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Introduction

The Politics of Empowerment

India Enters the World Stage

The cover of the March 6, 2006 issue of Newsweek featured the Food TV
celebrity Padma Lakshmi, in an ethnically marked outfit and hands folded in
a namaste, the common Indian gesture of greeting. The captions read, “The
New India” and “Asia’s Other Powerhouse Steps Out.” Inside was an article by
Fareed Zakaria titled “India Rising” Written in the wake of the 2006 World
Economic Forum held in Davos, Zakaria’s article outlined India’s economic
coming of age and extolled some strategies used by the Indian government
to mark their arrival on the world economic stage.

In the decade that I've been going to Davos, no country has captured
the imagination of the conference and dominated the conversation
as India in 2006. . . . As you got off the plane in Zurich, there were
large billboards extolling INCREDIBLE INDIA. Davos itself was
plastered with signs. WORLD’S FASTEST GROWING FREE
MARKET DEMOCRACY! proclaimed the town’s buses. When you
got to your room, you found an iPod Shuflle loaded with Bollywood
songs, and a pashmina shawl, gifts from the Indian delegation. When
you entered the meeting rooms, you were likely to hear an Indian
voice, one of the dozens of CEOs of world-class Indian companies.
And then there were the government officials, India’s “Dream Team,”
all intelligent and articulate, and all selling their country. (Zakaria

2006, 34)

Zakaria chronicled the recent economic strides that India has taken and
credited many of these not so much to the “dream team” of bureaucrats who
were at Davos, but to an entrepreneurial society. He contrasted China’s au-
thoritarian growth model, a favorite point of comparison I might add, with
India’s. Unlike China’s efficiently planned development, “India’s growth is

Xiii
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messy, chaotic and largely unplanned. It is not top-down but bottom-up. It
is happening not because of the government, but largely despite it” (Zakaria
2006, 36). The author attributed India’s economic miracle to innovative in-
dividuals who have discovered their potential, and who have the desire to
make money and also the “smarts” to overcome bureaucratic hurdles.

Zakaria set up India’s recent economic growth as an example of the
struggle of society against the state. He noted that 1947 marked

the birth of India as an independent state. What is happening

today is the birth of India as an independent society—boisterous,
colorful, open, vibrant and, above all, ready for change. [India] . . .
is not a quiet, controlled, quasi-authoritarian country that is slowly
opening up according to plans. It is a noisy democracy that has
finally empowered its people economically. In this respect India, one
of the poorest countries in the world, looks strikingly similar to the
world’s wealthiest country, the United States of America. In both
places, society has triumphed over the state. (Zakaria 2006, 37-38;
emphasis mine)

Zakaria described society as the driving force behind India’s bottom-up de-
velopment and painted the state as a tedious, obstacle-ridden, overgrown
entity that needed to be reformed and rid of both its socialist and corrupt
elements. He did not, however, deny that the state had a crucial role to play
in India’s continued economic success but limited it to providing an enabling
institutional environment for the proper functioning of markets, to producing
a skilled labor force (through its technology schools), and to addressing the
environmental and AIDS crises. Therefore, he warned, “If India’s governance
does not improve, the country will never fully achieve its potential” (Zakaria
2006, 40).

This Newsweek article tells a now oft-repeated story about the economic
success of neoliberal India as a battle pitting two giant, yet evidently distinct,
entities—the state and the society—in which the latter has finally trumped
the former. To be sure, the “society” that Zakaria lauded, is not one billion
strong. The visionary and entrepreneurial society that he counterposed to the
cumbersome and slow-changing state consists of the estimated three hun-
dred million upper- and middle-class urban Indians whose “can do” spirit
is credited for firing the economic engine of their country. It is this society,
painted as the ideal civil society, that is viewed as being at loggerheads with
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the Indian state, and if it were not for the persistence and empowerment of
this society, as Zakaria suggested, India would not be as “incredible” as the
bureaucrats at Davos claimed it was.

Celebratory narratives about economic liberalization in India often gloss
over its underbelly—the over three hundred million Indians who eke out a liv-
ing on less than a dollar a day on the social, economic, and political margins
of the country. The exploitation of their labor has enabled the success of the
dominant classes. Their survival, meanwhile, has been rendered increasingly
tenuous by the very processes of liberalization that have benefited some.

Postliberalization India looks quite different when seen from the mar-
gins of society. Whereas Indian elites and middle classes have gained from
economic liberalization, those on the fringes have suffered its spectacular
unevenness and inequalities. While the dominant classes have successfully
avoided bureaucratic hurdles along the path of economic growth, the sub-
alterns have had to contend with bureaucratic agencies that might be avoid-
ing them. How do those left out or cast out of the successes of liberalization
understand and address their marginalization? How do they encounter and
interpret the changing faces of the state and governance in contemporary
India? Finally, if the upper third of Indian society (in terms of income and
wealth) is economically empowered, as the Newsweek article claimed, what
is being done to address the simultaneous disempowerment of the bottom
third?

This book takes up precisely these questions and narrates less-often-told
stories about the state, development, gender, subaltern subjects, and popular
protest in neoliberal India. I engage these issues through the lens of grassroots

>

“empowerment.”’ I ethnographically detail the paradoxes and politics engen-
dered by an innovative women’s empowerment project undertaken by state
agencies and feminist groups in partnership with each other. The program,
Mahila Samakhya (MS),?is structured as a hybrid “government-organized non-
governmental organization” (GONGO), and aims to collectively empower and
mobilize low-caste, rural Indian women who have been actively and systemati-

cally disempowered by economic forces and by social and political structures.

Empowerment in the Neoliberal Age

In the contemporary neoliberal era, empowerment has emerged as a keyword
effectively replacing the now much-maligned term welfare. The former U.S.
president Bill Clinton (2006) pointed to this transition in an opinion piece
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titled “How We Ended Welfare, Together” The erstwhile U.S. welfare system,
he wrote, urgently needed overhauling and many “Democrats and Republicans
wanted to pass welfare legislation shifting the emphasis from dependence to
empowerment” (emphasis mine). Clinton credited the success of his decade-
old welfare-reform bill to bipartisan partnerships, a strong economy, and
especially “empowerment policies [that] made a big difference” I am inter-
ested in exploring the conceptual sleight of hand by which the “end of welfare”
(and of “dependence”) becomes coded as “empowerment,” and discussing the
material, discursive, and political implications of the use of empowerment as
a state-driven development policy targeting subaltern women in India.

The recent focus on empowerment is an important part of neoliberal trans-
formations taking place around the world, as states attempt to downsize their
welfare bureaucracies and reinvent themselves as streamlined and efficient in-
stitutions. Along with economic liberalization, austerity programs, privatiza-
tion, and participatory governance, empowerment is now an accepted part of
development orthodoxy. Various development actors, including international
agencies, governments, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) working
at international, national, and local levels, are scrambling to implement grass-
roots empowerment programs. The United Nations’ Millennium Development
Goals (MDG), for instance, featured the need to “promote gender equality and
empower women~ as a key objective of our times (United Nations n.d.); the
World BanKs new “human” face is about poverty alleviation and empower-
ment (Kahn 2000); the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID) is facilitating empowerment programs (Leve 2001); and the Govern-
ment of India declared 2001 as “Womens Empowerment Year” (Menon-Sen
2001).* Tempered by the current emphasis on dismantling welfare, exerting
fiscal discipline, and privatizing state services, the neoliberally imagined em-
powerment logic seeks to enable grassroots actors, and especially women, to
fulfill their own needs through market mechanisms instead of relying on state
largesse. I analyze how and to what effect the move away from welfare-style
dependent development toward empowerment-style self-development has
manifested itself in the “gender and development” (GAD) policy regime of the
neoliberal Indian state. I use the Indian case to explore what happens when the
state, in collaboration with NGOs, implements empowerment as a technology of
government (Cruikshank 1999) or “a category of governance” (Chatterjee 2004,
69) and the tensions and unexpected results that follow from such usage.

This book elaborates how the mobilization of empowerment is altering the
state and governance, reconfiguring the relationships between state and social
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actors, transforming development, and reshaping citizenship and popular pol-
itics under the regime of neoliberal governmentality. Michel Foucault (1991)
used the term governmentality to describe an important transition in the aim
and modes of governance in Europe from repressive sovereign power that was
primarily concerned with control over territory to a form of biopower and rule
that is centrally focused on the care and well-being of the population living
in a particular territory (Burchell et al. 1991). He drew attention to the entire
range of practices and institutions of surveillance and governance, including
but not limited to state agencies, which regulate the conduct of a population
and direct it toward particular ends (Dean 1999). Following Foucault, I deploy
the concept of governmentality to signal the diffusion of self-regulatory modes
of governance, such as empowerment, throughout society and the imbrica-
tion of varied social actors, including individuals and NGOs, in the project of
rule; the state, in this frame, is one among several nodes of governance, albeit
a ominant, coordinating one.

Recent scholarship on neoliberal governmentality, which is largely focused
on the global North, suggests that neoliberal mechanisms of self-governance,
such as empowerment and participation, are reforming the state, rule, sub-
jectivity, and resistance (Barry et al. 1996; Rose 1996).* I ask whether these
shifts in the technologies and entities of governance follow a standard script
everywhere and how an ethnographic study of neoliberal developments in
one part of the global South might trouble the taken-for-granted homoge-
neity of their effects. Some scholars have recently highlighted the emergent
nature of neoliberalism, its variegated flows, geographies and dynamics, and
its contingent results (Clarke 2007; Ong 2006; Peck 2004). Ethnographies that
analyze the workings of neoliberalism in those places where this doctrine is not
the general, or even the primary, ethic and where it sits in sometimes teeth-
gritting harmony (in the Althusserian sense) with other political projects,
situated histories, and ethical discourses are important in that they reveal the
nonessentialized nature and contested effects of neoliberalism (Ong 2006,
3-9). An inquiry into the “particular” and the “peculiar,” in other words,
complicates neoliberalisms so-called universal core and consequences and
illuminates the cracks in its purported global hegemony.®

It is in this spirit that I undertook this study of the governmental workings
of empowerment in a specific postcolonial, liberalizing Southern setting. The
tale I tell is not one about a one-way localization, or “vernacularization,” of
global neoliberalism in India. Instead, I offer a situated look at how transna-
tional neoliberal ideologies of development articulate and jostle with histories
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of state and subject formation and of popular movements in India, producing
a spatially uneven and ambiguous terrain of changes not easily captured by the
rubric of dewelfarized states, depoliticized existence, and disciplined, consum-
ing, individuated civic actors. I construct a nuanced picture of how neoliberal
globalization mutates state identity and practices viz. development and citizen
identity and practices viz. the state, and how these mutations impact gover-
nance and grassroots activism in contemporary India.

