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Abstract
This paper seeks to clarify the role of empowerment in anti-poverty policies by addressing the following
questions: what is empowerment and how does it relate to participation and bottom-up approaches? why is
empowerment a useful concept when addressing poverty? what are the potential and pitfalls of an approach
based on empowerment? It makes the argument that economic, social and political factors interact to
perpetuate the experience of poverty; thus deprivation/marginalization/oppression occur along more than
one dimension. While this makes the experience of poverty more encompassing, it also means that positive
changes can be effected through actions that address the multi-dimensional nature of poverty. An antipoverty strategy that focusses on empowerment can address this intrinsic multi-dimensionality better than a
standard welfare-driven programme to create assets or generate incomes.

Introduction

In the lexicon of poverty alleviation, participation, bottom-up approaches, and empowerment are the
buzzwords of the day. Originating in a language of critique of the dominant development paradigms of the
1960’s and 1970’s, they have now become part of the mainstream, used equally “although perhaps not with
the same meanings) by multilateral and bilateral development agencies, governments, and organizations of
civil society. Inevitably, as is perhaps bound to happen when social actors with widely varying ideologies,
approaches, and practices grope towards a common set of concepts, there is considerable lack of clarity,
even confusion about what these words really mean. Equally, there is mistrust among the critics of
development who first began using these ideas. Fears about cooption, dilution, and distortion abound.

This paper seeks to clarify the role of empowerment in anti-poverty policies by addressing the following
questions: what is empowerment and how does it relate to participation and bottom up approaches? why is
empowerment a useful concept when addressing poverty? what are the potential and pitfalls of an approach
based on empowerment?

Empowerment - What Is It?

“I was terribly scared of my husband. If he said sit, I would promptly sit down. If he said
stand up, I would stand up with implicit obedience. Arivoli has changed all that. I no
longer shake and shiver at his bullying ways. I stand up to him and question his authority.
...As far as I am concerned, arivoli is spring time for women.”1

Alagamma and her father took Rs 1000 with them and went to the petty shop ... where
Ganesan, their erstwhile master, was sitting. They told him that they had come to return
the money they had borrowed from him nearly eight years ago by pledging their quarter
acre of land with him. Ganesan was not inclined to take back the money and told them to
come back after two or three years. Alagamma and her father were, however,
adamant....and told Ganesan they would be ploughing their land the next day. And they did
exactly that.2

Empowerment is, first and foremost, about power; changing power relations in favour of those who
previously exercised little power over their own lives. Batliwala (1993) defines power as having two central
aspects -- control over resources (physical, human, intellectual, financial, and the self), and control over
ideology (beliefs, values and attitudes). If power means control, then empowerment therefore is the process
of gaining control. An intrinsic feminist mistrust of and discomfort with hierarchy has led to some
discussion about the meaning of power itself, a questioning of the ethics of power over others (people,
Nature), and its substitution by a notion of power as the ability to be, to express oneself. In the latter sense,
the concept of power is quite close to the notion of human capability.

One might argue that power in any one sense, extrinsic control or intrinsic capability, can lead to the other.
Control over the external world of resources also gives one the capacity for self-expression in a variety of
ways.3 On the other hand, greater self-confidence and a process of inner transformation of one’s
consciousness, can enable one to overcome external barriers to accessing resources. In neither case can
there be a guarantee that power in one sense will inevitably lead to power in the other sense, but the history
of development practice on the ground has plenty of examples of both. Many socialist transformations have
started with major shifts in control over material resources between classes in a society, and expanding
there from the capabilities and self-confidence of those who previously had been at the bottom of the social
ladder. On the other side, many development programmes which did not attempt to challenge the larger
status quo, have started by strengthening the consciousness of people about the causes of their situation,
and built on this to transform their control over external resources.

In whichever order change occurs, genuine empowerment typically includes both elements, and is rarely
sustainable without either. A change in access to external resources without a change in consciousness can
leave people without the resilience, motivation and awareness to retain and/or build on that control, leaving
space open for others to wrest control. Many (especially but not exclusively) government-run development
programmes which start with good intentions, degenerate in this way. However, the reverse is also
problematic. Programmes which start by raising people’s consciousness but are unable to deliver greater
control over material resources, can lead to frustration and high dropout rates. Non-governmental
organizations in particular have considerable experience of this pitfall. To be sustainable the empowerment
process must alter both people's self-perception and their control over their lives and their material
environments.
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It should be clear from this that empowerment is not something that can be done to someone by someone
else. Changes in consciousness and self-perception are one's own, and when they occur, can be the most
explosively creative, energy releasing transformations, from which there is often no looking back. They can
tap powerful reservoirs of hope and enthusiasm among people who have been used to viewing themselves
and their worlds in purely negative terms. External change agents may be needed as the essential catalysts
who start it off, but the momentum of the empowerment process is set by the extent and the rapidity with
which people change themselves. What this means is that governments do not empower people; people
empower themselves. What governments' policies and actions can do is to create a supportive environment
or act as a barrier to the empowerment process.

