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Abstract

This chapter turns to the concept of “empowerment” as a result of disenchantment
with the concept of “development” in the study of information and communication technologies (ICTs) and social change in the global South. It is a certainty
that the proliferation of ICTs (mobile phones in particular) has opened up a range
of possibilities and new avenues for individuals, aid agencies, and NGOs.
However, overviews of communication supposedly for development reveal a
ﬁeld based on economic understandings of development biased toward technodeterminism. Moreover, these understandings lack sufﬁcient critique and do not
take larger contextual factors into account. Therefore, it is argued that empowerment is a better concept to draw upon in the critical study of ICTs and social
change. However, empowerment is not an easy concept to deﬁne, and no analytical outline of the concept has been found in the existing body of literature.
Addressing this lack, this chapter will trace the roots of empowerment in community psychology and in feminist and black power movements as well as
explore different understandings of the concept from various disciplines. From
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this overview, the chapter suggests that empowerment should be studied on a) an
intersectional level, b) a contextual level, c) an agency level, and d) a technological level. It further argues that these four levels intersect and must be studied in
tandem to understand whether processes of empowerment are taking place, and if
so, in what ways? The chapter ends by shortly applying these levels to a study
involving market women’s use of mobile phones in Kampala.
Keywords

Affordances · Capability · Critical consciousness · Development ·
Empowerment · ICTs · Opportunity structures · Situatedness

Introduction
Interest in the concept of empowerment stems from a general disenchantment with
the concept of development when studying mobile communication in so-called
developing regions (see Svensson and Wamala-Larsson 2016; Wamala-Larsson
and Svensson 2018). In these publications, the aim was to understand the role
mobile phones play for market women in Kampala. These studies were inﬂuenced
by the development paradigm in general and the burgeoning area of mobile communication for development in particular (see Svensson and Wamala-Larsson 2015
for an overview).
Development has its roots in modernization theory, which can be argued to reﬂect
an underlying West is best worldview (see Servaes and Lie 2015). The theory
assumes that so-called modern societies in the industrial globalized North are the
model toward which more rural and traditional societies in the global South should
develop (Nederveen Pieterse 2010: 21, 23). A similar top-down approach is also
present in the theory of diffusion of innovation (DoI), in which expert knowledge and
innovations (such as information and communication technologies, ICTs) should
trickle down to traditional and often economically less wealthy societies (see Tufte
2017: 12). Similarly, the bottom of the pyramid theoryexplains that businesses,
governments, and aid agencies should start thinking of poor people as consumers
and should start developing regions as a potential market for investors (see Prahalad
and Hart 2002). Market competition is expected to drive prices down and allow
low-income earners from the bottom of the pyramid to get ahead and stay connected.
When approached in this manner, the critique of development should come as no
surprise. Nederveen Pieterse (2010) argues that ICTs for development are primarily
driven by market logic, market deepening (p. 166), and technological fetishism
(p. 168) and serve as a rationale for trade and investment liberalization (p. 172).
Hann and Hart (2011) similarly argue that the ultimate drive for development in
postcolonial times is a world in which the rich, developed countries help poorer
regions (often former colonies) in order to improve their economic prospects.
However, while economic aspects are important for development, they are not the
only aspects to be considered (see Servaes and Malikhao 2014: 171). Such critique is
also reﬂected in postcolonial perspectives of Western development paradigms (see
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Tufte 2017: 1). Here, development is questioned and even considered hypocritical in
times when debt repayments drain the income of countries in the global South and
undermine these governments’ ability to protect their citizens, while, at the same
time, aid levels have shrunk to the point of being merely symbolic (Hann and Hart
2011: 116). Furthermore, conceiving of people in so-called developing countries as
mere consumers, situated at the bottom of a postcolonial pyramid, and, as such, are
only interesting for enterprises that aim to accumulate capital, is not only unattractive
but also leads to questionable development interventions (see Dodson et al. 2013).
The concept of development has thus been gradually replaced by social change, and
the top-down models mentioned above are becoming replaced by more bottom-up
approaches that promote participatory communication (see Servaes and Malikhao
2014; Servaes and Lie 2015). More evidence-based learning models have also been
called for, such as Oxfam America LEAD’s (Learning, Evaluation and Accountability Department) perspective on development as rights (see Van Hemelrijck 2013,
who the chapter will return to).
It is apparent that development has not been used as a critical concept –
understood here as the questioning and challenging of existing power relations.
Empowerment, on the contrary, directly concerns unequal power relations (Sadan
2004; Kabeer 1999: 437). Here, power is often linked to Marxist theory and thus
located in relations between those who control the means of production and the
so-called market (Burton and Kagan 1996). The consequences of the market on the
development of individuals, culture, and communication have been developed in
critical theory (see Meyer-Emerick 2005: 542). Today, when the market is seen as
the harbinger of all good things, there is a risk of identifying empowerment with
consumer choice in a commodity market (Burton and Kagan 1996). Thus, to
approach empowerment as a critical concept entails both the questioning of the
logic of market capitalism and a focus on those without power, with the aim of
improving their situation.
However, the concept of empowerment is not easy to draw upon when analyzing
communication in the global South, as there is no shared deﬁnition of it (Choudhury
2009: 343). It is considered fuzzy (Kabeer 1999: 436) and elusive (Hill Collins 2000:
19). It is both under-deﬁned and overused in academic, policy, and public discourses
(Kleine 2013: 31). Moreover, it occurs on many different levels (individual, group,
organization, and community [see Sadan 2004]) and covers and materializes through
a variety of different processes (Drolet 2011: 633). Empowerment can be understood
both as an outcome and a process (Sadan 2004), as a value orientation for
implementing change, and as a theoretical model for understanding such implementation (Zimmerman 2000).
Etymologically, the concept comprises the root, empower, and the sufﬁx -ment.
Similarly, empower is composed by em- and power. Here, the preﬁx em- is probably
used with the same meaning as in-. Thus, “empower” literally means “into/towards
power” (Lincoln et al. 2002: 271–272). While it is the powerless who are the objects
of empowerment, the agent of such change has varied in the history of the concept.
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, empowerment is deﬁned as the
granting/authorizing of power to an individual or group (by someone else), as
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oneself becomes stronger and more conﬁdent in controlling one’s life and claiming
one’s rights, as well as someone else supporting others to discover and claim power.
Today, many emphasize that those who live in poverty should be viewed as
empowerment’s primary agents (Van Hemelrijck 2013: 29).
In this chapter, empowerment is deﬁned as those without power taking control
over their life situation, destiny, and environment. As such, it is a normative concept
(see Servaes and Lie 2015: 126). Empowerment is also a deeply political concept
(Meyer-Emerick 2005: 543), as it conceptualizes social change in terms of the
powerless gaining greater control (Sadan 2004) and challenging existing power
relations (see also Kabeer 1999: 437). This resonates in Oxfam America’s deﬁnition
of empowerment as a “signiﬁcant and sustainable change in power relations that
enables excluded and marginalized people to realize their rights to access and
manage the resources, services and knowledge they need” (Van Hemelrijck 2013:
31). It is important to point out that power is not a zero-sum game (Lincoln et al.
2002: 275), which means that empowering those without power does not necessarily
mean taking power away from those already in charge of their life situation, destiny,
and environment. This is nicely illustrated by Hall (1992, in Lincoln et al. 2002: 275)
when discussing the empowerment of women: It is not the goal of women to take
power away from men, but rather, the goal is to develop their own power.
A look at the history of the concept takes us back to the 17th century, when its use
was ﬁrst recorded. At that time, to empower meant to authorize/license someone to
do something (Lincoln et al. 2002: 272). Contemporary academic use of the concept
is accredited with having originated in American community psychology. It is
claimed that Rappaport introduced the concept into social work and social psychology in the 1980s. He deﬁnes empowerment as the mechanism by which people,
organizations, and communities gain mastery over their own lives (Rappaport 1984).
Social psychologists identiﬁed the need for more interventionist approaches in order
to move beyond mere descriptions of powerlessness to identify viable strategies of
intervention for change to happen (Burton and Kagan 1996). Thus, empowerment
came to underline intentional, ongoing processes in local communities, which
involve mutual respect, critical reﬂection, and group participation through which
people in distress, who lack the aptitude and an equal share of resources, can gain
greater access to and control over those resources (Zimmerman 2000). Here,
empowerment revolves around self-help, meaning the capacity of individuals,
groups, and/or communities to take control of their circumstances, exercise power,
and achieve their self-realized goals (Adams 2008: 6).
This history of empowerment in the ﬁeld of social work and social psychology
has made its mark, especially in the more capability-centered approach to which the
chapter will return. For now, it sufﬁces to point out that empowerment is used in
many different ﬁelds. But as Lincoln and her co-authors (2002) emphasize, empowerment is contested and is used differently when addressing women, minority
groups, education, community care, politics, or management theory. This ambiguity
is problematic if it is aiming at employing empowerment as an analytical tool for
studying and understanding communication and social change. Therefore, the
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purposes of this chapter are to develop empowerment as an analytical concept and to
suggest a way of studying this.
The chapter will take as its point of departure feminist and black feminist
theoretical concepts which have been inﬂuential in the development of the concept
of empowerment. Indeed, perhaps empowerment is most commonly associated with
feminism and gender equality. Feminists have emphasized the importance of an
intersectional level of axes of oppression when studying and understanding empowerment. In addition, feminists emphasize that it is not only the intersectional level of
larger power structures that is important to consider but also the contextual level, in
terms of the particular situations women ﬁnd themselves in; therefore, opportunity
structures and constraints on the contextual level are important to include. However,
it is not enough to study and understand empowerment by only attending to axes of
oppression; contextual opportunity structures and constraints – the agency of those
without power – must also be accounted for in terms of their capabilities and their
awareness of the situation they ﬁnd themselves in. Finally, the communication
platforms used and their affordances also need to be attended to when studying
communication and social change. These four levels intersect and feed off each
other, but for the sake of analytical clarity, they will be individually outlined here.
The chapter ends by applying these levels brieﬂy in a study of mobile phones and
market women in Kampala.

