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Crossing Discursive Divides: Making North-South connections in a 

study with members of the UN Foundation’s ‘Girl Up’ 
 

Girl Up is just one of many schemes that have emerged in recent years with the aim of empowering 
girls in the Global South through formal schooling.  A UN Foundation campaign, Girl Up encourages 
girls in the Global North to set up clubs, organise events, and boost their CVs, all whilst raising funds 
for the world’s “hardest to reach girls” (Girl Up, nd d).  It emerges in the context of powerful 
discourses that see girls’ education as the solution to global poverty.  Following on from previous 
efficiency approaches to gender and development, girls’ education discourses suggest that when 
investment is given to an adolescent girl, she will reinvest the benefits of that investment into her 
own community.  It is a logic that sees young women as deserving of an education not because they 
have an equal right to boys and young men to such opportunities, but because they are a winning 
investment opportunity.  Furthermore, campaigns such as Girl Up encourage girls in the North to see 
gender inequality as something that exists only in other countries, and to see themselves as the 
saviours of their counterparts in the South.  While Girl Up claims to be bringing girls of the world 
together in solidarity, the programme does little to encourage meaningful dialogue between 
Northern and Southern girls, instead producing marketing materials that emphasise only the divide 
between them.  Northern girls are depicted as always already empowered, with endless 
opportunities and achievements ahead of them, while Southern girls are depicted as helpless, forced 
by outdated norms into a lifetime of poverty and childrearing.   

This paper draws on the recent fieldwork I conducted with Girl Up club members in the US, 
UK, and Malawi, and analyses the ways that girls in the Global North and South were brought 
together by the research.  The fieldwork was part of my broader PhD research, which analyses girls’ 
participation in Girl Up and the ways that they take up, adapt, or at times reject powerful discourses 
about girls.  Despite the wealth of literature on the “girl powering of international development” 
(Koffman and Gill, 2013: 86), little attention has been paid so far to how girls themselves interpret 
these campaigns.  There was little about girl power discourses in international development that the 
girls reproduced uncritically and in many ways their activities and opinions directly challenged 
depictions of girlhood by powerful international institutions.  However, I was struck by the way that 
the girls initially all seemed to leave one aspect of the discourse unquestioned: the representation of 
the Northern or Southern ‘other.’  This paper starts by exploring these perceptions, drawing on Bent 
and Switzer’s (2016) concept of “oppositional girlhoods.”  It then goes on to explore the fragility of 
these discourses by demonstrating how a small amount of contextual information, an exchange of 
email addresses, or a brief conversation on Skype were enough to make meaningful connections 
between the Northern and Southern research participants, resulting in interactions based on mutual 
respect, learning and solidarity.  The findings of the study suggest a possibility to retheorise agency 
in poststructuralist studies of international politics, where discourses emerging from global elites are 
all too often seen as all-powerful, leaving little room to explore individual and collective acts of 
resistance.  They also suggest the possibility for research to challenge discourses that portray 
different groups as opposite, or ‘other,’ to one another, and to bring together and foster long-term 
partnerships between seemingly disparate groups.   

Girl Up and the Construction of ‘Oppositional Girlhoods’ 
Since the Nike Foundation launched its campaign ‘The Girl Effect’ in the mid-2000s with the aim of 

persuading key decision makers in international development of the benefits of investing in 

adolescent girls, there has followed a process that Koffman and Gill label the “girl-powering of 

international development,” in which “the majority of the key global players in the field of health 

and development have signed up to this agenda” (2013: 86).  Girls have become central to 
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international development discourse, both as (Northern) donors and (Southern) recipients of 

overseas aid (Koffman, Orgad and Gill, 2015: 157).  Northern publics, celebrities and corporations 

have embraced a discourse that is epitomised by the tag line to one of the Girl Effect’s earliest 

campaign videos: “Invest in a girl and she will do the rest” (Girl Effect, nd).  Based on a neoliberal, 

individualistic, “economised” (Shain, 2013: 3.9) conceptualisation of “empowerment,” campaigns 

such as the Girl Effect and Girl Up advocate investing in girls because they are perceived to be the 

solution to global poverty.  Girls, it is argued, invest more of their earnings in their families and wider 

communities, helping to lift everyone out of poverty.  It is a model of empowerment that would not 

be deemed appropriate for a girl in the Global North.  As Moeller writes, reflecting on her own 

experiences of conducting ethnographic research in a Girl Effect-funded project in Brazil, “the Girl 

Effect is not what one would ask of her or his own child,” because it “asks them to be responsible for 

the lives, well-being, and futures of those far beyond themselves, including their families, their 

communities, their nations, and their world” (2014: 599).  In order to achieve this vision of 

empowerment, the only investment deemed necessary is an investment in the girl’s formal 

education, ignoring the many and complex injustices that girls in the Global South might face 

(Cobbett, 2014: 312).  Furthermore, this “empowerment” is only deemed possible through the 

intervention of the Northern donor-spectator, as evident in Girl Up, which encourages Northern girls 

to see themselves as the “sisters, saviours, and ‘BFFs’ of their Southern counterparts” (Koffman, 

Orgad, and Gill, 2015: 161).  Northern girls are encouraged to see themselves as always already 

empowered, with every opportunity available to them and nothing holding them back.  By contrast, 

the Southern girl is seen as constrained by outdated gender norms that only Northern intervention 

will help to break down.  The construction of the Northern girl as agentic is dependent on the 

construction of the Southern girl as victim.  This leaves no space for Southern girls to claim agency 

within their own lives, nor for Northern girls to also be the victims of patriarchal norms.  Finally, 

feminists have also criticised the way in which campaigns such as the Girl Effect and Girl Up serve to 

mask the inherently exploitative nature of the relationship between their corporate sponsors – for 

example, Nike and Caterpillar – with populations in the Global South, instead positioning them as 

benevolent investors in Southern girls (Roberts, 2015; Hickel, 2014; Calkin, 2015).  In summary then, 

such campaigns are based on a logic that “works to explicitly racialise, depoliticise, ahistoricise, and 

naturalise global structural inequities and legitimise neoliberal interventions in the name of girls’ 

empowerment” (Switzer, 2013: 347). 

