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Questioning empowerment: lessons from women’s grosggn India

...when existing power is unequally distributed thg-pffs from coercion and deception of the powsrlss

the powerful may be high and the likelihood of ozl change small (Raiser 1997:52)
Abstract

This paper focuses on the experiences of empoweohpaor and marginalized women in
India. By examining the various theories empowaetpiedevelops an approach to
measuring empowerment based on women’s own selgern of change in agency. Case
studies of self-help groups working with NGOs wesed, and the research findings point
to empowerment being about changes in poor wonaaesss and influence in a range of
social and political domains as being the key clenigther than economic performance
per se.

Introduction

The language of empowerment is increasingly besegllacross the social sciences. It can be found
in the literature on management, sociology, hesgtivices, politics, as well as international
development (Page and Czuba, 1999). In the fieldtefnational development, most of the key
actors, including government, non-government, aottitateral organizations, have adopted the
language of empowerment in their policy and pract&DB, 2001a; ADB, 2001b; AusAID, 2001;
DfID, 2000; World Bank, 2002; World Bank Institu@)01). This paper examines the various
theories empowerment, and how they may providesss lbar developing valid measures of
empowerment in the context of contemporary devekgmractice. | will use the findings from case
studies of self-help groups that have been spoddoy&GOs in India to develop a framework that is
based self-perceptions of changes in agency of wooren as a measure of empowerment, and
conclude by drawing out some implications for depehent practice.

An emerging problem with attempting to measure enggment is that the popularity of the term has
led to the emergence of definitions of empowerntleatt are all encompassing but tend to eschew
notions of the exercise power and power relatiomisimvgroups and communities and is just another
buzzword in development practice used merely taiokdtinding (Cheater, 1999; James, 1999;
Moore, 2001; Page and Czuba, 1999). Empowermeatersn is used to:

screen off power relations from the public disceurad obscure hegemonic relations... This conception

of power as post-modern warm fuzzy expansiblepnbt conceals its hard edge; this cloak of opacity

also discourages nasty questions of who benefithaw, and runs the danger of collapsing objectives
processes and outcomes alike into undifferentidtetbrical empowerment (Cheater: 7).

In order to move away from a generalized usagbetdérm empowerment this paper seeks to return
to the idea of power relations and related theotiethis context a useful approach is to relate
empowerment directly to ‘agency* the expansion of individuals’ choices and actiasshey relate

to others (Kabeer, 1999).



What is Empowerment?

While there may be some debate about what empowis)eor rather if certain changes in an
individual or a group are adequate proxies for enggment, Mosedale (2005) identifies four
generally agreed dimensions:
I. there is a precondition of disempowerment;
ii. empowerment cannot be bestowed; at best an exeageat can facilitate processes for it to
happen.
lii. itis about capacity to make decisions and careyrtiout; and
iv. itis a process rather than a product.

Beyond these four agreed dimensions there are teaxland to some extent competing views on
empowerment. First, empowerment is about the iddiad and their personal cognition and
awareness- from which other changes follow (Korten, 1981; Seider, 1999; Zimmerman and
Rappaport, 1988). It tends to eschew classicabnstof power being related to notions of
domination, consent, and resistance. Critics &f tiew such as Riger (1993: 281) argue that views
of empowerment that ignore notions of control imdiar of non-adversarial and relatively benign
changes focused on the individual merely promoseasenf empowerment’ [emphasis added], that
is cognitively-based. It does not reflect an inseem actual power but rather they argue thatat is
‘false consciousness'.

The second view is that empowerment is more aldwariges in social relations and the role of the
individual in these social relations: it is inegtbly linked to political issues and rights, whettiney
are in the realm of patriarchy and the family, omenunity power structures (Crawley, 1998;
Kabeer, 1999; Kumari, 1999; Riger, 1993; Sen, 199hese writers argue that, by definition,
empowerment entails a process of change for thepess or disempowered, whereby these
disempowering institutional structures are chalezhg i.e. empowerment is not a passive process.

While they these two views of empowerment can le@ s being at different ends of a spectrum,
they may not be mutually exclusive. Goetz, (20@): speaks of empowerment having both a
‘performative aspect and a substantive aspeebioE [original emphasis}-i.e. it has both cognitive
andpolitical components. It is not only a sense ofihg expanded choice that is important but also
of being able to act on those choices and influenaehers:

[Empowerment is] ... a process whose outcomes waald to renegotiations of gender relations,
enhance women'’s access and control over humanriedafemancial and intellectual resources,
legitimize women'’s entry into non-traditional spacereates new spaces, and support systems to
sustain the process of empowerment (Jandhyala: PO%3.

In this context empowerment has both individual eokective dimensions.

