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Abstract: This article addresses the concept of cultural efficacy as a paradigm 
of Communication for Peace and Social Change, heir of the epistemological 
turn developed by Vicent Martínez Guzmán’s Philosophy for Peace. 
This paper reviews his legacy of peace research as a proposal of dialogic, 
committed, transformative and interdisciplinary social sciences that define 
the role of communication in the social fabric from discursive-performative 
and cultural conceptual and methodological approaches. Finally, we apply 
this theoretical review of communicative responsibility to a first exploratory 
study on the refugee and migration crisis. 
Key words: communication, efficacy, epistemologies, information literacy, 
social change. 
Resumen: Este artículo aborda el concepto de eficacia cultural como 
paradigma de una Comunicación para la Paz y el Cambio Social, heredero 
del giro epistemológico desarrollado por la Filosofía para hacer las paces 
de Vicent Martínez Guzmán. Este trabajo recupera su legado desde las 
investigaciones para la paz como propuesta de unas ciencias sociales dialógicas, 
comprometidas, transformadoras e interdisciplinares, que definen el papel de 
la comunicación en la configuración social desde enfoques conceptuales y 
metodológicos discursivo-performativos y culturales. Finalmente, aplicamos 
esta revisión teórica de la responsabilidad comunicativa a un primer estudio 
exploratorio vinculado con migraciones y refugio. 
Palabras clave: cambio social, competencia informacional, comunicación, 
eficacia, epistemologías.
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Introduction1 

This article discusses the concept of “cultural efficacy” as a paradigm for 
Communication for Peace and Social Change, which is the legacy of 
the epistemological shift developed by Vicent Martínez Guzmán (La 
Vall d’Uixó, 1949-Barcelona, 2018) in his Philosophy for Peace. This 
article reviews the author’s research on peace as a theoretical-conceptual 
framework, and how it was applied in work over a 20-year period. It also 
includes the transfer of a line of work on Communication, as UNESCO 
Chair of Philosophy for Peace, and at the Interuniversity Institute for Social 
Development and Peace at the Universitat Jaume I (Castellón, Spain), which 
he established and where he developed a Master’s Degree and Doctoral 
Program in International Studies in Peace, Conflict and Development (Nos 
Aldás, 2010a).

Based on his education in the philosophy of language, the proposals set 
out by this activist academic –brilliantly synthesized by Forastelli (2013)– 
have helped redefine and establish the practical and scientific environment 
for the Human and Social Sciences in terms of public commitment; the 
guiding light of his work was always that philosophy and epistemology had 
to be of use to the public.  

This article examines Martínez Guzmán’s legacy –his dialogical, 
intercultural and interdisciplinary proposals, which provide the theoretical, 
methodological and practical keys to analyzing human conflict and our 
capacity to transform it by peaceful means– alongside Communication 
for Social Change (Nos Aldás and Santolino, 2015). Communication for 
Social Change (CSC) has evolved from work and debate on the tradition 
of Communication for Development and Social Change (Tufte, 2015), 
from its transformative approaches and strong Latin American influence 
(Chaparro, 2015; Marí Sáez, 2018) and from Communication for Peace, 
Cooperation and Conflict Transformation (Farné and López Ferrández, 
2016; Nos Aldás, 2013). 

The opening approach is a “discursive philosophy” based on a discourse 
ethic that appeals to the power of communication described by Arendt 
(1998) and Habermas (1984) (Martínez Guzmán, 2001: 114-116; 1994). 
Martínez Guzmán proposes that we “question the way we do things, question 

1 This paper is part of the projects: “Communication for Social Change and Media 
Education to face hate speech on gender and migration: analysis of public discourses 
during 2016-2019” (UJI-B2019-13). Duration: 2020-2022. / “Digital Social Education” 
(PGC2018-095123-B-I00). Duration: 2019-2021.
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social structures (and the discourse we use to represent them), not viewing 
them as given, but reflecting on how they can be changed” (Nos Aldás, 2002: 
316). His analysis of the relation between discourse (communication), 
culture and power, of the performativity of language, reveals the political 
consequences of this connection, and he proposes a pragmatic position 
on the assumption that We can make peace (Martínez Guzmán, 2005b), a 
slogan adopted in the communication strategies developed by numerous 
non-violent social movements over the decades to show how the citizenry 
can be motivated and mobilized. This book, subtitled “Ethical reflections in 
the wake of September 11 and March 11”, is centered on the position that 
“always, under any circumstances, and over and over again”, we must keep 
working to achieve peaceful coexistence. 

This encompasses an understanding of scientific work and its 
epistemologies based on the political responsibility to exert influence in the 
public sphere, with its spaces for “acting together (…) ‘sharing words and 
acts’” and exercising power “systematically” among each and every one of us 
(Arendt, 1998, 2005 in Martínez Guzmán, 2015a: 1271) through research, 
education and communication. 

