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Less than a decade ago, women in 
Nepal were subject to some of the 
strictest abortion laws in the world. 
To end unwanted pregnancies, 
women endured illegal and unsafe 
abortions and served lengthy prison 
sentences for abortion-related 
crimes. Alison Buckler, PhD student 
and Research Assistant for the 
University’s Teacher Education in 
Sub Saharan Africa Programme, 
reports on how far Nepal has come 
since those dark days to enhance 
women’s reproductive freedom 

Malati describes how her mother died. ‘She 
had 11 children,’ she says. ‘When she 
became pregnant the twelfth time she ground 

glass into honey and ate it. When she became pregnant 
the thirteenth time she did the same. When she became 
pregnant the fourteenth time, she did the same, but that 
time it killed her.’

Malati is from Nepal where, until 2002, abortion was 
illegal. Women with unwanted pregnancies risked both 
their lives and their freedom by seeking backstreet 
abortions or by taking dangerous concoctions like 
Malati’s mother. At the end of the last century, two 
years before the Nepalese government passed the 
abortion bill, more than half of women in Nepalese 
hospitals were admitted with abortion-related 
complications and more than 100 women were in 
prison accused of abortion-related crimes.

Illegal and unsafe abortions contribute significantly 
to maternal mortality, yet because of abortion’s 
religious, cultural and emotional implications it 
is regularly sidelined in the debate. Preventing 
pregnancies, after all, is preferable to terminating 
them. In addition, the assertion that legalizing abortion 
reduces maternal mortality is still disputed. According 
to the International Planned Parenthood Federation 
(IPPF), punitive legal measures and restricted access 
do not reduce the incidence of abortion; they just 
make it more dangerous. Pro-life groups, on the other 
hand, draw on evidence from high-income countries 
claiming that improvements in reproductive health 
and the general health status of women have a greater 
effect on reducing maternal mortality.

While no one would dispute that addressing maternal 
mortality requires a focus on family planning and 
safe medical care for mothers, until these services 
are available to all women, and until women have 
sufficient control over their reproductive rights to 

choose these services, unwanted pregnancies will 
occur and abortions will be sought. IPPF estimate that 
19 million women and girls access unsafe abortions 
every year. Around 70,000 die as a result and hundreds 
of thousands of others are left with debilitating and 
humiliating injuries. Globally 13% of maternal deaths 
are due to unsafe abortions. In Nepal, pre-legalization, 
this figure was over 40%.

Nepal’s 2002 abortion bill was part of a broader 
legislation aimed at expanding women’s rights. It 
states that women can have an abortion up to three 
months after conception and longer if the pregnancy 
was a result of rape or incest. In passing this law Nepal 
became the first country in the region where women’s 
reproductive rights are recognized as constitutionally 
protected.

Those working in Nepal’s health sector have no doubt 
that the bill has improved access to abortion and 
has reduced the stigma involved. The government, 
in collaboration with NGO Sunal Parivar Nepal 
(SPN), have trained over 500 doctors in safe abortion 
techniques. Abortion services are available in 224 
officially registered clinics and an estimated 150,000 
women received safe, legal abortions between 2004 
and 2007. Kathmandu maternity hospital performs 
around 30 abortions every day. However, there are 
serious concerns for those who can’t access these 
services. An abortion in a government hospital costs 
1,000 rupees (£9), more than many women earn in a 
month. Private clinics charge up to 6,000 rupees.

In addition, Nepal is predominantly rural; up to 
90% of the populations’ access to health services is 
severely limited by the remoteness of their village, 

the mountainous terrain and a lack of road networks. 
Many women in these areas are illiterate and, despite 
the new laws, are subject to a lifetime of strict cultural 
traditions. They are unlikely to have their own money 
and face extremely limited freedom of movement 
outside the family home.

‘It’s wonderful that these services are available,’ says 
Dr Indira Basnett, Nepal’s country project manager of 
reproductive health organization Ipas. ‘But there is still 
some way to go. A study last year found that 80% of 
rural women do not know abortion is legal. Of those 
that do, 30% cannot distinguish between legal and 
illegal practitioners. Also the cost for the majority of 
these women is prohibitive.’ 

Many NGOs have implemented subsidized treatment 
funds. SPN vow never to turn a woman away. 
However, last year the question of whether the costs 
should fall to the NGO community was challenged 
in the Supreme Court of Nepal. A group of human 
and women’s rights organizations filed Lakshimi 
Dhikta v. Nepal, arguing that safe and legal abortion 
was inaccessible to most women. Lakshimi, already a 
mother of five children, could not afford an abortion 
and had no choice but to have an unwanted sixth 
child. The lawsuit charged that this was a violation of 
Lakshimi’s human rights.

Lakshimi won. The court ruled that the Nepalese 
government must set up a fund to subsidize the cost 
of abortion for poor and rural women and increase 
investment into education and information services 
for reproductive health. It also stated that the 
government should invest in medical abortion as an 
alternative to surgical abortion in areas with limited 

medical facilities. Medical abortion uses pills to end a 
pregnancy and increases access to safe abortion in poor 
and remote settings and where women have restricted 
freedom of movement.

‘Abortion is a difficult subject for most people to think 
about,’ says Kamala Thapa of SPN. ‘But women need 
to know they can have children by choice, not chance. 
Until contraception is more widely available in Nepal, 
safe, legal and affordable abortion must be a part of 
that choice.’

Goshana is resting in the recovery room of an SPN 
clinic. A vase of brightly coloured plastic flowers sits 
on the table and a glamorous Indian film star looks 
down from a poster on the wall. Goshana has just 
taken the second and last of her abortion pills. She 
feels fine but is waiting for the doctor to give her the 
all-clear. ‘I thought I was too old to become pregnant 
again,’ she says. ‘My oldest daughter is married and 
expecting her own baby.’ Goshana describes the 
stigma in her community of a woman having a baby 
after another of her children reaches childbearing age. 
Because she is about to become a grandmother, she 
felt there was no way she could continue with this 
pregnancy.

Goshana’s story, in part, reflects the long way Nepal 
has come in ensuring women have greater control 
over their fertility. However, it is also an example of 
the cultural hurdles still to leap in terms of women’s 
reproductive freedom.

Alison travelled to Nepal as a finalist in 
the Guardian International Development 
Journalism Competition. Her article on Nepal’s 
attempts to reduce maternal mortality was 
awarded second place and was published in the 
Guardian in November 2009. 

Children by choice, not chance

the big

Sadly, this issue will be the last of Society Matters in 
newspaper format. As we develop new forms of online 
communication with our students, Associate Lecturers and 
other staff, the Faculty of Social Sciences is exploring new 
ways of bringing news about society, the social sciences and 
the work of the Faculty to as wide an audience as possible.

Society Matters has had an important place in the life of the 
Faculty over the many years that it has run. It has been one 
of the significant ways in which the Faculty has conveyed a 
sense of what its social science identity is to students and to 
all those who are core to its work, and the Faculty believes 
that moving into new media formats will enhance our work 

to support and strengthen our social sciences community. In 
part, the decision to cease publication of Society Matters is 
driven by considerations of cost, but it is also consistent with 
the strategy to develop e-communication across The Open 
University as a whole. 

New electronic means of communication will enable us to 
provide information on a more regular and flexible basis, 
enable us to embed links to other sites of interest and seek 
more immediate feedback and input from readers. 

I would like to pay a particular tribute to the editorship of 
Richard Skellington. This issue is Richard’s leaving present as 

he too is moving on to a well deserved and I hope enjoyable 
and long retirement. Richard has contributed greatly to the 
Faculty of Social Sciences in too many ways to record here, 
but I think his work on Society Matters has been his most 
distinctive contribution. Society Matters has been a great 
resource and ambassador for the Faculty and I’m especially 
grateful to him for all that he has given to make it such a 
success. We will be working hard to make sure that its legacy 
lives on in our new forms of communication.

Simon Bromley Dean, Social Sciences 
See also pages 2 and 24.

Society Matters: the final edition

Nepal profile
Half of Nepalese children are malnourished / • 
underweight (compared with Afghanistan’s 43%)

Child mortality rates are the highest in Asia• 

Maternal mortality rates are • 
the highest in the world

Nepal is one of the poorest countries in the world, 
with about 40 per cent of its 23.2 million population 
living below the poverty line. In recent years this 
landlocked country has seen positive changes in 
terms of human betterment. However, Nepal still 
faces many development challenges.  The decade-
long Maoist insurgency is still hampering the delivery 
of basic services such as education and health and 
restricting wider development assistance. 

Neonatal mortality rates in Nepal are unacceptably 
high due to weak health systems and lack of 
community awareness on appropriate care of the 
newborn at home.

1,500: number of women worldwide who die each day during childbirth

Children at the village school in Shyama
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Recessions are common; depressions are rare. As far as I can 
tell, there were only two eras in economic history that were 
widely described as ‘depressions’ at the time: the years of 
deflation and instability that followed the ‘Panic of 1873’ and 
the years of mass unemployment that followed the financial 
crisis of 1929–31.

Neither the Long Depression of the 19th century nor the 
Great Depression of the 20th century was an era of non-stop 
decline – on the contrary, both included periods when the 
economy grew. But these episodes of improvement were 
never enough to undo the damage from the initial slump, and 
were followed by relapses.

We are now, I fear, in the early stages of a third depression. 
It will probably look more like the Long Depression than 
the more severe Great Depression. However, the cost to the 
world economy and, above all, the millions of lives blighted 
by the absence of jobs will nonetheless be immense.

In addition, this third depression will be primarily a failure 
of policy. Around the world – most recently at the deeply 
discouraging G20 meeting in June – governments are 
obsessing about inflation when the real threat is deflation; 
preaching the need for belt-tightening when the real problem 
is inadequate spending.

In 2008 and 2009 it seemed as if we might have learned from 
history. Unlike their predecessors, who raised interest rates in 
the face of financial crisis, the current leaders of the Federal 
Reserve and the European Central Bank slashed rates and 
moved to support credit markets. Unlike past governments 
that tried to balance budgets in the face of a plunging 
economy, today’s governments allowed deficits to rise. In 
addition, better policies helped the world avoid complete 
collapse: the recession brought on by the financial crisis 
arguably ended last summer.

However, future historians will tell us that this wasn’t the 
end of the third depression, just as the business upturn that 
began in 1933 wasn’t the end of the Great Depression. After 
all, unemployment – especially long-term unemployment 
– remains at levels that would have been considered 
catastrophic not long ago, and shows no sign of coming down 
rapidly. And both the USA and Europe are well on their way 
towards Japan-style deflationary traps.

In the face of this grim picture, you might have expected 
policymakers to realize that they haven’t yet done enough 
to promote recovery. But no: over the last few months there 
has been a stunning resurgence of hard-money and balanced-
budget orthodoxy.

As far as rhetoric is concerned, the revival of the old-time 
religion is most evident in Europe, where officials seem to 
be getting their talking points from the collected speeches of 
Herbert Hoover, up to and including the claim that raising 
taxes and cutting spending will actually expand the economy 
by improving business confidence. On a practical level, 
however, America isn’t doing much better. The Fed seems 
aware of the deflationary risks – but what it proposes to do 
about these risks is, well, nothing. The Obama administration 
understands the dangers of premature fiscal austerity – 
but because Republicans and conservative Democrats in 
Congress won’t authorize additional aid to state governments, 
that austerity is coming anyway, in the form of budget cuts at 
the state and local levels.

Why the wrong turn in policy? The hardliners often invoke 
the troubles facing Greece and other nations around the 
edges of Europe to justify their actions. And it’s true that 
bond investors have turned on governments with intractable 
deficits. But there is no evidence that short-run fiscal austerity 
in the face of a depressed economy reassures investors. On 
the contrary, Greece has agreed to harsh austerity, only to 

find its risk spreads growing ever wider; Ireland has imposed 
savage cuts in public spending, only to be treated by the 
markets as a worse risk than Spain, which has been far more 
reluctant to take the hardliners’ medicine.

It’s almost as if the financial markets understand what 
policymakers seemingly don’t: that while long-term fiscal 
responsibility is important, slashing spending in the midst of a 
depression, which deepens that depression and paves the way 
for deflation, is actually self-defeating.

So I don’t think this is really about Greece, or indeed about 
any realistic appreciation of the trade-offs between deficits 
and jobs. It is, instead, the victory of an orthodoxy that 
has little to do with rational analysis, whose main tenet is 
that imposing suffering on other people is how you show 
leadership in tough times.

And who will pay the price for this triumph of orthodoxy? 
The answer is, tens of millions of unemployed workers, many 
of whom will go jobless for years, and some of whom will 
never work again.

© New York Times, with thanks.

In July a damning report by the National 
Audit Office (NAO) revealed that the life 
expectancy gap between rich and poor 
people in the UK is widening despite 
an increase in life expectancy. The gap 
has widened more between government-
designated areas of high deprivation and 
the national average. Labour’s failure 
to meet its own target of reducing the 
gap by 10% has cost an estimated 
3,300 lives, according to the NAO, who 
accused Labour of not delivering NHS 
action to address health inequalities until 
2006, some 6 years after the target of 
10% was set.

Professor Alan Maryon-Davis, President 
of the UK Faculty of Public Health, 
claimed the disparities demonstrated the 
extent of inequality in British society: 
‘If we see ourselves as a civilized 
society, these gaps are an indication 
on unfairness, which shouldn’t be 
there, and is an unfairness which costs 
live, damages people’s health and will 
eventually be a huge burden on the NHS 
if they aren’t tackled’. The Conservative-
Liberal Coalition government’s decision 
to raise the state pension age further and 
faster than hitherto planned will hit those 
people with a shorter life expectancy in 
the poorest areas of the UK hardest.

Labour’s legacy 1:
a disparity in life 
expectancy 
between poor 
and rich

This 21st century 
depression is a 
consequence of a 
wrong turn in policy 
While long-term fiscal responsibility is important, slashing spending in the 
midst of a depression, which deepens that depression and paves the way for 
deflation, is actually self-defeating, argues Nobel Laureate Paul Krugman

Welcome to the 13th issue of Society 
Matters, the newspaper for all students 
and staff with an interest in the Social 
Sciences at the Open University. This year 
our circulation has risen to over 54,000 as 
a result of the increase in student numbers 
since 2008.

However, like the UK, the University is 
facing a difficult few years ahead and at the 
time of going to press I was told there will 
not be a 14th issue. I have offered to work 
on another but the Faculty has decided to 
save the modest £30,000 production costs 
for other priorities, and to switch to an 
e-communications mode of delivery.

I am retiring from full-time work with the 
University in the autumn after 36 years 
service, and for the last 13 years Society 
Matters has been my salvation.  It has kept 
me creative in a way that my bureaucratic 
mainstream responsibilities could not. I 
believe Society Matters has made a real 
difference to student and staff lives, and 
cannot be easily replaced by blogs and 
electronic forums. Readers prefer to enjoy 
Society Matters from the printed page, in 

their own time and space, and though we do 
produce web-based versions, these are not so 
popular. 

Society Matters has provided my two 
cartoonists, Gary and Kate, my illustrator 
Purandare, Lene in print–production, and 
Julie, my copy editor, with opportunities to 
excel and to them and John Hunt, my old 
designer, and Peter Devine, my new designer 
I owe a huge debt of gratitude. 

As I write, all across Europe old assumptions 
are suddenly in doubt. Now we face a 
new era of coalition and a possible return 
to domestic unrest, protest and industrial 
action, as cuts in services bite, especially in 
welfare, and earnings are capped or frozen.  
The old wars and their legacies are still with 
us. Inhumanity can now be found in the 
cradle of civilization and still resides in the 
labyrinthine divisions of the Middle East. 
While we have been reading past issues of 
Society Matters, the European welfare state, 
and most of the world, have slipped into 
deficit.

In the past 13 years Society Matters has 
commented intelligently on the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan (and this issue is no 
different); on 9/11; on the demonization 

of Muslims; on sexism, homophobia and 
racism; on inequality, religious dogma and 
bigotry; on rising new powers and political 
corruption and scandal; on ecological and 
environmental concerns; on infant and 
maternal mortality, famine, disease and 
poverty; on the plight of the elderly and 
the mentally ill; on developments in social 
science disciplines and on our new courses 
and qualifications; on changes within the 
OU; and foremost, has ensured it adheres to 
core mission and values.

 I think society still matters. All over Europe 
governments with huge budgets, falling tax 
revenues, ageing populations and falling 
birth rates are experiencing rising deficits, 
and some experts believe the worst is yet 
to come. Unemployment is rising and 
traditional industries are being shipped out 
to Asia. The implications for European 
welfare states, for example, could be 
terminal. Countries, including our own, are 
beginning to squeeze salaries, to ‘out’ non-
Doms and high earners with unjustifiable 
bonuses, to raise the legal retirement age, to 
increase peoples’ working hours and extend 
their working lives, and some countries 
seem intent on reducing health benefits 
and pensions. As I write, the University 
sector’s own final salary scheme appears 
to be suffering a similar fate to others in 
the private sector. Current systems and 
structures appear unsustainable.

According to the European Commission, 
by 2050 the percentage of Europeans aged 
over 65 will double. In the 1950s there were 
seven workers to every retiree in European 
advanced economies; by 2050 there will 
be 1.3 to 1. My generation had it ‘never so 
good’, but the next generation and the one 
after that will face hardships. Already in 
France, gross public social expenditure is, at 
31% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the 
highest in Europe. Of this expenditure, state 
pensions make up 44% of the total, and 

health expenditure comprises 30%. With the 
retirement of its baby boomers, the French 
pensioner population will increase by 47% 
between now and 2050, while the number of 
those below 60 will stagnate. Services and 
welfare will be difficult to sustain.

In the UK, our deficit is at record level. 
Greece has frozen pensions for 3 years, 
frozen public sector pay and drafted a bill 
to increase its retirement age from 50 to 
65. Portugal has cut 5% from the salaries 
of senior public employees, including 
politicians, while Spain has cut civil service 
salaries by 5%, and has frozen pay for 2011. 
The UK coalition will almost certainly 
embark on a pay freeze strategy for at least 
the next 2 years in the UK.

So readers, we face hard uncertain times 
ahead. I’d like to think we could have 
produced another issue of Society Matters. 
But, despite my offer to do so, this is no 
longer an option in print form. 

There is a glimmer of light.  As you will read 
on page 24 my services have been accepted 
by OU Communications who are upgrading 
and enhancing the OU Platform website.  
Hope to see you there in the autumn. Thank 
you for reading and for your continued 
support. August 2010

E D ITORIAL

CUTS/ EDITORIAL

2 £155bn: the UK budget deficit in 2010–11 according to  the Office for Budget Responsibility (or 59% of GDP)
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It now seems a long time since Barak Obama declared 
in his inaugural address that ‘America was ready to lead 
once more.’ And while many noted at the time that he 

had been bequeathed ‘an in-box from hell’ by the outgoing 
Bush administration, few foresaw just how difficult the new 
direction in US foreign policy was going to be.

Obama’s aim, a leitmotif of his election campaign, was to 
redefine America’s place in the world, to undertake some 
much needed maintenance and renovation of old alliances, 
and to try to shift the tone and content of relations with rising 
powers and obdurate opponents alike. The core elements of 
this project included better relations with European countries, 
a ‘re-set’ relationship with Russia and greater cooperation 
with China, holding out the prospect of dialogue with Iran and 
progress on the Middle East peace process, and the extrication 
of the USA from Iraq and eventually Afghanistan. 

To tackle this agenda in benign conditions would have been 
a tall enough order but to tackle it in the midst of financial 
crisis, while mired in conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, is 
even tougher. Over a year into his Presidency, every one 

of these policies has encountered serious obstacles. Rising 
domestic problems – healthcare, jobs and a resurgent right 
wing – have not helped.

However, Obama’s stalled foreign policy agenda has not 
been simply a question of unfortunate timing. Underlying the 
specific contours of each of these sets of relationships lies a 
more fundamental shift in the international system that will 
continue to trouble US policy for years to come. 

The rise of China and other large developing countries 
such as India and Brazil has added a major new stimulus to 
the long-term diffusion of US economic dominance of the 
world economy. The political effects of this are only now 
beginning to be played out, in disputes within international 
organizations, in stalled negotiations over international 
economic governance, and in challenges to US attempts to 
regulate and police the multiple military challenges it faces, 
not least nuclear proliferation. 

The mid-life update of DU301 A World of Whose Making? 
completed this year means that many of these issues are now 

addressed in the OU’s undergraduate curriculum. The update 
has focused on developing new course materials that address 
the linked problems of the future of US hegemony, the growth 
of China and India and new collective action problems in 
managing the financial crisis and world trade. 

In each of these areas the shift to a world that is economically, 
if not militarily, multi-polar, poses a set of analytical and 
policy questions about future change in world political order. 

What are the prospects for a new deal on world trade now 
that major developing countries such as China and India 
have become key power brokers within the World Trade 
Organisation? 

What, too, are the prospects for cooperation over financial 
regulation if the USA is no longer in the unchallenged 
position of leader, and unable, as in the past, to lead 
coordinated responses at the international level? In addition, 
how far will the USA be able to manage the crucial, crisis-
ridden, states of the Middle East and west Asia? 

On top of these issues, the revisions to DU301 also tackle 
other challenges to the politics among states, with a key part 
of the new material analysing the emergence of networked 
actors, including terrorist networks, and assessing how far 
and in what way they pose challenges to the established state-
based order. 

A new supplement book, Re-ordering the International, takes 
students carefully through these issues, assisted by a new set 
of audio programmes and online activities supported by the 
revised course VLE site. 

DU301 is the centrepiece of the OU’s successful International 
Studies degree and, alongside the forthcoming replacement 
of the second-level core course, U213 International 
Development, and new Level 1 entry points in both Social 
Science,  DD101 An introduction to the social sciences, and 
Maths, Computing and Technology, U116 Environment: 
journeys through a changing world,  the update represents a 
major enhancement of the International Studies curriculum.

In May 1985, two months after Mikhail Gorbachev 
became general secretary of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union, he sent one of his cleverest generals 

to Kabul on an urgent, secret mission. The name of General 
Zaitsev is unlikely to be well known to today’s NATO 
commanders, but perhaps it should be. At that time he was the 
Red Army’s most senior military planner and logistics expert, 
and Gorbachev ordered him to provide an honest answer to 
the question: can the USSR win the war in Afghanistan? He 
returned to Moscow swiftly with a simple answer: no.

Zaitsev concluded that the only way the war could end on 
Soviet terms would be to seal Afghanistan’s border with 
Pakistan and thereby prevent the movement of arms and 
‘terrorists’ from the mujahedin – the Army of God – into the 
country. At this point, the Soviets had already committed 
100,000 troops; the leadership in the Kremlin was told that 
about a quarter of a million more would be required to trap 
the guerrillas inside the country.

Politically, that was impossible. After six years of a war that 
party bosses in Moscow had been told would be a ‘surgical 
operation’, over in a few months, more than 7,500 soldiers 
had died. It was draining resources at a time when the USSR 
was in an acute financial crisis because of plummeting oil 
prices. Gorbachev and other Kremlin leaders were inundated 

with letters from families of troops on duty in Afghanistan, 
and from the public, asking why ‘our boys’ were dying in a 
faraway land about which the Russian people knew little.

In all the debates about the west’s role in Afghanistan, 
politicians, soldiers, diplomats and academics rarely refer to 
the Soviet experience of a war that lasted nearly a decade. 
Barack Obama and Gordon Brown are known to be wide 
readers, but one wonders if their bookshelves hold any of 
the numerous memoirs by Soviet generals about the USSR’s 
Afghan war. They should, as today’s conflict is eerily 
reminiscent, right down to battles and skirmishes taking place 
in the same areas, such as Helmand Province. The Soviets 
could never pacify the south of the country. Lashkar Gah, 
the capital of Helmand and now a base for NATO troops, 
repeatedly changed hands during the war. For long periods 
during the 1980s, there were intense battles in nearby districts: 
in Nad Ali, Nawzad and around Marja, a vital centre for 
Afghan poppy production then, as now.

Listen to a NATO commander talking about the difficulties 
of fighting the Taliban and you could almost think it was 
a Soviet soldier from 25 years ago speaking. ‘Much of the 
territory stays in the hands of the terrorists. We control the 
political centres, but we cannot maintain control over territory 
we seize…Our soldiers have fought incredibly bravely 

in adverse conditions. But to occupy towns and villages 
temporarily has little value in such a vast land where the 
insurgents can just disappear into the hills.’

It could easily be the voice of a NATO spokesperson on the 
Today programme. In fact, these are the words of Marshal 
Sergei Akhromeyev, commander of the Soviet armed forces, 
at a meeting of the Soviet Communist Party Politburo on 13 
November 1986.

For many years the Soviets searched for an ‘exit strategy’ 
from Afghanistan, as well as for something that could be 
described as a ‘victory’. Both were elusive. Critics of current 
western policy argue that our leaders face similar dilemmas 
but don’t know what the answers are. Yet the Soviet 
experience is, at the very least, an object lesson in how not to 
end a war.

Gorbachev used to call Afghanistan ‘our bleeding wound’, 
but he could not staunch it without losing face or – so he 
thought – damaging the prestige of the USSR. Newly 
revealed material from Russia shows how the Soviet 
leadership dithered and prevaricated fatally. Gorbachev 
repeatedly made what he said was ‘a firm decision’ to pull 
out the troops, but then found reason to delay. ‘How to get 
out racks one’s brains,’ he complained in the spring of 1986, 
according to Politburo minutes. ‘We have been fighting there 
for six years and if we go on like this it might be another 20.’

Withdrawal was a long drawn-out agony over four years. 
By the time the last troops left, in February 1989, more than 
15,000 Soviet soldiers had died and so had approximately 
750,000 Afghans. Gorbachev was haunted by the humiliating 
image of the last Americans leaving Saigon by helicopter 
from the roof of the US embassy. ‘We cannot leave in our 
underpants…or without any,’ he wrote to one of his aides 
towards the end of 1988. In addition, like all politicians, he 
was concerned about how he could spin defeat into something 
less embarrassing. ‘We must say that our people have not lost 
their lives in vain,’ he told the Politburo.

It was the only war that the Soviet Union had lost, and the 
defeat had far-reaching consequences. The military disaster in 
Afghanistan was one of the main reasons that first the Soviet 
empire in Europe, and then the USSR itself, fell. It meant 
the Russians were no longer prepared to send their troops 
into battle anywhere. It fuelled the dramatic revolutions in 
the autumn and winter of 1989 when communist regimes 
collapsed in a dizzying few weeks. Defeat in the hills around 
Kabul led directly – and swiftly, within months – to the fall of 
the Berlin Wall.

Victor Sebestyen’s book Revolution 1989: 
the fall of the Soviet Empire is published 
by Weidenfeld & Nicolson. This article was 
originally published in the New Statesman, 13 
August 2009.

How not to end a war
Mikhail Gorbachev called Afghanistan ‘our bleeding wound’. As Cameron plans an exit strategy by 2014, 

Victor Sebestyen asks why hasn’t NATO learned from the Soviet Union’s mistakes 

A world beyond leading?
In updating DU301 A World of Whose Making? the course team addressed the linked problems of the future of US hegemony, 

the growth of China and India, terrorism, and the management of the global financial crisis. 
William Brown, course chair, reports on this key course in our International Studies award

D U301/ AFGHANISTAN

0:  members of Afghan Electoral Complaints Commission not chosen by Hamid Karzai  
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The ‛common mental health problems’ of anxiety 
and depression are estimated to affect at least one in 
six people every year, and concerns are frequently 

raised over the seemingly increasing numbers of people of all 
agegroups suffering with these problems, as well as the costs 
they pose to the economy in relation to sickdays, decreased 
performance and benefits. The counselling profession has 
boomed in response to concern over such problems and the 
government has increasingly looked to academic research 
to inform NHS treatment for people struggling with these 
difficulties.

The new counselling course, D240, focuses on these most 
common emotional struggles in its exploration of the 
counselling profession. It locates current concerns about 
‘common mental health problems’ in a historical context, 
considering socio-political reasons for the current standard of 
‘diagnosing’ and ‘treating’ anxiety and depression. The course 
covers the common medicalization of such problems and the 
bio-psychosocial understandings which underpin this. It also 
explores seven key approaches to counselling, all of which 
explain difficulties relating to fear and sadness in different 
ways. Some of these are close to the medical ‘diagnose and 
treat’ model, whilst others are far from it, some even locating 
distress at a societal, rather than individual, level.

In addition to this, the course covers key, current, practical 
and research issues in counselling. We consider whether the 
‘gold standard’ of randomized control trials is a possible, or 
appropriate, way of evaluating whether counselling ‘really 
works’, we look in detail at the counselling relationship which 
has been found – time and time again – to be one of the most 
important predictors of counselling success. We also think 
about new directions in online counselling and counselling 
computer packages. 

As well as covering the core approaches in the history of 
counselling (psychoanalytic, humanistic and cognitive-
behavioural), we also look at more philosophically informed 

approaches (existential therapy), therapies which focus on the 
relationship rather than the individual (systemic therapy), the 
range of affirmative therapies that consider the culture, gender 
and sexuality of the client, and the newest (or perhaps oldest) 
kid on the counselling block: Buddhist mindfulness therapies.

The course textbook and audiovisual materials have brought 
together many of the big names in UK counselling and 
psychotherapy to speak on their areas of speciality, so students 
can hear passionate and engaging descriptions and discussions 
of counselling theory and practice. We have also included 
critical voices throughout so that students will find out for 

themselves the potentials and pitfalls of the various approaches, 
as well as the criticisms that have been levelled at counselling 
and the mental health systems.

The course is packed with real-world examples of people 
struggling with various aspects of fear and sadness (including 
Trisha Goddard and Stephen Fry), and case illustrations of real 
counselling situations. Students are also encouraged through 
activities to reflect on their own experiences throughout. 
We suggest that students who have recently been through a 
tough patch emotionally wait a while before engaging in this 
course. However, the course may well be personally, as well 

as academically, useful and interesting. We encourage students 
to think about how well the various theories they come across 
apply to themselves and the people they know, as well as 
considering where they stand on various key contemporary 
debates.