Empowerment as a personal experieneethe individual dimension

The community psychology literature views empowarhie part as the building of self-knowledge
and self-esteem of the individual to reduce ‘fegdinf alienation and enhance feelings of solidarity
and legitimacy’ (Asthana, 1996). Individual empoment therefore is ‘ ... the reciprocal influences
and confluence of macro and micro level forces itingict the emotional cognitive and behavioural
aspects of individuals’ (Speer 2000), and entdiEnges in:

= meaning which revolves around beliefs, values atthbiours;
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= competence or self-efficacy, that is the beliebeiing able to carry out particular tasks or
roles;

= self-determination or the choices individuals hawvaitiating or regulating their actions;

» impact or the degree to which one influences thteayues of others. and

= how people understand and relate to their socdl@mment and the role of collectives in
community life (Speer, 2000; Spreitzer, de Jamas#, 1999).

As touched on above the examining of the procesisgisempowerment is important if we are to
understand empowerment: disempowerment has beeusigrdescribed as a ‘... lack of control
over destiny’ (Campbell and Jovchelovitch, 2000L)26olluting’ events which are ‘not fair’ and an
‘affront to dignity’ (Kane and Montgomery, 1998:@6 and ‘isolation in decision-making’
(Puroshothaman, 1998: 50); and a ‘deep-seatedraarisin the ability to choose’ (Kabeer, 1999:
438). Disempowerment therefore has a strong indalidimension, but these disempowering factors
have also have a social dimension in that theycaffup dynamics, and can lead to ‘collective
disempowerment’ (Kane and Montgomery 1998: 268)ckwvin turn further impacts on the

individual.

These views of disempowerment have resonance thesdes of power that focus on the constraints
to decision-making— the ‘mobilization of bias’ (Bachrach and Bararit2/0: 18); and

‘influencing, shaping, and even determining the twani another’ (Lukes, 1974: 17). In other words
people’s lack of control over their destiny or iildpto choose can be explained in part by the
constraints on their decision-making space: ihésdvercoming of these constraints that is
empowering. That is it is the cognitive change tiaturs within the individual that leads to further
action in their relationships with others.

Riger (1993) argues that this individual approackrhpowerment understates the political
dimension of power and the power relationships ¢xét in human relations the notion of
domination, and that an individual approach to ewgranent is therefore reductionist focusing too
much on thesenseof empowerment rather than on what she @aitsalempowerment (p. 281). An
examination of how an individual feels, can disaactrhuman behaviour from the larger
socio-political context, and therefore serve tontan thestatus quaather than lead to substantial
changell i.e. this focus on the individual fails to takéa account the larger systemic issues that
create powerlessness and negative life outcomesdiiduals.

Riger goes on to argue that empowerment approdbhefocus on the individual are more
concerned with control than co-operation. On theeohand a community approach to empowerment
is about subverting the notion of individual cohtmachieve a community good (Riger, 1993).
Therefore, there can be an empowering collectiifif disempowers individuals amite versa

(Kane and Montgomery, 1998; Leach, Meahsal, 1997). Empowerment, however, should not be
about simple trade-offs between the individual #Hredgroup, but rather how the group can reinforce
individual agency and vice versa (Speer, 2000)viddal empowerment can only occur in a social
context and so must involve co-operation.

Power therefore is about a capacity to act andeniting others, and is about an ‘agent’s capadsliti
to reaching outcomes’ (Giddens 1979). In other wowehile power is usually directed at others, that
is not the primary reason for the exercise of powepower is exercised to give a particular benefit
to those who exercise it in the context of it bedtygamic, multi-directional, and having collective
aspects. It is very hard for a person to act werigly — they require a collectivity of support and an
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institutional framework. Power thus is a structuesource of a community that involves reproducing
relations of both autonomy and dependency in sati@tactions (Giddens, 1979).

All of this discussion, however, presupposes thieonmf power with a ‘face’, that it is personaldan
entails individuals’ engagement with one anothetah be argued that a personalized view of power
is limited as it downplay the ‘... the network of sdoundaries that delimit the field of what is
possible’ (Hayward 1998: 1). These social boundaare both necessary for promoting social goods
on the one hand, but also establish significarfiédhces in social enablement and constraintsen th
other. Power is now put it into a much wider cohtexexplain behaviours that are more difficult to
locate in the personal. This point will be returtedn the discussion of disempowerment and the
role of intermediaries in empowerment.

Agency and Empowerment

Agency is about more than observable action; @ alscompasses the meaning, motivation and purpose
which individuals bring to their activity ... it caake the form of bargaining and negotiation, deoept
and manipulation, subversion and resistance asagatiore intangible, cognitive processes of

reflection and analysis. It can be exercised byiddals as well as by collectives (Kabeer, 199884

According to Giddens agency is both a ‘continudaw fof conduct’ and so by its nature, is an
intervention (1979: 55), and a ‘continuous prodassvhich action transforms both structures and
individuals’ (1984: 14). It has a feedback looptstitat the more one exercises choice the greater th
expansion of opportunities. This in turn is relatedhe arenas in which agency is exercised: that i
the access to, and the mobilization of resourcésimidomains of power’ (Vijayalakshmi, 2001: 4).
These domains may includater alia: the household, the local institutional structutas political
community, the broader economy, and civil sociéandhyala posits a similar notion when she refers
to power as being related to access to ‘new sp&t898:205)— i.e. power both defines and confines
people’s decision-making spaces (Bachrach and Bard@70; Lukes. 1974).