This “epistemologies for peacemaking” approach comes from an 
understanding of inequality and the pursuit of justice based on freedom and 
capabilities (Sen in Comins and Martínez Guzmán, 2010; Nussbaum in Giri, 
2006), in dialogue with plural, transgressive and subordinate perspectives 
such as ecofeminism (Mies and Shiva, 1997 in Martínez Guzmán, 2001; 
Puleo, 2011), which suggest policies (migratory but also educational) for 
cultures based on cosmopolitan hospitality (Martínez Guzmán, 2003), 
with their roots in Martínez Guzmán’s deeply post-colonialist, feminist and 
intercultural way of thinking. He always studied, cited and learned from the 
female perspective in all its conditions and environments in order to test 
and complete his own learning and way of teaching, which today provides 
a starting point for doctoral theses in feminist peace research (Castillo 
Mateu, 2019).

In sum, and in line with what one of Martínez Guzmán’s main supporters 
described as the “three epistemological-regulatory challenges that should 
guide peace research” (Comins Mingol, 2018), this article proposes the 
concept of “cultural efficacy” (Nos Aldás, 2007; 2010b) through a review of 
the epistemology of the communication sciences based on an epistemological 
shift towards education for peace, social intervention and activism which, 
in the university context, we would also define as transfer. This proposal 
involves incorporating critical, propositional and transformative approaches 
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as well as other actions that generate “theoretical, critical and mobilizing 
frameworks” (Comins Mingol, 2018: 147).

Questions on the theoretical framework and reconstruction of the state 
of the question

No other discipline is so widely questioned, in terms of the ideas discussed 
in previous paragraphs, as the Communication Sciences, right down to 
its very reason for existence: to study, interpret, evaluate and design the 
scenarios of our mediations (Martín Barbero, 1998; 1987). Symbolic and 
cultural elements play a crucial role in shaping societies. We understand 
Communication Sciences as coming from the communicology of liberation 
and its emancipatory approaches (Marí Sáez, 2018), as a way of thinking; 
communication based on the weave of culture articulated by processes 
of communication, cultural practices and social movements, whose aim 
is to override dichotomies and display the complex maps of current 
communication scenarios (Martín Barbero, 2014). 

Focusing on communication’s socio-cultural role in configuring global 
social justice, we realize that its epistemologies need to be “hacked” from 
open source code (Sampedro, 2015), and an explicit description of its 
intentions and positions provided. These current trends were posited by 
Martínez Guzmán in his review of the philosophy of science, arguing in 
favor of a discursive, critical and reconstructive epistemology that explains 
our positioning, choices, intentions and concerns as scientists, educators, 
politicians or managers, because they are always present. So, in the words 
of Mignolo (2010), we choose non-violent “epistemic disobedience” 
(Nos Aldás and Farné, 2018) for “cultures for peacemaking” (Comins 
and Martínez Guzmán, 2010: 56) that transform violence from the same 
conceptions of knowledge and their ethical applications and consequences, 
which add complexity to the cosmo-perspectives that regulate our behaviors, 
because the concept of life is as broad (peace, politics, the economy) as are 
the cultures, logic and circumstances that we can enumerate. But this is not 
undertaken from an 

uncritical, pseudo-progressive position on whatever proposal simply because it derives 
from these other cultures (…) it comes from the recognition of the value of being 
disputed and questioned and not from the relativist attribution of the same value to all 
cultures. Not everything is correct and appropriate, and not everything holds the same 
value; we do not have to decide that "some" are worth more, at the expense of  "others" 
(Martínez Guzmán, 1999; 2001: 287).
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Based on these premises, we have reviewed the epistemology, the 
reason for existence of the communication sciences and practices, in order 
to analyze their social and cultural effects on communities in the short and 
long term, through interdisciplinary collaboration with all its dimensions 
and interconnections, from public health to peaceful coexistence, and aware 
of how much knowledge and how many options have been left behind and 
omitted, because, as Comins Mingol (2018: 153) states, “the epistemological 
inversion [of Martínez Guzmán (2000)] makes it essential to correct the 
unequal representation of peace”.

The concepts of objectivity and efficacy are the main pillars in the 
theoretical development of Communication. They frame the idea of 
models (scenarios) of linear, vertical communication, and with imbalances 
of power, or the opposite, circular, horizontal models open to negotiation. 
Martínez Guzmán’s epistemological shift reinterprets these two key 
concepts (objectivity and efficacy) from the perspective of intersubjectivity, 
communicative solidarity and mutual questioning. 

He posits the idea of replacing objectivity with intersubjectivity 
(Martínez Guzmán, 2005b) because the most rigorous option and the one 
that draws us closer to reality is one that involves as many perspectives as 
possible, constructs integrating narratives that bring in voices from different 
levels of power and styles of knowledge (military, civil, scientific, agricultural), 
and dialogue (dialogism). This is a questioning of ourselves and each other as 
part of the very framework, study and design of communication: conceiving 
communication as an interactive process, as a conversation that self-evaluates 
and constantly constructs in a collective way.