The United Nations Foundation, or UN Foundation, was launched in 1997 with a billion 

dollar donation from media entrepreneur and founder of CNN, Robert Edward “Ted” Turner.  At the 

time, it was the “largest single donation ever made to any one organisation” (Williams, 1999: 426).  

It came at a time when the United Nations was grappling with a budgetary deficit of $272 million, 

exacerbated in particular by the United States’ refusal to pay its membership dues (Williams, 1999: 

430).  Turner’s donation was intended to plug that gap and to send a clear message to President Bill 

Clinton, and to the US as a whole, in support of the work of the UN.  The Foundation was established 

in order to raise and donate money towards, and build US public support for, the work of UN 

agencies.  As such, one of its priorities was, according to its first President Tim Wirth, “telling the 

[U.N.] story to Americans” (Williams, 1999: 428).  Turner and his wife Jane Fonda also showed a 

particular interest in the policy area of ‘Women and Population,’ with a focus on adolescent girls’ 

access to education, and on reproductive health services (Toepler and Mard, 2007).  From its 

inception, therefore, the UN Foundation strove to fund UN agency programs that would benefit 

women and girls in the Global South, amongst other priorities. 

 In 2010, the Foundation launched Girl Up, which as then Executive Director Elizabeth McKee 

Gore explained to a journalist at a rally event, aimed “to give girls in America an opportunity to 
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become global leaders themselves, and then in the meantime be supporting their sisters overseas” 

(Biddle, 2010).  Queen Rania of Jordan, one of Girl Up’s ‘Global Advocates,’ proclaimed that Girl Up 

would “give a girl in Missouri the opportunity to help a girl in Malawi buy school supplies” (UN 

Foundation, 2010).  As a campaign, its original purpose was to encourage girls in the United States to 

form clubs and host fundraising events in order to fund various UN agencies’ work with adolescent 

girls in the Global South.  Since then, due to pressure from girls all over the world, the campaign has 

been opened up, so that a group of girls anywhere in the world with access to the internet can now 

register a Girl Up club through the campaign website.  It now claims to be a “community” of “more 

than 1,900 clubs registered in 48 U.S. states and territories and 98 countries” (Girl Up, nd a).  My 

own experience of using the Girl Up website to identify and contact clubs for this research, and of 

interviewing a staff member from the organisation itself, suggests that many of these clubs no 

longer exist or indeed never existed, and that those outside of the US, especially in the Global South, 

are concentrated in International, British, or American schools.  To date, I have not been able to find 

translations of any of the Girl Up resources on their website in any language other than English.  I 

have also spoken with schools that were surprised to find themselves listed as having a club, and 

others that had very active clubs but were frustrated to find they were no longer shown on the 

website.  Of those clubs that were shown on a map of clubs at the time of my research in January 

2017, 802 out of 946 were in North America, with some 200 of those concentrated in New York, 

Washington DC, and Philadelphia alone, perhaps reflecting the location of the two UN Foundation 

headquarters in New York and Washington DC (Girl Up, nd b).  While it is beyond the scope of this 

paper to analyse the size and make-up of the Girl Up movement, it is critical to the analysis that 

follows to understand Girl Up’s location in the Global North, specifically the US.  It sits within an 

organisation whose key aims include reaching out to US publics about the work of the UN, it was 

initially only open for girls in the US to join, and despite its claims to now be a global community, it 

remains heavily concentrated in North America.   

 This North American focus is especially evident in the promotional materials available on the 

Girl Up website, many of which have not been updated since 2010 and are thus still aimed only at 

girls in the US.  In the following paragraphs, I analyse two in particular: a promotional video made 

around the time of the campaign’s launch, entitled “Girl Up: Connecting the Dots” (Girl Up, 2010); 

and a poster for club members entitled the “Girlafesto” (Girl Up, nd c).  Both are currently linked to 

on the ‘Resources’ section of the campaign website.  Both are exemplary of the discourse that Bent 

and Switzer (2016: 123) identify as “oppositional girlhoods,” in which “global girlpower discourses 

reduce the intersectional complexity of girls’ lives into opposing representations that reinforce 

artificial, neo-colonial divides between and among girlhoods.”  It is a discourse that positions 

Northern and Southern girlhoods as completely opposing to one another; girlhood in the Global 

North is characterised by supposed gender equality and opportunity, while girlhood in the Global 

South is characterised by oppression and constraint.  In “Connecting the Dots,” a simple, black and 

white animation begins by asking the viewer to imagine that they are twelve again.  The rest of her 

life, a female voiceover actor with a US accent tells us, will play out as follows: getting “decent 

grades,” finding friends, making good decisions about boys, going to college, getting a job, buying 

shoes, falling in love, and planning for the future.  She is succeeding in a lifetime of achievement and 

consumption.  As she gets a job, a pile of bank notes increases in size and then morphs into a 

sparkling pair of shoes.  Her future love holds the hand of her adult self, while thought bubbles from 

both of them are united into an image of a swaddled baby.  The narrator asks us to rewind.  A globe 

spins around the girl, and we are asked to imagine that she is now “one of the eighty-five percent of 

all the world’s adolescents with a lot fewer options.”  Her jeans and t-shirt become a full-length 

printed skirt and top, and as she sweeps the floor a school building in the bottom corner of the 
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screen disappears from view.  We are told that the Southern girl will be forced to marry at the age of 

13, will contract HIV from her unfaithful husband, and by aged 20 will have four children.  The girl is 

left alone in darkness.  As we zoom out from the darkness, we see that she is just one black dot on a 

map in which the Global South has been covered in black dots.  The narrator explains, “now multiply 

that by the six hundred million adolescent girls in developing countries.”  The solution, we are told, 

is simple.  As a coin spins in the air, the video tells us, “When you connect the dots, you start to 

improve the options for girls around the world.”  We rewind one last time to see that with 

investment, the girl attends a school with a UN flag flying, she has access to healthcare, a loan to 

start a business (represented by a sewing machine), and as a result, she creates “a better future for 

herself, her family, her community, and her world.”  Addressed to a girl in the US, the video tells the 

viewer that she can make all of this happen by clicking on the Girl Up website and demands to know, 

“What are you waiting for?”.  In just under two minutes, Connecting the Dots establishes girlhood in 

the Global North as characterised by success, opportunity, delayed childrearing, and consumption 

while it establishes girlhood in the Global South as characterised by poverty, disease, and early 

marriage; it makes a sweeping claim about hundreds of millions of girls in the South, reducing a map 

of the world to countries covered in black dots, and those left white; it sets up the Northern girl as 

the saviour-in-waiting of the Southern girl (Koffman, Orgad, and Gill: 2015: 161); and it proposes a 

solution – a sewing machine representing self-sufficiency – to poverty and abuse that would never 

be deemed appropriate for a young girl in the North. 