Intersectional Level: Empowerment and Axes of Oppression
Feminism has been present in development discourses from the 1980s in “women in
development” approaches (later replaced by Gender and Development; see Servaes
and Lie 2015: 126). From an empowerment perspective, feminists have been
successful in connecting empowerment to challenging existing patriarchal power
structures and to support women to take charge of – and transform – their life
situations (Drolet 2011: 634, 639). Empowerment is often linked to women and
girls, especially when connected to development such as in United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and in the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) that replaced the MDGs in 2016. Here, it is claimed that (women’s)
empowerment is necessary to overcome obstacles associated with poverty and
development. Given that women’s empowerment concerns women challenging
existing patriarchal norms to improve their own wellbeing (Bali Swain 2012:
59, 63), it directly points to patriarchal power structures as key obstacles (structures
that are often entangled with traditional social beliefs and practices; see, e.g.,
Choudhury 2009: 342). But there are many more structures at play, such as capitalism (as previously discussed), sexism, ageism, and, especially, ethnicity.
The Civil Rights Movement in the USA has been important in the conceptualization of empowerment. One of the ﬁrst articles written on the topic was titled
Toward Black Political Empowerment (Conyers 1975), which served as inspiration
for more articles that discuss empowering the black community. Feminism and the
Civil Rights Movement intersect in black feminist thought (see Hill Collins 2000).
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Historically, black feminism grew out of a disenchantment with the sexism of the
Civil Rights Movement and racism of the feminist movement and asserts that
sexism, gender inequality, class oppression, and racism are bound together. It
became apparent that black women were positioned within structures of power
fundamentally differently than that of white women. In line with this, Hill Collins
(2000: 18) introduced what she calls a matrix of domination. Through this concept,
she explores how intersecting axes of oppression are organized, for example,
through schools, housing, employment, et cetera (see Hill Collins 2000: 228).
Along the same line, black feminism (and related concepts of intersectionality)
contributes with an understanding that those without power are fundamentally
different from each other because of their speciﬁc positions in the intersecting axes
of oppression. As Hill Collins (2000) states, “Developing a Black feminist politics of
empowerment requires specifying the domains of power that constrains Black
women” (p. 19), which focuses on how “the matrix of domination is structured
along certain axes – race, gender, class, sexuality and nation” (p. 288–289).
When empowering women, women themselves and their experiences should be
included (Harding 1991: 152). Women’s experiences result in diverse standpoints,
which should be used as resources that can provide multiple vantage points (ibid.:
119). However, women’s experiences are mostly absent because conceptual frameworks generated from within a patriarchal system fail to enable women to make
sense of their experiences (Haraway 1991). Therefore, women’s experiences from
their own particular standpoints need to be listened to and considered not only in
terms of collecting and sharing knowledge of oppression and domination but also in
terms of enabling those without power to deﬁne their own realities (Hill Collins
2000: 274; see also Communication for Social Change, Tufte 2017: 13). This is
about leaving behind “the status of objects to assume the status of historical subjects”
(Freire 1996: 141). Partiality, not universality, is the condition of being heard (Hill
Collins 2000: 270; see also Freire 1996: 90). This is not about emphasizing how
different groups are affected differently along the different axes of oppression (e.g.,
white women from black women from black men) but rather about highlighting that
black women’s experiences serve as speciﬁc standpoints from which connections to
other disempowered groups could be explored (Hill Collins 2000: 270). Each
woman speaks from her own standpoint and contributes with her speciﬁc situated
knowledge (a concept the chapter will return to). By acknowledging this, those
without power can become better at considering others without power – and their
standpoints – without relinquishing the uniqueness of themselves (Hill Collins 2000:
270). It is important to note here that axes of oppression and people’s positions
within them are not static but constantly changing.
The feminist discussion of axes of oppression – in particular how they intersect
and lead to unequal power relations – tends to refer to women as a collective group.
However, it is important for the argument in this chapter to move beyond the
individual-collective dichotomy, as the individual cannot be fully separated from
the collective and vice versa. Individual black women’s experiences have fostered
group commonalities that encourage the formation of a group-based collective
standpoint (Hill Collins 2000: 24). Standpoint feminism helps us understand this,
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as it emphasizes the individual (woman) as imperative when understanding
(women’s) empowerment on a collective level (see Ristock and Pinnell 1996: 1).
In other words, although women as a collective can act together to “displace
oppressive power relations” (Riordan 2001: 282), change also has to happen at the
individual level. The disempowered, who are forced to remain motionless on the
outside, “can develop the ‘inside’ of a changed consciousness” (Hill Collins 2000:
118). What is highlighted here is that any analysis of women’s empowerment on a
collective level needs to take into account individual women’s interpretations and
experiences. Without doubt, the female collective is important for such individual
experiences. Belonging to a group may lead to the creation of social capital and
could provide support structures which are important in empowering the individual
(Bali Swain 2012: 60; see also Tufte 2017: 2). After all, the personal is political, as
the famous feminist slogan goes. Feminist scholars contribute with the idea that the
individual and the collective are not in a dichotomized relationship to each other and
that processes of empowerment move and morph between individuals, groups,
communities, and collectives. Thus, any theory of empowerment needs to convincingly integrate levels of individuals, collectives, and societal structures (Sadan 2004:
137).

