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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, alternative approaches to development such as participation and 
empowerment have emerged in development discourse. In particular. "women's 
empowerment" has gained currency. While the language of empowerment is pervasive. 
little reseürch has been done to understand the implications for those involved in these 
projects. Moreover. little effort has been made to explore the specific effects of these 
iipproaches on women. Drawing upon the alternative development paradigm. the Gender 
and Development approach, and postmodem feminism. this thesis moves beyond abstrüct 
thcorizing about participatory empowerment approaches to development in order to 
ground the theory in practice. and to examine how these approaches affect project 
benctlciaries. 

This thesis first examines how participatory empowerment iipproaches have been 
understood and practice within development discourse. It explores the evolution of 
empowermcnt and participation from their emergence in the grassroots to their adoption 
by mainstream development agencies. The thesis then goes on to criticillly anillyze 
participatory empowerment approaches. particularly their rffect's on women. Drawing 
upon the literature and a case study of a development project in Vietnam. this thesis 
examines how stated interventions to facilitate empowerment and participation are 
trünslated into practice. and how they affect those involved in these projects. 
Spccificnlly. the thesis finds that current assumptions and methods of participatory 
rmpowerment approaches tend to underestimate the intricacies of community. gender 
relations. and power structures. and that these appmaches are not inherently positive and 
beneficid to those involved. Finally. some lessons leamed and the implications for 
pol icy and practice are discussed. 
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Chapter 1 

Theoretical Framework and Methodology 

In recent years. alternative approaches to development such as community 

participation and empowerment have emerged in developrnent discourse. In the face of 

spi rall ing poverty. and the hilure of top-down approaches. increasing attention has been 

paid to the strengthening of local capacities as a means to promote "people-centred" 

development. In particular. the concept of "women's empowerment" has enjoyed 

widespread popularity. and is frequently espoused as the most effective path to wornen's 

drvelopment throughout the world. From grasroots orgünizations. to the World Bank. 

"empowerment" has entered the vocabulary of the development establishment. 

The term empowerment, though frequently used, is rarely detïned. While on the 

surface the concept evinces notions of participation and dernocracy. the usages and 

implications are much more ambiguous than they first appear. As Pamrla Sparr cautions. 

"An emerging problem is the CO-optaiion of the word 'empowerment'. Ernpowering 

people has become the buzzword of the 1990s. Unfortunately. beneath the rhetoric lie 

wildly difkring philosophical and political agendas which need critical disseciion" ( 1994: 

183 3 .  Though the language of empowerment hüs permeated the discourse. little research 

has been done to understand the implications for those involved in projects which attempt 

to -'empower" people. Moreover, while it is clear that the rhetonc of ernpowerment is 

usrd IO mask diffenng political agendas. little effort has been made to explore the specific 



rffects of this approach on women. 

The rhetoric of empowerment is integrally linked to that of participation. In 

theoy. it  is through participation that people are to become empowered. Most definitions 

of empowerment include some reference to participation. For example, Marilee Karl 

de fines empowerment as "... a process of awareness and capacity building leading to 

greater participation, to greater decision-making power and control. and io transformaiive 

action" ( 1995: 14). Empowerment cannot occur without participation. and. ultimately. 

participation should lead to empowerment. As Zoe Oxaal points out. however. 

Empowerment is demonstrated by the quality of people's participation in the 
decisions and processes affecting their lives. In theory. empowerment and 
pürricipütion should be different sides of the sarne coin. In practice. much of 
what passes for populür participation is not in any way empowering to the poorest 
and most disadvantaged people in society ( 1997: 7). 

Much like empowerment. participation is a vague term which has been rendered vinually 

nieaningless by the myriüd of actors who have adopted the language to signify very 

different things. in the promotion of diveqing agendas. It is important. then. if we are to 

understand how empowerment hüs been used and practised. io unmüsk what participation 

nirans and how it is used in specific contexts. 

In recent yeus much attention has been paid to women's participation in 

drvelopment projects. The beginning of the United Nations Decade for Women in 1976 

drew attention to the need to integnte women into the development process. Since then 

lin increasing number of projects have been aimed specifically at women. In addition. 

much effort has been made to incorporate women's components into larger projects. 
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Increasingl y. organisations have adopted the lmguage of women's empowerment and 

participation. While these projects promise much, we know little about their actual 

results in these iireas. "Women's empowerment" projects. or components abound 

iimongst International Non-Govrmmental Organizations (INGOs) and bi-laterül üid 

iigencies. The monitoring and evaluation of these projects rarely go beyond basic. 

quantitative indicators that have been set to monitor achievement of targets. Donor-set 

türgets and indicütors tend to take priority, and the evaluation of the projeci's impact on 

the lives of those it touches remains mürginalized. We need to know more about the way 

thcse projects affect the individuüls involved. This will require more attention to both 

process and results. Only then will we know whether women and men are indeed 

henetïtting from "empowerment" and "participation". While empowerment and 

participation are lauded as the püth to tnie development. neither tenns are cleürly defined. 

cither conceptuülly. or in strdtegy. It is vital to understand exactly what is rneant by these 

ternis. what strategies are used to implement empowerment projects. and the implications 

of thesr approaches on those invoived. This requires more than theoretical enquiry. We 

must examine what "empowerment" means io women themselves. and whether or not 

projcct interventions have helped them to achieve these goals. 

Methodology 

This thesis intends to rnove beyond abstract theorizing about participatory 

ernpowerment approaches to development in order CO ground the theory in prüctice. My 

methodology will therefore be a cornbination of theoretical and primary research. The 



theoretical research consists of an analysis of the literature of empowerment and 

participation in order to determine how these concepts have been used and written about 

in  the development literature. 1 then go on to review a relatively new body of literüture 

which critiques and discusses the limitations of participatory empowerment approachrs. 

With this theoretical analysis in place. I will then explore how this approach hüs been 

implemented in practice. A case study of a project in Vietnam which claimed to be 

participatory and empowering will be examined. My reseÿrch on this project was based 

on participant observation in daily project activities. semi-structured and informal 

interviews with local leaders, project members and collaborators. and NGO staff. and 

various informa1 interviews. Some limitations to rny research in Vietnam should be 

ücknowledged. Chietly. as an outsider, there for a limited amount of time. it was difficult 

to fully understand al1 the complexities of culture. hierarchies, and social relations at 

work. Despite this. the case study provides insights and practical lessons thiit can be used 

to critically rethink the theory of empowerment. 

To begin. we must first understand the various wüys in which empowerment and 

puticipation have been undentood and practised by development theorists and 

practitioners. In Chapter 2, a review of the literature on empowerment. participation. and 

sender in both the mainstream and alternative development litenture demonstrates that 

iilthough these terms permeate the literature, for the most part they are used uncritically. 

without contexiualization or definition. Chapter 3 explores a new body of literature 

which has begun to problematize both empowerment and participation. These academics 



and development practitioners argue that a critical analysis is necessuy in order to 

determine what political agendas lie behind the rhetoric. and the implications for project 

beneficiaries. Among these more critical views. however. there are few case studies. 

"Empowerment" is most often discussed conceptually, rather thün in relation to particular 

projects. 1 believe that it is essential to analyse the impact of "empowerment" projects on 

women themselvcs. rather than merely theonze about it. To this effect. 1 will do a 

grounded case study. Chapter 4 analyzes the case study of the "Localized Poveny 

Reduction" project in Vietnam, to detemine how stüted interventions to facilitate 

empowerment and participation are translated into practice. Finally. Chüpter 5 will 

explore the implications of this analysis. plirticularly the gap between theory and practice 

and lcssons learned from the field. 

Theoretical Framework 

As my resclirch is grounded in people's experiences. I do not intend to forge a 

new theoretical framework. However. my research draws on ideas from the alternative 

development pÿradigm. the Gender and Development approach. and postmodern 

fcminism. The following section outlines some of the ways these frameworks have 

shaped my research. 

Alternative Development Theory 

To begin. I s t a n  from an alternative development framework that places people at 

the centre of the development process. and forms the bais of participatory empowerment 

approaches. From the late 1960s onward the conventionai top-down approaches to 



development came under increasing challenge. Economic policies had not resulted in the 

promised "trickle down" of growth to the poor. Development planners recognized that 

the conventional growth-centred mode1 was insufficient to address the sweeping poverty 

in much of the world (Craig and Mayo. 1995). By the mid- 1970s alternatives to the 

modernization paradigm of mainstrezrn development were being sought by developrnent 

scholars and prüctitioners. Increasingly. an "dternative development" approach which 

was "people-centred". rather than focussed soiel y on econornic growth became popular. 

cspecially ümong NGOs. This approach rejected the conventional top-down approüches 

to development. and emphasized the need for self-relimce, and the participation of the 

poor in the development process (Galjan. 1995). The alternative development approach 

assumes the nced for a radical reorganization of the power structures within the 

developrnent establishment. away from the professional development "experts" to the 

people rit the local levelt. Paulo Freire's notion of dialogue with the poor hüs been 

tremendousl y in fluent i d  in promoting the use of participatory methodologies such as 

Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and Participatory Action Research (PAR) in 

development projects. As Jane Parpart points out. these "... techniques are sensitive to 

the complexity of local conditions and the need to bring the marginalized inio the centre" 

( forthcoming: 9). Most imponantly, alternative development is concemed with 

"transforming social systems, analyzing structural confiicts and contradictions. and 

i For ri comprehensive discussion on the role of  the developrnent expert, see Janr Parpan, "Deconstructing 
the Development "Expert": Gender, DeveIopment and the "Vulnerable Groups", in Sane P q a r t  and 
Marianne Marchand (eds .), Feminisni. Postntodertiisnr. Development. (London: Routfedge. 1995 ). 



creating more j ust and equitable systems" (Maguire. 1987: 12). 

Anisur Rahman, a well-known proponent of the alternative development approach 

has argued thüt the strong emphasis on quantitative indicators in mainstream development 

has led to a "distortcd approach to development". and h a  impeded social development 

( 1993: 203). Development planners have tended to emphasize quantitative indicators as 

they are eüsier to measure and interpret than qualitative indicators. He calls for ü more 

roiinded vision of developrnent, and pÿrticularly close attention to those indicators which 

arc not rasily qiiantifiable, but which are vital to human developrnent. In evaluating 

projçcts. one must go beyond the quantitaive indicators in order to get a more holistic 

picture of the effects on people's lives. Alternative development theory is integral to my 

rcsearch as it provides a framework within which to put people firmly in the centre of my 

anrilysis. 

Gender and Development 

The second framework which 1 will draw from is the Gender and Development 

t GAD) approach. This approach h a  much to offer as it sheds light on power relations. 

and recognizes the multiple power relationships in women's lives. 11 "... tries to retlect 

the totality of women's experience and the nature of power relations with other actors in a 

z iwn  context" (Rathgeber, 1995: 22 1). This approach suggests that gender roles and 
C 

relations üre socially constructed and must be placed in the larger politicai, economic, and 

social context. The GAD approach is integral to this anaiysis as it reminds us of the 

prounded. contextud and historically specific nature of gender roles and relations. 



"When gender analysis reveals the complex interactions of women's productive and 

reproductive work. the importance of holistic development strategies becomes even more 

çleai' (Seitz. 1994: 8). In addition. it points out that it is not sufficient to look at women 

in isolation. rather we must examine the roles of both men and women. At the same time. 

i t  goes beyond the individual and examines the structural and institutional aspect of 

power relations. Finally. and perhaps most imponüntly. GAD views wornen as agents of 

change. rather than simply as passive beneficiaries. 

In addition. GAD has informed policy and project analysis. While it is important 

ci> understand empowerment from women's perspectives. i t is also necessary to examine 

the policirs adopted by agencics and NGOs in order to analyse the impacts on project 

bcneficiaries. A vital part of this is the project cycle. The question of where women fi t  

into the process is integral to understanding the way projects effect women. Women must 

be includrd at al1 levels of the project cycle: planning, implementation. and monitoring 

and evaluaiion. Not only must women's needs be considered. but the women themselves 

should br consulied, and play an active role at al1 four levels. Studies have shown that 

when women's involvement is grafted on, rather than being integrated from the 

bcginning. the project is more likrly to fail. and to bring about adverse effects on the 

women's lives. As Alice CarIoni's studies have shown, project planners often daim to 

have integrated women by including a women's component in larger projects. however 

the effccts of this approach are quite minimal ( 1990). Naila Kabeer has developed a 

iiseful frümework in this regard. The first stage of the framework is to mdyse the 



organisütion's gender policy options. Kabeer asserts that there are three alternative 

üpproaches: gender-neutral policies. gender-specific policies. and gender-redistributive 

( transformative). The second step is an institutional anülysis of gender relations and 

inequality. Official ideologies often Vary greatly from the reality of informa1 gender 

relations within various institutions. "Institutional rules, resources. and practices 

determine how authority and power are distributed among its membership" ( 1994: 86). It 

is necessary to understand the institutional contexts within which gender relations are 

played out in order to be able to develop gender-aware programmes which respond to the 

specitic needs and challenges of a particulür situation. Stage three of the framework is an 

analysis of development interventions. Kabeer argues that development projects can be 

vicwrd as a relationship between ends and means. The means. both direct and indirect 

must be carefull y nnalysed in order to discover the "...gender-linked implications of their 

production and distributional prüctices" (9 1). In this manner. inequitable processes cün 

be identitied and corrected. This framework is useful for evaluating developrnent 

projects. and their impacts on wornen. It is vital to examine the degrees of gender- 

awüreness üt al1 levels, from the village to the donor. and at al1 stages of the project cycle. 

In addition. Caroline Moser suggests that Maine Molyneux's mode1 of 

di fferentiating between women's "strütegic" and "practical" needs is useful in 

developrnent planning. She describes strategic needs as those which result from wornen's 

subordination to men. For exarnple. access to property. and the abolition of the sexual 

division of labour are stntegic needs that would improve the status of women. Practical 



gender needs. on the other hand. are concrete needs which arise from women's daily 

lives, such as access to food and water (Moser, 1989). in order to bring about 

fundamental change in unequal gender relations, both practical and strategic gender needs 

niust be met. Unfortunately, however. many projects only address women's practical 

needs. iis they do not want to challenge existing structures. As Moser points out ".... the 

niajority of planning interventions intended for women meet practical gender needs. and 

do not seek to challenge existing divisions of labour" (Moser. 1993: 54). This mode1 has 

been criticized for implying a strict distinction between the two that does not exist 

(Wieringa. 1994). Numerous NGOs have used this framework. however. and it remiiins a 

uszful tool wiih which to address women's immediate concerns whilr also fighting for 

long term change. 

Postmodern Ferninism 

The tinal theoretical framework which informs my approach is postmodern 

kminism. As the concept of empowerment is deeply embedded in notions of power. it is 

vital to have a clear understanding of power relations, in order to analyse the cffects of 

empowerment projects. Depending on how one de fines powrr, various possibilities for 

empowerment emerge. Although an in-depth exploration of power relations is not within 

the scope of this thesis. ü brief over-view of some of the debates. as they relate to 

women's empowerment, is in order. As Mayo and Craig point out, there are various ways 

of conceptualizing power. The functionül socioiogical view of power as a variable sum 

lrads to the view that "... the 'empowerrnent' of the powerless could be achieved within 



1 1  

the existing social order without any signifiant effects upon the power of the powerful" 

(Mayo and Craig. 1995: 5). If, however, power is understood in zero-sum terms. as does 

Max Weber, empowerment becomes much more problematic. as power then must be 

seized by one group, fiom another. The Marxist view of political and economic powrr as 

inscparible suggests that empowerment "...ha inherently iimited possibilities under 

cupitalism" (7). For the rnost pan. the social sciences have adhered to "power over" as 

the dominant concept. In contrast. Stephen Lukes' three-tiered notion of "power-over. 

powrr with and power to" haï been extremely influential in grassroots conceptions of 

power ( 1974). 

More recent ly. however. post-modernists have begun to chdlenge traditional 

conceptions of power and have drawn attention to the need to deconstruct the discourse of 

hçgemonic power. Postmodernist concepts of power suggest that everyone possesses 

some drgree of power and that al1 social relations are infused with power differentials. 

According to Michel Foucault, power is "permanent. repetitious, and self-reproducing. 

Wherever there is power. there is resistance" (Foucault, in Hartsock. 1990: 168)." If 

power is ubiquitous. as Foucault suggests. then even the rnost dispossessed. margindized 

of al1 groups can exercise that power to fight for change. This, then. is the cornerstone of 

empowerment. The concept of empowerment is built upon the notion that everyone 

possesses at least some power. no matter how limited, and cm act upon that power to 

bring about change. 



While earlier analysis tended to focus on powerlessness - the powerlessness of the 
poor. of women, of ethnic minorities - there has been a shift away from this 
locution because of its static connotations. Moreover, powerlessness suggests a 
iota1 absence of power whereas in reality even those who appear to have very little 
power are still able to resist. to subven and sometimes transform the conditions of 
their lives. The focus has therefore shifted to the more processual aspects of 
power - empowerment and disernpowerment (Kabeer, 1994: 224). 

Feminists have had differing responses to postmodern theories of power. Libenl 

fcminists hiive disregarded postmodern concepts as irrelevant to their work. Marxist 

feminists argue thüt the postmodern discourse has led to the fragmentation and disregard 

for the ovcrarching structures of subordination. including patriarchy and capitalisrn 

i Parpart. 1993: U 1 ). Various other feminists have critiqued postmodernism for 

"...leading to political fragmentation and the dissipation of feminist consciousness and 

iictivism" (442). While oiany feminists reject postmodemism outright. others have cülled 

for thc development of a postmodern feminism which combines "... a post-modernist 

incredulity toward metanarratives with the social-critical power of feminisrn" (Fr~ser et. 

id. in Parpiin. 1993: 446). They argue that feminism has much to l e m  from the 

postmodem rmphasis on difference. diversity of voices. and the multiplicity of voices and 

power. The Western feminist construction of Third World women üs "othei' has been 

cxtensiveiy criticized by minority feminists and feminists from the South. Among them. 

Chandm Mohanty h a ï  called for an end to the Western feminist tendency to hornogenize 

women throughout the world. She argues that Western feminists have created the "... 

