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Introduction 
Since the time of the missionaries, development aid has occupied a central role in the relations 
between Africa and Europe. Many Swedish organisations participated in the struggle for 
liberation of countries in Africa, and based their activities on feelings of solidarity with the 
African people. Since liberation and the “end” of colonialism, many have continued to fight 
injustices and support efforts to increase the standard of many people’s living conditions. 
However, critique has been directed towards development aid for being paternalistic and building 
on (colonial) structures of domination and oppression, where the “donors” have been considered 
better or more evolved than the “receivers”. Even though the rhetoric on development aid has 
changed, with increased focus upon partnership and cooperation, some claim that inequalities 
and oppressive forces exist also within the supposedly equal relationships of today. “The creation 
of a non-paternalist, equal relationship has proven difficult in practice”1, writes Maria Eriksson 
Baaz in her dissertation on partnership and development aid. Development cooperation is (still) 
informed by colonial structures and images in the sense that persons active within the context 
must relate to a history of colonial structures as well as possible reproductions of such relations 
today. Hence, “an understanding of the colonial roots of globalisation is necessary for instance to 
understand the power relation between west and the other world.”2

In the 1990’s, both the United Nations, and the Swedish government (among others), 
decided to turn equality into an overriding goal that should be accentuated and mainstreamed 
through all development work.3 By applying gender perspectives, equality between the sexes is 
now to be actively enhanced and promoted in all programs and projects. At the same time, 
respect must be paid to other inequalities, as well as the need not to act paternalistic or 
dominating. The “partners should progressively take the lead” and should own and manage the 
partnerships on their own terms. The external partners (previously “donors”) should not govern 
over them but “back their efforts to assume greater responsibility for their own development”.4

“During the post-war period, Sweden has come to define itself as an anti-imperialist and 
equitable nation.”5 This concerns also Swedish development aid. Emphasising equality, 
reciprocity and justice, many organisations position themselves in solidarity with their African 
partners, and work actively to eliminate injustice and oppression. However, many persons active 
within development cooperation claim to be struggling to put gender analysis into practice. 
Equality is conceived as easy to support, but difficult to realise. The expressed need to emphasise 
it collides with fears of deciding for the partners or telling them “what to do”, as well as “how to 
do”. Fears of reproducing images such as what Kipling termed the “white man’s burden”6 are 
                                                 
1 Maria Eriksson Baaz, The White Wo/Man’s Burden in the Age of Partnership (Göteborg, 2002), p. 2-3 
2 Michael Mc Echrane & Louis Faye (eds.), Sverige och de Andra (Stockholm, 2001), p. 7-8 (my translation) 
3 Forum Syd, Gör kön till en fråga om makt (Stockholm, 2005), p. 6 
4 Eriksson Baaz, p. 2 
5 Mc Echrane & Faye, p. 9 (my transl.) 
6 Ibid., s. 14 
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accentuated within the partnership discourse, and the white western development workers defend 
themselves against allotted power and privilege. Furthermore, even though “Imaginations about 
“race”, modernity, primitivism and “blackness””7 impact upon development cooperation 
practices and images, “race” is presented as a threatening concept, thus silenced and used within 
quotation marks. However, even though races have been proved not to exist, some still claim that 
“race” is a useful concept. Race “needs not be associated with active discrimination of ethnical 
[or racial] groups”.8 Instead it might be relevant, not to say important, to use in order to 
understand contemporary relations of power between “Westerners” and “African Others”. 

  

Aim and central questions 
The aim of this thesis is to analyse the partnership and development aid context in relation to 
power. This is done by studying how discourses of power are constructed by and within 
narratives and descriptions by officials and development workers at the Swedish solidarity 
organisation AGS. Understandings are sought of how power functions within the development 
context and how it is discursively constructed in relation to race, class, and gender. 

Central questions are:  
• How do persons active within a Swedish solidarity organisation position themselves 

within power discourses on the development arena?  
• How is discourse constructed by and around the informants? 
• In what ways are concepts such as race and gender related to each other and affected 

by discourses of power in the field? 
 

Object of study and body of materials 
The study is centred on the organisation Afrikagrupperna (Africa Groups of Sweden, AGS). With 
its background in the struggle for independence of colonies in southern Africa during the 1960s 
and 1970s, the organisation positions itself within the development arena as a solidarity 
organisation. It is a non-political development organisation with a twofold edge, providing both 
staff and material resources for countries in southern Africa, and information through campaigns 
and similar on Swedish grounds.  

The organisation aims for a fairer and more equal world, and presents itself as currently 
working “in partnership with organisations in Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa and 
Zimbabwe contributing towards democracy and poverty eradication. AGS also has about 35 
professionally trained and experienced development workers in southern Africa.”9

                                                 
7 Mc Echrane & Faye, p. 13 (my transl.) 
8 Catharina Eriksson et.al., ”Den postkoloniala paradoxen, rasismen och ”det mångkulturella samhället”. En 
introduktion till postkolonial teori”, Globaliseringens kulturer, eds. Catharina Eriksson et.al. (Nora, 2002), p. 31 
9 The quote is collected from AGS’ own information material 
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Body of materials contains of six interviews with personnel at AGS, including both 
individuals working at the office in Stockholm and persons that are or have been active as 
development workers in southern Africa. The interviews were performed in February 2006 and 
were all taped and transcribed word for word, so as to provide textual basis for the analysis. I 
wish to point out that even though six interviews may to some seem as a too limited amount of 
material, discourse analysis can fruitfully be performed on even such small samples as a statement 
in one sentence, to contrast with this sample of over 100 pages of text. It must be remembered 
that the aim is not to generalise or point out universally “true” facts about states or beings, but to 
lift forward pieces of text to show how discourse operates. It is an effort to shed light upon some 
things that are taken for granted, and to demonstrate how reality can be discursively constructed. 

 

Selections and limitations 
Initially, the aim of the study was somewhat different. Acknowledging the increased emphasis on 
and critique towards the gender mainstreaming approach, it was originally thought of as a 
possibility to highlight discourses mainly about gender and equality within the development 
industry. Inspired by post-colonial reflections upon paternalism and power within development 
relations, I contacted Forum Syd, an umbrella organisation for Swedish development 
organisations, asking them to direct me to organisations that are explicitly working with gender 
and equality. I was proposed with AGS, Diakonia and RFSU. I removed Diakonia from the 
sample because of its religious connections, and I also discharged RFSU because they are 
focusing mainly on sexuality, while I was looking for a more “generally” directed organisation. 
Upon contact, AGS was happy to enrol in the study. They were themselves looking for ways to 
improve their activity, hence welcoming “new eyes” to inspire them. 

When I started to look into the organisation, taking part of policies and proceeding with 
interviews, I found that the field of development aid was much more complex than I had first 
assumed. I detected movement among discourses guiding the field; new labels were used and new 
perspectives and approaches adopted.10 I came to realise that in order to investigate discourses 
surrounding the mainstreaming effort, I had also to look more closely on discourses that inform 
the field in a wider sense. Hence, the analysis focuses both on these “larger” discourses, and on 
speech of race (class) and gender. 
 

Disposition 
To facilitate the reading of the analysis, the thesis starts with a presentation of some points of 
departure, marking the frames within which the phenomenon of development cooperation and 
solidarity is to be understood. This section discusses intersectionality, that is the interrelated 
character of power structures such as gender, race and class, as well as discourse and power on a 
                                                 
10 See for instance Eriksson Baaz, Mc Echrane & Faye, and Arnfred in Sida studies no 3. Note also that Sida was 
previously SIDA, which further shows a change of discourse in the field. 
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more general level. Following that, I will discuss discourse analysis in relation to the interview 
material. Before proceeding with the analysis chapters, a brief background relating development 
aid to postcolonialism and power will be introduced. 

The analysis is presented in two parts. The first concerns discourses of development aid and 
partnership, and aspects of power within and around these. The second part, in turn, positions 
solidarity within this framework, also analysing its central elements in relation to power, studying 
the discursive construction of for instance race and class. Finally, the analysis is tied together and 
expounded in a third part, thought of as a mixture of analysis and further discussions, reflecting 
upon equality and possible and impossible priorities. This part also sums up the thisis with some 
concluding remarks. 

              

Points of departure  

An intersectional approach 
Today, many scholars identify a need for broader, more inclusive understandings of power than 
have hitherto been presented. Traditional feminism has for instance been criticised and claimed 
to suffer from a western middle-class bias. It is proposed to ignore the fact that it has been 
shaped around a western, middle-class norm, which marginalises those who do not fit into that 
description, and reproduces a stereotype (gender) concept.11 Focusing solely on gender, it tends 
to neglect the simultaneous effects of diverse power relations on specific individuals in different 
situations. “To define feminism purely in gendered terms assumes that our consciousness of 
being ‘women’ has nothing to do with race, class, nation, or sexuality, just with gender”, writes 
Chandra Talpade Mohanty in an essay on the politics of feminism.12 She proclaims: “Ideologies 
of womanhood have as much to do with class and race as they have to do with sex. (…) It is the 
intersections of the various systemic networks of class, race, (hetero)sexuality, and nation, then, 
that position us as ‘women’.”13 Women and men are never just women or men, but position 
themselves also as members of “races”, cultures or ethnic belongings, classes, nations, religions, 
as certain (or a number of) -sexuals, generation representatives, and so forth.14  

Based on social constructonism, an intersectional approach considers gender, race and class 
identities not as essential qualities, but social products created within historical and cultural 
specific frames of knowledge.15 Being women or men (or other genders) are conceived as being 
done rather than something that “is”; structures that we are born into, rather than preferences or 
differences that we are born with. According to this approach, widely spread and established at 

                                                 
11 bell hooks, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (London, 2000), p. 15 
12 Chandra T. Mohanty, “Cartographies of Struggle: Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism”, Race Critical 
Theories, eds. Philomena Essed & David Theo Goldberg (Oxford, 2002), p. 201 
13 Ibid. 
14 Paulina de los Reyes & Diana Mulinari, Intersektionalitet (Malmö, 2005), p. 41 
15 Vivien Burr, An introduction to social constructionism (London, 2000) 
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least within academic fields, “The categories womanhood and manhood are created products or 
abstractions. Nothing is originally female or male.”16 They are beliefs, ideas, constructions, but 
established enough for many people to consider them as essentials or inevitable “facts”. Through 
an intersectional perspective, focus is shifted from binary positions to the diverse social and 
cultural meanings of being gendered and at the same time racialised and so on. Gender, race, 
class, national belonging, sexuality, generation and much more constitute a “matrix of 
domination”17, simultaneously affecting and objecting people to a variety of interlocked power 
structures.  

Functioning interdependently, these determinants form interlocking patterns that serve as 
bases for developing multiple systems of domination that affect access to power and privileges, 
influence social relationships, construct meanings, and shape people’s everyday experience.18  

Inspired by (traditional) feminism, post-colonial theories and Black Feminism, this approach 
urges for the necessity of focusing the points of intersection between various power structures. 
Perhaps better considered as intra-sections (or intra-action), attention must be paid to the various 
effects of domination and oppression because of gender, race, class and so forth, as well as the 
fact that these phenomena do not constitute separate entities. “On the contrary, intra-action has 
to do with a reciprocal action between phenomena not marked off from each other, but 
penetrating each other and transforming each other during the interplay.”19 Gender, race, class 
and other criteria that vary between societies, all contribute in defining a person’s status. 

To illustrate the complexity in such a statement we can ask ourselves the question of who 
possess the highest status in the British society: a female black surgeon or a male white 
gardener? Reaching a simple and clear answer to that question is impossible.20

Racism and sexism, for instance, are mutually interconnected, presupposing each other.21 
Intersectional analyses focus upon the simultaneous effects of such power structures. 
 

Theorising gender, race and class 
In this thesis, gender should be considered in relation to the struggle for equality and the 
application of gender perspectives that is promoted by the Swedish government and that today 
constitutes a prerequisite for financial support to organisations that work with development aid. 
To work with gender perspectives implies, shortly, to describe, interpret and problem 

                                                 
16 Ylva Elvin Nowak & Heléne Thomsson, Att göra kön (Stockholm, 2003), p. 18 (my transl.) 
17 Esther Ngan-Ling Chow et.al. (eds.), Race, class and gender (London, 1996), p. xx 
18 Ibid., p. xix 
19 Nina Lykke, ”Nya perspektiv på intersektionalitet. Problem och möjligheter”, Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift, 2-3.05, p. 8 
(my transl.) 
20 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Etnicitet och nationalism (Nora, 1993), p. 67-68 (my transl.) 
21 Etienne Balibar, “Racism and Nationalism“, Race, Nation, Class, Etienne Balibar & Immanuel Wallerstein (London, 
2000), p. 49 
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significations of gender.22 “This does not, however, imply an assumption of gender as the only 
thing that matters (…).”23 Rather, implications of being (different) women and men in specific 
situations should be highlighted and examined in order to avoid a reproduction or cementation 
of patriarchal power structures. As Forum Syd states: “A gender analysis presents answers to how 
living conditions, rights and options look for women and men within a certain group or in the 
whole society.”24 To problem power relations not only between women and men but also 
between women (or between men) is crucial in order to reach the emancipatory potential of 
feminism.25

The thesis focuses also upon “race”, today a more contested concept than gender. By many 
associated to race hygiene and racism, “race” is considered foul language, implying differences 
that we know today do not exist between people: 

Scientific facts about what characters different races are today considered detestable. However, 
every day new forms for classification of people and groups of people are created. Today it is 
not ethical acceptable to compare and register brains and genitals, but the scientific eagerness 
to categorise still exists.26

Rejecting the deterministic category of race does not mean that we do not distinguish between 
people. Instead many speak today of ethnic groups, nationalities or cultures, many times 
conceived as constructions rather than essences, nevertheless serving similar purposes of dividing 
and categorising among people.27  

Since “race” is contested and considered “dangerous” or “foul”, I believe that questions 
about ethnicity or culture could have inspired my informants to different answers and different 
reflections. However, I wish to make it clear that I do not consider the race concept as in any way 
restricting or complicating my interviews. Instead, I find the silence around the concept 
intriguing. It seems to me that an anti-race discourse is naturalised today rather similar to the 
legitimisation of the race discourse some time ago. This will be developed further in the analysis. 
Let me, however, clarify that what I am studying is the social and cultural implications of that the 
idea of race exists, not “races” themselves. Being able to say that there are no races still implies an 
understanding of what “races” means.28

Finally, some notes on class. I urged above on the importance not to separate gender, race, 
and class from each other. Nevertheless, I intended initially to focus my study mainly on gender 
and race. How is this? It was indeed a strategic choice, even though I have questioned it during 
the process. I started from the assumption that race and gender was what mattered, and what I 

                                                 
22 Anna Wahl, et.al., Det ordnar sig. Teorier om organiation och kön (Lund, 2001), p. 10 
23 Ibid. (my transl.) 
24 Forum Syd, p. 44 (my transl.) 
25 Paulina de los Reyes et.al., ”Introduktion – Maktens (o)lika förklädnader”, Maktens (o)lika förklädnader, eds. Paulina 
de los Reyes et.al., (Stockholm, 2002), p. 12 (my transl.) 
26 Ibid., p. 20 
27 Hylland Eriksen, pp. 20-22 
28 Ibid., p. 13 
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was interested in. Perhaps this was because of some discourse in the academia hinting at class 
being a slightly less burning subject than the others. Perhaps it was just my prejudices. However, 
class has proved to be of importance in my interviews. While race has been silenced, the 
informants have actively brought up class on various occasions. A discussion of class will 
therefore be found in the analysis chapter, although it was missing from the original aim, and is 
still missing from the questions posed in that section. Hopefully, my narrow focus can serve as an 
illustrative example of the importance of an (fully) intersectional approach. 