This distinction is important precisely because it is often elided in the current enthusiasm for
“empowerment” among development agencies and governments. It is a short step from thinking of
governments or agencies as “empowering” people through programmes to viewing empowerment as
another handout, something governments do for or on behalf of people. The danger here is that the focus
will shift entirely to the provision of access to external resources, assets, or services, and away from
methodologies that will create spaces for people to build confidence and self-esteem. Although people's
participation maybe accepted terminology in such programmes, its content may become quite narrow,
involving little more than cursory “consultation” at the start of a programme. Two important current
examples of this danger are (i) the post-ICPD programmes for reproductive health that are being designed
in many countries; the pitfall in some of these is that women's empowerment may be viewed in terms of
increasing their incomes, assets, employment, education etc., but not in terms of building their capacity to
plan, monitor and evaluate programmes themselves; (ii) the large programmes for micro-credit which are
currently under discussion globally; while many of the NGOs working on these initiatives are themselves
sterling examples of both extrinsic and intrinsic empowerment processes, it is questionable to what extent
this is understood by some of the agencies and institutions involved.

Another key aspect of empowerment is that it is rarely a neutral process. Precisely because it implies a
change in power relations in favour of the powerless, it can generate significant social upheavals even if it
starts out with a relatively neutral focus. Such upheavals are not necessarily harmful, and may indeed
further catalyze the empowerment process. An example of one such upheaval is the Total Literacy
Campaign in India which brought together government, NGO and people in the early 1990’s in a campaign
to eradicate illiteracy. Simple lessons about the problems of male alcoholism in one of the literacy primers
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led to a major movement against government-licensed arrack (a local liquor) shops in the state of Andhra
Pradesh. The participatory methodology of the literacy classes and the fact that they attempted to teach
skills through topics relevant to people’s lives created the space for women (the majority among illiterates,
and among those in the classes) to feel empowered to tackle a major problem in their lives. Upheavals such
as this can be very empowering, but to the extent that they are unintended, they may take programme
managers by surprise and challenge their ability to provide a flexible and supportive response.

Clearly the upheaval of the anti-arrack movement increased women’s confidence in their ability to deal with
husbands, liquor contractors, politicians and the entire government machinery. Equally, male drinkers lost
something in this process. Is empowerment then a zero-sum game? I believe the answer is mixed, both yes
and no. In terms of extrinsic control over material resources, empowerment may sometimes involve
redistribution from those who previously had control towards those newly empowered. For instance,
genuine land reforms usually generate both losers and winners. But even where material resources are
concerned, if empowerment leads to increased productivity and incomes, it need not be a zero-sum game.
Where more intrinsic power is concerned, growth in self-confidence and capabilities of some need not mean
a loss for others, although it may. Rani's husband (in the example with which we began this section)
certainly lost his ability to impose his will on her arbitrarily; but with time he may also have realized the
corrupting nature of the power he used to wield over her in the past. That power meant that he was less
human and humane than he could be, diminished in his own capabilities as a result of his violent
relationship with his wife.

Our examples thus far have dealt with group processes that have helped to change the lives of individuals.
Empowerment is often about both groups and individuals. Because the poor and powerless in today's world
lead such fragmented and marginalized lives, group solidarity can be a powerful fostering force. It can
make people realize the wisdom of the old fable about the bundle of sticks that is much harder to break than
the single stick. However, developing group processes through sharing visions and supporting each other
can sometimes be quite difficult especially where the pressures of intra-group competition and rivalry are
strong. Nonetheless, some of the best examples of empowerment from many countries all have used group
processes effectively to break isolation and build strength. In some cases, such as that of the Grameen
Bank, group processes have also been used to ensure individual accountability. Individuals tend to be more
accountable to groups of their peers with whom they have to continue to live and work, than to external
agents with whom they do not have to share their daily lives.
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Although empowerment through group processes can be highly effective, ultimately empowerment must
lead to change at the individual level not only in terms of control over extrinsic resources, but also greater
autonomy and authority in decision making, assertiveness etc. Some theories of empowerment in the past
have ignored or even denied the individual element, believing that a focus on individual autonomy is
tantamount to an acceptance of atomisation and a negation of group interests and interactions. In recent
times, it is women's movements that have asserted the importance of individual autonomy through the
struggle to make the personal political. In order to be truly empowered, poor people must be able to go
beyond their consciousness of themselves as eternal victims, to transcend their “
self-perception towards greater control over their lives and environments. This internal change in
awareness, while catalyzed by group processes, is profoundly and intensely personal and individual.

