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Abstract 

Previous studies shows that the failure of community development in Malaysia always related with two aspects 
such as the emphasis on top-down approach which is the centralization of power without the active participation 
of community members and also a limited understanding of the needs and aspirations of the local people. 
Therefore the main objective of this study is to understand the meaning of empowerment from the world-view of 
Bidayuh community itself. This study using abductive research strategy and a phenomenology research 
paradigm which is based on idealist ontology and constructionist epistemology. This paradigm focuses on the 
lived experience of the Bidayuh Bukar community which are shaped by their own value and daily life experience. 
Data was gathered through in-depth interviews conducted with 50 informants. The Bidayuh understanding of 
empowerment was analysed from themes derived from the knowledge, experience, interpretation, action and the 
reaction of the Bidayuh Bukar community world view.  The findings show that the Bidayuh understanding of 
empowerment is a process in which power is developed, promoted, obtained, shared, simplified or adapted by 
individual or groups in social interaction that would allow them the ability to use internal capability themselves 
to do something, to take effect and make a difference in the community as a product that has been strengthened. 
In short, it refers to a process in which a person or a group are at a point where they are able to use the skills, 
ability and capacity themselves in understanding, interpreting problems and then define the requirements and 
translate these requirements to the process definition action through participation in the organization itself. 

Keywords: community development, poverty, empowerment, Bidayuh community 

1. Introduction 

Studies carried out by Shamsul (1977), Herbert-Cheshire (2000), Lavers (2008), and Lyndon et al. (2012) shows 
that community development is a planned intervention that gives communities opportunities for much control 
over the conditions that affect their lives. Nevertheless, this does not adequately provide solutions to the the 
problems faced by the local community (Lavers, 2008; Lyndon et al., 2012).  Past studies have unmistakably 
shown that the inability and ineptness of community development program to improve the economic conditions 
and quality of life of indigenous communities in Malaysia and Sarawak are often connected with planners refusal 
to recognize the needs and the aspirations of the community from their emic world view (Asnarulkhadi, 1996; 
Madeline, 2004; Jones, 2003; Xu & Chow, 2006, Novel et al., 2011). Besides that, the implementation of the 
development program characteristically highlights two features: firstly, at the macro structural level, the ideas, 
concepts and the understanding of planners or agencies are often shaped by the scientific etic world view, and 
secondly, there is a inclination to adopt Rostow’s theories of modernization ignoring the importance of the emic 
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world view, social system, and culture of the community itself (Denison, 1996; Chamhuri, 1985; Morris et al, 
1999; Sharina & Hood, 2007). This condition has led to inadeaquate and abandonment of understanding and 
knowledge about the needs and aspiration of the community.  

On top of that, the needs and wants are two different concepts with divergent standpoints. The needs refer to the 
specific categories of the universal etic goals that are relevant and necessary to all people in order to survive. On 
the other hand, the wants or desire originates from something that is favoured by the individual and cultural 
context (Lavers, 2008). Both concepts offer different view, in terms of approach, and in terms of understanding 
of the notion of poverty (Yapa, 1996; McGregor et al, 2009; Chambers, 1994). Planners are more prone to utilize 
symbolic approach instead of integrative and holistic approach. This is because they have limited time to 
examine the process and the direction of change which are influential in shaping program outcomes (Songan, 
1993; Tosun, 2000; Haris, 2004; Colin, 2004). On the other hand, at the micro-level, the recipients of the 
development programme utilized approach based on personal experiences, needs and aspirations that are formed 
by their emic world view. Nevertheless, they have similar goals to address in terms of eradicating poverty and 
improving their quality of life (Ngidang & Abdul, 1999; Berke, 2002; Robertson, 1984). These goals and 
aspirations has been the motivating force to undertake this research. Other researchers have indicated that the 
failure of development programs was also related to feudalistic tendencies in developing world such as the 
importance given to top-down approach, and as a consequent leading to greater concentration of power amongst 
the local elites, resulting poor participation from the community members (Ong, 2007; Healey, 2003; Cohen & 
Uphoff, 1980), a partial understanding of needs, capacities and desires of the beneficiary of development 
programs (Lyndon et al., 2012; Collaborative Learning Project, 2011; Sen, 1999), a weak administrative 
structure (Dauvergne, 1997; Van, 2001), a shallow and narrow understanding of the conceptual and measurement 
of poverty (Thorbecke, 2004; Brady, 2003; Wan, 1998), marginalization of local knowledge, beliefs, values and 
social systems of recipients of development programs (Gadgil et al., 2003; Chambers, 1994; Hall et al., 2000) 
and finally, features of participation and empowering people (Ong, 2007; Zakus & Lysack,1998; Lyndon et al., 
2011; Colin, 2004). This is the theoretical gap that we would like to investigate in this study. Therefore, the 
objective of this paper is to determine the Bidayuh understanding of empowerment in community development 
from their own world view.  

