAE association
Association of irrigators
Association of vegetable producers
Association of irrigator
Union peasant Leaders
Municipal authorities

Agricultural production
Food security
Water availability, quality and management
Migration
Education
Health
Sacred places
practices
The relevance of local biodiversity
Agroecological practices

Bolivar Highlands
Lowlands
Valleys

Indigenous organisation (Ayllus)
Bartolinas association
Union peasant Leaders
Municipal authorities

Agriculture
Food security
Water management
Migration
Education
Health
Conflict Indigenous organisation and peasants’ unions

Vacas Rodeo District
Totora Pampa
Rodeo community
Juntutuyo
Canadas District
Paredones District

Bartolinas association
Association of fish farmers
Union peasant Leaders
Municipal authorities

Organisational conflicts
Water availability and management
Project funding
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pen and paper option to write down answers to discussion 
topics. The anonymously written topics were stuck on a pin-
board to open public discussion. When anonymously raised 
topics/issues became available, it was easy to talk about 
them, construct solutions together, and share responsibili-
ties when implementing the solutions, promoting comple-
mentarity and unity. The approach did not only guarantee 
that all voices were heard, but also that power was redistrib-
uted, considering each participant’s interests and expertise, 
embracing plurality.

CDW helped the academic team to look at power–knowl-
edge in teacher–student and peer-to-peer interactions and 
propose alternative ways to support an active-project-based 
learning methodology. Especially, the last three phases of 
our methodological framework gave us ideas about how to 
provide students with the responsibility and opportunity 
to take part during their learning process by acquiring and 
applying new knowledge in a real problem-solving context. 
Making the imperceptible voices audible helped alter power 
relationships, prejudice and the complex dynamics within 
the project team. It allowed silent students to be heard and 
provided spaces to reflect, breaking dominant discourses 
through listening. Our CDW approach provided elements 
to deal with these problems while improving mutual and 
cross-cultural learning and knowledge co-creation through 
our relational accountabilities (Datta 2018).

Re‑valuating Indigenous and local 
knowledge

Concerning power–knowledge issues within the commu-
nities, the strategy was to create spaces for mutual learn-
ing while re-valuating ILK. The training sessions, which 
were reciprocity acts, became crucial spaces for sharing and 
empowerment with the IPLC, Non-Governmental Organisa-
tions (NGOs) and local authorities. Together, we succeeded 
to build a team by embracing Andean philosophy and shar-
ing knowledge and control. The training consisted of three 
moments: the first moment where a proposed problem was 
discussed from the local perspective while trying to find 
the key challenges. In a second moment, participants were 
asked to reflect on how they solve the problem in their com-
munities and investigate how older people, wise men/women 
handled the situation. The participants had to prepare re-val-
uation cards, explaining the problem and solutions based on 
local knowledge. Later, participants shared their work with 
the group. In a third moment, we implemented a practical 
workshop combining ILK with academic and practitioner 
knowledge, which resulted in the co-creation of new practi-
cal knowledge that can easily be applied in their communi-
ties, illustrated in Fig. 2. Another important outcome of the 
training sessions was that co-leaders were empowered, and 
their leadership was crucial in working with the communi-
ties. Co-leaders were in charge of guiding the CDW together 
with the academic team; their leadership helped to create 

Fig. 2  Example of a practical 
workshop, beekeeping in Totora 
Municipality photograph by 
Adriana Moreno
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safe and inclusive spaces where participants felt more com-
fortable to share their knowledge and experiences.

As mentioned before, it is crucial to take the time to 
discover the context that surrounded us and adapt different 
participatory tools accordingly. In our case, workshops, par-
ticipatory mapping and participatory scenario planning were 
other co-creation moments that allowed us to articulate dif-
ferent visions of the past, present and future, which contrib-
ute at the same time, to reconstruct historical memory and 
to revitalise ILK (Rodríguez and Inturias 2018). Our praxis 
also showed us the relevance of the reflexivity between peers 
to address participants’ interests and concerns and, at the 
same time, unfold ILK.

Decolonising knowledge, actions and beings

Another challenge we encountered in the three municipali-
ties was to promote women as active participants. At the 
beginning, most women who came to the meetings remained 
silent and did not feel comfortable speaking in public. 
Although the principle of complementarity between men 
and women (Qhari-warmi) is widely defended by Andean 
people, in reality, few women participate in decision-making 
spaces. Most of the time, women have been co-opted by men 
in organisations and political parties (Rousseau and Hudon 
2017). Entering political spheres which have been exclusive 
to men represents a high risk to be subjected to sexual har-
assment and lose legitimacy for the public representation of 
women (Rivera 2015). When talking to a woman leader in 
Totora, she explained that women do not participate, because 
they are timid to speak in public. She was also afraid but par-
ticipating in training and meetings like the ones we organ-
ised, helped her learn to be a leader and urge other women 
to do the same.

Despite the efforts to close the gender gap in Bolivia by 
incorporating relevant legislation and including women in 
decision-making spaces, gender inequality persists. Changes 
at the institutional level do not have enough leverage to gener-
ate transformations. It is necessary to develop programmes 
and strategies in the planning process, specially designed for 
women, by women, to enhance women’s participation in plan-
ning and decision-making spheres. To promote gender equal-
ity, as stated by Rivera, there is a need for a simultaneous 
effort of cultural and gender decolonisation (Rivera 1997). 
We observed that although legal and institutional frameworks 
could be a leverage point to generate sustainable transforma-
tions as proposed by Abson et al. (2016), we considered that 
for these legal frameworks not to remain rhetorical, it is neces-
sary to empower citizens to take ownership. This empower-
ment can begin by revitalising ILK and turning communities 
into allies.

Conclusions

The CDW approach proposed in this paper offered guidance 
in using the potential of new dialogic forms based on listening 
for the construction of parallel coexistence of multiple knowl-
edge systems. Building on reciprocity, complementarity and 
respectful relationships, this approach opened up new pos-
sibilities for knowledge co-creation in collaborative research. 
The suggested CDW framework was a dialogue of wisdom in 
itself, in which concepts from Western science, Buddhist and 
Andean philosophy were put into dialogue, valuing what each 
one can offer, demonstrating that it is possible to build bridges 
between knowledge that seemed dissonant.

We demonstrated how CDW leveraged listening-based dia-
logue to transform collaborative research practices and bridge 
diverse knowledge systems. In the same way, we emphasised 
how CDW strengthened mutual and cross-cultural learning, 
revitalising ILK and decolonising teaching and research prac-
tices. CDW helped in the reconstruction of collective memory 
to understand local realities better and discover hidden dynam-
ics in the communities. With the CDW, we were able to visu-
alise new paths of collaborative research practices, addressing 
power imbalances and colonised and dominant discourses, 
striving to establish reciprocity and coexistence pacts between 
different knowledge systems. The benefits that this kind of lis-
tening dialogue could bring are multiple, not only for planning 
endeavours but also for society–science–policy encounters in 
other domains where power relations affect collaboration and 
in co-creation spaces that involve different knowledge systems.
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