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INTRODUCTION

his book is a response to a defining contradiction of our times: the

mainstreaming and commercialization of discourses of participation
with the rise of social media on the one hand, and the ongoing political
and economic disenfranchisement of the majority of youth worldwide
on the other. “Participation” has become an integral part of the cultures,
practices, networks, economies, and powers that increasingly structure the
contemporary relationship between youth, society, and social change. As
the view from the Global North—particularly Silicon Valley—would have
it, a participatory zeitgeist swept much of the globe in the last two decades
as a defining characteristic of digital communication and of the era more
broadly. Some saw this as empowering (e.g., enhanced ability to self-publish
and to organize collective action) and others as exploitative (e.g., free labor
prone to extractive corporate and government surveillance practices). A
casual observer might even conclude that participatory media was inven-
ted with the Internet, or at least with Web 2.0, which Tim O’Reilly famously
characterized as an “architecture of participation.”

Of course, this is not true. Participatory media and communication
have been central organizing concepts in Latin America and other parts of
the globe for decades, despite often dramatic disparities in technological
access. The question of participation is not (and never has been) just about
our communication technologies. The productive question of participation
lies more broadly in how we cultivate ecologies of participation—which
includes communication platforms, practices, cultural and political norms,

and institutions that support meaningful participation in public life. This



book is about a city attempting just that in a context of great precarious-
ness and instability—two words that aptly describe the state of much of the
world today.

In the contemporary moment, thanks in large part to the far-reaching
tentacles of corporate social media, the concept of participation has be-
come so commercialized and institutionalized that, as Christopher Kelty
describes, it has become “like a monument one passes every day—so rou-
tine, so common it’s hard to remember just why it is there”> Drawing on the
Oxford English Dictionary’s definition of the term, he notes that participa-
tion implies an effect; it is “the process or fact of sharing in an action. ..
esp. one in which the outcome directly affects those taking part”® The ben-
efits and drawbacks of participation may be experienced by the individual
participant and/or a broader collective or entity of which that participant
may or may not be a part—and therein lies the slipperiness of the term.*
This “slipperiness” makes it rhetorically useful to a wide array of sectors and
applications (e.g., participatory marketing, participatory mapping, partici-
patory research, participatory development, and participatory art, to name
just a few). The use of the term typically implies agency, empowerment, and
some form of democratic practice—whether or not these are actualized.

The episteme of participation was central to the marketing of social
media but also reflected a larger international imaginary about the promises
of a more democratic digital age. However inaccurate or simplistic, terms
such as “Facebook Revolution” or “Twitter Revolution,” used to describe
social/political movements in the Middle East and elsewhere, captured the
predominantly optimistic spirit of the global technological imagination in
the early days of social media.> There are of course several significant exam-
ples from across the globe of civic and political engagement being amplified
by the use of online platforms. These include, among others: the high par-
ticipation of youth in electing the first African American president of the
United States (2008); the One Million Voices Against FARC protests in Co-
lombia (2008); the international Occupy Movement (started in 2011); the
overthrow of governments in several countries, including Egypt (2011) and
the Ukraine (2014); the Me Too movement’s elevation of issues of sexual
harassment and assault (since October 2017); and the student-led move-
ment March For Our Lives (2018). As Manuel Castells observed, digitally
networked communication technologies have helped spawn a “new spe-
cies” of social movements by offering new infrastructures for faster, more
interactive, and more autonomous communication.® Additionally, the free/

libre and open-source software (FLOSS) movement has helped bring about
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an unprecedented (if unequally realized) opportunity for the participatory
design of these communication platforms.” Indeed, in much if not most of
the world, the possibilities for participation in public life are arguably more
diverse and more widespread than ever before.

Yet, we can no longer be naive about the fact that social media plat-
forms can be as antisocial as they are social, and that they not only enable
but also constrain and curate participation in public life in much of the
world today. Social media can be used to mislead and manipulate politi-
cal participation; and digital algorithms can, however inadvertently, help
to perpetuate inequality and further polarize people’s political views. In
hindsight, cyberoptimist visions of a more participatory age brought about
by digitally networked platforms seem not only technologically determin-
istic but somewhat quaint.® However, as the pendulum of public and schol-
arly opinion swings from general optimism to pessimism about the pos-
sibility for digital communication to enhance participation in public life,
there is a risk of losing sight of the middle ground. While some scholars
suggest that participation has been rendered a nearly useless concept with
its widespread proliferation and should perhaps be abandoned,’ this book
contends that it is crucial to recuperate its analytical and practical utility in
order to work toward more equitable, just societies. What is at stake is not
only the conceptual utility of participation but, more importantly, our abil-
ity to understand and better support youth engagement in public life today,
and the individual and societal benefits of doing so effectively.

The literature to date has generally failed to connect adequately what we
already know about participation from a range of non-digital historical and
cultural contexts with what we are learning in the digital media landscape.
In this book, I make some of these connections by bridging learnings from
the theory and practice of participatory communication (developed in Latin
America and elsewhere over the second half of the twentieth century) with
more recent work in digital media studies primarily from North America
and Europe. I do this through the lens of youth engagement because of the
many ways young people in particular have been both willingly and unwill-
ingly inscribed by discourses and practices of participation across govern-
ment, intergovernmental, commercial, and civil society sectors—and how
in some cases they are forging alternative visions of participation.

In most countries, the proportion of adolescents using the Internet
exceeds that of the general population.’® Despite a rapidly growing body
of research on this topic, we still lack analytical tools to understand the

nuanced relationships between young people’s participation in the digital
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realm and participation in the material lives of their communities. All too
often, adults still tend to approach these as distinct or even disconnected
spaces.!! The aim here is not to characterize youth participation definitively
in the ever-changing digital age but rather to develop a productive way of
thinking about and supporting it in an era of global discord and precarity.
To be clear, this book is not a(nother) proselytizing of participation; nor is
it a wholesale, cynical dismissal. It is an effort to identify the analytical and
practical value of participation in a way that does not merely perpetuate a
Northern universalizing of the concept but rather investigates the cultural
and political work of this trope—and its implications for contemporary
policy and practice—by drawing on Latin America’s longer history of criti-
cally theorizing participation.

