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Abstract
In the last twenty years, critical feminist heritage scholarship unveiled how women remain
undervalued and underrepresented in Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) governance despite UNESCO
repeatedly declaring them ICH’s indispensable main creators, bearers, and transmitters. How women
can eventually be empowered within ICH remains uncharted. Drawing on proclamations of NGOs as
crucial facilitators in this process and ICH as a “positive enabler” (Winter, 2013, p. 533) for societal
change, this thesis aims to further this discussion by engaging with the nuanced ways in which
women’s empowerment comes into being in ICH. Specifically, I investigate what variation, ambiguity,
and ambivalence emerge when NGOs pursue women’s empowerment in ICH. Building on feminist
development literature, I illustrate how NGOs aim to foster diverse modes of women’s empowerment
within and through ICH that manifest in different dimensions, address different levels, and nurture
different powers. Therein, I demonstrate how neoliberal governmentality shapes NGOs’ operational
conditions, political rationalities, discourses, and subjectifications to varying extents. I illustrate how
especially NGOs exposed to neoliberalism’s consequences, including women’s market exploitation,
end up echoing neoliberal logic favouring women’s economic empowerment grounded in ICH
commodification. Yet, the findings suggest that women’s empowerment within ICH is never
straightforward, with NGOs simultaneously advancing multiple empowerment strategies, neoliberal
and feminist alike. Even though NGOs can generally employ ICH to enable women’s empowerment,
the latter unfolds diversely. Women’s empowerment in ICH is a complex, context-dependent,
heterogeneous and sometimes contradictory space with variation, ambiguity, and ambivalence in how
NGOs pursue empowerment and how this process rolls out.
Keywords: gender equality, women’s empowerment, Intangible Cultural Heritage, NGO, neoliberal
governmentality
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1. Introduction
Over the past decades, international voices grew louder, warning that cultures and their exceptional
practices, performances, and elements will turn into collateral damage of the 20th and 21st century
(Arizpe, 2007; Kurin, 2004). Researchers and community advocates dreaded that globalisation would
speed up the transformation of cultures, with a new global mass culture swallowing up traditional
customs and practices, ultimately causing their extinction (Kurin, 2004). In an urgent effort to protect
everything considered valuable, experts, governments, and advocates embarked on a global heritage
safeguarding campaign spearheaded by the United Nations Education, Science and Culture
Organisation (UNESCO) (Kurin, 2004; UNESCO, 2021b). Over time, UNESCO manifested its
understanding of heritage and its safeguarding globally through numerous conventions and treaties,
now deemed the authorised heritage discourse (Smith, 2015). The latter proclaimed that heritage
solely encompasses material elements, such as but not limited to culturally significant objects or
historical buildings, which are in dire need of protection due to their fragility (Arizpe, 2007; Smith,
2015). Notably, the authority to decide which of these elements, in fact, count as heritage worth and
in need of safeguarding lies in the hands of national governments and accredited experts exclusively
(Arizpe, 2007; Smith, 2015). This essentially Eurocentric perspective drowned out all adverse views
arguing otherwise, like those regarding heritage as not only in the fixed structures of this world but
also in the intangible, speaking about cultural practices, dances, songs, stories, rituals, and beyond
(Smith, 2015). It turned heritage governance into the private affair of state parties, large transnational
institutions, and experts and allowed them to protect those sites they find aesthetic, legitimise those
versions of history they favour, and privilege those cultures they see as agreeable (Smith, 2015).
In response to growing critiques on their narrow and selective understanding, UNESCO introduced a
new discourse around Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) (Arizpe, 2007; Smith, 2015). Following
UNESCO (2003b, Article 2.1), ICH refers to “the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge,
skills - as well as the instruments, objects, art[e]facts and cultural spaces associated therewith - that
communities, groups, and in some cases, individuals recogni[s]e as part of their cultural heritage.” It
thus acknowledges previously dismissed perspectives that heritage can be immaterial (Arizpe, 2007;
Smith, 2015). On top of this, it stresses the importance of making locals on the ground crucial actors in
the process of recognising, nominating, and safeguarding ICH, deviating from its previous expertexclusive narrative (Adell et al., 2015; Smith, 2015; UNESCO, 2018a; You & Hardwick, 2020). Eventually,
UNESCO’s new ICH discourse and so-called participatory paradigm of community inclusion legitimised
the value of the sub-national heritage of smaller cultural groups on an international level,
acknowledged non-Eurocentric conceptualisations of heritage, and significantly broadened the scale
of heritage safeguarding efforts (Arizpe, 2007; Smith, 2015).
While many scholars point out the success of ICH in terms of attracting tourism or promoting cultures
internationally (Causta & Vecco, 2017; Guidici et al., 2013; Hassan & Rahman, 2015; Kim et al., 2019;
Ruhanen & Whitford, 2019; You & Hardwick, 2020), critical scholarship dedicates itself to illuminating
the murky waters in which people, heritage and power persistently cross (Giglitto et al., 2021). Authors
in the domain of critical heritage studies argue that power inequalities continue to shape ICH majorly
(Winter, 2013). For example, numerous studies exposed that transnational heritage institutions,
governments, and experts still dominate safeguarding processes advancing their own interests while
positioning local communities at the margins (Causta & Vecco, 2017; Eichler, 2020; Landorf, 2009;
1

Ruhanen & Whitford, 2019). Scholarly work using a Foucauldian governmentality lens argues that this
represents a shift in heritage governance towards neoliberal governmentality over the last two
decades, which now increasingly caters to powerful heritage entities' neoliberal agendas of expanding
markets and increasing global economic growth for their personal capital accumulation (Coombe,
2011, 2013; Coombe & Weiss, 2015). The overall consensus in critical heritage scholarship is that such
non-inclusive heritage practices on the ground stand in stark contrast to the philosophy of community
participation that UNESCO advances (Adell et al., 2015; You & Hardwick, 2020). Critical feminist
scholarship joins this conversation illustrating how heritage authorities proclaim women in particular
as crucial stakeholders in the safeguarding process while they remain underrepresented in ICH
governance in reality (Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; Fryer & Raczek, 2020; Settimini, 2021).
In 2001, UNESCO identified that women are indispensable for ICH as its main originators and should
be promoted accordingly via the recognition of their contribution to ICH and their inclusion in ICH
governance (UNESCO, 2001). The Synthesis Report: Activities in the Domain of Women and Intangible
Heritage outlines that “expressions of living cultures are best sought in the everyday practices of those
engaged in making a living, rearing the young, healing the sick, enjoying leisure or searching for
existential meaning” and that “the role of women as key reproducers of cultural identities is, therefore,
not in question” (UNESCO, 2001, p. 3). Put differently, UNESCO (2001) describes that ICH consists
primarily of seemingly everyday home practices, such as cooking, telling age-old stories, or keeping
traditions such as weaving alive. The report then argues that since mainly women perform these
activities, the latter are pivotal creators, bearers, and maintainers of ICH (Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019;
Lowe, 2013; UNESCO, 2001). UNESCO (2001) follows up by exclaiming that, under these circumstances,
women deserve recognition for their contribution and central positions in heritage safeguarding on
the ground and international policy alike.
However, various studies found that UNESCO's heritage safeguarding and discourse still undervalue
and underrepresent women two decades after the Synthesis Report (Blake, 2014; Chiweshe & Mutopo,
2019; Fryer & Raczek, 2020; Settimini, 2021). Precisely because women's contributions to ICH often
come from their everyday activities, most of society and even women themselves dismiss them as
ordinary and self-evident instead of regarding and celebrating them as living heritage (Blake, 2014;
British Council, 2018; Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019). Interestingly, the contributions of men, on the other
hand, receive wide attention, making up the majority of stories in UNESCO's heritage nomination
dossiers (Labadi, 2013, 2018; Settimini, 2021). This skewed gender representation in ICH discourse is
problematic as it propagates the idea that heritage is mainly a space for men (Labadi, 2013, 2018;
Settimini, 2021). In fact, it may provide a basis for claims that women are secondary, supporting
characters in heritage, which arguably legitimises their marginalisation, stereotyping, and inferior
treatment (Fryer & Raczek, 2020; Labadi, 2013, 2018). At the same time, much of society's ICH that
women produce and maintain will be lost over time as it is not being recorded and safeguarded (Labadi,
2013).
Drawing attention to this disparity, research began to dedicate more efforts to the intersection of
gender and ICH, especially women's disempowerment (Blake, 2014; Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; Fryer
& Raczek, 2020; Settimini, 2021). For instance, Chiweshe and Mutopo (2019) lay out the context of
women and ICH in southern Africa and find that heritage safeguarding activities continue to
marginalise women by being gender blind. Papers focussing on heritage institutions frequently employ
document or discourse analyses to expose how official heritage management documents portray
women and aim to empower them (see, e.g., Moghadam & Bagheritari, 2007; Lowe, 2013; Settimini,
2

2021). Amongst them, Labadi (2018) finds that UNESCO advocates for a balanced gender
representation in heritage management but leaves open how to address the power relations which
marginalise women in the first place. Authors like Fryer and Raczek (2020) report how studies currently
investigate gender and ICH and propose several pillars to improve research practices in the future.
During this literature review, it became clear that studies shining a light on how actors can eventually
close this gender gap and empower women within or through ICH are largely absent in critical heritage
literature. Winter (2013) sparked the idea that heritage can serve as “a positive enabler for, the
complex, multi-vector challenges that face us today” (p. 533), from economic inequality to
international conflict. Since then, a few studies, such as Giglitto et al. (2021), who show the
opportunities that ICH holds for the inclusion of migrant communities, prove this claim. However, in
the arena of gender and ICH, this call remains unanswered thus far. More than a decade ago,
Moghadam and Bagheritari (2007) asked how the safeguarding of ICH can promote gender equality
and women's participation. Since then, Blake (2014) offered first insights into how ICH may become a
tool for women's empowerment and reiterates UNESCO (2001), asserting that non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) hold great potential to empower women within ICH. Balslev (2019) defines NGOs
as “non-state actors possessing the main characteristics of being private in form though public in
nature, and of adopting a non-profit orientation in [their] objectives and activities” (p. 71).
Nonetheless, Blake’s (2014) arguments remain on the surface of women's empowerment in ICH and
the role of NGOs within. Albeit the author provides several examples of women's empowerment that
I visit in chapter 2.1, her analysis fails to identify what different forms empowerment may take and
how NGOs can foster these. I argue that this understanding, though, is of utmost importance to
comprehend the specific and context-dependent needs and disempowerments of women within ICH
and study how actors like NGOs can address these through distinct forms of empowerment.
Feminist development studies can fill these knowledge gaps by supplying the theoretical foundations
for investigating the nexus of NGOs, women's empowerment, and ICH. After the women's movement
adopted empowerment as a concept in the mid-1970s (Stromquist, 1995), its application gained
growing popularity in the 1980s (Luttrell et al., 2007; Rowlands, 1997) and entered mainstream
development discourse in the 1990s (Bernal & Grewal, 2014b; Parpart et al., 2003; Sharma, 2006).
Subsequently, empowerment dispersed into two dominant frameworks: the feminist empowerment
approach and the individual empowerment approach of mainstream development (Phillips, 2015;
Sardenberg, 2012). Since then, development scholars have produced a nuanced understanding of
various modes of empowerment and fuelled a passionate debate on how NGOs may support the latter
(see, e.g., Cornwall, 2016; Ghodsee, 2004; Gupta, 2021; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Nagar & Raju, 2003;
Narayanaswamy, 2014; Rowlands, 1997). Whereas the feminist approach sees empowerment as a
process starting at the women building confidence and over time collectively pressing for far-reaching
societal change (Rowlands, 1997), mainstream development privileges the economic empowerment
of individual women (Phillips, 2015; Sardenberg, 2012). Feminist development scholarship adopting a
Foucauldian governmentality lens makes valuable additions here. Authors like Bernal and Grewal
(2014a), Bexell (2012) or Sharma (2006) illustrate how individual empowerment approaches of
mainstream development entities and NGOs ultimately do not work in the best interest of the women
but instead foster neoliberal agendas, rendering empowerment a tool for market expansion and
capital accumulation through specific rationalities, discourses and processes of subjectification.
Despite their subsequent relevance for studying women’s empowerment programming within ICH,
these endeavours have generally not crossed into critical feminist heritage scholarship yet.
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To address this absence, this thesis sets out to study how actors can strengthen the position of women
within ICH by examining how NGOs configure women's empowerment strategies within ICH. It
advances the claim that such an investigation is crucial considering the importance of women for ICH
(Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; Lowe, 2013; UNESCO, 2001, 2003a), their ongoing banishment to the
sidelines of heritage management (Blake, 2014; Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; Fryer & Raczek, 2020;
Settimini, 2021; UNESCO, 2001), and the gap in scholarly attention on how NGOs and other actors can
support their empowerment within ICH to work towards gender equality (Blake, 2014; Moghadam &
Bagheritari, 2007). Adopting a paradigm influenced by critical heritage studies and feminist
development scholarship, I understand cultural heritage and empowerment programming as
permeated by power dynamics, especially those related to gender (Coombe & Weiss, 2015; Fryer &
Raczek, 2020; Phillips, 2015; Winter, 2013). Yet, by situating my analysis in the footsteps of Winter
(2013) and Blake (2014), I adopt the notion that ICH can likewise serve as a “positive enabler” (Winter,
2013, p. 533) to address pressing challenges in society, including gender inequality.
In my argumentation, I build on the growing bodies of critical heritage literature investigating a) the
link between gender and ICH and b) the influence of neoliberal governmentality on ICH governance.
Specifically, I draw on feminist development literature to make two contributions to these debates.
First, I show how various modes of women's empowerment may emerge in ICH through the work of
NGOs and thereby deepen the current understanding of the relationship between gender and ICH.
Second, I delineate how the move towards neoliberal governmentality in ICH governance affects
women's empowerment programming in the field and subsequently connect the two discussions
which stood separately thus far. In that, the works of Rowlands (1997), Phillips (2015) and Bernal and
Grewal (2014b) constitute my core literature. Through twelve semi-structured interviews with NGOs
and experts working in women's empowerment and ICH, this thesis generates in-depth accounts of
what modes of empowerment the NGOs prioritise and what rationalities, discourses, and processes of
subjectification they mobilise to these ends. Using these insights, this thesis explores what variation,
ambiguity, and ambivalence in empowerment surface in the course of NGO intervention to elucidate
its manifold facets. The findings contribute to filling the literature gap on women's empowerment
within ICH and the role of NGOs in the latter. Through this, the thesis furthers the conversations started
by Winter (2013) and Blake (2014), amongst others, on how ICH can enable positive societal change in
the form of gender equality. Using this thesis, NGOs and other stakeholders can reflect on their efforts
to empower women within ICH and extend their work, turning ICH into a catalyst for gender equality.

1.1 Research Objective and Questions
Contributing to the shift in scholarly attention from women’s dis- to women’s empowerment in ICH,
the objective of this thesis is to study how women can be empowered within and through ICH and the
limits of such quests. To produce a nuanced understanding of this subject, this thesis investigates the
research question, “What variation, ambiguity and ambivalence in empowerment emerge when NGOs
pursue women’s empowerment within ICH?” Two sub research questions guide this analysis:
What modes of empowerment do NGOs advance in their programmes?
2. What political rationalities, discourses and processes of subjectification do NGOs mobilise to
foster their desired forms of women’s empowerment in ICH?
1.
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1.2 Thesis Structure and Theoretical Approach
To answer these questions, I begin by outlining recent debates into the relationship between gender
and ICH in critical heritage studies and discuss the limitations of the current understanding of
empowerment in this line of research. I then turn to a second preeminent discussion in critical heritage
studies, which exposes the shift towards neoliberal governmentality in ICH management, and
deliberate how scholarship fails to attend to the dimension of gender in their analyses. Building on this
argument, I advocate for the utility of feminist development literature in filling these knowledge gaps,
as illustrated in Figure 1. In the sections after, I thus review the explorations of both empowerment
and neoliberal governmentality in feminist development works. I start by engaging with the history of
empowerment in the feminist movement and mainstream development and show how feminist
empowerment theory provides a nuanced understanding of different modes of empowerment.
Subsequently, I provide insight into the investigations of critical feminist development scholarship,
which demonstrate how neoliberal governmentality deploys political rationalities, techniques of
government, and processes of subjectification to promote an individual empowerment approach that
serves neoliberal agendas more than change towards gender equality. I end this chapter by delineating
how different agendas collide in the nexus of women’s empowerment and ICH governance and call for
a critical feminist heritage approach sensitive to the variation, ambiguity, and ambivalence that surface
in result of this. After presenting the adopted methodology, I analyse the different modes of
empowerment the NGOs in this thesis prioritised. Next, I examine what political rationalities,
discourses, and subjectification the NGOs mobilised and conclude with how they navigated seemingly
clashing empowerment approaches and political agendas. I end with a brief conclusion and discussion
of the results and assess their implications for studying women’s empowerment in ICH.

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework. Source: Author.
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2. Empowerment, Governmentality and ICH
The concept of ICH emerged following a critical shift among anthropologists starting in the 1980s,
which advanced a new understanding of cultures as fluid, contested, and consisting equally of
intangible and tangible elements (Arizpe, 2007; Smith, 2015). Previously, the understanding of cultural
heritage was limited to tangible, alias material elements, like archaeological sites or historical
monuments (Arizpe, 2007). UNESCO delivered the official working definition of ICH in 2003 at the
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Heritage (Adell et al., 2015). As introduced in the
previous chapter, it defined ICH as “the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills - as
well as the instruments, objects, art[e]facts and cultural spaces associated therewith - that
communities, groups, and in some cases, individuals recogni[s]e as part of their cultural heritage”
(UNESCO, 2003b, Article 2.1). Examples of ICH include Finnish sauna culture, the traditional Thai
massage Nuad Thai, Jamaican Reggae music, male rites of passage of the Maasai in Kenia, or
Singaporean Hawker culinary culture (UNESCO, 2021a). In line with most ICH research, I draw on this
definition to construct my understanding of ICH.
The foundation of this thesis stems from recent debates in critical heritage studies addressing the
dimension of gender within ICH. While broader heritage management theory concentrates mainly on
heritage spaces, their protection, and management (Su et al., 2019), critical heritage studies contend
that the reality of the construction and safeguarding of ICH on the ground is more problematic than
implied, as culture and power are inseparable (Shaheed, 2014; Smith, 2015; Winter, 2013). Research,
for example, brought to light that while UNESCO acknowledges community participation as vital, local
communities, as the heritage bearers and practitioners, continue to experience marginalisation and
exclusion from the heritage management process (Eichler, 2020; Korstanje, 2012; Ruhanen &
Whitford, 2019; Silverman, 2014). Feminist scholarship adds to these debates by illustrating how
gender dynamics permeate ICH and produce uneven power landscapes (Blake, 2014; Labadi, 2018;
Shaheed, 2014).

2.1 Gender in ICH: Disempowerment or Empowerment
Critical feminist heritage scholarship contends that gender and ICH go hand in hand (Blake, 2014).
Increasingly, society becomes aware that gender is, in fact, a construct that goes beyond biological sex,
extending into the realm of the socio-cultural (Blake, 2014). Differences associated with gender in truth
stem from societal norms and expectations of a woman's or man's role and behaviour (Blake, 2014).
Therefore, gender is always bound to social power relations and, as such, it intersects with ICH (Blake,
2014; UNESCO, 2003a). For instance, due to societal norms and expectations and not because of some
inherited biological characteristic, women are often confined to the so-called reproductive sphere and
its associated activities, like raising children, preparing food, weaving textiles for the home, or telling
stories (Blake, 2014; Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019). On the other hand, society positions men in the
productive sphere, which refers to the economy, politics, religious institutions, the military, or the
educational sector (Bari, 2005; Gray, 2000). Generally, society values men's work in the productive
realm more than women's domestic labour (Bari, 2005). Yet, because of their very position in the
reproductive sphere, women become indispensable for ICH (Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; Lowe, 2013;
6

UNESCO, 2001). As ICH is “best sought in the everyday practices of those engaged in making a living,
rearing the young, healing the sick, enjoying leisure or searching for existential meaning” (UNESCO,
2001, p. 3), women - who perform such "everyday practices", like weaving or preparing local dishes,
and pass these on to their children - are ICH's leading creators, maintainers, and transmitters
(Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; Lowe, 2013; UNESCO, 2001).
However, just like society appreciates men's work in the productive sphere more than the reproductive
sphere, it undervalues women's contributions to ICH compared to men's (Blake, 2014; Chiweshe &
Mutopo, 2019; UNESCO, 2001). Due to the same underlying power relations in society, the latter casts
off the activities of women which contribute to ICH, such as weaving or preparing food, as a woman's
"traditional role" instead of celebrating these as expressions of living cultures (Blake, 2014; Chiweshe
& Mutopo, 2019; UNESCO, 2001). In contrast, the contribution of men to ICH's outstanding value in
their role as historical architects, entrepreneurs, or dignitaries receives ample attention (Labadi, 2018;
Settimini, 2021). Labadi (2013), for example, reviews 114 UNESCO nomination dossiers and finds that
56 per cent of nominations in the domain of European religious heritage and 55 per cent of dossiers
on industrial heritage revolve around a male historical figure. Even though a smaller number of
dossiers mention female historical figures, the texts describe them only briefly and superficially
(Labadi, 2013). After providing further evidence in her paper, Labadi (2013) ultimately infers that the
authorised heritage discourse of UNESCO promotes a male-centred version of history. Subsequently,
this discourse implicitly suggests that men produce more outstanding universal value than women
(Labadi, 2013). Moreover, while men often take centre stage in heritage (Labadi, 2018), heritage
governance generally undervalues the contributions of women to ICH and renders them invisible
(Blake, 2014; Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; UNESCO, 2001). This matters as, consequently, much of
women's heritage will be lost to society over time (Labadi, 2013). In addition, without recognising that
women too are in the centre of history, they are left to continued marginalisation, stereotyping, and
inferior treatment (Fryer & Raczek, 2020; Labadi, 2018).
In a growing, even though relatively small body of feminist critical heritage literature, scholarship
attends to this disempowerment of women within ICH. For example, Moghadam and Bagheritari
(2007) find that culture collides with women's human rights in practices like female circumcision,
honour killings, or foot binding. In analysing the 2003 Convention for Safeguarding ICH and other policy
documents, the authors further establish that the current policy frameworks of ICH open a loophole
for such practices to persevere by remaining genderblind. Taking a different perspective, Settimini
(2021) shows how women defy the dominating omission of their efforts in male-centred heritage
discourse by creating a space for themselves within heritage. For all that, she also reveals that because
women's stories are invisible, development programmes and socio-economic policies that would
support women's contributions are missing too. Chiweshe and Mutopo (2019) take a broader stance
and analyse the context of women and ICH in southern Africa. The authors corroborate the findings of
Moghadam and Bagheritari (2007), illustrating how heritage safeguarding activities continue to remain
genderblind and thereby marginalise women in ICH.
Besides this evidence, the intersection of gender and ICH demands careful attention as not all
differences between genders within ICH imply the disempowerment of women (Blake, 2014; UNESCO,
2003a). For instance, some ICH has strict role divisions based on gender (Blake, 2014; UNESCO, 2003a).
In the example of the weaving tradition of the indigenous communities around Lake Titicaca in Peru,
only men use pedal looms and needles to make Spanish colonial rule reminiscent garments (UNESCO,
2016a). In contrast, women use a plain loom to weave traditional indigenous garments (UNESCO,
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2016a). This divide does not mean that the practice is necessarily discriminatory because the roles
within it are segregated based on sex (Blake, 2014; Kurin, 2004). Blake (2014) stresses that an analysis
of gender within ICH must go beyond the identification that men and women perform different roles
and carefully consider the types of power relations that emerge and whether those produce
relationships in which one party is humiliated, marginalised, or dominated, as in the examples
presented above. It is also crucial to see that distinction exists between women (Blake, 2014; UNESCO,
2001). Some might have less power while others have more, often depending on other factors like the
woman's class or race (Blake, 2014; UNESCO, 2001).
Although women's disempowerment continues to be the point of departure in gender in ICH debates,
some scholars now shift their attention to women's empowerment. Blake (2014) becomes a frontrunner in this, arguing that while ICH discourses can indeed (re-)produce themselves and disempower
women, ICH can also hold great potential to empower women through strengthening their cultural
identity. Here, one can take the example of traditional wall-carpet weaving in Romania and Moldova,
which flourished in the late 19th century (Știucă, 2016; UNESCO, 2016b). Initially, women wove the
carpets to serve as girls' dowries or decorations (Știucă, 2016; UNESCO, 2016b). Today, they are
symbols of national identity as expressed in the cloth's unique ornaments and patterns (Știucă, 2016).
Young girls learn about the practice and its cultural meaning from their mothers and grandmothers
(Știucă, 2016). Over time, the carpets became identity markers that preserve a social memory that
connects generations of women who weaved and owned the carpets (Știucă, 2016).
Moreover, ICH can empower women by creating a space for dialogue in which conversations about
gender inequality and discrimination can unravel (Blake, 2014). Both Blake (2014) and Chiweshe and
Mutopo (2019) add that ICH may transform gender values, roles, and norms. Their respective papers
forefront that, as cultural spaces, ICH can be a platform where "traditional" gender roles are challenged
and may change. Palestinian Hikaye is one example of UNESCO ICH, where women use storytelling to
narrate tales that paint societal problems and family issues from the woman's perspective (UNESCO,
n.d.). Additionally, Blake (2014) lists the Chầu văn singing from Vietnam as a practice that challenges
gender roles by male singers adopting "female" roles and the other way around.
Lastly, Blake (2014) raises that women can use aspects of their ICH, such as traditional skills,
knowledges, and creativity, to empower themselves in other parts of their lives. In that regard, the
author defines empowerment as “women taking control over their lives through developing skills and
self-reliance, building self-confidence and solving problems” (2014, p. 52). Theuma and Cardia (2015)
present an initiative organised by the Women Association of Rural Larnaca that allows local women to
sell traditional products like ceramics and delicacies. The authors find that, through the programme,
the women embraced their cultural heritage and translated it into economic opportunity.
Simultaneously, this form of business helped the women in the social realm as it allowed them to stay
home and care for their families while preserving local traditions (Theuma & Cardia, 2015).
With all, as Blake (2014) cautions, it is crucial to recognise that the empowerment of women within or
through ICH is a complex space in which only deeper engagement with the topic itself allows to see
how empowerment in connection to women's ICH comes to be in their lives. In the descriptions above,
one witnesses how "women's ICH" not only comes to mean the ICH expressions which women carry
and practise, but women facing discrimination and disempowerment because of ICH, women working
for ICH to survive, and ICH working as an empowerment tool for women. In the same vein as Blake
(2014), I believe it is necessary to establish a nuanced understanding of women's empowerment within
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ICH that is sensitive to the contexts of the women, the relations it seeks to alter, and the varied
outcomes it may produce. However, I also allege that the current understanding of empowerment
within gender and ICH debates is limited. Scholarly attention lies predominantly on
women's disempowerment. Even though some authors like Blake (2014) now engage with the positive
dimension of empowerment, the conceptualisation of the latter in critical feminist heritage literature
still lacks insight into the different forms empowerment might take and how actors may foster them. In
that regard, this thesis wishes to differ from Blake (2014) and critical feminist heritage scholarship
more broadly. As raised in chapter 1.2, I argue for extending this understanding of empowerment by
drawing on the extensive accounts of feminist empowerment theory in feminist development
literature. This, I claim, will allow this thesis to discern different modes of empowerment, develop a
sense for distinct forms of power and grasp the transformational potential contrasting empowerment
programmes can have in ICH.
Yet, before I outline feminist empowerment theory, I first want to present a second ongoing debate in
critical heritage scholarship. This debate currently stands apart from gender and ICH discussions but,
as this thesis demonstrates later (see section 4.2), it can come to critically inform the understanding
of empowerment programming in ICH based on the example of feminist development literature (see
section 2.4).

