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London �s the paramount example of a c�ty that �s not bounded by �ts 
geography and cannot be grasped �n �solat�on . The U .K .’s nat�onal cap�tal 
and the pr�me focus for bus�ness, finance and creat�ve �ndustr�es, London 
also transcends the U .K .’s borders as a hub of the world economy . A recent 
study comm�ss�oned by The Independent newspaper argued that Br�ta�n’s 
cap�tal had outstr�pped �ts global r�vals as an econom�c and cultural power-
house, to const�tute an �mag�ned “cap�tal of the world” (Calder, 2007) . Th�s 
paper argues that London, a c�ty r�ddled by the soc�oeconom�c contrad�c-
t�ons of �ts success, prov�des unparalleled opportun�t�es for act�ve exper�ent�al 
and �nqu�ry-based learn�ng wh�ch transcend the convent�onal study abroad 
agenda . The authors’ �ntent�on �s not to exam�ne the var�ous defin�t�ons of 
what const�tutes a global c�ty, but �nstead to outl�ne some of the ways �n 
wh�ch students’ concept�ons of London as a study abroad dest�nat�on can 
be transformed by the�r act�ve �nvest�gat�on of �ts global nature . London �s 
shaped �n mult�ple ways by �ts connect�ons w�th the w�der world, and �n turn 
shapes the world through the dec�s�ons wh�ch are made there — a “factory” 
of global�zat�on . London’s d�st�nct�ve global nature can be �dent�fied �n terms 
of h�stor�c�ty and spat�al�ty, located �n both the legacy of �ts �mper�al dynam�c 
and �ts contemporary place �n the networks of the world cap�tal�st economy . 
What, then, are the pr�nc�pal d�mens�ons of London’s “global�ty,” wh�ch pro-
v�de the contextual framework for �ts value as a learn�ng laboratory?

F�rstly, London was the cap�tal of the Br�t�sh Emp�re — rul�ng over 400 
m�ll�on people at �ts he�ght worldw�de, a nexus of trade, m�grat�on and, �n�-
t�ally, of slavery — whose legacy saturates many of the c�ty’s key publ�c spaces, 
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�nst�tut�ons and her�tage s�tes . Secondly, decolon�sat�on has cemented Lon-
don’s status as a cosmopol�tan c�ty of m�grants . Th�rdly, London has become 
one of the three pr�nc�pal foc� of the world economy, along w�th New York 
and Tokyo . A command and control po�nt for global cap�tal�sm, �t �s also an 
arena w�th�n wh�ch �ts soc�al contrad�ct�ons are played out (Thr�ft, 1989, pp . 
16–79) . As a prem�er financ�al centre, dec�s�ons made here have global as well 
as local �mpl�cat�ons, as demonstrated v�v�dly by the cred�t crunch cr�s�s and 
the G20 summ�t . F�nally, London’s global env�ronmental footpr�nt �s 125 
t�mes the s�ze of the c�ty �tself, equ�valent to the ent�re land surface of the 
U .K . About 80% of �ts foodstuffs are �mported, �t em�ts 50 m�ll�on tonnes 
of CO2 a year, and d�scards 18 m�ll�on tonnes of waste, only 9% of wh�ch 
�s recycled (Greater London Author�ty, 2003) . The �conography of conven-
t�onal study abroad and tour�sm fallac�ously peddle the not�on of London as 
a “trad�t�onal” study abroad locat�on, �gnor�ng the real�ty of the most trans-
formed urban space �n the world and �ts complex global connect�ons .

I m a g i n i n g  L o n d o n :  “ G l o b a l ”  a s  M e t a p h o r

As a centre for explorat�on and d�scovery, part�c�pat�on and observa-
t�on, the global c�ty offers a r�ch field of academ�c potent�al prec�sely because 
�t �s (by �ts nature) mult�-layered, mult�-d�mens�onal, complex and chal-
leng�ng . On one level, our task �s to reconfigure — and enr�ch — students’ 
�mag�nat�ve concept�ons of such places . The trope of the “global c�ty” �s, �n 
a l�teral sense, metaphor�cal . Wh�lst we may convent�onally th�nk of c�t�es 
as located �n spec�fic spaces and enclosed, however approx�mately, �n geo-
graph�cal boundar�es, c�t�es such as London embody spec�fic character�st�cs 
that transcend the local . More fundamentally st�ll, they ex�st as a landscape 
of m�nd as well as a geograph�cal space . They form a contested terra�n where 
myths coex�st w�th real�t�es, where c�v�l�zat�ons meet, and where d�vers�ty 
br�ngs creat�ve and �ntellectual energy, and confl�ct . In th�s sense, a key char-
acter�st�c of the global c�ty �s that �t �s poss�ble to explore and �nvent the place 
w�thout ever hav�ng been there, as Sukhdev Sandhu (2003) �mpl�es:

C�t�es have always been �mag�nat�ve as well as phys�cal places . We mythol-
og�se and fantas�se about them . We create mental maps (pp . xx�v–xxv .) .