A final issue for this section on empowerment is its relationship to participation, decentralization, or
bottom-up approaches to development. While these concepts have often been used synonymously, they have
distinct meanings which are far from identical. Empowerment (of those who have previously been
powerless in the social order) is an end in itself, while decentralization, bottom-up approaches, and to a
certain extent, participation, may be viewed as means to an end. That end may or may not be the
empowerment of the poor. Decentralization of central governmental authority may pave the way for greater
control over decision making at the local level, and for development programmes that are more responsive
to people’s needs. But decentralization may also imply devolution of resources and power from central to
local governments, without any empowerment of the poor.4 This is particularly true if local social
hierarchies are powerful; in this case, decentralization may even weaken the position of the poor especially
if local opposition to their empowerment is strong. The situation of racial minorities in the United States
and of scheduled castes in India are examples of this problem. Decentralization may also result in greater
inequality across rich and poor regions and localities unless accompanied by strong measures to even them
out through taxes and transfers. The case of China in the post-reforms phase is an example.

Participation is a weaker concept than empowerment, in that it is compatible with a multiplicity of
conflicting ends. Where its aim is to genuinely involve people, and particularly the powerless, in
formulating development strategies and policies, making decisions about programmes, and monitoring and
evaluating them, it can create an environment that is conducive to empowerment. On the other hand, spaces
may be opened up for groups, communities or localities to participate in government development
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programmes simply because governments or agencies wish to pass on some of the costs to them, or
primarily in the interests of programme efficiency. Indeed, if the intent is not to empower people to have a
voice in making decisions, then the leash can be held quite tightly by authorities who will circumscribe and
limit the nature of participation. Indonesia's family planning programme is an example. Participation may
also be entirely superficial, intended to satisfy donor agencies or to dampen pressures for greater
democracy, but consisting in fact of nothing more than cursory “consultation”. Calls for participation can
therefore be sidestepped or subverted unless objectives are clearly specified, and the methods to be used are
transparent and genuine.

Finally, even the idea of a “bottom-up” approach is not synonymous with empowerment. To the extent that
external change agents, non-governmental or governmental, are needed to infuse new ideas, visions, and
methodologies before poor people can begin on their journey of empowerment, pure reliance on initiatives
from below may be futile. Equally importantly, directives from above may be needed to break the
stranglehold of the powerful in a local setting, just as Federal authority was critical in breaking local
opposition to Afro-Americans voting in southern United States. Depending upon the local context, a
combination of bottom-up and top-down approaches may therefore be needed.

To sum up this section:
-

empowerment is the process of gaining power, both control over external resources, and growth in inner

self-confidence and capability;
-

while external change agents can catalyze the process or create a supportive environment, ultimately

people empower themselves;
-

genuine empowerment may not be a neutral process, and those embarking on it must be prepared for

social upheavals;
-

empowerment is not a zero-sum game although there may be winners and losers in certain senses;

-

group processes are often critical to empowerment, but personal transformation of individuals is also

essential;
-

empowerment is not synonymous with, and is indeed a more powerful concept than decentralization,

participation, or “bottom-up” approaches.
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Empowerment and Poverty

There are both intrinsic and instrumental reasons for believing that empowerment is (or ought to be) an
essential element in strategies, policies, and programmes that seek to address poverty. Although most
poverty measures are based on the income or consumption expenditure per capita of individual households,
poverty itself is not inherently a purely “individual” phenomenon, i.e., the probability of being poor is not
randomly distributed across the population.

Factors such as race, ethnicity, caste, gender, marital status and age, along with regional location, act as
poverty clustering mechanisms, but few countries have large scale data available that show the correlations
among these factors, or between them and poverty at the household level. Data grouped by race and gender
for the United States show significant differences in earnings, educational levels, occupational status, and
unemployment rates, as well as significant differences across racial groups in health status as measured by
life expectancy. A recent study based on National Sample Survey data for the 38th Round (1982-83) in
four eastern states in India found Scheduled caste and tribe members to be distinctly poorer in terms of per
capita household consumption expenditure (Saggar and Pan, 1994).5

In fact, poverty probabilities are not randomly distributed within households, with gender and age acting as
significant sorting variables. This is true both when using a traditional income/consumption notion of
poverty, and also when the broader concept of capability poverty is used, as was shown by the Human
Development Report 1996.

While it is true that education and occupational status may act as intervening variables between social
factors such as race/gender and income/consumption poverty, there is now considerable evidence at least
for the United States to show that there is a significant unexplained residual in earnings, even after
accounting for the differences due to education. There are two implications of such results. First, social
relations such as gender and race can be powerful enough to withstand the democratizing pressures of
education. Second, such statistical exercises do not take into account the fact that race and gender also act
to filter access to education itself.
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My argument here is that the effectiveness of an anti-poverty strategy will depend on the extent to which it
is able to address the underlying causes of group poverty. The face of poverty is disproportionately female,
very old or very young, or belongs to someone from a scheduled caste, a racial or ethnic minority or an
indigenous group. Each of these groups is poor for different, though overlapping sets of reasons. Members
of these groups tend to be disempowered in terms of their control over external resources. In consequence,
they tend to be at the bottom of highly unequal labour markets, or are entirely marginalized from
mainstream economic processes. In the case of women, in addition, their economic contributions while
critical to human survival and reproduction, are unrecognized and unvalued. The ongoing pauperization of
indigenous communities arises from alienation of their access to resources as their location and methods of
livelihood are viewed as barriers to economic growth.

