
Reclaiming activism: a discussion paper on the true nature of 'empowerment' for youth workers and young people

This paper will outline what I perceive to be the key to building successful relationships with young people; an understanding and analysis of power and oppression on the part of the youth worker. It will argue that young people are likely to experience different forms of oppression depending on their own personal context and are largely lacking in both power and the ability to question it, due to the cultural and political hegemony which exists throughout our society. It will highlight some of the different theoretical perspectives on the nature of power and oppression and how these relate directly to young people. The concept of ‘empowerment’ will be explored, including an examination of how this term has been hijacked by some of the forces to blame for oppression it the first place. Paulo Freire’s ideas on critical consciousness will be looked at as an effective means of facilitating empowerment in young people. Ultimately, this paper will argue that it is the focus on the mutual learning process between youth worker and young person, an understanding of the true nature of empowerment and a political antagonism on the part of the worker that will best facilitate a hegemonic challenge and best enable young people to empower themselves. The relationship between worker and young person is central to all youth work, without a good relationship it is hard to see how anything can be achieved. Empowering youth work should not necessarily depend on the strength of the workers character or the bond between individuals however but about young people having the opportunity to learn for themselves and to be active in their own empowerment. This discussion is, therefore, less about the relationships between individual youth workers and young people and more about how youth workers can best facilitate critical and mutual learning through the relationships they have with young people.

In order to contextualise this discussion, it is first important to examine some prevalent theories and perspectives on the nature of power and oppression in modern society. These ideas are varied and sometimes conflicting; they are a useful reminder that the issue of power is a complex and important one. I will just briefly touch on a few of these theories, in order to highlight how many factors there are that could lead a young person to experience a lack of power or control over their lives. Gramsci, developing Marx’s ideas of a ‘ruling ideology’ of one class over another, suggested that it is the through obtaining the consent of the masses through manipulation and use of the mass media that the ruling class obtains and maintains a ‘hegemony’ in society (Bilton et al 1996). In British society, the ‘hegemonic’, powerful group is considered to be adult, white, male, heterosexual, able-bodied and upper/middle class (Chouhan 2009, p68). Conversely, those that do not belong to this ruling class are routinely denied power and subjected to prejudice, discrimination and oppression (Chouhan ibid, p63). Despite attempts by the media to categorise people according to their most visible identity, many people experience multiple oppressions that further disadvantage certain groups and individuals (Chouhan ibid, p63). “(...) at the moment of my birth, two factors determined my destiny, my having been born Black and my having been born female” (hooks 1981, p12 cited in Chouhan 2009). Young people can certainly be considered to be an oppressed group in themselves. They are subject to frequent stereotyping and prejudices through the media (Mitchell et al 2009) and do not have access to the freedoms or rights under the law that adults do. For example, there are specific laws relating to all young people under the 2003 Anti-Social Behaviour Act which allow police to ‘disperse’ them even if they do not suspect they are behaving in an ‘anti-social’ manner (Liberty n.d)   On top of this, the majority of young people will also belong to another oppressed group as mentioned before and therefore suffer discrimination on multiple levels. Smith (1982), like Gramsci, takes a structural view of power and discrimination. He suggests that rather than being unchangeable, there are certain 'entry requirements' for individual people to become part of the dominant, powerful group – such as the possession of property or the correct qualifications for university or well paid jobs (Smith, ibid. p37). Certainly, gaining qualifications is presented to young people as the key to success, to being able to have control over what it is they do or how much money they earn; the alternative being forced to work somewhere not of their choosing (McHardy, 2010). Smith also echoes the point that many young people might oppressed on account of their race, class or sexuality, not simply because they are young (Smith, ibid. p39). Foucault (1979) adds a useful perspective when considering power in such rigid, structural forms. Without denying the substantially negative forces of a dominant group that exercises power over others, he places this negativity in the context of the ‘mechanics’ of power itself (Foucault, 1979, p34 cited in Fitzsimons, Hope and Russell, 2010). He writes of networks of power that exist between individuals at the everyday level, 'discourses' that are constantly changing and adapting. For example, a young man may feel he has to act a certain way to be considered masculine in front of his peer group – he is subject to a kind of cultural power that has arisen through a discourse regarding what it is to be 'male'. An example of how these discourses could affect power at a structural level is the way in which the judicial system reacted to the distinct change in narrative around young people and gangs after the UK 'riots' during summer 2011. Prime Minister David Cameron called for an ‘all out war on gangs’ and extended gang injunctions to include under 18s; discourse turned towards young people and gangs as the cause of the ‘broken society’ (Puffett 2011) We can see, therefore, that whilst the dimensions and manifestations of power and oppression in relation to young people are varied and complex, what is clear is that many young people are subject to some form of oppression, whether because of their race, class or simply for being young, as part of life. Whichever perspective you take, it is clear that young people experience many different forces of power in their day-to-day lives. The result of this, inevitably, is a sense of powerless or lack of control which could in turn result in lack of confidence or low self esteem, lack of trust, anger and violence, low expectations or an infinite number of other concerns. Young people are socialised into the dominant ideology in many of the contexts in which they find themselves: they are expected to follow very specific rules in school, they are likely to be in the lowest position in the workplace, they may be expected to follow certain rules within the home and often are demonised in the media (Mitchell et al 2009). They are given very few opportunities to understand the causes of their powerlessness or to think about taking back some of the control that they lack. This lack of engagement with one’s own oppression fits within Gramsci’s idea of a consenting hegemony, where domination is culturally engrained to the point where it is not questioned. Paulo Freire (1996) was concerned with this issue and wrote about and extensively carried out work on encouraging a ‘critical consciousness’ in young people. I will look at his work in more detail later. It is this idea, of learning to question the oppression that the majority of us experience in some form, that youth work practitioners can be pivotal in nurturing in the young people they work and build relationships with. This process, in which people begin to think about taking back control over aspects of their lives where they are powerless is the process that I will go on to discuss as ‘empowerment’.

