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The separation that exists between Stanford and the 
rest of the world seems far greater than six degrees.  
But our connection to the world is real.  This publica-
tion is committed to providing an arena for Stanford 
students to create awareness of human rights issues 
across the globe based on their personal experience 

and inspiration.
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from the editors
To our readers,

Six Degrees has long considered itself a forum for members of the Stanford community to spur 
dialogue that results in positive social change.  Realizing this potential depends upon the dedica-
tion and initiative of these community members, and we are proud that this issue represents one 
of the strongest commitments to this goal that we have yet seen.

The decision to become active in human rights advocacy is not one that we students take on 
lightly.  Our lives are filled with commitments to academics, athletics, social life, and a myriad 
of other activities that occupy a tremendous amount of our time and energy.  Finding a place for 
activist work in that schedule and, more importantly, a cause about which one feels passionate 
enough to commit this time, is difficult. Even once an issue inspires us to take action, the task 
of affecting change often appears daunting and discouraging when we ask ourselves how much 
we, as a small student group, can actually accomplish.  This dilemma is not reflective of apathy 
or ignorance – on the contrary, it is the overwhelming result of awareness of the magnitude of 
global human rights issues.  The difference between awareness and activism lies in our decision 
to confront these obstacles: though conscious of the risk of failing in our efforts or inciting con-
troversy, we believe that doing nothing is simply not an option. 

An example of such a commitment to advocacy is embodied by the articles in this volume. Ad-
dressing issues of gender apartheid in Iran, policy plans for Iraqi refugees, and water contamina-
tion in India, Stanford students have taken the initiative to identify a problem, investigate it, and 
propose means for change.  In “Experiments in International Justice,” the author’s reflections 
on the search to define the term “international justice” in Sierra Leone offers a rare insight into 
one of the most difficult debates in the human rights community.  Finally, the article “A Global 
Surgery” challenges perceptions of genital surgery head-on and dares readers to reassess their 
preconceptions. While the problems discussed in these articles are not trivial and their solutions 
are far from obvious, our contributing writers have refused to shy from these challenges.

In our additional features, Six Degrees has also set out to highlight the full range of Stanford 
human rights activities, which spans an immense geographic and thematic range. From our cov-
erage of the United Nations Association Film Festival (UNAFF) in October to our “hot spot” high-
lights of pressing global issues, our features have been designed to spread the news about on-
going efforts to promote human rights and to inspire the creation of new initiatives in the same 
spirit.

With this issue, Six Degrees is proud to announce our largest volume ever published. The deci-
sion to switch to a bi-annual publication scheme was motivated by a desire to raise the standard 
and caliber of the journal, and we hope that the issue is reflective of this initiative. Enjoy the 
read—it’s up to you to take it from here.

Rachel King and Katherine Hoffmann
Co-presidents



Special Court for Sierra Leone 

Female Circumcision
Author Mitali Thakor discusses the hypocrisy of Western 
feminists who have looked upon the practice of female 
circumcision with horror, while for the sake of “beauty,” 
submitted their own bodies to the scalpel for sexual body 
modification surgeries.

Feature Interview

Author Krishanu Sengupta reports on his experience monitor-
ing war crimes trials in the The International Criminal Court at 
The Hague and the Special Court for Sierra Leone. 

Peter Sampson talks about his experiences as a negotiator in 
conflict zones.

An estimated 2.2 million Iraqis have fled their country and 
another 2.5 refugees remain displaced within Iraq’s borders 
as a result of the destruction wrought by the Iraq war. Author 
Julie Veroff reveals the hardships of refugees and addresses 
the drastically inadequate response of the United States.

Refugees of War in Iraq 

Bhopal Water Contamination

contributing  authors

Julie Veroff Iraq

Krishanu Sengupta Sierra Leone

Kaylin Pennington Bhopal

Letters of 250 words or fewer can be submitted to hrsubmissions@lists.stanford.edu.
Speak Out!

Julie Veroff graduated from Stanford in 2007 with a major in 
International Relations and a Certificate in African Studies. She 
became interested in refugee issues while working with FORGE 
(Facilitating Opportunities for Refugee Growth and Empowerment) 
in a refugee camp in Zambia, and began working on the Iraqi refugee 
crisis as an intern in the Asylum and Refugee Protection program 
at Human Rights First in Washington, DC. Julie is in her first year of 
an MPhil in Development Studies at the University of Oxford, and 
appreciates the city’s charm, but misses Stanford’s sunshine!

Kaylin Pennington is a junior majoring in Earth Systems. She is particularly 
interested in the synergy between water, health, and economic development, 
as well as sustainable water infrastructure in developing countries. She 
traveled to Bhopal in the summer of 2007 to volunteer and conduct research 
at the Sambhavna Trust Clinic, which provides medical care to victims of the 
1984 disaster. She plans to pursue a career in environmental health policy, 
public health, or medicine.

Krishanu Sengupta is a senior majoring in International Relations. He 
became interested in war crimes courts when studying the aftermath of 
civil wars in Rwanda and Sierra Leone.

Mitali Thakor is a junior majoring in Cultural and Social Anthropology and 
Feminist Studies. Her academic focus is on the intersections between 
sexuality and technology, and a class on current controversies in women’s 
health fueled her interest in this topic, female genital reconstruction 
surgery. Mitali’s current research is on the Telecom Revolution’s impact 
on underground labor, such as sex work, in rapidly urbanizing South and 
Southeast Asia.

Mitali ThakorFemale Circumcision

Human Rights Hot Spots
Highlights from human rights crises around the globe.

UN Film Festival
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Author Krishanu Sengupta reports on his experience monitor-
ing war crimes trials in the The International Criminal Court at 
The Hague and the Special Court for Sierra Leone. 

Peter Sampson talks about his experiences as a negotiator in 
conflict zones.

An estimated 2.2 million Iraqis have fled their country and 
another 2.5 refugees remain displaced within Iraq’s borders 
as a result of the destruction wrought by the Iraq war. Author 
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Twenty-three years ago, 40 tons of deadly methyl isocyanate 
gas leaked from a Union Carbide pesticide plant in Old Bho-
pal, India, killing between 3,000 and 15,000 people. About 
500,000 people were exposed to the gas, and today between 
120,000 and 150,000 people suffer from the ramifications of 
exposure.
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In the theocracy of Iran, a political system wedded to a con-
servative interpretation of Islam denies women equal rights 
and subjugates them to a second class existence.  The author 
expores the system of Shari’a law which denies women the 
right to be clerics, judges, or the president.
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Uniting, educating, 
and empowering the 

human rights community 
at Stanford

This page provides brief summaries of some major human rights crises 
occurring in the world today.  The information provided was drawn from 
multiple respected humanitarian and political organizations and news 
outlets.  These situations do not constitute an exhaustive list, but we hope 
this glance at some of today’s most troubled regions will give you a better 
sense of the challenges we currently face as a global community.

