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Abstract

Since critical theories became prominent and Paulo Freire’s theories of liberating education known, self-determination has been a focus of many adult education programs. 

This article identifies four different uses of the term and argues that, in relation to groups of individuals, self-determination may not be a useful focus for many community development workers and adult educators. The author’s praxis in community development projects is the basis for a shift from a dualistic notion of power to a nondualistic notion of power as an aspect of relationships. 

Article

The limits of self-determination

… the main reason for the shared decline of the new imperialism is the unbounded and universal determination of people everywhere to govern themselves. 

Galbraith (1983:42)

I became familiar with the work of Paulo Freire while studying at university in the 1980s in Aotearoa/New Zealand. At the time I was involved in a community development project where groups of solo mothers were brought together to be politicized. Freire’s praxis appeared to provide many useful guidelines for this work. The project adopted a more openly political framework and focus on the conscientization of solo mothers. 

I then became involved in the anti-racism movement and in international aid and development. The term, self-determination, was widely used in both these areas, particularly by indigenous peoples. By the early 1990s, I decided to focus on self-determination in my work as a community development worker and adult educator so I could incorporate my learnings from Freire’s writings with my experience in indigenous people’s movements.

I defined self-determination as the ability of people/s to name, create and control their own history. In this definition, the 'self' of self-determination refers to groups of people. This implies a necessity to accept differences among groups and to design structures and methods of negotiating physical, social and cultural boundaries. It implies designing societal structures that allow:

•
decisions to be made by the people most affected by the outcome; and 

•
people to maintain the maximum possible control over their lives and over creating their history.

These aspects of self-determination were, I thought, a safeguard against oppression. My study and experience led me to believe that if oppressed groups within society had a greater sense of self-determination they would have more control over their lives. 

Meanings of self-determination

An analysis of uses of the term self-determination suggested that while a few writers discuss aspects or types of self-determination such as collective self-determination, economic self-determination and cultural self-determination, most use the term in relation to four major groupings – individuals; groups of individuals such as women and refugees; nations; and indigenous peoples. 

Self- determination in relation to individuals

According to Mulgan, 

the concept of self-determination had its origins in 18th century European philosophy where it was first applied to individuals rather than peoples. It expressed the capacity for rational thought and autonomous action, which were seen as central essential features of human beings. It was thus part of the growing emphasis in Europe on the values of individual freedom and consent. 

Mulgan (1989:43)

Although the term was later linked to the growth of European nationalism, it has continued to refer to individuals, especially in cultures where individualism is valued.

Durlak (1992) gives a definition of self-determination which epitomizes the use of the term self-determination in relation to the individual:

The term self-determination refers to the extent to which a person assumes responsibility for his or her own goals, accomplishments and setbacks, and includes such characteristics as assertiveness, self advocacy, creativity and independence.

Durlak (1992: abstract) 

Within this focus on the individual, self-determination is used to describe a positive personal characteristic that is a prime motivator for individual success. The concept is therefore commonly studied within the field of psychology (e.g. Harrington 1990). As a personal characteristic, some western psychologists argue that self-determination is a right while others stress that it is a responsibility (McDermott 1975:23). Others focus on the well-being of the individual and believe that self-determination is about the human need for autonomy, competence and relatedness (Ryan & Deci 2000).

Self-determination in relation to groups of individuals

In this grouping the term self-determination refers to groups of individuals who suffer oppression within their societies such as women (Fitts 1990), black Americans (Boyle 1990) or the disabled (Nerney 2004).  

Theorists concerned with oppressed groups of individuals have a concept of self-determination that has similiarities to those theorists who use the concept in relation to individuals. There can be a focus on rights, on autonomy of the individual and on positive personal characteristics. However, these foci occur within an openly political context and the goal is usually to strengthen the position of most members of the group. Cadena, in a discussion about the role of popular education, accurately summarizes this interpretation of self-determination when he suggests that popular education needs to increase people's ability 

(1)  to consciously  appropriate their own reality,

(2)  to influence and to control the processes in their daily lives, including equalization of distribution of goals and services,

(3)  to defend their own interest and to define the type of society that would serve them best, and

(4)  to make the society less hegemonic and more responsive to them. 

