Empowerment and Rights – The Reflect Experience

Reflect is an approach to adult learning and social change.  It was conceived by ActionAid and developed through innovative pilot programmes in Uganda, Bangladesh and El Salvador between 1993 and 1995.  It started as a fusion of the political philosophy of the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, with the practical methodologies developed for Participatory rural appraisal (PRA).  It has spread and evolved rapidly, through publications; local, national and international networking and exchange visits; and training workshops.  It is now used by over 350 organisations in 60 countries.

Reflect is based on a series of 9 core principles which can be briefly outlined as follows:

… power and voice: Reflect is a process that aims to strengthen people’s capacity to communicate by whatever means of communication are most relevant or appropriate to them. Although part of the process may be about learning new communication skills, the focus is on using these in a meaningful way. It is through focusing on the practical use that real learning takes place.  

… a political process: Reflect is premised on the recognition that achieving social change and greater social justice is a fundamentally political process. Reflect is not a neutral approach that seeks to promote a neutral vision of development.  It seeks to help people in the struggle to assert their rights, challenge injustice and change their position in society and as such requires us to explicitly align ourselves with the poorest and most marginalised.  It involves working with people rather than for them.

… a democratic space: Reflect involves creating a democratic space – one in which everyone’s voice is given equal weight. This needs to be actively constructed, as it does not naturally exist – and is never easy to achieve.  As such it is counter-cultural –challenging local culture and the power relationships and stratification that have created inequality. 

.. an intensive and extensive process: The intensity of contact is crucial for a process that seeks to achieve social or political change. Groups usually meet for about two years, and sometimes continue indefinitely. Often they meet three times a week or more, usually for about two hours.

… grounded in existing knowledge: Reflect begins with respect and value for people’s existing knowledge and experience. However, this does not mean accepting people’s existing opinions or prejudices without challenge.  Moreover there will always be a part of the process in which participants are enabled to access new information and new ideas from new sources. The key is to give people control over that process, and confidence in their own starting point, so that they can be critical and selective. 

… linking reflection and action: Reflect involves a continual cycle of reflection and action. It is not about reflection or learning for the sake of it, but rather reflection for the purpose of change. Neither is it about action isolated from reflection as pure activism rapidly loses direction. It is the fusion of these elements, and it can start with either. 

… using participatory tools: A wide range of participatory tools is used within a Reflect process to help create an environment in which everyone is able to contribute. Visualisation approaches are of particular importance (maps, calendars, diagrams, matrices and other graphic forms developed by PRA practitioners) and can provide a structure for the process. However, many other participatory methods and processes are also used, including theatre, role-play, song, dance, video or photography.

… power awareness: All participatory tools can be distorted, manipulated or used in exploitative ways if they are not linked to an awareness of power relationships. Within Reflect the multiple dimensions of power and stratification are always the focus of reflection, and actions are oriented towards changing inequitable power relationships whatever their basis.    

… coherence and self-organisation: Reflect needs to be used systematically. The same principles and processes that apply to others also apply to ourselves, within our own institutions and even our personal lives.  The focus of the process should always be towards self-organisation, so that groups are self-managed where possible rather than being facilitated by, or dependent on, outsiders.

Reflect and a rights-based approach

The values underpinning Reflect are very similar to the elements of a rights-based approach.  In fact when we consider how Reflect has been used by different organisations in different contexts we can see that various experiences can be given to highlight aspects of ActionAid’s rights-based approach.  Below are various examples as to how Reflect has been used in different contexts to strengthen poor and marginalised people’s ability to secure their rights.  This is not an exhaustive list of how different organisations are using the Reflect approach – rather it is intended to give a flavour of the diversity of Reflect practice and examine in more detail how different aspects of a rights-based approach might be played out at the grassroots.

….Access and control over resources and services: Villages across Bolangir District in Orissa, India have been involved in micro planning linked to Reflect. Initially a plan is developed with support from the whole community, using constitutional powers to assert this as the authentic local development plan. Then, the most vulnerable groups are organised into Reflect circles to develop action plans from their perspective – challenging the plans, correcting them and demanding their implementation. The results have been dramatic. As the leader of Sunarijore village commented:

“In earlier government development plans we were always left out because we were not organised and we were not in the planning process. Now we have changed this and have addressed so many issues, including housing for the poorest, drinking water provision, irrigation, accessing government schemes and much more. The key has been sustained dialogue.

