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Bhopal

Bhopal, the capital of Madhya Pradesh in central 
India, is a city teeming with more than one million 
people. In many ways, it is like any other Indian 
city: a sprinkling of antiquity and modernity, busy, 
and crowded. But Bhopal is caught in a unique 
paradigm: absorbing the aftermath of the world’s 
worst industrial disaster, while simultaneously 
navigating one of the world’s least known 
humanitarian crises.
The story begins twenty-three years ago, on 
December 3, 1984. In the early morning hours, 
40 tons of deadly methyl isocyanate (MIC) 
gas leaked from a Union Carbide pesticide 
plant near the railroad tracks, killing between 
3,000 and 15,000 people (the statistic is highly 
contested).1 About 500,000 people were exposed 
to the gas, and now, 23 years later, between 
120,000 and 150,000 people are suffering from 
the ramifications of exposure. Deformities 
in newborns and stillbirths were common in 
the years following the disaster, and ongoing 
complaints include chronic respiratory, menstrual, 
and vision problems. Many are too sick to work; 
most have spent the inadequate US $500 of 
compensation on medication (“plenty good for 
an Indian,” according to Dow Public Affairs 
specialist Kathy Hunt).2 Other have received no 
compensation whatsoever from Union Carbide 
or Dow Chemical (which bought Union Carbide 
in 2001). But after more than two decades, much 
of the world has forgotten about this tragedy. 

Slow and Silent:
The Story of Water Contamination in Bhopal, India
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It is a complicated process to 
obtain permission from the local 
government to visit the abandoned 

factory, but two of the students with 
whom I traveled to Bhopal and I finally 
acquired the necessary documents after 
several weeks in the city. Two security 
guards led us through the 65-acre 
plant, now overgrown with flora and 
incongruously green. Pools of standing 
water rimmed with mosquitoes were 
embedded in wide meadows between 
buildings. Within the factory walls, we 
saw several women herding goats and 
hanging out clothing to dry. In the midst 
of this strange, almost surreal landscape, 
we found the skeleton of a pesticide 
plant that had already been in the early 
stages of neglect at the time of the 
disaster. The plant had been nearly shut 
down in 1982 when sales of the pesticide 
Sevin failed to accrue expected profits, 
but rather than relocating the facility, 
Union Carbide decided to reduce the 
workforce and halt production. This 
would prove to be a fatal mistake: five 
abandoned safety systems would fail 
to contain MIC gas on the night of 
December 2nd. The flare tower and 
the vent gas scrubber had been out of 
service for five months preceding the 

disaster, and the MIC tank alarms had 
not worked for four years.3

The sinister side of the story of Bhopal 
begins with an examination of Union 
Carbide’s internal documents, which a 
1999 class action suit filed by survivors 
of the disaster forced Union Carbide 
to publish. These documents illustrate 
that the composite design of the plant 
in Bhopal lacked rigor from multiple 
perspectives. Union Carbide USA 
knew that its Indian subsidiary (Union 
Carbide India Limited, or UCIL) was 
poorly equipped to manage a facility 
modeled after a sister plant in West 
Virginia. The environmental conditions 
were simply too different. The parent 
company knew that there was a likely 
risk of groundwater contamination due 
to imperfect technological means to 
dispose of liquid waste. Despite this, 
the design for the plant was approved in 
1972 for $20 million.4

A few days after visiting the factory 
site, we crossed the railroad tracks and 
waded through slick mud to find the 
Solar Evaporation Ponds (SEPs), a 
project that Union Carbide had initiated 
in 1977 to “deal” with toxic waste. 
Between 1977 and 1984, thousands of 
tons of toxic waste were dumped into 
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three enormous rectangular basins (SEP 
I, II, and III).5 After Union Carbide 
abandoned the plant in 1989, rainwater 
washed away layers of soil and embedded 
chemicals. We toured the 34-acre site 
with several dozen curious children in 
tow, all of whom live less than fifty feet 

away from this “playground” and bathe 
in the large pools of rainwater that have 
collected in SEP I and II. 

The design of the SEPs was flawed from 
the beginning. Union Carbide’s internal 
documents reveal that the highest levels 
of management knew that the SEPs 
were an inadequate means of disposing 
of liquid effluent. Union Carbide’s 
engineering department warned in 1972 
of the “danger of polluting subsurface 
water supplies,” and that “new ponds 
should be constructed at one to two-
year intervals throughout the life of the 
project in order to prevent this danger.”6  
The recommendation was never 
implemented.  The 
department also 
proposed a “waste 
liquid incinerator” to 
address the problem 
of groundwater 
contamination, but 
this too was never 
incorporated into 
the final design.7 
In the six months 
before the disaster, 
internal memos 
noted “leakage” 
from the SEPs, with 
the vague addendum 
that “repairs [were] 
being planned with 
assistance from 
consultants.”8

In 1996, residual 
waste from SEP 
I and II was 
c o n s o l i d a t e d 
into SEP III and 

of the factory were covered with red 
script that indicated that the water 
was “improper for consumption.” 
By this point, thousands of tons of 
corrosive chemicals had seeped into 
the groundwater, forcing the Madhya 
Pradesh government to seal off other 

pumps entirely. Over the next few 
years, numerous studies conducted by 
Greenpeace and the Bhopal Group for 
Information and Action would show 
that heavy metals (among them zinc, 
copper, lead, nickel, and mercury) were 
detectable in the water, sometimes six 
million times over the acceptable levels 
of ground occurrence.11 

We examined the water pumps in 
Chola, the basti (slum) adjacent to the 
railroad tracks and the western wall of 
the plant. At least 20,000 people drink 
this water every day.12 A 2004 report 
from Amnesty International detailed 
numerous related health problems, 

including chronic 
abdominal pain, 
debilitating anemia, 
breast milk laced 
with mercury and 
severe gynecological 
problems.13 The 
French writer 
Dominique Lapierre, 
author of Five Past 
Midnight in Bhopal, 
wrote in 2002 that he 
“wanted to reckon the 
aggressiveness of this 
pollution by drinking 
half a glass of the 
water from one of [the 
contaminated pumps]. 
My mouth, my throat, 
my tongue instantly got 
on fire, while my arms 
and legs suffered an 
immediate skin rash. 
This was the simple 
manifestation of what 

covered with concrete; SEP I and II 
were simply leveled with more soil. This 
“rehabilitation” was, according to the same 
internal documents, never intended as a 
serious undertaking. While maintaining 
that “as an end point, UCIL will aim 
to have…secured all contaminated soil, 

process plant washings and pond soil 
residues within the main site subject to 
ongoing surveillance…[and] returned 
the pond area to agricultural use after 
confirmation that crops are not adversely 
affected,”9 a 1990 internal study had 
shown dangerous levels of soil and 
water contamination around the plant 
site, completely contradicting the official 
findings of the National Environmental 
Engineering Institute (NEERI).10 
NEERI had been appointed by Union 
Carbide in 1989 to help investigate the 
conditions of the plant site and provide 
recommendations for rehabilitation. 

In 1997, 250 pumps in the vicinity 

A monument depicting a mother and two children stands adjacent to the factory.  Until 
Dow Chemical completes a complete cleanup of the factory site, Bhopal will bear the 

mark of an ongoing human rights, public health, and environmental crisis.