 While much less explicit in constructing this North-South divide, the Girlafesto serves a 

similar purpose.  It starts by proclaiming “I am a Girl,” and listing all of the many things that entails: 

“I am me. I follow. I lead. I learn. I teach. I change my clothes, my hair, my music, and my mind” (Girl 

Up, nd c).  Once again, clearly aimed at the American Girl Up club member, it tells her that she has 

“ideas to stand on, and a world to step up to.”  Then, it introduces the ‘other’ or Southern girl: “I 

matter.  And so does she.  She may look different and talk different, but she is like me.  She is a girl.  

And together, we will rise up.”  Just as it stresses solidarity and unity amongst girls, so too does it 

emphasise the differences between them.  We shift from the first person of the US girl to a third 

person “she,” who looks and talks differently.  Both resources stress the role of Girl Up in 

“connecting” the Northern and Southern girls, of helping them to come “together,” while they 

simultaneously reproduce and reinforce discursive constructions that see them as irreconcilably 

opposed.  They split the world into countries where girls wear jeans and buy shoes, go to school and 

have careers, and use their voices to represent themselves in the first person, and countries where 

girls wear long skirts and live in poverty, are married and in poor health, and passively await rescue.  

This discursive divide, as the rest of this paper shows, has very real consequences for the ways that 

girls in the Global North and South participate in Girl Up and view one another. 

Research Design 
This paper draws on fieldwork as part of my PhD research analysing girls’ participation in Girl Up.  

My theoretical approach to the research is poststructuralist, feminist, and postcolonial, an approach 

that “recognises that global inequalities that are gendered and racialised remain entrenched” 

(Koffman and Gill, 2013: 85).  Whilst much has been written about girl power discourses in 

international development, little has been done to analyse how girls themselves negotiate these 

discourses.  With this aim, I conducted fieldwork in 2016 and 2017 with Girl Up club members in the 

UK, US, and Malawi.  The schools were as follows: a state-funded secondary school and sixth form 

centre in North Wales; a state-funded, selective high school in New Jersey; a Catholic, fee-paying 

(approximately $15,000 per year) school in New York; a fee-paying (approximately $40,000 per year) 

high school in New York; a fee-paying (between $13,000 and $20,000 per year depending on 
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parents’ tax status) international School in Lilongwe, Malawi; and a fee-paying school (approximately 

$20 per term) in Lilongwe, Malawi.  It is important to stress that the latter school, while fee-paying, 

was being run at cost price by the two school directors in order to give as many children as possible 

from the surrounding townships the chance to get an education, and was actually cheaper than the 

local government-run secondary school.   

The fieldwork sites were intended to include girls participating on both sides of the 

discursive divide established in the Girl Up resources.  While there is not space here to discuss the 

debates surrounding the terminology of Global North or Global South, discursively, a distinction is 

constructed in the Connecting the Dots video between those countries where there are black dots – 

representing adolescent girls with no opportunities – and those without.  The two clubs in Lilongwe 

complicated this North/South, fundraiser/beneficiary divide by their very existence.  For example, 

despite facing extreme poverty, the girls in the township of Lilongwe mobilised themselves, set up a 

club, and raised the money to keep their friends in school, despite the fact that in the Girl Up 

discourse, they should just wait around for UN intervention to save them.  Nevertheless, when I 

showed these girls the Connecting the Dots video, they identified with the depiction of the Southern 

girl.  The two girls in the international school in Lilongwe were in an even more ambiguous position.  

International schools have been theorised as a “dense, transnational space of gendered, racialised, 

inter-class relations” (Tarc and Tarc, 2015: 48), where social groups of belonging can be disrupted by 

local, national, and global factors.  For example, some students who find themselves living overseas 

because of a parent’s job in a transnational corporation or international organisation may have 

stronger connections culturally and emotionally to communities thousands of miles away than they 

do to those in the immediate surroundings of the school (Bunnell, 2005: 49).  A family from the state 

the school is situated in, who themselves are not globally mobile and do not have overseas 

connections, may send their child to such a school if they can afford to with the hopes that it will 

enable them to make such connections and travel in future (Hayden, 2011: 218).  Similarly, the child 

of parents who are part of the national elite and living in relative privilege may find themselves 

amongst the least wealthy students in a school of international elites (Tarc and Tarc, 2015: 35).  

Nationally, culturally, and economically, they are a site that cannot easily be labelled as belonging in 

any straightforward way to either the Global North or South.  While the girls in the township 

identified with the depiction of the Southern girl in the Girl Up marketing materials, the two girls at 

the international school – one a British citizen who had lived in Malawi all her life, and the other a 

Malawian – identified with the Northern girl and saw themselves as empowered, able to make 

choices and decisions, and able to help their less fortunate counterparts elsewhere in Malawi.  In the 

analyses that follow, therefore, I have followed the girls’ own interpretations and conceptualised the 

international school as ‘North’ and the township school as ‘South.’ 

I conducted focus groups with each Girl Up club I encountered.  The focus group method is 

well suited to poststructuralist research because it opens a “window into the formation, 

contestation, and negotiation of ideas, understandings, and claims” (Jowett and O’Toole, 2008: 464).  