 

Analysing discourse and power 
In taking on a social constructionist approach, this thesis is intrigued with epistemological 
exploration rather than ontological questions. Instead of trying to explore facts, it aims at an 
examination of the discursive constructing of “reality”; that is, of the ways in which discourse 
produces meaning and how it is itself used as a creative tool in human processes of sense-making. 
Discourse is considered of major importance in trying to understand any form of social, cultural 
or historical phenomenon. It is here conceived as processes of power that operates as structures 
as well as on inter-individual level, both being used by individuals in everyday interaction, and 
restricting what can at all be thought or spoken about. Discourse is portrayed as certain ways of 
making sense of the world; each discourse builds on specific concepts and explanations and 
excludes others, in trying to make their specific version “stick”. Versions that do “stick”, that are 
being conceived as correct, natural or self-evident, are the products of discursive struggles, and 
are only some potential explanations among others. It is the processes that make certain versions 
stick as truths within certain societies at certain times, that enable some actions and thoughts and 
restricts or “forbids” others that interest discourse analysts.29 Deconstructing ”reality” and 
showing how discourse informs experience of the world can facilitate changes in structures and 
conditions, since they need (or should) no longer be seen as natural or correct.30 Deconstruction 
should however not be understood in terms of “unmasking” or “uncovering” a “true” state that 
has been hidden by “false” impressions. It is simply a way of demonstrating how that which is 
conceived as “true” is at the same time “merely” a construction.  

It is important to realise that an analysis of discourse is simultaneously an analysis of power. 
Since discourse works largely by exclusion and by restricting speech and thought, it is exerting 
power by shaping the production of knowledge. This is what Michel Foucault discusses when he 
puts together the two concepts power/knowledge. Power, according to Foucault, “traverses and 
produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be 
considered as a productive network which runs through the whole social body, much more than 
as a negative instance whose function is repression.”31 Power should not be understood only in 

                                                 
29 Marianne Winther Jørgensen & Louise Phillips, Diskursanalys som teori och metod (Lund, 2000) 
30 Hans-Rudolf Wicker (ed.), Rethinking nationalism & ethnicity (Oxford, 1997) p. 3, Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, p. 16 
31 Paul Rabinow, “Truth and power”, The Foucault reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (London, 1991), p. 61 
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terms of restriction, possessed by individuals or groups oppressing and dominating each other. 
Instead, it should be considered as something that circulates in societies at every instant and in 
every situation.32 Power informs knowledge through discourse, and is hence active as multiple 
power relations in processes of ascribing meaning.  

Foucault follows the general social constructionist premise that knowledge is more than a 
reflection of reality. Truth is a discursive construction and different regimes of knowledge 
define what is true or false. Foucault hence aims at defining the structures of these knowledge 
regimes, that is the rules guiding what is at all possible to say and what is impossible, as well as 
the rules for what is considered true and false.33

Power can be considered both as creating the social world and as such also creating it in certain 
ways instead of others, legitimating certain explanations or possibilities whilst excluding other.34 
Instead of trying to explore “the truth”, one should therefore perhaps focus upon the discursive 
processes that produce “truth” to start with.35 Since social practices and actions are informed by 
discursive structures, an analysis of conceptualisations and ideas surrounding for instance 
development aid can help enable changes in the ways it is practiced.36

 

Applying discourse analysis on interviews 
Discourse analysis can be considered as both a theoretical and methodological approach. Here, 
discourse is mainly concerned as an analytical perspective, a tool to identify ideas and 
conceptions of the world, and to show how they function in constructing reality. The analysis 
hence aims at finding patterns within the interview material, here to identify certain ways of 
presenting and explaining development cooperation, development aid, partnership and solidarity. 
Focus is put upon what power structures can be identified as constitutive of what is being said, 
legitimating some explanations and expressions, and making others impossible to utter.  

Discourse analysis does not supply the researcher with methodological instructions on how 
to proceed with interpretations and analysis;37 instead it should be applied flexibly depending 
upon aim and materials for research.38 There are, however, some guidelines one can follow. In 
order to identify different discourses within the material, it may for instance be of relevance to 
define the field within which these discourses are to be studied. Here, the analysis focuses upon 
the interaction of discourses within Swedish development cooperation. More specifically, the 
analysis explores how the informants position themselves as a solidarity organisation among 
discourses in the development cooperation arena. This is done by examining what concepts are 
used by the informants and what discursive implications and conceptions they embrace or reject. 

                                                 
32 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures”, Power/knowledge, ed. Michel Foucault (Essex, 1999) p. 98 
33 Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, p. 19 (my transl.) 
34 Ibid., p. 20 
35 Ibid., p. 21 
36 Iver B. Neumann, Mening, materialitet, makt (Lund, 2003), p. 158 
37 Burr, p. 163 
38 Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, p. 14 
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In order to say something meaningful about the limited amount of concrete discursive 
expressions of one single investigation, one must also have an idea of what they are supposed to 
inform, what phenomenon they may reproduce and alter.39 Here, the discourses of development 
cooperation are analysed in relation to power. The ability to handle and challenge power relations 
within development cooperation depends on what discourses have become established.  

This thesis builds on an integration of different approaches to discourse analysis, focusing 
largely upon the impacts of discourse psychology. Dealing with interviews, this approach enables 
an analysis of discourse as interaction, and a study of how persons are both restricted by 
discourse, and users of it in their efforts to communicate.40 In the interviews, both informant and 
interviewer must be understood as subjects and objects of discourse; the situation should be 
analysed as an interaction between the two, rather than a focus solely on the informant. This 
study builds on qualitative, semi-structured interviews, in which the informant and interviewer 
speak together in dialogue, rather than that the interviewer asks for answers on strictly outlined 
questions.41 In order to highlight both informant and interviewer fully, however, the interviewer’s 
comments should be included in the quotations, since they may affect the informant. This has 
been done in the transcriptions, although I have chosen not to include them in published 
excerpts. Small comments from the interviewer have instead been deleted, in order to make the 
understandings and readings of the quotations easier. This does not mean that I do not consider 
my own part in the interaction important. On the contrary, the interaction between informant 
and interviewer will be discussed explicitly on certain occasions, illustrating both how I as an 
interviewer use, and recreate, certain discourses, and how we communicate through discourse 
together. 

The interviews have been transcribed word for word, read through various times, and coded 
into categories or “topics”. This has been done without any stated hypothesis; instead categories 
have been created directly upon what has emerged from the material. Each category has been put 
together by excerpts from the interviews, collected in different documents. Finally, these 
documents of excerpts have been analysed and merged together into new topics, further on 
building the structure of the analysis. The thesis is not designed to account for results; instead the 
“findings” will be presented together with discussions that illustrate the analysis process. 

 

Notes on ethics 
Beforehand, during and after the interviews, I have paid special attention to some ethic guidelines 
and recommendations for Swedish research.42 These function mainly to protect the participating 
individuals, securing their integrity and ensuring that they are treated with seriousness and 
respect. I have informed every informant of the purpose and use of the study, ensuring them that 
                                                 
39 Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, p. 133 
40 Ibid., p. 97-134 
41 Ibid., s. 120 
42 Vetenskapsrådet, Regler och riktlinjer, www.vr.se (visited 2006-05-15) 

http://www.vr.se/
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enrolment is voluntary and that they have every right to terminate their participation at any time 
during the interview, or choose not to answer to my questions. I will not publish any names or 
personal details; instead I will present quotes or excerpts totally without any reference to their 
“senders”. As far as possible I have tried not to mention whether the informants are women or 
men, also masking specific countries that they may speak of. All of this is done to eradicate any 
personal offence or feelings of being identified, but also in order to highlight what is said rather 
than who might have said it. Concern is not on specific individuals, they are simply used to 
illustrate and to present material for discursive exploration. 

The informants are given the opportunity to check drafts before the thesis is published, in 
order to be able to point out any misunderstandings or incorrect statements. Apart from 
translating the interview excerpts from Swedish to English, I have also made slight adjustments 
to them, of mainly aesthetic kind. Since what is mediated through speech may sometimes appear 
unfamiliar or “silly” when transcribed to text, this has as much to do with an effort to avoid 
embarrassment among the informants as to facilitate the reading of the text. In order to both 
clarify and validate the analysis process, analytic reasoning is presented together with (sometimes 
large) pieces of the material; to a large extent building directly upon quoted passages.43

 

Introducing development cooperation 
Swedish development aid has existed for some time. Already in the 1860’s, Christian missionaries 
travelled to Africa in order not only to baptise and convert the African people to Christianity but 
also to help improve their standards of living.44 This has continued to be the goal of development 
aid also after it was governmentally institutionalized in 1952. The development aid “industry” 
has, however, gone through various changes. In 1965, SIDA (Swedish International 
Development Authority) was founded, focusing upon support to a few countries in Africa, which 
were selected on the grounds that they were English speaking and “fit Sweden culturally”. From 
the beginning of the 1970’s, development aid was transformed from merely concerning single 
(often construction) projects to involve the receiving countries to a larger degree. The previously 
established concept u-hjälp (help to developing countries) was replaced with development aid 
(bistånd), and the rhetoric focused to a larger extent on “development aid on the terms of the 
receivers”. Through the 1980’s, discussions between “donors” and “receivers” were identified as 
important in order to increase the efficiency of development aid. Focus was also shifted from 
construction projects to education and vocational training. During the 1990’s, another shift can 
be identified within the discourses of development aid. Speaking instead of development 
cooperation, the values of equality and long-term thinking were further emphasised. In 1995, 
SIDA was transformed into Sida (Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency). 

                                                 
43 Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, p. 139-140 
44 Sida, Hur Sverige och Sida arbetar med bistånd, www.sida.se (visited 2006-05-12) 

http://www.sida.se/
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Today, ”partners” have replaced ”donors” and ”receivers” and development aid matters are often 
spoken of in terms of “partnerships” and politics for global development.45  

In her dissertation from the Department of Peace and Development Research at Göteborg 
University, Maria Eriksson Baaz analyses the discourses that surrounded the identities within 
partnership and development cooperation during the 1990’s. She writes: 

The need to create a more equal relationship has been a recurrent issue in the history of 
development aid. It has been articulated through various concepts such as ‘participation’, 
‘empowerment’, ‘ownership’, and expressions such as ‘development aid on the terms of the 
receiver’, ‘putting the last first’ or (in the later version) ‘putting the first last’. The latest concept 
is ‘partnership’, which in contrast to the much wider concept ‘participation’, focuses on the 
relations between ‘donors’ and ‘receivers’. In the partnership discourse, development aid is no 
longer a relationship between ‘donors’ and ‘receivers’ but between ‘partners’.46

Eriksson Baaz analyses the shift from “donors” and “receivers” to “partners” through a 
postcolonial perspective. During the analysis, she highlights contradictions between the message 
of the equal partnership “according to which paternalism no longer has a place and where the 
relationship is open and transparent” and a discourse in which the foreign partners (ex donors) 
still present themselves as donors and their partners as receivers.47  

A postcolonial reading of discourses of development cooperation and partnership allows us 
to study how a history of colonialism informs discourse and practices concerning “us” and 
“others” still today. Even though many might not believe that colonial structures exist also in 
Sweden today, since Sweden was never a colonial power,48 we do and must react to a colonial 
history and colonial structures, although perhaps not in the same way as those who are generally 
considered to have been “perpetrators” and “victims” of the colonial era.49 Still today, Swedish 
development workers and others have to relate to imperial structures and a colonial history, as 
they speak of and practice power in the presumably equal, non-paternalistic partnership. This will 
be discussed also in the analysis, where I use some general post-colonial perspectives in order to 
highlight and analyse reasonings about power, “race” and difference. 

 

                                                 
45 Sida, Hur Sverige och Sida arbetar med bistånd, www.sida.se (visited 2006-05-12)  
46 Eriksson Baaz, p. 2 
47 Ibid., p. 3 
48 de los Reyes et.al, p. 18, Mc Echrane & Faye, p. 7, Eriksson et.al., p. 17 
49 Mc Echrane & Faye 

http://www.sida.se/
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Central discourses of development aid and partnership 
In order to analyse power and solidarity, one must understand the functions and impacts of what 
might be visualised as “larger” discourses in the development cooperation field. Hence, before 
proceeding more explicitly with power, privilege and difference and relating them to the solidarity 
position, the analysis begins to study two major discourses in the field; namely partnership and 
development aid. 
 

Development aid discourse  
One central discourse within the field of development cooperation today can be called that of 
development aid. The informants describe development aid as a well-known concept that is used 
and understood by the public. When asked how they would describe their work to someone not 
familiar with the organisation, almost all of them answer that development aid is the concept they 
use in order to direct the person’s associations. The informants describe development aid as a 
useful concept to employ, since they believe that other people understand what it means. Here is 
one common example, as described by one informant. In quoted excerpts, P denotes the person 
interviewed, and I the interviewer. 

P: If you’re to explain it very simply to someone, you say that it’s development aid… a non-
governmental organisation… I work with development aid, amongst other things, that’s 
probably how I usually say it.  

I: Then they understand what it’s about? 

P: Yes. 

This informant illustrates an understanding of development aid as a well-known, established 
concept. At the same time, it is described as a simplifying way of explaining the context in which 
s/he works. The informant explains that s/he works with development aid, amongst other things, 
clarifying that it is only one part of the activity in which s/he engages her or himself. Despite of it 
being useful and established, it appears in this excerpt as a too limited description of the 
organisation’s activity. AGS’s position as a solidarity organisation hence does not imply merely 
what the public is believed to associate with development aid. 

Other informants use the concept in similar ways. Whilst presenting development aid as 
useful in circling the area of activity, they also describe implications that they do not agree with. 
As described in the passage below, while they are using the concept to describe their activity, they 
try also to explain what separates them from the average development aid organisation: 

I usually say that [development aid], and then I use to try to explain… You could say that it’s a 
development aid organisation, I might say. And then I try to explain… the difference.  

Or, as it is articulated by another informant: 
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I probably say that I work with development aid in X [a country in southern Africa], because 
then people understand mainly what it’s about. But then I also tell them that I work for AGS, 
which is a solidarity organisation that works for a fairer world. So then I bring in this political 
as well. 

Again, AGS is pointed out as a solidarity organisation that differs in some important senses from 
development aid. This difference is in the last articulation formulated in the political; that is the 
aim towards a fairer world.  

Development aid is used as a reference for the informants to compare and contrast their 
organisation against, at the same time figuring as something that they do not wish to be 
associated with. In the analysis here it is apprehended both as a restrictive discourse that limits 
and controls the significance of the informants’ utterances, and a creative tool for them to benefit 
from in its descriptive usefulness. Even though the informants try to avoid what is by them 
experienced as negative associations following development aid, they do not seem to be able to 
stop using the concept. In descriptions of the organisation, they describe that development aid is 
a better concept to use than for instance solidarity, because it is better known among the public. 
Even though they sometimes explain that they don’t want to, they express that they feel urged to 
use the concept when they describe the organisation to other people. One informant reflects 
upon the difference between saying that they work at a solidarity organisation and referring to 
their activities as development aid in the following way: 

P: I don’t believe that it [solidarity organisation] is generally known by the public. (…) If I’m to 
explain when I meet someone… then I say that I work for a development aid organisation. 
Because it gets… Or maybe that I work with development projects in X [a country in southern 
Africa], or… I re-write it a bit, otherwise they don’t understand.  

I: But they understand if you say it that way? Development aid…? 

P: Eh, yes… Although then they get a… a negative image that doesn’t really fit in with how we 
work, so it’s… Yes, that’s the dilemma.  

The informants describe that they apprehend solidarity as a vague concept that would demand 
further explanations. In order to avoid this, they use development aid. However, this informant 
describes a dilemma in the need to use development aid whilst s/he doesn’t want to be associated 
with it. Development aid produces a negative image that isn’t compatible with the understanding 
that they promote of their organisation, s/he explains.  

The informants perceive the image presented to others as negative. On various occasions in 
the interviews they counter an understanding of the development aid discourse that they consider 
problematic, while pointing out that their own position differs from it. One informant replies to a 
question about development aid as “that which we do not wish to label ourselves”. When asked 
why not, development aid is explained as something that is suggested only to concern Africa. In 
contrast to this, the informant points out that their specific organisation finds it very important 
also to influence or affect Sweden. To describe the organisation solely in terms of development 
aid can hereby be understood as something that would narrow its activity down in opposition to 
its expressed ideological standpoint. The discourse of development aid, as it appears, would shift 
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focus from “us” to “them”, focusing on helping the “victims” to a better situation without 
attending to power relations concerning oneself.  

Development aid can perhaps in rather simple terms be explained as an act of helping or 
supporting people or countries that do not have the resources to help themselves. Presented as 
such, it does not need to be conceived in negative terms. However, what the informants react 
against is the assumption that it is (evidently) we who are to help them. Considered in this way it 
implies an unequal relationship where power is largely reserved for the donor, and where the 
receiver should merely (and gratefully?) accept the donor’s help. This is illustrated for instance in 
the following articulation where an informant speaks of the choice to position themselves as a 
solidarity organisation, again in contrast to development aid: 

We call ourselves a solidarity organisation and we are eager to point out that we are not a 
development aid organisation, primarily, because we work for a fair world, and we do realise 
that development aid is not a solution to the problem. But it’s about… global economy… 
about, you know, an altered world order. But that development aid is needed. And that 
development aid can appear in different ways and then it’s important that you have a good… 
development aid. You know, in cooperation with your partners and that it isn’t something that 
comes from above and is forced onto. Eh, and… I guess that’s where we find ourselves as a 
small organisation with the opportunity to, in close cooperation with our partners, do 
something good. 