2.2 Governmentality, Power and Genderblindness in ICH
In recent decades, neoliberalism came to significantly shape the governance of ICH (Coombe & Weiss,
2015). In critical heritage studies, there are two distinct streams of understanding neoliberalism
(Coombe & Weiss, 2015). Coombe and Weiss (2015) point out that the first stream identifies
neoliberalism as either “a generic adjective for states, policies, and economic practices” (p. 44) and “a
process of economi[s]ing heritage goods and/or promoting socio-economic development in
competitive global economies” (p. 44) or “an ideology privileging economic rationality that has
contributed to a profit-driven conception of heritage” (p. 44). This understanding falls short of
recognising the intricate webs of power that emerge because of neoliberal governmentality (Coombe
& Weiss, 2015; De Cesari, 2012; Kuutma, 2012). It simplifies its unipolar reality into a bipolar system
of those actors holding power – governments – and those who do not – communities (Coombe &
Weiss, 2015; De Cesari, 2012; Kuutma, 2012). The other stream, which Coombe and Weiss (2015)
subscribe to, draws inspiration from anthropology and political geography. In their understanding,
neoliberalism goes beyond being an ideology or economic system. Instead, the authors adopt a
Foucauldian lens which identifies neoliberalism as an all-encompassing, unavoidable political
programme. Neoliberalism restructures society and heritage governance into a system where culture
is an asset for capital accumulation, and power operates unevenly through multiple actors, including
governments and communities (Coombe & Weiss, 2015; Kuutma, 2012; Li, 2007). This theoretical lens
allows seeing the complexities of the reformation of heritage management evoked under neoliberal
governmentality and the political struggles between various actors enlisted in this process (Coombe &
Weiss, 2015). In the following, I introduce the foundations of this lens grounded in Foucault’s (1991)
governmentality. I highlight contemporary debates in critical heritage scholarship on how neoliberal
governmentality influences the safeguarding of ICH and the role of NGOs within.
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2.2.1

Governmentality

Foucault (1991) defines governmentality as an “ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures,
analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific albeit
complex form of power” (p. 102). The aim of governing is not just to rule over individuals anymore
(Foucault, 1991). Instead, the goal is to shape the entirety of the individuals’ relationships to things by
informing their conduct, decision-making, thinking, and so forth towards topics like wealth, resources,
nature, health, and more so that all subjects essentially govern themselves in ways the authorities
favour (Foucault, 1991). This process is known as subjectification (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983).
Governmentality and its subjectification permeate all areas of society (Foucault, 1991; Miller & Rose,
1990), including how NGOs operate within ICH. As Miller and Rose (1990) thus posit, a governmentality
lens is helpful “to analyse the complex and heterogeneous ways in which contemporary social
authorities have sought to shape and regulate economic, social and personal activities” (p. 27). This
also applies to ICH.
Governmentality deploys political rationalities and various technologies of government to mold the
conduct of individuals (Miller & Rose, 1990). Political rationalities are the conceptualisations of reality,
truth and justice that dictate what each subject is to desire or despise (Miller & Rose, 1990). The
technologies of government are multiple diverse mechanisms that then support subjectification and
“shape, normali[s]e and instrumentali[s]e the conduct, thought, decisions and aspirations of others”
(p. 8) in line with the political rationality of authorities and what they want individuals to do and think
(Miller & Rose, 1990). Miller and Rose (1990) begin by outlining language as the first technology. The
authors explain that governmentality establishes a new language that comes to determine what is
governed, how one is supposed to talk about it, understand it, draw conclusions about it, and aim to
improve it. For instance, they challenge that poverty is not a problem from the start but that it is first
deemed as such together with the appropriate ways to discuss it and address it. The two scholars claim
that experts are essential here as they link the authorities to individuals. Experts publicly endorse the
authorities’ ideas and ensure that the individuals' thinking and behaviours align with them (Miller &
Rose, 1990). Continuing the example of Miller and Rose (1990), experts can sell the authorities'
understanding of what poverty is to individuals and convince the latter to buy into the poverty
alleviation schemes that the authorities devise. Next to experts, Miller and Rose (1990) show that there
should be an apparatus that institutionalises the new language and rationalities and disseminates new
sets of statistical and calculative measures such as documentation, inventorying, or reporting. The
authors coin this “government at a distance” (1990, p. 9).

2.2.2 Neoliberal Governmentality in ICH Governance
Neoliberal governmentality is a specific form in which governmentality comes into being today that
employs its own political rationality and techniques of government (Miller & Rose, 1990). As generally
known, neoliberalism aims to increase consumption and maximise economic growth overall to
facilitate the capital accumulation of some (Miller & Rose, 1990). The political rationality behind this
stands on the belief that if all members of society were propelled to think and act in ways that would
spur consumerism, optimise business and accelerate economic growth, this goal could be realised
(Miller & Rose, 1990). Subsequently, authorities attempt to shape members of society into neoliberal
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subjects that actively adapt their lives to fit these aspirations (Miller & Rose, 1990). As neoliberal actors
continue to propagate that increased individual liberty, economic growth, and consumerism equal
what authorities proclaim “personal happiness” and “success”, society increasingly buys into this new
conduct (Miller & Rose, 1990). Likewise, authorities announce that elements like consumerism and
economic growth will bring a common good for all, including promises like poverty alleviation, world
progress, and gender equity (Griffin, 2010). To that end, neoliberal governmentality again deploys
various technologies of government (Miller & Rose, 1990). It constructs a new language that stresses
vocabulary like “individual freedom, personal choice and self-fulfilment” (Miller & Rose, 1990, p. 24)
and “entrepreneurship” (Miller & Rose, 1990, p. 26). Next, while governmentality, in general, urges a
decentralisation of power, neoliberal governmentality explicitly advocates for a descaling of power
away from states towards private actors, civil society, and NGOs (Coombe, 2011, 2013; Miller & Rose,
1990). It establishes the market as the central element in society and optimises its conditions through
deregulation, easing entry for non-state enterprises and increasing the role of private finance (Griffin,
2010). Identifying ever-new resources and transforming these into market commodities that faithful
neoliberal subjects consume and foster becomes the fuel that feeds neoliberal governmentality
(Coombe & Weiss, 2015).
Heritage management underwent a critical shift in its governance towards neoliberal governmentality
(Coombe & Weiss, 2015). Previously understood as a state responsibility, heritage governance today
is in the hands of an arrangement of multiple actors, including public institutions (Coombe, 2013).
Whereas the state was the central ruling entity earlier, various international institutions, public-private
partnerships, and other joint ventures hold authority today (Coombe, 2013). Thanks to the
proclamations of UNESCO (2001) and other dominating actors, NGOs emerged as powerful entities in
this scene who mediate between governments and local communities (Neyrinck, 2018; UNESCO,
2018b).
Collectively, these actors enmeshed neoliberal principles into heritage management and formed
a neoliberal heritage regime (Coombe & Weiss, 2015). They introduced a new political rationality to
heritage management that promotes cultural heritage as assets with social and economic value – such
as its value to manifest a collective identity or as a source of livelihood - that can be used to achieve a
desirable end if properly developed and integrated into the market (Coombe, 2013; Coombe & Weiss,
2015). Again, as Miller and Rose (1990) describe, this desirable end can take on different forms for
different actors and mainly serves to enrol people and organisations as allies by convincing them that
something enticing will come out of their cooperation. However, the main objective of the authorities
is to extend market mechanisms onto new potential resources, such as cultural heritage, accumulate
capital, yield economic growth, and ensure sustainable development (Coombe, 2013; Coombe &
Weiss, 2015). For example, ICH and other forms of cultural heritage now equal tourism resources which
destinations can use to attract more visitors and increase revenue, as mentioned by Coombe (2011,
2013), and Ruhanen and Whitford (2019).
Subjectification also plays a crucial role in neoliberal heritage governmentality (Coombe & Weiss,
2015). The rationality advanced here is that cultural heritage can only be capitalised on optimally as a
resource if the individual conduct of the subjects allows it (Coombe & Weiss, 2015; Miller & Rose,
1990). Subsequently, neoliberal governmentality employs various technologies to reconfigure how
people understand their own cultural identity (Coombe & Weiss, 2015). It makes them see the social
and economic value of heritage, and motivates them to harness these potentials through the
mechanisms that the authorities make them believe are fit (Coombe & Weiss, 2015). For instance,
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proponents of the neoliberal heritage regime encourage heritage bearers to see their traditions, crafts,
and ceremonies as assets that not only form a part of their cultural identity but can become a source
of livelihood for them if linked to the tourism economy (Coombe, 2011; Ruhanen & Whitford, 2019).
The first technique through which this subjectification is done is empowering local communities
(Coombe & Weiss, 2015; De Cesari, 2012). With the 2003 Convention for Safeguarding ICH, UNESCO
legitimised a discourse founded in language of ownership and community involvement (Coombe &
Weiss, 2015), referred to in the introduction as a participatory paradigm (Smith, 2015). Authorities like
UNESCO motivate heritage bearers to demand possessive rights over cultural heritage in the form of
cultural or intellectual property rights (Coombe, 2013; Coombe & Weiss, 2015). Thereupon, these
bearers not only seemingly become the rightful benefactors of the promised value of the heritage but
are also motivated to be responsible for the heritage and behave by what the authorities set out for
them (Coombe & Weiss, 2015). Continuing the tourism example of Coombe (2013), after making
communities aware of the value of their ICH, private actors, development agencies, or NGOs might
prompt the practitioners to claim the possessive rights over their heritage and its value by inscribing it
with UNESCO. Claiming ownership may further encourage the practitioners to become proactive and
use their inscribed heritage as a tourism attraction to milk its benefits (Coombe, 2013).
Along with this discourse come various other techniques of government. Not only did the UNESCO
convention call for community ownership, but it also created new ways of talking about heritage,
devised directions on how to safeguard it, and established norms on who is allowed to participate
(Coombe & Weiss, 2015). Accordingly, it presented technologies that render these new assets
manageable and allow surveillance, measurement, and scientific control (Coombe, 2013; Coombe &
Weiss, 2015; Miller & Rose, 1990). For example, the past decades of heritage safeguarding saw a
rigorous reform of their practices characterised by auditing, accreditation, inventorying, cultural
mapping, documenting, and archiving (Coombe & Weiss, 2015). As before, communities and other
actors should participate in these activities and become further inscribed into the process (Coombe &
Weiss, 2015). Some of these actors, including NGOs, emerged as an expert elite authorised to provide
advice, guide other parties and publish materials reinforcing the new knowledge of heritage produced
(Coombe, 2013; Coombe & Weiss, 2015). UNESCO, for example, accredits specific NGOs for their
expertise and integrates them directly into the heritage safeguarding practices (Neyrinck, 2018). These
NGOs then become direct advisors to UNESCO, participate in debates on policies or legislation and
review submitted nomination reports, best practice examples, assistance projects, and safeguarding
plans (Neyrinck, 2018; UNESCO, 2018b). In other words, they become enrolled in, internalise, echo,
and reinforce the neoliberal techniques of government UNESCO presents them (Coombe & Weiss,
2015).
The numerous technologies and languages of community involvement hide the mixed outcomes they
produce (Coombe & Weiss, 2015; Lafrenz Samuels, 2010). For one, they conceal the hegemony of the
knowledge, agenda, and power of the neoliberal authorities that demand their object of desire cultural heritage - to be manageable and an army of subject allies - the communities and women
bearers - to support their mission (Coombe & Weiss, 2015; Lafrenz Samuels, 2010; Miller & Rose,
1990). Moreover, while this new heritage regime certainly can empower heritage bearers, it may
disempower them just as much (Coombe, 2011). While more communities enlist in dreams of what
Coombe (2011) calls “culturali[s]ed futures” (p. 113), in which culture turns into a market opportunity
promising a prosperous future, in reality, these pose considerable threats such as exploitation,
alienation of the culture from its original context and loss of cultural identities (Kadıoğlu Çevik,
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personal communication, December 23, 2021; Matta, 2021). It might also lead to an imbalance in the
attachment of communities to different cultural heritage elements based on their marketability, as
governments, NGOs, and development agencies exert pressure on communities to map, document,
inscribe, develop and market those “assets” with the most potential as commodities on the market
and in the tourism sector (Coombe, 2011; Coombe & Weiss, 2015).
This discussion of critical heritage literature on neoliberal governmentality in ICH leaves one important
dimension unattended: gender. In the deliberations outlined above, academia debates at length how
neoliberal governmentality aims to shape the conduct of heritage bearer communities but neglects
how it may affect genders disproportionately (Rankin, 2001). As demonstrated above, their analysis
thus remains gender blind, just like ICH policy and governance (Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; Moghadam
& Bagheritari, 2007). I argue that such an investigation is necessary since heritage is inherently
gendered (Settimini, 2021), as illustrated in chapter 2.1. Assuming that women are the primary
creators, bearers, and transmitters of ICH, as UNESCO (2001) proclaims, suggests that neoliberal
governmentality in heritage management would affect them drastically. If neoliberal heritage
governmentality aims to empower ICH practitioners and advocates for their participation in heritage
governance (Coombe & Weiss, 2015; De Cesari, 2012), it must also directly target women considering
their role as the main practitioners of ICH, according to UNESCO (2001). Put differently, neoliberal
empowerment efforts targeting ICH bearer communities must also necessarily be women’s
empowerment efforts to a certain extent following the presumption that women are the primary
bearers of ICH. This opens several fundamental questions about the nexus of neoliberal
governmentality, ICH, and gender. How does neoliberal governmentality pursue women’s
empowerment within ICH? What political rationalities, technologies of government, and processes of
subjectification do actors like NGOs advance in their empowerment programmes to achieve neoliberal
agendas? And what outcomes does this produce for the women in these programmes?
I argue that feminist development literature can help answer these questions by illuminating how the
dimension of gender intersects with neoliberal governmentality. As indicated in chapter 2.1, it provides
a nuanced understanding of empowerment (see, e.g., Rowlands, 1997) and how empowerment
approaches pursue different versions of it (see, e.g., Phillips, 2015). Critical feminist development
literature shows how the individual empowerment approach of development institutions and publicprivate partnerships injects the political rationality and technologies of government of neoliberal
governmentality into women empowerment programming to achieve economic growth and spur
consumerism (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010; Karim, 2014; Phillips, 2015; Rankin, 2001). Moreover, it
illustrates how NGOs become crucial vessels for authorities to exercise these technologies of
government and shape the conduct of the women (Alvarez, 2014; Bernal & Grewal, 2014b; Richard,
2009). In the following chapters, I lay out these insights.

2.3 Feminist Development Studies and Extended Possibilities of Empowerment
Empowerment originated in the U.S. civil rights movement of the 1960s (Stromquist, 1995). When the
people in control were unwilling to acknowledge the severe circumstances of Afro-Americans and
contribute to solving them, Afro-Americans themselves, as the oppressed in this context, developed
the power to make change happen (Stromquist, 1995). Based on this thought – the oppressed
producing power and social change themselves – the concept was adopted into the women’s
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movement of the 1970s and its academic pursuits (Stromquist, 1995). Over time, the influential work
of Paulo Freire on Popular Education revolving around the concept of conscientising, outlining that
education can spur power within individuals to challenge social inequality, inspired empowerment
theory (Freire, 1970; Luttrell et al., 2007; Parpart et al., 2003; Rowlands, 1997). In the 1980s, the main
advocates for empowerment discourse were NGOs, activists, and researchers from the Global South
(Luttrell et al., 2007; Parpart et al., 2003; Rowlands, 1997). At the time, NGOs and their bottom-up
approaches became increasingly popular (Luttrell et al., 2007; Rowlands, 1997). When large
development institutions realised in the 1990s that top-down development approaches were not
successful on the ground, empowerment entered mainstream women/gender and development
discourse (Bernal & Grewal, 2014b; Parpart et al., 2003; Sharma, 2006). Simultaneously, the number
of women’s NGOs committed to women’s empowerment in one way or another spiked, allowing for a
professionalisation of the field (Luttrell et al., 2007; Narayanaswamy, 2014; Rowlands, 1997). Later in
this decade, this professionalisation or NGOisation faced heavy criticism from feminists for losing sight
of its feminist roots and serving as a silent bystander and active aid to the extension of neoliberalism
in mainstream development (Alvarez, 1999, 2014). At this point, empowerment saw its dispersion into
two now dominant streams: the feminist empowerment approach and the individual empowerment
approach of mainstream development (Phillips, 2015; Sardenberg, 2012).

2.3.1 The Feminist Empowerment Approach: Pillars, Powers, Levels and
Empowerments
The feminist works on empowerment published between the 1980s and 1990s build the foundation
for the modern feminist empowerment approach (Cornwall, 2016). Today, these works are often
termed a radical approach to empowerment within the overall feminist empowerment approach
(Cornwall, 2016). Even after far-reaching application over the decades, empowerment is still a fuzzy
and deeply context-dependent concept (Islam, 2014; Kabeer, 1999a; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Parpart
et al., 2003). Therefore, there is little unanimity over the definition of empowerment, how it can be
measured or evaluated (Mosedale, 2005; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Nagar & Raju, 2003; Parpart et al.,
2003; Rowlands, 1997). Some of the most referenced definitions are as follows:


Empowerment is “the process of challenging existing power relations, and of gaining greater
control over the sources of power.” (Batliwala, 1994, p. 130)



Empowerment is “a process to change the distribution of power, both in interpersonal relations
and in institutions throughout society.” (Stromquist, 1995, p. 13).



Empowerment is “the process by which those who have been denied the ability to make
strategic life choices acquire such an ability.” (Kabeer, 1999a, p. 435)



Women's empowerment is “the process by which women redefine gender roles in ways which
extend their possibilities for being and doing.” (Mosedale, 2005, p. 252)

While none of these definitions is universally agreed upon, they all touch upon certain core elements
which characterise empowerment as understood in feminist discourse (Kabeer, 1999b; Moswete &
Lacey, 2015; Rowlands, 1997). These elements form the theoretical basis for this thesis as they offer a
nuanced understanding of empowerment and reveal considerable differences between
empowerment approaches (Rowlands, 1997). Not clearly establishing the lines of thought
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empowerment programming follows damages the value of empowerment as a conceptual tool, as
Rowlands (1997) asserts. Many of these pillars follow Rowlands (1997) herself as one of the key
representatives of feminist empowerment literature.
2.3.1.1 Feminist Empowerment Pillars
Firstly, empowerment is a process and an outcome (Cornwall, 2016; Gupta, 2021; Kabeer, 1999a,
1999b; Luttrell et al., 2007; Mosedale, 2005; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Parpart et al., 2003; Rowlands,
1997; Stromquist, 1995). This understanding identifies empowerment as the time when individuals
alone or collectively work towards attaining resources or skills and ultimately apply or use these
(Gupta, 2021). Papers emphasise that this empowerment process is fluid, non-linear, often
unpredictable, and varied in its outcome (Nagar & Raju, 2003; Parpart et al., 2003). Additionally,
Cornwall (2016) summarises that empowerment can be temporary, is not one-size-fits-all, will not
automatically empower a woman in other realms of her life, and may cause disempowerment. Blake
(2014) displays how this last point happens in ICH. The author describes that as many women are the
main contributors to ICH due to them being confined in society's reproductive sphere (see chapter
2.1), their empowerment in terms of attaining control over their cultural practices and potentially
earning an income from them may tie them even further to their sidelined position in society.
Secondly, empowerment cannot be given from one party to another (Cornwall, 2016; Mosedale, 2005;
Rowlands, 1997). As visible in the definitions above, empowerment grows from within the women,
their own motivation and determination (Gupta, 2021; Mosedale, 2005; Rowlands, 1997). Mosedale
(2005), for example, describes “the process by which women [emphasis added] redefine gender roles
in ways which extend their possibilities for being and doing.” (p. 252) Development agencies and NGOs
cannot bestow empowerment on women (Cornwall, 2016; Mosedale, 2005; Rowlands, 1997). Outside
actors, like NGOs, can only create favourable conditions and the right programmes to facilitate that
women can empower themselves (Mosedale, 2005). As Rowlands (1997) puts it, the core of the
empowerment process must be active first, which consists of increased self-confidence and selfesteem, a sense of agency, and a sense of self-worth.
Thirdly, feminist scholars contend that the power in empowerment encompasses more than power
over resources and people (Hedayat et al., 2012; Kabeer, 1999a; Luttrell et al., 2007; Parpart et al.,
2003; Rowlands, 1997; Stromquist, 1995). Feminist theory pays attention to how power dynamics in
terms of gender, race, class, and other factors influencing patterns of oppression weave through
society (Rowlands, 1997). According to Rowlands (1997), much of the confusion around empowerment
is a logical consequence of the ambiguity of power. She thus proposes four distinct types: power over,
power within, power with, power to. The author critiques empowerment that predominantly fixates
on making women acquire power over people and resources by fostering participation in politics,
creating income opportunities, or extending women's control over decision-making. In turn, Rowlands
(1997) disputes that women first need to develop the perception that they are entitled to these
opportunities to capitalise on them. Feminist understandings of empowerment must thus incorporate
more than power over (Rowlands, 1997). Power within forms the basis of empowerment, as the
women's consciousness shifts and begins to challenge societal beliefs and role expectations, unlocking
the core of increased self-confidence and sense of agency (Cornwall, 2016; Parpart et al., 2003;
Rowlands, 1997). Sharma (2006) contends that feminist-informed programmes must go beyond
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handing out materials and resources to women and instead focus on women's elementary awareness
of their rights that will be the premise for successful development. Once the women believe in their
abilities and are aware of their interests and rights, they can find people with a similar disposition to
combine their own power with that of others (Parpart et al., 2003; Rowlands, 1997). From this power
with and power within, momentum can be gained to work towards the generative and
productive power to bring change, make decisions, solve problems or develop new abilities (Hedayat
et al., 2012; Parpart et al., 2003; Rowlands, 1997). The definitions above include these different forms
of power. Batliwala’s (1994) definition, for instance, highlights power over resources and points out
power within by talking about people challenging power relations. Kabeer (1999a) speaks about the
power to make life choices. Mosedale (2005) hints at power within and power to in the form of
extending ways of “being and doing” (p. 252). Table 1 below summarises the four powers and provides
examples.
Table 1 The Four Power Dimensions of Rowlands (1997)

Type of Power

Understanding of Empowerment

Example

Power Over

acquisition of control over people
and/or resources

women gain control over income from
loans or microfinancing schemes

Power To

increased individual ability to
capitalise on opportunities,
mobilise and challenge existing
social structures and power
imbalances

knowledge of business and consumer
markets to capitalise on arising
economic opportunities; knowledge of
community politics to challenge the
woman’s position within it

Power With

increased abilities gained from
solidarity with others and
collective action

women’s groups come together to
jointly lobby for their interests

Power Within

increased individual awareness
about own abilities, social
hierarchies and desire for change

increased self-awareness and selfrespect of women and the
consciousness that they are in a
position of discrimination

Note. Table created by author. Adapted from Luttrell et al. (2007).

Fourthly, power operates on different, interconnected levels, as Figure 2 below illustrates (Cornwall,
2016; Kabeer, 1999b; Rowlands, 1997). When women develop empowerment on their personal level,
they become aware of and challenge existing norms, beliefs, and power relations, build selfconfidence, foster a vision for their life and improve their capabilities (Rowlands, 1997). On relational
level, the women then use their new abilities to communicate and negotiate their direct relationships
with others to become empowered within them (Rowlands, 1997). For instance, women can settle
with their partners to gain more respect or control over decisions in the household (Rowlands, 1997).
On collective level, individual women come together to unite and use their cumulative power to bring
about change (Rowlands, 1997). The target of this change can take on various scales from their
collective local empowerment within their community all the way to far-reaching, collective formal,
16

institutionalised change within their national governments or transnational institutions like the United
Nations (Rowlands, 1997). Overall, the three empowerment levels animate each other, as Rowlands
(1997) emphasises. For instance, the author argues that it would be difficult for women to show
activism collectively without having developed the sense of agency on their personal level first.

Figure 2. Three Levels of Empowerment. Source: Adapted from Rowlands (1997).