They are an excellent way to generate public discourses about a topic.  The focus on participants’ 

identity as relational and socially constructed within a group setting, rather than as an isolated 

individual, and the ability of the group to take control of the conversation and steer it towards topics 

that are of interest and importance to them are both also seen as ways in which the focus group 

method is particularly well suited to feminist research (Wilkinson, 1999: 70; Wilkinson, 1998: 112).  

In total, 95 girls participated in the focus groups across the six schools.  Focus groups typically lasted 

between 45 minutes and an hour, and groups ranged from two to eight in size, with the vast 

majority of groups consisting of around five girls.  The focus groups took place within girls’ schools.  

Three of the schools (in the UK, New Jersey, and the township school in Lilongwe), made it possible 
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for me to work with each group twice, but in the other three schools I only met with each group 

once. 

In order to analyse the group’s construction of a topic, it is important in analysing focus 

group research data to pay close attention to the way in which participants interact with one 

another and not simply the words that they say.  For example, if a participant’s opinion is followed 

by a long pause and then a change of topic, it may indicate that the other group members do not 

agree with their interpretation, whereas a series of turns in which participants finish each others’ 

sentences may indicate a group consensus, or dominant discourse.  In order to facilitate such 

analysis, I have used the following transcription symbols outlined in Överlien et al. (2005: 335): 

• (.) indicates a pause of less than one second 

• a number in brackets indicates the length of a pause in seconds 

• [] indicates overlapping turns 

• ** indicates speech whilst laughing 

• - indicates self-editing speech, where a participant stops to correct themselves mid-word 

• () are used for comments on non-verbal communication and other noises, for example 
(Laughter) or (Bell rings). 

After an initial stage of “data reduction,” in which the data was coded according to the topics and 

questions emerging from the literature on this theme, I then conducted a second stage of “data 

complication,” which involved identifying analytical concepts in participants’ own words that 

emerged from the data (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996: 30).  These stages were completed using the 

qualitative data analysis software NVivo. 

 As the focus groups progressed, it became increasingly clear to me that while all of the girls 

expressed a keen desire to be in contact with fellow Girl Up club members around the world, none 

of them had actually established such contact.  Through the use of email and Skype, I was able to 

facilitate these connections between some of the clubs participating in the research, with fascinating 

results.  In the following sections, I explore the interactions that resulted from these connections, 

and the ways in which they served to break down the discursive divide that Girl Up – whilst claiming 

to do the opposite – serves to reproduce.   

Girls’ perceptions of the Northern or Southern ‘other’ 
As mentioned above, much about the girls’ participation in Girl Up did not conform to the dominant 

discourses about girls in international development.  Girls in the UK spoke of wanting to create a 

safe space for girls experiencing sexism within their own school to come and talk with older girls 

about it and seek their advice; girls in the US collected sanitary products to donate to their local 

women’s shelters; and girls in the township of Lilongwe found ways, despite extreme poverty, to 

help each other to stand up for themselves and keep each other in school.  I was struck by how their 

actions, and their responses to Girl Up resources, did not match the depiction of empowered 

Northern fundraisers and passive Southern girls in need of rescue.  They consistently questioned 

depictions of themselves and their girlhood.  Yet, there was one part of the discourse that seemed to 

make sense to girls in both the North and South, and that went largely unchallenged: the depiction 

of the ‘other.’  Even as they lamented the video’s portrayal of Northern girls as having to marry a 

man, or spend their money on shoes, the girls in the UK, the US, and the international school mostly 

accepted its depiction of the South.  Similarly, even as they described going round to their friends’ 

parents’ houses and demanding they send their daughter back to school, the Malawian girls spoke of 

Northern girls as more able to speak out and take action than themselves.   
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In the focus groups, girls frequently described a “barrier” between themselves and the 

Southern or Northern ‘other.’  This was experienced as a physical barrier, with one girl in the UK 

complaining, “we’re not allowed to actually go there.”  While she did not specify where “there” was, 

this came up in the context of a discussion of the Southern girl, suggesting a frustration that Girl Up 

did not involve exchange visits.  It was also experienced as a psychological barrier, as demonstrated 

when Sophie (a UK participant) told me, “it seems like impossible to me you know to sort of like put 

myself in their position.”  Hailey, a participant in New Jersey, found it similarly difficult to relate to 

the Southern girl.  When I started trying to describe the Malawian girls’ attempts to bring their 

classmates back to school, she interrupted me, saying “this is really like it’s their lives you know […] 

that’s really crazy.”  While I was trying to present a more nuanced depiction of Southern girlhood, 

emphasising the agency the Malawian girls show in taking action on issues they care about, just like 

their US counterparts, Hailey interrupted this attempt.  It ended up being absorbed into a discursive 

construction that sees those Malawian girls as completely ‘other,’ and Hailey’s conclusion that the 

situation was “crazy” suggests a difficulty in relating to those girls in any way. 

Later on, in Sophie’s group, I asked the UK Girl Up members if they felt that the Connecting 

the Dots video was about similarities or differences between girls: 

RHIANNON: I think it's cos we're all similar people but they're just victims of circumstance 

[…] 

LAUREN: Like she is me (1) but is she just ended up over there […] we could have a million things in 

common she could (.) like she could be (.) she could have the same like school grades as me but (.) 

she hasn't been allowed to go to school (.) she could've been in my position 

DANIELA: I think it affects the way they think as well cos 

LAUREN: Mm 

DANIELA: Yeah 

LAUREN: They convince [themselves then] 

DANIELA: [They they] 

LAUREN: Like oh I couldn't 

DANIELA: Yeah 

LAUREN: [Yeah] 

DANIELA: [They're just] put down by (.) you know like this 

LAUREN: Mm mm 

DANIELA: So they kind of start believing that 

LAUREN: Yeah. 

The girls begin by trying to talk about the similarities between themselves and girls in the Global 

South, but they struggle.  Lauren’s assertions of similarity are immediately followed by difference, 

for example “she is me but she just ended up over there,” or “she could have the same school 

grades as me but she hasn’t been allowed to go to school.”  Eventually, Daniela’s statement “I think 

it affects the way they think as well” is all it takes to abandon the search for similarities.  In a short 

extract, the girls have gone from Rhiannon’s assertion that “we’re all similar people,” to a clear 

consensus between Daniela and Lauren about a generalisation that girls in the Global South think 

differently to girls in the Global North.   