The story begins twenty-three years ago... 40 tons of deadly 
methyl isocyanate (MIC) gas leaked from a Union Carbide pesticide 

plant...killing between 3,000 and 15,000 people...“ ”
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men, women, and children have to 
endure daily.”14 In May 2004, the Indian 
Supreme Court ordered the Madhya 
Pradesh government to supply clean 
water to communities whose water had 
been contaminated. The government 
set up 1,000 liter black water tanks 
throughout the bastis closest to the 
factory; despite this, water is sporadically 
delivered, resulting in a shortage of at 
least 80,000 liters per month.15

This is the new disaster: slow, silent, 
and unspectacular. Rampant water 
contamination has crawled insidiously 
in the wake of Union Carbide’s damage, 
lacking the sensationalism of “industrial 
genocide” and the public attention 
afforded to major humanitarian 
crises. The affected communities 
and associated activist groups have 
encountered strong resistance both in 
India and in the United States in their 
attempts to link the symptoms of water 

contamination with exposure to Union 
Carbide’s malignant chemicals. Water 
infrastructure is sorely lacking in India, 
which undoubtedly shifts the focus 
away from the dire situation in Bhopal. 
Meanwhile, Union Carbide has been 
willing and able to disappear quietly into 
a merger with Dow Chemical. Dow, 
bolstered by $3.3 billion in revenue 
from sales and operations in Asia,16 
has been able to skirt the legal side of 
liability and compensation for a disaster 
it claims was never its responsibility.17

Ironically, Dow spent $30 billion 
in 2006 on “The Human Element,” a 
public relations campaign likely aimed 
at boosting an increasingly tainted 
global reputation.  TIME and The 
Economist carried full-page spreads of 
“The Human Element,” ads featuring 
component parts of human faces and 
figures melded with the natural world. 
Dow became the presenting sponsor 

of the Blue Planet Run 2007, a well-
publicized 15,200-mile relay to raise 
awareness about global water supply 
challenges that circumnavigated the 
northern hemisphere and passed 
through sixteen of the most developed 
countries in the world. Dow also became 
a partner in “Global Water Challenge,” 
which aims to “reduce suffering in the 
developing world by providing safe 
drinking water, sanitation and hygiene 
education to people who lack these 
basic services,”18 and a shareholder in 
WaterHealth International.19 But the 
reality remains that 5,000 families in 
one city depend on contaminated water 
for washing, cooking, and drinking.

During our stay in Bhopal, we were 
lucky enough to meet with Rashida 
Bee and Champa Devi Shukla, two 
extraordinary women activists who won 
the prestigious Goldman Environmental 
Prize in 2004, the world’s largest prize 
honoring grassroots environmentalists. 
“I knew nothing of the world outside 
until the day of the disaster,” said Rashida 
Bee. “It changed my life.”  The passion 
and courage of these two women, both 
of whom have lost family members as 
a result of gas exposure, has fueled the 
social justice movement born from the 
aftermath of the disaster. Their message 
is clear: until the victims of the disaster 
are adequately compensated and Dow 
completes a comprehensive cleanup 
of the factory site, Bhopal will bear the 
mark of an ongoing human rights, public 
health, and environmental crisis. 

How much longer without justice for 
Bhopal?

Many thanks to Anisha Patel, Casey 
Nevitt, and Joseph Arredondo, with 
whom I traveled to Bhopal.

To learn more, please visit:
The International Campaign for Justice 
in Bhopal (ICBJ): www.bhopal.net
Students for Bhopal: www.
studentsforbhopal.org
The Dow Accountability Network: 
www.thetruthaboutdow.org
The Bhopal Medical Appeal and 
Sambhavna Trust: www.bhopal.org

Bhopal

In May 2004, the Indian Supreme Court ordered the government to provide drinking 
water to communities whose water has been infected by the factory pollution. The 

government set up 1,000 liter black water tanks throughout the bastis closest to the 
factory; despite this, there is still a shortage of at least 80,000 liters of water per month.

Peter Sampson
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Six Degrees: What do you do and how 
did you get involved with what you do?

Peter Sampson: I work for a small 
nongovernmental organization that 
supports peace negotiations in conflict 
zones. I’ve been working in the central 
African region for the last seven years, 
mostly in The Congo, Rwanda, and 
Burundi, and most recently in the 
Central African Republic (CAR). How 
did I get to do what I did? Mostly by 
accident. I did my studies to become 
a lawyer in France, and at the end of 
my studies, I decided I didn’t want to 
be a lawyer. So we put together a very 
kind of basic project called the Planet 
Project, which was supposed to teach 
human rights organizations in Rwanda, 
Burundi, Uganda, and Congo how to 
use the internet in order to do human 
rights webbing. I went over to Rwanda 
not knowing much in 2000 with 
five laptop computers and a couple 
thousand dollars and someone who 
knew a Rwandan who knew the situation 
quite well. That was supposed to be two 
months, and it was eight years.

SD: Could you provide a little 
background on the conflict that you’re 
currently working on in the Central 
African Republic?

PS: The conflict in the CAR can 
basically be summed up in the fact that 
they’ve never had a peaceful alternance 

of power from one regime to another. 
It’s always been defined by a coup d’etat, 
or by military means, or by the end of 
colonizations. So you have a country 
that has never had a peaceful transition 
of power from one government to the 
next – the thing we have every four 
years, theoretically. So for right now 
you’re dealing with a situation where 
there’s been an open conflict for the 
last 7-and-a-half years, where you 
have a government that has very very 
limited control of its territory. Outside 
of the capital there is almost no state 
administration. I had joked to a priest in 
the outside of the capital, Bangui, and 
I said “Father this is incredible, we’re 
in one of the biggest cities outside the 
capital, and you haven’t had a governor 
– you still don’t have a governor.” This 
was about 4 weeks ago [mid-October]. 
And he said. “Ah, Peter, it’s only since 
March.” 

Just to give an example, there’s no state 
control – whether it’s civilian or military 
– outside of the capital whatsoever. 
There are at least three different rebel 
groups that control 30 to 40 percent of 
the territory, and there’s a mounting 
crisis with the political competition in 
the capital of the country. And there 
are foreign groups who have used the 
Central African Republic as the soft 
underbelly of the Darfur conflict for 
quite some time as well as for the conflict 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
as well as for the conflicts in Chad and 

Nigeria. So you have foreign armed 
groups running around all over the place, 
and with all these aspects nationally, 
regionally, and locally, the president 
has decided to go into a political dialog 
process with the armed opposition, the 
so-called democratic opposition. That’s 
a dialog process that is supposed to last 
for several months and hopefully put an 
end to the conflict. So we’ve been asked 
to help and support and facilitate that 
dialog process by the CAR government, 
and we are hoping because there is a 
lot of focus on the region, specifically 
on Sudan, there’s an upcoming UN 
deployment of 3,000 soldiers called 
the Minurcat that will be deployed 
partly in the Central African Republic 
and be deployed partly in Chad. It will 
be to insure humanitarian access for 
the refugees from Darfur. With some 
progress in the region – notably with 
the elections in the Congo – that there 
is enough international attention that is 
needed to address some of the lesser-
known conflicts, notably in the Central 
African Republic.

SD: What specific types of human rights 
abuses do you see most often in your 
work?

PS: Most commonly is people being 
killed for nothing by their own 
government or groups with guns. 
You know I could tell you track 1, 2, 
and 3 human rights, but it’s really just 

Peter Sampson is a peace negotiation facilitator with the 
Center for Humanitarian Dialog in the Central African 
Republic. He has also worked as director of FEWER-

Africa, the African branch of the Forum on Early Warning and 
Early Response, which works to produce analysis on conflict 
dynamics for policy-makers in Rwanda, Burudi, and the DRC 
with the goal of ensuring that local and regional representatives 
participate in conflict prevention and peace-building activities. 
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people being killed for no reason. The 
Kalashnikov has become an income 
generating activity in the Great Lakes 
region of Africa. In other parts of the 
world, nuclear weapons are weapons 
of mass destruction, but in Ituri or the 
CAR, it’s Kalashnikovs and machetes.

SD: What do you think the prospects 
are for a successful peace negotiation in 
the CAR? Do you have any sort of idea 
of a timeline? 

PS: It’s a very dangerous and courageous 
process to go into a dialog. A dialog 
process is not something that many 
leaders will do. The current president, 
President Bozizé, is a democratically 
elected president who has democratically 
elected legitimacy and he doesn’t 
necessarily have to go into a dialog 
process according to our Western 
norms, but there’s been a lot of progress 
in the last two or three months. There’s 
been a decree that’s been passed setting 
up the committee. They’ve assigned the 
role of facilitator to our organization. 
We’ve met with a series of different 
armed groups who’ve said they want to 
put down there guns and participate in 
civilian life in the country. And there’s 
international attention, so I think 
there are a lot of very positive signs. It 
all depends on the international and 
national political will over the next few 

months. We have a very bad habit, the 
international community, of engaging in 
conflict zones with either military means 
or humanitarian capacities alone. It’s not 
real political engagement; it’s not real 
questioning of how public institutions 
are run and how a government is 
supposed to deal with the people, and 
I think that the lack of the international 
community’s involvement has been 
hidden behind humanitarian trucks and 
military tanks for way too long in this 
region. So, that needs to change.

SD: You said earlier that a majority of 
conflicts are based on access to power 
and access to power is the fundamental 
prerequisite for access to resources. 
How does that play out in the Central 
African Republic?