This discussion identifies a number of elementsah@important for both defining empowerment,
and developing valid indicators for measuring its& power is more about the capability and means
to achieve certain outcomes that transform botlviddals and structures; second there is a strong
personal or self-awareness component; and finidlly, about access or exclusion from certain social
domains. There are also tensions in that empowernsiseen as both a social and an individual
process, and so trade-offs must be made betweendivedual and collective dimensions.

Collective Dimensions of Empowerment:

This section will focus in more detail on the cotige processes in what has become known as
collective empowerment (Pilsuk, McAllistet al. 1996) — the summation of individual
empowerment which leads to the self-efficacy of@ug. This is the underlying framework that
drives much of the development work aimed at empowat. There is a collective strength derived
from the ‘web of continuing relationship ... [and] taal support’ (p. 17), which results in enhanced
access by individuals to resources in the arenasaiomic, political, and social decision-making.
The group gives voice, value, and support to tdevidual, and a sense of power develops in the
course of collective action (Drury and Reicher, 4;980etz, 2001; Kroeker, 1996; Murthy, 2001;
Puroshothaman 1998). There is a virtuous circl@eifsonal power producing a collective sense of
legitimacy, and an awareness of a collective sehsghts (leading to collective action); which in
turn leads to enhanced personal power (Drury anchBe 1999). The outcomes of community
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empowerment are a raised level of psychologicalemepment, political action, and a redistribution
of resources and/or decision-making (Rissel, 1€3man, 1992).

This idealized world view of empowerment can belgafallenged so that the virtuous circle
becomes a vicious circle by which individual or gisglogical empowerment undermines or weakens
community empowerment as people begin to act max@amously:

The image of the empowered person ... reflects thieflie separation, individuation, and individual
mastery ... [contrasts] with an alternate vision #raphasizes relatedness and interdependence as
central values of human experience (Riger, 1998).28

Those situations which foster communal or collextralues are opposite to those that foster agency
or control— ‘control rather than communion’ (Riger 1993:28Bhis is because an individuals’
understanding of power, and social change at gpgexel, differs from their own sense of control
and efficacyl] there is a tension between how individuals detil personal dimensions of
empowerment, and how they see communal notionspbeverment (Speer, 2000). There are
instrumental values that control in tension witlpessive values, which are about interpersonal
relationships. ‘Finding one’s voice, controllingeds resources, becoming empowered may reduce
the interdependence that produces a strong semrsenohunity’ (Riger, 1993: 289).

For the powerless, those not in a position to egerautonomy and choice, ‘... [they] must focus on
connection and communal goals to survive’ (p. 288Y so the tension between individual and
collective empowerment may be of less importancefopowerment of very poor and marginalized
groups. The question, however, still remains:

Does empowerment of disenfranchised people anchgrsimultaneously bring about a greater sense of

community and strengthen the ties that hold ouresptogether, or does it promote certain individua
or groups at the expense of others, increasing etitiveness and lack of cohesion? (1993:291).

Much development literature argues that with pooenmunities the dilemma outlined above of
whether to focus on the individual does not pretlemievel of danger to collective processes that
Riger points to, but rather that collective andvialial empowerment are mutually reinforcing
(Goetz, 2001; Kroeker, 1996; Murthy, 2001; Purokhotan, 1998).

Development Practice and Empowerment

The above discussion on the nature of empowernanpiovided a framework to examine the
rationale of empowerment in development practi¢e 3tarting point for most development
interventions is that empowerment is about botlugscand individuals: it is *..group processes that
lead to change in the lives of individuals’ (Se@917: 4).

In order to be truly empowered, poor people musilide to go beyond their consciousness of
themselves as eternal victims, to transcend tledipgrception towards greater control over thieed

and environment. This internal change in awarenese catalyzed by group processes, is profoundly
and intensely personal and individual (p. 5).

Gita Sen then goes on to argue that not only dopyoo collective processes provide a support or
catalytic role for individual empowerment, theseqasses also provide a context through which
individuals can become aware of the local realifiéss awareness occurs through the social
cohesion the group brings and the local networksttizh the group exposes its members (Campbell
and Jovchelovitch, 2000) and from which they can gantrol over resources from which can
emerge a capacity for self-expression, and ‘inrarsformation of one’s consciousness’, which in
turn can overcome barriers to accessing resou8ms (1997: 2). Empowerment occurs in the



balance between individuals accessing resourcdghair inner transformatiofn] the ‘virtuous

circle’ outlined above (Drury and Reicher, 1999p#&ker, 1996; Puroshothaman, 1998). Sen (1997)
argues that it is a poor understanding of this demprocess that results in problems with
empowerment programs government programs falter because they focus@wdntrol over

external resources, while NGO programs falter beedley focus predominantly on inner
transformations.