 In the international school in Lilongwe, the two girls questioned the Girlafesto’s attempts to 

unite girls around common themes: 

AHADI: When I think about me (.) and maybe a girl in like the rural areas one of the townships like 

music and hair and clothes like aren’t (.) that connection for me […] I change my [clothes is like] 
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SHRIMAYI: [That wouldn’t be] something (.) that wouldn’t be something that’s normal (.) in a rural 

area (.) erm I am me I follow (.) I lead I learn (.) teach 

AHADI: Yeah that 

(.) 

SHRIMAYI: I follow might link because they follow what they’ve been told (.) but (.) I am me (.) lead 

learn teach (.) they might not have the opportunity to do that 

[…] 

AHADI: Which is where the (.) the link they’re trying to make breaks down for me a little bit. 

In this extract, Ahadi begins by questioning whether the most meaningful connection between girls 

in different settings would be around clothes and hair.  This could perhaps be a criticism of the 

poster’s focus on superficial and aesthetic qualities, and she does seem to be suggesting that a 

genuine connection between girls around ideas might be possible.  However, she is interrupted by 

Shrimayi, who interprets Ahadi’s criticism of the resource as centring around a perceived inability of 

girls “in a rural area” in Malawi to choose their clothes or listen to music.  She concludes that the 

only part of the Girlafesto that might apply to the “rural” or Southern girl is “I follow […] because 

they follow what they’ve been told.”  In the end, as Ahadi states, the connection “breaks down.”  

Interestingly, I had previously described my contact so far with the school in the township of 

Lilongwe and the girls’ activities there, and when this came up again later in conversation, it was 

clear that Ahadi and Shrimayi had assumed I meant there was a school similar to theirs that was 

reaching out to girls in the townships.  Ahadi asked, “what do they do like the township girls come 

in” or “do the girls the school go out?”  When I explained that the township girls themselves were 

the Girl Up club members, they were both surprised.  Once again, my attempts to provide a more 

nuanced depiction of the ‘South’ were interpreted as fitting with the dominant depiction of passivity 

and helplessness.  Despite their own ambiguous position within the North-South divide, these two 

girls had clear ideas about who they thought was in a position to help others and who was in need of 

help.   

Despite challenging girl power discourses in international development in many ways with 

their actions and the views they expressed in the focus groups, the girls consistently reproduced the 

discursive North/South divide, assuming that girlhoods across that divide were completely opposite 

to one another and finding it difficult to relate to the ‘other’ girl in any way.  This was one aspect of 

the discourse that none of the groups seemed to challenge in the same way that they challenged 

depictions of themselves and their own lives.  As the research progressed, I began to question 

whether this was because despite their participation in a supposedly global campaign, none of the 

girls had actually had contact with Girl Up clubs in other countries or contexts, and were therefore 

not equipped with the necessary information to challenge these representations. 

The Impossibility of Connecting through Girl Up 
All of the girls I met were desperate to connect to other Girl Up clubs around the world.  Yet, apart 

from a few girls in the US who had attended Girl Up events with other members from the US, none 

of them had established such contact.  Gabriella in New York shared the sentiments of several of the 

other girls in the US girls, stating “it would be like so awesome for us to just connect with them like 

have like pen pals I guess or something like that (.) which I wish I don’t know if Girl Up has but that’d 

be cool if they did have it.”  Janet, in Lilongwe, told me in no uncertain terms, “I want friend from 

America.”  Ahadi and Shrimayi at the international school told me that they understood Girl Up, 

which they had only just joined, to be a program focused on “one on one conversations and 

sharing,” and that this was a big motivation for them in starting a Girl Up club rather than joining 

one of the school’s many other extracurricular activities, because “with the other clubs here it’s like 
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fundraise donate” and that was not of interest to them.  While all of the girls wanted to connect 

directly with girls in different settings, Ahadi and Shrimayi had even interpreted that to be the 

campaign’s mission, ignoring its primary purpose as a fundraising campaign. 

 As discussed above, the ‘community’ section of the Girl Up website, which is intended to 

connect clubs around the world, seemed to feature inaccurate information on clubs, sometimes 

showing clubs that did not exist and at other times not listing those that did.  While some of the girls 

I spoke to used the website, they did so to post updates about their own activities.  Doing so, and in 

particular totalling the money they had raised, allowed them to gain ‘activity points’ for the club 

leader board, which is visible to all other clubs.  In that sense, the website seemed to be more about 

pitting girls in a fundraising competition against, rather than connecting them to one another.  

During one of the many days I spent at the school in the township of Lilongwe, the school director 

asked for my help in navigating the website.  As the only member of the school community with a 

laptop, he had been the one to register the Girl Up club and he regularly logged into the website by 

using his mobile phone as a wifi hotspot as the school community frequently did not have electricity, 

let alone internet facilities.  He was keen to make contact with Girl Up clubs in other countries and to 

learn from the activities that they were doing.  He showed me a message he’d received on the 

community part of the website from a club in the US who were happy to set up a link.  He clicked 

‘reply’ and composed a message, but when he eventually clicked ‘send’ an error message appeared 

saying the intended recipient did not exist.  I advised him to contact the Girl Up staff team, but as far 

as I am aware the issue was never resolved. 