Contextual Level: Empowerment, Opportunities, and Constraints
in the Situation
Connected to the previous discussion of standpoint feminism and the individual
versus the collective is the idea of situatedness. Feminists have shown how knowledge and power inequalities are situated in the different contexts women ﬁnd
themselves in (Haraway 1991). As Hill Collins (2000) argues, “Race and gender
may be analytically different, but in Black women’s life they work together”
(p. 269). People are beings in a situation, “rooted in temporal-spatial conditions
which mark them and which they also mark” (Freire 1996: 90). But whereas the
previous level dealt with larger intersecting axes of oppression on a macro level,
situatedness puts an emphasis on the contextual level in which particular situations
give rise to particular constraints as well as opportunities. What brings about
empowerment among women in the globalized North is not necessarily the same
in African countries, to make a crude comparison. For example, Kole (2001)
underlines the signiﬁcance of gender, geographical difference, context, and other
micro aspects when examining gender empowerment. Highly aware of the different
contexts in Africa, Kole realizes that disparities exist between and within the various
women’s groups; thus, different needs and problems are seen in different parts of the
continent (Kole 2001: 160). Resources and limitations exist in different situations
(contexts, cultures, and regions) and need to be taken into consideration, for example, when women without power struggle against patriarchal structures. Social
change takes place in speciﬁc situations which both constrains and provides opportunities for change to happen. In other words, the speciﬁc situations that those
without power ﬁnd themselves in need to be foregrounded when studying
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empowerment (as also highlighted in Oxfam America’s perspective; see Van
Hemelrijck 2013: 29). These contextual levels also concern relational aspects and
the social networks one is situated in (Van Hemelrijck 2013: 233; Servaes and Lie
2015: 126).
For an analytical study of the structures at the contextual level, Kitschelt’s (1986)
article on opportunity structures is helpful. In his study of multinational social
movements that campaign for an antinuclear world, he identiﬁes opportunity structures as comprised of a speciﬁc “conﬁguration of resources, institutional arrangements and historical precedents for social mobilisation which facilitates the
development of protest movement in some instances and constrain them in others”
(p. 58). Opportunities do not determine whether social movements are successful or
social change is possible, but should be understood as a factor that inﬂuences an
actor’s choice of strategy. While not fully determining, opportunities appear to be an
important factor in understanding the actual possibility of those without power to
take control over their life situation, destiny, and environment. The concept of
opportunity structures underlines contextual factors when studying actors’ possibilities for empowerment in a given situation. Here, opportunity structures are proposed
as an analytical concept, not a strategic concept for a cost-beneﬁt analysis for making
rational choices when evaluating different courses of action (see, e.g., Cammaerts
2012: 118–119; Tufte 2017: 85–86).
Kitschelt claims that although unequal power relations are necessary conditions
for social mobilization to arise, they are not enough to bring about social change.
Actors also need to discern an opportunity to inﬂuence and induce social change in
order to mobilize (Kitschelt 1986). Thus, a crucial dimension of opportunity structures is the perceived openness or closeness of institutions for change as well as the
institutional capacity to advance change and effectively implement policies once
they are decided. Institutions can range from being open and responsive in
attempting to assimilate demands from actors seeking change to being closed and
repressive. Political/social systems’ institutional capacity and willingness to allow
actors access to development processes also differ. In addition, Oxfam America
highlights the role of institutions in its perspective (Van Hemelrijck 2013: 33). In
other words, institutions need to be taken into account when studying and understanding empowerment.
While Kitschelt’s main focus concerns the institutions in the context under study,
it is important to underline that opportunities, as well as constraints, can be found on
many other levels such as the larger sociocultural community and economic levels.
Sen (1999: 38–39), for example, outlines what he labels “opportunity aspects” in
terms of political freedoms, economic facilities, healthcare, education, trust, and
social safety (the chapter will return to this). Furthermore, contextual structures are
not the only important aspect for empowerment to happen. Kitschelt (1986) also
highlights the actors themselves and their agency. Those without power need not
only actual opportunities and institutional openings to become empowered but also
the ability to perceive such opportunities in order to act upon them (as actors with
agency). This leads to the next section, which turns to agency and the capabilities of
those without power.