For empowerment to result in both personal tramsédion and access to resources it must involve
changes in power relatiorsit is a zero-sum game, with those in power relislqing some in order
for others to gain power: it is political (Kroekd996; Rappaport, 1987; Sen, 1997). While changes
in power relations between societal actors mayatways be a consequence of ‘empowerment’, a
central tenet of empowerment is the potential gmbaunity for these changes to occur.
Empowerment therefore goes beyond the individudltaa group into the realm of political change
and social justice: it is more than merely choigesa ‘... sense of personal control or influence an
a concern with actual social influence, politicalxger and legal rights’ (Rappaport, 1987: 121).
Mayoux (1999) identified three paradigms that bipaescribe the rationale of those development
interventions aimed at the empowerment of women.

I An economi@aradigm that promotes development interventionspsove women’s
capacity for increasing their income either throeghployment or micro-enterprises. This
paradigm assumes ‘reinforcing spirals’ which ocasia result of increased income and
economic independence, which in turn lead to s@aidl political change and greater personal
empowerment;

i. A poverty alleviatiorparadigm which focuses on decreased vulneralifitylooks at
‘mutually synergistic interests’ at the househa@ddl. It takes the view that addressing
practical needs, such as health or educationgeibdist way of addressing gender inequality
and as a consequence women are empowered; and

ii. A feministparadigm, which sees empowerment as an ‘endddtessses gender subordination
at the individual, organizational, and macro levBlsonomic programs are seen only as an
entry point for wider social, political and legahpowerment.

These three paradigms co-exist to varying extentsast development programs, and women'’s
empowerment as an assumed outcome in all threeetwthe economic and poverty alleviation
paradigms for empowerment can be challenged agds¢wyn two contested assumptions: first, that
there is an overarching economic priority in petgolees; and second, that economic and physical
well-being lead to socio-political benefits frontirased choices that these benefits bring (Schmeide
1999).

The feminist critique of these paradigms centretherargument that empowerment is more than
people gaining the ability to undertake activitie®vercome disadvantagévidence from
micro-finance studies, found that access to migrarice did not expand women’s choices but in fact
increased women'’s burdens (Goetz and Gupta, 198goik, 1995; Mayoux, 2001; Rahman, 1999).
First, women often did not control the loans thegrevgiven in their name but were held responsible
for them; leading to a paradoxical effect of redgdheir choices by adding to their burdens, and
creating dependency relationships with micro-firmpmoviders (Weissberg, 2000). Second,
microfinance program do not necessarily accordctyravith women’s immediate priorities: for
example, when women were asked to rank their odicators of empowerment according to their



importance in their lives, economic change wasdrade/er than say education and children
(Markham and Bonjean, 1995).

The weakness of the economic and poverty paradigthat they rest on general assumptions about
the most appropriate path to empowerment, assuthaighysical or economic resource constraints
are the reason for disempowerment. These paradifgpodgail to recognize that power relations have
to change in order to bring about changes in ecanogtations; but rather seem to depend on a
rather narrow social construct that sees womereeg leconomic beings, rather than social and
political beings (Wright, 1994). That is, to be esmgred people must be able to go a step further and
set their own agendas and change events. Empowemwetves people in an active role, not only in
decision-making, but also an understanding of #téofs that shape a situation, and the nature of
oppression itself (Crawley, 1998; Goetz, 2001; Gand Shah, 1998; Murthy 2001). Empowerment,
therefore, should entail a transformation of so@é#dtions, particularly gender relations, to
‘legitimize women’s entry into non-traditional sgescand creating new spaces’ (Jandhyala,
1998:205), by acting on the ‘systemic forces’ whicrginalize women in communities within a
given context (Kumari, 1999:100).

Measuring Empowerment

Measuring empowerment requires making judgemertdstabhat are appropriate indicators for
measuring changes in people’s capacity for chai@etion in their lives and so is difficult. If wese
indicators that look at how people may or may nareise choices in terms of action, the question
then arises- is this because of a lack of power, or are thénerdactors that influence choice?
(Kabeer, 1999). Some measures of empowerment koacass to services or entitlements
(Hishigsuren, 2000), participation in developmemjgcts (Manikutty, 1998), or income levels (Basu
and Basu, 2001; Hashemi, Schukral. 1996). Others take a stronger sociological apr@aci

look at access to local political processes (Fatean2001), social interactions and relationships
(Berg, Bredenbeckt al, 1998; Davies, 2000), and personal self-esteensalfadvorth (AIMS n.d;
Itzhaky and York, 2000; Speer, 2000). The problsitihat indicators based on access to services or
universally valued entitlements such as sheltdrjtian etc. tend to apply only in situations of
scarcity and not everyday living (Kabeer, 1999).