Pakistan [Emergency State, Bhutto Assassination, Political Unrest]
A year of political turmoil in Pakistan ended with the shocking assassination of 
main opposition leader Benazir Bhutto of the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) on 
December 27th. The assassination comes after President Pervez Musharraf ended 

nearly three weeks of Martial Law, sacking judges and filling prisons with journalists and opposition 
protesters. The Pakistani government has delayed elections, originally scheduled to proceed in 
January of 2008 to February, ostensibly, 
to repair polling stations destroyed by 
violence in Bhutto’s Sindh province 
in the aftermath of her assassination. 
Critics accuse Musharraf’s government 
of using extra time to rig the election, 
and diffuse sympathy votes. In a country 
with a track record of military coups 
and harsh oppression, not to mention 
a Taliban presence in its northwestern 
border, democracy will be a long and 
difficult road, experts say.

While a $5.2 billion dollar plan to double the size of the panama canal is under-
way, and the country boasts an economic growth rate of 11percent per year, mak-
ing it the fastest growing economy in Latin America, Panama is one of two Central 
American countries which has experienced a rise in chronic malnutrition among children under 
five years of age over the last six years. According to UNICEF, 50 percent of children in Panama 
live under conditions of poverty, and 30 percent under extreme poverty. The malnutrition problem 
is most severe among indigenous populations, where it is estimated that half of children under five 
are underweight, a reminder of the stark social inequalities that separate the nation’s wealthy from 
its dire poor.

Panama [Billions go to canal, child malnutrition worsens]

human rightshot  spots
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Over 250,000 children per day are exploited as child soldiers and laborers for 
different government, guerrilla and paramilitary groups around the world.  A bill 
has been introduced to the United States Senate that calls for limited defense aid for countries that 
the Department of State Country Reports on Human Rights identifies as recruiting or using child 
soldiers in government armed forces or government-supported paramilitaries or militias in viola-
tion of international standards. If passed, US defense aid would be limited to assistance to help 
reduce use of child soldiers.  The bill was introduced by Illinois Senator Richard Durbin (D).

Systematic beatings and abductions of political opposition party members, 
including leader of the Movement for Democratic Change, Morgan Tsvangirai, 
have been on the rise since February in Zimbabwe.  People have been 

hospitalized, killed, and allegedly tortured. Critics say that President Mugabe, who has been in 
power unchallenged for 27 years, is ordering the beatings to ensure his win in the next election 
in March 2008.  In response to Mugabe’s actions, the South African Development Community 
(SADC) has appointed South African President Mbeki as the representative to pressure Zimbabwe 
into holding free and fair elections.  Mbeki and Mugabe met during the first week of May to begin 
multiparty dialogue and the mediation process of stopping the Zimbabwe crisis. 

Eastern Europe [human trafficking]

United States [Child Soldiers Prevention Act]

Zimbabwe [political repression]

Human trafficking, or the illicit abduction of humans for the purpose of exploita-
tion, has been rampant in Europe since the end of communism and the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. Despite the fact that there is work being done to decrease 

the phenomenon, like the Council of Europe’s adoption of the “Convention on Action against 
Trafficking in Human Beings” in 2005, many victims are abducted, the most common are women 
forced into prostitution. Today, many countries, especially in Eastern Europe, are working towards 
ending this exploitation. Albania continues to be a transit country for trafficking, but border con-
trols are becoming more stringent and investigation into these issues continues; Serbia has also 
adopted an active national strategy. In spite of the rampant existence of trafficking in Macedonia 
and Kosovo, very little has been done to address this crisis. To learn more about human trafficking 
and how you can get involved in combating this exploitation happening in many places all over the 
world, please visit: http://www.humantrafficking.org/

Uniting, educating, 
and empowering the 

human rights community 
at Stanford

human rightshot  spots
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Iraq

Iraq, according to United Nations 
Commissioner for Refugees 
António Guterres, is simultaneously 

the world’s best-known military conflict 
and its least-known humanitarian crisis.  
When the United States entered Iraq in 
2003, many Iraqis and Americans hoped 
to build a stable and democratic nation.  
Hundreds of thousands of Iraqis thus 
devoted themselves to reconstructing and 
redeveloping their country, partnering 
with Americans in their efforts. 

Unfortunately, Iraq is not yet a 
stable country.  Rather, a complex 
pattern of violence--one that generally 
targets innocent civilians with brutal 
kidnappings, political murder, and 
sectarian cleansing, acts of terror, and 
torture--has taken hold of the country.

As a result, at least 2.2 million Iraqi 
refugees have fled the violence and 
persecution, with a majority escaping to 
Jordan and Syria.  Approximately 2.25 
million more Iraqis, unable to flee, are 
displaced in their own country.  These 
refugees must often survive without 
adequate water, health care, education, 
or income.  The humanitarian crisis in 
Iraq has become far more complex than 
anyone had anticipated.  Indeed, it is the 
largest forced displacement of people in 
the Middle East since 1948.

Lifeline for Iraqi Refugees...

The Iraqi Refugee Crisis:  An Overview

The four million Iraqi refugees and 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) who 
have fled their homes have done so for 
many reasons.  Some sought escape 
from religious or ethnic persecution, 
having been attacked or driven from 
their neighborhoods for being Christian, 
Shiite, Kurdish, or of some other 
identity.  Still others have been targeted 
for their professions--for being doctors, 
lawyers, or judges, for example.  Some, 
such as Iraqis who have been working 
for women’s rights, have been targeted 
for their political views.  Also in danger 
are many Palestinian refugees who have 
lived in Iraq for years; as of February 
2007, 600 of the 15,000 Palestinian 
refugees in Baghdad had been killed.1  
Those working for the U.S. government, 
non-governmental organizations, or 
media are at risk as well.  The U.S. 
Department of Labor has recorded the 
deaths of more than 250 Iraqi translators 
who worked for U.S. forces. Said U.S. 
Marine Captain Zachary Iscol in a 
January 2007 Congressional Testimony, 
“Without our translators, we are deaf 
and dumb.  Without them we cannot 
speak, we cannot listen, we cannot 
understand.  In my own experience, 

I believe their service has even saved 
lives . . .  Because of their importance, 
interpreters have become lucrative 
targets for the enemy.”

Since the United States entered Iraq 
in 2003, all U.S. organizations working 
within the country have relied on Iraqi 
partners to serve in key capacities.  
Iraqis have managed Human Resources 
in the U.S. Embassy, risked their lives 
alongside American soldiers as military 
translators, and worked as engineers and 
drivers for American contractors.  As 
one American woman who worked on a 
democracy-building project in southern 
Iraq told Human Rights First, “Every 
single American contractor or soldier 
working in Iraq depended on an Iraqi to 
help them get their job done, but more 
importantly to keep them safe.”  