Empowerment as Development: An Outline of an Analytical Concept for the. . .

9

Agency Level: Empowerment, Capabilities, and Critical Awareness
To understanding empowerment, we also have to consider the agency of individuals
and groups. People are the true agents of change (Tufte 2017: foreword viii) and
“development is thoroughly dependent on the free agency of people” (Sen 1999: 4).
Empowering the powerless to challenge power relations requires those without
power having/sensing that they have the capability to do so – that they believe
another world is possible and that this world is within reach.
Many scholars’ deﬁnition of empowerment relates to abilities and capabilities
(on the level of the individual as well as the collective). Adams (2008) deﬁnes
empowerment in the ﬁeld of social work as “the capacity of individuals, groups
and/or communities to take control of their circumstances, exercise power and
achieve their own goals” (p. 6, italics added). Bush and Folger (1994) similarly
understand empowerment as a process that restores one’s sense of self and value, at
the same time, intensifying one’s ability to address social problems. Bali Swain
(2012: 60) argues that empowerment is an individual or a group’s capability to
choose and, from this choice, have the ability to alter their situation. Lennie and
Tacchi (2013) approach empowerment as “recognizing your power to create/induce
change” (p. 108). Van Hemelrijck (2013) understands empowerment as “the expansion of an individual or a group’s ability to make transformative life choices” (p. 34,
italics added). Servaes and Malikhao (2014) deﬁne empowerment as the ability of
people to inﬂuence “the wider system and take control of their lives” (p. 175). Often
cited here is Kabeer (1999), who deﬁnes empowerment as the process through
“which those who have been denied the ability to make strategic life choices acquire
such an ability” (p. 437, italics added).
Thus, it seems that empowerment concerns agencies, abilities, and choices. This
focus resonates in Sen’s (1999) capability approach. This approach has been widely
used in studies of development (Nederveen Pieterse 2010) and has challenged the
growth-oriented focus of development (Tufte 2017: 27). Sen (1999) theorizes
development as a kind of freedom that lends itself toward the capacity of individuals
to not only assess their situations but also have the capability to transform them.
Within the area of mobile communication and development (M4D), Smith et al.
(2011) have applied Sen’s theory by emphasizing how mobile phones alter users’
capabilities through increased access to timely and relevant information as well as
through expanded possibilities for connectedness between people. Furthermore,
Smith et al. (2011) argue that Sen’s capability approach is useful for looking beyond
traditional economic measures of development and, instead, consider empowerment
(which coincides with the aim of this chapter). In other words, development and
empowerment almost become the same thing when discussed through the lens of
Sen’s capability approach (see also Van Hemelrijck’s 2013 discussion of development as rights and empowerment, p. 30). Nevertheless, Sen does not say much about
empowerment in his book, nor does he deﬁne it.
While feminist scholarship claims that powerlessness (and thus also empowerment) is different in different intersecting axes of oppression and takes place on
different levels (from the individual to the collective), Sen highlights that
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empowerment entails possessing certain capabilities in order to induce change, for
example, resources, agencies, and skills (see Kabeer 1999). Capabilities can be
located both in the individual and in the collective. This is important to underline
because Sen has been criticized for placing too much focus on the individual at the
expense of a structural understanding and thus reducing empowerment to individual
capabilities. Feminist scholars have warned against solely focusing on the individual, arguing that this unwittingly advances a sense of entitlement rather than poses a
challenge to patriarchal and capitalist structures (Riordan 2001: 282). Nevertheless,
Sen (1999) does make it clear that what people can achieve “is inﬂuenced by
economic opportunities, political liberties, social powers (. . .)” (p. 5). He also
emphasizes “the role of social values and prevailing mores” (p. 9) and devotes an
entire chapter to women’s agency and social change (p. 189). Although Sen places
agency and capabilities at the center of his analysis, he is not oblivious to the
inﬂuence of power structures and contextual aspects on capabilities. He connects
opportunities that people have to their personal and social circumstances (Sen 1999:
17). In other words, a proper understanding and analysis of empowerment needs to
take both the levels of the individual and the collective/structural into account and
acknowledge how the power to change one’s life situation, environment, and destiny
moves and morphs between these different levels.
A similar critique can be directed at Oxfam America’s perspective on development as rights (and empowerment), as it tends to be too focused on the individual at
the expense of larger structural aspects. Indeed, Oxfam America offers a sophisticated and holistic understanding of empowerment in terms of agency, institutions,
and societal relationships (see Van Hemelrijck 2013: 33). Such an understanding is
similar to the proposed model of this chapter, as institutions and societal relationships resonate on the contextual level and agency does so on the agency level.
However, larger structures are lacking in their understanding and measure of
empowerment. This is perhaps not surprising, as this rights-based approach is
explicitly proposed as a consequence of a “disillusionment with the welfare state”
(Offenheiser and Holcombe 2003: 270) and a desire to move human rights “beyond
its state-centric paradigm” (ibid.: 274). In their overview of the rights-based
approach, Cornwall and Nyamu-Musembi (2004: 1417) discusses this in relation
to replacing a needs-based approach with a rights-based approach to development.
Such a move places the individual at the center of the analysis. Basing their analysis
on Sengupta’s argument on the right to development as a human right, Offenheiser
and Holcombe (2003) further argue that human rights are granted to the people by
themselves (see p. 277), begging the question of who to hold accountable for the
failure of delivering such rights and how. The individual is of course important to
consider, as this section on the agency level of empowerment highlights. This should
however not be done at the expense of a larger macrostructural analysis. It must be
possible to both consider larger axes of oppression while, at the same time, acknowledging the role of individuals and their capabilities and right “to access and manage
the resources, services and knowledge they need for strengthening their livelihood,
improving their well-being” (Van Hemelrijck 2013: 33).
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Acquiring capabilities is one thing, but becoming aware of that change is possible
is another. Change requires choice – something which suggests that alternatives exist
(Kabeer 1999: 437), or, at least, the possibility to imagine alternatives. This can be
connected to Gramsci’s idea of hegemony – the mechanisms through which some
can exert domination without crude force and with some level of consent from those
being dominated (Burton and Kagan 1996). To acquire the capability to change one’s
life situation, environment, and destiny, such consent needs to be challenged. The
powerless need to understand why they are disempowered. In his well-known
writings on pedagogy and emancipation of the poor, Freire (1996) elaborates on
this through the concept of conscientizaçao – or critical consciousness, for lack of a
better translation. He underlines the importance for the oppressed to become aware
of their situation and argues that being passive means being complicit in their
oppression and indirectly giving consent to the very mechanisms/structures/groups
that oppress them. Critical consciousness entails acquiring an understanding of the
sociocultural conditions that shape one’s life (Sadan 2004: 82–83), which involves a
deepening awareness of both power relations and the possibility of their transformation (Burton and Kagan 1996). Indeed, for Freire (1996), empowerment entails
“being encouraged and equipped to know and respond” (p.12) to the concrete
realities of one’s world. Here, emotions are important to account for as well as the
need to feel and be emotionally aware (see Tufte 2017: 87–88) – a need that perhaps
can be conceptualized as emotional conscientizaçao.
It is possible to also relate critical consciousness to standpoint feminism’s emphasis on enabling those without power to deﬁne their own realities on their own terms
(Hill Collins 2000: 274). Black women’s literature contains many examples of how
individual black women become personally empowered by a change of consciousness (ibid.: 118). Independent self-deﬁnitions – deﬁning their own situation and how
they want to change it – empower those without power to bring about change (ibid.:
117).
Freire also connects critical consciousness to action. Social change will not
happen by the mere understanding of one’s oppression – it must be followed by a
