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This article considers the changing relationship between the
North and South in relation to whose knowledges are affirmed
and denied in the process of development interchange. It
hopes to clarify the commitment to partnership, capacity
building, and ownership – the new lexicon of international
agencies. In broad terms it questions the extent to which these
commitments are realised in practice and argues for the need
to reconfigure the interchange between the North and South.
The article is largely based on an analysis of the relationship
between UK higher education institutions and those of
South/Southern Africa, drawing on my own experience.

Discourses from the North 
A key mechanism of the interchange between the North and
South has been International Technical Consultants (ITCs)
working on projects funded by various agencies. Often, in the
context of academics working in university settings, ITCs are
people from the North who have worked in the South, and are
mainly male. It is striking to note that UK departments of
international education/development studies have very few
academics from the South, perhaps no more than five per
cent. The other side of this relationship, and one that has
direct bearing on the issue of capacity building and ownership,
is that the best academics from the South are in high demand
and are frequently creamed off by Northern institutions or
international aid agencies. ITCs provide the support that is
given to the South for development work and represent the
international expertise that provides objective advice to
governments and agencies. In the post-apartheid education
context in South Africa, for example, ITCs have played a
prominent role in many of the educational commissions and
investigations. As a result, key educational policies in South
Africa, as elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa, bear the influence
of ITCs. As Samoff (1999) points out, this often means that
countries have little control or ownership of the policies.

The advice ITCs offer to the South can provide rich
insights and understanding, but their work raises a number of
questions. First, to what extent is there genuine transfer of
skills and capacity building? Many ITCs are in the South for a
short period of time and tend to work in an individualistic
fashion. There is often not a genuine attempt at building the
capacity of partners in South to ensure that local expertise can
be mobilised for the future, as discussed below.

Second, an essential question is the extent to which the
advice given reflects the needs and priorities of the country
concerned. Who in the South do the ITCs listen to: the
government, strong NGOs or citizens? Samoff (1999)

similarly asks why competent consultants apparently so often
disregard the setting for what they recommend and the
practical obstacles to what they propose. In order to ensure
that the work is genuinely pro-poor and responsive to the
needs of the country, a degree of honesty and integrity is
required on the part of ITCs if, despite pressures such as an
agency’s need to disburse funds, they are to point out policies
that will fail. At the same time, it requires the awareness that,
while ITCs may have technical expertise, ‘blitzkrieg’ analyses
of two weeks do not familiarise them with the specificity of
countries being studied. Research and understanding is a long
and slow process, often at odds with the demands of
commissioning agencies. 

Third, there is a problem of the appropriateness of the ideas
and knowledge which are transferred to the South. Van
Rensburg (1999) correctly points out that, despite the
commitment to draw on indigenous knowledge, the
CAMPFIRE Project (an environmental development project in
Zimbabwe) was unable to do so as such knowledge was
appropriated into the dominant knowledge system. The
problem is that ITCs are unable to find appropriate ways in
which to affirm indigenous knowledge and often tend to fit
local knowledge into preconceived ways of knowing.

Fourth, an important function of ITCs is their legitimatory
function. Often, as Samoff (1999) indicates, education sector
analyses tend to serve external agencies: 

In the short term, this process of report writing and
knowledge generation seems to serve external agencies
well. They can call on reliable experts whose judgements
they can trust … Local participation in the process lends
legitimacy to the results without seriously challenging
external control. (p.255)

Why, then, do national governments acquiesce in the process
and not assert greater leadership? One reason is that such
reports from academics often tend to provide legitimacy to
government strategies under the guise of international
credibility. A second reason suggested by Samoff (1999) is
that such analyses, which are often based on a discourse of
educational failures and pathologies with prescriptions for
remedial actions, are generally accompanied by aid funds. 

Finally, development work is ‘big business’ in the North.
The AUT and DEA Report (1999) notes, to take just one
example, that the number of foreign students in the UK
trebled from the 1973 figure of 35 000 to 95 000 in 1992/3
and that non-EU-originated fees amounted to £310 million in
1992/93. Development work, therefore, provides employment

Education and development: problems, prospects,
and possibilities

This article by Yusuf Sayed examines development education focusing on the relationship between North and
South, in particular, relationships between Northern and Southern academics. He illuminates key broad aspects of
the issues with the aim of stimulating critical interchange.



for many and keeps numerous institutions functioning;
‘selling’ their expertise is crucial to their survival. There is an
in-built difficulty in genuine capacity building in the South, as
successful programmes of empowerment will reduce the need
for ITCs and institutions from the North.