In this passage, a couple of things can to be noticed. First, the informant uses development aid as 
a negative reference, with which the solidarity organisation contrasts. At the same time, the use of 
the word primarily explains that there are aspects of development aid to be found within the 
organisation’s work, but that they are not main focus. This was also shown in the first quote 
above, where the informant pointed out that they work with development aid amongst other things. 
This informant further explains that they realise that development aid will not help them find 
solutions to the problems they challenge. The opposite opinion is, by the choice of words, 
presented as almost naïve. One should not be expected to believe that development aid is the 
solution to the problems, the articulation seems to proclaim. Instead, the problems associated 
with such an understanding are naturalised, they are turned into facts, a true condition that one 
can either realise or be deceived to misunderstand or mistrust.  

Further, however, the informant states that there is in fact a need for development aid. What 
is expressed as important is not to steer clear of development aid altogether, but to avoid its 
negative aspects. It’s important that you have a good development aid, s/he explains. Moving on, good 
development aid is described in terms of cooperation with your partners, and that it isn’t something that 
comes from above and is forced onto people. This description of good development aid also marks what 
negative development aid would imply: something done only by one partner (as opposed to in 
cooperation) and that is forced onto the other (in contrast to handed to them on their own 
request, or done by them themselves). Hence, the informants describe development aid to be 
negative because it implies unequal power relations. These relations are expressed in terms of a 
stronger part helping a weaker, which is described as “risky”, since the stronger part could end up 
oppressing the weaker instead of helping it. This is what is opposed by the second major 
discourse that the informants describe; namely the discourse of partnership. 
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Imagining equal partnership 
As mentioned in the introduction, the language within the so-called development cooperation 
field is changing, spreading partnership into international regimes as well as states and NGOs. This 
is often considered as a result of efforts to challenge power structures within development aid 
and to create more equal partnerships between the parts involved.50 With equality as watchword, 
a partnership discourse reacts against what the informant above referred to as demands and 
expectations that come from above and are forced onto others. It proclaims that partnership, on 
the contrary, is carried out in cooperation with the partners, on their terms and conditions: 

In a partnership, development cooperation does not try to do things for developing countries 
and their people, but with them. It must be seen as a collaborative effort to help them increase 
their capacities to do things for themselves. Paternalistic approaches have no place in this 
framework. In a true partnership, local actors should progressively take the lead, while external 
partners back their efforts to assume greater responsibility for their own development.51  

The partnership discourse is to a large extent defined in contrast and opposition to development 
aid. Both discourses are active within the field of development cooperation, implying different 
things and challenging each other in defining what development cooperation should be 
considered to imply. In the interviews, the partnership discourse is strongly represented, and 
components such as equality, reciprocity and fairness are recurrently emphasised. However, 
partnership ideas are often explained or discussed by drawing on elements from the development 
aid discourse, and defined by that from which it differs. Expressions such as we shall not come there 
and tell them how to do or we shall not force anything onto them, are common in the interviews. Instead of 
speaking of what they are, the informants often focus upon what they are not and speak in 
negations. In doing so, they assume that I understand what it is that they refer to and mean. 
Indeed, when they tell me that they should, naturally, not do the work themselves, but include the 
partners and follow their lead, I do not ask them what they mean or react strongly with a Why 
not? I simply nod and “understand”, since I am too surrounded by the partnership discourse. 
This mutual “understanding” will be discussed more further on. 

Precisely as the quote on partnership above suggests, the informants express repudiation of 
paternalistic attitudes implying that they should “know better” and put demands on the other. A 
relationship in which one part dominates the other is expressed as highly problematic, and is 
referred to as narrow-minded discourses of the past. One informant describes that development 
workers earlier on may have considered it more efficient to do things for the partners, and s/he 
condemns the actions strongly: 

(…) volunteers or development workers who have been there and taken over a lot. You know 
it’s, and of course that’s… That’s not how it should be! But this role has been common and 
you… Well, nothing happens and they… Perhaps they haven’t learned this, and I know how to 
do it, so I might as well do it myself.  

                                                 
50 Eriksson Baaz, p. 2 
51 Ibid, quoting Mudimbe (1994) 
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The informant states that of course this is not how it should be. The condemnation of these actions is 
in this articulation presented as “obvious”, at the same time naturalising the equal, reciprocal 
partnership as something worth striving for.  

In the excerpt above, the fictive development worker is proposed to understand partners’ 
passivity as a sign of lacking knowledge; perhaps they haven’t learned this. The development worker 
does however have this knowledge. For efficiency reasons s/he therefore concludes that s/he 
better do it her or himself. This is an illustrative example of how power is often characterised in 
post-colonial reasonings of for instance development aid.52 Affected by a colonial past, post-
colonial theorists claim, people still tend to produce images of Africans as Others, passive and 
lazy, under-educated, and thus different from people in or from the West. Hence, “the white 
man’s burden” is to educate the poor people so that they may some day reach the same level of 
civilisation and knowledge as the West has done today.53 The informant above can be seen to 
propose an explanation of the development worker’s actions in post-colonial terms; suggesting 
that the problems that have arisen have to do with colonial tendencies of exercising power over 
the others, who are conceived as under-educated and inferior.  

Other informants also describe “foul” development aid with reference to a colonial history. 
Consider the following articulation: 

(…) many years of… of development aid and foreign influence and stuff that have… actually 
have had a lot of negative influence. Some have sort of become used to… getting things or, 
yes, have been made passive and become used to… if you say yes, if you agree, you will be 
helped out.  

In this articulation, the problems of development aid are once again described to have to do with 
a past of colonial tendencies. The other’s passivity is explained as something that has been 
learned, and that has been imposed on them by circumstances that they have become used to. They 
are presented as having internalised behaviour in accordance with earlier experiences from a 
history of development aid; if you agree, you will be helped out. It is not the partners’ (receivers’) fault; 
blame should instead be placed upon development workers who have acted in a way not 
compatible with the partnership discourse of today. When the informants blame development aid 
for being paternalistic, repeating and cementing colonial power structures, the partners are turned 
into victims, and their “bad attitudes” are explained and justified.  

Nevertheless, the informants speak on various occasions of problems with power relations 
and attitudes. They recurrently emphasise trouble with partners who adjust and subordinate 
themselves, and who unreservedly agree to anything a development worker or partner may 
propose to them. This subordination becomes problematic in accordance to the mutual 
understanding and respect that build up the partnership discourse. The partners are described to 
act in ways that do not harmonize with the partnership discourse that the informants wish to 

                                                 
52 Maria Eriksson Baaz, ”Biståndet och partnerskapets problematik”, Sverige och de Andra, eds. Michael Mc Echrane & 
Louis Faye, (Stockholm, 2001), p. 175 
53 Mc Echrane & Faye, p. 14 
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embrace. Eriksson Baaz discusses this subordination in relation to the partnership discourse in 
the following quote: 

In line with the partnership idea the donors’ tend to present themselves, not only as open and 
willing to accommodate the ‘partners’’ needs, ideas and objectives but also as seeking to 
empower ‘partners’ to articulate their needs and interests. The ‘partners’ are, in this way, urged 
to articulate their needs and goals as if there were no stakes involved. This is, of course, not the 
case.54  

This willingness to empower the partners is mediated recurrently by my informants. However, 
they do also reflect upon the reasons why partners would subordinate themselves. One reason is 
proposed to be their need for financial support, as the following passage illustrates:  

P: There have, lately, been quite a lot of discussions about partnership. And it… We haven’t 
really been totally sure of what we ourselves mean by partnership. Just because we are in 
cooperation with an organisation, does that mean that we are in partnership? How much do we 
come and just… Yes, we have money from Sweden… So that’s a power aspect, surely. (…) 
We say partnership but… in practice, really, it’s not always like that. Or rather often not. 

I: No. So how is it really? Or, how can it become? 

P: No, a huge lot of organisations just do exactly what is asked for, so to speak. They are small 
and… (…) You know, many of them are so extremely dependent upon these [financial] 
contributions, that if they didn’t get them they would have to cut down parts of their [activity]. 

Here, the informant suggests that partnership does not work ideally in practice. The organisations 
that AGS cooperates with do exactly what is asked for, instead of promoting their own ideas and 
demands. This is explained as rather understandable by the informant, who describes the lack of 
money and the need for support as necessarily creating an unequal relationship, which the partner 
does not have resources enough to terminate or confront. What is presented and promoted by 
the partnership discourse as cooperation “on their terms” and “following their lead” is, it seems, 
not unambiguous. Initiatives are recommended to come from the partners, but are described not 
always to do so. As one informant explains: 

Well it’s supposed to… the initiative is supposed to come from our co-operative partners. But 
many times… you know, it doesn’t. 

What is at first understood as an equal, reciprocal partnership that protests against governing 
tendencies of development aid is here presented as more ambiguous, since it can be considered 
to involve unequal power structures as well. 
 

The problem of power 
As shown through quotations and discussions above, a central concept in both the development 
aid and the partnership discourse is power. The positioning of power can even be considered the 
one specific thing that explicit distinguishes partnership from development aid, but at the same 
time the thing that unites them. In partnership, power is supposedly “nowhere”; if anywhere it 

                                                 
54 Eriksson Baaz, p. 84 
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should belong to the partners. Crucial for the informants’ understanding of development aid, 
however, is that the donors are exercising power in relation to the receivers. The problems 
implied by this are in turn made clear by the ways in which they distance themselves from 
development aid. However, problems with unequal power relations, domination and dependence 
are recurrent themes, also within partnership. It is discussed as something that should be avoided, 
but despite this it still seems to influence the relationship between (ex) donors and receivers. 55  

Very often, power is related to money. The possession of money is frequently described as a 
problem that complicates the informants’ efforts to implement an equal relationship between the 
partners. The informants often express these concerns in terms of a balance, and describe a need 
to re-balance the relationship when partners subordinate themselves. Here is one example of 
such an expression: 

Well, just that we bring the money. There already you have a really difficult balance… To 
balance back so that we aren’t sitting there and deciding… Or that they say yes because they 
believe that they have to and then we believe that it’s an honest yes when we ask them about 
something… 

The informants ask themselves on repeated occasions during the interviews whether the partners 
actually agree with them on their propositions, or if they simply do not dare to question or 
oppose them. They worry that unequal power structures and foreign domination are infecting the 
supposedly equal partnership, and putting them in the same privileged position as the (ex) donors 
within development aid. It is precisely this privilege and power that they try to escape by 
positioning themselves as a solidarity organisation working with partnership. The following 
excerpt articulates the discrepancy between an idea of an equal, reciprocal partnership and an 
experience of the partners’ as only yearning for money: 

P: What we bring is the picture of us being equals. Give and take. Which they, in the south, 
have difficulties grasping. Really, they only want the money. So we almost have to teach them 
what partnership involves. Hello, here we come and teach them about us being equals all of a 
sudden. We have been there hundreds of years and done everything to kill them. And told 
them that we are not at all… equals. It is us who all of a sudden… come and tell them that we 
are to be equals. Okay…!? That… That is interesting. 

I: But if they only want the money then? Give them the money…? Or…? 

P: No, then we can decide that nooo, you only want the money, we… We want partnership! 
We have these demands… on the ones that we co-operate with. Then they say, sure, they like 
partnership. So eventually it’s… It’s the money that pays for their posts and allowances and so 
on, right. So what do they need to do, to give us, in order to get this money? 

Here, the partnership discourse appears in a dilemma; it encourages the partners to act as equals 
with the (ex) donor, who can at the same time deny them support if they do not embrace the 
partnership idea. This is described as a rather ambivalent situation for the partners, who need to 
play by the (ex) donor’s rules in order to achieve the support they need. 

                                                 
55 I use the prefix (ex) to highlight that the donor and receiver labels are no longer used, even though the partners are 
sometimes in the text better understood as donors and recievers than as partners 
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(…) the economic inequalities characterizing the development aid relationship situate the 
’donor’ in a privileged power position in the sense that it is the ’donor’ who sets up ’the rules 
of the game’ of development cooperation, which ’partners’, in some way or the other, have to 
play by. Even if ‘partners’ cannot be seen as passive victims, the unequal power-relationship 
often implies that expectations and goals that are not adjusted to, or go against, the ‘rules’ set 
up by the ‘donor’ cannot be articulated.56

In accordance with Eriksson Baaz’s statement, the supposed equal partnership can be found to 
suffer from unequal power relations. When western organisations demand partnership they are in 
one way exercising power, since they can choose not to cooperate with organisations that do not 
work in line with this approach. Demands for partnership can therefore be understood as 
paradox, since they undermine the partnership idea itself. This in turn would explain why the 
informants react so strongly against the idea of partners who subordinate themselves, or only 
want money. When they do this, they put the spotlight on difficulties in the partnership vision. 
The economic inequalities between the partners are also expressed to undermine the idea of 
solidarity that the informants embrace. This is articulated in the following passage: 

(…) the hardest thing when you go out with solidarity and you want to make a contribution to 
something, [is when] you are characterised as this… eh… well, this white rich person that you 
can try to get as much money from as possible. 

This informant describes a feeling of being used, and not appreciated for the solidarity that AGS 
stands for. Another informant also expresses problems that arise in the interaction with the 
partners in terms of the development workers, or AGS representatives being “Financiers”:  

Sometimes it was hard when you… found yourself in a context where you were invited by… 
by an organisation, for instance. And then they put you on some podium… (laughs) with 
flounces… And they say: yes here comes our Financier! With a capital F. And then you were 
supposed to say something wise and… That type of situation was something you had to relate 
to, sure. 

Both examples above are articulated in terms of something being difficult to handle. Being 
considered as “the one with the money” or the “Financier” is expressed as problematic, and used 
to illustrate difficulties in realising an equal, mutual partnership, in turn strengthening and 
legitimating the partnership discourse and project. The informants express a will to be partners, 
to cooperate, and as Eriksson Baaz has showed earlier with a quote from Mudimbe, “follow the 
partners’ lead”. This isn’t working in situations when the partners are acting as receivers instead 
of partners. The tendency to describe these situations in terms of problems has been noted also 
by Eriksson Baaz in her study. She writes: 

‘Partners’’ efforts to attain and satisfy their goals and expectations are often, by the ‘donor’, 
presented as a failure, as a failed project. The blame for this failure is, it seems, often placed on 
the ‘partner’, and presented as an expression of lack of knowledge and capacity, unreliability, 
indifference and passivity. In other words, the blame for what the ‘donors’ define as ‘failures’ is 
placed on the Other who is made the culprit. In this way then, ‘partner’ agency and efforts to 
attain goals – which the ‘donor’ in the discourse of partnership encourages is, paradoxically, 
interpreted as an expression of the contrary – passivity and indifference.57

                                                 
56 Eriksson Baaz, p. 84-85 
57 Ibid., p. 85 
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When partners ask for money, they are described not to realise the partnership idea, or as acting 
in (a problematic) opposition with the preferred reciprocal climate of cooperation. Instead of 
blaming the partners, however, many informants seek explanations in a colonial history or 
context. In one of the excerpts on the previous page, this is expressed when the informant refers 
to a history in which we have done everything to kill them. Here, the terms us and them can be noted, 
where us/we is most likely to refer to a Western community, while them/they are the Africans, or in 
a wider sense, people of developing countries. That informant expressed the situation sarcastic; 
comparing it with a perpetrator suddenly claiming to be equals with the victims. At the same time 
this articulation does in one sense reproduce an image of monolithic groups or categories, uniting 
“us” against an “other”. 

The informants are generally aware of their “colonial heritage”, as one of them puts it. They 
often explain today’s problems in terms of a colonial history, describing problems to concern 
structures rather than individuals or groups. As shown above, this colonial awareness is mirrored 
also in the critique of development aid, and in implying different approaches to power in 
development aid discourse and the discourse of partnership. One informant explains efforts to 
handle power relations in the following way: 

It can be really problematic, according to me. I believe that a lot of development aid has… 
gone wrong exactly because of this, that you… you come with… ideas that you aren’t perhaps 
yourself ready to modify. That is, a lack of humility, too. And that you really… You achieve 
much more power when you come there than you… normally have in Sweden.  