critical intervention (Freire 1996: 34). Similarly, Hill Collins (2000: 273) explains
that the history of black American women’s activism shows that becoming
empowered requires more than changing the consciousness of individual black
women – it requires transforming unjust social institutions. In turn, action needs
what Freire (1996: 47) labels “reﬂective participation”. How reﬂection can lead to
action is where Sen and his focus on capabilities provides useful insights. And when
Freire (1996) talks about the “awareness of the self” (p. 15), this could be understood
as an awareness of one’s capabilities. Critical consciousness thus entails conceiving
of oneself as a capable actor of change in a particular situation and being aware of
this situation’s history and its intersecting relations of power on both micro- and
macro levels. In other words, it is not enough to acquire the capabilities to change
one’s life situation, environment, and destiny; one must also recognize that one
possesses these capabilities and believe that another world is possible and that this
world is in reach. As Sadan (2004: 144) points out, perceived abilities are as
important as actual abilities.
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Technological Level of Communication Platforms: Empowerment,
ICTs, and Affordances
Not only do we need to account for intersecting axes of oppression, the opportunities
and constraints in a given situation, and actors’ capabilities to change their life
situation, destiny, and environment but also we need to recognize that the role of
communication is important for social change to happen (Tufte 2017). In media and
communication studies, changes in communication are often linked to societal
changes at large. For example, it was argued that the advent of the printing press
was tied to the rise of mass society and mass culture. Critical scholars (such as
Horkheimer and the Frankfurt School) were early to relate communication practices
to larger societal structures. Today, media scholars have made a similar argument,
claiming that in tandem with the rise of more individualized and reﬂexive forms of
communication – not the least through information and communication technologies
(ICTs) – we are leaving mass society behind (see, e.g., Castells 1999). Communication has been linked to development through perspectives of the ﬁelds of communication for development and communication and social change (Tufte 2017).
Indeed, political scientists, anthropologists, and sociologists increasingly recognize
the importance of communication practices in everyday life for social and political
change (ibid.: 80).
ICTs involve the electronic means of capturing, processing, storing, and communicating information. As a broad and catchy term, it has been endorsed in multiple
positive contexts, including empowering marginalized and minority groups (Masika
and Bailur 2015). The United Nations illustrates the potential for social and economic empowerment offered by ICTs and underlines the importance of women to
make good use of this potential (UNDAW 2002: 3–4). However, access to ICTs is
unequal. The so-called digital divide actually includes several gaps: the technological and content divide as well as the gender divide (UNDAW 2005: 1). People from
the same social context may not have equal access to ICTs or similar abilities to
deploy ICTs due to certain constraints such as poverty and illiteracy (ibid.).
Overviews of the study of ICTs in the global South reveal a ﬁeld becoming biased
toward techno-determinism and not sufﬁciently taking larger contextual and societal
factors into account (Svensson and Wamala-Larsson 2015). Nevertheless, part of the
techno-deterministic endurance could likely be explained by its appeal for funders
(such as the World Bank; see Dodson et al. 2013: 19–20). If money is going to be
invested in development measures, an optimistic and transformative view of what
technology can achieve is important. However, there is the great risk of a backlash
when studies show that up to 80 percent of ICT4D interventions fail (see Heeks
2002) – a stark reminder that the poor will not beneﬁt from dumping hardware “and
[the] hope [that] magic will happen” (Trucanero, in Dodson et al. 2013: 29).
Indeed, the role of ICTs in empowerment is a contested issue. This chapter started
with a critique of development in general and ICT and development in particular. It is
easy to fall into utopianism and determinism when talking about change in relation
to communication technology. However, a critique of techno-determinism should
not lead to an uncritical adoption of a sociocultural deterministic view of technology
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and its uses (i.e., that the context and sociocultural practices of technology determine
everything). Communication platforms are not neutral technologies for people to
use. They bring norms and values with them in the sense that there are certain
preferred ways of interacting with the devices inscribed both in their design and how
users use them.
Being mindful of the risk of different kinds of determinisms, the chapter turns to
affordance theory (Gaver 1991). It is important to account for the properties of the
particular communication platform used as well as the perception of these platforms
by its users if one aims to understand and study the role of ICTs in empowerment in
the global South. ICTs may, for example, afford new voices to be both raised and
heard (Tufte 2017: 44), more dialogic and bottom-up communication, new forms of
being political at the everyday level (ibid.: 65–66), greater possibilities for networking, and increasingly ﬂat and ﬂexible forms of social organization (ibid.: 83). It can
be argued that such affordances exist independently of the users’ perception of them,
but it is not before communication platforms are perceived as tools that afford action
for social change that they will be used as such. Consequently, most communication
platforms appear to offer perceptible affordances, (i.e., information about the properties of the object which may be acted upon). Hence, communication platforms
need to convey information about its affordances in a format that is compatible with
the users’ perceptual system. The actions communication platforms afford also need
to be socioculturally relevant to the user. In line with this, Gibson (1977) argues that
people do not interact with an object without ﬁrst perceiving what it is good for.
Here, affordances can be connected to opportunities, meaning that ICT
affordances could be labelled “communication opportunities” in a given situation
or as “media opportunities” (see Tufte 2017: 136). As Cammaerts (2012) notes,
some opportunities and constraints “are inherent to media itself” (p. 119). One can
also argue that technology constraints change in terms of lack of access, know-how,
and its affordance of surveillance (see Svensson and Wamala-Larsson 2016). This
can, in turn, be connected to Sen’s capability approach – having the capability/ability
to use and understand the platforms at hand (i.e., media literacy). Thus, an analysis of
empowerment should account for how communication platforms’ affordances are
interpreted and explored based on the users own deﬁned needs from their standpoints
and in their particular situations. By conceiving of communication platforms as
affording particular practices while at the same time being open for users’ needs and
interpretations of such practices, it becomes possible to move beyond framings of
technology as inherently good or bad in themselves, while avoiding resorting to the
argument that they are neutral. Communication platforms dialectically intersect with
society and interact with the users as they appropriate the technology to suit their
particular life situation.
It is also important to underline that ICTs are only one part of an overall
communication ecology of a given community (Treré and Mattoni 2015). Communication should be understood in a holistic and ecological manner (Tufte 2017: 21)
and, therefore, not be studied in isolation. Understanding ICTs as part of a communication ecology will overcome the kind of communicative reductionism,
one-platform bias, presentism, and fetishization of technological novelty that has
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been prevalent in studies of communication for social change (see Treré and Mattoni
2015). A communicative ecology lens also allows for a restoration of the communicative complexity in the study of actors struggling for empowerment and social
change because it brings a holistic perspective beyond speciﬁc media instances
(ibid.).
When studying communication platforms in the global South, deterministic
stances should be discarded, which an affordance lens makes possible. Nevertheless,
it is important to understand how affordances interact with both the sociocultural/
political context/situation and the capabilities of individuals and groups to make use
of communication platforms in empowering ways. To summarize, ICTs, or any
communication platform for that manner, should not be studied in isolation. A
communication platform itself is situated within a larger media and communication
ecology in the particular context it is used. To understand the potentially
empowering role of communication, an ecological perspective allows for a deeper
and more context-aware analysis.