2. Methodology 

2.1 Description of Study Area 

Serian is under the Samarahan Division and administered by a resident after officially designated as Samarahan 
Division on January 1, 1987 (Sarawak, 2010). Each province is administered by the District Officer. Meanwhile, 
sub-district was administered by an Administrative Officer (Samarahan Resident Office, 2009; Administration, 
Department of the Chief Minister, 2010). Serian actually was one of the four districts in Samarahan Division, 
Sarawak (Sarawak, 2010) (see figure 1). Historically inception, Serian District was established in 1901 and 
known as Sadong District. In February 1955, it was known as Serian (Upper Sadong) after Simunjan (Lower 
Sadong) separated and each upgraded to a full district. Serian district covers an area of about 2.106 square 
kilometers and is located about 64 kilometers south of Kuching City or an hour's drive from Kuching and have a 
small district, sub-district of the Tebedu the Main Entrance (International Border Crossing) for Malaysia / 
Indonesia (in Sarawak) (Sarawak, 2010).  

Tebedu Sub District is located 43 kilometers from the town of Serian. Serian generally bordered by the Kuching 
Division in the northern region, Simunjan District in the east and West Kalimantan, Indonesia in the south. 
Serian District has a major city and small town into seven business center district population (Sarawak, 2007). 
The main town is known as the City of Serian and is among one of the selected areas of Sarawak in Healthy 
Cities Program since 2001. Local residents were named this city as urban transit (Sarawak, 2010). This is 
because its route is Pan Borneo highway and Pearl City, Tebedu. The users often stop on the route either to take a 
break, buy handicrafts and stomach as food or take on supplies for the next journey. Meanwhile, the small town 
in Serian District consists of five main towns namely Balai Ringin, Tarat, Tebakang, Mongkos and Tebedu. Most 
of these small towns have at least 20 shop houses. Tebedu town was located 3 kilometers from Tebedu 
Immigration Complex. It was built in 1993 and has 68 shop houses (Sarawak, 2010). In fact, about 90 percent of 
the villages in Serian District can be contacted through the main road as a whole is rocky or paved (Sarawak, 
2007). However, there are also a few villages which are still connected by red soil road or river gravel and 
communication especially for villages’ tucked away location in the interior as Mongkos, Kedup and Tebedu. The 
village is located near the border between Malaysia and Indonesia. Most of the villages in this area are limited in 
terms of accessibility to information technology, transportation or communication networks, the use of clean 
piped water and electricity.  
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In general, Bidayuh ethnic can be divided into four fractions based on four main dialects spoken of being 
Salako-Lara, Bau-Jagoi, Biatah and Bukar-Sadong (Minos, 2000). Salako-Lara dialect commonly spoken by the 
Bidayuh community in Lundu District. However Bau-Jagoi dialect and Biatah living in some areas of Bau, 
Padawan, Siburan and Penrisen. Next Bukar-Sadong dialect can be found in Serian District (Sarawak, 2010). 
According to the 2010 census, the total population of people in Serian is estimated around 95,433. Out of this, 
are Bidayuh (49,117 or 61.4%), followed by Iban (12,147 or 15.2%) Chinese (10,204 or 12.8%) and Malay 
(9,519 or 11.9 %) (Sarawak, 2010). There are about 222 villages of Bidayuh community in District of Serian. 
Only ten villages were the Bidayuh areas, namely Kg Rayang, Kg Ampungan, Kg Riih Mawang, Kg Pichin, Kg 
Tebakang Dayak, Kg Tangga Mawang, Kg Jenan, Kg Tebedu Mawang, Kg Mujat and Kg Mentu Pondok 
(Sarawak, 2010). The study area for this research covers the two villages, which are Kpg Tebedu Mawang and 
Kg Mujat at Mongkos and Tebedu zones where the poverty program was carried out (see figure 1 below).  

