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EMERGING METHODS IN RESEARCH
PARTICIPATION AND EMPOWERMENT

PROCESSES IN NEPAL
Philip Tanner'

Introduction
TIus paper is divided into two discussions. Firstly, it

traces the development of participatory processes and policy in
Nepal's development evolution over the past 40 years.
Secondly, it exanunes, briefly, the developments in international
social research and emerging knowledge on the subject of
participation and empowerment concepts that may influence the
direction of social research in Nepal.

The Emergence of Participation in Nepal
At the time of Nepal's emergence onto the global scene,

over 93% of its population earned its livelihood from the land.
The new rulers, after 1951, were eager to project themselves as
the champion of the poor, the downtrodden and the oppressed
(Lohani, 1978) and discussion of "democracy" abounded.
Struggling to develop a comprehensive development plan, it was
clear that most effort had to focus on rural and agricultural
development programmes. However, by 1979, a study on
Nepal's agrarian problems described the strategies and
programmes for their solution as "merely a survival strategy"
(Blaikie, M, Cameron, J & Seddon, D., 1979). Clearly, the
efforts of the state were not directly manifest in field practice.
Generally, there was acceptance in Nepal's academic and
government community that rural development efforts
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(principally through RD and IRD approaches) had failed to show
positive results (UN, 1990). Large influx of monetary support
and development assistance realized success in isolated pockets
but there was no "breakthrough". For the first two decades in
Nepal's development programme, therefore, something was
clearly missing.

The investigation into Nepal's basic needs strategy, by
Integrated Development Systems/Nepal at Tribhuvan University
suggested that programmes must aim to provide the deprived and
poor with the means to escape from their deprivation and
poverty... through their own involvement in the process of
development. ..and control over the conditions under which
deprivation and poverty are generated (Integrated Development
Studies, 1985). The authors were not only pointing out the
deficiency in Nepal's development programme (there being,
untIl recently, very little tradition or history of planning in Nepal,
before 1951 - Shrestha, 1989) but were also pointing a finger at
the limited commitment of the Nepal government to this type of
approach (Blaike et al., op cit:25).

Blaikie et aI., centred on Marxist dependency theory in
an effort to point out the exploitation of the peripheral regions of
Nepal by Kathmandu, asking the question, "will the centre
permit villagers to enter into the development process (Ibid,
1979:42). Shepherd (1982) raised similar questions and pointed
out the principal failure of participation as the absence of rapport
and understanding between local people and the officials in
government. While the rhetoric was relatively new, the notion
of "participation" has not been a recent phenomenon in Nepal;
although it has been manifested in varying ways. Nepal's
planning era began in 1956 and has had 8 planning periods of 5
years that have emphasised rural development, local
development and participatory planning, to varying degrees. It is
helpful to look at the early evolution of participatory planning
and policy in Nepal, between 1956 and 1980 (looking
specifically at the 5-year plans) and then the changes between
1980 and the present, which paved the way to Nepal's modem
practice of democratic and decentralized development policy.

Policy Change
Some of the critical paths taken in participatory methods

and pohcy, strode hang-in-hand with both academic
development around the world and current political and
academic trends in Nepal, itself. These developments were
particularly evident through the first 5 development plans
undertaken in the Kingdom. As early as Nepal's first
development plan (1956/61), there was also the first official
statement that separated "village development" from a macro
development strategy for the country as a whole and emphasised
the active involvement and cooperation of the people in rural
development. Rural development (RD) plans were set into
motion and co-operatives were, in particular, stressed as
important to the RD objectives. However, the achievement of
the first plan was considered very poor, viewed as ambitious and
with no clear objectives and policy (pokbarel, 1980). Pokbarel
referred to the plan as an "arm-chair plan," with no facts and
figures and no field research to evaluate progress. By the second
plan (1961/65), a radical political change had occurred in the
country. The King had assumed all political powers and
dIssolved the parliamentary constitution. It was at this point that
the Panchayat system was introduced together with a greater
degree of control of organizations and institutions throughout the
country. Rural development ceased to be treated as a separate
entity and was, instead, considered synonymous with agricultural
development. In essence, this shifted the emphasis from a
programme-oriented area approach to the sectoral approach of
rural development. People's participation was again on the
agenda, although tightly controlled by the government. The
village panchayats, heavily politicized, were the local institutions
available for local people, acting as the political and
developmental unit at the grassroots level. In 1962 the
constitution had specifically supported "participation", stating
that "development of the country is possible only ... with the
active co-operation of the whole people, and embodying the
principles of de-centralization" (Shrestha, 1981: 172). The
constitution sought, in theory, to "make the general public
vigilant and conscious through gradual de-centralization and to
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provide for maximum participation in the economic uplifting of
the country (Joshi, 1983:85).