Toward that end, in this book, I develop a definition of participatory
public culture based on scholarship from the Global North and South,!
particularly from studies of participatory communication in Latin America
and digital media studies of participatory culture and participatory politics/
civics in North America and Europe. I argue that we need to think about
participation ecologically, and that we can use the metaphor of polycul-
ture to describe the potential for mutually beneficial relationships between
grass-roots and institutional modes of youth participation, or what I call
polycultural civics!®> While I focus in this book on the implications of these
ideas for youth engagement, they apply to questions of citizen engagement
more broadly at a time when both grass-roots and institutional participa-
tion are being questioned—and in some cases intentionally undermined—

on a global scale.

Medellin, Colombia A Model Participatory City?

In 2013, Citigroup, the Wall Street Journal, and the Urban Land Institute
named Medellin, Colombia, “Innovative City of the Year”:

Few cities have transformed the way that Medellin, Colombia’s sec-
ond largest city, has in the past 20 years. Medellin’s homicide rate
has plunged, nearly 80% from 1991 to 2010. The city built public
libraries, parks, and schools in poor hillside neighborhoods and
constructed a series of transportation links from there to its com-
mercial and industrial centers. ... The local government, along
with businesses, community organizations, and universities worked
together to fight violence and to modernize Medellin. ... In addi-
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tion, Medellin is one of the largest cities to successfully implement
participatory budgeting, which allows citizens to define priorities
and allocate a portion of the municipal budget. Community organ-
izations, health centers, and youth groups have formed, empower-

ing citizens to declare ownership of their neighborhoods.!*

From a city known for Pablo Escobar’s drug cartel and for having the world’s
highest homicide rates in the early 1990s to one known for its urban renais-
sance by the early 2010s, the “transformation” of Medellin is now world
famous. Despite marked socioeconomic inequality and continued, though
significantly reduced, street violence the government, commercial, and
media sectors have branded the city as a model for urban renewal and citi-
zen participation, drawing international attention from researchers, policy
makers, corporations, artists, architects, tourists, and the press.

In this same period, Medellin’s business, technology, and political leaders
were working to fashion the city as a leading digital hub of Latin America.
International corporations such as Hewlett-Packard opened regional offices
there, in what developers hoped would become one of Latin America’s larg-
est information technology districts. The city invested in cultivating “digital
citizens” with major government commitments to bridging the digital divide
and promoting digital literacy and e-governance.

Medellin is also home to a vibrant citizens’ media movement, in which
ordinary citizens collaborate to produce locally relevant media both on-
and offline. Colombia has been a nexus of such participatory media and
communication since the middle of the twentieth century. Its practitioners
and scholars (among them, Orlando Fals Borda, Jestis Martin Barbero, Pilar
Riano-Alcald, and Clemencia Rodriguez) have contributed significantly to
international debates about citizen participation, and have developed a di-
verse range of participatory practices using both old and new media tech-
nologies to promote civic engagement and social justice.””

The first time I visited Medellin in 2009, I was struck by the myriad ways
participation was being invoked by different actors across the city, from
grass-roots hip-hop activists to city and state officials. Later, one afternoon
in January 2011, I found myself sitting on the corner of a couch in the San
Javier Park Library, one of five similar structures renowned for their impres-
sive architecture intentionally located in some of Medellin’s poorest neigh-
borhoods. The building had become a recreational and educational meeting
space for local youth; they filled the computer labs and appropriated the
outdoor patio for break dancing. The wall of windows in front of me looked
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out at the heart of Comuna 13 (Subdistrict 13)—a part of the city made noto-
rious by the media for its history of violence and ongoing gang activity. Just
down the hill was the end of the metro B line and the beginning of the San
Javier Metrocable, one of three gondola lift systems in Medellin that climb
through the uppermost reaches of the city’s shantytowns. Together, the li-
brary and the gondolas stood out against the backdrop of ramshackle brick
housing. Heavily branded with the insignia of the Alcaldia de Medellin (the
Mayor’s Office of Medellin), they were dramatic signs of the local govern-
ment’s efforts to make its presence more visible and impactful in neighbor-
hoods where the rule of law had been trumped by gang and paramilitary
politics. The fervor with which the Mayor’s Office branded such initiatives
was striking, often using taglines such as “Medellin, un espacio para el en-
cuentro ciudadano” (“Medellin, a meeting space for citizens”) and “Medel-
lin, gobernable y participativa” (“Medellin, governable and participatory”).’®

Next to me on the couch sat the hip-hop artist and activist known as
JEIHHCO (a stage name combining his first name, Jeison, with hip-hop and
Colombia), age twenty-five, and the local graffiti artist known as EI Perro
(The Dog), age twenty-one.” JETHHCO was sporting classic hip-hop attire:
wide pants, a baggy T-shirt, and a large, stiff baseball cap. El Perro carried
a backpack of aerosol paint cans and other art supplies. JEIHHCO and El
Perro were members of one of Colombia’s most active and widely recog-
nized youth-run hip-hop networks at the time, La Red de Hip Hop La Elite
(The Elite Hip Hop Network, known as “La Elite”). They joined the network
as teenagers and had since devoted the majority of their time each week
to organizing the network and developing their skills as both hip-hop art-
ists and activists for peace. In their own way, they had become as iconic of
Comuna 13 as the famous Park Library and Metrocable; they were known
by many across the city and beyond for their promotion of nonviolence and
youth empowerment through the arts of hip-hop.

This was my first meeting with them, and as we concluded our conver-
sation about hip-hop activism in Comuna 13, JEIHHCO did something that
I had started to experience as a pattern in Medellin: he offered me the cell
phone numbers of senior officials in the municipal government. What I
found surprising was that rather than the researchers, nongovernmental/
civic organization staff, or other professionals I spoke to, it was most often
my youth interviewees who offered to put me in contact with the local gov-
ernment, challenging my assumption that youth—especially youth from
marginalized neighborhoods such as this one—had little access to centers

of institutional power. As JEIHHCO explained, “If I want to speak with the
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Participacion. Graffiti art (artist unknown), Medellin, Colombia. Source: author.



