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    2005 saw a growing recognition from scientists and some 
politicians about the damaging impact climate change is having upon our 

planet Earth. Climate change now threatens one in six of the world’s 
countries with drought, threatening livelihoods which depend on 

the natural environment. Above both Antarctica and the Arctic 
Circle the protective ozone layers have been significantly 

reduced, increasing the risks of ice-sheet meltdown and 
rises in global sea levels. In the past 50 years Antarctica 

has lost 5,000 square miles of its ice sheet.  
The Arctic ozone layer has reached its lowest level 

after an alarming decrease last winter, while 
the hole in the ozone layer above Antarctica 

(pictured left) is expanding. Nearly 50 per 
cent of the protective layer has been 
destroyed at higher levels. In March 2005, 
when ozone depletion was at its worst, 
Arctic air masses drifted over the UK 
and the rest of Europe as far south 
as northern Italy, giving significantly 
higher doses of ultraviolet radiation.  
The 2005 summers in Spain and 
Portugal were extremely dry and crop 
yields were halved. In Morocco the 
drought was more severe, resulting 
in a huge increase in population 
migration from rural to urban 
areas. Significant areas of the world, 
including the Mediterranean, are being 
increasingly affected by desertification. 
The relationship between the depletion 

of the ozone layer and climate change 
is so complex that the EU is investing 

£11 million in a five-year project to try to 
understand and predict what is happening. 

Reporting on the results of the first year’s 
research, scientists told a Vienna summit in 

May 2005 that greenhouse gas concentrations 
will remain at dangerously high levels for another 

half century.  
The United Nations identified 34 countries which 

experienced droughts in 2005. Over 30 million people 
required assistance as countries experienced their worst 

harvests in decades. The UN warned world leaders at the 
Gleneagles G8 summit that the devastating droughts currently 

affecting Central America, south-east Asia, Australia, Afghanistan and 
Africa, especially Ethiopia, Niger, Sudan, Zimbabwe, Malawi, Eritrea and 

Zambia, were a result of climate change. G8 countries represent 13 per cent 
of the world’s population but account for 45 per cent of greenhouse gas emissions. 

Scientists estimate that CO2 emissions are now at their highest level in 420,000 years. 
In June 2005, researchers at University College London issued a stark warning that sea 
levels caused by climate change could transform Britain into a string of islands, flooding 
many of our coastal towns and cities. If Greenland’s ice-sheet melts, sea levels will rise by 
20 feet. The research, published to coincide with the television series The British Isles – a 
Natural History, highlights the potentially damaging impacts further melting of the western 
Antarctic ice sheet could have on our planet Earth.
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As things currently stand, those African women 
who have received a university education constitute 
a privileged elite which is not really representative of 
the remaining 98.7 per cent of women in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. It is with the aim of bridging this gap that the 
Association for Strengthening Higher Education for 
Women in Africa (ASHEWA) was created in Addis 
Ababa in August 2004. We believe that by increasing 
the number of women enrolled in higher education we 
can achieve not only greater gender equality and social 

justice, but also ensure 
that issues of high 
relevance to women 
are included in the 
policies, research, 
development, teaching 
curricula and outreach 
programmes of higher 
education institutions. 

ASHEWA seeks 
to increase access 
to higher education 
for women through 
existing institutions,  
open education, and  
the establishment 
of specific colleges 
and universities for 

women. This process will be aided through the creation 
of distance education programmes specifically aimed at 
increasing educational access for women, and dealing 
with issues relevant to women and development. This 
will include utilising the Internet and other forms of 
information and communication technologies. Further, 
ASHEWA seeks to establish and strengthen leadership 
programmes for women, create a research fund to 
strengthen women researchers and to promote 
research related to women, and set up a scholarship 
fund for women at post-graduate level.

There is much that individual scholars can do to 
support these efforts. They can publicise the initiative, 
they can bring individual researchers into collaborative 
research endeavours, they can help raise money to 
support the efforts in Africa, they can spend sabbaticals 
in Africa and they can lend help in material preparation 
in relevant subject areas. Whatever the way in which 
individuals seek to support these endeavours, the option 
of doing nothing at all should not be contemplated. 

    

Amazon 
rainforest 

under threat

Some 26,130 square kilometres of the 
Amazonian rainforest were cleared in the 
12 months to August 2004, the largest area 

since the height of deforestation in 1995, when a 
forest the size of Belgium was removed by illegal 
loggers and land clearance for cattle grazing.  The 
main driver for deforestation is the humble Soya 
bean, used to feed cattle. An area of more than 
10,000 square miles has been cut down.

The survival of the Amazon rainforest, which 
covers 1.6 million square miles and occupies more 
than half of Brazil, may be the key to the survival of 
the planet because its trees produce much of the 
world’s oxygen. 

The escalation began on the back of the BSE crisis 
in Britain, when the feed given to cattle suddenly 
became a matter of intense public concern. Cattle 
feed producers around the world switched to Soya 
as an untainted source.

The boom was intensified in Brazil – in contrast to 
the US and Argentina – who took the GM route in 
its agriculture. So when most European countries 
went GM-free, it was from Brazil that they sought 
their Soya bean supplies. Europe now imports 65 
per cent of its Soya from Brazil. Demand from 
China’s growing middle class is soaring.

Soya showed up in the deforestation figures in 
2003, when after falling or staying steady for eight 
years, the rate of destruction leapt by 40 per cent 
in a single year, from 18,170 square kilometres to 
25,500 square kilometres. 

Almost one fifth of the Amazon rainforest has 
already been cut down – the main destruction is 
due to logging to create farms. An area the size 
of Haiti has been lost to farming over the last 12 
months.

• 17.3 per cent of the Amazon rainforest has  
 been destroyed

• it is estimated that the rainforest will survive  
 40 - 50 years if deforestation continues at its  
 current rate

• 2.7 million Acres of rainforest are destroyed in  
 Brazil every year

• 33 per cent of the world's rainforests are found  
 in Brazil

• 137 plant and animal species become extinct  
 every day as a result of rainforest depletion

• 20 million people call the Amazon Basin home,  
 including 400 indigenous groups

• 22 per cent of Brazil's population live below the  
 poverty line

• 40 per cent of Brazil’s annual income is spent  
 repaying its loans

• 50 per cent of the world's forests have   
 disappeared

Powering women in Africa 
Vice Chancellor, Brenda Gourley, shows how higher education can play an important role in 

improving the life chances of the excluded and marginalised women of Africa

2  When the missionaries came to Africa they had the Bibles and we had the land. They said ‘Let us pray’ and we closed our eyes. When we opened them again, we had the Bible, and they had the land.  Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 2004

THE 
DEAN’S 
COLUMN

The world is living on borrowed time
A World Bank report on the future of the world, published in spring 
2005, found that almost two thirds of our resources have been 
exhausted. One species alone threatens the ten million species on 
Earth. 1,360 scientists from 95 countries backed the report findings, 
which found natural habitats such as forests, wetlands, savannahs, 
and estuaries that recycle air, water and nutrients for life have been 
irretrievably damaged by man. 

The report, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, found a quarter of 
the earth’s surface was now cultivated. More land had been reclaimed 
for agriculture in the last 60 years than in the 18th and 19th centuries 
combined. Since 1980 we have destroyed 35 per cent of the world’s 
mangroves and 20 per cent of its coral reefs. Ninety per cent of the 
sea’s largest predators – tuna, swordfish and sharks – have disappeared; 
12 per cent of bird species, 25 per cent of mammals, and more than 30 
per cent of amphibians are threatened with extinction. 

How we are eroding the world
The Reducing Wales’ Ecological Footprint report, published 
in the spring of 2005, shows that if everyone consumed as 
much as the people of Wales, the earth would need an area 
the size of three planets to support current lifestyles for just 
one year. The report measured how much land and sea area 
we use to support ourselves, compared to the resources 
available. The footprints, measured in global hectares, 
reveal a bio-capacity of the planet of 1.8 hectares per 
person. In Wales this footprint is as high as 5.25 global 
hectares, provoking calls from the report’s authors 
for a greater emphasis from the Welsh Assembly on 
a more sustainable future in the Principality, including 
the promotion of organic food production and 
consumption, waste minimisation, energy efficiency 
and changing consumer behaviour.

The world is now a third of the way through the 
time it has allotted itself to achieve the aims 
set out in the Millennium Development Goals. 

Undoubtedly there is much good work being done 
towards their attainment, but much more must be 
done if targets are to be achieved.

Increasing the provision and availability of education 
(specifically higher education) is likely to help 
significantly in this respect and will greatly increase the 
chances of succeeding in seven out of the eight goals. 
This may not seem at first 
glance to be obviously the 
case, but many of the goals 
have their root solutions 
in basic education, the 
relevance and quality 
of which depends on 
higher education inputs 
in terms of curricular 
content, processes, teacher 
education and gender 
consciousness.

Nowhere are these 
issues of more pressing 
importance than in Sub-
Saharan Africa, and yet 
nowhere in the world are 
people more excluded 
from the benefits of higher education. Within this 
excluded region it is women who are at the most 
significant disadvantage. 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century when 
the Millennium Development Goals were set, African 
women lagged behind their male counterparts at every 
level – 50 per cent of women were literate compared 
to 68.9 per cent of men; only 76.3 per cent of girls 
were enrolled in primary school compared to 86.7 per 
cent of boys; at secondary level only 23.8 per cent of 
girls compared to 29.1 per cent of boys were enrolled; 
and only 1.3 per cent of women felt the benefit of 
higher education compared to 3.3 per cent of men. 
These statistics show a reversal of the global trend in 
2000 when 53.6 per cent of men and 59.3 per cent 
of women were able to access university education. 
The inexorable march of the HIV/AIDS pandemic only 
worsens the situation because more women than men 
are infected.

Higher education is not an end in itself for the 
women of Sub-Saharan Africa; rather it is a means 
towards an end. By increasing female enrolment at 
higher education level we will also enable African 
women to raise knowledge and awareness of maternal 
health, help inform the combating of disease, and work 
towards environmental sustainability. In short, higher 
education strengthens the capacities of women to 
contribute to the new development impetus of their 
countries and of the continent as a whole. This will mean 
that Sub-Saharan Africa will be able to play a larger and 
more proactive role in improving its medical, economic 
and social situation. As things stand only slightly more 
than a third of women are involved in economic activity, 
and women are still expected to gain status through 
the wealth of their families and through marriage. 
Combined with a lack of education this makes women 
particularly vulnerable within a knowledge society. 

Have a look at: 
www.worldviewofglobalwarmingorg

Another year has passed and the eighth edition 
of Society Matters is on the doorstep. Yet it 
seems only yesterday that I was writing last 

year’s column and looking forward to a summer 
break. This year I write just after the Live 8 concerts 
– probably the biggest ever synchronous collective 
expression of concern – and the G8 summit at 
Gleneagles. Make Poverty History? Will the latest 
campaigns make a real difference? Or will the reality 
remain watered-down promises of aid and trade 
agreements that benefit the rich and scarcely reach 
the poor. Is there the international will to act in time 
to mitigate the spectre of massive change as a result 
of global warming? And at home and away, how do 
we respond to the terror of bombs in the heart of 
our cities?

This edition of Society Matters focuses on issues 
that concern so many of us. From ozone depletion in 
the Arctic, through education for inclusion in Africa, 
to the aftermath of the East Asian tsunami – there is 
much to remind us that we live today in a globalised 
world in which each of our individual actions can affect 
the lives of all. If studying Social Sciences has taught 
me anything, it is the fascinating interrelatedness of 
our lives. In chaos theory, the flutter of the butterfly’s 
wing reverberates around the world and creates 
disaster. The torrential downpour of monsoon-like 
rains as I recently drove home was an all too forcible 
reminder of how, even in the prosperous West, it is 
a slender thread of security that holds it all together. 
How much more tenuous is the hold of those whose 
houses by the sea were swept away in December, or 
those whose lives are decimated by the man-made 
disasters of war and famine and Aids? 

Last year I reflected on my first year as Dean. 
This year I reflect back on my last. Two years as Dean 
of almost the largest Faculty in the UK has been 
short, mostly sweet, extraordinarily demanding and 
extremely satisfying. It is a matter of huge pride that 
our Faculty – your Faculty – continues to produce 
attractive courses that so many people want to study, 
and includes the largest number of younger students 
in the University. OU research indicates that Social 
Sciences subjects are not only popular but are highly 
valued for employment, with 49 per cent of OU 
Social Sciences students saying that they are studying 
for career advancement or career change, one of the 
highest percentages in the University. We have new 
courses in media studies and finance, soon to be 
followed by forensic psychology/criminology. We are 
looking to renew our offerings on the environment, 
and are exploring the potential for an award in 
creative arts, design and media. Our excellence in 
research feeds into our teaching and continues also 
to hit the heights so that we are cautiously optimistic 
that we will be in a good position to do well in the 
next Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) due in 
2007. 

As I step down as Dean, I also leave the University 
that set me on my way as a student on D100 – our 
first foundation course. I shall take with me many 
good memories of great times studying in, and then 
working for, an institution whose values and mission 
and aspirations fit so well with what, for me at any 
rate, are the important things in life. I wish you all the 
best in your studies.

11 July 2005

Professor Dorothy Miell takes over as Dean of the Faculty 
on 1 October 2005.

Global warming deaths set to double 
to 300,000 by 2030
If climate change is not addressed the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) believe the current death rate 
of 150,000 people a year will increase alarmingly. The 
deaths occur mostly in deprived and tropical areas where 
malaria and other insect-borne diseases, malnutrition and 
pollution-related conditions such as asthma are on the 
rise. The WHO blamed global warming for 2.4 per cent 
of all cases of diarrhoea and 2 per cent of malaria deaths 
worldwide. The United Nations agency estimate that by 
2030 climate change could kill 300,000 people each year. 
The 1990s was the hottest decade since records began.

Sub-Saharan Africa
Nowhere is the HIV/AIDS pandemic’s  ‘feminisation’ 
more apparent than in Sub-Saharan Africa, where 57 
per cent of adults infected are women, and 75 per cent 
of young people infected are women and girls. Several 
social factors are driving this trend. Young African 
women tend to have male partners much older than 
themselves – partners who are more likely than 
young men to be HIV-infected. Gender inequalities 
in the region make it much more difficult for African 
women to negotiate condom use. Furthermore, sexual 
violence, which damages tissues and increases the 
risk of HIV transmission, is widespread, particularly in 
the context of violent conflict. 

The University has received £2.75 million 
from the Allan and Nesta Ferguson 

Charitable Trust to support 
its work in Africa

Africa in numbers
• Between 1970 and 2002 African countries borrowed US $570 billion and repaid US $550 billion leaving a  
 debt of US $295 billion, largely through interest

• In 2005 the US spent US $3 billion on aid to Africa, one seventh of the total world aid which reaches the  
 continent each year

• Poverty kills 30,000 children each day in Sub-Saharan Africa. 300 African children die each hour from   
 poverty related disease

• 291 million Africans out of a total population of 703 million live on less than a dollar a day

• Each year 4.5 million Africans die before they reach the age of five

• African nations together spend US $13 billion on arms a year. In 2005 the US spent US $500 billion on  
 arms alone
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Student dissatisfaction with 
teaching raises concerns

Research conducted for The Independent newspaper 
by Opinionpanel Research gives a worrying picture 
of student experiences and perceptions of higher 
education at British universities in 2004. Twenty- seven 
per cent of students reported they fell asleep in lectures, 
while a quarter said they were dissatisfied with their 
teaching. Some universities provided no more than six 
hours of contact time a week with students. The survey, 
based on 1,377 online interviews with students at 96 
universities, was weighted for gender, year of study and 
university type. Students were asked whether their 
course developed their subject knowledge, problem-
solving, team-working and communication skills. They 
were asked if staff were 
enthusiastic and 
reliable. Seventy- 
three per cent of 
students felt that 
the teaching on their 
course matched 
or was better than 
their expectations 
but the 27 per cent 
who reported the 
teaching was worse 
than they expected 
was, according to 
experts, surprisingly 
high. Three quarters of the 
students reported they missed 
up to 20 per cent of lectures 
while a quarter missed over 20 per 
cent. Peter Williams, chief executive of 
the Quality Assurance Agency, explained: 
‘Universities are about learning and how to learn. I 
would much rather students spent their time using the 
learning opportunities available than to go to a lecture 
if that lecture is not going to provide what they need.’ 
In the summer of 2005 a National Student Survey will 
attempt to provide a more detailed picture and will, 
for the first time, rank universities by level of student 
satisfaction with their teaching. 

UK is the world’s second most 
expensive country for study

An average student spends almost £7,000 a year on 
their education, a total that will rise to five figures 
once the £3,000 top-up fees kick in. New Zealand 
is the world’s most expensive country for university 
study according to the Global High Education 
rankings published in April 2005. Studying in the 
UK now costs 50 per cent more than it does in the 
USA. The cheapest places to study are Finland and 
Holland (£1,800 a year).

Number of professors 
increases fourfold since 1989

In 1989 there were 3,412 professors in the UK. In 
2005, according to the Higher Education Statistics 
Agency, there are 12,325. University College London 
has more professors than any other university in the 
UK.

    
    
    
  

What do 
you do after 
you have 
completed 
your 
studies?
The OU Careers Advisory Service 
has the answers 
This new improved facility provides help and 
advice to all current students and students who 
have completed their last course within the past 
two years: 

• A comprehensive Careers Advisory Service  
 website, www.open.ac.uk/careers

• Careers publications: OU Study and Your  
 Career and the Career Planning & Job  
 Seeking Resource Pack, plus a wide range of  
 careers information from external sources

• Individual careers consultations by telephone,  
 e-mail or in some cases face to face

• Computer-aided guidance using an interactive  
 program called Prospects Planner

• Drop-in careers advice at some regional  
 events – you can check availability at  
 www3.open.ac.uk/contact/events.aspx

• Career Links – a service matching up those  
 with experience in a specific career (Career  
 Helpers) with students considering the  
 same career (Career Seekers), see 
 www.open.ac.uk/careers/links

Contact your Regional Centre if you require 
further information or would like to access any 

The scientific mind does not so much provide the right answers as ask the right questions.  Claude Levi-Straus, French anthropologist  3

Mickey Mouse eat your heart out!
proper university, and those degrees we get! Mickey 
Mouse or what?

Well actually NO. For a start the Sunday Times 
rates our university as being the fifth best in Britain 
for teaching standards. It says:

Just four institutions – Cambridge, 
Loughborough, York and the LSE – have 
a better teaching record than the OU. 
With 19 subjects given top ratings by the 
assessors, the OU should appear high on 
any league table. It doesn’t, simply because 
it is impossible to collect data in areas such 
as graduate employment and dropout 
rates when most students are employed 
to begin with and often take six or more 
years to finish their studies.
The Sunday Times, 12 September 2004

Oxford, it must be admitted, is only slightly behind 
us but we won’t hold that against them. We alumni 
of the OU are obviously in very distinguished 
company. We are up there with the very best and 
having done a degree the easy way as well, I can 
tell you we are a damn sight harder working than 
the ‘real’ thing. But then you knew all that already. 
Surely the courses are a little bit easier for us ‘non-
academic’ oldies? Who are you kidding? Have you 
seen who writes our materials? They are the best 
of the best. Combine that with rigorous marking, 
regular deadlines and you conclude that we are not 
bad either.

Can you hear me at the back? Labels are for jars, not for people!
Student Catriona Nedin asks if deafness is socially constructed then why does she feel more marginalised outside the OU

Mark Ellis lived in a world of his own until 
the age of 32, unable to read and write or 
communicate with many of those in whose 

care he was placed. He was unconscious for the first 
three months of his life and his doctors wrote him off 
as ‘uneducable’. Much of his childhood was spent in a 
hospital ward with mental patients, and, when he finally 
got to a school, he was tied to his chair during lessons.

Now aged 47, Mark, who was born with cerebral 
palsy, has received the ‘individual learner of the year’ 
award for triumphing over adversity as part of Adult 
Learners’ Week, 2005. He is planning to take up 
employment as a mentor to other disabled people to 
show them what they can achieve.

Mark could not pick up his award in person as a 
result of a fear of rail travel, after he was robbed on his 
last journey (a girl and a boy offered to go and buy him 
coffee and then took his money). But he said: ‘I’d like 
to be with disabled people who may feel they are less 
valued.’

Mark has given talks to staff from Trinity College, 
Dublin, Leeds University and the Royal College of 
Nursing to increase their awareness of the potential of 
people with disabilities. He is planning to continue his 
studies by taking an MA at Liverpool Hope University 
College, where he graduated in sociology and 
American studies.

Just take him home, he’s uneducable

It is a far cry from the memories that his father, a 
former seaman, has of the time when his son was born. 
‘The doctors said to us just take him home, make him 
comfortable, unfortunately he’s uneducable,’ Tom Ellis, 
69, recalled.

He was a month overdue when he was born. 
‘It was a very difficult birth – a double breach,’ said 
Mr Ellis. Mark spent the first three months of his life 
unconscious, and from the age of 8 until 11 lived in a 
hospital ward with mainly mentally disabled adults. ‘It 
was like a scene from One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest,’ 
said his father. ‘He was on a big ward with at least 20 

Remember when you used to have a social life? 
That was in the days before the addiction 
took over. The regular fixes of tutor marked 

assessments; the cold turkey as you emerge 
blinking in the sunlight after another exam; and 
the desperate choices between two attractive 
and relevant courses. You choose one but secretly 
wonder if you might fit the other in later, as a stand 
alone, or maybe part of a certificate, diploma or 
even another degree.

But then its all over, six long years (or more) 
of anxiety, fitting in study sessions, essay writing 
and exam preparation with family life, full-time 
employment and the occasional visit to the pub just 
to check its still there. You get your result and an 
invitation to the congregation of your choice and 
finally you are a graduate of the Open University, 
Bachelor of Arts or Science; you may have earned 
Honours too.

A ‘proper’ higher education

After the splendour of the congregation the doubts 
start to creep in. Those other graduates had to get 
‘A’ levels to get into their courses. Those other 
graduates went to ‘proper universities’ with a 
campus, a library and a student bar. Those other 
graduates were in the immortal words of Willy 
Russell’s educated Rita, ‘real students’: real students 
with real degrees from real Universities. It stands 
to reason doesn’t it? They must be better than 
us Open University students with our part-time 
correspondence courses. We never even went to 

I already had a Bachelors degree when I 
completed my OU degree. I proudly attended my 
congregation in Glasgow and treated my family to a 
meal because we were worth it. So how do the two 
degrees compare? Well quite simply they don’t. My 
OU degree is of inestimably more value than the 
other one. It was more rigorous, more academic 
and just more focussed. I’m very proud of my OU 
degree because I know its true value, not just as 
a qualification but as a formative life experience. 
Mickey Mouse, no way. 

Then again I guess that Mickey Mouse might still 
be on my case. I’m sure he’ll crop up to remind me 
that his discursive formations have impacted on the 
ontology of generations of children, me included. 
But this time I’ll be waiting, armed with yet more 
insight from another OU course. Mickey Mouse eat 
your heart out. I always preferred The Simpsons.

In April 2004 the new Disability Discrimination 
Bill became law but how much will really change? 
One in seven people are either deaf or have a 
severe hearing loss. In Britain alone 700,000 people 

are either severely or profoundly deaf and 9 million 
have some kind of hearing impairment. There is still 
so much ignorance of deafness issues. The label ‘deaf 
and dumb’, which became ‘deaf without speech’ many 
years ago is still heard. The invisibility of deafness 
marginalises and excludes. As one of the 700,000 I 
want my voice to be heard.

Visibility is a key factor. Please tell me what 
deafness looks like? A blind or partially-sighted person 
will be treated with respect and given assistance when 
needed, but that is due to its high visibility. You cannot 
see deafness. When explaining my own particular 
problems I have been answered with ‘but you can’t be. 
You don’t look deaf ’. 

If society is perceived by the deaf without speech 
as becoming more insular despite legislative reforms 

and the benefits of new technologies, then it is 
important for education to play a key role in raising 
awareness. The Faculty’s Level 2 course D218 Social 
Policy: Welfare, Power and Diversity, explores the extent 
to which deafness is a social construction. There is 
nothing natural about being segregated or forced to 
fight for a basic right to understand. False identities are 
formed which are solely influenced by other people’s 
personal opinion or prejudice. Society constructs 
them.

You cannot have a deafness pandemic or catch 
it at school and yet it is usually treated as a sickness, 
an affliction – something pathological. A person 
born hearing but who becomes deaf through illness, 
accident, excess noise in work or nightclubbing, can 
one day leave the ‘normal’ world and become ‘one 
of them’ – a subject to be instantly treated differently. 
I can visit a small shop and make a quite reasonable 
request and when I don’t understand the answer I 
am treated with condescension, patronage, pity or 

other patients in it, and hardly anyone of his age.’
Within a week of his arrival, someone set fire to 

the ward and he managed to set off the alarm. It was 
incidents like this that led his parents to believe he 
was mentally alert and capable of achieving much 
more. ‘Unfortunately, they kept him heavily sedated,’ 
said Mr Ellis. He did receive some education at a 
special school after coming out of hospital, but his 
father later discovered he had been tied to his chair 
while in the classroom. ‘He never learnt anything,’ he 
added.

From the school he was sent to a day-care centre, 
still unable to read and write, where he spent most 
of his time among elderly people. It was not until his 
father was told of Hereward College in Coventry, a 
national college specialising in education for disabled 
students, that he began to start learning, at the age of 
32. ‘He couldn’t read or write and couldn’t even hold 
a pencil in his hand,’ said his father.

A former police officer who was lecturing at the 
college spotted potential in him. He was given a note-
taker, who wrote down his responses as he used a 
speaking machine to answer questions. He gained 
seven City and Guilds qualifications from Hereward 
College before progressing to a sociology degree 
at the Open University, and eventually taking the 

‘Uneducable’ man who learnt to beat disability
Richard Garner, Education Editor of The Independent, tells the extraordinary life and achievements of OU graduate Mark Ellis

Mark Ellis, Open University graduate 

contempt: all right, so I can’t hear properly, but why 
the treatment?

Until society accepts the different challenges 
deafness presents there will always be division 
between the hearing and non-hearing worlds. People 
from both sides can learn enormously from a more 
heterogeneous society, but interaction and dialogue 
would imply that this is highly unlikely in the near 
future.

The Open University is very pro-integration and 
prioritises the issue encouraging the deaf to study. It 
is supportive and attempts to provide the maximum 
assistance to all students irrespective of their disability. 
I am half way through my first Level 2 course and I 
always fill in all the forms. If I do that the OU bends 
over backwards to assist me and my deafness.

We are all the same inside. Why then do we need 
further social divisions? Labels are for jars, not for 
people!

combined sociology and American studies degree at 
Liverpool Hope College.

He said of his first day at Liverpool: ‘I was quite 
nervous but excited at the same time. It didn’t take 
me long to settle. I was just accepted as if I was an 
able-bodied student.’ His father said: ‘They widened 
the doors for him so he could get his wheelchair in. 
They put a special table in the refectory so he could 
get the arms of his wheelchair underneath the table.’

Mr Ellis is proud of what his only son has achieved, 
although he remembers what he terms the ‘dark days’. 
‘Mark’s a kind-hearted lad – a very understanding 
and a very loving person,’ he said. ‘We’re over the 
moon because he has broken through the barrier. 
Sometimes when people see him people see the 
wheelchair – they don’t see the person.’  

 
 
 

Shaun Silson, a Social Sciences’ MA student, on why you are worth it

Computer rage
Now the Open University has mainstreamed 
computer technology across its curriculum 
it is disturbing to discover that, according to 
amazon.com researchers, one in 15 Britons 
confess to having thrown part of their computer 
across a room, breaking it, in a pique of rage. 
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experiences, skills and a commitment to quality that 
was irreplaceable. What was most telling was that it 
all happened with barely a resigned whimper from 
an academic community largely unaware of what was 
happening. 

Real synergy between teaching and research

In the early years the focus was almost entirely on 
the development of the undergraduate programme 
– teaching was more important than research. 
Nowadays the position is pretty much reversed, with 
the Research Assessment Exercise driven pressures 
placing the priority on achieving academic credibility 
in the outside world. The disciplinary bias of the 
RAE could also undermine the potential for further 
interdisciplinary and interfaculty course development. 
Of course it is true that academic quality depends on 
the quality of research but the answer, surely, is not 
to compartmentalise activities but to create an ethos 
and structure where teaching and research flourish as 
interdependent and coexisting activities. 

I have spent almost a whole career in the OU. 
Looking back it is easy to let nostalgia for what is 
lost obscure what is still present. Our achievement 
is immense. Many of the changes that have occurred 
were inevitable in a maturing university in a liberal 
democracy that is vastly different to that of the 
declining years of the welfare state which gave birth 
to the OU.

Some things have remained. The OU is still ahead 
of the field in the quality of its courses. It continues to 
set standards of excellence in its teaching. It is still a 
wonderful place to work. Working with young, bright 
and committed colleagues on U216 Environment in 
recent years was for me every bit as stimulating and 
enjoyable as working on courses a generation earlier. 