PS: You have a fundamental problem 
that the state is one of the only 
functioning economic entities in the 
country, and it’s not functioning all that 
well. Public servants have a backpay 
of over 8 months. That’s everybody – 
police, post office workers, government 
administrators, bureaucrats – 8 months of 
backpay, and this is the only functioning 
economic lifeblood in the country. So, 
you have a very very small piece of the 
pie that people are fighting over, and 
that piece of the pie is to be involved 
in government. So the standard kind of 

democratic process of winner takes all 
where you have a government in power 
and the opposition out of power doesn’t 
work very well for the economic means 
of the present because the political 
opposition that is out of power doesn’t 
have access to the economic resources 
of those who are in power. So there’s a 
fundamental problem with the sharing 
of resources between the political 
opposition and those who are in power 
in the government. One of the main 
challenges in the future for all political 
parties will be to articulate a political 
agenda that corresponds to much more 
than simply access to state resources, but 
also corresponds to a way in which to 
organize the state. And now one of the 
ways is – this corresponds to what I said 
before – to have a presence of the state 
outside the capital. There is a capital 
called Bangui, and there is a country 
that’s a little bit bigger than France. And 
there’s almost nothing as far anything 
– a telephone system, a postal system, 
police, army, anything – that resembles 
the government. It’s the far West. It’s 
how you recreate a state. How do you 
make it so a state exists outside the 
capital? And if the people who are out 
in the country side that happen to find 
themselves in a zone on the map called 
the Central African Republic, that they 
actually say “I belong to a country that 
has an institution, that has a state, that 
has a government, and I somehow feel 
attached to this government.”

SD: How can the international 
community help? What pressure can 
countries like the US apply?

PS: First and foremost, initiatives need 
to come from within the country. I think 
the failure of the approach of trying to 
email a constitution or fax over a model 
for a bicameral legislature has shown its 
limits in other parts of the world. Second 
of all, to actually support initiatives that 
could lead to the economic development 
of the Central African Republic, whether 
it be investment in infrastructure or 
investment in governance programs or 
whatever else. We, the US, just started 
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to have a more substantive presence 
in the embassy in the CAR, but we 
still have a very small presence, as do 
most countries. It’s a question of one, 
waiting for local initiatives, and two, 
more substantial support, whether it be 
development-wise, humanitarian-wise, 
military-wise, or politically-wise.

SD: What would you say is the most 
difficult aspect of your job?

PS: I was in the Eastern Congo in 2000, 
and I met with a group of refugees. I 
was very violently received. You know, I 
was sitting there with my little notebook 
asking “How do you feel? What’s going 
on? Why’d you get kicked out of your 
house? Why are you here as a refugee?” 
And the head of the refugee camp 
replied, “What the hell, you’re just 
another person here asking questions, 
what good is it? We keep responding 
to your questions. We’ve got no food, 
no water. We’ve got people dying of 
cholera.” And I said, “Listen, I’m trying 
to understand the situation on the ground 
so that I can eventually translate it to 
people when I met them in New York 
or Washington or Brussels or Paris, and 
tell them what’s going on so that thing’s 
can change. Have some patience and tell 
me, so that I can best represent you.” 
And that kind of worked, and we talked, 
and he gave me some information, and 
I filed a respond. Then about 9 months 
ago there was new fighting in East Congo 
– this was 7 years later on. I went to visit 
a new refugee camp that was there and I 
looked up and I saw the same guy, and 
he recognized me immediately and he 
said, “So, I’m going to tell you what’s 
going on and you’re going to tell me that 
you’re going to tell the decision makers 
and something’s going to change.” So I 
think there’s frustration with what one 
can actually do.

SD: Yet you stay there. What are the 
rewarding parts?

PS: I was based in the eastern part of the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Ituri, 
beginning in 2003. Some of the worst 

fighting had taken place in the region – 
at least 50,000 people dead and a million 
displaced. Fighting happening in the 
streets, the entire town was a bloodbath 
– and I don’t use that term lightly. The 
thing was, we were there and all these 
guys were acting like there would never 
be any retribution and that they’d never 
be held accountable. And all of a sudden, 
there was this international attention 
because it got so bad. This was March 
2003, the Ugandan army had pulled out. 
Cannibalism. All this stuff got projected 
onto televisions across the world. And 
within two-and-a-half months as we were 
sitting there screaming for something 
to happen and explaining why it was 
going to through apart the whole peace 
process in the Great Lakes region, there 
was a seriously armed, armed to the 
teeth with mirage jets, European force 
that came and stabilized the town and 
then was followed up with a larger UN 
peacekeeping mission that’s still there, 
and then a program demobilization 
of reinsertion combatants. Then the 
international criminal court started one 
of its first cases against a big warlord 
of Ituri, Thomas Lubanga. So, it went 
from being this forgotten point of 
conflict to being this place that is starting 
to be relatively stabilized, where you had 
gotten the first defendant being tried 
by the International Criminal Court at 
The Hague. Where you eventually had 
elections take place, and four years later 
we could write that the write to vote was 

expected. And this is in a place where 
the right to survive was not respected 
four years earlier. So I think there are 
little things where you see things can 
change, and you work with people who 
put there lives out…I’m just an observer 
to some extent. Locals put their lives out 
on the line to make a change in their 
environment and I have the incredible 
opportunity to work with these people.

SD: What advice would you give to a 
student who is considering a career in 
international peace negotiation?

PS: Get out of the standard kind of 
experience you might have, and listen. 
The best advice I’ve ever had was most 
recently when I went on this mission to 
set up this political dialog process [in the 
CAR]. I went and I saw one of the most 
well known negotiators in the region, 
one of my mentors, and I said, “I’m not 
sure what I’m doing. Please tell me what 
to do.” And he said, “You’re going to 
sit and talk to people. And you’re going 
to listen. You’re to ask them what they 
want, ask them what’s going on, and 
you’re going to listen and listen. You’re 
going to ask them who they see the other 
people they’re fighting with, and you’re 
going to listen and you’re going to listen.” 
So I said, then what? And he said, then 
you’ll come back in 3 months and talk to 
me. Just listening to people and finding 
out what they want in different contexts. 
That’s the best advice I ever got.
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Iran

This year seven women in Iran 
have been sentenced to death 
by stoning.1  In this savage form 

of execution, the victim is buried up to 
her shoulders, while stones are thrown at 
her to prolong her suffering.  Yet even 
the daily life of an ordinary woman living 
in Iran is very much like an extended 
stoning ritual.  She faces injustices her 
whole life in a society which has locked 
her into an inferior position.  Westerners 
blame the existence of inequality between 
men and women in Iran on the religious 
belief of most Iranians: Islam.  However, 
such observation fails to acknowledge the 
role of politics in limiting women’s rights.  
Inequality of the sexes in Iran can be 
attributed to the high level of complexity 
in which Islamic fundamentalism has 
been synergized with politics.  The 
influence of Islam in the politics of Iran 
has empowered a small group of clergy 
who regard themselves as the protectors 
of the religion.  This exclusive group 
decrees laws which limit women’s rights 
on a daily basis.  The governmental 
system set up by the clergy has set up 
bureaucratic roadblocks which prevent 
women from attaining their rights 
through political means, such as election 

Exploring Women’s 
Inequality in Iran: 

The Impact of Using 
Religion in Politics 
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of reformist candidates.  
Despite these daily 
discriminations and inability 
to influence politics, Iranian 
women have attempted to 
improve their condition 
through gender rights 
advocacy organizations and 
the media.

The rise of parochial legislation in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran 

In the past half-century, Iran has 
shifted from the rule of a Shah, who 
supported the separation of politics 

and religion, to that of an Ayatollah, 
who promotes a theocracy based on 
Islam.  After the abdication of his father, 
Mohammad Reza Shah became interested 
in improving the condition of his country 
through modernizing every aspect of it—
including gender relations. The White 
Revolution, which started in 1963, made 
significant efforts to “Westernize” gender 
conditions in Iran.  Arguably, the most 
provocative declaration was the unveiling 
of women.  Sensing their loss of influence 
in Iranian politics, the clergy joined with 
two secularly based reformist groups and 
pushed for a revolution that culminated 
in Mohammad Reza Shah abdicating his 
throne.

