Voluntaris, )g 2, 1/2014, Aufsatze

HOLLOW WORDS OR ACTUAL PRACTICE?
A postcolonial perspective on a project
within the German ASA-Programme

Chris Herrwig
Universitat Kassel, International Center for Development and
Decent Work | Global Labour University | chris.herrwig@posteo.de

Abstract

Postcolonial scholars attempt to add discourses to the debate surrounding development
paradigms. An awareness of these voices seems to be existent in the German ASA-Pro-
gramme, which prepares its participants to become multipliers for global education. The
self-description of the programme appears as being in line with postcolonial thoughts. This
article questions this perception and uncovers gaps between the well-sounding statements
and the actual practice. Based on writings by Said and Foucault the underlying mindsets
are scrutinised. An example of one of the projects within the programme scheme is used to
demonstrate how a postcolonial inquiry can unmask hidden assumptions, showing gaps as

well as leading to a more appropriate assessment of projects and the sending of volunteers.
Key words: postcolonial theory, development discourse, ASA-Programme, volunteer services, North-
South relations, Orientalism Said, Foucault.

Lippenbekenntnisse oder wirkliche Praxis? Eine postkoloniale Perspektive auf ein
Projekt im Rahmen des deutschen ASA-Programm

Postkoloniale Theoretiker *innen versuchen, Diskurse der Diskussion um Entwicklungspara-
digmen hinzuzufiigen. Ein Bewusstsein fiir diese Stimmen scheint im deutschen ASA-Pro-
gramm, welches seine Teilnehmenden zu Multiplikator*innen des Globalen Lernens ausbil-
det, zu existieren. Die Selbstbeschreibung des Programms erscheint weitgehend im Einklang
mit postkolonialer Kritik zu sein. Der Artikel hinterfragt diese (Selbst-)Wahrnehmung und
versucht, Liicken zwischen den wohlklingenden Statements und der tatsdchlichen Praxis auf-
zudecken. Basierend auf Schriften von Said und Foucault werden die tieferliegenden Denk-
weisen analysiert. Ein Beispiel aus einem Projekt im Rahmen des ASA-Programms wird
genutzt um zu demonstrieren, wie eine postkoloniale Untersuchung kaum sichtbare Annah-
men aufdecken, Liicken aufzeigen sowie zu einer angemessenen Beurteilung von Projekten
und dem Entsenden von Freiwilligen fiihren kann.

Schlagworte: Postkoloniale Theorie, Entwicklungsdiskurse, ASA-Programm, Freiwilligendienste, Nord-
Siid-Beziehungen, Orientalismus

1. Introduction

Initiatives in the broad framework of development cooperation and volunteer work
generally claim to work with good and often altruistic intentions. While their goals
are often ambitious, the results and outcomes of their work are questioned by
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scholars from different schools of thought. Especially from the postcolonial per-
spective those initiatives are facing increasing scrutiny.

One initiative which appears to be, at least to a certain extend, rather self-criti-
cal about its own role and tries to include postcolonial thoughts in its work is the
German ASA-Programme. It is an initiative in the field of development coopera-
tion which uses the metaphor of a workshop of learning about development poli-
cies to describe itself. Every year approximately 250 students and young profes-
sionals, primarily Germans, take part in a training which the programme calls a
learning cycle. Through the year participants from all four sub-programmes attend
seminars, work in a practical phase and engage themselves with creative activi-
ties which raise awareness for issues of global concern. The official aim of the pro-
gramme is to enable the participants to become multipliers for global education,
which means that they develop the necessary skills to transfer their knowledge and
understanding of the globalised world into their own broader society. This self-
description can be seen as a step to distinguish the programme from other initi-
atives in the field. Through emphasising so-called global learning activities which
are mostly carried out locally in Germany by the participants as part of their perso-
nal development process, the sending of volunteers to the Global South ! does not
appear as the main feature of the programme.

Hence, this general approach of learning does not directly imply that the ASA-
Programme can be seen in the context of voluntary work. In fact, the organisa-
tion emphasises its distance from classical volunteer services, especially with the
described focus on global education. It can be assumed that the high level of enga-
gement with postcolonial critiques within the programme is one reason why it
characterises itself in this particular way. Nevertheless, informal interviews and
conversations as well as personal experiences of the article’s author suggest that
a number of participants start their journey in the programme with the intention
of going abroad to engage themselves in voluntary work. Therefore, even if the
programme’s central feature is not officially a practical phase in the Global South
which is largely about taking part in some kind of voluntary work or unpaid intern-
ships, the participants mostly appear as highly focused on this part of their lear-
ning experience. This can also be seen in the context of the application process in
which people who show interest in the ASA-Programme are especially confronted
with descriptions of the projects which are offered and will be carried out by future
participants within the practical phase. Furthermore, during the process they are
particularly asked to apply for one or two of these projects. Hence, the overall aim

1 “Global South” is used here in order to avoid the term “developing countries”. Most scholars in the
postcolonial school of thought oppose the terminological divide in a so-called developed and developing
world. As an alternative, “Global South” is used as an umbrella term for all countries which have been
colonized.
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of the programme, to become multipliers for global education, seems to step back
behind the participant’s wish to spend some time abroad, gain experiences in the
Global South and to impact their environment positively through their engagement
in these projects.

These arguments underline that although the ASA-Programme does not perceive
itself primarily as being associated with voluntary work it indeed shows certain
closeness. Thus it can be argued that even if the programme is trying to shift its
focus away from volunteer services it can be seen as part of the diverse group of ini-
tiatives which are engaged in the sector of development cooperation and volunteer
work. Above all, the programme expects a commitment to social engagement by
its participants during their association with the programme and also afterwards.
One requirement for the successful completion of the learning cycle is the carrying
out of a so-called global learning activity which is seen by the programme as a star-
ting point for further involvement in movements, projects and initiatives. These
engagements can be seen as voluntary work as well which again brings the ASA-
Programme closer to the field as it might appear on first sight.