Lastly, empowerment under feminist thought should strive for structural change (Phillips, 2015). Even
though gender equality and women’s empowerment have been on the agenda of development
agencies for the past decades, the goal still has not been reached (Luttrell et al., 2007; Phillips, 2015).
Several authors accuse empowerment approaches of lacking engagement with power systems and
revolutionising the status quo (Luttrell et al., 2007; Phillips, 2015). Feminist empowerment discourse,
in contrast, focuses not only on the individual level but also on the collective and thus aims to mobilise
for social change (Phillips, 2015; Rowlands, 1997). The importance of this is visible in the definition of
Stromquist (1995), who wishes to see a “[…] change [in] the distribution of power, both in
interpersonal relations and in institutions throughout society” (p. 13). Similarly, Mosedale’s (2005)
definition incorporates women redefining gender roles. The author had disapproved of Kabeer’s
(1999a) definition, see above, earlier as the latter mainly stayed in the individual domain.

2.3.1.2 A Typology of Empowerment
Empowerment operates in a multitude of dimensions (Moswete & Lacey, 2015). The earliest
distinctions go back to the 1970s, establishing that empowerment has an economic and a social
dimension (Boserup, 1970; Moswete & Lacey, 2015). Economic empowerment generally contains
(improved) access to and control over land, capital, income opportunities and entrepreneurship, equal
pay, and other resources (Gupta, 2021; Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Stromquist, 1995).
Social empowerment includes but is not limited to an improvement of (women’s) position in society,
social norms, and beliefs, control over reproduction, equal standing in marriages, control over
household decision-making, availability of social groups and other socialising opportunities, safety, and
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education opportunities (Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015). Over the years, scholars
identified several new categories of empowerment. Political empowerment addresses access to
political representation, high-ranked positions in politics and beyond, legal rights and decision-making
on local and national level, as well as the ability to organise and mobilise (Bari, 2005; Luttrell et al.,
2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Stromquist, 1995). Psychological empowerment can be roughly
associated with what Rowlands (1997) describes as power within. It predominantly concerns a sense
of confidence, extending one’s beliefs of what is possible and thus breaking with internalised social
norms and values that forge unequal power relations (Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015;
Stromquist, 1995). Since psychological empowerment equals power within, one can infer that in a
feminist empowerment approach, psychological empowerment takes on particular importance. As I
described above, Rowlands (1997) argues that power within builds the core of empowerment, which
must be active first so that women can capitalise on all other forms of empowerment. Cultural
empowerment appears to be the least discussed type of empowerment in scholarship (Luttrell et al.,
2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015). Cultural empowerment includes women gaining a sense of pride and
dignity from their culture, challenging and redefining cultural rules, norms and perceptions, and acting
upon their cultural rights (Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Shaheed, 2014). Shaheed
(2014) suggests that cultural participation, access, and contribution rights can empower women.
Besides the right to participate in cultural elements, Shaheed (2014) also includes “the right not
[emphasis added] to participate in any ritual, custom or practice which contravenes the human dignity
of girls and women, regardless of cultural justifications.” She argues further that women and girls must
have access to cultural communities and hold the freedom to create new communities, leave others,
and make decisions within them without fearing punishment. Finally, Shaheed (2014) demands that
women and girls should have the right to contribute to cultural life by being able to identify, create,
(re-)interpret, maintain or discard cultural heritage.
Cultural and psychological empowerment often get conflated (Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey,
2015). This is because cultural empowerment also includes the psychological element of women
gaining a sense of pride and dignity from their culture (Luttrell et al., 2007). However, the distinction
between the two dimensions is that this mindset change in cultural empowerment directly connects
to a woman’s cultural elements in contrast to psychological empowerment. It can thus be
called psycho-cultural empowerment. The findings revisit this empowerment dimension several times
(see section 4 Findings and Analysis). Table 2 offers an overview of the five dominant types of
empowerment and their elements on the following page.
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Table 2 Overview of Typologies of Empowerment

Type of Empowerment

Elements

Literature

Economic

access to and control over:
- land
- capital
- income opportunities &
entrepreneurship
- equal pay
- assets & resources
improvement of:
- position in society
- control over reproduction
- equal standing in marriages
- control over household decisions
- availability of social groups & other
socialising opportunities
- safety
- education opportunities
- social norms and values
access to:
- political representation
- high-ranked positions in politics and
beyond
- legal rights
- decision-making on local and
national level
ability to:
- organise and mobilise
- sense of confidence
- extending one’s beliefs of what is
possible
- breaking with internalised social
norms and values that forge
unequal power relations
- right to identify, create, maintain,
transform and discard cultural
heritage
- access and participation right to
cultural communities
- challenging and redefining cultural
rules, norms and perceptions
- increased status of cultural practices
- sense of pride and dignity derived
from culture

Gupta (2021); Luttrell et
al. (2007); Moswete and
Lacey (2015);
Stromquist (1995)

Social

Political

Psychological

Cultural

Luttrell et al. (2007);
Moswete and Lacey
(2015)

Bari (2005); Luttrell et
al. (2007); Moswete and
Lacey (2015);
Stromquist (1995)

Luttrell et al. (2007);
Moswete and Lacey
(2015); Stromquist
(1995)

Luttrell et al. (2007);
Moswete and Lacey
(2015); Shaheed (2014)

Note. Table created by author.
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Importantly, these dimensions of empowerment are not discrete but entwined and possibly coemerging (Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Rowlands, 1997; Shaheed, 2014). Rowlands
(1997) delineates that economic and psychological empowerment might affect each other. She
suggests that stronger self-confidence may enable women to strive for more in business while
increased financial independence may, in turn, lead to an upsurge in confidence. Likewise, Luttrell et
al. (2007) imply that if women earn their own money, it might give them more power in their
household. Shaheed (2014), on the other hand, worries that a lack of cultural rights combined with
deficits in economic and social empowerment might make political empowerment almost impossible
due to the woman’s low standing in society. In that, the author also indirectly raises that cultural
empowerment paired with economic and social empowerment may open the doors for women to
participate in the political life of their community. Put into an example, once a woman sees and uses
culture as a tool for empowerment, she may gain an income from her crafts and more respect in the
community, giving her more social and political say ideally.
Luttrell et al. (2007) perceive certain dimensions of empowerment as more elementary than others.
Subsequently, the authors indicate that there may be a hierarchy to empowerment. The authors insist,
for example, that it is unlikely for women to participate in politics as an additional task while their
biggest worry is to gain an income for their bare subsistence. Hence, the authors suggest that economic
empowerment might be a basic form of empowerment that women may want to reach first to be
comfortable to take on other forms after, like political empowerment. On a different account,
Rowlands (1997) proposes that psychological empowerment should be the women’s first developed
form of power before all others, as described above.
This discussion supports the argument that the empowerment process is non-linear, open-ended, and
varied in its outcome (Nagar & Raju, 2003; Parpart et al., 2003). It leaves open how actors like NGOs
should approach empowerment programming. In like manner, it is faint as to what dimensions NGOs
should target first or at all and how they can design their interventions in ways where the dimensions
co-stimulate each other. Consequently, various empowerment approaches become possible, including
those that may sustain and serve neoliberal governmentality.

2.3.2 The Individual Empowerment Approach: Development and Feminist Critiques
The feminist empowerment approach builds on and distinguishes itself from the individual
empowerment approach and its different conceptualisations that surfaced over the decades. In the
1970s, the so-called Women in Development (WID) approach rose to popularity amongst mainstream
development actors, which identified that development projects frequently excluded women and thus
lobbied for their greater representation and economic opportunities (Hedayat et al., 2012; Labadi,
2018; Luttrell et al., 2007). Shortly after, Marxist- and dependency theory-inspired feminist critiques
on this approach became vocal, arguing that women were indeed always represented in development
projects but oppressed more than men (Hedayat et al., 2012; Labadi, 2018; Luttrell et al., 2007). The
main shortcoming of this Women and Development Approach (WAD) was that it essentialised women
based on their gender, assuming that all women have the same experience and, thereby, disavowing
that some women might face more oppression than others (Labadi, 2018). At the same time, it
stereotyped men into the role of the privileged and dominant (Labadi, 2018). Subsequently,
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the Gender and Development Approach (GAD) surfaced to address these pitfalls by acknowledging the
complexity of gender and power dynamics (Hedayat et al., 2012; Labadi, 2018; Luttrell et al., 2007).
Additionally, this approach promoted by the United Nations, amongst others, treated men and boys
as allies in lifting gender inequality (Labadi, 2018). It ultimately configured empowerment as the
preferred programmatic device for alleviating poverty and gender inequality still used today (Sharma,
2006).
Feminist empowerment literature voices numerous critiques about this individual empowerment
approach (Phillips, 2015; Sardenberg, 2012). Whereas a feminist approach tries to support women in
developing various powers across the five empowerment dimensions, the individual empowerment
approach predominantly targets economic empowerment by providing women with resources, assets,
and income (Phillips, 2015). Feminist literature rebukes individual empowerment approaches for
staying within the level of the individual woman here, as its name suggests (Phillips, 2015; Rowlands,
1997; Sardenberg, 2012). It limits its attention to Rowlands’ (1997) personal level of empowerment
and, within this, merely targets to give individual women power over rather than power within or
power to. As delineated above, feminist authors like Rowlands (1997) argue that this is insufficient to
truly empower women as it misses to raise power within or psychological empowerment – raising the
women’s awareness and building their confidence. Moreover, by not taking empowerment to a
collective level or power with, where women join hands and share their experiences, this approach
fails to mobilise for far-reaching social change (Phillips, 2015; Rowlands, 1997). Even though it
acknowledges gender and power dynamics, it stays within the status quo by not challenging and
reforming the latter (Phillips, 2015). Consequently, these different factors narrow the scope of the
empowerment compared to a feminist empowerment approach and significantly weaken its
transformational potential, as Figure 3 below portrays.

Figure 3. Comparison of the Scopes of a Feminist Empowerment Approach (left) and an Individual Empowerment Approach
(right) based on Rowlands’ (1997) Levels of Empowerment. Grey signifies an inactive dimension. Red, pink and yellow indicate
active dimensions. The opacity of the colours illustrates the strength with which the dimension is active. Source: Author.
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2.4 Linking Neoliberal Governmentality and Women’s Empowerment
Feminist development scholarship applies a Foucauldian governmentality lens to show how the
individual empowerment approach becomes a tool of neoliberal governmentality that advances the
interests of neoliberalism and protects the status quo serving its political agenda (see, e.g., Bexell,
2012). As characteristic of neoliberal governmentality, women’s empowerment witnessed a shift away
from state-only governance towards a system of power exercised through multiple actors, including
NGOs (Coombe, 2011; Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose, 1999; Sharma, 2006). Adopting individual
empowerment approaches, these actors proclaim gender equity as their primary objective (Bexell,
2012; Griffin, 2010). Yet, various authors revealed that this term does not equal profound societal
change as in the definition of its feminist counterparts but aims to enlist women in the formal economy
(Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010). Subsequently, empowerment in this form only targets economic
empowerment (Phillips, 2015; Sardenberg, 2012; Sharma, 2006). The political rationality behind this is
that of neoliberal governmentality. In their programmes, most international development agencies
and other intergovernmental organisations anchor the belief that women’s integration in the market
and their access to assets and economic opportunities are the primary means of achieving women’s
empowerment and bringing advantages to the marginalised (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010). Meanwhile,
empowerment becomes measurable as economic gain and productivity (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010;
Sharma, 2006). Behind the scenes, embedding empowerment in the market opens a new business
opportunity to increase consumption and accelerate economic growth in line with the aspirations of
neoliberalism (Bernal & Grewal, 2014b; Bexell, 2012; Miller & Rose, 1990). Therefore, empowerment
interventions inspired by individual empowerment discourse often adopt a “project-centred logic” (p.
293) working towards measurable results and project deadlines (Alvarez, 2014). A programme putting
the woman’s well-being first and understanding empowerment as non-linear, fluid, and deeply
personal would require a “process-oriented logic” (Alvarez, 2014, p. 293).
Again, for neoliberal governmentality to function within women’s empowerment, the individual
empowerment approach cultivates self-regulating subjects (Bexell, 2012; Miller & Rose, 1990). Rankin
(2001) coined these the “rational economic wom[e]n” (p. 20). The goal of empowerment projects
becomes to foster the capacities of individual women so that the latter think, behave and develop
themselves in ways consistent with the political rationality of neoliberal governmentality (Sharma,
2006). In turn, every individual woman in one of these projects becomes “an ally of economic success
by pursuing her education, increasing productivity and aiming toward entrepreneurship” (Bexell, 2012,
p. 402). In these programmes, the discourse of intergovernmental organisations constructs women as
capable but impeded by external barriers (Bexell, 2012). For example, this discourse frequently puts
forward that women are suffering under the double burden of domestic and public work, which
hinders them from using their capabilities of dispensing income to prosper (Bexell, 2012). Women are
invented as the “engine of recovery” (World Bank, 2009, as cited in Bexell, 2012), said to be able to
fast-track poverty alleviation and sustainable development once their barriers are broken down
(Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010). Within that, development actors instrumentalise women’s empowerment
as a means to achieve other ends, such as sustainable development, instead of all attention being on
the empowerment (Bexell, 2012). Overall, the neoliberal logic becomes that experts and other actors,
including NGOs, must assist the women in developing their capacities and lifting the restricting barriers
so that the women become independent entrepreneurs who can propel global development (Bexell,
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2012). The feminist cause of achieving far-reaching social change and gender equality fades in this
process (Bexell, 2012).
Microcredit schemes are prominent examples of neoliberal empowerment programmes (Karim, 2014;
Rankin, 2001). Under neoliberal governmentality, the state retracts from social welfare and leaves the
field open to the microcredit schemes of public actors, development institutions, NGOs, and civil
society (Rankin, 2001). Karim (2014) elaborates that development banks extend microcredits as loans
to poor women who must act as responsible, self-regulating entrepreneurs to capitalise on the
opportunity. She continues that this form of individual entrepreneurship rests on the premise that
traditional forms of the welfare state, such as wage labour, are ineffective in achieving benefits.
According to the author, the underlying rationality promises that integrating women into the market
and they themselves freely investing their microcredits into projects to generate income will lift them
out of poverty. Microcredit discourse adopts feminist language such as “empowerment” and
“solidarity” to convince women of the potency of this strategy (Rankin, 2001). With the women
following suit, their personal goals become aligned with the latent agenda of neoliberal actors:
accelerating business (Rankin, 2001).
This Foucauldian lens aids in putting the critiques of feminist development literature on neoliberal
governmentality in women’s empowerment (see chapter 2.3.2) into a new perspective. By staying on
the level of the individual woman and concentrating only on the economic empowerment dimension,
feminist scholars argue that individual empowerment approaches lose their potential to achieve farreaching societal change (Bexell, 2012; Grosser & McCarthy, 2018; Rankin, 2001). Rankin (2001) and
Bexell (2012), amongst others, point out that even though economic empowerment through access to
capital, income opportunities, and market knowledge is essential, it stays within the parameters of
what authorities see fit within the status quo. It is not the empowerment and well-being of the women
that take centre stage, but the fulfilment of a political agenda that is achieved best in the current
societal structure (Bexell, 2012). To this end, neoliberal governmentality empowerment approaches
stay on the level of the individual and generally do not cross into collective empowerment (Phillips,
2015; Rowlands, 1997). If they do, it is mainly to ensure that the market systems stay in place, as in
the case of loan borrowing systems in microcredit schemes where projects sometimes open women’s
borrower groups to keep its members accountable (Karim, 2014; Rankin, 2001). Although such groups
might increase women’s solidarity and produce momentum for social change in the process, it is not
their primary aim (Rankin, 2001). Eventually, such programmes often only fulfil the desire to integrate
women into the market while not challenging the power structures and inequalities that marginalise
women in the first place (Bexell, 2012; Grosser & McCarthy, 2018; Rankin, 2001). Moreover, with
strategies, like microcredits, seeing a woman as an “engine for recovery” (World Bank, 2009, as cited
in Bexell, 2012), she might not be the principal benefactor of her income but the household or
community she invests in (Cookson, 2016; Molyneux & Thomson, 2011).

2.5 Empowerment Programming: In-Between Neoliberal Complicity and Radical
Feminism
As valuable as its scrutiny might prove, a neoliberal governmentality lens must be employed with care
in order not to paint an overly simplistic picture of the processes at work and dismiss all efforts of
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NGOs active in women's empowerment, ICH governance, and where both meet (Alvarez, 2014;
Coombe & Weiss, 2015). Neoliberal governmentality permeates all of society, meaning actors,
including NGOs, can hardly escape its influence (Miller & Rose, 1990; Purewal, 2019; Sharma, 2006).
Nevertheless, this does not imply that neoliberal governmentality is immune to the agency of the
actors it seeks to enrol or to the external conditions it exists in (Coombe, 2011; Palma Carvajal, 2021).
International heritage institutions like UNESCO and governments are not the only authorities who
exert power and pursue their own agendas (Coombe & Weiss, 2015). On the contrary, multiple actors
representing various scales, sectors, and interests wield power, negotiate the discourses others
advance and react upon them (Coombe & Weiss, 2015; Kuutma, 2012; Li, 2007). As De Cesari (2012)
acknowledges, the field of anthropology provides a practical insight here by thinking “in terms of
multiple overlapping and intersecting heritage regimes, related to the different scales and the actors
that nurture and champion them” (p. 403). Thus, as Alvarez (2014) reinforces her own statement,
“blanket assessments of feminist NGOs as handmaidens of neoliberal planetary patriarchy” (1999, p.
200) or to the opposite as “development do-gooders failed to capture the ambiguities and variations
in and among NGOs” (2014, p. 286).
Like Alvarez (1999, 2014), this thesis differs from previous feminist scholarship rebuking the socalled NGOisation for serving neoliberalism in mainstream development and argues that the role of
NGOs is far more complex. Many development agencies and scholars confirm that NGOs perform a
critical role in ICH governance and international development (Balslev, 2019; Blake, 2014; Hoque et
al., 2020; UNESCO, 2001). NGOs take on various forms, performing different roles and activities with
different sets of actors and alliances (Balslev, 2019; Hoque et al., 2020). Salamon and Anheier (1996)
describe that NGOs have a shared pool of characteristics as they are formally constituted, separate
from government, not profit-oriented, self-governing, and to a certain degree voluntary. Likewise,
Balslev (2019) asserts that NGOs derive their legitimacy from linking resource providers and receiving
communities. NGOs in the development sector usually depend on donor funding and mostly target
poor or marginalised portions of the population, as Makoba (2002) adds. Nonetheless, Salamon and
Anheier (1996) emphasise that NGOs are generally heterogeneous.
NGOs are heterogeneous as they pursue empowerment differently. For instance, NGOs can play a
prominent role in women's empowerment as neoliberal governmentality (Bernal & Grewal, 2014b;
Palma Carvajal, 2021). As mentioned above, neoliberal governmentality involves shifting from stateonly governance towards a system of power exercised through multiple actors, including NGOs
(Coombe, 2011; Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose, 1999). In the field of development, Richard (2009) observes
how “development experts have lauded NGOs as efficient conduits for aid, and pointed to the NGO
‘boom’ as an indicator of democratising civil societies” (p. 166). Thus, neoliberalism established the
conditions that enabled the influence of NGOs (Bernal & Grewal, 2014b; Grewal, 2005). Yet, while
NGOs might reinforce neoliberal agendas, it is possible that they simultaneously use their platform to
campaign for feminist causes (Alvarez, 2014; Bernal & Grewal, 2014a). For example, as neoliberal
heritage regimes lift NGOs into the status of experts, it opens them the doors to new arenas like
international summits or UNESCO Working Groups, which they can use to advocate, mobilise and
reform (Alvarez, 2014; Bernal & Grewal, 2014a; Grosser & McCarthy, 2018). Moreover, NGOs can
follow suit with the demands of feminist scholars who caution that the role of NGOs should be limited
to being helpers and facilitators in women's empowerment rather than resource providers (Cornwall,
2016; Rowlands, 1997). Likewise, they can focus their attention on capacity building (Cornwall, 2016;
Rowlands, 1997), mobilising (Gupta, 2021; Hedayat et al., 2012; Rowlands, 1997), and helping women
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to develop their abilities and self-confidence in workshops (Cornwall, 2016; Gupta, 2021; Hedayat et
al., 2012; Rowlands, 1997). Overall, feminist scholars stress that the activities of NGOs must have social
change as their end goal and refrain from staying within the status quo of the hegemonic individual
empowerment discourse (Cornwall, 2016; Nagar & Raju, 2003; Phillips, 2015; Rowlands, 1997).
It is not my intention to vilify individual empowerment approaches and discredit the positive changes
they bring to women's lives, nor the efforts of NGOs more generally. It is indispensable to point out
that while NGOs might push for social change, pressures from more powerful institutions might
significantly curb their intent (Bernal & Grewal, 2014a). Various scholars argue that many NGOs serve
neoliberal interests as they are tied to international funding sources and professional networks, which
are often part of the mainstream development discourse (Bernal & Grewal, 2014b; Palma Carvajal,
2021). Bernal and Grewal (2014a) remind that most NGOs must follow the languages and rules of the
game of hegemonic development and heritage discourse to a certain extent to maintain their platform,
or their voices may be dismissed or silenced. Palma Carvajal (2021) adds that based on the
fundamental principle of neoliberal governmentality, authorities shape the actions of NGOs in their
preferred directions, for instance, inviting NGOs to become active in a certain domain or project.
Further, Bernal and Grewal (2014b) infer that NGOs might not be conscious of the ulterior motives of
neoliberalism they advance and that their actions, such as producing entrepreneurial subjects through
empowerment schemes, might be unintended. In a different vein, one must also consider the risks at
stake when NGOs try to work with women's empowerment and ICH. Instead of blindly critiquing the
commodification of ICH as livelihoods for communities, one must recognise that the latter might be
one of the few viable chances for the subsistence of the people involved, especially marginalised
women (Sharma, 2006). As Sharma (2006) cautions, breaking off the ties to institutions and
governments “seems ill-advised at a time when social sector spending cuts, the shifting of state welfare
functions to NGOs, and the rising danger of increased poverty are threatening the lives of marginalised
women” (p. 79). In conclusion, a hasty judgement of the actions of NGOs may undermine their agency,
be insensitive to the stakes at risk and fail to notice the political economies and contexts they operate
in (Coombe, 2011).
Nonetheless, based on the critiques of feminist scholars outlined in chapters 2.3.2 and 2.4, I argue that
it is necessary to problematise how these approaches continue to close their eyes towards and sustain
those power structures which disempower women in the first place (Phillips, 2015). Such programmes,
I would like to raise, are selfish in the sense that they – intentionally or not – only empower women as
much as it serves the programmers' interests and concedes to their lifestyle despite the possible
empowerment potential. And here, it is pivotal to remind again that NGOs and actors, in general, are
free agents who determine their own conduct (Palma Carvajal, 2021). Donors and governments do not
coerce NGOs to act a certain way, but NGOs have the freedom and power to follow their own interests,
as characteristic of governmentality (Foucault, 1997; Palma Carvajal, 2021). The pillars of the feminist
empowerment approach demonstrate that the possibilities of empowerment and thus the
transformations that could manifest in the women's lives are diverse and limitless (Moswete & Lacey,
2015; Nagar & Raju, 2003; Parpart et al., 2003; Rowlands, 1997). At the same time, however, this vast
pool of empowerment possible is most likely polarising and off-putting to those who attained their
power because of the existing status quo and now feel that women gaining more power threatens
their own (Rowlands, 1997). Considering these circumstances, several questions emerge. How do
programmers conceptualise empowerment, and whose interests does this understanding serve? What
hidden power struggles permeate empowerment strategies? Are the programmers aware of the
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agendas they assist, or do they act unintentionally? Are far-reaching women's empowerment and
gender equality within ICH attainable with the current strategies programmers employ? To what
extent can NGOs defy neoliberal governmentality and strive for other causes? I argue that these
questions underline the urgency to investigate how NGOs seek to empower women within ICH and
demand a theoretical approach sensitive to the variations, ambiguities, and ambivalence involved
when women's empowerment and ICH merge.

2.5.1 A Critical Feminist Heritage Approach
I propose that a critical feminist heritage approach influenced by the critical heritage paradigm of
Coombe and Weiss (2015) (see section 2.2) paired with the insights of feminist empowerment debates
may be a first step to be perceptive of these dynamics. This thesis thus combines a feminist
empowerment lens and a Foucauldian governmentality lens. A feminist empowerment lens built on
Rowlands (1997) provides a complex understanding of empowerment, what kind of power it seeks to
produce, from power over to power with, to, and within, and the dimensions it aims to cover, see
section 2.3.1. Thereby, it extends the current debate of gender and ICH within critical heritage studies,
as described in section 2.1, and can identify the specific forms of disempowerment women face and
how NGOs aim to address them through different modes of empowerment. Moreover, it allows to
distinguish between feminist and individual empowerment approaches. While these are not the only
approaches to empowerment, they represent the two main directions (Phillips, 2015; Sardenberg,
2012; Sharma, 2006). Employing this lens thus enables this thesis to position the NGOs’
conceptualisations and the various strategies they put forth in the pursuit of women’s empowerment
within ICH in the two main discourses and recognise their scope and limitations (Phillips, 2015). As
feminist development literature showed, a Foucauldian governmentality lens can intersect in this
analysis and add depth. It permits to expose how neoliberal governmentality informs empowerment
programming and ICH governance and how these may be linked. It exhibits how empowerment
conceptualisations and strategies of NGOs may advance the agendas of neoliberal political
programming rather than the interests of the women themselves (Bernal & Grewal, 2014b; Bexell,
2012; Coombe & Weiss, 2015), see chapters 2.2.2 and 2.4. In that, it lays open the political rationalities,
technologies of government, and subjectification processes advanced in them (Miller & Rose, 1990).
In addition, it pays attention to the delicate webs of power that connect multiple actors in both
gendered development efforts and heritage safeguarding and makes it possible to see where and how
NGOs sit in these (Coombe & Weiss, 2015; Miller & Rose, 1990). By drawing inspiration from the
approach of Coombe and Weiss (2015), this thesis can be sensitive to the agency of NGOs and their
environments inside these webs and avoid rash generalisation. For these reasons, the lenses are
compatible and allow this thesis to paint a clear picture of the ways NGOs operate in women’s
empowerment in ICH while situating the findings in a broader debate on the power structures behind
heritage management and international development.
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3. Methodology
This thesis aims to understand the role of NGOs in supporting women’s empowerment in the field of
ICH. The following chapter outlines the methodology used to approach and conduct this research.
Firstly, the chapter explains the overall rationale and character of the study. Secondly, it introduces
the employed data collection and analysis. Lastly, it discusses issues of positionality and ethics.