 
I will now explore the idea of empowerment as a key focus for youth workers and the role that the worker might play in building relationships in a way that engenders real empowerment. It is important, firstly, to understand what this term means in the context of what has previously been discussed. For me, Thompson (2007, p.21 cited in Fitsimon, Hope and Russell 2010) makes it clear when s/he states “Empowerment can be defined as helping people gain greater control over their lives and circumstances. It is therefore closely linked to notions of power”. This notion is reinforced by the Lerner's discussion of powerlessness (1998):

 When we feel powerless for any extended length of time, we tend to become more willing to accept parts of the world we would otherwise reject. We act in ways that go counter to our best visions of who we are and who we can and want to be.                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

(Lerner, 1988, p2 cited in Fitsimons, Hope & Russell 2010) 

For me, empowerment is a process where a young person is able to gain an understanding of themselves as part of a wider group and the ability to begin to question and exert some control over their life, in the face of oppression as previously discussed. It is certainly a political process, as it requires that person to question the society around them and make steps to change it. Unfortunately, this concept of empowerment with its roots in 1970s radical politics (Fitsimons, Hope & Russell 2010), differs somewhat from how many would define the term today. The word 'empowerment' can be found in the language of a wide range of social and healthcare professionals, is written into government policy and has even found its way into consumerist and managerial discourses (Quinn and Davis eds., 1999 cited in Fitsimons, Hope & Russell 2010 ). Far from encouraging young people to see themselves as part of an oppressed group or to be critical of their own position in society, the term 'empowerment' refers increasingly to individualised notions of success; its enactment resulting in reproductions of existing power structures. 

The ideological weight given to individualism in consumer capitalism usually means that (...) the process of empowerment is viewed as working with people in order to increase their confidence, knowledge and skills.