After casting light on the programme’s general features, its framework has to be
discussed briefly in order to understand how it operates. Initially it has to be noted
that the programme is divided into four sub-programmes which have a slightly
varying approach while all are embedded in the described learning cycle with its
seminars, practical phases and activities. To only name a few distinctions: the basic
programme, in which most of the participants take part, consists of a three month
practical phase in a project in the Global South. In this sub-programme mainly
two German participants form a team which spends the practical phase abroad.
As opposed to this, the Global Education Network of Young Europeans programme
mostly features international teams of two. Beyond that, the ASApreneurs pro-
gramme offers internships in the field of sustainable development in cooperation
with different actors within the economy for practical experiences. Another strand
is the South-North programme which primarily creates teams of four with equal
representation of participants from the Global South and Global North who work
together in a six months practical phase in the Global North and the Global South.
The analysed project in this paper forms part of this particular sub-programme.

While seminars, workshops and a lot of activities within the learning cycle are run
independently by the ASA-Programme, the practical phase primarily lies in the
hands of partner organisations which supervise this part of the learning process.
Those partners propose projects in which the participants of the ASA-Programme
can gain practical experience and get the opportunity to learn “on the ground”.
In general, the ASA-Programme and its partners set itself high and ambitious
objectives which often correspond with the demands and claims of postcolo-
nial scholars. The participants are trained and supported to take part in projects
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settled within the field of development cooperation. According to the programme,
their activities are supposed to be based on equal learning from each other, wor-
king together at eye level and thus raising awareness for privileges and power
structures. The programme commits itself to a non-racist and non-discriminative
approach in order to prepare the participants for a future role as “multipliers for
Global Education” (ASA-Programm 2012d).

»ASA wants more students and young professionals [...] committing to sus-
tainable and socially fair development [and is] looking for partnerships and
constructive conflict management between different cultures as well as bet-
ween poor and rich countries.” (ASA-Programm 2012a)

This quote hints to the fact that the ASA-Programme engages itself with ongo-
ing debates in the context of North-South-relations and development coopera-
tion, especially those about decent strategies for development policies. Some of
the programme’s general standpoints seem to be derived from thoughts which are
originated from postcolonial theory. The critiques raised by this school of thought
lead to changing concepts which show the raising academic and public interest
and the need for further studies in this field. The German Federal Ministry for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), for example, states that “Germany
has a major interest in holding a dialogue with the global development partners
on key global issues, and in doing so on an equal footing so as to promote mutual
learning” (German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development
2011: 5). The emphasis on ‘dialogue’, ‘equality’ and ‘mutual learning’ as well as
the description ‘global development partners’ are a fairly new trend in mainstream
development discourses.

This paper wants to contribute to these discussions and debates by examining,
from a postcolonial point of view, whether official statements of actors in the con-
text of the ASA-Programme are only hollow words or if they are reflected in the
actual practice of the programme. Therefore it seeks to uncover what is lacking in
the practical implementation of the one-year learning cycle in which the partici-
pants of the ASA-Programme take part. It will especially focus on the maintenance
of the existing hierarchy between actors in the Global North and Global South and
tries to show how hegemonic discourses shape representations and relations in
general.

In order to do so, the main part starts with a paragraph on methodology, followed
by an introduction to the ASA-Programme and one of its projects, which is used
as a case study. Thereby the background of the examination is presented. After-
wards the paper continues with a chapter in which a project proposal application
form is analysed in detail through a postcolonial lense. This is done to show how
research can be taken forward. The critical reading exposes some gaps between
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the statements in the written concept which are related to concepts of Said, Fou-
cault and others and the actual practice within the framework of the programme.
Due to the realms of possibility which are especially limited because of constraints
concerning the method and the useful data, the examination is done as precisely as
possible.

In this way the article contributes to the critical debate within the framework of
volunteer work and the ASA-Programme in particular. Its findings can be used to
review dynamics, processes and lack of the overall concepts within the programme
and its projects. It can add ideas to debates and discussions surrounding the further
path of development cooperation in general. Additionally, the paper demonstra-
tes how a postcolonial perspective can be applied to the analysis of programmes
and projects in the field of volunteer work which may inspire other scholars as well
as participants in such programmes to include a postcolonial perspective to their
tools of reflection.

2. Methodological Approach

The examination is mainly done by a comparison of official documents of the ASA-
Programme and the actual reality in one of its projects. It will be questioned if the
formal papers which are related to the programme and its projects contain cont-
radictions when they are applied in practice and if it is possible to identify cases of
maintained hierarchies in the context of the programme. It must be noted that the
study is based on the inquiry of only one project as an example and does not claim
generality. This acknowledgement is needed because the implementation and rea-
lisation of the projects within the programme are very diverse. Hence, the article
demonstrates how an examination from a postcolonial perspective can be done and
which questions can and should be asked while analysing projects within the ASA-
Programme.

Accordingly, the article is backed by a case study featuring the so-called Speelhuis
project. It is one of the undertakings which had been proposed and accepted to act
as a working opportunity for four participants during the practical phase within
their involvement in the learning cycle of the ASA-Programme. The fact that the
author of this paper participated in the ASA-Programme and spent his practical
phase in this project gave him the opportunity to analyse the practice of the pro-
gramme and this particular project through participant observation.

This ethnological method is widely used in cultural anthropology and usually
describes various kinds of fieldwork (Spradley 1980). Agar defines it as an overar-
ching term for every observation and formal and informal interviews which social
scientists conduct (Agar 1996). The systematic approach distinguishes it from eve-
ryday observations. Consequently, what is seen and experienced has to be recorded
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and documented in a structured way which is mostly done by writing field notes
which are usually called ‘memos’ (Dewalt/Dewalt 1998: 259). Accordingly, a
bundle of memos acted as a main source for the research at hand. They are based on
the author’s observations and his interactions in the course of the described practi-
cal phase in Germany and South Africa.

Following Spradley, taking part in daily activities and natural interactions with the
subject of study enables the researcher to get a deeper understanding of its research
topic (Spradley 1980: 7). The method helps to get insights which otherwise would
have been hidden behind official statements, published reports and other formal
and easily accessible sources (Jorgensen 1989: 13). Hence, the author’s participa-
tion in the Speelhuis project gave him the opportunity to look beyond restricted pie-
ces of information. Especially the informal interactions with actors involved in the
project enabled him to observe and experience dynamics and to record statements
which are only accessible through the use of such scientific tools.