The result for all these groups includes poverty of incomes/assets, as well as in terms of human
development. Group poverty usually has a long history. Economic, social and political factors interact to
perpetuate the experience of poverty; thus deprivation/marginalization/oppression occur along more than
one dimension. But while this makes the experience of poverty more encompassing, it also means that
positive changes can be effected through actions that address the multi-dimensional nature of poverty. An
anti-poverty strategy that focusses on empowerment can address this intrinsic multi-dimensionality better
than a standard welfare-driven programme to create assets or generate incomes.

There are also good instrumental reasons for using an empowerment approach to address poverty. Many
traditional anti-poverty programmes suffer from problems of waste, leakages and inefficiency. One reason
for this is the powerlessness of the intended beneficiaries who are unable to challenge the functionaries of
the programmes. An empowerment approach can have a salutary effect on programme efficiency and
effectiveness by making it possible for people to hold the programme and its managers/workers to account.
The next section will discuss a number of examples showing the potential and methods of an empowerment
approach.

Empowerment's Potential - Typology and Examples

The examples in this section are drawn from recent Indian experiences, but similar cases exist elsewhere,
and the typology is more generally applicable. There are three main types of empowerment, when cases are
classified by the nature and role of the change agent: (i) those that are catalyzed by NGOs, (ii) those that
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develop as people's movements in which the change agents may be external or internal, and (iii) joint
government-NGO initiatives. Each type has specific strengths and weaknesses. NGO based experiments
have the plus of being innovative, flexible, and responsive in both their substantive content and their
methods. One reason is that, with a few exceptions, they tend to start small and remain small. Thus, while
they can generate interesting new experiments, their results are not easily replicable or expandable. This
problem is often compounded by the fact that key personnel are few in number, and the leadership structure
of many organizations is quite thin. Although many NGO tend to guard their autonomy quite fiercely, the
kind of work they generally do - providing different services, or supporting functions - can mean that they
have to work within the larger political if not social status quo without challenging it directly. This
constraint is probably less strict for advocacy NGOs than for those providing services.

People's social movements, unlike NGO, are not constrained in this manner, and many quite consciously set
out to alter the social and political status quo. By the very nature of their work, if successful, they tend to
be large and may extend beyond specific locales. Their strength is that they are able to go directly to the
heart of the causes of poor people's lack of power and work to transform them. But this can also mean that
they may face opposition (sometimes violent) from those who control resources, a violence from which they
may not be able to insulate their weakest and most powerless members.

Interestingly, some of the most exciting of recent empowerment experiences in India are the result of joint
actions by government and the non-governmental sector. As we will see in some of the examples below,
these are able to avoid the NGO problem of small size and weak replicability, as well as to use the power
of the state (to some extent at least) to tackle the vested interests of the powerful. But their strength can
also be their weakness, in that they are constantly under pressure to adapt to the needs and methods of
government; the danger of cooption or of succumbing to bureaucratic or political pressures from within
government are ever present.

NGO Examples:
Some of the best known empowerment experiences are those of nongovernmental organizations such as
SEWA, BRAC, Grameen Bank. While these are principally organizations that work with people to provide
or access specific services such as credit, technology, etc., there are also other NGO that mainly provide
support functions like training or action-research. Still other NGO concentrate heavily or exclusively on
advocacy for policy change.

9

SEWA
One of India's best known organizations, SEWA, the Self Employed Women’s Organization, is a
membership based trade union of over 100,000 members, with membership growing rapidly in recent years.
Started in 1972, SEWA works to improve the lives of very poor women economically and socially and to
make them self-reliant. This work has branched out into many areas including union organizing,
cooperatives, banking, milk production, home based and artisan production, petty trade, agriculture and
forestry, land development, water harvesting, health, child care, housing and others.

“Some of these (SEWA's) efforts have been successful in what they set out to do, some
have not. Many have developed different unexpected and often new directions, with
important policy implications. However, each attempt has revealed how women’s lives
interact with the existing social, economic, and political structure, and how these structures
react and interact when women attempt to change their lives. It also reveals what happens
when there is an attempt from within the structure to reach out to women, the reactions
that occur within their communities, within their families. Perhaps most inspiring has been
the growth of the women themselves. We have seen how, given the opportunity, women
take leadership roles, assume responsibilities for their own organisations and learn the
skills necessary to run them.”6

SEWA's members belong to communities of people who are poor, under- and malnourished, and live in
environments which often lack clean water and sanitation, where infectious diseases are rampant. Women
earn a living from early ages as bidi- and agarbathi rollers, tobacco workers, rag pickers, cart pullers,
cement bag stitchers, old clothes dealers, vegetable vendors and a variety of similar occupations through
hard and back-breaking labour in poor light, in environments full of cement or tobacco dust, sitting,
standing, lifting, and pulling for long hours day in and day out. Male substance abuse of tobacco and
alcohol usually has repercussions on women and children through increased domestic violence and reduced
expenditures on food and health care.