(Fitsimon, Hope & Russell 2010)

Organisation like “connexions” (Leeds Pathways, n.d) which focus on giving study and career advice to young people are increasingly common. Services like this are not empowering, rather they exist to help young people to better 'fit in' with the world as it is; to compete for a job and formal education and therefore for a position of power. The reality is that there are very few jobs available and courses are becoming more competitive and expensive. In other words, organisations such as these are attempting to deal with the 'private' issue without acknowledging the 'public' Smith (1982, p38).  As Fitzsimons, Hope & Russell (2010) and Spence (2009) point out, - political and ideological weight is given increasingly to the individualisation of the notion of empowerment. 'Positive for Youth', a recent consultation by the Department for Education (2011) about youth service provision, claims that “young people must be ‘active and empowered’” (Davies (2011, p100). However, as Davies points out, the document lacks “any recognition of the deeply embedded structural inequalities and injustices which so many young people face because of their immovable class and economic position (…) their ethnicity and also their gender” (Davies ibid, p100). Indeed, there seems to be a deliberate move amongst policy makers to steer the course of youth work away from “long-established forms of democratic and emancipatory youth work” (Davies ibid, p100). Often, perhaps because a 'lack of power' is commonly confused with a 'lack of representation', the empowerment of young people is measured in terms of their 'participation'. Young people are increasingly given roles in forms of democratic or decision-making processes “as part of a discourse about modern citizenship” (Bessant, 2004, p. 387). This kind of involvement does very little for the empowerment of young people. Whilst there may be a feeling of a level of power and control for those individuals that put themselves forward for such positions (a large proportion of which are middle class [Smith, 1982, p41]), it does nothing to challenge the power of a small group to make decisions that affect others. We can see, therefore, that many of the attempts or claims of empowerment are tokenistic, individualistic or driven by a specific political agenda. It is important that the youth worker recognises this problem and attempt to address it in their thinking and through their work. Youth workers must be prepared to resist attempts by those in power to shape how young people themselves experience power. We must help young people take a step back and learn how they wish to go about empowering themselves.