Through his participation in the analysed project the author on the one hand got
a lot of insights and was able to observe the dynamics of the programme and this
particular project from a participant’s perspective. On the other hand it must be
noted here that this personal involvement leads to subjectivity which is inevitable
when working with the method of participant observation. Dewalt and Dewalt call
this the “ethnographer bias” (Dewalt/Dewalt 1998: 259). Hence we have to ack-
nowledge that the author of this article can not and does not want to claim objec-
tivity. Nevertheless, as long as the insights which are derived from studies using
participant observation are perceived as contributing to additions or changes of
existing knowledge and while awareness for certain potential biases and how they
affect the research exists, the method’s reliability should be given (Dewalt/Dewalt
1998:291).

Nevertheless, the reliability of the method is subject of controversial debates.
Therefore the usage must be accompanied by a study of its limitations and prob-
lems, especially described by Schwartz and Schwartz in Problems in Participant
Observation (Schwartz/Schwartz 1955). Hence, the acquired information and
knowledge about the case study is difficult to prove and to verify. Therefore most of
the assumptions, claims and hypotheses in this paper are made with caution and in
arestrained way. Consequently, the main aim of the article is not the development
of a comprehensive critique but sensitisation and awareness-raising for possible
concerns raised from a postcolonial point of view.

Besides the findings gained through participant observation, the official project
proposal application form of the Speelhuis-Project acts as another main source
of analysis. This document has to be filled and handed in by organisations which
would like to run a project within the scheme of the ASA-Programme. This means
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that these organisations, assuming their proposal gets accepted, become partners
of the ASA-Programme and get responsibilities for the practical phase within the
learning cycle. The proposal form consists of bureaucratic questions as well as a
section about the intentions, aims and plans for the suggested project. While this
is a key document on which the project is built upon, its content is of high value for
the examination.

Together with other official publications of the ASA-Programme, it acts as a suppor-
tive source for the analysis. The study of these documents is accompanied by a review
of academic literature such as Edward Said’s Orientalism (1979) as well as Culture
and Imperialism (1993), Michel Foucault’s Madness and Civilization (1964) and
James Ferguson’s The Anti-politics Machine (1994). Furthermore, these academic
writings set the theoretical framework for the examination presented in this paper
and shape the author’s perspective on the programme and the discussed project.

3. The ASA-Programme and its Speelhuis-Project

The ASA-Programme was set up by students in the 1960s to organise work and
study visits in the Global South (ASA-Programm 2012¢). In the following years the
former student union run by volunteers developed further and was administered by
different organisations like the Carl Duisberg Society or nowadays by Engagement
Global which works on behalf of the German government and is financed by the
German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (Engage-
ment Global 2012).

After a conceptual shift from working in the Global South to learning about globa-
lisation and its effects the overall aim of the programme nowadays is to qualify so-
called ‘Multipliers for Global Education’. 250 young professionals and students take
part in the one-year learning cycle described above. While the seminars are suppo-
sed to raise awareness for a variety of issues concerning the relations be-tween the
Global North and the Global South as well as to equip the participants with know-
ledge and skills to become multipliers, the project phase provides the opportunity
to explore, experience and learn practically. In general, the participants are trained
to be able to commit themselves for a variety of issues of global concern.

Likewise the learning process which the participants are supposed to experience,
the programme describes itself as a “dynamic learning program” (ASA-Programm
2012f) which underlines that not only the participants but also the programme
learns and the actors shaping it are willing to change and improve it from year to
year. Consequently, one aim of this paper is to support the programme’s further
development.

As mentioned earlier, the ASA-Programme is divided into four sub-programmes
with varying set-ups and focuses. One of the often modified sub-programmes is

17.22.245.232, am 10.09.2026, 08:42:21. © itzter Inhal L
Inhakts I fr oder In



https://doi.org/10.5771/2196-3886-2014-1-58

Herrwig, A Postcolonial Perspective on the ASA-Programme

the South-North programme. It emphasizes the approach of an equal cooperation
between the Global South and the Global North and tries to avoid discrimination
and hierarchies. Therefore teams which contain two participants each from Ger-
many and a country in the Global South are formed. They take part in a two-way
exchange in which the participants from the Global South visit their German coun-
terparts for three months and afterwards the roles change and the Germans are
guests in the Global South. This is different for most of the other participants of the
ASA-Programme because usually they do not have team-partners from the Global
South (ASA-Programm 2012d).

In the mentioned Speelhuis project the author was part of a team with another
German student and two South African community workers. Despite the general
training to become ‘Multipliers for Global Education’, the project’s overall stated
objective was to exchange ideas about safe places in the afternoon for disadvan-
taged children in South Africa and Germany where the youngsters can spend time
and are taken care of after school (Hollmann/Williams 2009: 11). Among other
themes, the article raises the question if the officially announced objectives which
show closeness to postcolonial thoughts are represented in the actual practice of
the project and more specifically if the focus was indeed on the exchange of ideas or
more on a one-sided knowledge transfer from the Global North to the Global South.
Assuming the latter, this will open the space for a variety of critiques from a post-
colonial perspective.

4. Postcolonial reading of the project proposal form

The overall official project goals can be found in the project proposal applica-
tion form which has to be handed in by organisations when applying to take part
in a project in the ASA-Programme. This document contains different sections
about expectations towards future participants, a proposed outline of the project,
background information about the organisations and people involved as well as a
detailed description of the plan on how the proposers imagine the project to be.