After the revolution, the three groups 
that had once united against their common 
enemy, the Shah, contended with one 
another to gain control of Iran. The clergy 
based group Ulama seized power by 
using propaganda and force to dismantle 

the other two groups, the Mojahedin 
and Fedaiin. Ulama—specifically its 
leader, Ayatollah Khomeini—justified 
their actions by depicting themselves as 
proponents of Islam.  They created a new 
political party, Hezbollah, which literally 
means “the Party of God.”  The new 
party created hype by labeling America 
as “the Great Satan” and accusing it of 
wanting to overthrow the values of Islam 
and bring sin to the Iranian culture.  This 
claim became so influential that hard-
liners effectively convinced students 
to take over the American Embassy in 
Tehran in 1979.  “It was claimed that 
the American Embassy…was a “den of 
spies” and that the students following 
[Ayatollah Khomeini] had liberated it.”2  
Most importantly, the Iranian regime 
claims that Western countries degrade 
the value of women by granting women 
the same rights as men and therefore 
not respecting the role of women within 
society.  Akbar Hashemi Rafsanji, the 
President of Iran from 1989 to 1997, 
went so far as to claim the following in 
an interview with the daily newspaper 
Ettela’at:

“Equality does not take precedence 
over justice…. Justice does not mean that 
all laws must be the same for men and 
women. The difference in the height, 
vitality, voice, development, muscular 
quality and physical strength of men and 
women shows that men are stronger and 
more capable in all fields…. Men’s brains 
are larger...Men incline toward reasoning 
and rationalism while women basically 
tend to be emotional…. These differences 
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affect the delegation of responsibilities, 
duties and rights.”3

By defining a natural difference 
between men and women, the 
government justified the existence of 
laws limiting women from departing 
“inborn” responsibilities.  In response to 
the beatings of women demonstrators in 
Tehran last March, the commander of 
the Tehran Police Department, Ismail 
Ahmadi Moghaddam, stated, “The 
regime of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
pays more respect to the rights of women 
than Western countries, who chant 
feminist slogans about the equality of 
men and women, do.”4

The tactics of using propaganda in 
the form of degrading Western values 
has been a main strategy through which 
the Iranian government maintains 
control in Iran.  Not only do political 
officials continuously criticize America 
and predict her downfall, but they hold 
ceremonies in which the burning of 
the American flag and other American 
symbols are central.  Today, the clergy 
use the Friday Mass Prayer as a key stage 
to persuade people that protecting Islam 
means denouncing sinful Western values, 
which includes gender equality.  At the 
end of prayer, a clergy representative 
takes the stage to preach to 
people.  Weekly television 
broadcasts relay the messages, 
while anti-Islamic sentiment is 
censored by the government.5  
The Iranian government 
has become notorious in 
recent years for imprisoning 
freethinking journalists, closing 
“blasphemous” magazines and 
newspapers, censoring Internet 
sites, and prohibiting owning 
a satellite dish.  The spread of 
extremist views via the clergy—
allegedly to protect the sanctity 
of Islam by crushing sources of 
dissent—perpetuates the limits 
placed on women’s rights. 

The Iranian government 
praises itself for implementing 
Islamic laws in the country’s 
constitution.  The irony lies 
in the fact that such laws are 

default, are labeled as inferior to men. 

Iranian politics:  A powerful tool in 
limiting women’s rights

Iran’s government is a theocratic 
republic.  The term republic suggests 
that people do not have a direct 

voice in politics; rather, the citizens elect 
officials who elect others to legislate.8  
The definition supposes that individuals’ 
voices will be heard and addressed 
through their elected officials’ choice of 
candidates.  Even in the election of the 
President, members of Parliament, and 
the Assembly of Experts, Iranians do not 
have the freedom to directly elect their 
leaders.  

In Iran, undemocratically elected 
officials of the Guardian Council scrutinize 
those who wish to run for democratically 
elected positions.  In the last presidential 
election, the Council rejected all 89 
women who had registered to run for 
president on the basis of their sex.9  In 
response to this action, Condoleezza Rice 
declared, “I can’t see how one considers 
that a legitimate election.”10

In the Iranian government, the 
Supreme Leader holds power over four 
essential organizations in the country 

not directly taken from the sacred text 
of the Koran, rather they are “attempts 
by analogy and scholarly consensus to 
synthesize the Koran, the sayings of the 
Prophet, and the life of the Prophet and 
his earliest followers into a systematic body 
of guidance for Muslims.”6  These set of 
laws are known as Shari’a, which literally 
means “the Path.”  The Constitution of 
Iran incorporates Shari’a by noting under 
most articles that the given right must 
not violate Islamic codes.  For instance, 
the constitution allows “all citizens of 
the country, both men and women, [to] 
equally enjoy the protection of the law 
and enjoy all human, political, economic, 
social, and cultural rights, in conformity 
with Islamic criteria.”7  This leaves the 
constitution open to interpretation by 
judges without a clear legal definition of 
what can be considered in accord with 
Islamic code for the different genders.  
Ironically, only men are allowed serve 
as judges in Iran and only the clergy 
have authority to decide this and set 
Shari’a.  As a result, the Ulama have 
compiled a set of penal codes in accord 
with their slanted interpretation of Islam 
and appointed male judges to interpret 
them. Consequently, the setup of today’s 
Iranian society is such that women, by 

Exploring Women’s 
Inequality in Iran: 

The Impact of Using 
Religion in Politics 

Who Holds Power In Iran?
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and although the democratically elected 
Assembly of Experts chooses him, this 
organization itself is under examination 
of the Guardian Council.  But, the 
Supreme Leader himself appoints the 
members of this Council—a catch 22.  

The setup of Iran’s exclusive political 
system prohibits women from influencing 
legislation in two ways. Not only do 
women lack adequate representation in 
all facets of the Iranian government, but 
they also cannot channel their concerns 
through elected officials.  The root of 
under-representation of women in Iranian 
politics can be traced to ideological 
beliefs held by clerics.  Before women 
were granted suffrage, several clerics 
wrote essays in the early 1960s arguing 
against this right “on religious grounds 
and predicted the collapse of public 
morality if women were granted 
political rights.”11  After the 
revolution, women gained the 
right to participate in politics due 
to their heroic participation in 
overthrowing the monarchy.  In 
the Parliament, the few women 
officials raised matters such as 
women’s education and rights, 
but the calls for equality were 
dismissed as something trivial in 
relation to the larger and more 
pressing issues of the newly 
formed government.12  Although 
Iranian women now participate 
in politics, only 14 percent of 
government employees are 
women.13 

The political restrictions 
hampering social change 
in the situation of Iranian 
women cannot be blamed on 
the influence of Islam itself.   
Indonesia, the most populated 
Islamic country in the world, 
elected Ms. Megawati Sukarno 
as her president in July 2001.  
The difference between Iran and 
countries like Indonesia consists 
of the inclusion of religion in 
politics.  The complexity of 
the governmental setup in Iran 
allows the Supreme Leader and 
his Guardian Council, who have 

power to make legislation in Iran, to 
implement their parochial perspective of 
Islamic text.  “This obviates any respect for 
human rights or any kind of freedom.”14  
Proclaiming itself as the protector of 
Islam while in fact misrepresenting the 
religion, the Iranian government has 
used a radicalized form of Islam to justify 
its legislation and actions. 

Impact of legislation: The daily lives of 
Iranian women

As an all-encompassing code of law, 
Shari’a in Iran molds the daily 
lives of women by limiting their 

rights in family, employment, and legal 
matters. Limiting the freedom of women 
is the most direct and conspicuous way in 
which the Iranian government denounces 

Western values.  By freedom, I refer to 
the ability of a person to work in any field 
she desires, act as she chooses, and dress 
as she pleases as long as her actions do not 
harm others.  In Iran, women must obey 
the very restrictive and comprehensive 
legislation in every facet of their lives.  
The impact of legislation starts very 
young.  From elementary school to high 
school, and even in most colleges, girls 
and boys must attend separate schools.  
Beginning in the first grade, girls are 
required at all times to wear a maghnae, 
a kind of veil, and a manteau, a coat that 
flows to the feet, as their uniform.  Failure 
to follow these rules precisely may result 
in punishment. 

The laws set by the Iranian government 
also impact the life of a woman within her 
family; Iranian girls must abide by the 

rules of their fathers until they 
are married.  The father controls 
her right to employment, travel, 
and to some extent education.  
After marriage, a husband 
takes over the woman’s right to 
employment and travel.15  He 
is proclaimed the head of the 
household by law, meaning that 
the woman should be obedient to 
him and that he has supervision 
over the children below eighteen 
years of age, unless the children 
are infants.16  Though not all of 
these laws directly impact the 
life of every woman, collectively 
they demonstrate the inferiority 
with which Iranian society treats 
women.

