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On the Concepr of Empowerment
Manoranfan Mohanty

For abour fwo decacles after the mid sixties there was a plea to put
"politics in command’ and accordingly growth models and develop-
ment sirategies were assessed. Even though there was no consensus
r(_egardj_ng the political criteria for evaluating development poli-
<ies, cerfain values such ag Wwere placed at
the core of this exercise. While the preoccupaiion with growth was
questioned, the ‘political essence of progress’ was emphasised
(Mohanty, 1989). With the upsuzge of the women’s and other social
movenlents, pursuit of freedom and justice was expressed in more
concrete terms and the development process was scrutinised o1
the basis of such political parameters (Mohanty, 1989; Kothari
1?8?). It is in this process that the term ‘empowerment’, that I'Sj
gIving power to certain unprivileged sections of society, came to
be used.
In the nineties, however, the milieu was one of ‘economics in
command’. Growth of production and modernisation of technol-
ogy and management were supposed to be the central goals of de-
velopment in the contemporary wave of the structiral adjustment
programuie’. Liberalisation and Pprivatisation of the economy, and
its integration with the globai economy have been advocated es-
sentially on the grounds of developing production. In China, the
Deng Xiaoping regiine while launching the reforms in 1978 --on
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its own initiative and not of the World Bank ~ explicitly rejected
the talk of “politics in command’. It was announced that the focus
during the new period would be on ‘economic construction’. The
Congress-led Government of India tried to project the new eco-
nomic policies as representing a consensus and hence being ‘above
politics’, citing as proof the policies of the non-Congress govern-
ments in the states. What is interesting is that along with the stress
on production, a commitment to what was called ‘empowerment’

of the people was ustally vai d-The ol oncept of ‘growth
with social justice’ was replaced with the new goal of ‘deve op-
ment with empowerment’. o -

Ostensibly, empowerment as an objective of economic develop-
ment should be a welcome addition to the democratic discourse.
After all, oppressed groups such as unorganised workers, poor
peasants, tribal people, Dalits and women are all engaged ina strug-
gle for power and judge the development process from their own
experiences. Whether development projects have led to their
pauperisation and subjugation was the issue raised by various
movements of displaced people and ecological movements among
others (Sharma, 1990). When the documents of the UN summit
conferences, as also the declarations of the national governments,
eloquently stress their commitment for the empowerment of the
people, the normal reaction is one of positive glee among the demo-
cratic forces. However, the context in which the term is popularised,
the framework of globalisation within which it is used, and the new
political thrust which underlies it make it a questionable concept.

Discourse of World Sumnsmits

As aniliustration, let us take up the documents related to the World
Summit for Social Development held at Copenhagen in March, 1995

"T’“'@f;M

where ‘empGwerment’ figured prominently as an objective. The
Draft Declaration of the Third Preparatory Committee (New York,
16-27 Janwary 1995) adopted by the heads of the states and gov-
erniments asserted the following:

We affirm that in both economic and social terms the most productive
policies and investments are those which ermpower people to maximize
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their capacities, resources and oppertunities (World Sunumit for Social
Develapment, 1995).

The Declaration and the Programme of Action contain many
such statements which clearly link empowerment with €conomic
globalisation. This statement also implies that empowerment as
such—even in the sense itis used here — is not the goal, but is to be
anderstood in the context of production and investment. In Point
23.0 of the Declaration, there is more focus on empowerment;

Recognize that empowerin g people, particularly women, to stren otlien
their capacities is @ main objective of development and its principle
resottree. Einpowerment requires the Jull participation of people in the
formulation, implenentation and evaliation of decisions determining
the functioning and the well-beirig of our societies (ibid.).

