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Arsenic Poisoning in Bangladesh
Exploring the largest mass poisoning in history

International aid agencies invested millions of dollars into sinking tube wells in 
villages across Bangladesh, eventually digging over 11 million wells. Now these 
wells have contributed to the largest mass poisoning of a population in history.

Twenty years ago, no one in Bangladesh knew about arsenic...“ ”

This water looks and tastes normal. 
The hand pump is noisy and awkward 
to use, but it produces an abundance of 
clear water.

But the man being interviewed for the 
documentary looks resigned. “I think it’s 
better to die than to live like this.” He is 
gaunt and hoarse. His wife explains that 
he is suffering from lung cancer. “From 
drinking arsenic-contaminated water,” 
she adds. 

This is Bangladesh, the country that 
now lays claim to the largest mass poi-
soning in history. The culprit is arse-
nic, an element that occurs naturally in 
the environment and can flow through 
groundwater systems.

Twenty years ago, no one in Bangla-
desh knew about arsenic. Bangladesh 
is a small country, lush and green, but 
very densely populated and one of the 
poorest in the world. The Gross Na-
tional Product (GNP) per capita is only 
US $467 (compared to $43,743 for the 
United States).1 About 80 percent of the 
population of 150 million lives in rural 
areas and depends on farming as a liveli-
hood. While Bangladesh is a country of 
rivers and floodplains, clean water has 
always been hard to come by. The rivers 
(most notably the Ganges) emptying into 
the Bay of Bengal through Bangladesh 
originate outside the country, and have 
become heavily polluted with domestic, 
agrochemical and industrial wastes. Ad-
ditional sewage is added to the water as 
it flows into densely populated wetlands 
and floodplains of the vast delta that 
makes up most of Bangladesh, creating a 

mire of toxic surface water. These natu-
ral and anthropogenic conditions have 
made cholera and other waterborne dis-
eases endemic in Bangladesh, especially 
during the monsoon season. Many vil-
lages are left buried under contaminated 
water after months of rainfall. 

Cholera presents an enormous pub-

lic health problem in many areas of the 
world, and in the 1970s it was rampant 
in Bangladesh. A centralized water treat-
ment system was not deemed technolog-
ically, economically, or politically viable 
by the Bangladeshi government, so a 
UNICEF- and World Bank-backed solu-
tion emerged. Shallow tube wells were 
sunk throughout the country, tapping 
into presumably untainted groundwater 
resources.  International aid agencies in-
vested millions of dollars into these tube 

wells, eventually digging over 11 million 
wells. Although the incidence of cholera 
decreased throughout the 1980s, UNI-
CEF acknowledged in a 1990 study that 
“the use of tube well drinking water has 
made almost no detectable impact on 
the rates of diarrheal disease and para-
sitic infection.”2 Despite this, there was 

no widespread acknowledgement that 
the tube wells may have been little more 
than a superficial development project.

Arsenic can exist in various forms in 
the environment, some extremely toxic 
and some harmless. In Bangladesh, the 
sediments are naturally rich in arsenic, 
though the most toxic arsenic accumu-
lates deep enough that it does not make 
its way into surface water. This type of 
inorganic arsenic (arsenic combined 

with oxygen, chlorine, or sulfur) has 
been long recognized for its potency as 
a human poison; however, natural phe-
nomenon like plant uptake and microbi-
al processes can convert it into harmless, 
less reactive forms.  These natural pro-
cesses were circumvented, though, when 
the tube wells pulled water directly from 
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the depth where chemical and biological 
conditions made arsenic the most dan-
gerous.3 The full extent of how arsenic 
is deposited was not well understood at 
the time the tube wells were installed, 
and a geochemical analysis of how shal-
low tube wells might intercept arsenic-
laden groundwater flowing naturally 
through sediment deposits did not seem 
necessary.

Throughout the 1980s, sporadic ac-
counts of arsenicosis (chronic arsenic 
poisoning) were consistently ignored. 
The Bangladeshi government had tested 
a few tube wells in 1984 and found at 
least one with high levels of arsenic, but 
continued to allow tube wells to be in-
stalled. The World Bank would acknowl-
edge years later that “the first detection 
in 1993 and subsequent confirmation 
after 1995 of high levels of arsenic in 
numerous shallow and deep wells in 
various parts of the country…raised seri-
ous health concerns,”4 but it wasn’t until 
1998 that the World Bank announced a 
program to “put in motion concrete ac-
tions [to] combat a major health crisis 

with devastating effects on the lives of 
millions.”5 In the short-term, arsenic 
poisoning causes painful and disfigur-
ing skin lesions. The long-term effects 
include liver and spleen enlargement 
and cirrhosis of the liver; cardiac failure; 
neurological impairment; and cancer of 
the bladder, kidney, lung, and skin.6 

In another documentary film, a cam-
era sweeps over the countryside of 
Bangladesh. Entire villages have been 
destroyed. Roads disappear sideways 
into brackish water. Small islands of un-
touched homes perch between flooded 
fields. This is 1988, and the summer 
monsoon has flooded two thirds of Ban-
gladesh.7 Bangladesh is wracked by nu-
merous environmental problems that 
only compound the arsenic crisis: thou-
sands of people are landless and forced 
to live on and cultivate flood-prone land; 
water-borne diseases are still prevalent 
in surface water; and falling water tables 
in the northern and central parts of the 
country result in intermittent water 
shortages.8 

Some attribute the sluggish response 
of the international com-
munity to a studied “un-
certainty” about what 
was causing such high 
concentrations of arsenic 
to appear in drinking wa-
ter. Although hundreds 
of studies exist today 
about smaller epidemics 
of arsenic poisoning in 
Argentina, Chile, Taiwan, 
and China,9 these stud-
ies still disagree about 
what dosage of arsenic is 
considered dangerous, as 
well as how long it takes 
for arsenic to have an ef-
fect on the human body. 
Currently, Bangladesh 
employs a standard of 50 
ppb (parts per billion) for 
the maximum concentra-
tion of arsenic in drinking 
water. Hundreds of stud-
ies have found tube wells 
with arsenic levels far 
exceeding this standard. 
The World Health Organi-

zation (WHO) lowered its standard to 10 
ppb in 2001, but many countries, includ-
ing Bangladesh, have kept 50 ppb as their 
national standard.10 The WHO estimated 
that between 35 and 77 million people 
are at risk of drinking arsenic-contami-
nated water, with no differentiation be-
tween the 50 ppb and 10 ppb standard.11 
Other estimates of exposure vary widely, 
but most sources estimate that between 
20 and 30 million people in Bangladesh 
have been exposed to toxic levels of arse-
nic in drinking water.