A related aspect of the problem is that development aid that
is disbursed to the South often requires that ITCs are
employed from the funding country. Further, if training is
offered as part of the aid package it is normally in the country
of source funding. This, in essence, ensures a reverse transfer
of aid funds. The AUT/DEA Report (1999) illustrates that
such a reverse transfer is not only in the form of fees but also
in the money spent by the trainee on British services and
goods. Taylor et al (1997) note that in Australia higher
education services and goods is one of the larger export
commodities contributing significantly to its GNP. 

There is much talk and commitment to partnerships and
capacity building in the work of international education
agencies. But perhaps it is time to ask why genuine
partnerships have not emerged and capacity developed. Part of
the answer is the growing trend for higher education
institutions to compete globally for the provision of services.
As the AUT/DEA (1999) report notes:

The marketisation of the UK higher education system, with
its attendant pressures of exporting courses and intellectual
products to other parts of the world, of winning overseas
students from competitor universities, and of securing
lucrative research contracts from foreign governments and
the commercial world, makes academics’ roles and
responsibilities ever more complex. (p.17)

At the individual level, ITCs in UK institutions are committed
to partnership but struggle with a system of incentives which
promote individual advancement and quick rewards. Thus,
academics in Northern institutions are driven by the need to
produce articles for the research assessment exercise. In such
a competitive climate, the slow process of building capacity
and collegial working relationships with partners in the South
often has to take second place.

Discourses in the South 
There are a number of ways in which important contributions
from the South could strengthen partnerships and lead to real
capacity building. First, there is a need, as Van Rensburg
(1999) argues, to create genuine opportunities for dialogue
and affirmation of indigenous knowledge systems. The
recovery of submerged voices creates the conditions under
which the South becomes a producer rather than a consumer
of knowledge. In the case of South African education, for
example, the notion of Ubuntu (‘community’) provides the
opportunity for exploring ways in which schools can become
more community focused. Yet this powerful discourse is
absent from the 1996 final report of the government’s National
Task Force on educational management development, perhaps
due to the influence of Northern knowledge systems (see
Sayed forthcoming). It is, however, necessary, when affirming
submerged knowledges from the South, to subject them to

critical dialogue. For example, Ubuntu is a concept which big
business in South Africa champions without pointing out
some of its weaknesses. 

An example from my own experience illustrates the
necessity for voicing submerged discourses: a set of readings
on educational management which could not list more than
about five African writers, none of whom had written in the
last ten years. This could be a case of a lack of literature on
the subject but it is also a telling illustration of who controls
the levers of knowledge production. This example highlights
the persistence of the colonial gaze in a post-colonial context.

A necessary condition for voicing submerged discourses is
reconfiguring the form of academic knowledge production.
Academic journals in the South are few and far between and
struggle to survive. It is one of the ironies of higher education
in South Africa that professional advancement is marked by
publication in ‘international’ journals; however, the word
‘international’ in the South (and more generally) means the
journals are conceived of and produced in the North,
reflecting the geo-politics of intellectual production. 

Second, it is crucial in development work that, when local
consultants are used, they do not simply become research
assistants, collecting data and facilitating contact/work for
ITCs. If genuine partnerships are to develop, local consultants
should be actively engaged in knowledge production. 

As indicated earlier, the reverse case is that of the national
consultant who is capacitated and experienced but then goes
on to work for an international agency or institution in the
North. Bennell (1992:32) notes that often ‘only more
experienced African researchers tend to be contracted, often
on an individual basis.’ It is imperative that when local
consultants are used by international donor agencies, their
expertise and skills are shared by others within their country,
thus benefiting their institutions and the country in general.
This would create a larger pool of expertise for the future and
ensure that knowledge and expertise is diffused and spread
more widely. And in this context, it is important to avoid a
situation in which a small number of local national consultants
become the ‘new intellectual elite’, feted by international
agencies.

