
When presenting a paper at the Centre for Theoretical
Studies, University of Essex, entitled Feminist reflections on
globalisation, on 2 March 2005, the Irish activist and
academic Alibhe Smyth finished with the provocative
question: ‘Since we know so much, why do we do so little?’
That question has fostered an attempt by students and staff to
start a group on campus to empower ourselves with regard to
the politics of development. The intention of this article is to
discuss this attempt and to begin to answer this critical
question that embodies so much of the current dilemma in
which we find ourselves: a world rich on information, yet
poor on action. 

With the information that we
receive there is an issue to do with
superficial news coverage and
irresponsible politicians, in which we
are told about immigrants as ‘parasites’
rather than as a symptom of the current
economic order in which our country is
a dominant player. Yet this is not to say
that we would act differently if only we
knew such details. Development
education hopefully raises awareness of
the flaws of dominant economic development paradigms, yet
there remains a gap between being informed and being
politically engaged to alter such paradigms. At first this may
seem a somewhat obvious point, but it is often understated
and it is critical to developing a better world.

A while ago, a group of friends and I experienced a
violent, unprovoked attack that was motivated on the
grounds that we were ‘students’. That event brought to the
fore a series of similar incidents, sometimes with the
addition that the victim was a ‘foreign student’. The adage
that universities are ivory towers, abstracted from the rest of
human society, has never been true. Even when academia
was the preserve of a tiny elite, the ideas developed within
its walls affected the society beyond as much as that
apparently outer world influenced what went on within. Yet,
in the UK, there remains a dangerous perception that
‘students’ are a category removed from, and alien to, the
wider populace. 

The dominant discourse, evident in Westminster, attempts
to bridge this social divide via a capitalist logic in which we
are all consumers. The ‘student’ is a consumer who happens
to ‘purchase’ education. Additionally, the ‘student’ is
absorbed within a model of society whose purpose is to

produce ‘profit’, where education is purchased to increase
‘efficiency’. Thus, the student as ‘consumer’ is to be
acknowledged for their role within that ‘productivity’. Those
of us who argue against this increasingly hegemonic
discourse point to the way in which this gives value to only
those studies that serve the dominant political-economic
system. The consequence is that the university loses its role
in helping to foster alternative ideas, those ideas that are
essential for society to develop and become more just.

Our group’s political action began via an open call to
fellow students to a meeting to discuss the global economic
order, branding our posters and e-mails with Smyth’s

provocative question. A lecturer was
invited to make a short presentation on
his personal experience from the World
Social Forum, where an alternative
world was debated, and then we opened
up into a brainstorm of ideas. The result
was surprising. We had expected more
focus on topics like the forthcoming
Gleneagles-hosted G8 summit, but
found people more intent on discussing
food. There was a call to produce a

critique of large-scale supermarkets, to expose the negative
effects of superficially ‘cheap’ food, and to provide
alternatives, such as a local farmers’ market on campus.
Perhaps we should not have been so surprised. As the World
Social Forum illustrates, empowering oneself as a ‘global
citizen’ in the development of our world is not an abstract
action, but one grounded in very local and immediate issues
like food or water, which determine one’s quality of life. 

Prior to that event, our response to the attack motivated
by anti-student resentment was to engage with the local
community. As a first step, we organised a football coaching
session for local youth, with training given by student
volunteers. The reaction from locals was fantastic, with
parents greatly appreciating the help in a context in which
sports coaching is severely limited to the lucky few. This was
our alternative to the discourse of student as mere
‘consumer’ of education, reinscribing ourselves within the
local community. We wanted to build links between those on
and those off campus and sharing skills such as football
training was an easy way to begin. Projects organised by
others include ‘Global Voices’, which involves the
multinational student population visiting local schools and
interacting via dance, other arts, and cooking. Again, one
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Michael Strange discusses the problems and possibilities experienced during an attempt to promote political
awareness of development issues within a university campus in the UK. He draws a distinction between creating
awareness of critical information and creating awareness of one’s own political power, and argues for the
importance of connecting otherwise potentially abstract ‘global’ issues to more immediate and local issues, such as
prejudice-based abuse against students.

