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Is participation one of those concepts used for manipulative purposes?
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More and more, it is becoming understood that the participation of communities in development initiatives/projects aimed at improving their lives contributes towards empowerment. There is a strong belief that communities should not be left out of processes that, in one way or another, affect their lives. It is increasingly being presented that, in order to succeed, every development project or activity has to ensure participation. Many organisations are therefore forced to seek ways to involve communities in their activities. Many, however, make use of means that are inadequate and superficial, leading to alienation of the very communities they seek to involve.

Looking at the way participation is practised, those who work directly with community groupings envisage that, through forming part of a process, communities are able to manifest their own interests and exercise their rights to the fullest. This is often not so: there are many instances where communities are able to manifest their interests or are enticed to do so, but, their engagement in activities is often not of their own free will. They are led to certain actions through the inspiration or motivation of forces outside their control. Often, the goals of what needs to be achieved are clear to those outside forces, but not to the communities. This is manipulation - it is often subtle, gentle and is closely linked with the interest of communities.

Still, on the way participation is practised, the use of participatory methodologies is flaunted and there is a general perception that the use of such methodologies leads to greater effectiveness on the part of organisations. Somehow this, in addition to causing confusion about an organisation’s ability to work developmentally, perpetuates the confusion between participation and empowerment.

At times it is assumed that the ability of communities with regard to decision-making increases automatically with the application of participatory methodologies. This is not necessarily so. Whereas participation refers to the involvement of people in their life reality, empowerment refers to the ability of people to reflect on and react to situations around them, and come up with solutions. Participation, therefore, is not an end in itself, but should be seen as one element which contributes to the process of empowerment.

Many of us are aware of the notion ‘work for food or money’ which has on numerous occasions been used as an incentive to ensure the involvement of communities. Many regard this as participation. But, this practice has failed to create the capacity that enables communities to have an active voice in their development. The practice has led to them being passive participants and their involvement is needs driven, and not necessarily by a deep conviction and commitment to the venture. The participation process is only complete where it leads to the resolution of community needs, an understanding of own reality and dialogic interaction.

So, what characterises processes aimed at achieving genuine participation?

The establishment and nurturing of a developmental relationship with a community has to be prioritised. In the absence of such a relationship the freedom of such a community is undermined and it is denied the opportunity to control its own destiny. Participatory processes should be characterised by sensitivity, compassion, attention, listening and relating. In fact, listening and relating are central to participation.

What most communities desire is to be listened to, and such listening has to be free of pre-determined goals or predefined conclusions. Where listening is achieved, communities are able to contribute in a meaningful way to any undertaking . But are we are all aware of the challenges of listening to communities? Organisations have to learn to hold back their pre-determined goals and leave it up to communities to identify the needs and propose strategies to address these. Further, they will go the extra mile to work within the traditional formations of communities. There are many instances where these traditional formations are ignored and organisations choose to introduce their own structural arrangements. This harms communities deeply.

For many development practitioners, listening to communities is turned into an exercise of a few rushed meetings aimed at establishing what the problems are. It is seldom that time is made for listening, yet it is through listening that the aspirations and intentions of the community can be established, and a genuine relationship achieved. Being in relationship is in a way the essence of being, and denying this is a violation.

****************************************

About Nuggets

In CDRA, through our work and reflections, we generate many ideas, only a few of which find their way into publications. This is true of so many development practitioners out there. So we have decided to experiment and invite you to join us in publishing a "Nugget" each month, . The essential features of a Nugget are:

· A Nugget is a brief piece of writing, a story, an original poem or a question - unpolished, on any topic from our or your development practice, that strikes us as worth putting out onto our website, to stimulate thinking and to encourage discussion. 

· Anyone who has a social development practice is invited to contribute by writing and submitting a nugget. See the guidelines below. 

· You are also invited to read the Nugget presented on this page each month and to email us with a response, which we will publish below the Nugget as they come in to us, with your name and email address. 

· In addition you are invited to subscribe to the Nuggets. This means that you will be emailed the new Nugget each month, saving you from having to access the web yourself. 

· In addition we undertake, with the emailed Nugget, to let you know of anything new that has been published on our website, as well as to keep you informed of any new developments, courses etc.. We promise not to overload you! 

To subscribe to the Nuggets, simply send an email to nuggets@cdra.org.za with "Subscribe to Nuggets" in the subject line. If you wish to unsubscribe do the same with "Unsubscribe to Nuggets" instead.

Use the same address, nuggets@cdra.org.za to send us a Nugget or a response to one.

Guidelines for Nuggets

· A Nugget can be a writing, an original poem, a good story or even a question. 

· Please try to keep the length of a Nugget to not more than 1500 words (about two typed pages). 

· Please submit each Nugget as an attached file, not in the body of an email message, as this gives us lots of editing to do. 

· We cannot guarantee that every Nugget is published on the website, but we will try to give some kind of feedback where we do not. 
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