The Third Five Year Plan (1965/70:273) focussed the
notion of "people" even more clearly. It stated that, "all citizens
may have equal opportunities and faciliues to develop their
personality and to enhance their economic progress." The
Panchayat system was maintained as the best vehicle for people
to achieve this goal and necessary for the political, social and
economic growth of the nation (pokharel, 1980). Rural
development again took a side-line to the overall plan, making
reference only to "regional development" (no doubt a pre­
requisite for rural development), "boosting food production in
the Terai" "horticulture in the hills" and "animal husbandry" in
the moun~ins. The Panchayats were entrusted to conduct local
development throughout the nation.

It was, perhaps, during the Fourth Five Year Plan
(1970/75), that the most serious changes in rural development
and people's participation occurred. It was during this period
that one of the flfSt Integrated Rural Development (IRD)
programmes was introduced in the form of the "Jiri
Multipurpose Development Project.: a package of mputs to
improve the economic and social life of the rural poor (Lahani,
1980:4,h Plan:263). The fourth plan placed high emphasis on
regional planning without specific reference to rural
development. It mentioned people's participation in the policy
section, stating that "attempts will be made to get the panchayats
of various levels involved more effectively in the process both
for plan formulation and implementation, in order to make the
participation of the people in the local development work more
active and dynamic (4'h Plan:254).

The Fifth Plan (1976/80) was aimed at utilizing human
resources, placing renewed emphasis on people's participati~n

and calling for the involvement of the local people m
development projects (controlled and conducted by the local
panchayats) However, in the absence of a well-defined
institutional framework to enlist the participation of the
beneficiaries, the various rural development efforts did not
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successfully achieve the desired results (UN, 1990: 19; Joshi,
1980, in Rising Nepal Newspaper). Since 1976, several IRDP's
had been implemented across the country, leading to increased
involvement of people in infrastructural projects, skills training
programmes, distribution and experimentation. However, by
1985/86, the National Planning Commission (NPC) indicated
that 43% of rural poor were still below the poverty line and
malnutrition remained a serious problem. The principal reasons
for the failure of IRDPs was (a) the government did not allow the
panchayats to determine local priorities, (b) beneficiaries were
not aware of target activities, (c) while de-centralization
supported local institutions (in theory), the policies and priorities
and budget were determined at the centre and dictated, (d) poor
completion of technical projects, chosen by the poor, created a
suscpicion in rural communities that the government was
ingnoring their demands and (e) the benefits of development
were being exploited by the powerful (particularly those
involved with the panchayat institutions (UN, 1990). The basic
premise, therefore, was that while participation was growing in
the official rhetoric, there was no real chance of seeking full
participation in the present political climate of the country. In
particular, low-caste farmers were reticent to antagonize high­
caste farmers. While the government spoke of closer
cooperation between the panchayats and local people,
insufficient power was given to them and what little power they
had, they tended to wield over the poor rather than facilitate
improvements for them (Gautarn, 1987).