The total number of Iraqis who 
have had long-term work with the 
U.S. government, military, media, 
and contractors since 2003 remains 
unknown.  Currently, there are about 
118,000 Iraqis employed inside Iraq by 
U.S. tax dollars.2  There are 65,000 Iraqis 
working under Defense Department 
contracts and subcontracts3, and 81,000 
are employed by USAID reconstruction 
projects.  Additionally, more than 
9,000 work as translators for the U.S. 
military.  The Bechtel Corporation, a 
construction firm with contracts in the 
country, employed about 40,000 Iraqis 
at its peak.  According to Bechtel, all 
Iraqi employees are potentially at risk 
due to their U.S. affiliation.

“To work as a translator in Iraq, one 
must be prepared to be beheaded, 
shot dead or to leave the country at a 
moment’s notice [. . .]  no one is looking 
after translators,” said Moussa Fahid of 
the Iraq Translator’s Association.4

At least 257 Iraqi translators have been 
killed since 2003.5  According to L-3 
Communications, the contractor that 
provided most of the translators for the 
U.S. military in Iraq, the majority were 
assassinated while at home or on their 
way to work.  Titan, another company 
with contracts in Iraq, reported that 280 
of its Iraqi employees have been killed 
since 2003.  

by Jul ie  Veroff

...at least 2.2 million Iraqi refugees have fled the violence 
and persecution....
  ...approximately 2.25 million more Iraqis, 
unable to flee, are displaced in their own country...
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According to the Committee to Protect 
Journalists (CPJ), 90 Iraqi journalists 
and 39 Iraqi media support workers 
have been killed and 17 Iraqi journalists 
kidnapped since the conflict began in 
March 2003.  This journalist death toll 
is higher than any other that has been 
documented by the CPJ.6

Oliver Moss, who served as a U.S. 
political officer in Baghdad from 2005 
to 2006, has stated that more than 120 
Iraqis who joined American-backed local 
councils at the provincial, municipal, 
district, and neighborhood levels have 
been killed.7

On July 9, 2007, U.S. Ambassador 
to Iraq Ryan Crocker described 
the persecution of Iraqis working 
for the U.S. in a cable to the State 
Department.  He wrote that Iraqi staff at 
the embassy worked “under extremely 
difficult conditions” and were “targets 
for violence, including murder and 
kidnapping.”  Ambassador Crocker 
urged the administration to consider 
granting special immigrant visas to all 
Iraqis working for the U.S. government, 
stating that “we believe they should all be 
treated equally; and we should reward 
[our Iraqi staff] for their sacrifice, loyalty, 
and dedication.”  

On August 28, 2007, while announcing 
the United States’ $30 million 
contribution to a UNHCR 
and UNICEF joint appeal, 
Assistant Secretary of State 
for Population, Refugees, and 
Migration Ellen Sauerbrey 
told reporters that the U.S. 
had a “moral obligation” to 
aid those Iraqis “who are 
in danger because of their 
affiliation with U.S. forces.”8

Inside Iraq:  Two Million 
Displaced 

More than two million 
Iraqis have been 
forced to flee their 

homes to escape the violence 
within Iraq, and 2,000 more 
become internally displaced 
every day.  Some 700,000 

host families, in public buildings such as 
abandoned schools, or in tents or other 
makeshift accommodation.12 Overall, 
43% of Iraqis are now said to live in a 
state of “absolute poverty.”13

The vast majority of displaced Iraqis 
are women (28%) and children (48%), 
resulting in a significant number of 
female-headed households.  This is 
largely because 90% of the violent civilian 
deaths are men. The vulnerability of 
women and children can be seen in 
rising levels of sexual and gender-based 
violence among the displaced and in 
the “recruitment of child soldiers by 
irregular forces.”14

Children have been especially affected 
by the conflict.  The rate of child 
malnutrition has risen from the pre-
invasion level of 19% in 2003 to a current 
rate of 28%.  Many Iraqi children are 
not in school, either because they are 
unable to attend or because facilities are 
too crowded to accommodate them.15  
In some areas of Iraq, up to 90% of 
children are out of school.16

Despite the desperate need, access 
to social services and aid remains a 
significant challenge for displaced 
Iraqis.  Most international organizations 
removed their staff from the country 
following the 2003 bombing of the 

United Nations headquarters 
in Baghdad.  Although some 
assistance is still provided 
by coalition military and 
civilian forces, such aid is 
often viewed with suspicion.  
Both international and 
local humanitarian workers 
operating in Iraq have been 
targeted by armed militias.

According to Walter Kalin, 
Representative of the United 
Nations Secretary General 
on the Human Rights 
of Internally Displaced 
Persons, “There is a very real 
danger that the vacuum in 
humanitarian assistance will 
be filled by armed militias 
who provide relief as a way 
of increasing their control 
over territory.”17  A lack of 

of these Iraqis were displaced following 
a sharp increase in sectarian violence 
after the bombing of a Shiite shrine 
in Samarra in February 2006.9 The 
humanitarian situation in Iraq is grave, 
and the needs of the vulnerable are still 
growing.  As of July 2007, about eight 
million Iraqis, nearly one-third of the 

population, were in need of emergency 
humanitarian aid, as15% could not 
buy enough to eat, 10 70% did not have 
adequate water -- a significant increase 
from 50% in 2003, 80% did not have 
access to effective sanitation, and 47% of 
internally displaced Iraqis did not have 
access to the Public Distribution System 
for daily food rations.11

Furthermore, many Iraqis lack a stable 
income, have limited savings, and cannot 
afford the rising price of rent.  Some of 
the displaced must live with relatives or 

I believe their service has even saved 
lives . . .  Because of their importance, 
interpreters have become lucrative 
targets for the enemy.”

Since the United States entered Iraq 
in 2003, all U.S. organizations working 
within the country have relied on Iraqi 
partners to serve in key capacities.  
Iraqis have managed Human Resources 
in the U.S. Embassy, risked their lives 
alongside American soldiers as military 
translators, and worked as engineers and 
drivers for American contractors.  As 
one American woman who worked on a 
democracy-building project in southern 
Iraq told Human Rights First, “Every 
single American contractor or soldier 
working in Iraq depended on an Iraqi to 
help them get their job done, but more 
importantly to keep them safe.”  

The total number of Iraqis who 
have had long-term work with the 
U.S. government, military, media, 
and contractors since 2003 remains 
unknown.  Currently, there are about 
118,000 Iraqis employed inside Iraq by 
U.S. tax dollars.2  There are 65,000 Iraqis 
working under Defense Department 
contracts and subcontracts3, and 81,000 
are employed by USAID reconstruction 
projects.  Additionally, more than 
9,000 work as translators for the U.S. 
military.  The Bechtel Corporation, a 
construction firm with contracts in the 
country, employed about 40,000 Iraqis 
at its peak.  According to Bechtel, all 
Iraqi employees are potentially at risk 
due to their U.S. affiliation.

“To work as a translator in Iraq, one 
must be prepared to be beheaded, 
shot dead or to leave the country at a 
moment’s notice [. . .]  no one is looking 
after translators,” said Moussa Fahid of 
the Iraq Translator’s Association.4

At least 257 Iraqi translators have been 
killed since 2003.5  According to L-3 
Communications, the contractor that 
provided most of the translators for the 
U.S. military in Iraq, the majority were 
assassinated while at home or on their 
way to work.  Titan, another company 
with contracts in Iraq, reported that 280 
of its Iraqi employees have been killed 
since 2003.  