Secretaria de Cultura Ciudadana [Office of Civic Culture] or Metrojuven-
tud [the municipal department of youth programs], I can call them, they’ll
pick up their cell phone. This doesn’t happen in Bogotd, or almost any-
where else for that matter. . . . [H]ere, there’s an administration that is close
to [grass-roots projects] but furthermore, La Elite pulls a lot of weight in
this city, in the political realm. And this means that our spaces, our process,
and our voice are more often heard”

This is true. During my time in Medellin in 2010—2011, I witnessed,
for example, how the murder of a young hip-hop artist by a local gang
prompted a conversation between hip-hop activists and government of-
ficials via Facebook, which resulted in government support for a memo-
rial march and concert that materialized only a few days later. I found all
this surprising in a city where youth from places such as Comuna 13 had
been heavily stigmatized since the height of narcotrafficking violence in
the 1980s and early 1990s. In my fieldwork, I learned that such relation-
ships between youth organizers and the municipal government were not
necessarily an exception (even though La Elite had a particularly strong
relationship with certain branches of the government) but rather a product
of the city’s public and political culture at the time. The following chapters
explain, among other things, how it is that young hip-hop artists from one
of the poorest, most violent areas of a highly segregated city came to hold
political and cultural sway as social change agents. It becomes clear this
was not (just) about cell phones or Facebook; more importantly, it was a
set of relationships and actions between grass-roots youth organizers and
institutional actors that made this possible—a phenomenon that I describe
as polycultural participation.

A City of Contrasts

Lodged between the Andes Mountains in the northwestern Aburra Valley,
Medellin is Colombia’s second largest city and the capital of the Depart-
ment of Antioquia.!® It is home to approximately 2.5 million people. Nearly
45 percent of the population is under the age of thirty, down somewhat from
the late 1990s, when this segment accounted for approximately 53 percent
of the total population.” The city is divided into sixteen administrative sub-
districts referred to as comunas and five surrounding rural corregimientos
(towns/villages).

Medellin has a dramatic topography and a very segregated urban land-
scape, which ranges from well-appointed shopping malls, luxury car
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dealerships, and high-rise condominiums to the shantytowns in the moun-
tainsides encircling the city. While approximately 8o percent of the popu-
lation belongs to the three lowest of Colombia’s six socioeconomic strata,
Medellin is one of Colombia’s wealthiest cities and home to some of the
country’s richest landowners and industrialists.?’ With vast natural re-
sources in the surrounding region and an industrious culture, Medellin has
historically been a prosperous, largely self-sufficient city. Its economy first
boomed from gold mining in the late nineteenth century, followed by coffee
and textile exports; in the mid-twentieth century, it led Latin America as the
largest textile exporter.?! Yet, by the second half of the twentieth century,
the city’s infrastructure was unable to keep up with the flood of rural mi-
grants coming to the city out of economic hardship, or displaced by natu-
ral disasters and the national armed conflict. Informal settlements crawled
up the mountainsides, with many residents organizing to demand official
recognition of their neighborhoods and the provision of public services.?

Medellin has a long history of community organizing, as well as a long
history of exclusion. It is a city where, as Mary Roldén describes, “paternal-
ism, civic duty, a tradition of non-partisan public service, and ascent based
on merit have always coexisted with exclusion, discrimination, parochial-
ism and selective repression.”?® Paisas, as native residents refer to them-
selves, are known among other things for their local pride; they will often
distinguish their history from that of the rest of Colombia, starting with the
settlement of the area by Spanish Jews in the late sixteenth century. This
different cultural identity is strongly asserted as normatively white, despite
the hundreds of thousands of Afro-Colombians and other people of color
living in the city.* As I discuss in Chapter 3, this is one of several intersec-
tional dynamics that shape participation in Medellin’s public culture.

By the 1970s, the rapid decline of the textile and manufacturing in-
dustries, which had been weakened by global competition, led to rising
unemployment, and the number of unemployed male youths between the
ages of twelve and twenty-nine became the highest in the country.?® The
situation was exacerbated by the neoliberal policies of the 1980s and 1990s
that further opened Colombia’s manufacturing to global competition and
mandated public-spending cutbacks through economic restructuring. The
weakened economy and high unemployment fueled the growth of narcotraf-
ficking and other illegal markets. The lack of economic and social opportuni-
ties weighed heavily on Medellin’s working-class youth, approximately half
of whom came from single-mother households. Some of Medellin’s youth

(particularly boys and young men from poorer neighborhoods) joined the
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growing number of street gangs and played a key role in the criminal organ-
izations in charge of the cocaine business.?

In the 1980s and early 1990s, Medellin became known internation-
ally for its drug cartel, led by the notorious narcotrafficker Pablo Escobar,
and for having homicide rates forty times higher than the United Nations’
marker of an epidemic.?” While circumstances have changed significantly
since the 1990s, armed violence remains Medellin’s unshakeable shadow—a
determining yet elusive characteristic that is ever changing, and one that
the vast majority of its citizens long intensely to overcome. Violence is one
of the first topics many of my interviewees raised, and yet the last thing for
which they want their city to be known. It has profoundly shaped youth
subjectivities and their struggles for livelihood, empowerment, and dignity
in the city. This is especially true among the lower socioeconomic strata,
which comprise the vast majority of the city’s population.

Medellin’s history of armed violence has been widely stigmatized,
sensationalized, and commodified in both journalistic and entertainment
media in and outside of Colombia; the resulting reputation has had many
negative economic and social consequences for the city’s inhabitants.?® To
be clear, the history of violence is not the only factor that has motivated or
affected youth participation in Medellin. Although youth have organized
around civic, political, recreational, and cultural topics largely indepen-
dently of the issue of violence, it has significantly shaped the context of
much of this organizing. It is also one of the factors that helped to con-
stitute and spread a pervasive discourse of participation. While I do not
wish to overemphasize it, this story of participation requires addressing the
historical context of violence at both the local and national level. Over the
course of this book, I trust readers will see there is far more to learn from
Medellin beyond the topic of violence, particularly as societies around the
world face their own contexts of precariousness.