Other measures that relate to tangible outcomds asimcome levels, access to education and the
like, have problems of causality and time lags (3€997). Access to these services may be readily
available across a community yet individual memloéis community may still be disempowered in
the level of choice and decision-making they hawvtheir lives. A person’s access to services does
not necessarily provide evidence of differences aapacity for choice or action for a particular
individual or group in society (Kabeer, 1999). hebthese measures that indicate quantitative
proxies for a qualitative process should be treatitll some caution due to problems with

identifying causal relationships, and time lagsaesn the process of empowerment and the observed
tangible results (Sen, 1997). A strong argumentb@amade that qualitative measures must be used,
as what is being measured is qualitative by ity wature (Sen, 1997), and quantitative proxies
usually tell us little about the qualitative proses involved.

Qualitative measures such as socially-based fumatis, like political representation or social
interactions, however have their own sets of prmoklsuch as reflecting the values of the people
doing the measuring rather than real changes ifivibe of those being measured (Kabeer 1999). For
example, the nature or structure of political repregation is a normative measure and may relate to
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values that are external to the particular comnyudboth and Richard 1998); or the measures may
be culturally determined, and understood and pregdtquite differently in different cultural settsg
(Speer 2000). A focus on outcomes may give a faldieation of the changes in choices that have
occurred, and the empowering processes they mdgambto the outcomes expected; and what is
relevant in one community may not be relevant iotlaer (Hashemiet al. 1996).

Agency in Empowerment

A defining aspect of empowerment is ‘agency’, ikdhe role the individual plays in decision-
making (leading to expanded choice and action) botheir personal life and broader social
interactions. In terms of attempting to measursdh@ocesses Zimmerman and Zahniser (1991)
have developed the notion of an individual’s ‘spailitical control’ as a framework for looking at
agency. In this framework five components are exauofi policy control (a sense of competence at
influencing policy decisions); leadership in a gg@and other domains; a sense of community
belonging; a sense of well-being and; participatiod decision-making. Naved (1994) who looked
at self-defined indicators of agency in her Bangkdstudy came up with findings which generally
fitted Zimmerman and Zahniser’s framework of sgoatical control. Her study focused on the
changes that had occurred to women in their liwdsch were then used as indicators of expanded
choice and action. These indicators were broadbyreiased mobility, the use of resources, and
participation in public life. She found that wommported choice of being able come out of the
house and have some control over resources as Waipgnportant to them; as well as being more
valued in their families and men care for them marel some change in decision-making and intra
family relationships. Finally, there is also incsed: participation in elections; in access to mubli
space; a greater sense of solidarity with otherd;psitive perceptions of self.

This approach to measuring empowerment in tern'ageicy’ or policy control is important as
these types of change can lead directly to tangibteomes such as reduced mortality, fertility and
gender equality (Murthi, Guiet al, 1996). That is, the greater control people haxex broader
social ‘policy’ then this is reflected positively butcomes such as life expectancy, and mortality
rates. The specific indicators, broadly outlinedad however vary considerably from culture to
culture and while respondents may give similariiedent answers, there is little basis on which to
make comparisons across cultures (Kabeer, 19989 pxample, Naved’s (1994) finding from her
Bangladesh study that the capacity of women tdyfre@me out of the house was probably an
appropriate indicator in that context. This santkaator however may not be useful in another
context (say wherpurdahis practised), or on the other hand it may bewamny@lay necessity such as
in an urban context.

Some of these changes are subtle and can ocdw informal rather than the formal domain and
empirical studies can fail to capture this subtlatwhich women are:
...opting for private forms of empowerment, whichaiatintact the public image, and honour, of the

traditional decision-maker but which neverthelegsease women’s ‘backstage influence’ in decision-
making processes (Kabeer 1999:448).

Nevertheless, even taking into account these cavie& the use of self-identified indicators that
look at changes over time, similar to Naved’s ()8#proach in Bangladesh that provides a valid
basis for measuring empowerment.e. the starting point for any measure of empaones1t should
be defined by those ostensibly being empowered.
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Findings from selected Indian Case Studies

The field work for this study adopted the approathsing self defined indicators of empowerment.
The research involved surveying seventy severhsgif groups that were associated with fifteen
small to medium sized Indian NGOs in four districtstwo states in Southern and Western India -
Maharashtra and Karnataka. These States were cheghry had few institutional constraints to
empowerment-based work: they were liberal demaxstites, within a federal structure; had a
commitment to decentralization/devolution of lolealel decision-making to local government
structures; and generally supported NGO ‘empowetmenrk. In this sense they represented an
‘ideal’ institutional environment for promoting emmywerment. The districts chosen for the study had
a relatively high density of NGOs working with paord marginalized communities. The NGOs used
in the case studies were chosen randomly on the bbtheir stated commitment to empowerment as
a means to addressing community issues aroundfyauedt marginalization. Indian NGOs generally
have adopted the self-help group (SHG) model feir thvork (Fernandez, 2001). These groups each
comprise of around twenty people — usually womeu; they meet regularly for both the purpose of
undertaking savings and credit programs, and aftening and other social mobilization.