'third world women' as a singular monolithic subject". with "... 'nerds' and 'problems'. 

but few 'choices' or freedom to act" (Mohanty, 1997: 79). 



This creation of 'third world women' as powerless victims of male subordination 

has established the need for Western development "experts" to intervene in the lives of 

women in the South. Parpürt argues that the WID and GAD approaches have legitimized 

the development establishment by "... constructing Third World women's problems as 

technical problems requiring a technical (usually Northern) answer" ( 1995: 219). The 

empowerment approach. on the other hand, has seemingly called into question the 

assumptions of knowledge and power ernbedded within the development discourse. 

Southern activists cal1 for an alternative development which is "... grounded in the 

cxperience(s) and knowledge(s) of women in the South" (237). The ernpowerment 

approach does so by recognizing the power and agency of women in the South. 

The empowerment approach questions some of the fundamental üssumptions 
çoncerning the interrelationship between power and development that underlie 
previous approaches. It acknowledges the importance for women to increase 
their power. However. it seeks to identify power less in terms of domination 
over others. and more in terms of the capacity of women to increase their own 
sel f-re liance and intemal strength (Moser. 1993: 74). 

This theoretical debate has much to offer my analysis. First. it is vital to note that there 

;ire multiple theories and interpretations of empowerment. rather thün a single 

metatheory. As well. it suggests that the concept of empowerment would benetït from a 

more fluid notion of power, and that we must carefully analyse the connection between 

Iünguage and power. Finally. a postmodem feminist approach which values diversity. 

and recognizes the multiple subjectivities of people will be integral to any analysis of 

empowerment. 



Conclusion 

As participatory empowerment approaches have gained currency in the 

development discourse, it has become increasingly important to malyse how they have 

hcen implemented. and what impacts they have had. In order to undenake such an 

analysis. it is vital to look at both the theory and the practical implications of these 

iipproiiches. Drawing upon several theoretical debaies and a grounded case study. 1 will 

move beyond the übstract critiques of ernpowerment in order to determine how the theory 

and practice can l e m  from one iinother. and be mutually reinforcing Only when this 

happens will panicipütory empowenneni üpproaches reach their full potential to serve 

mürginalized groups throughout the world. 



CHAPTER 2 

Gender, Empowerment and Participation: A Literature Review 

The language of participatory empowerment has gained currency within both 

alternat ive and mainstream development organizations since i ts emergence from the 

grassroots. Clearly, however. while the Iünguage may be the same. the agendas and 

outcornes Vary greatly. This chapter explores the various ways in which empowerment 

and participation have k e n  understood and prüctised by development theorists and 

prüctitioners. As they are integrally linked. it is vital to examine the evolution of both 

concepts. I t  is important to note that there is no single participatory empowerment 

iipproach. and the possible definitions are countless. Rüther than attempting to define or 

to evüluate the different usages. this chupter will rnerely explore how "empowermcni" has 

bccn usrd by various actors within the development establishment. 

From Women in Development to Empowerment 

Brfore a conceptual analysis of empowerment is undenaken, we must understand 

where the concept of "wornen's empowerment" fits into the development discoursr. As 

Arturo Escobar suggrsts, "options privileged or excluded must also be seen in light of the 

dynamics of the discourse" ( 1997: 90). A brief examinaiion of the policy approaches to 

women in development will illustrate the context in which the empowerment approach 



e merged'. 

The earliest approach concemed with women in the Third World was the "welfare 

approach". This approach dominated from the 1950s to the 1970s. and was premised 

upon improving women's capacities within their reproductive roles. Examples of welfüre 

priorities include food aid. nutrition and family planning (Moser. 1993). By the early 

1970s frustrations with the failure of the development process to bring about positive 

change in women's lives led to the development of the Women in Development (WID) 

approach. Ester Boserup's seminal work. W m r n  ' s  Rolr in Econonric Developrrzerrt 

( 1970) concluded that women had largely been left out of the development process. and 

needrd to be integrited into it i f  development efforts were to Se successful. The WID 

üpproricli encompassed several strütegies including the "bequity". "anti-poverty". and 

"efficirncy" approaches. However they dl remained deeply embedded within 

modernization theory. WID üpproaches were very much of the "add women and stir" 

vüriety. üttempting to integrate wornen into the existing system. and leüving the system as 

;i whole unchallenged. This approach caught on quickly with international development 

agencies such as USAID (Rathgeber, 1989). 

By the early 1980s. the Gender and Development (GAD) approach emerged. As 

mentioned eulier. rather than focussing on women in isolation. the proponents of GAD 

rmphaïizrd the importance of "... the social construction of gender and the assignment of 

- It is mit within the scope of this chapter to provide a detailed account of the evolution tiom WID to 
GAD. For ri more cornplete riccount see Moser. 1993 and Rathgeber. 1989. 
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specific rolcs, responsibilities and expectations to wornen and men" (Rathgeber. 1989: 

1 1 ). This approach seeks to transform unequal gender relations. and perhaps most 

importantly, views women as agents of change. rather than merely passive beneftciaries 

of development projects. While WiD projects are very sectoral in nature, GAD proposes 

ii more holistic approach (Rathgeber. 1989). In particulür. "GAD looks at the issue of 

power as it relates to gender and at strategies for rmpowering women and chiiilenging the 

stütus quo" (Parpan. 1993: 450). 

It is in this context that the empowerment approach first emerged within the 

dcvelopmrnt discourse'. Southern feminists. development prüctitioners. and activists 

fr~istrittcd by the concentration of power in the hands of Western development planners. 

and the lack of positive changes in wornen's lives. began to advocate that women in the 

South organize ihemselves to effect change ( Kabeer, 1994). The empowerment approach 

çmerged from the grassroots as an alternative to the dominant, top-down. modernization 

ripproach to development (Kabeer, 1994; Moser. 1989). This approach sooght to address 

the strategic needs of women by changing the distribution of power at al1 levels. and 

smphasized the need for womcn's self-reliance, nther than relying upon development 

pliinnrrs to bring about change. This concept represented a shift away from the notion of 

complete powerlessness of the poor towards the idea of agency and participation (Kabeer. 

1994). Most importantly, the empowerment approach "... argues for n development that 

is more square l y embedded in the particular expenences faced by women and men in the 

' Beforc it enterrd the developrnent literature. empowement had taken mot in tields as diverse as 
education. management. social work. community psychofogy, and communi ty heal th (Fetteman: I Y9 6). 
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South" (Chowdhry. 1995: 36). According to Naila Kabeer. "empowennent from below" 

entails transforming consciousness. which arises out of "... newly acquired access to the 

intangible resources of analytical skills. social networks. organizational strength. 

solidarity and a sense of not being alone" ( 1994: 246). This can be promoted through 

group organization. awareness-raising. and popular education strategies. Clearly. the 

emphasis in this context was on group rather than individual empowennent. 

The earliest. and best known proponent of the empowerment approach within 

womrn and developrnent debates was "Development Alternatives with Women for a 

New Erü" (DAWN). Founded in 1984. this group brought together women researchers 

and activists from throughout the world. They called upon women in the South to 

organize themselves in order to bring about change. DAWN's goal was uticulated as: 

"Empoweri ng ourseives t hrough organization". In Drveiopmcnt. Cr i se .  and Altenz<iriiv 

Vis io~is .  Gitii Sen and Caren Grown emphasize the importance of listening to the voices 

of Third World women. This approach represented a dramatic break with previous top- 

down approaches in which power was concentrated largely in the hands of Western 

dcvelopmen t planners and practitioners". W hile mainstream approaches have treated 

women as passive beneficiaries. the empowerment approach ücknowledges that women 

themselves do possess some power and. if mobilized. c m  use this power to bring about 

positive change. In addition. aithough GAD had much input from the South. this 

1 
The empowernient approach was not atone in its efforts to break from top-down development ripproaches. 
Similx efforts wcurred in adult education. participatory research, community development. and other 
rnovernents. 
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approach was the first which stemmed directly from women's experiences in the South, 

rathrr than from Western feminists and development planners (Moser. 1993). While 

prcvious approaches worked within the system, the empowerment approach posed 

fundamental questions concerning the concentration of power in the hands of Western 

"experts" (Parpart. 1995). In its early stages, the empowerment approach was quite 

radical in that i t  sought to challenge the existing power structures between both men and 

women. and the Nonh and the South. Though DAWN has since been criticized for a lack 

of cleürly articulated strategies. and for being utopian in nature. it w u  tremendously 

important in prornoting the idea that women in the South were agents of change, and 

çould organize themselves to take control over their lives'. 

Along with DAWN. the empowerment approach was heavily intluenced by the 

popular educat ion and liberation theology movements (Batliwala, 1994: Craig and Mayo. 

1995: Thomas. 1992: Turner and Hulme, 1997). In particular. the work of Paulo Freire. a 

Brrizilian priest and adult educator hüd a profound impact on the empowerment approach. 

In the 1970s. Freire advocated a dialogical approach to problem solving with the poor 

cüllrd "conscientization". which he defined as "learning to perceive social. political and 

economic contradictions and to take action against the oppressive elernents of reality" 

( 1970: 16). In this way the poor would be taught and encouraged to analyse the causes of 

oppression. and to tûke action (Thomas. 1992; Tuner and Hulme. 1997). Participation 

was a mrans to challenge existing power structures and to give more control to the people 

' For n more in-depth critique of DAWN see Hinhmn, 1995. 
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themselves. By giving people a voice. and the opportunity to participate. they would be 

able to takr control over. and shape their own development. Freire encouraged a dialogue 

with the poor in order to "... enable the oppressed to become active and retlective about 

their rcality in order to struggle to transform this reality" (Craig and Mayo. 1995: 6 ) .  His 

ideology was indeed quite radical, and called for social class consciousness. which he 

believed would eventually lead to conflict with those in power. and potentially. to 

rcvolution (Turner and Hulme. 1997). While there was no gender analysis in his work. 

the notion of the poor analysing their own experiences in order to get at the root of their 

oppression. rather than relying on experts to fix their problems clearly hüd a tremendous 

i inpact on the empowerment approach. Few organizations have adopted Freire's 

extreniely ndical stance: however his belief in working in dialogue with the poor set the 

foundations for participatory developrnent and empowerment. 

Empowerment in Practice 

Intluenced both by Freire and DAWN. grassroots movements and NGOs 

throughout the world have taken up the cause of women's empowerment. Groups such as 

the Self-Employed Women's Association (SEWA) in India have promoted women's 

ernpowerment by addressing both women's practicd and strategic needs (Moser. 1993). 

As Kabcer points out. those NGOs which have been successful have created a space and 

the possibility for women to identify their own needs and priorities. most often through 

group formation ( 1994). "A common thread running through such initiatives is a concem 

thiit women should be more self-reliant in the sense of being more capable of making 



their own choices and gaining greater control over the resources needed to implement 

those choices" (Elson. 199 1: 195). At the grassroots. empowerment is seen as a panacea 

t hat w ill successful ly challenge the top-down nature of the prevailing development 

rnodel. In this context, it is argued that change will corne about through women 

rirticulating their own needs, joining forces, rind seizing power (Batliwala. 1994). 

As the empowerment approach spread among grassroots organizations and NGOs 

in the South, i t  soon caught on with the alternative developrnent practitioners in the 

Nonh. While empowerment haï been equiited with an "NGO iipproach" (Thomas. 1992). 

this is somcwhat rnisleading. While some. more radical NGOs have adoptrd 

empowerment as an objective. the müjority of Nonhcm NGOs remüin deeply entrenched 

in the conventional. modemization frarnework. and therefore shy awüy from the 

tainsformative potential of an empowerment approach. Nevertheless. there are some 

organizations which have adopted the empowerment of marginalized groups. particularly 

women. as their goal. In this section, I will highlight the way empowerment has been 

used by those NGOs which are part of the alternative developrnent community. as 

opposed to the mainstream deveiopmrnt establishment". These NGOs view people as 

~igents of change rather than passive beneficiaries. and therefore adopt participatory 

" It mu t  be rccognizrd that NGOs are not a homogenous group (Craip and Mayo. 1995: Rowlands. 1997: 
Turner rind Hulrnr, 1997). While the distinction between "mainsuesirno* and "silterntitive"development 
agencies is not rigid. rind organizations often combine elements of both, it is necessriry for rinalytical 
purposes to make a distinction between the two. By alternative development I am referring to those 
or~anizations with social transformation as their strategic orientation. "An alternative development is 
centred on people and their environment rather than on production and protits" (Friedmann, 1992: 3 1 ). 
For ri more detriiled discussion of the aiternative development approach and NGOs see Edwrrrds and 
Hulme. 1992; Korten. 1990; Korten and Klauss, 1984. 



empowerment strategies in order to involve the poor and marginalized in the decision- 

making process (Parpiut. fonhcoming)'. Thomas succinctly summwizes the 

rmpowerment üpproach. as adopted by these NGOs as follows: 

The idea of empowerment ... indicates that development should be undenaken 
with the direct aim of increasing the power and control of groups of intended 
beneficiaries over the circumstances of their own lives, so that they are in a 
position to becorne their own development agents in the future ( 1992: 1 18). 

This view of empowerment most often implies political empowerment. For 

example. John Friedmann argues that while both social and psychological power are 

important. they must leüd to political power for sustainable change to occur ( 1992). 

"Gains in social power must be translatcd into effective poliiical power. so that the 

interests of households and localities can be effectively advocated. defended. and 

;icknowledged üt the mücrosphere of regional. national. and even international politics" 

( 1997: 34). Stratrgies üdopted include awareness raising, group formation. building 

leadership. and training (Edwards and Hulme. 1992). This view of empowerment 

rmphasizes the devolution of power to the project beneficiaries themselves. 

As the empowerment approach gained momentum, it was soon adopted by more 

müinstreiim international development agencies and NGOs. Several authors have noted 

that the CO-optation of the empowement approach by mainstream development 

organizations coincided with the realization that free market economic strategies had 

failed to bnng about the desired "trickle down effect" to the poor. As Craig and Mayo 

Unfortunately. it is not within the scope of this chapter to discuss these ripproaches in great depth. S r r  
Robert Chambers 1994, for an overview of participatory methodologies. Some of the limitations of thesr 
approachrs will be discussed in the folIowing chapter. 
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üssert. "crucially, community participation and empowerment have been increasingly 

widely advocated. both in the North and in the South. in the context of increasing 

poverty. polarization. and socid exclusion" ( 1995: 3). "Bottom-up" strütegies such as 

participation and empowerment were quickly recognized as useful tools that would 

improve the efficiency and cost effectiveness of development projects. In this sense. 

empowenent wos seen in  an instnimentalist fashion, rüther than as a desirable goal in 

and of itself (Rowlands, 1998). Development planners recognized that projects were 

niuch more likely to succeed if the beneficiaries were actively involved. Participation in 

this context has customarily been nominal in nature (White. 1996). 

While the langage has indeed been adopted. the original. transformative 

"...cmpowerment approach has had little influence on mainsiream development 

qencies ..." (Chowdhry. 1995: 38). Ernpowerment in this context means making people 

more efficient and effective. rather thün nising awareness and capacity to participate in 

decision-making and engendering transformation. The rrnpowerment approach is. in füct. 

in tùndamentül contradiction to the goals of these agencies. As Parpan points out. while 

the WID approach served to legitimize the need for Western development "experts". the 

empowerment approach questions the need for these experts. and seeks to put that power 

into the hands of the people at the grassroots level(1995). For these agencies to adopt 

crnpowerrnent as a goal would challenge their traditionally top-down decision-making 

and planning processes. As Caroline Moser points out, "The potentially challenging 

nature of ernpowerment approach has meant it remains largely unsupponed either by 



national governments or bilateral aid agencies" (Moser. 1993: 78). 

While the original transformative thrust of the approach was not adopted by these 

agencies. empowerment wüs interpreied and used by the mainstream as a way to prornote 

cfficiency within their projects. Kate Young has argued that the emphasis within 

rnainstream international development agencies has remained on the poor 'bempower[ing] 

thernselves by pulling them 11p by their bootstraps" (in Karl, 1995: 108). This üpproach is 

consistent with the liberal view that the poor should be integrated into the current system 

rather than challenging existing structures themselves (Oxaal. 1997: 30). Liberal 

democratic beliefs emphasize individuai initiative. ingenuity. and productivity. 

Consequently. the focus has been on income generation and access to credit. sometimrs 

coupled with literacy. basic needs. and larnily planning projects. in order to prornote 

people's entrepreneurial skills. While most development agencies remain committed to 

the WID üpproach. some countries, including Canada. Denmark. Netherlands. Norway 

and Sweden have üdopted more progressive approaches (Moser. 1993: 254). For the 

most part. however. mainstream iigencies continue to use empowerment in an 

instrurnentalist manner. 

Based upon her experience working with the Swedish International Development 

Authority (SIDA). Karin Himmelstrand has exarnined the potentid role of üid 

bureaucricies in empowering women. While Sweden has been one of the rnost 

progressive donor agencies in terms of gender issues. she argues that very little has been 

achieved for women's empowerment. One reason she cites is the large gap between the 
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sectoral foci of the agency and the needs of women in recipient countries. As she points 

out. empowerment is a holistic process. which cannot be achieved by focussing only on 

one sector. In addition. she points to the structure of these agencies themselves as an 

obstacle. Himmrlstrand argues that gender issues have merely been added on. rather than 

integratcd within SIDA and its programmes. Because of this. officers dealing with 

gender issues remain marginalized, and are relatively powerless to make changes. 

H immelstrand argues. then. that international development agencies are unable (and 

perhiips iinwilling) to bring about women's empowerment. She sees their role üs merely 

supponing grassroots movements in the South. rather than initiating the process 

themselves. "Nothing seems more important for an aid organization wanting to 

coniribute to the empowerment of women than to suppon these groups to gain access to 

and control over economic resources" ( 1990: 1 12). It is quite likely. howevrr. that 

support of grwroots organizations by foreign donors would jeopudize the organization's 

iiutonomy. and ability to make independent decisions. Until international development 

qencirs are willing to contribute to the success of grassroots organizations without trying 

to channel and control the agenda, their contribution wiil be at best limited. and at worst. 

detrimental to the process of empowerment. 