What can be done to mitigate this on-
going crisis? Hundreds of studies have 
produced a myriad of potential solutions, 
including small-scale and large-scale sur-
face water purification techniques and 
community-based programs that focus 
on education about the health problems 
associated with arsenic. Scott Fendorf, 
Professor of Geological and Environ-
mental Sciences at Stanford, has worked 
extensively to determine the geochemis-
try of arsenic in the soil of Bangladesh. 
He has contributed to studies showing 
that arsenic enters drinking water from 
soil sediments found close to the surface, 
which might suggest the utility of deeper 
tube wells that can penetrate past ar-
senic-laced groundwater aquifers.12 Of 
course, the immediate problem is getting 
clean water to millions of people amidst 
continuing uncertainty about which in-
tervention will be the most useful. There 
are also millions of wells that remain un-
tested for high levels of arsenic.  

Meanwhile, arsenicosis continues to 
ravage Bangladesh. In one village on the 
outskirts of Kutubpur, a laboratory analy-
sis of hair, nail, and skin samples produc-
es disturbing results. “This is such a high 
concentration of arsenic, that we had to 
dilute it twenty times to get it within our 
scale,” says one Bengali doctor, aghast at 
the results scrolling through his comput-
er model. 

The worst anyone can do is nothing.

For more information, please visit:
www.sos-arsenic.net
www.bgs.ac.uk/arsenic/bangladesh/re-
ports.htm 
http://bicn.com/acic/

This map shows the extent of arsenic poisoning across 
Bangladesh. Areas with patients represent areas where 
arsenic levels in well-water are high enough to cause 
disease, regardless of whether they exceed the the 50 
mg/mL standard set by the Bangladeshi Government.
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In 1948, the re-
cently created Unit-
ed Nations drafted 
a document called 
the Universal Dec-
laration of Human 
Rights (UDHR), 
which stated, “the 
recognition of the 
inherent dignity 
and of the equal and 
inalienable rights of 
all members of the 
human family is the 
foundation of free-
dom, justice and 
peace in the world.”  
Although the docu-
ment was merely a 
“declaration” and 
not a legally binding 
contract for signatory 
states, it was a revolutionary document 
nonetheless.  The rights it proclaimed 
applied to all human beings as interna-
tional citizens of the world, regardless of 
country of origin, race, or gender.  By pro-
claiming these rights, the United Nations 
sought to insure all individuals of their 
natural rights. The declaration moved to 
change norms, to promote international 
equality, and to transform the way the 
international community would func-
tion forever.  

With the signing of the UDHR, the inter-
national community was at a crossroads.  
Today with the creation of the Interna-
tional Criminal Court, the world finds 
itself at another one.  The Rome Statute 
of the International Criminal Court (ICC) 
pledges in its preamble to “guarantee the 
lasting respect for and the enforcement 
of international justice.”1 Signed on July 
17, 1998, the statute marked significant 
progress towards the creation of an in-
ternational judicial system, a process 
that began with the Nuremberg Crimi-

nal Tribunal after World War II and the 
notion that individuals could be held 
responsible for criminal actions during 
wartime.  Tied inextricably to the pro-

tection of international human rights, 
an international judiciary could serve 
to protect these rights, enforcing norms 
of accountability and responsibility by 
a strong international presence capable 
of extending to the far-corners of rogue 
nation-states.  In an effort to ensure 
worldwide peace and security, the Rome 
Statute asserts the Court’s international 
authority in prosecuting war crimes, 
crimes against humanity, genocide, and 
even aggression.2  

One would expect 
the United States, 
with its heavy in-
volvement in the 
statute’s drafting 
and its contribu-
tions towards oth-
er international 
courts, to be a sup-
porter of the ICC in 
this critical moment 
in history. However, 
the United States – 
a leading presence 
in the writing and 
signing of the UDHR 
in 1948 – has not 
shown a similar en-
thusiasm towards 
the ICC.   While for-
mer president Bill 

Clinton did sign on 
initially, pending Senate approval, the re-
cent administration has since “unsigned” 
the document and pledged its opposi-
tion, calling the treaty unfit to ensure the 

protection of American rights.3  
I learned of the American refusal to 

participate in the ICC while abroad at 
Oxford University, sitting across the 
table from my two international tutors 
– one from New Zealand and one from 
India. Imagine my embarrassment and 
shame as an American in hearing that, 
while most other nations in the world 
had signed onto and supported the Rome 
Statue, the U.S. has repeatedly refused, 
taking an aggressive stance towards the 

United States Accession to the 
International Criminal Court

by Sherie Gertler

...the Rome Statute asserts the Court’s       
international authority in proescuting war 

crimes, crimes against humanity, genocide, 
and even agression...

“
”

The International Criminal Court located in The Hague, Netherlands. 

Photo courtesy of  Juan Vrijdag
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body and separating itself from this im-
portant international trend towards the 
protection of rights.  