3.1 Research Design
This thesis applied a qualitative research design due to the exploratory nature of the topic and research
questions. At the time of this research, what women’s empowerment within ICH entails and how NGOs
can support it was relatively uncharted. Therefore, qualitative research was suitable to achieve the
objective of this thesis which was to produce new knowledge to fill in the apparent literature gap
(Baarda, 2014). Hoque et al. (2020), amongst others, prove how qualitative methods are beneficial to
elicit insight into new areas of knowledge, such as the role of NGOs as enablers for societal change.
Through in-depth interviews and additional qualitative methods, the authors show how NGOs create
opportunities in tourism to alleviate indigenous poverty and how issues like the increasing dependency
of communities on NGOs threaten the potency of such programmes. Moreover, the authors were able
to situate the NGOs in contemporary development programming, appealing that in these contexts,
NGOs must now go beyond their role as service providers to become active advocates in policymaking.
Further confirming the choice of research design are Laurett and Ferreira (2018), whose literature
review indicates that qualitative research is the preferred method for studying NGOs, with 56 per cent
of the examined articles following this approach.
Critical heritage scholarship (see, e.g., Coombe, 2011, 2013 or Winter, 2013), engaged feminist
heritage practice (see, e.g., Fryer and Raczek, 2020), and feminist development studies (see, e.g.,
Rowlands, 1997) informed the framing of this thesis. I contend that gender and other power dynamics
influence how heritage is understood and safeguarded (Fryer & Raczek, 2020; Winter, 2013). Following
critical heritage studies like Winter (2013), I position that power permeates cultural heritage but that
the latter can still serve as a “positive enabler” (p. 533) for complex, societal challenges, such as gender
inequality. Thus, in line with broader critical approaches, this thesis set out to expose power issues
entailed in women’s empowerment strategies within the field of ICH and to add to existing studies
investigating how actors can mobilise for positive social change (Swaminathan & Mulvihill, 2017). To
this end, I adopted Fryer and Raczek’s (2020) “gender-conscious lens” (p. 7), which the authors
promote for their engaged feminist heritage practice. The latter allows me to challenge the hegemonic
heritage and development discourses, identify power inequalities, and focus on co-generating insights
with stakeholders otherwise sidelined (Fryer & Raczek, 2020). In line with the latter, Winter (2013),
who advocates for a new way to execute critical heritage studies, argues that researchers must
incorporate a “post-western perspective” (p. 533), recognising and exploring other ways of knowing
outside of the dominant heritage discourse originating in Europe and North America, which this thesis
incorporated.
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3.2 Data Collection
As this thesis aimed to understand NGOs ’ strategies for and experiences with women’s empowerment
in ICH, I applied a mix of desk research and in-depth interviews. I conducted twelve in-depth semistructured interviews online, lasting between 50 minutes and 1 hour and 40 minutes. In total, I
interviewed eight representatives of NGOs active in women’s empowerment and ICH, two scholars on
the topic, one tourism coordinator working with an NGO, and two representatives of the Chilean subdirectorate for ICH. The two representatives attended the same interview. Appendix 1, Table 4 supplies
a complete overview of the interview participants. The in-depth interviews allowed the researcher to
generate rich data on situated knowledges (Boeije, 2010), as sought by a feminist paradigm (Fryer &
Raczek, 2020). Furthermore, the semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed me, as the
researcher, and the participants to co-create a shared understanding as the latter could contribute
their own input and ideas to the conversation (Fryer & Raczek, 2020). An interview guide provided a
consistent structure across the interviews. The guide covered three themes after an introduction to
the participant: their understanding of women’s empowerment in ICH, strategies and actions of NGOs,
and problems NGOs face while pursuing women’s empowerment within ICH. In addition, it prepared
participant-specific prompts, like follow-up questions on certain programmes of an NGO or publication
of an expert. Appendix 2 contains the general interview guide for NGOs and Appendix 3 the expert
interview guide.
I employed a combination of purposive and snowball sampling to recruit participants with varied
backgrounds within a relatively homogenous group (Boeije, 2010). All participants fulfilled the
criterium of working in women’s empowerment within ICH. Five out of eight interviewed NGO
representatives worked in national-level NGOs with UNESCO accreditation. Out of the additional three
NGOs, the first representative led the ICH research in a provincial-level, UNESCO-accredited NGO. The
second NGO representative worked with two regional-level NGOs whereby one also operates as a
UNESCO-accredited space. Due to their similarity, the results analyse these two NGOs together. The
final NGO representative led a transnational-level NGO that is not UNESCO-accredited. Her input was
specifically sought as an expert opinion on empowerment through tourism and is thus not listed with
the other NGOs in the upcoming chapters. The NGOs represented a variety of geographical
backgrounds covering Europe (four NGOs), Asia (two NGOs), Africa (one NGO), and North America (one
NGO). Since both women’s empowerment and ICH are heavily context-dependent (Islam, 2014;
Kabeer, 1999a, 1999b; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Parpart et al., 2003), representing only a certain
fraction of knowledges from a specific geographical area may reinforce power inequalities and was
thus inappropriate for this thesis (Fryer & Raczek, 2020; Winter, 2013).
The remaining four interviews served as expert opinions on the topic. Again, they represented a broad
range of geographical and professional backgrounds, with the participants coming from Africa (two
scholars), Latin America (two government representatives), and Asia (one community tourism
coordinator working with NGOs). The experts’ understandings provided further context on the topic
and helped acquire an outsider’s perspective on the accounts of the NGOs (AbouAssi & Trent, 2016).
As AbouAssi and Trent (2016) illustrate, this method was crucial as the NGOs may be unaware of the
potential adverse effects of their work. Thus, as the authors recall, exclusively conducting interviews
with NGOs would have illuminated only one side of the narrative on their efforts. Here, the experts
brought in alternative perspectives, as proven successful by AbouAssi and Trent (2016).
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I executed the data collection between 11th November and 23rd December 2021. I conducted desk
research before and during this time frame to identify and recruit participants, collect information on
their works to create participant-specific semi-structured interview guides, and verify information
given by the participants during the interviews. Among the reviewed materials were the NGOs’ or
experts’ websites and publications, their profiles in the UNESCO ICH NGO Forum database, and – if
available – the NGO nomination files for their accreditation or UNESCO inscription of ICH elements.
The sampling process was both deductive and inductive, which permitted the recruitment of
participants to draw both homogenous cases that followed the theoretical framework as well as cases
that ensured variation in the data and filled knowledge gaps, such as unique or negative cases (Baarda,
2014; Boeije, 2010). This ensured the credibility of the results (Baarda, 2014; Boeije, 2010).

3.3 Data Analysis
I analysed the in-depth semi-structured interviews through qualitative data analysis using coding
(Boeije, 2010). I audio-recorded and transcribed the interviews prior and performed member checks
where applicable to guarantee the accuracy of the transcripts (Baarda, 2014; Boeije, 2010). The coding
was then performed using the interview transcripts and ran through the sequence of open, axial, and
selective coding utilising both deductive and inductive codes (Boeije, 2010). I performed sampling, data
collection, and analysis in a cyclical approach (Boeije, 2010). Therefore, my analytical process was
sensitive to new themes and data gaps that surfaced and made adjustments accordingly, such as
sampling unique or negative cases, as indicated above, or altering the interview guide (Boeije, 2010).
Moreover, the thesis entered an emergent approach that tailored the methodological strategies and
research questions to the data prompts that materialised (Charmaz, 2008). In effect, the quality of
findings and the method's reliability were improved (Boeije, 2010). Furthermore, the triangulation of
the data from the NGO interviews, expert accounts, and desk research further confirmed the credibility
of the thesis (Boeije, 2010).

3.4 Research Limitations
Several factors inhibited this research. This thesis aimed to study women’s empowerment
programming at NGO level through the NGOs’ accounts. Even though the expert interviews added new
points of view to the findings, the thesis ultimately remained with the perspective of those who
configure the empowerment programmes, not with the women as those whose lives they affect. Like
NGOs in regions with restricted access to the internet, the women were not accessible to this thesis
due to its online methodology following the Covid-19 pandemic. As a result, the thesis excluded
potentially differing opinions and experiences of other stakeholders, such as the views of the women
in the programmes. The biggest shortcoming of this methodological approach was that albeit the thesis
could critically engage with the accounts of the NGOs, it was not able to verify that the programmes
of the NGOs indeed had the empowering effect on the women that the NGOs spoke of. Being aware
of this, this thesis merely wants to start a conversation on this topic and hopes for future studies to
examine the accounts left out in this research. Such research will be beneficial to validate the modes
of empowerment and different approaches presented in this thesis and further the debate on how
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women can be empowered within and through ICH by adding additional case studies. Future research
conducted offline could access new segments of the research population and provide insights into
their experiences. Moreover, quantitative research would be able to generalise which empowerment
approaches dominate the NGO landscape in women’s empowerment and ICH, which this thesis could
not do due to its qualitative character (Boeije, 2010). Such insights would be valuable to situate the
findings of this thesis into a broader context.

3.5 Positionality Considerations
Working with the sensitive topics of women's empowerment and ICH, my positionality as the
researcher impacted this thesis in various ways. I identify as a white, middle-class woman born, raised,
and educated in the Global North (Europe). My subjectivity influences how I experience the world,
including cultural heritage and gender inequality, and hence, how I produce knowledge about the
these (Fryer & Raczek, 2020). Similarly, it affects how I collaborate with participants, steer interviews,
analyse the conversations, and draw conclusions (Nagar & Raju, 2003). As a woman, I have a personal
interest in the research topic and a subjective experience of the latter that may have produced a bias.
At the same time, I consider myself an outsider to the social and cultural contexts of the NGO
programmes under study. This carries the risk that I might have misinterpreted or overlooked the
intricate fabrics of context-dependent gender understandings, social norms, historical backgrounds,
and ICH expressions that defined the NGO strategies. In line with this, my positionality also may have
influenced what the NGOs and experts were willing to share with me as a cultural outsider (Adolfsson
& Moss, 2021). Further, as a thesis student, a particular dynamic may have materialised between the
participants and me, which might have had mixed impacts on this thesis. The NGOs and experts might
have been more open to participating in the research to help my graduation. But, on the contrary, the
NGOs and experts might have also regarded me as an inexperienced outsider, which might have made
them more reluctant to trust my ability as a researcher, limiting rapport in the relationship. Finally,
because it is the student's responsibility as a researcher not simply to reproduce the participants'
answers but to point out pitfalls, contradictions, and mixed results that surface in the data (Nagar &
Raju, 2003), the participants might have felt or feel averse to this thesis highlighting critical aspects of
their strategies.
I intended to reduce these possible errors, ensure rapport and increase the willingness of the
participants to speak openly through multiple actions. I spent considerable time conducting desk
research on the NGOs and experts, their programmes, and contexts before the interviews. In addition,
I inquired about these elements in the interviews themselves and performed member checks.
Nevertheless, I encourage the readers of this thesis to understand the presented information as "coconstructed interpretations" (Adolfsson & Moss, 2021, Ethical and Methodological Considerations)
between the researcher and the participants. Moreover, it is essential to acknowledge that both I, the
researcher, and the NGOs are not participants of the empowerment strategies themselves, and no
interviews with the insiders to the empowerment programmes - the women in projects – were
conducted. Therefore, the analysis might have overlooked loaded aspects of the NGOs' efforts. Hence,
the urgency for further studies shining a light on the perspectives excluded in this thesis becomes even
more pressing.
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3.6 Ethical Considerations
This thesis was executed under informed consent (Boeije, 2010). As the researcher, I explained the
nature of the study to the participants, including its objective, purpose, data collection, analysis, and
data handling (Boeije, 2010). To respect the participants' privacy, they decided on their desired level
of confidentiality and anonymity of the data (Boeije, 2010). If desired, I omitted unique identifiers of
the people or projects mentioned and certain statements made by the participants. These measures
formed rapport with the participants to allow for the co-generation of knowledges (Boeije, 2010; Fryer
& Raczek, 2020).

4. Findings and Analysis
4.1 NGOs, ICH Revitalisation and Nuanced Modes of Empowerment
The NGOs in this thesis pursued women’s empowerment within ICH and its revitalisation in various
manners from documentation, educational campaigns, creating opportunities for ICH to become
women’s livelihoods, to measures aimed at ensuring the continuity of ICH. In these strategies, the
NGOs cultivated, advanced and prioritised diverse understandings of women’s empowerment, what it
entails and how ICH revitalisation can foster it. Here, empowerment as configured in feminist
development scholarship with its rendition of multiple types of powers, dimensions, levels and pillars
of empowerment (see chapter 2.3) offers a comprehensive conceptual tool and pivotal entry point.
Before I analyse the similarities and differences in the NGO programmes, I want to briefly introduce
what modes of empowerment each NGO strived for and the main characteristics of the programmes.
Table 3 then summarises the findings and provides an exhaustive overview on the empowerment
types, levels, powers and pillars incorporated per NGO. For reference, Appendix 1 lists each NGO and
details it by country and operational characteristics.

4.1.1 NGOs and Empowerment: Types, Levels, Powers, Pillars
The Turkish Cultural Research Foundation divided its activities over four research fields: rituals,
traditional toys, handcrafts and culinary culture. The NGO representative, Ms Nihal Kadıoğlu Çevik,
explained that women play an essential role for Turkish ICH, especially for handcrafts and culinary
culture. She found that it is women, for the most part, who perform the cooking or crafting and
transmit this knowledge and experience to the next generation. Without them, much of Turkey’s ICH
would most likely cease to exist. However, according to Ms Kadıoğlu Çevik, the female cooks and
craftswomen face several challenges that hinder them in realising the full potential of their ICH. The
Cultural Research Foundation sought to address those disempowerments and support the women’s
empowerment instead.
For Ms Kadıoğlu Çevik, one fundamental problem was that most female cooks and craftswomen are
not aware of their importance for Turkish culture. Raising that awareness in the women and educating
them on the significance of their role hence formed central pillars for the Cultural Research
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Foundation. To that end, the NGO engaged in conversations with the women where its members
aimed to make them understand the importance of their ICH and their right to practise this ICH. As Ms
Kadıoğlu Çevik described:
We explain that ICH is a meaningful part of their cultural identity. We explain to them that the ICH
is also a cultural right and that they have an important role to play in ensuring the continuity of
their ICH. We say that especially the dishes cooked in rituals, unite the whole community and are a
common denominator. We explain that this improves the sense of belonging. We explain that being
aware of their own ICH increased their awareness of other cultures. We say that different ICH
elements contribute to the diversity…human creativity. And this is very important for us because
cultural rights, at the same time, are awareness of other cultures…different cultures.
This example illustrates how the Cultural Research Foundation saw women’s unawareness of the
meaning of their ICH (psycho-cultural disempowerment) and their cultural rights (cultural
disempowerment) as problematic. As a first response, the NGO prioritised each woman's power within
or psycho-cultural empowerment. The NGO made the women aware of the value of their ICH and
thereby wished to increase their confidence, pride and perceived cultural status. As, Ms Kadıoğlu Çevik
stressed, this empowerment process is gradual and takes time. Next, the NGO targeted women's
cultural empowerment by convincing the women of their right to practise and transmit their ICH. Albeit
the NGO spoke to the women in groups on collective informal level, power with only surfaced in a
weaker form because it was not an explicit goal of the NGO to mobilise the women to join hands and
see their unified power, as Rowlands (1997) describes. below, I give concrete examples of how NGOs
could foster this form of power with.
As a second challenge, the Cultural Research Foundation encountered that despite the women wanting
to practise and pass on their ICH, cities do not provide the necessary urban and social arrangements,
like cooking classes or spaces to dry ingredients for dishes. The Cultural Research Foundation aimed to
address this inability to perform ICH, which can be considered a cultural disempowerment, through
research, documentation, and advocacy. The NGO conducted research into how female cooks prepare
and present dishes, what meanings they attach to the food and recipes and what rituals or traditions
surround these. The members documented these findings in official reports and an online inventory
where people can read about others' ICH and register their own. Publishing these insights may
culturally empower women as they can retrieve the knowledge online, giving them the power
to practise ICH elements. Further, Ms Kadıoğlu Çevik noted that the Cultural Research Foundation
currently uses its reports to convince the Ministry of Education to establish formal cooking classes for
female cooks as an institutional structure that will help the latter maintain and transmit their ICH. This
effort may manifest cultural empowerment again. It may also produce social empowerment and social
change on collective formal level if the government officially recognises the women's important
position for Turkey's ICH and establishes additional socialising and education opportunities for them.
Lastly, the Cultural Research Foundation attributed women's economic empowerment a special
position in its work. Ms Kadıoğlu Çevik regretted how women often remain unremunerated and
unappreciated for their contribution to ICH and that market sellers and the cultural tourism industry
exploit their efforts. She said:
Most of the time, we see that the carriers of culture, those who produce and maintain ICH in the
material or immaterial, are not the people and institutions that benefit from its results
commercially and these carriers are women. […] For example, a female made a dish that is a part
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of cultural identity and that is decontextualised and transformed into a commercial product. It
becomes a tool of [her] exploitation, excessive commercialisation and exploitation of such cultural
products.
In this quote and throughout the interview, she emphasised the importance of women receiving an
income for their work. In contrast to other economic empowerment strategies later in this chapter, the
Cultural Research Foundation did not focus on direct interventions that help women develop and sell
their ICH products, like dishes or crafts. Alternately, the NGO collaborated with the municipality and
the local tourism department of Izmir, where cultural tourism is especially prominent, and created an
inventory of craftswomen that the tourism industry should resort to when wanting to include cultural
elements as offers instead of sourcing from mass products. Together with the municipality, the NGO
further raised awareness on ICH exploitation and commercialisation to temper the latter and manifest
social change. By linking the women to the tourism industry and advocating for their work, the NGO
hoped to provide women with power over economic opportunities and end their exploitation.
Turning to the next NGO, the Heritage Foundation of Newfoundland and Labrador, hereafter referred
to by their informal title Heritage NL, took a similar approach as the Cultural Research Foundation and
directed its efforts to psycho-cultural and cultural empowerment. Heritage NL noticed how their
province mainly celebrates men's natural resource-based heritage, such as fishery heritage, and
thereby drowns out women's contributions to ICH. To change this, the NGO wanted to create more
knowledge and awareness on traditional skills, especially women's, and inspire the appreciation of
these ICH expressions by the public (collective informal level) and the women themselves (personal
level). Moreover, the NGO advocated for social change in the form of women taking centre-stage in
ICH transmission processes and heritage governance. In projects like their Oral History Roadshow,
People, Places, Culture Workshop, and Provincial Commemorations programme, Heritage NL tried to
spotlight expressions of ICH that traditionally women perform, like beading or rug hooking, and
women’s contributions to ICH as a whole. For example, as one of their smaller initiatives, Heritage NL
created short videos or social media posts about local ICH practitioners to appreciate their work and
ignite their power within. The NGO representative, Ms Terra Barrett, specifically reminisced about one
case of a woman who continued the ICH of her husband and his grandfather following their death by
rebuilding and running a forge. Ms Barrett created a short video about the woman's work and posted
it online to make the audience aware of the greatness of her efforts and allow the woman to see her
achievements and be proud of her ICH:
She said like…you know, family members and friends are coming up and saying, “Oh, I’m so glad
you’re doing this! Like this is great work!” You know, “How can I help?” So, it’s been really nice for
her personally because that was something that, you know…that she wants to do and that she
wants to continue and follow through with, but I don’t think maybe she recognised that other
people would see the importance behind it or recognise kind of her work in it. So, I think it was
really nice to give her that back.
Women's personal (psycho-)cultural empowerment emerged as a specific objective of Heritage
NL's Crafts at Risk Project and its subsequent Mentor-Apprentice Program. Ms Barrett explained that
through this strategy, Heritage NL wanted to identify regional ICH that was at risk of extinction,
highlight the diversity in ICH expressions and the importance of the skills behind them, and facilitate
their transmission between generations. Again, the NGO paid particular attention to the ICH
expressions that traditionally women perform. The first step of the strategy, according to the
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researcher, was to identify and list ICH crafts that were at risk from being "currently viable",
"endangered", or "critically-endangered" all the way to "extinct". What followed were different actions
to reduce the susceptibility of the crafts, out of which one was the Mentor-Apprentice Program. As
part of the latter, Heritage NL identified people who can perform a skill and people interested in
learning it and then linked them in mentor-apprentice relationships. Heritage NL also conducted
interviews with the ICH bearers to document how the skills are done and organised open workshops
for people who wanted to learn. The programme intended to revitalise ICH and ensure its continuity
while empowering communities and women (psycho-)culturally, enabling their power to practise their
ICH, transmit it and derive pride from it (power within). Generally, in Heritage NL's programmes, ICH
revitalisation and women's empowerment came up as concurrent objectives. Herein, the overall
attention of the NGO lay on the revitalisation of regional ICH and not primarily on women's
empowerment. This order may have shaped what mode of empowerment the NGO prioritised, an
observation I return to in chapter 4.3.1.
The Lyceum Club of Greek Women concentrated on psycho-cultural and cultural empowerment as well.
The NGO’s activities predominantly concentrated on researching and documenting Greek ICH and
folklore, which it published in books, reports, brochures, CDs or exhibited in an adjoined museum. For
the representative, Ms Katherina Daskalaki, the centre of the NGO’s activities was to raise people’s
awareness of their own culture and its need for preservation, which is a form of psycho-cultural
empowerment and power within on personal level. Acting upon this awareness, the NGO also
organised lessons where people can learn traditional dances, for example. Through the NGO, people
can empower themselves culturally by reclaiming the power to perform their ICH in these classes or
reading the materials published. Just like Heritage NL, the Lyceum Club of Greek Women did not
exclusively focus on women here. Yet, the latter built an important part of the Lyceum Club’s work as
much of the ICH expressions the NGO came in contact with may be attributed to women, like their
costumes, jewellery or dances. Subsequently, intentionally or not, the NGO’s strategies targeting
communities also became programmes for women’s empowerment within the realm of culture. As
mentioned before, chapter 4.3.1 delineates how a primary focus on ICH revitalisation may affect
empowerment programming. Outside of ICH, the NGO also engaged with women’s empowerment.
The NGO collaborates on collective formal level with the Lobby of European Women to support
women’s social causes and social empowerment and offered Greek language courses to refugee
women before the pandemic.
The NGOs on the Estonian island Kihnu, Kihnu Cultural Space Foundation and Kihnu Living Heritage set
up their efforts to use Kihnu’s vivid cultural heritage to empower women economically and culturally.
In general, the representative for both organisations felt that ICH provides its bearers – who are
predominantly the women in the local community – with a strong sense of identity and pride. In other
words, she conceptualised having a sense of one’s own culture already as a form of empowerment,
here a power within and psycho-cultural empowerment. She felt that most women on the island
already have a strong sense of their cultural identity and receive recognition for their contribution to
Kihnu culture. Thus, rather than increasing this type of empowerment, the NGOs honed their
programmes in on women’s personal economic empowerment using culture as a unique selling point
for tourism. Today, tourists come to see the women’s knitting, admire their traditional clothing or
witness local customs, giving women power over this new source of income.
The second focal point of the Kihnu NGOs was to put together measures that would safeguard the local
ICH in the face of the threats of an increasingly globalising and culturally assimilating world and thereby
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empower its bearers culturally to continue practising and transmitting their ICH. As Ms Mare Mätas,
the former CEO of Kihnu Cultural Space Foundation and present leader of Kihnu Living Heritage,
explained, one of the priorities of Kihnu island from the start was to teach children, girls and boys alike,
about Kihnu culture and give them the power to continue the local traditions. Therefore, Kihnu Cultural
Space Foundation arranged lessons for Kihnu children in the local dialect, folk dance, folk songs, folk
instruments, and understanding the meaning behind cultural expressions like the traditional costumes
in its Kihnu Heritage School. In addition, Ms Mätas herself published a newspaper and reading material
for children in the local dialect to ensure its continuity. Again, with women making up the majority of
ICH bearers, Kihnu’s strategy to empower the local community and revitalise their ICH automatically
also became a form of women’s empowerment programming, reviving their ICH expressions.
In all of this, Ms Mätas repeated two fundamental ideas of feminist empowerment. First, she explained
that empowerment cannot be bestowed onto others. She said that in all strategies, even those of
UNESCO, it is of utmost importance that the ICH bearers themselves, here, the women, are open to
continuing their ICH and utilising it and not only external parties. Second, she stressed that
empowerment is always context-dependent. She raised that, in contrast to many other destinations,
on Kihnu island women are very empowered in culture and, therefore, have different needs than
women elsewhere. For example, she perceived women’s economic empowerment as more relevant
than women’s additional psycho-cultural empowerment.
Women’s economic empowerment equally played a major role for the programmes of Indian
NGO Contact Base (Banglanatak dot com) and Pakistani NGO THAAP. As a strategy to alleviate
women's poverty in rural, marginalised areas and counteract the exploitation of women's handcrafts
through market intermediaries, both NGOs devised their flagship initiatives, Contact Base's Art for Life
and THAAP Crafts. Both programmes were organised to empower each individual woman economically
and give her power over her craft products and income. As part of these programmes, the NGOs
offered women training on their ICH in craft, design and innovation, as well as training on the raw
materials that go into the craft. Moreover, the NGOs set up workshops targeting the women's
entrepreneurial skills, including workshops on digital tools and modern technologies, understanding
supply chains and markets, price negotiation and networking, teaching various forms of power to. As
a result of these programmes, the NGOs wanted to support women's personal cultural empowerment
and encourage them to use the latter to empower themselves economically, becoming independent
entrepreneurs. The NGO representatives hoped that their ICH-based income would give the women a
louder voice in household decision-making (relational level) or recognition in their community
(collective informal level), empowering them socially. Likewise, the NGOs talked about how they saw
the women becoming aware of their exploitation by market intermediaries and acquiring recognition
and respect for their work. These are forms of psychological and psycho-cultural empowerment. Yet,
these modes of empowerment and the development of power within were not mere side effects but
central pillars for both Contact Base and THAAP. The NGOs actively concentrated on showing the
women a vision for their future and building their confidence. For example, both NGOs encouraged
the women to travel to workshops and exhibitions previously outside of their reach and imagination.
Simultaneously, both NGOs tried to foster bonds and power with between the women in their
programmes by making them travel and work together. Amongst others, Contact Base targeted this
collective informal empowerment by teaching the women in clusters while THAAP organised their
workshops in village-level, district-level and, inter-district arrangements, connecting women
throughout different places.
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Although this personal and collective informal empowerment were pivotal first steps, for the
representative of Contact Base, more still had to be done for long-lasting change. She emphasised that
the empowerment process is gradual and open-ended, taking at least two to three years to see the
first lasting results and added that it is also deeply context-dependent. Reflecting on the situation
across India, she brought up the following:
As a policy/as a nation, [Indian] women are very empowered. But as a society, [India is] very
stretched apart and the level of women empowerment varies from the different strata of society
based on your religious, ethnic, geographical background. So, [for] India as a whole, it is very
difficult to say.
In the conversation, it became evident that she wished and actively strove for as much empowerment
and change for women as possible in these varied contexts. Therefore, on the formal level of collective
empowerment, Contact Base was active in international advocacy to convince fellow development
actors to see ICH as a viable livelihood strategy for women and advocate for social change. Contact
Base also provided additional programmes where its members sat down with groups of women to talk
about health, domestic violence and other hard to approach topics to empower girls and women to
speak their minds.
Like Contact Base, THAAP also strove for far-reaching social change through their empowerment
programmes. This NGO, too, understood empowerment as an ongoing, gradual, fluid process that
takes time and cannot be measured in simple economic terms and fixed project deadlines. Instead, the
NGO prioritised the women's needs over the result-oriented focus of its partners, dismissing what
Alvarez (2014) refers to as a “project-centred logic” (p. 293) of neoliberal individual empowerment
discourse in favour of the “process-oriented logic” (p. 293) associated with feminist empowerment.
While the NGO followed the tight data monitoring approach demanded by its project partner,
measuring the women's empowerment in terms of income increase, the NGO representative said she
and her team lost sight of the data throughout the project itself. For them, the impact they had on the
lives of the women were most important and should determine their work:
For us, we were also monitoring it, but we were not too kind of hung up on what the data is saying
or not, the reason being that when you’re inside the project, that becomes immaterial because
you’re not doing it to create the right data. You create an attitude…at least we had that attitude
that we were trying to do it in the field, in the lives of women, right?
In the eyes of THAAP's representative, economic empowerment is only a first step towards positive
change for the women in her programmes. As she clearly articulated in the following quote, women's
social empowerment, women joining hands (power with) and profound social change take on a greater
priority for her:
So, she has an earning that she makes, right? Those are small ways to empower [women]. […] But
I think the definition of empowerment is ultimately the respect of the empowerment…the social
empowerment: that they are fine within their own communities; if they have a say within their
family affairs; if they [referring to the patriarchal society] will start looking at killing them [referring
to the women] less for honour…you know the honour killings that take place out here, you know?
And these are collectives of women, right? So, hopefully they will support each other.
After the official end of their donor-supported project, THAAP extended its work with women in their
programmes to open project centres as permanent contact points for the women and community
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members to create lasting, sustainable structures to continue their empowerment. Beyond this
personal dimension, THAAP opened lectures for scholars to come together and discuss the topic of ICH
and advocates on the collective formal, international stage as a UNESCO-accredited NGO. The goal for
THAAP's representative was to ideally help the women empower themselves in ways that would give
them respect in their communities, increase their say in their household, extend their mobility, provide
them with an income and stop honour killings. However, she also recognised that empowerment is
context-dependent and that one must evaluate the current situation and potential for change
realistically within what is feasible in the local area. When talking about increasing bigotry, right-wing
religious groupings on the rise and the danger of empowerment strategies risking the perceived
honour of the women, she commented:
Where does it leave these women living in these remote villages? Where does it leave them? So,
how…what is our expectation from people like that? If they can earn their daily bread and find some
comfort in the way they exist, I think that’s a step forward. And they produce their beautiful work
which is great.
The final NGO, Uganda's Engabu Za Tooro, had a similarly nuanced understanding of empowerment
that covered different dimensions, powers and levels. Like THAAP and Contact Base, the NGO
configured an ICH as livelihood programme that used women's crafts to empower them economically
and provide them with the power over the craft-making process and income. Mr Rwagweri, the
representative of the NGO, explained his Traditional Artisans Inclusion programme as follows:
We also picked the traditional skills. You know the artisan sector is a very important economic
dimension. And predominantly, it is practised by women, so we wanted to promote this economic
activity, so that in so doing you will raise the status and participation of women and inclusion of
women in the economy, in culture, in leadership, entrepreneurship, using the traditions
themselves. […] We are actually picking ICH to inspire a revolution of the empowerment of women
and other marginalised groups using traditional skills, using ICH.
The quote shows how Mr Rwagweri saw Engabu Za Tooro’s programme not only as a form of economic
but also as cultural and social empowerment. He further argued that empowerment is a gradual
process. To his mind, "economic empowerment will also translate to other forms of empowerment in
some form. And gradually, there is progress". As part of this, Mr Rwagweri saw women using their
empowerment for the sake of others:
But the woman, when she gets the money, she gives the income…it is actually for her children. All
her focus is how to improve the livelihood and the welfare of her children and her parents and her
home. That’s why there are scholars who say that the women have good attitude and practice of
making the money more important to the immediate needs of the family. I think there is some
truth!
Arguably, the quote illustrates how his understanding of empowerment mirrors the women as the
“engine for recovery” (World Bank, 2009, as cited in Bexell, 2012) narrative, introduced in chapter 2.4.
The woman's fabrication as capable prompts actors to instrumentalise her empowerment to achieve
other desired ends, such as rejuvenating her community and economic growth (Bexell, 2012). I return
to this debate in chapter 4.2.5.
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Engabu Za Tooro's second flagship initiative specifically targeted women's psycho-cultural,
cultural and social empowerment on their personal and collective informal community level. It used
traditional ICH stories to counter common narratives in the local culture that put women in a lower
position than men. Koogere storytelling is an oral tradition that revolves around the female ruler
Koogere and was accepted by UNESCO for inscription as ICH in 2015. Mr Rwagweri explained that the
stories tell tales of Koogere’s greatness and exemplify how the local culture actually supports women's
empowerment and leadership. Therefore, Engabu Za Tooro picked Koogere storytelling and promoted
it in the local community. As Mr Rwagweri noted:
To the people who believe in that oral tradition, Koogere was the greatest person in the world at
her time. So, she was a leader. One of the qualities was that she was a leader. She was the greatest
person and she was the chief in that particular community [. …] we researched this story and we
brought it to life…we brought this to life, promoted it, as a way of sending a message. We use this
particular oral tradition to counter the belief of role distribution - gender distribution in leadership
- where it is taken that the big positions of leadership are reserved for men and women don’t
participate in big decision-making processes.
Ultimately, the example of Koogere and Engabu Za Tooro shows how ICH might ignite a "latent power
[…] to help the practice to move women empowerment", as Dr Okafor, an expert for this thesis,
contemplated. Put differently, by referring to Koogere and educating women and communities about
the values that this story conveys – women's leadership abilities, female power, gender equality –
Engabu Za Tooro wanted to counter the belief in the local culture that women cannot lead and are
inferior to men and raise awareness on women's disempowerment. Building on Koogere, Engabu Za
Tooro promoted women entrepreneurship through competitions, annual women leadership awards
as well as leadership and entrepreneurship training for women, not only encouraging their powers
to lead and conduct business, but their power within, believing in their female power and abilities, and
trying to achieve a social and cultural mindset change.
Engabu Za Tooro also faced contemporary challenges with ICH expressions like Koogere, which are
increasingly at risk of extinction as they do not fit into the modern context anymore. For example,
women traditionally told Koogere stories on long walks, which they do not do as often anymore, as Mr
Rwagweri pointed out. In response, the NGO directed its efforts to bring ICH expressions over to new
contexts, documenting them and, for instance, broadcasting recordings via technical devices in busses
or the radio. Ideally, there would thus be a form of cultural empowerment occurring in which the NGO
supports the community and women in maintaining and transmitting ICH. Simultaneously, women and
the whole community should experience psycho-cultural empowerment, according to Mr Rwagweri,
who perceived the documentation of ICH expressions as a means to record a cultural history and
experience, express oneself and remember. Yet, he demanded caution as documentation should only
be done in the community's interest and cannot be decided for them.
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Table 3 NGO Empowerment Programming Overview