Whilst the course relates to counselling theory rather than 
counselling skills, students will be given the opportunity 
to observe counsellors in practice (through the audiovisual 
materials) and to try out some of the basic counselling 
techniques. They might like to find some voluntary counselling-
related work whilst doing the course so that they can experience 
it directly (Samaritans or Childline, for example), although this 
is not compulsory.

D240 follows recent innovations at the OU in having the course 
guide entirely online. This means that each week students can 
log on and find out what to read, watch and listen to, and which 
activities to try in order to explore the issues further. We also 
link to current relevant news articles and YouTube clips to 
provide extra context. 

In terms of assessments, there is an analysis of newspaper 
representations, a comparison of two counselling approaches, a 
consideration of a hypothetical case study, and an examination 
of a research paper about the counselling relationship. A 
national course forum is provided, in addition to regional 
tutorials, for students to discuss the ideas they come across.

Regular readers of Society Matters may remember the article 
on the new Open University Foundation Degree in Counselling 
by Dr Darren Langdridge, which was published in issue 11. 
D240 will be the spine of this foundation degree. However, 
we hope that students from across the social sciences will 
find this course of interest, as well as those who are taking the 
foundation degree itself.

Psychology is one of the most popular subjects taken 
by students, not only at the OU but also at universities 
generally. Yet, until now, students studying with the 

OU did not have the opportunity to study psychology at Level 
1. Since 2007, the OU has offered an Openings course in 
psychology, Y183 Starting with Psychology, but traditionally 
the study of psychology at the OU began at Level 2, with a suite 
of 60-point courses, currently DSE212 Exploring Psychology 
and ED209 Child Development. The creation of DSE141 was 
motivated by the desire to fill the gap in the current offering, 
and introduce students to psychology at Level 1. We were 
delighted to be given the opportunity to chair the production of 
this new and exciting course.

DSE141 is a 24-week-long, 30-point course, which complements 
existing Level 1 courses such as DD131 Introducing the Social 
Sciences Part I and SDK125 Introducing Health Sciences: 
a case study approach. Together with one of these courses, 
DSE141 will give students 60 points worth of study at Level 1, 
and in doing so prepare them well for the study of psychology 
and related disciplines at Level 2. It is therefore important to 
mention that DSE141 is not an entry-level course, but one that 
should be taken after DD131 or SDK125.

Very early on in the production process, the course team, 
consisting of colleagues from three faculties – Social Sciences, 
Science, FELS – decided that a good way of introducing 
students to psychology would be to tell them about how 
psychologists carry out their investigations, how they go about 
discovering things about human behaviour and psychological 
functioning, and how this work is relevant to everyday life. 
Therefore, as the title of the course suggests, DSE141 aims to 
help students discover psychology, and it does so by exploring 
how some major discoveries in psychology were made over 
the years.

The course is built around a substantial course text, consisting 
of nine chapters. Each chapter introduces a classic piece of 
psychological research, which is then used as a springboard 
to discuss a broader area in psychology or a particular method 
of inquiry. Over the 24 weeks of the course, students will read 
about the classic work of Stanley Milgram, Harry Harlow, B.F. 
Skinner, Donald Broadbent, to name a few. Each chapter has 
a common structure, starting and finishing with an emphasis 
on real world application, with the main sections focusing 
on the classic psychological study, some key assumption 
underpinning this work, and on subsequent developments in 
the field.

The course text is divided into three parts, each addressing 
a set of related questions. Part I asks why people do harm 
to others. Can the roots of violence and aggression be found 
in an individual’s personality? Or is the situation in which 
individuals find themselves more important? Is violence 
learnt? Might the media be significant in this process? Part II 
explores how others influence who we are and what we do. 
What makes people change their behaviour? What is the role 
of reinforcement in shaping human behaviour? What can the 
study of rats and pigeons tell us about it? What is the basis 
of a child’s attachment to its caregivers? How does human 
attachment differ from attachment in non-human animals? 
How important is friendship, especially in childhood? Part 
III looks at how we can investigate psychological processes 
that we cannot directly observe, like attention, memory or 
language. Which parts of the brain control language? Can 
we successfully attend to two tasks at the same time? How 
accurate is our memory for events, and why does this matter? 
Can memories be implanted?

We created around forty interactive online activities. These 
are designed to extend the students’ understanding of different 
aspects of psychology, such as key concepts, methods and 
ethics issues, but also to enhance particular study skills and 
prepare students for their assignments. 

There are also quizzes to allow students to test their own 
understanding of the material at regular intervals during the 
course.

DSE141 also offers plenty of exciting audiovisual materials, 
which will be streamed via the course website. Apart from 
films, audio programmes and podcasts, which are being created 
specifically for the course, we can also offer students access to 
a selection of relevant material from the BBC archives. This 
means that there is some audiovisual material to watch, listen 
to and engage with in most weeks of the course.

In sum, the content of DSE141 is rich and varied, and we 
hope that a good mixture of reading and engagement with 
audiovisual material and interactive activities will provide an 
interesting and fun way of learning about psychology. More 
importantly, we hope that the course will succeed in its main 
aim, which is to help students gain a better understanding 
of the diverse nature of psychology, introduce them to how 
psychologists go about their research, and equip them with 
the subject-related knowledge and skills necessary for study of 
psychology at Level 2. 

DSE141 Discovering Psychology starts in 
November 2010. It will be presented twice a 
year, in November and May.  
 

D240 Counselling: exploring 
fear and sadness

Dr Meg Barker, recently appointed lecturer in psychology and course chair of the new second-level course, 
D240 Counselling: exploring fear and sadness, outlines the new ground-breaking course 

that helps form the spine of our innovative Foundation Degree in Counselling

DSE141 Discovering Psychology
Course chairs Jovan Byford and Nicky Brace describe the new 30-point Level 1 psychology course, 

DSE141 Discovering Psychology, which begins in November 2010

I was absolutely shattered. I was incapable of making even the simplest 
decisions. I just thought I was like everyone else who was going through 
a stressful time. In the end I was so exhausted I ended up taking a 
massive alcohol and medication overdose. 

Trisha Goddard

The rest of society finds it so easy to wrinkle their noses, cross over, or block their ears when 
confronted with an illness of the mind and of the mood – especially when we reach out with such 
sympathy towards diseases of the liver or other organs that don’t affect who we are and how we 
feel in quite such devastating complexity. 

Stephen Fry

Passionate counsellor. © Lisa F. Young / iStock

NE W PSYCHOLOGY COURS ES

79%: the proportion of children under 16 who were killed in 2007–2008 by someone they knew; 62% of children killed are killed by their parents
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Indra Sinha, who was Booker-
nominated for his book on the 
Bhopal disaster, explains why the 
gas leak that killed 20,000 people 
over 25 years ago – and continues to 
create health problems for countless 
more – is still a national scandal

In September 1982, Bhopali journalist Raj Keswani wrote 
a terrifying story, the first of a series of articles, for the 
city’s Jansatta daily. Bhopal was about to be annihilated. 

‘It will take just an hour, at most an hour-and-a-half, for every 
one of us to die.’

Keswani’s information came from worried staff at the Union 
Carbide factory, where a worker, Ashraf Khan, had just been 
killed in a phosgene spill. The First World War gas was used 
in the production of MIC (methyl-isocyanate), a substance 
500 times deadlier than hydrogen cyanide and so volatile 
that unless kept in spotless conditions and refrigerated to 
0ºC it can even react explosively with itself. Cooling slows 
reactions, but MIC is so dangerous that chemical engineers 
recommend not storing it at all unless absolutely necessary 
and then only in the tiniest quantities. In Bhopal it was kept in 
a huge tank, the size of a steam locomotive.

Far from the shining cathedral of science depicted in Union 
Carbide adverts, the Bhopal factory more closely resembled 
a farmyard. Built in the 1970s to make pesticides for India’s 
‘green revolution’, a series of bad monsoons and crop failures 
had left it short of money. Union Carbide bosses hoped 
to dismantle and ship the plant to Indonesia or Brazil but, 
finding no buyers, went instead on a cost-cutting spree.

Between 1980 and 1984 the workforce was halved. The crew 
of the MIC unit was cut from twelve to six, its maintenance 
staff from six to two. In the control room a single operator had 
to monitor 70-odd panels, indicators and controls, all old and 
faulty. Safety training was reduced from six months to two 
weeks – reduced in effect to slogans but, as the slogans were 
in English, the workers couldn’t understand them.

By the time Keswani began his articles, men who had very 
little training and spoke no English, but were expected to use 
English manuals, were operating the huge, highly dangerous 
plant. Morale was low but management ignored safety fears. 
Minor accidents happened routinely but were covered up. 
There were so many small leaks that the alarm siren was 
turned off to avoid inconveniencing the neighbours. A Union 
Carbide memo boasted of having saved $1.25m, 
but said that ‘future savings would not be so 
easy’. There was nothing left to cut. Then bosses 
remembered the huge tank of MIC. They turned 
off its refrigeration to save Freon gas worth $37 a day.

A 1982 safety audit by US engineers had noted the filthy, 
neglected condition of the plant and identified 61 hazards, 30 
critical, of which 11 were in the dangerous MIC/phosgene 
units. The audit warned of the danger of a major toxic release. 
Safety was duly improved at Union Carbide’s other MIC 
plant in West Virginia. In Bhopal, where six serious accidents 
had occurred – one fatal, and three involving gas leaks – 
nothing was done.

Safety was ignored inside the plant, and Union Carbide had 
no plan for the safety of the surrounding densely packed 
neighbourhoods. As the situation worsened, factory staff, 
fearing for their own lives and those living nearby, put up 
posters warning of a terrible danger. Keswani wrote begging 
the chief minister of Madhya Pradesh to investigate the 
factory. His final article, ‘We are all about to be annihilated’, 
appeared just weeks before the gas disaster.

As night fell on 2 December 1984, none of the factory’s 
safety systems was working. The vent gas scrubber lay in 
pieces. The flare tower was undersized. The siren stayed 
silent. Years later – too late for the thousands who would now 
die in unimaginably hideous ways – a prosecuting attorney 
would say that Union Carbide had demonstrated a ‘depraved 
indifference to human life’.

On 3 December 1984, just after midnight, death came out 
of a clear sky. From Union Carbide’s factory, a thin plume 
of white vapour began streaming from a high structure. 
Caught by the wind, it became a haze and blew downwards 
to mingle with smoke coming from somewhere nearer the 
ground. A dense fog formed. Nudged by the wind, it rolled 
across the road and into the alleys on the other side. Here 
houses were packed close, shoddily built, with ill-fitting doors 
and windows. Those within woke coughing, their eyes and 
mouths on fire. 

Survivors’ leader Champa Devi Shukla says, ‘We woke with 
eyes crying, noses watering. The pain was unbearable. We 
were writhing, coughing and slobbering froth. People just 
got up and ran in whatever clothes they were wearing. Some 
were in their underclothes, others wore nothing at all. It was 
complete panic. Among the crowd of people, dogs and even 
cows were running and trying to save their lives and crushing 
people as they ran. All climbed and scrambled over each other 
to save their lives.’

In the stampedes through narrow alleys many were trampled 
to death. Some went into convulsions and dropped dead. 
Most, struggling to breathe as the gas ripped their lungs apart, 
drowned in their own body fluids.

At least 8,000 people died on ‘that night’. Half a million 
were injured. In the years since, more people have died of 
their injuries and illnesses. In some places the dead were 
so many that it was impossible to walk without stepping on 
them. These were scenes from an apocalypse. The hospitals 
were full of the dying. Doctors did not know how to treat 
them because they did not know which gas or gases had 
leaked, and Union Carbide would not release the information, 
claiming it was a ‘trade secret’.

A quarter of a century later, Union Carbide and its owner, 
the Dow Chemical Company, which acquired it in 2001, still 
refuse to publish the results of studies into the effects of MIC. 
With or without these studies, 25 years of 
suffering prove that mass exposure 
to MIC destroys bodies, minds, 
families and a whole society.

Today in Bhopal, more than 
100,000 people 
remain chronically 
ill. The 

compensation paid by Union Carbide, meant to last the rest of 
their lives, averaged some £300 a head: taken over 25 years 
that works out at around 7p a day, enough perhaps for a cup 
of tea.

Over the years the survivors have received little medical 
help. Being mostly very poor, they were often treated rudely, 
and government doctors refused to touch them. They were 
theoretically entitled to free treatment but were prescribed 
expensive drugs they did not need and which, in some cases, 
actually harmed them. In 1994 the Indian government, eager 
to put the gas leak behind it, shut down all research studies 
into the effects of the gas, just as new epidemics of cancers, 
diabetes, eye defects and crippling menstrual disorders were 
beginning to appear.

Abandoned by all who had a duty of care, the survivors 
decided to open their own clinic. In 1994, an advertisement 
appeared in the Guardian, launching the Bhopal Medical 
Appeal. The generous response of this newspaper’s readers 
and others enabled the survivors to buy a building, hire 
medical staff and begin training. In 1996 the Sambhavna 
Clinic opened its doors, offering survivors a combination 
of modern medicine, ayurvedic herbal treatments, yoga and 
massage. Consultations, treatments, therapies, medicines and 
post-treatment monitoring are all free.

After the night of horror, the factory was locked up. 
Thousands of tonnes of pesticides and waste remained inside. 
Union Carbide never bothered to clean it. The chemicals were 
abandoned in warehouses open to wind and rain.

A private Union Carbide memo, obtained via a US court case, 
reveals that as far back as 1989 the company had tested soil 
and water inside the factory. Fish introduced to the samples 
died instantly. The danger to drinking water supplies was 
obvious, but Carbide issued no warnings. Its bosses in India 
and the USA watched silently as families already ruined by 
the gases drank and bathed their children in poisoned water.

In Atal Ayub Nagar, many damaged babies were born. The 
situation did not improve after the state government took 
possession of the site in 1998. The following year, when 
Greenpeace was testing soil and water around the factory, 
it visited Atal Ayub Nagar and found carbon tetrachloride 
in one of the hand pumps at levels 682 times higher than 
the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) limit. In 
August 2009, a sample of water from the same hand pump 
was analysed by a Greenpeace laboratory in the UK. Carbon 
tetrachloride was found at 4,880 times the EPA limit. In 
the last decade, the water has become seven times more 
poisonous.

In May 2004, India’s Supreme Court ordered the state to 
supply clean water to the poisoned communities. Gaur’s 
government ignored this order.

To mark the 25th anniversary of the gas leak, Gaur, demoted 
to Bhopal gas tragedy relief and rehabilitation minister, 
announced that he would open the derelict factory site to the 
public. There was no water contamination, he said, echoing 
Indian environment minister Jairam Ramesh, who, with 
curious naivety, told journalists that he had handled some 
waste and not become ill.

When people ask, ‘Why is the disaster continuing? Why has 
the factory not been cleaned? Why have Union Carbide and 
Dow not faced justice?’ the answer is this: Union Carbide’s 
victims are still dying in Bhopal because India itself is dying 
under the corrupt and self-serving rule of rotten leaders. The 
long-predicted gas leak at Union Carbide was, and remains, 
the worst industrial disaster in history.

Indra Sinha is the author of Animal’s People, a 
novel based on the Bhopal disaster. For more 
on the Bhopal Medical Appeal go to bhopal.org

In June a court in Bhopal sentenced eight people to two years each in jail over the 
gas plant leak that killed thousands in 1984. The convictions are the first since the 
disaster at the Union Carbide plant – the world’s worst industrial accident. The eight 
Indians, all former plant employees, were convicted of ‘death by negligence’. One 
had already died, the others are expected to appeal. Campaigners said the court 
verdict was ‘too little and too late’. 

Forty tonnes of a toxin called methyl isocyanate leaked from the Union Carbide 
pesticide factory and settled over slums in Bhopal on 3 December 1984. The Indian 
government says some 3,500 people died within days of the disaster and more than 
15,000 in the years since. Campaigners put the death toll as high as 25,000 and say 
the horrific effects of the gas continue to this day. The site of the former pesticide 

plant is now abandoned. It was taken 
over by the state government of Madhya 
Pradesh in 1998, but environmentalists 
say poison is still found there. 

The seven former employees, some 
of whom are now in their 70s, were also 
ordered to pay fines of 100,000 Indian rupees 
(£1,467; $2,125) a piece. Warren Anderson, the 
American then-chairman of the US-based Union 
Carbide parent group, was named as an accused 
and later declared an ‘absconder’ by the 

court; he was not mentioned in the verdict. Rights groups and NGOs 
working with the victims of the gas leak said that the verdict was 

inadequate.  ‘It sets a very sad precedent. The disaster has been 
treated like a traffic accident. It is a judicial disaster, and it is 

a betrayal [of Indian people] by the government,’ activist 
Satinath Sarangi said. 

Bhopal 

25 years of poison

Eight convicted over 
Bhopal disaster

421 million poor people in India: India’s poor outnumber Africa’s by 11 million people in 2010

Bhopal tragedy continues - corporate eco-terrorists unpunished!
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CLIMATE CHANGE

Dr Joe Smith here. I’m writing this letter to you 
sitting on the smoker’s bench in a glade of trees at the 
Open University’s campus in Milton Keynes. I’m a 
stone’s throw from palaeo-botanist Bob Spicer’s room 
full of rocks, earth scientist Vince Gauci’s lab full 
of simulated wetlands and Mark Brandon’s office 
where he pores over Antarctic ice data. Different areas 
of science, but all contributing to one of the trickier 
questions humanity have ever set themselves: how is 
human activity altering the atmosphere? Their work, 
and that of thousands of others from all corners of 
science, points to the conclusion that there is a 9 out 
of 10 certainty that human actions are increasing 
temperatures on Earth, and that this warming could 
have devastating consequences.

Scientists like Bob, Vince and Mark don’t claim to 
know how much hotter its going to get, but almost 
all climate scientists agree the Earth is going to get 
at least 1 degree warmer over the next 90 years. Most 
are betting it’s going to be as much as 2 or 3 degrees. 
They believe we are already locked into some climate 
change, but they argue that the temperature we arrive 
at will depend on the amount of action we take now 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. OK, so warming 
temperatures might mean olives in Oxfordshire, 
but they’re also going to bring more storms, floods, 
droughts and sea level rise. Some of the poorest people 
in the world and most treasured wildlife habitats are 
likely to be hardest hit. 

‘Yeah, yeah’, I can hear you say, ‘we’ve heard it 
all before.’ But I’m not sure you’ve ever really been 
listening. During the last twenty years you’ve been 
polite if distant, viewing my ‘global warming thing’, 
as if I were a member of a discrete bible study group. 
But as climate politics gets serious, so is your assault 
on climate science. In fact, I could hear your voice in 
this letter to the Times Higher: 

 ‘Worthless degrees and PhDs are being churned out 
with this vomit as their core premise! … a hypothesis 
that is intellectually so indefensible, so tawdry, 
so dishonest, so self-serving, so mean spirited, so 
corrupting that … (a)ny person who describes him/ 
herself as a scientist, who promotes or condones the 
theory is … a liar.’

If you are just half as angry as this I can see why 
we haven’t been communicating. And perhaps I 
know why. From this bench I can look across to the 
University’s computing block. Hidden within it is a 
server logging all of our old emails – perhaps even a 
few of them between you and me – births, marriages, 
deaths, that kind of thing; a server just like the one 
storing every last email of the University of East 
Anglia’s Climate Research Units that were stolen  
last year. 

Their theft, and public posting, became a major news 
story that is credited with denting public confidence 
– as well as yours of course – in climate science 
around the world. In amongst the thousands of 
private exchanges there was plenty about the science, 
some small town professional politics, fragments of 
personal detail and a bit of bitching. But – there were a 
handful of lines in a handful of emails that really set 
skeptical fires raging across the blogosphere.  Climate 
change scientists were taken apart for using the word 
‘trick’ to describe the way they presented data, and for 
appearing to try to keep ‘skeptic’ papers out of journals. 
People became suspicious … had data been manipulated 
to suit a ‘pro climate change’ argument? Was the real 
truth being hidden to suit the politicians? Who was 
playing whom for a sucker? 

A string of independent investigations found these 
charges groundless, but the damage was done. 
The UEA emails, or ‘climategate’ as it predictably 
became known, have served as a lightning rod for 
skeptical feeling about climate change. There was 
a media backlash against the crocodile tears shed 
by politicians; against the postured worrying of 
manicured celebs and against the emotional blackmail 
of charity posters. The email storm has served as an 

antidote to the 
tedium of yet 
more aerial 
shots of polar 
bears paddling 
through not-
so-icy Arctic 
waters. 

In some ways, I know just how you feel. I reckon 
I’ve got more cause to be bored by the topic than most. 
But for over twenty years now I’ve believed that climate 
change is one of the greatest challenges of the age: 
one that we’ll all be judged by.  For most of that time 
I’ve been in a misery-stricken minority, convinced 
that everyday human activity – moving, eating, and 
keeping warm or cool – is gently stoking what many 
reckon will be a slow boil apocalypse. And it’s the slow, 
careful work by thousands of climate scientists that 
have got us to a point where we are finally beginning 
to understand the dangers of carrying on with 
‘business as usual’. I trust them – why don’t you? 

Ah yes, time for the money issue …

When I hear people say that climate scientists are in it 
for the money, or chasing big grants, I want to chew 
off my own foot. Yes of course there’s more money 
for research in the topic now than twenty years ago, 
and yes I’m sure some dodgy research grants have 
been obtained. But, despite that, don’t you think 
that government funding should be directed at one 
of the bigger challenges facing humanity? And at 
a personal level, stop and think for a moment. If top 
scientists had been after cash they could have chosen 
any career on the list. Instead they’ve chosen a life of 
public sector pay and budget holidays. Just take a look 
at a University car park. No one is in this game for the 
money. 

It’s also hilarious to suggest that there’s a global 
conspiracy of scientists. Do you really believe they’ve 
agreed to keep inconvenient data that doesn’t fit ‘the 
climate change line’ out of sight? Research is all about 
evidence and argument. If there really was substantial 
evidence that climate change isn’t caused by humans, 
then you can be sure plenty of ambitious scientists 
would have been quick to get that paper out and make 
their name. The fact that there is such a high degree 
of common ground around climate change research 
makes the issue all the more convincing – and all the 
more worrying. 

So, my friend, who to trust? The Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change – the IPCC – was set up to 
collate all of the evidence that might help to answer 
one of the most ambitious questions researchers 
have set themselves in decades. Is our global climate 
warming? And are we responsible? We can only begin 
to make sense of the way the biosphere, atmosphere, 
geo-sphere and human life fit together if a very wide 
range of very good brains give their best to it. Bob 
with his rocks, Vince in his wetlands and Mark with 
his Antarctic ice are all plugging away, doing their 
bit, looking to make sense of that bit of the world 
that they’ve given their life to understanding. And 
when you glue together their conclusions with those of 
thousands of others, there’s only one answer – we are 
taking an enormous gamble with the way we run our 
lives. 

I agree that climate science isn’t ‘finished’. In fact it’s 
so complex it is probably unfinishable. But – and this 
may be the biggest ‘but’ in human history – there’s 
very wide agreement that we are influencing the 
climate in ways that will bring some horrible surprises 
to our ecosystems and present the world with some  
terrible challenges. 

These are perilous times, my friend – we are going to 
need your sharp sceptical eyes now that we’re into the 
tricky business of judging what paths to take to cope 
with climate change. But trust me on this one thing! 
Carrying on with ‘business as usual’ is not a risk 
worth taking. 

Best wishes

Joe Smith 
Senior Lecturer in Environment 
The Open University

Once upon a time, as they say, publicness was 
simple: the people were a public – they expressed 
their views and a public interest was formed. 
The government acted to serve that interest, and 
public services, provided by the government, were 
developed to improve the life of the people. 

I deliberately began with ‘once upon a time’ 
because it is not clear if things were ever so 
straightforward. However, hardly any aspect about 
this story of publicness can be taken for granted 
now. 

So, who are the people who make up the public? 
Do they have enough in common to form a public 
interest? What sorts of services should be provided 
publicly – if any? If we are all just individuals, 
shouldn’t we just pursue our private interests? 
But aren’t there things that need to be provided 
publicly, especially in times of economic, political 
and environmental uncertainty and insecurity? 

Recent work by the Public Research Group at 
the Open University has been wrestling with this 
troubling and shifting set of questions about the 
publicness of people and things. This work points 
to the ways in which publicness is the focus of 
contesting visions and projects that give it different 
shapes and forms: from questions about the public 
regulation of financial services to how to reform 
public services in financially hard times.

So, to begin at the beginning: who thinks they 
are members of the public? Do some of us feel 
excluded – or not recognized by public institutions 
and processes? Such questions raise problems 
about whose voices, ideas or needs get to be 
expressed as the public interest – and get to be 
addressed by public services. These patterns of 
recognition matter profoundly for both the large 
issues of public life (what’s the public interest?) 
and the tiny settings of everyday life in which 
privilege and disadvantage can be reproduced 
in small encounters – between people but also 
between people and institutions. In these settings 
the relationship between the personal (who I am, 
who people think I am) and the public world are 
powerful: not to be recognized is demeaning, 
excluding and impoverishing in material and 
symbolic ways. For some, recognition in the public 
world is natural, normal and practically automatic. 
For others, recognition can be more partial, 
grudging or even refused. Do you belong here? Or, 
who do you think you are?

For public services, these questions about who 
the public is have been significant, especially 
when interwoven with reform processes that 
have continually transformed their organizational 
landscape – combining privatizations with 
partnerships, market-making with managerialism, 
individualized consumerism with community-
based initiatives – all subjected to extended 
evaluation and competitive rankings. However, 
let’s focus on the problem of identifying the public. 
Much public service reform has promoted a view 

of the public as a series of individual customers 
or consumers – expecting the same ‘choice’ and 
‘quality of service’ that they get from commercial 
organizations. In this model public services remain 
public (even if they are subcontracted out), but 
they view the public as a series of unique and 
separate individuals, rather than a collectivity.

At the same time, public services also identify 
and seek out specific groups of the public, often 
identified as the excluded, the vulnerable, or the 
hard to reach. Such identifications suggest that 
not everyone is the autonomous, independent, 
free-choosing individual that the consumer model 
imagines. On the contrary, some publics need 
help – indeed some groups may require help to 
become part of the public. So, public services have 
outreach schemes, special arrangements alongside 
‘mainstream’ services; they find partners and 
organizations ‘in the community’ that they seek to 
engage. 

So, who is the public – or who counts as the 
public – is a contested question, and it is being 
contested across all sorts of settings. I have focused 
on public services, but could easily have chosen 
many others. Who is the public that has an interest 
in climate change, for example? Not just the public 
of any one nation, clearly, but nor is it just the 
present public. Equally, what is the public interest 
in banking regulation? Is it just to ensure that big 

banks are able to survive and make profits, or 
are there other public purposes that the financial 
system should serve? 

We might ask what is public about universities. 
Should the public interest be measured in terms 
of immediate economic or social impact: do 
universities create profitable knowledge, products 
or people? Should it be measured in terms 
of expanding access: do universities enlarge 
opportunity, decrease exclusion or challenge 
inequalities? Or should it be stated in more abstract 
public values: do universities pursue knowledge 
for their own sake; do they preserve and transmit 
knowledge; do they help to create the capacities 
of an educated, critical and democratic public? 
These are very different views of the public and 
its interests, and universities have to make choices 
about them. 

This is not just an abstract discussion; there are 
external pressures to make some choices rather 
than others (government, employers, students) 
and internal ones (how do we make savings, 
increase income, look good, attract students, win 
research money?). The reform of public services 
– including education – into a more competitive 
model changes the conditions in which individual 
organizations make their choices. But what sort 
of public are students? Are they members of a 
community sharing knowledge, customers with a 
right to choose or citizens with an entitlement  
to participate? 

Members of 
the public
So, who is the public – or who counts as the public – do you? 
Professor John Clarke poses some uncomfortable 
questions as UK public services ‘for the public’ become 
increasingly squeezed

Letter to a climate 
sceptic friend

 ‘ We are taking an enormous gamble with
the way we run our lives’.

203,705: grants of British citizenship in 2009
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E NVIRONMENT

The politics of climate change have taken a rather 
frightening turn. The disarray of international climate 
negotiations, of which the Copenhagen summit 

of 2009 was merely the latest example, is bad enough, 
as are the so-called ‘climate wars’, where the Deniers of 
anthropogenic climate change pick fault with the climate 
science community. But behind the scenes, often unnoticed, 
a new issue is slowly but inexorably creeping up the 
scientific and political agenda. It is called geoengineering, 
and it aims at nothing less than planetary-scale interventions 
to control the temperature of the atmosphere.

Let me explain. Contemporary global warming is the 
result of the increasing emissions by humans of greenhouse 
gases, principally carbon dioxide (CO2) from fossil fuel 
burning. Greenhouse gases trap long-wave radiation. They 
cannot trap short-wave radiation, namely incoming sunlight 
or sunlight reflected back from white surfaces, such as 
the polar ice sheets. Such surfaces are highly reflective 
and are said by scientists to have a high albedo. However, 
much of the radiation that is absorbed by dark surfaces of 
the Earth, such as oceans and forests, is re-emitted from 
the Earth as long-wave radiation. It is this that greenhouse 
gases absorb, and which is warming the planet.

To address global warming, geoengineering 
proposals fall into two types. Solar radiation management 
(SRM) techniques aim to reduce the amount of 
solar energy re-emitted from the Earth as long-wave 
radiation, whereas carbon dioxide removal (CDR) 
techniques seek to remove CO2 from the atmosphere. 