Here, power is explained to increase when one comes to an African country or society, from 
Sweden. Moreover, it is not described as something that is exercised or that is captured, but as 
something that one achieves. Hence, it is either “the other” or “the structures” or “ the system” 
that puts the (in this case) Swedish, or Western development worker in a privileged position. As 
Eriksson Baaz concludes; changing the terms from donors/receivers to partners does not change 
the economic inequalities in the relationship or cooperation. Still, the (ex) donor holds the 
privileged position, which affects the (ex) receiver’s attitudes and possible actions.58

Implementation of the partnership idea is described as problematic not only because the 
supposedly equal partners subordinate themselves and act as receivers, but also in regards to 
power that AGS themselves exercise. The informants continuously describe ambivalent 
circumstances, in which they are supposed to (and wish to) practice an equal and mutual 
partnership, and at the same time need to place demands. Even though they recurrently 
emphasise the importance not to control and implement their own values and opinions on their 
partners, they at the same time illustrate certain demands that exist, and perhaps must exist, 
within the cooperation. One informant speaks for instance of formality and bureaucracy 
demands that need to be fulfilled, which in turn affects the partnership: 

 
 

                                                 
58 Eriksson Baaz, p. 84 
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There are big demands on that… They must have a document that they have signed; this is 
how we want the project to look. Then we can… give advice and… we can think: no, that 
project… isn’t really okay with us. And then… Well, either we stick with that… And then it 
might not come about. Or they have to change it. And that’s what they do, almost always that’s 
what happens, that they change it. 

In this articulation, partnership implies demands from the (ex) donor’s part, which illustrates a 
power relationship that is not as equal and “fair” as the partnership discourse generally 
emphasises. The (ex) donors are in this example presented as being able to turn down a project 
or deny supporting it. If a project is not okay with the (ex) donors, the partners can either change 
it, or choose not to change it. If they do not, however, the project might not be realised. In order 
for the partners to get support for their projects, they hence have to adjust them to the (ex) 
donor’s standards. As another informant points out, projects applying for support from AGS 
need to be in accordance to their policy or program. 

Throughout the interviews, there are ambivalent expressions of power and the ways in which 
it functions. The informants often point out that they do not rule, decide for their partners or 
govern or even initiate projects and programmes. Instead, initiatives are stressed to come from 
the partners. However, when reflecting upon the concrete practices of the cooperation, many 
informants express an awareness and reflexivity concerning their own role and advantage of 
power. The following excerpt, describing how a project is initiated, is an illustrative example of 
how this awareness can be expressed: 

They hand in a plan, this is what we shall do the next two or three years. Does that seem okay 
with you? Eh, and… If we think so, we say: yes we can enter with so and so much money. And 
then they get the money and they may use them however they want. As long as they, in the 
end, account for what they have done… And that it follows the plans that we got from the 
beginning. But it’s not like: you can only use it for this and that. No. And we don’t decide what 
they should do. We can sometimes say that… This part of your activity is nothing that we 
work with, so we would like you to use the money for that [other thing instead]… That’s how 
we can… govern! 

Here, AGS is explained both to govern and not to govern the cooperation. First, it is pointed out 
that it is not like: you can only use it for this and that. However, the partners do need to account for 
what they have done and follow a certain plan that has been drawn up from the beginning. 
Further on, AGS is described as being able to deny the partner support, by acknowledging that 
what they apply for support for does not follow their general aim or purpose; this part of your 
activity is nothing that we work with. The partner can instead be proposed with another suggestion of 
something that AGS would indeed support. Hence, whilst declared not to rule over the partners, 
AGS can control their activity by specifying what sort of actions and programmes they support.  

Also when deciding what partners to cooperate with, AGS exercises power. In choosing so-
called “good” organisations, they decide what should be considered good, and at the same time 
also what activities “should” not be accepted or encouraged. However, this is not always 
expressed as something that the informants have not thought about, or as contrasting with other 
statements. In the following articulation, power is on the contrary justified in the choice and 
selection of partners:  
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P: The basis for… cooperation with an organisation must be that you have a somewhat similar 
conception of the world, and that you… think somewhat alike, that you have somewhat similar 
goals and things… That you believe, have certain basic outlooks… that agree with each other. 
Otherwise I don’t think that we should… I mean, according to me, that should be a basic 
condition for us to be their, to be the one who finances their activity, otherwise… 

I: Someone else may do it? 

P: Yes. Someone else can do it, or… Yes. Because I believe that we should, we have important 
questions that we must sort of demand of our cooperative partners. But on the contrary, 
naturally we don’t want to rule too much either, but they must decide for themselves… how 
they want to plan their activity, and there… Of course there’s a balance. 

Although this informant firmly expresses her or his standpoint, s/he explains at the same time 
that it is just her or his opinion; according to me, and the articulation is hence understood as a 
particularity, not as something that everyone must or even would perhaps agree with. While 
stating that their partners need to work with them on important questions, the informant also 
uses what can be conceived as a naturalised “fact” of the partnership discourse; that the (ex) 
donor must not rule over the partners; naturally, we don’t want to rule too much either… Again, what is 
presented partly as a natural element of the partnership discourse is at the same time used in 
terms of a balance, implying that the (“evident”) ideal values of partnership collide with 
something else. In this case, this “else” is the important questions that AGS has decided to 
encourage and work for. The organisation is described as facing a dilemma in that they on one 
hand emphasise certain questions that they want everyone to strive for (such as equality, as will 
be discussed further below), and on the other hand the partnership discourse, in which they must 
not transmit and favour their own values and standards in the cooperation.  

Note also my own part as an interviewer in this articulation, which illustrates that an 
interview must be understood in terms of social interaction. When the informant says that there 
are some basic conditions that should be filled if they are to be the financiers of the activity, 
otherwise… I “automatically” fill in: someone else may do it? This illustrates how the discourse of 
development cooperation (for now without distinguishing between partnership and development 
aid) is established among the public, including myself. The discourse of development cooperation 
operates by asserting everyone that development aid or partnership is needed, that the others are 
in need of support practices. This is illustrated by my assumption that if AGS wouldn’t support 
the partners, someone else must do it. I also assume that this is what the informant is going to say. 
For all I know, s/he could be stating that if AGS should decide not to give funding to the 
project, the (partner) organisation would have to manage on its own, or simply shut down. 
However, the informant is also informed by “the importance of development cooperation”, and 
s/he continues with my words: someone else may do it, yes. Further on, s/he returns to establish and 
naturalise the discourse of partnership (which is one part of the discourse of development 
cooperation) by stating that they must not govern too much over the partners, since the partners 
must be given the ability to work with the projects that they find important. 
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Positioning solidarity in partnership and development aid 
In the analysis of identities within partnership and development aid, Eriksson Baaz identifies 
solidarity as a discourse in its own. She speaks of “the discourse of solidarity – to live as, and 
become part of, the local community”.59 I wish not to do that. Even though the question of 
living conditions among development workers are discussed also in my interviews, I consider it 
not to define solidarity in the sense that I discuss it here, even less marking it as a discourse. 
Instead, I examine solidarity as a positioning within central discourses on the development 
cooperation arena. Surely, it has a history, evolving from the 1960’s liberation movements, with 
strives for equality and human rights, but I do not believe that it has remained the same; but that 
it has re-shaped, expanded and narrowed itself down. Solidarity, as I explore it, is a way for the 
informants to position themselves mainly within the partnership discourse that builds on 
elements of equality and reciprocity. In doing so, it is taking a stand against the development aid 
discourse that can be seen as competing with partnership. According to me, solidarity can be seen 
as what Iver B. Neumann terms a desidentification with central discourses in the field, perhaps 
mainly with the development aid discourse; a form of “creative objection” to it’s central themes. 
Neumann describes it as a way to identify with something that relates to the dominating 
discourse without agreeing with every part, but at the same time not objecting totally to it. This 
identification or protest works by “deleting, changing, adding and combining elements from 
separate discourses (…) changing a discourse or even producing a new (…)”.60 Here, the 
solidarity position can be understood as combining parts from the partnership and development 
aid discourses, protesting mainly against paternalistic elements of development aid, trying to 
change impacts of “helping” and unequal power relations in creating new ways of understanding 
support practices, and images of development countries and societies in southern Africa. 

However, even though solidarity is presented here as part of the partnership discourse, it is 
also modifying it slightly. In accordance with its historical “roots” (described above), it is actively 
trying to shift focus from individuals and groups to structures. It is also adding justice/fairness to 
equality and reciprocity that is manifested within the partnership discourse. This could be seen as 
distinguishing it also from partnership, thus making it a discourse of its own, which is how I first 
viewed it. Whether or not it’s to be seen as a discourse or a position within a discourse, solidarity 
is presented as less established than development aid and partnership, and not able to compete, 
or be compared, fully with them. This could be why the informants use the other discourses in 
order to explain and create their own (position). As has been described previously in this paper, 
solidarity doesn’t supply in descriptions of the organisation. The designation is expressed in terms 
of a shortage and weakness, as this informant illustrates: 

 
 

                                                 
59 Eriksson Baaz, p. 96-97 
60 Neumann, p. 145 (my transl.) 
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I: If you say solidarity organisation, do you think that other people know what you talk about? 

P: It’s not certain that they know that, no. (…) but that’s why… No. I guess that’s perhaps the 
weakness with that… name, that it isn’t enough, you have to explain what it’s about.  

The “need” to use development aid is (and has above been) presented as a dilemma, since it 
associates to power inequalities that the informants do not (at first) recognise in AGS, or that 
even contradict with their aims and goals.  

The aims and goals of the solidarity organisation are instead explained in terms of fairness 
and justice, with an emphasis on structures, not individuals. Expressions of this can be found in a 
number of articulations above, for instance when the informants contrast their organisation with 
those employing development aid. In one previous excerpt, the informant describes that 
development aid is something that the solidarity organisation wishes to distinguish itself from, 
explaining that the difference is that AGS is working for a fair world. In contrast to development 
aid, their organisation is described as concerned with questions of global economy and an altered world 
order. Other informants describe the differences between development aid and solidarity in similar 
terms of objectives and range of planning. They recurrently emphasise the importance of 
challenging global structures on a long-term basis, rather than trying to “save” specific 
individuals. This is perhaps most clearly expressed when they speak of charity and disaster relief. 
In contrast to such activities or actions, solidarity is explained as a morally or personal stand, 
aiming for more steady and consistent changes. This is illustrated for instance in the following 
excerpt: 

Well, you can distinguish between solidarity and charity. (…) Because this, to only give some 
money to ease your conscience, that’s one thing. And to be engaged and express solidarity and 
to emphasise every person’s equal rights and… There’s sort of another thought behind that. 

This informant describes charity as something that people do in order to feel good about 
themselves; as a way to ease one’s conscience. This is compared to a deeper commitment linking to 
solidarity and an emphasis and awareness of every person’s equal rights. Solidarity is presented as 
a deeper and more serious commitment than charity. This informant continues to explain that 
charity often emphasises individuals, and exemplifies with appeals from certain organisations to 
the average person to help save poor children by giving money or by becoming a godparent. This 
attention to exposed individuals is something that is criticised by many within the development 
cooperation field, states Eriksson Baaz in an essay on development aid. She writes: 

Many Swedish development aid organisations are critical to this popular picture of 
development aid and the development aid worker since it breeds imaginations about Africa’s 
passivity and helplessness. (…) International development aid has however, during a long time 
promoted imaginations of Africa’s passivity and Europe’s power of initiative. In efforts to 
appeal to people’s generosity, Africans have often been described as passive, helpless objects – 
in need of precisely Your help.61

Charity is temporary and dependent upon people’s attitudes and active choices. “Today I’m 
generous, but perhaps not tomorrow. It turns into a question of kindness or evil. Every sign of 
                                                 
61 Eriksson Baaz, in Mc Echrane & Faye, p. 175 (my transl.) 
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reciprocity disappears. I’m active, you’re a passive receiver.”62 This is compared and contrasted to 
solidarity organisations’ struggle for altered structures and development of societies and 
countries, together with the people who live there. “Charity is based on the one’s dependence 
upon the other, solidarity on mutual dependence.”63  

Long-range planning and thinking is also stressed in the solidarity discourse or position by 
presenting disaster relief as problematic because it is temporary. Consider the following 
articulation: 

We have, there’s this thing that we talk about within our organisation as well; it is sort of 
despise of… working with humanitarian aid. (…) that you… feel sorry for, and hand out 
plasters, sort of. [Instead of] that you have to work… further/longer, that you must… so that 
it will lead to change, to development. Humanitarian aid, that’s almost foul language… 

This informant expresses strong criticism towards organisations that work with humanitarian aid, 
here articulated even as foul language. The informant hereby indicates that the discourse of 
solidarity, or the discursive position of solidarity, is organised against feelings of “sympathy” and 
temporary solutions. From the solidarity point of view, you need not only relieve people from 
suffering, but also challenge the structures that cause the problems to begin with. In handing out 
plasters one does not change what causes the wound, only stops it from bleeding. In contrast to 
this, the solidarity discourse or position wishes for people to engage in development and a change 
of social structures and injustices. However, this is described to complicate the search for support 
and engagement from common people. The informants describe an understanding of 
organisations that explicitly stress individuals “in need” as having less difficulty raising money for 
their activity. The morally and personal positioning of solidarity is described to collide with 
worldly – but still important – questions, such as finances and economy. 
 

Global fellowship and justice   
Partly emphasised by the partnership discourse, fairness and/or justice appear as central elements 
of the solidarity position that the informants describe. The goal is commonly expressed as a fairer 
world. The informants speak in terms of changes; the goal is described as achieving a new 
condition; a progress towards a fairer world, which differs from the current. This can be found 
also in articulations of differences between organisations’ focus upon individuals or structures 
that is discussed above. Rather than temporarily helping specific individuals, AGS wants to alter 
structures of power in today’s world order. Many informants express this aim as crucial, and they 
describe it for instance in the following way: 
 
 

                                                 
62 Sven-Eric Liedman, Att se sig själv i andra – om solidaritet (Stockholm, 2000), p. 88 (my transl.) 
63 Ibid., p. 36 (my transl.) 
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I believe that one of the best things about AGS is precisely that we have… We have this 
history (…) That we are the type of organisation that we are and that we… We look upon 
ourselves as a solidarity organisation. And that we, that it’s about… precisely that we have this 
established contact with organisations in southern Africa and that we try to have… a mutual 
exchange with them. Now, you can’t escape that we’re financing them, so… There’s an 
imbalance, but we… At least we have the ambition. (…) And that we work long-term and 
don’t come in and support some temporary disaster relief, but that we work with structural 
problems and try to help to solve them. 

The goal of increased fairness and justice is, however, recurrently described as both large and 
vague, with a wide range of implications. The informants express this as the comprehensive goal 
or vision that guides their activity, at the same time emphasising that it is undefined and hard to 
“measure” or handle. Beside the vision, they identify concrete actions that serve as aims on a 
more practical level. Here is how one informant speaks of the organisation and its aims: 

Well, the very comprehensive goal and vision of course is to… to work for a fairer world. But 
you know, that’s very indistinct. But it’s some sort of, some vision that we have. Yes. Eh… 
And beneath that it’s about… supporting organisations in southern Africa that work for… a 
positive development in those countries. And in Sweden informing and lobbying for a 
development, for… for a fairer, more democratic southern Africa with better allocation of 
resources and equality and so on.  

The informants describe solidarity as a position that they feel comfortable with. By stressing 
mutual exchange and feelings of loyalty through the past, it is constructed as a stand that implies 
reciprocity and fellowship. Working with solidarity, the organisation aims towards supporting 
“the individual”, although not by specifying them or pointing them out as victims, but by 
challenging larger structures that affect upon their lives.  