As we have secn. the language of empowerment has been adopted by actors from 

the grassroots to the international arena. At the grassroots. empowerment is used as an 

approach to challenge the dominant structures. and to give a voice to the people. Within 

international agencies, however. whiie the official rhetoric is imbued with the language of 
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empowerment. it used in an instrumentalist fashion in order to integrate marginalized 

groups into existing structures (Craig and Mayo. 1995; Rowlands. 1997). Clearly. 

cmpowerment in this context has lost its transfomational goals. "Unfortunately. as it Iiiis 

bccorne a buzzword, the shqnes s  of the perspective that gave rise to it has been diluted" 

(Batliwala, 1994: 118). 

Emergence of "Participation" in Development Discourse 

The concept of participation emerged within the alternative development 

literature. which saw people as "final arbiters of their lives (Wignaraja. 1995: 392). and 

rccognized that the participation of the poor was imperative to a successful developrnent 

proccss. This view held that people themselves "... c m  define what thry consider to be 

improvements in the quülity of their lives" (Konen. 1995: 179). Participation. then. was 

integrül to the notion of people-centred development. Though it first emerged from the 

grassroots as a revolutionüry concept. it was quickly üdopted by mainstream development 

planners who saw the merits of a participatory approach to developrnent. 

Though it appears in the development litenture and project proposais with 

increüsing frequency. very little agreement exists about the meaning of participation. 

Gcnerrilly speaking. participation cm be seen in two ways: as a means of getting a project 

done. and as a goal in md of itself. According to Thomas Carroll. "... participation cm be 

direct or indirect. it  c m  range from simple day CO day tasks to broad political processes. 

However. as generdly understood. it means the direct face-to-face involvement of 

citizens. usually the disadvantaged, in decisions that affect tlieir own welfare" ( 1993: 78). 



The following mode1 of participation is often used by NGOs in order to explain the 

different levels of participation within projects (Coady. 1990: 18). As one moves up the 

scale. participation and control are increased. 

DECIDED BY OURSELVES 

4. Plan, implzment & evaluate 
own solutions to problems 

I 3. Be consulted about decisions 

1. Cany out activities decided by others 

1 1. Receive benefits DECIDED BY OTHERS 

The level of participation will vüry depending on the ideology and the goals of the 

asency. While there are always exceptions to the rule, grassroots organizations and 

NGOs are often thought more likely to promote participation at the higher end of the 

scalc thün nid agencirs and national governments (Carroll. 1992: 78). It is ugued rhat 

whilr governmrnts and aid agencies have higher stakes in rnüintaining existing power 

structures. grassroots orgünizations and NGOs are more likely to address themselves to 

the nreds of the poor*. 

Participation at the Crassrods 

The history of the Grameen Bank illusirates sevenl of the ways in which 

?I See Gary Craig and Mrujorie Mayo, 1995, and David Korten, 1990 for ri discussion of the capricities of 
NGOs to address the needs of the poor. The role of NGOs in promoting participation will bc discussed in 
greater detail iater in the chapter. 



participation has been prornoted successfully at the grassroots. By using participatory. 

open-ended research methodologies, Professor Muhammad Yunus challenged several 

misconceptions regarding the rural poor in Bangladesh. Dominant expert thinking held 

that the poor wcre primarily landless. and that inadequate access to wage labour wüs the 

primary obstacle to their economic well-being and security. After conducting 

participatory research with the poor. however. Professor Yunus discovered that the major 

constraint they hced was a lack of access to financial institutions (Kabeer. 1994). The 

poor were generülly able to find employment; however, they were unable to receive credit 

from bünks in  Bangladesh due to a lack of collateral. and the limited number of banks in 

rural areas. These findings inspired the Grameen Bank. As Kabeer points out. 

discussions with project beneficiaries led to an understanding of the "interdependency of 

the cntepories of need" (235). In other words, people do not usually single out one area of 

lik to change. Rather. a more holistic, intertwined view is adopted. In the case of the 

Grameen Bank. they offer credit services, and also prornote the development of 

cooperative groups in  such areas as health care, nutrition. sanitation. literacy and hmily 

planning (Kabeer. 1994). The Grameen Bank has often been cited as a prime example of 

participation and empowerment at the grassroots level. and has undoubtediy provided 

important services to its many members9. 

" The empowering effects of the Grarneen Bank have been written about by many ûuthors including: 
Holcornbe. 1995; Kabeer. 1994; Osmani. 1998. More recently, scholars have critically rinalyseci the 
enipowerment daims af the Grameen Bank. Fahimul Quadir argues that wornen have no real conrrol 
civer their loans, and have little influence in project design and decision making. Therefore. while th3 
Grameen Bank ha succeeded in raising the standard of living of its beneticiiiries, he argues that it has 
not necessady empowered the women involved ( 1999). 



Participation and NGOs 

Since the early 1980s. we have seen a dramatic increase in the role of NGOs in the 

development process. As Mark Turner and David Hulme point out. "... they [NGOs] 

hiive now moved io centre stage in terms of both development practice and debate" 

( 1997: 201). It is important to keep in mind. however. that NGOs are not a homogeneous 

grouping. Rather, they Vary tremendously in their objectives, and strategies. ranging from 

mission-based organizations to public service contractors (Turner and Hulme. 1997). As 

such. NGOs do not represent one single approach to developrnent (Craig and Mayo. 

1995). Despite the di fferences. NGOs are seen by some anaiysts as being more 

rcsponsivr to the nreds of the poor, and more able to promote participation at the local 

lcvel ( 1995). As Craig and Mayo point out: 

Progressive NGOs have been characierized as providing alternative approaches 
to the failures of the development industry and of paternalistic top-down state 
initiatives and services alternatives basrd upon the participation and 
r mpowerment of the poor and the poorest working from the grassroots in small- 
scale. innovative, committed. cost-effective and environmenially sustainable ways 
( 19%: 7). 

While some NGOs have been committed CO promoiing participation and empowerment of 

the communities they work with, others have merely promoted limited participation in 

order to facilitate project implementation. and encourage cost efficiency. 

Participation in International Development Agencies 

While more radical grassroots groups were promoting participation as a goal in 

and of itself. mainstream development planners soon saw participation as "... a reliable 

asset for their own future development" (Rahnema, 1992: 120). Much like 



empowerment. the emergence of participatory development within mainstream 

development agencies coincided with calls to roll back the state. and the increasing 

realizütion that top-down approaches had not worked. Participation provided a potential 

way to improve the system without challenging the power structures. It w u  thought that 

by involving local people in the development process, it would become more responsive 

to the needs of the people. less bureaucriitic. and more bottom-up. Participation was also 

sccn as ri wüy to pass dong some of the costs to local people. as well as increasing project 

el'ficiency (Oakley. 199 1 ). While there would be some devolution of power. the ultimate 

decision-making powrrs would stay in the hands of the devrlopment experts. As 

participation was embrüced by the rnainstream. it lost its revolutionq ovenones. Rather 

thün serve to challenge the power structures of the development institutions, the rhetoric 

of participation merely served to integrate people into the existing systems. Sarah White 

points out that, participation. "... while it has the potential to challenge patterns of 

dominance. may also be the means through which existing power relations are 

éntrenched" ( 1996: 14). 

Participatory StrategiedMethodologies 

What then. are the some of participatory strategies used to promotr 

empowerment? Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) was developed in the 1970s by Robert 

Chambers. often considered a pioneer of participatory methodologies. RRA was 

dçsigned to enable development practitioners to quickly access local knowledge in rural 

communities (Chambers. 1994). Since then, several variations have emersed, rnost 
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notably Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), Participatory Action Research (PAR) and 

Participatory Learning and Action (PLA)"'. PUA. which was developed in the late 

1980s. has become particularly popular mong  NGOs and donor agencies. This 

methodology emrrged as a strategy to rnake development projects more participatory and 

responsive to the needs of its intended beneficiaries. PKA ostensibly places significünt 

emphüsis on listening CO the poor, and allows beneficiaries to be invoived at üII levels of 

the project cycle. from planning through to implementation. Chambers defined PRA as 

"an lipproüch and methods for leaming about rural lif'e and conditions frorn. with and by 

rural people" ( 1994: 953). It is a way to get at local knowledge in a relütively 

inexpensive manner. and to shed light on previously conceüled needs. By talking to 

people in a comrnunity. different agendas emerge than would othenvise be perceived by 

developnient planners ( Kabeer. 1 994). Increasingl y. PRA methodologies are being takrn 

up by both mainstream and alternative development practit ioners ( Parpart. forthcoming ). 

PRA exercises are usually informal exercises conducted for two to three days with 

project staff and beneficiaries. Exercises are intended to be a sharing of information both 

wiiys. riither than an extractive process in which project staff merely obtain data and 

Icave. There are a multitude of PRA tools that c m  be used. depending on the contcxt. 

and on the information k ing  sought. Maps, diagrarns, matrices can al1 be conducted 

using local materials. Maps are drawn on the ground. and Stones, leaves. and other 

IO It should be noted that there is a great deal of over-lap between these methodoIogies. For more detailed 
information see: Chambers, 1994; Thomas-Hayter. et al, 1995. For information regarding PAR set: 
Frilsr- Borda. 199 1 ; Sclener. 1997. 
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readily available materials are used. Often groups will be divided by gender, age. class. 

caste. in order to encourage those with less power to speak. For example, activities are 

frequently conducted separately with men and women's groups, so that women will feel 

more cornfortable in participating. 

PRA has spread npidly in the 1990s. and the number of organizations that have 

adopted PRA has increased dramatically in the liist few years (Turner and Hulme. 1997). 

Thesc tools are presumably used to empower beneficiaries by allowing their voices to be 

heard. Panicipatory approaches have certain1 y increased the participation of the poor in 

development projects. Unfonunately, however, PRA is often integrated fairly late in the 

projcct cycie. and the transfer of decision-making power from the experts to the 

bcnetïciaries remains nominal at best. 

Conclusion 

As we have seen in this chapter, empowerment and participation have been 

lidopted by actors as diverse as SEWA and the World Bank. Though they both originülly 

emerged as a radical alternative to top-down appmaches. they were quickly adopted by 

rnainstream oqanizütions. and their original meanings were soon lost. Clearly. then. it is 

not enough to mcrely üccept the rhetoric of participatory empowerment as positive. and 

transformative. Rather, we must probe more carefully in order to determine what lies 

bchind these approaches and strategics. what are some of their limitations, and how this 

affects the men and women involved in these projects. 



Chapter 3 

Critiques of Empowerment and Participation 

As empowerment has gained popularity in development discoune, some 

iicademics and practitioners have begun to deconstruct the concept. and to critically 

analyse how it has been used by various players. These authors argue that we must not 

blindly accept participatory empowerment as a panacea. panicularly as it has been 

sdopted by such a wide range of actors. Rather. we must analyse how different 

organizations have used it. for what purpose. and with what results (Craig and Mayo, 

1995: Mohanty. 1995: Pürpan. fonhcoming; Rowlands. 1997). These critiques corne 

from a number of sources. from post-development scholars (Cmen.  1996: Rahnema. 

1992). who argue that participatory empowerment üpproaches merely provide a moral 

justification for what is essentidly the same top-down development establishment. to 

practitioners w ho remain committed to empowerment's original goals of transformation. 

and who q u e  that it is just a matter of developing more refined theories and practices 

(Crawley. 1998: Dawson. 1998; Mosse. 1994) . In addition. there are those who point out 

that while this approach has its flaws and limitations within the mainstream. it remains a 

viable strütegy for change at the grassroots, and potentially. for altering the power 

structures of mainstream organizations (Craig and Mayo. 1995; Kabeer. 1994: Rowlands; 

1997). Critiques have been advanced at both the theoretical and practical levels. and 

whilr they often contrüdict each other. they reflect various schools of thought and 



practices. 

A s  this chapter will show. while empowerment as a concept has been de- 

constmcted. i t  has only begun to be re-built. While these critiques have much to offer üt 

the theoretical level. they do little to bridge the gap between theory and practice. This 

chapter will examine sorne of the recent critiques of empowerment and participation. 

berore going on to propose the need for contextual analysis rooted in wornen's 

experiences wi th development projects. 

The Co-optation of Empowerment 

The most fundamental criticisms of empowerment and participation within the 

developmeni discourse have been advanced by post-development scholars such as Majid 

Rühnema and Raff Carmen. Rahnema argues that the language of participation and 

ernpowerment have served to "provide legitimacy to an ageing institution" ( 1992: 12 1 ). 

Specificülly. he argues that participation perforrned four functions within the field of 

development. In cognitive terms. it gave new life to the development discourse. by 

giving i t  new meaning and a new image. Its political function was to legitimize 

devrlopment by providing it with the new goal of "empowering the voiceless and the 

powerless" ( 12 1 ). It also provided new answers for the failure of tnditional development 

strategies. Finally. it served a social function. "Participation" brought people together in 

the hopes that this approach might finally be the true answer to development. The 

participatory approach was useful to the development establishment because it helped 

"...[O persuade its target populations that not only are economic and state authonties the 



rcal power. but they are also within everyone's reach, provided everyone is ready to 

participate fully in the development design" (Rahnema. 1992: 123). The rhetoric of 

participation and empowerment thus thwarted people's efforts to organize autonomously 

to challenge existing structures. Instead, people were integrated into the development 

establishment. and their possibilities for action were thereby constrained. 

Scholürs such as Rüff Carmen argue that though people are pürticipating in 

conventional development structures. there have been very few fundamentai changes to 

the system itself ( 1996). 'The CO-optation of participation- originally. like so many 

others. a grassroots concept - would make it possible for the planners to achieve the 

drveloprnent revolution without serious reference to structural change" (4-0. Through the 

rhetoric of participation. people have been pulled into the system. and distracted from 

ilutonornous forms of action that mighi be more revolutionary. In addition. Carmen takes 

issue with the concept of "putting people first" that participation implies. "The 

expression of 'putting people first' is revealing if only for the fact that someone. or some 

ügency. external to 'the people' is assumed to be doing the 'putting' and it is endowed 

with somc entitlement to do so" (42). A similar argument haî been made that the 

discourse of empowerment is often embedded in the welfare model. in which "expert 

opinion" is favoured over "lived expenence" (Onyx and Berton. 1995: 54). As Long and 

Villareal point out. the concept of empowerment "... seems to carry with it the 

connotation of power injected from outside aimed at shifting the balance of forces 

towürds local interests. Hence it implies the idea of empowering people through stntegic 
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intervention by 'enlightened experts' who make use of 'people's science"' ( 1993: 160). 

W hile post-development scholm argue that the discourse of participatory empowemrnt 

is mcrely used to support an obsolete developrnent apparatus which should be dismantled. 

thrre are others who criticize the CO-optation of empowerment and participation without 

hcin; critical of the development establishment as a whole. 1 will explore some of these 

critiques in the following section. 

Some critics argue that both empowerment and participation have been CO-opted 

by niainstream development agencies and organizations. This CO-option hm taken two 

forms: rhetorical CO-optation. in which the language of empowerment serves to mask pre- 

dctermi ned agendas. and t hr CO-optation of previousl y radical movemen ts. iMore and 

niore organizations wi th radical1 y di fferent agendas have adopted the language of 

participatory empowerment. rendering i t  vinually meaningless. adrift from its radical 

mcanings. and transfonational goals. Empowemrnt. once a direct challenge to 

mainstream. top-down development practices. has become the domain of the very 

institutions it once sought to transfom. Recognizing the political value of 

"empowerment". many organizations have adopted the language in an effort to signal 

their willingness to be more participatory and democratic, and to avoid charges of cultural 

imperialisrn (Oxaal. 1997). This hüs been the case. for exarnple. with the World Bank. 

and the United Nations, which use the language in an instrumentalist fashion to promote 

goals of efficicncy and cost-effectiveness. The focus of such projects remains on the 

individual economic empowement of wornen through micro-credit and micro-enterprise 
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development. "Investing in women's capabilities and empowering them to exercise their 

choices is not only valuable in itself but is also the surest way to contnbute to economic 

growth and development" (UN. in  Oxaal. 1997: 2). These strategies. while couched in 

the language of ernpowerment. are little more than anti-poverty. WID approaches. which 

sçek to integrate women into the existing economic system. and make no effort to 

iransforni exist ing structures and gender relations. 

Müny grassroots organizations have also been brought into the mainstream fold 

and incorporated into state agendas and control. at both the national and international 

lcvels. Previously radical and marginalized organizations have increasingly corne under 

the control of international organizations and national governments. As Craig and Müyo 

point out. "W i th the growing popularity of participatory development. more radical 

thinking. and action toward 'empowerment' and 'liberation' of the people is becoming 

rnarginalized. Some previously radical grassroots interventions are even beinp co-opted 

by 'dcvclopment' agencies" ( 1995: 16). For example. SEWA is often cited as an 

example of a grassroots organization that has been successful in empowering 

mxginalized women in India and bringing about tremendous change. Due to its immense 

success. it has receivrd increasing suppon from both the Indian govemment and 

international donors. Because of this. however, SEWA has lost some autonomy. and the 

ability to determine its own agenda (Abbott. 1996: Rose. 1991). It seems that the more 

successful an organization becomes. the more danger there is of co-optation. 

Manoranjan Mohanty has argued that govemments, while stressing economic 



growth. have begun to espouse the need for the empowerment of their poor and 

mürginalized populütions. "The old formulation of 'growth with social justice' is gone; it 

is 'development with empowerment' now" (1995: 1434). He argues that in India. the 

eovernrnent's goal is first and foremost economic growth, and thüt the adoption of 
k 

rmpowerment has served to define and control grassroots struggles. In this way. the 

covernment hüs channelled grassroots movements into predetermined government 
C 

programmes. thus defining and shaping the agenda, al1 in the name of empowerment. 

This strategy has also resulted in "letting the state off the hook" (Gupta. 1997: 305). as 

people's rcliance on NGOs to deliver services has shifted the struggle awiiy from 

dsmiinding action from the state, towards NGO activity (Mohanty, 1995). 

Empowermrnt. according to Mohanty. 

... is the method of how the politics of the oppressed and the poor is restrained 
and channelisrd by dominant forces in society. 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 punue these forms of 
politics. Thus instead of allowing the oppressed to expand their realm of poiitical 
struggle this notion of empowerment actually limits it ( 1135). 