Castillo Mateu (2019) recalls that Martínez Guzmán (2001: 71) applied 
feminist analysis to suggest how cultural (Galtung, 2003) and symbolic 
violence (Bourdieu, 2000) can “overshadow our moral responsibility” and 
how “there are forms of domination that we are ‘blind’ to precisely because 
of the subtle way in which they permeate human relations”, which leads to a 
“criticism of modern sciences as a source of cultural violence”. What is more, 
“objectivity disbars others from the moral community” (Martínez Guzmán, 
2001: 164 in Castillo Mateu, 2019: 48). 

Communication theories and their scientific approaches act as 
interpretative frames, as explained in the framing theories (Entman, 2007; 
Goffman, 1974; Lakoff, 2004) applied to all types of discourse, and science 
and its epistemologies are just one more. Therefore, it is necessary to review 
these theories and approaches, and the political and economic positions that 
shape them within the scientific community, as a community of international 
communication. 
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This is a perspective with a long historical memory that invites us to 
unlearn the rational Western model based on communicative rationality 
(Apel and Habermas, of the Frankfurt School’s second generation) by 
conceiving of science as “a discursive community” where to unlearn and 
recover what we have discarded along the way by not listening to others 
(Marí Sáez, 2012; Martínez Guzmán, 2001: 108; Rodríguez and Moreno, 
2016), and where we can transform vices derived from confronting one type 
of reasoning against others (Nos Aldás, 2002: 314); those epistemologies 
of the South developed by Santos (2011), because epistemology can act as 
cultural violence, or its opposite. 

This review of communicative efficacy based on peace research proposals 
connects with cultural studies, gender studies, post-colonialist theories and 
Communication for Social Change (CSC) in the definition of a paradigm 
for the Human and Social Sciences, and the study of Communication from 
a critical, transformative efficacy grounded in the analysis of discourse 
performativity, its cultural implications and the social conceptions that they 
promote or legitimize. 

This understanding of the sciences supersedes the relation between 
subject (researcher) and object (that which is researched) to open 
up processes of questioning and dialogue between subjects (groups, 
communities, people). It is an approach that always aims to understand 
and compose a complete picture of the realities under investigation. If we 
transfer this to the field of communication, it involves a reflection on the 
complexity of experiences without dichotomizing, gathering up all opinions 
and experiences from different places in order to avoid exclusion and 
unleashing new violence. Such features predict the main risks of violent 
representations as seen throughout the history of civilizations, in the form 
of dehumanization, stigmatization, inequality, discrimination and exclusion. 
Above all, a performative epistemology has to contemplate the inclusion of 
evaluation, which makes it impossible to stand on the sidelines in “science”, 
research or education, because these always require responsibilities to be 
taken in order to transform injustice and point out its origins and causes, 
that is, the sciences and their application must “perform”, act and intervene 
by proposing alternatives. 

In conclusion, the epistemological shift applied here conceives of 
discourses as mediators between identities, beliefs, behaviors and actions, and 
proposes that we question them based on the conviction that it is possible 
to change the conditions that perpetuate injustice and do things differently 
and, thus, collectively unlearn what hinders us from doing so. 
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Redefinition of communication efficacy for social change: 
performativity, transgression and cultural efficacy 

Communication, like language, is both a social product and social practice, 
so it is determined by context, but it also effects that context (Fairclough, 
1989; Hall, 1997). We start from the notion of communication as a “system 
that organizes public communication” (Benavides, 1997; Habermas, 1994), 
in which individuals, social groups and institutions configure their relations. 
These communication scenarios are spaces mediated by discourses where 
the interaction between different interlocutors shapes social relations and 
institutions; these scenarios configure the cultures and societies that we 
inhabit (Benavides, 1997 and 2011).

In the field of communication, “efficacy” has traditionally been conceived 
as the fulfilling of objectives pursued through a planned interaction with 
particular contexts of reception directed from contexts of production (De 
los Ángeles, 1996). In accordance with an epistemology committed to 
the values we have defined, in which the objective attitude is replaced by 
a performative attitude, communication bears a responsibility, due to its 
implications for identity, politics, culture and society. Thus, the way to 
define the efficacy and efficiency of communication in any circumstance is 
to integrate the evaluation of its symbolic influence on the configuring of 
realities. Thus, the goal of CSC –and as a guide to measure its efficacy– is to 
achieve social justice and transform violence. Its communication models and 
methodologies for generating messages and, hence, for assessing results, will 
be defined from this concept of efficacy. 

In this sense, we mean “cultural” efficacy (Nos Aldás, 2007 and 2010b), 
because CSC requires an integral approach for the concepts of cultural 
violence and cultural peace (peace cultures) to be added in order to reveal 
the more subtle effects of communication, and to raise awareness of their 
consequences. Galtung (1996) describes the link between cultural violence, 
structural violence and direct violence, and assimilates into the work for 
peace (peace cultures) all the criteria necessary for defining societies as 
peaceful beyond the mere absence of war. 