Concluding Remarks
Hill Collins (2000: 274) argues that we cannot develop an approach to empowerment
without understanding how power is organized and how it operates. This chapter
proposes that power is located in and, thus, operates from the following:
1. How those who are powerless are situated in intersecting structures of oppression
(such as ethnicity, gender, class, and sexuality).
2. The opportunities and constraints of the social and political systems/institutions
of the particular situations that those without power ﬁnd themselves in.
3. The agency of individuals as well as collectives (and their interrelations).
4. Communication platforms and how they are perceived and used.
To summarize, empowerment is a tool for understanding how those who are
powerless are situated in the different intersecting axes of oppression, how they have
different opportunities and constraints in the various situations they ﬁnd themselves
in, their agency, and the role of communication platforms affordances. This tool is in
line with the critique of development at the beginning of the chapter. A focus on
empowering the disempowered through acquiring a critical consciousness and
recognizing their capabilities avoids the kind of determinisms that have been
prevalent and criticized in the ﬁeld. Rather, this chapter proposed to study and
understand empowerment on four levels – the intersectional, the contextual, the
agency, and the technological. It is important to stress that relations, capabilities,
situations, and intersections are constantly changing and not static; hence, these
levels need to be regularly reviewed. As Van Hemelrijck (2013: 34) emphasizes,
persistent and collaborative efforts are needed to realize empowerment and social
change.
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Development problems are complex (Servaes and Lie 2015: 141). Oppression
and powerlessness are also complex (Hill Collins 2000: 289); therefore, the study of
empowerment and resistance must also be complex (ibid.). One way to summarize
empowerment and its attached levels is to connect questions to each of them. This
model of empowerment can also be applied to an analysis of ICTs in the global
South.
Intersectional level: This level concerns the roots of powerlessness in terms of
intersecting structures of power such as ethnicity, gender, class, and sexuality. How
are the powerless under study situated in the larger structures of power? Such a
description should not be made von oben, but rather involve the standpoints of those
under study in order for them to deﬁne their own realities on their own terms. Here, it
is also important to avoid the individual versus collective dichotomy, as it is more
appropriate to explain how these dimensions interrelate instead.
Contextual level: This level concerns the particular context of those without
power and how their actions are situated in this context. How do their contexts
provide both opportunities and constraints (in terms of institutions, local community,
local culture, economic and family arrangements, et cetera)? Which conﬁguration of
resources, institutional arrangements, and historical precedents exist in the contexts
of those under study? How open or closed to change are important institutions,
authorities, or organizations? What is the capacity of these institutions, authorities,
or organizations to advance change and effectively implement policies once they are
decided?
Agency level: This level concerns the capabilities of individuals and groups
under study and their ability to make choices and thus control their life situation,
destiny, and environment. What capabilities, resources, agencies, skills, choices, and
achievements can be discerned? How critically conscious are those under study of
their situation? Do they have possibility/ capability to imagine that change is
possible? And does such critical consciousness lead to action and, thus, change?
Technological level: This level concerns the affordances of the communication
platforms used by those under study. What access to communication platforms do
they have? What is their communication/media literacy? How do they use these
platforms? What affordances do they perceive these platforms to have? Do they ﬁnd
new affordances over time? And how are these communication platforms situated in
larger media/communication ecologies, and how does this inﬂuence their use?
The social world is complex, holistic, and dynamic in a manner which is difﬁcult
to outline in a linear text such as the format of this chapter. Also apparent in the
chapter is that these levels intersect, merge into, and inﬂuence each other. It is easier
to separate these levels in writing than in an empirical reality. Therefore, the chapter
will conclude by applying these levels to the situation that market women in
Kampala ﬁnd themselves in (see Svensson and Wamala-Larsson 2016; WamalaLarsson and Svensson 2018 for details on the study and how it was carried out).
The study shows that, while mobile phones helped these women stay in control of
their small businesses and juggle both family life and coordinate sales goods
delivery, larger patriarchal structures and the lack of state welfare held them back.
While the mobile phone was used for increasing their customer base and making
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transactions through mobile payments, the same device was used by their male
partners for surveillance – to control them. Moreover, just when the women began to
make money on their own– which, to an extent, led to greater independence and the
ability to take control of their own life situation – their male partners, and the fathers
of their children, reneged on their ﬁnancial obligations. The lack of a welfare state in
Uganda to provide basic services such as free education intersects with patriarchal
notions that women should be in charge of the household and raise children. The fact
that these women made money on their own was used as an excuse for their male
partners to renege on their parental obligations.
On the contextual level, the market women’s stories showed that women in
Uganda (and Africa in general) are those who historically are supposed to trade in
street markets. This opened up opportunities for these women to earn a small living.
Mobile communication in general and mobile money, in particular, have been
helpful here. With mobile money, the market women do not need to handle large
amounts of cash. Mobile money has also brought banking to segments of the
population that previously did not use banks. Via the mobile phone, these women
could also keep a repository of customers and their preferences in order to contact
them in the future when their stock was renewed. At the same time, the local
authority (KCCA – Kampala Capital City Authority) challenged the street markets
and tried to push the women out of the open-air street markets in favor of more
expensive shopping grounds in a general attempt to beautify the city. The street
markets had been burned down many times. Also, stories from the women suggested
that mobile service providers, through mandatory SIM card registration, collaborated
with KCCA in order to keep track of them. Once again, the drawback of mobile
communication in terms of empowerment seems to be its affordance of surveillance
– from male partners as well as the local authorities.
When asked questions relating to their empowerment from the agency level, the
market women responded that they did not sense they could do anything about their
life situation, destiny, and environment. For example, they did not feel they had the
capabilities to ﬁght KCCA in order to keep their vending spots in the Kampala street
markets. Nevertheless, it cannot be claimed that the women lacked critical awareness. Rather, they did not foresee any possibilities/opportunities for action.
Concerning other issues, they did act; for example, the women organized saving
circles among themselves to make sure they would all have money when school fees
were due. They were also very skillful in dealing with money transactions, in
particular mobile money, and could quickly secure mobile money transactions
during times of hectic trading with multiple traders.
The women claim that mobile phones also make it easier to keep a repository of
customers to contact when goods came in or refer customers to their colleagues
(often in the same saving circles). Some of their customers prefer not to go into these
maze-likes markets. By sending pictures over their mobile phone and by offering
mobile money transactions, the women could secure a deal without meeting in
person. The market women would then send the goods by bus to a point where the
customer could then collect them. This is about affordances of mobile communication and mobile money and the ability to imagine other possibilities over time.
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Developing intricate communication systems (without airtime being lost) via
so-called beeping (i.e., lost calls) is another example of this. From an ecology
perspective, mobile communication is clearly connected to the important traditional
oral culture of Uganda. Mobile communication does not require texting, but rather
talking, and thus suits the communication ecology of Uganda.
These short glimpses into an empirical case have hopefully shown that the
suggested framework can provide a critical analysis of ICTs in the global South
which neither resort to techno-determinism nor view technology as neutral. This
analysis also shows how empowerment is a complex concept and how a group – in
this case Kampala market women – can both be empowered and disempowered at
the same time, depending on the level and situation. This hopefully shows how
empowerment can be used as an analytical concept in a deﬁned and structured
manner.
Acknowledgments The argument developed in this chapter was inﬂuenced by collaborations,
discussions and conference contributions together with Dr Caroline Wamala-Larsson (SPIDER,
Karlstad and Stockholm University), Dr Cecilia Strand (Uppsala University) and YuQin Xi, a
master’s student at Uppsala University who is doing a research internship with Dr Wamala Larsson
and the author.