Thus. mainstream organizations and governments have CO-opted the rhetoric of 

empowerment. as well as many of the grassroots struggles which emerged as alternatives 

to conventional development processes. While governments and development agencies 

throughout the world may speak of empowerment. the political will to support 

t rans format ioniil projects is rarely there. Though these authors argue that empowrnnent 

has been CO-opted by the mainstrearn and has therefore lost ifs rneÿning, there rire also 
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those who continue to advocate ernpowerment as a wonhwhile goal to be sought. albeit 

with some revisions and rethinking. In the following section I will explore some of the 

criticisms that they have advanced. 

Empowerment: A Grassrmts Approach 

S o m  proponents of empowerment argue that while the threat of CO-option is 

iilways present, empowerment is indeed a worthwhile goal to pursue. These udvocates. 

however. remain sceptical of the possibilities of empowerment within the mainstream. 

and argue that empowerment is fundamentally a bottom-up process. and not something 

t hiii can be imposed from outside. rither by aid organizations or governments. Niiila 

Kübcer has argucd that empowerment must corne from "power-within". and rhat "such 

power cünnot be given. it bas to be self-generÿted" ( 1994: 229). Empowerment is not 

something that can be bestowed upon a group by an external agent. Rather. it  is a proccss 

which must be defined. and fought for. Oxfam has echoed this sentiment, stating that 

"Enipowerment is a dynümic process, not a tramferable commodity" (1995: 74). It is not 

somcthing that can be done 'to' someone. or 'for' sorneone (Lather. in Ristock and 

Pennell. 199 1: 4). Empowennent, as a process, then, must come from. and be directed 

from within a group. It is in this sense that Kabeer argues ihat rmpowerment must come 

from below. from the grassroots. rather than from international NGOs and development 

rigencies. 

If empowerment cannot be given, the possibilities for international projects to 

empower individuals and groups are limited. In fact, some see empowerment as 



Fundamentally in contradiction to project planning and the project cycle used by 

development agencies. As empowerment is a process to be determined by the project 

hcneîïciaries themselves. "... it cannot be defined in terms of specific activities. or end 

results because it involves a process whereby women c m  freely analyse. develop and 

voice their needs and interests. without them being pre-defined. or imposed from above. 

by planners or other social actors" (Rowlands. 1997: 4). Planning. which is top-down in 

nature (whether done by foreign or local experts), runs ügainst the essence of 

empowerment. which irnplies that the local people themselves should be doing the 

planning and decision-making. As many authors have pointed out. empowerment is a 

process. that can lead to unünticipated results (Craig and Mayo. 1995: Rowlands. 1997). 

Projects rarely have this flexibility, however. From the project proposal stage oonward. 

the goals and objectives are fixed, and not reaching these targets is regarded as a hilure. 

Thcre is generally very little flexibility to change directions once the project has begun. 

In addition. whereüs empowerment is a long term goal. which would probably not occur 

in a shon prriod of time, projects usually last a maximum of five years. Another concern 

is that sustainable empowerment is difficult to measure. and cannot be boiled down to the 

quantifiable indicators nonally used to evaluate and monitor projects. Funhumore 

projects are usually sectord in nature. promoting one aspect. be it economic. political. or 

physical. whereas true empowerment is a holistic process which takes into consideration 

al1 aspects of womrn's lives. As Rowlands sums up. 

Tdk of ernpowerment projects may be a contradiction in tems, since the project 
is generally seen as a short (usuaily 3 - 5 years) specific activity with 



predetermined objectives and targets . With an empowerment approach women 
themselves need to set the agenda and manage the pace of change ( 1998.28). 

Obviously. the possibilities for empowerment in such a context are limited. This 

is not to süy that ernpowerment is impossible. rather that it is highly constrained by the 

structures and policies of mainstream development organizations. and that the potentiiil 

for change rernains at the grassroots. 

Limitations of Participatory Tools for Empowerment 

Despite the growing number of criticisms regarding the validity of empowerment 

within the mainstream. there are those who believe thüt development agencirs and NGOs 

çan play an important role in empowering women. and that projets c m  serve as cütülysts 

for this procciss. kIany NGOs hold tïrm to their belief that they can play a facilitating role 

by using panicipatory methodologies (Thomas. 1992: Turner and Hulme, 1997). In 

recent yeürs. however. a significant body of literature has emerged w hich points out some 

of the limitations of participation both as an approach and as a methodology and strategy 

for empowerment. 

One of the principal limitations of participatory methodologies is their inability to 

dral effectively with power relations. In its attempt to take into account "indigenous" 

knowledge, panicipatory methodologies have often neglected the power dynamics within 

communities (Goebel. 1998). Communities are often naively seen as hmonious. 

hornogenous entities, without conflicting needs and interests. This, however. is never the 

case (Craig and Mayo, 1995; Goebel, 1998; Thomas. 1992; Parpart, forthcoming; 

Rowlands, 1997). Quite often the most powerful members of a community will shape the 



objectives and the fonn that participation will take. so that it serves their own needs. 

rather than those of the community as a whole. 'There is no one 'indigenous' or 'local' 

knowledge. but competing perspectives. Some dominate. while others are marginalized" 

( Goebel. 1998: 284). The "politics of participation" determines the objectives and the 

forms thüt participation will take (Goebel: 1998). Even if project staff become aware of 

hirrarchies within cornmunities. it is very difficult if not impossible to overcome these 

forces through participatory methodologies. PRA methods. in and of themselves. are 

riirely able to transcend dominant power structures (Parpart. forthcoming). As David 

Mosse points out. "... the dominant voices will dominate" ( 1994: 498). Most often. it 

appeors. the marginalized voices are those of women. ethnic minorities. and the poor. 

lnderd t hr impacts of participation can be detrimental to those marginalized 

mcmbers of a community. panicularly women. Until recently, participatory üpproaches 

have not taken gender differences into account. and have sometimes exücerbated gender 

inequülities. Based upon research in India. Nicaragua and Kenya, with both stüte and 

NGO sponsored development programmes. Linda Mayoux argues that while some 

prrissroots movements have been successful, most efforts to incorporate women into the 

participatory process have faiied. She asserts that merely increasing the number of 

women involved in participatory projects does not alter the need for transforming unequlil 

gender relations. Far from being a positive process, "... in many cases 'participatory 

development Cor women' will constitute little more ihün a further increase in the unpaid 

contribution of women to development programmes from which they receive little 
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hrnefit" (236). It is commonly asserted that participation is always a positive process for 

thosr involved. In fact. the benefits are often very limited for women. In particular. 

participation often means increased workloads with little to show for it. "It cannot 

iherelore be assumrd that increasing participation is beneficial for al1 activities. in al1 

contexts. for al1 women" (250). Govemment agencies and NGOs tend to assume that 

once women are included in the participatory process. they will then be able to act as 

agents of change, and fight for their own goals. The problem. as we have seen. is that this 

process is rarely truly participatory. and women are for the most part included only in ü 

limited way. Often. women's attendance at project meetings is considered 

"participation". whether or not they have actually s h e d  their views. Rüther thün simply 

acceptins participation as a positive process for everyone involved, we must ask who is 

involved. what does the participation consist of. and who is benefitting the most. 

Advocütes of participatory development often consider PRA and similar 

rnrthodologies to be inherently empowering. "Anything participatory is assumed to be 

synonymous with 'good'. and 'empowering"'(Guij t and Shah. 1998: 9). Obviously. this 

is not always t h  case. Participation ha often merely been used to integrüte women into 

a pre-determined process. and to extract information. As Mayoux points out. "... the 

concept of 'piirticipation' appears to be truncated. It cornes to mean 'a way to get people 

to do w hat we want ' rather than a means to fundamentally change the project idea or 

construction. or a way to involve and respect local knowledge on an equal footing with 

foreign. particularly scientific, expertise" ( 1995: 240). As PRA becomes increasingly 



popular, i t  is used more and more to refer to extractive processes of data collection. rather 

t han ü genuine sharing of knowledge (Chambers. 1994). Based upon her research in 

Zimbabwe. Allison Goebel clearly illustrates this point: 

The growing popularity of participatory methods is thus associated with two 
essentially contradictory approaches. The one seeks to reveal and validate local 
knowledges. destabilize the notion of the outside expert ü s  the one truc 'knower'. 
and include comrnunities on an equal footing in planning and implementation of 
rural development. The second approach adopts the language and some of the 
mrthods of RRA and PRA, without adequately acknowledging the complexitics 
of social realities. or properly absorbing or practising the intended notions of 
'participation ( 1998: 279). 

There is then. nothing inherently empowering about participatory rnethodologies. 

Rüther it is up to those involved to use it iis a tool to challenge oppressive power 

structures. PUA must be used in al1 stages of the project cycle. from identification and 

iinalysis. through to the project eviiluütion. in order to ensure that people's voices are 

heard throughout (Dawson. 1998). In addition the following questions must be 

addressed. What are the problerns io be tackled? Why do these problems exista? How 

cün we hring about change? (Crawley: 1998, 26). It is the responsibility of both the 

practitioners, and the beneficiÿries to ensure that participatory processes address these 

hroadrr questions of change. In the meantime, participatory methods and techniques 

must continue to be fine-tuned in order to better deal with issues of con fIict. community, 

and power relations. While rnuch of this c m  corne from work in the field. there is also 

much to be learned from a better integntion of theory with the practice (Pÿrpan. 

iorthcorning). 



Micro-level Analyses 

While participatory empowerment stntegies continue to be implemented and 

experimentrd with in the field. these approaches have recently been criticized for their 

focus on micro-level strategies. and their inability to deal with national and global 

structures which perpetuate inequality and power relations (Marchand. 1996; Parpan. 

forthcoming). Empowerment projects for the most part have focussed on the local b e l .  

Women as individuüls have been targeted. with little thought given to power structures 

bcyond the local community. While bringing about change at the local level is certainiy 

valuable for those within the community, the possibilities for wide-scak change are 

inherently limited under such npproüch as it does not challenge the forces which bring 

about women's subordination. As Parpart points out. "Participütory empowerment 

approaches. with their emphasis on the local and their tendency to ignore larger political 

and economic structures. actuülly does little to challenge national power structures' 

( forthcoming: 7 ). As Susan Holcombe also points out, participatory empowerrnent iit the 

grüssroots will not be sustainable without the support of regional and national structures 

for the participation and empowerment of previously marginalized groups ( 1995: 15). In 

an era of increasing globalization. it is more important than ever to adopt a multi-pronged 

approac h w hich deals with the local, regional. national and international structures. Jindy 

Pettman observes that. "Empowerment is multifaceted. a process and a goal. and a mems 

for locating struggles for women's rights and choices within a wider political economy" 

( 1996: 18 1 ). Academics have begun to ask how empowerment as an approach ciin 



incorporate a macro-level analysis. In particular, Marianne Marchand calls for an 

empowerment approach which makes room for both micro and macro-level strategies 

( 1996). She points out that while such a transformative strategy is not easy to 

accomplish, i t  is particularly important to attempt it now. as empowerment has taken a 

bückseat to the ferninisation of poverty in the GAD approach. Marchand criticizes the 

cconomistic focus of GAD. that has corne about aï a response to globalization. She notes 

that "... global restructuring is undentood in economic terms. and solutions or alternatives 

;ire sought within the confines of economics and economic models". ignoring social. 

political. and culturd factors (599). In addition. this approach imposes a hlse dichotomy 

which does not f i t  the reality of most women's lives. and ignores issues such as wornrn's 

triple role. The focus on economics has resulted in approaches which promote women's 

economic empowerment at the expense of other types of empowerment. Marchand 

xgucs for a more holistic approach to empowerment which takes into consideration al1 

dimensions of life. In addition. she asserts that the processes and effects of globalization 

have been generalized. obscuring differences. and ignoring issues such as class, race. 

ethnicity. age. nationality and education. What is required is "... a conceptualization of 

global restructuring as involving contingent processes and practices of transformation 

which need to be historicized as well as contextualized (Marchand. 1996: 597) This 

would üllow a spacr for alternative strategies to be created and heard. The challenge, 

then. is to expand and develop both a theoretical approach which deal with both micro 

and macro-level change, and the tools and strategies to implement this change. 



Re-constructing Participatory Empowerment 

As we have seen. the critiques of participatory empowerment approaches are quite 

diverse: From discussions of the discourse. to criticisms of the praciice. These critiques. 

however. are quite abstract. and not rooted in the experiences of those who are most 

iiffected: the women involved in empowement projects. Ernpowerment as an abstrict 

concept provides little benefit to those "on the ground". Rather. empowerment must be 

detïnrd and contextualized in a manner which is directly relevant to the beneficiariçs 

themselves. JO Rowlands has argued that while it is important to theorize the concept of 

cnipowerment. it is also important to ground it in practice. through specific case studies. 

"Lhless empowerment is given a more concrete meaning. it  can be ignored. or used to 

obscure, confuse or divert debates" ( 1997: 8). She contends chat it is vital to tÏnd out 

what rmpowerment means "on the ground". She therefore asks "... how the rhetoric of 

empowerment is translated into reality?" (27). Consequently. Rowlands conducted field 

research with a women's group in Honduras in order to determine what empowerment 

memt to a particular group of women, at a particulÿr point in time. It is this 

understanding of empowerment from women's points of view. and how it affects them. 

that is lacking in the literature. While acadernics and prüctitioners have begun to ask 

"what does empowement mean?". few have attempted to answer it from the perspective 

of those most affected by "*empowerment'* projects. They have begun the process of 

drconstructing the concept, but stop short of rebuilding it. Empowerment needs to be 

re-constmcted in a very contextualized manner. An understanding of empowerment must 
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corne from a grounded perspective, rooted in women's daily experience. Only then will 

projects be able to hcilitate the process of women's empowerrnent. 

Conclusion 

While both empowerment and participation emerged from the grassroots üs ü 

challenge to the conventional development establishment, they were quickly CO-opted by 

the miiinstream. As Rahnema warns, "... there are no cfear iines of demarcation between 

niüinstrcam and alternative - alternatives are CO-opted and yesterday's alternatives are 

today's institutions" (in Nederveen Pieterse. 1998: 349). Though "ernpowerment" has 

bçgun to be theorized. little of this work has been grounded in the reality of women's 

lives. Although i t  is important to deconstnict the concept. there is also a need for analysis 

srounded in the experience of women beneficianes of projects which claim to br 
C 

empowering. How do these projects affect women? How do women define 

rinpowerment? What role can outside agencies play in facilitating n process of 

empowrrmrnt chat is meaningful to those women involved? What lessons can we l e m  

from projects in the field. and how can this be incorporated into theory'? We must begin 

to üddress thrse questions in a contextuÿlized manner if women's empowement is to 

retüin its transformative agenda and play a significant role in irnproving the lives of 

women throughout the world. 

It is tirne to re-construct empowerment from the perspective of those who are 

most affected. both project beneficiaries and project staff. The result will not be a metü- 

theory which attempts to define empowerment for dl people. in ail places. for al1 timr. 
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Rather it will be context-specific analyses of empowerment and participation. plücing 

women üt the centre, so that their needs, goals and voices are no longer marginalized. 

Bearing in mind these critiques and the need for contextualization. the following chapter 

will provide a case study of a development project in Vietnam. 



Chapter 4 

CASE STUDY: Localized Poverty Reduction Vietnam Program 

WhiIe the concepts of empowerment and participation have begun to be 

dcconstructed. the analysis has remained for the most part at a theoretical level. with little 

qounding in practice. In order to move beyond this abstract theorizing, we rnust 

investigate the wüy participatory empowerrnent approaches are being implemented in the 

field. Only then will we be able to rethink and reconstruct them with a solid foundation 

in both theory and practice. The case study discussed below will explore the gap between 

the rhetoric of empowerment and participation and planning and implementation 

procedures in a specific internationai development project in Vietnam. It will highlight 

some of the difficulties with the implementation of these üpproaches. I will begin with a 

brief background on Vietnam. and will then outline the goals of the projeci. and its 

theoretical underpinnings. Finally. 1 will go on to describe some of the challenges in 

pruject implemcnration. as well as the various perceptions of empowerment and 

participation within the project. 

From May to August 1999 1 worked and did research on the "Localized Poveny 

Reduction Vietnam" (LPRV) project. üt Hue University in central Vietnam". 1 was 

responsiblr for doing background research regarding the communes the project wris to be 

working in. In addition. 1 conducted research in the areas of gender. poveny. and micro- 

I I See Appendix 1 for a map of Vietnam. 



credit. My own research objective was to evaluate the project's progress towards its 

goals of empowerment and participation. in particular, I wished to examine how these 

concepts were understood and prxtised from the project team perspective. and from the 

perspective of the beneficiaries - particularly the women. This would determine if there 

was a gap between the project's perceptions of empowrment and participation, and the 

hcneficiarirs' perspective. I had hoped to accomplish this research through a 

combination of interviews. PRA exercises and participant observation. However. due to 

various constraints, I was unable to carry out substantial research with project 

beneficiriries. For instance, in order to travel and do resewch in remote communes, it was 

necessary to obtain authorization from several different levels of government. This was 

very difticult to obtain. as the government retains strict control over the activities of 

foreign reserirchers. In addition. the project staff reiused to let me do any research at the 

village levcl. particularly participatory research. There w u  no acknowledgment that local 

people should be involved in the research, other than nominally. My research. then. came 

î'rom participant observation in daily project activities. semi-structured and informa1 

interviews with local leaders, project members and collaborators, and NGO staff, and 

various informal interviews with numerous people". As a result. my analysis is focussed 

iit the level of the project administration and local officiais. rüther than the village. 

Background Information 

Vietnam is a country in tremendous transition. In 1986 the Vietnamese 

1' 
' -  See Appendix 2 for ri list of interview and meetings. 



government adopted economic and institutional reform policies know as cloi moi". which 

wcre designed to shift the country from central planning to a market economy within a 

socialist framework (Le. 1995: 44). Implementation of economic liberalization policies 

brgan in 1988 and continues today. The economy has grown rapidly, and the poverty rate 

has decreased significantly from a rate of 70% prior to doi moi, to 306 in 1998 (UN. 