Some SRM proposals would stop sunlight entering 
the atmosphere. They include putting sunshields into space 
at the Lagrange point, where the forces of gravity between 
the sun and the Earth cancel each other out. The sunshields, 
giant umbrellas in space, would reflect some sunlight away 
from the Earth. Other SRM proposals would increase the 
planetary albedo. One talked-about idea centres on emitting 
into the atmosphere sulphur particles that would act as 
aerosols, cooling the Earth by reflecting sunlight into space. 
In the past, emissions of sulphur particles from volcanic 
eruptions have produced a planetary cooling effect, most 
recently with Mount Pinatubo in the Philippines in 1991. 
Proposals to enhance the Earth’s surface albedo include 
painting the roofs of the world’s buildings with reflective 
paint and installing huge reflectors in the deserts.

These proposals have different degrees of 
affordability and effectiveness. It has been estimated that 
only about 1.8% of incoming solar radiation would need 
to be deflected by sunshields in space in order to offset 
contemporary global warming. However, the costs would 
be astronomical, dwarfing those of the Apollo moon 
landings. In addition, such a project would need a lead 
time of decades. In comparison, emitting sulphur into the 
atmosphere could be done relatively quickly and cheaply. 

No SRM technique would address the root causes of 
global warming. Atmospheric concentrations of CO2 would 
remain high, as would the absorption of CO2 by the world’s 
oceans. The uptake of CO2 from the atmosphere since 
the start of the industrial revolution has led to an increase 
in ocean acidity, threatening marine life. SRM would do 
nothing to counter ocean acidification. However, here too, 
some geoengineers have a solution – lime the oceans. In 
other words, offset ocean acidification by dumping into the 
seas lime and other alkaline substances. So one massive 
intervention in the biosphere creates the need for another.

Solar radiation modification techniques would be 
fraught with risk and uncertainty, and would be difficult 
to calibrate precisely. They would permit atmospheric 
concentrations of greenhouse gases to remain dangerously 
high and, if they didn’t work, the effects could be 
catastrophic. They would need to be maintained indefinitely, 
as to stop them would lead to global temperatures shooting 
up rapidly. In many respects, solar radiation modification 
would be similar to the worldwide burning of fossil 
fuels – a massive uncontrolled geophysical experiment 
with the Earth’s climate. Given that the problem was 
created by interfering with the atmosphere, should we 
have faith in another planetary-scale intervention? 

In contrast to SRM techniques, CDR aims to deal 
with global warming at source, by reducing atmospheric 
concentrations of the main greenhouse gas. Biological 
removal of atmospheric CO2 can take place by increasing 
the world’s forest cover. This would increase what scientists 
call the Earth’s carbon sink capacity, as plants break 
down CO2 by photosynthesis and then store the carbon. 
However, atmospheric concentrations of CO2 are now so 
high that even if the entire world’s land surface was planted 
with forests – an impossible scenario given the pressure 
on land space for human settlements and agriculture – it 
would never be enough to halt global warming.

The main proposal for the physical removal of 
atmospheric CO2 is ‘scrubbing the air’. This idea, attributed 
to Klaus Lackner at Columbia University, would involve the 
construction of ‘artificial trees’ (large towers) in windswept 
areas. These towers would contain filters made from a type 
of plastic that binds CO2. Once the plastic was saturated 
with CO2 it would then be rinsed with sodium carbonate. 

If this was easy it would already have been done on a 
large scale. Experiments show that artificial trees can work, 
but there are problems scaling up the idea from localized 
experiments to the global level. The proponents of artificial 
trees estimate that it would cost trillions of dollars. Artificial 
trees could be part of the solution, as could reforestation, 
as both address the main cause of global warming – and 
ocean acidification – at source. However, the development 

and testing of artificial trees require much more research, 
and their use on a global scale is decades away.

Much of this might sound like something out of 
a sci-fi movie, but the scientific community is urging 
increased research to ensure that there is a sound 
scientific knowledge base should geoengineering 
be necessary as an option of last resort.

However, if there is an urgent need for more science, 
the need to consider the global politics of all this is surely 
no less urgent. How will decisions on the development and 
application of geoengineering be made? If we’re drinking 
in the last chance saloon, who will be the bar manager? 

The history of international politics is one where 
those with political and economic power have the most 
influence on outcomes. Only a handful of governments 
have the capability to put sunshields in space, namely the 
USA, Russia, China and the countries of the European 
Space Agency. Would these governments act alone, or 
seek international permission? Similarly, only a handful of 
countries could emit sulphur aerosols into the atmosphere 
on the scale needed to cool the planet. Would they consult 
anyone? Will the poorer countries of South America, Africa 
and Asia, many of which already bear a disproportionate 
share of the risks and economic costs of climate change, once 
again be left at the mercy of the industrialized countries? 

The risk of conflict if geoengineering is carried out 
by states acting unilaterally, or in concert with a few allies, 

is enormous. Throughout history there have always been 
variations in climate around the world, regionally and locally. 
Different governments may have different preferences 
on the sort of climate they prefer. What should happen if 
one state acts alone to cool the climate in a way that has 
unintended (or maybe even intended) consequences on the 
climate of another, leading to crop failure or changes in 
the hydrological cycle. The scope for armed conflict could 
give the phrase ‘climate wars’ an horrific new meaning.

So whose hand will be on the thermostat? International 
agreement is preferable to unilateral action. This would not 
eliminate the risk of conflict, but should reduce it. However, 
the record of international environmental diplomacy is 
not encouraging. Decisions within the United Nations are 
usually made by consensus. It takes all to say yes and only 
one to say no, so everyone moves at the speed of the slowest, 
the so-called convoy principle. That is what happened 
at Copenhagen. The more failed international climate 
conferences there are like last year’s Copenhagen summit, 
the more unavoidable geoengineering will seem. I suggest 
that by 2020 the first major geoengineering experiments will 
have taken place; this doesn’t mean I think it’s a good idea.

Whether we (because this concerns all of us) agree 
tough curbs on greenhouse gas emissions or opt for 
geoengineering, the need for new governance structures 
is now critical. The status quo is no longer an option. 
There is a need to agree who will make the decisions; 
who will pay for the solutions; which countries should 
take which actions; and whether governments that do 
not honour their international commitments, whatever 
they may be, will face censure. We need to agree all 
this, and we need to do so as a matter of urgency. After 
more than two decades of political dithering, time is no 
longer on our side. Are you worried about any of this? 

Me too!

Geoengineering:
drinking at the last 

chance saloon?
Will geoengineering save us, or will it be more catastrophic than climate change? Should we be worried whose hand 

will be on the atmospheric thermostat? Environmental Studies Award Director, David Humphreys, urges caution

Quarter of US grain crop feeds 
cars not people as record 
number of US population  
go hungry

A quarter of the US maize and other grain crop is now 
destined for bio-fuel production, rather than being used 
to feed people, according to 2009 figures from the US 
Department of Agriculture. These show ethanol production 
rising to record levels. The grain grown to produce fuel in 
the USA in 2009 was enough to feed 330 million people 
for one year at average consumption levels. 

Since 2007 the number of people in the world defined as 
hungry has increased to over one billion, according to the 
UN. The drive towards ethanol production for bio-fuel has 
triggered an escalation in world food prices, by as much as 
75% since 2007. 

The increase in bio-fuel output comes as the US government 
reported, in November 2009, that over 50 million US 
people – one in six of the population – were unable to 
afford to buy sufficient food to stay healthy, largely because 
of the impact of the recession on unemployment and low 
pay. The US Agriculture Secretary, Tom Vilsack, expects 
the situation to worsen in 2010. He predicted the number 
of people defined as having ‘very low food security’, who 
lacked enough to eat, to rise from the 6.7 million in 2009. 
Seventeen million children currently live in US households 
who experience poor food security. In some US states, one 
in six of the population survive on food stamps, but even 
this provision is failing to address the crisis.

10%: the increase in energy use by government buildings in 2009
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UPPERS AND DOWNERS

Should OU students be 
allowed to use smart drugs?

2010 has seen calls from clinical 
psychologists for increased vigilance in 
universities, including the introduction 
of random dope testing, in order to curb 
a suspected rise in the use of drugs and 
dietary supplements that can be used 
to enhance brain alertness and memory 
retention.

In 2009, surveys in the USA 
indicated that between 16% and 
25% of university students now take 
smart drugs during semesters and at 
examination time. Researchers suspect 
that taking performance-enhancing 
drugs may appeal particularly to 
mature students who can afford them to 

stimulate their cognitive enhancement, 
especially since the drugs are relatively 
easy to purchase on the internet. 

Future smart drugs are predicted to 
encompass a wide array of drugs that 
enhance memory, attention, alertness, 
motivation, executive function and 
creativity. The possibility of purchasing 
‘smartness in a bottle’ is likely to rise. 

Students who turn to smart drugs in 
order to boost grades have prompted 
a debate about whether it is ethical 
and practical. Drugs normally used for 
conditions such as Alzheimer’s disease 
and attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD) are being used 
by students around the world to 
improve their academic performance. 
The drugs include donepezil 
(Aricept), galantamine (Reminyl) 
and rivastigmine (Exelon) for use in 
Alzheimer’s, methylphenidate (Ritalin), 
the stimulant modafinil for narcolepsy, 
and the amphetamine Dexedrine. 

In 2009, the Academy of Medical 
Sciences said that the use of smart 
drugs is likely to rise. The expectation 
that use will increase is borne out 
by existing advertising of cognition 
enhancers and smart drugs on the 
internet. 

Vince Cakic, from the department 
of psychology at the University of 
Sydney, writing in the Journal of 
Medical Ethics, believes smart drugs, 
or ‘nootropics’, are highly attractive to 
students and nearly impossible to ban. 
He argued:

‘High school and university are the 
primary competitive spheres of many 
people’s lives, and ones that have 
significant bearing upon their lives, in 
terms of both career opportunities and 
future earning capacity’.

He said the failures and inconsistencies 
in the anti-drugs policy in sport could 
be mirrored when it comes to the use 
of smart drugs in the academic world. 
The cost of policing alone could 
be inordinately expensive for cash-
strapped higher education institutions.

But is a ban ethical? Cakic defends 
the use of smart drugs on the grounds 
that banning them would be unethical 
because it is not ethical to object to 
human enhancement. In the British 
Medical Journal in June 2009, Cakic 
argues that the use of cognitive-
enhancing drugs should be seen as 
a natural extension of the education 
process. The drugs, he maintains, might 
even level the playing field for those 
who have been disadvantaged. 

A spokeswoman for Universities UK 
said, ‘Currently, much of the evidence 
available on the use of drugs such 
as Ritalin among students is largely 
anecdotal. However, universities take 
the issue of drug abuse very seriously, 
and would have grave concerns about 
students taking drugs not prescribed to 
them. Not only is this illegal but it also 
poses health risks to those students.’

Earlier this year, scientists at Bristol 
University warned that within a 
generation schools may have to provide 
the drugs to their pupils because their 
use could become so widespread that 
poor children would lose out if they 
could not afford to buy them. 

The OU has no plans to monitor or test 
students, despite anecdotal evidence 
of increasing use on British campuses. 
The use of smart drugs is an issue 
that will not go away and one which, 
in future, the University may have to 
consider seriously.

Society Matters would 
welcome your views on 
performance-enhancing 
drugs and an OU education. 
Please write to the editor: 
r.s.skellington@open.ac.uk 

Labour’s legacy 2: 4,300 new 
laws since 1997

It’s the real thing

Have you ever wanted to know what it is that 
morons who chuck litter out of car windows 
drop on the pavements and grass verges? 
According to Litter Heroes who research 
these things, you will not be surprised that 
the worst offender is Coca Cola (4.9% of all 
litter), followed by Walkers Crisps (4.1%) 
and MacDonald’s (3.6%). When asked for 
a response, a Coca Cola spokesperson 
commented that their bottles ‘carry the Tidy 
Man and Recycle Now Logos’. Perhaps it is 
time for companies such as Coca Cola to 
carry the can and be taxed to help pay the 
£2bn Britain spends each year on picking up 
litter. McDonald’s, to be fair, did claim that in 
2009 they spent £2m on staff labour picking 
up litter. The transformation of verges into 
rubbish tips is a symptom of a deeper societal 
malaise, probably something to do with the 
‘every person for themselves’ culture that 
appears so endemic in Britain, especially 
since Thatcher said there was no such thing as 
society. Oh, and a plea from the editor. Please 
do not toss Society Matters out of your car 
window; I don’t want one of the Litter Heroes 
on my tail.

10.03%: share of total income going to the richest 1% of people in the UK; in 1976 the figure was 4.17%

New Labour governments between 1997 and March 2010 
introduced over 50 Criminal Justice Bills, which generated 
4,300 new laws onto the legislature. This is law-making 
on an astronomical scale. Between 1988 and 1996 the 
Conservatives introduced 494 new offences with an alacrity 
which, at the time, seemed monumental. Zealous New 
Labour introduced, on average, 28 new laws each month 
during their administrations. Among New Labour’s new laws 
are those outlawing the following offences:

Wilfully pretending to be a barrister• 

Entering the hull of the • Titanic 
without permission from a Minister

Landing a catch of unsorted fish • 
at a harbour without permission

Disturbing a pack of eggs when • 
directed not to by an authorised officer

Shining a light at an aircraft• 

Keeping a dog on a lead longer • 
than the maximum length

Not having a licence for a church concert• 

Carrying grain on a ship without authorization• 

There are many more. However, the crème de la crème of 
new laws is surely this one: ‘any person who knowingly 
causes a nuclear weapon test explosion or any other nuclear 
explosion is guilty of an offence and liable on conviction on 
indictment to imprisonment for life’. Now you know what 
not to do with an OU chemistry kit.

However, daft and unenforceable laws have been with us for 
centuries, and some are still on our statutes. In a law enacted 
by Edward VI in 1553 it is illegal to stand sockless within 
100 yards of the Queen. Edward VI also introduced a law 
forbidding breaking an egg at the sharp end for fear of a 
24-hour spell in the stocks. And did you know that you can 
knock on the door of any householder in Scotland and by law 
they are obliged to let you use their toilet should you seek 
relief? Scottish men should be comforted by the knowledge 
that they can still legally pee in public as long as it is on the 
rear wheel of their own motor vehicle with their right hand 
placed firmly on the vehicle at the time. However, Scotsmen 
should be careful when carrying a bow and arrow within the 
walls of York. It is still legal to murder any unsuspecting Scot 
carrying such equipment within the walls. It is also illegal to 
drop dead in Parliament under the 1887 Coroners Act and, 
whatever you do, never enter Parliament wearing a suit of 
armour otherwise the Coming Armed to Parliament Act of 
1313 will put you in The Tower for a long spell. Finally, be 
warned, according to Cromwell’s law of 1657 it is illegal to 
eat mince pies anywhere in England on Christmas Day. 
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The British general election of 2010 saw the return 
of a hung parliament, one in which no one party 
could command a majority or form a single 
party government. It resulted in the formation 

of a Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government, 
Britain’s first peacetime coalition since 1931. This was an 
extraordinary end to a hard fought election campaign. 

The election drew a final line under the ascendancy of Tony 
Blair and Gordon Brown by bringing to a shuddering end 
Labour’s 13 years in office. The Conservatives, unable to 
form a government, formed a coalition with the Liberal 
Democrats, themselves stalled in third place. They did so 
in preference to a Conservative minority government. The 
stated objective to form a strong, stable coalition government 
that would govern for a full five-year parliament, has been 
seemingly secured, but we will have to wait to see, as events 
unfold, if both parties will stick together as the parliament 
progresses. 

Turnout a concern
The campaign was the most closely fought since 1992. Unlike 
1997 and 2001, when Labour’s strong poll leads heralded 
enormous Labour majorities, and 2005 when it was widely 
assumed that Labour would be re-elected with a smaller 
majority, the outcome of this year’s election was always in 
doubt. The progress of the ‘horse race’ – the unfolding of the 
election over the four-week campaign – was the most exciting 
and unpredictable of recent years. Yet, in spite of such a close 
race, turnout, the percentage of the eligible electorate voting 
in the election, at 65%, saw only a small increase on the 61% 
of 2005 and 59% in 2001. These recent figures are, it has to 
be observed, some way off the 75% post-war average. 

Given that turnout can be expected to increase when the 
outcome of a tightly fought election is in doubt, one would 
have expected turnout to have risen significantly in 2010. 
Turnout should also rise at a time of economic uncertainty 
when there are significant, sometimes stark, programmatic 
differences between the parties on the question of economic 
retrenchment and reducing Britain’s budget deficit. Britain’s 
low turnouts are perhaps some serious indication of an 
underlying problem with our electoral politics. While the 
refusal of the apathetic citizen to vote should not be a surprise, 
the failure of the angry or alienated citizen, those turned off 
by politics and suspicious of all politicians, to do so should 
sound an alarm. The legitimacy of electoral politics requires 
high, stable turnout rates. The fact that a large part of a better 
educated, more professionalized, better informed electorate 
is now, more than ever, reluctant to participate in a hotly 
contested election is considerable cause for concern. 

The election result
Gordon Brown, who thrice survived the efforts of Labour 
MPs to unseat him, was an unpopular, much criticized 
prime minister. He was, even by his own admission, a 
poor communicator and as such was largely unsuited to 
the demands of the modern election campaign. Brown-
led Labour, the tired, somewhat shop-worn thirteen-year 
incumbent, had to defend its management of the systemic 
collapse of the banking sector and the severest recession 
experienced in 75 years. The big electoral coalition of voters 
which propelled Blair-led New Labour to office in 1997 had 
come to an end. With sufficient electors making it plain they 
wanted a change of government, Labour, which had, thanks 
to Iraq and Afghanistan, lost ground amongst middle-class 
left-Liberals in 2005, now lost support from a working class 
unhappy about the economy, crime and immigration. It was 
impossible to imagine that Brown-led Labour could, under 
such circumstances, ever have secured a fourth term. While 
losing, however, Labour perhaps did better at the polls than 
had been imagined. It won more seats than expected and kept 
the Liberal Democrats in third place in terms of vote share. 

Labour clearly benefited from worries about the impending 
austerity package needed to deal with the budget deficit. Such 
worries encouraged some public sector workers to shy away 
from the Conservatives, who promised faster, deeper cuts in 
public budgets, and to hold onto the Labour ‘nurse for fear 

of something worse’. This was particularly the case in the 
party’s urban and Northern heartlands, which are particularly 
dependent on public sector expenditure. Labour, as ever, was 
also enormously advantaged by Britain’s electoral system, 
the single-member plurality system. Once again it was 
over rewarded for having its vote concentrated in smaller 
constituencies. Winning only 6% more votes than the Liberal 
Democrats meant Labour secured 201 more MPs. 

While Labour held on to some of its key votes, the 
Conservatives, having to come so far from behind following 
the last three general elections, failed to radically improve 
their vote share, winning 36% compared to its losing 32% in 
2005. Cameron’s efforts to modernize his party in part paid 
off, however, with the Tories winning 307 seats, which was 
some 109 seats up on 2005. This was sufficient, while the 
party fell some nineteen seats short of the official number 
needed for an overall majority – to enable them to lead the 
coalition government – when it became clear Labour and the 
Liberal Democrats were both unable and unwilling to form 
an alternative government. The Liberal Democrats failed in 
the election to make any significant breakthrough beyond 
that achieved in the past three elections. While the party 
had its expectations raised by its poll ratings having soared 
during the election campaign, largely as a result of Nick 
Clegg’s exposure in the three televised debates between the 
party leaders, it lost ground in terms of both vote and seat 
share at the election. In spite of this, with the parliamentary 
arithmetic encouraging Cameron and Clegg to come together, 
the Liberal Democrats entered government for the first time 
since 1945.

A modern politics?
With the election resulting in a hung parliament, the first since 
1974, and only the second such hung parliament in over 80 
years, not only did no party win, but all parties were seen to 
have lost. Yet, by forming their coalition, the Conservatives 
and the Liberal Democrats can claim to have won and can 
together boast the support of 59% of the voting public. As 
a result, while no elector necessarily voted for the coalition 
government that emerged from within the hung parliament, 
the government enjoys, for the first time since the 1930s, the 
support of a majority of those voting at the election. No single 
party government ever won 50% plus one of the votes at any 
post-war election. Such was the distribution of votes between 
the parties in 2005 that Labour formed a government with a 
majority of 66 seats when it only won a 35% vote share.

Many European countries are presently governed by a 
coalition combining a centre-right Conservative party and a 
centrist Liberal party. The British Conservative and Liberal 
Democrat coalition, as well as heralding a more consensual, 
less majoritarian form of government, perhaps indicates that 
Britain, which has hitherto had a single party government, 
might be about to enter the European mainstream. Should, as 
the coalition agreements make clear, the Commons pass – and 
the people by referendum support – electoral reform, then the 
party system might see further changes in the future as votes 
cast better correlate to parliamentary seats won. 

Lacking any modern tradition of coalition government means 
that British politicians, particularly Conservative and Liberal 
Democrat MPs, have quickly to relearn their trade. It seems, 
so far, that the coalition has established a working modus 
operandi. Both parties are united on the need for significant, 
radical fiscal retrenchment, combining both tax rises and 
hitherto unimaginable cuts in public spending over the course 
of this parliament to rebalance the budget. In terms of other 
policies, the Tories have won the Liberal Democrats over 
to radical education and welfare reforms, while the Liberal 
Democrats convinced the Tories to support tax reform for the 
lower paid and political reform, not least in terms of changes 
to the electoral system and House of Lords reform. Both have 
made concessions to the other. 

Future developments?
How long lasting or stable the coalition will be remains to be 
seen, but early indications are that it is likely to stay in office 
for the long haul. It is most secure within its ministerial ranks 

and amongst its parliamentary parties; it will be less secure, 
especially when its political honeymoon ends, amongst party 
members and the electorate. Both party leaderships, so far, 
have seized the moment to work together. We wait to discover 
just how tribal British electoral politics remains.

It is, as we begin to survey the past election, imprudent to 
anticipate future developments. Clearly, the 2010 election 
brought to an end New Labour’s 16-year domination of 
British politics. It means that Labour in opposition, under 
a new leader and a new generation of politicians, will have 
to reassess its political role and purpose. This, in the short 
term, means Labour is likely to programmatically pitch to 
the left – particularly so, as the party has no alternative but 
to oppose the coalition’s fiscal retrenchment. The election’s 
key outcome, however, while it brought about the return of 
the Conservatives to government, is that it marks the final, 
long anticipated demise of the two-party system under which 
government had been entirely monopolized by either Labour 
or the Conservatives since 1945. The three major parties’ final 
share of the vote – the Conservatives winning 36%, Labour 
29% and the Liberal Democrats 23% – finally brought to 
a conclusive end Britain’s two-party duopoly where once 
Labour and the Conservatives commanded over 90% of the 
votes between them. 

The two-party system is no more, replaced with a three-party 
system plus other, smaller parties, particularly in Scotland 
and Wales where the Scottish and Welsh nationalist parties 
command a following. Labour’s, and the Conservatives 
combined vote share, in decline since 1974, continued to 
dwindle at this last election to a low of 65%.

Should, as seems likely, electoral reform progress and the 
Alternative Vote replace the single-member plurality system, 
then future elections will be more competitive, election 
outcomes probably more volatile, and coalition or minority 

government more likely: Labour or the Conservatives, having 
not been able to win on their own at the 2010 election, might 
not be able to do so at a future election. For the coalition 
partners, however, the electoral future is probably most 
fraught for the Liberal Democrats. Cameron, by forming the 
government, was able to both become prime minister and to 
further moderate the Conservative image. The Conservative 
right, placated by Labour’s ouster, fiscal retrenchment and 
there not being any further moves towards Europe, presently 
offers little if any threat to the stability of the coalition. Liberal 
Democrat voters, however (alongside, privately, many of 
Liberal Democrat members) would probably have preferred 
to have been part of a ‘progressive coalition’ formed by 
cutting a deal with Labour. 

This means, when cuts in public spending impact frontline 
services, that many Liberal Democrats members and voters 
might find themselves at odds with their party when the 
coalition’s political honeymoon comes to an end. Should the 
coalition then encounter serious unpopularity, it is the Liberal 
Democrats, not necessarily the Conservatives, who will most 
likely find their poll ratings suffer.

However, it is too early to begin to map out future electoral 
developments. We wait to access the work of the coalition 
and to see how Labour responds under a new, untested leader 
to being in opposition. We are only just beginning to uncover 
the meanings of the last election. Suffice to say, however, 
the 2010 election was, in spite of its close fought nature, an 
ordinary election campaign that produced an extraordinary 
election outcome. Further changes in the British political 
environment are likely: electoral reform, if only in the form 
of the adoption of a majoritarian system (the Alternative Vote) 
not a more proportional one, will have some further impact 
on parties and the British party system at the next general 
election. 

A political landscape 
without a map
The two–party system is no more. The electorate was dissatisfied with all 
the party options presented to it at the 2010 election. It remains to be seen, 
however, if a truly ‘new’ politics will emerge from the new coalition and the 
old decayed party system. Britain finds herself in unchartered electoral 
and political water argues Richard Heffernan, Reader in Government at the 
Department of Politics and International Studies

COALITION

3.5 million: number of Brits not eligible to vote
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CO RPORATE PUNISHMEN T

Corporate 
punishment?
The worse the crime, the worse the 
punishment – except when it comes 
to crimes committed by companies 
argues Gary Slapper, Professor of 
Law and Director of the Centre for 
Law at the Open University, and door 
tenant at 36 Bedford Row

When companies do bad things the results are much worse 
than when individuals are delinquent. When Lehman Brothers 
went bankrupt after its financial misconduct, ordinary US and 
European taxpayers funded a $14 trillion bailout – hundreds 
of millions of people will be feeling the hurt for decades. The 
recent 739th safety violation of BP killed 11 people and caused 
untold damage in the Gulf of Mexico. More people are killed 
each year at work and through the operation of industry and 
commerce than are killed in wars. 

Some lawyers have been a bit wry about the penalties of 
the law. The American attorney F. Lee Bailey once observed 
that ‘I have knowingly defended a number of guilty men. 
But the guilty never escape unscathed. My fees are sufficient 
punishment for anyone.’ Nonetheless, punishment is the 
skeleton of the criminal justice system. It gives structure 
to the criminal law and makes it solid. Punishment is also a 
way of manifesting and ranking a society’s league table of 
wrongdoing by reflecting the idea, for example, that a rapist 
has done something worse than a graffitist. 

It is a widely shared principle that the worse the crime, 
the worse should be the punishment. There are many nuanced 
exceptions to that proposition – for example, however bad 
the crime of a four-year-old we would not use the criminal 
justice system to punish him. In general, though, a serious 
crime entails a serious sentence. In light of the principle that 
the worse the crime the worse the punishment, one might 
expect that unlawfully killing people would be among the most 
seriously punished offences. It certainly is where individuals 
commit murder or manslaughter, but where a corporation is 
found guilty of manslaughter it is now not certain that the 
culprit will, under new sentencing guidelines, receive an 
appropriately serious sentence. 

The Corporate Manslaughter and Corporate Homicide 
Act 2007 aims to criminalize corporate killing without the 
need to apportion all the blame on one individual. The offence 
is committed where an organization owes a duty to take 
reasonable care for a person’s safety, but the way in which its 
business has been ‘managed or organized’ amounts to a gross 
breach of that duty and causes death. 

The Sentencing Guidelines Council’s role is to promote 
consistent sentencing. Its new guidelines for cases of corporate 
manslaughter, and cases where health and safety offences cause 
death, mark a welcome clarification of how the courts should 
punish companies and organizations that have committed 
lethal offences. The guidelines are an innovative and important 
legal development. They do, though, appear to impose an 
unnecessarily weak fine tariff and will thereby lighten the 
seriousness of corporate killing. 

If a company or organization is convicted, the sanction 
is an unlimited fine, although the court is also empowered to 
impose a remedial order (to make the company change some 

deficiency in its operations or training) and a publicity order 
requiring the offender to name and shame itself. 

In general, the guidelines say, the amount of the fine must 
reflect the seriousness of the offence and the court must take 
into account the financial circumstances of the offender. The 
Court of Appeal has previously stated that although the fine 
should ‘reflect public disquiet at the unnecessary loss of life’ it 
is not possible to incorporate a financial measure of the value 
of human life in the fine imposed for an offence.

The guidelines state that there will inevitably be a broad 
range of fines because of the range of seriousness involved 
in offences and the differences in the circumstances of the 
defendant corporations. The Council says ‘fines must be 
punitive and sufficient to have an impact on the defendant.’ 
The offence of corporate manslaughter, because it requires 
gross breach at a senior level, will, the Council says, mean 
that the appropriate fine ‘will seldom be less than £500,000 
and may be measured in millions of pounds.’ However, some 
corporate offenders with the worst records of having been 
guilty of offences related to commercially caused death have 
turnovers of over £300 billion, so fines measured in ‘millions 
of pounds’ might have a very low impact. 

It is interesting to note that the Definitive Guidelines 
mark a considerable back step from the draft guidelines. The 
Sentencing Advisory Panel had suggested a level of fine of 
between 2.5 and 10 per cent of a convicted company’s average 
annual turnover during the three years prior to the offence. The 
starting point would have been 5 per cent of turnover. Turnover 
is the aggregate of all money received by an organization 

during the course of its business over an annual period. It is 
comparable with the income of an individual, which is typically 
the primary measure used to assess an individual offender’s 
ability to pay a fine. Such an approach to fining companies 
found guilty of unlawful killing would have entailed a much 
greater deterrent effect on potentially delinquent companies. 

The new Definitive Guidelines state that the normal 
approach to sentencing should be for the court initially to 
consider how far serious injury was a foreseeable consequence 
of the company’s conduct. Next, the court should consider how 
far short of behaving with reasonable care the defendant fell. 
The court must then consider how common the kind of breach 
that occurred was in the organization – how widespread was 
the non-compliance? Was it isolated or part of a systematic 
departure from good practice across the defendant’s 
operations? 

Research conducted for the Centre for Corporate 
Accountability showed that the majority of large companies 
convicted of health and safety offences involving death of a 
worker or member of the public were fined at a level which 
was less than 1/700th of their annual turnover. If individuals 
earning an average annual income of £24,769 were sentenced 
at this level, they would be fined £35 for manslaughter. It will 
be interesting to see how far the implementation of the new 
sentencing guidelines creates a more punitive regime when 
companies kill. 