NGO

Type

Cultural
Research
Foundation

psycho-cultural
cultural
economic
social
Heritage NL
psycho-cultural
cultural
Lyceum Club of psycho-cultural
Greek Women
cultural
social
Kihnu Cultural (psycho-cultural)
Space
cultural
Foundation and economic
Kihnu
Living
Heritage
Contact Base
psycho-cultural
psychological
cultural
economic
social
THAAP
psycho-cultural
psychological
cultural
economic
social
Engabu Za
psycho-cultural
Tooro
economic
cultural
social

Level

Power

Pillar

personal
power within
collective informal power to
collective formal
(power with)
power over
personal
power within
collective informal power to
personal
power within
collective formal
power to

social change
gradual

personal

(power within)
power to
power over

context-dependent
cannot be bestowed

personal
relational
collective informal
collective formal

power within
power to
power with
power over

open-ended
context-dependent
social change
gradual

personal
relational
collective informal
collective formal

power within
power to
power with
power over

open-ended
context-dependent
social change
gradual

personal
power within
collective informal power to
collective formal
power over

social change
social change

social change
gradual
cannot be bestowed

Note. Table created by author.

4.1.2 Diverse Modes of Women’s Empowerment
The NGOs' accounts, strategies, programmes, and goals overall displayed great variety in the modes
of empowerment present. They illustrate how a nuanced conceptualisation of empowerment is a
valuable tool to analyse how different forms of women’s dis- and empowerment may manifest within
and through ICH. In concrete terms, adopting a feminist empowerment lens shone a light on how ICH
may produce both dis- and empowerment. It revealed how each NGO programme visualised
empowerment as a process or outcome with certain characteristics. It laid open what particular kinds
of disempowerment each NGO perceived as challenges, and what types and levels of empowerment,
as well as forms of power each NGO subsequently prioritised. In the same vein, it presented what
actions the NGOs deployed to foster their preferred modes of empowerment. Thereby, it permitted
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this thesis to see commonalities and differences in how the NGOs programmed empowerment. In the
following, I explain this in detail.
Firstly, the findings show how the NGOs incorporated not one homogenous form of empowerment in
their programmes but distinctly economic, social, cultural, psychological, psycho-cultural and political
empowerment, as introduced in Table 2. Reflecting the category of economic empowerment (Gupta,
2021; Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Stromquist, 1995), the NGOs listed the access to
participation opportunities in the heritage industry, the acquirement of income and the development
of entrepreneurship as desires. In addition, they described empowerment as women gaining an
improved social standing and status, ministries opening opportunities for women to socialise and
receive education, women gaining control over their own decisions and a mindset change of society
towards women, which belong to social empowerment (Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015).
Echoing the category of cultural empowerment introduced by, for example, Luttrell et al. (2007) and
Shaheed (2014), the NGOs strove for women holding culture as their right, being recognised for their
ICH, attaining a sense of pride from it, claiming control over its practice and transmission, as well as
ending stereotypes promoting the idea that the female gender is inferior. Psychological empowerment
(Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015; Stromquist, 1995) emerged in the accounts of the NGOs
that stressed the importance of women becoming confident, knowing what else is possible for them
and how they can foster societal and cultural change. Likewise, knowing oneself and one's culture,
worth, rights, goals, capabilities, and skills were important aspects for the NGOs. In that, psychocultural empowerment became a form of empowerment where women's power within grew through
the revitalisation of their ICH. For example, the NGOs argued how making the women aware of the
value of their ICH would nurture their confidence, pride and sense of cultural identity. The NGOs
mentioned political empowerment (Bari, 2005; Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete & Lacey, 2015;
Stromquist, 1995) least, and only in the context of its absence in their strategies. Two representatives
explained this absence by saying they did not perceive politics as their domain since other NGOs
already dedicate their full attention to this field. Still, several NGOs acknowledged that women getting
a say in government decision-making over heritage is vital for their overall empowerment.
Again, illustrating how empowerment is a multi-faceted process, the NGOs understood the latter as
outside the limits of giving individual women power over (Rowlands, 1997) and organised their
programmes around different kinds of powers and levels. Power over was mainly present in the form
of monetary remuneration and access to raw materials in the ICH as livelihood strategies or in the
provision of opportunities to attend exhibitions or classes. Besides this, the NGOs nurtured the
women's power within, power to and power with (Rowlands, 1997). The NGOs supported power
with in the collective-level actions described above. Power to found numerous examples in the
strategies of the NGOs. Amongst them were training to increase the skills and capacity of women to
perform their ICH, including workshops in design, negotiation or the craft itself. Lastly, the women
developed power within through the awareness-raising initiatives, confidence-building efforts or open
recognition of the women's ICH expressions of the NGOs.
These findings exemplify how the NGO’s choice of empowerment dimension or level determined what
form of power it aimed to foster and vice versa. In the NGOs’ accounts, power within appeared to
come hand in hand with psychological and psycho-cultural empowerment. As an illustration, the
Cultural Research Foundation wished to encourage female cooks and craftswomen to see their
significance for Turkish ICH. To that end, the NGO first had to appeal to the women’s core, as Rowlands
(1997) phrased it, and awaken their power within, which helps the women to understand their
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importance. Equally, power over income and resources was tied to the NGOs’ economic
empowerment strategies. Power with mobilising women on the ground logically called for intervention
on the informal collective level. On the other hand, power to developed due to several empowerment
types but unfolded differently accordingly. For instance, in cases where the NGO increased economic
empowerment, the women were meant to develop the power to perform entrepreneurial skills. In
contrast, in cases where cultural empowerment took priority, NGOs nurtured their power to do
crafting or transmit ICH. Naturally, strategies that used crafts for economic empowerment mixed these
powers.
Generally, in the same vein as the earlier deliberations of Rowlands (1997) presented in chapter 2.3.1,
empowerment related to the women’s minds, such as psychological or psycho-cultural
empowerment and power within, took priority for all NGOs. Rowlands (1997) argues that at the
beginning, the core of the empowerment process – the woman's self-confidence, self-esteem, a sense
of agency and a sense of self-worth – must be active first. Following the same thought, the
representative of Contact Base stressed the importance of helping women to first see their worth,
develop self-awareness and form a vision for their life:
So, you and I had a role model. We could imagine a future for ourselves. Our children there, they
don’t have that scope of imagining their future, so that is the work we do with girls, if you are asking
how we do this. Now with women, the women also never think of themselves. They are thinking of
the children. They are thinking of the parents. They are thinking of the husbands. They are thinking
of the family [. …] so this is how, you know, we first try to create the vision for empowerment and
that is the first process of empowerment.
The representative of THAAP spoke about how confidence-building was that step in their
empowerment programming which inspired long-lasting change in the women:
So, there was a confidence building that had taken place. So, they came down to the capital city on
their own with one guy accompanying them in a bus. They stayed there and after that, actually,
there was no looking back because they got that kind of a confidence to work together in groups.
Dr Ani, chair of the UNESCO NGO Working Group on Gender and Intellectual Property of ICH and expert
for this thesis, supported this understanding and positioned women's psychological empowerment as
central to creating a positive and empowering environment. He accentuated that NGOs “need to
create the environment for women to be able to be recognised, to enjoy this knowledge they have, to
enjoy this production they have been doing in Intangible Cultural Heritage.”
Likewise, another NGO emphasised that women first need to develop a certain level of awareness and
knowledge to capitalise on other opportunities – a fundamental pillar of the writings on empowerment
of Rowlands (1997), as explained in chapter 2.3.1. Reflecting on the woman who founded the Lyceum
Club of Greek Women in 1911, Ms Daskalaki recalled how early feminist Kallirroi Siganou-Parren was
initially "against the idea of women voting." The latter wanted the women to have a sufficient
education first "because if you give them the right to vote now, they will vote what the husband, the
father, the brother tell them to vote." Kallirroi Siganou-Parren wanted "a personal opinion for them."
Speaking for herself later in the interview, Ms Daskalaki mirrored this idea in her vision for
empowerment. She said, "What is important is [that] your personal choices are different…are more
qualified, let's say." She explained that she always advised her younger colleagues, "Please think and
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then you can imagine what you as people want, where it is what we want, with whom we want, at the
place we want, in the conditions that we want, not for money, not for the career."
Considering how these NGOs perceived psychological empowerment as a starting point, underscores
how they regarded empowerment as a process and an outcome that is time-intensive and continuous,
gradual and context-dependent, reflecting empowerment's feminist conceptualisation (Cornwall,
2016; Gupta, 2021; Kabeer, 1999a, 1999b; Luttrell et al., 2007; Mosedale, 2005; Moswete & Lacey,
2015; Parpart et al., 2003; Rowlands, 1997; Stromquist, 1995). Time-intensive for the NGOs meant that
the women's empowerment process is not finished after a six-month project but will show first results
after about two or three years, after which it will still be ongoing. Moreover, it can start in different
categories and then transfer onto other aspects of women's lives. For instance, several of the
representatives described how women receiving an income or creating a vision in the women in their
programmes are only first steps, leading to other forms of empowerment. Then again, the process and
its length also depend on the context. According to the NGOs, women's empowerment is contingent
on the woman's religious, ethnic, cultural, and geographical background. Several NGO representatives
highlighted how women's empowerment is different between continents and countries, within
different strata of society, and between individual women. Since women are not one homogenous
group, there will be differences between the possible types of empowerment and how the
empowerment process rolls out.
As discussed in chapter 2.1, this empowerment process within ICH can produce as much empowerment
as disempowerment and, in certain instances, both at the same time (Blake, 2014). The accounts of
those NGOs using ICH as livelihood strategies based on women's crafts provided a vivid example of
this. THAAP's representative, Prof Sajida Haider Vandal, explained that the development sector
frequently critiques ICH as livelihood approaches for disempowering women by confining them to their
home spaces where they traditionally create their crafts, especially in those contexts where women
already face culturally restricted mobility. From a feminist empowerment perspective, this means that
ICH as livelihood strategies may cause women's social disempowerment (Luttrell et al., 2007; Moswete
& Lacey, 2015) by manifesting their marginalised position in the household and depriving them of
opportunities to extend their mobility and socialise, see also Table 2 Overview of Typologies of
Empowerment. However, the NGOs using ICH as livelihood strategies in this study rebutted these
critiques. To the question, if she thought ICH as livelihood confines women to their home spaces, the
representative of THAAP replied:
Before I went in and saw the possibility of how through traditional kinds of things [women] could
be empowered, I was very much of this view. […] I would hate the idea of it and I believed seriously
that this would confine them to their house because these were traditional craft ideas, right? It was
only when you go in, that you realise, this is something through which you can empower, you know?
And you can take it into directions which can empower the women [. …] Now, in one of our groups,
there is this very young girl who is a designer. She does the…sort of the designs and all that and she
gets paid for it. So, she has an earning that she makes, right? Those are small ways to empower
them. She’s learning by example from her elders also. They come for the workshops. […] If we were
going to confine them to their homes, I would be the last person to be there.
Aware of its shortcomings, THAAP thus reconfigured ICH as a livelihood to avoid women's mobility
restriction and added elements to its programme that would empower on these levels instead.
Following feminist empowerment theory, THAAP's strategy now supports women's economic
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empowerment through ICH as livelihood and structures its workshops in ways that break women's
disempowerment. Namely, the NGO increased women's mobility and social interaction by enrolling
them in training outside of their homes and connecting women to each other, encouraging their social
interaction and power with. This example shows how a feminist empowerment lens from development
studies can respond to Blake’s (2014) call for a deeper engagement with women's dis- and
empowerment in ICH, see chapter 2.1, by revealing how NGOs structure their activities around distinct
dimensions and levels of empowerment, as well as types of power to counteract disempowerments.
Finally, I want to close this section by laying out some noticeable differences in how the NGOs
understood and approached empowerment. While all NGOs paid attention to psychological or psychocultural empowerment in one way or another, only several NGOs extended their strategies to
incorporate economic, cultural and/or social empowerment. Even though five out of seven NGO
representatives emphasised the need for economic empowerment, they deployed different strategies
by enrolling ICH crafts as products to sell or using ICH as an attraction for tourism. Particularly regarding
the inherent commercialisation of ICH involved in these strategies, the attitudes of the NGOs diverged.
In broad terms, two fractions formed in which one strongly opposed over-commodification and
exploitation of ICH and the other found the outlook of under-commercialisation and its anticipated
cause of ICH extinction and women's increasing poverty a worse fate. I look at this debate in more
detail in chapter 4.2.3. Aside from the targeted dimension, the level of women's empowerment the
NGOs settled on in their programmes differed. Whereas working on personal-level empowerment was
a given for the NGOs, how the latter translated their efforts over to the relational or collective level
was case-specific. For instance, the findings show that only two out of seven NGOs directly speak about
relational empowerment. Five out of the seven NGOs actively supported women's social
empowerment. Six NGOs, one on regional level and five on national level, stressed a need for social
change. Yet, only the five national-level NGOs were able to integrate specific actions for institutional
advocacy (collective formal level) and did so in different manners. At the same time, only two NGOs
explicitly incorporated the mobilisation of women (power with) in their programmes. This poses the
question of how attainable far-reaching structural change that dismantles the very power structures
that continue to disempower women becomes. How much momentum can advocacy on the
international stage bring if it does not also mobilise women on the ground and increases pressure on
institutions? As chapter 2.4 showed, neoliberal governmentality can influence empowerment
programming and the extent to which it challenges the persisting status quo. In the next chapter, I
investigate how this occurred as the NGOs in this thesis pursued women's empowerment within ICH.

4.2 Empowerment Programming: NGO Rationalities, Discourses and
Subjectifications
Drawing on the findings in the previous chapter, in the following, I delineate how the NGOs employ
certain rationalities, discourses and processes of subjectification during the implementation of their
empowerment programmes. I begin by showing how the NGOs legitimise their intervention in
women’s empowerment. I then analyse how the NGOs shape the conduct of the women in their
programmes in ways that align with their desired modes of empowerment. Moreover, I present
evidence as to what effects the rationalities of the NGOs have on their programmes and the outcomes
they aim to produce. In all that, I specifically employ a Foucauldian governmentalities lens, as
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presented in chapter 2.4, to demonstrate how the shift towards neoliberal governmentality influences
the work of the NGOs. In particular, I concentrate on how the NGOs’ ICH as livelihood strategies
emerge as extensions of neoliberal governmentality.