Coming back to Iraq, many refugees are staying in camps like this 
one in Baghdad.

“I live in a daily nightmare.  
I lost a close relative.  I lost 
my future.  I lost hope.  I 
lost everything except that 
sense of fear.”

-Iraqi refugee and former interpreter,  
     January 8, 2007
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in-country refugee processing means 
that those individuals who are displaced, 
persecuted, or otherwise vulnerable but 
who have remained in Iraq must cross 
a border into another country in order 
to apply for refugee status and possible 
resettlement.  The journey is expensive, 
sometimes prohibitively so, and often 
requires Iraqis to travel through extremely 
dangerous parts of the country.  Once 
they arrive at the border, Iraqis seeking 
to enter as refugees may be turned away 
by border officials overwhelmed by the 
already heavy influx.18

Outside Iraq:  More Than Two Million 
Refugees 

At least 2.2 million refugees have 
left Iraq, and 2,000 more are 
fleeing the country each day.  

Between 500,000 and 750,000 of these 
Iraqis have crossed the border into to 
Jordan, and another 1.2 to 1.5 million 
have fled to Syria.  Some 250,000 to 
350,000 Iraqi refugees are scattered 
across Egypt, Lebanon, and other 
countries near the Persian Gulf.  

While these individuals have made 
it out of Iraq, their difficulties are far 
from over. Although both Jordan and 
Syria were initially welcoming to Iraqis, 
they have been overwhelmed by the 
large numbers of refugees. Jordan, 
once the refuge of choice for middle 

class professionals, closed its borders 
to virtually all Iraqi refugees in January 
2007.  Lebanon has also tightened 
restrictions on Iraqi refugees in recent 
months, detaining some and deporting 
others.  These host countries do not 
recognize the 1951 United Nations 
Convention on Refugees, but under 
customary international law, all nations 
are obligated to refrain from returning 
refugees to persecution. Nonetheless, 
Iraqi refugees in these countries have 
been treated as visitors or tourists. 

Most Iraqi refugees do not live in 
camps.  Instead, they have become 
the new urban poor in Damascus and 
Amman.  They face problems including 
deportation back to Iraq; detention; 
lack of food, housing, or other aid; 
lack of security; lack of education; and 
various kinds of exploitation.  Many 
young Iraqi women are turning to 
prostitution to survive. Professional 
Iraqis – doctors, lawyers, and teachers - 
are now unemployed, unable to provide 
for themselves or their families, because 
they no longer have the right to work or 
own property.

Iraqi Refugees in Jordan 

Jordan is generously hosting some 
500,000 to 750,000 Iraqi refugees in 
spite of its limited natural resources 

and small area.  Iraqi refugees now 

account for more than 10% of the 
country’s 5.7 million inhabitants.  The 
U.S. per capita equivalent would be 
accepting 40 million Iraqi refugees.  
With the influx of Iraqis adding to a 
long-standing Palestinian population, 
Jordan now hosts the largest number 
of refugees per capita of any country in 
the world.  The resulting strain on its 
“natural resources, infrastructure, and 
economic capacity” has brought rising 
inflation, according to Makhaimer Abu 
Jamous, Secretary General of Jordan’s 
Ministry of the Interior.19

Iraqi refugees in Jordan face serious 
hardships.  Most are denied legal status, 
and the only way to obtain a residency 
card in Jordan is by placing more than 
100,000 USD on hold in a special 
account.  Without a residency card, Iraqi 
refugees do not have the right to work 
and most lack access to education and 
health care.  As a result, many refugees 
– even middle class professionals like 
judges and professors – have little ability 
to earn money to feed and house their 
families.  The Jordanian government has 
deported a number of refugees back to 
Iraq, in violation of the principle of non-
refoulement (a promise not to return a 
refugee to a location in which their life 
or freedom could be threatened) in 
customary international law.  In some 
cases, deported refugees had registered 
with UNHCR and obtained asylum-
seeker cards. Jordan has become so 
overwhelmed by the crisis that, since 
the closing of its borders to most Iraqi 
refugees in January 2007, even refugees 
with visa appointments at the U.S. 
Embassy in Amman are being turned 
back at the border.

In a positive development, in August 
2007, more than 40,000 Iraqi refugee 
children were allowed to attend school 
in Jordan.  Previously, this was only 
possible if a child’s family had a resident 
permit or paid fees.  Additionally, on 
August 28, 2007, the U.S. announced 
that it would increase its support to 
countries hosting Iraqi refugees with a 
$30 million grant for education.  The 
grant came in response to a joint appeal 
from UNHCR and UNICEF for $129 

Iraq

Many Iraqi refugees make ends meet by selling in the street. Representing the equivalent 
of one sixth of Jordan’s population, officially the refugees are not allowed to work.
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account for more than 10% of the 
country’s 5.7 million inhabitants.  The 
U.S. per capita equivalent would be 
accepting 40 million Iraqi refugees.  
With the influx of Iraqis adding to a 
long-standing Palestinian population, 
Jordan now hosts the largest number 
of refugees per capita of any country in 
the world.  The resulting strain on its 
“natural resources, infrastructure, and 
economic capacity” has brought rising 
inflation, according to Makhaimer Abu 
Jamous, Secretary General of Jordan’s 
Ministry of the Interior.19

Iraqi refugees in Jordan face serious 
hardships.  Most are denied legal status, 
and the only way to obtain a residency 
card in Jordan is by placing more than 
100,000 USD on hold in a special 
account.  Without a residency card, Iraqi 
refugees do not have the right to work 
and most lack access to education and 
health care.  As a result, many refugees 
– even middle class professionals like 
judges and professors – have little ability 
to earn money to feed and house their 
families.  The Jordanian government has 
deported a number of refugees back to 
Iraq, in violation of the principle of non-
refoulement (a promise not to return a 
refugee to a location in which their life 
or freedom could be threatened) in 
customary international law.  In some 
cases, deported refugees had registered 
with UNHCR and obtained asylum-
seeker cards. Jordan has become so 
overwhelmed by the crisis that, since 
the closing of its borders to most Iraqi 
refugees in January 2007, even refugees 
with visa appointments at the U.S. 
Embassy in Amman are being turned 
back at the border.

In a positive development, in August 
2007, more than 40,000 Iraqi refugee 
children were allowed to attend school 
in Jordan.  Previously, this was only 
possible if a child’s family had a resident 
permit or paid fees.  Additionally, on 
August 28, 2007, the U.S. announced 
that it would increase its support to 
countries hosting Iraqi refugees with a 
$30 million grant for education.  The 
grant came in response to a joint appeal 
from UNHCR and UNICEF for $129 

million to enable 155,000 Iraqi children 
to attend school in Jordan, Syria, Egypt, 
and Lebanon.20  

Iraqi Refugees in Syria 

Syria has been the most open 
country in the region to Iraqi 
refugees, hosting between 1.2 and 

1.5 million among its population of 18 
million.  The exact number is difficult to 
estimate in part because 1,000 to 2,000 
Iraqis flee to Syria every day. They 
cannot legally work in Syria, meaning 
that although many would like to hold 
jobs and support their families, they 
have no opportunity to earn an income.  
  Iraqi refugees do have some access 
to primary and emergency health care 
as well as Syrian Red Crescent clinics 
serving refugees.  