Iapproach these issues through a detailed analysis of the structure, practices,
and effects of the MS program, a part-state, part-NGO subaltern women’s em-
powerment project. The initiation of MS and of empowerment as a matter of
state policy was the outcome of several intersecting factors, including the polit-
ical mobilization of subaltern groups in India by grassroots organizations and
political parties, feminist activism directed at Indian state agencies, Southern
feminist debates about gender and development issues, and the transnational
circulations of Paulo Freire’s radical pedagogy. Interestingly, the launch of the
MS program coincided with the liberalization of the Indian economy. Fac-
ing a balance-of-payments crisis in 1991, the Indian government, under pres-
sure from the IMFE implemented a strenuous program of economic and social
adjustment. Although the market-friendly reforms initiated in 1991 are often
regarded as having liberalized the Indian economy, many of the restructuring
measures were already under way by the mid-1980s, during the Rajiv Gandhi
era (Corbridge and Harriss 2000; Khilnani 1999). The temporal conjucture
between the implementation of liberalization policies and the MS program
does not, in itself, make MS an archetypal neoliberal program. Indeed, MS can
be seen as much as a response fo the growing contradictions and inequalities
of capitalist globalization as a selective manifestation of some ideas that have
since been co-opted into the hegemonic neoliberal bundle. Even though MS is
not a straightforward reflection of global neoliberalism writ large, it does pro-
vide striking examples of how certain development initiatives in India articu-
late with neoliberal principles. My book focuses on precisely such awkward
confluences and analyzes their consequences for the reconfiguration of the
state, governance, and subaltern subjectivities and activism.

Theoretical Groundings and Departures

This book investigates the politics, practices, and paradoxes of state-cum-
feminist sponsored subaltern women’s empowerment and development strate-
gies with a critical anthropological and feminist eye. I analyze the discursive
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meanings and material manifestations of the state, empowerment, develop-
ment, subaltern women’s subjectivity, agency and struggles, and feminist
praxis under neoliberalism with insights drawn from political economy,
poststructuralist theory, feminist theory, and postcolonial studies. Instead of
viewing development, empowerment, the state, and identity as definitive or
ontological givens, I interrogate their performativity (Butler 1999) and mu-
tual construction as cultural and gendered products of translocal historical
processes. My purpose is not to ask whether development, empowerment,
the state, or collective feminist politics are necessary or valuable, but rather
to interrogate what these ideas mean in practice and how they are brought to
life through everyday actions and interactions.

This book, therefore, is not an evaluation of the success or failure of
empowerment-style development programs targeting marginalized women
relative to the goals that they set for themselves. Such assessments rest on
preconceived notions of what success and failure might look like, how it may
be measured, and who might be qualified to make such a judgment. Tak-
ing a success or failure-oriented approach also forecloses the possibility of
digging deeper into the workings of governmental initiatives and examin-
ing their unplanned consequences, even in the face of overt achievement or
breakdown. My aim, following James Ferguson (1994), is to examine how
empowerment is conceptualized and implemented as a strategy of develop-
ment and governance and what it does on the ground, and to pay particular
attention to the unintended results that follow.

Analyzing the inadvertent consequences of governmental projects also
requires avoiding quick and easy “good versus bad” judgments about these
effects. Here Foucault’s assertion that not everything is bad but dangerous
(1982, 231) provides a useful frame for my work. Neither development pro-
grams nor empowerment initiatives, regardless of their underlying aims or
the nature of the agencies implementing them (i.e., states, NGOs, or feminist
groups), are self-evidently good or bad; instead, I argue, these projects carry
predictable and unforeseen dangers and provoke bitter and often empower-
ing political struggles.

One of the key criticisms of development discourse has been that it de-
politicizes poverty by rendering it into a technically manageable problem
(Escobar 1995; Ferguson 1994; Harriss 2002). Ferguson closes his study of the
operations and effects of the development apparatus in Lesotho by asserting
that “since it is powerlessness that ultimately underlies the surface condi-
tions of poverty, ill-health, and hunger, the larger goal ought therefore to be



XX - INTRODUCTION

empowerment” (1994, 279-280). I take the neoliberal rearticulation of devel-
opment-as-empowerment as my point of entry. Is empowerment yet another
weapon “in the armoury of the ‘anti-politics machine’ that is constituted by
the practices of ‘international development’” (Harriss 2002, 2)? Do the pro-
fessionalization and bureaucratization of empowerment, as a prepackaged
development strategy, represent a depoliticization of poverty and powerless-
ness? Or can this recent reworking of development orthodoxy be interpreted
as an attempt to put power back where it belongs?

These questions get to the heart of the “dangers” and murkiness that
empowerment presents. I contend that empowerment is a risky and deeply
political act whose results cannot be known in advance; it is “a power relation-
ship and one deserving of careful scrutiny” (Cruikshank 1999, 69). Although
empowerment has generally been viewed as a good strategy for political mobi-
lization by leftist and feminist groups, it is also a perilous means of governance
in the Foucauldian sense. Under neoliberalism, empowerment has quickly
become a preferred tool with which to produce self-governing and self-caring
social actors, orient them toward the free market, direct their behaviors toward
entrepreneurial ends, and attach them to the project of rule (Cruikshank 1999;
Dean 1999; Hindess 2004; Rose 1996). While the neoliberal governmentaliza-
tion of empowerment can connote depoliticization, I argue that it also makes
possible political activism and transformation.

Whether radical or mainstream, NGO or state-implemented, projects that
aim to empower subalterns are intrinsically political interventions and sites
of contestation and, therefore, full of risks for the various actors involved. In
a feminist-conceived GONGO program, such as MS, the women undergoing
and facilitating empowerment face the ever-present dangers of state regula-
tion, repression, and recuperation of an alternative feminist empowerment
agenda. State actors, however, also face the risk that their initiatives might
produce results that are contrary to what they had imagined—that empow-
erment programs will not bring about the orderly and manageable transfor-
mation that officials seek but will generate an uncontrollable excess, bitter
opposition, disruptive conduct, and imperfect subjects. These lurking dan-
gers compel us to carefully scrutinize the forms of political action (whether
banal or exceptional, individual or collective) that bureaucratized empower-
ment projects open up and foreclose, and this is what my study undertakes.
My goal is to shed light on the messy interplay between depoliticization and
repoliticization, surveillance and subversion, and regulation and unruliness
in the context of governance projects in India today.
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In so doing, I heed Partha Chatterjee’s call to postcolonial scholars to
“dirty [their] hands in the complicated business of the politics of govern-
mentality” (Chatterjee 2004, 23). Modern governmental systems, he argues,
are altering the relationships between those who govern and those who are
governed, and these relationships, in turn, are defining “political society”
struggles in India today.® Chatterjee uses the term political society to denote
underprivileged groups who do not fit the small, elite domain of lawful civil
society “citizens” in India and who are constituted as “target populations” by
governmental regimes and administrative classifications. He states,

Most of the inhabitants of India are only tenuously, and even then
ambiguously and contextually, rights-bearing citizens in the sense
imagined by the constitution. They are not, therefore, proper
members of civil society and are not regarded as such by the
institutions of the state. But it is not as though they are outside the
reach of the state or even excluded from the domain of politics. As
populations within the territorial jurisdiction of the state, they have
to be both looked after and controlled by various governmental
agencies. These activities bring these populations into a certain
political relationship with the state. . . . It is to understand these
relatively recent forms of entanglements [in postcolonial societies]
of elite and subaltern politics that I am proposing the notion of

a political society. (Chatterjee 2004, 38-40)

Chatterjee contends that depoliticizing governmental acts, such as develop-
ment, ironically foster political identifications and political society mobili-
zations. This is a politics driven by entitlements, rights, and governmental
regimes and often crosses over into the zone of illegalities.” Governmentality,
Chatterjee further suggests, “always operates on a heterogeneous social field,
on multiple population groups, and with multiple strategies” (Chatterjee
2004, 60). Thus the politics that governmentality makes possible is equally
festering and ubiquitous: it is dispersed, multitactic oriented, tied to specific
needs and exigencies, and fragile in the sense that victory is not given and
endings are not always blissful.

I argue in this book that even though NGO and state-partnered,
empowerment-based development interventions have the potential to derad-
icalize empowerment, depoliticize inequality, and reproduce power hierar-
chies, they also spawn subaltern political activism centered on redistribution
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and justice. Whereas neoliberal policies aim to deflect poor people’s gazes
and demands away from the state and toward themselves, their communi-
ties, and other civil society bodies, the use of administrative or governance
techniques such as empowerment paradoxically ends up producing a critical
practice directed at state agencies; this is a politics of citizenship centered on
demanding resources-as-rights from government bodies.® In the face of neo-
liberal orthodoxy, which desires to sculpt dewelfarized states, poor people’s
activism in India today refuses to let the redistributive state fade away. The
state, in other words, is remade from “above” (by neoliberal gurus and state
managers) as well as “below” (by subaltern struggles).’

My book takes a cultural and transnational approach to delineating how
the state is discursively transformed through neoliberal rhetoric and strat-
egies and through grassroots praxis (Sharma and Gupta 2006). A cultural
framing of the state means that instead of seeing the state as an already-
constituted, known, and unified actor, I examine how its discreetness and
singularity is defined through development practices and encounters (Mitchell
1999). In so doing, I build on anthropological analyses of the state, which
argue that the state is not a thing but a performative effect or a product of
everyday bureaucratic work, people’s interactions with officials, and public
cultural representations (Gupta 1995; Hall 1986; Scott 1998).° Such studies,
as Steinmetz (1999b) notes, have refocused attention on questions of cul-
ture that were insufficiently addressed within dominant, macrolevel Marxist
(Lenin 1943; Miliband 1969; Poulantzas 1973), and neo-Weberian analyses
of the state (Evans et al. 1985; Skocpol 1979)." Enculturing the state means
disaggregating the structural unity and “itness” (Abrams 1988) the word
connotes and paying attention to how the state manifests in the daily lives
of people through specific policies. Here the work of feminists is helpful.
Feminist scholars have laid bare the patriarchal or masculinist (Brown 1995)
dimensions of state power through examining the gendered assumptions, op-
erations, and results of different state policies (Alexander 1997; Fraser 1989;
Sunder Rajan 2003)." I draw upon these studies to analyze the MS program’s
GONGO structure, practices, dynamics, and effects, thereby illuminating the
discursive and gendered aspects of state reformation in neoliberal India.

In addition to viewing the state as a cultural artifact conjured up by rou-
tine development practices and encounters, I also approach it as a product
of processes that cannot be contained within the territorial boundaries of
the nation-state. Locating the state in a transnational frame is imperative in
the context of globalization (Ferguson and Gupta 2002; Sharma and Gupta
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2006; Trouillot 2003). The apparatuses and instruments of transnational
governance, such as structural adjustment, environmental accords, military
maneuvers, the international development machinery, and the human rights
regime, complicate the idea of nation-state sovereignty (Gupta 1998; Sassen
1998). The boundary-transgressing movements of policies, images, capital,
the instruments and ideologies of violence, and people have rendered na-
tions transterritorial and citizenship transnational (Basch et al. 1994; Coutin
2003; Grewal 2005; Ong 1999). They have also upended the bounded sanc-
tity of states and the territorial effectiveness and reach of state work. Using
a transnational approach, I delineate how the Indian state is fabricated as a
shifting effect of development ideologies that operate both above and below
the nation-state frame.

Official and popular imaginations of the state in India are inextricably
linked with development. Development provided the basis for the nation-
alist demand for independence from colonial rule (which had caused the
underdevelopment of the nation) and continues to serve a crucial legitimat-
ing function for the postcolonial Indian state (Chatterjee 1993, 1998; Ludden
1992). Given this ineluctable relationship, discursive productions of the state
in contemporary India simultaneously reference development. The meaning
of development in such narratives, however, is anything but fixed.