Opponents of the ICC cite several argu-
ments in support of the U.S. government’s 

decision, including the potential vulner-
ability of American nationals to arbitrary 
prosecution and the court’s lack of due 
process and pre-trial rights. Supporters 
of the statute claim that these objections 
are unrealistic and unfair.  The issue be-
comes the matter of an independent na-
tion’s sovereignty versus international 
justice, and the cost-benefit analysis 
between supreme national political will 
and an overarching universal good.

In its general claims against the ICC 
and the universal jurisdiction it repre-
sents, opponents to the Court first ex-
press a concern over the vulnerability 
of American nationals.  The ICC enables 
a degree of prosecutor selectivity with-
out accountability, allowing the Court’s 
Chief Prosecutor near-free reign in the 
investigation and choice of prosecution 
of war crimes.  Some argue that the com-
bination of this freedom along with the 
treaty’s vague definitions and potential 
of politicization could lead to trouble for 
American nationals, subjected to prose-

cution as a political instrument.4  In this 
case, an arbitrary exercise of power could 
be a possible infringement of Americans’ 
rights.  And, as investigations may be ini-
tiated by any country that signs onto the 

treaty, the U.S. government fears the pos-
sibility of charges being brought against 
its citizens by nation-states whose legal 
conceptions may differ from its own.  In 
sum, the biggest objection to American 
accession to the Rome Statute thus far 
has been its failure as a treaty to control 
for arbitrary and unfair prosecution of 
nationals, and the potential infringement 
of civil and political rights that this pos-
es to Americans.  Should we sign on to 
the ICC, this particular point argues, we 
would open our troops, politicians, and 
international actors to the possibility of 
unjust and unwarranted investigation.

In response to this objection, how-
ever, many political scientists and non-
governmental organizations argue that 
this concern of vulnerability is illegiti-
mate.  First, the United States has been 
no stranger to the concept of universal 
jurisdiction, both espousing it, in such 
prosecutions as that of Panamanian dic-
tator Manuel Noriega,5 and abiding by it, 
as in recent ad hoc international crimi-

nal tribunals (ICTs). Although prosecu-
tor selectivity is a more salient feature in 
the ICC than in the ICTs, the same threat 
of prosecution exists in both.  Secondly, 
the fear that American nationals could 

be extradited and tried unfairly is also ar-
guably unreasonable.  The Rome Statute 
engages the principle of complementar-
ity, meaning that an international court 
carries out prosecution and investiga-
tion only as a “last resort” if the domestic 
court is “unwilling or unable” to carry on 
its own proceedings6 – a course of events 
unlikely to occur in the U.S.  Further-
more, political scientist Kenneth Roth 
notes that the ICC would only attempt to 
exercise its jurisdiction if “an American 
commits a specific atrocity on the terri-
tory of a government that has joined the 
ICC,”7 in which case, the protective ab-
stention of the U.S. government becomes 
possibly immoral and a threat to world 
order.  On this side of the argument, it is 
recognized that the rejection of potential 
infringement of American rights comes 
at the cost of denying the survival and 
expansion of the ICC – a universal system 
that would seek to preserve the rights of 
all mankind.  Protecting the remote and 
unlikely vulnerability of Americans must 
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Shaded countries represent International Criminal Court member states. 
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be weighed against an international 
body that could potentially be used to 
investigate mass murderers and leaders 
of genocides.

A second objection to the ICC con-
cerns the statute’s lack of due process 
and pre-trial regulations.  Although the 
statute does offer an international ver-
sion of due process, an inclusion that the 
U.S. government helped to draft in hopes 
that it could serve as a judicial model for 
other signatory states,8 these provisions 

are not as extensive as those accorded to 
American citizens.  One political scien-
tist describes what is missing as “a cru-
cial link to the Bill of Rights,”9 because 
the statute fails to accord the right to a 
trial by jury, considered one of the most 
essential American commodities.  Other 
trial rights not observed by the Rome 
Statute are the right against self-
incrimination, and the right of 
confrontation and cross-exam-
ination.10  Among those rights 
that are listed but claimed to be 
underdeveloped are the right 
to be questioned with a council 
present and the right to be noti-
fied of reasons and charges of 
arrest.11 These omissions were 
compounded by recent efforts of 
the ICC to willfully declare juris-
diction over the States regardless 
of ratification, a move that the 
government viewed as an even 
bigger violation of rights and re-
sponded to by passing the Ameri-
can Servicemembers’ Protection 
Act in Congress defying this in-
terference.12  The act is meant to 
protect those rights that the ICC 
would not protect, were the ICC ever able 
to assert its jurisdiction over the U.S. and 
its nationals.  This particular opposition 

is also an issue of the preservation of 
rights – those rights that Americans now 
possess but would not under the author-
ity of the ICC.

Conversely, proponents of the Court 
argue that this objection is also unfound-
ed, in that pre-trial rights have been cast 
aside in other situations for the sake of 
the greater good.  When the U.S. govern-
ment allowed the International Criminal 
Tribunals of Rwanda, Yugoslavia, and 
Sierra Leone jurisdiction over Ameri-

can nationals, they relinquished their 
due process rights to the extent that is 
being demanded now.13  Additionally, in 
cases of military trials, pre-trial rights 
are also surrendered – these basic rights 
are put aside in pursuit of the more sig-
nificant safety and security of the nation.  
What emerges in this analysis is that the 

rights in question are not so valuable as 
to be absolute; rather, the debate is that 
the loss of these rights is not worth the 

tradeoff, namely an international system 
of justice and jurisdiction.