While several companies identified by the Centre for 
Corporate Accountability as the worst repeat-offenders in 
cases of corporate killing had turnovers in the hundreds of 
billions, the remarkably good Centre became defunct last year 

through lack of funding. We 
shall, therefore, be hearing less 
about corporate delinquency 
in future. 

How the Law Works 
by Gary Slapper 
will be published 
by Routledge in 
October 2010.

Government, 
freedom and 
insecurity
Where there is no rule of law or no 
stable society, there is no freedom. 
That was one of the key questions 
explored at the last in a series of OU-
sponsored seminars on government 
and freedom. Frances Dodsworth, 
Research Fellow in Sociology, 
explains

We all like to think that we live in a free society, and it is 
common to contrast the free way of life we enjoy in ‘liberal’ 
societies to others, which in our eyes are manifestly not 
free. At the same time we generally have a commonsense 
understanding about exactly what it is that makes our society 
free: the right to choose our government; the ability to act as 
we please, provided we do not harm others; the opportunity to 
express our opinions without fear of reprisal, and so on. 

However, we don’t have to go too far before things start 
to become more contentious: does freedom in this sense imply 
the necessity of a free market, for example? It is also clear that 
despite living in a free society we are nonetheless continually 
subject to government of all kinds, not just at the obvious level 
of the police, but also in what might be considered quite private 
matters, such as the way we educate our children and so on. 

Does this mean that our freedom is an illusion, a 
convenient fiction to enable us to feel better about ourselves? 
Or does it mean that our freedom is limited in some way, by the 
rule of law for example, or even that freedom is itself a product 
of government? Do people have to be made free, by shaping 
their character and the society in which they live? These 
are the questions we sought to address in our seminar series 
‘Government and Freedom: Histories and Prospects’, a joint 
initiative between the Faculty of Social Sciences, the London 
School of Economics and Political Science, and the University 
of Manchester, funded by the ESRC. The fifth and final event 
in this series took place at the British Academy in London on 
12 January 2010 where an international panel of academics 
joined with the think tank Demos and politicians to address the 

subject of security in a free society and the climate of insecurity 
that seems to characterize much current political debate. 

In the last few years much of the debate about freedom 
and its relation to government has revolved around the question 
of security. It is through the language of security that new 
governmental powers have been legitimized, some of which 
seem to contravene commonly understood conditions of our 
freedom. For example, terrorist control orders and non-jury 
trials seem to contravene the ancient principles that no-one 
can be arrested and punished without being subject to a trial 
before their peers. It is often argued that in seeking to combat 
terrorism and promoting a climate of insecurity in order to 
introduce new laws, our politicians are undermining the very 
freedom they claim to protect. However, supporters of these 
measures argue that there is no such thing as freedom without 
security; where there is no rule of law or no stable society, there 
is no freedom. 

The fate of Iraq is a classic example of this problem. It is 
clear that under the dictatorship of Saddam Hussein, the people 
of Iraq were not free. However, could the chaos and anarchy 
that followed really be described as a condition of freedom, 
when people’s most basic human needs for secure survival and 
sustenance were under constant threat? 

Our final seminar, ‘Freedom and Insecurity’, sought 
to make current academic thinking on these issues directly 
available to policy makers, and conversely to learn more 
about the ways in which academic discourse can be made 
relevant to the practice of politics. Participants were due to 
include former government minister James Purnell, MP; Jesse 
Norman, Conservative thinker and candidate for Hereford 
and Herefordshire South, who went on to take this seat at the 
recent general election; and representatives from the think tank 
Demos. They were joined by academics from Sciences Po in 
Paris (Frédéric Gros), King’s College London (Didier Bigo), 
Rutgers University, New Jersey (Jack Bratich) and Brown 
University, Rhode Island (Philippe Bonditti). Unfortunately, 
illness meant that James Purnell was unable to participate 
on the day, but the remaining panellists had a lively and 
engaged debate on such subjects as the history of freedom 
and security, why we have come to think of them as inimical, 
and the consequences of governing contemporary society by 
promoting a climate of ‘unease’. Several participants pointed to 
transformations in the state and social relations being wrought 
through this process, the consequences of which are unclear 
but which seem to constitute something of a crisis in liberal 
government and liberal societies.

Such arguments might be familiar to anyone with an 
academic interest in the subject. However, the final session of the 
day marked an attempt to go beyond the usual academic format 
and connect to the political and policy world. Here, two of the 
seminar organizers, Patrick Joyce and Nikolas Rose, engaged 
in debate with Dan Leighton of Demos and with Jesse Norman 
(UCL advisor to what was then the Conservative shadow 
cabinet) about what the preceding kinds of academic discourse 
on the subject could bring to policy and political debate. Both 
Leighton and Norman laid out intellectually rigorous positions 
on the relationship between freedom and government, based 
on a wide range of academic and philosophical reading. 

However, it was also clear that, particularly in terms of 
the policy field, the desire of academics to have an influence in 
this area was frequently frustrated by the nature of their output. 
Despite considerable interest in all the work in question, it 
was pointed out that much academic writing took the form 
of ‘critique’, which could be useful in highlighting existing 
problems with a policy or way of thinking, but rarely provided 
any direct guidance for policy makers in positive or creative 
terms. Of course, all recognized that the aims of academics 
and policy makers often diverged; however, if they were to 
maintain productive exchange, it was important to retain a 
sense of what each party needed from the other.

$607bn: US military budget in 2008, more than the total spending  of the next highest 14 military budgets in the world that year
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For most social locations there is an evolution of the language used to 
describe the people who occupy them. As social sensitivities and power 
relations develop, the words we use to label minorities are typically modified 

as earlier modes of address and reference appear pejorative.

People who used to be ‘poor’ are now ‘less well off’ and ‘undeveloped nations’ are 
‘developing nations’. In polite society we wouldn’t now call someone a ‘cripple’ 
or lunatic. As the politics of disability emerged, terms like ‘cripple’, ‘spastic’ and 
‘handicapped’ gave way to ‘disabled’ then ‘less able’. This too will quickly come 
to be felt insulting and demeaning and new terms will emerge. We can all think of 
parallel shifts in labelling in other realms, sexual politics for example.

What is behind these evolutions is usually a process of empowerment. The drive for 
change in perspective is mirrored in language and comes from within the labelled, 
‘othered’ group itself as it acquires a voice in public discourse.

What then about us ‘convicts’, ‘prisoners’, ‘inmates’ and ‘offenders’? Whichever it 
is, it is clear that we are not an empowered section of society with a voice in public 
discourse able to influence how we are described. This is why the prisoner and 
writer Ben Gunn is correct to be critical of the tendency of reform groups to speak 
about us and for us more than they speak to us, or rather, listen to us.

In terms of empowerment and language, prisoners are the exception. That 
shining example of liberal values The Sun delights in calling us ‘lags’. But in less 
conflagrational publications, it seems that we are in a transitional phase between 
‘prisoners’ and ‘offenders’.

At my instigation the Prison Reform Trust has agreed not to use the word 
‘offenders’ in its Annual Reports where this is avoidable. This promise has so 
far been kept. The Prison Service Journal uses ‘offenders’ but the Inspectorate’s 
report largely uses ‘prisoners’. In some contexts, for instance the work of Charlotte 
Bibby in her pioneering work for Monitoring the Quality of Prison Life (MQPL), 
we are referred to as ‘consumers’, though also as ‘offenders’. To see prisoners as 
consumers is a challenge too far for prison management!

You may ask, ‘What’s in a name?’ I would answer, ‘Everything’. Consider the heat 
generated in prison discourses over the term ‘denier’ versus ‘Prisoner Maintaining 
Innocence’ (PMI). Consider also the enthusiasm with which the word ‘offender’ 
is being taken up in the rewriting of policy documents and internal prison notices. 
Contrast this with the resistance of staff to using our first names or ‘Mister’ in 
accordance with Phillip Wheatley’s ‘Decency Agenda’, reiterated by Anne Owers 
(when she was Chief Inspector of Prisons). Labels don’t just describe people, they 
construct people.

Taking a firm line on addressing offending behaviour has its place, but the 
relentless, almost aggressive and ubiquitous use of the word ‘offender’ – such as 
seeing us described as ‘offenders’ on the front page of our own prison newspaper 
Inside Time (October 2008) – pushed me over the edge! The Open University’s use 
of the phrase ‘offender learning’ is beginning to grate on me too.

And what of the 36% of Inside Time readers who maintain their innocence.  Surely 
the term ‘offender’ is felt by them to be especially offensive? Stephen Kiszko was 
labelled an offender for 17 years. According to a prison psychologist, Stephen was 
an ‘offender with delusions of innocence’ (see the Guardian, 1 February 2001) until 
he was cleared and Roland Castree was convicted on DNA evidence of the same 
crime. Not all offenders are prisoners and not all prisoners are offenders. 

Even those who accept their offences and are willing to address them on offending 
behaviour courses do not want to be defined by their offences. They are offended 
by a word that seeks to reduce them to that single dimension, just as prison officers 
were and are rightly offended by the word ‘screw’. Accepting our offences or 
having our noses rubbed in them at every opportunity are very different things with 
different outcomes. Some of us have done bad things but those bad things are  
not us.

The Open University use the phrase ‘offender learner’ to describe prisoners studying its courses. In our preface to the 4-page pull-out on prison education 
in Society Matters 12 we used the phrase offender eight times, and this angered Jon Keeler, of HMP Long Lartin. Jon was in the first cohort of prisoner 

students to be awarded an OU degree in 1977. Since then he has achieved an Advanced Diploma in Criminology, an MA with Distinction in Social Policy and 
Criminology, and is currently completing a dissertation for another Masters on the construction of institutional identities. Here is his response.

Offensive language
Labels don’t  just describe people, they construct people. As prisoner student Jon Keeler explains, 

not all offenders are prisoners and not all prisoners are offenders

In the last year the most significant news 
for those involved in offender learning 
at the OU was the issuing by HM Prison 
Service of the latest Prison Services 
Instruction (PSI). The PSI aims to ensure 
that OU and other Higher Education 
and Distance Learning curricula are 
available to prisoners identified as likely 
to benefit from such study in line with 
assessments, resettlement requirements 
and aspirations. 

The PSI sets out both policy and a 
framework for strategic and operational 
processes, and clarifies roles and 
responsibilities in what can appear to be 
a complex structure involving a number 
of agencies including the University.

The OU welcomes the PSI and looks 
forward to working with all the parties 

involved with the Instruction to ensure 
a co-ordinated delivery of courses to our 
learners in prison.

On 5 November 2010 the University will 
be hosting a practitioners’ conference 
at the Milton Keynes Campus. The 
conference, titled Higher education: the 
student journey from the inside lane to 
the open road, is aimed at all those who 
work in the prisoner learning sector. 
Conference themes focus on student 
motivation and routes into higher 
education for prisoners; on learning 
experiences of students; and the impact 
higher education has on resettlement 
prospects when students in prison are 
released. 

The conference is designed to 
complement a national conference held 

in May 2010 by the Prisoners Education 
Trust (PET) on Lifelong learning and 
prisoners: the benefits of wider learning 
and the wider benefits of learning. Over 
130 delegates voted overwhelmingly in 
favour of the proposition that lifelong 
learning for prisoners is as important as 
qualifications for jobs. The conference 
report is published on the PET website: 
www.prisonerseducation.org.uk/
index.php?id=387. Keynote speakers 
include Terry Waite CBE, humanitarian, 
author and broadcaster and an honorary 
graduate of the OU who has expressed 
a particular interest in the University’s 
prison programme, and Pat Jones, the 
Director of the Prisoners Education 
Trust, a close partner organization of 
the University in delivering education to 
students in prison. Plans are underway 
for interviews to be undertaken with 

some of our students since the voices 
and views of our learners in prisons 
form part of the discussions.

The conference is intended to provide an 
opportunity for continuing professional 
development for practitioners to deliver 
and support higher education in prisons. 
Invitations have been sent to all Heads 
of Learning and Skills and Education 
Managers within the prison system, 
accrediting bodies, research institutes 
and voluntary agencies, as well as 
external partners and OU tutors and 
faculty staff. Workshop themes and 
topics include course accessibility 
and the challenges of delivering 
education in the prison environment and 
demonstrations of the Virtual Campus, a 
secure Moodle-based system designed 
to increase accessibility. 

Prisoner learning and the University: an update Prison: the latest figures

On 18 June 2010, the prison population in England and Wales was 
85,085.  When justice secretary Ken Clarke was last home
secretary from 1992 to 1993, the average prison population was 
44,628. In France, with the same population, the figure is 59,655 
and in Germany, with over 20 million more people, 72,043.

England and Wales have an imprisonment rate of 154 per 100,000 of 
the population. France has an imprisonment rate of 96 per 100,000 and 
Germany a rate of 88 per 100,000. The Labour government had planned to 
increase the net capacity of the prison estate to 96,000 by 2014 – 2015

Bromley Briefings
Produced twice-yearly by the Prison Reform Trust  using official 
figures drawn from a wide range of sources, the Bromley Briefings 
Prison Factfile is a comprehensive collection of facts and figures 
giving an up-to-date picture of the current prison population.

Source: www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/uploads documents/FactFileJuly2010.pdf

32,500: the growth in the prison population in England and Wales between 1995 and 2009, a 66% increase
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Prison pull-out SPECIAL PRISON SPECIAL

Re-offending ex-prisoners 
cost the taxpayer around 
£13 billion per year. 
Educating ex-offenders  
is in the best interests  
of everyone

Reformed bank robber Bobby 
Cummines is an OU graduate. He 
is the Chief Executive of Unlock, 
a national charity fighting to end 
the social exclusion of reformed 
offenders and break the cycle of 
re-offending

At the age of 16 I had my first conviction, for possessing 
a sawn-off shotgun. I didn’t enjoy school, began playing 
truant, and got involved with older criminals. I spent 13 
of the next 20 years in prison for various serious offences, 
including manslaughter and bank robbery. I was a very 
disruptive prisoner.

The ‘light bulb moment’ for me came when I was in 
Maidstone Prison and had the opportunity to start an Open 
University degree. For the first time it began to dawn on me 
that I didn’t have to leave prison and immediately get back 
into crime. There was another option. 

‘Education is liberation’ has become my catchphrase. Since 
I last came out of prison in 1988 I’ve gone from stacking 
supermarket shelves to founding Unlock, sitting on key 
government advisory panels and being named among 
the Evening Standard’s One Thousand Most Influential 
Londoners. And it has all come out of education. 

However, far too few offenders are getting the education 
that will help them go straight. All that many young people 
learn in jail is how to commit crime. They might be there 
for relatively minor offences such as graffiti or vandalism, 
but once inside they will be rubbing shoulders with 
experienced criminals who will teach them skills such as 
how to cut and sell drugs or how to get a weapon. All too 
often, they emerge as fully-fledged and efficient criminals, 
who will cost society a fortune. 

To break the cycle of re-offending we have to provide the 
kind of education and training that will help rehabilitate 
offenders. One thing I’ve been involved in personally is 
calling for greater access to Open University materials in 
prisons. However, we also need constructive alternatives to 
prison. 

One of Unlock’s key campaigns is the Diamond Project, 
a plan for a countrywide network of campus-like centres 
of excellence for offenders with sentences of less than 12 
months. At these centres they will be educated in vocational 
and life skills and gain work experience. The centres will 
also cater for young people who don’t have criminal 
convictions, but are identified as at risk of falling into 
crime.

Government calculates that re-offending ex-prisoners 
cost the taxpayer around £13 billion per year. Giving ex-
offenders the means to reintegrate back into society is in the 
best interests of everyone. 

Rachel Webb, an OU masters 
graduate in Environment, Policy and 
Society and Vice Chair of Stewkley 
Parish Council, reflects on the plight 
of ‘lifers’ and the role of education in 
their rehabilitation

Society Matters’ coverage of the OU and prisons (issue 12) 
consolidated the argument in favour of educating offenders 
as part of their rehabilitation. Besides greater knowledge, 
an offender’s self-esteem increases and their dedication to 
positive engagement and mature thinking is documented, 
thus improving their employment prospects and reducing the 
likelihood of re-offending. This is of tangible value to society.
However, ‘lifers’ (those whose crimes society judges to be so 
horrific that there is little chance, if any, of release from prison 
until ‘retirement’ age, or beyond) are not excluded from a 
prison education. What is the societal value of educating 
them, particularly to degree level? Could resources be 
allocated more efficiently – and justly – towards, for example, 
our children’s education?

Until recently, I considered the education of lifers as normal 
– something that was necessary and commonplace. Over 40 
years ago, while I attended a village junior school, the OU 
stepped onto the education stage and into prisons, including a 
top-security institution where my father was Chief Education 
Officer and, as he put it metaphorically, ‘…on the coal-face as 
well, teaching poetry-writing.’ My mother also worked there, 
teaching a variety of subjects including basic literacy and 
A-level English.

As a pre-teen, I tacitly reasoned that if my parents were 
involved, it must be right; but I am now pushing 50 and 
frequently question their actions and opinions, as I did after 
reading SM12. I asked them what they thought was the value 
and justification of educating ‘lifers’. As is their habit in later 
life, they first told me what other people thought, including 
the positive attitude of the teaching staff.

My father recalls them, ‘…working without precedents. It 
was one great big experiment: the Home Office was quite 
generous with supplies such as computers, books and civilian 
support staff. Somehow, rooms were found. The tutors 
worked with a combination of instinct and experience. There 
was no link between the various prisons, so there was no 
uniformity. Many tutors came from the further education 
college and became involved with a far higher level of 
education than their day jobs; so when it came to their future 
career considerations, they had an advantage.’

The prison governor was, as my father remembered, 
‘genuinely, all for the idea.’ Cynics might claim (incorrectly, 
my father insisted) that his support was partly strategic 
because of additional Home Office funding, or partly selfish 
because of the reflected glory of the prisoners’ successes.

‘I remember our first degree,’ my father continued. ‘It was in 
something like Politics, Philosophy and Economics. He [the 
offender] was summoned to attend the daily get-together of 
the Governor and senior civilian and officer representatives. 
They sat on one side of the table and our new graduate sat 
solo on the other side, so spic-and-span that it hurt, speaking 
only when spoken to, accepting the various congratulations 
quietly with a poker face. He was quite successful in giving 
the opinion that he was far better than anyone else there.’

While not the intended purpose of the OU courses, my father 
remembers this feeling of superiority as commonplace.

‘Offenders liked to be associated with degrees,’ he said. 
‘They felt that in some way they were one-up on the system, 
particularly on the prison officers, and they were delighted. 
They weren’t interested in what their fellow offenders 
thought. They were careful, though – punch-ups were always 
possible.’ My mother clarified, ‘Their fellow inmates were 
jealous and resentful.’

In addition to one-upmanship, offenders pursued their 
education at all levels for various reasons. My father listed 
a few: ‘…to get away from the organized routine; in some 
cases to learn to read and write; to talk to women [e.g. tutors] 
again. Lifers were the most ambitious: they were in no hurry 
and prison was a daily stagnation. The OU was their excuse 
for managing to cope daily with anything and everything. I 
suppose it was their last chance to do something positive with 
their lives – a last-chance saloon: quite a responsibility.’

As for their chosen subjects, ‘Lifers would choose difficult 
topics, the harder the better. After all, the Lord invented 
horses to put money on. Nuclear physics was too tangible. 
They tended to prefer semi-political subjects with an anti-
authority tinge.’

Regarding the prison officers, my mother remembered that, 
‘… not many were in favour of prison education, of the carrot 
not stick approach. Some were not as cooperative as they 
could have been.’ My father elucidated, ‘They had children at 
school who lacked the facilities available to the undeserving 
students in my own little niche.’

I asked if they agreed with these officers’ apparent assumption 
that educating lifers was wasteful and unjust. My mother said, 
‘Not all the lifers were fundamentally bad. Some shouldn’t 
have been there [a top-security prison].’

Perhaps, then, educating some lifers is a form of redress 
after a too-harsh punishment; education is one balancing 
means that leads to a less unjust end. As for those lifers who 
were ‘fundamentally bad,’ she had some sympathy with the 
disapproving officers’ viewpoint: ‘It [educating lifers] isn’t 
really right.’ My father, on the other hand, repeated his earlier 
comment: ‘It was all one big experiment. It hadn’t been done 
before and had to be tried sometime,’ which sounds rather 
like, ‘The Lord invented money to put horses on.’

One interpretation of this viewpoint is that the societal value 
and justification of educating ‘lifers’ is the satisfaction of 
our inherent human need to increase our knowledge, in this 
case to learn how to educate offenders (including ‘lifers’) to 
degree level and observe what the outcomes would be. The 
means (of increasing society’s knowledge) now justifies the 
‘undeserving’ end.

However, after 40 years the OU in prisons is no longer an 
experiment, and we know how to do it (more or less) and 
what happens: we need a more contemporary argument, 
perhaps along the following lines.

Society has bestowed on itself the right to remove an 
offender’s liberty, but has not determined that we should 
remove any offender’s need or right to increase his or her 
own knowledge (as opposed to society’s knowledge). While 
the justification of educating ‘lifers’ is uncertain, so is the 
justification of withholding that education: a justice stalemate. 
This stalemate might be broken and a positive outcome 
attained by proactively increasing the societal value by, for 
example, analysing lifers’ assumptions and arguments in their 
essays and debates. This would lead to a better understanding 
in society of the lifers’ personal histories and psychology, 
which could systemically inform crime prevention initiatives, 
prison reform, welfare programmes, children’s education and 
activities, and initiatives by religious institutions. In other 
words, the societal value of educating lifers may not be the 
rehabilitation of these offenders, but the prevention of crimes 
by potential future offenders.

Educating ‘lifers’ and justice

Watching BBC Newsnight on the evening after the June 
publication of the Saville Inquiry on Bloody Sunday, I sat 
up in my chair when I recognized one of my ex-OU students 
being interviewed by Jeremy Paxman. She is now Martina 
Anderson MLA, Sinn Fein Member for Foyle in the Northern 
Ireland Assembly, but I remember her as one of my Global 
Politics students in the early 1990s imprisoned in Durham 
gaol.

I know something of her extraordinary life story. Martina 
was born into a large Republican family in the Bogside in 
Derry and as early as her teens became politicized through the 
campaigns of the Civil Rights Association and the outrageous 
experience of Bloody Sunday. She soon became a volunteer 
of the Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA), engaging 
in violent actions in Northern Ireland and then on the British 
mainland. 

Martina was arrested in Glasgow in 1985, following the 
infamous hotel bombing in Brighton at the Conservative 
Party conference. She was convicted in 1986 of conspiring 
to cause explosions and spent 13 years in gaol, mainly in 
Durham, and then in Northern Ireland. 

During these years, she enrolled for an OU degree in Social 
Sciences, graduating with First Class (Honours) before her 
release under the terms of the Good Friday Agreement. Being 
an atheist with a long record of anti-war campaigning, I 
always found it rather surreal to be holding politics tutorials 
with a member of the IRA, in the chapel of the prison! During 
this period, she was also the secretary of the Irish Political 
Prisoners Association.

Since her release, Martina has renounced violence, and has 
emerged as a leading Sinn Fein politician. Elected to the 
Northern Ireland Assembly in 2007, she is now both the 
Director of Unionist Engagement and a founder member of 
the new Northern Ireland Policing Board.

I remember Martina as an exceedingly eager and 
intellectually challenging tutee, always prepared to argue 
her corner with tenacity, but ready to change her ideas 
once confronted by that awkward companion: reason. I 
was, therefore, not surprised to see her handle the Paxman 
interview with superb aplomb, leaving the Newsnight ‘attack 
dog’ well and truly muzzled!  I predict that we are going to 
see and hear more from this outstanding First Class graduate 
of the OU. 

From prison to political power
Peter Smith, Associate Lecturer, Northern Region 09, reports on how an ex OU prisoner-student muzzled Jeremy 
Paxman, the Newsnight ‘attack dog’, in a recent interview on the outcome of the Bloody Sunday inquiry

Martina was the 200th prisoner to be released 
under the Good Friday Agreement.

Peter has been teaching Open University students in northern prisons – A category HMP Frankland, 
Durham, Acklington and HMYOI Deerbolt in Barnard Castle – for over 30 years.

PRISON FACTS
48% of prisoners are at, or below, the level expected 
of an 11 year old in reading, 65% in numeracy and 
82% in writing.

Nearly half those in prison have no qualifications 
at all.

Half of all prisoners do not have the skills required 
by 96% of jobs and only one in five are able to 
complete a job application form.

41% of men, 30% of women and 52% of young 
offenders were permanently excluded from school. 
The figure is 2% for the general population.

According to Ofsted a third of learning and skills 
provision inspected in prisons was inadequate.

The Social Exclusion Unit found that basic 
skills learning can contribute to a reduction in 
re–offending of around 12%.

From: Bromley Briefings Prison Factfile, 
November 2009, Prison Reform Trust

£140,000: the annual cost of jailing children aged between 10 and 17 years in England and Wales; 51,000 children aged between 10 and 17 were found guilty of indictable offences in 2007

BB
C 

/ O
U

 Id
en

tit
y 

 ©
  | 

 Id
en

tit
y,

 e
th

ni
ci

ty
 a

nd
 s

oc
ia

l r
el

at
io

ns
 in

 p
ris

on



PRISON SPECIAL

Ever since the appalling murder of Zahid Mubarek in 
2000 by a racist cell-mate in Feltham, the question 
of racism in prisons has been under close scrutiny. 

In 2003 the Commission for Racial Equality investigation 
made seventeen findings of unlawful racial discrimination by 
Her Majesty’s Prison Service (HMPS) and found widespread 
acts of racist abuse. In February 2010 Ministry of Justice 
complaints data revealed a steady rise in alleged racist 
incidents at the 139 prisons in England and Wales. 

The prison service, like other public institutions, is now 
bound by the Race Relations Amendment Act (2000), 
which places a duty on public authorities to promote ‘good 
relations between persons of different racial groups’. This 
is particularly significant given the long-standing over-
representation of black men in prison. However, despite an 
increased profile for diversity policies in prison, there is little 
research to provide understandings of how men of different 
ethnicities get along with each other in the pressured and 
claustrophobic environment of a prison. 

Recently, however, a research project has tried to fill this gap 
by conducting qualitative research in two men’s prisons in 
southeast England – HMYOI Rochester and HMP Maidstone. 
For a period of eight months in each prison, Rod Earle (Open 
University) and Coretta Phillips (LSE) spent time chatting 
and mixing with prisoners, trying to get a sense of how 
questions of ethnicity and identity are experienced by the 
men there. In addition to hanging around on wings and prison 
workshops, one hundred and ten in-depth interviews were 
conducted with a representative sample of prisoners.

The results reveal a complex and contradictory picture of 
social relations among prisoners. 

Ethnic differences were frequently seen as quite an • 
ordinary and unremarkable aspect of many prisoners’ 
lives, both at home, in the community and in prison. 

Black prisoners and minority ethnic men tended to • 
have stronger senses of ethnic identity, sometimes 
taking the form of cultural expressions in styles of 
hair care and ways of wearing prison clothes. Some 
white prisoners also felt comfortable with these 
styles but for others they seemed challenging.

Many white and ethnic minority prisoners preferred • 
to ignore ethnic differences and focus on a sense of 
‘common humanity’; differences of skin colour and 
culture were frequently dismissed as largely irrelevant. 

However, many social groupings and forms of association 
tended to be of prisoners of similar ethnicity, but this 
did not appear to be rigid or actively exclusionary.

Yeah, you see a little bit of a mix and then you 
see everyone isolated as well, you know, yeah. A 
lot of black people stick together. A lot of Turks 
stick together, but sometimes I don’t think they 
mean to do it, it’s just who you get on with really 
innit …

Mixed Race, British National, Christian 

Expressions of explicit racism or racialized antagonism • 
were strongly, and sometimes violently, condemned 
by prisoners. Open racism was not tolerated but 
the researchers found evidence that it had retreated 
behind closed doors rather than disappeared. For 
some white prisoners, feelings of hostility toward 
black and minority ethnic prisoners continued to be 
expressed in private, away from ‘mixed company’. 
These expressions drew on conventional racist fantasies 
of white superiority and essential differences.

Some white prisoners expressed frustration at the • 
impact of race equality policies, which they felt 
unfairly offered minority ethnic prisoners a form of 
leverage against the prison regime that they could not 
operate. This ‘race card resentment’ had developed 
momentum and currency among white prisoners.

Similar resentment was directed against Muslim prisoners • 
whose collective presence in the prison was widely 
suspected to be opportunistic or based on coercion. At 
the same time, there was also appreciation that practicing 
your faith was a fundamental right, and there was 
widespread respect for the various religious practices that 
many were unfamiliar with prior to coming into prison. 

Our interviews with a representative sample of • 
Muslim prisoners revealed widely differing levels 
of observance and cultural heritages that stood in 
marked contrast to the perceptions of non-Muslim 
prisoners of a singular, monolithic Muslim identity. 

For many of the younger men interviewed in the HMYOI • 
Rochester whether you were black or white was of less 
significance than where you were from. Area-based 
identification or a sense of locality seemed at times to 
displace senses of identity based on conventional ideas of 
race or ethnicity. This sense of ‘postcode pride’ seemed 
less significant to the older men in the adult prison.

The resulting social relations among prisoners were 
characterized by what Phillips and Earle have called ‘con-
viviality’, drawing from Paul Gilroy’s (2004) recent work on 
this topic. This involves, in the prison, a sense of ‘having to 
live together’, the familiar prison adaptation of ‘doing time’ 
and simply getting on with it. It seemed to be composed of 
slightly wary social relations in which racism was present but 
manifestly unstable, inconsistent and contradictory. Racism 
persisted, but ‘off-stage’, in a manner that suggested the lived 
experience of being ‘up close and personal’ with others could 
not easily sustain the imagined qualities of racial difference 
(see Phillips, 2008). For many white prisoners this generated 
a kind of additional stress as they found themselves involved 
in the everyday, ordinary, negotiation of differences. This 
was accomplished with varying degrees of success by most 
prisoners, though for some the task of doing so was resented:

… it’s just the way they talk, like, ‘That little 
White ting, and that little White prick’, you know 
and ‘White this and White that’… But if we’re 
sitting there going, ‘Yeah that little Paki c***’, or 
‘Big black prick’, then all of a sudden, we’re, we’re 
labelled as a racist. 