Cadena (1984:334) 

Self-determination in relation to nations
In the third grouping self-determination is used in relation to nations. The term 'nation' in this context refers to a political entity with geographic boundaries. For instance, Sonia Diaz Garcia (1991) refers to national self-determination for Cuba. The United Nations concentrated in the post World War II era on returning self-determination to colonized countries where the indigenous people were in the majority (Casses 1995). This usage of the term was accepted by the International Court of Justice for use in international law in 1975. It is used also in the 1945 United Nations Charter and in the 1960 United Nations Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples:

All peoples have the right to self-determination; by virtue of that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development. 




(Resolution 1514 (XV))

This definition of self-determination is often referred to in arguing that the Palestinian people have a right to self-determination.

Self-determination in relation to indigenous peoples

The final grouping consists of theorists who use the term self-determination in relation to indigenous groups who are a minority in their country. The authors of these dissertations discuss the loss of self-determination by groups who are tightly bonded by kinship ties, history and geographical location but who have been colonized and are now dominated by another cultural group. The call for collective self-determination comes from members of indigenous groups for their own peoples.

This is expressed in Article 3 of the 1994 United Nations Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples which states that

Indigenous peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development.

What this means in terms of degree of determination is hotly disputed. In the case of those drawing up the Declaration the dispute is between the indigenous peoples and the nations in which they live. While the indigenous peoples attending the Working Group on Indigenous Populations (WGIP) were unanimous in their understanding of self-determination, governments continue to be divided in their views (Te Puni Kokiri 1994, United Nations website working group notes). The New Zealand government's concern epitomizes the split. They could not accept that the term, self-determination, as understood in international law, should be applied to indigenous peoples who are minorities in their own country because ‘the right of self-determination implies the right of secession from colonial rule’ and allowing this would compromise ‘territorial integrity’ (Te Puni Kokiri 1994).

This interpretation of self-determination shares some characteristics with the concept employed by those who use the term to refer to nations.

The limits of the concept of self-determination as a focus in community development work

Self-determination, in relation to individuals, is not about the reorganization of relationships of power and is not, therefore, about addressing oppression. However, community development workers who are attempting to reorganize relationships of power are often concerned with groups of individuals. 

After deciding to focus on self determination in my community development work I began a project that involved conscientizing groups of solo mothers.  As the project progressed, my frustration grew as solo mothers kept changing their status. As they became more confident or more able to see the boundaries imposed on them, they tended to get a job, find a partner or their children would grow up and their status as solo mothers no longer applied. The average time for solo mothers in Aotearoa/New Zealand to be without partners and without employment is 18 months. My research (Clements 1986) suggests that women who are parenting alone are only viewed by others as ‘solo mothers’ while their children are under 10 and/or they are out of the workforce. Solo mothers tend to only define themselves as solo mothers when they are out of the workforce. Once employed, they identify themselves to others according to their work.

The lack of a common bond over a significant period of time, together with the negative nature of the bond, limited my ability to work with these women to change their position.

With groups of individuals such as solo mothers, the interconnections between the individual members of the group are tenuous. For many such groups of individuals, the only commonality is their shared experience of oppression. When working together they focus on this common thread. This is not a healthy basis for community development because, unless new bonds form in these types of groups, those involved must maintain their victim status to stay in the group.

My subsequent community development project with 6000 tenants of one local authority housing provider proved to have similar limitations. This project involved establishing tenant organizations, organizing weekly educational workshops and supporting tenants to take actions that increased their ability to be self-determining as a group. In my mind, these tenants formed a group of oppressed people because of the lack of control they had over their housing situation and the general lack of control they had over their lives. However, analysis of my practice exposed the limits of my ability to work with these groups to enhance their ability to be self-determining. Using a Freirian-type approach did lead to some individuals becoming more self-determining and it did lead to some tenants working together to bring about a change in the relationship with their landlord that gave them more ability to be involved in decision-making about their homes. But the lack of a deeper shared bond amongst my selected group meant that those who did get involved in the struggle for tenant self-determination had to remain oppressed to some degree to maintain the feelings of power they gained by being involved. If we were successful in struggling against oppression – which they were in this case, there was little basis for maintaining the group, and the power that went with holding positions on the group, when the oppressive relationships ceased.

Another disturbing feature that reflection on my practice revealed was my contribution to their oppression by continuing to label them as oppressed. I was employed by the local authority to be a community development worker for local authority tenants. This involved focusing on these people as ‘tenants’ and ‘oppressed’. Use of these labels and the distinction of roles – community development worker, tenant, landlord – led me to pay attention to one aspect of these people. Ignoring other aspects blinded me to the strengths and limitations of each grouping and each role. The negative labels of oppressed and oppressor led me to ignore the complexities of power relations in this situation until analysis of the situation exposed the limits of this dualistic approach.