Asithastobe expected that unforeseeable events and processes produce the neces-
sity to change the initial plan for the project, the concept which is outlined in the
project proposal application form may be seen as a binding declaration of intent.
All actors involved have access to the document and can use it as a source for ques-
tioning the actual realisation of the project. In the following chapters this form acts
as a main source for a postcolonial reading of the stated intentions and the actual
practice of the project.
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4.1 From Edward Said’s ‘Orientalism’ to ‘Townshipism’

Edward Said, one of the most influential writers in postcolonial studies, showed
how the Orient was and still is created by the West (Said 1979). The following chap-
ter describes the comparable process of Townshipism. The basis is the former South
African township Manenberg which is today part of the city of Cape Town. One part
of the case study project is set in this community. Hence, processes surrounding
the former township are analysed and it is shown how a certain image about the
residents and their surroundings are created by non-residents.

According to Said the term Orient is filled with meanings and does not represent
the actual reality. He demonstrates how the image of an exotic and separated Other
is constructed and argues that the discourse surrounding is done on purpose, espe-
cially to manifest the western cultural hegemony. In another book named Culture
and Imperialism (Said 1993) he expands his ideas to other spheres of the world, for
example to Africa.

Following Said, James Ferguson analyses discourses surrounding development
policies with a special focus on the Kingdom of Lesotho. He concludes that “deve-
lopment institutions generate their own form of discourse, and this discourse
simultaneously constructs Lesotho as a particular kind of object of knowledge, and
creates a structure of knowledge around that object. Interventions are then organi-
sed on the basis of this structure of knowledge” (Ferguson 1994a: xiv).

In the context of the Speelhuis-Project a similar process within the former town-
ship Manenberg, where parts of the project took place, can be observed. By analy-
sing the discourse about this particular community, it is possible to find evidence
for a latent deficit-orientated portrait of the area. Examples can be derived from
documents, reports and statements made by people involved in the project. The
created picture contains crime, poverty, unemployment, violence, drug abuse and
other negative aspects of living in the community of Manenberg.

These features are not only often mentioned but also highlighted by the utilisation
of underlining terms in the project proposal application form for the Speelhuis-
Project. Here it is stated that “crime, substance abuse and unemployment figu-
res are still high and social concerns are at an all time high” (Hollmann/Williams
2009: 9). It is difficult to prove that this statement is exaggerated because there is
no recent data available which can be used. However, in conversations inhabitants
stated that the situation is getting better and that the social concerns are far from
being at an all time high. The same may be said about sentences in the proposal like
“Manenberg is known for violence and drug abuse which makes the community
risky” (Hollmann/Williams 2009: 17) or also “Manenberg is known for violence
and crime and in many cases the children are the victims of these crimes” (Holl-
mann/Williams 2009: 18).
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The argument here is not that there are no cases which fit to the described aspects,
but the statements in the project proposal application form only show one side of
the coin. Only the negative features are mentioned without paying attention to the
fact that the reality looks different or at least more diverse. Therefore this narrow
way of describing Manenberg can be called deficit-orientated Townshipism.

4.1.1 The Purpose of Townshipism

It can be assumed that the construction of this particular picture is grounded in
the need for getting negative attention to raise funding for the project as well as
the involved organisations and actors. In order for the proposal to get accepted
by the ASA-Programme the project place must appear attractive for the decision-
makers and future applicants who are interested in joining the ASA-Programme.
The author of this paper can not deny that the negative portrayal of Manenberg
might have boosted his motivation to apply. The perception of Manenberg and
other places for which actors are looking for funding are therefore often catastro-
phised on purpose. This process is well described by James Ferguson in his pub-
lications about the anti-politics machine where he shows how a certain negative
image of Lesotho is constructed in order to create a need for development aid (Fer-
guson 1994a, 1994b). More generally speaking, Ferguson demonstrates how deve-
lopment agencies portray target countries for development aid in the way they need
to be shown. For him this means to present them as countries which are suitable
for development projects. This in turns leads to the situation that the way they are
shown and the way projects are conceptualised often “bear little or no relation to
economic and social realities” (Ferguson 1994b: 176).

An example for this process can be found in the description of the need for the
Speelhuis-Project in Manenberg as well. In the project proposal application form
it is stated that “parents that work don’t have anyone that they trust to look after
the children once they come from school” (Hollmann/Williams 2009: 18). During
the author’s stay in the community he observed some of these cases but the majo-
rity of the children seem to be part of strong and wide ranging social networks. Not
only high numbers of family members but also neighbours and other acquaintan-
ces took care of the children. These strong social relations are reflected by shared
responsibilities for the children: The care is not bound to the parents alone but it is
common that a number of people are involved. The ordinary picture which can be
observed by walking through the streets is that elderly people, mostly grandmo-
thers and fathers, are sitting in front of their houses watching the youngsters play-
ing cricket, football or doing other activities in front of their homes.

Therefore it must be also questioned if the following statement in the proposal,
“these children are roaming around in the community” (Hollmann/Williams
2009: 18), reflects the reality. At least there are no doubts that the generalisation
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is wrong and that not all children whose parents are working have to be taken care
of by an institution in the afternoon. Additionally it can be criticised that roaming
around implies that they hang around on the streets and behave badly — or what
people of the community call naughty in informal interviews and conversations —
which, looking on it from a mainstream discourse, goes hand in hand with crime,
violence and other aspects mentioned above. The writers of the project proposal
form do not take into account that a lot of the youngsters find reasonable ways to
use their time for activities like sports, games or other activities which are undoub-
tedly accepted by most of the societies worldwide.

Therefore the project proposal application form may be treated as a document
which follows general paths towards, what Vasudha Chhotray calls “depoliticised
development” (Chhotray 2011: 195). The statements in the form seem to be non-
political but in fact have political impact in various ways. The most striking one is
the production of a need for a development project in Manenberg.

4.1.2 The helpless Township Other

By reading carefully through the proposal one can notice that the used language
tends to create not only a deficit-orientated image but also one in which the peo-
ple in the community seem to be helpless and highly in need of foreign support.
Another quote underlines this thesis: “Children [in Manenberg] are vulnerable to
acts of violence, rape, domestic violence and trauma. Children are not performing
in their early education phase and drop out of school in a later stage of their lives,
which increases the poverty cycle” (Hollmann/Williams 2009: 18).