Armed violence in Medellin is imbricated in the longer history of Co-
lombia’s civil war, which, from the period known as La Violencia (The Vio-
lence, 1946-1958)% to a tenuous peace agreement reached in 2016, drove
hundreds of thousands of displaced people from the countryside to
Medellin and Colombia’s other cities. Decades of ongoing conflict over land
disputes and political control between state (dominated by the elite), right-
wing paramilitary, and leftist guerrilla actors—most notably the Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia, FARC) and the Ejército de Liberacion Nacional (National Lib-

eration Army, ELN)—rendered Colombia home to the largest population of
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internally displaced people in the world until it was surpassed in 2014 by
Syria.3° This has increased rates of unemployment and strained public ser-
vices and urban planning in Colombia’s cities. Rather than offer a comprehen-
sive review of this long and complex history of violence in Colombia, I focus
here on the period that most heavily shaped the contemporary context of
youth participation, the time frame stretching from the rise of narcotraf-
ficking in the 1970s to 2011, the end of the second Compromiso Ciudadano
(Citizens’ Commitment) administration (and the year in which I carried
out the majority of my field research). This period encompasses a fractur-
ing, reshaping, and rehabilitation of public life in the city, in which young
people played key roles.

Starting in the 1970s, Colombia’s internal conflict was exacerbated by
the prolific rise of narcotrafficking. Through networked partnerships be-
tween smugglers such as Escobar and North American mafia organizations,
by the mid-1980s, Colombia had become the epicenter of narcotrafficking
and the primary supplier of cocaine to the North American market.?! The
culture and politics of narcotrafficking (which included bribery, kidnap-
ping, and murder to exert power) caused a crisis in Colombia’s political and
justice systems. Crime bosses such as Escobar gained control of parts of the
police forces and justice systems through bribes and the threat or use of vio-
lence. They also infiltrated the political system through traditional means
at several levels; in 1982, Escobar was elected to parliament in his effort to
fight legislation permitting the extradition of narcotraffickers to the United
States. He was expelled shortly thereafter due to efforts by the Minister of
Justice Rodrigo Lara Bonilla and influence from the U.S. government.??

Youth, mainly poor youth, became central protagonists and victims
of the armed violence, some as gang members and hired hitmen, others
as innocents caught in the crossfire. By the end of the 1980s, more than
150 gangs were officially documented in metropolitan Medellin, and the
actual number was likely significantly higher3® Yet, narcotrafficking and
gangs were not the only drivers of armed violence. From the mid-1980s
onward, the power of state institutions continued to erode in the face of
increasingly complex webs of allegiances between a variety of armed actors
vying for control. As the social and political fabric weakened, gangs, urban
militias, and paramilitary activity (classifications that sometimes blurred
and overlapped) proliferated. In the 1980s, urban militias were primarily
comprised of youth and children associated with left-wing guerrilla groups
such as the M-19, FARC, and ELN, and justified their activity as a response to

community demands for security. Urban militias began carrying out “social
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cleansing” campaigns, acted as a de facto police force in the poor parts of
the city, and solicited bribes from local business owners in exchange for
their protection.

Also during this time period, right-wing paramilitary groups developed
across Colombia through various alliances between local businessmen,
politicians, drug traffickers, and others interested in curbing the power and
influence of leftist guerrillas. They carried out targeted murders and death
squads, and enforced conservative values in the areas they controlled, often
in collaboration with state actors. In Medellin and elsewhere, paramilitary
groups also became involved in drug trafficking, ultimately controlling
much of the drug trade after the fall of Escobar’s cartel.3* They frequently
operated through existing criminal gangs primarily of youth and children;
this made it possible for authorities to deny the presence of paramilitaries
in the city and to blame the violence on youth gangs.?®

The corruption and social cleansing campaigns themselves spawned
other “self-defense” (vigilante) groups. The lines between criminal gangs,
militias, and paramilitaries increasingly blurred—as did the distinction
between private and public security forces, as off-duty, rogue policemen
perpetrated masked killings and accusations of politicians’ links to illegal
paramilitary activity became frequent.®® Gerard Martin reflected, “It was as
if another Pandora’s box had been opened, in addition to narcotrafficking,
la guerrilla, and the paramilitary phenomenon. In reality ... all of these
phenomena ended up interconnected in one way or another”®” The result
was that, according to Ana Maria Jaramillo and Alonso Salazar Jaramillo
(who was also Medellin’s mayor from 2008 to 2011), “in this period one can’t
speak simply of the absence of the state, but [rather] of its illegitimate pres-
ence. The levels of corruption implicated [the state] as yet another factor in
the conflict. The configuration of a parainstitutionality, which carried out
a marginal ‘justice; transformed the state into an enemy of the citizens*® In
many ways, this applied at both the municipal and national levels; the po-
lice force in Medellin was run by the national government, and corruption
and debilidad institucional (institutional weakness) could be found at all
levels of government.?* On the other hand, in some cases, Medellin’s drug
lords, namely Escobar, financed recreational activities, housing, schools,
and other infrastructure in their local communities, partially filling cer-
tain roles neglected by the state. Escobar was seen as an altruistic patron
(an almost saintly patriarchal figure) in certain neighborhoods of the city;
narcotrafficking brought resources to these communities that the state had
failed to provide.
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Escobar was ultimately killed in a gun battle with the Colombian Na-
tional Police in 1993. In the years leading up to his death, his cartel had been
weakened by government and paramilitary activity and by the fact that
paramilitary networks (and some guerrilla networks) had come to control
an increasing portion of the illegal drug trade. The fall of Escobar shored
up the strength of narco-paramilitary bosses and their hold over the major-
ity of the drug-trafficking business in Medellin, which resulted in a period
of declining homicide rates as their power went relatively unchallenged.*?

Yet, by 2000—2001, the influence of the national armed conflict was
felt locally in Medellin, as guerrillas and narco-paramilitary factions fought
for territorial control of strategic parts of the city, such as key transpor-
tation and trade routes. This has been described as the urbanization of
Colombia’s armed conflict.*! Again, youth were a heavily recruited asset, as
they represented potential fighters—many already trained—who had local
knowledge and were accustomed to a culture in which life was seen as
expendable. Territorial struggles between guerrilla groups and the paramil-
itaries who eventually dominated also became battles over—and between—
youth gangs as the violence escalated again. In 2000, some estimated that
roughly eight thousand youth were linked to gangs in Medellin.*?