Until the end of the Fifth plan (1980), several key
policies had been implemented, despite their apparent deficiency
is addressing the key issues related to local development and and
participation. These were: the Local Administration Act of
1966 the District Administrative Plan of 1974 and the Integrated
Panchayat Development Design of 1978. The latter defined
"rural development" under the auspices of "Panchayat
Development" (Shrestha, 1981), and emphasised popular
participation and exploitation of local resources. This was the
first policy implementation which laid out the objective of
participatory involvement in development affairs and a new
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position of Local Development Officer (LDO) was created to
facilitate development at the grassroots level. However, at this
time, the government was reluctant to concede de-centralization
as a means to the purpose of local development (Poudyal, 1987).
It was not until the De-centralization Act of 1982 that the two
notions were pulled together into a singular policy initiative
(Ibid., 1987: 16) The Act aimed to ensure participation in
development initiatives and to maintain and improve capabilities
for the institutionalization of development activities (poudyal,
1991) However, that is not to imply that participatory activities
did not exist before the De-Centralization Act. Indeed, case­
studies can be found in the literature concerning various hill
irrigation projects which involved fanners in the development,
operation and maintenance of irrigation systems (See, Martin &
Yoder, 1983: Case-studies "Thu10-Khola" Irrigation System,
Halling and others; Integrated Development SystemslNepal,
1986). It was not until the de-centralization act, however, that
the government recognized that people's participation was both a
method and an objective (means and end) of rural development
programmes in Nepal and that it can be facilitated through a
policy of de-centralization (Shrestha, 1981: 171).

Academic Rhetoric - The Local Reaction
Increased activity by Nepal academics was also

indicative of the country's recent emergence into the global
community and modem development practice. The poor use of
field research and practical study was a hinderance to
government policy as there was little local, academic resources
upon which to draw. As late as the mid-1970's, sociological
research in Nepal was often described as "patchy and sketchy"
(Bista, 1972). Speaking at a conference in 1973, Bista remarked
that up to the mid-1970's, anthropology was totally unknown
and few empirical works had been done. In addition, local
studies had tended to focus on central and Eastern Nepal, leaving
the greater part of the Western Region largely unknown and
unexplored (Furer-Haimendorf, 1973). While geography and
topography played a role in this selection, some Nepali scholars
(Bista, 1973; Shrestha, 1971; Mishra, 1984) suggested that there

was also influence due. to inherent biases between groups in
Nepal, which often mhiblted Nepali scholars (most of whom
were High caste) from studying in communities that constituted
predominantly low caste groups. The 1973 conference conceded
that there was, at that time, more benefit to be attained from
foreign researchers transcending cultural and traditional norms
and carrying out this type of scholastic work. However such
research did not get underway until well into the late 60:s and
early 70's and even then, Nepali researchers complained that the
results of the research were often taken away from the country
and provided very little feed-back or useful data that may have
been applied to policy or implementation initiatives (Thapa,
1973). In addition, foreign research brought its own
interpretations and biases to Nepal.

Academic Rhetoric - The Foreign Reaction
The claims of neo-classical economists that they could

theoretically demonstrate efficiency, equity and stability
outcomes from the operation of market forces, were central to
the 1980's practice of the IMF globally, and more importantly
for Nepal, the World Bank and many bilateral official
development agencies (Cameron, 1994; Lipton, 1987) played
key roles. The Nepali state was primarily seen as a problem to,
not an agent of development. Intervention by the Nepalese state
in restricting the operation of free market forces (some neo­
classical economists suggested) was arguably the primary
obstacle to the Nepalese people finding their natural position in
the global economy. However, limitations on the neo-liberalism
of the late 80's revolved around the replacement of the non­
measurable goals such as quality of life and human development.
These goals were consigned to the subjective judgement, not
accessible for policy consideration (Cameron, 1994). These
limitations are discussed extensively by O'Connor (1987),
Blaikie, Cameron and Seddon (1979), Higgins (1987) and Sen
(1987). The popular struggles in the 1980's and early 1990's,
therefore, brought a sense of opportunity and optimism to the
post-modernists. The alternative approach, arising in global and
local forms, expressed disatisfaction with the methodologies and
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epistemological framework of earlier debates. Fragmentation, as
an approach to social reality in the 1990's, was celebrated, rather
than the previous totality theories (Cameron, 1994:78). This
approach essentially set the stage for theoretIcal debate and
practice on "specific issues, localised expenences, cultural
dimension and power relations (Cameron, 1985). .

Nepal has certainly felt the pressure and has expenenced
the change of shifting international fashIOns 10 development
theory over the past 20 years. Cameron (Ibid.) describes. these
changes as altering the "development focus", glvmg a new Image
to Nepal. The progress through the early 1980's, he states, has
been more "sound and fury" than particularly useful. However,
the changes in Nepal's political and social environment since the
mid-80's is significant and it's impact on the role of people In

their own development is equally impressive.

