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Introduction: The (re)emergence of North – South learning

This paper is concerned with the gender implications of the emergence of ‘North – South learning’ as a recent trend in international development theory and practice. North – South learning is understood as the focus on ‘finding solutions for Northern poverty in the experience of the South’ (Sweetman, 1997: 2): that is, turning around the ‘usual process of advice giving’ (Thekaekara and Thekaekara, 1994: 26) from ‘North’ to ‘South’
. For example, the use of Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)
 or gender analysis
 to address drug problems in Walsall (Greenwood, 2000). In particular, the paper focuses on why N-S learning has emerged as a strategy now, and situates the emergence of this tendency in the post-colonial social and political context at global, national and local levels.

The paper is based on research carried out in 1999, which involved case studies of three UK-based organisations that draw on Southern approaches to development. Firstly, the Full Circle Fund (FCF) is a Norwich-based micro-credit programme, adapted from the Grameen Bank model
 in Bangladesh. Secondly, the Oxford Development Education Centre (ODEC) has adapted REFLECT
 for community development work in Oxford. Thirdly, Oxfam’s UK Poverty Programme (UKPP), which draws on Oxfam’s international experience.

This paper begins by outlining evidence of the increasing popularity of North South learning. It then provides the background to, and summarises the main findings of the study. The conclusion addresses some of the assumptions which underlie North South learning. The paper takes a critical perspective on what is generally assumed to be a positive trend. It highlights, firstly, the risk that North – South universalises concepts, issues and problems around gender. This can be reinforced by collapsing of economic and cultural aspects of development, so that approaches and strategies are assumed to be objective, value-neutral and gender-blind. Secondly, North – South learning often uses participatory and community-focused strategies which may be rooted in distorted and romanticised perceptions of the community in the South. These approaches, given the failure of the state in the North to provide equitably, are very attractive. However, they risk importing hidden and conservative ideas about gender, and adding to the unpaid and unvalued burden of women’s work. 

The emergence of North South learning

In recent years, there has been growing interest in examining common elements in the methods used by NGOs to tackle poverty in North and South (Rossiter, 1998: 1). Mayo (1997: 53) notes the increasing ‘cross-fertilisation of ideas and approaches, to and fro between North and South’. North – South learning covers a wide range of projects, approaches and initiatives. In some cases, tools and methods developed in the South have been applied in the UK. For example, the Community Council for Berkshire used PRA in July 1997 to carry out an assessment of people’s needs in Great Hollands housing estate in Bracknell (David and Craig, 1997). The theme of North – South learning has been taken up by the UK government, in particular the Department for International Development (DFID). According to a DFID paper, (Eyben, 1998: 1-3), North – South learning is important because it will help to achieve international development targets, which requires a vision of global social policy to help ‘regulate the global economy’. 

Academic research, conferences and workshops have focused on comparing deprivation in North and South. For example, a workshop was held on ‘Poverty and social exclusion in North and South’ at the Institute of Development Studies (IDS), University of Sussex in April 1997. This workshop concluded that there was great scope for collaboration, and recommended the development of joint North – South projects on specific themes (de Haan and Maxwell, 1998: 8). There have been increasing numbers of South to North study visits, in which practitioners and activists examine similar situations and organisations in order to share and exchange ideas. For example, in 1996, Sheela Patel of the Society for Promoting Areas Resources Centres (SPARC) in Bombay, India, visited council estates and tenant and community organisations in England and Scotland. In her report, Patel (1997) emphasised the need to mobilise members of communities, rather than professionals, to develop long-term solutions to the problems of poverty. 

Articles on North – South learning have appeared in the UK media, but from very different perspectives. The Thekaekaras note the hesitancy of the British media to accept the fact that there is poverty in the UK (Thekaekara and Thekaekara, 1994: 21). An opinion piece in the Daily Mail similarly criticised Oxfam for bringing Stan Thekaekara from India to work with a community group in Matson, Gloucester, on the grounds that it was a waste of money since the UK is a rich country (Oxfam, 1998: 28). However, recently two rather more sympathetic articles have been published in The Guardian. In one, the Director of the Overseas Development Institute (ODI)
 suggests that the UK should look to the ‘Third World’ for solutions to the problems of poverty (Maxwell, 1998).  A number of international NGOs have turned their attention to the situation ‘at home’. Based partly on the results of the Thekaekaras’ visit, Oxfam started its UK Poverty Programme in 1995, with the justification that 15% of British people live in poverty, but also that the gap between richest and poorest is one of the widest in the developed world. (Smith, 1998). 