….protection and security: In Burundi Reflect has played an important role in rebuilding trust and social relationships through creating space for communication and joint learning.   All circles have two facilitators, one Hutu and one Tutsi and all have participants from both communities, creating ongoing opportunities for interaction and dialogue.  The circles have become places for both young and old, Hutu and Tutsi, to meet, reconcile and forgive. Reflect circles use discussion and graphics to identify obstacles to peace, which have included petty conflict, insecurity and displacement due to rebel attacks, and rumours and mistrust. They have been able to challenge stereotypes, dispel myths and reconstruct a shared history and purpose. Communities have consequently become linked in solidarity against the political instability in the region, identifying themselves as 'poor people' with a common interest, rather than as Hutu or Tutsi. This has made it possible to build trust as the key foundation of a sustainable peace locally, even where violence and instability continue elsewhere.  As well as building trust, literacy has been an important part of the programme, as one participant said:

“It is important that we have learned to read and write. It means that we have been able to write letters. We have written letters to some of our community who are still in Tanzania asking them to come back. We want to encourage them to come home. 

We encourage them to come home by our personal testimonies of peace and by telling them about Reflect. We write and tell them that they should not listen to the rumours and radio propaganda, life really has changed here. Three people came back last week because of the letters we were able to write”.  Juvenal Ndikumagenge (24)

….participation and mobilisation: Reflect has been adapted for use within the secondary school national curriculum in the UK.  This has focused on getting young people to explore citizenship issues relevant to their lives and learn in exciting and meaningful ways.  Get Global! Encourages students to reflect on the meaning of global citizenship, and become informed, skilled, motivated and political through dynamic learning processes.   It enables them to develop the confidence to move from thinking about issues to planning and participating in action, and reflecting on their learning.  One example is a class of 14/15 year old students, in a school in Caerphilly, who chose to find out more about a Waste Transfer Station to be sited in a disused factory across the way from their school. They decided to choose this issue as it would affect many people who live, work and visit the area, and being so close to school it would have an affect on their environment and possibly their education.

They invited people (both people who were for and against the development) to talk to their class.  This included their local Community Councillor, a member of the Public Services Department of Caerphilly (CBC), their Member of the European Parliament, and a Member of Parliament.  

Having gathered information on the issue from various sources, they wrote letters to their elected representatives. They have asked to speak at a meeting of the Planning Committee where the application for this development will be heard, and a group of pupils will be attending the meeting to report back to the rest of the class. Ben Williams comments: ‘In line with Agenda 21, we want to look at securing our community today so that future generations living in the area will not have to put up with a planning decision that will be detrimental to the local environment’.

…..Non-discrimination and social inclusion: In the Eastern Terai region of Nepal participants in a Reflect circle began conducting an analysis of the caste system and the situation of women.  Groups discussed the importance of creating an action plan to counter discrimination and identified the need to develop an organisation to create group strength.  In response, eight women’s Sanghams (organisations) were formed among Reflect members.
The Reflect classes themselves served to break down caste barriers, raising the participants’ self confidence and dignity.  This was a slow process as the circles started with a rigid caste separation (between Dalit and non-Dalit women). In the early days Dalits had to sit outside the Reflect class and were not allowed to use the same water tap or share food with the non-Dalit class members.  The facilitators decided to use this segregation as a basis for reflection, encouraging participants to analyse the caste divisions in their own community in depth. This was not an abstract debate, but one that was physically evident in every moment and participants were urged to explore the origins of this segregation, asking penetrating questions of their own behaviour and attitudes.  Through such means, barriers were gradually broken down and conscious changes were made to rectify the unjust treatment of the Dalits.  After some time, non-Dalit and Dalit women would mingle, share food and sit together in the class.  This in itself was a major achievement given the stringent cultural taboos surrounding ‘appropriate’ caste behaviour.

….Freedom and Choice: In Peru a group have adapted Reflect to enable local communities to analyse and address domestic and sexual violence.  The aim of the project was to promote a collective space for analysis of how sexual violence affects family and couple relationships – in the Anta province.  At the start of the project workshops with men and women were carried out separately.  This helped to forge trust and closeness to discuss sexual and domestic violence in the family.  Through analysing their perceptions, feelings and voicing their thoughts the participants managed to identify honestly and critically the way violence is manifested in their families, and in the wider community.  For many people it was the first time they had discussed these issues – and it had a very powerful affect on those involved.  The analysis was shared with others in the community through posters, radio slots and newsletters.  It is a very long and slow process to change entrenched attitudes and behaviour but hopefully this work with Reflect will have lasting effects, not only on the lives of the women and men in the community, but also on future generations – so that they won’t be perpetrators, or victims of domestic/sexual violence.