For Jonathan Raban (1988), “the c�ty as we know �t, the soft c�ty of 
 �llus�on, myth, asp�rat�on, n�ghtmare, �s as real, maybe more real, than the 
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hard c�ty” (p . 4) . Const�tuted by the �nterplay between �mag�nat�on and 
the�r mater�al spaces, c�t�es become a k�nd of wh�te space �nto wh�ch mean-
�ng �s constructed and reconstructed . Thus, Peter Ackroyd (2000) can define 
London as a paradox: “perpetually old, but always new” (p . 723) . In th�s 
man�festat�on, �t has a spec�al relat�onsh�p w�th h�story and t�me . Past and 
present are �ntertw�ned; the c�ty conta�ns the l�v�ng and the somet�mes dead: 
“London was a c�ty of ghosts, some deader than others .” (B�ll�ngham, 2002, 
p . 148) . The London of D�ckens st�ll ex�sts �n the m�nd, as does that of Eal-
�ng film comed�es, of the “sw�ng�ng” heart of the 1960s, of Tony Bla�r’s “Cool 
Br�tann�a” and Br�tpop . In that sense, �mag�ned Londons co-ex�st w�th con-
temporary real�t�es and form a r�ch terra�n for the cr�t�cal �nterrogat�on of 
the�r mult�ple representat�ons �n l�terature, film or the her�tage �ndustry . For 
example, London Br�dge �s both a phys�cal construct and an emblem for T .S . 
El�ot (1922/2003, p . 60) of a c�ty of the dead: 

Unreal c�ty,
Under the brown fog of a w�nter dawn,  
A crowd flowed over London Br�dge, so many,  
I had not thought death had undone so many .

Tropes of the global c�ty �mply dual�ty, a concrete space and a concept for 
good or �ll that may be �mag�ned �n var�ous shapes by El�ot, and by Brecht 
(2008, p . 33):

On th�nk�ng about hell, I gather
My brother Shelley found �t was a place
Much l�ke the c�ty of London .

London sp�lls �nto the surround�ng countrys�de, �nvad�ng, occupy�ng, 
creat�ng the world beyond the centre as suburb�a . S�multaneously, �t const�-
tutes a nexus �n the global networked urban�sm of the twenty-first century . 
It �s defined by �ts soc�al, mater�al — and �mag�nat�ve — relat�ons w�th other 
places and spaces worldw�de . Beyond these geograph�es, �t �s bounded only 
by the �mag�nat�on . Geography becomes a metaphor for �ntellectual and 
�mag�nat�ve space . The v�llage �s small, constructed as paroch�al and narrow . 
The c�ty, �n contrast, �s �nclus�ve, w�de enough to conta�n polar�t�es and para-
doxes: the global v�llage . Geography becomes a metaphor for �ntellectual 



20

A n t h o n y  G r i s t w o o d  a n d  M i c h a e l  W o o l f

and soc�al space . Thus: br�ght l�ghts and the c�ty of dreadful n�ght . 
C o s m o p o l i s :  C i t y  a s  P a r a d o x

As Peter Ackroyd �nd�cates, “London �s so large and so w�ld that �t conta�ns 
no less than everyth�ng” (2000, p . 3) . In London Calling, Sukhdev Sandhu sug-
gests that the global c�ty �s encompass�ng, �nclus�ve, yet a cruc�ble of contrad�c-
t�ons . A “moral abatto�r” (2003, p . 93), London �s also a seat of learn�ng and cul-
ture . Its �nfluence extends far beyond c�ty and nat�onal boundar�es . The Br�t�sh 
Broadcast�ng Corporat�on’s (BBC) World Serv�ce rad�o channel was founded 
�n 1932 as the BBC Emp�re Serv�ce . It �s st�ll located at Bush House �n central 
London . It ra�ses a fanc�ful quest�on: �s �t broadcast�ng to the world or, �n some 
�mpl�ed manner, from the world? The World Serv�ce �s both an �mper�al con-
cept (we broadcast to the world from the world) and an �nd�cat�on of London’s 
self-consc�ous sense of �tself as a global ent�ty .

London also, for Han�f Kure�sh�, transcends nat�onal �dent�ty . London 
�s �n England but �s not wholly part of �t: “We love our c�ty and belong to 
�t . Ne�ther of us are Engl�sh, we’re Londoners, you see” (1987, p . 33) . Th�s 
trans-nat�onal urban �dent�ty character�ses the c�ty as a place where mob�le 
populat�ons �nterm�ngle, coll�de and co-ex�st . London has long challenged 
the �mag�ned boundar�es of Br�t�sh �dent�ty and �ts trad�t�onal “wh�teness .” 
The med�eval cler�c, R�chard of Dev�zes, noted d�sapprov�ngly �n 1185 that 
“all sorts of men crowd there from every country under the heavens . Each 
br�ngs �ts own v�ces and �ts own customs to the c�ty” (Ackroyd, 2000, p . 
702) . In White Teeth, Zad�e Sm�th’s vers�on of contemporary London pre-
c�sely reflects th�s d�mens�on of the c�ty:

Th�s has been the century of strangers, brown, yellow and wh�te . Th�s 
has been the century of the great �mm�grant exper�ence . It �s only th�s 
late �n the day that you can walk �nto a playground and find Isaac Leung 
by the fish pond, Danny Rahman �n the football cage, Quang O’Rourke 
bounc�ng a basketball, and Ir�e Jones humm�ng a tune . Ch�ldren w�th 
first and last names on a d�rect coll�s�on course . Names that secrete 
w�th�n them mass exodus, cramped boats and planes, cold arr�vals, 
med�cal checks . (2000, p . 326)

The 2001 census confirmed London as the most d�verse c�ty �n Br�ta�n, 
rece�v�ng nearly a th�rd of the �nternat�onal �mm�grat�on �nto the U .K ., and 
about a th�rd of London’s populat�on was born overseas (Office for Nat�onal 
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Stat�st�cs, 2009, p . 44) . Furthermore, three hundred languages or more are 
spoken �n �ts schools (Bened�ctus, 2005) and the c�ty depends on m�grant 
labour (W�lls, Datta, Evans, Herbert, May, & McIlwa�ne, 2010, pp . 28–58) . 
Over 40% of the populat�on belongs to m�nor�ty ethn�c commun�t�es (Lon-
don Counc�ls, 2008) . Ident�fied as the c�ty’s pr�me asset by a major�ty of �ts 
�nhab�tants �n the Independent study, th�s cosmopol�tan hybr�d�ty also pres-
ents a ser�es of profound challenges for the c�ty’s effect�ve governance . 