Highlighting that the partners’ issues are important to them, AGS appears as “one of them”, 
one of the “partners”. According to Eriksson Baaz, this anti-imperialism and solidarity is 
something that characterizes Swedish development aid (here not specified in contrast to 
partnership, but used in a wider sense). She discusses that Swedish organisations often seem to 
assume that they can distance themselves from a history of colonialism, which they are supposed 
not to have engaged in, since they were neither coloniser in an obvious sense, nor colonised. This 
implies that they are able to feel solidarity towards the ones that were colonised, and criticise the 
former colonisers.64 My informants also present themselves as rather aware of colonial structures, 
however, they are very keen to question and discuss their own role in the cooperation. The 
solidarity position is described to diminish criticism or mistrust, and to enhance legitimacy and 
authority, as is articulated in the following excerpt: 

P: I think at least to myself that it feels good to be able to lean back upon this… (…) When 
you told them what kind of organisation AGS was, that… And many knew already that we had 
been there and supported their fight for liberation, because it induces a feeling of that we… 

I: It’s solidarity, partly… 

P: We like each other and we have common goals and we… We feel solidarity with each other. 
And we have sort of common questions that we can discuss.  

                                                 
64 Mc Echrane & Faye, p. 9 
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The informant describes how s/he appreciates the ability to lean back upon a common history and 
past support. Partners are described to be familiar with the organisation, recognising it as an 
organisation they can trust and are willing to cooperate with.  

Here again, it can be noticed how I, as interviewer, also am surrounded by the same 
discourses as the informants. When this informant describes the common past and interest, I 
unintentionally or unaware “fill in” what s/he is going to say: it’s solidarity. Hence, I am producing 
an understanding of solidarity that fits with what the informant was previously saying. It is clear 
that the interview must be viewed in terms of interaction, rather than a situation in which the 
informant is the only one creating its content. When I understand and express the solidarity 
concept as compatible with what is being said, the informant continues to speak, soon her or 
himself using it in her or his further descriptions. We do not know whether the informant would 
have used the concept if it weren’t for me as interviewer, supposing that it is what is meant, 
creating a feeling of mutual understanding. On the contrary, we do not know whether I would 
have used the solidarity concept if it weren’t for my informants and the (and previous) 
interview(s) either. This illustrates in a rather lucid way that discourse is both used in and 
restricting speech and that it operates in social interaction. 

Reciprocity and affinity are also emphasised when the informants speak of their two-folded 
aim of working both in Africa and in Sweden. Many times, it is described as important to 
consider the two parts as a whole, and the informants on many occasions underline the “Swedish” 
part of the activity. Hence, they can be seen as reacting against an assumption that development 
aid related organisations work mainly with Africa or “African issues”, as has been discussed 
previously by one informant. They therefore express efforts of creating fellowship between 
“southern Africa” and “Sweden”. In the following excerpt the importance of this emphasis is 
explained in terms of credibility:  

Well we say that we work both with development cooperation in southern Africa and we work 
also with information and creating public opinion in Sweden. That it is, sort of, a whole. And 
then, we believe, to be able to be trustworthy in our activity in Sweden, we need knowledge 
and experience, and we get that through the contacts with… with partners in southern Africa.  

In this articulation, the credibility of the activity is depending upon the source of knowledge. In 
order to be trustworthy in information campaigns in Sweden, the knowledge must come from or 
be supported by contacts with southern Africa, in order to be understood as authentic and 
genuine. This can also be interpreted as signs of the colonial awareness discussed above, which 
plants imaginations of not having the authority to comment upon “African” conditions, because 
of a caution not to speak for them.  

The following excerpt also illustrates informants’ efforts to bring together “Swedish” and 
“African” matters or activities: 

It’s important to, sort of, bring up those questions and then… Also to find, that you feel that 
it… it affects Sweden. Because it’s… That which we do, I believe that you should feel that it 
connects with Swedish conditions as well. I mean, then you should engage yourself in equality 
matters in Sweden as well, so that it won’t feel as if… that you can do something there, but 
that it doesn’t matter here at home. 
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One of the central elements that mark the solidarity position is articulated here, namely the 
importance of not feeling that you can do something there, but that it doesn’t matter here at home. Again, 
the anti-colonial or anti-imperialist critique and caution is spelled out. The fellowship and justice 
implied by the solidarity position calls for caution and awareness of possible imperialist attitudes, 
stressing instead similarity and resemblance between “Swedes” or “Westerners”, and “African 
people”. As stated by one informant: “We want justice and social welfare in our country. Why 
can’t we want that for the entire world?”  
 

Constructing NGO class 
In order to avoid the feeling that things must be done for others while they doesn’t matter “at 
home”, “the partners’ lead” is stressed within the partnership discourse. However, a cooperation 
where partners do take the lead is not described as unproblematic. Instead, the informants 
describe inequalities among the native people, where those (natives) who work with development 
aid are described to live under better conditions, making more money and gaining more influence 
than others. This is spoken of as creating a “new class” in society, constructed by non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). One informant explains: 

In X [a country in southern Africa], there’s this traditional civil society… And there’s a society 
constructed by development aid, which has emerged rapidly in the cities, especially in the 
capital. (…) It consists of a lot of organisations that have been created by development aid 
because they know that there are large opportunities to get financial support. And now that 
many organisations have turned around and only support the civil society, the whole 
development… donor part is very interested in the civil society. And then it has emerged, with 
many who are well educated, many have gone from the governmental institutions and work, 
they get paid really high dollar wages, drive around in cars, and it’s… it’s just like a new class 
has been created in society, you know. Which lives pretty well. Many young, well educated… 

The informants speak of changed conditions from institutions such as Sida, implying changes 
also in what organisations are accepted as partners. AGS previously supported groups who 
fought for independence from colonialism, many of which formed governments when the 
countries were liberated. However, the informants explain that Sida has decided lately that non-
governmental organisations must only support other non-governmental organisations, and not 
governments. What has thus happened is that they have rapidly had to find new partners. In 
doing so, they have many times chosen organisations that are considered “safe” (these are the 
informants’ words), that is, organisations that are well established and recognised. However, they 
are described as not always interested in what is happening in the rural areas outside of the cities. 
Instead, many of them are supposed to care mainly about the money that they get from foreign 
“donors”. Thus, they are seeing to themselves and their own situation first, before working with 
others (a tendency also described to exist among the Swedish public). This counteracts strongly 
with the solidarity position that emphasises equality and every person’s equal worth, as this 
informant describes: 
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AGS, as a solidarity organisation with its roots in… you know, that we should reach out to the 
individual, or the most exposed individuals… (…) I don’t want to be a part of building up a 
class, some form of NGO class! Look at the ones who live, you know, in the cities, look at 
who drives around in fancy cars, it’s the ones who work at these organisations. 

The solidarity organisation finds itself in a dilemma, which the informants can be seen to try to 
challenge also in their criticism of development aid; the activities that aim for improvement and 
development can risk promoting the same or similar differences as the ones they originally 
wanted to challenge. This, again, raises the question of what to do when the partners do take the 
lead, but lead in the (according to the (ex) donors) “wrong direction”. 
 

Privilege and difference 
The problems of power are mentioned also when the informants reflect upon their own roles as 
AGS representatives and/or development workers. They express both reluctance towards ruling 
or governing (as was analysed above) and ambivalence concerning an expressed need to 
sometimes actually rule or govern the partnership. Many times, they voice an awareness of their 
own privileged power position in imagining the partner’s feelings or experiences. “Of course 
sometimes they can be offended because you’re not grateful” says one informant when s/he 
describes efforts from the partners to welcome or treat the (ex) donor with humility and respect. 
The reluctance towards the superior position is described to complicate the relationship rather 
than making it feel better. 

The colonial reflections that were discussed above are also repeated here. The implications of 
a Swedish or Western person being sent to the country in question are on many occasions 
questioned and discussed within the partnership discourse. One informant illustrates a complex 
of problems that have to do with status differences between the “Western” and “African” 
partners: 

Our volunteers, if it’s supposed to be volunteers, must be people with specific knowledge in 
regards to what the receiving side needs. And not what we believe that we should send out. 
There’s a discrepancy there, which I find alarming.  

Again, the partner’s agency and needs are emphasized. In accordance with the partnership 
discourse, “their lead” should be followed. Articulations such as this can also be understood as 
expressions of a post-colonial awareness, as a caution not to suggest that the “Westerner” knows 
better or is more evolved than the “African” partner.  

The same self-consciousness and criticism is mediated in reflections upon the advisory role 
that is described as replacing the development worker or volunteer role in many projects. One 
informant reflects upon this the following way: 

Today there has been a shift towards not only being a volunteer, but also an advisor. And there 
of course I see a great problem (…) I don’t understand how you can go out as a Swedish nurse 
or teacher or doctor or whatever you may be, and put yourself on a pedestal as an advisor! You 
see, I think that there’s a problem there; how can the volunteer role become an advisor? (…) 
And also this thing with project manager, that’s another problem, because you can’t be the 
manager of a project when the owners of the project are the receiving side. So there’s a 
problem within the volunteer role that I am very critical of.  
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To function as an advisor is in this articulation described as putting oneself on a pedestal, dominating 
over the native workers. If one should go out as a volunteer, according to this quote, one should 
be working on equal terms with the partners – as is implied in the discourse on partnership. The 
risk of dominating over the others that is connected with the advisor role has been noted as well 
by Eriksson Baaz. She writes: 

The idea of profiling that characterises the advisor role (as well as the professional role in 
general in Europe) often doesn’t apply to the European development worker in Africa (even if 
some still cling to it). By belonging to and being a representative for the developed world the 
European in Africa is transformed into a walking encyclopaedia who can give advice on a 
number of areas that lie beyond the formal professional competence.65

What appears as problematic is the indication of western superiority, turning partnership into a 
colonial and racist – in opposition to an equal and shared – project. 

Being “Swedish” or “Western” is, it seems, not presented as unproblematic. The informants 
on various occasions describe experiences of being “alien” or “different”, not blending in, as 
being viewed as “superior” by the others. They speak for instance of class, explaining how they 
become members of a higher class than common people in the country that they visit, even 
though they consider themselves to be poorly paid. One informant says: 

Of course, when you come there as a white person, everyone [there] gets the picture that you 
have money. And… In comparison, volunteers, Swedish volunteers who come out there, of 
course they are rich, they have a big lot of resources, compared to them so to speak. Eh… So, 
you’re looked upon as someone… with money. And… (…) You can afford to eat out in 
restaurants and… all this, you know. The good life. We have access to it. And… We have 
access to it even though we sometimes, the whites, perhaps get paid the lowest allowances, 
since at AGS you don’t get paid much. But of course they [the native population] can’t see 
that. Who’s a boss at a foreign company and who’s a high paid consultant for Sida and who’s 
an AGS volunteer? Common people in X [this south African country] don’t make that 
distinction. (…) Then you’re white and rich and have… assets. 

This informant articulates a dilemma; in coming as “foreigner” to an African country, 
development workers are viewed upon as rich, with resources and assets. You’re looked upon as someone 
with money, s/he explains. Wealth is presented as relative; one becomes rich or poor in comparison 
to other people. In Sweden, the allowance of an AGS official or development worker is 
considered rather low, and it is not expressed as a high status profession. However, in the African 
society, the money that they do possess enables them to eat at restaurants and gives them access 
to the good life. Common people are supposed not to distinguish between foreign workers with 
varying degrees of status and allowances. As stated in excerpts above, experiences of being 
considered as rich and wealthy are described as difficult to handle and as being in conflict with 
the informant’s emphasis on solidarity. 

The informants’ further describe how they, themselves “poor” development workers, 
constitute a whole “new” class in the African society: 

We lead an upper class life down there, and that affects people. Even if we consider ourselves 
volunteers and are rather poorly paid (…); most other people make much more money but… 
We have another way of living… We drive around in fancy cars, we can visit restaurants many 
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times a week, we have, we live… nice. We didn’t do that back then, then we lived simple (…) 
It has changed a lot, because when I first went there I lived in a rather simple apartment. I had 
to carry water myself and… you didn’t have any electricity (…) That was a real advantage.  

This informant describes differences in living conditions for volunteers or development workers 
now and earlier on. Today, they can drive around in fancy cars and visit restaurants many times a week, 
even though they consider themselves to be poorly paid. This “fancy” way of living is 
consistently presented as problematic by the informants, who express attitudes similar to the one 
articulated here, where simple living is presented as a real advantage. 

However, while the “old” way of living is presented as more compatible with the solidarity 
concept, living on equal terms with the native population is also presented as complicating the 
actual work that the development worker is expected to do. It is expressed as ineffective, for 
instance in the following articulation: 

AGS, [and] solidarity organisations had a really… equitable attitude, that you should go there 
and live under the same conditions [as the ones who live there]. So in the seventies, you sent 
out Swedes, to X [a country in southern Africa] to do, to live under the same conditions as 
they did there. It was also, a bit like shooting oneself in the foot. Because… They weren’t 
supposed to have a car and they should, couldn’t… There was no food in X [the country] so… 
They ended up queuing for food all day, just so that they would themselves survive, and then 
they were supposed to have time to work as well… You work as an educator for teachers – 
and you spend half day in queues. So it was very ineffective.  

However, efforts to challenge this inefficiency are also presented as problematic. To live instead 
in good neighbourhoods or under better conditions is described to undermine the organisation’s 
legitimacy and authority. As one informant asks: 

What’s the difference between a Swede who wants to work for the poorest but you live in the 
same area as the ones that you are supposed to counter, that is the upper class? 

Living an upper class life or possessing upper class attributes is described as undermining the 
seriousness of the “mission”. Consider the following statement: 

How would it look if I arrived in… I work with the world’s poorest (…) and I drive up in my 
four wheel drive and just tell them that hey, you better shape up.  

Driving up in a four wheel drive when you work with poor people that most probably never could 
afford a car can be understood as a manifestation of power and of being superior, as is living in the 
same areas the ones that you’re supposed to counter. This opposes one of the central elements within 
partnership, namely the feeling of being equals and of not exercising power over others. It also 
counteracts with an implication of solidarity as being “one of them”, loyal to “their” interests and 
humble before their situations or conditions, and aware of potentially colonial expressions.  

Eriksson Baaz discusses this in terms of a contradiction facing development aid 
organisations, between solidarity in terms of living under the same conditions as the native 
people, and an unequal world order that situates development workers as better off than the ones 
they feel solidarity with. This in turn creates feelings of alienation.66 Solidarity is usually presented 
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as a feeling between equals. In a Swedish encyclopaedia it is defined as loyalty towards “the own 
group”.67 One informant discusses the discrepancy between such a statement and (actual) 
circumstances and conditions for doing a good job. S/he states: 

How can we live to do a good job? Surely it’s stupid to send out someone who just… 
collects… queues all day to collect food. That’s worthless. So, can you, really, is it any good to 
send out Swedes at all? 

Eriksson Baaz recognises this self-criticism and awareness, expressed among development 
workers in questions such as “What right do we have to be here?”, “Do we have anything at all to 
contribute?” and “Isn’t it rather them who have a lot to teach us?”.68 The informants (both her 
and mine) question the legitimacy of development aid, hinting at risks of “taking over” and 
referring to unwanted power in terms of being the one who “governs” the other. One of my 
informants explains for instance that s/he did not want to emphasise her or his involvement in 
development cooperation activities, while visiting an African country earlier on. S/he had not 
started working at AGS yet, but was thinking of doing so. However, s/he didn’t feel comfortable 
talking about it among the native people, who were described as rather critical or sceptical to 
development aid. “It felt strange”, s/he explains.  

The problems of power and privileges are also explained with reference to whiteness or 
being European or “Western”, distinguishing the development workers from their native 
partners. Being white or western seems “automatically” to imply a certain status. One informant 
describes: 

I too speak Spanish badly, but I’m a European, so… (…) I am light-skinned, so I am accepted.  

This informant continues to exemplify privilege that “comes with” being white: 

Unconsciously, you notice, it’s nothing that I strive for, I notice that… I am not discriminated 
in custom checks, eh… I always, I easily get invited to upper class families…  

While pointing out that being treated extra well is nothing that s/he strives for, whiteness is 
described to have many advantages. This is also emphasised above, when development workers 
are described to be apprehended by the partners or the native people in African countries as white, 
rich, with assets. 
 

The silence of race 
Even though the informants describe that whiteness impacts upon the development worker’s 
role or situation, they never speak of race. Instead, every one of them expresses strong 
repudiation of the race concept when I ask them if they use it in any way. One of them says: 

I think that we try to avoid using concepts such as race… Since it’s incorrect, really. But 
gender and stuff, of course! 
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Unlike gender, race is presented as incorrect. However, it is a concept that the informants are 
described to try to avoid, and that is incorrect, really. While claiming that it is an inaccurate or false 
concept, it appears as if it is easily used, since they have to try to stop using it. This also implies 
awareness: the informants are explained to be aware of that race is not correct, and know 
therefore that they must work actively not to use it. This can be construed for instance of the 
following articulation: 

I know that it’s being used and I can think that… I don’t have any better suggestions on 
concepts to use instead, but I believe that it’s problematic since… In a way it cements an idea 
that is incorrect.  