Policy Meets Rhetoric
Under the new system of de-centralization, from 1982,

participation in Nepal began to be recogniz.ed as an ~~ve
process, meaning that the groups In questIOn could take
initiatives or assert their autonomy to do so" (Rahman, 1981 :3).
80th the academic world and policy makers were becoming
more vigilant about participatory rhetoric in the 1980's and a
number of local studies began addressing the defiCIenCIes 111

people's participation, despite the wide-sweeping refonns, and
also suggested remedies (Lahani, 1980; Pokharel, 1980; Joshi,
1983; Gautam, 1987; Shrestha, 1981). 8y 1984, it was
becoming apparent to foreign and Nepali academics and
officials that participation was a process that accelerated If the
poor b"';ome conscious of their rights and privileges and could
build up faith and confidence in themselves. Integrated
Development SystemslNepal, 1985; Shrestha, 1989). In other
words, success would be based on democracy and de­
centralization of power (Malhotra, 1990). By the end of the
1980's period, the literature on Nepal reflected that for
development to be self-sustaining, initiatives 111 rural
development must come from within the communities (Ibid.,
1990: 10). However, until democracy, in 1990, there was httle

institutional support to nurture the process that had struggled to
emerge through the last 15 years of development efforts in the
country.

Hobley (1996) indicates that practical experience in the
forestry sector of Nepal shows the close relationship between the
emergence of democracy as a form of governance and the
growing demand for its application to the management of forest
resources (see also, Lohani, 1978). She goes on to state that
"forestry" is significant in illustrating the 3 major trends in Nepal
which have lead to true and equitable participation. First, there
was systematic alienation of the general population. Second, the
environmental degradation became extremely severe and led the
government to exclude people and implement strict protectionist
and nationalization policies (Hobley, 1996; Op. Cit., 1978: 146).
Thirdly, lack of control over the resources and an inability to
resolve the environmental problems under the centrally
controlled regime, led to an accommodation between the state
and the people (see also, Bartlett, 1991and Ingles & Gilmour,
1989). In short, participatory programmes would involve the
people and yet allow a level of government involvement in the
process. This final stage, leading to participatory involvement, is
characterized by (a) an assertion of people's rights, (b)
institutionalized expression of these rights and (c) a challenge to
the current development paradignl, where demand for rights is a
pursuit of power but linked to responsible land use. This was
also pointed out by Dunsmore (1988), concerning mountain
environmental management in the Arun River Basin of Nepal.

In a wider context, throughout the 1970's, however,
concern was raised over finite global resource availability and
notably non-renewable energy sources after a sharp rise in oil
prices. The prioritisation of the ecological dimension also
promoted examination of value systems and thus, the cultural
dimension of development (Cameron, 1994:76). According to
Cameron, these concerns altered the agenda for North-South
discussion on development as well as for national development
strategies, notably for Nepal which scored high on all the
ecological vulnerability indices. Project documents outlined the
need for participation, user-groups and local institutions, for
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successful environmental management and sustainable
production. However, the success of the institutions in Nepal
now depends on equitable, participatory relat.lOnships, which can
only be sustained in a democratic and responsive polItIcal
environment. Beneficiaries, it is recognized and accepted by the
government, should be involved in the decision-ma~ng process.
This was stated as a major cause of faIlure In the Swayambhu
Area Development Project in 1986 (MalIa & Rajbhandari, 1986).
Despite the massive infusion of foreign aid, it became accepted
that this aid would not result in development unless the
individual farnler decided that it would (Miller, 1990) In
essence, therefore, King Mahendra's speech in December of
1981 was being put into action; decision-making should be given
to the "lowest units of our social structure".

Recent Trends
With the introduction of a democratic constitution and

constitutional monarchy in 1990, parliament passed the "laws of
local governance". In May 1992, democratic multi-party
elections were held for local authorities and 45,000 persons were
directly elected to village and town councils throughout the
nation. Since that time, the process has continued to strengthen
and develop with the support of the government and financial
backing of many development agencies, giving the mass of
people the opportunity to make locally-based decIsions
concerning development matters. There appears to be a general
acceptance in the government for the principle of "voice" and
"choice", as operational norms. Voice referring to the nght to
criticize the government's handling of development design and
implementation. Choice referring to the lIberalIzatIon of
development, providing people with alternative optIOns to
choose external assistance as well as to implement projects (e.g.
government or non-government sources of assistance). .