...power and influence: Reflect circles in South Africa are engaging with local government development plans.  Following the end of the apartheid system municipal boundaries have changed (meaning that municipals now include both black and white areas – thus complicating the work of councillors/officials who have to deal with a wide spectrum of social issues they did not need to consider previously).  In addition new spaces for citizen participation have opened up – with places on ward committees reserved for community members, and other forum such as local economic development, and integrated development plan also involve community members.  Reflect circles begin by looking at what democracy is, and then move on to look at services in the area – discussing which services need to be improved on, reviewing and monitoring the impact of the locally led plans.  As part of this process circle members have been elected to the local forum – as representatives of the circles.  This has allowed them to hold those in power accountable for the services they are delivering and influence policy decision making at a local level.

…law, governance and rights:  In Bangladesh Reflect circles are being organised with sex workers in the Tangail Kandapara brothel.  Here the women are denied many rights and their children are effectively illegalised within the Bangladeshi state ‘Even where we have encouraged our children to go to school and the administration has been sensitised to accept them, the children later drop out due to the kind of treatment they get from the teachers and the other children in the school.  In every area of life these women struggle to access their basic rights as one woman put it: ‘how do you talk of rights for some of us who do not have any right at all in the community?…We, the inhabitants of Bania shanta brothel, cannot even freely move outside the brothel.  It is an irony that general people collect donations from us to build mosques, but after our death the same people don’t allow us in their graveyard.  We have been left with no option but to let go our death-bodies in to the nearby water’. ActionAid’s partner RASDO have also encountered difficulties working within the brothel because of its legal status (sex-working is an illegal activity but brothels have to pay a ‘licence’ fee).  RASDO is in a tricky situation as although they wish to accompany the Reflect participants as they fight for their rights, they do not want to be accused of illegal activities.  However, Reflect does seem to have had some impact and the participants highlight various ways Reflect has helped them.  They mention that they have acquired reading and writing skills, and that this has boosted their bargaining and negotiation power between the brothel owners and the customers. The numeracy skills have helped them calculate what goes to them after the brothel owner / pimps have taken their cut. This has helped them to bargain for more pay in order to get a reasonable balance, particularly where they have prior direct contact with the customer. Other than the literacy skills, they had been able to generate some community actions and one that they were really proud of was the acquisition of land to be used as their burial ground – in this area sex workers cannot be buried with other community members – and acquiring this piece of land marked a real achievement for the women.

…culture, tradition and identity: Yakshi and Girijan Deepika are using Reflect to work with indigenous people in the East Godavari district, Andra Pradesh region – India.  The indigenous system of community interaction (The Gotti), where people traditionally met to discuss local problems, was in decline.  This was linked to wider processes of change, particularly concerning the local economy.  The government policy of subsidising rice undermined the traditional food crops.  Although the cash crops (tobacco and cotton) had led to large profits in the early years, the price subsequently slumped on international markets, and the increasing price of inputs meant that over 80% of households fell into debt.

The Gotti is a vibrant forum for community debate, and as an indigenous (albeit revived) institution, offers much greater chance of sustainability.  It is a space ‘to sit and talk’, ‘to share our happiness and our sorrows’ and ‘an opportunity to reflect’.  It is a place for collective learning, but also a place for fun and enjoyment.  It has created a space and the opportunity for people to meet and interact on a regular basis. The Reflect methodology sits comfortably within this space and helps to structure and reinforce the interaction.  The visualisations form the basis of all discussion, and encourage participation. 

Agriculture was consistently highlighted as a mjor conern by the Gottis.  A series of PRA tools were thus designed to bring out key agicultural issues – contrasting the present situation with that 30 years ago.  This led on to a discussion of what the different crops were used for and the advantages/disadvantages of each crop.  Rather than closing each discussion with the search for solutions (as is often the case), facilitators here discouraged participants from defining actions and encouraged them to continue their analysis. The cumulative analysis of issues over several weeks showed ever stronger connections between local livelihoods, health, cultural life and social identity.  Thess inter-connections gave the Gottis a vantage point from which they could define strategic solutions. For example, in many communities participants collectively decided to replant 50% of their land with traditional food crops – in order to provide food security, at the same time as reviving the rhythm of communal life.  Participants recognised that improving their literacy skills led to: the ability to understand government programmes and deal confidently with officials; the capacity to avoid exploitation – e.g through understanding different forms and contracts; and the ability to preserve knowledge and culture in changing times – as hundreds of traditional songs and stories have been recorded.  