4.2.1 NGO Rationalities behind Empowerment Programming
Many of the NGOs and experts positioned their work in ICH empowerment programming as a response
to the effects of neoliberalism reshaping society, including what the participants perceived as an
institutional failure to promote the role of women in ICH, state withdrawal from women's social
welfare and increasing market pressures on rural women and communities at large. As Palma Carvajal
(2021) observed, in neoliberal structures, government withdrawal typically pushes NGOs and civil
society to take over specific functions, such as women's welfare or ICH safeguarding. Neither
governments nor NGOs are coerced into these actions but convinced to freely act upon these
responsibilities through languages and other techniques (Miller & Rose, 1990; Palma Carvajal, 2021).
For example, two experts working for the Sub-directorate for ICH in the Chilean Ministry of Culture
shared that UNESCO urges their office to delegate responsibilities to NGOs, making the latter a
criterium in their applications and reporting forms. When asked about working with NGOs, one of the
representatives replied:
We know that for UNESCO [working with NGOs is] very, very important! And we saw in other
postulations, for example, for the list of ICH, that NGOs are fundamental for the viability and the
work with communities but that’s not our reality! It’s a European reality. So, we know in France, in
Germany also, in Sweden, NGOs are very, very important and for example [in] the folk studies, they
have a lot of NGOs about that that [do] a lot of work, but not here. It’s not like that.
The participants felt set under pressure because heritage management in their country is a state
responsibility with little NGO involvement. Since the two participants wanted to continue to
collaborate with an influential actor like UNESCO, they felt the need to follow this criterium and fill
into the forms what the institution wanted to hear:
We always say that UNESCO has a […] European mind, so they think that the organisation or the
formal organisation of the world is the organisation of Europe and it’s not like that! (laughs). So,
the poor countries like us in America Latina, in Africa, some countries in the orient etc., [do not
have] that organisation and it is very difficult for us to work [. …] We put in the forms that we have
worked with some NGOs (laughs), but it’s not true because we don’t have them!
Only because there are very few NGOs working in the area and the domain of ICH, the organisation
did not eventually enter partnerships with NGOs considering the pressure from UNESCO:
It’s not like in Europe that they are important for the work with communities, etc. In Chile it is not
like that. There exist very little NGOs. I think I know one or two that work in heritage in general, so
it’s not easy to find NGOs who work in that and that work seriously. […] So, we haven’t got a relation
with NGOs in general, but it’s because of that and because they are not many.
In a different example, expert Dr Ani, chair of the UNESCO NGO Working Group on Gender and
Intellectual Property of ICH, professed how institutional inertia on policy level towards women's
disempowerment in ICH motivates him and his fellow NGOs to take charge. He described that "despite
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the fact that women play prominent roles [and] are recognised by UNESCO as bearers of ICH/cultural
identities, societies do not recognise them. […] In fact, societies go out of their way to depreciate
women's contributions and productions." He argued that "when UNESCO recognises this and so insists
on different programmes to put into place gender mainstreaming policies, gender will become a core
value in every UNESCO work" and would positively impact society's treatment of women in ICH.
However, he criticises that "UNESCO recognises women as bearers of Intangible Cultural Heritage, but
[…] seems to be silent on the recognition, a strong recognition and giving the space for women in that
heritage preservation." He challenged that regarding "gender rights promotion, UNESCO has what you
call a 'gender-neutral language'. In other words, it doesn't emphasise it. There is a blindness." He thus
saw the role of his working group and fellow NGOs in advising UNESCO on its policy and advocating for
the recognition of women's contribution to ICH and the actions that this would require, such as
including women in heritage governance.
The representative of Pakistani NGO THAAP, on the other hand, explained how both market pressure
and state withdrawal of their national government urged them to take action. She recalled how her
NGO came across the phenomenal ICH crafts that women were producing in the villages THAAP
worked in but realised that the women were dependent on so-called "market contractors". These
intermediaries were exploiting the women, paying them only a small portion of the money they could
have earned for their products. She said that the Pakistani society traditionally prohibits women from
leaving their houses to attend to business on the market, which ties them to such contractors and their
exploitation. The representative of Indian NGO Contact Base described a similar situation for her
context:
There were a lot of intermediaries who gave rural women work to do. But [the women] did the
embroidery and intermediaries sold it and what got sold in the market for 6,000 or 10,000 rupees,
[the women] would merely get 1,000 for that. And to make that kind of embroidery, it takes
two/three months, so you’re actually not earning anything.
In this context, where the women and their ICH faced exploitation due to the workings of the market
and their need to earn an income, both NGOs felt the urge to take action and start their empowerment
programmes for women using ICH. THAAP explicitly stressed that their national government had
withdrawn from such activities and could not be counted on for support, which increased the
perceived need for the NGO to intervene. Specifically, the representative of THAAP raised that she
“tried very hard for [the] Pakistani government to come forward to help with the […] grassroot-level
work. They don’t. They don’t do it! The social responsibility they don’t seem to have.”
Not market exploitation, but the general need to find new sources of income in a market where
traditional livelihoods are disappearing brought about the work of the Kihnu Cultural Space
Foundation. Kihnu representative, Mare Mätas, explained how "cultural tourism is [Kihnu's] one
priority" as it "is giving income for Kihnu people". She pointed out that "Kihnu Cultural Space was
established to make an application for UNESCO" and clarified that "one important thing in this action
plan which was introduced to UNESCO said that [Kihnu] must develop cultural tourism." In other
words, one reason for founding Kihnu Cultural Space Foundation was to develop local tourism using
Kihnu (women's) ICH as its attraction to give the local community an income. Today, especially women
take up jobs in tourism and can now earn an income from the sector, according to Ms Mätas.
Intersecting in these external reasons brought about by neoliberalism that encouraged the work of the
NGOs was the latter's perception of women as capable but unable to act upon it. This tendency to
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construct women in empowerment programmes "as competent and capable and responsible for their
empowerment and liberation, though in need of support along the way" (Bexell, 2012, p. 401) is a
popular tool used in neoliberal individual empowerment approaches, as I presented in chapter 2.4.
Constructing women this way gives NGOs the rightful platform for intervention (Bexell, 2012). The
accounts of the NGOs and experts in this thesis praised women as gifted and skilled in creating,
safeguarding and transmitting ICH. Yet, they simultaneously brought to attention that the women
cannot fully utilise these capabilities as patriarchal norms, cultural norms and lacking social and urban
arrangements inhibit them. The NGOs perceived it as their task to assist the women by further
developing their capacities and lifting these barriers. The representative of Engabu Za Tooro, for
example, stated that "women in disadvantaged contexts, they need certain affirmative actions for
them to produce and reach the market."
These examples show how neoliberal governmentality becomes the condition that allows and arguably
requires NGOs to become active in the domain of women's empowerment within ICH (Bernal &
Grewal, 2014b; Grewal, 2005). The findings, therefore, confirm feminist development authors who had
argued that neoliberalism enables the work of NGOs in the first place (Bernal & Grewal, 2014b; Grewal,
2005), see chapter 2.4. Specifically, in the cases above, neoliberal governmentality ushers who is active
in ICH and women's empowerment. The examples illustrate three scenarios. For the Chilean subdirectorate, neoliberal governmentality exercised by UNESCO accelerates public sector removal from
ICH and women's welfare through ICH. Through that, the door is opened for private actors and
development institutions to penetrate both heritage governance and women's welfare and turn these
into profitable markets in line with neoliberal ambitions (Bexell, 2012; Coombe, 2013; Coombe &
Weiss, 2015; Griffin, 2010), see also chapter 2.2. UNESCO invites NGOs into this process as experts,
disputably to extend the reach of its rationalities and techniques and enrol women and communities
into their neoliberal agenda (Coombe, 2013; Coombe & Weiss, 2015). Contradictory to this, in the
other examples, the consequences and not the pushes of neoliberal governmentality, including state
withdrawal, market pressures on and exploitation of women and their crafts, as well as institutional
inertia that maintains a status quo serving neoliberal interests, motivated the NGOs to interfere and
enter women's empowerment in ICH. In the last case, again, neoliberal governmentality in the
appearance of its discourse around women being capable but restrained nudged the NGOs to step in
(Bexell, 2012).

4.2.2 Filling the Voids of Disempowerment through ICH as Resources
In their wish to help the women in their programmes, the NGOs saw women’s disempowerment as a
void that could be filled by using ICH as a resource. Depending on their contexts and priorities, the
NGOs focussed on different forms of what they perceived as disempowerment in women’s lives. They
saw these disempowerments as voids, gaps, potential wants or even deprivations of the women. For
example, the economic empowerment strategies of Contact Base, THAAP and Engabu Za Tooro
concentrated on women’s disempowerment in the shape of a lack of income and remuneration for
their work and missing opportunities to do business. Strategies aimed at psychological or psychocultural empowerment targeted disempowerment in the form of women’s lack of awareness of their
capabilities, lack of self-confidence and lack of aspirations.
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The NGO representatives typically framed disempowerments as such voids because they considered
themselves coming from a place of empowerment where these had been filled already. Ms Ananya
Bhattacharya, representative of Contact Base, for instance, reflected on her own position and that of
the researcher compared to the women she works with:
When you grew up or when I grew up, we always imagined [that] we’ll do this, we’ll do that, right?
And we’d go to college and be educated and get a job. But for most of girls and women and maybe
even boys in some cases in very marginalised scenarios, they don’t have any aspirations. They think
because they’re poor, because they’re from deprived sections of society, this is what they have to
bear with, that this is what they have to live with.
Because Ms Bhattacharya felt that these women had an emptiness where she herself had had dreams
of her future, she wished to fill this void of aspirations in the women with a vision for their lives instead.
This is not to say that the representative forced her own ideas onto the women in ignorance of the
women’s contexts. On the contrary, Ms Bhattacharya was aware that “you have to respect what [the
women] want. You can’t impose what you want or your understanding.” Therefore, Contact Base was
careful in setting up its empowerment programmes. For example, the NGO merely encouraged the
women to attend workshops, socialise with each other, or travel to new destinations to open their
eyes on their own and create their personal vision for the future, rather than the NGO suggesting their
prospects for them.
One central strategy all NGOs participating in this thesis employed to fill the women’s voids of
disempowerment was using ICH as a resource. For instance, the NGOs devised measures grounded in
revitalising women’s ICH expressions as an appropriate countermeasure for women’s lack of income
and self-confidence. To name only a few, Contact Base, THAAP and Engabu Za Tooro used ICH crafts
as products for women to sell and derive pride from to help the women empower themselves
economically and psycho-culturally. In these actions, the political rationality of neoliberal
governmentality in heritage governance (see chapter 2.2.2) and women’s empowerment (see chapter
2.4) merged. In heritage management, neoliberal governmentality proclaims cultural heritage as a
social and economic asset that individuals should develop and market on their own account to
capitalise on its potential to achieve desirable ends (Coombe, 2013; Coombe & Weiss, 2015). In
women’s empowerment, neoliberal authorities argue that women’s empowerment is attainable if
women become entrepreneurs in the formal economy and acquire capital, resources, and
opportunities (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010). Combining both, the political rationality surfacing behind
the strategies of the NGOs announces ICH as a social and economic resource that NGOs or the women
themselves can develop to achieve desirable ends, like women’s empowerment. At this point, there
was a divergence in the strategies that the NGOs employed.

4.2.2.1 Social Valuation
In several of their strategies, the NGOs only stressed the social value of ICH for women. In these
instances, the NGOs did not use the valuation of ICH as a tool to spur commodification and extend
neoliberal governmentality. The psycho-cultural empowerment strategies of all NGOs, the Cultural
Research Foundation, Lyceum Club of Greek Women, Heritage NL, Kihnu's NGOs, Contact Base, THAAP
and Engabu Za Tooro emphasised ICH being a cultural identifier or a source of pride for the women
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that can help the latter to empower themselves psychologically, psycho-culturally and culturally by
becoming aware of these values. For example, as described in chapter 4.1, a large part of the work of
the Cultural Research Foundation concentrated on making female cooks and craftswomen aware of
the importance of their ICH. Revisiting this education strategy now, it becomes visible that the NGO's
communication used the rationality of ICH as a social resource. The NGO representative begun by
making the women understand the social value of their ICH: that it is "a meaningful part of their
cultural identity", a practice that can “unite the whole community”, a “common denominator” that
“improves the sense of belonging”. The NGO then stressed that this ICH, with all its values for society,
is the women's cultural right. The members of the Cultural Research Foundation wanted to make the
women internalise that their ICH holds these values in the hope that this new awareness would
increase the women's confidence, pride, sense of self, and self-worth.
The same applied to the social empowerment strategy of Engabu Za Tooro. It used the local ICH
Koogere storytelling to counter cultural narratives circulating that women cannot and should not lead.
Arguing differently, the NGO emphasised that the stories of Koogere held a social value as they
depicted how women make great leaders. The NGO capitalised on these stories to fill in the lack of
material that highlights the powers of women. Building on Koogere's value, the NGO aimed to improve
the social position of women in the community and culture. Again, the NGO did not use the social
valuation of Koogere to spur commodification or economic growth.

4.2.2.2 Economic Valuation
The cases of the ICH as livelihood strategies, on the other hand, revealed how neoliberal
governmentality influences the approaches of NGOs to prioritise the economic realm of empowerment
and power over. Driven by prevailing poverty, market exploitation and limited income opportunities
for the women in their programmes, Contact Base, THAAP, and Engabu Za Tooro made economic
empowerment a focal point in their strategies. They trusted that women’s integration in the market
and their power over and access to assets and economic opportunities are primary means of achieving
women’s empowerment and bringing advantages to the marginalised in these contexts (Bexell, 2012;
Griffin, 2010), see also chapter 2.4. In these strategies, neoliberal market-orientation entered the
political rationality of the NGOs who developed ICH as a financial resource to foster women’s economic
empowerment. Put into concrete terms, the ICH as livelihood strategies of the three NGOs reflected
the political rationality of neoliberal governmentality in so far as they tried to identify those elements
of ICH carried or practised by women which hold value for the market - ICH crafts - and aimed to
encourage the women to optimise these for market entry. They intended that once the women earn
an income from these ICH elements, it will empower them economically and beyond. Intentionally or
not, embedding ICH in the market supports the aspirations of neoliberal governmentality by opening
new business opportunities to increase consumption and accelerate economic growth (Bernal &
Grewal, 2014b; Bexell, 2012; Miller & Rose, 1990).
Functioning on the same principle, the political rationality of neoliberal governmentality also shaped
those strategies using ICH as an attraction for tourism. The Kihnu Cultural Space Foundation used
tourism to provide a relevant livelihood for the local community, especially women. According to the
former CEO, Mare Mätas, Kihnu women perform active roles in the local tourism industry as the
providers of services, from home visits to tours like Ms Mätas does herself, and as the leaders of those
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aspects of culture that tourists come to see, like knitting, wearing traditional costumes or leading songs
and weddings. Accordingly, for the Kihnu Cultural Space Foundation, tourism presented a valuable
income opportunity for Kihnu women, especially at times when traditional livelihoods on the island
are disappearing. Subsequently, the NGO followed the neoliberal political rationality to
empowerment, believing in utilising women’s ICH expressions as an economic resource to empower
them (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010). THAAP and Contact Base adopted the same approach in addition to
their ICH as crafts efforts. THAAP recently began working on integrated site management plans for Sikh
Gurdwaras to develop cultural tourism based on the built heritage and the ICH of the local community
as part of a larger multi-actor project. Contact Base is active in developing rural villages as destinations
to use tourism as a tool for women’s and community empowerment.

4.2.3 Anchoring Neoliberal Empowerment through Discourse
The NGOs in this thesis consciously or subconsciously anchored this neoliberal political rationality of
women's empowerment in ICH through a number of discursive techniques. The NGOs professed ICH
as valuable resources using language like "heritage assets" or "ICH as livelihood". Moreover, by
repeating that "ICH is a right" of the women, the NGOs may encourage the latter to make possessive
claims over ICH expressions which paves the way for ICH commercialisation (Coombe, 2013; Coombe
& Weiss, 2015), see chapter 2.2.2. In the same vein, the NGOs and governments discursively
proclaimed tourism as a future with a common good for all. The NGOs used their language to convince
others of tourism's ability as an empowerment tool for women. For example, the representative of
Contact Base outlined, "another part is cultural tourism. […] The women are providing the hospitalities
services and […] we found [what] is a very important tool [is] cultural tourism, for women
empowerment." Praising its ability to provide opportunities to ICH bearers, NGOs and governments
made tourism the new buzzword. As the representative of THAAP explained:
You know, in Pakistan, in Punjab…not only in Punjab but in Pakistan, there is all this belief that if
you have cultural tourism, that this is our future and the economic recovery of Pakistan is going to
be through cultural tourism. Whether it is real or not, but that is the buzzword now. And that
opportunity with the support for the people who are in handicrafts, you know, that’s worldwide,
right? So, I…you know, there are all these kinds of developments in Pakistan.
However, as growing critiques on ICH as livelihood strategies and their harmful effects threatened to
dismantle the neoliberal empowerment programme, the urgency for new supplementary discourses
arose. Generally, all participants were aware of the repercussions of ICH commodification, like ICH
over-exploitation and its alienation from its cultural context. Still, while some advocated for reducing
ICH commodification as much as possible, others clung to neoliberalism's political rationality that ICH
commodification is a guarantor for women's empowerment. In effect, a discourse around undercommercialisation surfaced in the interviews that aimed to justify ICH as livelihood strategies. The
latter constructed under-commercialisation as a problem that exceeds the threats of ICH
commodification or over-commercialisation in their gravity. They underlined the danger of women
having no income and ICH getting lost. In the eyes of the speakers, this would be worse than
commodification's inherent risks, which the ICH bearers' conscientisation and empowerment could
prevent. As one NGO representative argued:
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What I’m saying is that you always say what are the pitfalls of commodification? What is the
problem of commercialisation? But what about under-commercialisation? When the thing actually
dies because you are not opening a business. There’s no research on that, right? And if you
empower the people just as I was telling the story of [woman artist] or [woman’s name], the Chau
dancer…once they know their rights, they negotiate, right? They prevent that
overcommercialisation or loss of meaning and value. […] So, you know, I say there is less danger or
pitfall than the danger of loss of these cultures.
Likewise, the findings exhibit how tourism as neoliberalism's star empowerment strategy aims to
pacify its critics and re-establish its place through a new supplementary discourse. Again, those experts
and NGOs working with tourism, Kihnu, Contact Base, THAAP, as well as those encountering it in their
daily work, like the Cultural Research Foundation and Heritage NL, raised that tourism as a strategy to
empower women through ICH had various pitfalls. The NGOs and experts experienced first-hand how
the commodification of women's ICH expressions in tourism led to conflicts among community
members, over-exploitation of the ICH, its alienation from its original cultural context, and voyeurism
or exoticism exhibited by the tourists. Moreover, tourism more generally led to problems like visitors
misbehaving and causing ruckus in the community. Consequently, the NGOs and experts voiced
scepticism about developing tourism. Especially commodification as the principle that ICH tourism and
much of neoliberal governmentality in heritage builds on simultaneously became their demise.
Nonetheless, the NGOs who work in areas where the local livelihood largely depends on tourism
continued to believe in its promise as an empowerment strategy. To this end, a new supplementary
discourse surfaced in the findings, which re-established tourism's place as an empowerment and ICH
safeguarding strategy and once again secured neoliberal governmentality. This supplementary
discourse diverted the attention away from the problems listed above potentially being default in
tourism by constructing them as the faults of mass tourism and irresponsible tourism. In turn, the
NGOs and UNESCO devised “cultural tourism”, "responsible tourism" or "ethically guided tourism" as
an appropriate solution to curb the negative impacts while retaining the positive outcomes. The
representative of Kihnu pointed out:
One important thing in this action plan which was introduced to UNESCO said that we must develop
cultural tourism because it was problematic tourism with many issues for the community in the
1990s [. …] Tourism was mostly a lot of alcohol tourism. And the UNESCO application wanted to
change the direction to cultural tourism.
She later added that to avoid the negative impacts of cultural tourism, it must be developed “very
cleverly”:
I have to say that the cultural tourism is our one priority, and this is giving income for Kihnu people
and so we must develop it very cleverly. […] Yes, tourism is definitely developing very quickly at the
moment on the island, and, as I said, there are correct ways of connecting with tourism and there
are good things but also bad things which are connected to sustainable development, maybe.
Expert Dr Ani stated in his interview:
But before tourism could be properly appreciated, the world of tourism should be married with
ethics and values. And that is why within the convention you have also an ethics section. Because
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if you are not careful, if you just want to exploit the tourism potentials in a culture, you can destroy
the heritage of the people.
The quotes depict how the speakers were aware of the negative impacts of tourism but stayed loyal
to the idea that it can be a tool to assist them in women and community empowerment. Both believe
in a "clever", responsible, or ethical form of tourism that would allow empowerment and limit
commercialisation. In the end, this discursive technique allowed neoliberal governmentality to sustain
itself and protect its market expansion through tourism. It again recruited subjects, here the NGOs and
experts, as allies by promising the fulfilment of their goals, from safeguarding ICH to facilitating
women's empowerment through it.
Overall, these findings show how NGOs may (un-)intentionally become extensions of neoliberal
governmentality by employing ICH as livelihood strategies. While the previous chapter illustrated how
the political rationality of neoliberal governmentality encourages NGOs to put an economic evaluation
onto ICH and inclines NGOs to pursue economic empowerment especially, this chapter demonstrated
how NGOs might anchor this rationality. The NGOs use discourses around ICH as a livelihood or tourism
to promote and defend their approaches and thereby potentially sustain the inherently neoliberal idea
that the commodification and commercialisation of ICH as an economic resource can bring about the
desired end state of women's empowerment. They thereby again advance and prioritise economic
empowerment as a specific mode of women's empowerment. Nevertheless, as this thesis shed light
on earlier in chapter 4.1.2, empowerment and its programming are deeply context-dependent.
Although the findings saw evidence of several NGOs adopting neoliberal governmentality lingo and
logic, how and to what extent these seep into, materialise and shape the actions of each NGO was
case-specific. How neoliberal governmentality affects the way each NGO shaped the conduct,
capabilities and attitudes of the women in their projects, outlined next, was a matter of equal
gradation and intricacy.

4.2.4 Desired Conduct, Capabilities and Attitudes
Approaching the empowerment efforts of the NGOs as exercises of governmentality means that they
rely on the women in their programmes becoming subjects who behave in ways that support the
objectives of the NGOs (Miller & Rose, 1990). Independent of whether the NGOs encouraged the
economic empowerment approach of neoliberal governmentality or not, the NGOs all offered
workshops, training or education campaigns that would play into how the women understood
empowerment and what capabilities and attitudes they developed, aligning the conduct of the women
with the mode of empowerment the NGO sought. Prioritising psycho-cultural empowerment, the
Cultural Research Foundation, for example, sat down with female cooks and craftswomen to convince
them of the social value of their ICH, as described before. Subsequently, the NGO aimed to shape the
women’s thinking to see themselves as culturally significant individuals, opening their attitudes
towards the psycho-cultural empowerment the NGO pursued. Similarly, Heritage NL spoke to women
and communities in their workshops to make them see their cultural value. Both the Lyceum Club of
Greek Women and the NGOs on Kihnu organised lessons with adults and children to show them that
they are part of the local culture and increase their attachment to it to nudge them to learn cultural
skills and safeguard ICH. Engabu Za Tooro used Koogere to convince women and men in the
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communities to adopt attitudes that respect gender equality and women’s leadership. THAAP and
Contact Base emphasised the psychological empowerment of their women and thus engaged in
confidence-building with them to turn them into confident, self-aware and independent individuals.
Importantly, the two NGOs also used the collective informal level of empowerment and building of
power with to allow the women to strengthen and reassure one another, reinforcing each other’s
psychological empowerment.
In the economic empowerment programmes using ICH as livelihoods, the desired behaviours and
attitudes that the NGOs inspired mirrored the subjectification of neoliberal governmentality. As laid
out in chapter 2.2, the objective of neoliberal governmentality is to shape the conduct of subjects in
ways that align with the ends of consumerism and economic growth (Miller & Rose, 1990). Hence, in
heritage management, individuals should develop and market their ICH (Coombe, 2013; Coombe &
Weiss, 2015), whereas the development sector motivates women to become entrepreneurs and
acquire capital, resources and opportunities (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010). For the case of the NGOs in
this thesis, who fostered women’s empowerment within the heritage sector, the programmes fused
these two processes of subjectification by stimulating women to become independent entrepreneurs
cultivating and commercialising their ICH. THAAP, Contact Base and Engabu Za Tooro all provided skill
training to the women in producing crafts, creating new designs, using digital tools, understanding
supply chains, knowing the craft’s raw materials, operating in the market and negotiating prices. In
addition to the power over income and resources, the NGOs thus supported women’s power to by
increasing their entrepreneurial and crafting skills. Through their actions, the NGOs raised a “rational
economic woman” (Rankin, 2001, p. 20). In the words of Bexell (2012), every individual woman in one
of these projects becomes “an ally of economic success by pursuing her education, increasing
productivity and aiming toward entrepreneurship.” (p. 402)

4.2.5 Neoliberal Consequences for ICH as Livelihood Programmes
Conforming to the idea of the independent economic subject of neoliberal governmentality (Bexell,
2012; Griffin, 2010; Karim, 2014), the efforts in the ICH as livelihood strategies largely remained on the
level of the individual. Observed closely, most of the activities described above - workshops on
entrepreneurial skills and training in crafts - zero in on individual or personal level empowerment. The
attention is not on mobilising women for social change but on individual entrepreneurship. This is in
accordance with the individual empowerment approach that neoliberal governmentality seeks to
establish (Phillips, 2015; Rowlands, 1997; Sardenberg, 2012), see section 2.4. Nonetheless, there were
several instances where the NGOs went beyond this level, which I lay out in chapter 4.3.
Again stressing independence, it was the goal of the ICH as livelihood strategies that the women
become responsible for their own well-being. Expressing this thought, THAAP’s representative recalled
a group of women she worked with over the years and admired their self-determination during the
pandemic by saying, “now these women have also - on their own, we had nothing to do with it - they
managed to […] energise themselves sufficiently and become part of the digital world”. As Karim (2014)
elaborated for the case of microcredit schemes, the idea of wage labour for women’s economic
empowerment did not resonate with the ICH as livelihood approaches either. As Contact Base’s
representative dismissed:
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What is happening is they become wage labourers. They do not remain artists and creative
professionals anymore. I think that is the biggest problem in the typical NGO-led approach where,
you know, the NGO becomes a market controller. So, what we say is, we need to break free from
that and make the producer or the maker the one connected to the market.
Here too, the findings depict how a neoliberal governmentality approach to women’s empowerment
programming rests on the premise of individual, self-encouraged entrepreneurship and state
withdrawal (Karim, 2014). Maintaining this principle also upholds the political rationality described
earlier, in which the market provides the right environment for women to empower themselves
through active entrepreneurship drawing on their ICH (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010).
With these strategies then prioritising economic empowerment, the latter becomes measurable
through financial indicators (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010; Sharma, 2006). Data collection and the
translation of the women’s empowerment into market metrics proved an essential part of the work of
the NGOs with ICH as livelihood strategies. In the case of THAAP, the representative critiqued how not
they required minuscule data management but the international development agency that was
funding the project. Bound to the partnership, the NGO still had to follow through and measure the
project’s empowerment success in terms of income increase. The representative noted:
Now, after setting up this whole team, you know, the first thing was collecting the data and the
data was collected pretty meticulously. It is a very intense data which also shows what is the earning
capacity for the craft at the point…in the beginning. And we had been asked by [the development
agency] to improve [the women’s] income by 50 per cent, right? So we had to put that data together
and it was done in a way that [the development agency] was also independently monitoring it to
see what progress we were making. […] So later on, when they compiled the data and sorted it at
the end of the project, we found out that, you know, on the average, income had improved by 1500
per cent and there were cases where it was 5000 per cent.
Measuring empowerment in terms of economic indicators also became relevant to the NGOs when
trying to convince donors, development institutions or governments to provide funding. The NGOs felt
that a lack of data evidence reduced their chances of receiving money and support, as this example by
the representative of Contact Base shows:
One problem in our work is, we present this philosophy which - I have learned out of my work of
culture and development - is something which is not well-researched or well-documented, right?
So, it is not an established practice. As I was saying, it is not there in women economic
empowerment strategies, or UN Women or the national government. So, you know, we have to do
lots of advocacy to get thing into peoples’ heads to get the money to do this work.
The two examples prove how neoliberal market logic shapes the activities of NGOs. They unveil how
development authorities treat women’s empowerment within ICH as a market that demands
professional economic data to evaluate whether it is worth investing in ICH as a development strategy
(Bexell, 2012). Moreover, they showcase how the NGOs partially surrendered to this market rationality
and voluntarily followed its conditions either due to contracts with such development authorities or
because they believe this will allow them to reach their goal – empowering more women through ICH.
As such, a “project-centred logic” (Alvarez, 2014, p. 293) becomes necessary that puts programming
towards economic growth over adapting to the individual empowerment needs of the women, which
I follow up on in section 4.3.
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In the process of economic benchmarks overtaking the empowerment process, the outcome shifts
from women’s empowerment being the end goal to empowerment becoming a means for other ends
(Bexell, 2012). Even though the findings in this thesis did not witness the NGOs or experts prioritising
income gain over the women’s progress or deliberately using women’s empowerment to advance
neoliberalism, they still found a small portion of the experts and NGOs adopting the rhetoric of women
as the “engine for recovery” (World Bank, 2009, as cited in Bexell, 2012). As hinted at in chapter 4.1.1,
the representative of Engabu Za Tooro said that “the woman, when she gets the money, she gives the
income [to] her children.” In his eyes, “all her focus is how to improve the livelihood and the welfare
of her children and her parents and her home” and that because of this, scholars rightfully “say that
[…] women have good [a] attitude and practice of making the money more important to the immediate
needs of the family.” The quote demonstrates how the speaker sees women as able to use their
empowerment to increase the well-being of their immediate family and society. Accordingly, he
establishes women as an accelerator for the recovery of others. Equally, Dr Ani exclaimed that “women
are the best bearers of development. So, if we empower them within ICH, we empower the society
and development.” This second quote illustrates how this fabrication of women may lead to the
instrumentalisation of their capabilities. With women able to achieve a common good, their
empowerment turns into a vehicle for attaining the desires of others (Bexell, 2012).
All the arguments provided in this chapter demonstrate how particular rationalities and discourses
shoulder the NGO’s empowerment strategies and influence their activities, their vision for the women
in their programmes and the outcomes they produce. Specifically, the findings present evidence that
neoliberal governmentality induces its political rationality, techniques and desired subjectification into
empowerment programming within ICH. Especially ICH as livelihood strategies follow the same
principles as neoliberal individual empowerment approaches by concentrating their efforts on the
personal empowerment level, power over and economic empowerment (Phillips, 2015). Considering
that several NGOs pursued (economic) empowerment in the first place due to the consequences of a
neoliberal order to society, including state withdrawal from women's welfare and institutional
passivity, in the wish to change these conditions, it is paradox how they might now (sub-)consciously
manifest neoliberal interests. While no one except for the NGOs themselves can be sure of their
intention, I argue that the examples in this chapter clearly display the peril of neoliberal
governmentality. With neoliberal governmentality being an all-encompassing, unavoidable political
programme (Coombe & Weiss, 2015; Purewal, 2019), actors in society may subconsciously adopt its
discourses, manifest its rationalities and involuntarily serve its agenda. By remaining within the
boundaries of neoliberal governmentality approaches, the NGOs may significantly weaken the
transformative potential of empowerment considering the various levels, dimensions and forms of
empowerment possible (Phillips, 2015; Rowlands, 1997), see also section 2.3.2. Yet, as presented in
chapter 4.1, the NGOs in this study also went beyond following a neoliberal approach to empowerment
and, at times, broke with or reversed its rationalities and techniques. In the following, I unravel this
complexity to emphasise how both empowerment and its programming are case-specific.