The official justification for decentralIzatIon m Nepal
has been to increase local participation in planning and
implementing development strategies, to mobilize .. local
resources and to increase accountability of officials to citizens.
The phrase commonly used in agency project (Tanner, 2001)

documents is a variation on the theme of "empowering" local
people by enabling their right to participate freely in decision­
making processes. Officially, this is accomplished through the
delegatIOn of power to local administrative agencies. However,
due to weak cooperation among ministries at the national level
local rural development policies are often undermined and local
participation, according to Beinen et al. (1990) is still
participation controlled by the higher levels of authority.

The devolution of power to local authorities is strongly
supported at the present time. Under the country's eighth plan
(HMG 8th Plan, 1992-97: 652), the government recognizes that
a centralized approach to development planning has not been
effective and is not the best way to achieve economic
development in Nepal. Instead, HMG has outlined very clearly
that the public should be mobilized for participation and be
allowed to implement programmes at their own pace; including
opportunities for decision-making. "The local people themselves
need to be involved more actively both at the planning and
execution level" (op cit.:575). Through a strategy of delegating
authority to popularly mandated village and district authorities,
the government hopes to (I) promote sustainable economic
growth, (2) alleviate poverty and, (3) obtain regional balance.
The main activity is to implement a sustainable and participatory
approach to rural development encompassing "economic,
political/governmental, social, cultural/religious, and educational
dimensions". In HMGs 8th Plan (op cit: 579), the fifth objective
for local development is:

"To create a base for sustainable development by
maximizing peop-Ies' participation in rural development works."

The districts that have the support of agencies like UNDP,
have been institutionalizing a participatory and multi-sectorial
oriented planning and monitoring system for management of
district developm ent (e.g. Management Infonnation Systems and
Geographic 1nf01011ation Systems). The apparent success in
these districts has been reflected in the promotion of improved
mformation sharing from the local level up to the national level.
The planning approach has created an environment for better
coordination of sectoral efforts and resource management in
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which (a) needs are identified by the communities themselves
(through local institutions, preferably) and, (b) projects are
selected through a process of prioritization. These actiVItIes are
coordinated by the DDC in collaboratIon With the sectoral
agencies. One of the first of-springs of this plan was marufested
in the "Build-Your-Own-Village" campaIgn, tntroduced m 1995
with a budget of three million Nepalese Rupees (USD 53,571)
per annum to each VDC. The purpose of this progranune was to
(I) reduce the dependency of the VDC development process
from the "central-oriented" control of the DDCs, (2) prOVIde
moral support for more effective participation of the VDCs m the
deliberations of the District CouncIl (3) enhance local level
decision-making, (4) use local skills and resources and (5) bong
about a much needed awareness that the people should take a
lead in their own development. Ideally, this budget was not
"tied" and VDC committees could use it in any manner Without
the consent of higher bodies. Although the amount of funds
allocated may not be sufficient to make substantIal
improvements in entire VDCs, it does create a psychologtcal
"perception" of control within the .VDC development regtons.
While we will not discuss the pOSitIve or negatIve Sides of this
scheme, it is important to note that this "perception," perhaps,
has contributed the most to empowerment of these regtons. In
addition, small projects and rehabilitation schemes could be
undertaken without the bureaucratic requirements associated
with most development initiatives. .

Since the beginning of the 1990's, the focus of commumty
development and social work literature has shifted to the
individual as "subject" of mvestlgatIon. Nepal has been no
exception to this trend. Pokharel (1980) and Manandhar (1992)
had argued that the "outside view of vtllagers IS different from
the inside view of themselves", Shrestha (1989) discussed the
need for giving a "voice" to individuals, Pokharel (1980)
introduced the concepts of "faith", "confidence" and
"effectiveness" building in order to solve local problems and
Miller (1990) discussed the importance of understandmg the
process of decision-making for "heads of households'~in o:der to
grasp the roots of decision-making Withm an mdlvldual sand

household's life-space' Integrated Development SystemslNepal
(1985:4) published an article which called for studies in Nepal
that "seek to complement the de-centralized efforts and to raise
people's awareness of opportunities," describing consciousness
as a "function of action. ,,2 Manandhar (1992:35) went further to
explicitly state that the main task of development in Nepal must
be to "nurture the individual," encouraging involvement and
participation. The individual, he states, should be at the
"centre. "

