
This has given rise to the concept of global village. But 

globalisation’s principal manifestation has been mainly 

an economic one; regrettably, we now cannot but 

conclude that the economic aspect of the phenomenon 

has become so dominant that it has subordinated 

human worth and sometimes even human lives to 

economic interests. One shameful example is provided 

by the pharmaceutical industry, which in developing 

countries – under the guise of intellectual property 

rights – has prevented the production of cheap AIDS 

inhibitors and medicines to treat other serious diseases 

like tuberculosis. The argument is that it would 

deregulate the global market for those drugs. Obviously, 

a number of factors are at play here, including 

consumers who naturally want their medications to 

be as cheap as possible, but the greatest culprit is an 

economic system which puts profi t before people.

Although opinions vary about the consequences of 

globalisation for developing countries, the emerging 

resistance against globalisation that is organised from 

within those countries leaves no doubt as to what they 

think the repercussions are likely to be. A good example 

is provided by the G20, an unoffi cial – and much weaker 

– counterpart of G8 which has been formed by twenty 

developing nations representing half of the world’s 

population. Through concerted action at the 2003 WTO 

Ministerial Conference in Cancún, this group was able 

to form a front opposed to what it called ‘Western 

protectionist policies and trade-distorting practices’. 

The developing world’s objections to globalisation 

centre on the West’s protection of its own agricultural 

sectors, the organisation of the world economy and 

unfair trade. So far the opinion of developing countries 

about globalization. The question rises here, what we 

in the West really know about developing countries and 

their problems.
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regularly write essays on topics related to developing 

nations. I am pleased to fi nd such engagement 

amongst our students, and to see that this engagement 

is widely shared throughout the rest of the university. 

Unfortunately, though, our underlying perceptions of 

the countries concerned are not always accurate. Too 

often they are lumped together as a single grey mass 

tagged with the stigmatising label of ‘Third World’. But 

how can we really list India – one of the world’s fastest 

growing economies – under the same heading as Sierra 

Leone, a nation languishing at the bottom of the Human 

Development Index, recently inaugurated by the United 

Nations? Fortunately, the students quickly discover that 

this lump of grey mass actually consists of many distinct 

parts, all very different from each other.

The term ‘Third World’ dates back to the 1950s, when 

global politics was dominated by two opposing power 

blocs: the North Atlantic alliance (NATO) and the Warsaw 

Pact – or, respectively, the ‘fi rst’ and ‘second’ worlds. 

Countries not aligned with either of those thus became 

known as the ‘third world’. In practice, many of these 

were poor former colonies of Western powers and so 

the term quickly acquired connotations of inferiority. 

Which is why the description still strikes a nerve: ‘The 

prosperous West looks down on us and all too easily 

forgets about history.’ Even now that the black-and-

white distinctions of the Cold War are behind us, the 

term ‘Third World’ is still widely used, despite the fact 

that it represents nothing more than an agreement, 

a way of thinking or – to quote the German-American 

philosopher Hannah Arendt – ‘Third world is not a 

reality but an ideology’.

The next question is: where does our knowledge of 

developing countries come from? In our hectic modern 

lives, we are constantly being bombarded with huge 

quantities of information. And it is up to us to hack our 

way through that jungle of information. Partly because 

of that, it is all too tempting to rely upon the simplifi ed, 

bite-size facts served up to us by media, like television, 

for our knowledge of ‘less relevant matters’. And that 

brings with it the danger that the things we know and 

do not know are dictated primarily by hypes: sensation 

always draws the biggest audiences. When I look at 

the picture that is painted in average, easy-to-consume 

mainstream media of a country with which I have a 

great affi nity, Iran, and compare that with the country 

I lived in for twenty years, then I am seized by the 

anxious feeling that I must know next to nothing about 

the rest of the world. 

Fortunately, curiosity is something not alien to 

academics and we have countless sources of 

information at our disposal. It just takes willpower to 

refuse to accept simplistic information and to seek 

out more reliable and balanced sources. The direct 

exchange of knowledge and information remains the 

ultimate way of learning things from fi rst hand – and it 

also helps us to hone our minds.

The fair distribution of knowledge will bring 

a sustainable world closer 

‘The Third World is not a reality but an ideology’ (Hannah Arendt)

Science has to appropriate global problems. After decades of economic globalisation with all the 

undesirable consequences it has had for developing countries, it is now high time for the globalisation of 

science in order to tackle global problems from a position of equality. The fair distribution of knowledge 

will bring closer a sustainable world for us and our future generations. And it might begin to reduce the 

huge inequalities between ‘the West’ and ‘the rest’.

‘The Third World is not a reality but an ideology’ (Hannah Arendt)

It’s Time for Science 
Globalization 

Here in the Netherlands we realise better than most 

that global problems actually concern us too. Climate 

change and rising sea levels could add a whole new 

dimension to the age-old Dutch battle against water. 

Even at their current levels, science and technology 

are quite capable of tackling many global issues in less 

advanced countries, including environmental problems 

which usually transcend national borders. There is still 

plenty to be achieved when the environment, climate 

and water supplies are concerned. Western science 

has to make the world’s problems its own problems, 

out of a sense of responsibility above all. But what has 

science to do with globalisation?
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process which connects people from far-fl ung regions 

of our planet. Historically, science and technology have 

been two of the driving forces behind this process. 

As transport and communications continue to develop, 

physical distance becomes less and less signifi cant and 

the world seems to get smaller. 
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There is sometimes an aversion in the West to 

establishing scientifi c contacts with countries whose 

political structures give us cause for disapproval 

or outright opposition. Some scientists voice 

conscientious objections to working in a nation 

governed by a tyrant or where human rights are 

abused: ‘I don‘t want to work for a regime like that’. 