Fortunately, certain events 
have prevented the regime 
from completely secluding 
women to the domestic sphere.  
Only a year after the revolution, 
Iraq attacked and attempted 
to invade Iran in a bloody war 
that lasted eight years.  The 
war reconfigured many aspects 
of the social institution of Iran.  
Although Ayatollah Khomeini 
had attempted to keep women 
out of the labor force, the war 
forced him to call on women 
to strengthen Iran’s economy.17  

Iran

Zeinab Peighambarzadeh is a student and women’s rights activist. 
She was suspended from the university for two semesters as 

punishment for her involvement in student activist work.
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Since the end of the eight-year war, 
women have remained in the labor force 
in large numbers. 

Although Iranian women do work 
outside the domestic sphere today, many 
societal and familial restrictions exist in 
choosing the type and number of hours 
spent on the job.  As Mahnaz Kousha 
depicts in her interview-based research 
novel, a majority of parents and husbands 
did not want their women working, 
especially if the family was financially 
comfortable without an additional source 
of income.18  By the same token, the 
law gives a man the right to prohibit his 
wife from employment.  Even when it 

became necessary for a woman to seek 
employment, the male-figure in her 
family “certainly had opinions about the 
most suitable jobs and pressed [her] to 
take only certain positions.”19  In Iran, 
acceptable jobs for women mainly include 
teaching and secretarial services.  They 
can also be found in healthcare serving 
mainly as nurses to female patients.  
Women cannot be found in business 
positions as presidents of companies or 
as marketing representatives.  Women 
cannot serve as judges because they are 
considered too emotional and banned 
under Shari’a law.  Shirin Ebadi, the first 
woman to become a judge in Iran, was 
dismissed from her position as President 
of Bench 24 of the Tehran City Court in 
1979.  Thus, while women are considered 
vital to the economy, their legally limited 
participation in certain sectors underlines 
the established inferiority of their sex.

In regard to criminal punishment, many 
laws exist to limit the validity of women 
as witnesses and accept their criminality 
more easily.  In the courts, the testimony 
of two women equates that of one man, in 
some cases, including when the suspect is 
accused of adultery.20  Additionally, even 
though it has been scientifically proven 

that a person’s decision-making abilities 
develop well into her teenage years, in 
Iran “women are tried as adults after 
nine years of age, whereas men are tried 
as adults when they are fifteen.”21  Based 
in part on the ideas of female inferiority, 
Shari’a law limits the freedom of women 
so much that in every aspect of her life, 
she feels trapped.

The women’s response: Support and 
criticism

Not all clergy in Iran support the 
governmental laws; some clerics 
acknowledge that such policies 

detract from both the Shari’a ideals and 
the present conditions of the world.22  A 
prominent male cleric named Ayatollah 
Motahhari established a journal named 
Payam-e-Zan, which literally means 
“Women’s Message,” dedicated to 
critically evaluating and challenging the 
laws of Shari’a that relate to women.  
In the journal, the late Ayatollah 
Motahhari supported the inclusion of 
women in judicial, leadership, and clergy 
positions.23  In fact, women in Iran 
have a better chance at effecting change 
through demanding reinterpretation of 
Islamic texts than through arguing for 
implementation of Western-minded 
human rights laws. Thus, reformist-
minded clergy’s support is a positive step 
towards changing unequal policies. 

Although the current Iranian regime 
has greatly suppressed women, “the 
post-revolutionary period [has seen] 
an extraordinary upsurge of gender-
awareness and the proliferation of 
independent women’s professional and 
political organizations.”24  In addition to 
establishing magazines and newspapers 
exclusive to matters relating to women, 
specific groups for women have recently 
been established.  The Mehr Foundation 

is one such group dedicated to “[bringing] 
hope and dignity into women’s lives by 
providing them with the opportunity 
to achieve economic independence.”25  
Though the organization does not directly 
criticize the government, it provides the 
necessary educational skills and business 
tools women need to participate in the 
work force.  Most of the organizations 
that criticize the government are based 
outside Iran.  These organizations 
include: International Campaign for 
the Defense of Women’s Right in 
Iran, Iranian American’s Society, and 
the US based National Committee of 
Women for a Democratic Iran.  Other 

organizations such as Women’s Learning 
Partnership help Iranian women activists 
to organize demonstrations and develop 
methods to inform all Iranian women of 
rights that the government has denied 
them.  Additionally, prominent news 
agencies (BBC, CNN, and PBS) and 
those ran by expatriate Iranians (Iran 
Focus and Persian Journal) provide a 
different, more candid source of news 
that reveals the injustice of the regime 
against women.  Because they are not 
located in Iran, these groups use the 
Internet as a platform to communicate 
with their countrymen and women 
in Iran.  Unfortunately, a minority of 
Iranian population owns computers and 
the government censors certain websites. 

Many individuals have also contributed 
to denouncing the policies of the regime 
in regard to women.  Arguably, the 
most prominent of them has been 
Shirin Ebadi, who in 2003 became the 
first Islamic woman and Iranian to win 
the Nobel Peace Prize.  She has written 
many books and articles regarding 
human rights, specifically injustices done 
to women and children. To Iranian 
women, she represents a symbol of hope 
and reassurance that the international 

Limiting the freedom of women is the most direct and conspicuous way in which 
the Iranian government denounces Western values.  By freedom, I refer to the abil-
ity of a person to work in any field she desires, act as she chooses, and dress as she 

pleases as long as her actions do not harm others. 
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community acknowledges the situation 
and wants to help correct it.  Due to 
her international recognition and her 
careful choice of words, she has yet to 
be imprisoned or questioned by the 
Iranian government.  As a lawyer, she 
has defended many women and girls 
who were raped; however, her power is 
limited, and she will never be allowed to 
become a judge.

With these sources of support, 
one may ask what has prevented 
women from actively trying 
to make influential changes 
to legislation. The diversity of 
beliefs among Iranian women 
contributes to the paralysis of 
making changes towards equality 
of the sexes.  Many Iranian 
women, especially students, defy 
the theocratic government by 
showing a little bit of hair, painting 
their toe-nails, blasting music, and 
wearing short and tight manteaus.  
However, in this highly complex 
and diverse society, some women 
enthusiastically support the 
dogmatic laws set by the Islamic 
Republic.  Arguably, Iranian 
women can be divided into 
two categories: secularists and 
religious traditionalists.  While 
the former group of women 
believes in following the Western 
example of gender equality, the 
latter abhors the disrespect to 
Islam such a condition would 
cause.  While secularists oppose 
clothing restrictions for women, 
the religious traditionalists would feel 
uncomfortable and in fact “naked” in 
public without wearing the chador.26  
Although this ideological difference 
has always existed, the pre- and post-
revolution governments worsened the 
situation by forcefully implementing 
one belief or the other.  Today, even 
though religious traditionalists may not 
completely support the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, they argue that it is the only 
system that protects and preserves Islamic 
dogma. This fundamental dichotomy 
explains the existence of female Moral 
Police agents who are willing to go to 

Iran

great lengths to enforce laws which 
discriminate against women.  At times 
these agents may even torture their fellow 
Iranian women for failing to follow the 
rules of the Islamic Republic.

Nevertheless, dramatic humanitarian 
injustices against Iranian women are not 
seen on a daily basis.  In fact, the regime 
has conceded a handful of changes 
geared toward addressing women’s issues.  

Today, the women graduating from 
Iranian universities outnumber men.27  
Also, advancements have been made in 
giving the mother custody of her children 
in certain divorce court cases.  In spite 
of such advancements, the government 
continues discrimination and uses 
isolated atrocious acts, such as stoning, 
as scare tactics to display its absolute 
control over women.  A government 
that desires to prolong its rule considers 
making legislation revisions only when its 
existence is threatened.  For this reason, 
the Iranian regime has been willing to 
grant small requests so that women do not 

rise against the current political system 
while discrimination still continues.  Yet 
even though women can obtain college 
degrees, they may never progress to 
leading positions in any field.  

Conclusion

Synergizing a parochial view of 
Islam with politics has limited 
the advancement of Iranian 

women.  As a result of this Islamic 
based legislation, women’s rights in 
Iran are violated on a daily basis. But 
women have made small steps towards 
bettering their condition through 
creating advocacy organizations in 
Iran and abroad, using the media in 
the form of newspapers and online 
sites, and gathering the support of 
reformist-minded clergy.  However, 
I believe that the overall condition of 
Iranian women cannot improve until 
the constitution embraces equality 
for both sexes.  Unfortunately, under 
the current governmental system, the 
proposal for such a change would be 
ignored by the Guardian Council. 