In an analysis of United States acces-
sion to the Rome Statute and the ICC, the 
matter ultimately becomes a balance of 
rights.  Opponents of the Court argue 
that ratification will infringe upon es-
sential American rights; proponents of 
the Court argue that these rights should 
be sacrificed to the accomplishment of 
an international system of justice.  Burns 
H. Weston, in categorizing human rights, 

outlines what he calls the “third-gener-
ational” rights – those of solidarity and 
universality.14  The U.S. government, 
in concluding that the ICC will violate 
American rights, has neglected these 
third-generational rights and the notion 
that human rights extend beyond nation-
al borders and deserve universal protec-

tion.  Though the Rome Statute 
may be flawed in its underdevel-
opment of pre-trial rights and 
prosecutorial accountability, it 
is nonetheless a grand step to-
wards a united front against the 
violation of human rights.  Op-
position to the Court cites some 
valid arguments, but fails to 
consider the cost of protecting 
American rights at the expense 
of the more fundamental, like the 
right to life.  Though I do not be-
lieve the U.S. government should 
entirely abandon its position, I 
do believe that international fac-
tors must play a greater role in 
considering whether or not to 
abstain from the Rome Treaty.  

Given the strength of American 
political will, a change of U.S. 

policy has great potential to improve the 
fairness and effectiveness of internation-
al justice.

     The U.S. government, in concluding that the ICC will violate 
their rights as Americans, has neglected these third-generantion-
al rights and the notion that human rights extend beyond national  

borders and deserve universal protection. 

“
”

The official logo of  the International Criminal Court. P
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In Zimbabwe, the ruling ZANU-PF par-
ty led by President Robert Mugabe has 
held power since the so-called demo-
cratic turnover in 1980.  In the course of 
Mugabe’s presidency, he has carried out 
murder on a mass scale, appropriated 
land and redistributed it among his sup-
porters, launched campaigns to terrorize 
and render homeless the country’s people 
through organizations like the War Vet-
eran’s Militia, and driven the country’s 
economy to ruin.  In the recent election on 
March 29 of this year, it was anticipated 
that Mugabe would finally be defeated by 
the Movement for Democratic Change’s 
candidate, Morgan Tsvangirai, but now, 
almost a month later, the election results 
have yet to be released, most likely so 
that Mugabe will not be required to step 
down.

Six Degrees: I know a little about your 
official position here at Stanford, but 
could you explain exactly what you do 
here on campus?

Zvisinei Sandi: Essentially, I would say 
that I’m putting myself back together, 
and recovering from my experience of 
Zimbabwe politics.  But yes, I am a fellow 
here at the Center on Democracy, Devel-
opment and the Rule of Law.  I research, 
write, and give lectures on the Zimba-
bwean political situation, as well as on 
human right issues in Southern Africa.

SD: Would you mind laying out how you 
came to Stanford in the first place?  I un-
derstand that you applied and were ac-
cepted from Zimbabwe, but I hear that 
getting here wasn’t as easy as catching 
a flight at Harare International Airport.  
Would you mind telling me about that?

ZS:  Actually, it’s a long story.  I started 
off as a journalist working for a govern-
ment-owned paper.  It kind of worked out 
except working for a government paper 
you have to understand that there are 
rules.  There are stories that they don’t 
want published and a lot of the time you 
just live with that.  I covered serious sit-
uations like Operation Murambatsvina, 
where Mugabe demolished houses and 
buildings and businesses in Zimbabwe.

The story behind this sudden violence 
is that some people believe he was pun-
ishing some parts of Zimbabwe that had 
not voted for him and he wanted to de-
plete the politically active urban popu-
lations. The point was to send them to 
the rural areas where, because of the 
lack media coverage, oppression can be 
strong.  

So Mugabe just started attacking 
buildings without warning.  The argu-
ment was that these were illegal build-
ings, but some of these structures these 
were places where the minister of local 
government himself had gone to open.  
Because we were a government-owned 

paper, my reporters were allowed to go 
everywhere, but the political editor told 
me not to publish any of those stories.  
So the reporters got frustrated and I was 
frustrated.  In the end I didn’t publish 
them.  I knew that the moment I tried it 
I would be out of a job and the next per-
son would not publish them.  But my re-
porters sold their stories anonymously 
to an online news agency and because it 
was me who was arguing so much about 
them, the assumption was that it was 
me who had sent them.  Nobody talked 
to me and I thought the matter was fin-
ished until I found myself getting beaten 
up in the newsroom.  A person just came 
out of nowhere and thrashed me and 
trashed my computer.

SD:  Not an employee at the newspaper - 
this was somebody else?

ZS:  I later learned that he was an em-
ployee in another part of the newspaper 
that had nothing to do with publishing.  
I reported the attack to the main police 
station.  They said that I was a trouble-
causer and threatened to arrest me in-
stead.  Then I went to another police 
station in the city and they finally found 
this guy and they arrested him.  Then the 
main police office picked me up and made 
me sign this document releasing the guy.  
They kept me all day in an airless room, 
without food or water, until I signed the 

Zvisinei C. Sandi is a graduate of the University of Zimbabwe 
and the New School of Social Research’s Democracy and Di-
versity Summer Institute. Ms. Sandi was a journalist in Zim-

babwe, where she was assaulted and persecuted for her views.  
She is currently a visiting scholar at CDDRL, after initially coming 
to Stanford as a Summer Fellow in 2007.
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paper.  I was so sick but I could not go to 
the hospital because the moment I was 
beaten up, my employer cut my medi-
cal insurance so that I could not get my 
injuries documented. On Monday I came 
back to work and our messenger the of-
fice messenger handed me a paper tell-
ing me that I had been fired two weeks 
before.

SD:  Even though that wasn’t the case?  It 
was retroactive?

ZS:  Yes, they fired me retroactively.  
That’s when I contacted Lawyers for Hu-
man Rights, Media Institute for Southern 
Africa, Zimbabwe Union of Journalists, 
and other human rights organizations 
operating in Zimbabwe and we started 
a lawsuit and sued the ministry of home 
affairs for human rights abuses.  Then 
Mugabe’s secret police - the CIO [Cen-
tral Intelligence Organisation] - started 
calling me on my phone and threatening 
me.

SD:  This is different from the War Veter-
ans Militia - the CIO?  