In this way, the responsibility for transforming violence is also situated 
in the cultural and symbolic plane of the construction and legitimization of 
ideas, because discourses act as the seeds of behaviors and, hence, of actions 
and social consequences. Developing culturally effective communication 
involves avoiding, detecting or transforming any form of cultural violence 
in the production of discourses in the process of transforming those cultural 
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elements (discursive and communicative) that are counterproductive for 
equity and justice: delegitimize violence and injustice in all forms in which 
they manifest in social discourses. 

This is about eradicating cultural violence with “alternative” discourses 
with a basis in social justice criteria. The “alternative communication” 
concept (Roncagliolo, 1999, cited in Marí Sáez, 2017) aims to alter the 
structures that we wish to change, and expresses this change through a play 
on words by replacing the term “alternative”, which is commonly used for 
this type of discourse. 

Therefore, communication that aims for cultural efficacy anticipates 
the effects of communication on values, beliefs and social behaviors. 
In particular, in CSC, the focus is on the influence of representations (in 
terms of cultural and symbolic elements) on the structural transformation 
of injustices, the potential for popular political engagement and its 
importance in the long term beyond support for an individual cause. 

The tension at the heart of CSC is apparent here in its planning and 
participatory aspects, in its strategic processes and its creativity. The 
subversion of traditional epistemologies mainly involves passing from 
a traditional, individual persuasive approach to one that is collective, 
cooperative and centered on processes that fit well with community and 
participatory communication (García López, 2010), because the same 
techniques and approaches are not valid for all contexts. 

Communication with social justice has its own characteristics, and to 
remain coherent it requires specific voices that aspire to transgress violence 
through communication based on an ethical testimony that can dialogue 
with the moral imagination (Lederach, 2007, in París Albert, 2018: 34). This 
can empower us with “the capacity to imagine ourselves within a network of 
relations that include our enemies; the ability to feed a paradoxical curiosity 
that embraces complexity without depending on a dualistic polarity”. 

These proposals transgress and subvert what are known as the 
reductionist imaginaries of classic communication theories (Marí Sáez, 
2018), and influence the very idea of communication beyond the mere 
transmission of information or its conception as a form of persuasion. The 
tradition of CSC study (Dutta, 2011; Enghel, 2013; Marí Sáez, 2018) 
redefines its acceptance in terms of long-term social transformation and 
interaction based on mutual capabilities, underlining the importance of 
horizontal and dialogical processes and relations more than an instrumental 
approach. This communication is understood in terms of conversation (as an 
alternative framework proposed by Darnton and Kirk, 2011); the rhetoric 
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of invitation is explored (Kaplún, 1998; Foss and Griffin, 1995) beyond a 
technical, instrumental concept of communication designed out of opacity 
and imposition. 

Thus, CSC is defined by cultural efficacy since its objectives include 
advocacy, a term used to indicate actions for defense, and the exercising of 
social or political influence. To explain the term’s nuances, it is important 
to emphasize that advocacy incorporates the transversal responsibility of 
communication by the issuer, with long-term collective, transformative 
objectives of understanding and developing its communication, while 
maintaining the necessary combination of, and dialogue between, actions 
that promote quality information, actions to raise awareness and public 
education based on political pedagogy and a culture of solidarity, and a 
constant drive to influence political, institutional, legislative and media 
powers (Dogra, 2007: 162 based on Minear 1987; Cohen 2001: 178). 

The “cultural efficacy” perspective is thus developed as a tool for use 
mainly in the work process of the organizational issuers who work with the 
communication in a planned, strategic way. What is needed is “a strategic 
theory that can work with human values, not just economic ones [...] which 
has [...] a long-term focus [...] and yields cultural consequences”. All strategic 
planning must be ”communicative” and extend beyond “mere communication 
management to embrace social transformation” (Pérez González, 2003: 86). 

Cultural efficacy aims to broaden the concept and application of 
communication efficacy through social efficacy. The concept of cultural 
efficacy influences the long-term political and structural responsibility of 
this communication. This theoretical tool (“cultural efficacy”) develops 
a transversal perspective rooted in the concept of language performativity 
(Austin, 1976); developing the communication as an action that involves 
commitments both in its production and in its reception. 

The basis of this change of perspective is reflected in the redefinition 
by Martínez Guzmán (2003a: 209) of the term “persuasion” in the social 
awareness processes. What stands out is that “convincing” (as defined in the 
Diccionario de uso del Español  by María Moliner, 2001) refers to the ability 
of the communicator to convince the one receiving the communication, 
emphasizing the dialogue between reasons and emotions: “raising awareness, 
as persuasion is a rational sensitization and a sensitized rationality" (Martínez 
Guzmán, 2003a: 209), and incorporates a “deliberative” imagination that 
pauses the interpretation process of the interlocutors to allow them to take 
decisions more consciously, which contrasts with the tendency in advertising 
logic widespread in the current hegemonic media contexts; instead, the 
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communication dialogues with the “moral imagination” (Lederach, 2007) 
which, when faced with the relation with reality, awakens new attitudes and 
proposals within which they interact. 