Manandhar's philosophy on the individual stemmed from
the early rhetoric of Mahatma Ghandi, which had great influence
over much of the Hindhu populations. Ghandi argued in favour
of self-reliance, through peaceful activism. His ideas, in
particular, targeted the "individual" and his "community." The
development of India, he said, was supported by the
development of thousands of small villages across India. To
govern the individual, is to govern the community, is to govern
the region, which is to govern the state (in, Manandhar,
1992:35). However, Ghandi was similarly influenced by the
even earlier movement of Swara), which was based on the
premise of beginning with the "individual" and moving to the
"state." To tllis end, some academics within the newly
democratic environment of Nepal, have initiated studies which
examine "attitudes". "priorities" and "perceptions" of individuals
in village communities. In addition, there has been an obvious
shift in the changing roles of technical expertise from outside
and in Nepali experts and, in the methods employed to conduct
field research. Findings indicate (Chambers, 1991) that rural
people can manifest greater analytical capabilities and can effect
positive developmental change. The technology now most
needed is "methodological" - to change personal attitudes,
demeanor and methods. There is a wealth of literature on this
subject, furthering the notion that the individual stands firmJy at
the centre of development policy and initiatives.

I TIle latter work is a somewhat earlier version of Friedman's (1992) discussion
ofhousehold economies and empowennent structures.
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Future Directions
It could be said that the advent of capitalism and

modernity replaced all structures that were based on
"subjective. 1I or "irrational, II elements, with "objective" and
"rational" science (Vandergeest & Buttel, 1988). However, this
view is changing in both rhetoric and practice. Many schools of
thought have firmly centred on the methodology of the
"individual" as the object of social inquiry. Weber stated that it
was only the individual who could be studied "meaningfully".
This is evident in his method called Verstehen (parkin, 1982)
The premise of Verstehen, which centres around social actors
who are faced with choices, was proposed as a means of
understanding historical events through the eyes of the actors in
an empathic maimer. In this way, the researcher identifies why
certain paths are followed based on a reconstruction of
situational choices and constraints that face individuals (see also
Friedman, 1995). The decisions that are taken are based on the
actor's perceptions that are weighed and assessed as the research
progresses. In "profit-maximization", there is both a behavioural
content (motivation of the household) and technical- economic
content (farn1 economic performances as a business enterprise).
However, the former is usually only inferred through
investigation of the latter (Ellis, 1988:64)

Parkin (1982) points out that Weber's Verstehen
proceeded from the principle that people are generally aware of
their perceptions and subjective thoughts. If these perceptions
are truly integral to social conduct, then, as Parker asserts, they
must be accepted as "givens" in their own right (Berger and
Luckman, 1966, describe them as "social facts"). This does not
appear to leave room for Marx's concept of a false
consciousness. Marx stated that true perceptions and meanings
are largely congruent with an individual's class interests but that
due to the intrusion of the bourgeois ideology, the average
individual's perceptions tend to be quite faulty. Thus, viewing
reality through the actor, in the way posited by Weber, would
provide a false or twisted version of that reality.

Durkheim differs from Weber (as does Marx) in that he
emphasizes the need to study the collective. He states that
studying the individual motives and perceptions, as principal
objects of inquiry, would be to forfeit everything of sociological
interest (parkin, 1982). Weber, in contrast, feels that it is the
role of social science to penetrate the subjective understandings
of the individual, to get at the motives for social action.
Collectives, he feels, must be treated solely as the resultants and
modes of organization of the particular acts of individual
persons. To put it more simply, the process might be compared
to a chemical reaction in which one party views the resultant
compound as important in itself, while the other party examines
the importance of the ingredient elements.