State or state-sanctioned violence played a central role in these dynam-
ics.*® Most dramatically, in the early 2000s, a series of operations were car-
ried out by the Colombian military, the goal of which was to eliminate the
guerrilla groups the FARC, the ELN, and the Comandos Armados del Pueblo
(People’s Armed Commandos) from their strongholds in the city. These
operations became notorious for the excessive use of indiscriminate force
against civilians. One of them—Operation Orion—was launched in Octo-
ber 2002. It was carried out under then-President Alvaro Uribe, a native
of Medellin who had previously served as the region’s governor. Operation
Orion took place in Comuna 13, the epicenter of the conflict in Medellin at
the time, and home to JE1HHCO and EI Perro.

These incidences of indiscriminate violence inflicted by the state in
densely populated, urban residential zones were particularly traumatizing
to residents and further fueled their distrust of the state.** Not surprisingly,
these operations were frequently referenced by my youth interviewees from
Comuna 13 as a milestone in their politicization. Operation Orion eradi-
cated the primary competitors of the paramilitary crime bosses, whose
networks and associated gangs filled the subsequent power vacuum. By
2003, narcotrafficking had shifted from the organizational structure of the

cartel to more localized, low-profile paramilitary bosses-cum-drug lords
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operating more covertly.*> Due in part to fewer challenges to their con-
trol, and to a controversial demobilization of some paramilitaries, the city
experienced a period of relative peace in the years 2003—2008, with hom-
icide rates falling significantly.*® In 2008, the extradition of the crime boss
known as Don Berna and several other powerful narco-paramilitary com-
manders to the United States left another power vacuum; territorial strug-
gles once again escalated, doubling the homicide rate. However, homicide
rates remained lower than they were in the 1990s.%

From Precarious to Participatory

Medellin had historically been ruled by a small and close-knit group of
political and economic elites engaged in clientelism and paternalism. Yet,
the failure of the local government and its traditional party leaders to stem
the violence in Medellin propelled the need for citizen—particularly youth
citizen—participation to the forefront of policy discussions at both the
local and national levels in the 1990s, where it came to be understood by
many as key to reducing the violence and created opportunities for nontra-
ditional actors to be more directly involved in governance.®

Youth organizing had surged in the 1990s in response to the impact of the
violence on young people and the absence of effective local government in
the most affected parts of the city. With a heightened interest in the role that
youth could play in rehabilitating the city’s social fabric, governmental, in-
ternational nongovernmental, business, and local civil society organizations
partnered in various ways to help develop infrastructure and programs for
youth in poor parts of the city, and to strengthen civil society. This included
the Consejeria Presidencial para Medellin (the Presidential Council for Me-
dellin), created by President César Gaviria (1990-1994) to weaken the ties
between the Medellin cartel and the city’s low-income youth, to foster more
legitimate political participation, and to strengthen civil society.*’

The involvement of local civil society organizations in these efforts set a
precedent for their participation in local governance and helped to foment
a political movement led in part by some of the civil society participants.
This ultimately formed the base (and much of the leadership) of the in-
dependent party Compromiso Ciudadano, which was a unique alliance of
local business leaders, academics, student leaders, and other grass-roots
activists. Sergio Fajardo and the Compromiso Ciudadano party won the
2003 mayoral election on a platform based largely on discourses of civic
participation and education; the first of five “strategic lines” in its develop-
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Medellin»

Gobernable y Participativa

Prime-o la vida

Icaldia de Medellin

Comprol de toda la ciudadania

I 1T TIVHT] ADELANTE Y SIN REVERSA

“Medellin, governable and participatory,” Medellin Mayor’s Office Development Plan 1.3
2004—2007. Source: Alcaldia de Medellin.

ment plan for the city was entitled “Medellin, governable y participativa.”°

It was the first time an independent party had held the mayor’s office. The
crisis thus created a political opening for new actors independent of tradi-
tional party politics to enter into local government.

Fajardo’s administration was composed in large part of former grass-

roots organizers and other nontraditional power holders who had extensive
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experience in participatory practices. Fajardo himself was an academic
whose relative political neutrality helped him to lead the diverse coalition
that comprised Compromiso Ciudadano. Alonso Salazar, his successor
from the same party (2008—2011), was also a scholar, journalist, and com-
munity activist; he had written extensively about youth in the context of
narcotrafficking and was active in civic movements in the 1990s.%!

Addressing socioeconomic inequality was a central agenda of this
coalition. Yet, instead of this being seen as a threat to the business class of
Medellin, the crisis caused by the inequality—and its expression through
narcotrafficking—meant that addressing it had become a pressing neces-
sity, even for traditional economic elites, some of whom joined the Com-
promiso Ciudadano administration. Compromiso Ciudadano explicitly
aimed to appeal to citizens of all classes, and emphasized bridging the di-
vide between the local government and Medellin’s middle and lower classes
without alienating its elites. They developed a discourse of corresponsabili-
dad (shared responsibility) for the city, emphasizing transparency and good
governance, as well as inclusivity and citizen participation—thus appealing
to some members of the elite business and political classes, as well as their
popular base. Fajardo stated, “The point was to bring together a fragmented
society and show respect for the most humble.”>?

Under these two Compromiso Ciudadano administrations (and, in
some cases, building on initiatives started under previous administra-
tions), the municipal government partnered with both the private and
public sectors to implement a variety of initiatives to stabilize the city,
strengthen public culture, promote government transparency and citizen
participation, and restore the public’s faith in local governance.>® This ap-
proach was dubbed “social urbanism,” which, according to Kate Maclean,
struck a balance between elite and more progressive interests.>* (From the
perspective of its business elites, the rhetoric and investments of Medel-
lin’s social urbanism would help lead to, among other things, greater for-
eign direct investment, which in fact they did.>*) Youth participation was
also a strategic focus of several of these initiatives, and was seen as an in-
dispensable resource for reducing violence. The administration launched
a citywide participatory budgeting process through which residents aged
fourteen and older help determine how a percentage of the city’s annual
budget would be allocated for the development of their neighborhoods,
which I analyze in Chapter 4.

The administration also invested heavily in public education, allocating
approximately 40 percent of the entire city budget to improving access,
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infrastructure, and teacher training.”® Through public—private partner-
ships, they expanded public Internet access and created impressive
physical public spaces with computer labs, such as the parques biblioteca
(library parks), in some of the most impoverished and violent sectors of
the city. In addition to a gondola lift system (developed under the previous
mayor, Luis Pérez, but opened during Fajardo’s administration), outdoor
escalators further solidified Medellin’s growing reputation as an innova-
tive hub of urban planning that was using public infrastructure to help sta-
bilize the poor neighborhoods on the periphery and integrate them with
the city center.