The winding drive which I walked up so long ago 
has long been replaced by a ring road. A precarious 
idea has become a great university. What a privilege it 
has been to work here. I take with me the hope that 
those who carry on the work will ensure that the OU 
holds fast to its core values of openness, breadth and, 
above all, quality.

Stay fast to those core values on which the success of the University was 

I still possess the letter, dated 25 March 1970, offering 
me a lecturing appointment at the Open University. 
It was to be held ‘until the normal retiring age of 
65’. Little did I think I would fulfil the full term. 

Indeed, as I strolled up the long drive to Walton Hall 
the following September, I had little idea of what kind 
of job I had signed up for. 

For, in truth, the University was then little more 
than a concept. Its physical presence amounted 
to Walton Hall and a few purpose-built offices. 
The Faculty of Social Sciences had around twenty 
academics, a dozen staff tutors, a few course assistants 
and an invaluable cohort of secretarial support. At 
that time there were no students. 

Some of the key elements of the teaching system 
were already in place. A course team was producing 
the first Social Sciences Foundation course, an 
interdisciplinary endeavour, complete with 36 ‘units’ 
(course texts bound in A4 format) and accompanying 
TV and radio programmes for broadcasting on 
the BBC. They were also devising new methods 
of teaching through tutor and computer marked 
assignments, and summer schools. All this was done in 
a matter of eighteen months before the first student 
intake in 1971.

A university forged in openness

It was exciting to be here and in those days, in 
Wordsworth’s words, ‘to be young was very heaven.’ 
It was a truly innovative period. In a few short years 
we created a profoundly influential institution. New 
concepts of teaching and learning were established. 
A distinctive ethos (or should it be mission) of 
democracy, accessibility and equality was captured in 
the name ‘Open’ University.

The success of the University was assured by its 
first intake of 25,000 students whose commitment 
and enthusiasm saw off the threat of closure by 
a sceptical Conservative government. We were 
also fortunate in the quality and vision of our 
academic leadership. However, more important 
was the democratic and participative nature of the 
environment that provided the catalyst for academic 
quality and innovation. Each course team member 

was exposed to searching peer group criticism. No 
privilege was extended even to the most exalted in 
status. Not to be in a course team was not to be. In 
Faculty Boards and the Senate lively debates were 
the norm and decisions were taken on issues that 
mattered. Participation was intense and few could 
escape a share in University governance.

In a small institution where boundaries between 
disciplines and faculties were permeable it was 
relatively easy to set up interdisciplinary course teams. 
This has been one of the singular achievements of 
the University. In the 1970s I worked with a group 
of enthusiastic idealists to produce Patterns of 
Inequality, an interdisciplinary course which reflected 
the concerns of the time although it was not around 
to provide its critique of 
the more divisive 1980s. 
Similarly, a generation 
later, we have perversely 
dropped our international 
environment policy course 
(EPIC) at the very time 
when its insights are most 
relevant.

Today, arriving at the 
University entrance, one 
is greeted by the futuristic 
Berrill Building. The 
architecture reflects a much 
larger and very different institution. Clearly the heady 
idealism and almost manic decision making of the 
early years was impossible to sustain. Yet, the loss of 
certain features is a matter of regret. 

The University can no longer be said to be a 
democratic institution. Senate has been replaced by a 
newly created governance body where membership 
by right has been replaced by representation in 
a severely denuded forum. Senate had become 
unwieldy. Most academics had ceased to participate as 
it had long since become a rubber stamping chamber 
rather than an arena for real debate and decision 
making. The University has retained the all-in academic 
membership of its faculty boards, but for how long as 
managerial elitism spreads?

An impenetrable bureaucratic superstructure

Today academics consider there are other more 
pressing priorities than to waste precious time in 
trying to maintain a residual influence on policy 
making. In any case more localised, hierarchical and 
directive structures, as well as external pressures, 
impose workload norms and targets that leave 
little time for participation. As academics have 
withdrawn from university governance, control of the 
institution has fallen more and more into the hands 
of professional managerial elites. The development of 
a relatively impenetrable bureaucratic superstructure 
has become increasingly detached from the academic 
project. 

My own career reflects 
these changes. I was an 
elected Dean (though, in 
truth, there was no other 
candidate). Deans are now 
subject to an appointment 
process. As a Pro-Vice-
Chancellor I was expected 
to maintain and return to my 
academic base. The trend is 
now towards full-time, senior 
managers recruited from 
outside the institution. We 
are managed rather than 

governed. The important power of recall has been 
surrendered and accountability threatened.

It may be argued none of this should matter as 
long as we maintain our core values of openness and 
quality. But there are risks that goals may become 
divergent and ultimately conflict. Consider two of 
the most significant changes in recent years. One 
was the untying of the relationship with the BBC and 
the loss of its presence on campus. The other was 
the restructuring of Learning and Teaching Solutions 
(LTS), which delivers our multi-media courses. Both 
decisions reflected the contemporary obsession 
with privatisation and outsourcing. No doubt the 
areas needed a ‘shake up’. In the process key people 
were lost to the University, people with unique 

 4  Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  Lord Acton, British politician

 The General Election revisited
New Labour has one of the poorest mandates for power in the Western world following the General 

Election of 2005 according to a study by the Electoral Reform Society. The UK came second from 
bottom is a league table of democracies with only 35.2 per cent of the popular vote, a share even lower 
than the minority governments returned in Sweden, Canada and Spain. Only Turkey with 34 per cent of the 
vote had a smaller mandate. 

• Only 22 per cent of the electorate voted for New Labour
• 39 per cent of the electorate did not vote at all
• The combined Labour and Tory vote was the lowest since 1923
• Under proportional representation the Liberal Democrats would have won 142 seats
• The BNP vote rose from 47,000 in 2001 to 197,500 in 2005 
• The Green Party came third in Brighton with 22 per cent of the vote
• UKIP lost their deposit in 451 seats
• 68.094 people voted for Respect
• A Labour MP required 26,858 votes to get elected; a Tory 44,241 and a Liberal democrat 98,484
• 6.5 million postal votes were applied for and 18 police enquiries opened into electoral fraud
• The number of women MPs rose from 119 to 125
• Five black MPs were elected – one Tory, four Labour
• 48 Muslims stood for Parliament; four were elected
• More PhD students live in Bristol North West than any other constituency The polling station in Plaistow, W. Sussex 

Life expectancy of rich and poor in the UK widens

Respect

Respect has been in the media 
spotlight recently. The Respect 
Party is now represented in 

Parliament and respect is the new 
buzzword for Labour’s third term 
in office. Social science researchers 
however are ahead of the game. 
They held a symposium at the 
Open University to explore issues 
to do with its roots and significance a t 
the end of last year. Speakers 
addressed a diverse range of topics, 
including the environment, dealing 
with disadvantage, humour and the ‘left’.

A brief history of respect
'A youth is to be regarded with respect. How do you know 
that his future will not be equal to our present?' Confucius 

‘He removes the greatest ornament of friendship, who 
takes away from it respect.' Cicero

'That title of respect which the proud soul ne'er pays but 
to the proud.' Shakespeare

'There was no respect for youth when I was young, and 
now that I am old, there is no respect for age. I missed it 
coming and going.' JB Priestley

'The common goal of 22 million Afro-Americans is respect 
as human beings, the God-given right to be a human being’ 
Malcolm X

'My government is committed to creating safe and secure 
communities, and fostering a culture of respect,' The 
Queen’s Speech, 2005

Analysis of migration trends since the Second 
World War has demonstrated how vital 

immigration has been in regenerating and sustaining 
the UK economy. The study, by researchers from 
University College London, warned politicians that 
they were at risk of basing immigration policy on ‘ill-
informed evidence’, and concluded that the scale of 
immigration is vastly over-estimated. 

The research revealed that between 1990 and 
2003, the UK received 14.4 asylum applications per 
1,000 head of population. This compares, for example, 
to 51.3 for Switzerland, 26.3 for Germany, and 15.2 
for Ireland. 

The UCL researchers found that labour shortages 
stimulated the influx of migrant workers and that 
economies embedded in a competitive international 
market should be able to absorb new workers by 
creating new jobs. While immigration could depress 
wages initially for lower-skilled workers, the evidence 

The benefits of immigration
across Europe was that such effects, where they 
occurred, were temporary. 

The report found that UK health services and 
care provision would be unsustainable without 
post-war immigration. A third of 212,000 doctors 
currently on the UK medical list registered overseas. 
Seventy-five per cent of nurses who joined the NHS 
in 2003–4 came from overseas, with many working 
in those parts of the NHS where British trained 
employees were reluctant to work, particularly in 
deprived urban areas of high need. 

Since 1993 the annual number of UK work 
permits issued to healthcare workers from outside 
the European Union has risen 27 fold. The Philippines, 
India and South Africa provided the majority of these 
workers, sending valuable remittances back home. 
Since 2001 government has banned recruitment 
from the world’s poorest areas to protect their own 
development. 

The difference in life expectancy between the 
poor and the more affluent parts of Britain 
is now wider than at any time since Queen 

Victoria was on the throne, according to research 
published in April 2005 in the British Medical Journal. 

In February 2001, the government announced targets 
to raise life expectancy in the more disadvantaged 
areas by 2010. By 2004 however the difference in life 
expectancy between rich and poor was moving in 
the wrong direction and had increased to 11 years, 
and was increasing faster in advantaged areas. Among 

men, for example, the gap between Glasgow with 
the lowest life expectancy and East Dorset with 
the highest rose from 10 to 11 years, and among 
women from 7.8 to 8.4 years. The researchers had 
previously found that among people under 65 in 
Glasgow the death rate was two and a half times 
the figure for southern Britain.

The authors of the report, from Southampton 
University, put the increases down to the widening 
gap between rich and poor in the UK.

Income inequality increased in the 1980s 
and has been sustained under New Labour. The 
poorest 10 per cent now receive 3 per cent of the 
nation’s total income whereas the richest 10 per 
cent receive over 25 per cent. Wealth inequality 
has also increased. Between 1990 and 2000 the 
wealthiest 10 per cent increased their proportion 
of the nation’s wealth from 47 per cent to 54 per 
cent, and the share of the top 1 per cent rose 
from 18 per cent to 23 per cent.

Mohammed was the country’s 20th most popular name in 2004, one in five women never has children and 1 
per cent of people share nearly a quarter of the wealth according to a picture that emerges from a new book.

Family
 • The average age of a pregnant woman is just under 30 years old 
 • The fertility rate is 20 per cent higher in the West Midlands than in Scotland 
 • 100,000 English children have a teenage mother 
 • There are three abortions for every 10 births 
 • Around one in five women reaching the end of their fertile life is childless, 
  compared to one in 10 women born in the mid-1940s 
 • About 60 per cent of people live in a married-couple family 
 • Roughly three-fifths of marriages are the first marriage for both parties
Education
 • Nearly 600,000 children – 17 per cent of pupils – have special educational needs
 • 45 per cent of pupils in inner London do not have English as their first language
 • The number of children attending independent schools is at a record high of 586,000
Immigration 
 • Half of Britain's non-white population was born in this country 
 • A small proportion of asylum seekers – less than one-in-seven in the past eight years – is granted asylum 
 • Britain takes 2 per cent of the world's refugees 
 • The number of people becoming UK citizens has more than trebled since 1997 

UK is unrecognizable compared to the 1950s

Britain in Numbers, Simon Briscoe, Politico’s Publishing, London, March 2005

Watercolour painting of Walton Hall in the 1960s,
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Tsunami aftermath
A springboard story from the unwired world 

Have you 
forgotten yet?
The tsunami that struck the coasts of the 

Indian Ocean on Boxing Day 2004 was a 
bleak reminder of the precariousness and 

preciousness of life. The Open University community 
responded generously. But how far, beyond individual 
altruism, should an institution itself respond? What 
long-term contribution could it make? 

We live in a world where ‘want’ sleeps with ‘plenty’. 
It is a world in which a child dies every three seconds 
from hunger and preventable disease. It is a world 
in which – each day – one in five people struggle to 
survive on 65 pence, the Aids pandemic claims 8,500 
lives, and 6,500 children die from diarrhoea.  What 
our government promised to spend on tsunami relief 
was a sum equal to one tenth of the £800 million 
it so recently spent on bombing Iraq. The world’s 
richest nation, the United States, pledged more 
but its overseas aid record is poor. Bush’s America 
finished bottom of a twenty-two league OECD table 
of nations for the proportion of its GNP it gave in 
overseas aid: a paltry 0.14 per cent. 

In such a world a university can make only a 
miniscule difference. The Open University’s first two 
core values declare a dual commitment to be open to 
people,  places and ideas, and to realise the transforming 
power of education. Our mission statement talks 
of promoting ‘social justice’ and emphasises the 
importance of the ‘international’ context. OU Futures, 
which charts the University’s strategic priorities up 
to 2008, proclaims our global responsibility and the 
‘urgent need to build a sustainable future’. 

Drawing by Ag Sengeetha, age 8, Mirissa Village, south Sri Lanka 
The Independent Review, March 2005

Universities have a vital transforming role in 
the world’s economic and social development. We 
should educate and train populations to serve the 
needs of the developing world rather than draining 
the developing world of talent so that the developed 
world benefits more. The tsunami makes each of us 
examine more deeply our educational and social 
responsibilities.

We have earth scientists, technologists, 
oceanographers, environmentalists, social and 
political scientists, and globalisation experts who 
have distinguished track records of research. Should 
we now initiate a greater collective endeavour to 
assist in the regions affected by the tsunami? Will the 
tragedy help us better understand the developing 
world and its relationship with the developed world 
while allowing us to intervene, long term, and offer 
constructive help and support?

We might, through research endeavours, 
partnerships within the affected region and other 
initiatives, dedicate human, financial and other 
resources to long-term support. We could help 
the world learn more of the lessons – natural and 
human – that the tragedy has revealed, and ensure 
they are taught and understood. We may be unable to 
do much about the man-made tsunamis that plague 
this planet, but we may do much to help alleviate 
the impact of disasters like the tsunami, especially in 
ameliorating those causes and effects which have a 
human dimension.

Just imagine if I, a king in the fairy tales, could put everything right again. But I am just another mourner.  King Carl Gustaf XVI of Sweden at a service for tsunami victims  5 

The nature of strategic knowledge in the global 
economy has been challenged by recent natural and 
political events. The global technical turn triggered 

by the East Asian tsunami, SARS and 9/11 has 
challenged relationships between nations and regions 
in the world. Stephen Little, the Head of the Centre 

for Innovation, Knowledge and Enterprise at the 
Open University Business School, shows how new 
information technologies, through top-down and 

bottom-up approaches, can transform social exclusion 
by linking people across digital and knowledge divides 

On Boxing Day 2004 the son of a Tamil Nadu 
fisherman working in Singapore saw TV news 
coverage of the tsunami. He telephoned a 

warning to his sister which was relayed from the 
village Knowledge Centre, allowing all the people in 
the village of Nallavadu to escape to safety (1). 

When the tsunami struck in the Indian Ocean 
the technologies that allowed effective warning to 
reach several communities also created a new sense 
of connection between Western tourists and the 
communities they visited in the affected regions. 
This brief account, in the mode of a springboard 
story (2), encapsulates a shift in the nature of 
access to the infrastructure of the global economy, 
and in the governance and metagovernance of 
that infrastructure. Public response to the disaster 
contradicted assumptions about ‘compassion fatigue’ 
in part because of a virtual presence created for 
outsiders by the powerful images and accounts 
brought to the rest of the world by the tourist 
technologies of digital video cameras and cell phones.

The partial nature of coverage and connectivity 
means that many areas affected by the disaster were 
less visible to the outside world, but the collective 
on-line logging of events and monitoring of relief and 
recovery efforts continues and includes coverage of 
the less connected areas. Many groups had already 
found their own voice on the web, but the new sense 
of connection allows the development of mutual 
support and understanding across the ‘digital divide’.

Bridging the knowledge divide

The relationship between new information 
technologies, globalisation and social exclusion has 
been a focus for discussion amongst major social 
theorists for some time. Most discussions take the 
shape of the technology and its social organisation 
as unproblematic, although concern is expressed 
about the distributive spread of the technology and 
the level of access of low-income groups and areas. 
Ohmae, in his 1995 book The End of the Nation State 
talks of a triad of core economies – North America, 
East Asia ands North West Europe. Beyond this 
core is a ‘borderless world’ in which direct foreign 
investment seeks areas of highest GNP regardless 
of political boundaries. While the consequences for 
regions and nations beyond this system are discussed 
in terms of the ‘digital divide’, recent papers and 
debates at the World Summit on the Information Society, 
organised by United Nations and the International 
Telecommunications Union, and held in late 2003, 
argue that there is an equally significant knowledge 
divide between nations and regions.

The dominant economies dictate the direction 
of development in the key technologies. However, 
through the new systems of communication delivered 
by the same technologies, small, collective, distributed 
design is providing a voice from those left outside 
the formal hierarchy of distribution. High technology 
– in a literal sense in the form of satellite-based 
communication – is providing the last crucial link in 
connectivity between the wired core and the unwired 
periphery. 

The nature of strategic knowledge in the global 
economy has been challenged by recent political and 
natural events. The global technical turn triggered by 
9/11, SARS and the East Asian tsunami is a challenge 
to both public administration and commercial 
enterprise. 

E-government had already emerged as tool 
for more efficient service delivery and for the 
support of civil and economic activity with which to 

reduce social exclusion within both developed and 
developing societies. However, e-government has 
been conceived in a top-down form. The emergent, 
distributed, bottom-up responses to disaster are 
one manifestation of an emerging form of ‘meta-
governance’. The new sense of connection between 
western tourists and host communities, reinforced by 
powerful images and accounts brought to the rest of 
the world by the tourist technologies of digital video 
cameras and cell phones, allows more mediated and 
bottom-up understanding. 

Ownership at the village level

In the Indian sub-continent e-governance is being 
approached from both top-level government and local 
community levels. Vijayakumar Gunasekaran, the hero 
of our story, was a former volunteer at the knowledge 
centre in Nallavadu, a coastal village with a knowledge 
centre provided by an NGO. The initiative is based on 
a hub-and-spoke model of data and communication 
established for six villages around Pondicherry. The 
villages can communicate with each other as well 
as to the Internet. Dial-up Internet connections are 
accessed by a variety of wired and wireless paths, 
utilising solar power. A major objective is ownership at 
the village level, with support available from the hub. 
Villagers used the databases stored in the knowledge 
centre computers to organise relief measures and 
the distribution of aid and material received from 
government and other sources.

Elsewhere in India the issue of robust and 
affordable technical platforms suitable for such 
environments has been tackled through the 
development of the Simputer, a robust low-cost hand-
held solar-powered device suitable for non-literate 
users (3). Even this low-cost device must be shared 
around a village community, and commercial smart 
card technology has been used to provide a cheap 
and robust means of securely storing individual data 
away from the device. 

Early applications for the Simputer include the field 
collection of information on crops under cultivation 
for the government of Karnataka and the support 
of mobile applications for micro-finance institutions. 
Critics argue that a technically focused solution is still 
likely to exclude through cost or through the specific 
skills required. However, the secondary, social learning 
around technology can be seen in the activities of the 
Grameen Foundation established in Bangladesh.

The Grameen Bank has extended its activities 
from micro-finance to the support of communication 
technologies for poor village women as part of their 
empowerment. This gives the women an ability to 
check on market prices and to better organise their 
finances and production. Elsewhere fishermen use 
the technology to check market prices before landing 
their catches. 

The fishing boats destroyed along the Tamil Nadu 
coast were funded by the remittances of family 
members working abroad, mainly in the Gulf States. 
The communication technologies that allow these 
remittances to be monitored also conveyed the 
critical warnings to several communities. 

In the past developing new practices and new 
knowledge has required proximity to others who hold 
a relevant set of skills and interests. This adjacency 
can increasingly be delivered electronically. However, 
sufficient skills for effective use of the Internet in 
support of advocacy and communication can be 
acquired relatively simply. The process of skilling can 
draw on extensive experience with electronically 
supported distance education and through electronic 
mentoring. Electronic adjacency permits instantaneous 
interaction between distant individuals: new forms 
of knowledge are generated in this new interactive 
practice athough social and political theory has been 
slow to document and analyse this new social state. 
The speed and ease of new communication over 
distance enables the collecting together of views 
and opinions which were historically fragmented and 
disparate. 

The grassroots response to top-down prescript-
ions provides an opportunity to close the loop of e-
governance and to provide quality real-time feedback 
on the consequences of policy decisions made by 
governments. 

s.e.little@open.ac.uk

(1) A more detailed account of the incident was 
published at http://www.digital-review.org/aud16a.htm 
on 1 January 2005

(2) See Steve Denning’s explanation of springboard 
story at http://www.stevedenning.com

(3) See http://www.simputer.org for details of how this 
new technology can help the Third World

Indian photographer Arko Datta of Reuters won the annual World Press Photo 2004 award with this photograph showing 
an Indian woman mourning the death of a relative killed in the Asian tsunami catastrophe on 28 December 2004

Aid shortfall costs the 
Third World

Third World countries have been denied a total of £192 billion 
in the years 2000, 2001 and 2002 according to a World Vision 

report published in the summer of 2004. The US and Japan are 
responsible for over half the shortfall while aid from the UK 
was estimated to have cost poor countries nearly £10 billion. In 
1970 the British government pledged that it would increase its 
overseas aid to 0.7 per cent of Gross National Product (GNP). 
Between 2000 and 2002 the UK spent on average 0.31 per cent of 
GNP in overseas aid, a shortfall of £3 billion a year. However, this 
proportion compares favourably with the US allocation of 0.11 
per cent of GNP (Who’s Looking After the Children, World Vision, 
2004). In March 2005, the British government committed itself to 
achieve the 0.7 per cent proportion, established in 1970 as a goal, 
by 2013.

The improving trend in world hunger that emerged during the 1990s has been 
reversed. The world is getting hungrier according to research published in 

2003 by the United Nations Food Agency. The UN found that over 850 million 
people in the world were undernourished. Five million people each year are being 
added to the total: 214 million undernourished people were found in India, 198 
million in Sub-Saharan Africa, 156 million in Asia and the Pacific, 135 million in 
China, and 10 million in Western industrialised countries. In India, the number 
of hungry people had risen by 19 million since 1997, while in North Korea the 
proportion doubled to 34 per cent. China, however, reversed the trend and had 
reduced its hungry people by 58 million. In Iraq, in the year before the coalition 
invasion, the proportion of undernourished people rose from 7 to 27 per cent.

The hungriest country was found to be the Democratic Republic of Congo 
where 75 per cent of the total population was found to be hungry, followed by 
Somalia (71 per cent), Burundi (70 per cent), Afghanistan (70 per cent), and Eritrea 
(61 per cent). There was one crumb of comfort. The number of chronically hungry 

Rise in world hunger attributed to 
lack of political will

In June 2005 the full impact of the Asian 
earthquake and tsunami on Indonesia’s 

Aceh province’s infrastructure was 
revealed. The government’s National 

Planning Agency reported that over one 
third of the inhabited areas of the province 
were flattened (in some areas 80 per cent 

of buildings were devastated), 660,000 
people were displaced and 116,880 

dwellings, 2,580 mosques, 1,662 schools, 
1,416 markets, 1,412 government buildings, 

693 hospitals and clinics, 2,267 bridges, 
9,122 aqueducts and over 1,600 miles of 

roads destroyed.

people declined by 80 million in 19 countries, including Bangladesh, Brazil, Chad, 
Guinea, Namibia, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. These countries were found to share 
five characteristics. Each experienced a rapid economic growth, an expanding 
agricultural sector, a declining population, lower rates of HIV infection, and far 
fewer natural emergencies. Two things were found to be decisive: the role of capital 
and the importance of reducing the birth rate. Investment in agriculture was a 
precondition for growth in incomes of the poor and the food supply. The UN found 
that the worse things were in a country, the more children were born to provide 
for survivors in old age. 

The UN identified some huge contradictions. In Burkina Faso, where 2 million 
of the population depended on cotton, the total Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
fell below the US $3.9 billion the United States spent on subsidising its own 25,000 
cotton farmers. The report concluded: ‘the problem is not a lack of food but a lack 
of political will’.
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You & your money
Ian Fribbance, co-Chair of a new course on money matters to be presented for the first time in the autumn of 2006, describes how it will aid our understanding of the 

underlying issues and principles from which we make informed decisions about our own finances

exclusion – the inability of those on low incomes to 
access even basic financial products. One outcome 
has been a significant drive at government and 
regulatory level to improve people’s financial literacy.
These various pressures have led to a greater need 
for people to be involved in the active management 
of their personal financial matters. Under the Financial 
Services and Markets Act 2000 one of the four duties 
given to the Financial Services Authority (FSA), the 
body that regulates the financial services industry, 
was to ‘promote public understanding of the financial 
system’. Since then, a number of organisations have 
been working on developing financial understanding 
at all levels of the UK education system to help deliver 
that objective. 

At one level the Basic Skills Agency and Citizens 
Advice Bureau have become involved in basic skills 
teaching of simple money skills to adults. Financial 
education has become a key part of the personal 
and social education in schools and most recently we 
have seen the introduction of AS and now A-level 
(or Scottish Higher) equivalents in Financial Services, 
run by the Institute for Financial Services. You & Your 
Money will help bring this development through to 
Level 1 of Higher Education and beyond. 

The course is being prepared against a backdrop 
of extensive media coverage and widespread public 
discussion of personal finance issues ranging from 
the UK’s £1 trillion so-called ‘black hole’ of debt to 
our seemingly endless national obsession with house 
prices. University discussions were given a strong 
boost by the backing of the other agencies involved 
that strongly supported the introduction of the 
course, and market research showed it would be a 
popular new subject area for the Open University.

6  Television has made dictatorship impossible but democracy unbearable.  Shimon Pires, Israeli politician, 1995

Help me please, because television is driving me 
mad. This is a serious problem because my job 
is to teach about the media. 

Vanessa Feltz makes me run squealing from the 
room when she’s on. If Alan Titchmarsh appears I have 
to hide behind the settee like a child hiding from the 
Daleks on Dr Who. But even more than the stuff that 
lots of people think is rubbish, it’s the television that’s 
supposed to be good and serious that’s really getting 
to me. 

I think my problems began with media coverage 
of the war in Iraq: all those endless ‘news’ flashes 
from reporters on the roof tops of hotels in Baghdad, 
reports which revealed very little about what was 
really happening in the country. 

The reporting of recent elections in the US and 
UK has made things worse. The meaningless sound 
bites, the analysts who alternate between cynicism 
and self-righteousness. Why have reporters hardly 
mentioned the fact that nearly half of the voting 
population no longer vote? How can the coverage just 
carry on as if that doesn’t matter? (And now live to 
Ramsbottom, where our political correspondent Nick 
Whoever has been catching up with X/Y/Z’s day on 
the campaign trail.)

Dad only gets it for the sport

Don’t get me wrong, deep down television still 
fascinates and enthrals me, as do all the media. I’m 
just having a bad couple of years. In fact, I think it’s 
because the media have always made me cross that 
I feel compelled to teach about them. For as long as 
I can remember, my Mum and Dad’s newspaper has 
been the Daily Mail. Even at 14, I felt enraged by its 
contempt for anyone who questioned the way the 
world works. From time to time I’d throw the paper 
across the room in a teenage tantrum, to my Mum’s 
protests: ‘But I like the crossword!’ Or if she was 
looking for someone else to blame, ‘Your Dad only 
gets it for the sport!’

In fact, if I’m really truthful, I love the media too. 
The same television that provides Alan Titchmarsh and 
Vanessa Feltz gives me Six Feet Under, The Simpsons, 
Storyville, The Sopranos and Shameless (and those are 
just the ones that start with ‘S’). Even though Britain 
has some of the worst newspapers in the world, I 
can’t go into a newsagent without checking out all 
the headlines. As a music and sport nut, I revel in the 
fact that my digital radio now allows me to listen to at 

I t’s often said that ‘money makes the world go 
round’. Money has been around in many forms 
for well over two millennia. Money that would 
be readily recognizable today has existed in 

the component nations of the United Kingdom for 
centuries. Yet as the academic study of economics and 
business developed over the last century, a focus on 
practical matters related to our personal engagement 
with money and our finances has often been avoided. 
A ground-breaking Open University Level 1 course 
DB123 You & Your Money, currently planned for first 
presentation in the autumn of 2006, will help to 
change this neglect and provide all you need to know 
about money, and more.

It’s not hard to see why there has been a dramatic 
increase in the need for enhanced education on the 
subject often referred to as ‘financial literacy’. We have 
to take more decisions about our financial affairs as 
we live longer and have more decisions devolved to 
us by the state. The implementation of ‘neo liberal’ 
economic policies in the UK since the 1980s has led 
to the gradual transfer of risk from the collective 
– often in the form of state welfare provision – to 
individuals. This can be seen in cutbacks to welfare 
benefits and in the reduced reliance we can place on 
the state pension.