The involvement of the international 
community in acknowledging and 
condemning the inhumane actions 
of the Islamic Republic toward 
women can also pressure the regime 
to redress these issues.  Yet, in the 
past year Americans have associated 
Iran with its controversial nuclear 
program, not the equal treatment 
of women.  American involvement 
with international organizations and 

NGOs could be extremely influential in 
pressuring the Iranian government to halt 
some of its most heinous laws, such as 
the stoning of adulterers.  Although the 
complexity of inequality between sexes 
in Iran prevents the establishment of 
immediate solutions, continued studies 
regarding the expectations of women 
within society in Middle Eastern countries 
as well as active voices of change both 
inside and outside the country may effect 
equality in the future. 

Anonymity has been granted to the 
author. Please contact Editor Rachel King 
at rsking@stanford.edu with questions.

Parvin Ardalan is a journalist and women’s rights activist, 
protesting Iran’s discriminatory laws against women.
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This year marked UNAFF’s 10th anniversary, 
making it one of the oldest documentary fi lm fes-
tival in the United States and one that Stanford 
is privi leged to host each year.  This year, under 
the banner of “Camera as Witness,” the festival 
screened 32 fi lms from 34 communities around 
the world on topics such as women’s rights, chil-
dren’s rights, health, environmental issues, and 
freedom of speech, among others.  Six Degrees 
was fortunate to cover many of these fi lms and 
what fol lows are several profi les that our staff 
selected for publication, including an interview 
with Gretchen Wallace, the co-producer of the 
fi lm The Devil Came on Horseback.  We wish to 
acknowledge the help of UNAFF founder Jasmina 
Bojic for her assistance.  For more information 
on UNAFF, please visit www.unaff.org. 

United nations association 

Film Festival

UNAFF

october 24-28, 2007

Specia l  Circumstances  (Chi le)
Director/Producer :  Marianne Teleki
Review by Rachel  King

Through the s tory  of  one man seek-
ing  to  confront  h is  abuser  dur ing Pi -
nochet ’ s  coup in 1973,  Specia l  Cir -
cumstances  addresses  the quest ion 
of  jus t ice  through reconci l ia t ion:  are 
v ic t ims’  in teres ts  bet ter  served by di -
rec t ly  confront ing  their  abusers ,  or 
through more indirect  means such 
as  cr iminal  courts?   The f i lm fol -
lows Héctor  Sa lgado,  who arres ted 
a t  age 16 dur ing Pinochet ’ s  b id for 
power over  Chi le  for  appropr ia t ing 
a  loca l  res i s tance group’s  dynamite 
for  use aga ins t  Pinochet .   Sa lgado 
was  imprisoned and tor tured for 
three months ,  where he wi tnessed 
the tor ture  of  severa l  f r iends and 
the execut ion of  one before being 

sent  to  the Uni ted Sta tes  upon re lease .   Specia l  Cir -
cumstances  i s  the journal  of  Sa lgado’s  a t tempts  to  f ind 
the man responsib le  for  the cr imes he saw perpetra ted 

in  pr ison:  an army of f icer  who was 
never  imprisoned and to th is  day re -
fuses  to  admit  to  any gui l t  or  respon-
s ib i l i ty  for  h is  ac t ions  in  the pr ison 
in Tomé.   During his  search,  Héc-
tor  confronts  severa l  of  Pinochet ’ s 
former tor turers ,  a l l  of  whom re-
spond to his  accusat ions  by say ing 
they were defending the country 
aga ins t  communism,  that  Pinochet 
had threatened their  l ives ,  or  deny-
ing  the charges  outr ight .   Al though 
ul t imate ly  Héctor  does  not  receive 
an admiss ion of  responsib i l i ty  f rom 
his  abuser ,  the ac t  of  confronta t ion 
places  Héctor ,  not  the tor turer ,  in 
control  and represents  an important 
s tep toward v ic t im peace of  mind,  i f 
not  jus t ice  in  a  lega l  sense.
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War/Dance (Canada/Uganda)
Directors :  Sean Fine,  Andrea Nix Fine   
Producers :  Albie  Hect ,  Susan MacLaury
Review by Rachel  King

“Most  people  th ink th is  i s  the way people  l ive  in  Af -
r ica .   I  want  to  le t  them know this  i s  not  how Afr icans 
l ive .”   These are  the words  that  Nancy,  an Achol i  chi ld 
l iv ing  in  a  refugee camp in northern Uganda,  speaks as 
War/Dance opens.   As Nancy says ,  War/Dance does 
not  se t  out  to  descr ibe the v io lent  conf l ic t  in  northern 
Uganda between the government  and the rebel  Lord’s 
Res is tance Army (LRA),  famed for  us ing  chi ld  soldiers 
and campaigns  of  rape and abuse 
aga ins t  the nat ive  Achol i .   Whi le 
the f i lm does of fer  commentary 
on the impact  of  LRA-perpetra ted 
v io lence and the condi t ions  of  the 
refugee camp where f i lming took 
place ,  i t s  focus  i s  on the camp’s 
chi ldren and the s tory  of  how they 
became the f i r s t  group from the 
war  zone to  compete in  the f ina ls 
of  the Nat ional  Music  and Dance 
Compet i t ion.   The f i lm highl ights 
the exper iences  of  three chi ldren 

in par t icular ,  but  a l l  the res idents  of  the camp and 
most  of  the chi ldren there have been v ic t imized di -
rec t ly  by  LRA members ,  wi th  cr imes ranging f rom re-
crui tment  as  chi ld  soldiers  to  abduct ion and rape.   In 
an ef for t  popular  wi th  many refugee camps and a id 
groups working in  northern Uganda today,  the music 
and dance program in the camp of fers  some form of 
rehabi l i ta t ion and re integra t ion,  as  wel l  as  creat ive  ex -
press ion,  for  these chi ldren.   In addi t ion to  personal 
t rauma,  the chi ldren a lso must  cope wi th cul tura l  s t ig -
ma a t tached to  their  s i tuat ion.   When they t rave l  to 
Kampala  for  the f ina ls  of  the compet i t ion,  they must 
confront  other  s tudents  and Ugandans who bel ieve 

that  nor thern refugees  are  murder-
ers  and outcas ts .   The compet i -
t ion therefore s igni f ies  much more 
than a  chance to  win g lory  for  the 
school :  i t  i s  a  chance for  the chi l -
dren to  prove their  p lace as  Ugan-
dans and overcome the horrors  of 
war  by achiev ing their  dreams.   As 
Dominic ,  the 14-year -o ld Achol i 
boy who aspires  to  be the greates t 
xy lophone player  in  Uganda says , 
“even though we l ive  in  a  war  zone, 
we can do great  th ings  in  l i fe .”

UNAFF

The Devi l  Came on Horseback 
(Sudan/USA)
Directors :  Annie  Sundberg ,  Ricki  S tern 
Producers :  Annie  Sundberg ,  Ricki  S tern, 
                Jane Wel ls ,  Gretchen Wal lace
Review by Abrahim El -Gamal