The definition of ‘empowerment’ implied in this statement—
‘strengthening their capacities’—can be achieved through “full
participation of people’, Strengthening of capacities is no doubt
crucial to the liberation of the oppressed butis it possible to achieve
that without removing the structural constraints on the capacities?
This definition does not imply liberation frorn the bonda ges which
have historically constrained fuller realisation of human potentiality
irt the case of the deprived sections. Such _C_()_Ilatrg_intﬁjmm‘
operating at various levels includin socig-econotnic structure
ideology and political process, which the omnibus concept of ‘em-
powerment’ does not capture. Then there are processes of exploi-
tation which encompass the entire society, some of which afflict
several sectozs or groups, and some which target specific.classes,
castes, ethnic groups and others. Without a relevant disaggrega-
tion, the autonomous significance of specific struggles is not ac-
knowledged, nor is an appropriate interconnection established.
Hence “strengthening their capacities’ boils down to an over-
generalised, albeit noble, statement of intent with litile political
value to the oppressed,

As for the meaning of ‘full participation of people’, it has to be
read together with the first commitment of the Declaration which
talks about creating an enabling environment—economic, polit-
ical, social, cultural and legal. The heads of the states and the
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government announced their first commitment under point 25 of
the Declaration:

Provide a siable legal framework . . . that includes and promotes equal-
ity and equity befween women and men, full respects for all J"nm%an
rights and fundamental freedoms and the rule of law, access to justice,
elimination of all forms of discrimination, fransparent and accouni-
able governance and administration and fhe cncgm’agermzln't of p{‘rrt‘
nership with free and representative orgmnisations of civil society
World Sumimit for Social Development, 1995).

There is further commibment to people’s parﬁcipati{n} through
‘decentralization, open management of public instltuho_ns, and
strengthening of the abilities and opportunities of civil society and

local communities” (ibid).

& emiphasis-is-en-participatierr through the existing ins’di-u:

tions or by building ‘representative organisations of civil socie

In other words, those who advocate the replacement @I prelvailing
institutions are ejther outside the civil society or are denied the
vight to participate since that might upset the “stable legal frame-
work"é Stress on law and order is an mte ﬁm@m
rary strategy of liberalisation and globalisation}.'lﬂ.he Deng Xiaoping
regimé has often proclaimed that’without stability there would Ife
no growth’, It has for that reason brutally suppressed the youth
demonstrations at Beijing’s Tiananmen Square in June 1989 (Cenival
Committee of the CPC, 1989). In most third world countries a com-~
bination of coercion and manipulation has accompanied the struc-
tural adjustment policies {(Swamy and Singh, ‘1994). _
Empoweriient, ¢ivil society and democratisafion comprise the
new package of the liberalisation discourse which at ’Fhelr face value
respond to the long-standing demands of strugglin _groups In
practice, however, each of them has been given a restricted m
ing and has been oriented to serve the present global drive of
western capitalism. Civil society, for example, has come to refer fo
those organised groups who pursue their demands in the pluralist
democratic process. So the objective of the dominan.t lwes'tern forces
is to promote participation of interest group politics in the bax-
gaining process while the state maintains law and order._ The‘a.rglk
“ment is that the state m the third world has become inefficient,
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corrupt and bureaucratic, and therefore civil society should assume
the task of development {(Beckman, 1998).

In the framework of Hobbes the civil society, differentiated from

the ecclesiastical society, was set up by the consent of individuals.
Hegel and Marx characterised the civil society in terms of the prop-
erty structure, ‘The pluralist notion at present takes the degree of
market development as the key feature defining the state of devel-
opment of Civil S6CTELy, Whith teans that thosewho are weak 6F
unorgmgmmwhmrejettfhewprevaﬁh@wmﬁ"
excluded from the civil society (Chandhoke, 1994). Thus, the agenda
of globalisation promotes democracy for those Who Can parfici-
pate in the bargaining process, This notion of ‘democratisabon’ 15
one of limited democracy operating at the level of the upper and
middle classes while the large masses are theoretically ‘empow-
ered to participate’, exercising their right to vote in ‘free, fair and
peaceful’ elections. In fact, the modern capitalist economy can
tlourish under conditions of the qualitative markets encompassing,
say, only a quarter of a country’s population. The 200 milfion strong
middle class in India can apparently be relied upon to make
adequate demands for the consumer goods to keep the market
dynamics functioning. The bulk of the population or the masses
need to be managed through a process of legitimisation and failing
that, by coercion. The new political discourse is part of that pro-
cess. Following the collapse of the socialist systems and suppres-
sion of the voices of the third world, the UN summits —ranging
from environment and human rights o population, social develop-
ment and women —essentially carry forward the political discourse
rationalising the global expansion of western capitalism.