 White, British National, Nil religion

Resentment allowed some white prisoners to articulate 
visceral, irrational and traditional racist sentiments that 
are otherwise silenced, or appear to have lost their wider 
legitimacy, by evoking a plaintive sense of neglect and 
white victimization. For some white prisoners, investment 
in passive resentment and victimhood provided comfort 
against what they perceived to be their exclusion from the 
empowering effect of diversity equality policies. These 

prisoners identified themselves as being denied the ‘race-
cards’ deployed by minority ethnic prisoners who they saw 
as being unfairly privileged by the prison administration (see 
Hage, 2000; Ware, 2008). However, others found common 
ground and vitality in the mix the prison presented. 
The prison environment is in many ways the opposite 
of what might usually be associated with conviviality – 
historically it is a place that makes enormous efforts to 
suppress spontaneity, condition individuality and deny 
collectivities. Prison is a deliberately austere environment, 
where ordinary struggles against monotony and boredom 
becomes unnaturally elevated. This tends to foster a kind 
of resistant, deliberate but limited conviviality, an assertion 
of basic common humanity in an institution famous for 
the opposite. It is possible that the social relations of ethnic 
diversity found in the prison are still conditioned by the 
low key but necessary solidarity of men thrown together 
in prison that Gresham Sykes described in his 1958 classic 
The Society of Captives. The book suggests common bonds 
between prisoners, a device to claim tolerance and develop 
a limited sense of cohesion in the face of the otherwise 
overwhelmingly oppressive authority of the prison. In both 
prisons studied in this research it appears that the men foster 
a kind of constrained convict-conviviality but with racialized 
tensions far from completely expunged. 

Coretta and Rod gratefully acknowledge 
the men serving sentences who made 
them welcome and generously shared 
their experiences and thoughts. We also 
acknowledge the kind support and assistance 
of the Governors and staff of HMYOI 
Rochester and HMP Maidstone. 

Is multicultural prison 
life con-vivial?
Prisons tend to foster an assertion of basic common humanity in places 
famous for the opposite. Rod Earle, Lecturer in Youth Justice at the Open 
University, that men foster a kind of constrained convict-conviviality but 
with racialized tensions far from completely expunged

HMP Grendon is the one facility of 
its kind that embraces that brave 
idea of redemption. It works.  
Don’t let it be destroyed, argues 
Libby Brooks

The man to my left is trembling as he sits down. He 
drapes one arm across the back of the adjoining 
chair, but can’t seem to relax. ‘This is…this really 

is quite intimidating,’ he mutters, pinching the bridge of his 
nose with his other hand. The man to my right greets me 
warmly: ‘Thank you for coming.’ He is calm and assured, 
with grey-flecked hair and kind eyes. In a moment, as 
we work round the seated circle introducing ourselves, I 
will learn that Mr Anxious is a chronic alcoholic serving 
life for the murder of a drinking buddy, Mr Charisma the 
same sentence for rape. The windows of HMP Grendon’s 
G Wing meeting room are open. It’s a breezy afternoon, 
and the blinds flutter against the glass like captive birds.

In late October 2009 I spent the extra hour afforded 
by the return to Greenwich Mean Time in a cold and 
bare shoebox cell, with a mini-muffin and a moulded 
polyurethane pillow that my head left no impression upon 
for company. I was a guest of Friends of Grendon, the 
charity staging this sponsored sleepover to raise money 
for the most compelling, controversial and resilient penal 
experiment in Europe. Unusually, the inmates themselves 
were also drivers of the event, with greater cause than 
many to evangelize about a regime that is painfully but 

irrevocably changing their lives – and is now under threat.
Grendon opened as a psychiatric prison in 1962, 

at a time when rehabilitative optimism was enjoying 
a brief blossoming. It is unique because it is run as a 
therapeutic democracy. Inmates don’t live on wings, but 
in communities, which meet every Monday and Friday 
to vote on administrative business. (The only reason I 
can report on the weekend’s activities is that I was thus 
granted permission.) They then revert to smaller sessions 
during the rest of the week for intensive group therapy. 
The excavation doesn’t end there, though, continuing 
informally over pool tables and cups of tea with other 
prisoners and specially trained officers. Men must elect to 
come here, and undergo a rigorous assessment. The ethos 
is one of dynamic security – inmates police themselves, 
holding those who breach rules to account, and maintain 
the ultimate sanction of voting out habitual transgressors.

The majority of Grendon inmates are lifers, comprising 
some of the most dangerous and disruptive men in the 
system. Crucially, they have recognized that the tick-box 
brevity of cognitive behavioural therapy courses offered 
in conventional prisons do not work for them. They 
want to change, fundamentally. It isn’t an easy ride.

‘The 18 months I’ve spent here have been the hardest in 
18 years inside,’ Craig tells me. ‘I was used to hiding behind 
bravado and violence. To show emotion was very hard. A lot 
of my development has come from hearing other people’s 
stories. The feelings are very raw. I don’t think many people 
come here knowing what it’s going to involve. Every image 
of yourself is broken down. And none of it is done in private.’

It is certainly perplexing to encounter such eloquent 

therapy-speak from a man whose alternate vocabulary is 
based around nonces, bang-up and beef. So is it yet more 
box-ticking? The fact is that Grendon works. Latest research 
shows that for prisoners who stay here for more than 18 
months, the reconviction rate within two years of release 
falls to 20%, compared with almost 50% for those serving 
in conventional prisons. Just as significantly, the number of 
drug and violence-related offences is close to zero, compared 
with 120 annually for every hundred inmates elsewhere.

Despite this salutary record, recent and future cutbacks 
are strangling the regime. As the chief inspector of prisons, 
Anne Owers, noted in August, financial efficiency savings 
take little account of Grendon’s role, reducing time out 
of cell and cancelling groups, while limiting the informal 
interaction with staff that supports the therapeutic process.

Grendon doesn’t work for everyone, but, for those 
who survive it, the results are astonishing. Therefore, it’s 
equally astonishing that, nearly 50 years on, it remains 
an experiment, viewed by the rest of the prison service 
as at best a fig leaf, at worst a major pain in the hole.

As for my own time inside, it’s not that enlightening, 
as it lasted only a day and a night. But I did notice some 
things. First, how easy it was to cede responsibility. I was 
without a timepiece, so had to rely on barked commands 
telling me when to eat, mingle and sleep. I did not feel 
like Libby any more, carrying standard issue towels and 
plastic cutlery back to my cell. The unequivocal slam of 
the wing gate was horrible, even knowing it would be 
open again at 7a.m. and that I’d done nothing wrong.

I was clearly never going to be an advocate for the 
prisons-as-holiday-camps school. But even I was shocked 

by how utterly erasing the most considerate of regimes can 
be. It is a choice we have, whether to meet man’s inhumanity 
to man with hope or derision. Grendon is the one place in 
the country to practise this most dangerous and magical of 
beliefs – that bad and broken men can redeem themselves.

A weekend behind bars showed me why this prison is precious

Raiding wrong 
dwellings cost 
taxpayer £500,000
UK police forces paid out over half a million pounds 
in compensation in 2009 to repair damage inflicted 
in raids based on deficient intelligence, according to 
payments revealed under the Freedom of Information 
Act. The police bungled 3,607 operations in which the 
incorrect address was raided, and in many cases police 
simply went to the wrong house next door. Most of 
the damage was inflicted on doors and windows, and 
possessions damaged in raids. The Metropolitan police 
accounted for over half the cost, but the incidents 
occurred across every policing area, reinforcing the 
view that mistakes in compiling evidence or not 
having enough evidence is a national problem. One 
incident involved a woman who was breast feeding 
at her home. The police barged in and arrested her 
partner, stepfather and a friend, before realizing the real 
targeted drug offenders lived next door. The outcomes 
are often traumatic for the innocent parties, and 
obtaining any compensation can take a long time. 

13   47%: the number of adults that are reconvicted within one year of being released – for those serving sentences of less than 12 months this increases to 60%

In HMYOI Rochester there is a woodworking workshop in which a few prisoners can make and paint. 
Onto a wooden box an image of the cartoon character Donald Duck has been painted. The white 
duck retains the pale, nursery blue sailor’s hat and jacket, but his eyes are psychotically crossed and 
blood-shot, his duckbill snarls while his left wing/hand holds aloft a blazing pistol, and in his right, he 
clasps a DJ’s microphone ready to ‘spit’ some ‘lyrics’. In characteristic hip-hop graffiti style lettering 
the owner’s postcode and area, ‘Eastside’ ‘ Roman Road’ ‘E3 ‘  are stamped across the box.
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PRISON SPECIAL

As the last issue of Society Matters revealed, the OU has an established 
reputation as a successful provider of Higher Education in prisons. 
Providing Higher Education in prisons is always fraught with challenges and 

difficulties. Despite the obstacles (of which there are many), our Associate Lecturers, 
Staff Tutors and Student Support staff perform a remarkable job in attempting to 
support our prison students. 

OU students in prison are often amongst our most successful. They have a higher than 
average rate of completion of courses and awards and tend to achieve higher course 
results. Some exceptional prison students progress seamlessly from undergraduate 
to postgraduate qualifications. An increasing number of OU courses have begun to 
include more online content and electronic assessment strategies – both of which 
can prevent prison students from undertaking these courses, though the University 
is trying to provide alternative platforms of delivery. Nevertheless, the OU provides 
an invaluable opportunity for many prison students to excel in learning and to gain 
valuable qualifications and skills. 

For those prison students who successfully complete postgraduate study, a very small 
number then subsequently find that they have the curiosity, drive and determination to 
take their studies further. The prospect of undertaking a PhD in prison can sometimes 
be a possibility for some extremely exceptional students. Due to the requirement of 
independence in PhD work, it may be – in a practical sense – highly problematic (and 
unfortunately often impossible) for an academic to consider accepting a PhD student 
who is a currently serving prisoner. However, under very exceptional circumstances, 
supervising a PhD student in prison can be a rewarding experience for both students 
and supervisors. 

Every year the Social Sciences Faculty (which tends to be the most popular faculty 
for undergraduate study in prisons) receives one or two PhD applications from 
students in prison. These prospective students are subject to the same competitive 
processes as all PhD applicants – they must have a good first degree, appropriate 
methods training, and they must submit a clear and sophisticated research proposal. 
On rare occasions we receive applications from a prison student who meets all these 
requirements. However, the decision of whether or not to accept the student does 
not end here. As with all PhD applicants, it can be difficult to find supervisors with 
relevant expertise in the students’ proposed research area. Also, there may not be 
a supervisory team available that is willing and able to overcome the difficulties 
associated with supervising a student in prison.

Part of the difficulty is that when it comes to PhD study, the OU operates exactly 
like a conventional university. PhD students are expected to live within a reasonable 
distance of Walton Hall in Milton Keynes, to attend face-to-face supervisions with 
central academic supervisors, and to take part in the research environment of their 
department. None of these crucial aspects of PhD study are possible for the prison 
student. As a result, supervisors must be prepared to provide far more support than 
what is required for PhD students under normal circumstances. Further, this support 

may need to be sustained for a long period. Because a PhD student in prison cannot 
be physically present at Walton Hall they are only eligible for part-time registration. 
A PhD undertaken in prison, therefore, is a lengthy commitment and might take 
upwards of 5 years to complete. Although prison students who want to pursue PhD 
study tend to be long-serving prisoners, the demands of prison life may interfere 
with the student’s progress, and supervisors may be unable to maintain high levels 
of support for such a long period. In addition, individual prison establishments may 
not be very helpful in accommodating supervision. As PhD supervision must be 
conducted by central academic staff this means that supervisors need to travel to 
prison establishments, be security cleared for access to the establishment, and work 
outside the OU’s normal prison tutorial arrangements. Prison education managers 
may find it difficult to find the time to manage these extra tasks. 

My own experience of supervising a PhD student in prison has mostly been 
frustrating. The student is exceptionally bright and has valuable contributions to make 
to knowledge and to the discipline. The practical difficulties, however, sometimes 
feel insurmountable. The main difficulties rest with the practicalities of holding 
supervisions, which seem difficult for the particular prison establishment where the 
student currently resides. Nonetheless, we remain committed to his project and his 
pursuit of his PhD because he is an exceptional thinker and student and deserves 
every chance to pursue his academic aspirations. 

Despite the many difficulties and challenges, the experience of supervising a PhD 
student in prison can be extraordinary and endlessly rewarding. In principle, prison 
life can actually lend itself well to the independent pursuit of knowledge required for 
PhD study. Provided the student can access relevant materials, has an accommodating 
and proactive Education Manager, and is interested in pursuing a project that can lend 
itself to the circumstances, a PhD undertaken in prison can provide a good opportunity 
for dedicated study. A theoretically driven PhD, for example, could be pursued with 
little difficulty within the confines of a prison. In addition, there are some disciplines 
where the fact of undertaking a PhD in prison would contribute to the authenticity of 
the subject matter. This is the case with my own prison PhD student, whose prison-
related project uniquely lends itself to the circumstances. 

The values and foundations on which the OU is founded and our exemplary support 
structures mean we are uniquely positioned to take on the rare and exceptional student 
who wishes to pursue a PhD in prison. Although it can be fraught with problems, 
the experience – for both student and supervisor – is not without its rewards and 
triumphs.

Since the first national penitentiary opened in the early 1800s, there has been a 
long–running debate in the UK over what prisons are actually for, and what 
they should be trying to achieve. Generally speaking, the variety of opinions 

of the role of prisons can be boiled down into three main ideas. They are seen as 
places that should primarily punish, protect or rehabilitate. 

However, despite this variety of opinions one thing that seems to be a common 
theme is that once a person is in jail, the structural constraints they experience largely 
determine their fate.

On the surface this seems to be self evident. On closer inspection though, all might 
not be what it first seems. There are cases where prisoners’ decisions are much more 
significant than the rules they live under, even if choices are severely limited by their 
environment.

One very good example of this can be seen in prison education departments up 
and down the country. More particularly, a student’s decision to embark on Level 4 
(undergraduate) study can lead to some enormous changes. Once a prisoner chooses 
to undertake an OU degree, their lives can be transformed forever. There is no clearer 
illustration of this than Jason, an OU social sciences student in HMP Ashwell in 
Rutland.

Last November, the OU in the East Midlands was fortunate enough to be part of a 
well-attended graduation ceremony held for Jason in the prison. Everyone who was 
there agreed that it was an extremely moving and memorable event. 

This was, in no small part, due to the way in which the prison organized the day. To 
their credit the event included a cross-section of everyone involved in OU study for a 
student in prison. There were a number of prison education staff and OU colleagues. 
Also in attendance were other OU students, Jason’s family members and some of his 
close friends, all of whom came to lend their support as he was awarded his degree.

He began his acceptance speech by reminiscing about his first year with the OU in 
which he successfully completed DD100 An Introduction to the Social Sciences.

‘I remember my first year of social science. The terminology alone was difficult to 
understand, and then I had huge differing concepts, debates and research to break 
down and reorganize into useful evidence in order to construct an argument for 
or against a particular question set for me. To add to this, the arguments had to be 
answered in no more than 1,000 or 2,000 words, which was a mind-boggling task in 
itself! Each year the difficulty increased. The terminology and concepts became more 
complex and advanced.’

In his second and third years, Jason studied DD201 Sociology and Society and 
DD318 Culture, Media and Identities, which gave him the Diploma in Sociology to 
add to the Certificate in Social Sciences he gained from passing DD100 in his first 
year. He then turned his attention to psychology. 

Jason has accepted his Open Degree and is now working towards a BSc (Honours) in 
Psychology. One of the things he was at great pains to say was how grateful he was 
to have been involved in OU study, not least because of the ‘excellence in producing 
such a high standard of study material’. Most tellingly, Jason finished his speech 
by quoting T.H. Huxley, as a way of illustrating the fact that he was sure he’d been 
‘making positive use’ of his time in prison.

‘The chessboard is the world, the pieces are the phenomena of the universe, 
the rules of the game are what we call the laws of Nature, the player on the 
other side is hidden from us. We know that his play is always fair, just and 
patient, but we also know, to our cost, that he never overlooks a mistake or 
makes the smallest allowance for ignorance.’

And he concluded:

‘I feel this degree holds more than just academic value. More importantly 
it has been a tool in my pursuit in achieving a greater awareness so that I 
can challenge my ignorance and avoid making the same mistakes of the 
past. Finally, what does make this moment more fulfilling is being able to 
share this with my peers and to feel the encouraging love and pride from 
my loved ones.’

It was clear to all that Jason is a very good example of someone who has turned 
adversity to his advantage by using his time in prison productively. He is a real–life 
example of everything that the OU’s inclusive principles stand for. 

His chessboard is the world 
Shaun McMann, Student Services Manager at the Open University in the East Midlands, reflects on one prisoner’s experience of the Open University as he 

finally graduates at HMP Ashwell. Jason, Shaun reveals, is a real–life example of everything that the Open University’s inclusive principles stand for

Supervising postgraduate students 
in Her Majesty’s prisons

Dr Deborah Drake, Lecturer in Criminology and the Social Sciences’  Widening Participation Coordinator (Prisons), 
explores the difficulties and rewards of studying for a postgraduate OU award in prison

178 per 100,000 of population:  the rate of imprisonment in England and Wales – the highest in Western Europe and higher than many Eastern European countries. It is already above 
Bulgaria (124),Romania (126), Slovakia (151) and Hungary (152)
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PSYCHOLOGY/ CARBON  FO OTP RI NT

Some psychologists spend 
fruitless hours in internecine 
argument, if not all-out conflict, 

when our efforts should be devoted 
to solving the big problems of human 
survival. 

A good example is the nonsensical 
argument over whether human 
behaviour is more heavily dependent 
upon biology or culture. Biological 
reductionists look at scans of the brain 
to find answers to their problems. 
Social constructionists ignore the brain, 
putting their faith in society and social 
construction of language. From this 
camp, I regularly see the claim that 
psychology has more in common with 
sociology than it does with biology. 
Indeed, I have even heard the claim 
that psychologists should have more 
in common with sociology than with 
psychology itself! 

Some years ago, research documented 
the nature of in-group versus out-group 
stereotyping and its applications, e.g. 

to inter-ethnic strife and decision-
making in organizations. The research 
articulated such features as seeing one’s 
in-group as being uniformly virtuous, 
whereas little or no virtue attached to 
the out-group. It would be useful for 
psychology to apply this insight to itself 
since a version of it still permeates parts 
of the subject. 

Since biology and culture do not 
combine in any kind of linear way, 
I have absolutely no idea what the 
question of their respective weightings 
even means, let alone what the answer 
might be. We should not still be having 
these fruitless debates. 

To take the most simplistic analogy 
and one that cannot begin to capture 
the true complexity, suppose I go to 
the University’s Maths Computing 
and Technology Faculty and ask, 
‘What is the programme shown on 
my television more heavily dependent 
upon: the signal sent out by the BBC 
or my TV set?’  I would expect to get 
a look of utter incredulity. Yet equally 
naïve questions on dichotomy are 
being asked in psychology. Of course, 
if TV reception is bad, it is valid to 
ask whether the signal or my TV (or 
the combination) is to blame, but this 
only reinforces the point that some 
understanding of both is needed to 
make any sense of the situation. 

From the moment of fertilization, 
the human is inescapably biological 
and locked into interaction with an 
environment, first the womb and then 
the external environment with its 
physical and social aspects. At every 
stage, the brain both influences, and is 
influenced by, the environment. The 

fact that the environment has a crucial 
role in wiring the brain shows that we 
should not treat biology as something 
peripheral and static. 

A consequence of factional in-
fighting is that psychologists have 
no organizing framework to which 
they can all subscribe. By contrast, 
biology has a framework based upon 
concepts acceptable to all biologists, 
such as (a) the principle of evolution 
and adaptation and (b) the cell as a 
fundamental building block of all 
biological systems. Of course, there are 
vigorous debates within biology but 
they have a healthy and rational basis.

What might an organizing framework 
for psychology look like? One might be 
found in a bio-psychosocial perspective 
on understanding mind and behaviour. 
This has been successful at guiding 
thinking in the treatment of mental 
distress but has made little impact in 
other areas. It asserts that events at 
biological, psychological and social 
levels all need to be taken into account 
in trying to explain mental events and 
behaviour. A change in any one of these 
will have implications for all three and 
no one component has any intrinsic 
claim to priority.

Take a phenomenon such as addiction 
and thereby another unhelpful 
dichotomy that still persists within 
psychology: can addictions be classified 
into psychological versus physical? 
Unless we retain a 17th-century 
view of the universe, this question 
is meaningless. Every addiction is 
simultaneously psychological and 
physical though, of course, only some 
involve exogenous chemicals. 

Addiction is something that is strongly 
associated with social dislocation. 
For example, despite the alarmist 
statements of certain US Presidents 
that the nation was in danger of losing 
a whole generation to the evils of crack 
cocaine, crack addiction is a serious 
problem mainly amongst disadvantaged 
minority populations living in ghettos. 
Wall Street yuppies can usually take it 
with little risk of addiction. This says 
much about the roots of addiction. 
Clearly the use of such a drug is a social 
issue, in need of a social solution, so 
does this mean that it is not a biological 
issue? Of course, this cannot be so. 
Crack has effects on 

particular neurotransmitter systems (e.g. 
dopamine) in the brain that form the 
physical basis of its effect. This enables 
us to understand why, for example, 
the socially-dislocated do not get 
addicted to LSD or magic mushrooms. 
Understanding the brain immediately 
illuminates the reason why people 
come to crave crack, since it taps into 
powerful ‘wanting systems’ that would 
normally mediate conventional ‘wants’. 
This suggests possible interventions 
to treat addicted people, whilst in 
no way doubting that, morally and 
pragmatically, priority should be given 
to targeting the social dimension. 

All addictions, whether to drugs or 
non-drugs (e.g. gambling, shopping, 
sex), have effects on brain dopamine 
systems. Hence it makes no sense to 
draw a dichotomy between so-called 
physical and psychological addictions.

Next, let me consider evolutionary 
psychology. I am uncomfortable 
with some of its more outlandish 
claims. However, can we ignore an 

evolutionary perspective, as some 
psychologists like to do? (At least, in 
their rejection of Darwin, religious 
fundamentalists have the virtue of total 
consistency!) Suppose that we believe 
that we got here by means of evolution. 
It seems totally inconceivable to me that 
this will not have shaped our brains in 
ways that can be discovered by careful 
reasoning about our evolutionary 
history, and that insights can be gained 
in this way. Does this mean that we are 
simply slaves to our genes? Not at all. 
That is to misunderstand the dynamic 
nature of social-biological interaction.

Why has psychology not been more 
successful at tackling the really big 
problems? For example, surely human-
made climate change is in large part 
a psychological issue. Similarly, we 
know that excessive materialism and 
inequality are bad for our health and 
yet where is the powerful psychological 
voice demanding answers from our 
politicians on, say, why increasing 
GDP is taken as the yardstick of a 
nation’s success? I suggest that our 
fragmentation could in part be to blame.

Finally, let me turn to B.F. Skinner, the 
American behaviourist. I could hardly 
champion Skinner as a role model 
of integration. Indeed, he was highly 
territorial and missed out much of the 
picture. However, that could equally 
be said about many psychologists. 
Skinner had some profoundly important 
things to say. Alas, these days he 
is dismissed out of hand by many 
psychologists, who do not even bother 
to read him. His work has become 
yet another victim of the divisions 
within psychology. Pollution and 
climate change represent a textbook 

(‘Skinnerian’) case of where a short-
term reinforcement process (material 
gain) is pitted against systems that 
mediate restraint. Appeals for restraint, 
for example, as in the use of eco-
friendly transport, go largely unheeded 
since societies are organized in such 
a way as to reinforce the non-Green 
options. Globally, addiction to material 
goods and, in particular, to oil/ petrol is 
vastly more dangerous than addiction 
to any drug. 

We need the clear voice of psychology 
to show our politicians the possible 
ways forward. Decades ago, Skinner 
warned of the impending catastrophe 
unless we changed direction and 
suggested solutions. His green 
manifesto (1948) was extraordinarily 
prescient for today. In its 1976 edition 
(p. xvi), he argued:

Not only can we not face 
the rest of the world while 
consuming and polluting 
as we do. We cannot for 
long face ourselves while 
acknowledging the violence 
and chaos in which we live.

On both practical and ethical grounds, 
Skinner was also a passionate opponent 
of the use of punishment as a means of 
solving social problems. The failure of 
the so-called war on drugs (involving 
the incarceration of society’s most 
vulnerable) to make even the slightest 
impact on the problem should surely 
prompt a reconsideration of Skinner. 

In summary, I suggest that 
psychologists need to take a long hard 
look at psychology and ask why it is 
not being more effective.

I’m basically a lazy sort, but I do like to save a bob or two, particularly in these 
tough economic times. Like everyone else who isn’t a banker, I’m constantly 
looking for ways to economize. However, in order to gain some perspective, 

I have to think back to when I was a student the first time, in the late 1980s. It was 
a tough job trying to get by on a grant and still find money for beer, cigarettes and 
hair gel. 

Around this time, I saw a popular science programme with Graeme Garden, 
whom some readers might remember from the 1970s as the one in The Goodies 
who looked like an Open University lecturer. He presented what could loosely be 
described as an experiment, in which a woman was asked to stop using shampoo 
for two months. After one month, her hair looked disgustingly greasy and matted. 
After two months, it had rebalanced. It now ‘cleaned itself’ and looked great. It 
was revealed (and now, here’s the science bit, as they say) that shampoo strips the 
coating off the hair follicles, causing them to dry out. To compensate, the scalp over-
produces oil, thus requiring more and more frequent shampooing. That is, unless 
you stop and do a kind of ‘cold turkey’ for your hair.

This is what I decided to do, though I managed to bypass most of the yucky stages 
by occasionally using lemon juice. It worked, just like they said, and I didn’t 
use shampoo for years. Then one day, instead of going to a barbers, I went to a 
hairdressers for a cut. Not wanting to appear like some kind of tramp to the young 
lady stylist, I let her wash my hair; not once but twice. I was back to shampoo 
dependency.

Recently, I decided to kick the habit again. This time around the internet is in 
existence, so I thought it might be fun (and also relatively easy) to do some research 
into the environmental and economic impact of this multi-million dollar industry of 
questionable necessity and benefit. 

Good old Wikipedia told me that in English the word shampoo comes from the 
Hindi chāmpo and dates back to 1762. The Hindi word referred to head massage, 
usually with some form of hair oil. The practice was introduced into this country by 
a Bengali entrepreneur, Sake Dean Mahomed, back in the days of the Empire, when 
it soon became the very latest fashionable thing to do.

I discovered (here’s more science) that the pH balance of hair is what’s really 
critical to its state and appearance. If you look at hair follicles under a microscope, 
they have ‘scales’ which will only lie flat and smooth if the pH is right. The natural 
oil in human hair, sebum, has a pH of 5. The pH of your hair can be changed by 
using apple cider vinegar or lemon juice to lower the pH, or baking soda to raise 
it. Other ‘natural’ substances can be found in the average kitchen – at a lower cost! 
Naturally.

It is estimated that the UK hair care market is worth in excess of £700m a year. 
Shampoo accounts for nearly half of this, the rest being mainly conditioners and 
styling products. About eight out of ten of us buy shampoo.

In 2006, Boots, working together with the Carbon Trust, attempted to calculate the 
carbon footprint of one of their shampoos. This is part of the Carbon Trust’s drive 
to create a sort of green equivalent to the Fairtrade label to enable the customer to 
find out how a particular product affects their carbon footprint. It is also designed to 
encourage manufacturers to reduce their own carbon footprints.

Back in less environmentally enlightened times, when carbon footprints were 
mostly left by the coal man, shampoo bottle instructions told the user to ‘lather, 
then rinse’. Then one brand instructed the consumer to ‘lather, rinse, and repeat’, 
resulting in a doubling of sales. The other brands rapidly followed their lead. Now, 
if it’s unnecessary to shampoo twice, I suggest that half the environmental impact 
could be removed at once.

It has been calculated that over 90 per cent of the total carbon dioxide release is 
a result of heating water for showering and hair washing. By reducing water use 
from 22.5 litres to 18 litres and the temperature from 40 to 37ºC, emissions would 
be reduced by a third. If you forgot about shampooing entirely, you could reduce 
emissions even more. And think about the savings you could achieve by cutting out 
blow-drying, curling and straightening!

Whenever I see the word ‘shampoo’, I see two words – ‘sham’ and ‘poo’. If you 
look ‘sham’ up in your dictionary, you will find a definition like ‘counterfeit or 
pretence; a hoax or imposture.’ I don’t think we need to look up poo, do we?

Why has psychology not 
been more successful 
at tackling the really 
BIG problems? 
Professor Frederick Toates, Professor of Biological Psychology at 
The Open University, makes a plea for an integrated, not a divided, 
psychology, a psychology that counts

The great wash ‘n’ blow swindle
Paul Rowlinson, who is just completing his degree in Humanities and Creative Writing, takes a sideways look at the value of 

shampoo and discovers that not only do we not need it, but also it leaves a huge carbon footprint

300: the number of times six-year-olds laugh a day. Adults only laugh 15 to 100 times a day

From the Book of Common Worship (1993) of the Presbyterian Church (USA)
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SH ORTS

For those who don’t know Linnpark Avenue, it’s a once tree-
lined avenue in the affluent suburbs of southside Glasgow. 
It is situated to the immediate north of Maclaren Place 
running from Clarkston Rd, past Netherlee Primary School 
to Netherlee Pavilion. The residents are generally elderly and, 
mostly, infirm.