Of Kure�sh� (both exemplar and recorder of mult�cultural London), 
Sandhu wr�tes that:

…h�s work �llum�nates one of the trad�t�onal features of London l�fe—�ts 
ab�l�ty to thrust people from d�fferent backgrounds and soc�al spheres 
�nto somet�mes fract�ous, somet�mes harmon�ous co-ex�stence . London 
�sn’t an organ�c commun�ty . On the contrary, �t’s a restless, clamorous 
agglomerat�on of ex�les, m�grants and refugees . And juxtapos�t�on 
and collage are the �deal aesthet�c modes for �ncarnat�ng th�s h�ggledy-
p�ggledy commot�on of a metropol�s . (2003, p . 259) 

Such narrat�ves bestow London w�th a postmodern sense of chaos, 
confus�on and d�slocat�on wh�ch captures postcolon�al m�grants’ contrad�c-
tory exper�ences of �mmers�on �n the �mper�al heartland and the transfor-
mat�ve aspect of the�r arr�val . For Br�t�sh-born m�nor�t�es, such encounters 
are even more complex �n the�r remapp�ng of Br�t�sh cultural �dent�t�es and 
the cultural landscape of the c�ty (Upstone, 2006) . As Jane Jacobs noted �n 
her study of the �ntersect�ons of class, ethn�c�ty and urban restructur�ng �n 
the East End, dur�ng the n�neteenth century, when the Br�t�sh Emp�re was 
at �ts he�ght, Br�ta�n’s colon�zed “Other” was kept at a safe d�stance from 
the �mper�al heartland . A neat d�v�de therefore ex�sted between “Self ” and 
“Other .” Decolon�zat�on and the postwar waves of m�grat�on �nto the U .K . 
brought that “Other” of the �mper�al “Self ” back home, so that �t �s now 
located w�th�n Br�t�sh shores — no longer a “safely d�stant supplement” 
to the Br�t�sh nat�on, but �nstead generat�ng novel and �mmed�ate cultural 
encounters �n urban space ( Jacobs, 1996, pp . 65–98) . In 2001, as a response 
to the events of 9/11 �n New York, the Br�t�sh Counc�l and Museum of Lon-
don comm�ss�oned the Afr�can-Car�bbean poet Benjam�n Zephan�ah to 
wr�te a personal perspect�ve on mult�cultural London . In The London Breed 
(2001), Zephan�ah celebrates the energy and exc�tement of “d�s great pol-
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luted place,” an edgy, but �nclus�ve, cultural cruc�ble:
It’s so cool when the heat �s on
And when �t’s cool �t’s so w�cked
We just keep melt�ng �nto one
Just l�ke the tr�bes before us d�d,
I love d�s concrete jungle st�ll
W�th all �ts s�rens and �ts speed
The people here un�ted w�ll
Create a k�nd of London breed .

To travel through London �s to encounter juxtapos�t�on and asymmetry, 
movement and flow but also fr�ct�on and congest�on . The not�on of “flow” 
runs through much of the l�terature surround�ng the global c�ty . For Ack-
royd, the Thames �s �n one sense a construct: “It would be poss�ble to wr�te 
the h�story of the Thames as a h�story of a work of art” (2007, p . 5) . It �s also 
the s�ngle po�nt of h�stor�cal cont�nu�ty �n the chang�ng world: “The r�ver 
�s the oldest th�ng �n London, and �t changes not at all” (2007, p . 114) . As 
Re�chel (2006) observes, for Zephan�ah, “d�s overcrowded place” �s a mul-
t�faceted encounter between such flows of h�story and futur�ty “Where old 
bu�ld�ngs mark men and t�me / And new bu�ld�ngs all seem to race / Up to 
a cloudy dank skyl�ne” (2001) .

U n e q u a l  C i t y

The soc�olog�st Manuel Castells has argued that contemporary global-
�zat�on �s character�zed by the �nterplay between what he terms the “space 
of places” (spec�fic locales, commun�t�es, s�tes) and the “space of flows” (of 
cap�tal, �nformat�on, commod�t�es, people) (1996, pp . 377–412) . These 
flows have transformed the soc�al, econom�c and cultural landscapes of met-
ropol�tan areas worldw�de and have re-ordered urban h�erarch�es and l�nks 
between c�t�es . C�t�es have exper�enced the �mpacts of such global restruc-
tur�ng and also �nteract w�th global forces �n d�st�nct�ve ways . Thus, to ass�gn 
“global” status to a c�ty �s to assert �ts current status w�th�n the world econ-
omy . The core of Sask�a Sassen’s argument �n The Global City: New York, 
London, Tokyo �s that “for centur�es, the world economy has shaped the l�fe 
of c�t�es…” (2001, p . 3) . The reverse �s also true: c�t�es have shaped the world 
economy . H�stor�cally, great c�ty states, such as Ven�ce and Genoa fac�l�tated 
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the flow of talent, goods, trade and power around the world . In the twenty-
first century, the “c�ty-state” �s re-emergent . World c�t�es occupy a pos�t�on 
between the world economy and the terr�tor�al nat�on-state (K�ng, 1990) . 
Contrad�ctory consequences flow from th�s .

