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The Third Summer School on Development Education was
held in Marley le Roi, near Paris, between June 5 and 11,
1999. It was organised by the Liaison Committee of
Development NGOs of the European Union and brought
together a Pan-European group of development education
organisations, their ‘partners’ and six east European countries.

‘Analysing the points of convergence and divergence in
conceptual and pragmatic terms in such a way as to gain a
better understanding of the way in which the partnerships
initiated in the course of development education programmes
are forged, how they work, how they are built up and how they
are experienced’ – this was the stated aim. 

‘Partnerships’, their lack as well as their existence, are of
more than topical concern to NGOs involved in DE. Therefore,
I am assuming that this reflection will continue to be of interest
even though the conference itself is well past. The account is
essentially a personal one, though there has been some
comment from other members of the UK delegation.

In this paper, I want to do three things. First, I want to
address the partnership undertaking: the concepts and ideals
that underpin it and some of the realities that emerged from
case studies. Secondly, I want to explore some of the questions
that were provoked. Thirdly, I want to consider implications
with regard to interculturality in national contexts. Since this
is a reflection and not a piece of research, it will be
complemented by the experience of my own work, inasmuch
as it is useful.

Methodology of the conference
Examples of ‘partnership’ work had been elicited by the
organisers, who selected case studies to be used to facilitate
discussion. The groups chosen were invited to bring members
from their ‘partner’ organisations. Two ‘devil’s advocates’
visited workshops, listened, identified issues and reflected and
commented on them at the plenary sessions which took place
each morning. Issues were explored further in workshops,
where the bulk of the work took place. A case study was
presented each day, ollowed by a question and answer session
in order to analyse the extent and quality of the partnership
involved and the lessons learnt. The process was tough,
rigorous and relentless, demanding a stoicism that most
presenters managed admirably. The methodology ensured that
participants were rooted and focused. The process was
interactive, participative and questioning and laid the basis for
the final task. This was developing an ‘ideal’ project, an
exercise in working together: the dynamics involved, the
negotiations, the trade-offs. 

The partnership concept was a paradigm shift in development
thinking, a move from the certainties and paternalism of the
past. In principle, it recognised that the North does not have
the answers nor the right to impose these on the South.
Working in partnership is now a requirement, an ideal, a
working relationship. But how does it work in practice? Does
it, in fact, work? How vulnerable are working relationships?
Do they work at all? To unpack all this was the initial task of
the working groups. We examined these issues by looking at
three basic questions:

1. What do we mean by partnership?

2. What is a successful partnership?

3. Why do we have partnerships?

What do we mean by partnership?
Notions of partnership ranged from the cynical to total
idealism with a fair dose of pragmatism (provided, usually, by
the Southerners!). Partnership, we felt, was people, groups and
organisations working together to create something. It could
be a project, an understanding or a thing (buildings, wells).

Partnership can and does take many different forms. We
looked at two definitions in particular. One saw partnership as
a contractual agreement between two or more parties. Such
undertakings did not include notions of equality and justice
but were clear business agreements. A second defined
partnership as ‘woolly headed idealism that included notions
of justice and equity’. In fact, according to this definition,
these frequently disguised a ‘servant/master’ relationship.

While the cynical felt the latter was true of many working
relationships, we agreed, finally, that while partnerships were
nearly always unequal, few fell entirely within one or other
definition. Case studies, as well as people’s professional
experience, demonstrated that partnerships could succeed
despite this, and even achieve some degree of balance. (This is
considered in more detail later on.)

Communication and dialogue are necessary to partnership.
They are not synonymous. Both are essential in preventing
misunderstanding and/or providing solutions, should they
arise. Communication includes dialogue but it must also have
an infrastructure which becomes particularly important in
planning across continents. Dialogue helps us to clarify and
understand. One case study (CS1) was a project developed
through long and intensive dialogue with overseas colleagues.
Components were to be completed in the South, Eastern and
Western Europe. However, the budget line insisted that most
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of the money be spent in Europe. The result was that while the
skills and methodology came from India, the workshops and
camps intended to be held there did not take place. As the
presenters agreed, resources were leached from the South to
the North, in terms of know-how and practice. There had been
some exchange, they felt, but the experience would make
Indian ‘partners’ more cautious about future work.  