 The barriers preventing the girls in the Global North and South from interacting with one 

another were many.  Despite the huge potential for new forms of communication to connect groups 

of people from around the world, for empowering women to make contact with each other, to gain 

new information about others’ situations as well as better understandings of their own (Stienstra, 

2000), it remains a space that reproduces unequal offline power relations (Marx Ferree and 

Pudrovska, 2006: 251).  Access to resources is a big factor.  The school director’s access to internet in 

Lilongwe was frequently hampered by power cuts lasting several days and poor phone signal during 

storms.  While he owned a laptop, the microphone on it did not work and he could not afford a new 

one, so during his various attempts to set up Skype links between the Girl Up club members and 

motivational speakers he had made contact with in other countries, the speakers were always 

unable to hear anything the girls were saying.  By contrast, when a technical glitch affected the video 

conferencing facilities the girls in the UK school were using during a Skype conversation with 

Lilongwe, they contacted the team of IT staff at the school and someone arrived within a few 

minutes to fix the problem.  While such barriers can be overcome, or creatively worked around, I 

was struck by the perception amongst the girls that any connection between North and South was 

impossible.  This is perhaps most evident in the following extract, where Ahadi and Shrimayi from 

the international school are discussing with their teacher the possibility of linking up with a school in 

the same city as their own, no more than ten miles away: 

AHADI: Like how do you (1) how do you make that connection cos like in Area (number)  
SHRIMAYI: They're there 
AHADI: They're there (.) and they're in like the townships (.) you can't get them to come all the way 
there that's like (.) all the way here (.) which is unreal (.) you'd have to get girls [here to go there] 
SHRIMAYI: [Well we would have to go there]. 
[…]  
TEACHER: But how do you get there 
(.) 
AHADI: See *that’s* 
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SHRIMAYI: That’s the issue. 

The gap between these two sections includes a long conversation about the practicalities of 
travelling to various locations, and Ahadi’s laughter in the penultimate line is perhaps in 
exasperation at a conversation that seems to be going round in circles.  Despite being just a few 
miles away, to the girls the township the other school is located in seems so distant that any possible 
connection would be “unreal.”  While it seems completely impossible to these girls that the other 
school might come to them, the possibility of going to a township seems equally implausible, despite 
their access to a minibus and budget for community service type activities.   

Before participating in the research project, none of the participating schools or girls saw 

any possibility of making contact with their fellow Girl Up members in other countries or settings, 

even though they very much desired to do so.  Girl Up was very much failing to “connect the dots.”  

Further than this, however, this supposedly ‘global’ campaign appeared to actually be reinforcing 

the discursive divide between the Northern and Southern girls, in which they found it difficult to 

relate to one another and saw any chance of interaction as impossible, even when they were 

situated just a few miles apart in the same city.  Yet over the course of the research project, this did 

begin to change.  In the following paragraphs, I analyse some of the interactions that took place that 

gradually established links between the girls and eroded this discursive North-South divide. 

‘They Can Teach Us:’ The beginnings of mutual learning and respect in North-South 

encounters between Girl Up members 
In every school I worked in, the girls were keen to hear about the activities of other Girl Up clubs I 

had met.  They were surprised and delighted to hear about the similarities in what they were doing.  

The girls in the township of Lilongwe were keen to know what a Girl Up club was like in the UK.  I 

explained that the girls in the UK held fundraisers for girls’ education, just like them, although 

because education is free in the UK, they gave the money to girls in other countries.  I was also keen 

to stress the similarities between their activities though.  Recurring themes for girls in both the UK 

and Malawi were challenging the perception that girls are not as good at boys in maths and science, 

helping each other to deal with bullying from boys, and helping to build girls’ self-confidence.  At 

that stage, I had not yet met with the clubs in the US, otherwise I could have told them about the 

girls collecting sanitary products to donate to women’s shelters in their communities, something the 

Lilongwe girls would no doubt have related to seeing as they told me that girls in their area regularly 

missed school because of menstruation.  The girls in Lilongwe seemed excited and amazed to think 

that their peers in the UK might be dealing with some of the same issues as them: 

RW: There are still (.) ways in the UK where girls (.) are treated differently to boys (.) or (.) maybe (.) 

sometimes they they need some encouragement or (.) some some (.) subjects in particular like (.) in 

the UK not many girls like science or maths 

FATSANI: Yes 

RW: And so (.) and they think that they can’t be good at it because they’re a girl 

FASANI: Yes 

RW: So they’re kind of trying to change that as well (.) so they’re I think really their activities are 

quite similar (.) to yours 

FATSANI: Wow 

(Laughter) 

CHIKONDI: So they are doing the same 

RW: Yeah I think so (.) yeah they (.) they had like erm (.) they all bake (.) er cakes (.) they make cakes 

(.) and then bring them in to sell and then the money they donate 

CHIKONDI: OK 
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RW: Yeah (.) things like that 

CHIKONDI: We are learning. 

 

RW: So they have this club to (.) where they can talk (.) and where they can encourage each other (.) 

so I think it’s very similar to what you do (.) yeah 

GRACE: OK that’s funny 

(Laughter). 

 

RW: Yeah (.) erm (.) but they also have some (.) activities to try to (.) help like empower each other 

OLIVIA: Mm 

TADALA: Mm 

RW: Within their school because they still also face [erm] 

OLIVIA: [Different] challenges 

RW: Yeah like or sometimes discrimination or then (.) maybe they’re not treated the same as the 

boys or sometimes (.) more is expected of the boys than the girls or (.) you know so they they still 

face that as well so they (.) yeah they ho- they also have a group to try and talk about these issues 

and (.) encourage each other so I think it’s very similar (.) [actually] 

TADALA: [Yeah OK] 

OLIVIA: [Mm] 

RW: To what you *guys do* (2) very similar 

OLIVIA: That’s nice. 

In these extracts, my own hesitation comes from an awareness that in answering the girls’ questions 

about the UK, there was a risk that I might reproduce discourses that see the Global North as more 

advanced, or having already achieved gender equality – discourses that I knew resonated with many 

of the girls in Lilongwe.  Yet at the same time, in my eagerness to counter such discourses, there was 

also a risk of misrepresenting or ignoring the very real differences in the girls’ contexts – starting 

from the fact that the girls in the UK had access to a free education while the girls in Malawi did not.  

