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RAPAR:  
You Want me to do what?! - Place, Power and Participation: on 
equitable participation in human rights activism

The session began with sharing a paragraph, which 
sums up the role that power can play in dynamics 
of social change, in positive and negative ways, but 
in particular with the interaction between power 
and participation. 

“Power differences between people are real.  They 
operate formally and informally, and they complicate 
the processes of participation.  We, human beings, 
generate, reproduce, accentuate, question, challenge 
and can even alter those power relations.

What power is held, by whom and when, depends on 
a combination of our behaviours, and the resources, 
regulations, policies, practices, and customs – the 
context – that surrounds our interactions in that time 
and space, either as individuals, groups, public bodies, 
or private companies…” 

To discuss what this means in reality and for 
peoples’ lives, the paragraph was broken into five 
chunks, for the group to discuss. Those are clipped 
below with some key elements of the discussion 
attached. 

1. The power differences
between people are real
What power differences do we witness and 
experience, in our own lives or in our work?

Participants shared the example of simply getting 
past a doorman on the way into a government 
building or organisation. We talked about how  
power only exists in relation to something else -  
it is a force that only becomes real when  
expressed or exerted.

2. Power differences operate formally
and informally. They complicate the
process of participation.

How do power differences operate 
formally and informally?

Participants shared examples of how this occurs. 
For example, in accommodation run by private 
companies like Serco or G4S there are no locks 
on the doors meaning male guards can walk in on 
women at any moment: this is a continual and 
assiduous use of informal power.  
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We talked about the dynamic when people with 
lived experience of an issue are part of a meeting 
or process - and everyone in the room introduces 
themselves with their job title: this ‘brands’ people 
and reduces their skills and experience down to this 
one thing. 

We talked about how people who are involved in 
making research happen decide the questions to 
be researched. Therefore, it is very important to find 
ways to involve the people with lived experience of 
the phenomenon being researched to decide what 
research questions should be posed in the first and 
for them to be influentially involved right the way 
through the process.

We discussed how civil servants adopt a posture of 
needing to always be convinced of any argument 
rather than taking a stance that they are there to 
respond to the concerns of civil society. 

The issue of race and racism came up and how 
racism is used to wield power over people - how the 
negative connotations and dehumanising effects 
of racism marginalise people and keep them from 
becoming powerful. 

We talked about the lack of transparency and 
accountability in many government decision 
making spaces.  The example of the hidden nature 
of decision making in family courts leaves power 
with judges who are not being scrutinised and 
leaves family members feeling powerless.  Both the 
criminal justice system and immigration systems 

are structured to deliberately fragment between 
different population groups, and decision-making 
systems are put into silos that are not cross 
referenced, leaving those who are vested with 
power often not accountable or transparent.  

We talked about how if you have money you can 
disrupt power relations and alter decisions: the 
class base of power/powerlessness underpins 
other axes of oppression 

3. We, human beings, CAN generate…
reproduce… accentuate…question…
challenge…and even ALTER those Power
Relations - how?

On this question we discussed how we can make 
a more joined up civil society as well as create 
spaces where organisations can come together 
and build - or release - power collectively. 

We also heard - 

Don’t do what they expect you to do; powerful 
groups and people expect you to work in a certain 
way; don’t play to the script!

Abandon the investment of your emotional life 
in being upset about the fact that those who use 
power to exploit and oppress don’t care about us. 
Redirect our energies to changing those situations 
rather than wasting any energy on being upset 
about it.

RAPAR (Refugee and Asylum Seeker Participatory Action

Research) is a Manchester-based human rights organisation

working with people, both locally and further afield, who are at

risk of having their rights denied.

RAPAR
Twitter: @raparuk 
Website: www.rapar.co.uk 
Email: admin@rapar.org.uk
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