In contrast, a second study (CS2), concerned an anti-racist
component to a larger project. This involved two branches of
the same organisation: the head office in Germany and a
branch in Zimbabwe. This anti-racist ‘project’ was developed
entirely by head office, separately from, and after, the main
project – an add-on. No Southern ‘partners’ were involved in
planning. Its aims were tangible, limited and successful within
these limits. Its power structure was unambiguous. It lay with
head office. The project, which involved Southern artists,
produced information, held workshops and elicited some good
artistic materials on racism. Participants learned from each
other. However, if the organisation learned much about power
relations, participation, equity and inclusion, all of which such
agencies demand of their ‘partners’, it would have been
peripheral and unlikely to have had much impact on the
organisation’s conceptual framework or policy. None of the
concepts were evident in the planning of this add-on ‘project’.

What is a successful partnership?
The most successful partnerships displayed a healthy dose of
realism. Partnerships were never equal. Most Southern
organisations and activists are clear about this. When money is
involved, power rests with the European ‘partner’. 

An ability to hear and to listen are essential if a partnership
is to work. Listening and hearing are demanding. I am an
English-speaking foreigner so English people usually assume
a shared understanding. This is not necessarily the case.
Custom, culture and experience all influence how we
understand things. When a project involves people of many
cultures working together the situation is more complex.
Genuine working together requires an expansion of our own
given set of values and beliefs, an ability to enter into a
different reality and value system and, possibly, create a new
one, even if only temporarily.

Clarity, realism and transparency are basic requirements in
partnerships. Partners need to be clear about what each wants.
These may not be the same. A European group might want a
set of materials, a travelling show or a summer school. A
Southern group might want exposure, access to materials,
information and power sharing. Whether or not all parties
want the same thing, all could gain. There needs to be realism
about what can be achieved within a project’s lifespan, the
resources available and the prevailing conditions. There must
be transparency with regard to decision-making processes and
structures and all project-related matters. Ideally, all concerned
should participate in planning but in reality this may not
happen. If a hierarchical structure exists and is accepted then a
project can work within limited aims as case study CS2
demonstrated. Regular monitoring and evaluation helps to
clarify uncertainty, adjust project aims, if necessary, and create

transparency. These must be allocated sufficient time and
applied in a facilitative and positive way. Without this, the
process may seem investigative, suspicious and disruptive to
work in process.

Why do we have partnerships?
One pragmatic reason for setting up partnerships is that most
funding agencies now require organisations to be working
with Southern partner organisations.

Many Southern countries no longer want prescriptive
solutions: to ‘be developed’ or ‘educated’ as defined by the
North. Groups look for support for their own causes. For
example, a trade union in dispute in Europe pro-actively
sought out support in Argentina.

Northern groups are discovering that they can learn much
from these engagements – not only in obvious areas such as
environmental awareness, conservation, small-scale farming,
medical systems, arts, crafts, community development,
activism and self-help, self-sufficiency, philosophy,
participatory democracy, creative education, social movements
for change – but also in areas such as management theory,
social sciences, maths, political theory, action research and
other research methods. What is lacking is appropriate
infrastructure1 (capacity) to disseminate this in Europe.

Working with others (partnership) offers enormous
opportunities for self-learning. It is the cornerstone of
development education practised in the South and needs to be
present in DE practice anywhere.

Co-dependance and security were both mentioned and are
critical factors in national and international contexts.

Issues raised by case studies at the symposium 
Issues related to power figured in all workshop reports. Can
‘partnership’ work without equality? How can the less
powerful ‘partner’ negotiate a deal that is satisfactory if not
equal? CS2 worked because of a healthy dose of pragmatism:
‘When a letter lands on your desk from head office, you
cannot say “no” ,’ the Zimbabwean partner said. Both partners
felt they had benefited but would have liked to change certain
elements. Power is not equal but nor is it static. Each partner
has something to offer. The European ‘partner’ may control
the money but it is the Southern group that has access to
resources. One way of infusing some equity would be to
encourage this movement of power. 

Even with good planning and the best will in the world, a
‘partnership’ can be distorted by external factors. Funding
criteria is one. Questions were raised with regard to whether
CS1 should have accepted funding, if the conditions required
that most be spent in Europe, or deferred implementation till
they had raised more funds. Historical attitudes also impact on
a project. A small, innovative project between Finnish and
local ‘migrant’ partners was barely acknowledged at the
Summer School itself because it was innovative and probably
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1. Capacity building is seen, almost exclusively, as something that is required in the
South. The South’s needs are obvious. Less obvious is the North’s lack of capacity to
internalise and disseminate what it learns from the South and the inability to develop
inclusive organisational cultures. 
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alien to the way most European groups worked with their
‘partners’. (This project seemed to have been developed
collaboratively – a shared and equitable partnership.) Another
group described the collapse of a project because of the
assumptions they took with them to the South. 