These ideas match those of Martín Barbero (2003), as cited by Erro 
(2010), on “cultural sustainability”, referring to the fact that communication 
with educational intent –which is what communication uses to change 
imaginaries and concepts– requires “pedagogical and cultural” time, since 
the tempo of collective learning and cultural-structural transformation runs 
slower than the technological and bureaucratic changes that we experience. 

This idea reveals the difference between marketing and cultural 
construction processes (Benavides, 1997: 323), which are relational 
processes, and the construction of citizenry beyond the market’s techniques 
of articulation. It involves a public, collective communication that energizes 
the spaces where our identities and priorities are negotiated, the presence of 
different collectives, their visibility. 

Cultural efficacy defines communication on the basis of its compulsory 
accountability, such as the development of mechanisms to provide us with 
accountability and which also require us to be accountable (Martínez 
Guzmán, 2001), requiring us to take responsibility. As Oliver (2001) states, 
in a study on the role of testimonies, that the relation between interlocutors 
is subject to response-ability, meaning the the capacity to respond and the 
responsibility implied in that response (Gámez Fuentes et al, 2016: 838). 

This perspective folds the concept of “communicative solidarity” into 
CSC, as explained by the epistemological performative shift undertaken 
by Martínez Guzmán (2001: 199-200), from the theories of the acts of 
speaking: we struggle to make ourselves understood and understand what 
others say to us. It is a question of transferring communicative solidarity into 
“communicative sincerity” (Nos Aldás, 2003) and establishing horizontal 
discursive relations, from the credibility of the issuer and the confidence of 
the receiver. 

These theoretical-organizational positions imply a recognition of 
the public as valid interlocutors in the transformation of the structures 
of injustice. In other words, the incorporation of the analytical and 
developmental processes of discourses of a perspective based on cultural 
efficacy demands a discursive sincerity that confers coherence in terms of the 
established commitments, and this extends not only to the veracity but 
also the honesty of the issuer towards the receiver based on transparency 
and ethics. 
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These premises also enable us to denounce and transform those “social 
appearance” tendencies that figure in commercial communications that 
willfully misinterpret social demands and have no corporative coherence 
(such as in greenwashing or pinkwashing, in reference to organizations 
that aim to profit by burnishing themselves with a green or pink sheen 
with no genuine or transversal commitment to a cause), and improve the 
communication within the setting of their social uses based on a greater 
knowledge of their consequences and influence. 

For this reason, when we talk of the economic aspect of the 
communication, for commercial issuers as well for social campaigners aiming 
to gather funds, the cultural consequences can never be forgotten. In these 
cases, we talk of seeking a cultural “efficacy” in the communication that 
integrates the symbolic evaluation of their representations into its search 
processes for economic benefit, to avoid falling into the legitimization or 
promotion of oppressive social and cultural models. 

These forms of contemplating the sciences from positions of 
constructivism and imperfect peace (Muñoz, 2001; Comins Mingol, 2018) 
lead us to Communication for Social Change, which applies iterative 
processes to systematize the successes gained in communication processes 
that aim to bring about social justice, and by doing so, continues to broaden 
shared knowledge and cultural knowhow to achieve peace (Nos Aldás et 
al., 2012). 

Comins Mingol (2018) calls this “testimony epistemologies”, whereby 
we review the theories from the practices, from the ethics and their own 
knowledge and discourses, seeking out that which is both plural and 
representative. As well as defending the connection between theory and 
praxis, Comins Mingol and Muñoz (2013: 23-58) justify an emancipatory 
philosophy which, in dialogue with Research for Peace, can construct 
frameworks that empower people to aim for a more just and peaceful future. 

This dialogue with Martínez Guzmán’s “participating” proposal 
fits with CSC approaches (Marí Sáez and Nos Aldás, 2015), because the 
understanding of situations is only possible through dialogue with its 
protagonists and with those who have direct experience working within 
them. The theories can only be confirmed and completed by reiteration, 
constantly comparing and contrasting them with the practices, and these 
practices can be improved by the subsequently reinforced theories (Seguí 
Cosme and Nos Aldás, 2017).
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Epistemological innovation in transgressive communication for social 
change: from immigration to hospitality

In Communication Sciences, the “cultural efficacy” concept enables us to 
create a complex resistance from the same nucleus of the communication 
process, since it anticipates the proposals of the Communication Sciences and 
evaluates their results from the social efficacy perspective. Thus, we observe 
that CSC needs to be transgressive, along the lines of Mesa et al. (2013: 23) 
and their application of the ideas of Lagarde and de los Ríos (2000 and 2005). 
Being a communication whose objectives include the transformation of 
structures that generate violence, CSC needs to incorporate the imagination 
in order to transgress these established frames. 