Though Iraqi children can attend 
Syrian schools for free, many refugees 
simply cannot afford to pay for books 
and uniforms.  Consequently, more 
than 300,000 Iraqi children are not 
enrolled in school.  International non-
governmental organizations operating in 
Syria have reported high levels of child 
labor and increasing prostitution among 
desperate refugees, including young 
girls.  

The influx of refugees into Syria 
has caused significant economic and 
resource strains.  Foodstuffs and basic 
goods have increased in price by 30%, 
property prices by 40%, and rentals by 
150%.  Water consumption has risen by 
21%.  There is no longer safe drinking 
water in three of the neighborhoods that 
host refugees.  According to the Syrian 
Deputy Foreign Minister, the costs of 
providing refugees with potable water 
and sanitation amounted to 6.8 million 
dollars last year.  During 2005 and 2006, 
the aid and relief Syria gave to Iraq 
refugees amounted to $162 million.  The 
Syrian government estimates that the 
cost of providing humanitarian, health, 
and educational support to the refugees 
over the next two years will exceed $256 
million,21  and the possibility remains 
that, like Jordan, Syria will close its 
borders to Iraqi refugees. 

Iraqi Refugees in Lebanon 

There are currently 40,000 Iraqi 
refugees and asylum seekers 
in Lebanon, a country already 

hosting 400,000 Palestinian refugees.  
Only 7,878 of the estimated 40,000 
Iraqis have registered with UNHCR.22

The Iraqi refugee population in 
Lebanon is distinct from that of 
other countries in the region in that 
approximately 30% are Christian. Only 
about 3% of Iraq’s total population is 
Christian. Comparatively, Lebanon’s 
population is almost one-third Christian, 
making it a comfortable place to seek 
safety. Many have fled persecution 
by both Shi’a and Sunni militias and 
criminal gangs, and, in addition to their 
minimal personal possessions, carry 
with them stories of kidnapping, rape, 
and murder.23

The majority of the refugees in 
Lebanon entered the country through 
Syria, often illegally.  Obtaining a visa 
to Lebanon is extremely difficult for 
Iraqi refugees, so many enlist the help 
of smugglers.  This carries the risk of 
arrest and conviction for illegal entry.24  
As of September 7, 2007, 400 people of 
concern to UNHCR were being detained 
for illegal entry or stay in Roumieh 
Prison, the largest in Lebanon.25

Like Jordan and Syria, Lebanon is 
not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee 
Convention, and as such it considers 

Iraqi refugees “guests” rather than 
persons fleeing persecution.26  As such, 
they do not have the right to work, 
and they have very limited access to 
education and health care.

In the past, the Lebanese government 
has ignored UNHCR guidelines for 
the protection of refugees, including 
injunctions against refoulement. 
Hundreds of Iraqi asylum seekers in 
Lebanon were deported back to Iraq 
before 2003.  The Iraqi ambassador 
to Lebanon stated in a February 2007 
interview that 40 to 60 Iraqis are deported 
back to Iraq each week.27  Kristele 
Younes of Refugees International has 
also stated that Lebanon has begun to 
deport Iraqi refugees.28  

The U.S. Response to the Iraqi Refugee 
Crisis

Offering lifelines to refugees 
is not a new concept for the 
United States, which has 

a long and distinguished history of 
refugee protection.  In the case of the 
Iraqi refugee crisis, however, the U.S. 
response has been woefully inadequate.  
As of July 2007, the United States had 
resettled less than 100 of more than 2.2 
million Iraqis who had fled Iraq to escape 
violence and persecution. That number 
increased to 1608 by September 2007. 
Yet this figure is still too small.  The 
United States has the capacity to bring 

Iraqi refugees in a camp on the Iraq-Syria border.
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hundreds of thousands to safety, as it has 
done many times in the past.

In the wake of World War II, the 
United States played a leading role 
in building an international refugee 
protection regime to ensure that the 
world’s nations would never again refuse 
to shelter refugees fleeing persecution.  
The United States has committed to the 
central guarantees of the 1951 Refugee 
Convention and the 1967 Protocol, most 
critically to the promise not to return 
refugees to persecution.29  In 1980, the 
United States passed the Refugee Act in 
order to bring its laws into compliance 
with the Refugee Convention and the 
Protocol.30

The United States has also played 
a leading role in the resettlement of 

refugees, and its resettlement program 
has served as an effective model to the 
rest of the world.31  Since 1975, the 
United States has resettled more than 
2.6 million refugees,32 and in 2006 
alone, the United States resettled 41,300 
refugees from over 60 countries.33

More specifically, the United States 
resettled over 250,000 displaced 
Europeans following World War 
II, including 90,000 Jewish refugees.  
Following the Vietnam War, the U.S. 
government resettled 130,000 refugees 
from South Vietnam between May 1 
and December 20, 1975.34  Among 
these first arrivals were former South 
Vietnamese government and military 
officials and their families, who had 
worked for the United States during the 
war and feared reprisals.  Since 1975, the 
United States has resettled over 900,000 
Vietnamese refugees, many of whom 
had been political prisoners or were 

among those escaping the Communist 
takeover following the fall of the Saigon 
government.35

The United States has also resettled 
600,000 refugees from the former 
Soviet Union since 1975;36 58,000 
Somali refugees since 1980;37 55,000 
Cuban refugees since 1975;38 some 
143,000 Bosnian refugees between 1993 
and 2003; and evacuated and resettled 
14,000 Kosovar refugees in 1999.  The 
list goes on.

The U.S. Government’s Response to 
the Iraqi Refugee Crisis

At a Congressional oversight 
hearing on “The Plight of Iraqi 
Refugees” on January 16, 2007, 

Senator Kennedy (D-MA) expressed 
concern that the United States admitted 
only 202 Iraqi refugees to the country 
during the last fiscal year and that a 
special immigrant visa program for Iraqi 
and Afghan translators already had a six-
year waiting list. 

On February 14, 2007, the U.S. 
Department of State made several 
promises concerning Iraqi refugees.  
Among these was an announcement of 
the intent to resettle 7,000 Iraqi refugees 
in the United States by the end of the 
fiscal year, September 30, 2007. A 
later statement by Assistant Secretary 
Ellen Sauerbrey, however, stressed 
that the number did not represent a 
commitment to resettlement, but simply 
the capacity for UNHCR referrals to the 
U.S. Refugee Admissions Program.39  
Yet during the same conference in 
which this clarification was announced, 
Assistant Secretary Sauerbrey stated that 
the United States “could resettle up to 
25,000 Iraqi refugees” that year.40  The 
U.S. also pledged to create a special 
program to help Iraqis at risk because 
of their ties to the U.S. government, 
to contribute $18 million to UNHCR, 
and to help countries in the region and 
encourage them to keep their borders 
open to Iraqi refugees.  