But is this the right stand to take? Does working in a 

country necessarily mean that you support or approve 

of its politics? On the one hand, the concern is quite 

understandable; building a water purifi cation system 

in, say, South Africa during the 1980s could have 

been seen as helping to enhance the general level of 

prosperity under apartheid and hence as providing 

the regime with support. But it could also have been 

considered as helping the oppressed black population 

which was hit hardest by the inequality of that system.

We should stay away from politics as much as possible, 

and never forget that political designations like ‘axis’ – 

or whatever other technical term is adopted – ‘of evil’ 

serve other purposes. As scientists, we should want 

nothing to do with them. Boycotting the people of a 

country because of what its political élite does is unfair 

to them. We must not forget that such élites in many 

countries do not have the support of the population – 

indeed, that is why we abhor those regimes in the fi rst 

place. We should also not forget that our knowledge 

about the concerning country possibly comes from 

the hype-driven mainstream media and may need 

adjustment. And if the judgement of the prevailing 

political system becomes a criterion for establishing 

scientifi c contacts, we can write off the vast majority of 

the world a priori. Realising that will perhaps help us to 

overcome our doubts.
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institutions must accept their responsibilities. 

After decades of economic globalisation, which has 

primarily served to create more inequality in the 

world, the time is now ripe for the globalisation 

of science and technology. Scientifi c institutions 

have an important role to play in that. For Delft to 

dedicate its anniversary year to developing countries 

is an excellent start and the focus on Africa is very 

appropriate. In the Human Development Index, which 

takes poverty, illiteracy, education and life expectancy 

as its criteria, many countries on that continent are 

in tragically low positions; of the last twenty nations 

on the list, no less than nineteen are situated in 

Africa. Without forgetting how the inequalities have 

arisen historically, we must now make every effort to 

distribute knowledge fairly.

To give one example, there is a lot to be achieved 

in the fi eld of energy production and emissions. 

The world’s hunger for energy will only increase 

over the next few decades, and the accompanying 

environmental problems will multiply just as fast. Many 

Western countries have paid considerable attention to 

reducing emissions of hazardous substances during 

energy production in recent decades; transfer of the 

resulting technology could provide many developing 

countries with an effi cient way of tackling their own 

issues in this fi eld. Emission trading as set out in the 

Kyoto protocol does not solve the problem, it only 

shifts it. If Africa was to produce fewer greenhouse 

gases, it would eventually have a noticeable effect 

even here in the Netherlands. And that is only one 

example; both literally and fi guratively there is a whole 

world waiting to be won in many other areas too 

–purifi cation of water, improved living conditions and 

better hygiene to prevent disease, for instance.

Of course we may come up against practical problems, 

such as the patent rights which are usually held by 

commercial fi rms, but as a university we are not 

entirely powerless. We do own our own patents to 

start with and we can – where necessary – make them 

freely available to developing countries. Moreover, 

universities and businesses often work closely 

together. Those interwoven interests do not always 

benefi t academic independence, but they do make us 

co-owners of the generated knowledge and hence of 

the resulting patents.

Exclusion from knowledge is not solely down to the 

patents system. Many scientifi c articles and a lot of other 

information are held in secure systems requiring payment. 

Universities with limited fi nancial resources often cannot 

spare the funds needed to access them. Through a kind 

of institutional twinning arrangement, Delft can nominate 

a number of ‘sister universities’ and so – when they need 

and ask for it – provide them with access to the same 

journals and databases that we are able to use.

Another thing that we can do is organising good 

knowledge and information exchange programmes, 

for both students and academic staff. This is something 

we are doing at Delft already, but it is an activity 

which could be far better grounded in our policy, 

management, education and research. That gives us 

the chance to learn at close hand and on an equal 

footing about the true nature of the problems that are 

experienced in other parts of the world. Meanwhile, 

students and academics from developing countries are 

given an opportunity to gather knowledge here which 

they can then apply in the context of issues affecting 

their own nations. At the same time, these ‘bearers 

of knowledge’ raise the scientifi c standards at home. 

We can also offer specifi c support for research. Many 

developing countries lack the equipment needed for 

research; we can either provide the necessary resources 

or make our own laboratories in Delft available for their 

work. And with our renowned inventiveness, there must 

be other ways too in which we can organise exchanges 

in such a way that they benefi t our sister universities as 

much as possible.
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the driving forces behind globalisation, can also bring a 

new dimension to the process – a new dimension which 

can improve the lives of people in developing countries. 

This is not merely an ideological call to challenge the 

inequalities between ‘the West’ and ‘the rest’ – however 

legitimate that might be – it is also a plea not to 

subordinate the know-how needed to tackle global 

problems to economic interests. We must not repeat the 

mistakes made by the pharmaceuticals industry with its 

AIDS and TB medicines. 

In other words, we have to avoid placing the knowledge 

that is relevant to developing countries in solving global 

problems under lock and key. Scientifi c know-how must 

not be degraded to the status of an economic good.

In so far as our resources and capacity allow, from a 

position of equality and with a view to solving global 

problems, as a university of technology we should 

seek the free movement of knowledge and science. In 

that respect, there is certainly no lack of engagement 

on the part of the university community. With the 

right managerial will, perseverance and – of course 

– patience, at our next anniversary we might just be 

able to take stock of Delft’s contribution to making the 

world a fairer place. All big things start small!

- 62 - - 63 - Behnam Teabi