This is intended to denigrate the intentions underlying the global
summits which provide an occasion for humanity — at least for the
conscious sections —to take stock of the global problem. Some con-
crete measures of positive value also emerge out of them. But all
moral actions operate in the context of political economy at the
respective level. Therefore, it is necessary to capture the deeper
political meaning of these actions despite their claims of demo-
cratic universality.
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A Disabling Concept

Many scholars and activists of some social movements have
uneritically accepted the use of the term ‘empowerment’ partly
because of the global discourse which in reality is the western dis-
course. The NGOs have been the first to accept this discourse. They
seem to think that by adopting this texm they can answer the usual
criticism that the NGOs accept the prevailing power siructure
within which they pursued development functions, They would
“rather be known as part of the 'grassroots movements’ interested
in ‘social transformation’ (Sethi, 1998).

For similar reasons, the governmental agencies have also
adopted this term to establish programmes such as the National
Literacy Mission, women’s development and the panchayati raj
schemes aimed at ‘empowering’ people, especially women, poor
peasants etc. In fact several models of ‘empowerment’ have been
popularised. The Indian government's country paper for the
Copenhagen Summit, for instance, includes a section on’Empower-
ing the People—Models of Mobilisation'. The paper talks about
empowering the poor to enable them o help themselves and re-
moving social, economic, cultural and psychological barriers to
transform them from being ‘passive recipients of government pro-
grammes’ to ‘active participants and managers of their own af-
fairs’ (GOY, 1995). Here is a notion of empowerment which involves
‘organising them into informal groups, formal associations, trade
unions, cooperatives etc,, for exerting collective pressure, articu-
lating demand and effectively participating in the decision-making
process with the ultimate objective of building foundations of in-
dividual and collective self-reliance’ (ibid.). All this is no doubt
necessary and desirable. But this is how the politics of the oppressed
and the poor is limited and channelised. Their right to struggle is
circumscribed to these forms of political bargaining and the state

" is assumed to be an impartial arbitrator trying to ‘enable’ the poor

to pursue these forms of politics. But the growing role of the state
in resorting to authoritarian measures to maintain law and order
and restrict trade union rights to provide a stable environment for
liberalisation cannot be ignored. Thus instead of allowing the op-

Eressed to expand their realm of political struggle, this notion of

empowerment actually timits 1t.
_empowern
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In this process the alliance between the government and the
R e T —

NGOs plays a strategic role. The India (ountry Paper says:

The non-govermmental/voluntary organisations can provide great help
in this process, particularly providing the support structures needed
for such groups, and associations and linising between them and the
governient that both the groups and the government are sensitized to
an organised approach to development (ibid.),

It is true that because the governmental machinery has proved
to be inefficient and often corrupt, there is a tendency to rely on the
NGO sector. For this reason, the UN agencies, foreign foundations
and other funding agencies insist on the inclusion of the NGOs.
But when ‘empowerment’ is mediat%s alliance between the
government and the NGOs it has serious political implications. It
may have a normal tendency to co-opt people’s movements and
Fheir cadres, and curb thenr'struggling power and capacity for orgau“;
Ising autonomous campaigns. This is why there is considersbia dis-

“enchantment at present with NGO activity and even more

e * -
questioning of the government handing over resources to NGOs

“for distribution among the people, If there are inadequacies in the
accountability of the governmental agencies, there are even more
constraints to make the NGOs answerable 1o the people.