Global c�t�es of the first order, �nclud�ng London or New York, are “h�ghly 
concentrated command posts �n the organ�zat�on of the world economy… key 
locat�ons for financ�al and spec�al�zed serv�ce firms” (2001, p . 3), espec�ally 
transnat�onal corporat�ons and �nternat�onal finance . Urban status w�th�n the 
world’s urban network �s h�ghly dynam�c: the “global” �s constantly manufac-
tured and re-shaped, flow�ng through and cluster�ng around �ts centres (Hal-
bert & Rutherford, 2010) . Global c�t�es concentrate wealth and control cap�tal, 
and the�r glamour and potent�al r�ches attract �nternat�onal profess�onals �n law, 
bank�ng, �nsurance and spec�al�zed bus�ness serv�ces . In 2007 bonus payments 
to C�ty workers h�t a record h�gh at £14 .1 b�ll�on (Seager, 2007), boost�ng con-
sp�cuous consumpt�on . S�mon Bennett’s ethnography of London’s workforce 
recounts how one �nvestment banker chose to celebrate her 30th b�rthday by 
fly�ng all her fr�ends to New York for “some s�lly stuff ” (Bennett, 2009, pp . 17–
20), wh�lst �n the most fash�onable clubs, customers v�ed w�th one another to 
spend £4400 on v�ntage champagne magnums encrusted w�th Swarovsk� crys-
tals . Above all, the bonuses have had a huge �mpact on property and land pr�ces 
�n and around London . In Chelsea and Kens�ngton, pr�ces have r�sen by a th�rd 
year on year s�nce 2000 (Teather, 2006) .

In d�rect contrast, though for s�m�lar reasons, the global c�ty �s a magnet 
for the d�spossessed . Sassen’s “urban glamour zone” and “urban war zone” 
(2006, p . 87) coex�st �n the global c�ty where, consequently, the gulf between 
the wealthy and the depr�ved �s dramat�cally present . Recent research has 
revealed the depth and complex�ty of patterns of soc�al �nequal�ty and exclu-
s�on across the cap�tal and how these have changed over t�me . The results are 
str�k�ng: London has the h�ghest rates of poverty and �ncome �nequal�ty �n 
the U .K . . There are more people �n London w�th an �ncome �n e�ther the top 
10% or the bottom 10% nat�onally than anywhere else, wh�lst a h�gher pro-
port�on of people of all ages �n London l�ve below the poverty l�ne1, �nclud-
�ng 41% of ch�ldren and 36% of pens�oners . Black and ethn�c m�nor�ty 
Londoners account for 45% of the c�ty’s unemployed, wh�lst the c�ty’s pay 
gap �s greater than elsewhere: women average only 77% of men’s full t�me 
earn�ngs (Greater London Author�ty, 2002) . London accounts for half of all 
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those sleep�ng rough �n England and by 2009 the proport�on of households 
�n London l�v�ng �n temporary accommodat�on was ten t�mes the nat�onal 
average (C�ty Paroch�al Foundat�on and New Pol�cy Inst�tute, 2009) .

In many ways, these character�st�cs reflect current global trends . London, 
as the flagsh�p and focus of Br�ta�n’s open economy, exh�b�ts these clearly . 
Furthermore, m�grant workers, always cruc�al to London’s success, l�nk the 
�nequal�t�es of the global c�ty w�th those of the w�der world . F�rstly, the w�ld-
est excesses of the c�ty’s property market and consp�cuous consumpt�on have 
been dr�ven by a h�ghly pa�d global el�te of corporate execut�ves and sen�or 
managers, along w�th new global super-r�ch such as Russ�an ol�garchs or M�d-
dle Eastern o�l barons . Secondly, m�grants flee�ng collapsed econom�es w�th 
r�s�ng �nequal�ty and unemployment have depressed labour costs and there-
fore average earn�ngs . For all the wealthy asp�rants drawn to the c�ty there are, 
as Emma Lazarus (1883/2005, p . 58) wrote �n another urban context:Emma Lazarus (1883/2005, p . 58) wrote �n another urban context:

Your huddled masses yearn�ng to breathe free
The wretched refuse of your teem�ng shore .
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,
I l�ft my lamp bes�de the golden door!

London’s poor, as the geographer Doreen Massey observes, are there-
fore caught between two v�s�ons of the world c�ty: the global hub of neol�b-
eral financ�al serv�ces and the cosmopol�tan c�ty of m�grants w�th �ts hybr�d 
cultures and �dent�t�es — and are pressur�zed from both d�rect�ons (2007, 
pp . 54–72) . The global c�ty �s, �n summat�on, not just a poet�c construct, but 
demonstrates the conjunct�on of r�ch and poor and the pr�macy of wealth 
d�st�nct�ons that are enormous, global and deeply unjust . That may be the 
final paradox: the global c�ty �s a landscape of the �mag�nat�on and a place of 
deep, d�sturb�ng d�scord .2

T h e  L e a r n i n g  L a b o r a t o r y

London has usually been constructed �n the field of educat�on abroad 
as a “trad�t�onal” locat�on, less challeng�ng than “non-trad�t�onal” env�ron-
ments . However, London’s complex�t�es and paradoxes create an env�ron-
ment that offers profound academ�c opportun�t�es, part�cularly for exper�-
ent�al educat�on wh�ch can help students engage cr�t�cally w�th the c�ty �n 
all of �ts d�vers�ty and contrad�ct�on . Below, we explore th�s potent�al spec�fi-
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cally �n terms of �nterd�sc�pl�nary act�on-research, us�ng urban field stud�es, 
serv�ce-learn�ng and �nternsh�ps as methodolog�es to analyse the contested 
terra�n of global London .