The New Sociology of Knowledge - Methods in
Research

Lewin (1946) recognized, 50 years ago, a need for a
novel approach to research in the social sciences which would
simultaneously solve problems and generate new knowledge.
These ideas have helped initiate the new field of applied social
psychology, action research and more recently, participatory
research; which now play an important role in helping us to
define social issues (Yeich and Levine, 1992) and which appear
to take issue with the traditionalist school of development theory.
This approach to sociological research emerged as a result of two
broad forces: (I) researchers found that the classical research
paradigm was insufficient, oppressive and elitist (Gaventa, 1980;
Hall, 1981); lacking the necessary insight and sensitivity to
human issues which is increasingly characteristic of the new
discourse, and (2) recognition of the continuing potential for
exploitation of the many, caused by the monopoly of knowledge
by the powerful few (Toffler, 1990).

Knowledge has rapidly emerged as a significant
influence in the new paradigm. In the past, concentration of
knowledge in the hands of the few has led to the occlusion of
power from disenfranchised groups. With the advent of
alternative development methods, we are now seeing the reversal
of this trend, placing emphasis on knowledge in the hands of



those suppressed groups and bringing such knowledge to
"awareness"; thus allowing people to become conscious that they
indeed have the necessary skills and insight to exert themselves
and become self-sufficient. Friere (1973) made a significant
contribution in this regard, maintaining that marginalized people
will remain dependent on others for as long as they fail to be
conscious of their own power to address problems. In addition,
he emphasizes that these people are capable of critical thought
and can engage in the dialogue surrounding their own
development. This latter assertion has become an important
assumption in the discussion of empowerment theory and
supports the notion that the individual is an important subject of
inquiry and social action. Illich (1976:148) argued that the
concept of underdevelopment, In addition to "physical
impoverishment", was also a state of mind. Many would agree
that understanding underdevelopment at that level is important to
bringing about change. A commitment to contemporary
processes, such as "Participation", arose out of the changes in the
last several decades, requiring, implicitly, attention to the
constraints and contextual barriers facing the resource-poor - it
also implies "powerlessness" or an inability to exert influence to
shape one's livelihood.

Empowerment Emerging from the New Discourse
The "project", as most field officers who were

interviewed reported, tries to breathe "empowerment" into the
community. This does not mean that the project empowers the
community but ratller that it facilitates approaches that lead
individuals to become empowered. TI,e struggle to re-design
development programmes to address these concerns continues
with heavy emphasis on the role of the resource-poor in the
development process. The classical thoeries of development are
not discardded but are modified in order to envelop concerns that
had hitherto been inferred or ignored.

Since the 1980's, theories have arisen which retain study
at the individual level but with a new premise and methodology.
In addition, case studies have assisted in the construction of a
more

coherent view of empowerment that takes into account, (a)
community issues, (b) structural! institutional aspects and, (c)
individual-community dynamics. These studies have led to the
development of what has been called, Learned Hopeflliness
TheOly, demonstrating that people can work towards social
change despite seemingly insurmountable obstacles. The latter
work examines the process of mobilizing individuals and groups
for purposes of creating socio-structural change to benefit
oppressed people (Yeich & Levine, 1992). This notion implies a
recognition of structural forces which affect, if not cause, social
problems, instead of resignation to an oppressive environment by
the masses. The objective is to identify the problems within and
outside ti,e community (Yeich & Levine, 1992; Zimmerman,
1992; Zimmerman, 1990; Wandersman, Florin, Rich & Chavis,
1990). This latter objective may direct the focus of research to
the positive consequences of exerting control (through
participation). Examination could also be made of the process of
learning and utilizing problem-solving skills (acquired during
participation), which result in the achievement of further
perceived or actual control. Studies indicate that efforts to exert
control through participation, should increase one's sense of
empowerment through a responsive framework; in other words,
enhancing the individual's ability to understand and increase
his/her control over the environment through interaction.

It is critical, when considering the above statements, to
note that the process goes beyond traditional notions of human
deficits. The principle goal of complete empowerment research
today - an essentially psychological state in its primordial form _
should include (a) developing an awareness of a .social construct
of reality' in the actors, (b) a recognition of the oppressive nature
of the social construct, (c) an acknowledgment of the necessity
for skills and tocl development to effect change and, (d) an
awareness of the multiple layers of interaction which occur
within and outside the community which will affect the way that
its members relate and participate within that community.

