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Conceptions and Questions

These are the days when participation as a concept (an idea, a principle, a mechanism?) is broadly announced in diverse societal fields but is facing as well the paradoxical situation of encompassing a very diverse and fragmented conceptual understanding, political meaning and social practice. Although participation has to be thought in relation to very diverse contexts, to review some contributions to its general understanding and definition could be useful to the central question of dealing with it in the specific field of social exclusion/inclusion. “Participation and social exclusion are contested terms, open to conflicting interpretations” (Bur, Anne-Marie et al., 1999).

It is interesting to notice that participation has followed the same line of debates as the field of democracy, for example, both domains are equally invoked and vague, thus, calling for extra clarification and qualification.

According to Gohn, the analysis of participation can be related to diverse paradigms and four diverse theoretical influences are mentioned: liberal, authoritarian, revolutionary and democratic (2003:15). The latter emphasises that participation needs to be seen as a phenomenon in relation to civil society (specially among social movements and autonomous social organisations) as well as in relation to the institutional level (meaning formal political institutions). Both dimensions are equally important and suggest the scope of investment involved in the construction of a new social reality (without injustices, exclusions, inequalities, discrimination, etc). In other words, one can apply to the distinction (that is at the same time a relationship) between the life world and the system world, an important orientation for further development in the discussion of participation. To take both as the places where constraints and deficits take place means also to approach them as spaces-opportunities to make happen inclusionary policies and practices. 

The notion of pluralism is very much present in the analytical field of participation, meaning the relevance and role of both the plurality of human life areas and the plurality of actors interfering with it. In each of these domains some controversies and clarifications are worthy of being addressed. Around the issue of life conditions (and even before referring to the distribution of resources), one question still important in contemporary societies has to do with the composition of human needs and whether it is arguable to talk about a universal pattern (meaning that human needs have to be available and reachable by all citizens).

Health and Autonomy

In the debate on human needs various purposes confront positions either on the composition of those needs (what are the human dimensions to be considered) or on their extension and compulsory nature (the debate between whether one can consider or not a universal pattern). On this topic the theoretical positions aiming at a comprehensive understanding of human needs seems to be a very stimulating one, namely for their capacity to influence and to incorporate the most recent developments on the notion and practice of citizenship. Health and autonomy are the basic ingredients of a comprehensive proposal in the human needs field, able to answer to participation and liberation as universal objectives (Doyal and Gough, 1991). Indeed, one of the contributions of this analysis-proposal is that the authors are arguing for an objective and universal dimension of human needs. By contesting perspectives defending the subjective and relative nature of human needs, the authors are contributing to single out decisive elements in human social action. Participation, as the ultimate and universal objective in human life, gives a crucial place to its privation, reduction or absence. If social exclusion is increasingly seen to be a denial of basic human rights, then participation takes a central place in reflection on that denial, but at the same time it appears as a core issue to invest in. 

If social exclusion is a question of social justice, then the current debate on social injustice is opportunity for shedding light on it. In recent analysis, in addition to economic injustice, there are arguments to consider cultural injustice as an important place of the debate (made up of cultural domination, no recognition and disrespect). This is the point where analysts emphasise the distinction and the necessary complementarity between redistribution policies and recognition policies (the former oriented towards promoting economic justice and the latter towards cultural justice). Nancy Fraser (1997) argues that to consider both dimensions has to do with different kinds of measures, or remedies, but one must consider that often these are not just different but opposite orientations. Thus, while redistribution policies aim at to equalise social groups, recognition policies tend to reinforce aspects of differentiation among groups (respecting and promoting diversity and cultural backgrounds). Some criticisms emerge today in relation to the policies based on partnerships for they are simultaneously the way to build up a collective action and to give attention to societal questions, but could develop on the basis that “some are more (easily) partners than others”. If and when there exists this kind of “exclusionary solution” with regard to partnerships, associative injustice is at work.

Participation and difference

In trying to understand social inclusion/exclusion, one can argue that there are different models or approaches for conceptualising and legitimising difference and that this understanding is also important for the thinking on participation. The field of multicultural studies can give interesting and stimulating analytical imputs. Stoer and Magalhães argue that “the self-confidence of the West has come to be challenged in a movement where we look into the mirror of our own civilisation process.  One of the indicators that we could select to illustrate the way in which European society and culture have travelled up to this moment of civilisational insecurity are what we have called the four models of the conceptualisation/legitimisation of difference (internal and external) which, we argue, European society and cultural have developed” (2002). The first, and oldest, may be termed ‘ethnocentric’, in the sense that ‘otherness’ is thematised on the basis of one’s own ontological security (auto-centred).  This model is based on the assumption that the other is different due to his/her state of (minor) development (cognitive and cultural).  The second model may be denominated the ‘tolerance model’, a model that, although conscious of the ‘other’, excludes on the basis of a socially defined cultural frame that defines what is, or is not, to be tolerated. The other is recognised as different, but his/her difference is read through a standard that determines which difference is legitimate (to be tolerated). The third model is based on a socially conscious critique of one’s own historically one-sided relationship with difference.  As a result of this critique, one becomes responsible for the negative effects of this relationship.  Stoer and Magalhães term this model the ‘generosity model’. The other is different and this difference is taken on as the West’s own construction.  The fourth model is not, in fact, a model but rather a relational approach that, while adopting the socially conscious critique of the third model, refuses to see difference as emanating from any centre or source other than the relationship that exists between differences themselves. The other is different and so are we!  It is elucidating to think about participation on the basis of these four approaches and to be aware of their diversity with regard to conceptions of, and effects on, social action. 