This book emphasizes the performative and heteroglossic nature of
development and argues that it does more than simply regulate and suppress.
I have gained much from critical analyses, which contend that development
functions as an ideological system of domination that defines norms and
identities for the nations and peoples of the global South, thereby exerting
control over them (Escobar 1995; Esteva 1992; Sachs 1992).° However, such
an overarching and one-sided picture of development allows little room for
examining how various actors engage with development discourse or how
they locate themselves in relation to the identity slots made available to them
(Cooper and Packard 1997; Moore 1999; Sivaramakrishnan and Agrawal
2003; Walley 2004)." In this book I illuminate how subjects and identities are
made, political agency enacted, and the meaning of development debated
in the context of everyday development encounters; I do so by putting the
critical scholarship on development in conversation with the literatures on
performance (Kondo 1997; Turner, 1988), performativity (Butler 1999) and
(post)colonial modernity (Bhabha 1997; Chakrabarty 2000; Mitchell 2000).

The story I narrate is not so much about a unified and smoothly-
functioning hegemonic development discourse but about contestations,
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ruptures, and counterhegemonic moves; it underscores the point that the
process of maintaining the hegemony of dominant development ideas and hi-
erarchies is bitterly contentious and requires an enormous amount of work.
My purpose, therefore, is not to replace a critical narrative about develop-
ment with a celebratory one, but to ethnographically tease out the tensions,
contradictions, redefinitions, and, indeed, suppressions that development
work generates on the ground. I underscore the ambivalent nature of devel-
opment that condenses both emancipatory and dangerous possibilities—it
engenders a (political society) politics of citizenship that is, to borrow a term
Stuart Hall used in another context, without “absolute guarantee” (1989, 72).

I illustrate how development operates not as a moribund discourse, but as
a fecund terrain for argumentation, identity formation, and resignification.
Although development is indeed a powerful mode through which subaltern
subjects are named and normalized, it also enables counteridentifications.
Marginalized actors use the development idiom to fashion themselves as mor-
ally upright and deserving citizens, to reflect on their rights, and to criticize
and reimagine the state. They not only imbue dominant notions of develop-
ment with new meaning, but also contest neoliberal ideas about self-interested,
entrepreneurial citizenship, abstract rights, and dewelfarized states.

I position subaltern women as vital actors on the political society stage
and analyze their critiques of powerful ideologies and agents, and struggles
with and for development. In so doing, I heed feminist calls to strategically
include subaltern women as subjects of history and, I might add, politics
(Spivak 1988a, 1988b). This is an enormously important political project, as
Chandra Talpade Mohanty suggests, given that poor “third world” women
have been largely depicted within development literature as victims who
“have ‘needs” and ‘problems, but few if any have ‘choices’ or the freedom to
act” (1991, 64). Furthermore, an analytical focus on the lives of marginalized
women, as many feminist activists and scholars have suggested, provides
a broad and inclusive perspective on social justice and equality,'® which is
a key motivation for and concern of my work.

The women I write about are not timeless beings, subordinated by equally
timeless traditions. Rather, they are historically positioned actors who, given
their marginalized locations (in relation to class, caste, gender, and geogra-
phy, for instance), experience disempowerment, inequities, and injustices in
and of the modern, capitalist, governmental world. They are also not unidi-
mensional subjects, whose existence can be captured by the single word op-
pression and whose consciousness, if it exists at all, is prepolitical. I view and
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represent subaltern women as the political actors they are. While undoubt-
edly subjugated by larger forces, they are not passive and fatalistic beings,
who unquestioningly accept their lot and cannot imagine a different pres-
ent or future. They fight to survive against formidable odds, negotiate op-
pressive situations, and act to bring about change. It is the minutiae of their
daily struggles—the micropolitics of routine critique and resistances, as well
as mass mobilization conditioned by modern governmental practices—that
interest me (see also Chatterjee 2004; Scott 1985; Susser 1982). I set the every-
day and exceptional political acts of subaltern women against the backdrop
of powerful translocal projects, putting forth an analysis that links “the mic-
ropolitics of context, subjectivity and struggle . . . [with] the macropolitics of
global economic and political systems and processes” (Mohanty 2002, 501).

Feminist and cultural theories of subjectivity, especially those that focus
on subject formation in the context of (post)coloniality and state policy,
guide my endeavor to illuminate the “material complexity, reality, and agency
of Third World women’s bodies and lives” (Mohanty 2002, 510).” Rather than
assuming that women come into development programs as preconstituted
subjects, I delineate the performativity of gendered subjectivities, which are
constituted in conflicting and sometimes inequality-producing ways through
statist development practices. Subaltern women’s identities are neither rigid,
nor singular, nor necessarily cohesive but represent a fluid and morphing
amalgam of multiple axes. Women are both positioned by various social re-
lations (such as class, gender, caste, kinship, and age) and discourses (such as
development) and also negotiate these hegemonic positionings; it is in this
interplay that their identities and subjectivities are defined (Hall 1989). This
open-ended and ambivalent process of subject formation, as I show, raises
thorny problems for a feminist collectivist politics that is rooted in assump-
tions of a common (gender) identity and naturalized sisterhood and prob-
lematizes any easy notions of the inevitably good consequences of collective
empowerment.

Ethnographic Design and Locations

This book is based on more than twenty months of multisited ethnographic
fieldwork in India, the bulk of which I conducted between July 1998 and
September 1999. My research included an institutional and rural-level study
of the practices, micropolitics, and effects of the MS program. This meant
interacting with a wide variety of rural, program, development, and state
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actors. I chose as my primary subjects the women associated with MS: those
who participated as clients and those who worked for the program. Although
clients and functionaries are differently positioned in terms of their class, ed-
ucation levels, and relationship to development, both groups are affected by
their participation in MS; they also play equally important roles in shaping
the meanings and forms of empowerment, as I demonstrate later.”®

The rural component of my research took place in the North Indian state
of Uttar Pradesh (U.P) and was set up as a comparative study of the effects
of MS on program participants and nonparticipants. In addition to inten-
sively observing empowerment, development, and gender dynamics in two
neighboring villages (one where the MS program was operating and one
where it was not) and discussing these issues with the residents, I also visited
several MS villages in my fieldwork district. I attended village-, block-, and
district-level program activities such as meetings, rallies, and training work-
shops and through these forums met and conversed with over seventy-five
MS participants.”

The institutional component of my ethnography focused on the organi-
zation and practices of the MS program and was carried out at the national,
state, district, and block levels. In addition to observing organizational dy-
namics in U.P, T also visited MS sites in the states of Gujarat, Andhra Pradesh,
and Assam, and conducted important parts of my institutional ethnography
in New Delhi, Hyderabad, Lucknow, Jaipur, Mumbai, and Mussoorie. I at-
tended staff meetings, accompanied program functionaries on their daily
beats, and observed their interactions with one another and with MS clients.
I interviewed, both formally and informally, ninety individuals who were di-
rectly or indirectly associated with the program or who worked in the field
of gender and development. These included MS staff members at all program
levels, program advisors, key representatives from the Indian bureaucracy
who oversaw MS and other women’s programs, NGO functionaries, promi-
nent Indian feminists, representatives from the Dutch government who ini-
tially funded MS, and experts affiliated with the Ford Foundation and the
United Nations.

I relied on ethnographic methodologies, such as participant observation,
household surveys, and both open-ended and structured interviews.” My
multisited ethnographic study was enriched by a documentary analysis of a
variety of cultural texts on gender, empowerment, the state, and development,
including newspaper articles and reports published by international develop-
ment agencies, the Indian government, the MS program, and feminist NGOs.
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The Institutional Setting

Well before the mainstream international development regime took up the
cause of empowerment, the Indian government, with Dutch funds and in
partnership with women’s groups, launched the MS program in 1989 as a
pilot project in ten districts of U.P,, Karnataka, and Gujarat.”! MS was in-
spired by the empowerment vision and innovative methods of the Women’s
Development Programme (WDP), which began in the state of Rajasthan in
1984.%2 The MS program has since expanded to include the following states:
Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Bihar, Jharkhand, Kerala, and Uttaranchal.?

MS was initiated with the specific goal of realizing the objectives outlined
in the Indian government’s National Policy on Education (NPE) (1986). The
NPE is considered a landmark document, in that it underscored the integral
and dialectical relationship between women’s empowerment and education:
education was a critical means for women’s empowerment, and empower-
ment was a necessary precondition for women’s education and gender equal-
ity. MS was designed and implemented under the aegis of the Department of
Education (Ministry of Human Resource Development) in order to translate
the visions of the NPE into practice. Operating under the banner “Education
for Women’s Equality;” MS regards education

not merely as acquiring basic literacy skills but as a process of learning
to question, critically analyse issues and problems and seek solutions.
It endeavours to create an environment for women to learn at their own
pace, set their own priorities and seek knowledge and information to
make informed choices. (Government of India 1997, 3)

MS aims to empower subaltern women through radical pedagogical tech-
niques that help to engender critical thinking or conscientization (Freire 1970)
and antioppression struggles. The program uses empowerment as a means to
achieving gender equality, development, and social change. It works with low-
caste, primarily Dalit, poor, landless, rural women, because they are consid-
ered to be the most disadvantaged.” MS believes that these women’s location
at the bottom of the social pyramid acts as a formidable barrier, preventing
them from knowing their rights and accessing information about government
programs. The program, therefore, views social hierarchies and the ignorance
they spawn as the main obstacles to just and equitable development. It envi-
sions empowerment as a collective and ongoing process of knowledge pro-
duction and struggle whereby women learn to reflect on their situations, take
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action to address their problems, change their self-image, and redefine them-
selves as agents of development and social transformation. Although adult
women’s empowering education is the primary focus of the program, MS also
runs village preschools and alternative residential schools for young girls.
The main programmatic vehicles for subaltern women’s collective em-
powerment are village-level mahila sanghas, or women’s collectives.

The Mahila Sanga [sic] will provide the space where women can
meet, be together, and begin the process of reflecting, asking
questions, speaking fearlessly, thinking, analyzing and above all
feeling confident to articulate their needs through this collective
action. (Government of India 1997, 7)

All program villages have MS collectives and women’s participation in them
is voluntary. The sanghas are, for the most part, homogenous in terms of
caste. While the bulk of MS participants are Dalits and women from other
lower castes, some village sanghas do have upper-caste participants. In rare
cases, villages have separate groups for upper-caste and lower-caste women
to avoid intercaste conflicts among participants. MS collectives generally
meet weekly to discuss and take action on various issues such as wage labor,
government development programs, violence, laws, local legislative bodies
(and women’s participation in them), health, and rights. Since the mid-1990s,
MS members have also been involved in peer-group savings and loan activi-
ties. Program functionaries support their clients” efforts by providing them
with relevant information and training.