There has been a parallel increase in the 
complexity and availability of financial services. Many 
of those potential choices and decisions open to us 
have increased in difficulty. There has been a large-
scale liberalisation of the financial services industry, 
which consequently offers additional products to us 
that are also much more accessible to a far greater 
number of people than previously. For example, there 
has been a transformation in the amount and type of 
credit on offer. Thirty years ago credit cards had only 
just been introduced in the UK and mortgages to 
buy a home were typically taken out with one’s own 
bank or building society after years of saving. Now, 
we are offered a plethora of credit cards through 
the post; advertisements exhort us to ‘consolidate 
our loans’; mortgage providers compete furiously for 
our business even if we aren’t moving and Britons 
have an average of £4,000 each in unsecured debt. 
Our decisions have been complicated further by the 
fact that the financial industry itself has been beset 
by a series of crises and scandals over recent years 
– Equitable Life and the ‘mis-selling’ of endowment 
policies being two of the most well-known examples. 

Not surprisingly, research has shown that people’s 
understanding of financial issues and services is 
often very limited and felt to be inadequate. This is 
particularly the case amongst younger people. There 
has also been a growing concern about financial 

The media and me: 
a thin line between love and hate
A ground-breaking Level 2 course in media studies begins its life in February 2006. David Hesmondhalgh, Chair 

of DA204 Understanding Media, talks candidly about his love – hate relationship with the media

least seven really quite good BBC radio channels, with 
an immense diversity of sounds. 

It’s this love – hate thing that makes me enjoy 
thinking about the media so much. But I don’t just 
do this for fun, or to figure out my own personal 
problems. It’s also because in modern ‘developed’ 
societies the media are central to pretty much 
everyone’s daily lives, not just mine. They entertain us 
and bore us. They inform us, and misinform us. And 
the pervasiveness of the media means that they’re 
now a fundamental part of the way in which societies 
operate. 

They influence our views on a whole range of 
issues. How should criminals be punished? How 
should children be treated by parents and teachers? 
How should societies be governed? It’s not just news 
and current affairs that affect these immense social 
questions, its entertainment too. For the media feed 
our fantasies and aspirations. 

The power of the media isn’t an easy matter 
though. While everyone agrees that the media 
have some influence, the extent and nature of that 
influence is hotly disputed. So the study of the media 
involves serious questions about how we investigate 
and understand power in modern societies. 

What’s more, the media are increasingly important 
industries in their own right. Huge corporations 
dominate the film, television and recorded-music 

industries. Some hope that the Internet will set us free 
from such control, while others remain sceptical. Again, 
there are serious questions to be addressed here, and 
it’s not enough to turn to discussions in the media 
themselves. Journalists are often too close to the 
media (well, you couldn’t get any closer to something 
than being part of it) to be able to provide rigorous 
consideration of their role in modern life. 

Media studies courses have boomed in Britain over 
the last decade. This is partly because of the growth 
of the media as industries. But in my experience it’s 
also because students genuinely want to understand 
the extraordinary social phenomenon the media 
represent. 

As it’s grown as an academic discipline, journalists 
have lined up to attack media studies. Some say it 
doesn’t prepare students for jobs in the media. It’s 
true that many courses aren’t vocational in orientation 
but instead seek to understand the media’s role in 
societies. But the statistics suggest that media studies 
still out-performs most other subjects in terms of 
employability. The most recent report from the 
Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services 
(AGCAS) on graduate employment supports this. The 
most recent figures (published in November 2004) 
show that 72 per cent of media studies graduates are 
in employment 6 months after course completion 
compared to an average of 65 per cent for all subjects.

The neglect of media studies

Other journalistic attacks on media studies claim it 
lacks academic credibility. But the field has had an 
impressive research literature for many years now. 
It’s just that most critics of media studies haven’t 
bothered to read it before making up their minds. 
When Andrew Marr (now BBC political editor) was 
editor of The Independent newspaper it published an 
attack on media studies in its leader column. At the 
time I was working in the media and communications 
department at Goldsmiths College. We invited Marr 
to come to the college to defend his newspaper’s 
stance and to his great credit he accepted. As Marr 
stood before over a hundred students and lecturers, 
one venerable professor of media asked him, with 
impeccable politeness, ‘could you tell me the name of 
one academic study of the media that you have read?’ 
The audience couldn’t help tittering as Marr squirmed. 
It was clear he had absolutely no knowledge or 
experience of media studies.

Understanding the media is an important element 
of any modern social science degree.  To aid our 
understanding The Open University has produced 
a new Level 2 undergraduate course, DA204 
Understanding Media, which begins in February 2006. 
Those of us who put the course together have 
worked hard to provide an accessible introduction 
to thinking about the media. Yes, it does involve 
watching telly programmes (including news bulletins, 
The Royle Family, Trisha). Film, radio, newspapers, the 
Internet and popular music are considered too. I can’t 
pretend that there aren’t elements of fun, but the 
course also involves thinking carefully about the media. 
This includes obviously serious stuff such as the way 
war and politics are reported. It also includes issues 
that might be deemed by some to be trivial, such as 
celebrity, which in fact are crucial and little-understood 
aspects of our cultural lives. 

Working on the course hasn’t stopped television 
from infuriating me. I suspect that political reporters, 
Alan Titchmarsh and Vanessa Feltz will all continue to 
drive me mad. And as for the media more generally, 
nothing will reconcile me to the Daily Mail (my Mum 
and Dad are still reading it in spite of my continuing 
protests). But the course has helped me understand 
the media better. More importantly, I think it will help 
students to do so too. 

David Hesmondhalgh is Senior Lecturer in the Sociology Discipline

The course team believes that the approach 
taken by You & Your Money will be unique. Personal 
finance material currently tends to fall into one of 
two categories – books that tend to focus simply on 
a low-level ‘what to do’ approach at an individual level 
or a much higher level of study that, when it does 
relate to personal finance, usually focuses on rather 
complicated investments that are beyond the scope of 
many people’s means. 

You & Your Money aims to set a practical 
understanding of many important personal finance 
issues within a broader social scientific and economic 
context. For example, we aim to discuss not just 
how to take out a mortgage but also what are the 
underlying social and economic changes affecting 
home ownership, interest rates and personal 
borrowing. The course has developed themes that 
range from focusing directly on the practical via the 
development of financial planning to an exploration 
of the changing social and economic context in which 
financial decisions have to be taken. One course 
theme of particular note is the relationship between 
individuals and households in financial matters. This is 
regularly overlooked in traditional personal finance 
material, which assumes people operate as individuals, 
and yet is crucial in situating financial decisions in a 
realistic context.

Keeping it simple

Given the desire to attract students who would not 
otherwise have come to the University to study, 
and perhaps who would not have even considered 
it, there has been a focus in production on keeping 
the media and materials simple. There will be one 
textbook, one course and study guide, and one 
accompanying set of easily accessible ICT tutorials. 
We hope that this will encourage students to feel 
comfortable in coming to the University to study this 
new and exciting subject area.

There will be something to learn whether you 
save, invest or borrow money. There will be sections 
covering such crucial topics such as work, spending, 
pensions and later life planning, insurance and housing. 
You & Your Money won’t be prescriptive in telling 
people what to do and it cannot give financial advice. 
What it does aim to do is inform understanding 
of the underlying issues and principles from which 
people can make a much better informed decision 
about their own finances. It will also help students 
to use practical financial tools and simple calculators 
that can help to manage financial decisions long after 
the course has been taken. Whether it can address 
the famous observation of Oscar Wilde that ‘anyone 
who lives within their means suffers from a lack of 
imagination’ is another matter!

Highest divorce rate 
blamed on growth of text 

messaging
Four out of ten marriages now end in divorce. 
In 2003, the last year ONS data is available, the 
divorce rate in England and Wales rose for the 
third consecutive year to 153,490, an increase 
of 5,755 over the previous year and the highest 
total since 1998. Relate, the marriage guidance 
organisation, believe over 10 per cent of all its 
cases have origins in the Internet, where the 
growth in text messaging and the popularity of 
Internet reunion through sites such as Friends 
Reunited have resulted in former friends and 
lovers, and new relationships, becoming more 
easily available while leaving open the risk of 
exposing a trail of evidence in texts and e-mails 
which lead to break-ups. Relate also point to the 
culture of long working hours and the lack of 
stigma associated with divorce today as other 
significant contributing factors. In 2003, 154,000 
children were affected by divorce, 54,000 of 
them under 5.

A survey of lawyers advising on divorce cases 
undertaken in 2004 found that another major 
reason for divorce is pressure from family 
members. Twenty per cent of divorcees cited 
family influences as the reason for their break-up, 
compared to just one in ten in 2002. The survey 
reported a rise in those partners citing emotional 
or physical abuse (60 per cent of women and 
40 per cent of men). Other reasons for divorce 
were mid-life crises, addiction, workaholism and 
business problems.
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Social psychology matters

Oh what a tangled web we weave

The first Social Sciences Openings course 
(Y001)  attracted over 6,000 students in its first 
two years. Of  Y001 students who went on to 

further Level 1 study 76 per cent opted for DD100, 
a very healthy progression. We also knew that tutors 
as well as students enjoyed working with the Changing 
Communities and Changing Relationships modules, part 
of the highly successful course Living in a Changing 
Society, which over the past 10 years had introduced 
students so effectively to the social sciences.

The new course was going to have to do all of this 
and more. The Openings programme was succeeding 
in raising the numbers of those students the Faculty 
had been striving to recruit as part of its widening 
participation agenda. So we needed to write a course 
that would be meaningful, relevant and accessible to 
students with little previous experience of studying 
and for whom issues of confidence building were 
paramount. At the same time the course needed to 
prepare openings students for DD100 (and to a lesser 
extent for other Level 1 courses), especially those 
students who felt they needed more skills development 
before starting a full 60 point course. We were also 
committed to writing a course that could stand alone, as 
an introduction to the social sciences, for those students 
whose main motivation was an interest in social issues 
and questions.

The course we finally produced, after 12 months of 
intensive work, is built around six key questions:
• Who does the work in the home? 
• What makes people the same and what makes   
 them different? 
• Why can we buy goods from all over the world?
• Why do people travel to other countries for work? 
• Why does where we live matter? 
• How do we bring about change? 

Each of these questions provides the opportunity 
to explore further some key areas of social science 
(the family, culture and globalisation etc.). Each 
question explores issues of social change, diversity 
and connectedness which run through the course. In 
addition each of the questions is used to help students 
to develop a particular skill around which the assessment 
strategy is built. 

Each of the Faculties’ six disciplines – sociology, 
government and politics, psychology, economics, 
geography, and social policy – and the DD100 
presentation team helped make Y157. We also had a 
panel of critical readers from very experienced tutors. 
The course team included members of the Centre 
for Widening Participation who made invaluable 
contributions about the student experience at Openings 
level and ensured our content was communicated 
effectively and jargon free. 

Tutors welcomed the course very positively, 
identifying its strengths particularly in relation to the 
close integration of skills and knowledge, the learning 
outcomes, and the very ‘contemporary and engaging’ 
material which would trigger questioning and debate.

Nine months after the first presentation the tutors’ 
optimism seems to be justified. With a far wider range 
of Openings courses now on offer we cannot expect to 
return to a situation where the Social Sciences Openings 
course accounted for more than half the students on 
the programme. But so far over 2,000 students have 
completed or are registered for Y157. In addition there 
are already signs that the new course is more effective 
in encouraging students to complete the end of course 
assessment (and thereby gain the 10 CATS points). 

For example, of the 599 students who registered 
for the November 2004 presentation, 65 per cent 
submitted the ECA and we can expect over 90 per 
cent of them to be awarded ‘achieved’ status. This 
represents an enormous achievement for individual 
students, especially those who started the course with 
very low levels of confidence and few prior educational 
qualifications. 

But YI57 is about more than CATS points and 
enabling students to progress. It gives all students, no 
matter what their future routes, the opportunity to 
critically engage with society and social issues. Some of 
these issues may have been personally significant to them; 
and the course has enabled them to move from the 
personal and the immediate to a wider understanding, 
often broadening or changing the views they already 
held. One student commented: ‘My life up until now has 
been that everything is either black or white, right or 
wrong. I want to see and understand more shades of 
grey. This course is giving me that’. Understanding Society 
begins with such open minds. 

Believe those who are seeking the truth; doubt those who find it.  Andre Gide, French novelist  7

Would you like to learn more about yourself 
and others around you? Do you want to 
understand conflict and how we might try and 

reduce it? Would learning about our relationships and 
our bodies intrigue? Does exploring issues of mental 
health or prejudice interest you? If your answer to any 
of these questions is ‘Yes’ then DD307 Self and Others: 
Critical Perspectives in Social Psychology may be just the 
course for you!

Social psychology in its current form has been around 
for over a hundred years. The new Level 3 course we are 
currently producing (due to replace the existing course 
– D317 – in February 2007) will enable students to 
understand some of the most exciting and pressing issues 
people face in their everyday lives: how to understand 
themselves and other people in everyday situations in 
the context of a complex, fast-changing and globalised 
world. 

Whilst some social psychologists might not question 
the knowledge they produce, those of us at the OU 
working on DD307 are a lot more sceptical about this 
particular sub-discipline and the claims that are made 

in its name. To this end, we will give students a critically 
informed appreciation of major social psychological 
theories and methodologies and will locate social 
psychology in an historical context, recognising that 
all knowledge is historically and culturally specific and 
therefore always contestable. 

Until the early twentieth century psychology was 
another branch of philosophy and it was only with the 
success of the natural sciences (chemistry, physics and 
biology), and the massive advances in technology, that 
people started to think psychology might be better 
understood as a science. This led to the growth in 
experimental psychology and perhaps more importantly 
the growth in a belief that scientific principles of 
measurement were applicable to human beings as much 
as any other object existing in the world. In Britain today, 
experimental social psychology is the dominant form 
of social psychology, still treating people as objects and 
pursuing a scientific quest for objective knowledge and 
human nature through the systematic manipulation of 
people in laboratories. And what is wrong with that you 
may well ask. Well, for some social psychologists, including 
many of those producing DD307, there are problems 
with this very particular ‘scientific’ approach to generating 
knowledge about people and their lives. 

In the late 1960s what is now termed ‘the crisis 
in social psychology’ began. Essentially this revolved 
around a series of criticisms of the scientific approach 

Members of the course team have just returned 
from the border between Mexico and the 
United States, where they have filmed the 

DVD-video material which opens the course. The 
course team chose to start the course there because 
that border seems to exemplify many of the paradoxes 
that make up contemporary globalisation. The border is 
heavily policed by the US to prevent Mexican and other 
immigrants crossing it to look for work; but US tourists 
and Mexican shoppers cross it quite casually every day. 
And while many would-be immigrants continue to die 
while crossing the desert between the two countries, 
many of those who made it across maintain close ties 
with their Mexican families from neighbourhoods in 
Los Angeles, San Francisco and many other US cities.

Contemporary globalisation seems full of these 
strange mixtures of amazing, persistent mobility and 
places where mobility is difficult if not impossible. 
DD205 aims to make sense of these paradoxes 
by thinking about the geographies of globalisation. 

The course also emphasises that contemporary 
globalisation is the subject of huge amounts of debate, 
struggle and protest. Near the US – Mexico border, 
there are US shock-jocks who see the border as the 
last ditch in a stand against a Mexican ‘invasion’. There 
are Mexican human rights workers who leave water 
supplies in the desert for migrants. There are Mexican 
entrepreneurs and US truck drivers for whom the 

border matters little; and there are letters arriving from 
members of Amnesty International around the world 
protesting at the lack of official concern about violence 
against women in the Mexican factory towns. What 
happens at the border is part of wider global processes, 
and the consequences are engaged with globally too.

The border between Mexico and the US shows 
the paradoxes and controversies of contemporary 
globalisation particularly clearly. It’s a good place to start, 
then, for a course that aims to shed light on both.

Boy with a Union Jack hat at the opening of 
the London Musli

Crowded London bus at bus stop, South London 

to social psychology. The first criticism concerned the 
use of experimental methods in which complex social 
phenomena were reduced to oversimplified variables 
with no room for the qualities, like human agency, that 
make us what we are. The second criticism centred on 
objections to the individualism of social psychology, 
where people are removed from the social setting 
they inhabit and little attention is given to the ways 
such settings structure our experience. Some historians 
believe that ‘the crisis’ did not happen, while others 
think the critics never had the teeth necessary for a real 
challenge to the scientific approach to social psychology, 
in spite of the apparent superiority of their arguments. 
Whatever the truth, the crisis has returned, at least in 
Britain. Over the last twenty years we have witnessed 
a critical challenge to the scientific mainstream in 
psychology and, in particular, in social psychology. 

The result has been a rise in alternative ways of 
generating knowledge about ourselves and others. Social 
psychologists at the OU have been at the forefront of 
these new developments. So now the experimental 
and scientific approach is not the only way of studying 

the person in their social environment. Alternatives 
include interviews, observations and the analysis of 
spontaneously produced conversation and text, often 
focusing on the person in their natural environment 
rather than the person in the laboratory. 

We are also less likely to quantify the things we study 
but instead concentrate on understanding the meaning 
that everyday (and extraordinary) phenomena have for 
people themselves.

Topics in the course include emotions, prejudice, 
conflict and reconciliation, relationships, mental health, 
the media and the body, as well as more traditional 
social psychological concerns such as attitudes, 
attribution, personality, inter-group processes and 
conformity. Students taking DD307 should not only 
learn about contemporary theories and methods in 
social psychology but also about topics that affect all our 
lives. We will produce a course that is unique in Britain 
(and indeed the world). Self and Others will provide the 
required content for a core social psychology course 
that contributes to a psychology degree recognised by 
the British Psychological Society. However, we aim to do 
much more than that by providing a cutting-edge take 
on social psychological knowledge, possible solutions 
to ‘the crisis’ and, perhaps most importantly, critical 
coverage of contemporary issues that affect our lives. 
We believe social psychology matters – why? Because it 
could very well change your life.

Living in a 
globalised world
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The website Tracing economic rhythms through visual 
and audio montage, featuring the work of Geography 
academic Dr Michael Pryke, was another website to 
feature audio and video clips, whilst the Life Experiences 
Study, whose website has now closed, featured an 
interactive survey that visitors could take part in online. 
The Y Neges website, developed by a Staff Tutor in our 
Wales region and open to our Associate Lecturers, was 
one of the first University websites to be developed 
in two languages. It was also the first database-driven 
website in the Faculty, and allowed the website owner 
to make dynamic updates to the content that is 
reflected on the site in real-time.

Development of research websites is an area we 
are always keen to work on, with more and more 
Faculty staff and students using the opportunity to 
develop a website to promote their interests, canvas 
for participants, publish their research and disseminate 
their findings.

Developments in the way we all access the Internet, 
the University re-branding and the demands visitors 
make of our sites, mean that a fresh website design, 
to be ported across all the sites we run, is now under 
development. The redesign gives us an opportunity for 
content to be revised also, and that is currently the 
task of a small working group who are looking at all 
aspects of what we present and how we can achieve 
an improvement in that offering.

www.open.ac.uk/socialsciences

The Social Sciences web now includes some 60 
distinct sites with more under development. I 
oversee a portfolio that covers a wide variety of 

areas. Sites vary from those with an individual discipline 
focus to those that promote particular courses. We 
also have media-rich sites detailing the work of our 
research staff and students. But first, before elaborating 
more on these and the changes we are implementing, 
here is a little potted history.

An initial web presence from the Faculty was 
developed in the mid 1990s. Hosted on local servers, 
it was distantly removed from the website we have 
today, but it was a positive offering at a time when 
new technology and the Internet was in its infancy. A 
number of categories of staff contributed to it and their 
enthusiasm gained the Faculty a web presence at an 
early stage of the development of the Internet. 

In 2000 the site was revised to the look and feel that 
we still maintain today. These developments consisted 
of a website about the Faculty with links to six other 
‘discipline’ sites as well as a promotional site for the 
course DD(ZX)200 Governing Europe.

The site was developed in liaison with the OU’s 
design studio and computing services staff.  The Faculty 
became responsible for mainteinance of the site soon 
after it was launched. Whilst all this was going on, I was 
developing websites for commercial industry – and 
what a change it was, moving from e-commerce to e-
tuition!

So, coinciding with an unprecedented increase in 
popularity for the Internet worldwide, many people 
began to see the potential that our websites could offer. 
Other course promotional websites followed in quick 
succession, and almost all our undergraduate courses 
now boast a site – ideal for the potential or undecided 
student. These offer sample course materials, diagnostic 
aids and far more information about the course than 
any printed or indeed online prospectus has previously 
offered.

The provision of promotional course material is, 
of course, part of the marketing aim of our website. 
One of the most advanced promotional sites is the 
one developed for DD305 Personal Lives and Social 
Policy. This was one of the first OU websites to feature 
streaming video samples of the type you might expect 
to view as a student on the course. Following DD305, 
other promotional sites now include video and audio 
clips from the course materials. Almost all of them 
feature extracts from the printed course materials, 
presented in the ubiquitous PDF format – great for 
sampling the course before you sign up. 

But attracting students to our courses is not all we 
do. Research, which ultimately feeds into our teaching, 
is another fundamental part of the work in Social 
Sciences. And we have websites to reflect that – some 
20 of them, covering topics as diverse as forensic 
psychology through to economic research.

DD205 Living in a Globalised World is all set for 
its first presentation in February 2006. It begins with 
a look at what the border between Mexico and the 

US tells us about the paradoxes of globalisation. Chair 
Gillian Rose outlines its importance

Course chair Norma Sherratt knew the Y157 
Understanding Society course team had a hard act 

to follow. She explains how difficult decisions were made 
about content in shaping a new course in Openings

Understanding 
society Darren Langdridge, Production Chair of DD307 Self and Others: Critical Perspectives in Social 

Psychology, outlines how this cutting-edge 2007 course will put the social back into social psychology
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The Faculty websites were created in the mid 1990s and then upgraded. David Wright explains how the Social Science sites 
will change to improve both quality of content and speed of access
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Over three per cent of the adult population of the 
United States – nearly seven million people – are 
under the control of the prison system – imprisoned, 
on parole or on probation. The US prisons held over 
two million people in 2004 making the country, along 
with Russia, the biggest incarcerators in the world (US 

Justice Department, July 2004). In 2003, federal prison populations rose 
by 2.3 per cent and county and state penitentiary populations by 3.9 per 
cent. Research indicates that while crime rates have stabilised in the US 
as a whole, and serious crimes such as murder have fallen, these increases 
reflect a tendency during the last decade to introduce stricter sentencing 
standards for minor offences. In the US one in three black men aged 
between 20 and 29 are currently under the prison system. Black men 
in the US are seven times more likely to be in prison than whites, the 
majority for non-violent offences. There are more black men in prison than 
in universities.

The United States has a murder rate of 9.3 per 
100,000; in Britain it is 1.3 per 100,000. In the most 
recent statistics available, 32,436 gunshot deaths a year 
were recorded in the US, compared with 19 in Japan. 
There are 192 million privately owned guns in the US, 
and 39 per cent of US households have guns. 

China has 22 suicides for every 100,000 of its people, 
more than twice the global average. The rate is three 
times worse in rural than urban areas, the Beijing 
Suicide Research and Prevention Centre reported in 
January 2005, despite a gradual alleviation of poverty in 
the last decade. While more women than men attempt 
to commit suicide in every country in the world, only 

in China do the women succeed more often. China has experienced 
an 80 per cent increase in the reporting of emotional and behavioural 
problems in the past five years, partly due to the growing pains of the ‘one 
child generation’, the movement from the countryside, which can leave 
mothers alone in villages, and a reluctance to report depression. Chinese 
researchers at Beijing University found that 60 per cent of farmers had 
never heard of the Chinese word for depression.

years – for ‘instigating arson’ against ENDESA 
vehicles. Opposition crumbled. ENDESA offered the 
Quintremán sisters nearly US $300,000 each plus land 
elsewhere. Now the country’s largest hydropower 
plant, Ralco opened in September 2004. Chile’s 
centre-left President, Ricardo Lagos, earned praise by 
not attending the inauguration. 

Under Pinochet, Chile sold hundreds of thousands 
of hectares of forest lands to timber companies at 
knock-down prices. World Bank and Inter-American 
Development Bank funds subsidised industrial-scale 
logging as private corporations clear-cut the south-
central forests, replacing them with commercial pine 
and eucalyptus. Between 1985 and 1995 Chile lost an 
estimated 1.8 million hectares of native forest. 

Much of the land affected – said to be the world’s 
second-largest temperate rainforest – is claimed by 
the Mapuche under a treaty of 1890. But nowadays 
huge tracts that once supported their communities 
belong to forestry corporations. Most of the timber is 
exported to the USA, Europe and Japan. Marooned 
on their smallholdings, their water sources diminishing 
and heavily polluted, Mapuche households have paid a 
heavy price.

 The Mapuche claim restitution of more than a 
million hectares overall. They have been unimpressed 
by a small-scale government scheme to buy back 
and return some of their lands. Likewise they criticise 
voluntary agreements between US wood importers 
and Chile’s two leading timber companies as lacking 
the force of law.

Disputes between Mapuche communities and 
logging corporations began in the 1980s and continue 
today. Although many Mapuche protests have been 

 

B etween 300 million and 400 million people 
around the world identify as indigenous. 
Although there is no standard definition of the 

term, it is widely accepted that `indigenous peoples’ 
are socially, culturally and economically different 
from other sections of the population where they 
live; practise their own customs and traditions; and 
descend from the original inhabitants of countries that 
were later conquered or colonised. A close, spiritual 
relationship with the land is a universal mark of 
indigenous cultures.

Many governments, especially in Africa and Asia, 
resist the notion that their population includes 
‘indigenous peoples’. Recognising an indigenous 
minority as a ‘people’ will, they fear, open the gates 
to claims to the right to secede and set up an 
independent state under the terms of the UN 
Charter. These concerns are largely unfounded, 
however; most indigenous peoples seek autonomy 
within the state, not secession. 

A frequent criticism of indigenous peoples is that 
they are `backward’. Yet by embodying humanity’s 
longest-lived, most sustainable cultures, they live within 
the Earth’s ecological limits more successfully than 
most societies. Yet today’s dominant ‘one-size-fits-all’ 
approach to economic growth undermines their 
livelihoods; they generally experience `development’ 
as the destruction of their communities and expulsion 
from their lands. 

Land rights denied 

The Mapuche – `People of the Earth’ – are the largest 
indigenous nation in Chile. Numbering between 
700,000 and 1.5 million, they comprise up to 10 per 
cent of the population. They traditionally inhabited 
Chile’s southern provinces, resisting Spanish conquest 
for two centuries. Imperial Spain recognised Mapuche 
collective landownership and autonomy by treaty. 
But when Chile won independence in the nineteenth 
century it launched a brutal 25-year ‘pacification’ 
campaign, confiscating most Mapuche territories 
and pushing them on to reducciones (reservations). 
Even these meagre lands were encroached 
upon as European-descended Chileans and later 
immigrants took firmer hold of the country and its 
resources. Although many Mapuche migrated from 
the overpopulated reservations to urban centres, 
significant communities remained in the rural south, 
where their traditions, including use of their language 
Mapudungun, remain strong.

Salvador Allende’s socialist government (1970–73) 
reinstated Mapuche collective landownership and 
took other steps to support Mapuche culture. This 
policy was reversed by General Pinochet’s notorious 
‘Law for the Division of the Reserves and the 
Liquidation of the Indian Communities’, which divided 
up Mapuche lands for sale to logging companies and 
other private interests.

With democracy’s return in the 1990s, Chile 
passed a new ‘indigenous law’ to promote Mapuche 
development, and some progress has been achieved. 
However, on indicators such as income levels, 
educational attainment and life expectancy, the 
Mapuche lag badly behind most Chileans. 

Resisting the dams 

Since 1990 Chile, a democracy once again, has 
followed the same neo-liberal economic policies 
that the military embraced in the 1970s. With the 
accelerating exploitation of natural resources, the 

The struggle of indigenous 
peoples: Chile’s Mapuche 

Indigenous peoples worldwide are fighting for political recognition and a greater say in decisions that affect 
their lives. Miles Litvinoff, a writer and editor on human rights, sustainable development and corporate 

responsibility issues, describes the plight of Chile’s Mapuche 

Mapuche have been pitched into bitter struggles. 
The Bío-Bío River in south-central Chile flows 

through biodiversity-rich mountainous lands, home 
to the Pehuenche (‘People of the Pines’) branch of 
the Mapuche. Chile’s national electricity company 
ENDESA – privatised under Pinochet and today 
Spanish-owned – used World Bank funds to build the 
Pangue hydroelectric dam, which opened in 1997. By 
then, 500 hectares of Pehuenche land were under 
water and 50 Pehuenche had been relocated. 

In 1992 ENDESA announced plans for a second 
dam, upstream at Ralco, which would flood an area 
seven times larger than Pangue and displace 92 
Pehuenche families. The plan ran contrary to new laws 
protecting the environment and indigenous peoples, 
so ENDESA had to propose ways to mitigate the 
damage. Mapuche organisations and state bodies 
deemed the measures inadequate. A World Bank 
consultant accused his employers and ENDESA of 
violating Pehuenche rights and behaving in a `racist’ 
manner. The government gave the go-ahead. Senior 
state officials resigned in protest. 