... empowering oneself as
a ‘global citizen’ in the

development of our world is
not an abstract action, but
one grounded in very local
and immediate issues like

food or water...



should not underestimate the political value of food. All
these ideas are open to expansion. 

At a meeting between Douglas Bourn of DEA and
students at the university, to discuss ‘How to be an active
global citizen’, one of the most prominent issues raised was
how to get students from different countries to talk to each
other. At Essex, despite a student population of which nearly
one half has come from outside the UK, those present at the
meeting spoke of there being little interaction between the
different national groupings. This was particularly true for
the British students, who, considering the multinational
make-up of the campus, experienced minimal interaction
with those from beyond the white cliffs of Dover. In part this
was seen as a product of institutional policies where, for
example, British students tend to be housed together, whilst
the many non-British students are collectively identified as
‘foreign’ and housed separately. Additionally, there is no
covered space on campus where
students can escape both the rain,
alcohol, and other pressures to just
communicate with one another. One
student from Asia spoke of how she
had difficulties socialising with other
students until succumbing to drinking
alcohol in the bar. 

It may not seem immediately
obvious what benefit reducing anti-
student or racist feeling outside the university via
community engagement will have for those suffering
malnutrition or a lack of education in the most impoverished
parts of the world. Whatever problems we might have here
on a small university campus in the UK are nothing
compared to those endured by people in countries suffering
the full consequences of the current global political-
economic order. Yet, as we found, trying to foster a greater
political awareness of development issues and create a sense
of ourselves as ‘global citizens’ is much more than simply
recounting information detailing famine, poverty and other
ills of the global economic order. If you are to encourage
young people to engage with development issues, beyond
joining a march or paying a subscription to an NGO, then it
is necessary to help invest those people within local
communities. Ultimately, development education is about
teaching people how to improve human quality of life. If
university students do not feel they have any ability to
improve the quality of life for those around them, how are
they able to substantively and actively engage with
development issues further afield? 

In part, then, local projects provide a space in which an
individual can learn political skills. However, the argument
should not stop there. Many of the problems to do with
growing economic inequality between the Global North and
South are reflected within our own communities, where there
is a similar process in which material wealth determines
one’s quality of life. The belief that inequality only exists at
the global level is problematic when it produces a response

that is dominated by NGOs and governments, with a
disenfranchisement of the individual. If the individual feels
that inequality and other forms of social misdevelopment are
a distant subject, and that they personally have no more
import than to subscribe to an NGO’s magazine and take part
in the occasional march, their relationship to the politics of
development remains cold and unproductive. An example of
how this argument might be put into practice is to expand
the logic of ‘fair trade’ so that we talk not only of paying
Columbian coffee farmers a better price, but also work
towards improving the financial security of small-scale
farmers in the UK. This is not to tie development issues into
a demand for the ‘good old days’, because those days never
existed. We have always suffered economic inequality. The
point is to say that the issue is not hopeless, that something
good can be done about something that is bad. If students
are to be made politically aware of development issues, they

need to develop a critique of the
political-economic order that produces
such problems. Engaging in and
critiquing that order where it produces
problems in our own environment will
therefore help to positively change
that order elsewhere, whether it be
Africa or in the United States of
America.
We will politicise development issues

at our university campus by spreading information, but that
only goes so far. If we are to create more than guilt and
sympathy for those in other countries, we must make
ourselves politically aware by combining traditional forms of
development education with attempts to change our
immediate environment. That does not mean abandoning
traditional development issues, but it does mean always
ensuring strong alliances with groups working on other
issues that affect our world, such as gender, sexual
orientation, race, ecologism, and community volunteering, to
ensure that we take full advantage of all opportunities to
engage as political subjects, who can claim the mantra of
‘global citizens’ and positively work with the politics of
development. That way, we can increase political awareness
not only of the relevance of development issues, but also of
one’s own ability to affect those issues. That way, we can
begin to empower university students as ‘global citizens’. 

Michael Strange is a PhD candidate and lecturer in
environmental social movements, Department of
Government, University of Essex. mstran@essex.ac.uk 
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... we must make ourselves
politically aware by

combining traditional forms
of development education

with attempts to change our
immediate environment.




