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1 KNOWLEDGE BETWEEN GLOBALIZATION AND 

LOCALIZATION

1.1  Introduction 

To conduct a study on local knowledge in a small village of an African coun-
try seems rather inconsistent with the ongoing process termed globalization. 
The sociological description of “the globalization of a knowledge society” 
mainly refers to the construction and production of knowledge in universities, 
research institutes, consulting firms and think tanks, which have expanded in 
all parts and regions of the world (Evers 1999: 7-11). The relevance of 
knowledge in general and in the context of developing countries in particular 
has become a discourse not only in the scientific arena and within develop-
ment organizations1, but also outside those institutions in everyday conversa-
tions and discussions such as one between two young men sitting under a 
shady tree in the small Ghanaian village of Susuanso discussing the kind of 
maize they should plant next season, having to choose between the “tradi-
tional“ or improved new variety. In current development paradigms as well as 
in social theory, knowledge in its different dimensions and forms is consid-
ered as an important – or even the most important – factor for present and fu-
ture social change2 in comparison to other factors such as capital, time or la-
bour. In the context of development discourse and politics, the meaning of 
knowledge in southern countries has been labelled as “local” knowledge3,
which has resulted in a large body of literature, especially about agricultural, 
environmental, technical and medical knowledge systems. The discussions 
among academics, development experts and politicians on the relevance and 
                                                          

1  The current discussion deals around the notion of knowledge management. 
Knowledge management refers to the internal organization of knowledge within 
development organizations such as the proper storage of knowledge, expertise 
and experience as well as its dissemination among, and utilization of develop-
ment experts. In sight of a growing competitiveness between organizations, 
knowledge management as an innovative strategic concept is supposed to 
strengthen the (economic) capacity of organizations (Evers/Kaiser/Müller 2002). 

2  Many studies such as those of Weingart (2001), Stehr (2000), Knorr-Cetina 
(1999) argue along the socially determining effect of knowledge in present socie-
ties. 

3  The term “local” knowledge is a derivative from Clifford Geertz’s essay collec-
tion Local Knowledge (1983) who claimed for an interpretative explanation of 
cultures. The term entered the broad discussion in sociology of development 
through Richards (1985) and Hobart (1993). 
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appropriate use of local knowledge within development cooperation taking 
place in Germany during the 1990s (vgl. Honerla/Schröder 1995) raised my 
personal interest in the topic, inspired me to undertake steps for scientific in-
vestigation and finally pathed my academic career. 

The worsening of living conditions in the southern countries, the failures 
of multiple development programs and projects after three decades of devel-
opment cooperation have gradually led to awareness and to a “new emphasis” 
(Geschiere 1995: 170) on the importance of local knowledge. Two shifts were 
responsible for this change in paradigm: first, the change in perspective to-
wards local was strengthened by demands by participatory movements in 
Latin-America since the 1970s for a definition of their own development and 
by NGO’s4 in Africa, who demanded from the donor side the integration of 
local people and knowledge in the formulation of development concepts and 
realization thereof. Participatory under those paradigms was strongly aimed 
towards the transformation and politicization of development. Second, a ma-
jor shift tended away from the dominant technocratic-oriented discourse on 
development towards the integration of social scientific knowledge within 
development institutions (Geschiere 1995: 171)5 and the rhetoric recognition 
of local knowledge as a relevant resource for practical development coopera-
tion. These double shifts could not, however, resolve the problem that the ma-
jority of social anthropological studies on development or case studies within 
development projects result in an indigenisation and mystification of knowl-
edge and people, with less consideration of the broader context and negli-
gence of power problematization and politicization of world-wide knowledge 
production as a whole (Moore 1996: 2-3). Those studies further strengthen 
the conventional view that knowledge at local level is static, homogenous, 
easily applicable for development and more or less cut off from the rest of the 
world (Geschiere 1995: 171; Lachenmann 1995a: 132). The term local is not 
unproblematic in itself since it, at first glance, implies a geographical spatial 
arrangement. As a sociological term, however, I intend to broaden its mean-
ing for describing the processes of production and of construction of mean-
ings which characterize a locality. Arjun Appadurai (1998: 178) defines local-
ity as relational and contextual, rather than as scalar or spatial. His definition 
of locality is close to the definition of space, which also has a spatial and a 
contextual component. A local space is, according to these preliminary char-
acteristics, not absolute, but relational in its constitution.  

                                                          

4  In 1990 about 500 representatives of NGO’s met in Arusha (Tanzania) making a 
claim for participation, transformation and a sharing of power in development 
planning (Nelson/Wright 1995: 3). 

5  One of the first studies within the German development context which dealt with 
the negative consequences of modernisation on the transfer of medical knowl-
edge within developing countries such as Namibia and Benin was conducted by 
Gudrun Lachenmann (1982). 
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The terms local and global initially indicate two isolated or dichotomic 
spheres without any interaction taking place. But this is not what this study is 
aiming for. More relevant than the construction of new boundaries and the 
continuation of dislinked spheres is the focus on the connection between the 
different levels and the linking of localities. In this theoretical approach the 
topic deals with the “interface” of knowledge (Long/Long 1992: 6) between 
the global and the local and both terms have to be utilised in a relational sense 
as “[...] the fluid ends of relations between cultures” (Nederveen Pieterse 
1995: 62). 