Women are especially vulnerable to reproductive morbidities, and pregnancy related problems including
death, due to poor pre- and post-natal care, and mishandled obstetric emergencies. Problems of anemia and
malnutrition are particularly severe among adolescent girls and women in reproductive and later years, and
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are caused by gender discrimination and bias as much as by poverty and poor health services. For these
women therefore the problems of asset and income poverty are compounded by gender based oppression.

SEWA's approach has been to focus on empowering women economically through actions that will
stabilize women's income earning capacity, and to develop key support services such as health and child
care in response to members' needs. It has tried to build women's self reliance,

“[I]n terms of financial self sufficiency, self management and in terms of decision making.
for the poor, collective empowerment is more important than individual. With collective
strength the woman is able to combat the outside exploitative and corrupt forces like
traders and money lenders. Also her respect in the family and the community follows soon”
(Nanavaty 1994. p 7).

SEWA has been highly flexible in its organizational forms, using both the form of the trade union and of
cooperatives as appropriate. By building up its members' capacity to run the organization, and
strengthening the second line of leadership, SEWA has been able to avoid the NGO problem of small size.
In this, it is probably more the exception than the rule. Branches of SEWA, autonomous from the parent
organization in Ahmedabad now exist in a number of other states in India.
SEWA is one of the most successful examples of the power of the empowerment approach to poverty. In
the words of Samuben Ujabhai, a rural woman belonging to a SEWA group that had been getting regular
work in the previous four years through a plant nursery raising programme, “now we do not have to beg to
be taken as labourers on the fields of rich farmers of the village” (Nanavaty 1994, p 8). The case of Ranbai
Malek illustrates the point. A rural woman over fifty years of age, she had been “educated up to class four,
but had lost touch with reading and writing since then. She is the only educated woman in the entire village.
When first approached by SEWA organisers, she was nervous and considered us to be government
officials, who would then put her into trouble and hence refused to even talk to us. In fact during our next
visit to her, on seeing us she ran away to the fields.

Now after one year, there is a marked change in Ranbai and her group members. She was motivated by the
group to learn literacy and numeracy. She by sheer force of duty, practiced writing till late at night. Today,
she maintains all the registers and other records on her own, without mistake. Ranbai, who had not even
seen the outskirts of her own village, now goes to the depot of the Forest Corporation to deposit gum,
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prepares bills and collect the cheque payment from the Corporation office, gives receipts, and distributes
the amount to her members. “When I was asked to go to Ahmedabad, I could not sleep the previous night;
it was like going abroad! Once I had to speak in front of a large group, I felt nervous and was shivering.
My face felt like a black spot to me. But now, you ask me to stand up and speak, I will speak at length”
(Nanavaty, 1994, p 20).

Yuva
Yuva (Youth for Unity and Voluntary Action) works for the housing rights of the urban poor in Mumbai
(Bombay). It organizes youth and women for social action in the areas of housing, health, education, legal
rights and counselling. The organization has been active both at the community level, supporting the efforts
of pavement and slum dwellers to achieve security of housing and improved services, and at the policy
advocacy level, most recently at Habitat II in Istanbul. Recognizing that here, as in many other settings, it
is women who bear the brunt of the responsibility for the household's survival,7 Yuva has also supported
other activities such as women's savings funds.

Among the organization's major activities is providing support to pavement dwellers who are constantly
under threat of eviction and of having their homes bulldozed by the municipal authorities. The nexus
between politicians and large urban developers is strong in Mumbai as in many other big cities. The threat
of eviction, even for pavement dwellers who have lived for decades in the same location, is ever present.
Yuva educates people about their rights, and in particular, about the links between the right to housing,
employment, and continued schooling for children. Often, when people are evicted, the municipal
authorities will offer to relocate them in areas on the outskirts, far away from their work and from
children's schools. The majority trickle back to their old locations within a short time and the cycle starts
again. The scope for petty corruption in this cycle is very high.

How effective Yuva's education has been can be seen from the following quote from Lalitabai, a pavement
dweller. She said,

“We have lived here for many years, most of us for more than fifteen years. We have
ration cards, and our names are on the voting lists. We have a right to this ground....We
are saying we will not move from here until we have been given land and a house...And not
housing miles away from here in the jungle outside Mumbai. No, what use would that be
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to us? We need housing near here so that we can continue to work in our jobs. There is no
meaning in promising to give us housing if our jobs are lost” (Kapadia, 1996, p 1437).