Analysts disagree on which factors were primarily responsible for the
significant reduction in violence that corresponded with the Fajardo ad-
ministration (2004—2007), when homicide rates were at their lowest in de-
cades; most seem to agree that an important factor was Don Berna’s contin-
ued control of Medellin’s underworld and the lack of a significant challenge
to his network, rather than the controversial 2006 demobilization of para-
military groups or the investments of social urbanism alone.”” What is clear
is that the reduction in violence was one of several conditions that made it
possible for the administration to carry out the large public works projects
that helped Medellin earn its reputation for innovation and transformation,
and to create spaces for greater public participation.

The case of Medellin thus offers many angles from which to understand
participation as a multivalent resource in the digital age. Several global
discourses about (youth) citizen engagement, digital and participatory
cultures, democratization, and social change converged in Medellin. This
book focuses primarily on the years between 2004 and 2011, which corre-
spond to the two Compromiso Ciudadano administrations, when most of
Medellin’s so-called transformation took place and when the public focus
on youth and citizen participation was at its height.

This book does not reduce the case of Medellin to an ideal or easily
replicable model for urban transformation or youth participation. The
city’s particular history—including its relative (albeit highly concentrated)
wealth and its history of violence—makes it exceptional in several ways.
However, gang dynamics, poverty, and the disillusionment of youth with
traditional political institutions are conditions faced by numerous major
cities worldwide, in both the Global North and South.”® Therefore, this
book navigates a path from Medellin’s contextual specificity, and its partic-
ular struggles and successes, to broader lessons that can inform challenges
faced across the globe.
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Methodological and Analytical Notes

A common problem in discussions of youth participation in the digital age
is that participation is easily conflated with interactivity online, resulting
in analyses that are technologically deterministic and overly celebratory of
social media and other digital communication, while under-attending to
the surrounding social infrastructures, cultures, practices, and relations of
power that shape their use and imbue them with meaning. Describing digi-
tal media platforms as “participatory media,”® for example, conflates the
technical capabilities for interactive networked horizontal communication
with the actual human act of participating—anthropomorphizing commu-
nication infrastructures that may or may not be used in participatory ways.
This may seem a semantic splitting of hairs, but we risk diluting the utility
of the concept of participation for promoting the social, cultural, political,
and economic practices that can advance democracy and social justice.

I first learned about participatory media in Chiapas, Mexico. Chiapas
became famous on the world stage as the site of the 1994 uprising of the
Zapatistas, an indigenous rights movement that pioneered Internet activ-
ism. But older communication technologies also played an important role
in that movement. I was drawn there in summer 2000 by the opportunity
to intern with the Chiapas Media Project, an organization that supported
Zapatista-affiliated indigenous communities to produce their own video
documentaries. In this pre-social media context—and for decades prior—
the term “participatory media” typically referred to a collaborative process
of media production used by community-based organizations and social
justice advocates, among others, to involve disenfranchised groups in con-
ceptualizing, producing, and sharing their own media. Participatory media
was being used in communities around the world to put communication
technologies in the hands of those whose perspectives were rarely, if ever,
represented in commercial broadcast media or in institutional decision-
making processes. In Chiapas, participatory videos documented, for ex-
ample, the government-backed privatization of land farmed by indigenous
communities, indigenous women’s experiences of gender inequities, and
Zapatista communities’ collective organic coffee farming for economic
autonomy.®?

Only a few years later, I was surprised to find that independently of
this history, the terms “participatory media” and “participatory video” were
becoming part of mainstream and commercial Web 2.0 discourse in the

Global North. One of YouTube’s first advertising initiatives was called Par-
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ticipatory Video Ads. The company’s 2006 press release read, “The new
Participatory Video Ad is a user-initiated video advertisement with all
of the YouTube community features enabled. Consumers can rate, share,
comment, embed, and favorite advertising content that they find inter-
esting, informative and entertaining. Rather than interrupt a consumer’s
experience, we have created a model which encourages engagement and
participation”®! This was certainly a different deployment of the concept of
participatory media than what I'd witnessed in Chiapas. Suddenly, every-
thing was seemingly “participatory,” even advertising.

As a scholar and practitioner of participatory media for several years
prior, I found these developments both exciting and troubling: exciting
because I knew from experience that participation in and through commu-
nication media can be empowering to marginalized individuals and com-
munities, and troubling because with the commercialization of discourses
of participatory media and culture, the critical valence of participatory
media was dissipating—and yet remained as important as ever. The ana-
lytical tools needed to support youth participation productively in public
life today require a careful parsing of the capacities potentially afforded by
digital media platforms from the actual human practices in and around
them that determine the modes and impacts of participation. This is one of
the central aims of this book. This book resists binary debates that see digi-
tal technology as having revolutionized or destroyed public participation.
Instead, the following chapters invite readers to reimagine participation in
public life, inspired by the case of Medellin.

Participation has most often been studied in disciplinary silos, focus-
ing on political participation (e.g., in political science), civic participation
(e.g., in sociology, political science, urban studies, or development studies),
cultural participation (e.g., in cultural or media studies), or communicative
participation (e.g., in digital media studies, development communication,
communication for social change, or participatory communication). This
book traverses these fields in search of a more nuanced and at once more
powerful understanding of participation for the contemporary moment.

As Florencia Enghel and Martin Becerra note, the fields of communi-
cation studies and media studies in the Global North have tended to take
a patronizing view of Latin American scholarship, positioning it histori-
cally as an “offspring of its Western predecessors” rather than valuing it
on its own terms.®> What’s more, the burden of cross-regional scholarly
engagement has tended to fall on the Global South. While a compre-

hensive review of relevant Latin American scholarship is not the aim of
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this book, I consider how Latin American understandings of participatory
communication can inform digital media scholarship in the Global North
and, reciprocally, how digital media scholarship from the United States and
other parts of the Global North can inform the Colombian/Latin American
context. I also draw from Latin American science and technology studies,
although this book does not perceive technology (alone) as determining
of public participation in the contemporary moment. The long history
of theorizing and practicing participation in Latin America, despite deep
structural inequalities and technological divides, attests to this.