4.3 Empowerment Programming: Variation, Ambiguity, Ambivalence
The NGOs in this thesis navigated between different and sometimes seemingly contradictory
approaches to empowerment. On occasion, the NGOs would aim for developing forms of women’s
power associated with feminism, like power with (Rowlands, 1997), while also building their
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programmes largely on personal-level economic empowerment, regarded as possibly extending
neoliberal governmentality (Bexell, 2012; Phillips, 2015; Sardenberg, 2012). With the variation in the
approaches of the NGOs going further beyond this example, it is impossible to generalise whether the
NGOs followed a purely neoliberal or feminist empowerment approach. Instead, there were various
cases of ambiguity where the NGOs used discourses and techniques associated with neoliberal
governmentality, such as “ICH as a right” discourse or participation in UNESCO- or government-funded
projects, to support causes associated with feminist empowerment. Especially in such instances, the
positioning of the NGOs was ambivalent. In the cases of the NGOs, it was thus impossible to establish
whether they deliberately pursued neoliberal or non-neoliberal interests and why. In this chapter, I
discuss each of these arguments in detail to show how “blanket assessments of feminist NGOs as
handmaidens of neoliberal planetary patriarchy” (Alvarez, 1999, p. 200) or to the opposite as
“development do-gooders” (Alvarez, 2014, p. 286) over-simplify the nexus of NGOs, women’s
empowerment and ICH. Thinking in such binaries fails to see how the empowerment programmes of
the NGOs in this thesis resided in the murky waters someplace in-between neoliberal complicity and
radical feminism. Investigating the realm of NGOs, women’s empowerment, and ICH needs a
theoretical lens sensitive to the variation, ambiguity and ambivalence that characterise this space.

4.3.1 Variation
To begin, the NGOs had significant variation in the modes of empowerment they prioritised and the
strategies they subsequently employed. As shown in chapter 4.1, Table 3, which provided an overview
of the NGOs’ empowerment programmes, it is not possible to conclude that NGOs only remain on the
personal empowerment level, even though they all targeted the latter. Several NGOs specifically
worked on the collective informal level in communities or did advocacy on the collective formal policy
level to push for social change. Likewise, despite all NGOs incorporating some form of psycho-cultural
empowerment and power within in their approaches, only four NGOs had active economic
empowerment strategies, which they also configured differently. Engabu Za Tooro drew on ICH crafts
exclusively. Kihnu island worked predominantly with tourism. Contact Base and THAAP used both
crafts and tourism. In contrast, the Cultural Research Foundation chose a comparatively more passive
approach by linking the market actors directly to women practitioners. Albeit THAAP and Contact Base
honed their flagship initiatives in on economic empowerment and their approaches shared various
characteristics with the individual empowerment approach of neoliberal governmentality, they
simultaneously organised around distinctly feminist principles by prioritising psychological
empowerment and far-reaching social change. Similarly, Engabu Za Tooro targeted the economic
dimension through crafts but concentrated their flagship initiative Koogere on achieving psychocultural empowerment and social change. Along the same line, though one NGO and expert reiterated
the rhetoric of women's empowerment as a means to achieve sustainable development with the
women as the "engine for recovery" (World Bank, 2009, as cited in Bexell, 2012), all of the NGOs' and
experts’ accounts suggested that, when sought after, women's empowerment was their end goal.
Besides their rationalities which affect how the NGOs configure empowerment programming, as
chapter 4.2.2 analysed, one cause for this variation seemed to be the local context of the NGOs, which
arguably dictated what mode of empowerment each saw as necessary. This observation links back to
the NGOs perceiving empowerment as context-dependent. Revisiting the example that section 4.1.2
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gave, for instance, details how Contact Base’s representative identified India’s society as being “very
stretched apart and the level of women empowerment [varying] from the different strata of society
based on your religious, ethnic, geographical background.” The same variation applies when
comparing the NGOs in this thesis. The findings indicate that economic empowerment strategies
became more significant priorities for NGOs working in such regions one might describe as relatively
poor and/or rural and/or with limited options for women or communities at large to gain an income.
This applies to Contact Base in India, THAAP in Pakistan, Engabu Za Tooro in Uganda and Kihnu off the
Estonian coast. The accelerating market pressures and state withdrawal experienced by several of
these NGOs, as described in chapter 4.2.1, most likely further reinforced their perceived need for
economic empowerment strategies.
In addition, the NGOs’ organisational characteristics like their respective capacities, operational levels
and founding objectives produced variation in the modes of empowerment each NGO advanced. In
chapter 4.1.1, I raised that Heritage NL’s Crafts at Risk project, the actions of the Lyceum Club of Greek
Women and the strategies of Kihnu Cultural Space Foundation put ICH revitalisation as their primary
goal and women’s empowerment second. Looking at each NGO’s organisational background can
explain this hierarchy. Heritage NL, for example, is a micro-scale provincial-level NGO that operates as
the official heritage foundation for the Canadian province of Newfoundland and Labrador. Its members
predominantly have a background in folklore. Hence, its organisational purpose and the intentions of
its programmes lie primarily in heritage safeguarding and ICH research rather than women’s
empowerment. Equally, Kihnu Cultural Space Foundation was established in a context where,
according to the representative, women already assume a very empowered position in the local
culture and the community overall. Subsequently, in place of women’s empowerment, UNESCO
designation, ICH revitalisation, and cultural tourism became its organisational targets. The Lyceum
Club of Greek Women started in 1911 as a women’s club for the welfare of Greek women and installed
heritage preservation as its second aim. Today, the NGO grew into a large organisation with offices
across Greece and abroad and is still active in both spheres, working with Greek cultural traditions and
practices and advocating for women’s causes. However, its programmes in the cultural sector do not
target women exclusively but the Greek community at large, researching ICH, preserving costumes and
giving classes.
The preservation of cultural heritage being these NGOs’ operational focus then may be able to explain
the priorities in their programmes. All three NGOs principally set up their efforts around psychocultural and/or cultural empowerment of communities and their power within and to. In the NGOs’
wish to revitalise ICH, these may be natural steps because they may re-establish people’s attachment
to their ICH, motivate them to safeguard the latter and learn how to practise it. Targeting women
specifically may be beneficial to achieving this agenda as women are considered the main enactors of
ICH (UNESCO, 2001). Again, with their ultimate goal being ICH revitalisation, the NGOs may have aimed
at women bearers’ psycho-cultural empowerment and power within because those may foster a
stronger desire in the women to practise and preserve their ICH once they derive pride from it.
However, suppose the intention to support women’s empowerment prevailed in this instance. In that
case, prioritising women’s psycho-cultural empowerment and power within could have also been to
acknowledge women’s contributions to ICH and make them aware of their importance. In other words,
starting from the point of women’s empowerment rather than ICH revitalisation may have altered the
motives of the NGOs behind the empowerment they wanted to foster. Eventually, determining

56

women’s empowerment as their primary objective may also prompt them to pursue different modes
of empowerment and devise other strategies.
The examples of the other NGOs deliver insight into how their intentions around women’s
empowerment shaped their strategies. For instance, in chapter 4.1.1, I indicated how each intention
of the Cultural Research Foundation encouraged the NGO to seek another mode of empowerment.
The intent of the NGO to raise women’s awareness of their contribution to Turkish culture called for
women’s psycho-cultural empowerment in the eyes of the NGO, the intention to stop ICH
commodification and the exploitation of women practitioners for psycho-cultural and economic
empowerment, and the objective to enable the women to practise their ICH for cultural and social
empowerment. For Engabu Za Tooro, their intention to generate far-reaching change in the cultural
mindset urged women’s psycho-cultural and social empowerment using Koogere storytelling. The
cases of THAAP and Contact Base demonstrated how their intention to change women’s lives positively
and not necessarily accelerate global consumerism led them to adopt a different economic
empowerment strategy than the individual empowerment approach of neoliberal governmentality.
While the preceding chapters exposed how neoliberal interests may entice actors to opt for power
over and individual-level economic empowerment, Contact Base and THAAP conjoined these with
psychological, psycho-cultural and social empowerment. Moreover, they added the development of
power to, within and with to their projects and efforts targeting the relational, collective informal and
collective formal levels.
In summary, the NGOs’ contexts, organisational backgrounds, and intentions influenced what mode(s)
of empowerment they prioritised and what empowerment(s) may ultimately manifest in the women’s
lives. The variables determined the combination of type and level of empowerment and the form of
power the NGOs saw fit to pursue. Especially the intention of the NGO may significantly increase or
weaken the transformative potential of empowerment. A neoliberal agenda, for example, most likely
leaves women with less or at least a different kind of empowerment than an agenda explicitly
concentrating on women’s well-being (Phillips, 2015). The complexity of this situation underlines that
a nuanced understanding of women’s empowerment that identifies the variation in types of
empowerment and is receptive to the varying intentions behind these forms is crucial to analysing the
work of NGOs within women’s empowerment and ICH.

4.3.2 Ambiguity
Aside from the variation in the modes of empowerment generally, the NGO programmes were often
ambiguous as several of them advanced neoliberal ideas and objectives of feminist empowerment
theory at the same time. For that reason, generalisations about the NGOs subscribing exclusively to
either of these two camps are inaccurate. As Grosser and McCarthy (2018) observe, NGOs may use
their positions within neoliberal governance networks to inject feminist ideals into them. For example,
in the cases of the NGOs in this thesis, their accreditation with UNESCO at times dictated how they
documented ICH or reported their results, but, simultaneously, allowed them to advise UNESCO, state
parties, and other actors as experts and advocate for their own causes. For instance, the Cultural
Research Foundation described that it currently uses its expert status to encourage the Turkish
Ministry of Education to support and recognise female cooks. In a different example, the chair of the
UNESCO NGO Working Group on Gender and Intellectual Property of ICH regretted how UNESCO
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continues to remain gender blind and does not act upon calls for mainstreaming gender in their
publications. To make his critiques heard, he used UNESCO's own structure: his NGO working group.
THAAP provided an example in which it did not use platforms within neoliberal networks but its
position as a project partner to limit neoliberal influences of powerful development agencies like
UNESCO or USAID and leverage non-neoliberal principles. THAAP’s partners wanted to set up a
programme whereby women would receive machinery and tools to produce their crafts more
efficiently, as the NGO representative explained. Another frequent setup was to pay women only after
holding successful exhibitions with their crafts. When these exhibitions did not happen, the women
would not get reimbursed for their work. THAAP refused such arrangements. In the opinion of the
representative, giving out machinery dismisses the women’s decade-probed local system of creating
their craft, and delaying payments creates unjust conditions as the women’s most elementary
subsistence is contingent on direct income. Therefore, the NGO worked within the local craft networks
and created a cash-for-work system where the women would benefit from their participation in realtime. THAAP advocated for the project to go beyond the economic empowerment of individual women
and incorporated confidence-building and collective-level interventions. Moreover, while the NGO
followed the tight data monitoring approach demanded by their project partner and measured the
women’s empowerment in terms of income increase (see chapter 4.2.5), the representative said she
and her team lost sight of the data throughout the project. For them, the impact they had on the lives
of the women were most important:
For us, we were also monitoring it, but we were not too kind of hung up on what the data is saying
or not, the reason being that when you’re inside the project, that becomes immaterial because
you’re not doing it to create the right data. You create an attitude…at least we had that attitude
that we were trying to do it in the field, in the lives of women, right?
After the project finished, the development agency left the area. THAAP, on the other hand, stayed
and opened project centres under the prospect of creating lasting, sustainable structures for the
women to continue their empowerment.
The example shows how THAAP may have potentially advanced neoliberal governmentality due to its
partnership with the development agencies while enforcing non-neoliberal empowerment
components. Firstly, THAAP resisted business models that would not have a direct positive outcome
for the women, aware of the women's needs. Secondly, the NGO concentrated on the individual
economic empowerment of women as neoliberal empowerment strategies do (Phillips, 2015), but
then added collective-level and psychological empowerment efforts to the project. Likewise, the NGO
followed the professionalised project approaches of neoliberal development and heritage
safeguarding logic through its data collection and result measurement but prioritised the well-being of
the women over it. Phrased differently, for THAAP, the women's non-linear, personal and continuous
empowerment process was more important than the project-centred approach of neoliberal
development rationality (Alvarez, 2014).
Discourse was another method through which the NGOs simultaneously promoted neoliberal and
feminist ideas or even used neoliberal tools to campaign for feminist causes. As pointed out in chapter
2.2.2, the political rationality of neoliberal heritage management discourse promotes commodification
to empower women and communities who are ICH bearers while mainly serving the purposes of
market expansion (Coombe & Weiss, 2015). To encourage commodification, it draws on language that
stresses "ICH as a right" of its bearers which holds significant social and economic value (Coombe &
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Weiss, 2015). In this thesis, NGOs partially reversed this discourse to advance other interests. For
example, a representative of the Cultural Research Foundation emphasised that their education
strategies targeting female craftspeople and female cooks try to convince the latter that their ICH –
their dishes, their crafts, the knowledge behind their practices – carry important social values as
community uniters, identity markers and sources of pride and are their right. The NGO did so with the
intention not to stimulate the women to commodify their ICH as neoliberal subjectification strives to
do but to stop just that. The NGO even quotes the 2003 UNESCO Convention for Safeguarding ICH to
convey its message, as Ms Kadıoğlu Çevik explained:
We especially encourage female handcraftspeople to understand the convention. Once they
understand it – ICH and the convention – they will understand better that the work that they do is
part of their cultural identity. This will enable them to understand and maintain their own cultural
identity. Then I think they will be more careful about commercialisation and exploitation.
Likewise, Dr Ani, chair of the UNESCO NGO Working Group on Gender and Intellectual Property in ICH,
reversed the purpose of community inclusion and intellectual property rights discourse. While
neoliberal governmentality uses these to enrol even more diverse forms of ICH into commodities, he
employed them to temper commodification. Amongst his fellow NGOs, he argues for an ethical
framework for commodification built on gender diversity, gender inclusion and gender sensitivity
which would limit its scope and render it more socially desirable:
Commodification should be guided by ethics and then one of the ethics is the recognition of the
role of women. Gender diversity, gender inclusivity, gender sensitivity as three core values in
commodification as an ethical framework to guide commodification of tourism. And then at the
end of the day, recognition of the roles of women. So, you look at the intellectual property of
women and recognise it. You look at the role of women as producers and recognise them.
While I argued earlier that neoliberal governmentality uses "ICH as a right" discourse to encourage
commercialisation, "ICH as a right" simultaneously expresses a fundamentally feminist idea. Chapter
2.3.1 prefaced how Sharma (2006) blames women's unconsciousness of their rights as the cause for
development failure. To rephrase the author, making the women aware of their rights, including that
ICH is their right, is a critical component for the success of development projects and feminist
empowerment. The difference to the previous "ICH as a right" discourse is the purpose for which NGOs
and other actors employ it. As shown earlier, in this thesis, NGOs may have consciously or
subconsciously reinforced neoliberal interests through their "ICH as a right" lingo. However, looking at
the contexts and justifications in which the NGOs promoted "ICH as a right" and intellectual property
rights more specifically, these simultaneously mirror feminist causes in several examples. For instance,
the representative of Contact Base called for the importance of intellectual property rights as a sign of
empowerment and the women practitioners receiving recognition:
Now we’re also working on the ethical process. The intellectual rights that people have [. …] there
is a dance called Chau dance, which is a very acrobatic dance and traditionally a dance with men
only. Now, one girl wanted to learn the dance and she danced […] and she’s a star now. Now, some
channel did a film on her life and in the film, she was the one who is dancing but one actor was
playing her role, right? Now when the film was actually shown on TV, she realised that her name is
not mentioned. The story is about her life. She has actually performed with a mask on and when
the mask is opened, it’s the actress, but her name was not mentioned. So, you know, these
omissions also are things which are important issues to be recognised as gaps. Now she is
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empowered and she wrote to them and claimed her right. That is another advanced stage of
empowerment.

4.3.3 Ambivalence
Even when the NGOs did not necessarily push for far-reaching social change in strategies like ICH as
livelihood and may have extended neoliberal agendas, they should not be scrutinised blindly (Alvarez,
2014). It is not clear for all cases what interests the NGOs serve, if consciously neoliberal,
subconsciously neoliberal, intentionally feminist or other, and under what conditions the NGOs employ
what are considered neoliberal forms of empowerment programming. Critique must be voiced
cautiously as long as one is not directly exposed to and part of the reality of the empowerment
programmes on the ground, as the representative of THAAP reminded in chapter 4.1.2:
Before I went in and saw the possibility of how through traditional kinds of things [women] could
be empowered, I was very much of this view. […] I would hate the idea of [using ICH as women’s
livelihoods] and I believed seriously that this would confine them to their house because these were
traditional craft ideas, right? It was only when you go in, that you realise, this is something through
which you can empower, you know?
At the hand of neoliberal governmentality, complex power relations spread throughout transnational
heritage governance and leave each actor with certain freedoms and restrictions (Coombe & Weiss,
2015; De Cesari, 2012; Kuutma, 2012). The NGOs in this thesis were able to advocate for their own
causes within the neoliberal networks they operate in, as shown in the previous section, but felt
restrained at the same time. The majority of the representatives expressed how limited funding,
resources and support available tied them to governments, international development agencies,
transnational institutions and private donors to varying extents. These NGOs felt that they were in a
situation where they either accommodate to these authorities and abide by their rules of the game,
or they may not be able to operate at all. This includes conforming to reporting cycles, competition for
funding and meticulous data collection to justify investments through evidence-based efficiency
metrics. For example, Ms Terra Barrett of Heritage NL described how she was laid off, and her work
with communities stopped because there were not enough funds available. Likewise, Engabu Za
Tooro’s representative critiqued the difficulty and impracticality of UNESCO’s reporting formats but
still filled them in due to all the advantages that work with UNESCO has for his organisation. After all,
their organisational form demands most NGOs to collaborate with other actors.
Moreover, while it is noble to prioritise the safeguarding of ICH and condemn its commercialisation,
the NGOs who utilised ICH as livelihood strategies also cautioned that one must understand the
context of the women and communities in these programmes and their needs. For instance, tourism
– despite being flawed – can provide an essential income for rural and peripheral areas, where other
forms of livelihood are slowly vanishing. Kihnu’s representative, for example, reflected, “Yes,
commercialisation [. …] it’s one thing [that] I have done and very actively I must say…but I’m not very
happy about it.” She highlighted that she is aware that she has contributed to ICH commodification for
tourism and regretted this. Nevertheless, she also felt that it was necessary to develop tourism despite
its risks, emphasising that “cultural tourism is [Kihnu’s] one priority” as it “is giving income for Kihnu
people”. She concluded that, because of these conditions, Kihnu’s NGOs “must develop [tourism]” but
“very cleverly”.
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Additionally, albeit not exclusively, ICH as livelihood strategies in this thesis were mainly used by NGOs
who worked with often economically disadvantaged, marginalised rural women in cultural settings
with strong patriarchal norms, as suggested earlier in section 4.3.1. In these settings, ICH as livelihood
strategies were opportunities for women to gain an income that suited their lifestyle and cultural
norms. For instance, India’s Contact Base and Pakistan’s THAAP both employed this strategy as it had
value for the women in their programmes, who are from predominantly rural, marginalised and
culturally restricting backgrounds. Their ICH as livelihood programmes, for example, allowed the
women to perform their domestic work and maintain their respect despite them leaving their house
to do business. And although both NGOs expressed the wish to achieve broader social change and
empowerment for the women they worked with, they both raised that one must evaluate the current
situation and potential for change realistically. As mentioned in chapter 4.1.1, in light of increasing
bigotry, right-wing religious groupings on the rise and the danger of empowerment strategies risking
the perceived honour of the women, the representative of THAAP questioned how much
empowerment is safely possible for the women in the remote villages she works with. She raised that
if these women “can earn their daily bread and find some comfort in the way they exist”, that may
already be “a step forward”. The representative of Contact Base advised that “that change will not
happen in a day. You have to be patient. You have to respect what they want. You can’t impose what
you want or your understanding.” In their contexts, ICH as livelihood was not a tool for uncontrolled
capital accumulation but a form of women’s rudimental subsistence. As THAAP’s representative noted,
“you realise that for the women, you know, the future is too remote. It is the immediate thing, the
immediate thing that is important for them. They have to have their tables every day, right?”