We propose a communication that is collectively critical and 
transformative, conceived as “a tool for transformation, not just an instrument 
for representation” (Nos Aldás, 2002: 318-320). In this section, we deal with 
the role of critical thought based on the epistemologies developed here, on 
the learning process (Hooks, 1994) of communication professionals through 
educational innovation for peace and its complementarity with media and 
information literacy for all citizens (Nos Aldás and Sampedro, 2017; Farné 
et al.,  2018; Nos Aldás, 2019; Nos Aldás et al.,  2019) in order to learn to 
understand and anticipate the commitments and actions of communication 
interactions. This connects with Lederach’s (1995) tripartite theory of 
communication as expression, perception and interpretation, and if we add 
mutual questioning, we have four elements for our education so that we learn 
to avoid the problems of communication and, consequently, coexistence, 
“without dismissing each subtle gesture, look, silence, ensuring that we 
communicate what we want to say and we see what they want to say to us” 
(Martínez Guzmán, 2001: 102-103). 

This model suggests the importance of the anticipation of discourse 
performativity, that is, the intentions, ideas, attitudes and values that each 
act of communication can transmit and mobilize. In terms of diversity, the 
commitment of a communication can originate from respect or exclusion, 
recognition or discrimination. In order for the analysis of the performative 
consequences (cultural) of the discourses to become a procedure, there 
are three levels that can be identified within a discourse: 1) the ideas 
that its creativity constructs (how it represents problems, the reality it 
communicates); 2) the relations that it poses in terms of these realities (with 
the persons involved); 3) the reactions (commitments) that it arouses. In 
other words, the attitude of the issuer towards the reality addressed in the 
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communication; what are the true objectives and intentions of the issuer’s 
communication, what is their idea of the communication and what are 
their commitments, how are they exercising responsibility? 

This application of the epistemological shift in CSC derives from a matrix 
of criteria that enable us to produce and evaluate public discourse from a 
cultural efficacy frame based on communication and discourse criteria from 
a performativity perspective (Nos Aldás, 2007; Nos Aldás et al.,  2012; Nos 
Aldás et al., 2015; Pinazo Calatayud and  Nos Aldás, 2016), which has shown 
the usefulness and applicability of these communication strategies not only 
for the development of critical communication by a range of social actors 
(media and communication professionals, government and non-government 
actors, social movements, legislative and educational actors) (DevReporter, 
2016), but also in terms of media education and peace with objectives aimed 
at global critical citizenry and inclusive political subjects (Nos Aldás, 2019). 

Thus, we assume that the narratives proposed from a discourse ethic 
and “ethical testimony” (Oliver, 2004) anticipate the interaction between 
political subjects and the activation of a moral sensibility that generates 
their political involvement, both in terms of the reception and production 
of narratives. In addition, the experience of the communications of social 
movements for global social justice has shown the efficacy of transversality, 
non-violence, collective creativity, cultural sustainability and mobilizing 
emotions such as indignation and hope, and collective action frames and 
social justice (Castells, 2015). This way, the violence of the hegemonic 
frames associated to the figure of the victim are subverted, and the focus on 
vulnerability and resistance is redefined by agency and the transformative 
capacity of collective action (Butler et al, 2016). This collective action is 
often driven by the collective creativity of worldwide social movements for 
social justice (as systematized by the Boyd and Mitchell project in 2012, and 
based on García López (2010).

Another element with which to tackle the complexities of the system 
of injustices and inequalities is a perspective of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 
1991; La Barbera, 2017). This concept relates to the intersections arising when 
different forms of discrimination overlap (gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality, 
origin, among others) and link to the system of privileges and oppressions of 
subjects and collectives. From a communication viewpoint, the intersectional 
perspective enables us to understand overlapping inequalities and so propose 
discourses for their transformation, because “making visible the violence 
suffered on the margins of society allows us to explore resistance narratives 
that attend to the needs of transformation and resignification from a range 
of positions” (Núñez Puentes et al., 2018: 188).
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The pedagogic translation of this CSC proposal into evaluation criteria 
is presented in Table 1. 2

Our research shows that these approaches achieve greater cultural 
resonance; they dialogue and connect with “established cultural consensuses 
that are especially active in a particular climate of opinion” (Nos Aldás et al., 
2015); meanwhile, protest frameworks, indignation and the interconnections 
of injustices and personal, social and political actions raise moral sensibility, 
that is, in line with social psychology, a message can incite a moral judgement 
in the public that originates in certain emotions that lead to action (Haidt, 
2003, in Pinazo Catalayud and Nos Aldás, 2016: 13).