Interestingly, one of the main areas or issues considered appropriate for North – South learning is gender. May (1997: 6) suggests that ‘patterns of female poverty and exclusion in the UK are consistent with international trends’. Consequently, as Rossiter (Rossiter, 1998: 17) suggests, gender analysis tools ‘could be applied to anti-poverty initiatives in the North’. David (1997: 2) recognises gender analysis as one of the main areas of learning which are currently thought useful for anti-poverty work in the North. Eyben (1998: 5) suggests that ‘perhaps the most common fault line for social exclusion is gender’, and recounts how DFID’s gender guidelines were ‘enthusiastically seized upon by someone from the Highlands and Islands Development Authority who remarked that this was exactly the kind of thing they had been looking for’ (Eyben, 1998: 5). 

The study

An analysis of these initiatives, projects and reports reveals a range of assumptions about North – South learning. Firstly, that gender is a universally relevant concept, and approaches to gender issues are universally applicable. Secondly, that there are global similarities in the experience of poverty, and therefore the causes of poverty are globally similar, and anti-poverty development strategies applicable across different contexts. Thirdly, that North – South learning is necessarily a positive shift away from paternalistic models of development which deny the value of ‘Southern’ knowledge, towards an emphasis on participation and a focus on the community.

The study consisted of case studies of three organisations: Full Circle Fund (FCF), the Oxford Development Education Centre (ODEC), and Oxfam’s UK Poverty Programme (UKPP) which draws on, and contributes to, international learning. Case study data was drawn from interviews with key staff members, as well as documents and reports. The case studies were analysed in relation to the assumptions outlined above. 

For Oxfam, gender is an issue which is understood to justify Oxfam involvement in the UK, in that there are similarities in gender issues between the UK and Oxfam’s international programme:

The impact on women of the economic and social changes arising from structural adjustment programmes internationally has been well-documented. The UK experience suggests striking parallels, in particular on the changing roles for women and men, and on women’s time  (May, 1997: 18-21).

However, a number of problems are implicit in this approach. Firstly, a universal understanding of ‘woman’, and ‘women’s time’ is implied, and differences between women’s situations across the world are concealed. Secondly, women and poverty are linked: ‘[p]overty in Britain, as elsewhere, has a female face’ (Bronstein, 1998). Thus, gender is not addressed as an issue in itself; rather it is merged with poverty, which can work to reinforce stereotypical representations of women as weak and helpless (Jackson, 1998: 46). 

While ODEC recognises that participatory education is not value-free or neutral, there is silence around the implications of approaches like REFLECT for gender: ‘...one of the things we’re finding is that the tools can be used for anything... class and caste and gender... what is useful is this radical focus on transforming relationships’ (interview, Alison Norris, ODEC). The problem with REFLECT as a framework is that it may be assumed to be gender blind
, that is, have unexplored gender biases. Secondly, as with other participatory methodologies, the issues that are raised tend to reflect the concerns of facilitators: so that if a facilitator is not gender aware
, gender issues may be sidelined. However, it should be emphasised that REFLECT is one of a range of approaches that influence ODEC’s approach to participatory education. 

However, a holistic approach to gender is expressed: ‘class and caste and gender... they’re all oppressions, they’re all interlinked and power relationships... you’ve got to look at all of it really’ (interview, Alison Norris, ODEC). Gender issues have emerged as an important issue in some cases however. For example, a group of single mothers in Oxford were having to cope with sexual harassment in order to keep their jobs in night clubs. Alison Norris links this with Nicaraguan women who had taken action against violent men. The problem with this is firstly that gender issues are confined to limited issues including male violence and the domestic sphere, thus reinforcing the public/private divide. Secondly, the implication is that male violence is a global issue, and that women, by implication, face the same problems in Nicaragua and UK. The challenge is how to create links through issues such as violence, without losing an awareness of the specific cultural, historical and political factors that contribute to it. 

The Full Circle Fund is the only one out of the three projects that works exclusively with women. However, like ODEC it does not explicitly address poverty, although it is aimed at low-income women. The concept of ‘low-income’ used, is based on the needs of local women. This recognises the need to refer to women’s individual incomes ‘because we cannot assume that women have access to their partners’ or families income’ (Full Circle Fund, 1998: 1). This includes women who are unemployed or unwaged, working part-time, in a low-paid job, facing redundancy or claiming state welfare benefits (Full Circle Fund, 1998). 

FCF starts from a gender analysis of income, the market and the state. As a programme targeted at women, FCF’s starting point, is the recognition that women do not necessarily have access to the income of husbands, partners or other family members. 

[T]he thing with our participants is that they’re just like you and I you know. They’re just like you and I, who get divorced... I mean women are so close to poverty because of their status (interview, Erika Watson, FCF).