Indeed, one of the aims of this book is to push back against techno-
centric discussions of participation that have become predominant in the
last decade in both the academic and popular press in the Global North.
It pushes readers to think about participation in a multidimensional, non-
binary way in which digital communication technologies are but one re-
source within a sociopolitical ecology. To that end, this book takes more of
an ecological perspective than is typical in studies of digital media or partic-
ipatory communication. Ecological approaches in the social sciences often
aim to account for the multilevel, complex relationships between different
actors, systems, discourses and values, resources, technologies, and so on
that constitute and structure a given environment.®* Similarly, I analyzed
discourses and practices of youth participation in Medellin across multiple
sites and levels of society—from the grass roots to the city government, as
well as the national and international context—and how these were inter-
related. This included discourses and practices that were noninstitutional
(i.e., grass roots) or institutional, and on- and/or offline. In other words, I
tried to understand the cultural, political, economic, and communicative
life of youth in the city across different societal levels and sociocultural ge-
ographies as an interconnected system. An ecological approach helped me
to think about participation as a resource that is constituted by a system
of actors, institutions, and networks—a resource that can be wielded as
a form of governmentality or resistance.®* I found that these two are not
necessarily mutually exclusive. For example, one of the factors that made
youth activism in Medellin potent was the existence of some governmental
and other institutional entities that facilitated youth participation in public
life but did not overly try to control or appropriate it.

Over the course of a year spanning 2010—2011, [ studied participation in
Medellin using several qualitative methodologies, primarily ethnography. I
carried out more than a hundred semi-structured, open-ended interviews

(including some group interviews) with members of grass-roots youth
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groups, civil society organizations, and city and national government (in
Bogota, Colombia’s capital).®® I took extensive field notes and photographs,
and reviewed existing research and other materials, including graffiti, vid-
eos, and songs produced by the youth collectives in Medellin. I attended
formal/public events, such as conferences (including the annual confer-
ence of the Asociacion Latinoamericana de Investigadores de la Comuni-
cacion, the Association of Latin American Researchers of Communication,
ALAIC), participatory budgeting meetings, a hip-hop festival, and a protest
march. I complemented these with other methods, including an audience
survey, observations of youth collectives’ activities, and participatory re-
search workshops led by local researchers at the University of Medellin.®®
My understanding of the longer period of 2004—2011—the focus of this
book—is informed by all of these methods, as well as a review of histori-
cal documents and existing scholarship by primarily Colombian scholars. I
studied several more cases of institutional and noninstitutional youth par-
ticipation than I had room to include in this book; I included here the cases
that offer the most significant insights about participation, those that chal-
lenge dominant assumptions and/or that helped illustrate how participa-
tion functions as a resource within a broader sociopolitical ecology.

My analysis here is greatly informed by research published in Spanish
by Colombian and other Latin American scholars. In most cases, transla-
tions of their work are my own, except where noted. I carried out nearly all
interviews in Spanish, so excerpts that appear in this book are my trans-
lations. I asked my Colombian friends and colleagues to review many of
these translations; any remaining errors are my own.” Language (espe-
cially local vernacular) and cultural differences were undoubtedly a barrier
to my understanding certain nuances and their historical and contextual
significance. In other cases, my foreign status facilitated the research. For
example, my appearance as a foreigner meant that crossing the “invisible
borders” patrolled by armed gangs in some parts of the city was less peril-
ous for me than it might have been for some local residents who could
be perceived as having conflicting affiliations. Additionally, many of my
youth and other interviewees were eager for outsiders to acknowledge and
study their lives and work, and for exposure outside of Medellin. They were
therefore generous with their time, and conscientious in sharing informa-
tion and offering their own analyses. My analyses reflect these invaluable
contributions.

Critical anthropologists (such as James Clifford, Clifford Geertz, Eliza-
beth Bird, and Renato Rosaldo) problematize the subject position of the
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foreign researcher and the ways in which power is (re)produced through
the creation of scholarly knowledge. This understanding emerged in re-
sponse to the problematic history of ethnographic practices and its roots
in colonial ideology, which upheld the Western white male as the author
of knowledge about peoples and places entirely foreign to him, silencing
indigenous voices and reinforcing relations of marginalization and sub-
jugation.®® To address some of the epistemological, political, ethical, and
translational problems of being a foreign researcher, I collaborated with
Colombian researchers from the University of Medellin, the University of
Antioquia, and the University of the North (Uninorte). They informally
advised me on my selection of cases, helped me to understand the Medel-
lin context, directed me to invaluable existing research, generously shared
their contacts, and invited me to collaborate with them on some participa-
tory research workshops that informed my analysis.

Henry Giroux writes that thinking across porous intellectual and
cultural borders “allows one to critically engage the struggle over those ter-
ritories, spaces, and contact zones where power operates to either expand
or to shrink the distance and connectedness among individuals, groups,
and places. . .. At stake here is the possibility of imagining and struggling
for new forms of civic courage and citizenship that expand the boundaries
of a global democracy”® This study represents multiple, though not ex-
haustive, border crossings, including geographical, cultural, linguistic, and

70 is informed not only by my privileged sub-

intellectual. My “partial view
jectivity as a white, highly educated researcher from the United States, but
also by my background as an advocate and/or practitioner of participatory
media and communication for social change in the United States, Kenya,
Tanzania, Mexico, and other postcolonial contexts. It is also informed by
my more recent work as a professor at a Hispanic Serving Institution and an
Asian American, Native American, and Pacific Islander Serving Institution
with a large percentage of low-income, first-generation college students.
Lastly, it is shaped by my commitment to participatory research, which
informed some of my fieldwork.”> Working across this range of contexts
has forced me to reckon with the complex relationship(s) between voice
and privilege, two factors that greatly shape participation and its outcomes.
This book is in part a product of that reckoning.

Throughout this book, my use of the terms “citizen” and “citizenship”
are not confined to the legal status conferred by nation-states. Rather, I
share Chantal Mouffe’s position that we must constantly challenge norma-

tive conceptualizations of the citizen as a unified subject, and instead see it
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as a fluid, historically contingent, and contested articulation of social rela-
tions.”? Similarly, in this book, I use a broad definition of “politics,” which
incorporates not only traditional, institutionalized forms of politics but
also discourses and actions explicitly concerned with relations of power

and representation.