1995: 5)''. Real incomes and the quality of life have increased for most Vietnamese 

(Hainsworth, 1999: 29)". In recent years. however. GDP growth rates have declined. 

from 8.5% in 1997 to 4% in 1998 (UN. 1999: 2). Poveny endures and wealth disparity is 

increasing. puticularly between rural and urban areas". Vietnam remains one of the 

poorest countries in the world, ranks 122 out of 174 countries on the Human 

Developrnent Index. and has an average per capita income of $3 10.00 per year ( h i ) .  

Significantly. Vietnam h a  performed quite well on other indicators such as life 

expectancy (66 years). literacy (90&), infant monality (4%). and population growth 

(2 .2% ) (Nguyen. 1998: t 5 1 ). There is some indication. however, that cutbacks to social 

services such as education and health care are adversrly affecting these indicators. Doi 

I I  Doi moi is trrinslated ris "renovrition". 

I l  This salculation is based upon the World Brink's "basic nerds Ceticit line" which is drtrrmined by 
crtloric intake. ris wrl l  as education, health care, and travel expenses (UN. 1998: 6).  There are many 
wsiys to dcthe and merisure poverty, and calculations will Vary accordingly. Other calculations have 
p1rict.d the number of households beIow the poverty line closer to 50%. 

I i For more çomprehrnsive information regarding doi moi, and the impact on the Vietnarnese economy and 
socitity s e :  Hriinsworth. 1999; Hy Van Luong, 1996: Litvack and Rondinelli. 1999: Norlund. 1995. 

I h Vietnam remains an agrririan country. with 80% of the population living in rural areas. 
Signitïcantl?. 90% of those classified as poor live in rural areris (UN. 1998: 3). 
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11ioi has crerited tremendous social and economic change in Vietnam in a relatively short 

period of time. W hile the ruling Communist Party has adopted economic liberalization 

policies it continues to resist social and political reforms. 

The majority of foreign aid from the West to Vietnam ceased with the invasion of 

Cambodiii in 1978. Vietnam instead turned CO the Soviet Union. which provided aid 

iintil the late 1980s (Murray. 1997: 6). in the early 1990s the embargo against Vietnam 

ended. and aid from Western countries resumed. International NGOs and donor agencies 

quickly resumed operations. While there were a small number of INGOs in the country 

previously. sincr then. they have poured in. and Vietnam has becorne inundated with 

dcvclopment projects (Bonon, 1994). Local NGOs have also emerged in Vietnam since 

rloi moi in order to compensate for cutbücks in social services such as education and 

hcülth c m  (Mulla. 1994). There are very few local NGOs. however, as they are not 

ofîïcially sanctioned by the government. This creates a significant imbiilance between 

foreign and domestic NGO activity ( 1994). In 1999 Vietnam received a total of $2.2 

billion in aid. 

The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) reinstated development 

assistance to Vietnam in 1990". According to CDA, "Vietnam is now k i n g  many 

development challenges -- and it must meet these challenges while learning how io create 

t hc institutions. systems. regulations and mind-set needed to effect transition to a market 

economy" (www.acdi-cida.gc.ca). Accordingly. the focus is on human resources. 

17 Crinridian rissistance to Vietnam was reinstated riftet the withdrawal of its arrny from Cambodia. and 
economic reforrns were underway (CIDA, 1996: 1 ). 
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inst itutional development, and technology transfer. Within CTDA's Partnership Branch, 

partnerships between organizations, institutions. associations and the private sector are 

fostered. These partnerships implement projects which are "mutually beneficial. and ... 

increase the participation of local institutions in development activities" (wwwxdi-  

cidü.gc.ca). It is within this context that the LPRV programme haî been taking place. 

The Localized Poveny Reduction Vietnam (LPRV) project is a CIDA funded. 

Tier 1 progrürn, of the University Partnerships in Cooperation and Development (UPCD). 

implemented by the University of British Columbia (UBC). Begun in 1998. it is a five 

year project. with a budget of $5 million. UBC and the University of Laval are the 

Cnnadian pariners; dong with six Vietnarnese partners: five universities throughout 

Vietnam, and the National Centre for Social Sciences and Humanities (NCSSH). 

NCSSH. the governrnent agency responsible for research and policy in the social 

sciences, is the Vietnamese lead institution, and coordinates communications and 

iictivities between al1 partners'! The goal of the project, in brief, is to reduce poverty in 

Vietnam through capacity building. Or. as the project proposal staies. "To build self- 

susiaining capacity in the partner institutions to develop and teach low-cost, participatory 

assessrnent and project planning methods that are effective in generating appropriate 

solutions to localized poverty, and suited to Vietnamese cultures and administrative 

conditions" ( 1997: 6). 

1 S NCSSH's primriry mandate is to make policy recommendations to the governrnent, particularly 
concerning pnverty reduction and sustainable development (LPRV, 1997: 10). 



The iïve main objectives of the project are as follows: 

1 ) io establish Centres for Poverty Reduction (CPR) at 5 universities 
2 )  to establish a network of CPRs throughout Vietnam 
3) to reduce poverty in 15 communes through "leaming-by-doing" projects 
4) to produce knowledge regarding participatory methods 
5 ) to promote links between Vietnam and Canada 

The "learning-by-doing projects" form the core of the project ( 1 ). Each CPR is 

supposed to develop "action-leaming" projects in their partner communes. These 

projects allow for flexibility to meet the needs of the univenity and the community. rather 

thün hüving standardized projects throughout the entirr country. In this way. the project 

hopes to "...focus on methods that empower persons and communities. including groups 

thüt müy be inequitably treated" ( 10). This flexibility. in theory. allows for a greater level 

of participation by the local people (ie: being involved at the beginning stages - project 

design. needs assessment. etc). However. as will be shown. this did not occur in practice. 

Evaluation of Project Effectiveness: 

While on paprr the project seemed firmly grounded in the three closely connected 

theoretical frarneworks of participatory development. empowement. and capacity 

building. in practice. this proved not to be the case. The ideais of the project are 

seemingly informed by a "people-centred" approach, which intends to build the capacity 

of the universities to empower people by increasing their participation in the development 

and implrmentation of poverty reduction projects. As Deborah Eade points out. "If 

'scriling-up* was al1 the rage in the late 1980s, the iatest fashion for maximising NGO 

impact is 'capacity building'. Along with 'empowerment'. 'participation' and 'gender 



equity' capacity-building is seen as an essential element if development is to be 

sustainable and centred in people" ( 1997: 1). Thus. capacity building. empowerment. 

participation, and poveny reduction are al1 closely intertwined in this project. The 

experirnce with the project to date indicates that we must cuefully examine these 

approaches. which are often taken for granted as positive in  and of themselves. 

It is not rny intent to criticize the project as a whole, rither to point out some of 

the limitations thüt were encountered at one pÿnner institution, in order to l e m  from 

these lessons for the future. Discussions with other Canadian researchers in the project 

reveüled sirnilu challenges with other piuzner institutions in Vietnam as well. The 

tollowing critique represents my research with one of the pmner institutions. at a 

pürticular period in time. Other aspects of the project would need to be rxamined for a 

full and t horough evaluation. However. the evidence from one segment of the projcct 

sheds some light on its limitations and potential. 

Project Design and Goals 

Many of the challenges of the project can be traced back ro the project design and 

donor requirements. According to CiDA regulations. the majority of the funding for Tier 

1 projrcts must remain in Canada. In this particular project fifty-three percent of the 

budget rernains in Canada, while the remainder is shared between the six Vietnamese 

institutions. leaving a small budget to implement project activities in Vietnam (LPRV. 

1997: 29). Obviously. this is not an equitable distribution of aid money. and it places 

serious constraints on Vietnamese institutions. h addition. and perhaps most 



significmtly. professors are not remunerated for their work on the project. This 

undermines motivation and commitment to the project on the part of the Vietnamese 

partners. Given their heavy workloads. ruid low salaries. it is not surprising that 

Vietnamese ücademics are reluctant to spend much of their time working on unpaid 

project activities. Professors are nominated to the project by the Dean of the University. 

and other than prestige and a few benefits such as trips to Canada. training. etc. there is 

little incentive to commit much time to the project. The result is that professors' 

involvenient is extrrmeiy limited and sporadic at best. The project. then. is highly reliant 

on the personal commitment and enthusiasm of people who are already very busy and 

werburdened. Any project that relies so fundamentally on this kind of human resource 

hase is  seriously at risk. as persona1 commitment cannot always be counted upon. 

Another difficulty became evident before rny amval in Vietnam. While meeting 

with the projrct team ai UBC. I discovered some contradictions about project goals. 

While 1 only spent a few days there. the project members seemed unclear as to whether 

the primary goal is university capacity building or poveny reduction. While some 

professors assume the intended beneficiaries are the Vietnamese universities, others 

believr the poor in Vietnam should be the primary beneficiaries. These differences of 

opinion are based primanly upon ideological differences regarding who shouid benefit 

the most. and essentidly how development should be done. Some members believe that 

it  is acceptable for money to be directed at the university level. and that once universities 

build their capücity to conduct participatory research, the poor will benefit. On the other 
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hand, there are those who ftrmly believe that the Vietnamese poor should receive more 

direct benefits. Essentially the conflict boils down to the benefits of university capacity 

building versus poveny reduction. 

This hns Icd to rnuch debate, and friction between both Canüdian and Vietnamese 

niembers regarding allocation of project efforts and resources. My tirne in the field 

dcmonstrated rhat the focus and the resources of the project have largely remained on the 

universities. They have received al1 the benefits to date. including training, workshops. 

trüvel. etc. while the communes have received very few direct or indirect benefits. 

Though the core of the project is "leaming by doing" projects in 15 communes, which 

will reduce poveny. no rnoney is allocated to fund these projects. Therefore. while the 

CPRs art. supposed to promote participatory development at the commune level in  order 

to design projects in a participatory rnanner, there is no budget to implement these 

projects. It is obviously difficult to encourage participation of either the local officiais. or 

the local population. when there is no money to fund projects. and people will not 

necessarily see any tangible irnprovements for their efforts. While the universities' 

cüpücity is being built. the local people's needs and priorities are marginalized. Clearly. 

the primüry beneficiüries are the univenities. both Vietnamese and Canadian. who are 

"produçing knowledge regarding participatory planning and assessment" (LPRV. 1997: 

8). The lack of cluity regarding project goals hinders its ability to prornote 

cinpowerment and participation. At a theoretical level this may permit flexibility in 

drfining and developing empowement stntegies. At the level of project 
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implernentation. however, this ambiguity undermines effectiveness and can even serve to 

niaintain existing power structures. 

While the focus on the universities is not necessarily inappropriate in and of itself. 

certain ethical dilemmas rnust be addressed. For example. the implications of involving 

thc poor in research activities which rnay not tangibly irnprove their lives must be 

carefully considered. Whether intended or not. the people at the commune level are being 

iised as "guinea pigs" in order to test and improve the university's ability to conduct 

pürticipiitory resrarch. Participation in such üctivities is obviously not empowcring. 

porticularly when the poor are being used merely to further the research agendas of the 

university. In addition. the issue of informed consent is vital. During my time there. in 

several LPRV research activities local leaders were not fully informed about the 

objectives or the expected results of the research. They expected funding and projects in 

the neür-future which would improve the commune. Ethically. the people should be 

informed about the limits of this collaboration to avoid creatinp false hopes. 

Partnerships and Tearns 

While the project is predicated on the notion of piirtnerships. this aspect has been 

quite difficult to solidify. both at the projeci level, and within the individual universities. 

The Hue University CPR steering committee is made up of nine members - eight men and 

one wornan. from a variety of departments and colleges within the University. A nurnber 

of "collaborators". who are lecturers and students, d so  work with the project on specitic 

field research activities. One of the objectives of the project is to create a dynamic. multi- 
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disciplinary team which l e m s  from each other, and works together to develop action- 

learning projects to be implemented. Unfortunateiy. however. there is not a cohesive 

tcam of mernbers and collaborators, and contact between mernbers is lirnited to 

occasional meetings. To a large degrce the steering committee members make the 

dccisions, while the collaborators do the field work. Collaborators are not invited to 

project meetings, and are therefore not involved in discussions regiirdinp the direction of 

the project. Several collaborators reponed having very little knowledge of the project and 

its goals. Instead. they are merely infomed about the specific field activity to be 

iinplemented. such as a survey or field visit. This undermines the quality of the research 

as the rcsrarchers are not fully aware of the goals of the research, or of the intended 

outcornes. The result is a rather piecemeal combination of various research by different 

people. with varying objectives. 

The relations hip between rnembers is very hierarchical. rrflecting the hienrchy 

within the university and society itself. If full participation is not promoted between al1 

projrct members. how then. cün participation be expected at the commune level? As 

Susün Holcombe's research wiih the Grameen Bank suggests. organizations musc 

promote an atmosphere in which project staff feel empowered for them to perform 

effectively and to promote ernpowerment and participation ümong beneficiaries ( 1995). 

The hierarchy within the university system inhibits such an atmosphere. In addition. the 

few incentives that do exist such as training, workshops and travel, usudly go to senior 

professors. while the junior professors perform most of the substantial field work. 



At the wider project level, while the Canadian partners espouse the notion of 

equal partners hi p. relationshi ps between Canadians and Vietnamese remain very 

hierarchical. Decisions are seen as coming from the Canadian partners. and NCSSH. and 

tlien being handed down to the Vietnamese universities for implementation. At the samc 

timc. however. the Cünadian partners do not want to impose their views. and prefer to 

engage in lengthy dialogue with Vietnamese partners. Given the distance. and infrequent 

meetings between project members from al1 universities, this is extremely difficult. The 

steering cornmittee meets once a year. and Vietnamese partners meet every few months. 

While dialogue via e-mail was supposed to be a primary rneans of comrniinication. this 

has not been realized. due to iow comfon levels with the technology. lack of training. and 

poor access to the technology. Very little discussion tükes place directly between the 

Vietnamesc universities and the Canadian partners, rather, NCSSH serves as the 

intermediary. In addition. the relationship between NCSSH and the CPRs is quite top- 

down in nature. with directives coming from NCSSH. to be implemented by the CPRs. 

The Vietnamese partners tend to feel thüt they must accept what the Canadian pÿnners 

and NCSSH say. as they control the money and the decision-making power. 

During my involvement with the project, the difficulties of communication and 

pannership becarne apparent in the implementation of a survey with local commune 

officiais. This survey was designed by NCSSH, and was then passed down to the CPRs 

for cornments. and implementation. UBC was dso asked to provide feedback: however 

thcy decided that they should not get involved. At the Hue CPR, the survey was 



distributed to members of the CPR, and some comments were made, but never 

incorporated. While a survey does not seem suitable to promote the use of participatory 

research methodologies. cleuly the Vietnamese partners wanted above al1 to conduct the 

research as efficiently and cheaply as possible. Along with researchen at other partner 

institutions. I raised several concems with both the Hue CPR and UBC teams. including 

the top-down nature of the surveys. the lack of gender awareness. and the traditional and 

non-participatory manner in which it was being implemented. We suggested that the 

Canadians get involved. in order to recommend improvements in the process ( in  other 

words to build capacity). Project members at UBC argued that this was a Vietnamese 

initiative. and thüt i t  was their prerogative to implement as they saw fit. They did. 

however. hope that continued dialogue between the CPR and the intems would allow for 

discussion of these ideas. and that rnaybe rhey would have some impact. In rny case. 

thcre was very little dialogue with the CPR, and the survey went ahead. and was 

implemented in very top-down manner. as quickly and cheaply as possible. 

A related problem is that the people who participated in meetings and workshops 

t« discuss methodology and implementation did not actually carry out the survey. While 

the steering committee memben meet and make the decisions, the collaborators cany out 

the field work. This poses a problem in tenns of passing on skills and knowledge. and 

gencrally for building capacity. This example bnngs up some of the contradictions 

involved with the promotion of capacity building from an aitemative development 

stündpoint. Capacity building irnplies some notion of teaching and shacing of 
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esperience. and in this case the Canadian partnen were unwilling to provide direction to 

tlieir partnrrs for f eu  of seeming dictatorial and non-participatory What then. is the role 

of the Canadian partners? 

Gender Issues 

The vast changes brought about due to economic reforms have had tremendous 

impacts on women in Vietnam. In order to understand gender roles in Vietnam today. a 

brief examination of women's historical roles is in order. According to Tran Thi Que. 

gendrr equality existed in traditional Vietnamese society. prior <O Chinese occupation. 

Gender roles were profoundly altered. however. by the traditional Confucian values 

w hich becarne pervasive throughout centuries of Chinese rule. Confuciün values were 

hasrd upon social stability. duty, and hierarchy (1995: 187). A woman's life was rulrd by 

the "three obediences": a women was to obey tirst her father. ihen husband. and. then. if 

nridowed. her son (Esser, 1996: 2). Women's roles were characterized by service and 

sacrifice to thrir families (Tran. 1995: 187). Women were completely dependent upon 

men: they had no rights to citizenship, education, or inheritance. The Confucian value 

systern became deeply embedded and was rnaintained by the feudal system ( 188). [t 

remained unchanged during the French colonial period. and pervüdes gender roles in 

Vietnam today. 

During the socialist era from 1945 to 1986. women's emancipation became a 

priority and a p'at of the national agenda. Equality between men and women was 

rncoded in the 1946 Constitution which States that "Women enjoy equality with men in 



al1 spheres of activity: political. cultural. at home and in society" (Albee. 1995: 4). 

Women's political representation was quitc high in both the National Assembly and the 

Cornmunist Party. In addition, univenal access to education and health care was ensured. 

Literricy rates soared to 90%. with only a marginal difference between men and women 

( Esser. 1996: 19). Women were considered to be equally productive members of society. 

In füci. women's agricultural productivity, dong with their mi l i tq  particip*ion is 

panially credi ted with Vietnam's wartime successes. As Tran remarks. 'The success of 

Vietnam's resistünce against foreign aggression was to a large extent due to the equül 

contribution of men and womrn. Cleuly. Vietnam could not have won her struggle if 

only nien had taken pan" ( 1995: 204) .  