Data was collected through focus group discussisimgy a stratified random sample of the self-help
groups the participating NGOs were working. In &ddidata was collected from interviews with
participating NGOs on their various accountabitglationships, and institutional structures and
priorities. Typically, Indian NGOs engage in empowent work through facilitating and working
with self-help groups, each comprising around twyerople — usually women. These groups meet
regularly for both the purpose of savings and ¢neigrams and also training and other social
mobilization. Following are brief qualitative degations of three of the NGOs that were found to be
successful in achieving empowerment, by way o&iHation.

India Development Service

IDS was started by non-resident Indians in 197&hicago, USA with an aim of fundraising among
mainly non-resident Indians for development workndia. In 1977 two members of IDS visited
India with the aim of making the program operatipsattled in Dharwad in Karnataka in 1979, and
registered IDS in India in the same year with a gwment to the economic and social development
of India ‘development of people’. IDS works in dght prone areas of Dharwad District in 100
villages and 20 hamlets with around 500 self-hetugs the majority of which are women’s groups.
The groups are usually created by forming villageedopment societies, which are federated at the
sub district level. At the time of the study IDSdharound 50 staff in the field. The Board of
Directors takes a direct interest in beneficiaryfare, with Board members regularly meeting the
groups, and thus providing a direct accountabitigchanism ‘down’ to the communities.

SNDT Rag-pickers Program

The rag-pickers program had its genesis in thel@88s, when the Department of Adult and
Continuing Education of SNDT Women'’s University RBuU@ampus started a program in the urban
slums of Pune working with waste-pickers who wéeegoorest and most marginalized in the
community. The approach was to advocate for waistarg to be recognized by local government
as a legitimate occupation. From this the ideatod@e union emerged and in 1993 the Kagad Kach
Patra Kashtakari Panchayat, the association ofea@skers, was formally registered. At the time of
the study it had a membership of 5,000 women fr@g slums in and around Pune City. SNDT
provides support to the association though mohibnaand training programs with waste-pickers.
The staff of SNDT are effectively seconded to thgaus bodies of the association such as the
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co-operative. The waste picker program adoptsfardiit model than most other NGO programs,
with the emphasis more sharply focussed not onth@ftights of the constituency but on the waste-
pickers’ role in the process. The waste-pickersaatevely involved in identifying program priorige
identification, and design, in a formal processisTdtcurs through monthly meetings that involve a
high level of direct staff accountability to the ste-picking women.

Grama Vikas

Grama Vikas is a medium sized NGO based in Kolstridt Karnataka that focuses particularly on
scheduled caste women and children. It starte@&® vith an initial emphasis on child
development. This was expanded into a women's empognt program relatively early on in the
organizational life, based on the belief that cligVelopment is only possible when women have an
active role in development activities. The strgtefGrama Vikas is to start with child development
through the establishment of pre-schools, and afiere village acceptance is reached, to develop
self-help groups with the most marginalized in¢bexmunity. Grama Vikas indicated that it will
only expand its programs at the rate of the capacithe groups to self-manage, with Grama Vikas
staff moving out of direct group management as ssopossible. Similarly, in the overall
management of the program, there are two sepavaimanity organizations that are taking over the
responsibility for the management of the techngzagrams. These two bodies are responsible for
the day-to-day running of the programs while Grafias is involved in higher-level advocacy and
broader strategic work. This structure providesgh kdegree of direct accountability of the
management of the program to the constituency.

The Womens’ Responses

The data that was collected on empowerment waei@ted changes that women have experienced
and how this translated into ‘agency’ — the inceglshoices and opportunities to act on those
choices. This approach enabled the women to idethif indicators of change themselves. A range
of open-ended questions were used which relatadh&d the women have learned, how their lives
have changed, and what material assets they haameth since joining the groups. The answers
were categorized into broad groups of changes whielhvomen themselves see as being important,
and were ranked and scored using a framework obempnent centring on changes to their agency
— i.e. their role and influence, or power, in thH#atient domains in the community in which they

live.