Mikhail Bakhtin and Ferdinand de Saussure were once next 
door neighbours on the avenue and their residence here was 
instrumental in establishing their respective theories. That isn’t 
true, but for those seeking examples of language-in-action 
they need look no further than this plenished resource of 
heteroglossia and semiotics.

The many voices in Linnpark Avenue might differ in usage 
but not necessarily pronunciation. During the day the voices, 
in no particular order, include primary–schoolchildren, their 
teachers, their caregivers, the employees of the Pavilion, 
the users of the Pavilion, the non-teaching employees of the 
school, the residents and the Council’s service-providers. At 

night, however, the voice most heard is youthful. It might be 
a ‘no-through road’ to vehicular traffic but it offers plenty of 
escape routes from the spoliatory police, undoubtedly called 
by the type of people who look like they’d call the police.

At night, it’s a quiet place to be loud. Youths like to be 
loud and since it serves so many communicative 
functions youths like to use a lot of loud. I 
imagine many of the residents consider 
it frightening to have youths shouting 
‘f*cking’ this or ‘f*cking’ that at lights 
out time. They might even consider it anti-
social.

I don’t find their pronunciation frightening 
at all, or perhaps, to make it clearer, very 
‘frightnin’. That’s the way I remember the tough 
nuts in the East-End swearing. Their pronunciation 
dropped the ‘g’ and emphasized the [n] so that it was always 
pronounced ‘f*ckin’. Eastwood’s youths don’t do it that way. 

They take great care to make sure they get their expletives 
properly articulated. Kelvin-Mearns posh does many things, 
but fulfilling the role of a Glasgow hardman? Naw. I think the 
residents of the avenue can take some comfort that even when 
the local youth are talking rudely at their raucously anti-social 
best they, at least, still talk proper.

The school-run drivers let the brands of their cars do the 
communication function. The logos of Audi, BMW and 

Mercedes might be iconic but, in this context, they can 
be just as easily read as symbols. And yet, having 

grasped the significance of the consumer 
brand, the relationship between the driver 
and the avenue’s road signs is the paradigm 
of arbitrariness. 

This is a pity because there are certainly 
enough signs to respond to. On this stretch 

of road, approximately 150m long, there 
are, amongst others, eighteen ‘Clearway – no 

parking’ signs, double yellow lines on both sides 
of the road signifying ‘no waiting at any time’, with no 

‘seasonal restrictions’, four ‘Keep Clear’ road markings, a 
‘Sheltered Housing Residents (sic) Parking Only’ sign, and 

three ‘No Entry’ signs. These were painted and erected by 
East Renfrewshire Council in 2008 with the intention that 
by restricting parking the frequent calls that ambulances and 
paramedics make to the residents could be made without 
impediment. It didn’t work; the drivers behave in exactly the 
same way they did before the road signs were painted and 
erected. 

Such social reasonableness is, however, lost on the school-run 
driver when the avenue becomes the locus of that particular 
madness that envelops the car drivers who seem determined 
to drop their prince or princess as close to the school door as 
is physically possible. I haven’t noticed any lurking sweating 
kidnappers but perhaps I haven’t been paying enough attention, 
and I suppose the fear is that it’s bound to happen to somebody. 
It’s much safer to park on the grass, amongst the trees, across 
the junctions, in the residents’ parking spaces, on the pavement 
and on the double yellow lines. To keep the barbarians at the 
gate of the school car park the Council have recruited a part-
time gatekeeper.

What of it? They’re old; they’ve had their life. One has to give 
way to the young; but clearly not to the ambulance attempting 
to collect some teenager’s sick auntie. 

Yer in yer antis
Student Graeme Arnott on the perils of the school run in East Renfrewshire

Powys good, Edinburgh bad
Researchers using the British Household Panel Survey have identified the happiest 
and unhappiest places in the UK. The happiest places in the UK invariably turned 
out to be those least overcrowded and sparsely populated. Powys came top of the 
list of 273 surveyed districts, while at the bottom of the pile came Edinburgh, ranked 
the most miserable place in the UK. Swansea, Doncaster and Rhondda Cynon Taff 
in Wales fared little better. Most places in the south of England did badly too, except 
for the London borough of Sutton. 

Scots drink 46 bottles of vodka a year
Adults in Scotland consume the equivalent of 46 bottles of vodka each year, over 
25% more than the English and the Welsh. In Scotland the average alcohol sale in 
2008 to a person over the age of 18 was 12.2 litres of pure alcohol, or around 537 
pints of beer, or 130 bottles of wine, which works out at about 11 pints a week, or 3 
bottles of wine a week. In England and Wales the average was 9.7 litres a year. The 
cost to Scottish taxpayers of alcohol abuse is over £3.56bn a year. 

Research published in September 2009 by the Scottish government revealed that, 
in the UK, Glasgow had the highest death rate from drinking alcohol – 267% 
higher than the national average of 13 deaths per 100,000 people. Most Scottish 
constituencies – 64 out of 73 – had more drink-related deaths than the UK average. 
Glasgow’s Shettleston constituency had the highest death rate – 574% higher than 
the UK average.

Ig Nobel awards highlights 2009
Researchers at Newcastle University’s school of agriculture share an award for the 
ground-breaking discovery that giving cows names such as Daisy increases their 
milk yield.

Researchers at the University of Bern in Switzerland won the peace prize for finding 
out if being hit over the head with a full or empty beer bottle is more harmful. It 
transpires that empty beer bottles inflict more damage, though each can theoretically 
fracture the cranium.

Researchers at the University of Cincinatti won a physics prize for explaining 
why pregnant women do not topple over. Evidently it is all down to the enhanced 
curvature and reinforcement of the lower spine.

Researchers at Kitasato University in Japan won a biology prize for discovering that 
giant pandas’ excrement contains bacteria that can reduce kitchen waste by 90%. 
This is because they eat bamboo.

From the Milton Keynes Citizen 
The OU’s local paper is always a curious source of genuine news. In July 2009, for 
example, former University legend, Peter Barnes, shared this with me: ‘Each week 
Zoo magazine showcases the talents of a jobless female to potential new employers. 
Holly, 19, has 10 GCSEs, 3 A/S Levels and a BTEC National Diploma in Dance. 
Damien McSorley, deputy editor of Zoo, said: ‘It’s completely non-discriminatory 
– by removing her clothes we have removed the preconceptions. We’ve all got to do 
our bit to help Mr Gordon Brown beat the recession.’

Dog owners look like their pets 
It’s true, according to psychologists at Bath Spa University; that chap walking his 
Staffordshire bull terrier really does look like his pet dog. 

The British Psychologist Society Annual Conference held in Brighton in April heard 
how, while dog owners are becoming more like their dogs in physical appearance, 
they do not, some would say fortunately, share some of their pets’ behavioural 
characteristics. 

The researchers looked only at Labradors, poodles and Staffordshire bull terriers 
and their owners, so for any reader out there with a Chihuahua, there is always hope.

Red letter day
A letter offering advice on how to survive the recession was sent to a bus shelter by 
a blundering council. The package, which was addressed to ‘bus shelter 0114-123’ 
explains ‘how to get through to the right department eliminating red tape’.

Retirement is good for you!
It seems that people feel increasingly less well in the years leading up to their 
retirement but surprisingly healthier when they stop work. A co-study by the 
University of London and Stockholm University of 15,000 French employees 
concluded that, if people are to work longer, employees need to improve their 
working conditions. The research found that French workers felt 8–10 years 
younger when they retired, and that retirees continued to feel better during the 
7 years the survey monitored their welfare. The cohort were almost exclusively 
French energy workers, who typically retire at 55 with a pension of around 80% of 
their former salary. No wonder they were content! 

Beware memory loss in middle age, researchers 
warn men
In middle age it seems absent-mindedness is primarily a male problem according to 
research at the Institute of Education, University of London. A survey of more than 
9,600 middle-aged British men and women showed that women outscored men in 
memory tests, even allowing for the menopause, which previous studies has shown 
to impair female memory. On average the researchers found a gap of between 5% 
and 8% in memory scores between women and men in their 50s. 

One third of EU citizens has never been online
One third of Europe has never used the internet according to the latest research by 
the European Commission, and one in four has never used a computer. Four out of 
10 European households do not have access to the internet at home. The over 65s 
and the unemployed were the least active online, while people aged 16–24 were the 
most active.

Guardian correction of 2009
A report about the policing of the Climate Camp (Met promises to repeat low-
key Climate Camp policing, 2 September 2009, page 7) said protesters had glued 
themselves naked to the officers of Edelman PR: we meant, of course, offices.

13.58: the number of days the University of Derby can survive on its reserves; the average English university can survive 105.96 days
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Global warming 
causes 300,000 
deaths worldwide  
a year
A UN study published in May 2009 
predicts that climate change costs the 
world economy £125 billion a year, 
more than the total amount of world 
aid, and that the number of deaths 
caused by global warming – severe 
heatwaves, floods, storms and forest 
fires – will rise by two thirds from 
300,000 a year in 2010 to 500,000 a 
year by 2030. The risk of civil unrest 
is also higher according to the report 
from the UN Global Humanitarian 
Forum because weather-related disaster 
brings hunger, disease, poverty and 
lost livelihoods. The report predicted 
that unless carbon emissions were 
controlled, 75 million people will be 
displaced, 20 million more will fall 
into poverty and 310 million more will 
suffer adverse health consequences by 
2030, mostly in the developing world. 
Currently 98% of the people affected 
are from developing countries; these 
same countries also bear  90% of the 
economic losses.

More hungry people in 
the world in 2009
In 2009, a combination of the food 
crisis and the global recession pushed 
more than 1 billion people into 
hunger, about 200 million more than 
in 2008 according to the UN Food 
and Agriculture Organisation. The 
increase was largely due to higher 
food prices, lower incomes and 
unemployment, especially in some 
developing countries. The level of 
hungry people in the world is now at 
its highest for four decades. The UN 
revealed that as international aid and 
investment in agriculture declined from 
the mid 1980s, the shift in population 
in developing countries from rural to 
urban areas resulted in less investment 
in local agriculture and, thus, an 
increase in cereal imports and far higher 
prices, as richer countries dumped their 
surpluses of grain on the developing 
world. In 1980, 17% of aid went to 
agriculture; by 2006 this had fallen  
to 3.8%.

Social injustice is 
killing people on a 
grand scale
A report from the World Health 
Organization (WHO) has shown how 
far social injustice is a threat to health 
throughout the world. The WHO 
found that variations in health and 
life expectancy are caused more by 
social factors, especially injustice, than 
genetics. They conclude that ‘social 
injustice is killing people on a grand 
scale’ and illustrated this by comparing 
the Glasgow suburb of Calton where a 
boy lives on average 28 years less than 
a boy living in nearby affluent Lenzie. 
The report reveals that a girl in the 
African country of Lesotho is likely to 
live 42 years less than a girl in Japan 
and that the odds against a woman 
in Sweden dying in childbirth is 1 in 
17,400, while the odds in Afghanistan 
are 1 in 8.

Whites no longer 
majority in USA by 
2042
According to the US Census Bureau, 
by 2042 – 8 years earlier than originally 
forecast – white Americans will no 
longer be in the majority, and it is 
anticipated that the demographic shift 
will occur across the country, not just in 
urban areas as was first thought. While 
the overall population is expected to 
rise from 305 million today to 439 
million by 2050, the proportion of 
Hispanics will rise from 15 to 30%, the 
proportion of black Americans will rise 
to 15%, while Asian Americans will 
rise from 4 to 9%. The early projection 
is due to shifting age rates among the 
white population, which is ageing 
rapidly, while the Hispanic population 
is relatively young and of  
child-bearing age. 

Saving is history
The latest government Social Trends 
survey, published in April 2010, points 
to significant changes in the way we 
save and spend. While Britain’s Gross 
National Product (GDP) per head 
doubled in real terms between 1971 
and 2008, we saved less than 1.7% of 
our total resources, the lowest recorded 
since 1970. Instead we borrowed and 
spent, increasing our household debt by 
125% between 1999 and 2007, while 
household income increased by only 
40%. There are now more credit cards 
than people in Britain and, in 2008, 
national debt stood at £3.28bn. We 
now spend far more on services than 
goods, and spend nine times more on 
recreation and culture than in 1970 and 
eleven times more on phones and the 
internet. During 2008, the recession 
hit hard; for the first time the average 
person’s wealth fell. 

Mental ill health rises 
during the recession
The number of people suffering from 
depression, stress and anxiety triggered 
by redundancies, job insecurity and 
pay cuts due to the recession is rising 
according to a study by Roehampton 
University and the children’s charity 
Elizabeth Finn Care. The research 
found that during the recession the 
incidence of depression increased 
five fold. Among people who have 
become unemployed since the end of 
2008, 71% have suffered symptoms 
of depression, 55% have experienced 
greater stress levels, and 52% suffer 
from anxiety. These common mental 
ill-health conditions were found to 
be more prevalent among middle tier 
socio-economic groups, and incidences 
were higher among those aged 18–30. 

Black youth still 
face criminal justice 
discrimination
The Equality and Human Rights 
Commission (EHRC) reported in 
March 2010 that black and mixed race 
youth in Britain are three times more 
likely to be denied bail than their white 
counterparts, despite controlling for 
the nature of the offence. Black and 
mixed race youth were far more likely 
to be remanded in custody before their 
hearing date. However, once the case 
reached the courts, black youths were 
one and a half times more likely to have 
their cases dismissed or withdrawn, 

compared to white defendants. In a 
separate study the EHRC called for a 
review of stop and search procedures, 
which still provided grounds for 
allegations of racism in the police 
treatment of black and mixed- race 
offenders. The EHRC found that UK 
police forces used the powers of stop 
and search ‘disproportionately’. They 
concluded: ‘the current police use 
of stop and search may be unlawful, 
disproportionate, discriminatory and 
damaging to relations within and 
between communities’.

Judges diversity 
deficit 
A government report, published in 
February 2010, strongly criticized the 
lack of diversity among the judiciary, 
and has proposed more positive 
action whereby diversity can inform 
appointments where candidates are of 
equal ability. The lack of diversity is 
particularly acute in relation to minority 
ethnic group and gender. Statistics 
released in 2009 show that only 19% of 
judges are women, and that only 4.5% 
of judges came from minority ethnic 
backgrounds. 

All blogs and Twitter
In 2009 the estimated number of 
internet users worldwide was 1.6 
billion; the number of blogs in the 
world totalled 109.2 million, though 
99% of them have no readers; 28% of 
UK leisure was spent on the internet; 
and the average UK teenager spent 
1 hour and 40 minutes searching for 
pornography online each week (New 
Statesman, 4 May 2009).

Women more likely 
to be arrested for 
domestic violence
A report by Bristol University in 
August 2009 found that while the vast 
majority of perpetrators of domestic 
violence are men, women are arrested 

in 3 out of every 10 incidents, but men 
in only 1 of 10. The research found that 
92% of recorded domestic violence 
is committed by men, and that their 
victims are mainly female (91%). The 
majority of cases involved alcohol 
abuse and 55% of incidents occurred 
with children present. The research 
found that men were far more likely 
than women to use physical violence, 
but that women were more likely than 
men to use a weapon, mainly in self-
defence. 

Social inequalities 
2010 
Children from poor families in Britain 
have a greater chance of living on low 
incomes than children in other western 
countries according to a report by 
the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) 
– see Going for Growth, OECD, March 
2010. The report found UK children 
were less likely than children in the 
rest of Europe to enter higher levels 
of education, or to enjoy higher wages 
when they enter employment. 

The OECD report emphasizes that 
intergenerational social mobility in 
France, Italy, the USA and the UK was 
‘unimpressive’ compared to the greater 
mobility found in the Nordic countries, 
Australia and Canada, and concluded 
that in times of booming deficits it 

was vital that governments avoided 
harmful labour and capital taxes on the 
relatively poor.

In January 2010, Save the Children 
reported that the number of UK 
children living in ‘severe poverty’ 
increased by 260,000 in the 4 years 
between 2004 and 2008, before the real 
impacts of the recession hit the country. 

In 2010 the Office for National 
Statistics revealed that within the UK 
the income gap between the richest 

and poorest regions has widened since 
1995, with disposable annual household 
income in the North East over £6,500 
below that in London and the South 
East. In February 2010 the National 
Equality Panel reported that the gap 
between rich and poor in the UK was 
wider now than 40 years ago.

The Marmot Review into UK health 
inequalities, published in February 
2010, showed that people in England’s 
poorest areas live an average of seven 
years less than those in the richest. The 
study concluded that governments and 
agencies doing nothing to tackle these 
health inequalities will cost the country 
more. Inequality in illness accounts 
for £33bn of lost productivity every 
year. The review said that the current 
minimum wage of £5.80 an hour was 
below the level needed for a healthy life 

and called for greater interventions in 
preventing illnesses in the first place. 

Another study, derived from the 
government’s annual Survey of English 
Housing, and conducted in 2009 by 
the housing charity Shelter, found that 
a record number of children under 
15 now lived in cramped homes with 
over one in ten children living in 
overcrowded housing.

The Guardian’s annual survey of 
executive pay in FTSE’s top 100 
companies found that in 2009 the 
highest paid female director took 
home barely one tenth of the pay 
of the highest paid male, while the 
government’s Social Trends 2009 
survey found women’s wages were 
12% on average below those of men for 
doing the same job.

UK slips down world 
equality league for 
third year in a row
Britain dropped further down the 
international league table for gender 
equality between 2006 and 2008, from 
ninth position in 2006 to fifteenth 
by 2008, according to a report by 
the World Economic Forum (WEF). 
On key aspects, wage equality, life 
expectancy and the number of women 
in senior positions in business and 
politics, the experience of women in 
the UK was ‘stagnating’ according 
to WEF, and is being shamed by 
the performance of emerging and 
developing countries, which often 
have higher numbers of women in 
ministerial positions than the UK, who 
languish in forty-sixth place on this 
measure. WEF revealed the UK now 
sits behind Lesotho and South Africa 
in the league table on sickness, where 
the differences between male and 
female rates are not as pronounced. 
Wage equality levels in the UK are 
so disappointing that we have fallen 
to seventy-eighth in the world behind 
Egypt, Malawi and Malaysia. The 
UK performed best on educational 
opportunities available to women, and 
came joint top with 40 other countries, 
but income equalities especially drag 
the UK down league tables overall. The 
worst places to live, according to WEF, 
are Pakistan, Chad and Yemen. 

T RENDS

National trends

International trends

22%: the increase in worldwide sales of arms since 2005: 30% of the total global arms sales comes from the USA; the UK accounts for 4%
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Ethiopians displaced by famine and drought at the Bati Relief Centre, Ethiopia.
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D UBIOUS SURVEYS

Planet of the gapes
Men spend around 43 minutes of each day ogling women 
according to a survey commissioned by a famous national 
optician. The survey reported that one in ten marriages and 
relationships end because of jealousy over male ‘looking’, 
and that a third of all couples argue over what is termed 
‘eye adultery’. The survey did not report on the eye habits 
of ant genders, but in 2009 biologists discovered that female 
antbirds, who mate for life, try to scupper their male’s mating 
calls by drowning them out, while female gorillas foist 
sex onto their mates after the latter have romanced another 
female. This is not surprising since the leading search engine 
in the UK is Go ogle.

The blues are good for you
Australian research claims to have proved that moody 
people think more clearly, are better at decision making and 
less gullible than people who wear a cheery disposition. 
‘Gloominess breeds attentiveness and careful thinking’ 
claimed Joe Forgas, Professor of Psychiatry at the University 
of New South Wales. It is all to do with the way the brain 
‘promotes information processing strategies’. Professor 
Forgas found that cheery people exhibit creativity and the 
capacity to be flexible, whereas grumpy types ‘pay greater 
attention to the external world’. Professor Forgas has a track 
record of this kind of research. He previously showed that the 
weather has a similar impact on behaviour: wet, dreary days 
sharpened memory, while bright sunny days make people 
forgetful. Well he is an Australian after all.

9–15 year olds take on the Second World War
When the war veteran’s charity Erskine examined the results of a survey of 2,000 schoolchildren aged 9 to 15 in the run up to 
Remembrance Day 2009 it must have been with a heavy heart. Among the findings were some astonishing misconceptions 
about the last Great War. The survey revealed that a quarter of the children thought Adolf Hitler was not the Nazi leader but 
Germany’s football manager, and that the symbol of Remembrance Day was not the poppy, but the arches of McDonald’s. Of 
course, the survey findings could have been distorted by mischievous responses – one in ten thought the SS was Enid Blyton’s 
Secret Seven after all. However, it was disconcerting to discover that 40 % did not know when Remembrance Day was, that a 
quarter thought D-Day was ‘Dooms Day’, and a further quarter thought the nuclear bomb was dropped on Pearl Harbour. Most 
disturbing of all, 20% of the children thought that Auschwitz was a theme park, not a key Holocaust site. 

No sex please, we’re British
According to a new survey from Nuffield Health, a whole 
generation of British people is in danger of being too unfit for 
even the most rudimentary task. The nation is now believed 
to be the laziest in British history. Three quarters of those 
surveyed reported they regularly do not have enough energy 
at the end of the day to have sex, with 58% claiming it is 
because of lack of fitness. Younger wives key to marital bliss

The key to a long marriage is for men to marry a younger 
wife, preferably at least five years younger. Marriages last 
longer too if the woman has never been divorced, according 
to a team of researchers at Bath University. Wives who were 
five or more years older than their husbands were found to 
be three times more likely to divorce than if they were the 
same age, and the odds improve for a longer marriage where 
the man is older than the woman. To no one’s surprise, the 
research found that men and women choose partners ‘on the 
basis of love, physical attraction, similarity of taste, beliefs 
and attitudes, and shared values’. 

Trouser waist level key to age
Given that the average age of OU male employees is 
around 40, staff might want to reflect that the last time 
most men are able to fasten their trousers around anything 
resembling a natural waist is alas 39. A study, commissioned 
by Debenhams, found that male waistbands plunge with 
the advent of teenage hormones and can sink to as low as 5 
inches towards the apex of the hips, far below the underpants 
position by the age of 16. As young men move into 
employment in their 20s, the trouser line rises. At the age of 
around 36 the line begins to move north or south. By 57 years 
of age ‘over achievers’, as they are known in the rag trade, 
can hoist their trousers to as high as 7 inches under the armpit 
in some instances, while ‘under achievers’ are unable to see 
what they are doing when they do up their trousers.

The strange world 
of dubious surveys

Our newspapers increasingly publish findings of privately funded surveys 
sponsored by retailers, which have dubious methodologies and end up with 
findings that state the obvious. Here is a selection from the last year

One in ten British women fake 
orgasm when they make love
Nearly half of British women have faked an orgasm, and 
one in ten admitted it happened every time they have sex, 
according to researchers for Stimuli8. The study found that 
one in five women revealed they were extremely unhappy 
with their sex life, while one in six blamed their male partners 
for failing to provide appropriate stimuli. It seems too that 
most of the male partners do not notice. Thirty-eight per 
cent of women believed their partner struggled to tell the 
difference between faked and genuine orgasms.

Too lazy to walk their dogs
Over one half of the dog owners among the 2,000 surveyed 
said they were too lazy to walk their dogs, while 64 per cent 
said they were too tired to play with their children. Glasgow 
emerged as the laziest city with 75% of people saying they 
do not get enough exercise, followed by Birmingham, 
Southampton, London, Bristol, Leeds, Newcastle, Norwich, 
Manchester and Cardiff.

A university education aids 
a long life 
According to Swedish researchers, a man whose partner 
had only a school education has a 25% greater risk of dying 
prematurely than if she had a university education. So for 
those guys out there now looking for younger partners, try 
and pick one who is smarter than you. The findings did not 
identify whether class and income were key to the outcome, 
but the Swedish study concluded that by taking more 
responsibility in the home, smarter women can improve the 
diet and welfare of their partners by putting good food on the 
table.

Curvaceous women produce 
brighter kids
A study of 16,000 women and girls in the USA found that 
the more voluptuous women – measured in terms of the 
difference between a woman’s waist and hips – were found to 
be more intelligent than ‘waif–like’ counterparts, and that they 
produce brighter children. This, according to the research, is 
all down to Omega 3, the fatty acids found on the hips.

Office sins
Work in an office? Then you know where I am heading. 
Research by the TV channel Dave has identified a nation of 
disaffected office workers.   found that 47% of respondents 
would leave office work if it were not for the recession. What 
particularly irked your average office worker facing the 
prospect of working until they are 69 were the use of jargon, 
pointless meetings, poor technology, blocked printers, poor 
canteen food, dress-down days, motivational speakers, and 
staff who are always on Facebook.

The Open University: 

Fit for purpose?

   
Central walkway signage, 

Autumn 2009.

45: the number of pupils on free school meals accepted by Oxford and Cambridge universities each year
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H OMOPHOBIA/ POLAND

The fight to win legal equality for gay people is almost 
won in Britain, yet the taste of champagne has been 
tainted by an unexpected dash of blood. In the past 

few years, gay people have finally begun to exercise the same 
rights as their straight siblings, yet there has been a sharp 
surge in violence against them.

In London, recorded homophobic attacks are up by 20 per 
cent, in Glasgow by 32 per cent, in Liverpool by 40 per cent, 
and in Greater Manchester by 63 per cent. 

In October 2009, James Parks became another victim. The 
off-duty police officer left a club in Liverpool with his 
boyfriend and was lynched by a group of 20 teenagers who 
smashed his skull and left him close to death.

In a recession, violence always rises, and the greatest rise in 
violence is against minorities. Attacks on Muslims, Jews and 
black people are also increasing across Britain, but recorded 
violence against gay people has shown the most extreme 
rise. In 2008 Michael Causer, an 18-year-old hairdresser, was 
sleeping on a friend’s sofa after a party in Liverpool, when he 
was woken up. A witness testified that a group of teenagers 
yelled, ‘You little queer faggot!’ They said they were going 
to cut out his body-piercings with a knife, and started burning 
his legs with a lighter. He was found later, bleeding to death 
in the road outside, after having his head smashed in with a 
hardback book.

At the trial, one of the 19-year-olds tried for the murder said 
he was acting ‘in self-defence’ – against a smaller, seven-
and-a-half stone boy with no history of violent behaviour. A 
witness said that during the attack, he had yelled ‘He’s a little 
queer, he deserves it!’ Yet the jury found him not guilty. 

What can we do to stop this surge? The answer does not lie 
in new laws; these attacks are already highly illegal. It lies in 
changing the culture of two core British institutions that are 
still tolerating anti-gay bigotry – our schools and our  
police service.

Teenagers who are in – or just out of – the education system 
have carried out almost all recent homophobic attacks. It is 
not a coincidence that our schools are the one place where 
homophobic violence is still mainstream.

Ofsted says that homophobia is ‘endemic’ in our playgrounds 
and our classrooms. A study by Stonewall found that 41 per 
cent of gay children are beaten up, and 17 per cent have been 
told that they are going to be killed (these figures are 10 per 
cent higher in faith schools). The young people who attacked 
PC James Parks were simply taking that culture out of the 
playground and onto the streets.

Michael Causer’s mother, Marie, says ‘This generation of 
infants needs to be educated. You hear youngsters as young 
as four and five saying “Go away, you’re gay.” It might be a 
word to them, but their parents need to pull them up and tell 
them that it’s wrong. They need better education to let them 
know that gay people are no different.’

The Stonewall study found that in schools with a consistent 
policy of punishing homophobic language, gay children were 
60 per cent less likely to be attacked. This fall in violence 
could spread out from the school gates, but at present only 6 
per cent of schools adopt this policy. The government should 
make it mandatory.

What about the police? Many police officers are appalled 
by anti-gay crime – I’m related to one – but they remain too 
few. A major 2005 study for the Home Office found that 
homophobia and sexism are ‘all but endemic within the 
police service’. It was ‘not just in every force we surveyed, 
but in every part of every force’. One of the authors, Professor 
Tim Newburn of the London School of Economics, said ‘It is 
quite clear that gay and lesbian officers find themselves in a 
very uncomfortable position in the police service...Sexist and 
homophobic language is now largely ignored and even  
tacitly accepted.’

Little seems to have changed since the report. In November 
2009 a lesbian police officer called Sergeant Jasmine Stewart 
appeared before a tribunal. She said her colleagues called her 
‘a poof’ and refused to work shifts alongside her. She gave 
evidence that a senior officer had said she had caused a ‘drop 
in morale’ in the station. 

If the police are happy to talk about ‘faggots’ when the door 
is shut, what do they do when one of them walks through 
the door needing help? In too many cases, they do too little. 
For example, in October 2009 in Brighton, a gang of thugs 
repeatedly punched two gay women – aged 18 and 22 – in 
the face. They went straight to the police, but it was 12 days 
before officers appealed for witnesses, long after the trail had 
gone cold.

Yet the 2005 report contained some good news. Racist 
language had ‘all but disappeared’ from the police force. 
Why? ‘Because officers know it will lead to disciplinary 
action.’ Of course, some racist attitudes remain, but they have 
been driven underground by a tough policy of requiring police 
officers to talk about black and Asian people respectfully. It 
means there are fewer cases like the 

Steven Lawrence abomination, and so fewer murderers 
walking our streets. The same could be done for gay people. 
All it takes is political will.

However, any move to ensure gay people are treated the 
same as everyone else is immediately labelled as ‘political 
correctness’ and smothered in exaggeration and distortion. In 
‘polite’ society, the defenders of homophobia can no longer 
say they think gay people are disgusting and immoral. The 
simple, humane truth is that every human society in history 
has comprised 3–5 per cent of people who were attracted 
to their own gender. The homophobes have now resorted 
to other tactics. One that has been growing recently is to 
claim that gay people who are trying to stop bullying and 
intimidation are ‘the real bullies’, trying to ‘silence’ poor 
embattled homophobes.