5. Conclusion
In this thesis, I built on recent debates on gender inequality in Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) and
its safeguarding mechanisms gaining momentum in critical heritage scholarship. Set in this background
where, to date, academic literature and heritage institution reports predominantly stay in the realm
of investigating how women continue to face disempowerment within ICH, this thesis departed from
this tradition. It continued in the footsteps of Winter (2013) and Blake (2014), advocating for the ability
of ICH as a “positive enabler” (Winter, 2013, p. 533) to address gender inequality and promote
women’s empowerment, despite its evident contested power and gender dynamics.
I contributed to this conversation by adopting a feminist development theory-informed understanding
of empowerment and its programming, which, as I argue, addressed two eminent knowledge gaps in
critical heritage literature. First, though its previous presentation of women’s dis- and empowerment
paid attention to how both may develop in the realm of ICH, it failed to engage with the multiple
shapes empowerment may take. Here, I claim that feminist empowerment theory helped this thesis
to reveal diverse modes of empowerment that unfold differently, manifest on different dimensions,
address different levels, nurture different types of power, and, therefore, affect women’s lives
differently. Second, critical heritage scholarship thus far treated the shift in heritage governance
towards neoliberal governmentality and women’s (dis-)empowerment within ICH as two separate
debates. In accord with feminist development scholarship, I promote that engaging with a Foucauldian
governmentality lens exposed how neoliberal governmentality influences empowerment
programming in ICH. Concretely, it unveiled how neoliberal governmentality in heritage encourages
61

the same distinct individual empowerment approach identified for international development more
generally that solely concentrates on women’s personal-level economic empowerment and provides
them with power over income and resources (Bexell, 2012; Phillips, 2015; Sardenberg, 2012). Here ICH
emerged as a means to those ends. In effect, this approach may curb the transformational potential
of empowerment as a whole while pursuing a neoliberal agenda (Phillips, 2015). Despite this, feminist
development scholarship still calls for a method of inquiry that neither dismisses NGOs as
“handmaidens of neoliberal planetary patriarchy” (Alvarez, 1999, p. 200) nor presents them as flawless
“development do-gooders” (Alvarez, 2014, p. 286). Therefore, I proposed a critical feminist heritage
approach that, I contend, allowed this thesis to be sensitive to the power struggles, agencies, and
conditions shaping the nexus of NGOs, women’s empowerment, and ICH.
In pursuit of these arguments, this thesis examined how NGOs configure women's empowerment
programming within ICH and through ICH revitalisation. In that, I elaborated on the largely
unsubstantiated claim of heritage institutions and scholars that NGOs hold the potential to empower
women within ICH (Blake, 2014; UNESCO, 2001). Concretely, I conducted twelve in-depth interviews
with NGO representatives and experts active in women’s empowerment within ICH. I analysed what
modes of empowerment the NGOs advanced in their programmes and what political rationalities,
discourses, and processes of subjectification they mobilised to foster their desired forms of women’s
empowerment. I discussed how some of their actions potentially serve neoliberal interests and extend
neoliberal governmentality into the domain of gender and ICH. Finally, I showed how variation,
ambiguity, and ambivalence came to the fore as the NGOs navigated between their capacities,
interests, partner/donor objectives, local contexts, and hegemonic development and heritage
discourses.
The findings demonstrated that NGOs advance various modes of empowerment in their strategies,
programmes, and objectives. Tentatively mapping the NGOs’ understandings onto feminist
empowerment theory suggested that these partially reiterated a feminist conceptualisation of
empowerment, as spearheaded by Rowlands (1997). The NGOs visualised empowerment as a process
and outcome that is time-intensive and continuous, gradual and context-dependent. Further, their
accounts implied how empowerment materialises as economic, social, cultural, psychological, and
political empowerment, reflecting the thoughts of Moswete and Lacey (2015), for example. Adding to
these five dimensions, psycho-cultural empowerment, where the women derive pride and develop
self-confidence specifically from practising and receiving recognition for their ICH expressions,
surfaced as an NGO priority. Aligning with earlier thoughts of Rowlands (1997), all of the NGOs paid
attention to the psychological or psycho-cultural empowerment of the women in their programmes.
This suggests that increasing a woman’s belief in herself, her abilities, and her potential is crucial in
empowerment, no matter the context (Rowlands, 1997). From this basis, the NGOs individually
reached out to at least one other empowerment dimension. For example, two NGOs concentrated all
their efforts on two empowerment dimensions, whereas four NGOs aimed their work at psychocultural, economic, social, and cultural empowerment simultaneously. Showing the most
comprehensive strategies, two NGOs out of these four incorporated psychological, psycho-cultural,
economic, social, and cultural empowerment and hence five out of the six identified dimensions.
Significantly, none of the NGOs actively went after women’s political empowerment, like their inclusion
in ICH governance, as the sixth dimension, albeit the NGOs generally saw this as a current void and
essential goal for the future. For two NGOs, who explicitly spoke about the absence of politics in their
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programmes, this issue felt too big to tackle and less pressing as they knew of other NGOs specifically
active in politics only.
Within their chosen dimensions of empowerment, the NGOs then aimed to foster a combination of
different powers and levels. Conforming with Rowlands’ (1997) and Phillips’ (2015) critiques on the
approaches of mainstream neoliberal-oriented development, the NGOs went outside the limits of
giving women power over personal-level economic empowerment, even though this was a
fundamental step in the NGOs’ ICH as livelihood programmes. All NGOs decided to stimulate at least
two forms of Rowlands’ (1997) powers, linking power over, power with, power within, and power to.
Going hand in hand with psychological and psycho-cultural empowerment, for all NGOs except those
on Kihnu island, developing women’s personal-level power within by igniting their self-confidence took
special priority. In the case of Kihnu, the representative emphasised that the women already have
great awareness of their significance to the local culture. Likewise, all national-level NGOs in this thesis
engaged in advocacy on the collective formal level, meaning in institutions like UNESCO, to vouch for
the women’s interests and recognition in ICH. In the same vein, the majority of the NGOs tried to
achieve positive changes on the community level or, as Rowlands (1997) puts it, the collective-informal
level, by raising awareness of women’s roles in ICH. Power with, referring to efforts connecting and
mobilising specifically the women themselves to collectively use their power and press for social
change (Rowlands, 1997), was attended to less by the NGOs. Only Contact Base in India and THAAP in
Pakistan made this a cornerstone for the success of their respective strategies and organised their
workshops and training so that the women would network and form a unit.
By spotlighting seven unique cases, the findings of this thesis research illustrated that NGO
empowerment approaches within ICH are mediations of and responses to each NGO’s organisational
capacities and objectives, their partners’ and donors’ interests, and their socio-cultural, religious and
geopolitical contexts. In other words, what empowerment dimensions, levels, powers, and pillars each
NGO adopted was case-specific. Moreover, following the NGOs, women’s empowerment is contingent
on the woman’s religious, ethnic, cultural, and geographical background. It is thus different between
continents and countries, within different strata of society, and between individual women. In turn,
there will be differences between the women’s needs, the types of empowerment possible, and how
the empowerment processes roll out. For example, in this thesis, Heritage NL, as the designated
heritage foundation for the Canadian province Newfoundland and Labrador, predominantly
concentrated on women’s psycho-cultural and cultural empowerment in their work using its
researchers’ backgrounds in folklore. The Lyceum Club of Greek Women was founded in 1911 by early
feminist Kallirroi Siganou-Parren to pursue women’s social causes and, over time, added activities in
cultural heritage to its portfolio. Today, the organisation thus strives for the cultural empowerment of
the Greek community at large and continues its advocacy for women’s social causes at the same time.
In contrast, Kihnu Cultural Space Foundation, a small regional institution in a context where women
are already very empowered in the local culture but lack income opportunities, was explicitly set up to
develop cultural tourism on the island and stimulate women’s economic empowerment. Also facing
little income opportunities for women, Engabu Za Tooro, the Cultural Research Foundation, THAAP
and Contact Base, active in Uganda, Turkey, Pakistan and India, respectively, focussed on ICH as
livelihood strategies leveraging women’s economic and cultural empowerment. Using their platform
as national NGOs, they could also extend their programmes to social empowerment and advocacy on
a collective formal level. At the same time, however, Engabu Za Tooro, THAAP and Contact Base all
operated within highly patriarchal contexts. Especially for THAAP and Contact Base, it was essential to
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find empowerment strategies that would not risk the women’s perceived honour and allow them to
perform their obligatory domestic chores. In the hope that women could be each other’s best allies in
these conditions, their strategies actively pushed for collectively mobilising the women and uniting
their power with.
To support the manifestation of its desired mode(s) of empowerment, each NGO devised distinct
political rationalities, discourses, and processes of subjectification. Arguably, neoliberal
governmentality influenced some of these considerably. As in the work of Grewal (2005) and later
Bernal and Grewal (2014b), neoliberal governmentality partially emerged as the condition that
enabled NGOs to take action. For example, neoliberal governmentality promoted the NGOs’ work in
the domain of women’s empowerment within ICH by accelerating state withdrawal from women’s
welfare and heritage governance and delegating these tasks towards public actors, civil society, and
NGOs (Bernal & Grewal, 2014b; Grewal, 2005; Palma Carvajal, 2021). At the same time, several of the
NGOs perceived the consequences of neoliberal governmentality, such as increasing market pressures,
women’s exploitation in the economy, and women's presentation as in need of help, as urging them
to intervene. Again, this was especially true for those NGOs which then resolved to forms of economic
empowerment: THAAP, Contact Base, Engabu Za Tooro, the Cultural Research Foundation and the
Kihnu NGOs. Aside from this, many of the underlying rationalities behind the NGO strategies merged
the logics of neoliberal development governmentality, presenting empowerment as women becoming
pro-active, income-oriented entrepreneurs (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010), and neoliberal heritage
management, which presents cultural heritage as a social and economic asset which individuals should
develop and market on their own account to capitalise on their potentials to achieve desirable ends
(Coombe, 2013; Coombe & Weiss, 2015). Concretely, across the various NGO strategies, this thesis
research found that the latter regarded ICH as social and economic resources that women should
cultivate and commercialise to empower themselves with their help. For NGOs prioritising psychocultural empowerment, ICH was a woman’s social resource whose recognition as valuable could show
the woman her worth. For other NGOs, ICH presented an economic resource from which a woman
could derive income.
In particular, ICH as livelihood strategies (sub-)consciously expanded neoliberal governmentality
through their rationality, discourse, and subjectification. Again, these strategies combined neoliberal
heritage and development rationality, promoting that women becoming entrepreneurs in the formal
economy and acquiring capital, resources and opportunities is the main or only viable way to their
empowerment (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010) and that this can be achieved once ICH becomes “a
resource for new forms of capital accumulation” (Coombe & Weiss, 2015, p. 43). The premise of these
strategies was thus that women’s ICH elements could become sources of women’s livelihood once
linked to the market or tourism industry. Subsequently, they targeted power over resources and
economic empowerment of individual women, following the same principles as the neoliberal
empowerment approach Phillips (2015) discusses. In the case of tourism as an ICH as livelihood
strategy, the findings saw NGOs and governments devising a language proclaiming cultural tourism as
the new buzzword to convince other stakeholders of its potency as an empowerment tool. For the ICH
as livelihood strategies using women’s crafts, the NGOs created activities like entrepreneurship
training and networking opportunities to stimulate every woman in their projects to become an
independent entrepreneur holding power over her ICH who cultivates and commercialises the latter
to empower herself economically. From a Foucauldian governmentality lens, those NGOs therefore
(un-)intentionally fused the subjectifications of neoliberal heritage governmentality – which
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encourages ICH bearers to develop and market their ICH (Coombe, 2013; Coombe & Weiss, 2015) –
and neoliberal development governmentality – which motivates women to become entrepreneurs and
acquire capital, resources and opportunities (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010). Framed in the sharp words
of Bexell (2012), those NGOs shaped the conduct of the women in their ICH as livelihood programmes
in ways that would turn every woman into “an ally of economic success by pursuing her education,
increasing productivity and aiming toward entrepreneurship” (p. 402). Paradoxically, especially NGOs
exposed to neoliberalism’s consequences, including women’s market exploitation, ended up echoing
neoliberal logic favouring women’s economic empowerment grounded in ICH commodification.
Remaining within the boundaries of economic, personal-level empowerment may extend
neoliberalism further (Bexell, 2012), and weaken the transformative effect the NGO interventions can
have in the lives of the women, considering the various levels, dimensions, and forms of empowerment
attainable, as Phillips (2015) and Rowlands (1997) argue.
However, the NGOs in this thesis did not stay within these boundaries and incorporated the ideas of
different, sometimes contradictory, empowerment approaches. It was impossible to generalise
whether the NGOs pursued exclusively neoliberal or feminist interests as their programmes were
varied, ambiguous, and ambivalent. Depending on their rationalities, power relations, contexts, and
intentions, the NGOs sought various modes of empowerment, often targeting two or more
dimensions, levels and powers at once. The techniques they employed to those ends were ambiguous
in their nature. In several instances, the NGOs resolved to tools associated with neoliberal
governmentality, such as “ICH as a right” discourse (Coombe, 2011), or participation in UNESCO- or
government-funded projects (Grosser & McCarthy, 2018), to support causes associated with feminist
empowerment (Grosser & McCarthy, 2018). For example, as Grosser and McCarthy (2018) observe, all
NGOs participating in the current study used their access to international summits, transnational
institutions, and donor organisations, often granted by neoliberal mechanisms which see NGOs as
crucial partners, to advocate for gender equality and social change to the extent possible for them. In
partnerships with others, NGOs like the Cultural Research Foundation reversed neoliberal
development and heritage safeguarding discourse around possessive claims of “ICH as a right” not to
justify ICH commodification but to stop the latter. In at least three other cases, the NGOs opposed
neoliberal techniques favoured by their project partners, including individual result-oriented
empowerment, standing in for feminist ideals, like collective empowerment and process-oriented
strategies. Altogether, this suggests that the positioning of the NGOs was ambivalent. The NGOs were
neither wholehearted accomplices to neoliberal governmentality nor radical feminists (Alvarez, 1999,
2014).
Overall, the outcomes of this thesis indicate three main points: Firstly, NGOs prioritise and aim to foster
multiple modes of women’s empowerment within and through ICH in their programmes. These
manifest across six distinct dimensions, address three intersecting levels, and nurture four unique
types of power. Secondly, neoliberal governmentality establishes several conditions on whose terms
NGOs become active in empowerment programming in ICH and shapes the rationalities and
techniques of the latter, promoting a distinct empowerment approach concentrating on personal-level
power over and economic empowerment of women. Nonetheless, women's empowerment and the
ways it unfolds hinge on a number of factors, from the NGO’s organisation and context to each
woman's religious, ethnic, cultural, and geographical background. Likewise, with NGOs advancing
different modes of empowerment simultaneously and thereby realising interests from neoliberal to
feminist to someplace in-between these two, women’s empowerment within ICH is not a
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homogeneous landscape. Instead, it is a complex, heterogeneous, sometimes contradictory space with
variation, ambiguity, and ambivalence in how NGOs pursue empowerment programming.
In conclusion, this thesis provides evidence that NGOs can use ICH to support women’s empowerment
and thus play a crucial role within empowerment and ICH governance, as Blake (2014) and UNESCO
(2001) proclaimed. The findings therefore also suggest that ICH can indeed become a “positive
enabler” (Winter, 2013, p. 533) for gender equality and women’s empowerment. The insights
generated by drawing on feminist development literature demonstrate how ICH positively enables
multiple diverse modes of empowerment. Yet, they also unmask how neoliberal governmentality in
ICH governance may potentially decrease this ability and eventually suspend the possibilities of
significant societal change and gender equality further into an uncertain future. In a short closing
discussion, I want to highlight the consequences and takeaways of these findings for development and
heritage governance and offer a brief reflection on potential future research in the domain of women’s
empowerment within ICH.

6. Discussion
Considering the possibilities of multiple ambiguous and ambivalent modes of empowerment and
neoliberal governmentality influencing the empowerment programmes of NGOs, I claim that it
becomes urgent for NGOs to examine their actions and become aware of the outcomes they may
foster. While advancing neoliberal interests may be an intentional objective for some, other NGOs may
find themselves subconsciously expanding neoliberal governmentality and undermining the scope of
empowerment they desire for their work to have in the lives of women. This unawareness may
ultimately preserve those power structures continuing to disempower women and obstruct farreaching structural change (Phillips, 2015). With NGOs understanding the various dimensions, levels,
powers, and pillars enmeshed in empowerment within ICH and the repercussions of neoliberal
governmentality, chances may improve that NGOs can assess their strategies, find ways to advocate
for social change and temper the influence of neoliberalism. At the same time, NGOs more generally
can use this nuanced understanding of different modes of empowerment to re-evaluate their
programmes and intentions to possibly broaden their efforts to new dimensions, levels, and powers.
The cases in this thesis can provide first accounts of how NGOs could achieve this. As Phillips (2015)
initiates:
It is an apt moment to challenge the neoliberal influence of limiting the gender equality agenda to
the progress of individuals and rethink how substantial achievements in the status of women across
the world may be supported and measured. (p. 1141)
In light of Phillips’ (2015) declaration, I must also critically reflect if this thesis’ investigation of ICH as
a “positive enabler” (Winter, 2013, p. 533) for gender equality and women’s empowerment truly
challenged neoliberal influences. Like assertions such as “ICH as a right” (see chapter 4.3.2), “ICH as a
positive enabler” can be a double-edged sword due to its fuzziness. It does not clearly define gender
equality or women’s empowerment, how ICH should be employed to reach these ends or what extent
of “positive enabling” counts as sufficient. By remaining vague on these terms, the statement thus
accommodates to feminist definitions as much as neoliberal approaches. It appreciates efforts
labouring for far-reaching social change as much as neoliberal schemes defining gender equality and
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women’s empowerment in economic terms, measurable in income increase and achievable through
giving women power over business opportunities (Bexell, 2012; Griffin, 2010; Phillips, 2015). Arguably,
this statement could even be read as directly influenced by the political rationality of neoliberal
governmentality as it puts a valuation onto ICH, portraying it as a useful resource to achieve gender
equality and women’s empowerment (Coombe & Weiss, 2015). Supposing that these objectives were
defined under neoliberal governmentality, a viable way to achieve them would be to commodify ICH
as a source of women’s income (see chapter 4.2.2). Under this circumstance, stressing that ICH is a
“positive enabler” could become a language that further encourages women and NGOs to
commercialise ICH, just like ICH as “an asset” (Coombe & Weiss, 2015), see chapter 4.2.3. Hence, it
would not “challenge the neoliberal influence of limiting the gender equality agenda to the progress
of individuals” (Phillips, 2015, p. 1141) but assist it. Yet, as Winter (2013) and this thesis intended, the
statement may also serve as such a confrontation. By asking how ICH may help address social
inequalities like women’s disempowerment in ICH, it consciously shifts the focus to such ills and opens
paths for investigating how these can be cured (Winter, 2013). Therefore, it aims to “rethink how
substantial achievements in the status of women across the world may be supported and measured”
(Phillips, 2015, p. 1141). To fulfil this purpose, however, proclamations like “ICH as a positive enabler”
must specify what is meant by gender equality and women’s empowerment and critically investigate
the means proposed to derive at these ends. This thesis hopes to have set a first example of this.
Finally, I want to reopen the discussion around the acceptability of seemingly neoliberal strategies, like
ICH as livelihood programmes using crafts and tourism. Researchers and NGO critics must consider the
implications of neoliberalism assuming hegemony in heritage governance, mainstream development
and most of society overall for the time being. With neoliberalism omnipresent and unavoidable
(Coombe & Weiss, 2015; Purewal, 2019), NGOs active in women’s empowerment within ICH, research
investigating this field and, therefore, this thesis operate under its power dynamics to varying extents.
The question is, thus, not how to escape but how to navigate this space (Purewal, 2019). While ICH as
livelihood programmes may commodify ICH and anchor neoliberal agendas, it is crucial to see that this
may also happen without NGO intervention. In the cases of Contact Base and THAAP, the women
already used their ICH, like sewing and embroidery, to gain an income before the NGOs intervened
and created their ICH as livelihood strategies. The NGOs described that neoliberalism had already
established itself in the form of market intermediaries who exploited women for their ICH.
Equivalently, Kihnu suffered from the negative impacts of alcohol tourism before Kihnu Cultural Space
Foundation began to implement its UNESCO action plan and developed cultural tourism as a livelihood.
Even though ICH as livelihood strategies might be “handmaidens of neoliberal planetary patriarchy”
(Alvarez, 1999, p. 200), one must recognise their circumstances. Would not the way the NGOs in this
thesis sought to structure them ̶ based on ethical principles and direct benefits for the women ̶ be
acceptable, considering that ICH commodification, market exploitation and negative impacts of
tourism most likely occur anyhow and under seemingly worse conditions? While authors like Sharma
(2006) and Coombe (2011) pleaded similar cases before, further investigation needs to provide insight
into how this debate informs women’s empowerment within heritage governance. Future research
could explore the women’s lived experiences in ICH as livelihood programmes and investigate their
impacts on the women’s conduct, aspirations, relationships, self-perception, and circumstances.
Studies may seek answers to what positive outcomes, financial and beyond, such programmes foster
in women’s lives and to what degree they work towards a revolution in gender dynamics.
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Ultimately, given the relevance of women for ICH (Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; Lowe, 2013; UNESCO,
2001, 2003a) and their ongoing banishment to the sidelines of heritage governance (Blake, 2014;
Chiweshe & Mutopo, 2019; Fryer & Raczek, 2020; Settimini, 2021; UNESCO, 2001), more investigation
into the nexus of NGOs, women’s empowerment and ICH is urgent. While this thesis served as a first
step into examining this field, future research is pivotal. Studies should shine a light on new contexts
to extend the findings of this thesis and establish a nuanced notion of how different empowerments
come into being within ICH, as Blake (2014) called for previously. Additional case studies can present
new evidence of how empowerment programming utilises ICH and navigates different interests,
contexts, discourses, and influences. In particular, research into women's lived experiences in NGO
programmes, like ICH as livelihood strategies, will be crucial to add perspective to this relatively new
academic debate, as mentioned before. Only through continuous query and critical engagement can
the full potential of ICH as “a positive enabler for the complex, multi-vector challenges” (Winter, 2013,
p. 533) of gender equality and women’s empowerment be achieved.
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Appendices
Appendix 1 Participant Overview
Table 4 Interview Participant Overview

Participant(s)

Position/Organisation

Country

Description

Dr Casimir Ani

Chair of the UNESCO
Gender and Intellectual
Property of Intangible
Cultural Heritage
Working Group, scholar

Nigeria

Expert

Ananya Bhattacharya

Contact Base
(Banglanatak)

India

Stephen Rwagweri

Tooro Youth Platform
for Action (Engabu Za
Tooro)

Uganda

national-level,
UNESCO-accredited
NGO
national-level,
UNESCO-accredited
NGO

Charlotte LouwmanVogels

Fair Tourism

The Netherlands

Terra Barrett

Heritage Foundation
Newfoundland and
Labrador (Heritage NL)

Canada

Katherina Daskalaki

Lyceum Club of Greek
Women (Lykeion Ton
Hellenidon)

Greece

national-level,
UNESCO-accredited
NGO

Mare Mätas

Kihnu Cultural Space
Foundation and Kihnu
Living Heritage

Estonia

UNESCO-accredited
space and regionallevel NGO

Francisca Javiera
Bozzo Lara and
Alejandra Alvear
Montecino
Dr Chinyere Okafor

Sub-directorate of
National Intangible
Cultural Heritage

Chile

Experts

Professor and Chair at
the Department of
Women’s Studies at
Wichita State University

USA, Nigeria

Expert

Prof Sajida Haider
Vandal

THAAP

Pakistan

Charlotte LouwmanVogels and
Anonymous

Fair Tourism, Huay Pu
Keng Community

The Netherlands,
Thailand

national-level,
UNESCO-accredited
NGO
transnational NGO,
Expert on communitybased tourism and

transnational NGO,
Expert on communitybased tourism
provincial-level,
UNESCO-accredited
NGO
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Nihal Kadıoğlu Çevik

Cultural Research
Foundation

Turkey

community
representative
national-level,
UNESCO-accredited
NGO

Note. Table created by author. Participants are listed per interview.
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Appendix 2 NGO Interview Guide
Topic 1: Understanding of women’s empowerment in ICH
3.

In your opinion, what is the relationship between gender and ICH?

4.

In your opinion, how should the role of women within ICH change?

5.

In your own words, what does ‘women’s empowerment’ entail?

6.

Can you describe in your own words, how women’s empowerment and ICH go together?

7.

In your eyes, how is women's cultural empowerment related to an improvement in their
position in other areas of their lives?

Topic 2: NGO strategies
8.

Considering that women are frequently disempowered within ICH, how does your
organisation create a space of women's empowerment?

9.

What activities does your organisation do to empower women within ICH?

10. What is the outcome of these activities for the women?
11. Overall, what role does your organisation play in the empowerment process of the women in

your programme?
12. What role(s) can and do NGOs play in women’s empowerment within ICH on other levels

(national, international)?
13. If you were to consult another NGO on how they could improve their efforts to empower

women within the realm of ICH, what advice would you give them?

Topic 3: Problems regarding the support of women’s empowerment in ICH
14. What do you think are problems or barriers related to the nature of ICH that might restrict

the women’s empowerment or disempower them again in the future after your programme?
How does your organisation prepare the women for these pitfalls related to ICH?
15. What barriers or obstacles does/did your organisation have to overcome to be able to

support the women’s empowerment, for example, related to your organisational structure,
access to the women or funding? How did you overcome these?
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16. If you did, what problems or difficulties related to the women themselves did your

organisation encounter in the empowerment process? Why did these problems occur? How
did you navigate them?
17. A frequent critique on empowerment efforts is that they can lead to the disempowerment of

women in other aspects of their lives, if the efforts are not designed carefully, ignore the
local context or are too individualistic. What is your opinion on this?
18. Even though much work has been done by NGOs and institutions like UNESCO in the field of

women’s empowerment and ICH over the last decades, gender inequality is still a pressing
issue. Why do you think that is? In your personal opinion, what can and should be done in
the future to achieve gender equality within ICH?
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Appendix 3 Expert Interview Guide
Topic 1: Understanding of women’s empowerment in ICH
1.

In your opinion, what is the relationship between gender and ICH?

2.

In your opinion, how should the role of women within ICH change?

3.

In your own words, what does ‘women’s empowerment’ entail?

4.

Can you describe in your own words, how women’s empowerment and ICH go together?

5.

In your eyes, how is women's cultural empowerment related to an improvement in their
position in other areas of their lives?

Topic 2: NGO strategies
6.

Considering that women are frequently disempowered within ICH, how can NGOs create a
space of women's empowerment?

7.

What activities can NGOs do to empower women within ICH?

8.

What is the outcome of these activities for the women?

9.

Overall, what role do NGOs play in the empowerment process of women empowerment
within ICH?

10. If you were to consult an NGO on how they could improve their efforts to empower women

within the realm of ICH, what advice would you give them?

Topic 3: Problems regarding the support of women’s empowerment in ICH
11. What do you think are problems or barriers related to the nature of ICH that might restrict

the women’s empowerment or disempower them again in the future after or during NGO
programmes? How can the NGOs prepare the women for these pitfalls related to ICH?
12. What barriers or obstacles do NGOs have to overcome to be able to support the women’s

empowerment, for example, related to their organisational structure, access to the women
or funding? How can they overcome these?
13. If you did, what problems or difficulties related to women empowerment within ICH and

NGOs did you encounter? Why did these problems occur? How can they be navigated?
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14. A frequent critique on empowerment efforts is that they can lead to the disempowerment of

women in other aspects of their lives, if the efforts of NGOs are not designed carefully,
ignore the local context or are too individualistic. What is your opinion on this?
15. Even though much work has been done by NGOs and institutions like UNESCO in the field of

women’s empowerment and ICH over the last decades, gender inequality is still a pressing
issue. Why do you think that is? In your personal opinion, what can and should be done in
the future to achieve gender equality within ICH?
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