This description is true for some cases but it is necessary to question the way it is
written. It is not about some children or a number of children or even most of the
children but only about children which again creates a generalised picture of child-
hood in Manenberg. The author of this paper observed that cases do exist in the
community which match the description. However, even if there are some examp-
les there are also many cases where trusted people took good care of children after
they came home from school.

At this point it can be concluded that Said’s oriental other appears here as a township
other and furthermore not only as an exotic and foreign other but as someone with
a negative label. The belonging to the community becomes a generalised stigma.
In South Africa, which is often, rightly or not, referred to as the rainbow nation,
diversity is overseen. The result forms a representation of Manenberg which is con-
nected to poverty, crime, violence, tragedy and other negative aspects. This repre-
sentation is misleading in the same way as “orientalist discourse misrepresents the
Orient, that it deforms and distorts a place and a people that actually exist“ (Hidd-
leston 2009: 91).
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Postcolonial research can contribute to change this obviously false picture by
adding another discourse to the existing and often misleading one, a discourse
which focuses more on positive attributes such as functioning social structures,
the existing resources and abilities of the community members or the well-being
of a number of inhabitants. Nevertheless, as indicated above, this would not be in
the interest of foreign NGOs and other actors looking for donations. Therefore a
postcolonial perspective uncovers not only the construction of the helpless town-
ship other but also the reasons behind it.

4.2 From the Myth non-political to an actual Political Meaning

As touched upon earlier, the financial resources in the Global North, which are
often presented as non-political, are in fact highly political when analysing fun-
ding issues. The dependency on money supply for institutions in the Global South
is more or less always connected with conditions. In this way funding gets a politi-
cal meaning for example in the sense that it contributes to or maintains the hege-
monic structure, the existing hierarchy, control or the power distribution to shape
the developments in the Global South.

Here it can be referred to Said’s thoughts about political meanings of knowledge.
He states that “the general liberal consensus that ‘true’ knowledge is fundamen-
tally non-political [...] obscures the highly if obscurely organized political circum-
stances obtained when knowledge is produced” (Said 1994: 136). In the context
of development cooperation knowledge is often presented as unquestionable facts,
which overshadows the process of obtaining knowledge, and reflects a narrow per-
spective. This perspective is often a so-called western one in the sense that actors
from the Global North perceive themselves as the ones who have true knowledge
about the right ways to work on challenges in the Global South. Due to the fact
that they are in most of the cases also the funders of the projects, the perception of
having money and knowledge leads to the assumption that they should shape deve-
lopment in the Global South according to their ideas and concepts.

4.3 A regime of truth in Foucault’s sense

Foucault has never examined these kind of colonial discourses himself but his
methodology is highly relevant for postcolonial research. His ideas influenced
scholars in this field and especially Edward Said used his theories extensively in
his works interpreting discourses in “more coherent and more historically groun-
ded terms” (Hiddleston 2009: 82). Especially Foucault’s writings about the ways in
which knowledge is produced by discourses can be used to understand the latent
power structures of development cooperation. The process of shaping knowledge
backs up these structures (Hiddleston 2009: 77).
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Foucault demonstrates this process by analysing the discourse through which the
madman was created throughout the history as external to reason and civilisation
in his book Madness and Civilisation (Foucault 1964). According to him madness
is never a given reality but is created by those who are in a position of authority and
can accordingly guide a discourse into a certain direction (Hiddleston 2009: 78).

Similar processes can be found in the discourse about the Manenberg community
where crime, like madness, seems to be exaggerated by the discourse. People belon-
ging to the community are often described as helpless, unmotivated, unskilled and
subordinated as exemplary showed above. It is again possible to find further evi-
dence by browsing through the project proposal application form. A few examples
are presented in the next chapter.

4.3.1 The unquestioned role models from the Global North

The image is produced that the people in Manenberg need role models from the
Global North and that they tend to be, like Foucault’s madman, external to reason
and civilisation. Manifestations become visible in the project proposal application
form, especially when reading between the lines. Hints can be found that the focus
of the project is on using an existing institution in Germany as an unquestioned role
model for the development of a similar institution in South Africa because it seems
that the German partner organisation assumes that the local people in Manenberg
are not able to create such an institution themselves.

Such organisations in the Global North, in this case in Germany, have — as exp-
lained above — the power to shape the discourse about communities in the Global
South, so to speak about Manenberg in South Africa. Not only knowledge is part
of this capacity but also money, existing infrastructure and many other aspects.
The result is that actors in the Global North get widely accepted authority which is
recognised worldwide especially also in the Global South.

This unquestioned authority seems to influence also the director of the organisa-
tion in Manenberg: He visited Germany and got to know an institution which takes
care of disadvantaged children and youth called Spielhaus in the City of Aachen.
Seemingly without taking into account that the situation in Manenberg is different
to the one encountered in Aachen he concluded that his organisation needs exactly
the same institution for his community. He used the German example not only as a
source of inspiration and to get ideas but wanted to copy it. This can be seen in the
context of accepted authority in the way that Germans know how to do after school
care for children and how to build a perfect institution for it.

The reflection on this latent underlying structure points to the questioning of the
cultural hegemony of the Global North and its leading position in development dis-
courses. Taking a German institution as a strong role model with the aim to achieve
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the same level of development by building the same institution, the capacities and
resources in the Global South are overseen and forgotten. In the context of the
Speelhuis-Project the director could have thought about the range of empty buil-
dings in his community instead of dreaming about a newly constructed building
which copies the German example. The thought of we need the same may lead to a
situation where people seem to blinker.

4.3.2 The uncivilized Minibus System in Manenberg

A more or less similar process can be observed in debates about the public trans-
port system in Cape Town and in many other towns in the Global South. Often
these systems are dominated by minibus taxis which can carry between 10 and 16
people. It is a simple system which is often criticised and described as inefficient
by commentators from the Global North. This is also true for the discourse in the
context of the Speelhuis-Project. Even if the ASA-participants from South Africa
insisted on their position — that the minibus system is useful and that it is no prob-
lem to learn how to use it — the German ASA-participants were told by representa-
tives from the German organisation that they need a car in Cape Town because the
public transport system is not working at all. This opinion was formulated often
and the voices from the two South Africans were not able to change the discourse.
This can be seen as a good example for a regime of truth in which the power is in
the hands of actors from the Global North even if experiences and expertise lay in
the Global South.