 
Having outlined the necessity for placing true empowerment at the heart of our relationships with young people, I now wish to explore what this means in practice. I will explore some techniques and scenarios around 'critical pedagogy' to give a better sense of the kind of our role as workers in relation to issues of power and empowerment. I will also argue that as part of this, we should reflect on our own perspectives and personal power as workers. It seems to me that as youth workers we must see ourselves as social educators rather than simply a source of knowledge, advice or support. Freire, in his work on critical pedagogy, argues that it is crucial that young people are able to arm themselves with the tools with which to challenge oppression, for which they need an opportunity to learn about politics and to critique issues relating to society as a whole. He used a process known as 'problem posing' to engage students in a dialogue and ultimately reach a level of 'critical consciousness'. (Freire, 1996) A good example of this theory being applied to youth work in practice is given by Wallerstein, Sanchez-Merki, & Velarde (2005, cited in Jennings et al 2006) in relation to drug and alcohol awareness. In this case study from a deprived area of New Mexico, young people interviewed and interacted with hospital patients and prison inmates with personal experiences related to drug, tobacco, and alcohol abuse, interpersonal violence and HIV infection. These dialogues were followed by reflection and discussion and the exploration of action strategies to help participants make “healthier choices for themselves and their communities. (...)Facilitators led the dialogue sessions but also engaged with youth as 'co-learners', offering youth the experience of contributing to adults’ learning through their participation” (p20). This Freirian approach is quite different to other work around similar issues, which often just consists of extremely negative and ‘indisputable’ information; focussing on the illegality of the issues and presenting people who drink or take drugs as having a problem that needs to be solved. Examples of this include the websites from ‘Breakthru’ (n,d) or ‘Drinkaware’(2011). Freirian ideas have also been explored using the arts with great success. Using a concept known as ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ (Theatre of the Oppressed, 2011), an idea heavily influenced by Freire, many groups all over the world explore manifestations of oppression and discuss ways to overcome them through theatre. In one example from Swansea Youth Forum, the piece of theatre depicts a conflict between a school pupil and his teacher. The teacher’s inappropriate behaviour towards their pupils is highlighted and the piece is followed by a discussion about what was wrong with the level of power that the teacher was permitted to hold over the young person, merely on account of their accepted position of authority. Recommendations are then made by the group and fed into a wider piece of work being carried out by different, similar groups (The Agora Report, 2002, p18). In both these case studies, the young people and youth workers engage with the issues under discussion together first hand. The young people engage in constructive dialogue, are given the opportunity to reflect on the wider social context of the issues at hand and are part of a mutual learning process with the youth workers. In both cases there is a tangible outcome that aims to improve the situation for a wider group of people. These projects certainly seem to be excellent examples of the kind of empowerment under discussion. I have found Freire’s work useful when reflecting on my own youth work. I have recently been involved in running a series of 'Forest Schools' sessions with a group of 12 and 13 year old children. The ethos behind Forest Schools is about young people exploring and learning on their own terms in a style suited to them, in an outdoor setting (i.e. not the classroom, where they are made to follow a strict set of rules) (Forest Schools n.d).  I certainly consider it to be empowering in the sense that that it actively seeks to redress the power imbalance between adult and child, teacher and student. It removes the constraints of the rules and boundaries that normally govern the young people and encourages them to set the agenda for the next sessions and to evaluate how they feel it is progressing. When I place this in the context of Freire’s writing on critical pedagogy, I do feel that the project allowed critical reflection on how different the experience had been from school. By the end I feel like the young people had started to take ownership over the course and were viewing me more as another one of them, as opposed to somebody there to impose rules. We evaluated the success of the project as a group and I was informed after the project had finished, that the young people had returned to school and been much more inquisitive than usual about the need to do things in such a set way. I would argue, therefore, that it is possible to build relationships with young people in a way which is empowering to them without necessitating an explicitly Freirian project. There are three important elements to this that I have identified. One of the essential criteria is to relinquish the notion that the youth worker is somehow the ‘expert’. If a dialogue is to be created and we are to move away from notions of ‘advice giving’ then we must not assume that we have knowledge to impart on the young people we work with. Indeed, it might often be the case that our personal experiences differ significantly from those of the group or community that we are working with meaning we have much to learn ourselves. ‘A relationship between the user and the professional characterised by collaboration, openness, respect and trust is therefore at the core for professional work within an empowerment tradition’. (Askheim 2003, p233). Secondly, we must ensure that by ‘empowering’ young people, we are not simply handing them power with which to oppress someone else. Empowerment must come from those experiencing it and it must happen within a context that critiques the nature of power itself (Gomm 1993). Thirdly, it is crucial that we are explicitly political in everything that we do as workers. In the foreword to Freire’s Pedagogy of the oppressed, Richard Shaull (1996) suggests that education cannot be neutral; it exists either to integrate the younger generation into the current system or as the “practice of freedom” (p16). If we do not act politically, we are merely reproducing the will of our employer or the state, thereby reproducing inequalities and oppression (Belton 2010, pxvi). 

It seems, therefore, that in order to establish these genuine, empowering relationships with the young people we work with, it seems a level of antagonism on the part of the youth worker is required. In order to help young people to question the powers they are faced with, we must to look to our employers and trends in youth work as a profession and question them too. We are operating within the same system of power and oppression that has been discussed and should look to other youth workers to find ways to fight against youth work defined by political ideologies or funding streams. We should perhaps be pleased that youth work has not been professionalised to the same degree as, for example, social work, which many feel “is being undermined by managerialism and marketisation, by the stigmatisation of service users and by welfare cuts and restrictions” (Social Work Action Network, 2011); it seems that there is still a level of autonomy for youth workers and significant debate within the area. I would suggest then, that we must allow ourselves and encourage others to have political opinions on the social context in which we work, to see ourselves as activists and to challenge agendas which conflict with notions of empowerment wherever possible. It is only through this kind of action and attitude, that youth workers will be able to preserve the space which is needed to allow young people to work out who they are; to challenge the status quo and their own oppression.
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