Secondly, an understanding of the gendered nature of the market informs the project. ‘All the government funding through Business Links and TECs
 has been towards growth businesses’ (interview, Erika Watson, FCF). Business start-up, therefore, is ‘intrinsically gender-biased’
. The gendered understanding of state policies, in particular the benefits system, will be explored in Section 2 of this chapter.

However, a notable silence is apparent in terms of analysis of the international economy, which has been shown to have a significant impact on women’s lives everywhere. Furthermore, the project does not directly address wider issues that are a prerequisite for empowerment, such as political participation. Having said this, however, FCF’s project comes close to the empowerment approach described by Moser (1993: 77), where 

The very limited success of the equity approach to confront directly the nature of women’s subordination through legislative changes has led the empowerment approach to avoid direct confrontation. It utilizes practical gender needs as the basis on which to build a secure support base, and a means through which strategic needs may be reached.

That is because it focuses on the ‘practical gender need’ of raising women’s income: the project is at an early stage, and it remains to be seen what it may achieve in terms of more long term, strategic gains for women.

The politics of gender in North – South learning: conflict and silence

Analysis of the three projects revealed a number of gaps and silences in relation to gender. Firstly, there is a risk of slipping into an assumption of universal, undifferentiated ‘woman’. For example, gender is an issue which is understood to justify Oxfam involvement in the UK, in that there are similarities in gender issues between the UK and Oxfam’s international programme (May, 1997: 18-21). In Mohanty’s (1988: 65) words, there is an ‘elision between ‘women’ as a discursively constructed group and ‘women’ as material subjects of their own history’. 

Secondly, explicit links are made between women and poverty, which reinforces stereotypical images of women as weak and victimised. For example, Oxfam documentation states that ‘[p]overty in Britain, as elsewhere, has a female face’ (Bronstein, 1998). This resonates with Apffel-Marglin and Simons’ (1994: 32) observation that ‘the automatic equation of women with poverty justifies the development desire to transform all Third World women into ‘economically productive’, autonomous, independent subjects’. Thus, the complexity of women’s subordination remains unexplored, concealed by the economistic focus of ‘poverty’. 

Thirdly, all three projects are using strategies that focus on communities, networking and creating links. The image of the community in the North is a bleak one: Caroline Forbes of FCF suggests that ‘when you’re surviving in our culture you tend to survive by yourself... because we’ve lost so much of our sense of community’ (interview, Caroline Forbes, FCF). Thus, UK society is seen as undergoing a process of individualisation. At ODEC, the idea is expressed that its hard to create links required for international learning because of ‘apathy and internalised oppression’ in the North (Norris and Maylin, 1999: 6). Similarly, Geraldine Terry of Oxfam observes that ‘although basic services such as education are provided, there are problems of apathy, disaffection, and low self-esteem which prevent marginalised people from taking advantage of them’ (Terry, 1998). Strategies learnt from the North, then, they focus on individual agency rather than structural change (Rossiter, 1998). 

Participatory, community-focused strategies, I suggest, are attractive now in the Northern context for a combination of reasons. Firstly, analysis of the three projects shows that the ‘community’ in the North is understood to be in the process of breakdown and decay. Secondly, the ‘community’ in the South, in contrast, is understood to be vigorous, creative and strong. Thirdly, the UK state is understood to be either failing in its function as provider, or even actively discriminating against certain groups of people. All of these have created conditions in the UK where participatory methodologies, based on an ideology of self-help, initiative and community are very seductive. 
There are, however, significant silences in the texts regarding the gender implications of networking and community building: my analysis suggests problems associated with the uncritical adoption of this approach. The ‘myth of community’ tends to hide internal differences and power dynamics (Guijt and Kaul Shah, 1998: 1). Community work is built on women’s unpaid and unvalued work (May, 1997: 21). The project documents point to the possibility that the reconstitution of pre-capitalist, or the formation of post-capitalist forms of community, could reinforce the burden of women’s work, although this would need further research.

Lastly, there are significant silences in terms of tackling women’s participation in the political sphere and engaging with policies and state institutions, a pre-requisite for the empowerment of women (Moser, 1993: 76). For example, Oxfam’s gender policy includes ‘confronting the social and ideological barriers to women’s participation’ (May, 1997: 76), but doesn’t specifically address political barriers. Also ‘promoting independent access for women to key resources, services and facilities’ (May, 1997: 76) is seen as important, but what about addressing the responsibilities of the state? 