ENDESA offered money and empty promises of 
employment to the Pehuenche in return for their land. 
Mapuche activists staged demonstrations and acts of 
sabotage. Four Pehuenche women, joint owners of 50 
hectares, refused to sell. The case of sisters Nicolasa 
and Berta Quintremán went to the Inter-American 
Court of Human Rights in 2003, after which a Chilean 
court halted construction – but by then the dam was 
almost built. 

In January 2004 Mapuche leader Victor Ancalaf was 
sentenced under Chile’s notorious ‘anti-terrorist’ law 
– draconian legislation inherited from the Pinochet 

peaceful, militants have committed acts of sabotage 
against vehicles, buildings and plantations. The 
authorities have responded harshly. 

The police often failed to distinguish peaceful 
protest from illegal actions that presented a genuine 
threat to public order by clamping down equally 
hard on both, sometimes with indiscriminate violence 
against women, children, and old people.

In May 2000 community leader Juana Calfunao 
Paillalef was taken into police custody and, it is alleged, 
beaten and tortured which resulted in her suffering 
a miscarriage. Her house was set on fire; her uncle is 
thought to have been murdered. Mapuche teenager 
Alex Lemun was shot and killed by uniformed police 
during a demonstration in November 2002. In 2003 
two officers, husband and wife Jose Pino Ubilla and 
Miram Solís Fernández, fled Chile for political asylum 
in the UK after raising concerns about institutionalised 
police mistreatment of Mapuche detainees. 

While the Carabineros remain immune from 
prosecution, the state has invoked `internal security’ 
legislation – including the Pinochet-style ‘anti-terrorist’ 
law – to arrest and interrogate Mapuche community 
leaders. Besides carrying heavier sentences, this 
legislation allows prosecutors to withhold evidence 
from the defence for six months and to conceal the 
identity of witnesses, who testify from behind screens. 
As Human Rights Watch points out, these provisions 
prevent the Mapuche accused from mounting an 
effective defence and ‘unfairly [lump] them together 
with those responsible for the worst crimes, like mass 
murder.’ 

So far Chile’s Supreme Court has supported 
application of the anti-terrorist law to Mapuche cases, 
overturning acquittals of lower courts. However, 
in November 2004, in what may mark a turning 
point, a southern regional court acquitted a group 
of Mapuche activists of such ‘terrorism’ charges on 
grounds of the weakness of evidence against them. 

In March 2005 Mapuche representatives petitioned 
the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in 
Washington, DC, to alert the international community 
to what they claim is the persecution of the Mapuche 
people. They hope the Commission, which is 
reviewing the petition, will encourage the Chilean 
government to recognise their land rights and grant 
amnesty to Mapuche prisoners.

Recognition overdue for indigenous rights

Like all human societies – the Mapuche assert the 
right to live according to their values and vision of the 
future. The tide of opinion may be changing, if slowly. 
The UN’s first International Decade of the World’s 
Indigenous People ran from 1995 to 2004, and a 
second Decade will be proposed to the UN General 
Assembly later in 2005. 

When UN Rapporteur Rodolfo Stavenhagen 
reported on the Mapuche’s situation to the UN 
Human Rights Commission in 2004, he emphasised 
the validity of their struggle: ‘Under no circumstances 
should legitimate protest activities or social demands 
by indigenous organisations and communities be 
outlawed or penalised.’

Real challenges remain. In conflicts over land and 
resources governments regularly claim that ‘national 
interest’ takes priority over indigenous peoples’ rights 
and environmental protection. In this regard, Chile, like 
most other countries, has far to go before it can claim 
to be developing sustainably. The Mapuche will attest 
to that.

Demographers from the Washington-based 
Population Reference Bureau believe the planet is 
in for uneven population swings between 2005 and 
2050 following statistical analysis of infant mortality, 
age structure, population growth, life expectancy, 
incomes, and fertility rates. Rich countries will 
see falls in population while developing countries 

rapidly expand. By 2050 demographers believe the population of 
Africa will increase by a billion people, the United States by 120 
million, and India will overtake China as the planet’s most populous 
country. Bangladesh’s population will have doubled to 280 million. 

Nigeria will double in size to 300 million but Japan, because of 
a fall in birth rate (only 14 per cent of its population is under 15), 
may have shrunk in size by 100 million people. Eastern European 
countries will see a down shift in population. Bulgaria is expected 
to see a 40 per cent fall, Romania a 27 per cent fall, and Russia a fall 
of 17 per cent. In Western Europe the populations of Germany and 
Italy are expected to shrink by 10 per cent.

Twelve countries defined as politically, socially or environmentally 
volatile are projected to see huge increases. These include Yemen 
with a rise of 255 per cent. Other countries’ increases include 
Palestine (211 per cent), Afghanistan (187 per cent), Kuwait (187 per 
cent), Kiribati (133 per cent), Vanuatu (124 per cent), Tuvalu (122 per 
cent), Bhutan (113 per cent) and Nepal (105 per cent). The world’s 
developed countries are expected to grow by 4 per cent to over 
1.2 billion. The population in developing countries could surge by 55 
per cent more than 8 million by 2050. 

Britain is expected to see a 5.5 million growth in population 
during the next 45 years. These projections were confirmed 
by a European Commission report published in March 2005, 
which pointed to a demographic time bomb and a widening 
gap between the EU and the US as Europeans’ age and birth 
rates decline. The EU found that the fertility rate across Europe 

was not sufficient to replace the population. This may have a negative impact 
on economic growth. ‘Ever larger migrant flows may be needed to meet the 
need for labour and safeguard Europe’s prosperity’, the report concludes. The 
EU identified five key factors in the low fertility rates across Europe: obstacles 
in private choices, late access to employment, job instability, the high cost of 
housing, and the lack of incentives (in the shape of state benefits for family 
growth, parental leave, child care and equal pay). 

2004 saw the highest number of executions in the world for 
over a decade. Of the recorded 3,797 people executed (the 
minimum that could be confirmed), 3,400 were executed in 
China, which topped the death penalty league table: Iran came 
second with 159 executions, Vietnam third with 64, and the 
US fourth with 59. In March 2005, the US banned execution 
for crimes committed by minors. The US is one of the few 

democracies which implement the death penalty. A total of 144 death sentences 
were imposed in the US in 2003, the lowest level since 1977 (Amnesty 
International, March 2005).

The Arab world is young. Since infant mortality rates began 
to fall in the 1970s the population of the Middle East’s 20 
countries rose to more than 380 million (as against 100 million 
in 1950); nearly two-thirds are under 25. In Iraq the median 
age is 19 (as against 38 in Europe). Last year the UN revealed 
that since 1995, 16 of the world’s 25 countries with the 

lowest median age experienced major civil conflicts. The World Bank says the 
Middle East and North Africa experienced the ‘fastest expansion in educational 
attainment in the world between 1980 and 2000’. The new generation of Arabs, 
male and female, is ‘the most educated in the region’s history.’ Over the next 
ten years the region will need to create 37 million new jobs for first-time job-
seekers, as well as 19 million jobs to eliminate current unemployment.

Population matters 

8  The fact that there is no need for people to die of starvation and that people are dying of starvation is a fact of some importance one would think.  Antonio Gramsci, Italian writer

Child labour is increasing. There are 246 million 
children under 14 working in the world. 73 million 
child workers are less than 10 years of age. 2.5 
million children work in developed economies. 
25 million work in developing economies.127 
million – the largest number of working children 
under 14 years of age – work in the Asia Pacific 

region. 1 million children work in mines or quarries. Over 22,000 
children die in work-related accidents each year.

Mapuche protest, Santiago, Chile, October 2004 
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If I do something good then I am an American. If I do something bad then I am a Negro.  Black power athlete, Tommie Smith  9

Has social sciences at the Open University marginalised the 
relevance of sport to everyday life and underestimated its 
significance in understanding social change? Search the courses 

produced by our social scientists and one topic is conspicuously absent: 
sport is simply not in our curriculum. You can find references in Y157 
Understanding Society and K100 Understanding Health and Social Care but 
that seems to be the limit of our collective imagination. Sport remains 
relatively invisible even in those courses such as DD201 Sociology and 
Society, which boasts a key book Understanding Everyday Life which 
doesn’t even have sport in its index. There are small numbers of Faculty 
staff researching sport-related issues, but overall University academics, 
for whatever reason, tend to ignore it as an area of study. 

Sport is rooted in the history of civilisations – from the Egyptians to 
modernity – and is important to both the health and wealth of nations. 
Who can forget the important role it had in the shaping, for example, of 
the Third Reich, or the end of apartheid. How can we keep politics out of 
sport? Sport has the capacity to divide and bring together. It possesses a 
social and political currency that drives and shapes popular culture and 
the power structures of society. It is local and global. It is important for 
the development of individual and national identity. It is rooted in social 
class and the fabric of our culture, not least with the current obsession 
with celebrity. It is a prime mover in our understanding of race, gender 
and disability concerns. It raises moral and ethical dilemmas especially in 
the area of human rights.

Sport sells tabloid values and has revolutionised the range of media 
we consume. It has its own satellite television and radio channels. It 

What’s sport got to do with it?

I n August 2003, Kenya’s finest steeplechaser went 
to bed for the last time as Stephen Cherono. 
The next morning, he awoke four months older 
as Saif Saeed Shaheen of Qatar, according to his 
new passport. When he won the steeplechase 

at the Zurich Grand Prix later that month, he couldn’t 
remember his new name. Since 2000, Qatar has ‘acquired’ 
several Kenyan distance runners and an entire team of 
Bulgarian weightlifters. 

Qatar’s regional rival, Bahrain, the new Formula One 
Grand Prix host (motor-sport tradition: nil), has also 
been shopping in Africa. In 2002, three more Kenyans, 
Abel Cheruiyot, Leonard Mucheru and Gregory 
Konchellah, became Bahrainis. The flow of athletes from 
poor to rich countries is unrelenting: athletes go from 
Angola, Cameroon, Gabon, Senegal, Morocco and Kenya 
to France; from Jamaica and Guyana to Canada; from 
Nigeria to Spain, Portugal and Germany; from Somalia 
and Eritrea to the US. In the Olympic Games of 2004, 
dozens of athletes performed for countries in which they 
were not born and with which they had no connection.

The scramble for Africa was once for its mineral 
wealth; now it is for its athletic raw material. John Bale 
of Keele University has called it ‘the brawn drain’. Wealth 
of all kinds has long been transferred from the poor 
majority world to the rich minority world. Now the 
wealth includes muscle.

Belgium once grew rich on Central African 
rubber; now the football club Royal Antwerp works 
with Manchester United to harvest African players 
from ‘farm clubs’ for European sides. These ‘schools’, 
pioneered by the Dutch club Ajax and since followed 
by FC Copenhagen, Feyenoord, Paris Saint-Germain and 
Monaco, are the latter-day counterparts of the colonial 
outpost. They exist to enhance the playing power and 
economic wealth of rich-world sport. ‘Of the 311 
players making up the 16 national squads in the 2002 
African Nations Cup,’ writes Bale, ‘193, or 62 per cent, 
were employed full-time in Europe.’ The global centre of 
the football industry creates wealth at the expense of 
nations at the periphery. African leagues are deskilled. 

Sporting colonialism

It happens in almost every sport. North American 
baseball clubs have academies in the Dominican Republic. 
In New Zealand, rugby union increasingly recruits from 
the Polynesian islands of Samoa, Fiji and Tonga: of the 
country’s 2003 World Cup players, nine out of 31 
were of Polynesian extraction. The island teams, writes 
Stephen Jones, the Sunday Times rugby correspondent, 
‘are being demolished’.

The growing number of athletic identity transfers 
suggests that global standing in sport is at least as 
important to a nation’s sense of self as membership of 

Saif Saaeed Shaheen from Qatar clears an obstacle during the men’s final of the 3000m steeplechase event at the 
9th IAAF Athletic World Championships at the Stade de France in Paris. Shaheen, a former Kenyan national with the 

name Stephen Cherono, wins the first world championship title for Qatar

The global trade in muscle
Sport is the supreme cultural and economic expression of our times. Andrew Simms and Matt Rendell 

examine how the richer world steals athletic talent and gives very little in return 

the political top table at, say, the UN Security Council. 
Sport thus communicates to the poor majority of the 
world’s population the message that only freakishly 
gifted individuals are welcome in the global system. 
Generations of athletes are driven abroad, and local 
heroes give young people a model of emigration and 
standard-bearing for rich-world paymasters.

It’s the old story:  the people living in poverty provide 
the muscle, while the wealthy control the rules and 
capture the benefits. If you are a prodigiously talented 
athlete, the door to global sport is open. Thanks to 
an increasingly sedentary and voyeuristic culture, the 
obese youth of the rich world plays a diminishing 
role on the field of play. Football, cycling and athletics 
tournaments field ever more Africans, east Europeans 
and Latin Americans. But they perform for Western 
paymasters, under the direction of Western tacticians 
and Western technical staff. 

Does it matter? It surely does. Sport is the supreme 
cultural and economic expression of our times. But 
the prestige and airtime commanded by a handful 
of ‘official’ global sports ensure that local folk sports 
get devoured. The diversity of sporting expression, 
like the diversity of languages, is diminished and 

impoverished. Local derbies, regional rivalries or once 
world-renowned national events, such as the Tour of 
Colombia bike race, are made to seem peripheral and 
irrelevant. Modern, global sport standardises space 
and time, fixes and polices uniform rules, clones and 
distributes playing surfaces. 

In his recent history of the Olympic Games, David 
Miller points out that more people in the world (78 
per cent) recognise the Olympic rings than any other 
symbol. They are ahead of the Shell logo (72 per 
cent), the McDonald’s arches (66 per cent) and the 
Mercedes symbol (61 per cent). 

The worldwide sports market is estimated to be 
worth around US $500bn a year, more than double 
the total external debt of Sub-Saharan Africa. Global 
sports sponsorship alone was worth US $26bn in 
2003 and the UK spent more than £4bn on sports 
equipment. 

Modern sports programmes devour budgets 
way beyond the reach of most poor countries. Yet 
Kenya’s runners, Colombia’s cyclists, Mexico’s boxers, 
athletes of all sorts from the former Soviet Union and 
footballers from every part of the poor world inspire 
Western audiences, sell tickets and attract TV viewers. 

The rich world invests little in their production and 
offers producer countries no means of profiting from 
their exports. England’s Premiership football managers 
react with barely disguised contempt when African 
players ask for leave to represent their home nations 
in non-European competitions. With no apparent irony, 
Arsene Wenger, the Arsenal manager, appeared on 
television during the recent BBC-sponsored Sport Relief 
fundraiser to present a £100,000 cheque on behalf of 
the whole Premiership for projects for the world’s poor. 
That’s just one week’s pay for a top player in England.

What matters in life, you may say, is the provision 
of clean water to the world’s poor, not the soap opera 
of global sport. But the two orders of reality are not 
as distant as they might seem. The medal table of the 
Olympic Games and every major world championship, 
the results sheet from the Fifa World Cup finals and 
the general classification of the Tour de France all give 
a similar hierarchical picture of the modern community 
of nations. More people consult them than ever browse 
the UN or World Bank tables of literacy or infant 
mortality. The global trade in muscle would be a purely 
personal affair to the athletes concerned were it not that 
contemporary sport has become a symbolic system that 
conveys, or seems to convey, knowledge of the world, 
and therefore influences political decisions. 

How can sport be rescued from the muscle trade? 
There should certainly be a single decision-making body 
for changes of allegiance. It should not be left, as it is 
now, to vulnerable national sports bodies, such as those 
in Kenya, to give consent to athletes’ nationality changes. 
Nor should the prestige and economic boost of hosting 
international championships be confined to rich nations 
with, for instance, the US getting football’s World Cup in 
1994 even though it didn’t actually play men’s football to 
any significant degree. It is scandalous that the prodigious 
success of Kenyan and Ethiopian athletes has never 
earned either nation a World Athletics Championship. 
There should too be a contractual clause for all athletes 
from non-industrialised nations, irrespective of their 
sport, so that for each sporting star absorbed into the 
global system, replacements should then be brought 
through, ensuring funding for areas with proven records 
in athletic productivity.

Run along current lines, the sports industry is 
unsustainable. The global trade in muscle is just another 
extractive industry that takes far more than it puts back. 
When we criticise globalisation, and call for reform of 
the global trade rules so that poor countries have a fair 
chance to sell primary products such as cotton in the 
west, we should add a new demand: for fairly traded 
athletes.

Andrew Simms and Matt Rendell are the authors of
 Gladiators and Slaves: the global trade in muscle, 

New Economics Foundation, 2004

triggers worldwide media monopolisation. It is the basis for gambling and 
pioneers computer games. It is big business and can stimulate as well as 
bankrupt economies. 

Sport and politics are indivisible. Sport triggers ethnic cleansing, 
fuels sectarianism, and causes wars. It has connections with child labour 
exploitation and slavery in both first and third worlds. Sport is all around 
us and without it our lives would be less enriched and fulfilled. So why 
do we ignore it? How relevant would our next Level 1 foundation course 
be to our understanding of society if we continue to ignore its increasing 
importance in our lives?

London’s successful bid for the 2012 Olympics is an enormous 
opportunity for education to play a much more visible role in 
understanding the importance and significance of sport in society. If the 
University ignores sport further as a legitimate area of study it would 
represent an own goal of breathtaking complacency. Here Society Matters 
raises the spotlight on sport. Reasons for the neglect are complex and 
varied and we welcome feedback on sport’s potential for our core 
activities.  

An open meeting on the role of sport in the OU curriculum, led 
by the VC, Brenda Gourley, will take place at Walton Hall on Friday 4 
November 2005. Kick off at 10 am in  Central Meeting Room 11. Contact 
Society Matters for details – email r.s.skellington@open.ac.uk
Extending gloved hands skyward in racial protest, U.S. athletes Tommie Smith, center, 
and John Carlos stare downward during the playing of the Star Spangled Banner after 
Smith received the gold and Carlos the bronze for the 200 meter run at the Summer 
Olympic Games in Mexico City on 16, October 1968.  Australian silver medalist Peter 
Norman is at left

Sporting facts and 
priorities
 In 2004 the Treasury earned £4.9 
billion tax from sport in Britain. For 
every £1 government invests in sport, it 
earns nearly £9, but very little of that is 
invested back into sport. Between 1997 
and 2002 the annual growth of the sports 
sector was 7.7 per cent. In 2002–3 English 
professional football alone produced £554 
million for the government. 

 In England £21 of public money is spent 
on sport per head of population; Germany 
spends £30, Australia £51 and France £110 
a head. 

 Sport provides full-time employment 
for 400,000 people, 2.2 per cent of the 
workforce. Consumers’ sports-related 
spending is running at £20 billion a year 
and rising. Almost 2 per cent of the nation’s 
GDP comes from sport, making it larger 
than the heavily subsidised agricultural 
sector. 

 The Department of Culture, Media 
and Sport has 34 full-time civil servants 
working on sports policy. France has 6,000. 
The Department spends 8.3 per cent of 
its budget on sport. Museums, libraries, 
galleries and historical buildings get 48.3 
per cent. 

 In England only 5 per cent of the 
population now play football, cricket or 
rugby. Sport participation is declining 
with age whereas in many other Western 
countries (apart from the United States) 

rates are increasing. In Finland, for example, 
participation among the over 55 to 64 year 
olds is over 50 per cent compared to only 
17 per cent in England.

 In England over one fifth (22.5 per cent) 
of the population was classified as obese in 
2004, over twice the rate in Italy, France and 
Germany, and ten times the rate in Japan. 
The annual cost to the economy of the 
population’s sedentary lifestyle is around £8 
billion.

Review of National Sport Effort and Resources, 
HMSO, April 2005
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In 1973, the Liverpool manager, Bill Shankly, observed 
‘Some people believe football is a matter of life and 
death. I’m very disappointed with that attitude. I can 
assure you it is much, much more important than that.’ 
Football has generated a great deal of research in the 

UK, although much of this has explored football hooliganism 
and the tribal nature of football fans. 

An area ripe for more research, however, concerns the 
influence of famous footballers’ conduct on and off the pitch 
on their supporters and on football culture everywhere. An 
unprecedented run of incidents involving players charged 
with serious crimes (like vicious assaults and sex crimes), 
and being openly contemptuous of the referee, have 
prompted some public figures to declare that these events 
have worsened the behaviour of many young people. Head 
teachers and teacher union officials have been among those 
to make such declarations.

It is clear that it would be very odd if something as 
fervently followed as football did not affect the way 
people thought and behaved. Football is the most popular 
spectator sport in the world. Every week it attracts millions 
of supporters to stadiums and to watch games on television. 
Some big clubs even have their own television channels. It 
triggers millions of conversations, hundreds of thousands 
of arguments, and thousands of fights. It sells mountains of 
merchandise and generates enough newspaper pages to 
cover the entire country. 

When satellite television looked set to flop in the late 
1980s and early 1990s when millions of satellite dishes were 
not sold, live football was introduced to give the service an 
immense lift; now over 8 million homes have dishes.

Bad behaviour has always been with us

Bad behaviour from footballers is not something new. 
Periodically, players have shown disrespect to the referee, 
and been sent off the pitch. Periodically, they have got drunk 
in pubs and clubs and gone on to do stupid things. What 
the evidence does show, however, is that the periodicity of 
serious incidents is narrowing – they are happening every 
few months not every few years.

10  All that I know most surely about morality and obligations, I owe to football.  Albert Camus 

It is not all sweetness and light on the football terraces 
or in club board rooms and, as the TV series Footballers’ 
Wives demonstrates, there may be darker sides to 
celebrity life off the pitch. Nevertheless, despite the 
media exposure and the hype, things are changing in 

football. Diversity, cohesion and inclusion are on the agenda 
and being taken seriously. Changes are taking place not just 
within clubs but in the relationship between sport and the 
government. 

As part of my project in the Culture, Governance 
and Citizenship theme of the joint Open University and 
Manchester University Centre for Research and Socio-
Cultural Change (CRESC), I am researching some of the 
changes that are taking place in football, in a climate of 
increased activity in promoting diversity, through Home 
Office initiatives and grass root organisations like Kick It Out, 
Stand up and Speak up and Football Unites, Racism Divides. My 
research has involved a detailed analysis of football league 
club websites and interviews with personnel involved in this 
area of activity at a range of different clubs.

Whereas football might have been seen as a means of 
channelling the energies of working class men into sport 
rather than possibly disruptive political activity at the end of 
the nineteenth century, by the latter half of the twentieth 
century it was increasingly targeted as a source of disruption 
and the breakdown of social order. Police authority was 
directed at controlling football fans, especially after the 
disasters at Bradford, Heysel and Hillsborough.

However, in the twenty-first century things are changing. 
New citizens are being configured within the sport and 
football is characterised by a huge range of activities and 
interventions. There is still racism at all levels and women 
(usually known as ‘ladies’) are often excluded not only 
from sponsorship and prime time media coverage. Some 
Premiership clubs do not allow their women’s team to play 
on the club pitch or even to train at their training ground. 
Gradually, however, football has become a site where 
diversity is promoted and where a transformed idea of 
citizenship is emerging.

Football clubs are businesses run on competitive 
principles, but they are not only subject to the same 

On the pitch and beyond the 
touchline: identity and the new 

activism in football
Kath Woodward, Senior Lecturer in Sociology, who wishes Sheffield Wednesday were back in the 

Premiership, is working on a new book on boxing while exploring changes in professional football. Here 
she explains why the new activism to positively promote diversity in sport may change the game forever 

equal opportunities employment legislation as 
other organisations, but are actively engaged in 
enhancing their own success through supporting 
the diverse communities they serve. All clubs have 
customers’ charters which lay out the principles 
through which they are working to include under-
represented groups, such as those from black and 
especially south Asian groups, to benefit disabled 

people and young people, especially those who 
may be underachieving at school. Some clubs 
like Charlton Athletic have been committed to 
promoting diversity even before the demands of 
government social inclusion initiatives, but all clubs 
are now involved albeit with varying degrees of 
engagement.

Approaches range from the largely utilitarian, where 
clubs clearly have to be seen to be complying with 
legislative requirements to qualify for funding, for example 
in accessing European Union resources, as well as the 
more obvious public relations value of being ‘active in the 
community’. Of course there remain some elements of 
tokenism with the ubiquitous photo shoots of the team 
wearing ‘Kick It Out’ Tee shirts, without much evidence 
of awareness of the extent and deep-rooted nature of 
inequality and racism. 

There is still the residue of the charity discourse of 
translating diversity policies into ‘doing good’, which 
classify subjects as victims, for example through visits to 
the local childrens’ hospital by players or attendance at 
charity events. However, there is also a dedicated body of 
those committed to making a difference and to bringing 
people into football as well as using football to benefit 
those who have hitherto been excluded. 

The new activism

A vast range of people might be included: women, under- 
represented minority ethnic groups such as South Asians, 
and disaffected young people in the local community. 
Rather than positioning people as victims, activist strategies 
are directed at strengthening the club and the community. 
Maybe it’s not by chance that Charlton Athletic won 
the Women’s FA Cup in 2005. Whilst not wanting to 
overstate the extent of the progress that has been made, 
it does look as if there is an awareness of what inequality 
means and how it can be combated to promote diversity 
in sport. It is early days and the gains are not vast but as 
one black steward told me, ‘there is still racism on the 
terraces, but now we don’t have to take it. We get them 
thrown out’. 

Foul professionals
At a time when the Crown Prosecution Service is planning a crackdown on player violence, Gary 
Slapper, Professor of Law and Director of the Centre for Law at the Open University, explores the 

moral panics around footballers’ behaviour 

In February 2005 
the Southampton player 
David Prutton was sent 
off after two awful fouls. 
He was so enraged 
when he was dismissed 
from the pitch that he 
not only screamed at 
the referee, Alan Wiley, 
but aggressively shoved 
him out of the way while 
going over to abuse 
the assistant referee. 
Prutton was eventually 
physically dragged away 
by his manager. He was 
later fined £6,000 and 
banned for 10 games by 
the Football Association. 
In April 2005, Newcastle 
United confirmed that 
Lee Bowyer and Kieron 
Dyer would stay at the 
club despite fighting each 
other on the pitch in a 
game against Aston Villa. 
Both players were sent 
off. Bowyer was fined six weeks wages – thought 
to be around £200,000. 

Inflammatory conduct from some managers 
has also arguably affected impressionable fans. If a 
glamorous football manager, paid over £300,000 a 
week, and lionised as heroic, manifests his stature 

by showing contempt for 
the recognised authorities 
of football, then, some 
might say, it is hardly 
surprising if that attitude is 
reflected in the playground 
and the precinct. Sepp 
Blatter, president of the 
international football body 
Fifa, said in March 2005, ‘I 
am appalled by the verbal 
attacks directed at referees 
[by managers] and it is often 
such extreme behaviour 
that sparks off trouble 
among supporters.’

A headmaster from 
South Wales, Dr Chris 
Howard, has claimed 
(February, 2005) that the 
foul-mouthed behaviour 
of footballers like Wayne 
Rooney is being mimicked 
by young people in class. 
He contended that the 
morale of teachers was 
being eroded by declining 

behaviour of pupils and that worsening indiscipline 
was in part attributable to the awful behaviour of 
role models like Rooney. Dr Howard said the ‘trigger 
point’ for his comment was Manchester United and 
England star Rooney’s verbal attack on a referee, 
Graham Poll, in a match against Arsenal seen on TV 

in February by more than 10 million people. Dr Howard 
said: ‘He met the referee’s censure with a tirade of four 
letter words. You could clearly lip read what Rooney was 
saying – the TV commentators drew attention to the 
fact.’ No-one expects a frenzied footballer who misses a 
penalty or thinks he is the victim of an unjust referee’s 
ruling to exclaim ‘Good gracious, what a state of affairs!’ 
But openly calling the referee a *!?@ is another matter.

Wayne Rooney sees red

England football coach Sven-Goran Eriksson said he would 
speak to Rooney about his temperament, but claimed the 
striker would lose much of the impact he can have for 
England if it was curbed too much. He said: ‘You cannot 
take away his temperament because that is why he is such 
a good football player.’ That, though, confuses passionate 
outbursts, and imprecations uttered to the clouds, with 
aggression and contempt directed at the referee.

The deputy general secretary of the Secondary Heads 
Association, Martin Ward, stated at the union’s 2005 
annual general conference that footballers’ televised 
violence, bad language and defiance of authority had a 
detrimental effect on children’s behaviour. Apart from 
anything else, swearing at the referee is pointless. In the 
entire history of football, in scores of millions of games 
worldwide, the number of times a referee or official has 
changed his mind as a result of being shouted at by a 
player is close to zero.

 If challenging a referee’s decision during a game 
became a transgression warranting an automatic red 
card and a three-game ban, proper authority on the field 
would be established.  Financial penalties for the club of a 
player showing contempt for the referee would also have 
a salutary effect.

A letter published by The Independent (10 March 2005) 
from Peter Walton contained a concise expression at the 
core of this important social issue: ‘Is it any surprise, if a 
player tells an assistant referee to “fuck off ” and is allowed 
to get away with it, that a young pupil at school will think 
it acceptable to say the same thing to a teacher?’