The flow of knowledge does not necessarily have to come from the global 
and flow to the subordinate periphery in a linear one-dimensional direction as 
described in Wallerstein’s “World-System” or according to Giddens’ defini-
tion of globalization as a consequence of modernity and therefore as a product 
or project of the Western world (Giddens 1995: 214-215). Nor is globaliza-
tion a convergent amalgam of multiple processes leading to a “single world 
society” or “global society” (Albrow/King 1990: 9), which means that the 
globe will ultimately be covered with a homogenous web of knowledge. The 
flow of knowledge is rather situated in a complex web, which connects the 
local with the global level and vice versa. From this point of view the theo-
retical concept of globalization in its different dimensions is not a floated or 
one-directional phenomenon, but a process of linking localities and local ac-
tors. This complex configuration of social relations and the density of interre-
lations of different actors at the horizontal and vertical level is defined by 
Robertson as “Glocalization” (1995: 26) indicating the dynamic interplay of 
flows not towards homogenising, but towards homogenising and heterogenis-
ing. Global and local are in this sense relational, whereas the relationship is 
based on mutuality, and has implicitly overcome the dichotomy and the 
counter-position of local versus global. 

I do not deny that the global order of knowledge is an unimportant issue 
nowadays: on the contrary, it is. The difficult and complex interrelations be-
tween locations, actors and power as well as the multifarious interplays along 
and within the different levels also imply discontinuities, contradictions and 
asymmetries. Critical questions regarding the location and structures of 
knowledge production in science come from various directions. Feminists 
especially from the North and South, anthropologists as well as scholars 
within the discourse of postcolonial studies have questioned and challenged 
the dominance of Western theory and science as a whole.  

Sandra Harding, for example, focuses on the production of knowledge 
within institutions and organizations in the West which has to be seen under 
male-dominated conditions. The implementation of women’s knowledge is 
therefore not enough. The structures of organizations and institutions need to 
be changed in order to transform social relations. “What is progressive about 
organizing heroic campaigns to “add women and gender” to the social struc-
ture and the subject matters of the sciences without questioning the legitimacy 
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of science’s social hierarchy and politically regressive agendas?” (Harding 
1991: 47). 

To set the statement into analogy with local knowledge, one can ask, if the 
incorporation of local knowledge into development programs is sufficient to 
change the power structures within the development discourse and within so-
cial and political relationships. The main field of interactions between the 
South and the North is still the politics of development. The field of develop-
ment politics is about the organization of space, where different actors 
(NGO’s, GO’s, institutions, individuals etc.) interact at the different levels. 
Knowledge within research, policy-making and within the different types of 
organizations at national and international levels, manifests itself practically 
in development programs and projects and discursively in development lan-
guage. According to Mark Hobart, Western scientific knowledge remains a 
focal point of reference for the definition of development/underdevelopment 
and for the formulation of its solutions. As “world-ordering” knowledge it 
ignores indigenous knowledge and constitutes itself as developed by defining 
indigenous knowledge as underdeveloped (Hobart 1993: 2). Despite the sharp 
contrast Hobart is drawing at the theoretical level and the fact that local 
knowledge has gained recognition by development organizations, the practi-
cal relationship between development experts as carriers of Western knowl-
edge and local people as carriers of local knowledge is, in most cases, in-
tended or not organized in a hierarchical manner. Although recent approaches 
under the heading of participation should lead to an equal listening and mu-
tual sharing of knowledge, the crucial question remains as to whether within 
participatory relationship local actors can define their own agenda of devel-
opment based on their own knowledgeability or remain objects of develop-
ment planning by reproducing discourses and instrumentalising their local 
knowledge. 

In such a complex web of unequal relations indicated above, knowledge 
can also be a factor for change and for the transformation of social relations 
(Berger/Luckmann 1966: 92). My perspective is not to analyze how politics 
and planned interventions in the form of development projects are imple-
mented at local level6. Although development rhetoric find expression 
through different channels in the official language. I have taken up a bottom-
up perspective by analyzing how women use their knowledge to bring about 
social change. One research question was, how women exchange knowledge, 
transmit it, and combine it with new innovative elements or new strategies. A 
second question focused on women’s organizations, the existing forms of or-
ganizations and their potential for transformation. Since Berger/Luckmann 
(1966: 168) have already indicated that men and women can inhabit different 
social worlds within one society, the central question is how gender relations 
and interlinkings between gender-relations and gendered knowledge are or-
ganized. The relations among gender and the (re-)structuring of space is used 
                                                          

6  This topic has already been well discussed by Long/Long (1992), Long (1996), 
Hobart (1993). 
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here as the core theoretical concept for an alternative approach to develop-
ment. Space as a theoretical and analytical concept (Chapter 3.2) is gaining 
importance in sociological and social anthropological theory, in particular 
since the claim of universal valid knowledge has been challenged in the pro-
gress of feminist, deconstructivist, post-structuralist and post-colonial ap-
proaches (Gupta/Ferguson 1992: 6). By following the sociological tradition of 
phenomenology, one guiding question was, how knowledge becomes reality. 
The process of “becoming reality” is conceptualised as a dynamic social proc-
ess, which turns the research focus to processes and relations among those 
involved.  