In its initial years, the program used the sakhi [friend] model for col-
lectivization. This process entailed identifying one or two women in each
village who demonstrated leadership qualities and training them to organize
MS collectives and to take the lead in addressing local problems. Sakhis were
expected to attend MS workshops and share the information received with
other program participants. They received a small honorarium of Rs 200
per month for their MS-related work. This model is no longer used in the
program. MS now relies solely on the sangha model, in which all collective
members play active roles in taking up issues. Each sangha has a core com-
mittee of karyakarinis—women who work on specific issues such as health,
law, environment, labor, cleanliness, literacy, and political participation. The
Rs 200 that was awarded to sakhis as monthly compensation now goes to the
collective fund and is slated for village development.
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The activities of village sanghas are overseen by field-level motivators called
sahyoginis.”® Sahyoginis play a crucial role in MS—they are the primary link
between the participants and the program—and MS pays special attention
to enhancing their capacities. Sahyoginis act as facilitators, trainers, infor-
mation disseminators, mediators, and liaisons between MS participants and
other entities, such as government officials, bank employees, health-center
functionaries, and the like. They help collectivize village women and assist
them in mobilizing around local problems. Each sahyogini is responsible for
ten program villages and periodically meets with village sanghas separately
in addition to conducting monthly meetings attended by representatives
from all her program villages.

The work of sahyoginis in every block is coordinated by an MS block unit
or office. This office is managed by a block incharge, who arranges training
sessions and block-level meetings for MS participants. The activities of sev-
eral program blocks are coordinated by district offices managed by district
programme coordinators (DPCs) along with a team of resource persons, con-
sultants, and clerical staff. Above the district offices are the state-level MS of-
fices, which oversee the activities of all program districts and are located in the
capital cities of their respective states.” State offices are headed by state pro-
gramme directors (SPDs).” All staff members at the block, district, and state
levels are drawn from the NGO sector and are not considered government
employees.” The highest level national office of the program is located in New
Delhi. This office is under the direct charge of the national programme direc-
tor (NPD), who is an Indian Administrative Services officer, an elite-cadre
civil servant, within the Department of Education. Support staff and consul-
tants at the national office are, however, drawn from the NGO sector.

The primary responsibilities of the national office include communicating
with government departments and donors, managing program funds, en-
suring that the program fits within the larger policy framework of the state,
and providing programmatic support to the different state-level MS offices.
Senior bureaucrats in the Department of Education and a National Resource
Group (NRG) oversee the work of the national-level team. The NRG is an
advisory body comprising of feminist and development activists as well as
academics who are appointed on three-year terms. This group meets peri-
odically to discuss MS program issues, challenges, and future directions.
Government officials representing relevant ministries and departments
also attend NRG meetings. Whereas the NRG operates as a national body,
an Executive Committee (EC) supervises the work in each program state.
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EC members participate in administrative and financial decisions (such as
approving senior hires and releasing program funds) but are not involved in
everyday programmatic strategy decisions. Although the ECs are chaired by
the state-level Secretaries of Education and include ex officio representatives,
the majority of EC members belong to the NGO and academic sectors.”

MS is a part-state, part-nonstate GONGO, or what many of my infor-
mants dubbed as a “semiautonomous” organization. While MS is considered
a central government initiative whose national office is housed within the
Department of Education, state-level programs are implemented by inde-
pendent, nongovernmental MS Societies that are registered under the So-
cieties Registration Act (1860) of the Government of India.** According to
the people involved with the initial program design, including feminists,
NGO representatives, and government officials, the MS program’s semiau-
tonomous GONGO structure was put in place to prevent direct government
intervention and to ensure relative independence for its staff.”

Many of my informants regarded MS as a one-of-a-kind program when
compared to other state-sponsored development initiatives, because of its in-
novative structure and approach. First, it is not a straight-up government
organization. Second, MS recognizes social hierarchies as obstacles to women’s
empowerment and education, and ultimately to equitable national develop-
ment. The program’s objectives, such as enhancing the self-image of women
and strengthening their capacities to act as agents of social transformation,
are unique. Third, unlike most other government programs, MS is not a
target-driven program but takes a process-oriented, flexible approach to
addressing a variety of issues in different locations.”” MS is guided by a set
of inviolable principles, such as accountability of the staff to rural women,
decentralized management, and bottom-up participatory planning, which
must be adhered to at all program stages (Government of India 1997, 6).
Fourth, MS is not a delivery program—that is, MS does not give tangible
goods to its participants. Instead, it provides women with information about
their rights and government programs and raises their awareness through
collective organizing around local issues.

Spatial Coordinates

The bulk of my rural-level ethnography took place in three adjacent blocks
in eastern U.P.—Seelampur, Chandpur, and Nizabad—where I accompa-
nied MS employees on their regular field visits to villages and participated



INTRODUCTION - xxxi

in internal program evaluations and was thus able to interact with a large
cross-section of MS participants and non-participants. The U.P. plains were
an unfamiliar territory for me and I therefore sought the assistance of local
MS staff members in choosing a primary program area for my study. Most
staff members suggested Seelampur block, where the MS program had oper-
ated the longest (for over nine years) and was being phased out in 1998-1999.
Basing my research in Seelampur, they felt, would give me a good idea of
MS activities and of the changes the program had brought about in the lives
of participating women. Moreover, Seelampur was a shorter commute from
the city of Begumpur, where the MS district office was located and where
I was to conduct a significant portion of my institutional ethnography. I left
the selection of particular villages up to these program functionaries as well,
explaining that I wanted to work in an MS and a non-MS village (with fairly
similar socioeconomic indicators) in order to do a comparative study of the
effects of the program. The staff members, after some deliberations (in which
I did not participate), chose Nimani, an MS village, and Gamiya, a non-MS
village that were in close proximity to each other and a relatively short walk
from my place of residence.

Seelampur is an agricultural region. Although paddy is the main crop,
Seelampur also grows other grains (bajra and jowar), lentils (particularly
arhar), and vegetables (potatoes, peas, etc.). Besides agriculture, weaving
is an important activity in the area. Seelampur lies adjacent to important
carpet- and silk-weaving centers of eastern U.P,, and some residents are in-
volved in home-based handloom production. The total population of the
block, according to the 1991 census, was 158,541; of this, Dalits constituted
approximately 17.5 percent and women 48 percent.”

The main Seelampur bazaar and administrative center lies roughly twenty-
seven kilometers southwest of Begumpur. After a sixteen-hour train journey
from New Delhi, one has to take a bus from the Begumpur railway junc-
tion to reach this area. The buses, run by private contractors licensed by the
state transportation authority, are profusely decorated with religious im-
agery, lights, and Bollywood-inspired artwork, and are usually bursting at
the seams with people, grain, vegetables, and other kinds of luggage. These
vehicles ply the road connecting Begumpur with Seelampur and beyond at
intervals of fifteen minutes and take approximately an hour and a half to
reach Seelampur bazaar. The fare depends on who you are. If you are a regu-
lar commuter (for eg., a schoolteacher), the fare is Rs 2 each way, an occa-
sional commuter, Rs 7 each way, and if you are a local bigwig belonging to
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a land-owning, politically prominent, upper-caste family, then you ride for
free (the bus conductors dare not ask for the fare). The last category of travel-
ers, as I would discover later, are key participants in what local MS women
call the “mafia,” consisting of men who embody and represent the daunt-
ing nexus between caste status, economic capital, and political power against
which MS functionaries and clients struggle (see chapter 3).

The village of Nimani is about one and a half kilometers west of the main
Seelampur bazaar bus stop. Nimani, like other villages in the area, is made
up of various hamlets, or bastis. People belonging to different caste groups,
including Dalit, Thakur, Brahmin, Yadav, Kurmi [agriculturalists], Gadariya
[shepherds], and Naat [street performers], live in segregated hamlets on both
sides of the main Begumpur-Seelampur road. The total population of Nimani,
according to the 1991 census, was 1,456; the village chief reported that this
number had grown to four thousand in 1998 and an estimated 40 percent
of the residents were Dalits. Nimani has three Dalit hamlets. The hamlet
in which MS operated lies to the south of the Begumpur-Seelampur road,
about three hundred yards behind a well-known local temple dedicated to
the Hindu god Shiv. A significant part of my village-level fieldwork was con-
ducted here. The total population of this hamlet in 1998 was approximately
two hundred and almost all households in this hamlet fell within the govern-
ment-stipulated “below poverty line” socioeconomic category. A tiny pro-
portion of families owned small pieces of land (which were primarily titled
to males). Only four families owned concrete brick houses; the remaining
residents lived in one- or two-room mud huts. Most adult male residents
were literate, whereas most adult women were not (all younger girls, how-
ever, had some formal education).** Men were involved in weaving, leather-
work, cattle rearing, petty commodity production, agriculture, and clerical
work (at a local bank); some had migrated to cities such as Mumbai and
Surat seeking employment as auto-rickshaw drivers and textile mill work-
ers. Nimani’s female residents were primarily involved in agricultural activi-
ties, working as sharecroppers and agricultural laborers on farms owned by
upper-caste families. Some women also assisted their husbands with weaving.
In addition, women were responsible for most household tasks, including
cooking, cleaning, collecting fodder for cattle, and child rearing.

The Dalit hamlet in Gamiya lies close to the main Seelampur bazaar. The
total population of this hamlet in 1998 was listed as eighty-two in govern-
ment records. The literacy levels and other socioeconomic indicators and the
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activities of Gamiya’s residents were similar to the ones in Nimani. MS, how-
ever, did not operate in Gamiya.

Chapter Sketches

This book discusses the changes in governance, development ideologies,
subject formation, and political struggles taking place in neoliberal India
and uses the prism of women’s empowerment to explore these issues.

In chapter 1, T ask what empowerment signifies in the world of neoliberal
development. It is among those ideas that “can be interpreted in different
ways . .. [and are therefore] particularly powerful in ‘policy-making’ because
they provide a spacious . . . hanger on which those of different persuasions
are able to hang their coats” (Harriss 2002, 1). I chalk out a layered picture
of empowerment as a translocal assemblage, condensing varied meanings
and spatiotemporal histories that articulate in contradictory and unexpected
ways. The hegemonic frame I examine is that of neoliberalism, using as ex-
emplary the World BanKk’s discourse on gender, empowerment, and social
inclusion. The three counterhegemonic visions of empowerment that I dis-
cuss are those put forward by feminist scholars of development, Paulo Freire,
and Gandhi. These various frames, regardless of their underlying ideological
premises, use empowerment as a governmental technology in that their pur-
pose is to direct the behavior of individuals and collectives toward certain
ends. Thus, even though the means and ends they envision are often diver-
gent, both oppositional and mainstream strategies also overlap. The tense
articulations of these varied conceptualizations of empowerment overdeter-
mine the context in which MS works; they make for a fraught dynamic and
outcomes that cannot be determined in advance, as I unravel in the remain-
der of the book.

Chapters 2 and 3 reveal the cultural and gendered logics of state forma-
tion and the paradoxical effects of neoliberal governance strategies in India
that help to regulate gender norms and identities and to simultaneously
unbound empowerment from hegemonic and controlled expectations. The
governmental use of empowerment in a state-partnered development pro-
gram, in other words, works in ways other than to simply governmentalize.

