
p for political: Participation Without Agency Is Not Enough
Aakash Gautam∗

Virginia Tech, USA
aakashg@vt.edu

Deborah Tatar
Virginia Tech, USA
dtatar@cs.vt.edu

ABSTRACT
Participatory Design’s vision of democratic participation assumes
participants’ feelings of agency in envisioning a collective future.
But this assumption may be leaky when dealing with vulnerable
populations. We reflect on the results of a series of activities aimed
at supporting agentic-future-envisionment with a group of sex-
trafficking survivors in Nepal. We observed a growing sense among
the survivors that they could play a role in bringing about change in
their families. They also became aware of how they could interact
with available institutional resources. Reflecting on the observa-
tions, we argue that building participant agency on the small and
personal interactions is necessary before demanding larger Political
participation. In particular, a value of PD, especially for vulnera-
ble populations, can lie in the process itself if it helps participants
position themselves as actors in the larger world.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Over the past three years, we have been working with an anti-
trafficking non-governmental organization (NGO) in Nepal and
the sex-trafficking survivors supported by the NGO. We call this
NGO “Survivor Organization” (SO) as it was established by a group
of sex-trafficking survivors and many staff members at different
levels of the organization are trafficking survivors. A part of our
work involves exploring socio-technical interventions to support
the survivors achieve what SO calls “dignified reintegration”. Sur-
vivors face a myriad of challenges in reintegration including social
stigma held against trafficked persons in Nepali society, hurdles in
∗We apologize to Eevi Elisabeth Beck for appropriating the title from [2].
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bureaucratic processes such as in obtaining a citizenship certificate,
and lack of employment opportunities [9, 13, 20, 21, 23, 24].

While over the past three years we have built a relationship with
SO, the space is contested and requires careful goal-balancing. The
first author is a native Nepali familiar with the cultural norms but as
a privileged male researcher from the West, he is an outsider and is
seen as an outsider. Our knowledge of the complexities of the setting
is limited, the goals set by SO for the survivors do not necessarily
align with the survivors’ visions, and the survivors’ dependency on
SO for support results in them having limited power to negotiate
[10]. Part of our work has been in seeking ways to support the
survivor agency with the hope that they feel emboldened to face
challenges arising in their reintegration journey.

The work reported here began with an exercise to hear how the
survivors — henceforth called sister-survivors to better reflect their
nomenclature — envisioned their future with respect to themselves,
their family, and others in society. While we heard varied expres-
sions regarding their future, they all envisioned a better society,
one that did not hate trafficking survivors and other marginalized
groups. However, they did not see themselves playing a role in
bringing about the envisioned changes. We then conducted a sec-
ond session around child marriage and human trafficking, the two
problems that the sister-survivors said were common in their vil-
lages. We discussed factors that cause the problem, listed actors
involved in the issue, and identified ways in which they could
interact and act along with those actors to mitigate the problem.

We reflect on the discussions that ensued during the sessions.
The sister-survivors othered the larger institutions and broader so-
ciety, and saw themselves being distant from the processes involved
in bringing change. Upon narrowing the lens to look at the societal
problems close to their home, they could imagine themselves inter-
acting with known actors to play an active role in bringing about
change. Further, imagining their role in attending to personal, day-
to-day interactions, that is, small “p” political engagement, helped
in forming more concrete visions for engagement with larger ele-
ments of Nepali society, that is, large “P” Political engagement. We
argue that a value of participatory design (PD) can be in enabling
the participants to realize their agency in day-to-day interactions.
This, in turn, builds towards interactions with the larger world. We
add to Beck’s argument for political movement in PD [2] with a call
to focus on the personal politics rather than institutional Politics,
especially when working with vulnerable groups.

2 BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW
Traditionally, PD has focused on future possibilities and alternatives
(e.g. [3, 14, 16]). It grew during an era where the concern was on
the impact of technology in the workplace and the recognition for
workers (and unions) to regulate new technology [4]. The discourse
centered around democratic control and Politics, with a focus on
the workers’ influence on technology and its adaptation, expansion
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