Nike and the Third World
An audit of their 700 production plants in the 
developing world by the sports manufacturer 
Nike in 2003 and 2004 has revealed disturbing 
levels of worker abuse. The survey, published in 
April 2005, followed a US $1.5 settlement by the 
company over false claims about its treatment of 
its workforce. The survey identified, for the first 
time, the locations of Nike factories: 124 were 
in China, 73 in Thailand, 35 in South Korea, 34 
in Vietnam; others were situated in Asia, South 
America, Australia, Italy, Mexico, Turkey, the US 
and Australia. Problems were especially identified 
in Nike’s Asian sites where Nike discovered 
instances of abusive treatment in a quarter of 
their factories. They also found between 25 and 
50 per cent of factories in south Asia restricted 
access to toilets and drinking water and denied 
workers at least one day off in seven. A quarter 
of Nike factories worldwide paid staff below the 
legal minimum. 

Fight when you’re winning
During the last football World Cup domestic violence against women and 
attacks on refugees peaked after England matches. During the American 
Football Super Bowl final television advertisements warned the public 
against domestic violence. Now researchers at Cardiff University have 
found a strong relationship between sporting victories and violence. They 
examined the number of people in Cardiff requiring medical treatment 
after an assault following international rugby and soccer matches and 
found that the number of injuries was significantly higher when Wales 
won compared with when they lost. During 106 home and away matches 
they identified 27,000 cases of assault requiring emergency treatment. The 
average number of assaults on match days was 30 compared to 21 when 
there were no matches. When Wales were victorious the average number 
of assaults rose to 33 compared to 25 when Wales lost whether the match 
was played home or away. The researchers found a strong connection 
between alcohol consumption among victorious fans and the incidence of 
violence. They also concluded it was ‘possible that levels of self-confidence, 
assertiveness, or patriotism which may be heightened following a win are 
important factors’.

Dr Kath Woodward's book Boxing, Masculinity and 
Identity: The 'I' of the Tiger, will be published in late 2005. 

Kath was the Chair of DD100, and is a member of 
CRESC and the Centre for Citizenship, Identities 

and Governance. 

'Kick It Out' - football's anti-racist campaign logo

Wayne Rooney - photo courtesy of 'Kick It Out'
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Serious sport has nothing to do with fair play... it is war minus the shooting.  George Orwell, British author  11

I’ve been a swimmer all my life and an activist 
campaigning for local councils to keep pools open since 
2002. I‘ve not gone as far as Doug Reid, founder and 

lone candidate of the Save the Bristol North Baths Party, 
for whom he stood in the May 2005 General Election in 
the city’s west constituency. Yet many of the pools I have 
swum in over the years are now closed. Too expensive to 
repair and maintain is the reason most often given. Many 
have been converted into other facilities, torn down or 
left to rot.

When a pool on my doorstep was threatened I linked 
up with community activists in a collective struggle to stop 
a Grade II listed building being raised. I joined committed 
neighbourhood groups initially to prevent Lambeth 
Council turning Brockwell Park Lido into a football pitch. 
Then I became the Brockwell Lido Users’ representative 
on the recently formed London Pools Campaign to put 
pressure on various bodies, such as Sport England and 
the Greater London Assembly, to halt the closure of at 
least one London pool every year. 

Mushrooming around the country, groups of active 
citizens are forming protest movements to safeguard 
the fabric of their community and local environment. 
Many campaigns make links with other issues such as the 
regeneration of parks and open spaces and sustainable 
public transport policy. From the Govanhill Campaign 
initiated in Glasgow in 2001 to the Hampstead Pond 
Campaign which this year won the right for swimmers to 
bathe in the winter at their own risk, pools have suddenly 
hit the political radar. 

Why would such political direct action matter? Why 
would such activism have meaning and relevance for 
any future social science curriculum that engages with 
meanings and experiences of sport as cultural practice 
in everyday life? 

Here are four lenses through which to approach 
swimming pool activism. First, it is an example of citizenship 
and social protest. Second, it speaks to us about practices 
of identity and belonging in urban neighbourhoods. Third, 
it illustrates the demise in the public provision of social 
and leisure services, and fourth, it reveals more about 
the disappearing connection between ideologies of social 
justice enacted through public architecture.

Citizenship and social protest

One reason for this sudden mobilisation around 
swimming is the fact that along with football it’s the 
nation’s most popular sport. So when local councils 
propose to shut pools down, people react angrily. With 
New Labour encouraging volunteering in the community 

I remember, as a boy, visiting an uncle in Larkhall, the 
Scottish citadel of Orangeism. Whilst there my uncle 
decided I needed a haircut. As he mercilessly sheered 

off my blonde locks he asked: ’Are you one of the people?’ 
Although I was only about ten years old, I knew instinctively 
what he meant. He meant was I a Glasgow Rangers fan? 
Since I was a Protestant, his question demanded a yes 
answer. The reality was I was a closet Celtic supporter. 

‘Don’t you be playing with Papes’, was a familiar 
parental order to a growing Protestant child’s ear in the 
1950s and 1960s. The Catholic equivalent substituted 
‘Prodie dogs’ for ‘Papes’. The fear that our parents had 
about us playing with ‘Papes’ was the risk of absorbing 
perceived trappings of the papacy, principally wearing the 
Glasgow Celtic colours of Lincoln green and white or 
anything else green for that matter. One of my sisters had 
her green mini-skirt used to light the coal fire. 

Divided pits

For a Protestant child in the village where I grew 
up, construction was along the following top-down 
progressive line: Protestant, Church of Scotland, Unionist, 
Loyalist, Orange then Rangers. These tags were expected 
to form your identity that was then reaffirmed in school, 
leisure and industry. The two schools reflected the 
sectarian divide as did the pubs and surrounding collieries. 
Coal was the main industry and as such the collieries 
were also divided along sectarian lines. My father worked 
in what was termed an ‘Orange pit’, no Catholic was 
employed. The same criteria applied to the Catholic pits. 

Recruitment within the connected industries was 
also based on religious affiliation.

Play followed the same path, consciously and 
unconsciously. Football in the park generally involved 
a game of Catholics versus Protestants and then 
there were the periodical, almost seasonal, stone 
fights between the two groups. Issues that could 
not be decided by stones involved councillors who 
were elected not so much according to the parties 
they represented but whether they were Catholic 
or Protestant: ‘I’m not voting for that Fenian,’ was 
my Dad’s common objection (unless a free pint was 
offered). 

A game divided

Two football stadiums were the Canterbury and 
Vatican of the divide: Ibrox and Parkhead. The former 
flew the Union Jack whilst the latter flew the Irish 
flag. Duke Street in Glasgow was the location of 
the annual Orange kabala. The sight of Union Jacks 
and a fist of Ulster flags hanging from the tenement 

‘Are you one of the people?’
Sectarianism, soccer and identity
Daibhidh MacAdham, a student completing his OU social psychology degree, explores how a childhood 

spent kicking a football in Glasgow helped define his adult identity

windows like washing from a line would turn the 
teeth of any guardian of political correctness pure 
white. 

A couple of local best-selling music albums in 
the 1960s were the respective Rangers and Celtic 
albums, the former bearing Orange songs and the 
latter a collection of Republican favourites. We were 
bottle-fed the lyrics to these tracks. By the time we 
were approaching our teens we could breathe them. 
Passing the Catholic chapel on our way home from 
school frequently prompted one of the pupils (and 
there was always one) to pull out his harmonica 
and proceed to blast out ‘The Sash’ backed by 
our incessant beating on the bus windows as we 
passed. Even the bus conductor joined in. While we 
outwardly displayed hostility in line with the way 
our parents and the social environment attempted 
to construct us, inwardly we hadn’t a clue. A hostile 
yell of ‘Fenian bastard!’ would be instantly followed 
up with a friendly, ‘see you after homework for a 
game of football.’ Unconscious false self in conflict 

with conscious true self for sure.
Sectarianism therefore was drummed into us in 

the same way that it was drummed into our parents. 
The women were just as firm as the men. Our parents 
marched proudly in their black suits and white gloves 
behind the large colourful banners depicting King Billy 
astride a muscular white stallion. We imitated their 
Orange-style walk, which was elbows sticking out slightly 
to the side, knees bent slightly forward and walking 
with a controlled sway from side to side. With all this 
sectarian construction, how could one gum up the works? 
I did. Why? Because experience, autonomy and free will 
enabled me to choose.

In conflict with my Dad’s choice, I chose to play with my 
peers not because he or she was a Catholic or Protestant 
but because we enjoyed things in common. Dad’s 1920s 
social experience also conflicted with my experience of 
the growing 1960s liberalism, which freed us from the 
more intransigent constraints. This freedom enabled free 
will to be exercised more freely with the choices that 
became increasingly available. The process was not easy. 
I suffered many a kicking and punching from peers that 
simply took longer to break free from the sectarian grip. 

So what’s the answer now to my uncle’s question: ‘Are 
you one of the people?’ I suppose the answer is yes, and 
leave it at that. Whatever he defined as ‘the people’ was 
either his choice or my grandparents.

For a website that challenges the sectarian divide which 
characterises Glasgow’s old firm try: 

www.rangersfansvcelticfans.com/forum_entry.html

London Pools Campaigners fighting to save Charlton Lido, August 2004

Save our pools: swimming and 
the politics of leisure 

promoted, and wrapped in the rhetoric of public 
consultation between citizens and local government 
for urban regeneration, many campaigns embody this 
discourse. Yet the mixed successes of many campaigns 
organised around collective rights for access and 
participation to leisure reveals its challenges and 
limitations. It shows how innovative tactics in the face 
of state opposition have emerged. Social inclusion 
and cohesion appear too costly to be supported or 
implemented the way they once were.

Like other struggles in earlier decades the social 
cost of protest failure is high. What is lost are old- 
fashioned values such as conviviality and relaxation 
that people appreciate in a culture and society more 
driven by competition, including many team sports. 
This ethos lay at the heart of the Victorian bathhouse 
that served multiple practical purposes much like 
today’s pool, indoor or outdoor. This space caters 
for different needs simultaneously – from gospel 
aqua-aerobics and swimming lessons to gossiping in 

the shower. The fact that pools attract a broad spectrum 
of individuals that cross age, gender, class, disability and 
ethnic divides is a crucial feature when considering how 
and where civic and gendered identities are shaped. 

The demise of social provision of leisure

Clearly, encroaching marketisation in the delivery of 
leisure illuminates the funding challenge most boroughs 
face when providing these services. Unlike other nations 
in continental Europe or Canada to name but a few, the 
public provision of recreation and swimming in particular 
is a dispensable activity. This stands in marked contrast 
with the publicity generated by London’s aspiration to 
host the 2012 Olympics. This vision rests on a promise 
to build a new state-of-the-art swimming complex in east 
London. Yet this dream only highlights the gap between 
how states and cities resource extraordinary icon projects 
versus mundane populist and public facilities. Wembley 
Football Stadium comes to mind and reminds us that 
collective masculine cultures still predominate in this 
particular funding game. It also shows up the absence of 
a swimming or pools’ strategy as part of current national 
and local sports policy.

The erosion of equality and public space

The hijacking of leisure provision by the private sports 
sector is another dimension of the shift in delivery of 
swimming. It reflects a gradual erosion of communal to 
individualised provision and space. When outdoor pools 
were built in the 1930s as part of a programme of work 
to regenerate communities, they were imbued with 
political and aesthetic values. They offered a democratic 
regime of open-air fitness and health accessible to all. The 
pool precinct represented a public site of relaxation and 
entertainment, of well being and recreation rather than 
use-value as it has come to be seen.

From the heyday of the Victorian bathhouse pool and 
the 1930s Lido to their gradual destruction and protests 
to save them a hundred years later, the politics of pools 
suggest myriad ways of engaging with contemporary social 
science debates. The changed funding climate and shrinking 
welfare agenda might indicate that pools are becoming 
obsolete. Studies of pool users counter this notion. The 
social, cultural and economic shift that has occurred over 
the last century, when swimming first established itself as a 
leisure pursuit, offers a range of insights for understanding 
identities, everyday life and social change through sport. 

www.londonpoolscampaign.com/hampsteadponds

Is Britain a nation of hermits?
One in three Britons spend every night 
indoors according to a survey of life- 
style habits in 2,500 homes published in 
2005. The research found that we appear 
increasingly remote, surrounded by 
multi-channelled satellite television and 
hi-fi systems, cocooned in stay-at-home 
isolation, viewing lots of sport on TV. 
   Just one in seven adults go out to 
socialise every Saturday night while two 
thirds of us only go out on Saturday 
night once a month. More than 12 
million homes now have satellite 
or cable television while the sale of 
entertainment systems has rocketed in 
the last three years.

Elite sports corps
‘We have come a long way since it first 
became appropriate for the business and 
sports sections of most daily newspapers 
to be found in close proximity. The true 
tone of sport in this youthful century is 
set by the elite corps, the people who 
have sweated their way up vast salaries 
and receive the same attention as pop 
idols and film stars... Is the future of 
sport contained in a remark passed by 
Groucho Marx after pricing himself out 
of a television programme hosted by 
Alistair Cooke? “Like Sam Goldwyn, I 
believe in art,” Marx said, “But my agent, a 
course type, believes in money. And who 
am I to argue with such a baboon.”’

Ken Jones, sports writer, June 2005

Public interest in swimming has grown a staggering 13 per cent in the last four years. Swimming now 
sits second only to football as a sport of public interest with 21 per cent of the population regularly 
taking part. Melanie Mauthner, Lecturer in Social Policy, shows how swimming has hit the political 

radar and demonstrates how there is more than one way to mix sport with politics
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first period in office. A.C. Milan players in the Italian 
squad won Forza Italia badges at the 1994 World Cup. 
He referred to his colleagues as the Azzurri, the same 
name used to describe the national football team.

However, his first period in power was short-lived, 
ending acrimoniously after 7 months. In 2001, however, 
he was better organised and attempted a seamless 
transition from successful salesman to prestigious 
statesman. He distributed over 10 million copies of his 
pictorial autobiography to the electorate, claiming to 
be ‘the working class candidate’. His campaign climaxed 
successfully when he signed his contract with the people 
live on one of his own TV programmes. His unresolved 
‘conflicts of interest’ between his extensive media 
ownership and political role (which included ownership 
of three mainstream TV channels and control of most 
of the others) gave him unprecedented power.

Since then he has challenged some of the tenets of 
politics, preferring to by-pass norms and conventions 
and responding to his critics with contempt. Coaxing 
his electorate audience with text messages sent to 
remind them to vote in the European elections of 2004, 
he has always taken a harsher line with opponents, 
actively assenting to the removal of dissenters from the 
airwaves, liberally dishing out writs for libel and raising 
the spectre of communist conspiracy amongst Italian 
magistrates.

A culture of illegality

This approach won him the election and certainly 
made traditional parties look old and tired. It was not 
without its costs however. His promises to cut taxes 
and to resolve his conflicts of interest were both 
unfulfilled. His numerous court cases in which he has 
been accused variously of bribing judges and mafia 
association, combined with legislation designed to 
protect his own interest (such as a bill on parliamentary 
immunity), showed the extent to which he has replaced 
constitutional norms with a ‘culture of illegality’.

Moreover, his appeal as a salesman was more 
convincing than his record as a statesman. First he 
asserted, in the wake of 9/11, that he was ‘confident 
of the superiority of our civilisation over the Muslim 
world’.

Then, as President of the European Union, he 
suggested to Martin Schulz that the German Social 
Democrat MP would be well-suited for the role of an 
SS Commandant in a forthcoming film. ‘Shall we talk 
about women and football?’ he asked a bemused group 
of foreign leaders as they waited to begin negotiations 
over the new EU constitution.

For a while his own electorate put up with these 
excesses and his ineptness as a statesman, and 
maintained faith in his virtues as a salesman. The 
decline of the Italian economy and mounting economic 
insecurity, together with the formation of new political 
associations, eventually brought this into question too. 
His populism, which more and more looked like self-
interest, had reached its limits.

Berlusconi’s capacity to exercise power through 
global media and his contempt for the conventional 
norms of politics is of a particularly post-modern kind. 
It has roots in the decline of the two grand narratives 
of Italian politics – political Catholicism and communism 
– and in particular the end of the mass party, of which 
the Christian Democrats and communists were prime 
examples, both sharing wider cultures, rituals and strong 
forms of political identity.

Forza Italia, the party he founded, is in fact a network 
of clubs, recruiting from groups not previously involved 
in politics and marked further by the lack of democratic 
structure, territorial-based identity or ideological 
coherence. As a ‘business party’, it is one of the first 
examples of a post-Fordist political organisation, 
communicating to its members and supporters through 
market-driven information techniques which replaced 
conventional forms of representation and participation. 
Significantly, its leader had unrivalled power and many 
commentators suggest that the party may now collapse 
without him.

Berlusconi’s populism poses a significant threat to 
the autonomy of public life in Italy. The boundaries 
between the public and private interests have partly 
collapsed under his strategy of avoiding the normal 
channels of representative government and its legal-
political basis by appealing directly to the sentiments, 
emotions and prejudices of an ‘imaginary public’ to the 
detriment of constitutional checks and balances. To 
respond effectively to this form of short-term populism 
we need strong civic cultures and increased levels of 
political participation.

Given the crisis in established parties and politics 
in Italy, perhaps unsurprisingly, the new associations 
not political parties, were the main factors which 
challenged Berlusconi’s grip on power. These 
ranged from anti-global protests to the girotondini, a 

movement led by the film director Nanni Moretti to 
bring notice of Berlusconi’s conflicts of interest. Huge 
demonstrations for peace and the involvement of trade 
unions in broader political matters further de-stabilised 
Berlusconi’s control. In southern Italy, civil society revived 
and saw unprecedented levels of participation from a 
range of groups, a ‘new associationism’ that reflected a 
desire to renew politics.

The conflict between populism and associationism, 
which increasingly defines the Berlusconi era, may 
grow into a wider conflict as contemporary societies 
continue to question their political systems. 

Geoff Andrews is the author of Not a Normal Country: Italy 
after Berlusconi, published by Pluto Press, 2005

12  The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a mountain on the minds of the living.  Karl Marx

S ilvio Berlusconi, Italy’s richest man and one of 
its longest-serving Prime Ministers, has been 
seen as the archetypal populist. His extensive 
media ownership and charismatic leadership 

style combined with his political role has given him 
unprecedented power. Berlusconi now controls over 
90 per cent of the country’s TV, while his favourable 
endorsement of business ethics that run against 
constitutional political conventions of politics and his 
hostility to the judiciary following numerous court 
cases, have all won him attention as a new populist 
type of leader. But what is it that has made populism a 
distinctive doctrine (if indeed it is something more than 
a style of government)? Under what conditions does 
it appeal? What are its likely consequences for politics? 
Exploring Berlusconi’s rise to power provides us with 
some crucial answers.

Populism is seen by many as ‘anti-political’. It 
represents a rejection of representative democracy 
and is little more than a reaction to a moment of crisis 
in conventional politics, when constitutional structures, 
ideologies and forms of accountability have lost 
legitimacy. Populism is often made ‘over the heads’ of 
politicians by unconventional outsiders who articulate 
widespread appeal and offer to all the prospect of 
radical change.

In these crises, populists promise much and often 
invoke ‘the people’ in their cause against ‘the system’. 
The ‘people’ here are often members of a typical core 
group with a particular set of values, against whom all 
opinions are judged and evaluated. ‘The people’ are 
invoked to denounce minorities and restrict dissent. 
New Labour’s appeal to ‘middle England’ might be seen 
as a milder version of this.

Despite its protection of individualism and rejection 
of elites, populism has a conservative core, which 
often leaves hierarchies of power intact, or succeeds 
in creating new ones. In reality, therefore, populist 
objectives are often reactive in their opposition to crisis 
and offer only short-term solutions not substantive 
political alternatives.

Football, Berlusconi and the rise of Forza Italia

Silvio Berlusconi incorporated elements of business 
acumen, celebrity and charismatic leadership in his 
rise to power. He first took office when almost the 
entire political system in Italy fell apart. Following the 
tangentopoli (‘bribesville’) crisis between 1992 and 
1994 and the ensuing ‘clean hands’ investigation, when 
many leading politicians were found to have taken 
payments in exchange for work contracts, Berlusconi, 
a successful businessman, denounced the ‘old’ political 
class a partitocrazia serving its own interests. His first, 
brief, taste of power came in 1994 when he won a 
dramatic victory, just months after he had set up his 
party, Forza Italia, based on a network of football clubs 
(with the name taken from the chant of Italian football 
supporters).

His arrival on the political scene was typically 
audacious. He sent a nine-minute video of his 
announcement, made from a TV studio built at his villa, 
outside Milan, to one of his own TV companies. He 
told viewers that he was ‘taking the field’. The (political) 
game ‘was all being played in the two penalty areas, with 
the midfield being left desolately empty’. His ownership 
of A.C. Milan, one of the world’s greatest football 
teams, and the use of football and business metaphors 
in his political discourse, became familiar features of his 

Each year, before putting Society Matters to bed, the editor spends ten 
days at Casa Giorgio’s, an Umbrian farmhouse. Organic meals are provided 
daily from the proprietor’s own vineyard and olive groves. There is a large 
swimming pool with diving board. Situated 15 km from Perugia and 5 km 
from beautiful Lake Trasimeno in the heart of Umbria, it is ideal for people 
interested in outdoor pursuits, the Rennaissance, and living the good life.

Contact: Sheila Harvey 01908 563236, spharvey@btopenworld.com or 
Casa Giorgio – C.P. 23 06060 Agello – Perugia, telfax 075-505.0083, cell. 

328-4721605 casagiorgio@hotmail.com or have a look at: 
www.casagiorgio.tk

Does populism mean the 
end of politics?

Geoff Andrews’ new book Not A Normal Country explores the rise of 
Silvio Berlusconi and forsees an Italy after he has left office. Geoff, a

 Staff Tutor in Politics, examines Italy’s populist Prime Minister’s 
fragile hold on power
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The atrocities of yesterday – the Beslan school 
massacre, the Bali bombings, the crimes against 
humanity of 11 September 2001, the gassings of 

Halabja – can still fill us with horror and pity, although 
that sensitivity is heavily conditioned by the nature of 
the perpetrators. In an age where war has become 
a policy option rather than a last resort, where its 
legitimacy rather than its morality can be summed up 
on a sheet of A4 paper, we prefer to concentrate on 
the suffering caused by ‘them’ rather than ‘us’.

Hence the tens of thousands of Iraqis who were 
killed in the 2003 invasion and subsequent occupation, 
the hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese killed in the 
Vietnam war, the hundreds of Egyptians cut down by 
our 1956 invasion of Suez are not part of our burden 
of guilt. About 1,700 Palestinian civilians from the Sabra 
and Chatila refugee camps – equal to more than half 
the dead of the World Trade Center – were massacred 
in Lebanon. 

Our dates are more important than theirs

But how many readers can remember the exact 
date?  16–18 September 1982. ‘Our’ dates are thus 
sacrosanct, ‘theirs’ are not; though I notice how ‘they’ 
must learn ‘ours’. How many times are Arabs pointedly 
asked for their reaction to 11 September 2001, with 
the specific purpose of discovering whether they show 
the correct degree of shock and horror? And how 
many Westerners would even know what happened 
in 1982?

It’s also about living memory – and also, I suspect, 
about photographic records. The catastrophes of our 
generation, or of our parents’ or even our grandparents’ 
generation – have a poignancy that earlier bloodbaths 
do not. Hence we can be moved to tears by the epic 
tragedy of the Second World War and its 55 million 
dead, by the murder of six million Jews, by our families’ 
memories of this conflict - a cousin on my father’s side 
died on the Burma Road – and also by the poets of the 
First World War. Owen and Sassoon created the ever-
living verbal museum of that conflict.

But I can well understand why the Israelis have 
restructured their Holocaust museum at Yad Vashem. 
The last survivors of Hitler’s death camps will be 
dead soon. So they must be kept alive in their taped 
interviews, along with the records and clothes of those 
who were slaughtered by the Nazis. The Armenians still 
struggle to memorialise their own 1915 Holocaust of 
1.5 million at the hands of the Ottoman Turks – they 
struggle even to keep the capital ‘H’ on their Holocaust 
– because only a pitiful handful of their survivors are 
still alive and the Turks still deny their obvious guilt. 
There are photographs of the Armenians being led to 
the slaughter but no documentary film.

And here the compassion begins to wobble. Before 
the 1914–18 war there were massacres enough for 
the world’s tears; the Balkan war of 1912 was of such 
carnage that eyewitnesses feared their accounts would 
never be believed. The Boer war turned into a moral 
disgrace for the British because we herded our enemies’ 
families into disease-ridden concentration camps. The 
Franco-Prussian war of 1871 – though French suffering 
was portrayed by Delacroix with stunning accuracy, 
and photos survive of the Paris Commune – leaves us 
cold. So, despite the record of still photographs, does 
the American civil war.

When 
weeping 

for religious 
martyrs 

leads to the 
crucifixion 

Passion and redemption were part of our 
parents’ religious experience. Robert Fisk, 

The Independent’s award-winning foreign 
correspondent and honorary Open University 
graduate, reflects upon the sins of our little 

human gods, those evangelicals who also claim 
we are fighting for ‘good’ against ‘evil’, who can 

ignore history and the oceans of blood 
humanity has shed – and get away with it

Relatives of Angela Varziyeva, killed in the school hostage taking, cry during her funeral in Beslan

We can still be appalled – we should be appalled 
– by the million dead of the Irish famine, although it 
is painfully significant that, although photography had 
been invented by the mid 19th century, not a single 
photograph was taken of its victims. We have to rely on 
the Illustrated London News sketches to show the grief 
and horror which the Irish famine produced.

Do you remember them?

Yet who cries now for the dead of Waterloo or 
Malplaquet, of the first Afghan war, of the Hundred 
Years’ War – whose rural effects were still being felt 
in 1914 – or for the English Civil War, for the dead of 
Flodden Field or Naseby or for the world slaughter 
brought about by the Great Plague? True, movies can 
briefly provoke some feeling in us for these ghosts. 
Hence the Titanic remains a real tragedy for us even 
though it sank in 1912 when the Balkan war was taking 
so many more innocent lives. Braveheart can move us. 
But in the end, we know that the disembowelling of 
William Wallace is just Mel Gibson faking death.

By the time we reach the slaughters of antiquity, we 
simply don’t care a damn. Genghis Khan? Tamerlane? 
The sack of Rome? The destruction of Carthage? 
Forget it. Their victims have turned to dust and we do 
not care about them. They have no memorial. We even 
demonstrate our fascination with long-ago cruelty. Do 
we not queue for hours to look at the room in London 
in which two children were brutally murdered? The 
Princes in the Tower.

If, of course, the dead have a spiritual value, then their 
death must become real to us. Rome’s most famous 
crucifixion victim was not Spartacus – although Kirk 
Douglas did his best to win the role in Kubrick’s fine 
film – but a carpenter from Nazareth. And compassion 
remains as fresh among Muslims for the martyrs of 
early Islam as it does for the present-day dead of Iraq. 
Anyone who has watched the Shia Muslims of Iraq or 
Lebanon or Iran honouring the killing of Imams Ali and 
Hussein – like Jesus, they were betrayed – has watched 
real tears running down their faces, tears no less fresh 
than those of the Christian pilgrims in Jerusalem. You 
can butcher a whole city of innocents in the Punic War, 
but nail the son of Mary to a cross or murder the son-
in-law of the Prophet and you’ll have them weeping for 
generations.

What worries me, I suppose, is that so many 
millions of innocents have died terrible deaths because 
their killers have wept over their religious martyrs. 
The Crusaders slaughtered the entire population of 
Beirut and Jerusalem in 1099 because of their desire 
to ‘free’ the Holy Land, and between 1980 and 1988, 
the followers of the Prophet killed a million and a 
half of their own co-religionists after a Sunni Muslim 
leader invaded a Shia Muslim country. Most of the Iraqi 
soldiers were Shia – and almost all the Iranian soldiers 
were Shia – so this was an act of virtual mass suicide by 
the followers of Ali and Hussein.

Passion and redemption were probably essential 
parts of our parents’ religious experience. But I believe 
it would be wiser and more human in our 21st century 
to reflect upon the sins of our little human gods, those 
evangelicals who also claim we are fighting for ‘good’ 
against ‘evil’, who can ignore history and the oceans of 
blood humanity has shed – and get away with it on a 
sheet of A4 paper.

This is an edited version of an article that first appeared 
in The Independent on 26 March 2005

All national institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian or Turkish, appear to me no other than human inventions, set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolise power and profit.  Thomas Paine, English political thinker 13

1915, Armenian deportees: women, children and elderly men. Woman in foreground is carrying a child in her 
arms, shielding it from the sun with a shawl; man on left is carrying bedding; no other belongings or food 

noticeable among effects being carried. All are walking in the sun on an unpaved road with no means of shelter 
from the elements. Location: Ottoman empire, region Syria.

1915, deported Armenian family-two older couples and two young children-living under a tent in the desert. 
Location: Ottoman empire, region Syria.