Race is here presented as problematic, since it cements an idea that is incorrect. By using race, the 
informants argue, one reproduces its false implications. 

Interestingly enough, the informants describe race as if it is hard to get rid of or stop to use. 
Not only do they try to stop using it, but they don’t have any better suggestions on concepts to use instead. 
Race, it seems, is a strongly rooted and established concept with known implications. Even in the 
excerpt below, explicitly stressing the stand that there are no human races, the informant describes a 
difficulty in finding a concept to replace it: 

I don’t think we do [use the race concept], and… Personally, I seldom use it, because I can 
think that it’s problematic, since… Really, there are no human races. I think that it’s, really, an 
incorrect concept, or an irrelevant concept because it’s not really race it’s about. Because, I 
think that… The problem is that it’s hard finding any concept that fits. 

Here, race is presented in ambiguous or contradictory terms, not only as an incorrect concept, 
but also “misleading” or inconvenient since it’s not really race it’s about. But if it is not race that it’s 
about, why is it at the same time hard finding any concept that fits, and why is this considered a 
problem? If we were convinced that no human races exist, one may argue, then would the lack of a 
concept to describe the phenomenon really matter? 

Today, most people claim that races do not exist.69 However, I argue that an idea of race does 
indeed exist. If the idea did not exist, it would not be presented as a problem that we do not have 
a working concept for it. A fine line needs to be drawn between the ontological question “Can 
people be of different races?” and epistemological reasonings such as “Do we ever adopt an idea 
of what race implies?”70 Even in taking a stand against the race concept, a race discourse emerges 
in which race is still the central element, although filled with different implications and 
connotations. Studying “race” does not have to imply a study of how races exist or what differs 
between races, but can just as much – or more fruitfully, be a study of how race is constructed 
through discourse: 

                                                 
69 See for instance Balibar & Wallerstein, p. 21, de los Reyes, et.al., p. 317, Essed & Goldberg, p. 123, Eriksson et.al., 
p. 31 
70 As is Ian Hacking dinstinguishing between objects and actions and the ideas or implications of those objets or 
actions. When speaking of social constructivism, he claims, we most often referr to the constructed ideas of what 
reality or parts of it implies. For further reference see Ian Hacking, The social construction of what? (Cambridge, Mass., 
1999) 



 34

The issue is not how natural differences determine and justify group definitions and 
interactions, but how racial logics and racial frames of reference are articulated and deployed, 
and with what consequences. (…) Getting to grips with the dynamics of ‘race’, racism and 
antiracism (…) today therefore means studying an ever-changing nexus of representation, 
discourse and power. And that requires a critical return to the concept culture.71

In trying to map the discursive formations of and around “race”, the silence about the concept is 
intriguing. What does it mean that the informants distance themselves from the concept, claiming 
with certainty that it is “incorrect”? Why do they not speak of race, but of gender and stuff, of course? 
One informant explains: 

You probably try to tone it down, the race concept. Because it’s so… Like in South Africa. 
There, the whites have really picked up the race concept… There should be distinctions 
between black and white. And we Swedes, when we… I guess we try to down tone it down. 
Since… A human being is a human being. You are equals, in a sense, that’s what we try to 
enhance, so to bring up…  

Again, the reluctance towards using the race concept can be interpreted as a fear of “creating 
race” or racism. Race, here, is explained not to be compatible with equality; Since… A human being 
is a human being. You are equals… This produces an understanding of the race discourse where race 
implies inequalities and differences between human beings. Race hence becomes “dangerous”.72 
If you promote equality, you cannot speak of race, since race is incorrect and an explicit use of 
the concept would create precisely the differentiated society that you wish to alter or challenge. 
Race is here presented as equivalent with racism, since one is not supposed to be able to speak of 
race without also distinguishing (or – it seems – promote a distinction) between different races. 
In the book ’Race’, culture & difference, James Donald and Ali Rattansi problems this by stating: 

A paradox confronts anyone who tries to understand the perplexing and persistent phenomena 
of ‘race’ and racism in Europe today. On the one hand, in genetic terms, the physical or 
biological differences between groups defined as ‘races’ have been shown to be trivial. (…) 
And yet, on the other hand, it is all too clear that racism still remains a widespread, and 
possibly intensifying, fact of many people’s lives. Reiterating that ‘there’s no such thing as 
“race”’ offers only the frail reassurance that there shouldn’t be a problem. It cannot deal with 
the problems that do exist, because it fails to see them for what they are.73

When I analyse the interview transcripts, there are many examples of how race is in fact used, 
even though the informants above deny it of any “correctness” or usefulness. Very often, it is 
mentioned in discussions of South Africa, as for instance in this excerpt: 

P: No, we never speak about race. 

I: No. Okay. Do you use any other concepts instead, or is it, it’s not…? 

P: No… It doesn’t feel necessary to discuss that. I mean, in South Africa of course… We 
speak about it in the Portuguese ex colonies in the sense of… relations being more natural 
between blacks and whites… I myself have never been to South Africa. And I have only been 
on shorter visits to X [another country in southern Africa] but… Well, in South Africa it’s still 
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very [much] blacks and whites. And there it’s probably more pressing to talk about it, so to 
speak. (…) So of course, there it exists in society in a completely different way. 

Here, race is used, and it is not spoken of as merely incorrect or not what it’s about. Instead, when it 
comes to South Africa, race is presented as exactly “what it’s about”; it is described to exist in 
society in a completely different way there, than it is in the other countries in southern Africa. “Race” is 
presented as naturally connected with or linked to South Africa and phenomenon such as racism 
and apartheid.74 Expressions such as in South Africa, of course are common in the interviews, 
indicating that while race generally is not useful or even incorrect, it can in fact be applied to the 
South African society. 
 

Replacing race with ethnic belonging 
It is notable that race most often is mentioned in terms of relations between blacks and whites, 
both in my interviews and in literature concerning the concept.75 However, it is not used when 
referring to the own “whiteness”, only to relations between “other” whites and blacks. As 
Alexandra Ålund has stated, it seems always to be “the other” who has an ethnicity or in this case 
“race”, not the “self”.76 Being Swedish is presented as being situated outside of a colonial history 
or context. Among other articulations, one of the excerpts above is especially clear in stating that 
Swedes try to tone down discussions of race differences, but without explaining why Swedes, and 
not South Africans (for instance) would do this. According to post-colonial reasonings, no 
society can be perceived as unaffected by colonialism, even though different societies have 
different experiences of and roles in a colonial context.77 However, the reading of the excerpt 
proposes that discussions of race are more understandable when it comes to South Africa than 
they are in Sweden. Since Sweden does not have an “apartheid memory” or “colonial heritage”, it 
is presented as untouched by the “naturalness” or convenience that links “the race question” to 
South Africa. The following excerpt articulates in an illustrative way the “alienation” that 
“Swedes” can be expected to feel before racial or ethnical categorisations: 

I must say that I was rather surprised when I came to X [a country in southern Africa]. That 
they separate between people because of their skin colour. Eh… They describe each other in 
terms of, well the one with slightly lighter skin or… Yes, the… slightly Indian. You see, it’s a 
lot of mixtures as well. But… When you come from Sweden it feels like it’s almost foul; surely 
you can’t say the one who’s really black and the one who’s a little… lighter brown! That was 
sort of taboo for me, to speak in those terms, so that was something that I was very surprised 
by.  Eh… But I mean; it’s not like it exists. It’s a lot about class, really. This with race and 
colour, it’s really also about class, even in a country like X. I mean… You’re probably better 
off financially if you’re… a mixture, if you’ve had a white parent. Or something. The 
differences are really a lot about that.  But, nobody, I think, questions your rights as to 
participate in elections or be active in society or anything, but… it coincides with if you’re rich 
or poor or how good you’re off. 
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When asked about the race concept more specifically, the informant sighs and states that “you 
have to” use it, articulating an unwillingness to use the concept. Race, again, is presented as 
incorrect and “foul”. However, in the quotation above, s/he has clearly described how people do 
distinguish between each other in terms of skin colour, which race is often referred to. 
Sometimes, race can be used, s/he explains, but only when it is “what is being used” already. It is 
not something that the informants themselves bring up. In cases when it is already being used, 
however, race is described as relations between blacks and whites – most often negative relations 
with discrimination and separatist intentions. 

Instead of speaking of race, the informants commonly emphasise what can perhaps be 
described as ethnic belonging. Apart from blacks and whites, presented by the informants as non-
controversial concepts, there are also articulations of (other) ethnic groups. Here is one example: 

I guess we speak of blacks and whites and mestizo, or what do you say… Mulattoes, I think… 
you use to talk about. Or coloured, you speak of in X [a country in southern Africa]. Yes. 
While in Y [another country in southern Africa] you usually say… Well, blacks and whites, 
mulattoes… but in [their] terms so it’s different, but equivalent. And of course that’s 
something that’s discussed. Although in another way than in South Africa, since you haven’t 
any apartheid… heritage to relate to there, so it’s a bit less problematic, but still not without 
problems there either.  

Even though it is presented not without problems, discussions of ethnic groups are 
articulated as less problematic than discussions of race – again explained as relations and 
differences between blacks and whites, most notable in South Africa. Here, people in the 
African country are described to commonly be using ethnic groups or ethnic belonging to 
distinguish between each other or to understand “who they are”. One informant 
distinguishes between race and ethnic groups or influences in the following statement: 

Now you don’t speak of… race, you know everyone’s black. But, there’s a little… an Indian 
influence if you say, east Africa and this… (…) twenty something sort of different ethnic 
groups, so to speak. 

Here, the reason for not speaking of race is proposed in the statement everyone’s black. If everyone 
were not black, perhaps discussions of race would be of more relevance? Again, race is linked to 
differences and distinctions between blacks and whites. Nevertheless, another informant describes 
how different ethnic groups are actually treated different, and have access to different amounts of 
privileges and power. S/he explains: 

It’s very much like… You’re x [one ethnic group], are you a y [another ethnic group], are 
you… you know, z [another ethnic group]. You see it’s a lot like this and there are ethnic 
conflicts, more or less you know. And sort of that if you work somewhere you claim that the 
boss is from the south and he only employs people [from a certain area or group]… and 
there… I can understand it in a sense because there was a… a class or some difference 
between… Mm. 

In this articulation, the relations between different ethnic groups are described as class relations, 
which lead to conflicts and (experiences of) discrimination. People are described to very clearly 
distinguish between each other on the basis of ethnic and (often coinciding) regional belonging, 
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treating each other differently according to what ethnic groups or regions they ”belong” to or 
“descend” from. 

It seems as if ethnic belonging is considered as something different from race. While refusing 
to speak of race, the informants themselves emphasise ethnic belonging, and use it to describe 
how people in the African societies understand (and categorise) each other. One informant 
reflects upon the different concepts in the following way: 

P: It [ethnic belonging] is more about relations, compared to just looking a certain way. 

I: Race is more looks then? And not the implications, or what? 

P: Yes, race of course it’s South Africa and then… The working class is black too. 

Again, race is equivalenced with South Africa and with being black. Race is explained as looks, 
while ethnic belonging refers to relations. At the same time, race is connected to class, and 
described to interact with class structures, where the working class is black too. Even though race is 
not described as relations, but as looks, it is linked to class relations and stratification. Another 
informant also describes race in terms of looks, and of skin colour. However this understanding 
is not presented as natural or “correct” as it was above. Instead race is proposed to be able to 
indicate people of the same skin colour also. However, the informant explains, most people 
associate race with (differences in) skin colour.  

The differences in skin colour in turn seem to present themselves on a scale, ranging from 
white to black, creating a spectrum of “nuances” in between. Consider the following articulation: 

In X [a country in southern Africa] you speak about it very openly, you know, you call each 
other… If you’re to describe someone, their looks, or what kind of… Yes, well it’s a Negro or, 
you know, a black. Or a Mestizo or Mulatto. And then… You can be sort of in between, then 
you can be called a Fula for instance, then you’re… a little lighter, lighter mulatto. That sort of 
thing. So, I believe that, in a lot of countries there are a lot of nuances and I know there are a 
lot of words you can use to describe a person according to skin colour, and hair colour, and, 
well, looks. So there are words to describe looks. And that’s rather convenient. As long as you 
don’t put any values in it, I think it’s good. That you… I really think that you should speak 
about things as they are, but… Sometimes words become emotionally charged. In a negative 
sense.  

In this excerpt, a society is presented in which people’s skins have a lot of different colours and 
nuances. Depending upon what nuance your skin has, you are categorised into different groups: 
Mestizo, Mulatto, Fula and so on. This categorisation is presented as being done very openly, stating 
in a sense that this is a bit unexpected. In the articulation, people are preferred not to distinguish 
between each other at all. Emphasising if, the informant describes that in those cases that people 
need to be described, they are done so by the colour of their skin, or hair. The informant does on 
one hand describe this as rather convenient. However, s/he presents a caution and awareness of that 
words can become emotionally charged, and get negative implications or associations. This is what 
s/he distances her or himself from. Descriptions, such as race, are presented as “risky” since they 
can lead to negative implications of groupings and categorisations.  

In positioning themselves within the partnership discourse, emphasising solidarity and 
equality, the informants can be understood as unwilling to distinguish between people at all. One 
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informant explains that s/he can’t her or himself make distinctions because of skin nuance or 
ethnic belonging: 

I can’t watch a person and see if it’s x [an ethnic group] from south or if it’s a y [another ethnic 
group] from the north, perhaps y I recognise a bit better but… but I don’t have that gaze. 
Eh… I guess perhaps they notice it in a different way but it’s, it isn’t alive in society like that. 

However, while stating that others (natives) are supposed to be able to make this distinction 
easier than s/he can, differences between ethnic groups are described not to be alive in society like 
that. Like what? One may assume that s/he compares the situation to the discussion about race, 
which is understood as risky and negative. Since race is not spoken of, everything that could 
resemble of race is re-articulated and explained in other terms, such as, for instance, culture. This 
must however not be seen as done intentionally. “It may be that the person providing the 
account is not consciously constructing, but a construction emerges as they merely try to make 
sense of a phenomenon (…)”78

 

Challenging African Otherness? 
Throughout the interviews, the informants express a wish to change prevalent images of Africa 
and African people. This is also stated in the organisation’s program and goal. The general 
knowledge of Africa is described to be problematic since it cements static ideas of Africa as either 
an exciting place for adventures and expeditions, or a sad and terrible place of famine, poverty, 
and conflict. A lot of this stereotype knowledge is supposed to be mediated and reproduced 
through media. Hence, common people (in Sweden today) are either supposed to lack knowledge 
of Africa (since it doesn’t get much space in Swedish media) or building their knowledge on 
stereotypes (since what is mediated is described to be stereotype). One informant explains: 

Many [people] do know a bit about Africa, but it’s, perhaps, slightly biased, that’s also what we 
in AGS try to… To find… Or present the positive [aspects] so that it won’t merely be a bunch 
of negative [aspects], because that’s not really reality. 

Generally, the informants present themselves as sceptical towards other’s pictures or 
imaginations of development aid and of Africa. When asked how others react when they speak of 
their engagement in AGS, they explain that they meet with both impressed, curious and sceptical 
comments and propositions of Africa as being either horribly sad, retarded and under-developed, 
or exotic and exciting. One informant describes: 

A lot of people go: ah you’re such a good person, and you know… like this, it’s these silly 
things… (…) Especially if it’s a bit older people it’s sort of cute or sweet, you know. (…) On 
coffee breaks, as soon as I got there, they were going: oh…! For instance if you had something 
to eat, they’d go: what did you eat in X [a country in southern Africa]? How did you live? Like 
that, you know like… I had answered questions like those a hundred times, so you were pretty 
tired of it. It was very, like that… Then you get frustrated, why can’t they ask something else? 
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Other informants also describe that people ask them about how it was like in Africa or in the 
country in question, also expecting it to be adventurous and morally good to work with AGS: 

Very exciting. Eh… Oh, I’m sure you get to travel a lot! Yes, but especially this: oh, how 
exciting, and a little bit also this: imagine that you dare to choose such an occupation, you 
know, that’s not very high-paid. And, oh, I would have loved to be doing that. 