The methodology described above is based on several
additional key assumptions and provides a platfonn upon which
this research is based:
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I. People generally know what is best for them (cf., also,
Oakley, 1983). .

2. All people are experts in certain areas of their lives
(including Indigenous Technical Knowledge).

3. All people have strengths on which to build.
4. All people have skills to be learned and shared (often

through local institutions). (Torre, J989; Zimmerman &
Rappaport, 1988)

5. People have the ability to think critically about world
affairs (including local, regional and national ISSUes) and
to ascertain their own position within their envHonment
(Friere, 1970).

6. People can take reflective action, directed toward
responsible social change. "This lDvolves the
development of necessary skills to interact and respond,
in relation to the political and economic environment.

In general, it is evident that empowerment and learned
hopefulness theory revolve around several important themes.
The latter theory relates to (a) people's ability to develop and
their ability to become educated, (b) the nature of education
within the development process, (c) the importance of personal
associations, formed either purposely or by happenstance (these
associations have been referred to as mediating structures and
collectives; Torre, 1989), (d) the relationship between personal
associations and macro system structures (political, economIc
and social systems) and finally, (e) the nature and use of power
within the empowerment process. It should be acknowledged, of
course, that not everyone adheres to the "Frierian" notion of an
"educational" prelude to people being able to look after their
own destiny. Others have argued that people are perfectly able
to express needs and do something about them, If given tt:e
opportunity (see Curtis in Neilson & Wngbt, 1995). Fnere s
concept of education is widely held in non-governmental Circles,
however and it is in this circle that much of the "alternative
develop';lent" literature and concepts are revived and
implemented.

In short, the goals of empowerment have changed from
the deficit-oriented methodology of learned helplessness, to a

fuller understanding of how an individual's perceptions
/cognitions interact with events in hislher environment to
enhance or inhibit hislher control over the "factors" that affect
hislher life (Zimmerman, 1992). These latter may range from
coping with personal problems and decisions affecting the
household to those wider activities relating to community or
state issues. The described goals relate directly to the way in
which individuals, communities or ethnic groups attempt to
express themselves or exert their influence within their
environment. Most important in the notion of empowerment and
learned hopefulness theory is the protection of the valuable
knowledge already extant in the individual or group to (a) a
blossoming awareness of that knowledge, and finally (b) "putting
that knowledge to work" (through positive and non-violent
initiatives)

Comments
At present, there are limited reliable or tested means by

which participatory and empowerment project implementation
and the new subject of study (the individual) can be evaluated;
particularly in "subjective" project planning and implementation.
With the evolution from strict "blue-print" guidelines for project
implementation (in which "rigidity" does not allow for flexible
project planning and hence, tools), to a more "process-oriented"
approach, development tools to monitor and evaluate every step
within the project freamework, becomes ever more important
(Tanner, 2000).

It was noted earlier that much research is conducted to
the benefit of the researcher. Nepali scholars, also, have noted
that this has been a difficult problem in their country (Bista,
1973; Thapa, 1973). Pure research often does not involve people
and it contributes only a little sympathy and interest in the host
country or for the community(ies) studied. For the most part, the
people in the sample groups do not understand what is being
done and have no direct part to play in the process or end
product. It is a fault of many aspects of research, in general.
The results of many studies are not obviously relevant to a
farmer's way of life, nor is it always apparent how slhe is
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based upon the backs of individuals: Understanding the
Indi VIdual helps us to understand the community, which helps to
understand the reglon and thus, the state. In the same vein the
study Into empowerment and participatory activities may' not
begIn WIth the assertion of macro-empowerment dynamics
although these levels exist. Instead, it begins with the individuai
and then branches out to the household, the community, the
regIOn and the state.

Nepal, as a nation, has generated invaluable data to
advance the discourse in methodology and project
ImplementatIOn addressing participatory planning and
empowerment of people. However, much of this data is
externally driven and influenced by the pressures of outside
schools of thought. There is a wealth of experience and data,
though, that may be tapped and utilized to generate theory or
partIal theory by Nepalt scholars and to contribute to the corpus
of knowledge already extant in the international literature.
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