I found that when I worked with tenants to identify their oppression, they did become politically active and worked to change their situation. However, polarizing people into the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’, as Freire calls them (1972) led to confrontations and sometimes aggression between the tenants and their landlord – conflict resolution methods that do not contribute to a sustainably healthy and peaceful world. 

A further finding was that my involvement led to some tenants gaining power which they then used over other tenants. For example, the members of the elected umbrella body of tenant organizations received local authority grants, some of which was for member organizations. The umbrella body tended to adopt a position of control over its tenant members, mimicking the relationship that existed between landlord and tenant. So rather than destroying oppression, my intervention had contributed to creating another level of oppression for some tenants.

These findings led me to reconsider my focus on self-determination when working with groups of individuals. 

Learning another approach

My next step was to re-analyze my involvement with local authority tenants to identify actions and experiences that had constructive and sustainable outcomes for all concerned.

I found times when I did not act in my role of community development worker and acted instead as one human being interacting with other human beings. Any time when I acted primarily in this capacity communication improved, relationships improved and resources flowed. As soon as I, or the others, focused on a particular role again, the dynamics changed again.

Then I identified times in my practice when I stopped taking the lead role in organizing groups and instead observed how both tenants and staff grouped themselves. Amongst the 6000 tenants and amongst the staff who collectively represented the landlord, there were many examples of groupings with strong and healthy connections with each other. For example, some tenants’ lives revolved primarily around their sense of belonging to a particular ethnic, cultural or religious grouping, some groups formed around the shared status of being a teenager, and others lived within extended family networks. As I began to acknowledge these groupings, my relationship to the people involved changed. 

I realized that when I stopped imposing my conception of them as oppressed, and began to listen carefully to how they perceived themselves and their groupings, my relationship with them changed. Even the act of listening properly, in my role as a local authority employee, changed the nature of the tenant-landlord relationship in a much more profound way than organizing marches did. By listening, I was demonstrating respect and giving credence to their own self/group concepts. In return they were more open to listening to the needs of the landlord and the relationship changed. There was a noticeable shift in perceptions of both landlord and tenant of each other. Both began to perceive of the other as having a legitimate role. This allowed more careful listening to, and understanding of their differences as well as their similarities. Resources and information began to flow more freely and fairly between the groups and polarization of the relationship decreased.

In order to listen effectively I spent more time taking part in activities organized by tenants. These varied from drinking sessions to cultural events, craft sessions and picnics. I sought out their knowledge and valued it. For example, Maori and Somali tenants taught me about their cultural values and rituals. Members of street gangs taught me what they value about belonging to a gang. People who were raised in poverty and still experienced poverty taught me survival tactics. By openly valuing this knowledge, I found that I changed my attitude towards these people. Rather than being oppressed people who needed organizing they were people with their own knowledge and skill sets who needed acceptance by others. I found my role shifting into what I call a ‘translator’ role – helping other groups of people to understand that these people they may have negative perceptions of have their own skills and knowledge, and their own values to contribute to our society.

Once I had learnt to listen and learnt to appreciate knowledge and skills within the oppressed group, I found I could create situations where problems could be solved by involving everyone affected by a particular problem. One such problem arose in an area of high rise tenant housing – an area with 250 units in a central city site. Several tenants complained that they were being verbally and physically abused by one tenant. They asked the landlord to evict this man. However, the landlord discovered that this tenant was not a legal tenant – he was living with his de facto partner and child, both of whom he was physically abusing. 

When tenants sought my involvement I called together tenants who lived close to the man, the local community police constable, the landlord and relevant support agencies. The man’s partner was approached but did not attend. After some discussion where each person’s contributions were listened to and valued, the tenants proposed a solution that was accepted by the others involved. The tenants’ solution involved ensuring that all involved would be cared for. The police issued a trespass order on the man to make it illegal for him to enter the site. However, a support worker who already worked with the man accompanied the police and found him a place to live and support to alter his behavior. The women’s refuge offered support to his partner and the police agreed to patrol the site until the tenants were feeling more secure.

For years after this small incident, I observed that those involved were more confident about forming relationships with those who ‘had power’ and would more quickly and efficiently address issues that arose.