The relational approach seems be an interesting attempt to see participation in a complex dynamics of how to deal with difference on the basis and purpose of not erasing, or denying, difference but rather working it through its potential in a context of a multicultural society. Argues Santos (1997), “we have the right to be equal when difference discriminates us and we have the right to be different when equality segregate us”.  Partnership as a procedure based on the participation of difference is crossed by understanding(s) of difference that could be part of diverse traditions and more or less relational (to be negotiated, contractualised, or shared) approach.

Participation as a process

“To participate is to create a sharing responsibility culture in the context of a process. ” (Pontual, Hamilton et al., 1998). This process envolves fighting at various levels to achieve both the sharing attitude and to assume responsibility as a social/collective purpose. Very diverse kinds of investments are to constitute a non-exclusionary democratic language in the spaces created for participation, the citizens’ access to all concerned information, to stimulate the creation and development of democratic means of communication, among others.

What are the implications of this process?

i) to establish and to maintain conditions for participation (often they are limits or don’t exist at all and to deal with them they as they happen can only create an illusionary environment around participation);

ii) to pay attention to the adequacy of the issues and action according to each and to all participants;

iii) to strengthen the capability of the participants based on a learning process;

iv) to care for the improvement of organisational competencies;

v) To create a permanent and large spectrum during all the stages of social action – from diagnosis, to formulation, implementation, monitoring, evaluation and feedback (encompassing visions on future investments and priorities).

Will involvement be spontaneous?

There is evidence that people who are socially excluded are less likely to participate in the various levels of societal life. Other groups have very often an explicit commitment with individual interests, careers or situation. Participation around social exclusion/inclusion doesn’t happen spontaneously due to discouragement, lack of expectations, modest commitment to make changes happen and, in some ways, due to a low level of more or less organised political co-operation around social problems (in spite of the significant level of philanthropic and charitable initiatives in some countries). 

Participation is a demanding field in social action due to the necessary energy to activate it in an adequate and specific way in accordance with the people to be approached and involved, the goals and the relationship to resources (the existing ones or the search for them). (Where is the political energy? Is it in the appealing title of the EAPN response/participation to the second round of NAPs Inclusion)? To work out participation takes often the orientation to maximise involvement at various levels. 

Looking at the experience within the field of community involvement, it is worth noticing that “some form of intentional development is required if the majority of local populations are ultimately to be engaged in some way, directly or indirectly, in communities’ strategies” (Chanan, G. et al., 2000). The expectation towards increasing of participation involves having supporting strategies to guarantee the coherence of intervention and to stimulate strategic visions. Once again, taking the example of involvement at the community level, some conclusions, based on the follow-up of local initiatives, would recommend: 

“Improving community involvement demands a multi-level strategy consisting of:

· involving the most organised part of the community from the start;

· stimulating new or better activity amongst the majority;

· providing special assistance to particularly excluded people and to organisations active amongst them;

· Widening consultation and involvement by stages as the community becomes more active.” (Chanan et al., 2000).

The mobilisation process inherent to participation also implies a perspective of sustainability. It is more likely that a long-term approach would be more adequate, both for individual development and involvement and as part of a strategic vision with regard to changes at the societal level. 

Diverse faces vs. diverse purposes of participation

Various analysts refuse to work on the basis of polarised definitions of participation (as for instance integration vs. conflict) and they prefer to deal with the different levels of participation. Thus, Pateman (1992) defines three different types of situation on participation: i) pseudo-participation, when there only exists consultation by authorities; ii) partial participation, when there is a significant number of people taking part, but, in fact, just a minority would take the final decision and, iii) total participation when each group has a similar influence on the final decision. 

Arnstein (1969) proposes a similar scheme, but his degrees of participation have a distinct basis. He starts on the lower level, and calls it manipulation (almost synonymous with non-participation). He continues with the levels of therapy, information and consultation and the last degrees are related to community involvement and focus on four types: conciliation, association, delegation and community control. 

The image of scale applied to participation is developed by others in the field of social exclusion. In the recent document produced under the auspices of ILO, the modes of participation in the context of social exclusion are identified as steps in a participatory scale. In between the lower level (previous steps) and the higher level (global level), three other levels are suggested: the informative, the consultative and the co-decision levels.

The central analytical point of these proposals once again stresses the importance of taking participation in a reflexive and progressive context, where the nature of the concept and its purposes must be questioned. To deal with participation as an applications pre-requisite (means for), or as a mere way to increase resources (an instrument to), or as an objective in itself (to promote local capacities) needs explicit clarification as a question of transparency and trust.

Another important transitional dynamic in promoting participation is the interconnection between the individual and the collective modes of participation, whose potential can’t eliminate the difficulties mainly in the field of social exclusion. “In the case of fighting against exclusion and due to the fact that this one gravitates around certain kind of groups, participation is at the same time one value, form part of the strategy and could be an instrument” (CIARIS, ILO, 2003).

Summing up the main aspects that this paper intends to underline in thinking about participation  (in order to act):

· there is a need for a reflexive definition of the concept;

· the need to take into consideration the multilevel development between civil society and the institutional level and/or between life world and system world;

· the plurality of human life areas and the plurality of actors that could be involved;

· the field of difference and the opportunity for the clarification of diversity inside difference and ways of dealing with it;

· the process of participation as the opposite of a fixed situational understanding;

· the need for mobilisation and conditions for sustainability around participation

· The variety of its modes and purposes.

These are just a few analytical suggestions around participation to be related to mainstreaming social inclusion seen as a strategy and plan to enlarge and to deepen the policy commitment with eradication of social exclusion across diverse measures and mobilising diverse actors. 
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