However, “positive” images of Africa are not always described as unproblematic. One informant 
speaks of a positive image in terms of “Africa as the continent full of adventure, elephants, and 
all those things you know!” At the same time, this adventure picture or discourse is described to 
have negative implications, referring to a “closeness to nature” or primitive way of living. The 
same informant likens these images to expressions from an old Swedish encyclopaedia, quoting; 
“Of nature, the African is happy and love to dance”. Hence, the image of Africa as an exciting 
place where Europeans can go to study both animals and humans is discussed. Eriksson Baaz 
relates it to development aid as well as to ideas of an “African nature or essence”. She writes: 

The passivity and inactivity that is often ascribed to Africa, is today often presented (…) as a 
result of development aid and aid dependency. But it is also presented as a part of a traditional 
(…) African mentality and culture. According to this view, unlike Europeans, Africans have a 
more relaxed and light-hearted view of life and they prioritize other things in life than to work 
and make money.79

Following this picture of “difference”, my informants also express that others consider (or 
present) Africans as passive and incapable of managing on their own, in need of support and help 
(from Europe or the West). They present this together with experiences of what can be 
conceived as “Swedish smug” or self-righteousness from common people who express 
understandings of Sweden as superior and more developed than African countries. This is also 
described to lead people to believe that we, in Sweden, won’t get anything out of partnership with 
African countries, since it is only us who can help them, and not vice versa, supposing that we are 
“more developed” than they are. Eriksson Baaz recognizes this image of development, and states:  

The idea of development as a universal process where different societies reflect different stages 
is still to be found in representations of Africa and Europe. (…) Even if it is seldom expressed 
explicitly, “such an image” often “lingers in the background”. In this perspective, Africa 
reflects another phase of development and time – a general “backwardness”. The date of this 
“backwardness” is often shifting largely, from thirty, fifty, a hundred (…) [to] a thousand 
years.80

On some occasions, the informants also articulate this view of development as a scale or ladder, 
which one is supposed to climb over time. This is mostly done when they speak of class, which is 
presumed to be a useful concept for studying social stratification in Africa today, while it is 
presented in Sweden as a thing of the past. One informant explains: “In comparison to Sweden 
earlier on, (…) for, say, a hundred years ago, seventy-five years ago. There, you can se large 
similarities.” Class is supposed not to matter as much in Sweden today, as it did before – and as it 
does today in Africa. Hence, an image of Africa is constructed, consistent with Sweden earlier in 
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history. However, the informant continues to claim that class is in fact of relevance also in 
Sweden today, only that it is not spoken of as frequently as before. Hence, the way in which class 
is discursively constructed lead to assumptions – not specifically by the informants but on a 
general level – of Sweden as being more evolved than Africa.  

This is also reacted against when the informants describe “common (Swedish) people’s” 
reluctance to change their own ways of living in order to improve for people in, for instance, 
Africa. As discussed above, the informants articulate frustration over other’s unwillingness to 
listen or care when they emphasise “Swedish” activities or “Sweden’s” part in the partnership. 
People are described to “distance themselves” from the problems or to “prefer not to continue a 
discussion” about them. As one informant puts it, many people are presented to reason like: 
“What I don’t see… doesn’t really make me feel bad”. Another informant explains: 

You think that poverty is horrible and you think that… of course, resources should be 
distributed slightly different, but when it comes to your own lifestyle, you may not be prepared 
to take the consequences.  

Many informants describe that people are unwilling to change their own situation, since they 
assume that it would decrease their standard of living. They are prepared to encourage practices 
to help others as long as it doesn’t affect them directly. “Not many people in Sweden want to 
lower their standard of living”, states one informant. “Not even you and I would want that 
really”. Not many people can therefore be expected to care for more than their closest 
environment, the informants explain. To highlight injustices and speak of what needs to be done 
and changed here in Sweden is presented as “taking away what’s fun in life”, according to other 
people.  One informant explains: 

(…) people think that I’m pretty boring or sort of… eh… If you talk about these things, it’s 
not my intention to make people feel bad about themselves, but… 

Other informants also describe that many people become irritated or frustrated when they bring 
up injustices or call for changed attitudes or behaviours among people in the Swedish society. 

In order to challenge common images of African Otherness, the informants instead highlight 
similarities and resemblance between Africans and Swedes. One informant describes: 

(…) the view upon it [different questions] does not differ as much, really, if you’re from 
Sweden or if you’re from southern Africa, but it’s more about other factors, how you view 
these questions. We had a few exercises where we tested values and opinions and it really 
didn’t turn out that the Swedes ended up in one corner and the Africans in another, instead 
there were a diversity of opinions.   

Here, the informant expresses the similarities in negations, starting from the assumption that 
Africans and Swedes would have been expected to have different values and opinions. In stating 
that it really didn’t turn out with Swedes in one corner and Africans in another, the articulation 
constructs a scenario of  “what one would believe to happen, normally”. In stating that it was in 
fact not so, these “natural” expectations are highlighted and challenged. Another informant also 
explains that s/he was surprised by a compelling resemblance among people when s/he first 
travelled with AGS: “It is striking, I believe, (…) that people are so alike”. 
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In their efforts to challenge these assumptions and negative images of Africa, the informants 
instead propose and mediate new “positive” examples. They speak for instance of happiness and 
joy that counters the common “sad horrible Africa” impression. As is illustrated in the following 
excerpt, the informants are keen to highlight other aspects than problems: 

How many times more often we laughed together, in the working place. Or that we had it so 
much harder (…). How fun we had! It wasn’t, it didn’t pass a day without us laughing and… 
touching each other’s hands and… like that. That you really… This, to… Another culture, 
how close you are, all these short meetings, that you come down or cycle around and you meet 
people and everyone have time to stop and talk for five or ten minutes. How these short 
meetings, how much it meant to you. On Sundays or Saturdays, when you’re free, that you 
would cycle home and sit with someone at home in their little… on their raffia mats, sit and 
talk and you got to hear both this and that, and how all the children ran in and out.  

Here, the African society is presented in positive, almost idyllic terms, with warmth and 
appreciation. People are described to be more close to each other than they are in Sweden, 
touching each other’s hands and having time to stop and talk for five or ten minutes. Children are described 
to run around and play, while the adults converse and spend time with each other. 

This is not a bad illustration of Africa; it is a presentation of personal experiences and of 
appreciation. However, positive images such as these can in one sense be considered problematic 
as well, since they are always at risk of producing new stereotypes, although built on more 
positive elements. Eriksson Baaz writes: 

The review and criticism of the Western modernity is of course also clear in the efforts to 
create, as it is often expressed, a “new positive Africa image”. Many development aid 
organisations have (…) acknowledged questions of representations and stereotypes and a 
debate is being held about the image of developing countries and of Africa in Sweden and the 
need to alter it. The effort is to create a contrasting picture to the current understanding of 
Africa as associated with war, famine and hopelessness. Instead, “the positive” in Africa is to 
be pointed out. The trouble with some of these efforts – though far from all – is that the 
binary positions remain. The critical development discourse and the efforts to create a positive 
image of Africa are, as the colonial discourses, often built upon the idea of African otherness.81

The articulation above should perhaps not be seen as a strategy or “effort” to change images of 
Africa, but is at the same time presented by the informant in order to challenge negative 
stereotypes that other’s present to her or him. Another informant also describes Africa in 
“positive terms” as follows: 

(…) there’s this… well this joy of life in a way that we don’t have in Sweden where you only 
worry and complain about both this and that even though you’re so well off. While people… 
Yes, there’s another joy of life despite the poverty, so to speak. 

Presenting Africa in positive terms in order to challenge negative stereotypes can, as Eriksson 
Baaz showed, be problematic, since it could cement “African otherness”. It builds mainly on “the 
same classical imaginations of Africans as “closer to life”, as more “true”, “real” and contented 
people, undistorted by (…) unnatural needs and wishes that fill and drive the western person.”82 
In this excerpt, Africa is described in terms of another joy of life that contrasts to a Swedish 
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mentality. “Swedes” are presented as acting and thinking in one way, and Africans in another. 
This creates an image of “people” as essential categories, with specific (and different) 
characteristics. This applies both to “Swedes” and “Africans”, or African “nationalities” or 
“cultures”. One informant states for instance that: 

X [a nationality of southern Africa] is a rather proud people, and people do not accept that you 
step on their toes, so… if someone doesn’t agree with you, they most often speak their 
opinion. I thought that was really relieving, since then I could say what I thought without 
feeling that I was… forcing my opinion onto someone else, because then I could be 
questioned and opposed and there could be a discussion. 

Here, this specific nationality is explained to have certain characteristics; they are presented as a 
proud people who act in certain ways. While experienced as positive by the informant, these 
descriptions of “how people are” can serve as illustrative examples of the discursive differences 
between “culture” and for instance “race”. While “race” is presented as negative and as 
producing and cementing differences and therefore a concept one “mustn’t” use, the discursive 
construction of “culture” does not bear the same negative implications, hence is it not as 
“forbidden” as race. However, one may argue that changing the terms to “culture” doesn’t 
impact as much on implications and purposes. Today, categorising can still occur in rather similar 
ways to the categorising of race or racism, although the objects are not “races” but ethnic groups 
and cultures.83

These “cultures” are also in many aspects presented as ideal and worth striving towards. One 
informant expresses this in the following statement: 

How our society has been destroyed… And how much we have to learn from these (…) we 
have a lot to learn from these cultures… 

As has been discussed above, the informants often speak of appraisals of “African” behaviours 
and values, in order to challenge negative images and imaginations of Africa as “hopeless” or 
under-developed. The negative is turned into something positive; the so-called “traditional 
society” is lifted forward and presented as “natural” and “sound”: 

The “non-western Other” is here turned into a symbol for a positive difference that the 
alienated over-developed western person should turn to in order to find a better life. In this 
way, the critique of the modernistic development thinking resembles of the anti-modernistic 
discourse that produced the image of the noble savage.84

The informants do, however, express an awareness both of tendencies to stigmatize a positive 
stereotype in efforts to change a negative one, and of being unreservedly positive to everything 
“African” simply because one doesn’t dare criticising it since one would risk to be considered 
“racist” or “colonialist”. One informant explains: 

P: Of course, there was this risk that you… want to be so positive also, to Africa, so that 
everything is fine. And then suddenly it’s good to have African time and be one hour late all 
the time, and that’s fine. And that’s nothing that… the Africans who I have met believe is 
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good. Why should that be maintained? That’s an effect of the colonial system, that they haven’t 
been able to keep track of time, and not… yes. So that risk exists… 

I: That you don’t dare to criticise or what, that you…? 

P: Yes, that you sort of flip over and start to believe that everything is good, and get stuck in 
that image in a way. 

There seems to be a difficult balance between challenging negative images of Africa and of 
development cooperation, and creating new stereotypes or be unreservedly enthusiastic towards 
anything “African” in order to avoid “colonial or imperial tendencies”. 
 

Discussing priorities and power  
In effort to sum up the analysis, this final chapter will be discussing the relationship between 
power and priorities within the partnership discourse and the solidarity position. It will focus 
upon the reluctance towards governing or exercising power, and experiences of a “necessity” to 
prioritise and protect certain values – such as equality between the sexes. It will also shed light 
upon problems with solidarity and the struggle for a fairer world. Finally, this section will be 
summed up (and sum up the thesis) by some concluding remarks. 

As has been discussed above, the informants often speak about problems with power, 
expressing a caution not to “take over” or govern the partnership. On various occasions they 
describe problems with development aid, relating them to a history of colonialism and 
paternalism, and they present themselves as understanding and aware of the importance not to 
act in manners that position themselves as “more important” or “better” than their partners. As 
stated by Sida: “No real solidarity between partners can emerge when mutual dependence is not 
acknowledged.”85 However, the strong reluctance towards being privileged and the emphasis 
instead of equality and solidarity is also described to collide with practical questions regarding 
priorities and expressed goals or important matters. Even though AGS is presented as not having 
the intention to decide for their partners or tell them what they should be doing, they do govern 
over the money, and can therefore decide not to finance activities that are not “in line with their 
aim or program”. However, to decide not to give funding to partners because they are not doing 
what AGS believes is important would be to exercise power and to stress one’s own opinion 
rather than the partners’. Hence a dilemma emerges, as expressed in the following articulation: 

Then there were cases where (…) some individual co-operative organisations of ours, where 
there existed a certain resistance. And then immediately it becomes problematic, because of 
course there’s… a balance, where we think that… Yes, but these are important matters.  

One such important matter is equality between the sexes. Promoted both by Sida – and thus 
expected to be promoted also by organisations dependent upon Sida’s support – and by the 
solidarity organisation, development cooperation should include efforts to change unequal power 
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structures between the sexes, by applying gender perspectives and discuss impacts of gender in all 
projects and programmes.86 This is, however, recurrently described as hard and difficult to do. 
One informant explains: 

P: I think that it’s perhaps one of the hardest things, how to do that [work with gender]. First 
of all, concrete, how to work as an individual. It’s really difficult for me because you know I 
have my Swedish gender lenses on. And that doesn’t work, in these… (…) 

I: Why not? 

P: Well we can’t put on… (…) We are a country with a totally different… culture, tradition, 
you know! We can’t put on some Swedish gender lenses, it becomes almost… (laughs) Well it 
just gets ridiculous, sometimes you notice how you think, and it’s ridiculous! 

I: It’s like you try to… 

P: Yes! It gets ridiculous, us with our, you know… (…) I’m more a man than a woman down 
there! 

This informant describes the efforts to, as a Swede, try to implement ideas on the African 
partners as ridiculous. She refers to her Swedish gender lenses, implying that she views the world (and 
questions of gender and equality) in a different and specifically Swedish way. Swedes and 
“Africans” are proposed to belong to different cultures, making them view and work with certain 
questions in different ways - I’m more a man than a woman down there! Hence, to try to implement 
Swedish ideas on the African partners is described as a ridiculous project, doomed to fail since 
the two parts involved understand the problem in question in (radically) different ways.  

Efforts to implement “Swedish” manners or ways of thinking into the African society can 
not only be seen as ridiculous, but also as bullying. Here again, a colonial awareness informs the 
informants’ descriptions of their own role and demands that they place. Consider this quote: 

P: It felt really hard too, because I had never been to Africa. I didn’t know the country and… 
And then you bring with you some sort of… colonial burden, like you... (…) 

I: What do you mean by that? 

P: No but I think that… The whole history in a way… West’s history, in Africa and in the 
third world on the whole, you… Even if you haven’t yourself precisely participated, you still 
have to relate to it all the time. You are still a representative of the Western world when you 
come there. And that’s something that you must be aware of too, in some way or another, how 
people view you and what role you get and so on…  

In this articulation, coming from Sweden to Africa does in itself provide a risk of applying or (re) 
producing colonial or imperial structures, since one is presented to be experienced as a 
representative of the Western world. Hence, one must not only try not to act paternalistic or dominate 
in the position of being a development worker, but one needs also to be aware of the privileged 
position that “comes with” the fact that one is not an African. This caution is described to 
become problematic for instance when it comes to gender equality. One informant states: 
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Talking about gender… (…) I asked them a little, why do you believe that, why do you work 
with it, or… And then, sometimes I got the answer that… Well it’s because foreign 
organisations demand it from us. Partly as a joke, but still… And I think that it lays a lot of 
truth in that, that foreign organisations are the ones who have brought in that type of concepts 
and so… And perhaps claimed that you should adopt a gender perspective. That the co-
operative partners should do that. While perhaps you don’t even do that yourself, as a foreign 
organisation. And that’s really very problematic.  

Here, problems with foreign organisations that have brought in concepts and demanded of the 
African partners to use them, are placed in the past and referred to as very problematic. However, 
some of these problems are described also to exist today. One informant explains: 

One woman had become very upset and claimed that… we have to do it in an African way. 
That they came, wanted to come with our, it was almost a bit colonial, you know, talking about 
how it should be according to all these international agreements and all that, that it just should 
be like that. But she meant that, why do we need to do that; we have to do it in our own way. 
You see? And that… of course that’s a bit worrying. 

Signs of foreign partners such as AGS, telling their partners what to do or how to work is 
presented as worrying, since it could mean that the solidarity organisation in the equal partnership 
is acting in a way similar to the development aid organisations’ that they criticise.  
 