The majority of responses from the women'’s selplggbups emphasized a few key indicators of the
changes in the lives of their members, which predidn insight into what was empowering. These
indicators related primarily to improvements in thgency’ of the women. The responses describing
the changes can be broadly categorized as: autonbagtion; changes in family decision-making;
participation in community decision-making; andyachcy on broader social issues. An interesting
finding is that in answer to the open-ended quastio change, there was little mention of gaining
assets or increased incomes as such, however eenoftespondents did refer to the reduced cost
of credit.

The changes identified were not only related to awnen ‘felt’, but also they indicated how these
changes are having a tangible effect on their stahdf living. Table 1 summarizes the number of
responses to the identified key changes: noteartBavers were all to an unprompted open-ended
question about changes in their lives, with thegaties being delineated later.
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Table 1 Summary of Empowerment Responses

Key Go Out of [Gain See SHG as |Attend Deal with |Social Some Role [Engage in |Strong
Change [House Family Important  [Village Officials |Advocacy [in Family |Business [Influence
Respect Meetings Decision- in Community
making
No. 37 21 31 21 28 17 36 15 13
Response
(n=77)

Autonomy of Action

The capacity for the women to go out of their homeependent of other family members was a
clear statement of change from respondents, instefrautonomy of action. This outcome was
regarded as important by around half of the grauyrgeyed. The capacity for increased mobility
gave women, and the self-help groups, legitimadhéneyes of other family members, particularly
the husbands who ‘allowed’ the women to attendtleetings.

For example one woman in response to the questiaihange referred to the fact that she could
‘now go to Delhi’ (from Southern India) to emphasihe degree of change in her mobility. The
implications of being able to go out of the houssant that they could now interact with others such
as peers in the group, people in the village, ntagkte., whereas earlier their personal interactias
largely confined to the family. This change hastledn increase in their personal self-esteem and
seems to support the theories related to psychzabgmpowerment discussed earlier. For example,
in the waste-picker community of Pune, the womepoaded that as a result of the changes the
NGO program had brought to their lives they couwdviwash twice a day and change their clothes
after work, ‘and then they looked like everybodgegl As a consequence they were treated the same
as others in the community. The increase in séfess had practical implications as the expansion
of choices meant that the women could interact roara wide range of issues with the broader
community.

Dealing Directly with Officials

The second area of autonomy of action the respasddentified was an increased interaction with
local officials. The key officials that they dealith initially, were bank managers, as the selfphel
groups generally held bank accounts for their ggjiand the banking role was usually rotated
among the group members. It is interesting to twdein those cases where the banking role was not
rotated among the group, the members tended totrgle change in their lives.

Generally the range of officials the women deathviaroadened over time, from bank staff to being
able to approach local government officials abantdfits that may be due to them; as well as village
wide issues that directly affected them such agmstpply. Over time these interactions expanded
to include authority figures such as the policepwiere usually feared.
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Changes in Family Decision-making

The increased capacity for independent action inyntases led to an increased level of respect from
the family, and some change in the respondent’sspawd authority within the household. For
example one respondent referred to having being\erted’ from harassment, but as a result of the
self-help group program had become ‘bold’ and gaimeice’; others used phrases such as ‘I gain
more respect in the family’; and ‘I am no longezated like an idiot’.

There were also changes in terms of decision-makitign the household. Around half of the
respondents indicated that before they becamevadah the group the man of the household would
unilaterally take major decisions in the househaldhe time of the interviews they saw
decision-making as either being joint, or that tiveye consulted to a greater extent on decisions,
and as consequence they felt they had some ralecision-making. One respondent indicated that
she now treated her daughter-in-law with more retsjredicating a clearer understanding of power
relations within families and how damaging thesevgrorelations can be to the individual.

The discussion of changes in family decision-makifag more limited than the discussion of other
aspects of the women'’s lives, mainly because op#reonal nature of the discussion. A number of
women however did highlight some changes in famdgision-making. The first, was the increased
capacity to deal directly with various domesticlgems that emerge, for example, small disputes,
problems with children, and their education. Othedscated that they could now deal better with
household problems that are more serious, andoanenon within the community. One of these
problems is alcoholism and associated domestienad by the men-folk.

Participation in Village Political Life

In a majority of cases the women perceived thenesehs now havingomeinfluence in village

political life, and in a smaller number of cases Wwomen nominated their participation and influence
in village political life as an important changeowkver, in general the capacity of the women to
participate in village life was limited, with mogtlage processes still being male-dominated and
patriarchal. One factor influencing the involvemehtvomen in village life is introduction @fram
sabhagqvillage meetings) as a consultative forum fordghem panchayafvillage council). In those
districts where the village meetings were beingitady held there was greater participation of
women who were self-help group members.

Advocacy on Social Issues

A smaller but significant number of respondentregdl that they were able to advocate on local
social issues as an important change that thegkxaerienced. While it was mainly at the local
village council level, it included sensitive issigegh as child labour and family violence as well a
water supply, access to education, road maintendme@rovision of wash stands, and the like. In
some cases it also involved state government Babcacy mainly on the issue of alcohol licensing
and regulation. This finding is important as beeamgaged in advocacy moves beyond participation
in village life to a more activist stance by themaen group members. The advocacy campaigns on
access issues were often articulated by the wom#arms of perceived injustice on either or both a
gender and a caste basis.