“The people  have the power to  s tand up and say  ‘geno-
c ide never  aga in! ,”  shouts  Br ian Ste id le  before a  crowd 
of  ac t iv i s t s  in  f ront  of  the Washington Monument  in 
the f i lm The Devi l  Came on Horseback.  Directed by 
Anne Sundberg  and Ricki  S tern,  The Devi l  Came on 
Horseback te l l s  the s tory  of 
re t i red Marine Capta in Bri -
an Ste id le ,  who f inds  a  job 
onl ine as  an AU ceasef i re 
moni tor  in  Darfur ,  the war -
ravaged reg ion of  nor thern 
Sudan.  Equipped wi th “a 
camera,  pen,  and a  paper ,  I 
was  to ta l ly  unprepared for 
what  I ’d  see ,”  says  Ste id le 
as  he surveys  the rugged ter -
ra in f rom behind the wheel 
of  a  weathered 4X4.  What 
he sees  i s  chi l l ing—ent i re 
v i l lages  razed,  mass  graves , 

mut i la ted bodies ,  and a l l  the s igns  of  a  perverse  cam-
paign to obl i tera te  a  people .  Frus tra ted by his  pos i t ion 
of  neutra l i ty  (as  wel l  as  an inept  AU force)  Ste id le 
qui t s  a f ter  s ix  months ,  ga thers  as  much ev idence as 
he can— inc luding pic tures  and of f ic ia l  records—and 
sets  out  on a  hear t fe l t  campaign to  br ing  the message 
home.  Ste id le  t rave ls  to  Chad,  where he interv iews 
Sudanese refugees  in  purgator ia l  border  camps:  v ic -
t ims of  rape and wi tnesses  of  mindless  a t roc i t ies  com-
mit ted by the jan jaweed,  mounted government  mi l i t ias 
whose objec t ive  i s  to  wipe out  a l l  “non-arabs”  in  Dar -
fur .  The accounts  of  these refugees  and their  moving 

fa i th  in  the goodwi l l  of  the 
American people  awaken a 
f rus tra t ion a t  the pass iv i ty 
of  America  and the wor ld a t 
large .  The Devi l  Came on 
Horseback makes i t  compel -
l ing ly  c lear  that  we are  those 
“people  who must  s tand up” 
to  end genocide,  les t  the 
wor ld watch and do noth-
ing  as  mi l l ions  cont inue to 
be sys temat ica l ly  murdered 
and displaced by their  own 
government .
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War/Dance (Canada/Uganda)
Directors :  Sean Fine,  Andrea Nix Fine   
Producers :  Albie  Hect ,  Susan MacLaury
Review by Rachel  King

“Most  people  th ink th is  i s  the way people  l ive  in  Af -
r ica .   I  want  to  le t  them know this  i s  not  how Afr icans 
l ive .”   These are  the words  that  Nancy,  an Achol i  chi ld 
l iv ing  in  a  refugee camp in northern Uganda,  speaks as 
War/Dance opens.   As Nancy says ,  War/Dance does 
not  se t  out  to  descr ibe the v io lent  conf l ic t  in  northern 
Uganda between the government  and the rebel  Lord’s 
Res is tance Army (LRA),  famed for  us ing  chi ld  soldiers 
and campaigns  of  rape and abuse 
aga ins t  the nat ive  Achol i .   Whi le 
the f i lm does of fer  commentary 
on the impact  of  LRA-perpetra ted 
v io lence and the condi t ions  of  the 
refugee camp where f i lming took 
place ,  i t s  focus  i s  on the camp’s 
chi ldren and the s tory  of  how they 
became the f i r s t  group from the 
war  zone to  compete in  the f ina ls 
of  the Nat ional  Music  and Dance 
Compet i t ion.   The f i lm highl ights 
the exper iences  of  three chi ldren 

in par t icular ,  but  a l l  the res idents  of  the camp and 
most  of  the chi ldren there have been v ic t imized di -
rec t ly  by  LRA members ,  wi th  cr imes ranging f rom re-
crui tment  as  chi ld  soldiers  to  abduct ion and rape.   In 
an ef for t  popular  wi th  many refugee camps and a id 
groups working in  northern Uganda today,  the music 
and dance program in the camp of fers  some form of 
rehabi l i ta t ion and re integra t ion,  as  wel l  as  creat ive  ex -
press ion,  for  these chi ldren.   In addi t ion to  personal 
t rauma,  the chi ldren a lso must  cope wi th cul tura l  s t ig -
ma a t tached to  their  s i tuat ion.   When they t rave l  to 
Kampala  for  the f ina ls  of  the compet i t ion,  they must 
confront  other  s tudents  and Ugandans who bel ieve 

that  nor thern refugees  are  murder-
ers  and outcas ts .   The compet i -
t ion therefore s igni f ies  much more 
than a  chance to  win g lory  for  the 
school :  i t  i s  a  chance for  the chi l -
dren to  prove their  p lace as  Ugan-
dans and overcome the horrors  of 
war  by achiev ing their  dreams.   As 
Dominic ,  the 14-year -o ld Achol i 
boy who aspires  to  be the greates t 
xy lophone player  in  Uganda says , 
“even though we l ive  in  a  war  zone, 
we can do great  th ings  in  l i fe .”

Six Degrees:  I took away a sense of 
deep despair from this film, a frustrating 
sense of stagnation and inaction, despite 
the facts, which are vivid and clear.  But, 
I also got a sense that we as are the ones 
who can Americans can make a differ-
ence. 
Was this your intent in producing The 
Devil Came on Horseback? What do 
you hope for the audience to take away 
from this film? 

Gretchen Wallace:  When my brother 
Brian and I first started talking about the 
idea of a documentary film, our very fist 
purpose was for the sake of education 
so that we could reach a much larger 
audience with a visual representation 
of what was actually happening on the 
ground in Darfur, where the media had 
not had an opportunity for access.  And, 
even though Brian had the opportunity 
to return and speak out, there just wasn’t 
a sustained presence of information on 
Darfur.  This seemed to be the best way 

of representing it. 
Filmmakers Annie Sundberg and Ricki 
Stern really did a brilliant job of creating 
exactly the balance that we’d hoped for:  
you don’t want to overwhelm someone 
with the magnitude of the crisis to the 
point where they feel hopeless and pow-
erless to respond, and you also don’t 
want to create such a sense of hope 
that everything is taken care of that no 
one feels inspired to act. It needed to 
be a very relevant and urgent call to ac-
tion because, unfortunately, this crisis is 
continuing and at this point in time our 
elected leaders and the international 
community have failed to effectively in-
tervene to stop it.

SD:  What response has The Devil 
Came on Horseback received? 

GW:  The film has received a terrific 
response beginning with its premier in 
the Sundance Film Festival in January 
this year, throughout this summer at fes-

tivals, through our commercial release 
in 70 different cities within this country, 
and in dozens of countries worldwide. 
We’ve just had a real tremendous re-
sponse from individuals who have felt 
that finally they can understand the 
situation. Whenever Brian has been 
present at a screening he’s received a 
standing ovation.  Individuals have been 
inspired to incredible action and the film 
has been able to help create significant 
change at a number of different levels: as 
an educational tool in various awareness 
campaigns, in divestment campaigns, in 
political action on the part of our policy 
leaders.  It continues to grow as a go-to 
resource of information by grassroots 
groups across this country and interna-
tionally. 
We’re receiving requests every day from 
community groups who want to screen 
the film, and we’re working closely with 
them through our educational outreach 
program to ensure that every time the 
film is shown there is some level of mea-

The Devil Came on Horseback

An interview with co-producer  of 
The Devil Came on Horseback,

Gretchen Wallace
Interview conducted by Abrahim El-Gamal

Gretchen Wallace co-produced The Devil Came 
on Horseback, which tells the story of the geno-
cide in Darfur through the experience of her 
brother, retired Marin Captain Brian Steidle. She 
is the founder of Global Grassroots, a not for 
profit company that works to empower refuges, 
primarily women, through social entrepreneur-
ship. Gretchen sits on the advisory board of FU-
SION, a Stanford social entrepreneurship club. 

Six Degrees spoke with Gretchen about her role 
as the producer of The Devil Came On Horse-
back about her work with refugees of the Darfur 
genocide, which has left 450,000 dead and dis-
placed 2-3 million peoples since 2003. 
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surable action in any community.

SD:  What can college students/citizens 
do to make a difference?

GW:  There is an enormous amount of 
actions that students can take. In fact, 
students have been one of the most ac-
tive constituencies on this crisis through-
out the entire time that this Darfur 
movement has been building. I’ve been 
continually impressed by the initiative of 
young people.
I try to explain my suggestions in three 
categories: watch, learn, and act. The 
first suggests that people who have not 
yet seen this film go out and access it 
through Netflix, instant download, or 
rental. They can purchase it online and 
a portion of precedes go to support Dar-
fur refugees. Or, they can host a com-
munity screening.  Any time they are 

engaging people in seeing this film is a 
chance for students to learn more. 
When they have a chance to do this, we 
encourage all students and community 
groups to make an action pledge around 
the film. That could involve speaking 
out to our elected leaders on what we 
feel is the most important action they 
should take to intervene. 1-800-GENO-
CIDE is the very best tool, we think, in 
reaching out to elected leaders.  If any-
one calls that number and punches in 
their zip code, they’ll get relevant info 
about what is happening in their state 
and what they should be asking for from 
their Senators, their governors, and can 
even be connected to the White House.  
So, it’s a really powerful tool.
If young people also want to take the 
next step beyond making a phone call 
and want to write a personal letter, they 
can do so through the Darfur Coalition 

or Genocide Intervention websites, and 
learn more about the words or actions 
that they might suggest to their elected 
officials.
We encourage young people to become 
involved in existing campaigns. That 
may involve joining a STAND group 
on their campus if one already exists, 
attending a rally if one is taking place, 
or being involved in organizing or plan-
ning an event that would allow people 
to engage others in learning more about 
the issue.  
And then, there are several torch relay 
events throughout the country that are 
attempt to shed some light on the con-
nection between Sudan and China lead-
ing up to the Olympic games. On that 
front, besides attending a torch relay 
event, they should also investigate di-
vestment as a very effective way to put 
economic pressure on China, who has 

The Devil Came on Horseback

Photo courtesy of citizenx.org
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the strongest economic ties with Sudan.  
Divestment plans suggest that compa-
nies, state pension plans, university pen-
sion plans divest from companies doing 
business in Sudan. We encourage you 
to go to sudandivestment.org and learn 
more about ways to learn divestment 
campaigns within their university or 
their state.