I stumbled over my words and paused, yet in both the first and third extracts, the girls encourage me 

to continue.  In the first extract, Chikondi asks “So they are doing the same?” as a way to check that 

she has understood my meaning and to push me to say more.  In the third extract, when I am 

struggling to find the words to make a point, Olivia finishes my sentence for me, stating that the girls 

in the UK face “different challenges.”  She and Tadala both interject with words of encouragement 

and understanding (“Yeah OK”; “Mm”) when I seem to be concluding.  This shows not only an 

eagerness to hear more about the Northern girl, who they have been told is so ‘other’ to them, but 

their exclamations of “wow,” “that’s funny,” and “that’s nice” seem to suggest surprise and delight 

at discovering that they might not be so entirely different to them after all.   

 In some cases, while my explanations may have served to highlight differences between 

girls’ situations, they seemed to do so in unexpected ways for some of the girls.  For example, when 

explaining to the girls in the US about the activities of the girls in Lilongwe, I focused on the ways 

that they were taking action themselves to tackle the kind of issues that Girl Up resources talk about.  

While they may have been expecting to hear that these issues were a reality for the girls in Malawi, 

the Girl Up resources had perhaps not prepared them for the idea that these girls were actively 

working to change them.  The US girls’ responses were a mixture of admiration and awe.  When I 

explained to one group in New York that the Lilongwe girls were holding fundraisers to raise the $20 
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per term necessary to keep their friends in school, Hailey exclaimed, “that’s awesome,” and Madison 

agreed, “so awesome.”  At another school in New York, when I told them the Lilongwe girls planned 

to confront parents who had stopped sending their daughters to school, Nicola immediately 

responded, “oh my god that’s brave,” and Lucia said, “that’s amazing.”  With their permission, and at 

the request of the girls, I put some of the contact teachers from US schools in touch with the 

directors of the school in the township of Lilongwe, with the hope that the girls might exchange 

letters or emails in future.  However, these small examples show the power that even a small 

amount of information and context has in changing perceptions.   

 Where I was able to establish more meaningful contact between Girl Up clubs, the changes 

in perceptions were even more stark.  The first time I met them, the eldest group of girls in the UK 

school – Year 13 students who act as the club’s organising committee – told me that they had to 

take action on the issue of girls’ education in the Global South, “because no one is doing it there.”  

Over the course of our next meetings and emails, I gave them information on what the girls in 

Malawi were doing, and just before the end of my stay in Lilongwe, I managed to set up a Skype link 

between the two schools.  Given this chance to speak directly to each other, a completely different 

attitude emerged, with the UK girls asking questions such as “how hard is it to like campaign to 

change your area?”  Later on, when discussing their club activities, the girls in Lilongwe (including 

Olivia and Mayamiko) explained their fundraising events to the girls in the UK (including Chloe): 

OLIVIA: OK at (.) (name of school) Girl Up club we have different activities (.) like (.) drama (.) so (1) 

we (.) maybe (inaudible) to have those dramas and those who want to watch us they pay (.) hundred 

kwacha to enter in the hall that’s how we raise our money 

(1) 

RW: So like (.) a hundred kwacha is (.) about ten p (.) er so (.) they hold drama events and charge ten 

p admission (.) and raise money that way 

(1) 

CHLOE: That’s great (1) erm (1) erm yeah that is a good idea we might be trying that in future 

RW: Did you hear that that they say they’re gonna copy (.) they want to do the same 

(Laughter) 

DIRECTOR: No problem 

MAYAMIKO: No problem you can start if you want to (.) yah 

(Laughter). 

The UK girls’ attitude that they were the only ones who could help to solve the problems of their 

counterparts in the Global South disappeared when they were given the opportunity to actually 

speak to a group of girls in Lilongwe and hear about what they were doing.  Where I had been at 

times taken aback by their uncritical reproduction of patronising discourses about Southern girlhood 

when I had met with them in the UK, speaking to them via Skype from Lilongwe, I was struck with 

the tone of admiration and respect with which they asked the opinions, and even advice, of girls 

they now seemed to see as their peers.   

 Perhaps the greatest change in perception came from the girls at the international school in 

Lilongwe, who went from a mission to teach other girls, to a determination to learn from them.  

When I initially asked them what they thought the purpose of Girl Up was, Shrimayi answered 

“something about having group erm projects with the girls of with the girls that you’re helping and 

then teach them how to tackle life in different contexts.”  She had absolute confidence that the best 

way for her to help girls who are facing issues such as poverty, child marriage, and pregnancy was to 

teach them how to deal with those issues, despite having never experienced them herself.  This 

confidence was shaken over the course of the focus group by two things.  Firstly, my explanations 
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about the brave actions of the girls in the township of Lilongwe to “tackle life” for themselves, and 

secondly, by an interjection from their school counsellor, who was present during the first half of the 

focus group.  During a conversation about child marriage, the counsellor interjected to state that it 

was also an issue at the international school and that she regularly had girls coming to her office 

crying because their parents had arranged a marriage for them.  To Ahadi and Shrimayi, this came as  

complete shock:  

AHADI: No like you never think [that] 
SHRIMAYI: [Yeah] 
AHADI: That in an IB1 school 
SHRIMAYI: Exactly jeez 
AHADI: Oh my gosh 
[…] 
SHRIMAYI: That's just (.) goose bumpy 
(Laughter). 

The revelation that they knew less than they thought about their own school shook the girls’ 

confidence that they would be able to teach girls in other contexts, and their assumptions about 

girls’ privilege and position within different communities.  Later on, the township school came up in 

conversation again and this time, Shrimayi suggested making contact with the girls there because 

“they can teach us what they’re going through.”  A month or so later, she contacted me asking for 

the email addresses of the directors of that school and six months later, she got in touch about 

meeting up.  Her email read, “We would appreciate if we could visit the Girl Up club members in 

your school to learn from what they have been doing.”  Both schools reported to me that the 

meeting was a huge success, with another one arranged soon afterwards and plans being made for a 

few girls from the school in the township to travel to the international school and help run a stall at 

an upcoming awareness raising event – a journey that Ahadi and Shrimayi had previously thought 

impossible.  For their second meeting with the girls in the township, instead of preparing teaching 

materials as they might have thought necessary at the start of this process, they suggested to the 

director that they bring some team building activities for all of the girls to do together.  Ahadi and 

Shrimayi went from suggesting that they should teach other girls about issues they had never 

themselves encountered, to realising how little they knew about such issues, and requesting that the 

township girls in fact teach them.  This change in perceptions of the ‘other’ girl was made possible 

first and foremost by bringing the girls together with their teacher and with a researcher to discuss 

topics that they had not previously sat down to discuss together.  The information and contexts that 

were revealed to them in that conversation challenged the dominant discourse about girlhood in the 

Global North and South that they had up until then embraced.   