Third, the marketisation of higher education, as indicated
earlier, results in the search for new students from the South
who are associated with Northern institutions in a variety of
ways including split-site programmes, distance education
programmes and franchised programmes. Such programmes
potentially undermine local capacity in higher education
institutions in the South. Students’ choice may be constrained
by the requirement of their financial sponsors to study in the
country from which the funds originate. Sensitive and
sustainable development requires Northern institutions to
develop genuine partnerships with Southern ones, with real
interchange between academics, particularly when
complemented with joint research activities. There have been
some attempts at such partnerships, for example, the work of
the Association for the Development of Education in Africa
(see www.adeanet.org). 
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Defining the agenda for intellectual collaboration is a crucial
aspect of reconfiguring the nature of the North-South
interchange. DFID, in its Education Strategy Paper (2000),
has argued for a new shift towards directed themes such as
communications technology and enhancing access. This is a
welcome change as it may shape the nature of intellectual
activities in the UK for the benefit of the South. But to what
extent has the South been consulted about these themes and
who in the South? Who controls the process of defining the
agenda? As Samoff (1999) notes:

… education sector studies remain foreign because the
national participation, which has indeed increased, comes
well after the most important decisions have been made;
deciding that an education sector study is needed,
determining what is to be studied, specifying topics,
approach … (p.254)

It is worth concluding with a reflection on the notion of
‘capacity building’. The first question is whose agenda is it? It
is the current fashion of most aid agencies, but there is very
little clarity about what it means. There are as many
definitions of capacity building as there are institutions
involved in it. Second, at whom or what is capacity directed:
at the level of the individual, institution, government or
society? Finally, and most importantly, is that the term
‘capacity building’ operates from a deficit perspective. There
is an implicit assumption that institutions and individuals in
the South do not already have capacity. An important aspect
of collaboration is identifying each partner’s strengths to
collectively produce ideas and knowledge. It is also worth
asking why, if capacity development has been ongoing for
such a long time, there is still talk of the lack of capacity/the
need to build capacity in Africa.

Is there a third way?
In many respects, much of this article echoes earlier
commentary on the North-South relationship. Fanon (1978),
for example, powerfully evokes the deep-rooted nature of
colonial influence in Africa at the level of ideas and
knowledge production, which now has a new urgency with the
advent of the marketisation of HE. In such a context, there is a
pressing need to rethink how partnerships and capacity
building can be achieved, for they are an important
commitment, despite their absence at the level of practice. 

There are in evidence two possible responses to the
processes of knowledge production in the context of
marketisation. The first is to reify the market and argue that
there is no option but to let the ‘market reign supreme’; in
other words, to let knowledge production be dictated and
governed by commercial interest such that the North is
ascendant. Such an approach ignores the hidden guiding hand
of the market, and disregards the fact that knowledge
production in the South has systematically been denied,
distorted and subjugated to aid agencies’ demands. In
addition, it does not take account of the extent to which
institutions of higher education have been prey to the dictates
of funding agencies. 

The second approach would be to argue for ‘autarchic’
development in which the South pursues a development
strategy independent of the North. In the context of
knowledge production, this would imply a cutting off from
engagement with ideas and knowledge systems in the North.
The risk here is that it is a denial in reverse and ignores the
increasing globalisation of education. It also denies, as
indicated earlier, the positive nature of the North-South
intellectual interchange and collaboration. 

The alternative approach to the two responses (inevitablist
and rejectionist discourses) would be see interchange as a
‘sphere of negotiation’ with inevitable tensions and
contradictions. It is neither practical nor desirable to wish
away or ignore these tensions. What is offered are some
tentative commitments and ways of operating which may
make the interchange fruitful and beneficial for development.

In interchange it is crucial that both partners engage in
critical dialogues. Thus, discourses of the North need to be
critically scrutinised to determine their contextual relevance.
Similarly, discourses from the South need to be critiqued to
prevent romanticised and patronising accounts of knowledge. 

Partners in the South must ensure ownership of the
idea/project from inception and must be involved from the
design phase onwards. They must become knowledge
producers rather than brokers and technicians of ITCs from
the North. For capacity to be effective and maximised, it is
also important to build institutional capacity. Too many
development projects fail as the main beneficiaries are often
individuals who, when leaving, leave little or no institutional
memory and capacity.

For these conditions to be met, frank and honest dialogue is
essential. But dialogue does not mean simply talk; it is also
about listening to partners in the South, affirming the
knowledges of local national consultants, and speaking with
honesty and commitment. This is not an easy path to take
when the pressure of marketisation makes short-term work
and lucrative contracts important. It is hoped that that ideas
raised will provoke such a dialogic encounter.

� Yusuf Sayed is a lecturer in the Sussex University
Centre for International Education and was previously in
the University of the Western Cape, South Africa.
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