The irony of the government's attempt to move towards total literacy on the one hand and on the other,
making it near impossible for children to attend school is a major one that is not lost on the pavement
dwellers. With the rapid growth of cities and city populations, the need for organizations such as Yuva will
only grow in the near future. Secure housing is an essential prerequisite for urban poverty removal, and an
empowerment approach that links rights to housing, work, and education is most likely to be effective in
energizing and motivating people. For people who wake up in the morning not knowing if they will still
have a roof over their heads in the evening, to be empowered in this way is a significant achievement. In the
words of Shantabai, an older woman pavement dweller,

“They were here again early this morning. If we were not alert they would simply come
and take all our belongings away. But we will fight them. We know this is a just fight.
They claim they are enforcing the law, but we have been told and we know that these laws
are wrong. It is right to resist them” (Kapadia, 1996, p 1438).

People's Movements
The history of people's movements on major issues is an old one in many countries. Typically such
campaigns are strongest in opposition to a perceived threat to livelihoods; in recent years movements
against large development projects that threaten the environment and/or the survival and livelihoods of
indigenous people have gained momentum in many parts of the world. The example given below has been
picked because it is about the empowerment of indigenous people, among the poorest and most threatened
in the world today.

Narmada Bachao Andolan
The proposed hydroelectric projects on the Narmada river in western India are hotly contested today. In the
last decade a powerful movement of opposition spearheaded by the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA) has
been successful in mobilizing tribal peoples in the region as well as worldwide support. The campaign
currently works in almost all of the 245 affected villages, has 16 centres throughout India and support
from networks in 35 countries. Its success is evident from the fact that Japanese foreign assistance, and
more recently World Bank funds have been withdrawn from the project (Sen 1995).
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The NBA started by first working with the government on formulating rehabilitation plans for those who
would be displaced, but by August 1988 the Andolan announced its opposition on the grounds that (i)
rehabilitation of all the affected indigenous people was impossible because enough land was simply not
available, (ii) environmental impacts had not been adequately studied, and (iii) despite claims to the
contrary, the water and power from the projects would largely benefit head-end farmers and industries;
very little water would actually reach drought prone areas.

Key aspects of the NBA strategy have been non-violence, efforts to mobilize support outside the Narmada
valley in order to break the isolation of the affected tribal people, to carry the campaign to the doors of
international funders such as the World Bank, strong communication and media linkages, and a challenge
to the government's monopoly of knowledge through independent research. Although there have inevitably
been some dropouts, the NBA's strategy of nonviolent mass struggle, and of developing very effective
linkages from remote tribal villages right up to major global development institutions and the world press
has been effective in empowering people to sustain the struggle over a number of years.

Joint NGO-Government Actions
The last decade in India has seen a number of collaborative efforts between NGO and government to
address problems of human development. While fraught with potential tensions and contradictions, some of
these efforts have been highly successful in motivating and mobilizing people. In doing so, they have also
managed to partially overcome the NGO problem of scale, and of opposition by the powerful. The two
examples below are both from the field of education, one a time-bound campaign for total literacy, and the
other a longer term programme for women's empowerment run semi-autonomously under the ministry of
education.

Total Literacy Campaign
The literacy campaign which began in India in 1989 was different from previous literacy programmes in
some key ways. Most important was the role played by the People's Science network and the newly formed
NGO, the Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samithi (BGVS) in assisting the campaign by providing technical and
human resources, volunteer support, and innovative ideas drawn from the non-governmental sector's
experiences especially in Kerala.8
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Certain special features of this campaign have made it more effective and empowering than previous
literacy efforts. The campaign was based on the idea of a time-bound saturation campaign within
geographically defined areas. Strong efforts were made to encourage people to participate by joining
literacy committees at different levels. Apart from government workers from different departments, who
joined the campaign on deputation and were paid salaries, other staff were unpaid volunteers;
accountability was ensured through worker motivation without needing elaborate supervisory mechanisms.
In each district the campaign's organizational structure included the entire government machinery, a small
core of full time paid staff, and people's literacy committees.

Great emphasis was given to proper phasing of the campaign in three phases - motivation/mobilization
using street theatre groups extensively, teaching - learning, and consolidation through post-literacy
activities. The campaign has been highly successful in bringing basic literacy and numeracy as well as
greater social awareness particularly to illiterate adult women who were drawn to it in large numbers. Its
combination of non- governmental dedication and creativity on the one hand and the power of high profile
government support on the other created an all too rare blend. But it also raised questions of sustainability
in terms of the levels of energy and commitment required from volunteers, not to mention the proverbial
fickleness and lack of continuity of a bureaucracy with transferable jobs.