The logic of this argument is rarely spelled out. Were Martin 
Luther King and the Grand Dragon of the Ku Klux Klan 
equally bigoted? The Grand Dragon was intolerant of black 
people; King was intolerant of racism. When you put it 
like this, the bogus nature of this way of framing the debate 
becomes clear. To one side, there are people who believe an 
entire group of human beings is inferior and deserve lesser 
rights, simply because of a naturally occurring and harmless 
difference. To the other side, there is a group of straight and 
gay people who say sexual orientation is a trivial subject and 
we should all be treated the same. Yes, both sides should have 
the right to speak freely, but nobody should pretend there is a 
moral equivalence.

There are even people who hint that this violent backlash 
against equality is evidence that gay people should have 
stayed in the closet. With faux compassion they say, well, this 
is what happens if you ‘flaunt’ your sexuality by behaving 
like everybody else. Do they realize what they’re saying? 
The great civil rights advances in the 1960s in the USA were 
followed by a sharp rise in anti-black violence. Should black 
people have stayed out of the polling booths and at the back 
of the bus to avoid the wrath of racists? The problem is not 
with the victims, it’s with the thugs attacking them.

We have come so far in this country thanks to the decency 
and compassion of most British people, but we have only 
reached the halfway point. The battle to change our laws was 
a crucial stage. Now we need to change our institutions. The 
people who oppose these humane measures, hissing ‘PC! 
PC!’ or ‘it’s my religion!’ should know what they are doing. 
They are ensuring more innocent people like James Parks and 
Michael Causer – or your son, or sister, or neighbour – will be 
lynched, simply because they are gay.

Violence against gay people  
can – and must – be stopped
Changing the culture of two institutions – schools and the police – can 
improve the rate of homophobic violence, argues The Independent’s 
Johann Hari

Solidarity 
under strain
We in Poland began the Berlin Wall’s 
collapse. But for all the gains, people 
remain deeply dissatisfied argues 
Adam Michnik

I belong to a generation that liked to repeat the words of 
the 19th-century Russian writer Pyotr Chaadaev, ‘I didn’t 
learn to love my nation blindfolded, gagged and with my 

head lowered. I believe that a man can only be useful to his 
country when he can look at it clearly.’

This was something we often said to ourselves when our 
rebellion against the dictatorship in Poland seemed hopeless. 
We thought we would not live to see it gone, but still we 
refused the blindfold and the gag. We carried on protesting, 
as writers and intellectuals; in student actions, workers’ 
strikes and demonstrations during religious festivals; and by 
founding the first opposition organizations. They called us 
troublemakers and bandits. But it turned out we were doing 
the right thing.

The Workers’ Defence Committee started in 1976 – after a 
wave of workers’ protests – with just a few hundred people, 
scattered across Poland. By August 1980, after the great 
strikes in the Baltic, and Silesia, it had become Solidarity, a 
movement that numbered several million people from every 
social class – a national confederation pushing for a free, 
independent and just Poland. It was driven underground, 
but not destroyed. Solidarity survived further years of 
dictatorship until, in 1989, it became an open partner in the 
new administration.

It was in Poland that the Berlin Wall began to crumble. As 
1989 dawned, the Polish people, and the Czechs, Slovaks, 
Romanians, Hungarians, Lithuanians, Estonians and 
Ukrainians – and Russians themselves – were all praying for 
the same thing – the collapse of the Soviet Union. This event 
would help not just us, but our Russian friends as well.

Early in the year, negotiations between Poland’s communist 
regime and the Solidarity opposition began. Talks culminated 
in elections – only semi-democratic – on 4 June 1989. But 
something genuinely historic took place. For the first time, 
elections in a communist state led to the crushing defeat of 
the Communists. The opposition’s victory – supported by 
the Catholic Church and the authority of John Paul II – was 
complete.

However, it was not this victory that made the world’s 
headlines the following day. Instead, it was the massacre of 
students demanding democracy in Tiananmen Square,  
in Beijing.

Thus on the same day the world saw the two faces of 
communism, its two possible reactions when threatened. One 
regime, in Beijing, used the language of tanks and executions; 
the other, in Poland, chose instead the language of the ballot 
box, opening up a road to democracy and change that would 
soon reach the other nations of eastern and central Europe. It 

was in Poland that the first stones of the Berlin Wall started to 
crumble. Poland had overcome the curse of its own history, 
a history marked by partitions, which wiped our country off 
the political map of Europe; of tragic insurrections doomed 
to failure, and hundreds of thousands of victims of hopeless 
battles for freedom.

We know that nothing in history ever has just one cause. 
Poland’s change was also a result of the changes in Russia; of 
sensible US politics; of Pope Paul II and the Catholic Church; 
of the Afghan people, who opposed the Soviet invasion. And 
there was also the deep economic crisis in the  
Soviet Union itself.

However, I will never forget that it was the Poles who created 
the model for compromise between ruler and ruled, for a 
peaceful dismantling of dictatorship, and for an equally 
peaceful transition of power into the hands of those who had 
won in parliamentary elections.

How Poland has changed in two decades. It has become a 
democratically lawful country with a healthy economy. For 
Poland, the last two decades have been the best in the last 300 
years. And yet so many Poles today are deeply  
dissatisfied. Why?

The great Russian writer Anton Chekhov wrote of his 
homeland: ‘Under the banners of education, art and free 
expression, a type of toad and crocodile will come to power 
more frightful than anything that ever came out of Spain’s 
Inquisition – a narrow-minded, self-righteous, overbearingly 
ambitious type, totally lacking in conscience. Charlatans and 
wolves in sheeps’ clothing will be able to lie and dissemble 
to their heart’s content.’ The Russian genius foresaw what 
happens to a nation when it acquires freedom after years 
of slavery. This is what has happened in the new post-
communist democracies.

In Poland, it was the workers in the great factories who won 
change, their strikes forcing the authorities to give way. But 
those same factories were also the first victims of the ensuing 
transformation. Modernized to compete in the marketplace, 
they cut their workforces. Instead of a miracle of freedom, 
people found themselves staring redundancy in the face.

The revolutions of 1989 had not mentioned mass privatization 
or social inequalities; or sudden growth in crime, corruption 

and mafia activity; or, worst of all, permanent unemployment. 
This was the reality of the post-communist period offered 
up to the Poles and their neighbours. Political freedom, a 
free-market economy, the end of censorship and the opening 
of borders had not been enough to effect a balance. The 
destruction of a despotic regime had led not just to liberal 
democratic values, it had also marked the start of a wild rush 
for wealth. A people enslaved for decades, unable to measure 
the worth of their own work, instead began to seek instant 
miracles and gratification by applying the exigencies of brute 
force, cynicism and bribes.

Of course, there has been change. A new generation of 
politicians has been created. Those who had previously been 
excluded from legitimate political and economic activity 
are its leaders today. But at the same time we have had to 
deal with the growth of corruption on a massive scale, and 
with unfulfilled promises about social progress. The chasm 
dividing rich and poor has deepened – the only difference is 
that many of the richest people today were  
prominent activists.

In some post-communist countries, an aggressive ethnic 
nationalism is on the rise. In others, religion is being used by 
those in power as an anti-democratic ideology, an instrument 
of intolerance and exclusion. Post-communist transformation 
creates not just winners, but many losers – those who are 
unemployed, rejected, pushed into poverty. The often brutally 
greedy new elites are slow to learn democratic habits, respect 
for the law of the land, pluralism or tolerance.

Our world is now one of open questions. We ask, what is 
the future for our democratic systems? In addition, we are 
comforted to know that this same question is being asked 
throughout democratic Europe. Despite all the mistakes, 
blunders and scandals, Poland today – 20 years on – is 
a normal, democratic European country. It is the kind of 
country I wanted my generation to bequeath to our children. 
Although, to tell the truth, I wish that it was a rather  
better one.

Adam Michnik was one of the leaders of 
Solidarity and is the editor-in-chief of 
the newspaper Gazeta Wyborcza. As an 
opposition leader in Communist Poland, he was 
imprisoned for 6 years.

Percentage increase  in homophobic attacks in UK cities during 2009: 20% in London, 32% in Glasgow, 40% in Liverpool and 63% in Greater Manchester

Poster to commemorate 25 years of Solidarity
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Vigil for victims of hate crime in Trafalgar Square called after a 
homophobic assault which resulted in Ian Baynham s death. London.
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There is a great deal of public and political debate around what citizenship means 
and how we can make what it means more understandable. Changes to the ways in 
which migrants can become British citizens, in particular, have brought the issue of 
citizenship more into the public arena.

New regulations for acquiring citizenship present migrants as outsiders who now 
have to learn about the English language and inculcate British values. They are also 
asked to prove, for example, through volunteering, that they can usefully contribute 
to the society they live in. In this sense, citizenship is presented as a privilege that 
migrants may achieve. 

Alongside these political debates on citizenship, there is a burgeoning field 
of critical academic citizenship studies. Some participants propose to look at 
citizenship as a dynamic concept that possesses the potential to democratize social 
and political practices by questioning the very notions of insider and outsider.

However, how can the experiences of actual migrants inform these academic 
debates? Migrants are not just the people who furnish the empirical data on which 
academic and political debates on citizenship are based. Instead, by looking at the 
life stories of migrants we can help to re-think theories of citizenship. 

Here, I want to suggest some ways in which the experiences of migrant women 
from Turkey who arrived from the 1970s to late 1980s can be used to enhance 
our understanding of citizenship. By exploring their lives, we can address the 
promise of citizenship as a democratizing practice rather than a privilege. I am not 
suggesting that this particular group of migrant women can contribute the most 
incisive insights on the relation between migration, gender and citizenship. Indeed, 
I’d like to caution against homogenizing the category of migrant women.  

Of course, new and diverse forms of mobility and migrant incorporation (for 
example of migrants with temporary residence, of undocumented migrants, 
of accession country migrants) generate not just different, stratified statuses of 
citizenship but also different citizenship practices. Thus, what I provide here is not 
an ‘exemplary’ account of how to ‘do’ citizenship more critically. By bringing in 
these particular migrant women’s experiences, I do not claim that their practices are 
the most advanced or critical. However, they are the group with which I have done 
extensive research. Rather than developing generalized ideas on what citizenship 
(should) mean, I want to make a case for a situated account of citizenship practices 
as contestations of participation, belonging and legitimacy, highlighting issues of 
gender, class and ethnicity. 

Migrant women are laying claim to citizenship practices. Though marginalized from 
the nation as legal or cultural outsiders, they create new meanings of belonging. 
While there has been considerable debate on the changing meaning of belonging 
to a national society with accelerating transnational relations, migrations and the 
experience of ‘new ethnicities’,  there has been little, if any, attention paid to how 
migrant women themselves re-define the concepts of post-national, multicultural or 
transnational citizenship. 

Migrant women as emerging subjects create new, counter-hegemonic citizenship 
practices across boundaries of class, gender, ethnicity and nation.  Consider the 
following examples: Pínar, a single mother in Germany, carefully builds a cross-
ethnic family of choice. While she wants her daughter to learn the Turkish language 
and cultural practices, cultural pluralism is the core value she wants to transmit to 
her daughter.  Selin challenges community representatives’ and leaders’ lack of 
democratic accountability. She incisively critiques that the British multicultural 
system’s reliance on community organizations reproduces intra-community 
power relations of gender, class and ethnicity. These women’s lives, both through 
their actions and as life stories, help us to theorize the meaning of citizenship. 
Migrant women’s citizenship practices can serve as evidence that alternatives to 
exclusionary practices of citizenship are possible and exist, though they might not 
be readily recognized as such. 

Citizenship is most often viewed primarily as a status of rights-bearing subjects. 
Formal citizenship rights matter, of course. Stratified statuses of residence or 
citizenship have far-reaching implications for the ways in which migrant women 
have access to education, work, choices about their sexual identities and family life 
and opportunities to social and political activism. 

However, I propose a wider notion of citizenship that takes into account questions 
of participation and belonging in a range of social relations. In this view, citizenship 
is not limited to a formal political arena but extends to the ways in which migrant 
women claim rights, and produces new ways of linking the cultural, the sexual, 
and the arena of work to aspects of participation and belonging. This can help 
us understand the political culture of migrants and help us achieve accurate 
representation of migrant collectivities in order to bring about the full democratizing 
potential of citizenship discourse. 

Let me clarify the interrelatedness of the aspects of (1) rights-claiming, (2) 
becoming subjects with agency and (3) becoming political subjects through an 
example. In the 1990s, Birgül, who did not hold formal German citizenship, was 
repeatedly faced with the undermining of her ability to work as a doctor because of 

the difficulties of obtaining and 
renewing work, professional 
and residence permits. It is 
this experience of lack of 
status that propelled her into 
becoming a political subject 
through establishing anti-
racist campaigns. When, as a 
non-citizen, she was refused 
permission to open a surgery, 
she took the matter to court. 
She successfully argued 
that the law foresees health 
provision for the population 
(Bevölkerung), not just the nation (Volk). This population encompasses migrant 
women from Turkey, and Birgül argued that access to a female, Turkish-speaking 
gynaecologist should form part of their entitlement to healthcare. This can, of 
course, be read as an instance of Birgül’s rights-claiming, in the sense that she 
claimed her right to open a surgery while she was a denizen rather than a formal 
citizen. 

Yet, I think such a reading would be limited. It misses the way in which she 
becomes a political subject. As a political subject, she does more than gain the right 
to practice her profession in a setting of her choice. She questions the nationally 
bounded provision of healthcare. This challenges the supposed neutrality of the 
provision, as she points out that gender, ethnic, linguistic and cultural sensitivity 
matter to migrant women’s health. In this instance, Birgül went beyond rights-
claiming to re-evaluating the substance (culturally and gender-sensitive provision of 
local health provision) and subject (the ethnically heterogeneous population rather 
than the ethnically homogeneous nation) of rights. Birgül’s activism took place 
although – indeed because – she did not hold formal citizenship, yet it constitutes a 
transformative citizenship practice. 

One might argue that these migrant women’s actions do not qualify as ‘citizenship’ 
practices, as they do not engage with the state and rights-claiming activities. Yet, 
I argue that migrant women’s ways of acting politically, socially, culturally and 
sexually require us to extend the idea of rights and should be seen as citizenship 
practices. Making migrant women’s interventions socially visible challenges narrow 
notions of citizenship as a privilege. These women engage with the boundaries of 
citizenship and thus are part of its very constitution.

CITIZENSHIP

The UK’s integration and 
cohesion agenda is one with 
significant limitations. On 

the one hand there is evidence of 
a commitment to integrating new 
arrivals within ‘cohesive’ communities, 
while on the other hand there is 
evidence of the exclusion of asylum 
seekers, ‘irregular’ migrants and 
other ‘unauthorized’ or ‘problematic’ 
persons from the remit of integration 
and cohesion. This limitation would 
seem to reflect two assumptions 
about community, Dr Vicki Squire of 
the Centre for Citizenship, Identities 
and Governance (CCIG) and POLIS 
suggests: namely that it is primarily 
conceived as membership of either a 
legal or a cultural form.

Firstly, community is articulated within 
the integration and cohesion agenda 
as a legal form of membership in 
which the distinction of those with and 
without status becomes central. This 
notion of the community is linked to 
the assumption that those whose status 
is temporary, ambiguous or undecided 
do not count as subjects of integration 
or cohesion. Such a conception is 
evident, for example, in the fact that 
integration policy is officially orientated 
toward refugees and immigrants 
rather than toward migrants or asylum 
seekers (National Strategy for Refugee 
Integration, 2004). 

Secondly, community is understood as 
a cultural form of membership in the 
focus on ethnic or religious forms of 
collective identification. In relation to 

integration and cohesion, this notion 
of community is reflected in the 
assumption that there exist different 
groups that are ‘organically’ formed 
and that can be integrated within a 
cohesive yet differentiated whole. This 
is evident, for example, in the definition 
of cohesion as a process that is designed 
‘to ensure that different groups get 
on well’ (Commission on Integration 
and Cohesion, 2007:9). Cohesion is 
conceived here as complementary 
to integration, the latter of which is 
defined as a process ‘that ensures new 
residents and existing residents get on 
together’ (Ibid.).

Nevertheless, it is not clear that 
community need necessarily be defined 
in such legalistic or culturalist terms, 
nor is it clear that social engagement 
need necessarily be conceived through 
the lens of integration. If we shift the 
focus from community as an organic 
or legally inscribed collectivity to the 
more sociological concept of a social 
formation based upon coexistence, 
then a more dynamic account of 
what it might mean to ‘integrate’ can 
be developed. Rather than focusing 
attention on the need to separate out 
the ‘legal’ from the ‘illegal’ or the 
‘unproblematic’ from the ‘problematic’, 
a sociological approach is able to bring 
to the fore moments of coexistence that 
exceed the terms of legally or culturally 
inscribed membership. 

These moments of coexistence are the 
focus of my Pavis-funded project on 
Mobile Solidarities, which analyses the 

City of Sanctuary network in Sheffield 
and the Strangers into Citizens 
campaign in London. The City of 
Sanctuary is a national movement made 
up of individuals and organizations 
committed to building 

a local culture of hospitality and 
sanctuary. Involving migrants, refugees 
and citizens it creates opportunities for 
coalition-building and the building of 
personal relationships between local 
people and those seeking sanctuary. 

By contrast, Strangers into Citizens 
is a more traditional lobbying group, 
but draws on the resources of local 
residents independent of their legal 
status. Engagements that fit the remit 
of a more sociological account of 
coexistence are thus widespread in 
these two cases. 

From projects such as local community 
cafés, which bring together asylum 
seekers and more established residents, 
to political demonstrations, which bring 
together citizens and those whose status 
is ‘irregular’, each of these movements 
rests upon engagements that challenge 
a notion of integration which in turn 
rests on legalistic or culturalist accounts 
of community.

Indeed, what is most interesting about 
the City of Sanctuary network and the 
Strangers into Citizens campaign is 
that they can be interpreted as political 
mobilizations which question the 
assumption that community needs 
be conceived of in terms of legal or 
cultural membership. The demands that 
are made by each of the mobilizations 
are important in this regard, with the 
former calling for the provision of 
sanctuary to asylum seekers and with 
the latter calling for the regularization 
of workers and residents whose status 
is ‘irregular’. While there are some 
limitations in terms of the demands 
made in each case, what is important 
from a sociological and political 
perspective is that each entails a 
dynamic or mobile form of solidarity 
through which cultural affiliation and 

legal status is rendered insignificant. 
This is critical because it brings to 
bear a series of ‘mobile solidarities’ or 
collective engagements that emerge in 
the context of intensified movements 
and diversities. This requires an 
analytical and linguistic shift of focus 
away from cohesion, integration and 
community toward solidarity, mobility 
and citizenship (see the author’s article 
in Political Studies later in 2010).

The importance of City of Sanctuary 
and Strangers into Citizens lies in their 
ability to mobilize dynamic collective 
engagements through which established 
legal and cultural hierarchies are 
disrupted or overturned. By taking 
such mobilizations seriously, we can 
consider more carefully what we 
might think and do think amidst the 
complexities and uncertainties bought 
about by the movement of people. 
Importantly, we can raise the question 
with the knowledge that hostility and 
aggression are not inevitable when 
refugees or migrants newly arrive 
within an area. After all, the research 
into City of Sanctuary and Strangers 
into Citizens indicates that solidarities 
are being formed in the context of 
everyday mobilities in ways that 
suggest such an assumption is incorrect.

The City of Sanctuary 
movement and the Strangers 
into Citizens campaign can be 
accessed on the news section 
of the CCIG website at 
www.open.ac.uk/ccig/news/
mobile-solidarities-the-city-
of-sanctuary-movement-and-
the-strangers-into-citizens-
campaign.

Why migrant women’s  
lives are important

From community cohesion to mobile solidarities
The City of Sanctuary network and the Strangers into Citizens campaign highlight the importance of a more dynamic account 
of what it might mean to ‘integrate’. Vicki Squire, Research Council UK research fellow at the Open University, explains

70%: proportion of the world’s female population living on less than a dollar a day

Making migrant women’s interventions socially visible challenges 
narrow notions of citizenship as a privilege argues Dr Umut Erel, the 
Research Council’s UK Academic Fellow in the Centre for Citizenship, 
Identities and Governance
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E L DERLY CARE

Imagine someone has discovered a suspicious lump somewhere on his or her 
body. They are anxious but their anxiety is mediated by the £150m that has been 
spent on a network of high-street cancer clinics and the appearance of one in their 

town. The doctor tells them that the lump is terminal, inoperable and life expectancy 
is unknown. With regret, because of its cost, he is no longer able to offer a drug that 
is designed to improve life expectancy and quality.

The doctor sends the patient home with four surprising things: a leaflet, an appointment 
with a social worker, the telephone number of a home-care charity, and the assurance 
that later, when they’re very ill, they will be entitled to medication. They also warn 
the patient that if they become too ill to live at home, care elsewhere will cost £500 a 
week, and they will have to sell the house to pay the bills.

Meanwhile, the family help as best they can. The spouse gives up his/her job because 
illness has made their loved one incontinent and aggressive, and in need of 24-hour 
care. The carer slides into depression. Long years pass.

This is what has happened, and is happening every day, to people suffering from 
dementia, the umbrella term for 100 or more forms of brain failure that 24 million 
people in the world are known to suffer from. Dementia isn’t old age, or stupidity, 
or madness, though it can look like all these things. It’s an invasive disease. Think of 
it as a form of brain cancer and see how your attitude to sufferers changes. But the 
government regards dementia as a social problem and not an illness. People with 
dementia are taken into social care, which means the NHS doesn’t have to pay. Social 
services are scrupulous about getting the demented to pay what they can.

Many of the seventeen ambitions of the national dementia strategy, which the 
government unveiled in February 2009, promising £150m (for England only), are 
focused on information, training and support. Its authors seem certain that earlier 
diagnosis is a good thing. If early stage drugs are available and effective, maybe it is. 
However, the fact is that these drugs are neither available nor effective.

Health professionals are aware of mild cognitive impairment in their patients, and 
what that might mean, but there is widespread belief among medics that dementia 
drugs are next to useless. Nor are patients languishing in the dark. People, generally, 
are aware of their own decline in health. However, they may not want to acknowledge 
it, and with good reason. Diagnosis makes the illness real. It’s stigmatizing, may 
mean a loss of independence, and there is a fear of the care machinery, of hospitals, 
and of social workers. There is anxiety that they will no longer be allowed to drive. 
And what about insurance?

Then there are the financial costs. Many care homes will not take elderly, mentally 
infirm residents because they’re high maintenance and can destroy the harmony in a 
residential unit single-handedly. They are not ‘badly behaved’ in any voluntary way, 
but this is a brain disease that reinvents people as belligerent and antagonistic, and 
can make them lose their inhibitions, their moral sense, and their respect for others’ 
possessions and personal space.

Sufferers of a terminal brain disease don’t need more hand-holding by experts unable 
to solve their problems, or a personal advisor trained to break bad news in a more 
sensitive way. Dementia is not about diagnosis, white coats, leaflets and meetings, but 
about the daily life of needs and caring. Carers form a silent, invisible army in Britain. 
Do not underestimate a carer’s suffering or consider it secondary.

There are seven stages of Alzheimer’s and sufferers may not need help until they 
reach stage five. Often the disease doesn’t show itself with undeniable symptoms 
until stage four. However, stages one to four can take ten years. What happens to 
people who get into the system at stage one or two, under the early-diagnosis terms 
of the strategy? They are likely to be stigmatized, subject to expensive and pointless 
weekly appointments for a decade, denied drugs, and advised to do more Sudoku, 
walk more and eat better. Can we afford this kind of monitoring when hundreds of 
thousands of stage five and six dementia victims are struggling in misery at home 
with relatives at the end of their tether, or in pitifully inadequate care homes?

This strategy is a Neverland of easy promises. What is the likely real world outcome 
of unleashing another half million diagnosed dementia sufferers upon England’s 
infrastructure, given the many false hopes that will attach themselves to clinics? The 
inconvenient truth is that a tsunami of dementia is forecast, and billions of pounds 
need to be spent on an infrastructure to treat the demented in the correct way.

Let’s start by scrapping the dementia strategy, and opt for simplicity of ambition: 
announcing £150m to be spent on new care homes and respite, and on the enlightened 
kind of communal day care, with trained personnel, in which art therapy, music 
therapy, and novel ways of developing friendships can make a real difference to 
people’s lives.

Andrea Gillies is the author of Keeper: living with Nancy, 
a journey into Alzheimer’s.

Richard Skellington 
asks how much longer 
government can 
provide dementia care 
on the cheap
 

By 2025, according to research 
published this month by 
Oxford University and the 

Alzheimer’s Research Trust, the total 
number of people diagnosed with 
dementia in the UK will rise above 
one million (Oxford University, 
Dementia 2010, February 2010). 

Today, according to Dementia 
2010, 822,000 people in the UK are 
currently suffering from dementia, 
over 122,000 more than the estimate 
predicted two years ago, and over 
100,000 above the figure put forward 
by the Select Committee on Dementia 
Care in the Community, which is 
still sitting in the backwaters of 
Westminster deliberating upon the 
sorry state of care in the UK.

The report warned that the 
social and public cost of Alzheimer’s 
disease and related conditions is far, 
far higher than expected, and will 
further increase – beyond our capacity 
to cope – as our population ages in the 
next three decades. People are living 
longer, but more people, especially 
those on lower incomes and without 
the funds to pay for care, are living 
longer with ill health, especially those 
suffering from dementia, with many 
experiencing a long, lingering and 
painful demise, having remortgaged 
their home to fund inadequate care.

The Select Committee on 
Dementia Care in the Community 
Review has been guided by a 
standpoint paper, Living with dementia: 
a national dementia strategy. The paper 

lists seventeen worthy objectives, 
including improving awareness, 
increasing the accuracy of early 
diagnosis, providing fit-for-purpose 
information for carers, easy access and 
improved support and advice, improved 
quality of care for people with dementia 
in general hospitals, more effective 
care for people at home, improved 
end-of-life experiences for dementia 
sufferers, providing an informed and 
effective workforce for people with 
dementia, more effective research 
into dementia, fit-for-purpose care 
home regulation, and ensuring what is 
called ‘living well with dementia’ in 
care homes is provided, a phrase that 
acknowledges that for decades people 
have been ‘living badly with dementia’. 
Many readers, like me, will have 
distressing and painful memories of 
what this means (see www.guardian.
co.uk/society/2008/may/28/
health.nhs and www.guardian.
co.uk/society/joepublic/2008/
may/28/thenhsisnottheonlyvillai).

Dementia has 35 million sufferers 
worldwide. There is currently no 
cure. Billions of pounds are needed 
to fund research, the same amounts 
of money that are currently financing 
military campaigns in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Psycho-geriatrics inhabits 
one of medicines twilight zones. It is 
historically neglected and underfunded. 
If the government sponsors 200 
psychiatric registrars a year to do an 
MD in Dementia, our knowledge and 
capacity to care would improve. To its 
credit, the government have appointed 
a new dementia ‘tsar’ for the UK, Prof. 
Alistair Burns, an eminent psychiatrist. 
Let us hope he soon gets to grip with 
one of the biggest failures: the provision 
of effective care in the community. 

Education can also make a huge 
contribution. The standpoint paper’s 

laudable goal to provide an informed, 
trained and effective workforce would 
be enhanced if Higher Education 
institutions provided Foundation 
Degrees in Dementia Care. At the OU 
we have the expertise to do this, but at 
present most of our limited dementia 
care curriculum forms only part of one 
of many topics taught at Levels 1, 2 and 
3. The Dementia Services Development 
Centre at the University of Stirling 
is doing its best to begin to fill this 
vacuum in employment engagement 
(see: dementia.stir.ac.uk/).

Dementia currently costs the 
economy £23bn a year, over twice the 
cost of cancer care, and three times the 
cost of heart disease. More worryingly, 
this figure takes no account at all of 
the kind of improved care needed if 
we are to care effectively for dementia 
sufferers. The £23bn we spend on 

dementia is far too little, and greater 
investment is needed to tackle the 
dementia demographic time bomb. 

The crisis is deepening, and NHS 
general service provision is affected 
too. As the Alzheimer’s Society report 
Counting the cost: caring for people 
with dementia on hospital wards 
revealed in 2009, people with dementia 
over 65 years of age are using up to 
one-quarter of all hospital beds at any 
one time. No wonder the standpoint 
paper raised the vital issue of coping 
with the crisis dementia caring is 
causing our general hospital provision.

As the businessman Gerry 
Robinson discovered last year, he could 
not fix care homes (see his two-part 
BBC programme Can Gerry Robinson 
Fix Dementia Care Homes? broadcast 
last autumn, and co-sponsored by the 
OU). He said the £6bn care home 

industry is inadequate (www.bbc.
co.uk/programmes/b00pf0s2). 

Sir Gerry, whose father suffered 
from dementia, discovered that the care 
home business was worth over £6bn a 
year, was largely paid for by taxation, 
and that a great deal of the care is 
woefully inadequate. He found misery 
and despair, a culture of stagnant 
lounges, a lack of specialist training 
among staff, and a focus on keeping 
people alive rather than helping them to 
live a happy life. Worse still he found 
that care homes could pass inspections 
based on the extent of death rates. 
Home Z may have a lower death rate 
than Home X, but at least at Home X, 
Sir Gerry argued, the patients enjoyed 
a greater quality of life before dying. 
Sir Gerry’s despair was total. He found 
a disingenuous failure to acknowledge 
basic truths about the relationship 
between care costs and quality.

The Dementia 2010 report 
criticisms were also profound and 
disturbing. Hundreds of thousands of 
dementia sufferers were not receiving 
any care whatsoever because GPs 
were not trained to diagnose dementia-
related symptoms; only one-third of 
dementia sufferers were found to be 
known to the NHS; and research into 
dementia was severely underfunded 
(8 pence is spent on dementia research 
for every £1 on research into cancer). 
Relatives and unpaid carers provide 
1.5 billion hours of care a year to help 
dementia sufferers, thus saving the 
country £12.4bn a year. This is social 
care on the cheap. But worse, the care 
workforce, especially in the private 
care home industry, were operating 
a relatively feudal system in which 
overseas carers were imported – on 
low pay and long hours – and with no 
training, to care for often desperately 
ill and needy people.Two other famous 

‘sirs’, Sir Terry Pratchett and Sir 
Michael Parkinson, have courageously 
talked of the need for more effective 
nursing care, and for more research 
into the complex aetiology of 
dementia. Since her appointment by 
the government in November 2008 as a 
voice for older people, Joan Bakewell 
has championed the rights of the 
elderly. What we now urgently need 
is real nursing care, provided by real 
nurses skilled in dementia care, not by 
young untrained auxiliaries working 12-
hour shifts on low pay with little time to 
even share a moment of happiness with 
their clients. Dementia is a condition 
where effective communication is 
vital, and many care services provide 
carers who cannot speak English. 