In chapter 2, I tease out the discursive shaping of the developmentalist
Indian state, through the lenses of the MS program and the transnational
neoliberal doctrine, complicating the latter’s purportedly universal effects on
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state transformation. Specifically, I analyze the MS program’s innovative cross-
bred GONGO form and empowerment goal, its location within the govern-
ment system, and its definition of marginalized women as the paradigmatic
subjects—objects of empowerment and illustrate how the neoliberal Indian
state is imagined and gendered as a demarcated, vertically authoritative, if am-
biguously masculinist, body. I examine how the process of state reformation
in India both reflects hegemonic ideologies of transnational neoliberal gov-
ernmentality that celebrate participation and empowerment and also deflects
away. Despite the transition to empowerment, the transformed neoliberal
Indian state is not a postwelfare state. Not only does the Indian government
continue to implement redistributive programs because of populist impera-
tives, welfarist ideologies also, ironically, continue to define the supposedly
post- and antiwelfare empowerment framework. I detail these welfarist in-
cursions and carryovers and delineate their gendered implications through a
discussion of the MS program’s placement within the bureaucratic hierarchy
and its definition of the women who need empowerment. The prevalence
of welfare-based programs and welfarist assumptions in India today, as I
contend, is an illustration of postcolonial “exceptions” to neoliberalism (Ong
2006, 4), which problematize the latter’s global uniformity.

Whereas chapter 2 focuses on the MS program’s GONGO position (as nei-
ther wholly in the state nor wholly of it) and its representations of the women
it targets to unravel the gendered and discursive nature of state formation,
chapter 3 illuminates this further by examining the concrete impact of the
GONGO form on the identities and empowerment practices of the women
who work for MS. I do this by analyzing the constraints and paradoxes that
state participation in MS raise for its staff members and how they strategically
use the program’s hybrid identity—part-state, part-NGO—to skirt around
these very dilemmas. I argue that the GONGO nature of MS gives its func-
tionaries “two hats”—a nongovernmental hat and a governmental hat. They
switch between these hats to strategically position themselves against official
and subaltern perceptions of the state and NGOs. I narrate a series of ethno-
graphic vignettes, explaining how MS representatives are viewed by their in-
terlocutors and, in turn, position themselves in a shifting manner in different
contexts. These instances tell us much about how the state and its putative
“other” (NGOs) materialize through everyday MS program dynamics and
about the kinds of empowering challenges that are thwarted and facilitated in
the context of this government-partnered program. I show that the usage of
empowerment as a state-sponsored, governmental, development technique,
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bureaucratizes the everyday lives of the women involved in the program, but
it also unleashes unexpected consequences that are indeed empowering for
some women.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 highlight the disciplinary and generative aspects
of development discourse. I argue that development is neither a totalizing
nor a dead discourse; rather, it operates as an argumentative and productive
ground on which different sorts of subjects and communities are engineered,
agency articulated, and a politics of citizenship enacted. Although develop-
ment interventions depoliticize poverty by rendering it into a technically
solvable matter, they also provoke popular struggles surrounding redistri-
bution and moral citizenship that are directed at the state. Even as develop-
ment attempts to create and regulate disciplined individual and collective
bodies, it also breeds subversive tactics and unruly subjects who protest their
subjectification and subjection, who test the state and unbound it from its
presumed limits, and who resignify development.

Chapter 4 illustrates the performativity of development and subject for-
mation. Written in the form of a two-act play, this chapter reenacts a devel-
opment encounter between MS clients, program functionaries, state officials,
and World Bank experts in Nimani village. I demonstrate how everyday de-
velopment encounters operate as reality shows or social dramas where devel-
opmental identities, hierarchies, and norms materialize and are subverted,
actors are fashioned, dominant scripts are enacted and improvised, and dif-
ferent meanings of development and modernity are proliferated. In script-
ing this development event as a drama, I unmask development’s positivist
and mimetic logic, highlighting ethnographically its disciplinary under- and
overtones. I also, however, revisit questions of subaltern agency. Unlike anti-
development critics who assume that the real agency of marginalized people
lies in rejecting development, I argue that subaltern struggles are not antide-
velopment or antimodern per se; rather they repudiate dominant meanings
of development and enunciate discrepant modernities.

I carry these themes forward in chapter 5, where I focus on the trope
of failure, which was frequently used by state and subaltern actors in their
discussions of development. Instead of viewing “arrested development” as a
point of closure, however, I use it as a point of entry into analyzing what these
widespread narratives about failure enable. I argue that official and subaltern
stories of development’s breakdown are a form of highly antagonistic, public,
and moral “citizenship talk,” which explains and criticizes power inequali-
ties, articulates mainstream and oppositional notions of rights and national
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belonging, and redefines proper statehood and personhood. Although these
hegemonic and counterhegemonic narratives share a common conceptual
grid—that of development—I pay special attention to their dissonances.
Officials blame the failure of redistributive development programs on poor
people’s lack of maturity, of knowledge, of discipline, and of self-motivated
entrepreneurialism; meanwhile, subaltern actors explain it as a matter of
official error, cunning, and dishonesty. Officials code self-reliant develop-
ment as the moral responsibility of common people who have failed in that
task and are, therefore, undeserving of rights-bearing citizenship. Subalterns,
in contrast, see development as the moral duty of the state. They invoke ethi-
cal discourses to contest the socioeconomic inequalities in which they are
embedded, to criticize the corruption and self-centeredness of powerful and
developed people, to rightfully demand that the state redistribute concrete
resources, and to position themselves as morally upstanding, deserving
citizens. This, I suggest, is a remoralized form of citizenship politics that
attempts to resolve the tensions inherent in the neo/liberal meanings of the
term citizenship and that contests the ideas of privatized states and dewel-
farized development. Subaltern talk and political practices thus put forth
alternative, ethically imbued, and experientially grounded understandings of
citizenship, personhood, the state, and development.

In chapter 6, I delve into the complex relationships between develop-
ment, gendered subjectivity, and community. I problematize mainstream
and critical analyses of development that view idealistic communities as
engines of either development or antidevelopment alternatives. Both these
perspectives assume that communities precede development and are essen-
tially homogenous bodies made up of individuals who share identities and
interests. In contrast, I demonstrate that modern, governmental practices,
such as development, do not act on or confront a tabula rasa—the commu-
nity—but engineer contingent and contentious collectivities. I retell a series
of incidents surrounding an issue that the MS women’s collective in Nimani
village took up—that of building a government-sanctioned village-council
house-cum-women’s center. This proposition, which was seemingly univer-
sally beneficial and not simply “prowomen,” turned out to be controversial
and brought out class- and kinship-based fissures between MS and non-MS
women and among MS women. I use these tensions to critically analyze the
assumptions that guide the MS program’s focus on collective empowerment.
The program mobilizes low-caste women as wormen, on the presumption that
their identities are alike, that they constitute an organic community, and that
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they will, therefore, stand in solidarity with each other. Gender identities,
however, are anything but monolithic or necessarily cohesive; rather, they are
a shifting and context-specific ensemble of multiple, intersecting axes and are
shaped and brought together in contradictory ways by administrative prac-
tices, such as development. MS, as I show, inserts itself in this open-ended
and already fraught process of identification, altering gender identities and
relationships on the ground and instituting new affiliations and hierarchies.
The complexities of subject formation and the conditional, ad hoc nature of
communities in the context of development makes the MS program’s strat-
egy of collectivization—which presumes that women already know their
gendered interests, act in accordance with these interests, and automatically
struggle against gender subordination—risky and without necessarily happy
endings. I use the Nimani case to examine the ambiguous implications of
collective feminist transformation that is based on a similarity of identity,
not difference . And I ask what an “ephemeral” feminist politics that is at-
tentive to the provisionality of identity and community and that forges com-
monality and solidarity through struggle might look like.

I conclude this book by knitting together the various threads of my
story about empowerment and development, the state and governance,
neoliberalism and its articulations, subjects and subjection, feminist activ-
ism, and grassroots politics. I weave in current events in India, ethnographic
vignettes, and popular cultural snippets to highlight the paradoxical work-
ings and uneven, unpredictable, and dangerous effects—both enabling and
limiting—of neoliberal governmental mutations and discuss their implica-
tions for popular struggles in the postcolonial world.



This page intentional ly left blank



Empowerment Assemblages

A Layered Picture of the Term

State involvement as a key player in women’s empowerment in India can
be dated back to 1984 when the government of Rajasthan implemented the
Women’s Development Programme (WDP). WDP had empowerment as its
explicit goal and was structured as a tripartite partnership between the gov-
ernment, NGOs, and academic institutions. WDP provided a blueprint for
MS, which was launched by the Indian government in 1989 as a pilot project in
three states, including U.P; both programs also shared some key personnel.

The Indian state’s turn toward women’s empowerment as a desired
development strategy and goal is the cumulative result of multiple and inter-
secting local, national, and transnational processes. These include (1) the rise
of peasant, Dalit, Gandhian, leftist, and women’s movements around issues
of equal rights, citizenship, ecology, land redistribution, and political partici-
pation in postcolonial India; (2) the failure of state-initiated modernization
strategies to alleviate poverty and address growing inequalities; (3) an in-
crease in the number of NGOs during the late-1970s, including those doing
empowerment work; (4) the personal initiative of powerful individuals
within the government to blaze a different kind of development trail; (5) the
relative success of nonformal education and adult-literacy campaigns in mo-
bilizing women to lead struggles such as the antialcohol movement in the
state of Andhra Pradesh; and (6) national-level feminist interactions with
state agencies, such as those resulting in the passage of the seventy-third and
seventy-fourth constitutional amendments that reserve one-third of the seats
in local-level legislative bodies for women.

Supranational forces have also shaped this transition to empowerment.
The ideas of Paulo Freire (1970) and of regional feminist groups, such as
Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN), for instance,
have influenced the Indian government’s agenda for women’s education and
empowerment and the MS program specifically (see also Townsend, Porter,
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and Mawdsley 2004). Feminists working in the field of development played a
significant role in globalizing empowerment as a favored strategy for promot-
ing gender-equal and just development. Their ideas have since been reinflected,
appropriated, and operationalized by international agencies such as the United
Nations (UN) and the World Bank.

Empowerment has become a ubiquitous term and a buzzword in transna-
tional development circles, whose meanings, deployments, and consequences
are anything but self-evident. An anti-imperialist, radical, leftist, and feminist
language that arose out of social movements, empowerment has now been
embraced as a panacea—a means and an end of development—by govern-
ments and powerful institutions such as the World Bank. Often articulated
as a progressive strategy of activism and resistance, empowerment is also
a technology of neoliberal self-government that alters the terrain, modes,
and actors of governance, including states (Cruikshank 1999; Dean 1999).
Empowerment is therefore linked with a wide variety of ideas and practices,
including radical politics, persistent action and reflection, just and liberatory
social change, development, participatory and decentralized governance,
self-regulation, self-esteem, and self-actualization. The term condenses mul-
tiple meanings; it is reinvented and practiced in different institutional settings
and in different spatial and historical locations by variously positioned actors.

In this chapter I paint a layered picture of empowerment that captures its
collage-like, ad-hoc, and also purposeful, quality. Empowerment is a shifting
formation and flexible technology of government rather than a singularly
coherent discourse and method. Empowerment, I propose, is a “translocal
assemblage.” By translocal I mean something that is both situated (but not
locked in place) and formed in articulation with processes that transcend and
crosscut various spatial and temporal registers. I use the term assemblage to
refer to a conjunctural and evolving ensemble-like formation, which results
from the intersections of various ideas and institutional practices (Collier
and Ong 2005). An assemblage is made up of heterogeneous elements that
are not necessarily internally coherent but are brought together for specific
strategic ends (Li 2007, 264).! Empowerment, as a translocal assemblage, is
such a grafted and changing package of institutions, strategies, goals, and
ideas, which is continually remade through transnational circulations and
articulations with different histories and cultural formations.