Despite the fact that most of the commentators from the Global North have never
used one of these minibuses and have never experienced how it practically works,
opinions in the Global North tend to see the system as a chaotic and inefficient sys-
tem which has to be removed or at least changed. For example, the French scientist
Roland Lomme asks the provocative and rhetorical question “Should South Afri-
can minibus taxis be scrapped?“ (Lomme 2008).

Here again a discourse is shaped by actors from the Global North and tends to lead
to the narrow assumption that a system which is closer to most of the public trans-
port systems in the western world would serve the people better. Without taking
local sources into account and without questioning if the assumptions are right,
other opinions are marginalised in a way it is often done in the context of North-
South relations (Hiddleston 2009: 79).

Following Foucault, the leaders of the discourse in the Global North constitute a
regime of truth about the minibus system which hints to the general tendency that
the power in development discourses can mostly be found in the Global North.
Especially governments, NGOs, grant-makers and other institutions often have a
monopoly on meanings and interpretations.
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These voices which seem to represent an assumed cultural supremacy of the Global
North in the above given example are not directly related to the ASA-Programme
but to its partner organisation which is responsible for the practical phase. There-
fore the question can be raised to whom such critiques are pointing. Obviously the
partner organisation could engage itself more with postcolonial approaches and
could try to change its perceptions and the way they are functioning. Nevertheless,
the ASA-Programme itself could reflect on these issues due to the fact that they
choose those partners and projects according to their own guidelines. If the chosen
partners do not fulfil certain requirements like trying to avoid the reproduction of
colonial stereotypes and hierarchies, the ASA-Programme has, according to their
own standards, the duty to act. However, stopping the cooperation with such part-
ners would be only one and the most extreme step. Offering training and support
for members of such partners could be another way. Nevertheless, the ASA-Pro-
gramme itself must reflect on the gap between its own ambitious goals, guidelines
and the actual practice in an affiliated project in any case.

4.3.3 From learning from each other to we show you how to do it

A similar narrow perspective can be observed when focussing on the refusal of
actors in the Global North to learn from the Global South. Even if they often repeat
that they are open and willing to learn, their actual actions frequently differ from
this ambition. Again, additional examples can be found within the Speelhuis-Pro-
ject.

There, one part of the project proposal application form is dedicated to the objecti-
ves of the so-called “North Phase” of the project. This is the phase which the parti-
cipants are supposed to spend in a project in Germany, in the case of the Speelhuis-
Project in Aachen. Another part of the form is dedicated to the so-called “South
Phase” which should take place in the Global South, in our example in Manenberg
in South Africa. Getting to know, learn and participate are key words in the para-
graph about the practical phase in Germany. Additionally the only expectation
which is expressed towards the participants during their stay in Germany is inte-
rest (Hollmann/Williams 2009: 11).

Opposed to these aims are most of the one’s which describe the “South Phase” in
South Africa. Even if the expression getting to know also plays a prominent role,
most of the paragraphs focus on the usage of skills which the participants acqui-
red in Germany. According to the form they are supposed to use the experiences
from Germany in South Africa. This is especially obvious when the authors of the
form stress that the main objective for the participants in Manenberg is “to provide
developmental activities for 500 vulnerable children” (Hollmann/Williams 2009:
18). The following table illustrates the usage of the mentioned key words and their
attribution to the two phases.
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Source: Own collection

Additionally it seems that the authors of the project proposal form have the per-
ception that development is an issue which exclusively concerns the Global South.
The aim that the participants get insights into global interdependencies, develop-
ment cooperation, knowledge transfer between the Global North and the Global
South and global partnerships is only mentioned in the description of the time in
South Africa (Hollmann/Williams 2009: 18). This may be interpreted in the way
that the project was supposed to open the space for knowledge transfer from the
Global North to the Global South without including the reversed way, the learning
from the Global South. A source for this way of thinking can be found by relating
it back to Foucault and the regimes of truth, in this case about the truth regarding
the challenges in Manenberg and the way the project can contribute to improve the
situation.

Asdescribed earlier, the ASA-Programme sees its activities as part of an equal two-
way learning process leading from the Global North to the Global South and vice
versa, especially emphasised by the South-North sub-programme. Approaches
which tend to be one-sided therefore do not match and are problematic if they are
part of the programme.

4.3.4 Ownership of the Global North

Besides delivering the role model and the true knowledge to overcome challenges
in Manenberg, the organisation in Germany seems to perceive itself as one of the
owners of the Speelhuis in Manenberg. On the question why the project is propo-
sed, the project proposal application form states that the director of the organisa-
tion in South Africa and the director of the organisation in Germany are “planning
to implement a project in Manenberg named Speelhuis — project after school care
for children and young people” (Hollmann/Williams 2009: 7). This underlines
that the German organisation does not only want to support the project but that
they take ownership of it as well. The ASA-Programme approved the proposal and
does not seem to be disturbed by the phrasing.

In the context of the exchange project this means that the purpose of the exchange
seems to be the development of the project in Manenberg and not, as stated before,
a knowledge transfer from South Africa to Germany. At no point the German orga-
nisation seems to be interested or even open for the ideas and thoughts of their
South African counterparts which have a lot of knowledge and expertise about
after school care for children as well because the organisation has been working in
this field for a long time.
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4.4 The unequal exchange

Therefore the overall objectives have to be scrutinised. The idea of the Speel-
huis-Project and the South-North programme in general is to facilitate an equal
exchange and opportunities for a knowledge transfer from the Global North to the
Global South and vice versa. As written in the project proposal application form
the participants “shall [...] learn from each other” (Hollmann/Williams 2009: 11)
besides other aims which are pointing in a similar direction.

Like these statements the Memorandum of Understanding which was agreed on
between the city of Cape Town and Aachen states that “the aim of the partnership
[...] is to create collective projects and to promote the sustainable development of
both partners through these projects and regular exchanges“ (Hollmann/Wil-
liams 2009: 9).