Despite these commitments, the actual 
U.S. response to the Iraqi refugee crisis 
has thus far been inadequate.  Though the 

U.S. government pledged to admit 7,000 
Iraqi refugees by September 30, 2007, 
the processing of refugees has been slow.  
Since February 2007, the United Nations 
has submitted the names of more than 
9,000 Iraqi refugees for consideration, but 
only 190 had been admitted to the United 
States as of July 31, 2007.  Fewer than 100 
of these were refugees who had fled Iraqi 
after 2003.41 Furthermore, as of mid-July 
only 436 of these referrals—about 5%—were 
Iraqis who had worked for the United 
States.42   By the end of September 2007, 
1,608 Iraqi refugees had been admitted to 
the U.S. – an improvement, but still far 
from 7,000.  Comparatively, 4,251 Iranian 
refugees and 2,307 Cuban refugees were 
admitted to the United States this year.43 

The Bush administration has 
established a special program to bring 
a small number of Iraqis to the United 
States.  It gives preferential treatment 
to full-time U.S. Embassy employees, 
of whom there are currently 125 in 

Baghdad, and to 500 interpreters.  The 
program exempts these Iraqis from 
lengthy U.N. refugee processing upon 
leaving Iraq.  Unfortunately, the program 
is too narrow in numbers and scope.  It 
cannot accommodate the thousands of 
Iraqis working as translators, nor does it 
offer any help to the thousands working 
for the United States under contracts.  
These Iraqis include construction 
workers, drivers, and security guards, and 
they, too, face reprisals for their work with 
the United States.  Ali Jasem, a 25-year-
old crane operator at the Rustamiya 
base in southeastern Baghdad, said that 
“many people believe that interpreters 
are exposed to danger more than us, but 
they are wrong.  Insurgents and militants 

“The commitment of the 
United States to protecting 
and assisting refugees is deep 
and abiding.  This commit-
ment is part of our nation’s 
history and it goes to the very 
core of our values.”

-Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice 

Iraq

“We are committed to hon-
oring our moral debt to 
those Iraqis who have pro-
vided assistance to the Unit-
ed States military and em-
bassy.”

-Undersecretary of State Paula Dobrian-
sky, May 2007 
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U.S. government pledged to admit 7,000 
Iraqi refugees by September 30, 2007, 
the processing of refugees has been slow.  
Since February 2007, the United Nations 
has submitted the names of more than 
9,000 Iraqi refugees for consideration, but 
only 190 had been admitted to the United 
States as of July 31, 2007.  Fewer than 100 
of these were refugees who had fled Iraqi 
after 2003.41 Furthermore, as of mid-July 
only 436 of these referrals—about 5%—were 
Iraqis who had worked for the United 
States.42   By the end of September 2007, 
1,608 Iraqi refugees had been admitted to 
the U.S. – an improvement, but still far 
from 7,000.  Comparatively, 4,251 Iranian 
refugees and 2,307 Cuban refugees were 
admitted to the United States this year.43 

The Bush administration has 
established a special program to bring 
a small number of Iraqis to the United 
States.  It gives preferential treatment 
to full-time U.S. Embassy employees, 
of whom there are currently 125 in 

Baghdad, and to 500 interpreters.  The 
program exempts these Iraqis from 
lengthy U.N. refugee processing upon 
leaving Iraq.  Unfortunately, the program 
is too narrow in numbers and scope.  It 
cannot accommodate the thousands of 
Iraqis working as translators, nor does it 
offer any help to the thousands working 
for the United States under contracts.  
These Iraqis include construction 
workers, drivers, and security guards, and 
they, too, face reprisals for their work with 
the United States.  Ali Jasem, a 25-year-
old crane operator at the Rustamiya 
base in southeastern Baghdad, said that 
“many people believe that interpreters 
are exposed to danger more than us, but 
they are wrong.  Insurgents and militants 

won’t distinguish between us.  We are all 
spies and traitors.”44

The U.S. resettlement response falls 
far short of that from comparatively 
smaller countries.  Sweden granted 
asylum to 8,951 Iraqi refugees in 2006,45 
and it anticipates 20,000 Iraqi asylum 
applications this year.  In July 2007, 
Denmark evacuated 200 Iraqis, among 
whom were Iraqi translators and aides, 
along with their families, who had 
worked with Danish troops.  Denmark 
has about 480 troops in Iraq.46

On September 27, 2007, the U.S. 
Senate voted unanimously in favor 
of endorsing the Kennedy-Smith 
amendment to the Department of 
Defense Reauthorization bill. The 
legislation aims to bring more Iraqis, 
especially those in danger because of 
their affiliation with the U.S., to safety. 
It provides for 5,000 Special Immigrant 
Visas for Iraqis who were U.S. 
government employees; direct access to 
the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program 
for those Iraqis who worked with the 
U.S. government, contractors, non-
governmental organizations, and media, 
and for specific Iraqi religious minorities 
with family in the U.S.; protection and 
possible removal of SIV applicants 
in danger; expanded resettlement 
interview opportunities in Iraq, Syria, 
Jordan, and Egypt; and the appointment 
of new Minister Counselors in Iraq 
and the broader region to coordinate 
refugee processing. The Kennedy-
Smith amendment will move with the 
DOD Reauthorization bill through the 
Congress and onto eventual approval 
from the White House.

In October 2007, the U.S. Department 
of State’s Bureau of Population, 
Refugees, and Migration submitted its 
proposal for refugee admission for fiscal 
year 2008 to Congress. Of the 80,000 
refugee spaces available, 28,000 were 
reserved for refugees from the Near East 
or South Asia, and 10,000 were kept as 
an unallocated reserve. Iraqi refugees 
could be admitted under either category. 
Though specific numbers were not 
provided, the proposal stated that there 
will be “a substantial increase in our Iraq 

program during fiscal year 2008.”
In terms of aid to the region, the 

United States gave Jordan $10 million in 
bilateral aid this year to help it host the 
refugee population. While an important 
gesture, this figure is quite low, especially 
when compared to the $700 million the 
U.S. gave Jordan in bilateral aid in 2003 
to ease the economic hardship caused 
by the war in Iraq.47

Responding to Security and Other 
Concerns

For some individuals, the idea of aiding 
and resettling Iraqi refugees in the US 
raises concerns about security risks 

and terrorism.  It is therefore important to 
realize that refugees, regardless of nationality, 
must undergo rigorous security screening 
before they enter the US.  This process 
includes fingerprinting; a name check in the 
databases of the CIA, FBI, and Department 
of State; a medical examination; and a face-
to-face interview with an officer from the 
Department of Homeland Security.  In 
addition, Department of Homeland Security 
Secretary Michael Chertoff announced on 
May 29, 2007, that all Iraqi refugees applying 
for resettlement in the U.S. will undergo 
“enhanced security screening procedures” 
that supplement standard refugee security 
checks.  According to the Department of 
Homeland Security, “applicants will not be 
admitted if doubts arise about whether they 
pose a security risk.”48

Following approval by U.S. Citizenship 
and Immigration Services, the refugee 
processing agency also asks for the 
names and addresses of any relatives the 
applicant has in the U.S. for details on 
the person’s work history and job skills, 
and on any special education or medical 
needs of the refugee and accompanying 
family members.49  As further assurance 
of security, those Iraqis who worked with 
the U.S. and are now being persecuted 
went through extensive screening and 
clearance procedures before they 
were hired, and demonstrated their 
trustworthiness while working side by 
side with Americans on the ground. 