Students on the�r way across the Atlant�c carry much baggage, some 
of �t w�th�n the�r heads . As Jane Edwards (2000) has �nd�cated, “It �s the 
Br�ts’ own myth�c past that the Amer�cans have ass�m�lated” (p . 89) . What 
they know about London comes from a var�ety of rece�ved representat�ons 
�n popular culture, h�story and myth conveyed by TV, c�nema or l�terature . 
London has been— much l�ke Par�s— h�ghly mytholog�sed . These myths 
conta�n certa�n real�t�es but tell, at best, a part�al story . The actor T�m Roth 
offers an excellent — character�st�cally blunt — summary:

Amer�cans have bought �nto the romant�c Jeremy Irons-Kenneth 
Branagh England . It’s phoney . It’s fake . Merchant-Ivory? Bollocks! 
Nott�ng H�ll, all those manner�sms and flawless turns of phrase, people 
don’t really talk l�ke that �n England… Br�t�sh films are manufactur�ng 
fa�ry tales and Amer�cans are go�ng for �t l�ke they are buy�ng p�cture 
postcards . (Roth, 1999)

In th�s “Masterp�ece Theater” model (Edwards, 2000, p . 93), the c�ty 
�s represented by a cluster of trad�t�ons and �nst�tut�ons: the Tower of Lon-
don and �ts Beefeaters, the Chang�ng of the Guards and Buck�ngham Palace, 
London buses, pol�cemen w�th odd hats and so forth . These �cons are used 
to promote London �n study abroad mater�al, thus sell�ng students what �s 
fam�l�ar and “known .” 

U n p i c k i n g  t h e  M a s t e r p i e c e

Many of central London’s monumental bu�ld�ngs are enl�sted �n th�s 
myth-mak�ng . Essent�ally V�ctor�an, the�r arch�tecture and �conography 
transm�t narrat�ves of nat�onal and �mper�al self-confidence wh�ch are anach-
ron�st�c or �n confl�ct w�th contemporary �deas of Br�t�shness . A cr�t�cal read-
�ng of such s�tes comb�n�ng classroom and field stud�es allows the �nterroga-
t�on of such d�scourses and the�r contextual�sat�on �n modern Br�t�sh culture 
and soc�ety . Walk�ng tours or s�te v�s�ts, so long the staple of urban “field-
work,” can reveal urban — and nat�onal — transformat�on and are arguably 
most effect�ve when crafted to engage w�th spaces or exper�ences students 
do not necessar�ly assoc�ate w�th learn�ng . The “edu-ta�nment” of the her�-
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tage walk (such as the ub�qu�tous R�pper tour of the East End) prov�des a 
r�ch terra�n for deconstruct�on of representat�ons of the c�ty’s past, as well 
as a cons�derat�on of the�r cont�nu�ng s�gn�ficance for London as a tour�st 
“brand” (Gr�stwood, 2006) . West End department stores offer a compell�ng 
canvas on wh�ch to exam�ne the spectacular d�splay of h�stor�cal construc-
t�ons of nat�on and emp�re, as well as cultures of Br�t�sh consumer�sm today 
(Fr�th, 2006) . Such landscapes, and the�r role �n the pol�t�cs of her�tage and 
�dent�ty, �nv�te cr�t�cal student �nqu�ry .

The fam�l�ar hub of central London— Trafalgar Square — �s another 
opportun�ty . P�votal to the representat�on of London as the heart of emp�re 
(Dr�ver & G�lbert, 1998), �t was constructed to commemorate Adm�ral Nel-
son’s v�ctory over the comb�ned Napoleon�c fleets and unamb�guously cel-
ebrates a str�dent and mascul�n�st vers�on of Br�t�sh hero�sm, self-sacr�fice and 
mart�al culture (Hood, 2005) . Dom�nated by Nelson’s column �n �ts centre 
— �tself emulat�ng Trajan’s V�ctory Column from the anc�ent forum of Rome 
(an add�t�onal layer of mean�ng), the Square has a pedestal at each corner . One 
carr�es an equestr�an statue of George IV; the second and th�rd, the n�neteenth-
century m�l�tary heroes S�r Henry Havelock and S�r Charles Nap�er . The fourth 
pedestal sat empty unt�l the m�llenn�um, when temporary artworks began to be 
placed there . The Square’s �mper�al spectacle offers a complex text of overlap-
p�ng Br�t�sh �mper�al and contemporary values . A focused walk�ng tour, w�th 
act�ve student fieldwork to exam�ne arch�tectural �conography, statues and 
�nscr�pt�ons, uncovers the ways �n wh�ch the mean�ngs of emp�re were scr�pted 
�n the space and �ts s�gn�ficance as a s�te of memory . Part�c�pant observat�on 
at fest�vals or rall�es reveals the Square’s ongo�ng funct�on as a focus for publ�c 
celebrat�on and protest . These act�v�t�es can be contextual�sed �n the classroom 
and complemented by newspaper and web-based research to enr�ch students’ 
understand�ng of even such a fam�l�ar part of the c�ty .