As the relationship between tenants and the local authority began to change new possibilities opened up. For example, the maintenance manager informed me that the maintenance budget for a block of about 120 units was underspent. He wanted me to find out how the tenants would like the remaining funds spent.  This was a new situation – one that arose from local authority staff perceiving tenants as ‘real people’ who could identify their own needs and who had their own preferences, rather than mere statistics. 

I informed the local tenant committee who compiled a list of preferences and polled all tenants about their wishes. At the top of the tenants’ list was installation of channel television cabling. Other items on the list included altered parking spaces and creation of gardens. Although the installation of cable television did not match anything on the local authority’s priority list, the maintenance manager accepted the list and went ahead with installation of cable television. The tenant committee knew that the tenants genuinely wanted this to happen but they also knew that there was a high chance of the local authority not being prepared to pay for this work. When the authority did agree, they were elated and ensured that the installation company gained a very high degree of cooperation from tenants in the installation process.

The local authority then devised a cooperative implementation system for the rest of the tenants’ list. For example, the local authority provided plants and the tenants planted them and maintained them. The tenant committee organized alternative parking for tenants while the car parks were reorganized. This all occurred in a block of units which, a year previously, the major concerns were drug and alcohol abuse and drug dealing within the block; where there were fist fights at tenant meetings and where it was not safe to walk down a corridor alone.

A focus shift 

To summarize, problems that arose when focusing on self determination as a community development worker included

· selecting groups whose only common bond is oppressive treatment

· labelling people as oppressed

· polarizing people into ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’

· creating more layers of oppression while addressing one layer

A first analysis of events that created constructive and sustainable outcomes identified factors such as 

· acting as one person interacting with other people

· identifying and building on current constructive community groupings

· listening carefully and respectfully to all involved

·  learning to value the knowledge and skills of all involved

· being prepared to change myself in the give and take of relationships as they change

· recognizing and respecting the place of all parties involved in a situation

The next stage of analysis involved reflection on the initial focus on self-determination. The focus on working to help tenants gain control over their lives by fighting against oppression proved successful in terms of creating a situation where some tenants had more decision making power and a few more resources. But it also had the effect of creating more oppressions. The dualistic concept of power contained within this concept of self determination proved limiting in terms of creating sustainable changes in relationships of power. I began to look for a new focus.

A more useful focus emerged in a further analysis of my praxis with local authority tenants. This new focus is on balance. The concept of balance in terms of a focus for community development and adult education work that seeks to end oppressions, involves a set of concepts drawn from indigenous peoples and Taoist philosophy, and eco-theories. In the philosophies of indigenous peoples, all people are interconnected with each other and with their environment. Indigenous peoples therefore adopt a holistic approach when seeking to change unhealthy situations. The aim is always to restore balance of the whole system. For example, when a person is found guilty of a crime, someone adopting an indigenous philosophy would analyze what led to the person committing the crime and seek to address contextual issues as well as the individual criminal’s issues (Jackson 1987). 

The Taoist concept of balance is one which recognizes that all our differences are needed to make a whole. It contains notions of constant movement at levels from the personal, day to day, to worldwide shifts over eras (Kaptchuk 1983). 

Eco-theorists bring to their area of study a focus on ‘the interrelationship [between] an organism and its environment' (Barton 1994:29). 'Ecologists accept the view that we cannot be separated from our ecosystem (Dell 1985:3).

These overlapping concepts of balance involve a focus on holism, on interconnectedness, on recognition of constant change, and a notion that both similarities and differences contribute to balance within the human and natural worlds. A focus on this concept of balance leads to a preoccupation with creating a harmonious daily ebb and flow of life. The dualisms of critical approaches are replaced with a holistic, dynamic and inclusive approach where the interconnections between people, between groups of people and between people and the environment are recognized. The focus on balance contributes to transforming oppressive interactions by replacing a focus on seeking to have groups take control of themselves with a focus on learning about our mutual need of each other if we are to live harmoniously alongside each other.

Focusing on balance involves

· recognizing that all human beings co-exist and that there are multiple and complex relationships where power is continually transacted

· seeking to identify ways in which all human beings in any situation can live constructively and sustainably together with each other 

recognizing that relationships are created and recreated every day.

Achieving this revolves around listening deeply and with respect to all parties, knowing that each party has its own knowledge, skills and values to contribute. This act in itself transforms oppressive relationships.
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