Stability of Income

As discussed above, one of the outcomes of thenebgoiachoices and capacity for action the women
identified is some improvement in their standardivahg. While only a minority of respondents
nominated economic benefits in answer to open-egdedtions - generally favouring responses that
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were articulated in terms of agency - they did geipe the economic benefits that accrued from the
intervention in follow up discussion in particuround the question of assets. For example,
respondents (while not usually nominated initiaihdicated that the savings programs sponsored by
the NGO, and managed by the self-help group, wasitant. These programs provided ready cash,
reduced the cost of credit, and led to some levetonomic stability in the household. This
enhanced economic outcome in turn enabled the wooniewest in children’s education, some
income generation, or simply household items they saw as providing a better standard of living
(household appliances, clothes, weddings etc.k grbater disposable income that reduced cost of
credit and ready savings provided, resulted in dppdies for the women to exercise the change in
agency they felt. Part of this change in agencyaiss due to the degree of control the women had
over the savings and credit programs.

Some examples of the economic improvement waspgeading of pottery wheels by people of the
potter caste, and the personal purchase of gaddble women to secure an independent source of
credit for themselves through the commercial bapksin-broking services. Other groups reported
an increased capacity for covering education exggernbe purchase of clothes, and the accumulation
of assets such as cattle or goats by many househadd the waste-pickers of Pune, in an urban
setting, the chief resource gained was easier eratay access to household waste, their source of
livelihood. The economic benefits in both urban am@l areas gave the women a much stronger
sense of security not only in economic terms bew & social terms. In the urban areas of Pune, for
example, the related social improvement was treadalit waste-pickers suffered less discrimination
because they could afford better housing and cigttand ‘so looked like everybody else’.

Group Processes.

The advantages brought by co-operation and the siofmeciprocity that working together as a self-
help group brings was identified by groups as gmartant resource by nearly one half of the
responding groups. Examples of responses inclueakhity to sit together to discuss issues, joint
problem solving, interactions within the groupsd distening to each other more’, and mutual
support for women who are in domestic disputeg@ibaing harassed by the police. The solidarity
within the groups was also seen as a source afsstiat one case the women was described their lives
as being drab and they were ‘treated like idiotg’tiow they had ‘status’ were getting information
outside the household and the group. They speltyfickentified the group as being the source o$ thi
change in status.

Conclusion

The changes the women talked about that were emrpayyare substantial and were seen to have
made a real difference to their lives that wentl wel/ond economic benefits. From the survey data it
is possible to map a progression in empowermeitanors over time and the life of a group. In the
initial stages of a group’s life the women reporéedess to very basic resources such as the Habit o
savings and then access to cheaper credit. Thestegxinvolves going out of the house and then
participating in basic decisions such as food pascig, and gaining access to paid work outside the
house.

As confidence and self-awareness grew the groupbeesnwould be involved in group management,
taking on social issues in the village etc., andlfy taking a greater control in household
decision-making; and if a personal interest wasethigeing involved in local-level political
processes. Of course whether a person seeks tmbexpolitician is a matter of personal choice
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rather than an indicator of empowerment, buait be argued that across a district or a number of
communities, a high level of women from marginalizgoups being represented in politics, may
give some indication of broader empowerment praseasplay. The theoretical basis of
empowerment that these findings reflect is Giddé¢h879) view of power as a continuum of choice
and action, to achieving personal outcomes, anthttiasion in, and access to, various domains of
life previously denied. Importantly, these findingsint to a collective dimension of power, and that
it is arguably a community resource which can lsalked upon, by individuals and groups within a
community.

In short empowerment is a collective process thatarily focuses on the individual. It involves
expanding a person’s capacity for making choicesaaing on them, which in turn can lead to
higher self-esteem and self efficacy, and from gnaater participation in community actian i.e.
it has both a collective and a political dimensiaswell as the personal dimension. In this sense
empowerment is as much about achieving change@hanunity or collective level as it does at a
personal level.

This complex structure of empowerment having bothvidual and collective dimensions leads to a
natural tension between empowerment as being garsbnal autonomy and achievements, and the
communal goals of solidarity and mutual supporticlwiio some extent involve self-sacrifice. The
debate then is not an either/or one, but rathentafmw this tension is managed individual
empowerment on the one hand can be a threat to oaitynprocesses, but on the other it is also a
resource of the community that can be tapped fomsonity processes. he challenge for
development practitioners then is how this tengananaged, and how programs are designed to
ensure that the space is given for both the indaliénd collective dimensions of empowerment to
be expressed.
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