We must note that there are highly motivated civil servants who
would like fo use their present office to do whatever possible for
the oppressed. Similarly, there are some NGOs struggling for peo-
ple’s rights. But their activities do not change the overall character
of the politico-economic process. Therefore, the contemporary trend
of promoting ‘people’s empowerment’ through the NGO sector has

in fact a diSabling effect as far as the oppressed pegple are con-
cerned. It not only seeks to disorient them from demanding that

‘the state agencies deliver the goods, but also shifts the focus FFomT
struggle politics to NGO activity. -
~ Many human rights activists have appatently adopted the term
‘empowerment’ without realising its implications. The liberal dis-
course on rights has facilitated this because rights of the individual
or a group can be realised, according to this viewpoint, if the con-
cerned individual or group has the power to participate in deci-
sion-making. Therefore, institutional functioning is stressed as an
essential part of democratic politics. Hence empowerment becomes
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a cherished goal. Of course, institutional functioning is a crucial
component of democracy. The question is how to make it posi-
tively contribute to a substantive exercise of power.

The concept of ‘empowerment’ places excessive emphasis on
formal institutional arrangement. Women are empowered by the
provision of 33 per cent reservation in the panchayat (Mohanty,
1995). The 5Cs, STs and OBCs are ‘empowered’ by reservation in
legislatures and services. These are only minor, though necessary,
measures for transforming the power structure in society. Much
more needs to be done in the distribution of productive assets in
employment, education and other spheres. By providing reserv-
ation, the leaders claim that they have ‘empowered’ the Dalits and
the adivasis —a claim that is questionable as is clearly reflected in
the contemporary Dalit and adivasi movements. In fact,'ithe con-
cept itself implies that an external agency has ‘given’ power to or
"empowered’ another sectjon, a patronising idea rather than power
redistributed through a process, icluding a process of struggle.

Formal empowerment shifts Tocus away from “seizing state
power’ or exercising power in the entire society so thatin all spheres
there is a new egalitarian relationship. The present discourse
equates the state with the government and seeks to subordinate it
to the market and “civil society’. This only means that the existing
power structure—dominated by upper classes, high castes, patri-
archal and ethnic in character — will continue to wield state power.
This implies a loss of focus on both comprehensive transformation
as well as specific issues of struggle. It only builds an enabling
environment of empowerment through pluralist elitist institutions.

Thus the concept of empowerment implies formal rather than
substantive power and it involves an external upper level agency
to grant power rather than people below seizing it in the course of
“struggle. It either disperses power to isolate chanfiols Not amount-
Iing to overall sharing of power or symbolically and formally en-
trusts power to a section without concretising it in definite spheres.
Above all this concept is part of the political philosophy of the new
economic globalisation of western capitalism.

_The new political discourse has tried to appropriate the peda-
gogy of the oppressed by focusing on concepfs like ‘empowerment’.
“Butit s difficult to subdue the democratic upsurge of the twentieth
century which experienced the anti-colonial struggle, the great revo-

lutions and the new social movements. Empowerment has to
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contend with the philosophies of liberation, freedom and equality —

ideas in pursuit of wlhiich great sacrifices have been made in the
history of humankind.
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IX

Marginalisation and the Role of Social
Development: The Significance of Globalisation,
the State and Social Movemenis

David Ray Cox
Marginalisation

Marginalisation is a phenomenon of great significance in the
modern world, especially if we take a broad view of its meaning. In
this chapter, we shall explore initially the nature of marginalisation
in the modern world, focusing particularly on the extent to which
its widespread occurrence is a consequence of the impact of cur-
rent trends in globalisation and the resulting weakness of thenation

state. The latter half of the chapter will explore the links between -

social development processes and marginalisation, and will focus
particularly on the potential of social movements, within the con-
text of civil society, to contribute to a reduction in marginalisation.