Glocalization also challenges the perspective of empirical research. The 
claims for a new “global sociology” (Robertson 1995: 25; Nederveen Pieterse 
1995: 63) or “transnational anthropology” (Appadurai 1998: 48) should no 
longer focus on society in its hegemony and exclusiveness, but on established 
social networks, which operate across boundaries whether in virtual, face-to-
face or discursive interactions. Knowledge is in itself locally bound and pro-
duced, but the relational reach can expand and create new forms of knowl-
edge. To talk about local in a global context means that processes across cul-
tures are a necessity for analysis. The links between localities in their translo-
cal or transnational dynamics demand a perspective which goes beyond the 
village level. Local particularities do not disappear nor are they absorbed or 
abolished by the dynamics at national and global level, but on the contrary 
remain an important aspect of analysis.  

Those actors constituting locality have to be seen in a wider context while 
they are contributing to it: they can be part of small formations such as 
neighborhoods or families and/or at the same time part of larger formations 
such as associations which can be based on “modern” or “traditional” struc-
tures, or be engaged in social movements or translocal networks. In contrast 
to Arjun Appadurai (1998) whose focus is stronger on the permanence of the 
fluid character of local-global flows, my perspective focuses more on the 
emergence, implications and consequences those flows have for the social or-
ganization of knowledge in a specific locality. A locality results out of trans-
local interactions as well as constitutes new translocal dynamics. For the em-
pirical research process this also means, that the borderlines of fieldwork van-
ish and have to be opened, depending on the dimensions of interactions and 
locations of knowledge production. For example, discussions at the Beijing 
World Women’s Conference in 1995 influenced the discussion about “tradi-
tional” political structures and the results of a research project on Women in 
Public Life in Ghana conducted at the University of Legon are now used as 
arguments against unequal gender relations in public life. 

The challenge for a researcher nowadays is not only the combination of a 
local and a translocal perspective, but also the extension of it to the end of 
dimensions of interactions, which in view of global networking can become 
endless. For this more or less arbitrary act of defining research boundaries, I 
have taken two things into consideration: first, the encounters at which prac-
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tices at local level are transformed into abstract political formulations; and 
second, the ongoing process of decentralisation in Ghana with the restructur-
ing of political power relations leading to concrete everyday reality. 

After these general theoretical clarifications, I would like to describe and 
specify what constitutes the global. It is not only the conceptual perspective, 
which forms the framework of my analysis, but also the practices that cur-
rently make up this framework. Therefore the emergence and genesis of this 
framework need to be explained as its make-up is of importance for the fol-
lowing chapters. 

1.2  The Emergence of the World-Wide Women’s Web 

Women in this study are defined as the actors in the interplay between local 
and global dynamics7. Although their formation into groups and organizations 
as well as connections across distances can be traced back to a long history, 
the new quality of intensification in the continuity of long- and short distance 
interactions and the density of communication evoked new forms of social 
power. A Subqueenmother in Ghana perfectly described in an interview the 
present state-of the-art of women’s movements as initiating a turning point of 
socio-political marginalisation and of knowledge order. She emphasized, that 
“Now, we are coming out of our shells”. Coming out of our shells is a meta-
phor indicating two movements: the process of going into the shell and the 
process of coming out of the shell. The process of going into the shell 
symbolises the partial marginalisation of female knowledge. The process of 
coming out has already began, but is not yet completed and if it is fulfilled, 
continuation will be a slow movement similar to the movements of a snail 
which leaves symbolic trails. Snails also put out their horns for orientation 
similar to an electronic antenna and function as mediators of the translocal 
flow of knowledge by crossing local boundaries. The flow of knowledge is in 
practice translated into interactions, which take place at different levels of 
society and can result in the transformation of spaces, the creation of new 
room for manoeuvre, new power structures, identities, alliances and a new 
knowledge repertoire (Long 1996: 46). 

When using the term global I refer to the global women’s movements which 
have been formed in almost all parts of the world and operate as arenas where 
knowledge is produced, negotiated and disseminated. The international con-
nections between women are not really a new phenomenon however as they 

                                                          

7  Several studies indicate that women are a constitutive part in the formation of 
local-global linkages whether as migrants between Lebanon and Ivory Coast (Pe-
leikis 2003), as long distance traders between Ghana and Hongkong (Amponsem 
1996) or in the environmental movement of Mexico (Rodenberg 1999). 