ZS:  Yes but they work together - the 
ZANU-PF youth wing, the police the Law 
and Order Section in the Army.  Then 
there’s this CIO - it’s a secret thing and 
you never know exactly how it works.  
Then there’s the War Veterans militia.  
Someone can belong to all three - it de-
pends upon which one serves the pur-
pose best at that time.  It was so scary 
in the end I just left journalism and went 
to work for Masvingo State University 
(now Great Zimbabwe National Univer-
sity).  It was a fresh beginning, or that’s 
what I thought.   

SD:  But your court case was successful?  

ZS:  That’s right.  The government and 
Zimbabwe Newspapers fought it so hard 
it took almost a year but I finally got the 

money and it was wonderful.  I looked at 
the check and it was equivalent to more 
than three years’ salary for the job that I 
was doing at the time.

SD:  And this was one of very few cases 
like this at the time?

ZS:  Yes.  They thought the money would 
silence me because I got all these orga-
nizations involved, but then I went to 
teach at Masvingo State University and 
I formed the Society for Gender Justice.  
We looked at human rights abuses being 
perpetuated by the government.  Now 
I knew what to do after my experience: 
get the information out and then big hu-
man rights organizations could take on 
the government.  

Perhaps it bears witness to my vocal 
nature that when I was still new, I got 
elected to the Malu Executive Council, 
which represented university lecturers 
before the government - a union group 
for academics.  I thought it was really 

wonderful, and then last year (2007) 
we started a strike.  Every government-
run university closed.  We would go on 
strike for two weeks, come back for two 
days, close again, come back for a couple 
of days, from February to June through-
out the whole country.  The university 
authorities started phoning individual 
members and saying “you should come 
to work” and “the strike is finished, ev-
erybody else is here.” Normally what 
people would say is “Mother didn’t say 
that”.  “Mother” was my nickname.  It was 
as if the whole strike action was hinging 
on me.  People said if I told them to go 
to work they would go and if I told them 
not to, then they wouldn’t.  

In the end what the university did was 
really one of the most vindictive things it 
could do.  They wrote a letter suspend-
ing me and in the letter told me that I 
was using my position at the univer-
sity to further an illegal political agenda 

(when they talk about an illegal political 
agenda they talk about supporting op-
position politics, or rather, not support-
ing Mugabe).  They did not send it to me.  
They sent it to the Law and Order Sec-
tion of the police and to the War Veterans 
Militia.  It was also telling me to vacate 
my university-owned house because I 
was using it to further a political agenda 
and they actually gave the address of the 
house.  It was actually a way of telling 
them how to find me.

One of the administrative staff who got 
wind of the document, warned me and I 
had to run.  But eventually they found 
me. They are very good at that, finding 
people.  One day, I was walking on the 
street thinking that this guy was just 
passing me until he turned and hit me so 
hard on my side that I went down on my 
knees are.  Then they picked me up and 
threw me in their car.  They didn’t take 
me to a police station.  They took me to 
do a farm.  What followed was one of the 
most horrible times of my life.  If I could, 

I would give anything, do anything, to 
erase them the memory of that time 
from my mind.

SD:  So when were you arrested - what 
year?

ZS:  This was last year.

SD:  And how long were you there on this 
farm?

ZS:  A day, I think - they had me the rest 
of the day they got me, and the whole 
night.  And they didn’t plan to release 
me.  It was this woman they were work-
ing with. They left me chained up, bleed-
ing, and an incredible pain, as they say 
it, to marinate in my own juices, while 
they went to prepare more goodies for 
me.  She seemed like a nurse.  She asked 
me why I had not fled the country, why 
I sacrificed myself for lost cause?  Then 

We need intervention - 
real, solid intervention...“ ”
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she and another woman cleaned me up 
and gave me some rags so that the police 
wouldn’t see me. They put me in a car 
and told me to stay down and she left me 
very early in the morning at a bus stop, 
where the first bus that came was going 
to Bulawayo and I took it.  The woman 
had given me my handbag and thank-
fully I had an ATM card--not much but 
enough.  And I got to the border.  One of 
those guys who smuggle things across 
the border to South Africa charged me 
to move me across--he could have killed 
me and got away with it--there’s a lot of 
crime along that route.  

I walked all day until I got to a phone 
and I called the organizations that I had 
worked with the help of IDASA and the 
Zimbabwe Exiles Forum, I was able to ac-
cess medical help in South Africa, and re-
cover my travel documents from Zimba-
bwe and travel here to the United States 
for my fellowship at Stanford’s CDDRL.

SD:  So after all this do you see any hope 
for reform or change?  Would Tsvangirai 
be a solution?

ZS:  Most definitely he would be a better 
alternative.  He’s a more modern person.  
The others - you’re looking at very, very 
old people we have spent the greater 
part of their lives in four of in one form 
or violence or another, who came into 
power through the use of force and have 
stayed on that way.  The best thing is that 
Tsvangirai has no history of violence and 
he gets voted for because people want to 
vote for him.  People see him as the way 
to a democratic process, where some-
body can come into power, rule, and then 
if we don’t like him we kick him out and 
bring somebody else in, rather than have 
someone who says “I liberated you be-
fore you were born and I’m going to rule 
you until you are dead.”  

SD:  Do you think that even if the elec-
tions go through and it comes out that 
Tsvangirai won does it seem likely that 
Mugabe would step down easily?  

ZS:  I don’t think so.  For one thing 
Mugabe is guilty of things like genocide.  
So are his lieutenants.  Do you think, from 

the bloodied paths they’ve followed so 
far, they would just hand over their guns 
and the country just because they are no 
longer popular?  Do you think you just 
surrender and walk into jail?  We’re talk-
ing about the Matebeleland massacres.  
They killed loads of people - more than 
the 20,000 United Nations estimate.  I’ve 
got people from Matebeleland who can 
tell you of mineshafts that nobody knows 
about where people were just thrown 
because they had an accent, of bonfire 
where babies were thrown because their 
mothers would not surrender to rape.  In 
places like the midlands that are not of-
ficially Matebeleland, people with Nde-
bele accents or looked Ndebele just dis-
appeared.  I wonder how they come up 
with the 20,000 figure?  In places where 
massacres happen if they even suspect 
that you’re a reporter, you’re dead.  