Marginalisation was defined in the sociological literature of the
mid sixties as the situation in which people sat on the borders of
two cultures existing within a society but were fully members of
neither culture. This clearly refers to what we might call cultural
marginalisation (Gordon, 1964: 54-59). More recently, people have

written of the phenomenon of social exclusion, where the socially




32 ¢ David Ray Cox

excluded are persons who ostensibly have no significant role in a
society. They tend to be excluded from the regular productive sys-
tems within society and are problematic consumers of the benefits
of society as a result largely of their economic situation, while they
may also belong to some minority group within society. This phe-
nomenon has attvacted a lot of attention in Western Eurape, and
the Social Policy documents of the European Union refer exten-
stvely to it (Commission of the European Commumities, 1993).

In Europe, as elsewhere, thereis a clear danger of certain minority
groups —whether their minority status derives from their religion,
ethnicity, race, immigrant status or some other such character-
istics —being effectively excluded from the employment market,
experiencing as a result a significant degree of at least relative pov-
erty, and, as a result of their minority status and economic situa-
tion, being socially excluded. This exclusion may take the form of
a lack of acceptance by the members of the majority social group-
ings but, even more significantly, it may give rise to discrimina-
tory behaviour and even to violence. In such situations, we may
well have a serious combination of cultural, economic, political and
social exclusion, with the possibility of significant consequences at

the personal level in terms of a lack of self-esteem and a confused |

self-identity, which might well mean that the individual withdraws
into a world of his or her own. In this context, to the other forms of
exclusion is added personal exclusion, as personality becomes
another barrier to necessary levels of interaction with other people.

Marginalisation is thus a complex as well as a very serious
phenomenon. It can effectively push people to the margins of
society, where their sense of security is in every way a threatened
one. If this represents personal exclusion, it is bound to have its
repercussions in a significant degree of miental ill-health, poor lev-
els of physical health and perhaps anti-social behaviour. When
. social exclusion is of the group, the protective structures of the
group may represent some builress against the repercussions of
being excluded. This does not mean that group exclusion is less
serious than personal exclusion—only that it may be different in
this one significant respect, namely group support. However, when
marginalisation is of a larger social grouping, but without that
population displaying the characteristics of a group, we have an-
other situation again. In these circumstances, a specific population
is marginalised or excluded because of some ascribed characteristic
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against which the members are largely unable to fight, and yet they
may not have the support that comes from group solidarity. One
reason for identifying this situation is that one strategy to combat
marginalisation in these circumstances may well be the building
of a sense of solidarity, which in turn will require establishing group
structures.

Common Situations of Marginalisation

Which are the situations of marginalisation that need to concern us
most in the contemporary scene? One situation is clearly that which
results from migration in its various forms. International migra-
tion has been occurring in recent years at unprecedented levels
and In ever greater complexity. Refugee movements have néver
been greater, and today clearly are composed of political, economic
and ecological refugees—moving across borders as well as those
being internally displaced. Labour migration is at an extremely high
level, with people seeking employment opportunities in other
countries. lllegal migration has also gathered considerable momen-
tum, not only because aspiring migrants have fewer opportunities
for legal or documented migration than they have had in the past,
but also partly because there are today so many more aspiring
migrants as education expands faster than employment opportu-
nities.

Marginalisation, however, is more commeonly made up of peo-
ple who “belong’ to the country in which they find themselves
marginalised. One such grouping consists of so-called indigenous
people —the aboriginals of the various countries who are so often
perceived by majority group members as inferior beings belong-
ing to a pre-modern race. Their plight is almost universally one of
marginalisation, to at least some degree, and such situations have
so oftent been found to be comparatively intractable. This is a type
of marginalisation requiring far more sénsitive and innovative
approaches than we have seen to date.

Another type of grouping which in some countries is
marginalised is that of specific castes or classes. Members of these
castes or classes are born into a situation of inferior status and are
therefore in danger of being marginalised. The caste system of India
is a good example, while in many countries those whose education
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