Empowerment was not invented by international organizations such
as the UN or the World Bank. Thus, it is not a transnational discourse that
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gets geographically localized in a straightforward one-way manner. Indeed,
the prevailing mainstream global discourse on empowerment is an effect of
other, second-order transnational circulations of empowerment ideas. This
dominant neoliberal discourse, espoused by agencies such as the World
Bank, recuperates and re-spins feminist and social movement dialogues on
gender, development, and empowerment. What has become globally hege-
monic, then, is a product of complex spatial articulations of varied notions of
empowerment. This hegemonic ideology in turn jostles with regionally and
historically disparate understandings of empowerment to produce complex
and uneven results. Here the meaning of empowerment is as open-ended
and unpredictable as the on-the-ground effects of empowerment strategies
in particular places. Not only the spatiality, but indeed the very “temporal-
ity of an assemblage is emergent. It does not always involve new forms but
forms that are shifting, in formation, or at stake” (Collier and Ong 2005, 12).

In this chapter I discuss important counterhegemonic and hegemonic
framings of empowerment that have influenced the larger context in which
womens empowerment initiatives, such as the MS program, operate. The
counterhegemonic concepts I elaborate on are those espoused by feminist
scholars of development (whose ideas are entwined with leftist doctrines of
mobilization), Paulo Freire, and Mohandas K. Gandhi; and I show how they
have inspired the MS program. I then examine empowerment’s recent neo-
liberal avatar, using as iconic the World Bank’s discourse on social inclusion
and women’s empowerment. Finally, I overlay the different temporal and
spatial framings of empowerment and analyze how a radical concept that
has been understood to shape and be shaped by activist subjects struggling
for social change and political liberation in counterhegemonic optics has
been absorbed, albeit not without tension, in hegemonic projects that seek to
sculpt entrepreneurial, economic “mainstream” actors.

Both counterhegemonic and hegemonic usages of empowerment are,
following Foucault (1991), governmental, in that they aim to produce aware
and active subject-citizens who participate in the project of governance and
to mold their behavior toward certain ends; they all, therefore, involve both
subjectification and subjection (Cruikshank 1999). Where these projects
diverge is in the kinds of subject-citizens they seek to mold, through what
means and institutions, and toward what particular ends. The fissures be-
tween the various uses of empowerment open up different possibilities of
political action, which I pursue in the remainder of this book.
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Empowerment as a Counterhegemonic Idea
Feminist Frames

Empowerment was firmly tabled on the development agenda by feminists.
Regional networks of feminist scholars and activists, such as DAWN, used
UN-sponsored Cairo (1994) and Beijing (1995) conferences to circulate their
ideas among the wider development community.? In this section I describe
the shifts in feminist frameworks of development that enabled empowerment
to emerge as a favored strategy and goal.

Since the 1970s the development world has witnessed some important
changes in how women's issues have been conceptualized—from welfare-based
frameworks through productivity-focused approaches to empowerment-
based strategies. To put it slightly differently, the development paradigms
have shifted from the welfare approach to women in development (WID) to
gender and development (GAD). These paradigms offer different points of
entry into analyzing and addressing women’s concerns within development.

Initially women were effectively written out of the dominant moderniza-
tion paradigm of development. Real development in this model concerned
economic growth and market-oriented productive activity; it was about and
for men. Women’s concerns within development were relegated to the welfare
sphere, which defined women according to their reproductive roles as wives
and mothers and positioned them as vulnerable, dependent beneficiaries of
development charity (see Kabeer 1994; Razavi and Miller 1995; Young 1993).
Welfare was itself viewed as a residual and feminized category within the
modernization model (see chapter 2). Placing women’s issues in this sphere
not only emphasized their epiphenomenal status to serious development but
also furthered naturalized biologically deterministic notions of gender iden-
tities and roles and reinforced an essentialized hierarchy between productive
and reproductive work.

This thinking dominated the development field until 1970, when Ester
Boserup (1970) showed how modernization had not only ignored but
actually harmed women in Asia and Africa. Her work made women’s issues
visible within the mainstream development arena and inaugurated the WID
approach. WID scholars, drawing upon Western liberal feminist ideas, criti-
cized modernization theory’s mismanagement of women (see Jaquette 1990;
Tinker 1990). Against the welfarist focus on women’s reproductive roles
and putative passivity, WID theorists highlighted women’s productivity.
They argued that women were efficient and rational economic actors whose
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full potential must be tapped for growth; women’s inclusion in development
would result in an efficient allocation of resources and was a sound economic
strategy. While WID did not replace welfare-based ideas or approaches, it
shifted the logic for investing in women from need and dependency (welfare)
to economic efficiency (merit) (Kabeer 1994; Razavi and Miller 1995). In the
1970s and 1980s WID advocates stressed equal access to education and em-
ployment and inaugurated microcredit and income-generation programs for
women. The goal behind these strategies was to provide women with skills
training and resources so that they could realize their productive potential
and become active contributors to and beneficiaries of the modernization
efforts of their nations.

WID provided a valuable corrective to the field of development by high-
lighting how modernization policies had marginalized women and why this
subverted the larger goal of growth. However, WID advocates did not unpack
the basic paradigm of modernization. They took the ethnocentric and an-
drocentric definition of development as Western-modeled economic growth
for granted and used efliciency-based rationales for integrating women into
this paradigm. WID strategies did not question the kind of development that
women were being asked to contribute to (Kabeer 1994; Moser 1993) and this
became a key rallying point for GAD advocates.

GAD criticisms and alternatives arose in the mid-1980s, just as the UN
Decade for Women (1975-1985) was ending. Sen and Grown’s (1987) clas-
sic work, which examined the effects of a decade-long WID programming
on poor women’s position and status in the global South, can be seen as a
turning point in feminist theorizing about development. Building on social-
ist and Third World feminist ideas and dependency theory (Frank 1969), Sen
and Grown argued that WID’s integrationist approach had not worked be-
cause the paradigm of modernization was fundamentally flawed. The issue
was not that women had been excluded from an otherwise beneficial and
benevolent process of development but that development, defined narrowly
in terms of capitalist modernization, was itself problematic, in that it exacer-
bated inequalities between nations and between genders, classes, and races.
Sen and Grown espoused a feminist-oriented, margin-centered vision of de-
velopment, connecting it to questions of peace and equality, and argued for
a society free of all systems of intra- and international domination.

Sen and Growns work initiated GAD theorizing. Besides challenging
mainstream definitions of development, GAD proponents critiqued WID
thinkers for focusing exclusively on women’s productive capacities; such a
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move, they argued, did not challenge hardened welfarist notions about gen-
der identities and roles or about gendered work spheres, and perpetuated the
higher valuation of productive work. GAD advocates also contested WID’s
narrow definition of “women” and argued for a shift to “gender” as a social
relation of inequality that took into account women’s multiple identities
and issues (Kabeer 1994; Moser 1993; Overholt et al. 1991; Razavi and Miller
1995). Furthermore, GAD feminists redefined development. Kate Young,
for example, contended that development should be about meeting people’s
physical, emotional, and creative needs, increasing standards of living, and
ensuring a more equal distribution of wealth (1993, 136). Naila Kabeer (1994)
argued that “reversed” development must begin from the perspective of the
most marginalized and place human life and the enhancement of human
well-being and creativity at the forefront. According to Kabeer, production
needed to be organized around human needs rather than around market
mechanisms because the market was not the most efficient allocator of re-
sources (1994, 83-85); the state, she thus averred, had a key role to play in the
area of poverty alleviation and development.

Despite subtle differences in their precise visions of a different regime of
development, overall GAD feminists seemed to agree that social inequalities,
especially gender hierarchies, were a major hurdle in the path of just and
equitable development. Empowerment, they concurred, was an ideal strategy
for undoing hierarchies and instituting broad-based social change. Signifi-
cantly, empowerment connoted a shift away from both old-style welfare and
WID-based development policies.

“Empowerment,” writes Jo Rowlands, “is nothing if it is not about
power—and therefore is a fiercely political issue” (1998, 28). How did GAD
advocates conceptualize power, disempowerment, and empowerment?
Kabeer differentiated between the powerful and the empowered, arguing
that those “who exercise a great deal of choice in their lives may be very pow-
erful, but they are not empowered . . . because they were never disempowered
in the first place” (2001, 19). In a move not unlike the one made by Frank
(1969), who distinguished between undevelopment and underdevelopment,
Kabeer viewed disempowerment not as an original lack but as the outcome
of oppressive forces. Empowerment, thus, concerned overcoming disem-
powerment and the related inability to make strategic life choices, and chal-
lenging unequal power relations.

Much of GAD work used the following classificatory scheme for describ-
ing the various modes in which power operates in society: power over, power
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to, power within, and power with (Batliwala 1994; Kabeer 1994, 224-229;
Kabeer 2001; Oxaal and Baden 1997). Briefly, “power over” implies a rela-
tion of domination and subordination, such that the life choices of certain
people are limited by the actions of others; “power to” indicates the capacity
of people to make strategic decisions about their lives; “power within” speaks
to the awareness among individuals and groups of how power works and the
hierarchies it creates in society and also to their capacity to change the status
quo; and finally “power with” references collective organizing based on com-
mon goals and interests (Oxaal and Baden 1997, 1). Women’s empowerment
meant addressing all these modes of power, at the levels of the self, the col-
lective, and society.

However, what constituted women’s “common” interests around which
they were supposed to mobilize? Here Maxine Molyneux’s (1985) work on
practical and strategic gender needs and interests proved influential.* Using
her analysis, GAD feminists argued that empowerment approaches needed
to especially (although not solely) address women’s strategic gender inter-
ests; this implied challenging women subordination through gender and
other systems of domination, which would lead to emancipatory outcomes.’
Empowerment required critically analyzing (both individually and collec-
tively) multiple oppressions, raising consciousness, building solidarity from
the ground up, and organizing challenges to entrenched systems and modes
of power.

GAD proponents thus envisioned empowerment not as a predetermined,
economically defined end point, but as a politically charged process of aware-
ness raising and struggle to transform power relations; this process had to
be contextually specific and open-ended. Empowerment strategies “must
perforce be devised within specific political, economic, social and cultural
contexts, regionally, nationally, and locally. This entire process is . . . tenta-
tive and experimental ... [and] it is improbable that there can ever be only
one path to empowerment” (Batliwala 1994, 67). Additionally, they stressed
that empowerment must be an organic process undertaken with women, and
not a blueprint strategy imposed on them or something handed to them.
“We need to move away from any notion of empowerment, and perhaps
even development, as something that can be done ‘to’ people or for’ people”
(Rowlands 1998, 30). These feminists thus raised the issue of the “how” of
empowerment. How were marginalized women to be mobilized to struggle
against gender and other forms of subordination? Did empowerment require
outside empowering forces, and if so, what sort of interactions needed to
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take place between those facilitating and those undergoing empowerment?
Here Paulo Freire’s work provided some answers for GAD feminists and for
MS program planners as well.