Such projects reveal, for example, Havelock’s controvers�al status as 
hero, based on h�s �nvolvement �n the Burmese, Afghan and S�kh Wars, and 
h�s leadersh�p �n quash�ng the Ind�an Upr�s�ng of 1857 (wh�ch led to formal 
Br�t�sh �mper�al�sm �n Ind�a) . In mult�cultural Br�ta�n, �nd�v�dual Londoners 
are pos�t�oned very d�fferently from one another �n relat�on to such narra-
t�ves of �mper�al dom�nat�on or m�l�tar�sm . The �nscr�pt�on beneath Have-
lock’s statue reads as follows:

Sold�ers! Your labours, your pr�vat�ons, your suffer�ngs and your valour 
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w�ll not be forgotten by a grateful country
Th�s exhortat�on to h�s troops (wh�ch was followed by a massacre of the 

locals) s�gn�fies supreme self-confidence �n the pers�stence of memory and 
the cont�nu�ng s�gn�ficance of courage �n the face of advers�ty “wh�ch w�ll 
not be forgotten .” Iron�cally, most Br�tons today would be hard pressed to 
expla�n the s�gn�ficance of Havelock and h�s ach�evements . Further research 
qu�ckly reveals an acr�mon�ous debate, �nst�gated by then mayor, Ken L�v-
�ngstone, about the propr�ety of these statues’ locat�on . L�v�ngstone sug-
gested subst�tut�ng figures more appropr�ate and relevant to modern Lon-
doners (Kelso, 2000) . S�khs from Southall, west London, accus�ng Havelock 
of genoc�de, argued that he d�d not mer�t cont�nued commemorat�on (BBC 
News, 2002) . As research preparat�on, students can be asked to cons�der 
quest�ons such as: how d�d �mper�al spectacle shape �deas of Br�t�sh �dent�ty? 
How are these values subverted �n the c�tyscape? What do recent struggles �n 
the square reveal about current confl�cts �n Br�t�sh soc�ety?

The Square’s fourth pl�nth prov�des alternat�ve read�ngs of �t as a cultural 
s�te . W�th �ts long-term empt�ness �tself s�gn�ficant, the recent roll�ng pro-
gramme of temporary artworks placed there reveal sh�ft�ng cultural values 
runn�ng aga�nst the gra�n of the Square’s �ntended mean�ngs, and �nd�cate 
an env�ronment �n wh�ch cultural mean�ng �s flu�d and contested . Quest�ons 
to cons�der �nclude: how do the d�splays on the fourth pl�nth recast Br�t�sh 
�dent�ty and values, and how do they contest “trad�t�onal” not�ons of Br�t�sh-
ness as art�culated by the or�g�nal monuments?

For example, the current �nstallat�on (May 2010)— Y�nka Shon�bare’s 
Nelson’s Sh�p �n a Bottle— compr�ses a scale repl�ca of Nelson’s flagsh�p, HMS 
V�ctory, �n a g�ant glass bottle w�th sa�ls made from Indones�an bat�k, a pat-
terned text�le or�g�nally appropr�ated by Dutch traders for Afr�can consump-
t�on . In th�s case, Shon�bare, a N�ger�an, bought them from south London’s 
Br�xton market . A v�v�d express�on of the complex �ntersect�ons of the �mper�al 
and postcolon�al c�ty, the sculpture both celebrates and cr�t�ques the�r legacy 
(H�gg�ns, 2010) . Prev�ous artworks placed on the pl�nth also entered �nto d�a-
logue �n complex ways w�th the dom�nant narrat�ves of the square . Marc Qu�nn’s 
Al�son Lapper Pregnant rendered a nude pregnant and d�sabled woman �n clas-
s�cal sculpture . It celebrated alternat�ve models of hero�sm beyond the m�l�tary 
and opened up publ�c debate about Br�t�sh att�tudes towards d�sab�l�ty and gen-
der . Although controvers�al, �ts extended d�splay (2005–7) attested �ts success . 
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Anthony Gormley’s One & Other �nvolved volunteers stand�ng atop the pl�nth 
around the clock and emphas�zed the Square’s cont�nu�ng role as an arena of 
publ�c d�ssent and protest wh�lst celebrat�ng the r�ch d�vers�ty of Londoners’ 
�nd�v�dual l�feworlds . The recent (November 2009) commemorat�on of New 
Zealander S�r Ke�th Park’s cruc�al role �n the successes of the Battle of Br�ta�n 
was more orthodox, although he had been prev�ously erased from offic�al h�sto-
r�es of World War Two .3 

Interrogat�ve research, therefore, can explode students’ assumpt�ons 
about London’s cultural and soc�al homogene�ty . Even “known” s�tes are 
made unfam�l�ar . Short walks around any �nner London ne�ghbourhood 
reveal a plethora of Ind�an, Ch�nese, Turk�sh, Ital�an and M�ddle Eastern 
shops and restaurants . Br�ck Lane �n the East End (another favour�te tour-
�st dest�nat�on) has become synonymous of the ways �n wh�ch the c�ty has 
been shaped by success�ve waves of m�grat�on, notably Jew�sh, Huguenot 
and Bengal� . Throughout the c�ty, the sheer d�vers�ty of the �nhab�tants, as 
well as the bu�lt env�ronment they have helped to shape, speak to a culture 
fundamentally transformed . Study abroad �n London offers tremendous 
opportun�t�es for student exposure to ne�ghbourhoods and commun�t�es 
transcend�ng the “known” s�tes of tour�st London, but too rarely prov�des a 
mean�ngful framework for such engagement .