Clearly there is a need for continual dialogue. The scope
for misunderstanding is enormous. Power, history, culture – all
these stand in the way. On the other hand, don’t think you have
to walk on eggshells. ‘We almost want to cuddle our partners,’
was one comment, mirrored by a Southern participant: ‘It’s
almost as if they want to make us into pets.’ If the opportunity
for misunderstanding is enormous, so is the chance to learn; to
challenge our own thought processes and extend our
understanding. (The phrase ‘our partners’ is both ‘cuddly’ and
‘possessive’. Southerners tend to use ‘donors’ if money is
involved. Southern Voices uses ‘colleagues’.)

For me, the two case studies cited (CS1 and 2) raised
questions as to whether they were really partnerships. In my
view CS2 was not, although it was a shared undertaking. This
may not be important if arriving at a product is the only
yardstick of success. I raise it because DE is not only about an
end product but also about how we arrive there and what we
learn between ourselves and about ourselves which then
informs our practice. The practitioner has to learn and
continue to learn her/his craft. 

Some issues raised at the Conference
There are differences in understanding even between DE
practitioners in the same country; across a range of countries,
this is compounded. Many people felt that there was not
enough time to establish a common understanding of DE. This
did not have to be a ‘definition’ but a space for discussion to
underpin the work of the week. Many mainstream DE
practitioners approach such discussions with anxiety. One
result is that it limits our own learning and excludes dissenting
voices. Nodes of potential disagreement are also points of
learning; pushing out boundaries; expanding theory and
praxis. In this, the Summer School was more successful in
establishing the pragmatic framework than the conceptual one.

Several participants felt that the experience of Southern
people was peripheral rather than integral to the Summer
School and that they should have had more opportunity to
facilitate sessions and structured opportunities to share their
experience. People who come as guests may not operate as
European organisations do. 

Some final observations
As a long-term settler in the UK I am interested in the
development of interculturality in a national as well as
international context. The UK, as other European countries, is
a society of many races but ‘immigrants’ are often expected to
join the mainstream or be marginalised. At Marley, someone
commented that ‘migrants’ in France ‘won’t join us’. What
most of us want is to be ourselves within our adopted
societies. In the UK, non-European people argue for a society
informed by specificity rather than one where ‘migrant’
people must join the mainstream. Interculturality looks beyond

diversity to a value base informed by people of many races.
This is established by a dynamic interaction: risk-taking,
dialogical, engaging and changing. Change is a feature of
culture, especially in a time of flux. 

This Summer School broke new ground by including
people from the South as well as a few settlers but the idea
that Southern people were active and involved in DE on equal
terms, who initiate partnerships, seemed conceptually alien.
For the purposes of the Symposium, non-European
communities were ‘migrant’, no matter that some had been
settled for 40 years. All communities must be treated with
courtesy and respect, but for those who live here, this
perception is significant in terms of status and rights. Clearly
this is a discussion that needs to happen.

This could be one reason why Southern Voices was not
selected as a case study even though it breaks through the
available ‘models’ of DE and presents a project where
Southern people manage, initiate and run DE projects.
Southern Voices was founded, and is run, by Southern and
Northern people. Its workers are of the South, its ‘voices’
from the South. Our aim is that activities that take place in the
name of the South must include Southern people who live
here. Our preference is for plurality of voices so any
homogenising tendencies and tokenism is avoided.2 Southern
Voices distinguishes between Southerners, temporary residents
and Black British people. Our experience is that while there
are overlaps in perceptions, there are issues on which settlers
do not have the necessary immediacy and definition. It is
important to speak out in solidarity and advocacy. However, to
blur our different experiences and insights is conducive to
homogenising Southern countries and peoples and counter-
productive to developing inclusive systems here.

Paradigm shifts occurs with self knowledge. I feel that for
this to happen there does need to be a change in power
relationships. Recognising mutuality, developing shared
projects and collaborative work is basic. This is different from
inviting people to present a perspective or become involved in
projects decided by European groups, however relevant or
necessary this may seem to be. I believe a further paradigm
shift will happen when Europeans recognise that visitors on
their doorsteps bring knowledge and experience necessary to
their understanding of the South as well as in understanding
their own societies. This could be the defining link between
development, development education and community
development here and, therefore, in developing interculturality
within our own countries. When understanding leads to action
we come full circle (for the moment), from international
interculturality to communities in dialogue – interculturality
within nations. 

� Jaya Graves is the Co-ordinator of Southern Voices,
a network committed to raising the presence, views and
awareness of Southern voices in development education.

2. Any presentation that generalises from examples risks homogenising its subjects.
This may be seen to be difficult to avoid, owing to all kinds of constraints; the
involvement of different people helps resist this tendency. 