References
Adams R (2008) Empowerment, participation and social work. Palgrave Macmillan, New York
Bali Swain R (2012) The microﬁnance impact. Routledge, London
Burton M, Kagan C (1996) Rethinking empowerment: shared action against powerlessness. In:
Parker I, Spears R (eds) Psychology and society: radical theory and practice. Pluto Press,
London, pp 197–208
Bush RAB, Folger JP (1994) The promise of mediation: responding to conﬂict through empowerment and recognition. Jossey-Bass, San Francisco
Cammaerts B (2012) Protest logics and the mediation opportunity structure. Eur J Commun
27(2):117–134
Castells M (1999) The information age. Blackwell, London
Choudhury N (2009) The question of empowerment: women’s perspective on their internet use.
Gend Technol Dev 13(3):341–363
Conyers J (1975) Towards black political empowerment. Can system be transformed. Black Scholar
7:2
Cornwall A, Nyamu-Musembi C (2004) Putting the ‘rights-based approach’ to development into
perspective. Third World Q 25(8):1415–1437
Dodson LL, Sterling SR, Bennett JK (2013) Considering failure: eight years of ITID research. Inf
Technol Int Dev 9(2):19–34
Drolet J (2011) Women, micro credit and empowerment in Cairo, Egypt. Int Soc Work
54(5):629–645
Freire P (1996) Pedagogy of the oppressed. Penguin Books, London (ﬁrst published 1970)
Gaver WW (1991) Technology affordances. Proceedings of the SIGCHI conference on human
factors in computing systems, ACM, pp 79–84
Gibson J (1977) The theory of affordances. In: Shaw R, Bransford J (eds) Perceiving, acting, and
knowing. Lawrence Erlbaum, New York, chapter 3
Hann C, Hart K (2011) Economic anthropology. History, ethnography, critique. Polity Press,
Cambridge