While the girls may have initially reproduced dominant discourses about the Northern or 

Southern ‘other’ uncritically, it took very little intervention to cause them to challenge those 

discourses.  In some cases, this was as little as the few snippets of contextual information I was able 

to provide during a focus group, in others it was a one hour Skype conversation, and in the case I 

have just described, an exchange of emails became a lasting partnership between two schools.  In 

every case, Northern girls began to question their previous confidence in their understanding of the 

South, and were surprised and delighted to hear examples of their Southern counterparts’ bravery 

and assertiveness.  They went from seeing themselves as the “sisters, saviours, and ‘BFFs’” of the 

Southern girl (Koffman, Orgad, and Gill, 2015: 161), to asking instead for her fundraising tips, for her 

insights and experiences in tackling issues such as child marriage, and to suggesting that they work 

                                                           
1 International Baccalaureate. 
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together as a team to learn from one another.  While much of the rest of my research focuses on 

how girls did not reproduce dominant discourses, the analyses in this paper show that even when 

there was one aspect of the discourse that they initially accepted – the divide between North and 

South – this acceptance was fragile.  All it took for the girls to eventually question this narrative were 

a few small interventions as part of the research.  It suggests that perhaps these discourses are not 

so dominant after all. 

Conclusions and Implications 
There are several interesting reflections to emerge from the analysis contained within this paper.  

Perhaps the first is that in a poststructuralist analysis of powerful discourses that are produced and 

reproduced by international institutions, it would be all too easy to overestimate the dominance 

that they have.  While it would be possible to write a paper based on this data arguing that members 

of Girl Up clubs uncritically reproduce a patronising discourse that sees girls in the Global North as 

the ‘saviours’ of their helpless sisters in the South, this would not tell the whole story.  Initially, the 

girls did indeed seem to reproduce this discourse and it shaped not only the way that they talked 

about the ‘other’ girl, but also their belief in the impossibility of connecting with her.  Yet the data 

also reveals this seemingly dominant discourse, reproduced so clearly in Girl Up resources, to be 

extremely fragile in the face of alternative sources of contextual information and actual interactions 

across the North-South discursive divide.  The interventions in this research project that prompted 

the girls to begin to negotiate and ultimately reject this discourse were small and simple.  In many 

cases, the girls were exposed to a new perspective or introduced to a new acquaintance for a matter 

of minutes, and yet the difference in their understanding is noticeable.  While this analysis cannot 

make claims beyond these brief encounters as to whether the girls’ entire attitudes to participating 

in Girl Up and to the Global North or South were ultimately changed as a result of these 

interventions, it does show the ease with which seemingly dominant discourses are disrupted.  

 Secondly, returning to the criticisms of Girl Up and more widely the UN Foundation 

at the beginning of this paper, the impact of the very small and simple interventions set up 

as part of this project reveal just how much Girl Up itself is failing to “Connect the Dots.”  Its 

resources and promotional materials reproduce a North-South divide, while its members 

struggle to make the actual contact with other Girl Up clubs that often motivated them to 

join the “community” in the first place.  It would take very little in terms of resources and 

changes to turn Girl Up into a community that facilitates North-South contact, however to 

do so would not fit with the campaign’s primary focus of fundraising for UN agency projects 

in the Global South.  Indeed, it may even serve to undermine it, as demonstrated by the fact 

that after speaking to the club in Lilongwe, my research participants in the UK told me that 

they intended to send the money they had raised from cake sales straight to that school, 

rather than to the UN Foundation.  The girls told me that they had conducted research and 

found out that only 87 percent of the money would go to funding girls’ education, with 13 

percent covering administrative costs at the UN Foundation, and so as a result they would 

rather send it straight to their new acquaintances and cut out “the fat cats at the UN running 

it.”  If the community section of the website were to succeed in setting up meaningful 

relationships between girls in the North and South it might lead to yet more girls deciding to 

take the situation into their own hands.  Cynthia Cockburn (2000: 61), reflecting on an 

experience of setting up transnational links between research participants in three different 

settings that had recently experienced conflict, reflects that both “skills and sensitivity to 

difference and inequality, the tools of transversal politics, are needed in encounters 

between women of the rich North and those of the poor South.”  It is precisely this 



Rosie Walters  PSA Annual Conference 2018 

15 
 

sensitivity to difference and inequality that is lacking in Girl Up resources, and that would 

seem difficult for an organisation to achieve when claiming to empower girls of the North by 

encouraging them to fundraise for girls in the South.  As a result, it is less a “community” and 

more a fundraising competition, in which the girls feel that the possibility of even connecting 

with their counterparts around the world is implausible, if not “unreal.” 

 Finally, Richa Nagar (2002: 184) argues that research interventions between North and 

South must pay heed to the needs and agendas of research participants: 

Transnational feminist conversations, especially between worlds as far removed 

from each other as the ones I have described, cannot be productive unless feminist 

academics based in Western/Northern institutions produce research agendas and 

knowledges that do not merely address what is theoretically exciting or trendy here, 

but also what is considered politically imperative by the communities we work with 

or are committed to over there. 

In the study of girlhood and international development, a paper fitting with the current 

trend would identify yet more examples of the ways in which international institutions 

reproduce discursive divides between girls in the Global North and South.  As mentioned in 

the previous paragraph, it would be easy to do so with this data.  Yet the girls themselves 

are eager to make connections and quick to abandon their preconceptions when they do so.  

This suggests a new possible research agenda – one that focuses on the agency that girls 

demonstrate in negotiating discourses, even whilst participating in the campaign of a 

powerful international institution.   
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