Women's status increasrd immensely during this period. Although tremendous 

gains were made. Andrea Lee Esser points out that "the focus during this era on women's 

equality niay be analyzed as a rneans of mobilizing women to implement state policy 

rather than as a means to emancipate women from an unjust system. The actuül needs of 

women as perceived by wornen thernselves wÿs rarely taken into account" ( 1996: 4). 

Despite the advances made in women's equality dunng the socialist erü. women's status 

in Vietnam remüins quite low. This has been iittributed to Confuciÿn values which 

remain embedded in gender roles today. "Most women in rural Vietnamese households 

continue io hold lower status than men and this reality is deeply rooted in the long 

Contùcian history" (Albee, 1995: 5). 

Today. women's participation in the workforce is quite high. Wornen represent 
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51.57~ of total labour force, and 73% of women are considered to be economically active 

(Anh. 1997: 89)"'. In addition, women bear the rnajority of the responsibility for 

productive labour. As in many countries. women in Vietnam carry the "double burden" 

uf both productive and reproductive work, and work approxirnately four hours longer per 

d q  than men (Esser. 1996: 15). Studies have shown, however, that women have very 

littie decision-making power within the household. Most important decisions are made 

by men. except among female-headed households (Tran. 1995: 19 1).  Though women's 

rights have becn legislated, the impact on rural women has been limited. and 

"... Iqal pronouncrments on the status of women and their equality with men are distant 

from the realities of women's lives" (Albee. 1995: 5). Women's political representation 

has declined substantially from 32% of the National Assernbly in 1975 to 199 today 

(UN.  1998: 64).  At the commune level. women's representation in the People's 

Cornmittees falls to 14% (64). 

Economic reforms have brought about improvements such as higher incornes. an 

increüse in consumer goods, and more rights and freedoms, including the freedom to 

choose jobs and to migrate (Esser, 1996: 8). "Women themselves feel they have greater 

opponunity and autonomy under the new system. Women talk of having more freedorn 

to make their own choices about their lives" (9). At the same time, however. many of the 

üchievements from the socialist era are being eroded. As Tran remarks, "Since 

I 'J This figure is in fact quite low given the large number of women involved in the informa1 sector. which 
is not triken into consideration in formal surveys (Esser, 1995: 7). 
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reunification and peace - and especially since the initiation of economic reform - there 

have been growing signs that the position of women is declining. particulürly in rural. 

sccluded and remote areas" ( 1995: 204). Women's status has been affected by the 

reelorms in several ways. From 1989 to 1994 thousands of stüte-owned enterprises were 

closed. A 1992 report by the Vietnamese Women's Union states that 77% of retrenched 

workers were women. This is largely attributed to the fact that women held lower 

positions, and were therefore the first to be laid off. In addition, increased 

rcsponsibilitics have failen on women's shoulders with cuts to social services and the 

introduction of user-fees for health services and education (Albee, 1995: 16 ). Preiirninary 

rcpons suggest that the Fernale literacy rate is fdling as fees have been introduced at the 

secondary level. and families are less willing to pay for their daughters to continue their 

education (UN. 1998: 65). Finally, it is important to note that Vietnamese society is in a 

state of tliin. The reform policies of doi nioi have affected not only the economy. but 

; h o  have brought about significant social changes (Esser. 1996: 8). Men and women 

al i ke are struggling to redefine themselves in a rapidly changing society . 

The LPRV project strives to promote gender equity. and stütes thüt Y..  wornen's 

immediate. practical needs and strategic (empowerment) needs will both be addressed" 

3 ) .  It is important. however, to go beyond what the project says it will do. and analyse 

whüt actually happens. As Naila Kabeer points out. in order to understand how gender is 

intepied into a project. we must first discover how it is understood by the various actors 

involved ( 1996). I will begin by outlining how gender is incorporated at the project team 



Irvel. When the project first began. there were no women at on Hue CPR team. 

Immediately before the project began, one woman was added to the steering committee. 

due to pressure from UBC and NCSSH. While according to the project proposal there is 

to be an rqual numbrr of men and women on the steering committee. the reality differs: 

thcre are eight men and one womün. This is in large part due to the hieruchy of the 

~inivcrsity system. and the fact that the Dean of the university refuses to appoint more 

women. The rationale for this is that women are ovenvorked, both in the university and 

at home. do not have the time nor the interest to work on project. However my interviews 

with women team members revenled a strong interest in increasing their participation. but 

they claimed they are not taken senously by their male counterparts. They have to 

constantly battle to become fully integnted in the project. Therc is a feeling by male 

niembers that appointing more women to the team will slow progress. as women are 

pcrceivrd as  being unable to work independently, or "think strategically". In addition i t  is 

rhought that they cannot endure hürsh conditions of research in remote areas. despite 

women living in these very areas. The few women who are involved are marginalized 

froiii both decision-making and field visits. The male members of the team I spoke with 

hrld very traditional views of women's roles, and assened that women are "happy in the 

kitchen". and that the project should not get involved in this area. Clearly, women are not 

rreatrd as equal partners within the team. It is unlikely, then. if the project is unwilling to 

adopt a gender-transfomative approach at the management level. that it would do so in 

project activities in the communes. in project implementation, gender issues are seen as 
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distinct from other project activities, and not necessarily to be integnted. The gender 

team, made up of four women, are quite margindized within the project. and must fight 

for recognition from their male counterparts. 

Al1 "gender activities" at the commune level are implemented through the 

Vietnam Women's Union (VWU). The Women's Union. supponed by the stüte, is the 

prirnary organization through which work with women is conducted (Eisen. 1981). In 

1930 the Women's Union was established by the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) as 

ü mass organization in order to serve as a link between the Communist Party. and the 

people (De Valler. 1996). The VWU was, and continues to be responsible for the 

niobilizaiion. education. and representation of Vietnamese women (Tetreault. 1996: 40). 

In addition. the Women's Union is tüsked with providing policy recommendations to the 

oovernment. It has been argued by some that the VWU has not been tembly effective in C 

this regard. According to Esser. "'There is some indication that anything beyond ii token 

show of participation from the VWU would not be readily accepted by the policy-making 

bodies as the traditional Confucian values still sideline women in political uenas. even 

whrn they are present ai meetings ( 1996: 38). 

The focus of the VWU has changed drarnatically h m  the mobilization of wornen 

for wiir efforts. to a focus on women's rights as individuals (Tran, 1997: 52). tt has more 

thün eleven million members. consisting predominantly of rural women (Esser. 1996: 37). 

Since 1992 the Women's Union has functioned essentially as an NGO. receiving money 

from both the national govemrnent and international donors in order to conduct pssroots 



activities (Tran. 1997: 52). Its resources. however. are extremely limited due to 

government cutbacks. It is important to riote that the VWU receives funding from the 

government. and represents official Communist Party policy. The VWU is quite 

conservat ive, and embedded in the welfare model. generally promoting women's 

reproductive roles and strengthening their roles within the family (De Valler. 1996: UN 

1996). Activities tend to focus on practical gender needs such as income generation. 

credit. hmily planning and social welfare (Mulla, 1994: 37). As Arlene Eisen points out. 

"Understandably. priorities are determined by the requirements of the nation's survivd: to 

dcvelop an rconomy capable of meeting the basic needs of people and to defend the 

nation agüinst foreign aggression" ( 1984: 282). Women's priorities. thrn. are often 

niarginiilized to national priorities of economic development. 

How then. is "gender" understood within the Women's Union*? An interview with 

a representative from the Provincial Women's Union reveüled that "gender" as a concept 

hüs only emerged in the past two years at the provincial level. It remains a very new 

concept which they lire attempting to incorponte into their work and ideology. 

Ihfortunütely, however, there is little rnoney for training of thcir staff, and the ideas have 

not been extensively disseminated at the grassroots. At the provincial level, women's 

cmpowcrment is recognized as important. and efforts are made to incorporate awareness 

activities with projects that address women's practical needs. 

At the commune level, there is little acknowledgement of the importance of 

gender analysis. This is partially due to the Iack of training of local Women's Union 



70 

representatives. The socialist rhetoric of equality is continuously advanced. 1 was told 

rcpeatedly that men and women are completely equal in al1 social. political and economic 

activities. Although 1 stressed that different responsibilities did not necessarily imply 

inequelity. the reply was always the same "Men and women are completely equal". 

Questions rcgarding decision making were responded to in ii similar manner: according to 

my in fermants. al1 decisions in al1 aspects of life: finances. education. health. agriculture. 

are made together by both the husband and wife. While in theory men and women may 

he completely equal. the membership of the People's Committee demonstrates a cleür 

Iück of gender equality. with twenty-four men. and only one woman. Such discussion. 

however. w u  not welcomed. and it was difficult to get open. candid responses. Although 

the officia1 ideology is one of complrte equality, clearly this varies greatly from in formal 

gender relations. This experience points to the role of socialist rhetoric in obscurhg 

gender analyses and thereby hindering gender equality. 

The Ilick of attention to. and understanding of, gender issues has led to their 

marginalization in LPRV project activities and research to date. As experience hüs 

show ngain and again, if gender is not integnted in the beginning of a project. the 

project is more likely to fail, or to bring about adverse effects on women's lives (CarIoni, 

1990). The Hue CPR has adopted a "gender-blind" policy, in which male professors 

rcceivr the bulk of the benefits, while women are rnarginalizedJ'. As Kabeer points out. 

'" Naila Kribaer defines gender-blind policies as **those which are implicitly premised on the notion of a 
male development actor. and which, while couched in apparently gender-neutral language, are implicitly 
male-biased in that they privilege male needs. interests and priorities in the distribution of  opportunities 
and resources" ( 1996: 5 ) .  



"Institutional rules. resources, and practices determine how authority and power are 

distributed among its membership ( 1993: 86). At the university level. while the official 

ideology is one of gender equality, clearly the reality is very different. As men receive 

more henefits such as workshops and training than women. the gap will continue to 

increase ris men receive more professional development opportunities than women. If 

there is no gender equity within the CPR. it is also unlikely that it will be achieved at the 

commune level. The inequality between men and women will dso be exacerbüted as to 

date. women have been left out of the research and decision-making of the leaming-by- 

doing projects. The prospects for women's participation and empowerment in this 

projcct. then, remain bleak. 

Political Issues 

In Vietnam. there are several political issues which hinder the succrss of 

deve lopment work. panicularl y those seeking to promote people's panicipat ion. Vietnam 

rcmains a highly centrdized country. with strict state control (Keenün. 1993). The 

government structure is very hierarchical in nature, and working at the grassroots is very 

difficult. According to various NGO representatives, few organizations have succeeded 

in this regard. For the most part, one has to work with the People's Committee. which is 

the lowest lrvel of administration. The govemment has much control over project 

activitirs. including deciding which areas will receive projects. in the case of the Hue 

CPR. two out of the three communes were chosen by the government in order to promote 

covernment interests such as relocating the boat dwellers ont0 land, and settling a 
C 
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sparsely populated area. Phu Binh. for example. is a suburb of Hue City. with a large 

population living on boats in city canais and waterways. The municipality hiis been 

attempting to resettle people onto land for approximately ten years. with little success. 

Hue University has been asked to help with the relocation efforts. The boat dwellers are 

seen as "backwlird". hüving bad habits. short term vision. and many social problems. 

Essentially. they are seen as "trouble makers". While the project's involvement has been 

limiied so Far. the team hopes to "persuade" the people to move to land. A predetemined 

agenda such as this is obviously a bmier to promoting a healthy. participatory 

relationship with the people in this area. and ethically questionable. This example raises 

thc qiiestion: whose interests are being served by project activities? 

In the university system. there are also several obstacles. In the case of Hue 

University. development projects are highly sought after because of the income they 

provide to the university. The university is involved in many large projects. and the 

emptiasis is on quantity rather than quality. The interests of the locd people. therefore. 

do not receive top priority. As previously mentioned. the university is also very 

hicrarcliicül. which is a major challenge in foming rt team which will work together. and 

Icürn from one another. Insteüd, steering committee members are usually heads of 

drpanments. and party members. and they delegate the work to junior members of the 

department. These junior members are rarely involved in the planning and decision- 

making. solely the field work. This approach makes it very difficult for capacity to be 

built as the same group of people is never present, discussing, leming from their 
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activities. The govemment and university hieruchies represent considerable challenges 

to the promotion of empowerment and participation within this project. 

Perceptions of Participation and Empowerment 

As illustrateci in previous chaptrrs. both participation and empowerment are vcry 

vague terms. Unless they are spelled out by an organization before project 

irnplementütion. this ümbiguity can lead to confusion and rnisunderstandings. particularly 

across cultures. In this particular project. the perceptions of empowerment and 

participation diffrr widely among partners. As we have seen. empowerment is a concept 

thüt hüs been widely adopted by the most mainstream of actors throughout the world. In 

Vietnam. however. empowerment is rquated with women's political power. and is 

yx!rally regarded as a threat. The Iünguage of participation. on the other hand. is much 

more acceptable. and in wide-spread use. Many of the Canüdian pÿnners advocated a 

bottom-up approüch in  which power is iransferred into the hands of the poor through 

participation. so that they may be ernpowered and have more control over their own lives. 

Many of the Vietnamese professors 1 worked with. however, had a much different view of 

participation. To them it meant little more than using traditional methods to do research 

"on" the poor. There is little interest in using methods such as PRA activities to conduct 

research. evrn though they have received extensive training, preferring instead to use 

traditional methods such as surveys. Expert knowledge is more valued than the 

kiiowledge and experience of the people themselves. Professors feel that they know 

what the problems and solutions are aiready, so there is no need to conduct participatory 
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research. Participation of the poor in this project is nominal at best. with little possibility 

of altering structures of inequality that affect the poor, and in pdcular. women. The 

"learning by doing" projects will be limited to welfare projects which do little to 

empower the poor. The experience of this project also brings up the question of who the 

piirticipütion is for. In other words. who is benefitting? Ultimately. both the Canadian 

and Vietnamese universities are receiving the benefits. Unfonunately. i t  seems the needs 

and priorities of both women and the poor have been rnarginalized. if not altogether 

forgotten. 

Conclusion 

Clearl y. the project's record to date for promoting participation and empowerment 

;kt hoth the univrrsity and the commune lrvel is discouraging. particularly among wornrn. 

Ii is not rny intention to criticize the entire project. rather to point out chat even projects 

with worthy goals such üs participatory empowerment must be carrfully examined. 

Clearly. in this case the language of empowerment and participation was understood and 

 LIS^'^ in drastically different ways by different groups involved. This has led to various 

di fficult ies in project implemrntation. and has hindend the project 's success. Some of 

ihc lessons learned from this case study will be considered more carefully in the 

following chapter. 



Chapter 5 

Concluding Themes 

.4s we have seen, although the language of participatory empowerment pervades 

developrnent discourse. it has been used by various groups to signify very different 

üpproüches. For the most part. it haî  been used uncritically by both practitioners and 

acadernics. More recently. however, the concepts and practices of empowerment. 

participation, and community have been problematized and deconstnicted. Several critics 

have pointed out that the goals of participatory empowerment approaches are much more 

difficult to üchieve thün they first appear. ünd thüt they have their limitations. In 

pürticular. they raise the concem chat these approaches do not effectively deal with the 

nccds of women and other marginalized groups. As the LPRV case study illristrüks. 

many difficulties cm anse in implementing participatory empowerrnent projects. It is not 

cnough merely to suggest that these approaches do not always work. We must move 

heyond the rhetoric of participatory empowerment. and l em from experiences in the 

field. in order to miikr the theory and rnethods of participatory empowerment more useful 

and applicable. 

Al1 too often theory and practice work in isolation. It is time they learn From each 

other. becoming mutually reinforcing. Both the current assumptions and methods of 

participatory empowerment approaches underestimate the intricacies of community. 

gcnder relations. and power structures. There is a need to rethink and complexify the 
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theory of participatory empowerment. ; ~ r  well as to develop methodologies which can 

better address these complexities. This. as 1 have argued. requires more local level 

analysis. and critical evaluation of development projects. Drüwing upon the LPRV case 

study and critiques discussed in Chapter 3. 1 will explore some of the lessons leamcd 

from participatory empowerment in the field and their implications for strengthening 

thcory and meihods. 

Lessons Learned 

First. my research demonstrates that clarity is absolutely essential. Participation 

and crnpowerment arc vague and complex terms which have been used by different 

pcopie to denotc diverging things. This divergence has obscured their meanings in both 

rheory and prrictice. At the theoretical level this lack of clarity has rendered the Iünguüge 

of empowerment virtually meaningless. In order to reclaim its transformative potential. 

the rhetoric ofempowerment needs to be used more carefully. pxticularly in regard to 

dcfinition and the ends served. Scholan and practitioners. therefore. need to be more 

rsplicit in their usage of "empowerment" and "participation". In addition. definitions 

should br contextually specific. taking inio account the complexitirs of local power 

structures and social relations. 

In priictice. lack of clarity cm result in confusion. and possibly Mure of a project. 

Oftcn empowerment and participation are used in project proposais and activities without 

explication. This. as we saw in the LPRV project. c m  lead to misunderstandings and 

negative. unintendrd consequences. Rather than operating with ambiguous objectives, 



clear de finitions of empowerment should be developed early on in the project. As Oxad 

W ithout cleÿr de finition of the term. in the particular context in which they 
are working. development organizations run the danger of merely renaming 
old top-down approaches ... without altering the content and character of 
their programmes or examining the need for changes in  organizational 
culture and processes required ( 1997: 22). 

These definitions should be developed in conjunction with project beneficiaries. and 

should be appropriate to local contexts and address the needs and priorities of the 

participants. Generally. this is assumed to be easy through the use of participatory 

methodologies such as PRA. In reality. however. this is not a simple process as it is 

unlikely that everyonc involved in a project will have common goals and agendas. 

Nevertheless. i t  is important that al1 groups involved declare their reasons for 

pürticipating and what they hope to achieve from project activities. As Rachel Siocum 

points out. "The importance of defining the ends served and making them explicit ... 

should noi be underestimated" ( 1995: 16). By being fully involved in defining project 

goals. participants will hopefully feel ü sense of ownership towards the projeci. 