SD:  Given all of this, do you see any way 
for the country to move forward?  What 
needs to happen to make any progress?

ZS:  Without international intervention 
it’s not going to happen.  The people who 
did all this violence are the ones in pow-
er now.  Even if they lost the vote do you 
think they’re just going to hand the guns 

over and leave their beautiful air-condi-
tioned homes and diamond mines and 
just happily move into the jails that are 
still splattered with MDC blood?  I don’t 
think so.  They will fight tooth and nail to 
stay on, and reduce Zimbabwe to rubble 
in the meantime.  The country is on its 
knees right now.  There is no electricity 
most of the time.  Fuel is very rare.  Most 
of the people who have cars are those 
with political connections.  And there’s 
no food.  But Mugabe is not going to give 
up because he and Grace and their kids 
and friends and are well fed, and those 
are the people who carry the guns. 

SD:  In the event that Mugabe was to 
leave power, and the country started to 
move toward democracy, the question of 
justice would come up.  You can answer 
this either personally or in theory, how-
ever you want to take it: what would be 
effective justice and reconciliation strat-
egies?  Would something like the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission in South 
Africa be an option, or would something 
more like the International Criminal 
Court be a better option?
ZS:  I don’t think the ICC would work in 
Zimbabwe, because the thing with civil 
conflict is that you know exactly who 

Supporters of Zimbabwe’s President Robert Mugabe’s ZANU-PF party cheer at an 
election rally in Mubaira, March 13, 2008. 
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did what, to who and when.  Mugabe’s 
terror structures use the people on the 
ground.  Up there at the top we have the 
CIO, the army and the police, but on the 
village level, the violence is perpetrated 
by people you know. ZANU PF goes to 
that remote village, picks up the most 
useless underachiever, and says “OK, 
you are now the youth chairman.”  They 
actually get a salary and suddenly they 
get recognition and it’s that person, who 
lives in the village, who you’ve grown up 
with, who does all the horrible things to 
you, with the weight of government sup-
port behind him. What will happen to all 
of those conflicts, at a local level?  Really 
justice, real law, needs to prevail.  Some 
kind of sanity has to come in.  Otherwise 
what’s the difference between what we 
are trying to accomplish, and what has 
become the Mugabe trademark - unleash 
violence on innocent people, and then 
issue a general amnesty to everybody 
would did the killing?

SD:  What do you want to do at this point 
in your life now that you’re here? 
 

ZS:  I have always loved to study, to teach 
and to write and that is what I am trying 
to do now.  Ideally, it would be great if 
I could find a Ph.D. Fellowship or some-
thing like that.  Space—space and a quiet 
place to teach and write and continue 
my activism through regular publica-
tions and strategic lectures.  Although in 
terms of years, I am still a young woman, 
in terms of experience, I’ve lived a long, 
long, life, and seen more than most nine-
ty-year olds. I have a plan to write a book 
about the more dramatic part of my life, 
which incidentally tends to cover the de-
fining point in the history of my troubled 
nation.  I hope I’ll be able to get a pub-
lisher interested in it.

SD:  Do you have any advice for the 
students at Stanford who want to help 
from California?  What could we do from 
here?

ZS:  Put pressure on the politicians, 
that’s what we should do.  Zimbabwe-
ans can’t call 9-1-1 from Africa. We have 
to call it for them - from right here.  Un-

less we, who are here where it is safe to 
speak and to demonstrate and where our 
voices actually have an impact, were to 
make a big row about it, we are going 
into bloodier times for Zimbabwe.  One 
insistent voice from the United States 
is louder than the magnified screams 
of millions of oppressed Zimbabweans.  
Lots of people are dying right now and 
they’re dying from hunger or of mur-
der.  The people who have good reason 
and who think and who have good moral 
values don’t have as much energy as the 
people who are doing the bad things.  
They say, “these things are so bad some-
body should do something about it” but 
they don’t have as much energy and don’t 
put the same effort into it as the person 
who is killing people.  We need interven-
tion - real, solid intervention - because 
no matter what they say Mugabe isn’t 
going to follow democratic principles, is 
not going to follow the law, is not going to 
do anything because it’s the right thing 
to do.  Somebody has to take an active 
stand.  We have no choice, because with-
out that nothing is going to happen. 

Supporters of the opposition Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) cheer their leader Morgan Tsvangirai during a rally in 
Harare January 20, 2008. 
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Being born female is dangerous to your 
health. In fact, the dangers start before 
birth with the persistence of son pref-
erence, resulting in sex-selective abor-
tions, neglect, and differential health 
care that lead to more than sixty million 
missing girls worldwide. This is only the 
tip of the iceberg, as Anne Firth Murray, 
in her new book, documents the impact 
of structural inequality, discrimination, 
and unequal access on women’s health 
throughout the stages of their lives. The 
result is the first comprehensive chron-
icle of health and human rights issues 
unique to women that are exacerbated 
by gross inequalities in different societ-
ies around the world,.

But this is a book ultimately of courage 
and action. Based upon solid research, 

Anne Firth Murray:  From Outrage to Courage
case studies, examples and statistics, 
alongside the personal voices of wom-
en whose experiences provoke thought 
and dismay, are more than one hun-
dred examples of “Women’s Courage,” 
stories of grassroots women’s groups 
worldwide who have organized to alle-
viate these problems, groups that Anne 
came to know as the founding presi-
dent of the Global Fund for Women.