Freire and Conscientization

The Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire 1970) exerted a substantial influence on
development activists and scholars, especially those working on education
and grassroots empowerment issues. In this text Freire laid out the rationale
and methodology for a broadly conceived empowering education that would
help the oppressed to become acutely aware of the various systems of subordi-
nation and to emancipate themselves and their oppressors through persistent
struggles for humanization. This was a project of liberation based on develop-
ing a participatory pedagogical praxis “with, not for, the oppressed . . . in the
incessant struggle to regain their humanity” (Freire 1970, 30). Freire argued
that no one understood oppression better than those who were most mar-
ginalized and thus any struggle for liberation ought to begin from their per-
spectives (a point that GAD feminists also emphasized). “The conviction of
the oppressed that they must fight for their liberation is not a gift bestowed
by the revolutionary leadership, but the result of their own conscientizagio”
(1970, 49). Because they are enveloped in domination and because they iden-
tify with the oppressor, Freire posited, the oppressed “have no conscious-
ness of themselves as persons or as members of an oppressed class” (1970,
28); they are also afraid of the repression that anti-oppression activism may
cause. “To surmount the situation of oppression, people must first critically
recognize its causes, so that through transforming action they can create a
new situation, one which makes possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity”
(1970, 29). Thus, it was only through the process of critical “conscientization”
undertaken by oppressed groups that revolutionary change could occur.

For Freire a liberatory pedagogy involved constant “reflection and action
upon the world in order to transform it” (1970, 33). The oppressed, individu-
ally and collectively, needed to reflect upon and recognize their lived realities
of alienation and oppression; they then had to collectively intervene in and
transform these unjust realities. He detailed an active, intersubjective pro-
cess of transformation that required altering self-perceptions and changing
the society in a dialectical process. Ultimately, when transformation sets in,
the pedagogy of the oppressed becomes “a pedagogy of all people in the pro-
cess of permanent liberation” (1970, 36).
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What then was the role of outsiders in this grassroots-level, ongoing pro-
cess of transformation? Freire argued that liberatory change must emerge
from the oppressed and those who stood in solidarity with them. “Solidarity
requires that one enter into the situation of those with whom one is solidary;
it is a radical posture. . . . [T]rue solidarity with the oppressed means fighting
at their side to transform the objective reality. . . . [It is] an act of love” (1970,
31-32). This process had to be a dialogic one, whereby those who stood in
solidarity with the oppressed did not give them one-way, “bank deposit”
types of explanations of oppression or dictate how to bring about change in a
top-down manner; so doing would reduce the oppressed to an object status
and would be counterrevolutionary. Outside “converts” had to go through a
process of “profound rebirth” (1970, 43) and implement a self-reflexive praxis
to support the oppressed as trusted comrades, learners, and cocreators of
revolutionary knowledge.

Freire’s ideas of empowering education undertaken with the marginal-
ized, such that their concrete situations became the starting point of critical
reflection, dialogue, and change, are a critical part of GAD feminist frame-
works of empowerment and the MS program. Most obviously, MS embodies
the critical connection that Freire made between empowerment and educa-
tion. Initiated under the banner “Education for Women’s Equality,” MS was
designed to help realize the Indian government’s goals regarding women’s
education, set forth in the 1986 National Policy on Education (NPE). The
NPE viewed education and empowerment as a prerequisite to undoing wom-
en’s marginalization from education (Jandhyala n.d.). MS, a Department of
Education program, carried this thinking forward. One program document
describes the situation of poor rural women as follows:

[Women’s] well-defined social roles and norms of interaction leave
little room for education and critical thinking. [G]oing about their
chores in isolation, they are unable to share their experiences of
oppression with other women, and are therefore unable to tap their
collective strength. [T]hey are denied access to information and
alienated from decision-making processes. . . . As a result of these
factors, women are caught in a vicious, self-perpetuating cycle;
their inability to educate themselves perpetuates the stereotype that
education is irrelevant to women. (Government of India 1991, 1-2)

To break this cycle of marginalization, the MS program actively uses Freirian
principles of collective conscientization, whereby women critically reflect upon
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their oppressive situations and struggle for emancipation. Empowerment is a
pedagogic process that facilitates a transformation of both the self and society.
The MS program also unhinges education from literacy and sees education as
a key tool for engendering awareness about subordination and struggle: “the
concept of education is much broader, and is based more on general aware-
ness-raising, critical analysis of social, economic and political structures, and
acquiring empowering knowledge” (Batliwala 1994, 55). Here both the con-
tent and method of education matter. The content has to be relevant, arising
from the lived experiences of the women. The ideal method of conscientizing
subaltern women is collective, dialogic, supportive, and horizontal. The pro-
cess of empowerment also involves stimulation by external forces (Batliwala
1994, 25). These agents of change, especially field-level MS workers, called
sahyoginis [friends or partners], are seen as critical nodes in the empower-
ment process and as sources of information and support.® Such facilitators,
in MS and other empowerment projects that build upon GAD and Freirian
insights, must be respectful of the experiential knowledge of the subordinated;
they should also open themselves to learning from marginalized women and
critically reflect upon their own methods of mobilization lest they reinforce
structures of domination (Batliwala 1994, 49-66).

Translating Freire’s radical ideas into a development program, such as MS,
however, is not easy. First, outside leadership is a thorny issue. Although em-
powerment, following GAD frameworks and Freirian notions, is viewed as a
self-defined and self-generated process of change, empowerment initiatives
often rely upon external agents to induce and assist the process of conscienti-
zation. To what extent the facilitators working for the MS program are able to
play the ideal supportive role envisioned for them while avoiding the pitfalls
of dominating leadership is a question that I address later in the book.

The second key complication with implementing empowerment concerns
achieving a workable balance between open-ended definitions and strategies,
on the one hand, and instating measurable indicators of empowerment,
which donors demand, that necessarily bring some closure and rigidity. The
issue is how to give concrete content to Freire’s flexible pedagogical praxis
and to empowerment, such that the latter can be quantifiably demonstrated,
without compromising on contextual sensitivity and adaptability. Srilatha
Batliwala lists the following fundamental components of women’s empower-
ment based on the experiences of programs in South Asia:

(i) Creating critical consciousness (including of the self);
(ii) Access to knowledge and information; (iii) Developing new
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skills; (iv) Collective or organisation-building; and (v) Alternative
educational opportunities (especially for women and girls). (1994, 63)

She further emphasizes that empowering knowledge concerns acquiring
information about “fundamental rights, legal literacy, public policies and
schemes” (Batliwala 1994, 55), which increases womens awareness of how
existing power structures operate and how they can be made to work for
alternative ends. It entails tutoring women in leadership, management, deci-
sion making, bureaucratic procedures, and tactics of resistance, which will
transform individual behavior and community relationships besides alter-
ing the workings of state institutions. Moreover, conscientization of women
needs to result in tangible changes, such as an increase in informed choice-
making at family and community levels; an improvement in self-image; an
increased awareness of rights and entitlements, which can be recorded and
used as evidence of an empowerment program’s success—MS activists fully
recognize that some of these changes are difficult to quantify.

Gandhi and Self-Rule

The usage and sway of grassroots empowerment and decentralized devel-
opment and governance in contemporary India cannot be seen as simply
a translation of transregional feminist ideas or a localization of Freirian
insights. They are, rather, a complex result of the articulation of these translo-
cal forces with local historical trajectories and deployments of similar terms.
In India one cannot speak of grassroots empowerment without referencing
the work of Mohandas K. Gandhi. His concepts of self-rule, individual uplift-
ment, bottom-up and decentralized governance, and a locally defined just and
moral social order have defined the terrain on which social movements and
NGOs in postcolonial India operate. MS is not a Gandhian program, and yet,
as a grassroots empowerment initiative, it cannot avoid the wider influence of
Gandhi.” I now analyze how the program’ vision and strategies of bottom-up
empowerment sit with Gandhi’s ideas.®

Hind Swaraj, written by Gandhi during his South African days, laid the
foundation of his counterhegemonic pedagogical project of creating moral
persons and establishing an independent, self-sufficient home rule. This
philosophical treatise offered a trenchant critique of modern civilization and
civil society (Chatterjee 1986a). It expounded a utopic and locally relevant (al-
though not entirely indigenous)® vision of an ethical and just free society pre-
mised on the notion of swaraj [self-rule] and attainable through the practice
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of satyagraha [the struggle for truth, or passive resistance]. While this text did
not explicitly theorize the state, it defined, as I show below, an alternative art
of governance to the one then dominant in the West, whose fundamental dif-
ference lay in its moral content and spatial conception of rule.

True swaraj, for Gandhi, meant economic, political, and moral freedom,
which could only be achieved through a complete rejection of the economic,
legal, and political structures of modern civil society (Chatterjee 1986a). He
argued against those nationalist leaders who believed that Western, liberal
institutions and ideas were basically good (insofar as they enabled the British
to achieve their dominance) and should be retained even as the British them-
selves needed to be expelled. Gandhi dismissed exchange- and consumption-
based modes of production that relied upon markets and upon competitive,
self-interested, and profit-seeking individuals. He rejected the abstract ratio-
nality of modern law and legal institutions, arguing that they were immoral
and unjust because they perpetuated inequalities in the name of legal equal-
ity. He also dismissed the modern system of representative rule, which, in
theory, enabled people to participate in governance, but, in fact, only allowed
them to “do so through the medium of their representatives whose actions
have to be ratified only once in so many years” (Chatterjee 1986a, 90). This
system distanced rulers from their subjects, thus institutionalizing an “abroga-
tion of moral responsibility” on the part of the rulers (Chatterjee 1986a, 91).
What India needed, in order to be truly independent from enslavement, was
to expel these institutions.

Moreover, swaraj could only be attained when people used satyagraha as a
guiding principle and as personal and political practice (Gandhi 1997, 95-96).
Satyagraha entailed noncooperation. Governance, Gandhi maintained, re-
quired the acquiescence of the governed; however, if they pledged to disobey
colonial structures and strictures that were inimical to self-determination,
they would fundamentally challenge and destabilize colonial rule. “We cease
to co-operate with our rulers when they displease us,” declared Gandhi (1997,
95). Satyagraha implied refusing to obey man-made laws that were unjust and
that supported the interests of the powerful. It meant not doing that which
was “repugnant to our conscience” (1997, 91).

True swaraj did not connote English-style rule carried on without the
English (Gandhi1997, 27-29) but implied a fundamental reconceptualization
of rule. “It is swaraj,” wrote Gandhi, “when we learn to rule ourselves. . . . But
such swaraj has to be experienced by each one for himself” (1997, 73). Swaraj,
thus, was a self-making project that cultivated a moral person who exercised
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self-control over his (Gandhi only used male pronouns) mind and body and
pursued the path of truth."” Because it was a pedagogic process that involved
self-transformation, one did not have to rely on others to establish a swaraji
society. Indeed, such a just and free society would be realized through each
individual governing her or his conduct according to local moral prin-
ciples and following the tactic of passive resistance or love/soul force (which
Gandhi counterposed to brute and violent force or repressive power).