In reference to the various concepts, weaving them together in an 
analytical model that also converses with the proposals of Strawson (compiled 
by Martínez Guzmán, 2001: 183), we can observe these testimonial 
epistemologies in the model developed by Gámez Fuentes and Gómez 
Nicolau (2017) based on the potential of the “ethical testimony” (Oliver, 
2004), which reveals that the discourses contain the relation between those 
who testify and those who bear witness, the content of the testimony, the 
narrative construction of vulnerability and resistance, and the link between 
the specific denunciation and the general framework of the social struggle 
within which it can be framed.  

We create a dialogue between our CSC proposal and what is happening 
today, and we address an initial exploratory study on the asylum crisis, and 
the urgency and lack of response (De Andrés et al., 2016). We apply the 
CSC cultural efficacy analyses to other scenarios such as poverty, hunger and 
development (Darnton and Kirk, 2011; Dóchas, 2014; ONGAWA, 2019), 
to the need to design an alternative framework that transforms discourses 
of hatred towards others that include hospitality and peace cultures, such 
that immigration and international cooperation are not communicated as 
unequal realities, because they are interconnected by the structural causes of 
violence and poverty. 

The tradition of communication on these themes has been to link 
international cooperation to aid and charity frames –proposed as alternative 
frames of social justice and cooperation (Darnton and Kirk, 2011)– and 
to address immigration based on frames of threat, representation of the 
enemy and fear, or the identification of these subjects as “illegals”, among 
other terms. In line with the theories developed so far, and with concerns 
on the need to find a creative response and counter-narrative to hate and 
racism (Poole and Giraud, 2019), these questions would require frames that 

2  Tables 1 and 2 are available in the annex, at the end of this article (editor’s note).
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represent human rights, social justice, cosmopolitanism, interculturality and 
hospitality in order to generate solidarity within a highly mediatized context 
(Chouliaraki, 2013). If we focus on contemporary scenarios around the 
asylum crisis (migrations from Syria in search of refuge, from North Africa 
to Spain across the Strait of Gibraltar, etc.) we find the traditional frames and 
their potential reframing (Table 2). 

CSC would be based on a frame of rights, in particular on cosmopolitan 
citizenry, as a public right to humanity in terms of global civil society, as 
a right to be different and the freedom to experience interculturality, with 
the right to engage in mutual questioning between cultures and the right to 
universal hospitality (Martínez Guzmán, 1999; and 2001: 287). So, the frame 
that threads together all such concerns is dignity and indignation (Martínez 
Guzmán, 2001; Sampedro, 2017), taking into account the frame of human 
rights based on dignity, the development of a people and heterogeneous 
democracies, the right to be different and to interculturality, and the right 
of immigrants to hospitality and to be heard (Martínez Guzmán, 2001: 286 
and 291), which led this author to propose in 2001 the concept of hospitality 
to tackle immigration. 

In a dialogue between this CSC proposal and examples of current 
initiatives linked to migrants and refugees that incorporate alternative 
frames based on hospitality, and in line with Galtung’s (1996 and 2003) 
triangular proposal of violence and peace, we can group these examples in 
three categories. 

Firstly, there are civil society initiatives that aim to transform direct 
violence by generating humanitarian assistance. Such actions include sea 
rescue ships piloted by NGOs that pick up migrants in danger of drowning 
in the Mediterranean, such as Proactiva Open Arms, Sea Watch, and SOS 
Méditerranée-Doctors Without Borders. These activities aim to save lives 
and have the effect of offsetting violence directed at migrants. This proposal 
in defense of human life as a fundamental principle is visible in these NGOs’ 
communication, in which they adopt and generate an alternative frame based 
on the culture of peace, humanitarianism and the ethics of caring.

Secondly, civil society initiatives to apply political pressure have attempted 
to transform structural violence. These include a range of mobilizations and 
actions designed to make a political impact, like denouncing government 
border policies, especially in the EU, and the injustices that migrants suffer, 
while promoting actions to welcome migrants and performing inclusive 
activities.  Examples of initiatives aimed at bringing about political and 
structural change include Stop Mare Mortum, #NoUEfortaleza [No 
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Fortress Europe], Refugees Welcome, #5MAbrazoDeLosPueblos / 
#5MEuropeAntiRacist, #WeAreMore. In terms of communication, this type 
of actions by civil society generates an alternative frame based on solidarity, 
hospitality and coexistence. 

Thirdly, in the transformation of cultural-symbolic violence, which 
legitimizes and sustains the other forms of violence, there have been 
actions in the field of information and sensitization by conventional media 
and social networks that aim to alter discourses of hate and racism. For 
example, proposals to refute hoaxes and fake news on migrants such as Stop 
Rumores, BCNAntiRumors and Maldita Migración [Damned Migration], 
proposals to alter the discourse of hate (#ElOdioNoEsInocente [Hate is 
not innocent]), and others aimed at making positive stories of coexistence 
and interculturality more visible, such as Desalambre and “La España de los 
migrantes” [The Spain of the migrants] from the online daily Eldiario.es. 
These communication actions are heterogeneous, but the common thread 
is the idea to integrate and promote an alternative frame based on universal, 
inclusive and emancipatory values, in particular for justice, diversity, dialogue 
and interculturality.