With the Foreword by Paul Farmer, 
this book is at once an eye-opening ref-
erence guide to women’s global health 
issues, a formative text for a new gen-
eration of scholars and activists, a call 
to action for justice, and indirectly, 
a personal narrative from a woman 
whose own life has been a story of so-
cial action.

Book Review:

Amartya Sen visits Stanford, speaks about global justice
Amartya Sen, a world-renowned Pro-

fessor of Economics and Philosophy at 
Harvard University and a Noble Laure-
ate in Economics, paid a visit to campus 
in the beginning of April as a keynote 
speaker of the Aurora Forum’s confer-
ence on Global Solidarity, Human Rights, 
and the End of Poverty. Sen also gave a 
lecture series on the “The Idea of Justice” 
in which he reevaluated the mainstream 
foundations of political justice.

Sen spoke on poverty and human 
rights, emphasizing the potential role of 
globalization in promoting equity and 
warning that “the market is only as good 
as the company it keeps.” Sen, an atheist, 
invoked the story of Jesus and the Good 
Samaritan, calling to question the mean-
ing of “neighbor.” As globalization brings 
us closer together, we must realize that 
the problems of our global neighbors are 
shared problems. Quoting King’s Mem-
phis speech, he reminded us of the “fierce 
urgency of now,” that reform starts in the 
here and now. 

Sen also discussed the error of pursu-
ing a narrow-minded approach to prob-
lems of international justice. He notes 
that too many transcendental theories of 
justice focus only on one specific expla-

nation to provide a comprehensive defi-
nition of justice, having been framed in 
a manner so restrictive that they always 
yield decisive conclusions. On the con-
trary, a variety of considerations can be 
useful in evaluating justice even if they 
do not yield definitive results in every 
case, and we should accept that philoso-
phers may rightfully disagree over the 
meaning of justice. Sen went on to dis-
cuss the challenges of global justice giv-
en a lack of a strong international state 
implementer, noting that people calling 
for global justice may perhaps more im-
mediately prioritize merely the elimina-
tion of an “unjust arrangement.”

In his lecture on “Impartiality: con-
tract versus voice,” Sen explored objec-
tivity in justice. He dissected the Rawl-
sian idea of the “veil of ignorance,” and 
its implications for the design of a social 
contract. Sen argues that such a neglect 
for the realities of bias make for a theory 
that strives for a transcendental justice, 
one that is very unlikely to ever be at-
tained. Even if a social contract and its 
rules are drafted by selfless individuals, 
Sen argues that if those selfless individu-
als are drawn from a single group, say a 
single country or social class, then they 

themselves represent a collective bias. 
Rather than taking a “people by people 
approach,” Sen stresses the need for a 
“nation of nations,” failing an interna-
tional government, which prioritizes 
international inclusion in discussion of a 
social contract.

Sen also addressed the philosophy of 
emperor Ashoka (305 BC – 232 BC), who 
felt that institutions should serve as so-
cial instruments rather intrinsic sources 
of justice. Sen urges a results-based ap-
proach to justice, stressing the role of 
the institution in harnessing the market 
force and promoting social equity. Sen 
notes that a famine can take place even 
in the presence of “functional” democrat-
ic institutions. He asks whether “justice” 
can exist without “global justice?” Sen 
notes that many languages do not pos-
sess a single word for justice. Sanskriti, 
for example, possess two words that to-
gether describe the means and the ends 
of justice. Nava-sistare refers to the just 
institution, and niti the path by which 
justice is achieved. Sen emphasizes the 
substantive role of the institution in 
promoting rule of law by the insurance 
of natural rights, basic freedoms, equity, 
and human dignity.
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Founded in 1992, Stanford Friends of 
Tibet (SFoT) has experienced sporadic 
levels of student involvement. Perhaps 
the reason for this is that students sim-
ply have not been able to relate to the 
idea of Tibet. Popular Western culture 
tends to lend its sentimental, and some-
times highly passionate, support for 
Tibet and the idea of a “Free Tibet”. It 
is rather unclear though, what a “Free 
Tibet” actually means. When protesters 
chant, “Free Tibet, Free Tibet,” are they 
calling for freedom from human rights 
abuses? Are they calling for freedom of 

The Coalition of Students Against De-
portation (CSAD) is comprised of mem-
bers from a variety of Stanford activism 
and Asian organizations. Though the co-
alition was formed in response to a re-
cently signed repatriation act between 
the United States and Vietnam, the over-
all goal of the coalition is to shed light on 
the unfairness of the deportation pro-
cess and deportation’s negative impact 
on immigrant families and communities 
in the U.S. Every year, over 100,000 living 
in the United States are deported back to 
their home countries, including perma-
nent residents. However, many of these 
people are returning to a home they 
barely remember and are forced to aban-
don families here in the US. Since 1996, 
crimes as petty as urinating in public 
have been designated as “aggravated fel-
onies” and thus deportable crimes. 

In April, CSAD organized two events. 
First, CSAD hosted a documentary 
screening of “Sentenced Home” follow-
ing three Cambodian-American refugees 
facing deportation after a similar Memo-
randum of Understanding (MoU) was 
signed with Cambodia in 2002. Secondly, 
CSAD coordinated a rally featuring local 
speakers and performers that occurred 
simultaneously with five other rallies at 
UC Berkeley, UC Davis, UC Los Angeles, 
UC San Diego, and the University of the 
Pacific. UC Davis entitled the movement 
of these campuses Southeast Asians 
Making Immediate Change. Through 
these events, CSAD aimed to demon-
strate the negative impact of this MoU on 
not only those being targeted but also on 
the greater immigrant community. 

speech and press? Are they calling for 
freedom of expression of Tibetan cul-
tural identity? Are they asking for com-
plete independence from China? Or, like 
the Dalai Lama, are they calling for an 
autonomous Tibet? Ideally, a free and in-
dependent Tibet sounds wonderful, but 
many critics of the situation will tell you 
that a religiously and culturally autono-
mous Tibet is the realistic goal (even this 
will be difficult to achieve). This group 
supports the Dalai Lama’s goal for an 
autonomous Tibet and will do its best to 
respect his methods.