...gender is taken so seriously in the international arena, but locally you can’t mention the word. I mean, we have doubts every so often about being a women’s organisation because it really counts against us... [Local funders] have real problems with us because they think we’re not equal opps (interview, Erika Watson, FCF)

Thus, for FCF, the structures of the state are recognised as inherently gendered, and gender legislation is seen as largely ineffective

Conclusion

Past experiences of working in international development – often confusing and contradictory - have made North – South learning an important issue in a personal, practical and academic sense for me. Previously, I had only carried out research in the ‘South’, where the ease with which I gained access to people was based to some extent on the (often invisible) colonial privilege that still underpins development. This observation was underlined by the fact that participants commented on my analysis in a way that was only possible because we share the language of academic research. Thus, this research has enabled me to question and gain a better understanding of the North – South divide that has dictated the parameters of my experience in development so far.

In conclusion, I would suggest that the move towards community-focused action assumed by North-South learning supports Offe’s (1984: 269) suggestion that this is the inevitable consequence of a loss of trust, a ‘crisis of legitimation’ in the welfare state. Thus, rather than being a brave new development, North – South learning appears to be partly a reaction to a crisis of faith in the ability of the UK state to provide. In the context of North – South learning this is reinforced and justified by a romanticised stereotype of the Southern community, on the one hand, and abstract, decontextualised concepts of poverty and gender on the other. Learning from the South, then, risks importing conservative and homogenising ideas about gender relations along with the tools, methods and approaches that are held up as being new and radical, unless a gender aware approach is adopted. That is, unless critical attention is paid to the fundamental problem of how to make connections between the realm of abstract, universal ideas and local realities, and how to make explicit the differences between them.

It goes without saying that learning has been occurring between areas now classified as ‘North’ and ‘South’ for centuries: art, music, science, sport, mathematics to name a few examples. What makes the development period extraordinary is that it has, perhaps for the first time in history, defined the countries of the ‘South’ as unequal partners in this exchange of knowledge, on the basis of a narrowly defined, Western-identified economic inequality, within which women are often disadvantaged. This implies that, in fact, my original question should be turned around: how has North – South learning in the field of development been suppressed to such an extent that now, at the end of the 20th century, it appears to be a new idea? The answer, I feel, is in the power of development discourse: Foucault’s ‘regime of truth’ (Foucault, 1980: 131) to which the three case studies begin to offer the possibility of an alternative. 
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� ‘North’ generally refers to the industrial economies, and the ‘South’ to developing countries (Sweetman, 1997: 2). Thus ‘South’ has replaced labels like ‘Third World’ and ‘developing’ countries, which have been criticised for ‘imposing an apparent uniformity on an extremely heterogeneous (culturally, politically and economically) group of countries’ (Kabeer, 1994: xix). I recognise, then, that ‘North’ and ‘South’ are problematic constructs, perhaps best understood as metaphors (Eyben, 1998: 1). Where these terms are used, therefore, it is for want of a better alternative.


� PRA is a family of approaches to development, which aim to recognise the wealth of knowledge that people have about their own situation and problems. Outsiders act as facilitators to help them articulate this knowledge, through a range of tools such as mapping, time lines and transect walks (Chambers, 1992).


� Gender analysis is a planning tool, which forms the basis of the Gender and Development (GAD) approach to development (see Chapter 2). The purpose of gender analysis is to ‘effectively aid the goal of the emancipation of women, through strategies to challenge and overcome oppressive roles and relationships’ (Moser, 1993 : 83).


� Grameen Bank is a NGO operating in Bangladesh since 1983. It starts from the assumption that the rural poor have skills but not capital to be productive. It therefore provides credit through a model based on group organisation and group collateral for lending (Holcombe, 1995: 38).


� REFLECT (Regenerated Freirian Literacy through Empowering Community Techniques) is an approach to literacy developed by the UK-based NGO Action Aid since 1993. It draws on Freirian literacy and PRA techniques. Rather than using a primer, each literacy circle produces its own learning materials through analysing their own circumstances (Archer and Cottingham, 1996: 12). 


� The Overseas Development Institute is a UK-based independent think-tank on international development and humanitarian issues.


� A gender blind approach recognises no distinction between the sexes. Assumptions incorporate biases within existing gender relations and so tend to exclude or disadvantage women (May, 1997: 17)


� A gender-aware approach is one that recognises that women as well as men are active in development, that they are constrained in different ways, as potential participants and beneficiaries in the development process; and that they may consequently have differing and sometimes conflicting needs, interests and priorities (May, 1997: 17).


� Training and Entreprise Councils (TECs) are a national network of agencies responsible for delivering and developing government training and entreprise programmes since 1990 (Callender, 1996: 45).


� Business start-ups are labelled either ‘lifestyle businesses’: that is, one-person businesses with little capacity for growth, or ‘growth businesses’, defined as having the potential to generate jobs. Most women’s businesses tend to be ‘lifestyle businesses’ because they face constraints in terms of capital and time. Capital often means property to put up as security; most property belongs to men, while women are constrained by family and other caring responsibilities (interview, Erika Watson, FCF).