There is also concern that resettling 
Iraqi refugees, particularly those who 

worked with the United States and 
served as translators, will rob the country 
of the educated, middle- and upper-class 
Iraqis who will be needed to rebuild it.  
Certainly, achieving a sustainable peace 
and rebuilding Iraq is of the utmost 
importance, and the mass departure of 
the middle class would be a devastating 
blow to future reconstruction efforts. 
However, the lives of Iraqi refugees and 
those who have worked with the United 
States are in immediate danger, and their 
plight must not go unanswered.

It is important to note that most of the 
highly educated, wealthy Iraqis at the 
heart of this concern have already fled 
Iraq and likely do not plan to return.  
About one year ago, the number of 
affluent Iraqis leaving the country was 
still reasonably small; today, it can be 
considered an exodus.  Professional 
Iraqis have and are continuing to leave 
Iraq in droves because of an increased 
ability to do so and because they 
are targeted by insurgents based on 
their education, wealth, or their U.S. 
affiliation. Before the war began in 2003, 
there were 30,000 physicians registered 
in Iraq’s primary medical union. By 
April 2007, that number had dropped 
to a mere 8,000.50  The wealth of the 
middle class is also being drained as 
many Iraqi refugees languish in Jordan 
and Syria, unable to work legally.51

Conclusion

The U.S. has both moral and 
security obligations to extend a 
lifeline to Iraqi refugees. In the 

words of U.S. Army Major General 
Paul Eaton, “Many Iraqis have worked 
in critical positions in direct support of 
U.S. operations. Many have been killed 
or injured in reprisals for their support 
of the American effort. Many more have 
fled the country in fear of being killed 
themselves. We have a moral obligation 
to assist those who have allied themselves 
in our mission in Iraq. Failure to keep 
the faith with those who have thrown 
their lot in with us will hurt us in future 
counter-insurgent efforts.”52

“We are committed to hon-
oring our moral debt to 
those Iraqis who have pro-
vided assistance to the Unit-
ed States military and em-
bassy.”

-Undersecretary of State Paula Dobrian-
sky, May 2007 
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Female Circumcision

white sister told me
all women are one
united in de face
of chauívism.
 
pa..tri..archy is the cross
women carry, she charged
we must unite
to fight it 
with all our might

I looked up
from my chore
on the kitchen floor
where, new found sister
had ordered me to be
on knees

to scrub the floor clean 
for the pittance she paid:
on knees
to scrub the floor clean
for sisterarchy.

óNkiru Nzegwu1

The lable “sisterhood” is a 
jarring, albeit biased, delivery 
of the misguided feminism that 

Westerners have for centuries been 
force-feeding to women of the Middle 
East and Africa.  To this day, feminists 
(both men and women) of Europe 
and America continue to approach 
Eastern female issues from the sexually 
liberated, ultra-confident, and often 
radically anti-patriarchal pockets of 

Western feminism as it has developed 
over the 20th century.  Western feminists 
tend to take a messianic stance, pitying 
and victimizing Eastern women.  Nkiru 
Nzegwu has coined the term “sisterarchy” 
to mean a hierarchy of women based 
on culture and location in response 
to the condescending pity and empty 
compassion of many Westerners who 
indirectly denigrate Eastern women.2 

This brand of “pity feminism” is 
particularly evident in the treatment of 
the cultural, humanitarian, and medical 
issue of female circumcision.  Female 
circumcision (FC), the surgical removal 
of parts of external sexual organs, is 
practiced as a traditional rite of passage for 
girls in many North African and Middle 
Eastern countries.  A traditional Eastern 
viewpoint is that all females who are not 
circumcised are impure, promiscuous, 
imperfect, and undeserving of a proper 
marriage.  This viewpoint is countered 
by the growing interest and, arguably, 
concern of Westerners about the rights 
of Asian and African women.  Due to 
the increasingly widespread notoriety 
of FC as an atrocious practice that 
symbolically alludes to the destruction 
of female sexual power at the hands of 
phallocentric societies, the tradition has 
been banned throughout most of the 
world. 

Pity feminism has taken a hypocritical 
turn, however, with the rising 
phenomenon of female sexual body 
modification in the United States.  

Sexual body modification (SBM) in 
this case refers to vaginal tightening, 
labiaplasty, and hymen reconstruction 
surgery.  Such operations have only 
escalated within the past half-decade, and 
relatively little research exists on their 
occurrence.  Several pertinent questions 
arise: What motivates women to pay for 
SBM?  What differentiates SBM from 
circumcision?  What laws or medical 
stances exist on this current issue?  Is it 
really hypocritical to condemn FC but 
remain apathetic of SBM in America? 

I find that women across the globe 
are succumbing to the same scalpel 
in order to fit cultural standards.  It is 
hypocritical for Western feminists to 
crow about the plight of poor women 
outside Europe and the United States 
when they themselves are stuck within 
the same business of beauty and 
subjugation.  An investigation of both 
female circumcision and sexual body 
modification is necessary to highlight 
not only the hypocrisy of labeling 
circumcision a human rights abuse, but 
also the problematic use of terms like 
Eastern/Western feminism, skewed 
notions of sexuality, and the paradoxical 
concept of sisterarchy. 

Female Circumcision and Hymenoplasty 
in the Middle East and Northern Africa

At present, female circumcision 
is practiced in at least 28 
countries, most predominantly 

by Mitali Thakor
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in central and northern Africa,3 but also 
in Aboriginal Australia, various Pacific 
islands, and the Amazon Basin.4  The 
practice affects more than 100 million 
women throughout Africa alone,5 
primarily in northern Sudan, where an 
estimated 99 percent of women have 
been circumcised.6  Approximately 2 
million girls are circumcised annually—
that is, one girl is circumcised every 16 
seconds.7 

While many compare clitorodectomy 
to male circumcision—because the 
clitoris and clitoral hood are removed 
in the same manner that the foreskin 
of the penis is removed—female 
circumcision is in fact more akin to 
removal of part or whole of the penis.8  
In many rural regions, the operation 
is done by an uneducated midwife 
or any matriarch of the family, who 
uses a small, often dirty razor to slice 
off the clitoris, and uses a deep cut to 
“ensure radical amputation,” frequently 
resulting in severe hemorrhage and/or 
inflammation from infection.9  Other 
medical consequences of FC range from 
pain during urination or menstruation, 
viral infection, bladder stones, reduced 
fertility, little or no sexual pleasure, to 
shock or death.10  However, it must be 
taken into consideration that such health 
risks arise mostly in rural communities; 
the past few decades have seen an 
increase of FC in urban cities where the 
operation is performed by a licensed 
medical practitioner using anesthetics 
and sterile tools, with the only medical 
consequences being reduced sexual 
pleasure and scarring.11 