Conclusions

The ideas expressed in this article are a review and reinforcement of the 
approaches of communication theories through a concept of cultural 
efficacy that emphasizes responsibility and the cultural consequences of all 
communication. Discussion of the epistemology and proposals for research 
on peace, especially those of Martínez Guzmán, elaborates the nature of 
cultural violence and analyzes how symbolic violence perpetuates the 
structural violence that derives from direct violence; how symbolic violence 
and its representations are constructed and impinge on our actions and 
relations.

We have described a set of criteria for the peaceful transformation of 
all types of violence cultures “to make peace”, and these can be applied to, 
and coincide with, the collective political objectives of Communication for 
Social Change. This proposal contributes to a science and intersubjective 
practice that incorporates the recovery of histories and knowledge that have 
been marginalized, including discourses for positive peace and imperfect 
peace; the narrative of successful social changes; making visible so many 
structures and actions that are the result of human suffering.   
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Cultural efficacy (such as the interpretation and broadening of the 
type of communicative efficacy needed by Communication for Peace and 
Social Change) has been defined as a method to evaluate and operate from 
the performativity of discourses, to anticipate and analyze the effects and 
commitments (social efficacy) involved in all communication interaction 
or discourse production, and how discourses can create and reinforce 
violence or establish active dialogues, reconstruct relations, acknowledge 
differences and include them. In the case of CSC, communication scenarios 
are developed that are concerned with social justice from the local to the 
global stage, and they converse with the newest movements focusing on 
capacities, commitments and interdependence, the communication of 
denouncing wrongdoing, monitoring situations and offering solutions; 
contextualization, visibilization, discoursing with the protagonists and their 
testimonies, and historical memory.  

This article has specifically applied communication approaches 
to the question of refugees and migration, emphasizing the work of 
alternative frames that continue to work on deep transformations to change 
the economy of warfare into social economies that promote solidarity; the 
result has been the emergence of numerous practices and huge potential to 
enable us to leave behind an education and social thinking based on cultures 
of fear to one of defense of cultures based on solidarity and the assumption 
and acknowledgement of our own vulnerabilities, differences, conflicts and 
capabilities, based on universal, inclusive and emancipatory values (Mesa et 
al., 2011) driven by emotions of activation and caring.

The limitations of this research concern the approach of the monograph 
and restrictions on text length. We therefore decided to dedicate the 
greater part of this article to the fundamentals of the concept of “cultural 
efficacy” in Martínez Guzmán’s epistemological proposals rather than to its 
procedural development. Future lines of investigation could monitor how 
these proposals develop in light of the tensions in current communication 
scenarios, delving deeper into the dialogue between these theories of the 
peaceful transformation of conflicts through communication and special 
interest groups and the hegemonic understanding of politics, and the role of 
the mass media and their representation of migrations and the asylum crisis. 

There also needs to be a discussion on the paradoxical relations that 
emerge between the values and attitudes on which these proposals are based, 
such as the idea of global community, freedom from fear and the need to 
possess (Darnton and Kirk, 2011), and the hegemonic culture, and how 
we approach these themes in teaching, with participatory methodologies 
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based on resonance and cultural sustainability, critical thought and media 
education (Nos Aldás et al., and 2019; Nos Aldás, 2019).
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Annex
Table 1 

Communication and evaluation criteria for cultural efficacy

Criteria Description 

1. Non-violence 

Avoid all types of violence, even symbolic. Care 
needs to be taken when dealing with stereotypes; 
avoid ridiculing, blaming, generalizing and adopting 
condescending attitudes, etc. 

2. Recognition

Recognition and acknowledgement of the other person 
from a perspective of equality despite differences, with 
empathy based on universal, inclusive and emancipatory 
values.

3. Transgression 
Transform hegemonic representation frames that 
perpetuate oppression; promote new imaginaries 
through creativity and innovation.

4. Interseccionality 
Be aware of the crossovers and overlaps in questions 
of gender, ethnicity and origin, class, sexuality, age, 
functional diversity.

5. “Inspiraction”
Foment communication with proposals that provide 
reference models inspired by equality, and an invitation 
to action and emancipation. 

 
Source: own elaboration.
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Table 2

The main frames on the asylum crisis and migrations 

Traditional frame Alternative frame

Culture of defense 
(military economy)

Cultures of peace: non-violence, 
humanitarianism, the ethics of caring
(social economy based on solidarity)

Culture of fear 
(border policies)

Culture of solidarity 
(policies of hospitality and coexistence in 
diversity) 

Values based on security, conservation, 
tradition
(nationalism)

Universal, inclusive, emancipatory values
(critical cosmopolitan citizenry) 

 
Source: based on Martínez Guzmán (2003) and Mesa et al. (2013).
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