 
Figure 1. The study area 
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2.2 Research Design 

This research used the phenomenology paradigm that explores the “human experience and the way in which 
things are perceived as they appear to consciousness” (Langdridge, 2007:10). In this respect it entails the 
construction of theories that are grounded in everyday activities, in the language and meaning of social actors 
(Lyndon et al., 2012; Blaikie, 2000). Phenomenology is concerned with the study of experience from the 
perspective of the individual, ‘bracketing’ taken-for-granted assumptions and usual ways of perceiving. It is 
based on idealist ontology and the epistemology of constructionism. To describe and understand social life of 
rural communities’ motives and understanding, the abductive approach as proposed by Blaikie, 2000; Schutz, 
1976 and Giddens, 1982 were used. This is because the world view of Bidayuh community includes the 
properties of social life, including the world view of community members in common sense (common-sense 
world), the world of everyday life, everyday world of work and ordinary reality (common reality).  

2.3 Data Collection 

In this study, data were collected using in-depth interviews over a period of four months. In-depth interviews in 
this study involves a conversation between two parties that between researchers and informants with a specific 
purpose, namely to understand the meaning of empowerment from the world-view of the Bidayuh community. 
The interviews between researchers and informants in this study are focusing on their daily life and their 
understanding about life using their own words. Most of the interview conducted in this study took about two 
hours to three hours using Bidayuh language and later were translated to Malay language. In this study, not all 
the interviews are recorded with audio or voice recorder. This is due to some of the informants mentioned that 
there are uncomfortable with the audio recording. To overcome this problem, the researchers then use the 
notebook to make notes on any information obtained from the informants. This note will then be copied 
(transcribed) as soon as possible upon completion of the interviews with the respondents. This action must be 
taken to ensure that researchers do not lose any important information. Therefore, researchers have been unable 
to make many interviews with respondents in one day. This situation has led researchers to take a relatively long 
time to complete his fieldwork. Apart from face to face interviews with the informants, the researchers are taking 
advantage and opportunity to participate in weekly meetings conducted by the villages Development Committee 
in a few villages in Serian District where the poverty program are conducted and a monthly seminar which are 
organized by the Serian District Office. Informal group discussions with the Bidayuh community also conducted 
with the aim to increase the finding of study. In this study, after a sequence of 30 interviews with informants, the 
data reached saturation after 50 interviews. Data saturation refers to the point where the information gathered 
from the informants becomes redundant and the patterns are seen repeatedly (Blaikie, 2000; Minichiello et al., 
1995; Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1974) 

2.4 Data Analysis 

All interviews were transcribed and formatted for inclusion in the database. The Nvivo program were used to 
create categories and to indexing the data. Nvivo is software that created or specially designed to storage and to 
manage the overall analysis of qualitative data. Since the data is in the form of a transcript, the methods used are 
more geared to create categories, sorting data to detect patterns and to elaborate the patterns. There are seven 
series of activities carried out by the researchers during the process of data analysis conducted. The sequence of 
data analysis activities are as follows: i) data was transcribed from recorded interview of each informant, written 
in native language of the researched participants; ii) the tape interviews were reviewed at least twice to ensure 
that there are no mistake been made or left out; iii) upon completion of the transcription process, each transcript 
or text will then be reviewed or taken into consideration a few times and restructured to reflect a brief description 
of the meaning of empowerment of the Bidayuh community. Further, this will drive the data cleaning process 
includes making some appropriate correction and removal of some of the data that is excessive or repeated; iv) 
data are then stored in a file with a different name; v) the transcript then send to peer review to check the 
accuracy of the translation and meaning. The themes in the language native on empowerment are still retained; 
and lastly vi) involves managing the data by constructing categories into a matrix table, tabulating the findings 
into a more organized fashion; (vii) using the themes produced from constant comparative analysis; and (viii) 
particular quotes were tabulated according to the line numbers that appear in the script.  