© Armenian National Institute, Inc., courtesy of Sybil Stevens (daughter of Armin T. Wegner).
Wegner Collection, Deutches Literaturarchiv, Marbach & United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.
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On becoming a 
mother

Professor of Psychology, Wendy Hollway, shows 
how an innovative research project investigating 
first-time mothers in Tower Hamlets will add to 

our understanding of how mothering identities are 
formed and help shape welfare policy in 

multi-ethnic Britain

What happens to women’s identities in the 
process of becoming mothers for the first 
time? How do ethnicity, ‘race’, culture, religion, 

age, social class and gender intersect with motherhood 
identities? What can we learn from first-time mothers 
about embodied, unconscious, taken-for-granted and 
practical aspects of identity formation and change, and 
what role is played by processes of identification? Our 
research poses challenges that are central to current 
theorising of identities and to policy interventions. 

Psycho-social focus

‘Mother’ is both a universal identity and one that varies 
markedly over time, place and situation. It is reducible 
to neither the natural nor the social but requires an 
approach that transcends both. It is an identity that 
is passionately felt and rigorously regulated. It is still 
experienced as women’s destiny but recently subject 
to choice. 

Because becoming a mother involves huge changes 
that affect women’s sense of themselves, it is a 
particularly good example of where psychological and 
social processes intersect. This psycho-social focus is 
the hallmark of our study. 

Understanding the complexities and dynamics of 
identity in times of cultural change poses theoretical 
challenges for social sciences research, notably 
concerning the relationship between agency and 
structure, the psychological and the social, and among 
bodies, minds and feelings. The experience and 
position of being a mother is understood as lying at 
the intersection of several psycho-social processes. It is 
simultaneously a personal and a social identity, a range of 
material, cultural and emotional practices circumscribed 
by social discourses and a lived, felt experience that is 
explicitly relational and not necessarily conscious. 

Social inclusion

It is widely believed that good mothering is one of 
the most influential factors in achieving a good society. 
Yet beliefs about good mothering underpinning British 
welfare policy have not been informed by the different 
cultural patterns of mothering that now exist in the 
UK. A better understanding of becoming a mother 
within different cultural practices and meanings will 

The joys of sex
It is a social researcher’s dictum that reported 
levels of sexual activity should always be doubled 
or halved and last year was no exception. The latest 
European poll from Durex revealed 41 per cent of 
Britons had spanked or been spanked by a sexual 
partner compared to only 5 per cent of Germans. 
Durex  report Macedonians and Serbians to be the 
most sexually satisfied people in Europe with 82 
per cent not needing to fake an orgasm (unlike the 
majority of Britons). 
 However, in comparison to Durex’s US sample 
claiming they had sex two to three times a week, 
researchers surveying a 16,000 US General Social 
Survey sample found sexual appetites to be far more 
conservative, with the median American having sex 
two to three times a month. Both studies concluded 
the more sex you have the happier you become, 
but a survey in the USA inclined to the view that 
greater happiness was more likely to occur with a 
single partner, rather than multiple partners. In the 
UK a survey by Complan Active found the quality 
of sexual relationships improve the older you get. 
Their survey of 8,000 over fifties revealed that most 
have sex two or three times a week, while a friskier 
7 per cent seem to indulge four or more times 
every seven days. 
 A surprising 33 per cent of the sample had sex 
outdoors in the countryside, a fifth in a motor 
vehicle, while 2 per cent, presumably unobserved 
by Saga representatives, joined the ‘mile high club’. 
Sadly, and some readers may recognise themselves 
here, more than 70 per cent admitted their sex lives 
flagged because of a loss of energy drive. Four out 
of five reported they were still attracted to their 
partner ‘regardless of 
ageing’. Younger 
readers may 
find solace in the 
final conclusion. 
Fifty-five per cent 
claimed their sex 
life improved over 
time because they 
had become less 
inhibited and learned 
’new tricks’. How they 
find time to study OU 
courses is anyone’s guess.

14  It is a capital mistake to theorise before one has data.  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, British author

Violence against women
Violence against women worldwide has reached 
epidemic levels according to a ground-breaking Amnesty 
International report published in 2004. It’s In Our Hands – 
Stop Volence Against Women criticises governments whose 
justice systems minimise the importance of womens’ rights 
and life chances. 

Domestic violence is prevalent (70 per cent of the 
world’s female murder victims are killed by their partners). 
Rape as a strategy of war (often infecting their victims with 
HIV) is normal practice in war zones (even the UN soldiery 
are not immune). The recruitment of girls into commercial 
sex markets is increasing (two million girls aged between 5 
and 15 enter the trade each year). 

Female genital mutilation is rife (130 million women 
are estimated to have undergone female genital mutilation 
while a further 2 million are at risk each year). Four million 
women and girls are bought each year either into marriage, 
prostitution or slavery. Dowry killings and ‘honour crimes’ 
also exist on an alarming scale. Seventy-nine million girls 
are reported ‘missing’ from various populations, mostly in 
Asia, due to sex-selective abortions, infanticide or neglect. 

United States
A woman is raped every 60 seconds; four women die each 
day as a result of domestic violence. 

United Kingdom
Two women are killed each week through domestic 
violence; recorded rapes on women totalled 14,000 in 
2003, an increase of 8 per cent. 

India
15,000 dowry deaths each year. 

Pakistan
A thousand women a day die in ‘honour killings’.

Russia
14,000 recorded domestic violence deaths each year.

Egypt
97 per cent of married women aged 15 to 49 had female 
genital mutilations.

A hidden army of carers
Britain has at least 175,000 young carers, some as young 
as five years old, who have adopted adult-style caring roles 
looking after family members. This hidden army of carers 
miss school lessons and suffer educational disadvantage as 
a result. 

The majority of the children care for parents, according 
to the report Young Carers, produced by The Education 
Network in April 2005, but some care for siblings and 
grandparents. A quarter provided `intimate personal care’ 
for adults who are suffering incapacitating illnesses or 
disability. 

The report concluded: `Despite their numbers, the 
experiences of these children remain largely unknown 
outside the circle of professionals and agencies working to 
support them. Some schools do not believe that they have 
young carers among their pupils’.

Identities and 
social action

 

Identity issues lay at the heart of some of our 
most intractable and troubling contemporary social 
problems. Psychology’s Professor Margie Wetherell, 

Director of the ESRC Identities Programme, 
outlines how this ground breaking research 

intervention will help us to understand a range of 
issues from conflict resolution to racism 

and social exclusion

The Economic and Social Research Council 
Programme on Identities and Social Action, 
which is based in the Social Sciences Faculty at 

the Open University, was launched at a gala occasion 
at the Royal Society of Arts in London on 14 April. 
The Identities Programme, a £4 million investment by 
the ESRC in research on identity issues, consists of 25 
research projects in universities across the UK. 
The projects investigate a range of gripping topics 
across the span of social identities including disability, 
gender, sexuality, ethnicity, national identity, religion, and 
work. Two groups of researchers at the OU (Professors 
Wendy Hollway and Ann Phoenix in Psychology and 
Dr Mary-Jane Keihily, Faculty of Education and Language 
Studies and Dr Rachel Thomson, Faculty of Health and 
Social Care) were successful in getting their work 
funded through the Programme. 

Key to building a strong multi-ethnic Britain

Why is research on identity worth this level of 
investment? Professor Wetherell told the launch that 
identity issues were at the heart of many contemporary 
social problems including community conflict, racism, 
discrimination and xenophobia and social exclusion. 
Baroness Amos, who was hosting the launch on behalf 
of the Open University and the ESRC, noted in her 
message of support that identity is the key to building 
a strong multi-ethnic Britain. She drew on her own 
experiences as a migrant to Britain from Guyana to 
emphasise the importance of identity. Britain was, she 
said:

therefore inform service provision and promote social 
inclusion. For example, in Britain, the idea of good 
mothering is routinely associated with an individual 
woman (often the biological mother), rather than 
seen as shared amongst an extended family group or 
community. For services to be adequately responsive, 
statutory and voluntary agencies need understanding 
of different ways of mothering. Service provision also 
needs to address how mothering practices vary and 
change over place and time. For example, if becoming 
a mother draws heavily on a woman’s own experience 
of being mothered, what happens when she becomes 
a mother in a different cultural environment from her 
own mother? Our sample will enable us to address 
specific questions of this kind.

We will gain insight into how cultural differences 
work in the forging of women’s identities as mothers, 
using a design enabling comparisons among women 
from three different ethnic and cultural groups. We 
will study thirty first-time mothers, ten each from 
Bangladeshi, White-British and African-Caribbean 
backgrounds. Research participants will all have been 
born in the UK and will be recruited during the last 
month of their first pregnancy, using midwifery and 
health visiting services. Within each group, we will 
select participants in a way that maximises other 
dimensions of social difference, which are suggested 
by the literature as being significant to mothering (and 
of interest to the Identities programme): religion, class, 
age, intersecting ethnicities, local availability of extended 
family and availability of the baby’s father. Data will 
be collected using a combination of free association 
narrative research interviews and psychoanalytically 
informed observation sessions. 

The free association narrative method involves 
posing open, yet concrete, questions to elicit from 
interviewees stories which shed light on their meaning 
frames, terms of reference and practical identities. Each 
participant will be interviewed at least twice during the 
first year of her baby’s life. Analysis of the first interview 
will form the basis of a second, follow-up interview, 
which will take place three to four weeks later. The 
interviews will be tape-recorded and transcribed.

The observational data will be collected using 
a method well established in training for child 
psychotherapists but new in psycho-social research. 
Trained observers will observe six of the mothers 
from our main sample (two from each ethnic group) 
during the course of ordinary family and household 
activities and make a written record from memory 
soon afterwards. The observation sessions will take 
place once a week (except holidays) for twelve 
months. Observers will attend weekly group seminars 
to develop interpretations. Dr Cathy Urwin, a child 
psychotherapist working for the local Health Trust in 
Tower Hamlets, will lead the group seminar where the 
observers share their experiences and begin to make 
sense of their observational data.

 The research will take place in the London borough 
of Tower Hamlets, one of the most disadvantaged 
boroughs in Britain and site for six Sure Start 
programmes. Thus all our research participants will 
be situated in a similar socio-economic and welfare 
environment and subject to an identity process that in 
some respects is the same across cultures, namely that 
of becoming a mother.

Our study is designed to break new ground 
methodologically by analysing both what mothers 
say and aspects of identities that are not consciously 
experienced or are outside awareness. Since identity is 
not transparent to the person undergoing the transition, 
we have devised a method capable of dealing with a 
range of contradictions: what can and cannot be verbally 
expressed in an interview, what is actually happening in 
the present, as well as what should be happening or 
happened in the past, and what aspects of identities 
are embodied and emotional (both harmonious and 
conflicting) as well as intended. Our combination of 
free association narrative interviews and psychoanalytic 
observation affords data at all these levels. 

Psychology Professors Wendy Hollway and Ann Phoenix were awarded 

funding of nearly £200,000 over three years for the project entitled 

‘Identities in Process: becoming Bangladeshi, African-Caribbean and 

White Mothers in Tower Hamlets’. It is funded as part of the Economic 

and Social Research Council ‘Identities and Social Action’ programme, 

directed by Professor Margie Wetherell at the Open University.

... a more diverse and a more progressive 
place than it was when my family arrived 
from Guyana. Yet racism, discrimination, 
prejudice and social exclusion remain, still 
blighting lives, still fragmenting communities 
and still undermining social justice and equal 
opportunities for all. To defeat them requires 
political will. And for us to build and win our 
case we need a clear sense of the challenges 
we face and the emerging trends around 
identity, ethnicity, gender, disability and class.

The launch included a keynote lecture from Tony 
Giddens – Britain’s best known and most quoted 
sociologist – revisiting his work on Modernity and Self-
Identity. He argued that although there were many 
aspects of that work which he would now alter he felt 
that it was still accurate to describe the UK as a post-
traditional society. The changes are as fundamental as 
the shifts which occurred in the Industrial Revolution. 
British people live in a world where individuals 
anchor themselves not by tradition and fixed roles 
and positions but through their self-identity, through 
continual acts of choice about what to wear, who to be, 
and what groups to belong to. He described the ESRC 
Identities Programme as ‘extraordinarily ambitious’ and 
‘potentially one of the most important interventions in 
British social science’.

The launch highlighted the work of two grant 
holders from the programme – Professor Beverley 
Skeggs (Goldsmith College, London) speaking on ‘New 
Formations of Spectacular Selves’ and Dr Roxy Harris 
(Kings College, London) speaking on ‘New Ethnicities 
and Cultural Practices’. Professor Skeggs’s lecture 
explored representations of working class selves 
on reality television and the resources available for 
‘telling’ the working class self. Dr Harris looked at how 
successive waves of migration have produced a new 
range of hybrid identities and selves. 

Adrian Alsop, Director of Research, Training and 
Development for the ESRC, welcomed the programme 
as the first of a new phase of social science research on 
identity matters developing both within the ESRC and 
the Arts and Humanities Research Board (AHRB). 

Transcripts of the lectures given at the launch can be 
read on the Identities website www.identities.org.uk, 
which also contains further details of the 25 research 
projects in the programme. 

Identities and social action research projects bring 
together teams of psychologists, sociologists, 
geographers, anthropologists, cultural studies, social 

policy and education researchers and political scientists. 
One set of projects explicitly picks up the theme of new 
British identities – what kinds of identity affiliations are 
emerging in London classrooms, for instance, as children 
creatively mix together ethnicity, social class and gender 
in new hybrid ways of being? How are ex-steel workers 
and their families in South Wales re-inventing themselves 
as local manufacturing shifts to service industries? How are 
young women defining motherhood these days compared 
to their own mothers and grandmothers? 

Other projects in the programme are focused on 
how identity operates in particular sites such as prisons, 
neighbourhoods, residential homes, housing estates in 
Northern Ireland, in deprived areas such as Norwich or 
the former East Durham coal-fields. These projects look at 
how patterns of identification increase or decrease social 
conflict, social exclusion and civic engagement. Yet other 
projects are interested in politics and the identity factors 
which motivate people to vote or get involved in a political 
campaign. And, finally, a further group of projects explores 
identity trouble – how do adults and children (such as 
refugees and new migrants) negotiate a sense of identity 
in difficult circumstances and what leads to good and bad 
outcomes? 

The Identities Programme has connections, through 
its Advisory Committee, with the Social Exclusion Unit in 
the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and the Home 
Office team developing the community cohesion and 
civic renewal policies. In this context, and for general 
growth and prosperity, it is crucial to have a clear sense 
of emerging identity trends. How can we build a society 
which can act as a ‘community of communities’ combining 
many cultural groups, respecting diversity, but encouraging 
solidarity, trust and empathy along with civic engagement 
and renewal? What are the new identities and new 
articulations of traditional social identities such as nation, 
class, regional affiliations and gender which will organise 
social relations in Britain in the years to come? Picking up 
this core aim of the programme, the theme for the launch 
was Identity Histories and Identity Futures.
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Opening up democracy
The importance of the media in society is reflected in the range of websites which tackle 

issues of concern to social scientists. Professor of Sociology, Tony Bennett talks to Anthony Barnett, 
Editor-in-Chief of openDemocracy.net, about its purpose and impact and finds connections 

between it and the Open University

Women ‘shedites’ turf men out 
Significant changes are taking place in one of the last bastions of male 
supremacy: the garden shed. A survey of 1,000 adults in the spring of 
2005 revealed that 40 per cent of women now regard the garden 
shed as a place where they can ‘do their own thing’ compared 
to a mere 38 per cent of men. Researchers suggest that the 
gender switch reflects the growing popularity of home 
improvement, DIY and the impact of television 
make-over programmes. The researchers, 
Future Laboratory, believe that ‘shedites’ are 
using their sheds for more exotic pursuits 
such as meditation retreats, even, readers 
note, for the purposes of study. Sheds are 
increasingly being seen as extensions to 
property that can be transformed into ‘ideas pits’ 
without the use of planning permission, converting 
them to alternative entertainment centres, studios 
with PC facilities, and even bars. More than one and a 
half million sheds are erected in Britain each year and the retailer 
B & Q report a 40 per cent rise on shed sales in the last two years 
with women acting as the major catalysts. Devotees may be interested 
in accessing www.readerssheds.co.uk, which features garden sheds from 
members of the public. Who knows, you may find something where you can prepare 
for your next TMA in peace.

Why politicians make mistakes
Research by the Sleep Council has consistently revealed that lack of 
sleep affects our ability to think clearly and rationally. The Council’s 
latest research into the sleep patterns of eight professional groups 
found the most sleep deprived of them all to be politicians. The research, 
conducted before the May General Election, found the average politician 
slept for only five hours per night. Only hospital doctors on call sleep 
less, just 4.5 hours a night, which may be more disturbing. Solicitors 
topped the sleep charts with an invigorating eight hours sleep each 
night. Sleep Council spokesperson Jessica Alexander said: ‘the results of 
this study are of concern in that they demonstrate that our politicians, 
the people responsible for making decisions that affect all of our lives, 
may not be in the best mental or physical shape to do so.’ The Council 
point out that the five hours is an average and conceals a wide variation 
in sleep patterns. They also report that not only did politicians sleep less 
but they tended to be in bed longer before they fell asleep. Seven out of 
ten of those surveyed reported regular intermittent sleep patterns, 28 
per cent reported problems falling to sleep, 24 per cent said they woke 
up far too early, and 20 per cent said they woke up between three and 
six times each night. 

Casual Parliamentary sexism exposed
The rise of Blair’s babes over the past decade has coincided with a significant increase in bullying and harassment 
according to research conducted by Birkbeck College. The research reveals women MPs are regularly exposed 
to crude sexism, patronising hostility, constant barracking and heckling, and mistreatment by male MPs and 
journalists. One MP remarked: ‘I remember some Conservatives – whenever a Labour woman got up to speak 
they would take their breasts – their imaginary breasts – in their hands and wiggle them and say “melons” as we 
spoke.’ A member of the Cabinet was asked when she was promoted: ‘Oh, you’ve had a very fast rise, who have 
you been sleeping with?’ The study concluded that the traditional male dominant culture of the Commons, which 
is gradually being eroded by changes in hours and a reduction in the male drinking culture, resembled not so 
much an old boys’ club but a teenage public school full of boys making cheap sexist jokes and undermining the 
achievements of women MPs in raising the profile of women and family issues in public policy.

Tony: Could you say a few words first about what 
openDemocracy does and what it aspires to be? It 
clearly aims to fill a gap in the relationships between 
contemporary media and democratic political 
processes.  Could you say what you think that gap is?
Anthony: There is nothing quite like us. In part we are 
a global magazine published on the web with lively, 
international copy, debating key issues of our time, 
with open forums attached. The corporate media are 
part of the problem for democracy today, with their 
sensationalist, manipulated populism. The good news is 
that this seems to be leading to declining circulation. 
Let’s hope that their dumbing really is going down!

At openDemocracy we are for raising quality and 
bringing in voices from across the world and engaging 
people with a variety of opinions, like when we got 
Iraqis themselves to debate the war and then again its 
aftermath.

We are for democracy, obviously – and for opening 
it up. At its core are such key achievements as free 
and fair elections, freedom of expression, human rights, 
accountable power. There are three great causes for 
democrats today: to help expand democracy to the 
many countries that do not enjoy its core achievements; 
second, to work out how best to apply the principles 
of democracy to global institutions, so that globalisation 
itself can be governed in a way that is just and fair ; and, 
thirdly, especially in countries like our own, to open up 
traditional democracy to participation so that it engages 
with life and politics stops being such a turn-off. 

Tony: In what ways does openDemocracy aim to help 
this? 
Anthony: We want to cover the issues, report on the 
many relevant stories including cultural and economic 
ones from around the world, encourage the imagination 
and educate everyone on what is really going on – and 
what is possible. 

Knowledge, information, dialogue and exchange 
are essential for democracy to come alive. Imparting 
knowledge of other people’s experiences, providing 
information about the dynamics of power, opening 
dialogue between people, countries, interests and ideas 
underpins the most important aspects of free speech. 
Democracy is also about understanding people you 
disagree with. We aim to offer this to the world in ways 
that are great to read and really engage.
Tony: Can you say a little about how openDemocracy 
got started?  Who were the key initiators – and what 
prompted their involvement in the project?  What was 
your role in its establishment?  
Anthony: It is fair to say I initiated it and I’m sometimes 
called the founder. But I was one of a group of four, 
along with David Hayes, Paul Hilder and Susan Richards, 
who developed the idea for a year. We also benefited 
from an experienced Board who helped to guide us 
from the start: Jeremy Hardie, Charles Chadwyck-
Healey, Laura Sandys and John Jackson. Many others 
have helped hugely since.

We began openDemocracy because we all felt that 
the distribution of power in the world is very unequal 

and is not sustainable. We launched in May 2001. Our 
first progress report released ten days before the twin 
towers fell in New York began by saying, ‘We believe 
that the world faces deep problems of governance 
and livelihood which traditional institutions and media 
are failing to address’. After 9/11 we tried to live up 
to our own words and opened a worldwide forum. 
Our registered readership grew from 2,400 to nearly 
10,000 and for a period we published daily in a way 
that was unplanned. We have developed a lot since 
then. One weakness was that we were not journalistic 
enough – in the best senses of the term meaning 
speed, range and accessibility. We are very fortunate 
that Isabel Hilton has just joined us as our new Editor 
and is doing a tremendous job resolving this. 
Tony: I know openDemocracy has received support from 
trusts like Rowntree and the Ford Foundation and that 
they have set some targets for you to meet. How close 
are you to meeting these?  Can you say how many 
subscribers you have, how many visits you get to your 
website, and what you know about the international 
distribution of both subscribers and more occasional 
participants?
Anthony: Our aim is to be independent and self-
sustaining. To achieve our readers need to support us. 
The first way we went about this was a subscription 
model; now we ask for supporters. Over 3,000 people 
currently support us financially with modest annual 
payments of £25 (US $40). Our target, which we 
worked on with funders, is to get 40,000 supporters. 
Our current free membership now totals over 45,000, 
and all receive our content emails. We get between 
100,000 and 200,000 unique visits a month. 
Internationally we are read in over 150 countries. We 
reckon that around 30 per cent of our readership 
and support comes from the United States, about 20 
per cent from the UK, perhaps as much again from  
continental Europe and Ireland, about 15 per cent from 
Canada and Australia, and the rest from all across the 
rest of the world, including China.

Tony: What about contributors?  Are they mainly from 
Britain?  Or have you a broadly based network of 
contributors?

Anthony: A minority of both our readers and 
contributors are from Britain. We have a very broad 
spread of people who write for us, from all over the 
world. More than a quarter are from countries where 
English is not the first language. Not good enough but 
a promising start and the spread is growing. 
Tony: I’d like to ask next about some of the key debates 
and campaigns that openDemocracy has organised.  I 
know that my Open University colleagues Grahame 
Thompson and – before he moved to LSE – David 
Held were involved in a major debate you organised 
about globalisation.  Why did you choose this topic? 
And what do you think the openDemocracy debate 
contributed to the wider dialogue?
Anthony:  We launched this debate for two reasons. First, 
David challenged the whole ‘Washington consensus’ on 
how the world should be run. He then developed and 
advocates what he calls a ‘Social Democratic consensus’. 
So his argument was exceptionally wide. It addressed 
one of the three great issues about the future of 
democracy, and it brought in politics and security as 
well as global development and economics. Also, it was 
a call to action, not just an analysis. We could use this to 
get responses from a wider range of people, of whom 
Grahame was one, across the spectrum. Now the 
whole argument, including David’s response, is being 
published as a book.

Secondly, we were able to link the debate directly to 
the reform of the UN and the process started by Kofi 
Annan when he set up a High Panel to report to him. 
No one else has hosted so wide a debate that is both 
radical and practical.
Tony: And are there other key debates that come to 
mind where you think openDemocracy has played a 
particularly productive role? Or any where you thought 
you fell short of what you were aiming for?
Anthony: With more than 2,400 articles now in our 
archive, we have lots in both categories! Currently we 
have a great debate on the politics of climate change 
and how regular citizens might make a difference, 
opened by Ian McEwan, and also a shaping debate 
amongst Iranians on how best to bring democracy to 
that country – an issue which I believe needs to be part 
of a global discussion or there risks being a wider war 
in the Middle East. 

The free thinking of one age is the common sense of the next.  Matthew Arnold, British author, 1875 15

Amongst our frustrations we carried a huge amount 
about America in its election year. While it was read 
widely in the US we were not able to achieve our 
aim of becoming a focal point of discussion about the 
dangers of narrow American nationalism. It may simply 
have been too ambitious.

Tony: I’d like to broaden the discussion. A lot is written 
about the role of the Internet in creating international 
public spheres.  Does your experience validate these 
expectations?  Or are there real limits to what can be 
accomplished politically by these means?
Anthony: The Internet has greatly internationalised 
debate within existing specialist areas. Whatever 
the topic, there is much greater, faster exchange 
of information and influence. There is not just one 
international public sphere, and now, thanks to the 
Internet, there are many more of all kinds: neither the 
World Social Forum meeting in Brazil, nor the American 
invasion of Iraq, would have succeeded in the same way 
without the Internet. 

In some ways the net is a dissolving medium as well 
as a connecting one. The Internet can seem magical 
but it is not magic! It can’t be a substitute for an 
international politics or create it. One of the things that 
it has brought home to me is that there is nothing like 
meeting people face-to-face. The net can help you find 
out who you would like to meet and helps greatly to 
sustain far-flung relationships, but on its own it can be 
inhuman. Politics, like all relationships, gets better with 
talking – best of all over a meal and a drink, but we have 
yet to publish our global good food guide! 

At the same time the development of open source 
software is making new kinds of what I call co-creativity 
possible and ways of sharing ideas, which could have 
a tremendous impact on the development of a 
democratic culture.
Tony: It occurs to me that openDemocracy and the 
Open University might share many similar values and 
aspirations in terms of a shared commitment to access 
and participation.  Do you see any convergences 
between them?
Anthony: Yes indeed, in addition to access and 
participation there is the desire to educate ourselves 
and connect across differences. It seems to me that 
the special quality of your university is a commitment 
to reason, humanity, justice and imagination and these 
are our values too. You have pioneered learning at a 
distance in ways we want to learn from and share.
Tony: And finally, if readers of Society Matters want to 
get involved with openDemocracy, how should they go 
about it?
Anthony: Go to www.openDemocracy.net, sign up for 
our email service and support us with a modest £3 or 
$5 a month (it is optional). Join in our forums, or send 
me an email with suggestions, including criticisms and 
proposals, especially for ways in which we can link with 
other sites and debates – and take a look through our 
open archive to read and use what we have published.

Anthony can be e-mailed at:
anthony.barnett@openDemocracy.net

A nation of addicts
An estimated 1 million children in the UK have parents 
who are alcoholics; a further 350,000 children have parents 
who are problem drug users (ONS, 2005).

Tony Bennett Anthony Barnett



SOCIETY MATTERS – THE NEWSPAPER FOR ALL SOCIAL SCIENCES STAFF AND STUDENTS AT THE OPEN UNIVERSITY

no academic should have had anything to do with 
such a test, or with any blacklist resulting from it. It’s 
shocking that UK academics could propose such a test 
as a precondition to normal academic collaboration, 
without a shred of embarrassment. 

The boycott singled out Israel without any justifying 
general principle. It did not involve the AUT taking a 
principled and consistent stand on the basis of serious 
attention to worldwide human rights abuses. It involved 
singling out Israel and Israeli universities for special 
treatment.

Some members did try to answer this objection but 
when asked for a principled reason which picks out 
Israel, and Israel exclusively, boycotters did not even 
converge on a common reason. Perhaps it was because 
they were called upon by Palestinian organisations or 
because no one has yet brought a resolution to the 
AUT on China or Sudan or Chechnya or Iran or 
Zimbabwe or Iraq (in Saddam’s day) or the US (since 
then). Or else Israel isn’t a special case, but it is a case 
and it’s good enough if it’s a case; and this just happens 
to be the case we’re focusing on. Or it’s because of 
illegal occupation, or because of UN resolutions. Or 
it’s because of racism, like with apartheid (or, sotto 
voce, and sometimes not so sotto voce, like with Nazi 
Germany).

One way in which it was suggested that there was 
a parallel, and on which Steven Rose placed heavy 
reliance, is that there was a call from Palestinian trade 
unionists for an academic boycott. It is conceded that 
boycotts are blunt instruments and harm the innocent. 
But they are justified when they are called for by those 
who would be harmed. Thus calls for the isolation of 
apartheid in South Africa were not to be defeated 
by the argument made by Thatcher and others 
that ‘sanctions would only harm the black victims of 
apartheid’ because it was the liberation movement 
itself that was calling for those sanctions. 

But the AUT call was not for a boycott of Palestinian 
universities (obviously) – it was for a boycott of Israeli 
universities. The vast majority of Israeli academics 
opposed such a call. It’s clear why. There were obvious 
differences between the structures of the two 
narratives. Whatever the criticisms of the occupation of 
the West Bank and Gaza, Israel is not an apartheid state 
and Israeli universities are not apartheid institutions. 