In emphasizing the role of the self in rule, Gandhi delegitimized govern-
ment over others. Rule, ideally, did not involve taking over the reins of gov-
ernment but concerned ensuring the happiness and welfare of all and could
be achieved through self-governance (Gandhi 1997, 76-77). The ideal model
of such a decentralized rule, according to Gandhi, was ramrajya—a moral,
benevolent patriarchy, where the ruler, in following the moral path of truth,
embodied the collective will of the people, thus rendering representative
institutions unnecessary (see Bose 1997; Chatterjee 1986a). For Gandhi, this
constituted an “enlightened anarchy;” a stateless society made up of individu-
als and communities regulating themselves in accordance with communal
moral principles (Chatterjee 1986a, 92). State institutions were superfluous
in such a system because “each person will become his own ruler” and “will
conduct himself in such a way that his behavior will not hamper the well-
being of his neighbors” (Gandhi, quoted in Chatterjee 1986a, 92).

The village occupied a central place in Gandhi’s imagination as the locus
of truth and freedom. The goal of swaraj, he emphasized, was the uplift and
reconstruction of rural India, which remained uncolonized by the immoral
forces of modernity. In a letter to Nehru, dated October 5, 1945, Gandhi
wrote, “I am convinced that if India is to attain true freedom . . . then sooner
or later the fact must be recognised that people have to live in villages, not in
towns, in huts, not in palaces. . . .” (Gandhi 1997, 150). Home rule would be
meaningful only if it improved the condition of villagers (1997, 70). Gandhi
promoted a self-contained, self-sufficient village-based moral economy
where people produced primarily for their own consumption and broke their
dependence on the market. The village was also the locus of governance. Real
swaraj meant decentralizing power in society and giving villages the author-
ity to rule and defend themselves through morally driven cooperation.

But whose duty was it to uplift villages? According to Gandhi, the state was
not the ideal entity for undertaking such a task. The proper role of the state, in
fact, was to “abdicate its presumed responsibility of promoting ‘development’
and thus clear the ground for popular non-state agencies to take up the work
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of revitalizing the village economies” (Chatterjee 1986a, 115)." The project of
social development needed to be shouldered by dedicated, upstanding, and
selfless nonstate volunteers (Chatterjee 1986a, 120). Although Hind Swaraj
essentially detailed an individual project of self-transformation that would
result in a social movement for just social change and that did not require lead-
ers per se, Gandhi later emphasized the need for principled people who could
lead the masses down the path of emancipation (Chatterjee 1986a). Real civili-
zation “means ‘good conduct’” (Gandhi 1997, 67) directed toward moral ends
and achieved through satyagrahi practices, and true satyagrahis would lead by
setting personal examples for others to follow. Civil disobedience, as explained
in Hind Swaraj, was a key tactic for attaining self-rule and one that could be
used by anyone. However, after observing the troubled ground-level mobiliza-
tion of this tactic during the agitations surrounding the Rowlatt Act in 1919,
Gandbhi stated that “he only is able and attains the right to offer civil disobedi-
ence who has known how to offer voluntary and deliberate obedience to the
laws of the State in which he is living” (Gandhi, quoted in Chatterjee 1986a,
105).”2 Thus, one had to first become a subject of law and of the state and
submit to these institutions in order to refuse further subjection. Those indi-
viduals who fully comprehended the workings of the state and the oppressive
nature of top-down governance were identified as the leaders of satyagraha.
Therefore, even though Gandhi’s idea of self-governance focused on the role
of individuals regulating their everyday practices and behavior according to
moral principles, it also retained a notion of trusteeship and tutelage whereby
certain individuals could guide this process of self- and social change through
their acts and knowledge.” This knowledge was not one grounded in rational-
ity and scientific reason but in the local moral universe.

Real knowledge and education, asserted Gandhi, concerned learning to
exert proper moral control over the mind, will, senses, and desires; it was pa-
tently not about “a knowledge of letters” (Gandhi 1997, 101), acquired through
formal schooling. Gaining literacy would not “add an inch” to the happiness
of peasants and would only make them “discontented with [their] cottage or
[their] lot” (1997, 101)." True knowledge, instead, was experiential and gained
through personally observing ethical principles on a daily basis. This form of
knowledge, unlike its secular counterpart, would enlighten people and enable
them to do their duty, and had to be transmitted in local languages (1997,
100-106). Moral education would integrate individuals into the collective ethos
of the community, rather than alienating them from it (Chatterjee 1986a, 92).
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How does MS engage with Gandhi’s ideas of empowerment? The pro-
gram detaches literacy from education and builds on Freirian and Gandhian
concepts of education as a broader process of awareness raising.” Its vision
of empowerment also articulates with the Gandhian notion of swaraj, in that
the program defines empowerment as a simultaneous process of change at
the levels of individual subjects and society, which is contextually defined
and relevant. MS also stresses the collective nature of this dialectical and on-
going process of self- and social liberation; individual change can only occur
through collective conscientization.

This conscientization not only requires raising rural Dalit women’s
awareness about how unequal social structures subordinate them, but also
rests on giving them information about state agencies, laws, and rights. Here
one notes a departure from Gandhi, who rejected modern institutions and
practices as a means to self-empowerment. Even though he later averred
that knowledge of these institutions, laws, and procedures was important for
movement leaders, he also maintained that true liberation could not, ulti-
mately, come about through such knowledge. Gandhi was firmly opposed
to liberal, rational laws and abstract rights, shorn of their moral content;
real rights, for him, did not precede duties (as they are envisioned in liberal
law) but flowed from the “performance of duty” (Gandhi 1997, 82). MS also
trains women in the art of petitioning the government for their entitlements
and rights. Petitioning, as a method of demanding redress and holding state
institutions accountable, was a tactic that Gandhi was uncomfortable with.
Whereas petitions did serve an educative purpose in that they informed
people about their situation of enslavement and served as a means to “warn
the rulers” about the oppressive and unjust nature of their rule (Gandhi 1997,
85), they were limited in scope unless backed by the force of love and by the
capability, on the part of supplicants, to suffer fearlessly without being awed
by the face of power (1997, 21-22). MS uses peaceful tactics of resistance,
such as dharnas [sit-ins], a form of passive resistance that Gandhi endorsed.
In addition, it relies upon training women, not so much in disobeying laws,
but in using available bureaucratic means for demanding justice.

A key part of the MS program’s vision is to empower subaltern women so
that they can participate in the processes of governance; they are also meant
to make government institutions democratic and accountable. Such an edu-
cation of women, which arguably prepares them to become proper and bet-
ter-integrated members of civil society, is not what Gandhi had in mind when
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he wrote about self-rule and rural uplift and reconstruction. His alternative
social development project, one with strong pedagogic elements, could not
be undertaken by a top-down entity such as the state, but by other social
actors. MS, interestingly, is a part-state and part-NGO project, which pur-
ports to combine the state’s greater resources and reach with the bottom-up
participatory techniques of nonstate actors. One thus sees in MS a selective
incorporation of Gandhian ideas of self- and social change and a simultane-
ous engagement with other discourses of empowerment and participatory
governance. The program also operates in a context where empowerment
has become a mainstream neoliberal technology of governance and develop-
ment; I now turn to this hegemonic framing of empowerment.

Empowerment as a Hegemonic Idea: Neoliberalism and the World Bank

Contemporary neoliberalism, David Harvey suggests, is premised on the
notion that

human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional frame-
work characterized by strong private property rights, free markets,
and free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an
institutional framework appropriate to such practices. . . . It holds
that the social good will be maximized by maximizing the reach and
frequency of market transactions, and it seeks to bring all human ac-
tion into the domain of the market. (2005, 2-3)

The neoliberal doctrine views the market is the ideal arbiter of resources and
the harbinger of social good and dictates that the state must minimize its
interventionist role. Thus, all social welfare programs need to be dismantled
because they distort the working of the market and hamper the development
of free and autonomous subjects who help themselves by participating in the
market rather than relying upon state charity. The proper functioning of the
market depends upon and contributes to the making of empowered, entre-
preneurial selves, who, by simply pursuing their self-interest and governing
themselves, can enhance the well-being of societies as a whole.

It is in the construction of appropriately “liberated” and “aware” individu-
als and in the privatization of state responsibilities, such as welfare, that em-
powerment enters the neoliberal picture as a key governmental technology
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(see Cruikshank 1999; Dean 1999; Hindess 2004). Strategies of empowerment,
self-help, and self-esteem are a critical part of the neoliberal development
package in that they enable the actualization, to a greater or lesser extent, of
the goals of free market, good governance, democracy, and the rule of law
and rights.

The languages of empowerment, self-help, and self-esteem, which emerged
out of social movements and critical feminist practices (Cruikshank 1996,
238), now function as neoliberal “liberation therapy” (1996, 233) that fashions
rights-bearing, entrepreneurial personhood. Barbara Cruikshank proposes
that democratic governance has always relied upon strategies that seek to
construct new kinds of individuals, who freely subject themselves to citizen-
making projects (1996, 247). Empowerment, self-esteem, and self-help are the
newest technologies, which help to mold individuals into responsible citizen-
subjects who fit the requirements of the prevalent governance regime and
who participate in the project of rule by governing themselves. The neoliberal
doctrine of limited, small, and participatory government is premised on de-
centralized power and self-regulating citizens who are not coerced to follow
certain regimens but voluntarily submit to a “tutelary power” (Cruikshank
1996, 234), such as a social worker, a program, or a therapist, because it is in
their self-interest to do so (see also Rose 1990). Thus “women are convinced
to participate in their own ‘empowerment’ without threats. Governance in
this case is something we do to ourselves, not something done to us by those
in power” (Cruikshank 1996, 235; Rose 1990).

The neoliberal doctrine links a transformation of the self with a transfor-
mation of society. This focus on the inward, individual self is not so much a
subversion of collective politics or of the feminist dictum “personal is politi-
cal,” but a new terrain and style of politics that links the personal and social
in novel ways (Cruikshank 1996, 236). Here the pursuit of self-interest, indi-
vidual fulfillment, and self-government are viewed not only as personal goals
but as social obligations practiced in the interest of political freedom, par-
ticipatory democracy, and the free market (1996, 232). Once individuals are
taught how to enhance their self-esteem through empowerment techniques
and learn to properly govern themselves, it is believed, society will automati-
cally be rid of the ailments that plague it. For instance, poverty, under neolib-
eralism, is not understood as a consequence of unequal political-economic
and social structures, but as a symptom of improper subjectivity and individ-
ual fajlure (see Goode 2002); self-remaking, therefore, constitutes an ethical
and democratic attack against such individual and social ills (Cruikshank
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1996 and 1999; Rose 1990). Furthermore, confronting poverty, powerlessness,
and other lacks is not the job of the state, but the duty of individuals who
have been properly inculcated in the ways of the market and political insti-
tutions and who have the ability to enact their citizenship in a responsible
manner. The material benefit of this logic lies in rearranging the activities
and shrinking the costs of an interventionist welfare state. The World Bank’s
discourse on empowering deprived groups and including them into market-
led development exemplifies this neoliberal logic.

The World Bank, Social Inclusion, and Women’s Empowerment

Environmental, social, and gender concerns took center stage at the World
Bank in the mid-1990s, as it began promoting itself as an entity doing sus-
tainable, people-centered, and equitable develop