E x p o s i n g  t h e  H i d d e n

Study abroad pract�t�oners asp�re to have students cross the metaphor�-
cal borders between the “Self ” and the “Other .” In add�t�on to �nterrogat�ve 
research, serv�ce-learn�ng and �nternsh�ps, by employ�ng cr�t�cal empathy, 
engagement, and gu�ded reflect�on, potent�ally offer a powerful means for 
students to go beyond the first person and move from a purely personal v�ew 
of the “Other” culture to an analyt�cal perspect�ve (Woolf, 2008, pp . 30–31) . 
For example, �nternsh�p placements �n the global c�ty transcend the purely 
vocat�onal . They prov�de a valuable focus for part�c�patory research �n d�s-
t�nct workplace cultures and commun�cat�on styles as well as the firsthand 
analys�s of spec�fic soc�etal �ssues and att�tudes, chang�ng urban econom�es 
and �nfrastructures . Themat�c classroom reflect�on around core top�cs such 
as class, ethn�c�ty and gender �n the workplace allows students to trace the�r 
d�fferent�al �mpacts on soc�al relat�ons and �dent�t�es �n everyday l�fe and 
work . Internsh�ps abroad are not just work exper�ence �n a d�fferent cultural 
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sett�ng . Students m�ght be �nvolved �n, say, the efforts of TfL (Transport for 
London) to run the c�ty’s mass trans�t system, or to apprec�ate the challenges 
offered by the polyglot schools of Inner London on teach�ng pract�ce . Oth-
ers engage w�th the pol�t�cs of her�tage and urban preservat�on �n the c�ty’s 
museums or cultural NGOs, wh�le pol�t�cal const�tuency offices and pres-
sure groups offer �ns�ghts �nto �ssues of soc�al exclus�on and d�sadvantage at 
the grassroots level .

Serv�ce-learn�ng �s not appl�cable only to the global South . Indeed, �n 
a global c�ty such as London �t offers students the opportun�ty to encoun-
ter h�dden geograph�es and commun�t�es and engage mean�ngfully w�th 
them . At the same t�me, students are able to make a real contr�but�on to the 
wellbe�ng of local res�dents — potent�ally re-forg�ng what can somet�mes 
be a problemat�c relat�onsh�p w�th host s�tes . In both serv�ce-learn�ng and 
�nternsh�p curr�cula, students should be able to hone the sk�lls assoc�ated 
w�th act�ve c�t�zensh�p — commun�cat�on, enqu�ry and cr�t�cal th�nk�ng 
— through explorat�on of the soc�ety, pol�t�cs and culture of a global c�ty . 
For example, CAPA Internat�onal Educat�on London’s course The Social 
Dynamics of London: Contemporary Issues through Service Learning features 
a commun�ty based serv�ce-learn�ng exper�ence des�gned to foster students’ 
understand�ng of, as well as c�v�c engagement w�th, the complex soc�al fabr�c 
and urban �nequal�t�es of London today . Commun�ty serv�ce placement �s 
therefore �ntegrated w�th gu�ded reflect�on and research project work .

Students have worked w�th St H�lda’s East, a commun�ty centre located 
close to Br�ck Lane, wh�ch prov�des a w�de range of serv�ces to the area’s largely 
Bangladesh� and Musl�m populat�on . Others have been �nvolved w�th challeng-
�ng youth work �n Camden, a dynam�c, cosmopol�tan ne�ghbourhood �n north 
London . Commun�ty serv�ce takes place every week and central to these act�v�-
t�es are spec�fically ta�lored research projects based �n the commun�ty, dev�sed 
�n partnersh�p between student, �nstructor and placement . Recent examples 
have �ncluded demograph�c research, oral h�stor�es, and commun�ty outreach, 
�ntended both to focus on student enqu�ry and, cruc�ally, to benefit the host 
commun�t�es �nvolved . Reflect�on �n sem�nars, lectures and workshops pro-
v�de context for the serv�ce-learn�ng and focus on core themes of urban soc�al 
dynam�cs: gender, ethn�c�ty, class and the h�stor�cal development of welfare 
prov�s�on, soc�al work and research �n the U .K . .

Berry has noted the enr�ched value of exper�ences that allow students 
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to transcend s�mpl�st�c not�ons of cultural essent�al�sm and engage w�th the 
mult�d�mens�onal�ty of soc�ety (2002, p . 233) . The model of part�c�pant 
observat�on and act�on research employed here operat�onal�zes the full 
potent�al of the global c�ty as learn�ng laboratory, as students’ summat�ve 
reports have attested . One wr�tes of the �n�t�al challenges: 

It was daunt�ng �n the beg�nn�ng to be the m�nor�ty and feel so d�fferent, 
but I have real�zed that so many As�an, Black, and H�span�c people feel 
that way �n the Un�ted States and most Wh�te people do not g�ve �t a 
second thought . It was �mportant to walk �n the�r shoes for a change 
and see how they may be feel�ng for once