Overview of Chapters

In Chapter 1, I trace the proliferation of participation, focusing on digital
media and international development as two of the sectors most heavily
invested—both economically and discursively—in participation. I argue
that scholarship has tended to frame participation within binary debates
about empowerment versus exploitation and authenticity versus co-optation,
and that the proliferation of discourses of participation has weakened
its analytical and practical utility. This necessitates a rethinking of public
participation in general and of youth participation in particular. I propose
the concepts of participatory public culture and polycultural civics as ana-
lytical tools for doing so, and demonstrate their application in subsequent
chapters.

Chapter 2 illustrates that digital technologies and other tools used to
enhance participation in public life will not be effective unless they are
understood and implemented ecologically, which includes paying atten-
tion to the power relations that shape participation. This is evidenced by a
comparison of two vastly different approaches to cultivating digital citizen-
ship in Medellin: Ciudad Comuna, a grass-roots citizens’ media project,
and Medellin Digital, the municipal government’s digital citizenship initia-
tive. Contrasting these cases shows how participation and digital citizen-
ship can be enacted in distinct ways, with different power implications. The
ideologies, practices, networks, and even software choices (i.e., open vs.
closed platforms) of these initiatives result in different conceptions of digi-
tal inclusion, citizenship, literacy, and participation that have fundamental
implications for how we cultivate participatory public cultures.

There is an undercurrent of historical amnesia in digital culture that
incessantly fixates the frame of reference on the future rather than acknowl-
edging what we can learn from the recent or even distant past. Chapter 2—
and the book as a whole—resists this tendency and shows how the past
can, and should, continue to inform our understanding of the digital pre-
sent. Bridging decades of learnings from participatory communication with

more recent digital media studies, I argue that analyzing three qualities in
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particular (horizontality, dialogue, and openness) helps to uncover rela-
tions of power and locate agency in the design of projects that enlist the
digital to enhance public participation. Chapter 2 illustrates how digital
communication is one resource that can function as a sort of “fertilizer” in
an ecology of participation.

In Chapter 3, I consider how youth collectives offer alternative visions of
youth citizenship, forged in the context of disillusionment and the delegiti-
mization of traditional institutions and spaces of participation—contexts all
too familiar to youth in many parts of the world today. I analyze some of the
conditions that enable prosocial participation in public life, and how these
can be cultivated by youth themselves as they develop their own tactics of
participation. I focus first on the case of the youth-led hip-hop activist col-
lective La Elite and the grass-roots tactics they have developed for promot-
ing youth participation in public life. I explore how their tactics challenged
the social and cultural dynamics of violence that had constrained public
space, public life, and public participation for many young people.

Chapter 3 also shows that participation cannot be defined homoge-
nously or fostered in just one way; efforts to achieve impactful participation
must take into account historical, cultural, economic, and other differences
between participants. This is illustrated by the Afro-Colombian cultural col-
lective Son Batd, whose youth participants experience a marginalized, periph-
eral citizenship with particular barriers to participating in public life. Their
participation necessarily began with a resignification of their subjectivities
as youth citizens.

Widening the lens on this ecology of participation, in Chapter 4, I con-
sider relations of power and the productive tensions between these grass-
roots youth groups and state strategies of participation. In particular, I
examine the case of participatory budgeting, a governing process that is
increasingly popular internationally that invites citizens—including youth
aged fourteen and up—to take part in deciding on local resource alloca-
tion. Participatory budgeting in Medellin shows how the institutionaliza-
tion of participation may serve as a form of governmentality but may also
expand participatory public culture, particularly for youth. The synergies
and productive tensions between state strategies and grass-roots tactics of
participation form a robust civic polyculture. This finding challenges overly
simplistic binary claims that position grass-roots participation as “authen-
tic” and institutionalized participation as “co-opted”

In Chapter s, I review what these cases tell us about cultivating youth

engagement in public life and the role of digital communication in
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supporting participatory public culture and polycultural civics. I take stock
of the extent to which these grass-roots tactics and state strategies did in
fact promote a more participatory public culture (especially for youth) in
Medellin between 2004 and 2011, and the key factors that contributed to
this—in particular, the degree of synergy and interdependencies between
grass-roots youth participation and institutions of the state and civil soci-
ety during this period. While Medellin’s cultivation of polycultural civics
can inform and inspire efforts to do so elsewhere, I note that the brand-
ing of Medellin’s “transformation” has been somewhat hyperbolic; the city
continues to face many of the challenges that have historically constrained
youth participation in public life. Youth/citizen participation clearly is not
a panacea for all of the challenges of structural inequality and violence.
Yet, all of the youth interviewed for this study had experienced positive
outcomes of their public participation, across individual, group, and com-
munity levels. I discuss the broader relevance of all of these findings that
could be applied in other contexts, in both the Global North and South, to

cultivate impactful youth participation.

Beneath the Buzzword

Youth Power in Precarious Times challenges techno-universalist discourse
in the Global North by centering practices and perspectives from the so-
called periphery, where innovation transpires that is often and necessarily
driven by different contexts and values.”® At a time of rapid change in com-
munication architectures, it is urgent to find ways for knowledge produced
outside of the techno-elite and other privileged circles in the Global North
to inform more directly how participation is conceived and how it is either
limited or enabled through various communication platforms.

Existing studies of Medellin that consider public participation tend to
focus on whether government initiatives to promote it have been successful
at reducing armed violence in the city; their findings are mixed.” This book
does not focus exclusively on the question of violence, nor does it see public
participation as determined primarily by institutional strategies. Instead, it
highlights the indispensable role of citizen (particularly youth) networks
in helping to cultivate participatory public culture, and focuses on the re-
lationships between these grass-roots tactics and institutional strategies.

This book reflects my experiences as both a practitioner and scholar of
participatory communication and digital media. It is the result of my efforts
to grapple with the slipperiness of the concept of participation, and to find
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an antidote to the technocentrism of much of the rhetoric of youth empow-
erment in the digital age. It is my hope that it not only advances debates
about youth participation, but is also, as my Colombian friends might say,
propositivo (proactive, proposing action). I offer this to help recuperate and
redefine the concept of participation, digging beneath the buzzword to see
the conditions that enable prosocial participation in public life and how it

might bring about more equitable and just societies.
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