Over the past few years, SFoT has 
been in a lull, but, due to recent events, 
the idea of Tibet has gained enough mo-
mentum to finally get picked up off of the 
backburner. SFoT has recently hosted 
the Tibetan Freedom Torch relayers for a 
stop in White Plaza as they traveled from 
San Francisco to the Chinese embassy in 
Los Angeles. SFoT has held two movie 
screenings and plans to continue them 
each week. The main focus of this group 
will be dialogue and campus education 
regarding the Tibet issue. SFoT plans to 
organize panel discussions, invite schol-
ars and cultural performers, and coordi-
nate with other active campus groups. 

A peaceful and conclusive dialogue be-
tween “pro-China” and “pro-Tibet” stu-
dents will be the ultimate goal for Spring 
2008. SFoT will try to make students 
realize that it is both possible and perti-
nent to be both pro-China and pro-Tibet 
and to understand what that means.

For more information, email Josh 
Fouse (jfouse@stanford.edu).

Coalition of Students 
Against Deportation

Stanford Friends 
of Tibet

To learn more, please contact vtaing@
stanford.edu. To take action against un-
fair deportations, you can call, email, or 
write your congressional representa-
tives about the importance of reinstating 
the 212(c) waiver in deportation pro-
ceedings. 212(c) allows lawful perma-
nent residents with criminal convictions 
to apply to seek relief from deportation.

P
h

o
to

 c
o

u
rt

e
sy

 w
w

w
.p

h
o

to
cl

u
b

.e
u



Winter/Spring2008
33

Campus Advocacy

In 2000, the eight Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs) established in the 
Millennium Declaration, were approved 
by 191 Heads of State and Presidents at 
the General Assembly of the United Na-
tions.  Pledging gender equality, the re-
duction of illiteracy, and a fight against 
poverty are clearly laudable goals.  How-
ever, before we prematurely champion 
the UN Millennium Development Goals 
as the next trend in development pana-
ceas, we need to ask questions that criti-
cally assess the feasibility of these goals, 
the implementation process and wheth-
er these goals call for the fundamental 
change that reverse the trends of pov-
erty in the Global South.  Additionally, 
we must ask ourselves if these goals rep-
resent a departure from empty rhetoric 
(met with disjointed action), or if these 
goals will be carried out with sincere 
diligence.  Without doubt, we must ask 
if these are even the appropriate goals 
“to meet the needs of the world’s poor-
est.”  Where within these goals is there 
a discussion of political participation, 
democracy and fair trade?  Beyond de-
bating the validity and appropriateness 
of the MDGs, we must reflect on whether 
neo-liberalism and free trade are the ide-
al conditions to reach the MDGs.  As the 
“blueprint agreed to by all the world’s 
countries and all the world’s leading de-

velopment institutions,” MDGs require 
nuanced scrutiny. 

The Muslim Student Awareness Net-
work (MSAN) invites you to engage in 
this reflection process by submitting to 
the UN MDGs magazine.  Beyond hashing 
out the details of the MDGs, we encour-
age you to submit articles, reflections 
and in-depth studies that not only pro-
vide analysis and critique also but also 
offer alternatives and possible solutions.  
Additionally, we welcome articles and 
papers that discuss challenges to achiev-
ing the MDGs and the ways we can con-
tribute to the global effort in reaching 
the goals.  

If you are interested in submitting to 
the UN MDG magazine please review 
the following submission guidelines and 
email stanford.mdgs@gmail.com

Submission Guidelines

*Submissions are analysis and cri-
tique-based.  We are not interested in 
reporting on basic information.  If you 
are interested in discussing general and 
basic information such as the history of 
the MDG drafting, please take an analytic 
approach.  Illustrate why we should care 
about who drafted the goals, or the so-
cio-political and economic context
* Submissions should focus exclusively 
on one specific Millennium Goal.
* Submissions should be in the form of 
specific examples or case-studies, focus-
ing on the following (or similar) aspects 
of the Millennium Goals:
1. Individuals, organizations, or govern-
mental programs that have addressed 
problems highlighted by one of the Mil-
lennium Goals,
2. The challenges and obstacles to the 
achievement of one of the Goals,
3. Ways to contribute and potential av-
enues to the successful implementation 
of the goals.
* All sources should be cited (in MLA for-
mat) to ensure that all facts alluded to in 
the articles are accurate.
* All articles should be in between 1000 
and 2500 words.

United Nations 
Millennium Development 

Goals Magazine
FACE AIDS is the largest student cam-

paign to fight AIDS in Africa.  A nonprofit 
organization founded by three Stan-
ford students in 2005, FACE AIDS has 
expanded to involve 150 colleges and 
universities nationwide thanks to the 
efforts of dedicated and passionate stu-
dent volunteers at Stanford.  FACE AIDS 
strives to inspire students to get involved 
in a meaningful cause on their campus 
by promoting optimism about confront-
ing the AIDS epidemic.  In Rwanda, FACE 
AIDS runs HIV support groups in which 
members gain income making beaded 
AIDS pins.  The beaded pins are then 
distributed in exchange for $5 donations 
on U.S. campuses during awareness cam-
paigns.  The personalized pins, including 
the pin maker’s name, picture, and brief 
biography, personally connect students 
to those struggling with AIDS by giving 
a face to the disease.  In just over two 
years, FACE AIDS has raised $1 million 
for the cause.  Proceeds are donated to 
Partners In Health in Rwanda, a non-
profit organization committed to ensur-
ing comprehensive healthcare and AIDS 
treatment to impoverished people.

For more information on the organiza-
tion please visit the FACE AIDS website 
at http://www.faceaids.org.

FACE AIDS
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