In areas where the literacy campaign took off well, it generated spinoffs which testified to the extent to
which people were empowered. These included savings and credit groups, better use of government antipoverty programmes, and campaigns against alcoholism, as well as group actions that broke traditional
social barriers and taboos. In Pudukottai district of Tamilnadu, as part of the literacy campaign, thousands
of women, young and old, learned to bicycle as a way to improve their physical mobility. In doing so they
broke down the walls confining them to narrowly defined private spaces. According to Vasantha, a stone
quarry worker,

“By learning to cycle, I have broken many barriers - the gender barrier, the age barrier, the
caste barrier and the class barrier. It was unheard of for a woman from a poor scheduled
caste labourer's family like mine to even touch a cycle, let alone ride one through the
streets of our village. Now I can talk on equal terms with contractors and even ride past
them on my bicycle” (Athreya and Chunkath, 1996, p 220).
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Mahila Samakhya
The National Policy on Education was launched in India in 1986 after two years of intense public debate
and discussion. One of its major aims was to reduce inequalities in education, including particularly gender
inequalities. The Mahila Samakhya programme which operates in five states of the country was intended as
a programme of women's empowerment to raise women's awareness about their social situation within the
family and society at large. In contrast to the time-bound, large scale, focussed campaign mode of the Total
Literacy Campaign, Mahila Samakhya works more slowly and intensively and on a smaller scale. It is a
different approach to literacy and empowerment which allows women themselves to come to demand
literacy as they become more socially conscious and aware. Another major difference between the two is
that Mahila Samakhya consciously builds gender awareness into its activities, while there is no such
explicit orientation in the Total Literacy Campaign.

“One unique feature of this approach is the stress placed on changing women's self-image:
the argument is that unless women are liberated from their existing perception of
themselves as weak, inferior and limited beings, no amount of external interventions whether in the form of resource access or economic power - will enable them to challenge
existing power equations in society, the community or the family” (Batliwala, 1993, p 31).

This method focusses on mobilizing women using trained change agents at the village level who support
women to form groups, enable them to collectively access services and resources, and assist them to
organize and manage their own services. The role of the change agent and of the collective are both
important here. Here again the strength of the process which is its responsiveness to women's needs at their
own pace is also its weakness, in that the time required may be long. But the empowerment attained may be
that much more solid and sustainable. In the words of Gowri, a resource person for Mahila Samakhya,
Karnataka,

“I am concluding with a sense of happiness and pride that now women are increasingly
confident of tackling their issues independently. They do not wait for Mahila Samakhya
sahayoginis to come there, but they take action and often inform the sahayoginis after the
action has been taken. To give a powerful and moving example, a woman whose husband
was a chronic drinker, had sold virtually everything in the house to buy drink. Finally, he
sold her thali, the marriage chain. She mobilized the women of the entire village, and
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picketed the four liquor shops in the village. They said that they would not allow a single
drop of liquor to be sold in that village. Most important of all, they read about their
courage in the next day's newspaper” (Gowri, 1996, p 99).

Empowerment - Some Concerns

The examples given above are powerful arguments for an empowerment approach to poverty eradication.
But some concerns remain. Is the empowerment approach too costly in terms of time and resources?
Traditional anti-poverty programmes are known to suffer from considerable leakage and inefficiency
precisely because poor people are powerless to hold bureaucrats, officials or politicians accountable for the
funds that are being spent in the name of the poor. As we have seen, this wastage provides a strong
instrumental argument for the empowerment approach. Although comparative estimates do not exist, it is
arguable that the empowerment approach may actually save programme funds by cutting down on waste
and corruption. In terms of time, while the empowerment approach may be slow, it does not have to be, as
illustrated by the Total Literacy Campaign discussed in the previous section.

A second concern is whether the methodology is too complicated for large scale programmes. As we have
seen in the examples, a number of large programmes use this approach quite effectively. I believe the
problem is more one of changing the mindset of the programme implementer from a top-down approach to
one which acknowledges the multi-dimensionality of poor people's needs as well as their capacity for self
help once given the chance.

A third issue is measurement. Can empowerment be easily and accurately measured so that programmes
can be evaluated? In fact this is quite simple, or at least no more complex than any other qualitative
indicator. Both objective and subjective indicators have been used quite extensively in some empowerment
programmes. If a programme has specific objectives such as literacy, credit, savings, health or income
increases, standard objective measures can obviously be used. However, such measures may only be
proxies for an empowerment process that is more qualitative in nature. As with all proxy measures, these
should be used with caution since there can be unpredictable time lags between an effective empowerment
process and its objective results. Qualitative measures and methodologies are therefore an essential
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ingredient in evaluating an empowerment programme. Of particular importance are evaluation methods that
build on the response and feedback of the concerned community itself, i.e., of those who are empowering
themselves.

Creating an Enabling Environment for Empowerment

People empower themselves. However, governments and other actors can play a vital role by either
blocking the process or creating a supportive environment of policies, institutions and institutional cultures.

Policies
Very often, especially in a democratic political environment, the easiest thing for governments to do is to
change laws or pass new laws to support the poor. These may include a range of important actions that will
depend on the specific context, such as anti- discrimination legislation, changing civil and inheritance
codes, protecting the common resource areas used by indigenous peoples, or easing the credit-worthiness
criteria used by public sector banks for example. None of these examples constitutes a welfare hand-out;
instead they remove barriers and free up the capacity of poor communities to empower themselves.