However, in the case of the Speelhuis-Project even the name itself hints to another
focus. Although the common language of the project is English the project propo-
sers have chosen a name in Afrikaans, the language which is spoken in Manenberg.
This points to the underlying idea that the focus of the project is on the develop-
ment of an institution in Manenberg instead of opening the space for a process of
learning from each other. From this perspective, a neutral English title would have
been more appropriate.

A more obvious statement can be found about the concept for the Speelhuis-Project
in the following chapter: “They [the participants] will gain knowledge about dif-
ferent forms of after school care for children and young people in different facili-
ties [in Aachen]. This knowledge can afterwards be used during the project phase
in South Africa” (Hollmann/Williams 2009: 12). It seems that the official objec-
tives to “learn from each other, exchange ideas and work together” (Hollmann/
Williams 2009: 11) are not transferred into the detailed concept of the project but
remains lip service.

4.5 Sending experts to the Global South and inviting entertai-
ners to the Global North

Taking not only the Speelhuis-Project as an example but also other projects in the
scheme of the official city partnership between Aachen and Cape Town shows
that the focus of the partnership activities is mainly on Manenberg and the Global
South in general. The list of projects which are presented on the official homepage
show that the common practice is that so-called experts from Aachen are sent to
Cape Town in order for people and communities there to learn from them (Partner-
ship coordination City of Aachen 2012).

17.22.245.232, am 10.09.2026, 08:42:21. © itzter Inhal L
Inhakts I fr oder In



https://doi.org/10.5771/2196-3886-2014-1-58

Herrwig, A Postcolonial Perspective on the ASA-Programme

Often these experts from Aachen are only seen as specialists because of their origin
and not because of their actual qualification. Within the project phase the author
observed one example during the stay of a school class from Germany in Cape Town
which he was supposed to supervise. The foreign students came to Manenberg to
lay out a garden at one of the schools there. They were accompanied by some local
learners who posed the question how the garden at their school in Germany looks
like. The surprising answer of one of the German students was: “We do not have
one. It is also for me the first time to work in a garden.” > Afterwards the students
all together discussed why the Germans came to South Africa to build a garden
instead of working at their own school. To sum this argument up, this conversa-
tion shows the latent hierarchy between representatives of the Global North and
the Global South.

In the same way it is necessary to discuss the skills which are attributed to the
representatives of the South African organisation. The expected contribution to
the success of the exchange in the framework of the Speelhuis-Project differed from
the expectations towards the German participants. The South Africans were asked
to share their knowledge of local traditions concerning food, language and other
cultural goods which can be described as soft knowledge. In opposition to that the
organisation expected from the German participants, as mentioned above, that
they contribute with hard knowledge, especially with their skills which they acqui-
red at the university about topics directly related to after school care for children.

These dynamics are a general phenomenon and well described by Olajide Akin-
yosoye, a Nigerian actor and musician who is living in Germany, in an interview
(Massing 2010). He explains that scientists, actors and business women and men
with a non-German background are rarely recognised for their occupation or job
but are often asked to cook traditional meals or to drum. Like the two South Afri-
cans in the Speelhuis-Project, non-Germans are not requested for presentations
or lectures about complex topics in Germany but should contribute to entertain
(Akinyosoye 2010).

5. Conclusion

The ASA-Programme describes itself as a dynamic learning programme which
represents an open mind policy about criticism, new ideas and development sug-
gestions. Therefore new perspectives are welcomed and can contribute to the
further improvement of the programme and its projects. This article at hand tries

2 The author of the paper noted this statement in the process of participant observation.
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to offer insights into processes which lay behind the programme’s communicated
statements in order to uncover some misleading developments. Hereby, even if the
focus lies on one particular project, it offers a general framework for postcolonial
analysis of initiatives in the field of development cooperation and volunteer work
by demonstrating which crucial points can be taken into consideration and which
questions can be asked from a postcolonial perspective. Additionally it presents
case studies and examples in which postcolonial readings offer new insights and
cast light on dynamics which are not visible on first sight.

Learning from each other, working together at eye level or equal exchange are only
a few of the mentioned key phrases which are popular among actors in the field of
development cooperation and volunteer services, especially in the scheme of the
ASA-Programme and within the framework of the Speelhuis-Project. These terms
appear prominently in official statements, in documents, forms and conversations.
In addition they are presented as objectives leading to the possibility to pit them
against the actual practice.

However, the article uncovered some discrepancies between ambitious goals and
the programme in reality, in particular analysing the case-study-project “Speel-
huis”. Among the encountered deficits, a latent discourse, coined as Townshipism,
can be identified. It leads deliberately to the creation of a township other who is
represented as in need of help and support from actors in the Global North. It has
been shown how this situation is used by funders and other organisations from
Germany to justify their authority in discussions about concepts for development
projects.

Additionally, evidence was found for existing regimes of truth in Foucault’s sense.
Examples are the discourses about the minibus system and the unquestioned role
models from the Global North. This is connected to the prominent idea that actors
from Germany or other countries from the Global North should act as experts and
taking ownership of developments in the Global South.

In general it can be concluded that deficits exist between the goals and the actual
practices within the ASA-Programme and its projects which might be detectable
in other initiatives in the field of development cooperation and volunteer work as
well. It was possible to present some of them in this article at hand while there is no
doubt that more can be discovered. Nevertheless, the overall path which the ASA-
Programme and its projects are taking is not one which is opposed to postcolonial
thoughts. The presented objectives and the content of the learning goals reflect this
trend as well as the project list for 2012 in which a project proposed by AfricAvenir
appears. This organisation commits itself to an equal partnership between Africa
and Europe and tries to “visualize African views and positions in terms of a critical
postcolonial approach in the public” (own translation; ASA-Programm 2012b: 10).
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With the demanding aims of the ASA-Programme all people involved set themsel-
ves high standards which are difficult to achieve. The article pointed to some buil-
ding sites where further work needs to be done when it comes to the realisation of
these norms. One example is the choice of partner organisations or respectively the
training of people who are connected to these organisations.