Once people's priorities are laid out common goals can be established. It is 

important to bear in mind. however, that communities are not homogenous entities. and 

that divisions of gendcr. class, ethnicity, age, caste, etc. run deep. Differences. then. are 

almost certain to irise. Although this is a difficult process. which can lead to conflict and 

power struggles. commonly agreed upon goals are necessary. If not, greatrr problerns 

siich as increased inequality and friction between groups will dmost certainly emerge 
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later on. In particular, gender relations need to be carefully addressed and negotiated. 

Current approaches tend to gloss over these differences within communities and assume 

that they are easily overcome through the use of participatory methodologies (Chambers. 

1994). Explicit methodologies for addressing and mediating differences within 

communities need to be developed in order for participatory methods to be successful. 

The second lesson pertains to the process of ernpowerment. Once clear 

definitions of rmpowerment and common goals are established with beneficiaries. 

specific strategies to reach these gods should be developed. and project activities can be 

thus designed to promote empowerment. Again. this is genenlly assumed to be an easy 

tnsk. Given the complex power structures and divisions within communities, this is 

actuülly a chüllenging process which takes time. The recent critiques OF "cornmunity" 

need to be built upon and incorporated into the theoretical foundations of participatory 

empowerment. As well. the theory m u t  adopt a long term vision and take into account 

;il 1 the cornplex ities and difficulties that may arise in these processes. 

At the practictil level, methods to enhance empowerment need to be carefully 

designed and carried out. Empowerrnent strategies should be determined wi th 

participants very early on in the project. Ideally. this would occur prior to the project 

proposal. so that the project would truly reflect the needs and priorities of the 

bene ficiaries. Participatory methodologies. supplemented by a viiriety of other 

techniques, such as focus groups. interviews with local leaders. etc, should be used to 

develop these definitions, goals and strategies. The following questions need to be 
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addressed in this process. What does it rnean to be empowered in this context? How can 

these goals be reached? How can the project play a facilitating role? It should be 

recognizrd that this is not a "quick and easy" process. PRA activities. as they are usually 

conducted. tend to be quite short. lasting only a few hours. or a few days. This approach. 

however. does not provide enough tirne for a crue exchange of information. or to get at 

more subtle information such as local power structures and gender roles. PRA al1 too 

often is an extractive process, rather than a true dialogue. Instead. a substantial time 

cornmitment is required. as well as a considerable amount of knowledge of the local 

çominunity. It is also important to build a sense of trust with the local people. This 

rcquires 1i considerable time investment as well as properly trained experts. The use of 

prictitioners from the local community or nearby is generally beneficial as they will have 

a better understanding of local issues than outsiders. This should be balanced, however. 

by the involvement of representatives from the irnplementing or donor agency, in order to 

ensurr accountübility and transparency in the process. As illustrated in my case study. 

withoui mechanisms to ensure accountability. the process may be üppropriated by local 

dites for their own goals and agendas. Transparency and accountability to both the 

project beneficiaries and donors is vital to the success of any project. Currently. though 

liccountability to donors is heavily emphasized and formalized within monitoring and 

cvaluation processes. accountabiliry to project beneficiaries is often neglected. This 

liccountability can be prornoted through the use of participatory methodologies. As 

discussed carlier. however, participatory tools have their limitations, and thesr need to be 
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acknowledged by pract itioners. Methods should continue to evolve. New methods are 

ülso needed in order to üddress these limitations. and push beyond them. 

As mentioned in Chapter 3. empowerment is a process. the end results of which 

cannot he foreseen. It is vital. then. for projects to rernain flexible enough to deal with 

chünging priorities. Flexibility is key to ensuring that the project can continue to meet the 

needs of participants. Thus. while projects should clearly lay out the goals, de fini fions 

and strategies for empowerment early on and have a long term vision, tlexibility is 

eqiially important. in order to adapt to possible changes in direction of the process. 

The third lesson pertains to the role of orgiinizational culture and structures. 

Thrse have a significant impact on projects. and can facilitate or hinder empowerment. 

Participatory empowerment theories generdly focus on empowering women. the poor. 

and othcr mürginalized groups. without paying attention to broader organizational 

structures involved. There is a need, however, to incorporate an analysis of 

orgüniziit ional structures and cultures into empowerment approaches. Ex plici t 

methodologies to examine broader structures and their impacts on local communities and 

projects must be developed. As Holcombe States. "development projects can never 

expect to achieve participatory and empowering poverty alleviation unless the 

management of those projects is itself participatory and empowering" ( 1995: 3). The 

design of a project. as well as the hierarchy of universities, govemments and donors cm  

a11 hinder a project's attempts to promote empowerment. As we saw in the case of the 

LPRV project. decision-making was quite vertical, decisions were made by the UBC and 
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NCSSH project members. and then passed down to the CPRs. In addition. the hierarchy 

of Hue University wüs disernpowering to those within the project. particularly to women. 

This negatively affected the quality of work done in the field. The organizational culture 

did not promote full participation among professon: incentives were not distributed 

cquitably, nor was decision-making power. It is clear that a project working within this 

oqiinizational culture is unlikely to successfully promote empowerment at the local 

lcvel". In addition. the centralized decision-making structure of the Vietnarnese 

government impinges upon the project's capacity to promote bottom-up decision-making. 

The oqünizational structures and cultures of donors must also be examined. 

Rigid donor regdations regarding funding, project proposals. and the project cycle 

impede long term processes of ernpowerment. Most decision making remains in the 

hands of "experts". and project planning is top-down. The possibiiities for empowerment 

are inhrrently limited within the current structures, as the focus remains on short-term 

rtisults. rrither than long term processes. 

The tïnal lesson to be drawn frorn the critiques and case study is thüt participation 

in and of itself is not empowering or transformütive. As wc have seen. participation of 

local people can take many shapes and forms, and can be used to transform a system. or 

io maintain the stütus quo. As Slocum points out. "Over the decades. participatory 

methodologies have been employed carefully by sorne, and abused by others" ( 1995: 3). 

" Kelly and Armstrong describe a similar situation in a pmject between McGill University and the 
University of Visayas, Philippines, in which the hiemchy of the universities hindered the participation 
and empowerment of Iocai people ( 1996). 
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Rather than assurning that participatory projects are inherentiy good and transformative. 

we miist probe more deeply. "Participation does not exist in the abstract. Participation is 

de fined through speci fic institutions. processes and ideological and culturül factors. It is 

detïned through the individuals and groups of individuals involved (or not involved) in a 

participatory process" (Kaufmann. 1997: 20). 

While participation has been seen as empowering by "giving a voice" to the poor. 

i t  does not necessarily iiddress the underlying causes of poverty and oppression. Merely 

providing an opportunity for the poor and marginalized to speak does not necessarily 

chiillenge the power structures. This is particularly evident in regards to gender relations. 

Encourriging wornen to participate does not automaticdly mean their voices are heard. or 

that gnder roles will become more equitable. Participatory empowerment approaches 

assume empowerment to be as simple as giving people a voice. and getting them 

involved. This presumes, however, that power exists in the centre. and that people just 

need to be brought in to share in this power. A postmodem perspective which allows for 

a more nuanced undentanding of power has much to offer in this regard. Power is not 

something that only some people possess, rather everyone. even the rnost mÿrginalized 

groups. have some degree of power. A process which focuses on the power of 

marginalized groups and builds upon their power is more likely to achieve empowerment 

t han one which adopts either a "zero-sum" or a "power-over" approach. which leads to 

contlict and struggle. In addition, the incorporation of ü GAD approach, which examines 

social relations. gender relations and power structures would deepen our understanding of 
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processes of empowerment. Most importantly. participatory empowerment theories need 

to explicitly address and challenge power structures in order to be genuinely empowering 

and bring about transformation. 

On a practical level, we need to examine whether or not participation is serving 

the nreds of the poor and marginalized. First. the level of participation needs to be 

determincd. How involved are people in decision-making and in shaping the project? 

Are some groups marginalized? Are women's voices effectively heard? Does the 

participation reinforce or challenge traditional power structures between or within 

groups? How does it do so? Who is gaining from the participation? For what ends is 

participation being promoted? Who benefits the most? As the example of Phu Binh in 

the LPRV case study illustntes. the participation of the boat dwellers is being used to 

implement the city official's goals of relocation. In this case. participation is being 

utilized in an instrumentalist fashion to realize the pre-determined pa l s  of local 

otlïciüls". Obviously. this is not empowering. when the boat dwellers have little control 

«ver the agenda. and cannot easily resist relocation. In fact. the entire LPRV project is 

based upon participation of the poor for the benefit of the universities. In addition. 

t hough i t  wüs an unintended consequence, the local bureaucracy has also benefited from 

this project. The participation of the Vietnamese poor in "leaming by doing" projects 

allows for capacity-building of Vietnamese professors. and research opponunities for 

Canadiiin professors. I was told on several occasions chat success on the ground wÿs not 

7 -4 

James Ferguson notes similar "unintended consequences", and the spread of the state bureaucncy 
through a CID.4 funded project in Lesotho (199 1). 



as important as leaming from the process. and that this provided valuable research 

opportiinities for Canadian graduate students and professors. Recognizing this reality, a 

Cünadian researcher acknowledged that this project allows "... us as researchers to stand 

brick and observe and write about such processes. and becorne well known and 

crcdentiüled through the process. whether or not the experience on the ground is a 

success". Obviously. in this case. participation was not empowering for the Vietnamese 

poor. 

This is not to süy that participation cannot be empowering. merely that it is not 

inherently empowering. Rather. ii depends on the agendas of those who are 

iniplcmcnting the project. and whether or not they foster empowerment. Participatory 

nicthods must continue to evolve in order to explicitly challenge and transform power 

structures. 

Implications for Theory, Policy and Practice 

What. thrn. are the implications of this study for theory. policy and practice? II 

enipowcrment. with its original. transfomative goals were to be adopted by mÿinstream 

ügencies. several changes in regulations and policies would have to occur. Most 

imponantly. the conceptual understanding of development would have to be drastically 

altered from a top-down, technocritic. expert driven approüch towards an alternative 

development approach - one thüt places people firmly at the centre. and rnakes people 

"lirchitrcts of their own development" (Sireeten, 1997: 204). While the adoption of the 

rhrtoric of empowerment and participation signais a move in this direction. cornmitment 



to the process would be a radical change for most development agencies. 

In prictice, to tnily promote ernpowerment. funding structures would have to be 

altered, dong with reporting, monitoring, and evaluation mechanisms, in order to give 

more accountability and control to the project beneficiaries. In addition. the project 

design and project cycle would have to be modified in order to make room for more 

involvemen t of the beneficiaries at the needs identification stage. be fore the project 

proposais are completed. Clearly. the sooner the project beneficiaries are involved in the 

process. the better. As we have seen, empowerment is a process which encompasses al1 

aspects of life. therefore projects should be holistic. rÿther than sectoral in nature. In 

addition. rmphasis would have to be placed on long terni processes and qualitative 

indicators. rather than short term results. Clrarly, projects which last between three and 

tïve years are not long enough to empower participants in any long-term. sustainable way. 

Agencies should adopt policies which promote devolution of decision-making. and 

cxperimcnt with more flexible approüches. NGOs must continue to push donors to 

cvolve and to becomr more accountable to their beneficiaries while also rnaintaining 

accountability and transpÿrency to the donors themselves. If an agency hüs the will to do 

so. their contributions could prove quite valuable in fostering empowerment. 

Unfonunately. however, most development agencies and govemment development 

policies continue to be rooted in the modernization model. which is profoundly opposed 

to holistic tramformative change. 



Conclusion: Ways Forward 

Where then, does the potential for empowerment lie'? The impetus must come 

from the grassroots. Grassroots organizations must continue to mobilize people and to 

promotc empowerment and participation at the local levet. In addition, however, they 

nced to ocknowledge larger structures. and to develop strategies to work with them. or to 

chiillenge them in order to bring about change. The state. for its part. must be willing to 

let thesc organisations flourish, and to work with them and listen to their demands. 

International development agencies and MGOs can provide suppon in the form of 

cüpacity building. forging networks and dliances, and. possibly. financial support. This 

support. however. m u t  not undermine the autonomy of the movement. 

It is the potentidly transformative agenda of the empowerment approach which 

puts it in danger of being undermined by national govemments and international 

development ügencies. Until governments and international development agencies accept 

the need for people-centred development as well as economic growth. the empowerment 

approach will continue to be ernbraced only at the grassroots level. while those at higher 

levrls interpret it to promote their own agendas. 

While participatory empowerment is not as simple and easy as it may first appear, 

i t  rernains a wonhwhile goal to pursue. My goal is not to say that "empowerment" cannot 

work. rrither. that it is a much more complex process. and more difficult to implement 

than is usually acknowledged. This is not to say that empowerment never occurs through 

development efforts. rather that we need to look more closely at how it is being used. to 
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what ends, and with what results. We need to move beyond abstract theorizing in order 

to determine how peoples' lives are affected. To date. the theory and practice of 

pürticipatory empowerment have been quite separate. It is time to bridge that gap by 

paying more attention to what is happening on the ground. how these approaches are 

bcing played out, and how we can improve upon them. 1 am not suggesting that we throw 

tlic iipproach out. rather that we contextualize and ground it. so that it may better address 

the needs of marginalized grpups throughout the world. At the theoretical level. the trend 

of crit ical anal ysis needs to continue. and be incorporated into the participatory 

empowerment theory. This analysis. however. should be grounded in the düily 

experiences of t hose who are involved in participatory rmpowerment projects. Only 

through grounded. field level rcsearch will the theory br: contextualized and balanced by 

everyday rxperirnces of those men and women involved in empowerment projects. 

While this is whüt 1 have attempted to do. much more grounded research needs to be done 

in order to strengt hen both the theory. and the methods of participatory empowerment 

üpproiiches. In ün era of increasing globalization. the need for grounded theory is 

particularly important. 



APPENDIX 1 

Map of Vietnam 

Source: Murni!. Geot'frey. V i e n i m i :  Dmiw o f  <i N e \ i  M d e t .  New York: Si. Martin's 
Press. 1997. p.5. 
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List of Interview and Meetings 

UBC Team Members 

NCSSH Team Members 

Phu Binh People's Cornmittee Representatives 

A Tuc People's Committee Representatives 

Phu Da People's Cominittee, Representatives 

H u c  S tcering Committee 

H u e  Steering Committee 

Gènder Team Member 

C IDSE Representative 

NAV Representative 

Phu Da Womcn's Union Representative 

Phu Da People's Committee Representatives 

Hue Team Member 

Vilrious NGO Representatives 

Gendrr Tcam Representatives 

Red Cross Representative 

Provincial Women's Union Representative 

May 17- 19. 1999 

May 25, 1999 

May31. 1999 

June 1 ,  1999 

June 2, 1999 

June 3, 1999 

June 17. 1999 

June 22, 1999 

Junc 24, 1999 

June 25, 1999 

June 29, 1999 

June 29, 1999 

July 9. 1999 

July 19. 1999 

July 22, 1999 

July 28, 1999 

July 19, 1999 



Bibliographic References 

Abbott, Dina. "Who Else Will Support Us?". Cornrnitnity Developnient Jortrnol. 32 (3) 
( 1996): 199-209. 

Afshar. Haleh. (ed.), Worneri ïrnd Empowerrnenr: Illrrsrrnrions from the Third World. 
London: MacMillan Press Limited, 1998. 

Albee. Alanü. "Living in Transition: Women in Rural Vietnam". Hull: The Association of 
Southeast Asian Studies in the United Kingdom. 1995. 

Anisur Rahman. Md. People's Self-Developmet~t. London: Zed Books. 1993. 

Barry. Kathleen. (ed.). Vietncini's Women in Trïinsition. London: MacMillan Press 
Limited. 1996. 

Batliwala. Srilatha. "The Meaning of Wornen's Empowerment: New Concepts for 
Action". in Gita Sen. A. Germain and L. Chen, Popdcrriorl Pc11icie.s Reconsidered: 
HL'LIIIII, Empo ttwwten t cind Ri,qCrt.s, Boston: Harvard University Press, 1 994. 

Bhüti. Ela. "Toward Empowerment". World Drvelopnient, 17 ( 7 )  ( 1989): 1059-1065. 

Bonon. Lady. "Leaming to Work in Viet-Nam, New York". New York: US-Indochina 
Reconciliation Project. 1994. 

Boserup. Ester. Womun 's Rolr in Ecortnmic Develupment, New York: St. Martin's Press. 
1970. 

Bui. Thi Kin Quy. "The Vietnamese Womün in Vietnam's Process of Change". in K. 
Barry. Viemarri ' s  \Vonint in Trmsition: London: MacMillan Press. 1996. 

Carloni. Alice. "Women in F A 0  Projects: Cases From Asia. the Near East. and Africa" in 
Kathleen Staudt. (ed.) Women, Internciriond Developnrent, ctnd Polirics. Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press. 1990. 

Carmrn. Raff. Aiitonurrioiis Devdopment: Hummiring the Lrindsccipe: An Escmrsion intn 
Ratiicd Tliirikirig ~rnd Practice. London: Zed Books Ltd. 1996. 

Carroll. Thomas F. Intermedici- NGOs: The Supporting Link in Grnssroots 
Deidopnien t. West Hartford: Kumarian Press, 1992. 



Chambers. Robert, 'The Origins and Practice of Participatory Rural Appraisal", World 
Drrdoprrrerit. 22. ( 1994): 953-969. 

Chowdhry. Geeta. "Engendering Development? Women in Development ( WID) in 
International Developrnent Regimes" in Marianne Marchand and Jane Parpart (eds.), 
Fo>rini.sr~r. Postmodemisni. Development. London: Routledge. 1995. 

CIDA, CIDA irt Acrion: Viet Nam, Hull: CIDA, 1996. 

CIDA. CIDA tir Work in Vietnam. www.acdi-cida.gc.ca. 1998. 

Clarke. J . Democrcitising Development: The Role of Voli<nrqv Orgnni.scttic~n.s. London: 
Earthscan, 199 1. 

Coady International Institute, A Hadbook for Socid/Gendrr Anctfyis. Ottawa: Canadian 
Internat ional Development Agency. 1990. 

Crüig. Gary and Majorie Mayo, (eds. ). Community Empoivement: A Re&r in 
Pm-ticipiition trnd Devrlopmrnr. London: Zed Books. 1995. 