Steven Rose has said that no protest followed 
the AUT boycotts of universities in Britain and Fiji, 
so our opposition to the current boycott shows up 
Israeli exceptionalism on our part. But the comparison 
between these cases and the proposed boycott of 
Israeli universities is not even remotely plausible. The 
AUT applied sanctions to Nottingham and London 
Metropolitan universities to assist staff involved in 
labour disputes with their administrations. The Staff 
Association of the University of Fiji also asked the AUT 
to boycott the University to protest over its suppression 
of academic freedom. In all these three instances the 
AUT was responding to appeals for assistance from the 
teaching staff of the universities against which actions 
were taken. The boycott of the University of the South 
Pacific in Fiji was lifted in July 2000 at the request of its 
Staff Association. No Israeli faculty union had asked the 
AUT or any other union for a boycott and, in fact, many 
Israeli teaching and professional organisations, as well 
as foreign unions and associations, sharply condemned 
the AUT boycott. The purpose of this boycott was to 
express disapproval of Israeli government policy, not to 
support colleagues at Israeli universities. The Palestinian 
call does not carry the moral force with which the 
boycotters tried to invest it.

One of the tragedies of the campaign is that it 
has obscured the need to generate real support 
for Palestinian academics, and students, and a wider 
movement of solidarity with all those who are working 
for peace in the Middle East. Now that the boycott is 
out of the way, that patient and supportive work can be 
renewed. But it was always simple-minded to believe 
that reciting a list of the brutal actions of the IDF or the 
real and daily restrictions placed on Palestinians was 
enough to justify a boycott. These facts were generally 
accepted. The boycotters needed an argument: they 
failed to produce one.

Resolutions passed at meetings of the Association 
of University Teachers (AUT) don’t usually make 
headline news or attract leading articles in 

national newspapers, but this is exactly what happened 
at the end of April 2005 when the national AUT 
resolved to boycott academic relations with two Israeli 
universities – a move later overturned at an emergency 
meeting, after immense external pressure, not least 
from the Israeli government itself, at a special recall 
conference. However, the AUT remains on record as 
supporting, if not a boycott, then a moratorium on 
collaborations between UK researchers and Israeli 
institutions funded through the European Union. So 
what are the issues?

Three years ago, sociologist Hilary Rose and I 
initiated a letter to The Guardian, endorsed by many 
hundreds and finally thousands of European university 
teachers, pointing out that Israel was in breach of 
European Human Rights legislation and UN resolutions, 
and calling for a moratorium on European funding of 
research collaborations with Israeli institutions until 
progress was made towards a just peace. A year ago, 
this moratorium call was broadened in an appeal made 
by Palestinian teachers’ unions and NGOs. They called 
upon their colleagues in the international community 
to boycott all Israeli academic and cultural institutions 
as a contribution to the struggle to end Israel’s 
occupation, colonisation and system of apartheid. The 
moratorium invited colleagues to:

• refrain from participation in any form of academic   
 and cultural cooperation, collaboration or joint   
 projects with Israeli institutions
• advocate a comprehensive boycott of Israeli   
 institutions at the national and international levels,   
 including suspension of all forms of funding and   
 subsidies to these institutions
• promote divestment and disinvestment from Israel   
 by international academic institutions
• exclude from the above actions against Israeli   
 institutions any conscientious Israeli academics and   
 intellectuals opposed to their state’s colonial and   
 racist policies
• work toward the condemnation of Israeli policies   
 by pressing for resolutions to be adopted by   
 academic, professional and cultural associations and   
 organisations, and to
• support Palestinian academic and cultural institutions   
 directly without requiring them to partner with Israeli  
 counterparts as a condition for such support

The AUT’s April resolutions singled out two specific 
Israeli universities, Haifa and Bar-Ilan, for particular 
violations. Bar-Ilan has a subsidiary college in Ariel, an 
illegal settlement in the West Bank, and European 
Union rules specifically prohibit links with institutions 
that are in or have branches in the occupied territories, 
but the arguments for the boycott run much deeper. 
Israel’s systematic abuses of Palestinian human rights, 
the collective punishments, curfews, house demolitions, 
targeted assassinations, uprooting of olive trees and 
orange groves, seizure of Palestinian lands, and now the 
450 kilometre ‘separation barrier, much of which is a 9 
metre high wall which bites deep into Palestinian land 
and has been judged illegal by the International Court 
of Justice, are well known. 

Israel’s arsenal of weapons of mass destruction, far 
in excess of anything Saddam Hussein was even alleged 
to possess, is an open secret. Israel is becoming a state 
uncomfortably close to Apartheid South Africa, with its 
equivalent of Pass Laws for Palestinians, its Jews-only 
roads and settlements, as Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
noted when he called for support of the boycott. 

There has been a growing boycott of Israeli products 
in Europe for some time. But why, opponents of the 
academic boycott argue, pick on the universities? Isn’t 
such a boycott racist – even anti-Semitic? Surely many 
university academics are innocent and even oppose the 
Sharon government? And anyhow how can it help the 
Palestinians?

The fact that the boycott is supported strongly by 
many European Jews and a growing number of Israelis 
themselves should be sufficient to answer the first 
charge. The boycott is not aimed at Jews, nor at Israeli 
citizens working in European or US institutions, but 
at Israeli universities specifically. As for the argument 
that the universities are innocent and many academics 
oppose Israeli state policy, the boycott call specifically 
supported those Israeli academics who work with the 
Palestinians for a just peace, and supported groups 
such as the Committee against House Demolitions 
and the brave women who stand at the checkpoints to 
shame the Israeli troops who abuse Palestinian citizens. 
But the overwhelming proportion of Israeli academics 
are at best passively or worse actively complicit in state 
policy. The universities are often built on land stolen 
from Palestinians, and active opposition is confined to 
a handful who are themselves daily abused by many of 
their colleagues and the press.

But what, opponents argue, about academic 
freedom? Surely scholarship is above politics? Well 
it would be nice if it were so. But let us begin with 
the academic freedom of the Palestinians. Here’s 
what a colleague from Bir Zeit described as his own 
experience: 

You finish teaching the class on your own 
campus, and drive to another, some 10 
kilometres away, to give a physiology course: 
a normal enough activity for a university 
teacher. Except that en route you are 
stopped by heavily armed soldiers. You 
explain where you are going. ‘How old are 

The British Committee for the Universities of Palestine website www.bricup.org.uk and the Friends of Bir Zeit website 
www.fobzu.org explore arguments and evidence why moratoriums are appropriate. To access perspectives that seek

 closer engagement and dialogue see liberoblog.com/about-engage

Bir Zeit University students at the checkpoint on the Ramallah to Bir Zeit Road listening to a lecture given by 
Dr Abdalkarim Abukhashan, a professor in the Arabic Language Department at the University. Since the spring of 2001 the 
Israeli occupation forces have been obstructing vehicular and pedestrian travel between student homes and the University

you?’ they ask. Forty, you tell them. ‘Go back 
we aren’t letting anyone through under 45.’ 
A couple of weeks later you try again. You 
show your papers, which describe you as an 
assistant professor. ‘So you aren’t a proper 
professor’ says the youngster with the gun 
- ‘go back.’ 

Bir Zeit is on the West Bank, Al Quds is in east 
Jerusalem, and between the two lies the Israeli 
checkpoint of Qalundia. If you are a Palestinian with 
West Bank ID you aren’t allowed into Jerusalem, and 
vice versa. The system separates husbands from wives, 
children from parents, students from their schools. 
The restrictions penetrate the campuses themselves. 
In Bir Zeit the collaborative experiments I have been 
planning with colleagues have been hampered by Israeli 
restrictions on laboratory facilities. Books and journals 
get mysteriously lost in the post.

There are several thousand Israeli academics. You 
might imagine that these continual assaults on the 
freedom of their Palestinian colleagues to teach and 
research might cause them some concern and that they 
might be tempted to protest. Sadly, the distinguished 
Israeli historian Ilan Pappe has estimated that no more 
than a hundred actively oppose these institutionalised 
restrictions on Palestinian education and science. So 
when Israeli scientists complain that those of us in 
Europe who refuse to collaborate with them in making 
research bids are attacking their academic freedom, or 
feel that to attend their conferences in Israel silently 
endorses state brutality, you are entitled to detect 
a whiff of hypocrisy. After all, it is surely my right to 
choose with whom I will collaborate, which meetings 
I will attend, and whether or not to referee research 
papers or grant applications.

Finally, will such action do any good? First, whether 
or not it were to be effective, it is morally indefensible 
for us to passively endorse such abuses, or to fail to 
respond to our Palestinian colleagues’ calls for support. 
But second, just as the sporting boycott hurt apartheid 
South Africa, so a cultural and academic boycott would 
hurt Israel, and force it to recognise that until its state 
policies change, it is not a ‘normal’ democratic state. The 
huge press coverage that the AUT’s boycott resolutions 
got, not just in the UK but above all in Israel itself, have 
opened an agonised debate within Israeli society, a 
debate that has been for far too long lacking, whilst at 
the same time helping Palestinian civil society recognise 
that it is not alone.
Steven Rose
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16  My definition of a free society is a society where it is safe to be unpopular.  Adlai Stevenson, US statesman

Many in the AUT – probably a big majority – 
support the Palestinian demand that the 
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza should 

end and that concrete moves towards a sovereign, 
viable and secure Palestinian state alongside Israel are 
urgently required. We also oppose the sometimes 
brutal actions of the Israeli Defence Force (IDF), and 
the restrictions placed on Palestinian students and 
academics. But so much was wrong with the proposal 
to boycott Bar-Ilan and Haifa Universities, decisively 
overturned both at the Open University, AUT and 
nationally at the Special Council of the AUT, that it’s 
difficult to know where to start. The boycott proposals 
were defeated not by uncritical supporters of Israel (or 
‘well funded Zionists’) but democratically, by ordinary 
members, Jewish and not, within the rules of the 
organisation, and led by AUT members very critical of 
the occupation.

The boycott proposals took a light-minded view 
about academic freedom: specifically, they proposed a 
political test to be applied to Israeli academics, which 
exempted ‘those conscientious Israeli citizens opposed 
to the racist and colonial policies of the government.’ 
Despite our questions, no clear answer was given as to 
who should impose this test, but even more importantly, 

Israel: to boycott or not to boycott
Last May the Association of University Teachers overturned its decision to boycott Israeli universities. The 
controversy divided the academic community into those who supported a boycott and those who sought 
greater engagement. The call to boycott stimulated an agonised debate within Israeli society and helped 

the Palestinian civil society to recognise that it was not alone. The Open University’s Professor Steven Rose 
explains why the boycott was called, and Dr Jon Pike, Staff Tutor and Senior Lecturer in Philosophy at 

the University, argues that it was important the boycott was defeated. Both agree it is now vital for the 
international community to maintain the pressure.

The Berlin Wall was 155 kilometres long with an average height of 3.6 metres. 
Israel’s Wall – part solid wall, part wire – is planned to be 650 kilometres long.  The average height is 8 metres.
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We may not think there are weapons of mass 
destruction in Iraq. But 11-year-old Zeynab 
certainly thinks they exist: 17 members 

of her immediate family were killed, including her 
mother, brothers and sisters. The weapon that killed 
this little girl’s family also ripped off her leg above the 
knee and scattered shrapnel throughout her body. 
It wasn’t delivered by Saddam Hussein, but by the 
British and American governments. One cluster bomb 
and Zeynab’s life and body have been torn apart. 
It is an astonishing and terrifying fact that every 30 
minutes someone somewhere is killed or maimed by 
a landmine or unexploded ordnance. 

The first time I met an amputee who had lost 
a limb in a landmine explosion was in the former 
Yugoslavia. I was living in Slovenia, and the local people 
began complaining that their currency was devaluing 
so rapidly that unless they spent their hard-earned 
cash immediately, it would be worthless. Within 
months the Slovenians were holding an Independence 
Day party. But while everybody was rejoicing and 
dancing in the streets around me, I couldn’t help but 
feel numb: I knew that the Serbian leader, Slobodan 
Milosevic, had control over the army, navy and airports 
of the former Yugoslavia. He simply was not going 
to allow the Slovenians’ bid for independence to go 
ahead. He knew Croatia would follow suit and that 
Croatia was economically essential to Serbia, as the 
largest source of tourist income.

I was right: within 24 hours of the party, the tanks 
were on their way. We were lucky that we managed 
to get through the borders into Austria. Against all the 
odds, we managed to set up a refugee crisis centre 
and help with aid in Croatia.

I spent the next two years travelling back and forth 
into the former Yugoslavia. It was outside Bihac that I 
heard an explosion and saw a child running towards 
me screaming, with an arm blasted off and blood 
pouring out of the socket like a petrol pump. I was in 
such shock that I couldn’t make out if it was a boy or 
a girl.

Ironically, I didn’t lose my leg in the war, although I 
spent the best part of two years in towns surrounded 
by landmines. I am convinced that I lost my leg for 
a reason: so that I could help men, women and 
especially children claim their lives back. Life is 
not about what we can do for ourselves. Making 
a difference while we are here is all that matters, 
especially for those who have the power to make real 
changes.

FACT 1: There are about 60 – 70 million 
landmines in more than 90 countries, killing or 
injuring about 26,000 civilians every year. Up 

to one third of them are children.  

Three years ago I met a boy called Lai in Vietnam. 
He had just lost both of his feet, most of one leg 
and a hand to a landmine while he was walking to 
school. He was severely depressed when I met him 
but smiled when he realised I, too, was an amputee. 
I took my leg off and joked with him that he could 
borrow it, and I told him that soon we would be 
able to fit him with his very own prosthetic limbs. 
The thing he wanted more than anything, he told me, 
was a computer: he had lost most of his vision in one 
eye and now was unable to go to school. Some local 
American GIs had moved on and he missed them as 
they had let him use their computer. Fortunately for 
Lai – and thanks to the charity Adopt-A-Minefield 
– he now has those prosthetic limbs and is able to go 
to school.

I am concerned that people such as Lai are 
suffering because there is a common misconception 
that the problem of landmines was solved in the late 
1990s. It certainly wasn’t and the list of casualties 
continues to grow at a truly frightening rate. I have 

it for good. Every community that is freed from the 
scourge of these weapons is a community that can 
develop free from fear. Kosovo, for instance, has 
removed the very last landmine remaining from the 
1990s conflict.

I am often frustrated by some of the myths that 
surround de-mining. One of these is that machines 
can solve the problem overnight. As a result of my 
experiences in the Balkans in the early 1990s, I have a 
built-in suspicion of complex, high-tech solutions over 
low-tech, more sustainable ones. Developed countries 
(especially the US) have a tendency to try to find 
high-tech, James Bond-type fixes for the problem of 
landmines. While I applaud any progress that enables 
de-mining to be more efficient, I can’t help feeling that 
the huge amounts of money spent on research and 
development could be better spent on getting the 
landmines out of the ground right now.

I listen carefully to organisations such as the 
Mines Advisory Group and the Halo Trust, which 
actually clear landmines, and I am always struck by 
how these highly technical solutions are either too 
expensive for developing countries, or just not robust 
enough to deal with the actual conditions on the 
ground (as opposed to the laboratories in which 
they were developed). The ability to maintain such 
equipment in countries and climates as diverse as 
Afghanistan, Angola, Sudan and Vietnam has to be 
questioned. More basic machinery can be used to 
clear vegetation, reduce the area that is suspected of 
being contaminated by mines and verify that the land 
has been cleared.

This leaves us with the reality that manual de-
mining is still (and likely to remain) our best option. 
But the manual option has many other benefits. It 
relies on the simplest of tools, alongside patience 
and concentration; it involves local people in solving 
their own problem; and it provides much-needed 
employment in countries where unemployment and 
poverty are widespread. How many more lives would 
have been saved – and will be saved – if we put a 
higher proportion of our resources into a solution we 
know works (manual de-mining), as opposed to the 
Holy Grail-like search for a highly technical, space-age 
solution.

So where does all this leave you and me in terms 
of helping to solve this problem sooner rather than 
later? I believe that we can and must show our 
leaders the way forward. After all, if it had been left 
to politicians alone the Mine Ban Treaty would not 
have been established in the first place. We must do 
the right thing and support charities such as Adopt-
A-Minefield which deliver immediate sustainable 
solutions, while pressing our leaders to get into the 
habit of clearing up after ourselves when war is judged 
(rightly or wrongly) to be the only course of action.

FACT 2: Since 1994 ‘persistent’ traditional 
mines that have no self-destructing device have 

been used by Russia, Burma, Nepal, Georgia, 
India and Pakistan.

When explosive remnants of war littered Europe 
in 1945 and posed a significant barrier to economic 
and social development, our governments found 
the leadership and resources needed to solve the 
problem. We should show the same leadership 
qualities now to ensure that the needless injuries 
suffered by Zeynab and Lai become truly a thing of 
the past.

It costs just £1 to clear one square metre of 
ground of landmines. 

You can contact Adopt-A-Minefield on 
020 7925 1500, or 

e-mail: info@landmines.org.uk or visit 
www.landmines.org.uk

Landmines: why we must act
Every half-hour, someone is killed or maimed by a landmine or unexploded ordnance. From 1999 to 2005, 
42,000 people became landmine casualties across the world. Heather Mills McCartney, who received an 
Open University Honorary Degree in the summer of 2003, examines the plight of landmine victims and 

urges us to do more to reduce their terrible impact

     

• One third of deaths in the world each 
 year – 18 million human beings – are 
 caused by poverty
• 600 million children live in absolute poverty
• 10 million children die each year of hunger and preventable diseases such as measles
• According to the charity ActionAid rich countries are only spending 0.1 per cent of their national income on  
 aid each year, far short of the derisory 0.7 per cent asked for by the UN
• ActionAid found that much of the aid is ‘phantom money’, money tied to the purchase of goods from the   
 country sending the aid, boosting the private company profits or money spent on technical assistance 
• The three richest people in the world control more wealth than the 600 million people living in  the world’s  
 poorest countries
• For every dollar in grant aid given to developing countries more than 13 dollars comes back in debt   
 repayments (OECD) and World Bank statistics on external debt, 2003)
• In the United States the richest 1 per cent of the population owns 40 per cent of its wealth; in Britain the   
 figure is 18 per cent

Darfur, Sudan: families from Kalma Camp wait for food
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been involved in the landmine issue for more than 12 
years, and the fact that innocent children like Lai are 
still being killed and maimed every day angers and 
frustrates me.

I am also angered that whereas Lai is a civilian 
casualty of landmines and explosive remnants left 
from a war that ended in the 1970s, such tragedies 
continue to happen as a result of conflict in the 1980s 
(Mozambique, Angola), the 1990s (Bosnia, Croatia) 
and this new century (Afghanistan and Iraq). 

The effects of land contamination

The impact of these explosive remnants does not 
stop with children. Men and women desperate to 
survive and provide for their families are also being 
killed and maimed. And then there is the indirect 
impact. In countries such as Cambodia, Afghanistan 
and Angola, people are forced to live in poverty many 
miles from their old villages and farms because their 
land remains contaminated years after the official 
ceasefire has been signed.

Adopt-A-Minefield (the charity of which I am a 
founding patron) funds the clinic that is treating Lai. 

The world is a vast temple dedicated to discord.   Voltaire, French philosopher 17

It has provided almost £1m to projects in Vietnam 
which are clearing landmines and helping survivors. 
These projects have made more than 400,000 square 
metres of land safe for their communities. Globally, 
Adopt-A-Minefield has raised in excess of £6m and is 
now the world’s largest non-governmental funder of 
mine action. It ensures that 100 per cent of donations 
go to mine clearance and projects which provide 
amputees with prosthetics and help them retrain or 
set up their own businesses.

Landmines and explosive remnants of war are a 
huge barrier to the development of the countries 
and communities they affect. The Mine Ban Treaty 
has now been signed and ratified by 143 countries, 
and the major non-signatory countries (such as the 
US and China) have landmine export bans that are 
effective. While the International Campaign to Ban 
Landmines would like to see all countries sign the 
treaty and move on to banning or restricting the use 
of anti-vehicle mines and cluster bombs, in reality 
very few landmines are being exported and deployed. 
This means that we have the opportunity to solve a 
problem affecting the developing world – and solve 

Small arms and the planet
Small arms exports from Britain in 2004 doubled 
to £1 billion, with many going to undemocratic 
states in the world’s most unstable regions with 
poor records on human rights. Saudi Arabia topped 
the small arms league table with £189.3 million 
of sales, followed by the USA with £116.3 million 
and Malaysia with £97.2 million. Arms sales to 
the Philippines rose from £250,000 in 2002 to £4 
million, while sales to both Indonesia (£12.5 million) 
and Israel (£9 million) showed significant increases 
on previous years.

• One person dies every minute from small arms  
 violence
• Global military expenditure is estimated to be  
 US $950 billion   
• The five permanent members of the UN   
 comprise the top five arms exporters in the  
 world: the USA, Russia, the UK, France and  
 China
• Countries in the developing world spend US  
 $22 billion a year on arms
• War costs the African economy US $15 billion a  
 year
• It is estimated there are 639 million small arms  
 on Earth; 60 per cent of these  are in the hands  
 of civilians  
• 300,000 child soldiers are involved in conflict
• 8 million small arms are made every year
• 1 million guns are lost or stolen each year

New US landmine policy 
Since 1994 US administrations have worked 
to eliminate antipersonnel mines. In February 
2004 the Bush administration announced a 
policy reversal following a two and a half year 
review, which delivers a return to the indefinite 
production of certain types of antipersonnel 
mines. The US became the first nation to declare 
its intention not to sign up to the 2006 Mine Ban 
Treaty and to renew self-destructing landmine 
use without any geographic restriction (currently 
144 nations have signed up to the Treaty). The 
US State Department announced: ‘The United 
States will not join the Treaty because its terms 
would have required the US to give up a needed 
military capability … Landmines still have a valid 
and essential role protecting the United States 
forces in military operations.’ The US intends 
to use self-destructing devices and has not 
ruled out the use of what are called ‘persistent’ 
antipersonnel mines, which can lie in wait for 
victims for decades. Similar devices are still live in 
Korea 50 years after the end of the war. The new 
US policy did have three positives: it declared 
a commitment to negotiate an international 
ban on the export of ‘persistent’ mines; 
renewed research on self-destructing devices; 
and increased funding for survivor assistance. 
In 2005 the US had a stockpile of 10.4 million 
antipersonnel mines. 

World poverty audit
• The UK spent 0.24 per cent of GDP on   
 aid in 2003
• Spread over 10 years the cost to the   
 British tax payer of cancelling £1.3 billion  
 of debt is £2.85 a year
• Income per person in Africa’s poorest 
 countries, especially in Aids-ravaged Sub- 
 Saharan Africa, has fallen by over 25 per   
 cent in the past 20 years
• Nearly half the world’s population   
 – some 2.8 million – survive on less than  
 £1.40 a day,  about the amount in   
 subsidies the average cow receives in the  
 European Union
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Power, propaganda and 
the British media

David Edwards, co-Editor of Media Lens, explores newspaper and television coverage of the impact of 
UN sanctions on Iraq, the WMD issue, and the January 2005 Iraqi elections. He shows how they illustrate 

the ways in which our media operate propaganda systems, filtering facts and opinion to suit 
the needs of state-corporate power

Moreover, because the election was externally 
imposed, participation could be interpreted as an 
implicit approval of the occupation, a corrupting 
factor in the vote. Phyllis Bennis of the Institute for 
Policy Studies added that an election simply cannot be 
deemed legitimate when it is conducted under foreign 
military occupation, and when the election is run by a 
puppet government.

Election rules were circumvented. Former chief US 
envoy Paul Bremer ensured the US-friendly Kurds had 
27 per cent of the seats in the national assembly, although 
they make up just 15 per cent of the population.

In January, a pre-election poll reported in the New 
York Times found that 69 per cent of Iraq’s Shias, and 82 
per cent of Sunnis, favoured ‘near-term US withdrawal’. 
But Blair, Rice and others have explicitly rejected any 
timetable for withdrawal. 

Double standards

By contrast, the same media that had no problem 
with ‘free and fair elections’ under an illegal military 
occupation and conditions of war, found no difficulty 
in condemning Zimbabwe’s elections in March. The 
Guardian’s editors wrote: ‘Robert Mugabe has done 
everything in his power to ensure that the opposition 
cannot successfully challenge his corrupt and repressive 
rule.’ (‘Stealing democracy,’ Leader, The Guardian, 29, 
March 2005). The same editors had declared the 
similarly corrupt Iraq process ‘a landmark election and 
it will be, in a way, a grand moment’. (Leader, ‘On the 
threshold,’ The Guardian, 29 January 2005)

The Independent’s editors asked if the Zimbabwe 
elections could be considered free and fair : ‘The 
answer is emphatically no.’ (Leader, ‘Zimbabwe has been 
wrecked by Mr Mugabe – and this election could make 
things worse,’ The Independent, 31 March 2005). The 
same editors had previously written of Iraq’s elections:

Whether it turns out that 50, 60 or more 
than 70 per cent of all registered Iraqis 
voted, a sufficient number risked the walk 
to the polling station to make this first 
attempt at a free election for half a century, 
a credible exercise in democracy.’ (Leader, 
‘These elections inspire hope for democracy, 
but cannot vindicate a misguided war,’ The 
Independent, 31 January 2005)

Coverage of the effects of UN sanctions on Iraq, of 
the WMD issue, and of the January 2005 Iraqi elections, 
are just three examples of how the corporate media 
operate as a de facto propaganda system filtering facts 
and opinion to suit the needs of state-corporate power. 
All of this is achieved in the absence of any conspiracy. 

90–95% of its WMD eliminated. Of nuclear weapons 
capability, Ritter stated:

When I left Iraq in 1998... the infrastructure 
and facilities had been 100% eliminated. 
There’s no doubt about that. All of their 
instruments and facilities had been destroyed. 
(Scott Ritter, War on Iraq, 2002, p.26)

Ritter explained how from 1991 to 1998 UN 
weapons inspectors (UNSCOM) had roamed the 
country monitoring Iraq’s chemical, biological and 
nuclear facilities, installing sensitive electronic sniffers 
and cameras, and performing no-notice inspections:

We blanketed Iraq – every research and 
development facility, every university, every 
school, every hospital, every beer factory... 
(p.38)

According to Ritter, any retained chemical or 
biological weapons would long since have become 
harmless ‘sludge’, so that Iraq posed ‘zero’ threat to the 
West.

Ritter was again almost completely ignored by 
the print and broadcast media in 2002 and 2003. 
George Entwistle, then editor of the BBC’s flagship 
Newsnight programme, told me that Newsnight  had 
not interviewed Ritter in 2003 ahead of the war. When 
I asked why, Entwistle responded:

I don’t have a particular answer to that... I 
mean, sometimes we phone people and 
they’re not available; sometimes they are. 
(Interview, 31 March 2003)

And yet Ritter led UNSCOM in late 1998. The 
claim that Iraq had refused to cooperate peacefully 

18  Wars on nations are fought to change maps, but wars on poverty are fought to map change.  Muhammad Ali, boxer
 

I n his classic work, Deterring Democracy, Noam 
Chomsky wrote that where the media is concerned, 
one basic principle is rarely violated. What conflicts 
with the requirements of power and privilege does 

not exist. There have been ample opportunities to test 
this assertion with regard to Iraq.

Denis Halliday, the UN Assistant Secretary-General, 
resigned in September 1998 after 34 years with the 
UN declaring the sanctions regime imposed on Iraq 
‘genocidal’. Halliday, who had himself set up the UN’s 
‘oil for food’ programme in Iraq, openly blamed the 
US and British governments for the excess deaths of 
600,000 Iraqi children under five, as reported by the 
United Nations Children’s Fund. He told me in a May 
2000 interview:

Washington, and to a lesser extent London, 
has deliberately played games through the 
Sanctions Committee with this programme 
for years – it’s a deliberate ploy. That’s why 
I’ve been using the word genocide, because 
this is a deliberate policy to destroy the 
people of Iraq. (Interview with author, May 
2000, www.medialens.org)

Hans von Sponeck, Halliday’s successor as UN 
Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq, also resigned in 
February 2000, asking: ‘How long should the civilian 
population of Iraq be exposed to such punishment for 
something they have never done?’

Multiple resignations in protest at this level of the 
UN are unprecedented. The media response was 
remarkable. In all the vast coverage of Iraq from 2001 
to 2004, Halliday and von Sponeck were virtually 
ignored. Halliday, for example, was mentioned in two of 
the 12,366 Guardian and Observer articles mentioning 
Iraq in 2003; von Sponeck was mentioned five times. 
When Media Lens checked in February 2003, we found 
that Halliday’s name had never been mentioned in The 
Observer. In the last three years their names have been 
mentioned in two articles in The Independent.

The media have instead preferred to shift blame 
away from Britain and the US. The BBC’s Ben Brown, 
for example, said of Saddam Hussein:

He claims UN sanctions have reduced many 
of his citizens to near starvation – pictures 
like these [of a malnourished baby and 
despairing mother] have been a powerful 
propaganda weapon for Saddam, which 
he’ll now have to give up. (Ben Brown, BBC 
News, 20 June 1996)

The Observer’s Nick Cohen wrote:

I look forward to seeing how Noam Chomsky 
and John Pilger manage to oppose a war 
which would end the sanctions they claim 
have slaughtered hundreds of thousands 
of children who otherwise would have had 
happy, healthy lives in a prison state (don’t 
fret, they’ll get there). (‘Blair’s just a Bush 
baby’, The Observer, 10 March 2002)

The ‘claim’, in fact, was not Saddam’s, or Chomsky’s 
or Pilger’s at all. It was made by the UN, by human 
rights organisations, and by an array of aid agencies.