Doing something about 
it is going to take an enormous 
injection of money and training, a 
re-evaluation of professional caring, 
and the recruitment and retention of 
compassionate and dedicated staff.

The coalition government 
will have a lot on its plate, and past 
governments should have a lot on 
their consciences. It is also time 
the OU did more to help fill the 
knowledge and research vacuum. 

There comes a time when 
consultations by Select Committees 
seem no longer relevant, when the 
immediate needs of one individual 
are more important than the interests 
of State. This is about John’s aunt in 
Hackney who is beginning to self-
harm and who is living in fear not 
knowing why she feels as if she has 
lost her life in living, ‘sans teeth, sans 
eyes, sans taste, sans everything’. 
This is maybe me, maybe you. The 
UK has funded dementia care on the 
cheap for far too long. Now is the 
time to invest in all our futures.

A Neverland of easy promises
A strategy for early diagnosis and treatment of dementia ignores the fact that 
infrastructure for end-of-life care is just not good enough, argues Andrea Gillies

Sans everything: the sorry politics of dementia care

Dementia training
For a good insight into the issue of nursing care for people with dementia 
on NHS wards see Angela Rippon’s keynote address to the Royal College 
of Nursing (RCN) Congress 2010 and the ensuing debate. You can find it 
via this link. You may have to scroll down to connect: www.rcn.org.uk/
newsevents/congress/2010/archive_webcast

The RCN is developing a programme to raise the profile of dementia among 
nursing staff and highlight the needs of patients who have the condition. 
Iain McGregor, Chair of the RCN’s Older People’s Forum reports that 
according to the Higher Education Dementia Network in England, nursing 
students received on average zero to six hours of pre-registration training on 
dementia in three years. 

The University’s response
At the Open University the Faculty of Health and Social Care (HSC) 
is expanding its curriculum provision. From next year in K309 
Communication in Health and Social Care there will be a new Block 
entitled, ‘Communication and relationships in organisations – dementia 
care’. The HSC will address an enhanced dementia curriculum when the 
Faculty revalidate its provision.

A to Z of dementia
The A–Z of dementia gives you bite-size information on a variety of 
dementia related topics and links to further resources. Take a look at the 
entries by clicking on a letter or use our search box to find the topic you are 
looking for. See the Alzheimer’s Society’s website: www.alzheimers.org.
uk/site/scripts/az_home.php

World’s elderly to overtake world’s young
The US Census Bureau has revealed that the proportion of the global 
population aged 65 years and over is set to overtake the number of children 
under 5 years of age for the first time according to a report published in 
July 2009. The report ‘An Ageing World: 2008’ shows that by 2020 this 
threshold will be reached and that by 2040 the number of over 65s in the 
world is expected to double, from 506 million in 2008 to 1.3 billion – a 
leap from 7% of the world’s population to 14%. At present the number of 
people aged 65 and over is increasing at the astonishing rate of 870,000 each 
month. By 2040 more than one in four Europeans are expected to be over 
65, and one in seven at least 75 years of age. However, the Census reports 
ageing is not simply confined to the developed world: more than 80% of the 
increase in older people in the year up to 2008 was in developing countries.

1 million: the number of people in the UK with dementia by 2025; state spending on elderly care will need to double by 2025 to £24.26 billion

Last scene of all 
That ends this strange eventful history, 
Is second childishness and mere oblivion, 
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything. 
William Shakespeare
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CHILDBIRTH/ UNEMPLOY ED  M I NO RI TI ES

It is one of the world’s greatest hidden epidemics, but 
the search for a solution is hopelessly underfunded. On 
average, every minute of every day a woman somewhere 

dies in childbirth or pregnancy, the overwhelming majority in 
developing countries.

It is estimated that deaths from childbirth or pregnancy 
number more than half a million every year, in what 
Norway’s Prime Minister, Jens Stoltenberg, told the United 
Nations in September 2008 was ‘the biggest expression of 
brutality to women I can imagine’.

One of the UN’s eight Millennium Development Goals in 
2000 was to reduce the ratio of maternal mortality – the 
number of mothers who die per 100,000 – recorded over the 
period 1990–2015 by three quarters. However, as the 2015 
target date gets ever closer, it has become clear that attempts 
to lower the death toll have failed. 

With almost 99% of maternal deaths occurring in the 
developing world, the differences in risk for women in those 
countries, in comparison with Europeans, are staggering. 
One in every seven women in Niger will ultimately die of 
pregnancy-related causes, whereas in Sweden the lifetime risk 
is one in 17,400.

Sierra Leone remains a stark reminder of that contrast, 
suffering one of the highest maternal mortality rates in the 
world, with one in every eight women dying in childbirth, 
according to UNICEF. The experience in Sierra Leone 
mirrors that in most of sub-Saharan Africa, where the 
maternal death rate has remained almost unchanged since 
2000. Thousands of women die every year in childbirth 
in Sierra Leone, which is at the bottom of the UN human 
development index and where life expectancy is 41. Although 
care is officially free for pregnant women and under-fives, 
the health service is failing miserably. Only 40% of the 
population has access to healthcare.

For the million-strong population of the capital, Freetown, 
there are only 162 government health workers trained to 
deliver a baby. Countrywide, there is one doctor for every 
33,000 people or more, compared with one to 600 in the UK. 
‘Women are dying unnecessarily in pregnancy and childbirth,’ 
says Barbara Stocking, director of Oxfam, which is calling for 
universal access to healthcare and for donor aid to go straight 
to national health budgets. ‘It destroys families – children are 
motherless; husbands without wives; parents lose a daughter; 
siblings lose a sister.’ 

The health of mothers is crucial for the survival of families 
and economies, and cuts to the heart of any society. Pregnant 
women in Sierra Leone need what pregnant women need 
everywhere: trained midwives and doctors, access to properly 
equipped hospitals and essential medicines. Deaths relating 
to obstructed labour, eclampsia, severe bleeding, anaemia 
and infection are often avoidable through simple measures, 
such as provision of better prenatal care and primary health 
facilities with trained staff.

Official government policy is to provide free drugs, 
consultations and essential vaccinations for vulnerable 
groups, including children under five, children attending 
school, and pregnant and breast-feeding women. Common 
drugs are also meant to be provided on an affordable basis to 
everyone. 

However, this is far from the reality: a recent survey 
found 90% of respondents were paying for drugs, 43% for 
consultation fees and 21% for basic vaccines. In the eastern 
region of the country, around 90% of those surveyed were 
still paying for antenatal and under-fives’ healthcare.

The White Ribbon Alliance for Safe Motherhood, led by 
Sarah Brown and supported by Naomi Campbell, Erin 
O’Connor and Claudia Schiffer, is campaigning to help these 
women, as are NGOs such as Oxfam.

What can be achieved in this area has been shown by the 
experience of Sri Lanka, a developing country that now has 
a trained midwife for every 1,800 people. While Sri Lanka 
now suffers 190 maternal deaths per year, Niger, which has a 
smaller population, has 14,000 maternal deaths every year – 
and only one midwife for every 33,500 people. 

Despite the urgent need to reduce the death rate of women in 
childbirth, Robert Zoellick delivered a note of caution over 
the UN’s ability to raise the billions of dollars that are needed, 
saying that he was ‘concerned’ over the impact that the global 
financial meltdown might have on programmes such as the 
Millennium Development Goals.

Maternal mortality – the facts
The maternal mortality ratio (MMR) shows deaths per 
100,000 live births.

MMR Lifetime risk

Highest

Niger 2,100 1 in 7

Sierra Leone 1,800 1 in 8

Afghanistan 1,800 1 in 8

Chad 1,500 1 in 11

Angola 1,400 1 in 12

Somalia 1,400 1 in 12

Liberia 1,200 1 in 12

Lowest

Ireland 1 1 in 47,000

Bosnia-Herz. 3 1 in 29,000

Italy 3 1 in 26,600

Greece 3 1 in 25,000

Austria 4 1 in 21,500

UK 8 1 in 8,200

USA 11 1 in 4,800

Source: UNICEF, Progress for Children,  
No. 7, September 2009.

Why are mothers still 
dying in childbirth?
More than 350,000 women die in pregnancy or childbirth 
every year in the developing world due to lack of proper care, 
report Rebecca Seal and Katrina Manson

If you’re white and of working age in Britain, 75 per 
cent of you will have a job. If you’re of Pakistani or 
Bangladeshi origin and of working age, less than half of 

you will have a job. If you’re of Afro-Caribbean descent, it’s 
about 60 per cent. 

These statistics are alarming in themselves, but what makes 
them even more frightening is that in the last 20 years they 
have not changed. If ethnic minorities can’t benefit in the 
good times, it is more than likely that the recession is going to 
make things worse for them. We are not talking about recent 
temporary migrants from other EU countries but British 
citizens, many born and educated here, sharing British values 
and committed to Britain as their home.

In east London I meet many young Bangladeshi adults who 
are ‘outside the zone’ but could easily be absorbed into the 
mainstream economy. I remember a newspaper I worked for 
in Whitechapel. A bright Bengali cockney called Abu came 
into my office to tell me my publication was rubbish because 
we didn’t cover bhangra concerts. I asked him to tell me about 
the last concert he’d been to and, as he talked, I took notes. I 
then typed them up and said, ‘Here’s your first article for the 
paper.’ He ended up being the arts editor of the Asian Herald. 
He’d never had a job before and grew up being told he had no 
talent, no prospects. Almost on a daily basis, I see raw talent 
going to waste – talent that could stop being a burden on the 
state and start strengthening our economy.

So what is the government doing? For the last three years I 
have been trying to find out. In 2006 the Department for Work 
and Pensions asked me to chair an ethnic minority advisory 
group to advise ministers on the best ways of reducing the 
ethnic minority employment rate gap. Every three months I 
meet with a ministerial task force for an hour – the TUC, the 
CBI, the London Development Agency’s diversity works for 

London programme and the Equalities and Human Rights 
Commission. In all that time, we have never been able to 
convince ministers to take a single step forward.

Last year, the chancellor backed the recommendations 
of a Business Commission report, which called on the 
government to eradicate the employment rate disparity for 
ethnic minorities within 25 years. The task force was charged 
with ensuring that it happens. I doubt we will even come 
close, because we have allowed employer discrimination on 
grounds of ethnicity to go unchallenged. We have allowed 
the problem to fester in the parts of Britain where ethnic 
minorities tend to live. Of all the Asian children living in 
Tower Hamlets, some two thirds live in poverty. Systematic 
neglect means that the tools that we need to fix this problem 
have to be ever more powerful – and this is where politicians 
tend to run shy of making real change to creating an equal 
society for all.

Government should start with itself. The billions of pounds 
spent on procurement –  the buying of things from the 
private sector – is an obvious starting point. We should ask 
suppliers to government departments to give details of the 
diversity of their workforces in order to win contracts. This 
has been extremely effective in the USA where there has been 
a consistent political commitment to ensure the removal of 
barriers for ethnic minorities and women.

In Northern Ireland, policies are in place to stamp out 
discrimination in the employment of Catholics. They have 
proved very effective. Smaller public bodies are throwing 
their weight behind procurement as the most effective tool to 
ensure fair and equal treatment in the jobs market. If you want 
to win a contract with Transport for London, for example, 
you have to compete on the grounds of ‘equality, quality and 
price’. None of these policies involves positive discrimination 

or giving preference to particular groups of applicants or 
quotas or all-black shortlists. Therefore, they are less extreme 
than some of the government’s proposals on gender and 
social class inequality. The key elements in the Transport for 
London policy is that employers have to monitor the ethnic 
composition of their workforce and, if certain groups are 
clearly under-represented, develop action plans to remedy 
the problem, for example by outreach activities, advertising 
in the media that is seen by the minority, emphasizing that 
applications from the under-represented group are welcome, 
and so on. These tools work.

It seems sensible and constructive – except to successive 
Westminster administrations and Whitehall bosses. At a 
recent task force meeting, a proposal was put forward for 
government departments to pursue similar strategies to map 
out successful ways for government to use its own spending 
power to create proper supplier diversity and to use the one 

tool that will make the Business Commission proposal a 
realistic and achievable one. One by one, ministers agreed 
and we were on the verge of making a major breakthrough. 
Then the Treasury threw a wobbly: one of their subsidiary 
departments, the Office of Government Commerce, would 
not co-operate with such an initiative. They didn’t have any 
constructive proposals of their own.

Rather than challenge the Treasury, all the other government 
departments represented had their enthusiasm curbed. It was 
only when I said that there was no point in having the group if 
it didn’t have the courage to make real concerted change, and 
that I would resign, that noises were made to look into  
it further.

I’m not holding my breath. Rather than sit in endless fruitless 
meetings, I could be opening more restaurants and creating 
hundreds more jobs, and I would probably be doing more 
to improve employment rates for ethnic minorities than any 
British government has ever done.

At Roast, we recently joined a scheme to help the long-
term unemployed. A bright Afro-Caribbean kid came for an 
interview and we gave him a job. He had been out of work for 
six months and was beginning to feel the same as Abu had – 
that being black meant he had no chance. When the evidence 
stacks up in that direction, many turn to crime. In Muslim 
communities they also become easy prey for Islamists.

Iqbal Wahhab has chaired the Department for 
Work and Pensions’ ethnic minority advisory 
group since 2006.

Why will no one help the unemployed minorities?
After three years chairing a task force, Iqbal Wahhab, chair of the Department for Work and Pensions’ ethnic minority advisory group, 
despairs of the government’s disregard for black job seekers

Mortality update
Globally, the number of women dying in pregnancy and 
childbirth has fallen from around 500,000 a year in 1980 to 
343,000 in 2008. During these 30 years, maternal mortality 
worldwide has improved and has fallen at a rate of 1.4% 
a year, with the biggest decreases in the developing 
world, though the death rate in some developing countries 
remains very high compared to the developed world.

However, in the UK the death rate has evened out and we 
now trail behind Albania, Slovakia and Poland, as well 
as Europes wealth elite nations in the maternal mortality 
statistics. The UK now stands at twenty-third in the global 
league table. Italy topped the league table with 3.9 women 
for every 100,000 births, a fall of 7.4 in 1990. Britain’s rate 
of 8.2 deaths in 2008 was only marginally lower than the 
8.4 recorded in 1990.

3.1 billion: the contribution of British Muslims to the UK economy last year; 10,000 British Muslims are millionaires
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A few days after the frozen body of an eight-year-old 
boy had been found in the wheel-arch of a plane 
  arriving at Gatwick airport from Kenya, I had a 

briefing with an immigration intelligence officer tired of the 
negative press coverage of asylum. The boy had sneaked on 
to the runway in Nairobi and hidden himself in the plane’s 
landing gear. A report carried a police reassurance that even if 
there were survivors it was ‘very unlikely’ a stowaway could 
penetrate Gatwick’s high security. There was no mention of 
what drove him to cling on to a plane at 10,000 metres with 
barely a wisp of oxygen in temperatures of minus 60 degrees.

My contact made a simple point: ‘Don’t the tabloids 
understand? The bigger the risk a migrant’s prepared to take 
to get here, the greater the horror he’s fleeing from. Surely 
that’s the story.’

That was 13 years ago, but the seemingly non-stop campaign 
against asylum-seekers, and the wilful misreporting of the 
issue among some tabloid newspapers, is getting worse. 
‘Wilful’ is a strong allegation, but it’s a fair one. Important 
distinctions, such as that between asylum-seekers and 
economic migrants, are often fudged or overlooked, the 
language is inflammatory, and there seems to be a lazy 
hostility towards them, implying a universal acceptance that 
what asylum-seekers represent – what they are – is wrong.

In 2007 there was a remarkable image on the front page of the 
Independent: an aerial shot of 27 men marooned on a tuna net 
in the Mediterranean. They were 90 miles from land, without 
food or water, and had been clinging on for three days. The 
makeshift boat they had hoped would carry them from North 
Africa to Europe had sprung a leak and sunk. They were 
eventually saved by the Italian navy.

I pieced together the journey taken by 30,000 African 
migrants every year, from west Africa, up through Niger and 
across the Sahara. In the desert we came across bodies, young 
men with empty water bottles in their clenched fists, propped 
against hot rocks, half submerged in the sand.

In the week those 27 Africans embarked on their ill-fated 
journey, there was an article in the Daily Mail about asylum 
seekers that was headlined ‘£1bn-a-year cost of asylum 
claims’. It said ‘Claims made by illegal immigrants cost the 

public more than £1bn a year, a government report revealed 
last night. The migrants, who pay trafficking gangs up to 
£12,000 to be smuggled into the UK, make up 70% of all 
claims for refugee status.’

I have cut it down, but you get a sense of the tone, partly 
achieved by the tangling of definitions. The impression 
seems to be that asylum seekers, or illegal immigrants, or 
refugees, or migrants, are costing taxpayers £1bn a year and 
that criminal gangs are helping them into the country. What it 
is actually reporting, I think, is that asylum seekers who had 
their applications rejected that year cost £1bn to process.

‘Illegal immigrants’ do not make asylum claims. When they 
claim asylum they become ‘asylum–seekers’, so they are not 
in the UK illegally. They become ‘illegal immigrants’ only 
when they are turned down for asylum and subsequently 
refuse to leave. What the Daily Mail writer has done here is to 
merge the two categories, so they become the same.

Then there is the payment to ‘trafficking gangs’. Sounds 
sensational, doesn’t it? And where do these ‘illegal 
immigrants’ get £12,000 from? Firstly, people fleeing conflict 
or persecution have to use unorthodox methods to travel to 
countries of safety. They can’t turn up at the British Embassy 
in, say, Eritrea and ask for an ‘I’m-fleeing-for-my-life’ visa. 
Therefore, they rely on professionals to get them out.

As for the sum the Daily Mail mentions, it isn’t inaccurate, 
but without explanation it sounds as if these are men of 
means, and thus implies they are on the make. In west Africa, 
villages join together to collect money over several years to 
fund one person’s passage to Europe. The money will be used 
to pay facilitators or to buy false documentation. It is seen as 
an investment; if that person finds work, he will send money 
home and everyone will benefit.

Incidentally, ‘traffickers’, although a sexy tabloid word, is 
wrong. ‘Traffickers’ trade people against their will, to be 
prostitutes or to work as bonded labour. The word implies 
criminality and conspiracy, yet sometimes the facilitators are 
merely supplying a boat, or a map, or a lift in a car. If they’re 
assisting someone fleeing a brutal regime, surely that’s  
a good thing?

It is a perennial theme, repeated until it has become part 
of our national folklore. The Sun’s opinion column put it 
succinctly in April: ‘Many asylum-seekers are no more than 
dole-scroungers.’

UK benefits are not what inspired the migrants I encountered. 
Although some were fleeing persecution, the vast majority 
were indeed economic migrants, but had no idea there 
was a state benefit system in the UK. They wanted to find 
work – building, welding, cooking – to do nothing would be 
culturally unacceptable to them and an insult to the families 
waiting at home to share their earnings.So, if it’s not for the 
benefits, why do they want to come to the UK? Why is a 
‘flood’ of migrants ‘swamping’ our country? Again, that’s not 
what I witnessed. Most just wanted to get to ‘Europe’. They 
didn’t care where they ended up. France and Italy receive 
more asylum applications per head than the UK. In fact 
Britain ranks thirteenth in the EU.

Around three million people watched the four Panorama 
programmes I eventually made, more than the circulation of 
The Sun. A newspaper journalist can exercise his line on the 
story every day. Our programmes were transmitted over  
two years.

It came as a surprise to see how the Daily Mail reported the 
27 migrants marooned on the fishing net: ‘For three days and 
three nights, these African migrants clung desperately on to 
life. Starving and exhausted, they were forced to grasp on to a 
passing tuna net after their own craft had sunk. The shocking 
image underlines the scale of the world’s migration problem.’ 
Perhaps that recognition of a universal human spirit is the key.

This article originally appeared in the 
Guardian on 7 June 2010 and is reprinted with 
permission. A longer version of the article 
appears in the British Journalism Review, Vol. 
21, No. 2, available from SAGE Publications, 1 
Oliver’s Yard, 55 City Road, London EC1Y 1SP.
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Tabloid treatment of asylum 
seekers under fire
Paul Kenyon, a reporter on Panorama and the Royal Television Society’s 
specialist reporter of the year, attacks the inflammatory coverage by 
newspaper journalists on the plight of asylum seekers

When asked what he thought of Western 
civilization, Mahatma Gandhi famously replied, 
‘I think it would be an excellent idea.’ In 2008 

the Metropolitan Police Force used the new anti-terror laws 
to stop and search 58 children aged 9 or under – 10 girls and 
48 boys. How can this be justified, even under the guise of 
fighting terrorism. 

These police officers had not heard of other contributions 
on the theme of what constitutes a civilized society. Louis 
Pasteur once said that whenever he approached a child he 
was always inspired by two sentiments: tenderness for what 
he is, and respect for what he may become. What could have 
provoked 58 separate suspicions that a child under 10 years of 
age could be a terror threat? If we do not stand up for children 

in our society, what does it say about the society in which 
we live? None of the children were subsequently found to be 
linked to terror offences, but I wonder to what depths we have 
sunk when we resort to apprehending on suspicion so many 
children under the age of criminal responsibility. 

Section 44 of the Terrorism Act 2000 gives the police wide 
powers to stop and search without the need for officers 
to have reasonable suspicion. Further examination of the 
data reveals that 2,331 children aged 15 and under were 
apprehended under the Act, suggesting that the police have 
been using these powers as an instrument of general policing 
rather than for the special purposes for which they were 
devised. The majority of those apprehended were Muslims.

It can hardly foster community relations when a police force 
abuses its powers through stop and search measures. In 2008, 
the Metropolitan Police Force carried out 170,000 stop and 
searches using Section 44. I could find no national data for 
2008, but would not be surprised if the number exceeded 
500,000.

Scotland Yard argued that the searches of children aged 9 or 
under was justified. Indeed many people would argue that 
this is the price we have to pay for combating terrorism, 
and that the children under 10 who were apprehended were 
likely to have been accompanying an adult who may have 
aroused police suspicions. No child under 10 has so far been 
associated with terrorist activity, and none of the children 
apprehended, or their relatives, have so far been charged 
under the Act. However, the stop and search of young 
children under 9 worries me. It is one of several practices our 
so-called ‘civilized society’ imposes on the rights and welfare 
of children. 

A related issue of concern is the increasing number of asylum-
seeking children now detained. In August 2009, disturbing 
figures were published which revealed that in the first 6 
months of 2009, 470 children were detained indefinitely 
without charge. It was reported that over one third of them 
were locked up for over one month. Their only crime has 

been to try to escape war, torture, violence and persecution. 
It came as a shock to discover that the UK now boasts one of 
the worst records in Europe for the detention of children.

Franklin D. Roosevelt, in his Inaugural Presidential Address 
in 1933, asserted the firm belief that his people had ‘nothing 
to fear except fear itself’. Fear is a cancer that slowly eats 
away at civilization. These disturbing figures on the way 
children are treated in the UK should shame us all. Is our 
society losing its capacity for compassion? We seem to 
be drifting remorselessly towards more brutal and racist 
solutions to problems that deserve a ‘civilized’ response. 
Looking around the political scene in the UK it is equally 
disturbing to find that few politicians seem to be aware of the 
problem. Section 44 covers many sins, and our asylum laws 
grow harsher. Children are the best resource we have. Stop 
abusing them.

Stop abusing our children
Anti-terror laws are being used to stop and search children aged under 
9 while asylum policies damage child development. Richard Skellington 
reports on disturbing new trends

Web-link of the year 
The Daily Mail Song 

from Dan and Dan
It is up to you whether you find this as amusing as I did. Even 
Mail addicts can see the joke here – Ed!

www.youtube.com/watch?v=5eBT6OSr1TI

43.3 million: the number of forcibly displaced people around the world,  according to the United Nations, 2009
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Candlelit vigil in Manchester, UK, to commemorate asylum 
seekers who have been detained, deported or died. Pic shows 
6-year-old Navid Rahimi from Iran, who has already spent a 
month in Yarls Wood detention centre, with members of  
his family.
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Are you a misfit?
The Open University Staff Survey Phase III 2010 asks all staff the  
following question: to what extent do you think you are a fit or a misfit  
at the Open University?

The common dictionary definition of a ‘misfit’ is: one who is unable 
to adjust to one’s environment or circumstances or is considered to be 
disturbingly different from others; or something of the wrong size or shape 
for its purpose. When staff surveys get this personal – you know its time 
to retire. 

If you have a few minutes to spare and like being informed and 
engaged on the big issues of the day – and some important ones that 
are bubbling just below the media surface – check the new Open 

Politics podcasts. In the best OU traditions, researchers in Politics and 
International Studies (POLIS), working with the Open Broadcasting Unit 
and the independent media company Angel Eye, have put together short 
videos and audio programmes showcasing their work. Each uses great 
footage and features interviews with figures such as David Blunkett, 
Andrew Rawnsley and Glenda Jackson. The podcasts show the breadth 
and versatility of OU politics research and teaching.  

The titles of the programmes are: 

The new politics of food • 
The Berlusconi effect• 
Human trafficking: are we missing the point?• 
Digging up Spain’s dead• 
Sacking Prime Ministers• 
The insecurity of security• 
Do you know who you are?• 
Your truth or theirs: the making of public opinion• 
Performing politics• 
The politics of blood• 
Taking sanctuary• 

In the coming months you’ll find Society Matters’ type content on 
Platform, the virtual campus of the Open University. Platform, 
www.open.ac.uk/platform, is a focus for the OU’s student and 

alumni community but is open to the world. It includes a wide range of 
contributors across the academic disciplines, and users are encouraged to 
share their views and engage in debate. 

Richard Skellington, Society Matters’ editor, will lead a regular blog space 
with posts by a range of commentators from within and outside the OU. 

The exciting thing about being online in this way is we can now be topical 
as well as analytical. We’ll include a pithy Society Matters’ ‘take’ on 
latest news and current events, and alerts to our 54,000 Society Matters’ 
followers about links/articles likely to interest them on other sites. We’ll 
also be able to elicit responses to comments posted by the blog’s followers. 

We intend there will be a wide range of post types on an equally wide 
range of themes – not necessarily limited to the social sciences but 
extending to any topic that might fit under the broader heading of society. 
And yes, there will be cartoons.

Platform’s managing editor Jane Matthews said Society Matters has a 
lot to offer the Platform audience. We intend the Society Matters’ blog 
to capture the print publication’s mix of opinion, comment, provocation, 
academic insight, well-known guest contributors and light relief. 

For those who don’t know us, Platform offers the intellectual and social 
opportunities that are part of life on a traditional campus: the chance 
to be part of a lively, engaged and accessible university community, 
opportunities for peer support, access to topical content, and added value 
through services, benefits, competitions and offers.

It’s a place to be informed, debate, contribute, participate and engage, to 
catch up on headline news with an educational theme – or a link to the 
subject you’re studying.

With the new blog we want to capture Society Matters’ intelligence and 
‘social conscience’. Readers may disagree with the content, but we believe 
they’ll enjoy doing so.

Platform: www.open.ac.uk/platform/

Dr Karim Murji, Senior Lecturer in Sociology, 
on how to empower young people to generate 
research that impacts on young peoples’ lives

The conventional academic response to this type of question is to consider 
ways of including young people as active participants in a research project, 
for example by asking them to take part in focus groups, provide feedback, 
involve their peers and so on. But processes like this still put them in 
a secondary role, as helpers or assistants to a research project owned, 
managed and run by adults and professionals such as academics. 

I recently became a trustee of a London-based charity, Independent 
Academic Research Studies (IARS). It was set up in 2001 to chart a 
different path, where young people do the research themselves, with 
support from IARS staff, and write it up for publication in a peer-reviewed 
journal, Youth Voice. It is, to all extents and purposes, academic research 
done by and for young people. But it aims to go further than that. It is not 
just the doing of research for its own sake, but research as a process of 
empowerment and skills development for the young. 

This is a challenging agenda. Doing research for themselves (not the same 
thing as being taught on a course) is not a conventional way to engage 
young people, some of whom are disadvantaged and have been ‘turned 
off’ by their educational experiences. 

Another challenge is the idea of using research to influence policy. 
Academics across all disciplines are grappling with issues about whether 
and how research evidence is (or is not) useful to policymakers. This is not 
to do with the rigour of the research itself, but how the complexities that 
research throws up can be translated into policy prescriptions. 

As IARS grows (currently 120 volunteers engage with its programme 
annually), it will, as a third sector organization and think tank, face some 
of the same issues with its research as universities. However, that would be 
a sign of its maturity and the success of its programme. As IARS Director 
Dr Theo Gavrielides says: ‘Through our publications and policy work we 
have shown that youth-led research is not a myth and that young people 
independently of their background can inform policy. There are no “hard-
to-reach groups”, as professionals call them. There are only hard realities, 
and we are exposing and challenging them every day through our work.’

See: www.iars.org.uk/content/iars-story

Society Matters and OU Platform

If you would like to contribute to the new 
blog please contact the editor: 
(r.s.skellington@open.ac.uk)

Opening up politics at the OU:
the politics podcast

Can young people be empowered through 
academic research?

Find the podcasts at
www.open2.net/politics

 Misfit ∫
Partial misfit ∫

Neither a fit nor a misfit ∫
Partial fit ∫
Fit ∫

13: unlucky for some – the number of issues of Society Matters
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