Crawley. Heaven "Living up to the Empowerrnent Claim? The Potential of PRA". in 
Irene Guij t and Meera Kaul Shah, (eds.), The Mvrli of Cornmunity: Grnder 1s.s~trs in 
Ptrrricipittory Development, London: Intemediate Technology Publications, 1998. 

Currie. Dawn, Gayle, Noga and Penny Gurstein (eds.), Lecirning to Wrirr: Womeil '.Y 

Strtdirs in Drvrlopment, Vancouver: FRAP-Net Collective Press. 1998. 

Dawson. Ella, "Assessing the Impact: NGOs and Empowerment" in H. Afshar (ed.), 
Ctimrrn cind Gripowrrn~ent: Ill~istrations from the Tliird World, London: MacMillan 
Publishers Lirnited. 1998. 

De Vüller, Agneta. Inventop of Vietnumese Orgnnizotions Working on Wonirds Iss~ies, 
Hanoi: Swedish International Development Authority. 1996. 

Dodswonh, John, et al. Vietnam: Transition tu a Market Econmny. Washington DC: 
International Monetary Fund: 1996. 

Ecide, Deborah and Suzanne Williams. The O.rfcm Hmdbouk of Deivdopmrnt and Relit$ 
I'olllrne 1,  Oxford: Oxfam, 1995. 

Eade. Deborah. Capricity-Building: An Approach to People-Centred Development. 
Oxford: Oxfam, 1997. 



Edwards. Michael and David Hulme. Making n Difference: NGOs and Developrnrnt in (1 

Clirrngijig Worlrl. London: Earthscan, 1992. 

Eisen. Arlene, Wonren and Revolirtion in Vietntrm, London: Zed Books, 1984. 

Escobar. Anuro, "The Making and the Unmaking of the Third World Through 
Developmen t" in M. Rahnema and V. Bawtree (eds.), The Pos~Development Reodrr, 
London: Zed Books. 1997. 

Esser. Andrea. Coiint. Gender Annlysis: Vietnam. Hanoi: Netherlands Development 
Organization. 1996. 

Everett. Jana. "The Global Empowerment of Women", Association of Womrn in 
Development Con fer ence, 1989. 

Fals-Borda. Orlando. Action and Knowledge: Brenking the Monopofy witlr Prrrticiprrtory 
kziorr Resecirch. London: Intermediate Technology Publications. 199 1 . 

Ferguson. James. The Anti-Politics Machine: 'Development ', Depoliticicritiun cmd 
Bi<remcrcitic Poiver in Lesorho, Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press. 1994. 

Fettermün. David. and A. Wandersrnan. Empowerment E~duntinn: Knorvkdge cznd 7001s 
jbr Self-Asses.srnazt and Accoitntability, Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 1996. 

Foucüu 1 t . Michel. Pori.rr/Kno wledge: Selected Intervieivs and Other Writings 1972 - 
1977, New York: Pantheon, 1980. 

Freire. Paulo. Pedagogy of the Oppressed, New York: Herder and Herder. 1968. 

Friedmann. John, Enrpo>vrmrnt: The Politics of Alterncitiw Developrnent, London: Zed 
Books. 1992. 

Galjart. Benno. "Counter-development: Possibilities and Constraints", in G. Craig and M. 
Mayo (eds.). Conrmitnity Empowennenc A Reader in Purticipation and Development. 
London: Zed Books, 1995. 

Galjart, Benno, "Participatory Development Projects: Some Conclusions from Research". 
Sociolugicr Riiralis, 2 1, ( 198 1 ): 142- 157. 

Goebel, Allison, "Process, Perception and Power: Notes from 'Participatory' Research in 
a Zimbabwean Resettlement Area", Developnrent crnd Change, 29, ( 1998): 277-305. 



Guij t. irene and Meera Kaul Shah, (eds.). The Myth of Commcïnity: Gender Issues in 
Pnrticipcitory Developntent, London: Intermediate Tec hnology Publications, 1998. 

Gupta. Dipankar. "Civil Society in the india Context: Letting the State off the Hook". 
Conreniporciry Sociology. 26,3, ( 1997): 305-307. 

Hainsworth. Geoffrey. (ed.), Localized Poveny Reduction in Viet Nam: Improving the 
Enabling Environment for Livelihood Enhancement in Rural Areas, Vancouver: Centre 
for Southeast Asia Research, 1999. 

Hartsock. Nancy. "Foucault on Power: A Theory for Women?" in L. Nicholson (ed.). 
Feminism/Postmodemism, New York: Routledge, 1990. 

Himmelstandt. Karin "Can an Aid Bureaucracy Empower Women?" in K. Staudt (ed.). 
LVonirn. Irtrrntcitioncil Developmrnt, and Politics. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1990. 

Holcombe. Susan. Manoging to Empoivec The Grcrmren Bctnk's Experience of Powrty 
Allevinrion, London: Zed Books Ltd, 1995. 

Hy. Van Luong and Adam Fforde, Regionrd Development in Virtncim: Loccd Dyncimics. 
M(irket Forces cmd Stote Policies, Toronto: University of Toronto. 1996. 

Kabeer. Naila. "Gender-Aware Policy and Planning: A Social-relations Perspective". in 
Mandy MacDonald (ed.), Gender Planning in Developrnent Agrncies, Oxford: Oxfam. 
1994. 

Kabeer. Naila. Reversed Rerrlities. London: Verso, 1994. 

Karl . Mari lee. IVornen and Enipowermenc Pcirticipntion and Decision-Making . London: 
Zed Books Ltd. 1995. 

Kau fman. Mic hael, and Haroldo Dilla Al fonso, (eds. ), Commïnity Power and Grnssroots 
De~~iocrcicy: The Transfomntion of Socin1 LiJé. London: Zed Books, 1997. 

Keenan. Faith. "HaIf Measures: Hanoi says it's okay to get rich, but how?". Fcir Eastern 
Ecoriomic Review, February 12. 1998. 

Kelly. P. and W. Armstrong, "Villagers and Outsiders in Cooperation: Expenences from 
Development Praxis in the Philippines", Ccmadian Journal of Dewlopmrnt Stiidks. 1 2, 
2. ( 1996): 23 1-25 1. 



Korten. David. "Steps Toward People Centred Developrnent: Visions and Strategies" in 
Tirnothy Shaw (ed.). Govemrnent - NGO Relations in Asin: Prospects and Ci~alienges for 
People-Centred Development. New York: St. Martin's Press. 1995. 

Konen. David and Rudi Klauss. People Centred Development: Contributions To~vcit-d 
Tlirory mzd Planning Frarrtervorks. West Hartford: Kumarian Press. 1984. 

Korten. David. Getting to the 2lst Centitry: Voluntan, Action and the Glohcil Agrndcz. 
West Hartford: Kumarian Press, 1990. 

Le. Thi. "Doi Moi and Female Workers: A Case Study of Hanoi". in Valentine 
Moghadam. (ed.). Econoniic Reforms. Women 's Employment, und Social Policies: Case 
Stitdies of Chincr. Viet Nam. Egypt and Cubu. Helsinki: World Institute for Development 
Economics Research, 1995. 

Litvack. Jennie and Dennis Rondinelli (eds.). Marker Reform in Vietncm: Biiilding 
Irtstitiitiotis for Development. Westport: Quorum Books. 1999. 

Long, Norman and Magdalena Villareal, "Exploring Development Interfaces: From 
Transfer of Knowledge to the Transformation of Meaning" in F. Shuurman (ed.) Beyond 
tlw Irripcrsse. London: Zed Books. 1993. 

LPRV, Projject Proposai. Vancouver: Centre for Hurnan Settlements, 1997. 

LPRV. LPRV Workpkin - Yecir 2, Vancouver: Centre for Human Settlements. 1999. 

Lukes. Stephen. Porver: A Radical Vicrv. London: MacMillan Press. 1974. 

Maguire, Pütricia. Doing Participcrtory Resenrch: A Feminist Approcich, Amherst: 
University of Massachuseits. 1987. 

Marchand. Marianne. "Reconceptualising 'Gender and Development' in an Era of 
'Globalisation"' Millenniiim: Joiimnl oflntemntional Stiidies 25 (3), 1996: 557-603. 

Marchand. Marianne and Jane Parpart, Feminism. Postntodrrnism. Developnzrnr. 
London: Routledge. 1995. 

Mayoux. Linda, "Beyond Naivety: Women, Gender Inequality and Participatory 
Development". Development cznd Change, 26. ( 1995): 235-258. 

Midgle y. James, (ed. ), Comrnunity Panicipntion. Socioi Development. and the Stnte. 
London: Methuen & Co., 1986. 



Moghadarn. Valentine, (ed. ), Economic Reforms, Women 's Employmrn t. and Socid 
Policies: Case St~idies of China. Viet Nam, Egypi nnd Cuba, Helsinki: World Institute for 
Developrnent Economics Research, 1995. 

Mohanty. Chandra, "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 
Discourses", in N. Visvanathan (ed.) The Women. Genrler and Developnient Recider. 
London: Zed Books, 1997. 

Mohanty. Manoranjan, "On the Concept of Empowerment". Econoniic und Politiccil 
Wrkly ,  June 17 ( 1995): 1434- 1436. 

Moser. Caroline. "Gender Planning in the Third World: Meeting Practical and Strategic 
Needs". World Development 17, 1 1. ( 1989): 1799- 1825. 

iMoser. Caroline. Gendrr Plmning, crnd Devrlopment: Tltrory Prczcticr crnd Trniriin~. 
London: Routledge. 1993. 

Mosse. David. "Authority, Gender and Knowledge: Theoretical Reflections on the 
Practice of Participatory Rural Appraisal". Devrlopment .nrznd Cltcinge. 25. ( 1994): 497- 
526. 

Mulla. Zarina and Peter Boothroyd. Drveloprnent-Orienred NGOs of Virtncm. 
Vancouver: Centre for Human Settlements, 1994. 

Murray. Geoffrey. Vietnam: Dczwn of a New Mczrket. New York: Si. Martin's Press. 1997. 

Navlakha. Gautarn. "Under the Guise of Women's Empowerment: Fate of Rajasihan's 
Sathins" Economic and Politicd Weekly. July 8 1995: 1645 - 1647. 

Nederveen Pieterse, Jan, "My Paradigm or Yours? Alternative Developrnent. Post- 
Development. Reflexive Development", Development and Change. 29. ( 1998): 343-373. 

Neidell, Shwa. "Women's Empowerment as a Public Problem: A Case Study of the 1994 
International Conference on Population and Development". unpublished paper. 
University of Pennsylvania: 1996. 

Nguyen. Thi Oanh, "Vietnarnese Women in Transition: Socialist Vietnam at a Tuming 
Point", in D. Cume, et al, (eds.), Lenming ro Write: Women 's Stiidies in Devrlopment. 
Vancouver: FRAP-Net Collective Press, 1998. 

Norlund, irene. Gates, Carolyn and Vu Cao Dam, (eds.), Vietnam in a Changing Wodd 
Richmond: Curzon Press, 1995. 



Oakley. Peter. et al., Projects with People: The Pracrice of Participution in Rural 
Deivlopr~ient, Geneva: International Labour Office, 199 1. 

Onyx. Jenny and Pam Berton. "Empowennent and Ageing: Toward Honoured Places for 
Crones and Sages". in G. Craig and M. Mayo (eds.), Cornmunity Empoiverment: A 
Remder irt Parricipotion und Development. London: Zed Books, 1995. 

Osmani, Luftun N. Khan, 'The Grarneen Bank Experiment: Empowerment of Women 
Through Credit". in Haleh Afshar (ed.). Women and Empo~vennenr. London: MacMillan 
Publishers Ltd, 1998. 

Oxaal, Zoe. and Sa11 y Baden. Gender and Empowrrment: Definitions. Approcichrs. cznd 
O~rpliccrrions for Policy, Sussex. Bridge Report 40. 1997. 

Parpan. Jüne. "Who is 'Other'? A Postmodem Feminist Critique of Women and 
Development Theory and Practice". Development rind Change. 24. ( 1993): 439-464. 

Parpart. Jane. Deconstructing the Development "Expert": Gender, Development and the 
"Vulnerüble Groups" in M. Marchand and J. Pupart. (eds.). Ferninisni. P ost»ioderni.snt. 
Dercloprnrur. London: Routledge, 1995. 

Parpart. Jane. "Rethinking Participation, Empowerment and Development from a Gender 
Perspective" in J. Freedman (ed.). Trctnsfoming Development. Toronto: University of 
Toronto. fort hcoming. 

Peterson. Spike. and Anne Sissen Runyan. Glohnl Gender Issws; Dilemrrrcts in World 
Politics. Boulder: Westview Press, 1993. 

Pettman. Jindy. Wurlding Womrn: A Ferninisr Inrernrrtiorial Politics, London: Routledge. 
1996. 

Powell, Mike and D. Seddon, "NGOs and the Development industry" in Revierv of 
A fricnn Poliricd Economy, 7 1, ( 1997) pp.3- 10. 

Quadi r. Fahimul. Dernocracy Devtdopnrent and Civil Society in Bungladesli: The Qiresr 
for u Neri Pruis for Siisrainability, Unpublished Dissertation, Hdifax: Dalhousie 
University. 1999. 

Rahman. iMd. Anisur, People's Sel/-Development, London: Zed Books Ltd, 1993. 

Rahman, Md. Anisur, "Participatory Development: Toward Liberation or Co-optation" in 
Craig, Gary and Majot-ie Mayo. (eds.), Communiiy Empowennent: A Reader in 



Ponicipcition and Development. London: Zed Books Ltd, 1995. 

Rahnema, Majid "Participation" in Wolfgang Sachs (ed.). The Development Dictionriry: 
A G~tide tu Knowledge as Porver, London: Zed Books Ltd. 1992. 

Rathgeber. Eva "WD, WAD. GAD: Trends in Research and Practice" Joirnicil of 
Drwloping Arms 24.4. ( 1990): 289-502. 

Raihgeber. Eva, "Gender and Development in Action". in M. Marchand and J. Parpart 
(sds.). Fr»iiiiism. Post~nodernism. Development. London: Routledge. 1995. 

Ristock, Janice and loan Pennell. Comrnimity Research ris Empowermenr: Fenrinist 
Links. Postrtiodern Interruptions. Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1996. 

Rose. Kalima, Where CVornen cire Leaders, London: Zed Books. 1992. 

Rowlands, JO. Qrrestioning Empocverment. London: Earthscan, 1997. 

Sachs. Wol fgang (ed. ) The Developmenr Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge ris Purrwr. 
London: Zed Books Ltd. 1992. 

Sei tz. Virginia Rinaldo. Women, Development, rind Commrinities for Empoiven~ient in 
Appalachia. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995. 

Selener, Daniel, hrticipïitory Action Research clnd Sucid Changr. Ithaca: Cornell 
Participatory Action Research Network, 1997. 

Sen. Giu and Caren Grown. Developrnent, Crises and Alternarive Visions: Third CVorld 
\Vonterz '.Y Perspectives. New York: Monthly Review Press, 1987. 

Sen. Gita. Germain, Adrienne and L. Chen. Popdition Policies Reconsidered: Hrnlth. 
Enipoii*erment cind Rights. Boston: Harvard University Press. 1994. 

S huurman. Frans. Beyond the Impasse. London: Zed Books, 1993. 

Slocum. Rachel. Wichart, Lori, Rocheleau, Dianne, and Barbara Thomas-Slayter, (eds.), 
P o w  r Procrss rind Pïwticipation: Tools for Change. London: intemediate Tec hno logy 
Publications, 1995. 

Sprur. Pamela. ~Vfortgaging Women's Lives, London: Zed Books, 1994. 



S taudt. Kathteen (ed. ) Women, International Development, and Politia: The 
Btrreoltcmric Mire. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990. 

Streeten. Paul. Nongovernmental Organizations and Development. Annrils, MPS. 554 
( 1997): 193-207. 

Tctreault. Mary Ann, "Women and Revolution in Vietnam". in K. Barry. (ed.), Virrnnm's 
\Vor,rerl in Trmsition, London: MacMillan Press Ltd, 1996. 

Thomas. Alan. "Non-governmental Organizations and the Limits to Ernpowerment". in 
M. Wuyts. M. Mackintosh. and T. Hewitt (eds.). Development Policy and Public Action. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992. 

Tran. Thi Que. "Gender issues in Vietnam's Development". in 1. Norlund. et al, (eds.). 
Vitrtnrtnt in it Clianging Worid, Richmond: Curzon Press, 1995. 

Tran. Thi Vanh Anh and Le Ngoc Hung. Wonlen crnd Doi Mui in Viernrim. Hanoi: 
Woman Publishing House, 1997. 

Turner. Mark and David Hulme. Governmce, Administrrztion m d  Developtw~zr: Making 
rlw Srm Work. West Hartford: Kurnarian Press. 1997. 

United Nations Viet Nam, Erpcinding Choices for the Riircd Poor: Humnn Developmrnt 
iti Viet Nclni, Hanoi: United Nations, 1998. 

Wallerstein. Nina "Empowerment and Health: The Theory and Practice of Community 
Change". Corrrrntrnit~ Developmenr Joiimd. 25 ( 1993): 2 18-227. 

White, Sarah. "Depoliticising Development: The Uses and Abuses of Participation.'. 
Deivloprwnr in Prticticr, 6 ( 1996): 6- 15. 

Wieringa. Saskia, "Women's Interests and Empowerment: Gender Planning 
Reconsidered". Deveiopment and Change, 25. ( 1991):829-848. 

World Bank. LVurid Bank Pnrticipcition Source Book. Washington D.C: World Bank, 
1996. 

World Bank, Figliring Povrrîy in Viet h m :  A Literczrirre Revierv, Hanoi: 1999. 

Wuyts, Marc, et al. Development Poliq and Pddic Action. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 1992. 



Young, Kate, Planning Dewiopment with Wmen: Muking a Worid of Di~erence. 
London: MacMillan Press, 1993. 

Yuvai Davis, Nira, "Women, Ethnicw and Empowennent'' in Feminism und Psychology, 
4 (1 994): 179- 197. 