The vanishing weapons inspectors

Consider the issue of Iraq’s alleged weapons of mass 
destruction. In 2002, former chief UN weapons 
inspector, Scott Ritter, described how his team had left 
Iraq ‘fundamentally disarmed’ by December 1998, with 

Gealass Alkaleta 51 a Kurd from Iraq now living in Queensway, west London, leaves the voting stall after marking her voting 
card in Wembley. Amid tight security at the Wembley Conference and Exhibition Centre, several dozen voters arrived within 

minutes of the polling station doors opening at 7am.

with these inspections was central to the Bush-Blair 
case for war.

Readers might like to recall how often they saw 
or read an in-depth analysis of what was actually 
achieved by the 1991–98 inspections. We at Media 
Lens saw literally no serious analyses. Instead, the media 
consistently gave the impression that inspections had 
been foiled by Saddam’s obstructionism, that inspectors 
had been forced to leave the country (in fact they were 
withdrawn prior to US–UK air strikes), and that, as 
Martin Woollacott noted in The Guardian: 

Among those knowledgeable about Iraq 
there are few, if any, who believe he [Saddam] 
is not hiding such weapons. It is a given… 
This drive to war is one of the mysteries 
of our time – we know Saddam is hiding 
weapons. That isn’t the argument. (Martin 
Woollacott, The Guardian, 24 January 2003)

A key element of post-invasion propaganda has 
involved the claim that the 30 January elections in Iraq 
were democratic. On the BBC’s main evening news, 
David Willis talked of ‘the first democratic election in 
fifty years’. (Willis, BBC1, 22:00 News, 10 January 2005). 
A 7 January Guardian leader referred to ‘the country’s 
first free election in decades’. (‘Vote against violence,’ 
Leader, The Guardian, 7 January 2005). This version of 
events was repeated right across the media.

However, as the American writer Edward Herman, 
co-author with Frank Brodhead of Demonstration 
Elections, noted, when an occupying power sponsors 
an election ‘it is not free and democratic because it was 
imposed by an external force and did not come from 
demands from within’. (Email to author, 15 January 
2005)

Readers can find a long list of similar examples in the Media Alerts archive at www.medialens.org. David Edwards book, Guardians of Power, will be published by Pluto Press in 2006. MediaLens is a UK-based 
media-watch project, which offers authoritative criticism of mainstream media bias and censorship, as well as providing in-depth analysis, quotes, media contact details and other resources. MediaLens has been 
commended by a number of writers, academics, organisations and activists including FAIR (Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting), Edward Herman, Noam Chomsky and Open University honorary graduate, John 
Pilger. MediaLens aim is to encourage the general population to challenge media managers, editors and journalists who set news agendas that traditionally reflect establishment/elite interests by raising public 
awareness of the underlying systemic failings of the corporate media to report the world around us honestly, fairly and accurately. 

Of the 29 million people living in Iraq, 40 per cent of them 
are under 15. Since the first Gulf War in 1991, the number 
of children born in Iraq with deformities and suffering 

from leukaemia has increased dramatically. The charity Child 
Victims of War (CVW) estimates the number of children born 
with deformities rose from 3.04 per 1,000 in 1991 to 22.19 per 
thousand in 2001. CVW estimates that 1,800 tons of depleted 
uranium landed on Iraq in the two Gulf wars. Six per cent of the 
population live in war-damaged homes. 

During the 1990s alone infant mortality in Iraq more than 
doubled from 40 out of every 1,000 dying before their first 
birthday to over 100. Adult death rates increased sharply and life 
expectancy for both men and women fell below 60 for the first 
time in decades. During the second Gulf War one third of the 
health centres and one in eight of Iraq’s hospitals were destroyed 
and looted. 

The collapse of the health service under Saddam and years of 
neglect during economic sanctions have had catastrophic effects 
according to an Iraqi Ministry of Health report published in late 
2004. ‘More Iraqis may have died as a result of inappropriate health 
policies, sanctions and neglect of the health sector over the past 
15 years than from wars and violence’, said Dr Ala’din Alwan, then 
the interim Iraqi Government’s health minister. The number of Iraqi 
mothers who died in labour reached 93 in every 100,000 births, 
seven times the rate in Jordan. Maternal mortality has increased 
threefold.

Over a quarter of urban and one in three rural households do 
not have access to safe drinking water, increasing the risk of disease. 
Outbreaks of measles, mumps and jaundice have all increased; 
5,460 cases of typhoid alone were reported in the first quarter 

Toddler Ali Abbas Al Badrei who was born during the War at a homestead Chwaibda near Basra

Post-war Iraq: disease, deformities and death increase

of 2004. There have been sharp rises in cancer, identified only when advanced, a rise in post 
traumatic stress among children, and a surge in untreated diabetes. Eight per cent of children 
suffer from chronic illness. Only 37 per cent of households were connected to a mains sewage 
network in 2004.

In March 2005, the UN Human Rights Commission reported the number of Iraqi children 
under five suffering from malnutrition doubled from an estimated 4 per cent under Saddam 
Hussein to 8 per cent since the invasion of Iraq, One in three Iraqi children are chronically 
malnourished. 
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Iraq: deaths of children under 5 years old: 1989–1998, 
UNICEF, 1999
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In May 2005, Living Conditions Survey 2004, a UN Development 
Programme report, revealed unemployment was 18 per cent, 
compared to 3 per cent in the 1980s. The UN estimated average 
per capita income to be £137 in 2003. But in the year since the 
fall of Saddam it had fallen dramatically – to £77 in 2004. Some 85 
per cent of households complained they suffered electricity cuts 
and 29 per cent relied on generators. 

The UN survey estimated the number of Iraqis killed in 
the second Gulf War to range between 18,000 and 29,000 
– considerably short of the 98,000 deaths estimated in The Lancet 
in October 2004 but far higher than coalition estimates. 

These estimates were confirmed in 2005. The Dossier on 
Civilian Casualties in Iraq 2003 - 2005, published by the Iraq Body 
Count and Oxford Research Group in July, revealed that 25,000 
civilians had been killed in Iraq since the March 2003 invasion: 
37 per cent of non combatant deaths were caused by US and 
coalition forces; 36 per cent by post invasion criminal violence, and 
9 per cent by ‘insurgents’. A fifth of all these civilian deaths were 
women and children. Over half of these deaths were caused by 
explosive devices.

An Independence Day survey in the US revealed that 56 per 
cent of Americans now disapproved of their government’s handling 
of the war in Iraq, 52 per cent believed the US administration 
misled the country before the second Gulf War, and 37 per cent 
thought US troops should withdraw immediately. However, six out 
of ten surveyed said they felt US troops should stay in Iraq.  In 
July 2005 the Iraqi government revealed that 800 people, mostly 
civilians but including Iraqi security forces, were being killed each 
month.
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An intolerant voice grows louder in 
the American political landscape

Eighty per cent of those who voted for George W. Bush’s second term adhered to Evangelical movements. Only 
2 per cent of Americans claim not to believe in God. American political activist, playwright and Professor of 

English, R.G. Rader, examines the growth of the religious right in the US and its impact on Republican politics

that voice being put to use, although it is not a single 
voice, since a third of the sociologists who voted 
rejected the motion.

A political and moral dialogue

British sociologists are fewer in number and may not 
have the same potential for making their voices felt on 
a national and international scale. However, it should 
be noted that a significant number of British born 
and educated sociologists had an influence on the 
American scene. In fact, the President of the American 
Sociological Association in 2004 was Michael Burawoy, 
who was described by Steele as ‘a modest Mancunian 
ethnographer and sociologist who emigrated in the 
1970s’. It was Burawoy who planned the overall 
theme for that year’s conference – ‘public sociologies’. 
He distinguishes public sociology from professional 
sociology, which he describes as work aimed primarily 
at academic journals and peer review – ‘solving 
puzzles’. It also differs from policy sociology, which is 
‘solving problems’ for mainly government or business. 

Evangelical faith as their own. Their core theological 
message exploits differences and renders them sinful. 
Intolerance is nurtured, often based on ignorant 
premises. For many Evangelicals and conservatives, 
those who do not believe in the family values of the 
Evangelical Right are seen not to have any values at all. 

Although the power of the Evangelical Right in the 
US is sometimes overstated, the movement certainly 
is and should be taken seriously. There is a curious 
irony of the Evangelical Right’s motivational methods. 
The essential characteristic of the Evangelical theology 
is its emphasis on an ‘us versus them’ mentality. But 
this has occurred in a democracy that since the sixties 
has purported to protect its minorities as much as it 
exists to protect its majorities. A democracy is a form 
of government that is very much of this world and no 
other. 

Today America is a divided country in terms of 
cultural and political values. The recent emergence 
of such a stringent, uncompromising theology is 
thus problematic in a nation that prides itself on 
democratic and open discourse. At the core of 
Christian Evangelical theology is an exclusionist 
philosophy that sets Evangelicals against anyone who 
does not believe what they believe. This mindset pits 
all who have been ‘born again’ against all others who 
are heading for eternal damnation in hell. 

There is no way that politicians, born again or 
not, will tell their constituencies that if they believe 
differently than the Evangelicals demand, they are 
eternally damned. A vote is a vote, regardless from 
where it comes. The ‘us versus them’ mentality is 
rarely addressed in a political culture where every 
vote counts. Yet this element of Evangelical ideology 
always lurks just below the surface and drives the 
value system that excludes others who disagree with 
its dogmas. 

The real danger of an Evangelical and conservative 
alliance running America is that it further divides the 
political landscape by encouraging discrimination 
and intolerance and eroding recent progress in civil 
liberties. In the sixties, Robert Kennedy said that 
‘America’s answer to the intolerant man is diversity, 
the very diversity which our heritage of religious 
freedom has inspired’. Now the new alliance is putting 
this very diversity under threat. 

Will the divisive, self-righteous and intolerant 
voice of the Evangelical Right and its adherents 
in the conservative movement ever contemplate 
constructive criticism and foster genuine dialogue? Is it 
safe to be unpopular in contemporary America? The 
real answer lies in the hearts and minds of those who 
insist on an intolerant, divisive political environment 
without compromise. 

Thankfully there are some refreshing voices among 
Evangelical and conservative mindsets and these, 
together with others of the Right and Left who do 
believe in the tolerant values of a democratic society, 
may turn the tide. If not, the voices of intolerance of 
other fundamentalist faiths and nations that we in 
America so strongly denounce just might become our 
own.

R.G. Rader’s account of the roots of US neo-conservatism 
and its implications for future US foreign policy, What Next 
for American Might, appeared in Society Matters 6 and can 
be found at: www.open.ac.uk/socialsciences/facsubset/

facinfopops/society_matters/page15.pdf

God Bless America

The politicisation of the Evangelical movement is 
not a new phenomenon in US history. Many of the 
founding fathers (Washington, Jefferson and Franklin 
to name a few) held a belief in a Deistic faith and a 
distant Supreme Being. Late 18th century American 
society was enmeshed in the ethics and morality of 
Evangelisms that focused on a personal God active in 
the history of the new American nation. 

When non-Protestant immigrants came 
to the shores of America in large numbers, 

they brought Catholic and Jewish 
ways of faith that differed 
from the Calvinistic-driven 
Protestantism of the earlier 

century, transforming the 
political landscape into 
a more progressive-
minded one where 
government, not 
God, was the major 
agent of change. 
Periodic resurgence of 
Evangelicalism occurred 
with the Temperance 

Movement, the revivalist 
proclamations of Billy Sunday in the early 20th century, 
and the Crusades of Billy Graham and Oral Roberts 
in the 1950s and 1960s. On the whole, however, 
especially after the Great Depression and the Second 
World War, the Evangelical movement kept its 
distance from politics.

However, in the 1990s this changed radically. Right 
wing talk-show hosts, commentators and politicians 
took on the language and agenda of the Evangelical 
Right to appeal to a more conservative-leaning 
electorate. The strategy has worked. The nature of 
politics in Washington DC might not have changed 
but the language of political discourse has.

A few powerful politicians such as Tom DeLay, 
Republican majority leader in the United States 
House of Representatives, and Karl Rove, the 
primary strategist for Bush’s re-election, profess the 

 The Bible is a wonderful source of inspiration for those who don’t understand it.  George Santayana, Spanish-American philosopher 19

Over the past thirty years the American political 
landscape has witnessed a right wing shift 
in both domestic and international policy, a 

transformation now firmly entrenched by President 
George W. Bush’s second term in office. This growth 
in conservatism has occurred at the same time as 
Evangelical Christianity has expanded its membership, 
influence and impact. With the alliance of these dual 
forces, political discourse in the USA has dramatically 
changed. A once centrist, essentially respectful, 
dialogue of ideas has been reinforced by a divisive 
and intolerant arena of innuendo, misrepresentation, 
and self-righteous chatter, often on media endorsed 
by conservative and fundamental interests. In such a 
political landscape dissent is more difficult and debate 
increasingly problematic. It is worth recalling the 
writer Blaise Pascal’s dictum here: ‘Men never do evil 
so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from 
religious conviction’.

Each movement has its own agenda, but each 
has seen that the other’s priorities regarding issues 
such as anti-abortion, gay rights and marriage remain 
vital goals as their narrow view of family values 
prevail. Each movement frames what they perceive 
as ‘problems’.  Any idea that seems foreign to a 
conservative agenda and, in turn, an Evangelical agenda 
becomes anti-God, anti-family and anti-American. 

Now, a year into President George W. Bush’s 
second term, this uncompromising right wing agenda 
remains at the forefront of political discourse in the 
USA. It has spread from newspapers and magazines 
into broadcasting. All the television screens in the 
White House are tuned to one station: the Fox News 
Network, the increasingly powerful far right news 
channel with the slogan ‘fair and balanced’.  In such a 
political culture, compliance with the dominant right 
wing agenda becomes increasingly more likely as 
reality becomes tailored to dovetail with the prevailing 
extremist mood.

Evangelical Christians have long comprised a 
significant percentage of the religious community in 
America. According to various surveys up to 45 per 
cent of those polled identify themselves as ‘born- 
again’ Christians. However, this must not disguise what 
is essentially a diverse movement, albeit one which 
is rooted around some fundamental tenets of faith. 
Their core theology reveals an activist’s emphasis on 
conversion to a narrow, literal interpretation of the 
Christian faith, an emphasis on the Bible as the sole 
arbiter of spiritual truth, and a belief that the death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ is the only means of 
reconciliation between humanity and God. Almost 
80 per cent of those within the movement voted for 
George W. Bush’s conservative agenda in 2004. 
 In addition to Evangelicals flexing their new political 

muscle, the movement has become a powerful 
economic force. Television ministries have multiplied 
and grown into large multifaceted corporate 
conglomerates. Major book publishers and recording 
companies have added their own Christian labels to 
market the ever-growing numbers of feel-good books 
and Christian-oriented music, including even heavy-
metal and hip hop versions of Evangelical promotion. 
Tele-evangelists like Joel Osteen, of Houston, or T.D. 
Jakes, pastor of Potter’s House in suburban Dallas, 
are in charge of much more 
than the spiritual life of 
their congregations. They 
run multimillion-dollar 
organisations that reach far 
beyond their local parishes. 
Both Osteen and Jakes 
have light-weight, 
feel-good books 
about faith and 
life that have 
outsold many 
secular self-help 
books. Osteen’s 
Your Best Life Now  
spent much of 2005 
on the New York Times best seller list.

Apart from the economic power that the 
movement brings, a louder voice has been the more 
conspicuous and strident ultra-right-wing network of 
fundamentalist ministries called Focus on the Family. Its 
chairman Dr James Dobson has been instrumental in 
voicing a radically conservative agenda through radio 
and television, Internet sites and religious and political 
publications. Additionally, groups such as Concerned 
Women for America, Christian Coalition of America, the 
Family Research Council, and Pat Robertson’s Christian 
Broadcasting Network, are key influences in Bush’s 
America, stigmatising minorities. If you are gay, you’re 
bad. If you are feminist, you’re bad. If you are liberal, 
you’re bad. More often than not, if you are opposed 
to any political view or religious view that they hold, 
you’re bad. And worse, you probably have little, if any 
chance, of making amends in the afterlife.

H ands up if you know which was the only 
professional association in America to oppose 
the invasion of Iraq? Those of you who do 

not read The Guardian might be surprised to hear 
that it was the American Sociological Association. 
The Guardian’s correspondent, Jonathan Steele, 
mentioned the fact as part of his report on the annual 
conference of the ASA in 2004.

Steele saw evidence that sociologists were 
beginning to challenge the intellectual stranglehold of 
American economists who had managed to get the 
neo-liberal model of competitive individualism and 
corporate globalisation to dominate public discourse 
and policy-making for the past 20 years (Jonathan 
Steele, ‘Four Days in California: US sociologists 
are finally challenging the intellectual stranglehold 
of economists’, The Guardian, 24 August 2004). 
Steele also reported that since adopting this critical 
perspective membership of the ASA had soared.

American sociology is said to be moving leftwards 
and involving itself in new political engagement after 
decades of relative silence since the 1960s. Words like 
‘empire’ and ‘inequality’ popped up frequently at the 
conference and phrases like ‘the corporate state’ and 
‘global apartheid’ appeared. This could be significant, 
not just for America, as half the world’s PhDs in 
sociology are taken in American universities. 

The US has 13,000 career sociologists too and 
sociology is growing in popularity despite, or maybe 
because of, shifts in domestic and international policy. 
A body of that size has the potential to make its voice 
heard at home and abroad. The promulgation of the 
motion condemning the Iraq invasion is an example of 

Public sociology, by contrast, is said to engage publics 
beyond the academy in dialogue about matters of 
political and moral concern.

There have been many responses to this effort to 
promote public sociology in America – not all of them 
favourable. Some members of the ASA resented the 
use of a professional association to make a statement 
on a political matter (the Iraq invasion) that they 
saw as being outside its competence. Others have 
criticised it on grounds that might be relevant to 
making a comparison of the situation of sociology in 
America and Britain. 

One criticism accuses Burawoy’s public sociology 
as being hostile to the state, or at least a perspective 
which underestimates the many good things that 
a state can accomplish if influenced by sociological 
research and theory. Sociologists have shown how the 
state can reduce poverty, fight disease, enhance well-
being and educate children. Whereas Burawoy seems 
to play down the role of policy sociology in favour of 
public sociology, British sociologists probably still have 
more faith in the welfare state and the capacities of 
policy-oriented sociology in having a positive input to 
the formation and implementation of policies. 

Still, it would be good to think that British 
sociologists could ‘raise their game’ to a level where 
they competed for public attention with their 
economist colleagues. Just imagine evening TV news 
broadcasts where the weather forecast was not 
only preceded by the latest news from the stock 
exchange, but also the latest social indicators of 
whether inequality and discrimination are increasing or 
decreasing! 

Sociological lessons from America
Should British sociologists raise their game and copy their American counterparts by questioning the power of the state? Ken Thompson, Emeritus Professor 

of Sociology at the Open University, explores whether sociologists on the other side of the pond should engage more in political and moral agendas

IKEA more popular than the Church
Every Sunday in the UK seven million people visit an IKEA store, 4.5 million go to Church, and only a relatively small 
number visit both. Remarkably, in 2004, one in ten UK babies was conceived in an IKEA bed.

World religions
With a 2 billion following Christianity is the world’s largest religion, followed by Islam with 1.3 billion, Hinduism with 
900 million and Buddhism with 360 million. Islam has doubled since 1970 and is growing at a rate of 3 per cent each 
year. Of the world’s 1.3 billion Muslims, 85 per cent are Sunni and 8.6 per cent are Shi’a. Roman Catholicism is growing 
at a rate of 1.3 per cent worldwide but slower than the world population growth of 1.4 per cent. Judaism, Buddhism 
and Hinduism have remained stable. Indigenous African religions declined from 60 per cent in 1900 to just 11 per cent 
in 2003. Neo-Pagans totalled 2.4 million and Scientologists 600,000. Born-again Christians comprised a surprisingly 
high 680 million (11 per cent of the world’s population). In Latin America 10 per cent of the population belonged to 
US sponsored Pentecostal and charismatic churches. (www.religioustolerance.org/worldrel.htm)

Arms sales worldwide exceeded US $1 
trillion (£565 billion) in 2004 – 2.6 per 
cent of the global domestic product – the 
first time this has happened since the end 
of the Cold War. The findings, published in 
June by the Stockholm International Peace 
Organisation, revealed the US accounted 
for half the spending.

The 12 per cent rise in US munition 
expenditure in 2004 was largely attributed 
to the ‘war on terror’. Seven of the ten 
countries in the G8 are in the world’s top 
ten armanent spenders. In contast to the 
trillion dollars spent globally on armanents 
in 2004, a mere US $78.6 billion was spent 
on aid.

GLOBAL ARMS

Since 1975 in the US the number of Catholic 
nuns has fallen by 48 per cent, monks by 37 

per cent and the number of parishes without 
a priest rose by 350 per cent. A quarter 
of Catholic priests in the US are over 75; 
32 per cent of the population describe 

themselves as Catholic.
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Gandalf the wizard discovered the 
New World in 1492
Six per cent of those questioned in a recent study of 
our knowledge of historical landmarks reported that 
Gandalf, Tolkein’s fictional wizard of Lord of the Rings, 
discovered America. Hornblower, Forester’s naval 
hero who featured in a recent television drama series, 
destroyed the Spanish Armada in 1588 according to 
13 per cent of 16–24 year olds interviewed, while 20 
per cent thought the Armada was sunk by Christopher 
Columbus. 

Housewives have ‘the jolliest job in the country’ claims survey
One in five people in the UK is unhappy while Sagittarian housewives in Leeds top the British 
happiness league according to research published last March. Housewives in their fifties with two 
children are far happier than their high-earning, careerist counterparts. However, a thirty something 
separated male from Southampton who works with computers and has no children is likely to be the 
unhappiest person around. The survey found health professionals to be the most cheerful, followed 
by those employed in financial services. Employees in information technology were the most 
disaffected. The happiest cities in the UK were found to be Leeds, Belfast and Sheffield. London came 
in ninth place; Plymouth, Edinburgh and Southampton were at the rear. What made the respondents 
happy? One in three men report playing sport and driving cars makes them happy, while women said 
that eating chocolate and going shopping made them most content. Divorce and separation were 
identified as the principal reasons for unhappiness: four out of ten who are no longer with their 
partner said they were unhappy. 

Tesco UK
Of every £8 spent by British shoppers £1 is 
spent in Tesco.  The supermarket giant sold 
£30 billion of goods last year in the UK. Tesco 
employs a quarter of a million people in the UK, 
twice the number employed in the British army. 
If Tesco were a country it would be the 74th 
biggest economy in the world, larger in fact than 
Libya and oil-rich Kuwait. It provides phone and 
Internet services to over 650,000 users. 

The state of the 
UK environment

The first green health check in five years of 
England and Wales has found many deprived 
communities still experience the worst 

environments. Some areas have deteriorated 
further since 2000, especially in the quality of 
their air, the level of their traffic pollution, and in 
relation to the number of people suffering from 
environmentally induced or exacerbated ill-health.

The 2005 report from the Environment Agency, 
A Better Place? discovered wide differences 
between affluent and poor areas of our largest 
cities. Deprived communities in London, 
Manchester, Sheffield, Nottingham and Liverpool 
suffered the highest levels of pollutants such as 
nitrogen dioxide. Climate change factors were 
found to be especially acute. Between 2000 and 
2004 in England and Wales road traffic increased by 
7 per cent and industry’s nitrogen oxide emissions 
rose by 5 per cent.

Parts of England and Wales vulnerable to 
flooding in 2000 were found to be at greater 
risk in 2004. Road traffic increases were seen as 
critical. Traffic now accounted for over 25 per cent 
of the UK’s CO2 emissions. Of the 55 occasions 
the Thames Barrier has been raised since 1983, 28 
have occurred in the last five years. The EA called 
for improved land management, greater powers to 
prevent unregulated pollution, and reductions in 
greenhouse gas emissions and in the domestic and 
industrial demand for water.

The report noted some improvements. They 
found a 23 per cent fall in pesticide levels in rivers 
on the previous mean during the years 1998–
2002 and identified slight progress in resource 
consumption and waste creation levels. Domestic 
waste levels fell for the first time in 2004 while 
recycling reached its highest level, at around 17 per 
cent of waste disposal.

20  There remain no legal slaves, except the mistress of every house.  John Stuart Mill, British philosopher
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UK still living in the Stone Age
Anthropological research claims racism and 

xenophobia are linked to a Stone Age fear of 
outsiders and are biologically rooted. Researchers 

from the Universities of Reading and Stirling 
believe an aversion to strangers has a dual role: to 

protect territory and to ensure the greatest degree 
of altruistic co-operation within a social group. 

Shunning outsiders, they argue, led to the evolution 
of different languages and cultures, which further 

reinforced differences and divisions. 
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Issue number 9
– a whole new 
ball game!

Jargon and 
gobblydegook: 
the prosecution 
rests

There is many a message lost in presentation. 
In 2004, a survey of 150 companies 
revealed 17 per cent of the documents 

they received – end of year reports and mission 
statements especially – were badly written and 
littered with unexplained acronyms, poor grammar, 
and confusing technical language. The Plain English 
Campaign, continues to expose the circumlocution 
and gibberish that typifies, despite the best efforts 
of practitioners, much business information and 
government policy. Last year its 7,000 supporters 
across 80 countries marked the anniversary of the 
campaign by identifying the winner of its 25-year 
mission to improve communication. The top three 
entries span 16 years of plain monitoring. Society 
Matters would be fascinated to publish your own 
contributions in our next issue. The third place 
entry remarkably did not win the longest sentence 
prize. The winners were:

1st: 1989 National minimum wage regulations

The hours of non-hours work worked by a worker 
in a pay reference period shall be the total of 
the number of hours spent by him during the 
pay reference period in carrying out the duties 
required of him under his contract to do non-
hours work. 

2nd: 1989 STC Technology Ltd document

There is an unavoidable conflict of terminology 
in naming the classes Class and Instantation. 
Instantation is not itself a real instance but a class 
(namely, the class of all real instances). Likewise, 
Class is not a class of real instances but a class 
of classes (namely, the class of all classes of real 
instances). Instantation could be renamed Class 
and Class renamed Type to avoid this. In that case, 
the members of Class would not be classes and 
the members of Type would not be types.

3rd: 1982 letter from the Department of 
Health and Social Security

From and including 26.2.81 an additional 
component is payable at the weekly rate of 5p 
which is the rate appropriate to 11.4 per cent of 
the amount of the surpluses in the earnings factors 
for 3 years in the claimant’s working life after 
reduction on account of his guaranteed minimum 
pension of £2.04 (the guaranteed minimum 
pension was originally notified to the claimant as 
£1.99 and has subsequently been amended to 
£2.04) (Social Security Pensions Act 1975 Section 
6 and 29 (1) and the Social Security (Earnings 
Factor) Regulations reg 2 and the Schedule) and 
graduated retirement benefit at the weekly rate of 
£2.37 (£2.58 from 26.2.81) which is the amount 
appropriate to 67 units of graduated contributions 
paid or treated as paid by the claimant (National 
Insurance Act 1965 Section 36 and the Social 
Security (Graduated Retirement Benefit) (No.2) 
Regulations reg 3 (3) and Schedule 1).

Waste UK
The UK produces 440 million tonnes of rubbish 
each year from industry, commerce and domestic 
waste. In 2003 only 14.5 per cent of domestic 
waste in England was recycled but this is expected 
to rise to 25 per cent in 2005. Local councils in the 
UK spend over £100 million each year on land-
filling plastic bottles which, if sold, would realise 
a value of £50 million. Each year it is estimated 
the average UK household purchases 4,300 items, 
weighing 2.8 tonnes and packed in 190 kg of 
packaging.

Women worst for 
losing keys

Over five million people lost 
their keys last year according 

to research by Sentinel, a card 
protection service. Women were 

the worse offenders.

US CO2 emissions
Carbon dioxide pollution is highest in the US 
where 4 per cent of the world’s population is 
responsible for 25 per cent of emissions, more 
than China, India and Japan combined. Six tonnes 
of carbon dioxide is emitted by each American 
every year compared with 0.31 tonnes for each 
Indian and 0.05 tonnes for each Bangladeshi. Every 
year US industries release 2.4 billion pounds of 
chemicals into the atmosphere.

Love is cleaning the toilets
How do men and women define love? Social psychologists 
Simon Watts and Paul Sterner are convinced the secret is 
surprise, surprise, understanding the power of the other 
person’s feelings... ‘My definition of love,’ Simon explained 
‘is cleaning the toilet without being asked. It’s doing 
something you find utterly abhorrent for somebody’. 
The researchers, whose findings were published in the 
British Journal of Social Psychology last March, conclude that 
men and women consider the importance of feelings and 
emotions to be paramount in modern relationships, more 
important than religious conventions and social ideas, 
which used to govern how we conduct relationships. 
But who cleaned the toilets in Victorian Britain and why 
remains a mystery.