Another test�f�es to the transformat�ve �mpact of h�s project �nvolvement:
The Jun�or Youth Project defin�tely contr�butes to the attempts to 
change structurally the surround�ng commun�t�es… [many of wh�ch] are 
r�ddled w�th all types of depr�vat�on… and helps foster soc�al �nclus�on 
for young people… Not only d�d I enjoy a great work opportun�ty, I 
also developed relat�onsh�ps w�th the staff and club members that I w�ll 
remember for the rest of my l�fe

The nuanced understand�ng of soc�al dynam�cs wh�ch may be ga�ned �s 
abundantly clear �n a th�rd student’s analys�s:

A strong sense of commun�ty �s v�s�ble w�th�n the group… There �s no wall 
or barr�er between staff and part�c�pants, they are v�s�bly comfortable 
w�th one another… The Pens�oners’ Project serves th�s commun�ty well 
because �t prov�des a serv�ce to a group that has been overlooked— not 
only �n the sense that they are elderly but because of the�r ethn�c�t�es . 
The face of the new East End �s Bengal� and Southeast As�an, and none 
of the pens�oners are that…

The Boys’ Youth Project �s an after school program wh�ch a�ms to prov�de 
a safe and structured env�ronment for male youth �n Tower Hamlets… 
Most of the staff comes from the area and a few were once part of the 
youth program . Th�s really helps bu�ld a sense of commun�ty �n the 
group, as the men that are try�ng to mentor these boys know exactly 
where they are com�ng from and what they are go�ng through… These 
boys have t�es to Bangladesh through the�r fam�l�es but they were born 
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Br�t�sh . I have learnt that �t �s too s�mpl�st�c to argue that the Musl�m 
populat�on of London �s “the Other,” ex�st�ng �n a separate world w�th 
alleg�ance to another country: the�r �dent�t�es, and the ways they project 
them, are compl�cated . 

C o n c l u s i o n s

These case stud�es demonstrate the cont�nued relevance and value of 
study abroad �n “trad�t�onal” locat�ons such as London . They outl�ne some of 
the ways �n wh�ch susta�ned and complex connect�ons can be made between 
�nd�v�dual students’ exper�ences and the soc�al commun�t�es wh�ch they 
encounter . Cr�t�cal urban stud�es, �nternsh�p and serv�ce-learn�ng projects 
all reveal how convent�onal percept�ons of London may themselves be cr�-
t�qued by a focus on the un�quely challeng�ng m�l�eu of the global c�ty . 

Many emergent global c�t�es worldw�de offer dynam�c and st�mulat-
�ng env�ronments for d�verse exper�ent�al learn�ng . The fastest grow�ng 
and largest of them are already located �n the global South w�th asp�rants 
to global status appear�ng �n the urban h�erarchy such as Mex�co C�ty, 
 Mumba�, Be�j�ng or Shangha� . Desp�te common core character�st�cs, there 
�s not one s�ngle model of the global c�ty appl�cable �n all contexts . Each 
performs d�fferent funct�ons and occup�es a separate and complementary 
n�che w�th�n the world’s networked urban�sm . Th�s generates d�st�nct�ve 
soc�oeconom�c outcomes and exper�ences for �nhab�tants . Opportun�t�es 
for comparat�ve and collaborat�ve part�c�pant research and analys�s between 
d�fferent centres or programs are therefore enormous . Some compar�sons 
are obv�ous counterparts to one another, w�th s�m�lar funct�ons, stature, 
and soc�o-cultural phenomena such as London and New York (Fa�nste�n & 
Harloe, 1992; Zuk�n, 1992; Charney, 2007) . Others, such as cross-cultural 
analyses of global c�t�es �n the global North and South (Prakash & Kruse, 
2008) are perhaps even more challeng�ng and reward�ng as arenas for exper�-
ent�al �nqu�ry and act�on research �n the twenty-first century . 
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N o t e s
1 The part�cular threshold used to define poverty was 60% of the med�an 
Br�t�sh household �ncome after deduct�ng hous�ng costs, the most com-
monly used threshold of low �ncome . The figures therefore represent what 
households have to spend on everyth�ng else they need, from food and heat-
�ng to travel and enterta�nment . In 2007–8, th�s threshold represented £115 
per week for a s�ngle adult w�thout ch�ldren and £279 per week for couples 
w�th ch�ldren under 14 .
2  The phys�cal express�on of th�s �nequal�ty �s perhaps most apparent �n the 
soc�al geography of Docklands, where consp�cuous wealth nestles next to 
ne�ghbourhoods of embedded depr�vat�on . Here, a mass�ve regenerat�on 
programme s�nce 1981 has seen the former docks recycled for commerc�al 
and luxury res�dent�al use, an �nner c�ty soc�al laboratory — and flagsh�p — 
for Thatcher�sm (B�rd, 1996; Hall, 1998; Hamnett, 2003; Schwarz, 1991) . 
3  By contrast, Rachel Wh�teread’s earl�er project, Monument (2001)— an �n-
verted clear res�n pl�nth— was �ntended to offer an �ron�c commentary on the 
other monuments around the square as well as the lacuna represented by the 
prev�ously empty pl�nth �tself . Above all, �t was an ant�-monument celebrat�ng 
no �nd�v�dual and no event and �n d�rect contrast to the other works, �t was 
not �ntended to last . It confirmed change and den�ed confidence �n the mean-
�ngs of h�story, a v�sual representat�on of the profound mutab�l�ty of culture �n 
a post-hero�c age . It represented the prec�se �nvers�on of the assumpt�ons that 
ex�st beh�nd the other monuments �n the square, the perfect emblem of the 
uneasy relat�onsh�p between contemporary London and �ts own past .