18

J. Svensson

Haraway D (1991) Simians, cyborgs, and women: the reinvention of nature. Routledge, New York
Harding S (1991) Whose science? Whose knowledges? Thinking from women’s lives. Cornell
University Press, Ithaca
Heeks R (2002) Information systems and developing countries. Failure, success, and local improvisations. Inf Soc 18:101–112
Hill Collins P (2000) Black feminist thought: knowledge, consciousness, and the politics of
empowerment, 2nd edn. Routledge, London
Kabeer N (1999) Resources agency, achievements: reﬂections on the measurements of women
empowerment. Dev Chang 30:435–464
Kitschelt A (1986) Political opportunity structures and political protest: anti-nuclear movements in
four democracies. Br J Polit Sci 16:57–85
Kleine D (2013) Technologies of Choice? ICTs development and the capability approach. MIT
Press, Cambridge
Kole SE (2001) Appropriate theorizing about African women and the internet. Int Fem J Polit
3(2):155–179
Leenie J, Tacchi J (2013) Evaluating communication for development. A framework for social
change. Routledge, London
Lincoln ND, Travers C, Ackers P, Wilkinson A (2002) The meaning of empowerment: the
interdisciplinary etymology of a new management concept. Int J Manag Rev 4(3):271–290
Masika R, Bailur S (2015) Negotiating women’s agency through ICTs: a comparative study of
Uganda and India. Gend Technol Dev 19(1):43–69
Meyer-Emerick N (2005) Critical social science and conﬂict transformation. Opportunities for
citizen governance. Int J Organ Theory Behav 8(4):541–558
Nederveen Pieterse J (2010) Development theory, 2nd edn. Sage, London
Offenheiser RC, Holcombe SH (2003) Challenges and opportunities in implementing a rights-based
approach to development: an Oxfam America perspective. Nonproﬁt Volunt Sect Q
32(2):268–301
Prahalad CK, Hart SL (2002) The fortune at the bottom of the pyramid. Strategy Bus 26. https://
www.strategy-business.com/article/11518?gko=9a4ba. Accessed 31 Dec 2017
Rappaport J (1984) Studies in empowerment: introduction to the issue. Prev Hum Serv 3:1–7
Riordan E (2001) Commodiﬁed agents and empowered girls: consuming and producing feminism.
J Commun Inq 35(3):279–297
Ristock JL, Pinnell J (1996) Community research as empowerment: feminist links, postmodern
interruptions. Oxford University Press, Oxford
Sadan E (2004) Empowerment as community practice. http://www.mpow.org/elisheva_sadan_
empowerment.pdf. Accessed 15 Dec 2017
Sen A (1999) Development as freedom. Oxford University Press, New York
Servaes J, Lie R (2015) New challenges for communication for sustainable development and social
change: a review essay. J Multicult Discourses 10(1):124–148
Servaes J, Malikhao P (2014) The role and place of communication for sustainable social change
(CSSC). Int Soc Sci J 65:171–183
Smith M, Spence R, Rashid A (2011) Mobile phones and expanding human capabilities.
Inf Technol Int Dev 7(3):77–88
Svensson J, Wamala-Larsson C (2015) Approaches to development in M4D studies: an overview of
major approaches. In: Kumar V, Svensson J (eds) Promoting social change through information
technology. IGI Global, Hershey, pp 26–48
Svensson J, Wamala-Larsson C (2016) Situated empowerment. Mobile phones practices among
market women in Kampala. Mobile Media Commun 4(2):205–220
Treré E, Mattoni A (2015) Media ecologies and protest movements: main perspectives and key
lessons. Inf Commun Soc 19(3):290–306
Tufte T (2017) Communication and social change. A citizen perspective. Polity Press, Cambridge
United Nation Division for the Advancement of Women (UNDAW) (2005) Gender equality and
empowerment of women through ICT. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, New York

Empowerment as Development: An Outline of an Analytical Concept for the. . .

19

United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women (UNDAW) (2002) Information and
communication technologies and their impact on and use as an instrument for the advancement
and empowerment of women. Report of the expert group meeting, Seoul
Van Hemelrijck A (2013) Powerful beyond measure. Measuring complex systemic change in
collaborative setting. In: Servaes J (ed) Sustainability, participation and culture in communication: theory and praxis. Intellect-University of Chicago Press, Bristol/Chicago, pp 25–58
Wamala-Larsson C, Svensson J (2018) Mobile phones and the transformation of the informal
economy. Stories from market women in Kampala. J East Afr Stud. http://www.tandfonline.
com/doi/full/10.1080/17531055.2018.1436247
Zimmerman MA (2000) Empowerment theory: psychological, organizational and community
levels of analysis. In: Rappaport J, Seidman E (eds) Handbook of community psychology.
Springer, New York, pp 43–63