Difficulties and demands 
Working with gender and equality is generally expressed as a difficult task. Statements such as 
“We’re definitely for equality, no doubt about that” are mixed with expressions of problems and 
difficulties: “Equality, it’s so easy to say that you support equality, but how are you supposed to 
work with it…” One difficulty is presented as having to do with commitment: not everyone in 
the organisation seems to be pro equality, or at least not everyone is described to explicitly 
proclaim the need to work with it. Equality is either presented as being promoted by a few 
persons “emphasising” it or designating it to be of special value, or is spoken of in terms of “one 
assignment among many others”: 

I guess we are a few persons who believe that, who have had opinions about it, but I can think 
that we are (…) too few who have presented our opinions about it. That still it isn’t many who 
consider it their special [important] question. Instead, for some… I think some view it just as 
one issue among many others. We have so much, so many aspects that are important in our 
activity, that we need to pay attention to… and gender is sort of just one of all these… 
important matters. It isn’t necessarily prioritized. 

Instead, a few people are spoken of (and speak of themselves) as “nagging” about equality, always 
being the ones who bring it up, since the others don’t do so. 

However, gender mainstreaming and equality is promoted by Sida, and specific demands are 
put on organisations that apply for financial support from the government’s funds. Hence, the 
organisation claims both to want to work for it, and to need to do so. One problem seems to be 
that, while demanding that organisations promote equality, Sida is at the same time described to 
demand a number of other priorities as well. One informant explains: 

I think that many feel that we have a lot of demands placed upon us from, Sida for instance… 
that we must have… We must apply gender perspectives upon everything that we do, the 
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consequences of HIV/aids must permeate everything that we do… (…) It’s guidelines for 
Swedish development aid. Or development cooperation. That… HIV/aids, equality, and 
environment/development, they’re aspects that should be mainstreamed through all Swedish 
development cooperation. And then I think that some feel like… it’s just added on to us, a 
bunch of different perspectives… that we must pay attention to all the time.   

Demands from Sida are described to complicate rather than improve the organisation’s activity. 
However, they are presented also as important; “Even if it’s hard I believe that it’s necessary, 
because development is complex and then you must be able to include a lot of perspectives”, the 
informant continues. Difficulties are presented as having to do with demands on presenting results, 
of showing that gender, HIV/aids, environment etc. is taken into account, by producing 
documents that state how the organisation aims to work with these issues. Consider the following 
articulation, by an informant who is critical towards the amount of perspectives that they are 
supposed to include: 

At the same time I do on one hand believe that it’s good if you have… sort of, that you have 
to think and reflect upon these things, that’s something positive, sure. But not when it’s… 
when it’s just about creating documents because someone tells you to. 

These demands are spoken of also in terms of “trends” in what is important: 

(…) a trend within the development aid context too, and we get these demands from Sida that, 
well now you must have a policy on poverty, how do you view poverty? Now you’re to explain 
that. And then you could claim that you might need to use the time to create these documents 
instead of their contents and what you do on a practical level, in the activity. And I think that’s 
a dilemma for many organisations as well as Sida themselves. 

Many informants describe the organisation as lacking relevant knowledge that they need to 
enable the struggle for equality and the application of gender perspectives. This has in turn lead 
to inefficient or misdirected efforts and approaches. They describe for instance how efforts to 
empower women have instead turned out to become an extra burden for them, or distanced 
gender and equality to become strictly “women’s matters”, not implying changes also for men. 
Consider the following excerpt: 

I think that during the years, we’ve mediated quite a lot of this… Since we have been working 
with women as a special target and trying to empower them… It has become a lot of these… 
strong women, and a lot, perhaps a bit too much strong women, perhaps also in rural areas, so 
perhaps in a way we’ve been… creating our own stereotypes that we use… 

However, even though the informants criticise approaches that simply focus upon women and 
not on both women and men, they tend sometimes to speak themselves also of equality as 
“women’s matters”. On various occasions, gender, equality and women are spoken of as 
comparable, as if they were intertwined concepts, linked together. This creates an understanding 
of them as interrelated, almost connoting the same phenomenon. This tendency is not particular 
for AGS or my informants, but can be recognised as a general tendency in (the Swedish) society 
(today).87 It can be understood as an indication of the strength with which a discourse on equality 
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is established. Even though many try to challenge it and fill it with new significance, this 
discourse tends to link gender and equality to each other and to “women”, thus presenting it as 
“women’s matters” or “women’s struggle” implying that it is women’s situations and rights that 
should be challenged, and not men’s. Nira Yuval Davis declares: 

When we speak of gender, what is it really that we mean? Do we mean both men and women, 
that is the whole population? If so, do we need to integrate the gender perspective at all? And 
if we merely mean women, why do we speak of gender? Or is it about the relations between 
women and men? And what do we really mean by “women”?88

The “difficulties” to work with equality can perhaps be understood in terms of that concepts and 
objects have not been specified, or been specified to narrowly, building on preconceived notions: 

If it’s not already given what a woman is, or that the distinction between men and women 
should guide large parts of our everyday life – if these matters of course are challenged with a 
social constructionist “it could have been different”, you can suddenly ask: How are we 
constituted as women and men throughout life or in certain situations? What opportunities do 
the subject position “women” possess in a certain context, and how do they differ from men’s 
opportunities?89

As stated in the chapter on intersectionality; one must not assume that all women are the same, 
but that every woman’s – and every man’s – situation is affected and created also by aspects such 
as regional or ethnical belonging, class and much more. Women and men must be understood as 
individuals surrounded by and included in patterns of various power relations, where power 
should not (merely) be understood as exercised or exerted by someone over another, but as 
forces active within whole societies and cultures.90 Consider the following excerpt: 

Perhaps we could have done more to make it concrete and clear in another way. Now, you talk 
a lot about representation, you know, that: yes but on this seminar half was women and so on, 
but this about power is easily… forgotten. 

Power should perhaps neither be thought of in terms of different power structures, such as 
inequalities based on gender specifically, or race or class. Doing so risks neglecting that gender and 
equality, for instance, are not “just” about gender roles, or about upholding (specific) women 
over (specific) men, but about altering naturalised and often invisible structures of what it means 
to be (all kinds of different) women and men, as well as what it should mean. One informant 
explains: 

On paper and in projects it’s not hard but the question is in reality… To get from this: to make 
sure that an equal number of women and men participate, to what that actually means. 

As long as the struggle for equality is not recognised as a struggle to alter (a variety of) power 
structures both different and similar in different societies and cultures, it will probably continue 
to be “difficult” to work with it. As long as gender is seen mainly as “yet another issue” that is to 
be included and written down in documents, the approach will not be changed. As the 
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informants also discuss, perhaps equality needs to be prioritised and valued higher by the entire 
organisation, and gender specified and taken into account for every individual project, program 
or plan, not as an “extra” specific matter, but as something that is interrelated to belongings due 
to class, region, religion and more. And, as one of them says: “I guess you have to… find 
partners who work with these questions”. However, the partnership discourse disables AGS to 
“tell their partners what to do”, and the solidarity position complicates the need to prioritise 
among partners or projects, since every injustice fought and every group fighting it is equally 
important to support. 
 

How do you rank injustice? 
Solidarity, viewed as a position within the partnership discourse and presented together with 
concepts such as equality, reciprocity and fairness/justice, is described as both a positive and a 
troublesome position. The problem, here, is presented in the range of injustices that AGS wants 
to challenge and the amount of problems that are conceived as equally important to work with. 
Through time, AGS have had to distance themselves from their history in the anti-imperialist 
struggle for liberation of the countries in southern Africa, and find new “enemies” or objectives. 
However, the current situation is now described as “vague”, and the aim as unclear and extensive. 
The informants express stands such as: “Perhaps we have too many goals, so that we aren’t able 
to focus” and “Perhaps we could be a bit more realistic (…), we should be able to reach some 
specific goals, right?” The comprehensiveness of goals and objectives is described not only as 
making it difficult for AGS to focus enough on specific targets or objectives to reach the goals, 
but also as making it difficult to achieve support for the activity. One informant states: 

I guess that’s somehow AGS’s dilemma, that we work with, you know, this larger question: a 
fairer world, and then it’s harder to get people to commit themselves, since it often gets pretty 
blurred and unclear. As long as the apartheid regime existed in South Africa we could work 
concretely towards that but… But then it became a bit larger and wider… 

Other informants also refer to the anti-apartheid and anti-colonial struggle as easier to work with 
since it constituted a concrete target to oppose. However, since the end of apartheid and since 
liberation, AGS has found themselves in a dilemma, as described in the previous excerpt. A clear 
target is presented as facilitating support and commitment from other people, while an unclear 
target on the contrary makes it more difficult. Another informant describes: 

P: Now that we have so many themes, we don’t need to be all that sharp… and I consider that 
a disadvantage. (…) I think that [you should dare more], absolutely. And we did, when we had 
the South Africa question, then we could… boycott every Swedish company that was in South 
Africa, we were against them, since they principally supported the regime. (…) We protested 
against (…) all sorts of organisations, because they were making clear efforts in South Africa. 
But we don’t do that now. (…) It was much more concrete, absolutely. (…)  

I: (…) Perhaps you can’t specify it or bar anyone if you work with such a large goal, a fairer 
world order, since you can work with it in such a variety of ways? 

P: Well, perhaps… (…) But perhaps you need to have some enemies. 
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The solidarity organisation is presented as wanting to be on good terms with everyone, hence 
unable to limit their activity. However, as the informant states, perhaps you need to have some enemies. 
Being vague implies being able to (or having to) support and encourage everyone, thus making 
the goal even more extensive. Another informant speaks in similar terms of a dilemma when it 
comes to prioritising among both objectives and partners: 

P: I guess that’s, really, a dilemma to us… that we try to grasp the entire question of social 
change. 

I: Perhaps it’s a bit large? 

P: It’s a bit large. It was easier when you had apartheid in South Africa, then that was 
something that we concentrated upon, even if we had the same view then. (…) What injustice 
is the greatest and which one should you attack first or change first. (…) And then we have our 
history and we have an established cooperation with a lot of different partners, and then… it 
feels really tough to decide to lose some of them and terminate it, all of a sudden. 

In this articulation history, which is often used to emphasise legitimacy and authority, is 
presented as problematic, since it complicates for AGS to choose between partners or to 
terminate established relationships. This in turn complicates for them to develop the own 
organisation. The informant illustrates clearly what can be considered the key problem with the 
extensive goal that many of them describe, namely the question of what injustice is the greatest? 
Aiming towards a fairer world, AGS seems not to be able to justify a concentration on some 
specific matters and not others. Another informant speaks also of difficulties to specify what the 
organisation’s main goal is once apartheid “disappeared” in South Africa. S/he concludes: 

We want almost everything. (…) I believe that you have to… leave some things. It is true that 
we want this, but we will not be working with it. 

Nevertheless, the risks associated with actually choosing and prioritizing among both partners 
and objectives are described both as risks to discourage support and commitment (“Perhaps you 
would scare away… (…) Now almost everyone feels like they’re welcome…”) and losing 
financial support, for instance from Sida. One informant explains: 

P: Of course we can say, we want to do this and that you know and… we don’t care about… 
all the other things. Well, then you get less money. Well okay, but we can take that. You could 
say that. This is what we want to do. 

I: So do you say that? 

P: Well… I guess not. We’re controlled by the money. 

The solidarity organisation’s abilities are presented both as restricted by other instances such as 
Sida or the government, and complicated by its own implications. On one hand, the informants 
speak of a vision, hopefully not to be needed in the future, describing the final goal for the 
organisation to abolish itself and its activity. On the other hand, the goals that they set up are 
perceived as too large and visionary to ever be realised. The solidarity position makes it difficult 
to rank injustices and thereby to create a goal that can actually be reached.  
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Concluding remarks 
The major concern of this thesis has been questions of power. They have concerned an 
ambivalence between a concept of helping and supporting others that is essential for the idea of 
development aid, and of increasing acknowledgment of that initiative and power must belong to 
and come from the partners, that is central in a (competing) partnership discourse. Expressing a 
desidentification with development aid, partly instead identifying with partnership, the informants 
are both enabled and forced to enhance reciprocity and equality, central within the discourse of 
the latter. By challenging images of presumed differences between Sweden and Africa, and 
instead emphasising fellowship and justice, the informants present themselves in solidarity with 
their partners, avoiding the criticism of development aid to which they themselves contribute. 

However, the “unequal power relationships embedded in all development work”91 seem not 
to be easily challenged. While underlining the importance to “follow the partners’ lead” and “not 
force anything onto them”, the informants speak of difficulties to prioritise and place demands. 
Hence, they find it difficult to work explicitly with gender. How shall they act if their partners do 
not agree with them or prioritise other issues? What should they do if they unreservedly agree to 
anything instead? How do you climb down from the podium with flounces? And, equally 
intriguing, do you need to? With some help from post-colonial and anti-imperial discourses, the 
informants discuss questions of power and difference, both their own and others. While silencing 
“race”, ethnicity, gender and class are themes that are recurrently discussed. Speaking of 
difference embedded in the role of the white development worker (white, rich, with assets), as 
well as “NGO class structures” in the African societies, they ask themselves whether the result of 
development work is at all compatible with the solidarity that they promote. 

But even though the informants present the final goal as not being needed, they still believe 
that they are. They still need to function as an alternative to development aid and short-term 
disaster relief. In the challenge of power structures and global injustice, the solidarity organisation 
explicitly distinguishes itself from charity. In working for “the individual”, they oppose strategies 
that turn individuals into objects in appeals for support and commitment. However, without 
concrete goals and objectives, the organisation finds itself facing a too wide-ranging vision. In 
challenging every injustice in an unequal world, they struggle with goals that cannot be reached, 
and priorities that cannot (but must?) be made. Eager to stay on good terms with everyone, the 
solidarity position is stuck in a paradox; since they wish not to exercise power, they are unable to 
control their activity. Hence, they find difficulties in developing their own organisation, and 
creating goals that can actually be reached. Perhaps even the solidarity organisation “needs to 
have some enemies” instead of “wanting too much”. Instead of silencing power inequalities, 
“racial” tensions and negative images of Africa, one needs to discuss those matters, in order to 
realise how to fight them. 
 

                                                 
91 Arnfred, in Sida studies no 3, p. 79 
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Summary 
The aim of this thesis has been to analyse power relations embedded in development cooperation 
discourse. By analysing how officials and development workers at AGS speak of themselves, their 
partners and the cooperation, it sheds light upon how these phenomena are discursively 
constructed and turned into meaningful events and activities. The highlight of speech patterns 
and dissimilarities within single or many informants’ narratives illustrates conceptions and images 
of development cooperation that in turn inform its “practices”. Imaginations of Self and Other 
impact upon relations between the partners, and shape the atmosphere of the cooperation and 
partnership. The analysis focuses on the positioning of the solidarity organisation within “larger” 
discourses of development aid and parthership. Solidarity is considered a position within the 
partnership discourse, rather than a discourse in its own. It is conceived as a “desidentification”, 
that is at the same time a protest against development aid and an embrace of central parts of the 
partnership idea. Specifically important concepts that build up this discursive position are 
equality, reciprocity and fairness. These concepts in turn create a certain space in which the 
informants are able to move in their efforts to ascribe mening to the activity.  

Since the discourse of partnership in which solidarity is positioned does not allow unequal 
power relationships, the informants speak of an importance not to decide for their partners and 
not to govern over them. This discursive stand in turn makes it impossible for them to prioritise 
among issues and objectives or to “choose” between partners to cooperate with. It complicates 
the partnership by making situations in which one part needs to decide or govern over the other 
very delicate to handle. An example of such issues is Sida’s demand that NGO’s must explicitly 
prioritise gender perspectives and equality, but without telling their partners “what to do”. The 
solidarity position also forces the informants to silence race and ethnical difference, since they are 
controlled by a discourse on equality and sameness. This does however make it difficult for them 
to handle a partnership in which the partners themselves make distinctions between each other 
on ethnical or “racial” grounds, as well as when they subordinate themselves in their relations 
with the Swedish partners. 

The major difference between solidarity in partnership and development aid is presented in 
the range and objectives of the activity. While development aid is described to work largely with 
temporary solutions and objectifying individuals in order to appeal to people’s bad conscience, 
the solidarity organisation wishes to challenge structural injustices and work long range for a 
better world. However, their good will complicates the efforts to reach their goals and to achieve 
support both in terms of commitment and of money. Since they wish not to exercise power, the 
organisation seems unable to control its activity, and since injustices cannot easily be ranked, the 
solidarity position risks complicating its efficiency. In analysing power even within the supposedly 
equal partnership discourse, problems concerning privilege and difference can be highlighted, 
spoken of, and changed. That is the vision of this thesis. 
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