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“Whether we’re talking about extremely rural parts of Sudan or Lawndale or Winnetka, the 

strategies for effecting change when a position is opposed by the powers that be is the same: 

build people power,” says Gail Schechter, who teaches in SCS’s Master of Arts in Public Policy 

and Administration (MPPA) Program. (Right: A 

map of North and South Sudan.) 

It takes an organized village 

Schechter knows whereof she speaks — from the 

grassroots up. In her 25 years as a community 

organizer, Schechter has learned that some things 

are universal: “I think it’s a truth all over the 

world that money bestows power — power to 

fuel media campaigns and ‘armies’ of staff, and 

to literally buy up land and buildings. The only 

nonviolent means of counteracting this is by 

building a strong democratic system and making 

sure you’ve got large numbers of informed 

people behind you, including building alliances.” 

 

“I think it’s a truth all over the world that money 

bestows power — power to fuel media campaigns 

and ‘armies’ of staff, and to literally buy up land 

and buildings. The only nonviolent means of 

counteracting this is by building a strong democratic system and making sure you’ve got large 

numbers of informed people behind you, including building alliances.” 

 

Schechter regularly shares these lessons with her Northwestern students, and in May she 

extended her teaching to a delegation of Sudanese government officials. An MPPA course that 

Schechter created, Citizen Participation in the Policy-Making Process, brought her to the 

attention of Khairunnisa Mohamedali, a Northwestern PhD student in political science who was 

organizing an educational event for Northwestern’s Sudan Good Governance Fellowship 
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Program. Conceived by William Kalema, a Northwestern history major who graduated in June, 

and funded by Humanity United, the fellowship program brought five members of the Sudan 

Peoples’ Liberation Movement from South Kordofan in central Sudan to the US for a six-week 

program aimed at improving their governance skills. 

The delegates are democratically elected representatives of a minority party in a country with 

enormous geographical and political differences between the north and south. A referendum will 

take place in Sudan in January to determine whether it will remain as one country or split into 

two nations. 

The delegation’s first US stop was Evanston, and Schechter met with them in their hotel when 

they were fresh off the plane. “As a community organizer who believes that the people 

themselves are the best judges of what they need, I wanted to know what the delegation wanted 

to learn,” says Schechter. 
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Mobilizing citizens 

Schechter also wanted to learn more about their cultural context. “At first it was difficult to 

understand all that they are coming up against, how entrenched their system is, and how 

pervasive the election fraud,” says Schechter. “They are especially challenged because most of 

their constituents live in remote, mountainous areas with poor communication and are poorly 

educated, especially the women. They are used to corruption and violence, with 40 of the last 50 

years spent in civil warfare.” 

From their meeting Schechter determined that the delegates were most interested in learning how 

to mobilize constituencies for the upcoming election. “How, as a bureaucrat, do you engage the 

citizenry to get involved?” says Schechter. “That’s what they wanted to learn.” 

Determining the delegation’s desires allowed Schechter to tailor a one-and-a-half day program to 

their needs. In a full day of presentations at Northwestern’s McCormick Tribune Center, 
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Schechter began with a brief history of political thought in the United States, addressing ideas 

such as adversarial democracy versus the common good. 

Schechter invited guest speakers to bring in multiple perspectives. Lali Watt, a grassroots 

organizer based in Wilmette, suggested the delegates promote issues like women’s rights to 

engage Sudanese who otherwise might not be concerned with the complexities of government 

corruption. John Kretzmann, codirector of the Asset-Based Community Development Institute at 

Northwestern, demonstrated to the delegation how to map out the skills and assets of residents. 

An effective antidote 

Marcel Pacatte, a lecturer at Medill who has studied with Schechter in the MPPA Program, 

spoke on a free press. “Gail’s course taught us that people, en masse, are an effective antidote to 

almost any societal ill,” says Pacatte. “Speaking with the Sudanese delegation was inspiring, 

because they’re going up against reprisals to their persons, loved ones, homes, everything, just to 

have their voices heard in their government. It’s sobering to think about the principle they 

summon every day. We learned as much from them as I hope they did from us.” 

The following day the group traveled to the 

South Side of Chicago to speak to local 

organizers about building strategic alliances. 

Alie Kabba, executive director of the United 

African Organization, which addresses issues 

of civic participation, social justice, and 

empowerment of African immigrant and 

refugee communities in Illinois, talked about 

organizing a grassroots campaign and 

cultivating strategic partnerships with other 

ethnic groups. Lynette Jackson, a University of Illinois at Chicago professor who specializes in 

women’s issues in Africa, joined Kabba in urging the delegation to build alliances with the 

African diaspora in the United States. 

After the delegation moved on in their US tour, Schechter wrote to all involved about ways that 

the local organizers and the Sudanese delegates could take further action to build on what they 

discussed at Northwestern. “Thanks again,” Schechter wrote. “Social justice knows no 

boundaries, and your generosity exemplifies this.” 

—Leanne Star 
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