Due to the fact that it has to be expected that there are a lot more examples where
changes are possible and because the method of this article, mainly participant
observation, can be backed up by other scientific methods which provide more pro-
found material, further studies are needed. They could lead to more precise theses
and conclusions in order to develop the programme further and to reach ambitious
goals also in other initiatives in the field of development cooperation and volunteer
services.

Bibliography

Agar, Michael (1996): The Professional Stranger. An Informal Introduction to Ethnography,
San Diego.

Akinyosoye, Olajide (2010): Dann tanzen und trommeln sie eben. Interview mit Olajide
Akinyosoye, Schauspieler und Vorsitzender der Afrikansichen Union Hamburg, in: Von
Trommlern und Helfern: Beitrdge zu einer nicht-rassistischen entwicklungspolitischen
Bildungs- und Projektarbeit, ed. by Berliner Entwicklungspolitischer Ratschlag, Berlin, p.
50-51.

ASA-Programm (2012a): Aims - ASA-Programm, http://www.asa-programm.de/en/about/
aims.html (accessed on February 5th 2012).

ASA-Programm (2012b): ASA Programmkatalog_StidNordProgramm 2012, http://www.asa-
programm.de/fileadmin/Redaktion/PDF/Programmkatalog/Programmkatalog_ASA_Sued-
Nord.pdf (accessed on February 27th 2012).

ASA-Programm (2012c): Overview, http://www.asa-programm.de/en/about/overview.html
(accessed on February 15th 2012).

ASA-Programm (2012d): Das ASA-Programm, http://www.asa-programm.de/ueber-asa/das-
asa-programm.html (accessed on February 22nd 2012).

ASA-Programm (2012e): History - ASA-Programm, http://www.asa-programm.de/en/about/
history.html (accessed on February 15th 2012).

ASA-Programm (2012f): Home - ASA-Programm, http://www.asa-programm.de/en (accessed
on February 18th 2012).

Bernard, H. Russel (1998): Handbook of Methods in Cultural Anthropology, Walnut Creek.

Chhotray, Vasudha (2011): The anti-politics machine in India. State, decentralization, and
participatory watershed development, London-New York.

Dewalt, Kathleen M./ Dewalt, Billie R. (1998): Participant Oberservation, in: Handbook of
Methods in Cultural Anthropology, ed. by Russel H. Bernard, Walnut Creek.

1P 17.22.245.232, am 10.03.2028, 08:42:21, © itzter Inhalt.
Inhalts I 10r oder

Erlaubnis Ist

77


https://doi.org/10.5771/2196-3886-2014-1-58

Voluntaris, Jg 2, 1/2014, Aufsdtze

Engagement Global (2012): Wer wir sind - ENGAGEMENT GLOBAL - Service fiir Entwicklungs-
initiativen, http://www.engagement-global.de/wer-wir-sind.html (accessed on February
15th 2012).

Ferguson, James (1994a): The anti-politics machine. ,development®, depoliticization and
bureaucratic power in Lesotho, Minneapolis.

Ferguson, James (1994b): The Anti-Politics Machine. ,Development*“ and Bureaucratic Power
in Lesotho, in: The Ecologist, Vol. 24, No. 5, p. 176-181.

Foucault, Michel (1964): Madness and civilization. A history of insanity in the Age of Reason,
New York.

German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (2011): Strategy for
Development Cooperation with Global Development Partners (2011-2015), http://www.
bmz.de/en/publications/type_of_publication/strategies/Strategiepapier307_06_2011.pdf
(accessed on February 22nd 2012).

Hiddleston, Jane (2009): Understanding Postcolonialism, Stocksfield.

Hollmann, Birgitta & Williams, William (2009): Project proposal application form for the
ASA projects 2010, Aachen-Cape Town.

Jorgensen, Danny L. (1989): Participant observation. A methodology for human studies, Lon-
don.

Karlan, Dean S. and Jacob Appel (2011): More than good intentions. How a new economics is
helping to solve global poverty, New York.

Lomme, Roland (2008): Should South African minibus taxis be scrapped? Formalizing infor-
mal urban transport in a developing country, http://www.codatu.org/wp-content/
uploads/codCD-lomme.pdf (accessed on February 23rd 2012).

Massing, Armin et al. (eds.) (2010): Von Trommlern und Helfern. Beitrdge zu einer nicht-ras-
sistischen entwicklungspolitischen Bildungs- und Projektarbeit, Berlin.

Partnership coordination City of Aachen (2012): Agenda 21 - Partnerschaft Aachen - Kap-
stadt - laufende Projekte, http://www.aachen-kapstadt.de/?PROJEKTE/laufende_Projekte
(accessed on February 25th 2012).

Said, Edward W. (1979): Orientalism, New York.
Said, Edward W. (1993): Culture and imperialism, New York.

Said, Edward W. (1994): From Orientalism, in: Colonial discourse and post-colonial theory. A
reader, ed. by Patrick Williams & Laura Chrisman, New York, p. 132-149.

Schalekamp, H., Behrens, R. & Wilkinson, P. (2010): Regulating Minibus-Taxis. A Critical
Review of Progress and a Possible Way Forward. Proceedings of the 29th Southern Afri-
can Transport Conference. August 16-August 19, 2010, http://www.cfts.uct.ac.za/down-
loads/publication/2010/Schalekamp,%20Behrens%20and%20Wilkinson.pdf (accessed on
February 25th 2012).

Schwartz, M.S. & Schwartz Green, C. (1955): Problems in Participant Observation, in: Ameri-
can Journal of Sociology, Vol. 60, No. 4, 343-353.

Spradley, James P. (1980): Participant Observation, New York.

17.22.245.232, am 10.09.2026, 08:42:21. ©
Inhakts I fr oder In



https://doi.org/10.5771/2196-3886-2014-1-58

Erlaubnis Ist

Herrwig, A Postcolonial Perspective on the ASA-Programme

1P 17.22.245.232, am 10.03.2028, 08:42:21, © itzter Inhalt.
Inhalts Im f0r oder

r

79


https://doi.org/10.5771/2196-3886-2014-1-58