SD:   Do you see a light at the end of 
the tunnel? Are grassroots movements 
working? Are we doing enough?

GW:  Grassroots movements are work-
ing. Are we doing enough? We are 
never doing enough until the genocide 
stops. Those who feel passionately com-
mitted to this issue have to act continu-
ously and collectively. We can’t just act 
once. We have to come together, and 
we have to continue to build momen-
tum so that those in power and with in-
fluence can make the decisions neces-
sary to intervene. 
I do see a light at the end of the tunnel—I 
hope. We need greater international 
involvement in the peace process. We 
need to encourage a swift deployment of 
UN troops to the region, and that needs 
to be done without waiting for govern-
ment of Sudan involvement and permis-
sion. And, the more pressure that comes 
from UN member countries for moving 
in that direction I think the more likely 
that they will. We, as members of privi-
leged countries, of countries that are de-
mocracies have a 
responsibility to ex-
ercise our rights as 
citizens to be heard 
and to demonstrate 
what it is that is im-
portant to us, and 
so, I think, the pos-
sibility rests with 
us, and, I think, we 
actually are quite 
powerful in making 
ourselves heard.

SD:  I noticed that 
you’ve co-authored 

a memoir with Brian by the same title. 
What audience do you hope to reach? 
Why a memoir?

GW:  Well, we knew that it was criti-
cally important to bring Brian’s photo-
graphs to the public and his story by a 
film. However, because we didn’t begin 
filming while he was actually in Darfur 
there are so many aspects of his experi-
ence that could not be told in the docu-
mentary film.  The memoir itself focus-
es exclusively on everything that Brian 
experienced while he was on the ground 
in Sudan, from being taken hostage to 
standing next to generals and watching 
them burn village of 15,000 people, to 
Brian’s analysis of how the Sudanese 
government was systematically destroy-
ing villages in a widespread military 
campaign. All of this information was 
not something that we could represent 
in a film so it was necessary to put it in a 
book. It’s a memoir that is told in a way 
that could be as engaging of a broad au-
dience as possible. We are hoping that 
it will be able to be used in schools at 
high schools and universities as well as 
part of a teaching tool on this issue. It 
is told as a story so that it can also reach 
a much broader public audience that 
is interested in this topic and wants to 
learn more.

SD:  What steps has Global Grassroots 
taken toward peace in Darfur? Do you 
work to directly involve the refugees?

GW:  I would love to tell you a little bit 
about why I think this film is really spe-
cial, not just as a film that raises aware-
ness about Darfur, but through my or-
ganization, Global Grassroots, and our 
partnership with the filmmakers.  We 
are working to ensure that nearly half 
of the proceeds from this film go back 
directly to the people of Darfur. Global 
Grassroots provides training and funding 
to help refugees and genocide survivors 
create their own social change projects. 
We’re supporting social entrepreneur-
ship in these societies as a way of help-
ing women in particular to reclaim their 
lives and find way to address the issues 
that are not already being addressed by 
humanitarian aid. In fact, we will be go-
ing back in early 2008 to begin work on 
a human rights library. It’s the idea of 
one of the refugees that is profiled in 
the movie. His name is Adam; he’s an 
elderly refugee who begins to cry in the 
film when Brian and I are interviewing 
him about how Arabs have not been 
supporting them. His idea is to create 
a human rights library that will teach 
adults about their rights as refugees and 
being to work towards to dealing with 
domestic violence, female circumcision, 
and child abuse.  From proceeds from 
this film and the  support that we receive 
from communities across this country, 
we’re going to begin helping Adam real-
ize his dream. So, that’s a really special 
part of this film. 

To learn more 
about Gretchen’s 
work and how 
you can make a 
difference in Dar-
fur visit Global 
Grassroots and 
www.globalgrass-
roots.org. Also, 
check out the 
Stanford chapter 
of STAND to get 
involved in events 
to raise awareness 
for Darfur.  

Photo courtesy of popmatters.com
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Campus Activism
The past quarter has seen 
a tremendous amount of 
campaigns and actions 
launched by student-led 
human rights groups on 
Stanford campus.  Six De-
grees would like to com-
mend these groups for 
their dedication and ini-
tiative, and highlight 
the work of some of these 
groups here:

Coalition for Justice in the Middle East (CJME)

CJME is a largely undergraduate organization that promotes 
awareness of current events, injustice, and human rights viola-
tions in the Middle East (defined as Egypt, the Arabian Penin-
sula, Turkey, and Iran).  They do so through inviting intellectu-
als, authors, activists, and journalists to campus, and sponsoring 
discussions, panel events, and film festivals that are open to the 
Stanford community.  This past quarter has seen a tremendous 
amount of activity from CJME, in which it has sponsored the 
DAM Palestinian Hip-Hop Concert, Middle-Eastern Cultural 
Night, a screening of the film “Goal Dreams” about the Pales-
tinian national soccer team, and a speaking event with political 
activist and Nobel Prize-nominee Hanan Ashwari entitled “Is 
Peace Possible?”.  These events have been key in promoting 
discussion and activism surrounding conflicts in the Middle 
East and we can only look forward to equally powerful efforts 
in the coming quarter.

For more information, visit the CJME website at http://cjme.stanford.
edu/index.htm or contact Tim Gregory (tgregory@stanford.edu) or 
Sam Dubal (sdubal@stanford.edu).

The Free Burma group was founded by a group of five Stan-
ford students to address the current situation in Burma. Be-
cause of US sanctions against Burma and Burma's long isola-
tion from the world, the country only rises to the forefront of 
the public mind when human rights abuses such as those in 
recent months are too egregious to ignore. In early October 
2007, after hearing news about Burmese military government’s 
shootings of peaceful protesters in Yangon, these students 
met to think of ways to hold an event on campus that would 
recognize the commitment to democracy that the Burmese 
monks and protesters have shown. They organized the Save 
Burma Rally in early October and a candlelight vigil later that 

month. Today, Free Burma exists as the only student group 
on campus devoted to the Burmese people.  Its coordinators 
include both Burmese and non-Burmese students.

Free Burma is currently working on the Free Burma Photo 
Project. In this project, photographs of Stanford students red 
and with the words "Free Burma" written on white duct tape 
will be grouped in a collage-like photo display in a promi-
nent place on campus, along with more information about the 
situation in Burma. The goal is to raise awareness about the 
situation in Burma and to illustrate the number of Stanford 
students who care about the issue

Free Burma Group at Stanford

SILS provides a forum for students interested in interna-
tional law. In addition to offering opportunities for getting 
to know other students and faculty who have international 
interests, SILS lobbies to ensure that international law con-
tinues to be a priority for the Law School administration, 
arranges an annual Spring Break trip to learn about another 
country's legal system, and organizes speaking events and 
discussion groups.
In the fall of 2007, SILS was very active in organizing events 
related to human rights.  They hosted speaking events such 
as "Breaking the Silence" with Dr. Wafa Sultan (October 
17),"Freeing Political Prisoners in China," with Jared Gens-
er, Associate at DLP Piper's Washington, DC (October 29), 
and "Human Rights and Corruption in the New Member 
States of the EU" with Monica Macovei, former Romanian 
Minister of Justice and current anti-corruption advisor to the 
prime minister of Macedonia, (November 13). 
For more information on the organization, please see:
http://www.law.stanford.edu/experience/studentlife/
organizations/sils/

Stanford International Law Society (SILS)
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