But laws in themselves are often insufficient. This could be because they are poorly implemented, or
because more active steps need to be taken. Two key policy directions can be identified, in addition to the
removal of barriers to the empowerment of poor people. The first is to foster group processes in antipoverty programmes as a conscious step towards transforming rigid and top-heavy programmes into more
creative, flexible and responsive ones. It is not enough, however, for women's groups, for example, to be
formed at the bottom tier of a government programme. Indian experience tells us that such groups often do
not take off or can be stunted in their capabilities, unless the entire programme structure is re-thought so as
to give them greater voice in making the decisions that affect project plans, monitoring and evaluation. It is
here that government programmes have the most to learn from non-governmental experiences. Bureaucrats
must be willing to do this learning, and to alter their approaches and mind-sets.
The second policy direction is to remove barriers to the access poor people have to information.
Information is often one of the most tightly guarded and controlled resources in development programmes.
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As the theory of rent-seeking behaviour has shown, controlling and obfuscating information is a major
mechanism for maximising the possibilities of rents and corruption. A great deal of the misuse and leakage
of development funds intended for anti-poverty programmes is disguised under a thick veil of
misinformation or simply lack of information. A crucial aspect of poverty therefore is poverty of
information. Information is therefore a key necessity for empowerment, because it is only when poor people
know what monies are available, how they are being channeled, what programme rules and procedures are,
and how decisions are made, that they can begin to hold programme functionaries (public or private) to
account. Keeping control over information is a classic tactic of the powerful. It serves to marginalize the
powerless to the status of objects or “beneficiaries” rather than the active agents that empowerment entails.
Governments can do a great deal in this regard to free up access to information on a variety of fronts
ranging from development management to human rights.

Institutions and Institutional Cultures
What stands in the way of an effective and empowering anti- poverty programme is often the mindset of
top-down decision- making and control that have long been built into government and private institutions
and their cultures. These run head-on against any empowerment process that is built on supporting and
developing poor people's capacities to take better control of their lives. While legal changes, support for
group processes, and more open access to information are vital, the structure of institutions, how they make
decisions, and the mindsets of those who work within them may need to be addressed as well. This is
probably the most difficult change to bring about especially where institutions are long-standing, vested
interests have developed, and no one can even remember or believe that there may be more flexible and
open decision-making methods than those they have become accustomed to. A government that decides to
take on such changes will of necessity have to proceed slowly and begin in small ways, identifying where
the main bottlenecks and rigidities lie, and reorienting the training protocols for government functionaries
so that new methods and approaches for managing anti-poverty programmes can be brought in.

The Importance of Democracy
The changes in policies and institutions identified above presume the existence of a democratic polity. It
has now become fashionable in some circles to argue on the basis of the economic successes of a few
autocratic regimes that democracy is not only unnecessary for human development and poverty eradication,
but may actually be a hindrance. As a general principle, this is a myopic view that is blind to the lessons of
human political history. For every benevolent ruler, king or autocrat, there have been far more corrupt and
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oppressive dictators. Authoritarianism is no guarantee of poverty removal; quite the reverse. Authoritarian
governments tend to be unaccountable, prone to the enrichment of a few, human rights abuses, and
corruption. The few that may not be are the exceptions that prove the rule. Genuine democracy on the other
hand creates the spaces that the powerless need to break free of their oppression. Although it can be chaotic
and disorderly, it is the only sustainable basis for expanding the human capabilities of the poor, and the
only environment that guarantees them the openness to empower themselves.
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Endnotes
1

Words of Rani, a woman from Pudukottai district, Tamilnadu, speaking about the effect that her participation in
arivoli,, part of a Total Literacy Campaign had on her self confidence (Athreya and Chunkath, 1996, pp 242-3).
2

Alagamma was a totally illiterate, scheduled caste (“untouchable”) woman who earned a daily pittance from
Ganesan, a quarrying contractor, by breaking granite blocks into smaller stones; her entire family was bonded to
Ganesan because her father had once borrowed money from him. Her ability to stand up to her oppressor was a
result of a government program which gave quarrying rights over government-owned stone quarries to groups of
women workers, thus breaking the hold of the contractors and mafia in the area (rthreya and Chunkath, 1996, pp
265-6).
3

In her excellent paper, Batliwala (1993) avoids the extrinsic-intrinsic dichotomy by including “the self”, “that
unique combination of intelligence, creativity, self-esteem and confidence” (p 7) among the resources to be
controlled.
4

There has been extensive debate in India on the pluses and minuses of the recent amendments to the Constitution
which decentralize some power to local bodies in both rural and urban areas.
5

Interestingly, the extent of inequality among scheduled caste and tribe members was lower than in the rest of the
population. The author concludes from this that targeted government interventions against poverty in these groups
are less likely to be creamed off by a richer layer at the top of the group.
6

Quote from Ela Bhatt, Nanavaty (1994), p 2.

7

Kapadia (1996) consistently found this to be true during her visit to the pavement dweller communities Yuva
works with, principally due to male alcoholism and refusal to take responsibility.
8

For an excellent analytical study of the campaign based on in-depth experience of a district, see Athreya and
Chunkath (1996). This discussion draws from their analysis.
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