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1 Bidayuh Understanding of Empowerment in Poverty Program 

Majority of the informants felt that the meaning of empowerment refers to the individual feelings to increase its 
power; a capacity to influence the powers which affect a person's life space for the benefit of themselves without 
changing the social structure and also including to what extent the individual or community members have 
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allowed themselves to be empowered to make an impact and bring social change in their life. At the same time, 
they also have power to control or influence the decision that were taken particularly in the planning and 
implementation stages. For example, R1 in fact states that the major component of empowerment comprises the 
ability of the individual to gain more control in determining their life and also an ability to generate ideas or 
ideas that can be shared with the community. Other informants like R2, R3, R4, R5, R6 and R8 also argue that 
priority should be given to build and strengthen the individual ability to gain control high on life, the ability to 
understand the social and political reality, have the knowledge and skill in the face of problems and stress and 
nurturing resources and strategies that facilitate collective goals. Meanwhile, R9 in his statement noted 
“empowerment as are developmental process that begins with the individual and then cumulatively growth 
toward the great social change. This is because the concept of empowerment is a process in which power is 
developed, promoted, obtained, shared, simplified or adapted by individual or groups in social interaction that 
would allow them the ability to use their own internal capability to do something, to take effect and make a 
difference in the community particularly in their quality of life. Most of the informants also agree that the 
empowerment in poverty program refers to a process of increasing the capacity of individuals or groups to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes. In addition, it also involves a 
multi-dimensional social process that helps local people gain control over their own lives. In other words, it is a 
process that fosters power in local people for use in their own lives, their communities, and in their society by 
acting on issues that they define as important. Therefore, majority of the informant in this study also revealed 
that empowerment is multi-dimensional, social, and a process. This is because it is occurs within sociological, 
psychological, economic, and other dimensions such as political and social institution. Empowerment also 
occurs at various levels, such as individual, group, and community. This argument are related with previous 
studies which shows that the possibility of empowerment depends on two things. First, empowerment requires 
that power can change (Itzhaky & York, 2000; Denison, 1996; Lyndon, et al., 2012). If power cannot change, if it 
is inherent in positions or people, then empowerment is not possible, nor is empowerment conceivable in any 
meaningful way. In other words, if power can change, then empowerment is possible (McGregor et al. 2009; 
Colin, 2004; Thorbecke, 2004). Second, the concept of empowerment depends upon the idea that power can 
expand (Lyndon, 2012; Hall et al., 2004).  

There are also some informants who rose about aspect of self empowerment or individual power which an 
individual has the strength and ability to make their own decisions without relying on the views and opinions of 
others. According to them, self-empowerment refers to social relationship that form the quality of social 
interaction in the community which then allows community members in the community to study together with 
each other. At the same time empowerment often addresses members of groups that social discrimination 
processes have excluded from decision-making processes through discrimination based on disability. For 
Example, R13, R14, R15, believes that self- empowerment or individual power should cover aspects such as 
authority, ability to influence organization and to employ that strength when engaging with other people, 
institutions or society. This is in line with what previous studies revealed before about empowerment. The 
concept of empowerment is not giving people power; people already have plenty of power, in the wealth of their 
knowledge and motivation, to do their jobs magnificently. It encourages people to gain the skills and knowledge 
that will allow them to overcome obstacles in life or work environment and ultimately, help them develop within 
themselves or in the society (Lyndon et al., 2012; Hoque & Itohara, 2009). Thus, R16, R17, R18 and R20 
suggested that issues that may hinder the success of self-empowerment relatively associate with factors such as 
an organizational culture that does not support empowering process, high organizational structure, the 
determination of the scope of work and responsibilities, uncertainty authorization levels, inadequate 
remuneration and the issue of knowledge. 

4. Conclusion 

Based on the feedback given by the informants, it is clear that the meaning of empowerment is a very important 
aspect in the life of the Bidayuh community. The concept is meant by their power over to the concept of 
individual power. This is because the elements that they brought more focus on aspects such as individual ability, 
emotional control, knowledge of the community, the efficiency in decision-making and problem-solving, more 
positive attitude towards life, greater confidence in solving problems, changes in attitudes and skills when 
interacting with others, appreciate the help of others and so on. Hence, the meaning of empowerment presented 
by the individual as a whole can be divided into three main components consisting of individual internal power, 
external power and finally empowering individual’s additional individuals. Among the features found in the 
internal power such as more on a positive attitude, level of confidence and ability to accept any failure. 
Meanwhile, the features found in the external power individuals are more on social skills such as having the 
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ability to help others, learn how to accept the help of others, have good relationships with others and more 
thoughtful. Finally, additional power is referring to the system of leadership in the community and the 
relationships within the community members and family.  
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