Because the majority of the countries 
in which FC is practiced are Islamic, 
a common misconception is that FC 
is a Muslim custom.  FC is actually 
performed among atheists, Muslims, 
Christians, Jews, and various African 
indigenous religions.12  The practice 
originated in ancient Egypt and 
Greece.  All of the regions and cultures 
in which FC is common are strictly 
patriarchal, hold very conservative 
views on women’s roles, and highly 
prize female virginity.  Women in many 
Middle Eastern and African societies 

criminal and grotesque motivations.  
The issue became a greater concern 
when African and Middle Eastern 
immigrants to Western countries began 
requesting or performing the operations.  
In 1997, a global consensus was reached 
with the agreement between the United 
Nations, WHO, and the United Nations 
Population Fund that FC is an “unsafe 
and unjustifiable traditional practice” 
with the goal that it would be eradicated 
within three generations.16  The effort 
was widely applauded and went along 
with the Western-enforced banning of 
FC in many of the countries in which it 
was common, including Burkina Faso, 
Egypt, Ethiopia, and Ghana. 

The problem with the high-browed 
idealism of the West is that a considerable 
amount of backlash has developed 
throughout the Middle East and Africa.  
Global human rights organizations are 
so zealous to eradicate FC and “save” the 
victimized women, that many cultures 
have forwarded the practice in an effort 
to spit in the face of the West and 
reinforce old traditions and ways of life.  
The Sara people of Chad, for instance, 
only began widespread practice of FC 
in the 1980s after being influenced by 
the customs of tribal peoples who had 
filtered their practices into Chad as 
retaliation to Western prohibition of FC 
in their own regions.17  Industrialization 
also seems to have had little impact on 
the persistence of the custom, since as 
many as 50 percent of girls in educated 
urban families of Egypt and Sudan are 
circumcised annually.18 

The operation for hymen 
reconstruction currently remains legal 
throughout the world, but numerous 
medical communities have begun to 
express concern that this surgery is 
ethically wrong due to its secretive 
and ritualistic nature.19  Increasingly 
pervading urban centers of the Middle 
East, hymenoplasty is performed 
covertly on women who fear for 
themselves and their family honor 
because for some reason (premarital 
sex, rape, sexual abuse, athletic activity) 
they may not bleed upon penetration on 
their wedding night.  An article on Cairo 

are socially disenfranchised, deprived 
of voting rights, barred from political or 
official positions (or jobs in general), and 
subject to intense injustice at the hands 
of their families and the judicial system.  
Females are often put into subjugating 
situations to ensure the protection of 
their honor, and more importantly, 
their family’s honor.  Even in urban 
zones, for example, the ideal wife is 
completely obedient to her husband 
and physically virginal on the night of 
marriage.  Should the bride’s hymen 
not produce blood during sex on the 
wedding night, she is immediately cast 
as promiscuous.  In some cases, the 
offending woman’s family may murder 
her in a traditional “honor killing” in 
order to protect the family name.  Such 
incidents are not uncommon but often 
go unreported, with rates of honor 
killings in the Middle East estimated 
to be in the thousands annually.13  The 
strong connection between familial 
honor and virginity has led to the 
persistent continuation of FC as well as 
the new practice of hymenoplasty, or 
hymen reconstruction surgery.  Some 
gynecologists who practice in urban 
areas, such as Ahdy Wahid Rizk of 
central Cairo, are approached by young 
women “two or three times a week” 
for this operation, which involves 
stitching together the existing tissue of a 
torn hymen, or insertion of a tearable 
biomaterial to function as a ‘hymen’ in 
addition to a small capsule of red liquid 
that will burst upon penetration of the 
vagina.14 

Legal Perspectives on Female 
Circumcision and Hymen 
Reconstruction Surgery

Female circumcision was first raised 
as an issue to the World Health 
Organization in 1958, but no action 

was taken against it until the late 1970s, 
when the West underwent a “sexual 
revolution” and experienced a surge 
of women’s liberation movements.15  
Activists, primarily feminists, labeled 
this circumcision as “female genital 
mutilation,” implying underlying 

A Global Surgery:
Female Circumcision, 

Labiaplasty, and the 

Hypocrisy of 

Western Feminism
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teenagers explains that premarital sex is 
so taboo that “even among educated 
urbanites, the concept of an unmarried 
mother simply does not exist. A bride’s 
virginity is so highly prized that doctors 
charge up to 1000 Egyptian pounds (US 
$173) to reconstruct a young woman’s 
hymen.”20  The surgery is widely known 
but just as unmentionable and socially 
wrong as abortion in many of the 
conservative communities of the Middle 
East and Northern Africa.

Sexual Body Modification

The past decade has seen soaring 
numbers of women undergoing 
surgery to alter their sexual 

organs. However, these processes are in 
the US and Europe, not Africa or the 
Middle East, and socially sit within the 
realm of beauty and fashion, not ritualism 
and ancient tradition.  According to the 
American Society of Plastic Surgeons, 
9.2 million genital surgery procedures 
were performed in the United States in 
2004, 24 percent more than in 2000.21  

Western women have such operations 
done for increased aesthetic appeal, to 
reverse the effects of pregnancy, and 
even as anniversary presents for their 
spouses.22, 23, 24 

The phenomenon of vulval 
reconstruction surgery includes 
labiaplasty (enhancement or reduction 
of the labia minor or majora), vaginal 
tightening (constriction of the orifice), 
removal of the clitoral hood, and 
liposuction of the mons pubis, the area 
of fatty tissue right above the clitoris 
and vaginal opening.25  Women of 
middle or peri-menopausal age go to 
plastic surgeons to have their genitalia 
made more aesthetically pleasing and 
to regain “a more youthful look” by 
increasing the symmetry and overall 
neatness of their vulval appearance.26 
A procedure of liposculpture of the 
labia majora, involving taking fatty tissue 
from the thighs and injecting it into the 
vulva to make the labia appear larger, 
or labiaplasty, involving “trimming” the 
labia minora of women who may have 
labia that are elastic and dangle out 

of the vulva, can cost anywhere from 
$2,000 to $3,500.27 

Vulval reconstruction surgery is the 
fastest-growing sector of plastic surgery, 
as noted by the Emerging Trends Task 
Force of the American Society of Plastic 
Surgeons and has become something of a 
fashion statement.28  Many practitioners 
also advertise it as “cosmetic gynecology,” 
a testament to the rising number of 
OB-GYNs who are receiving plastic 
surgery training in order to address the 
growing consumer demand for these 
operations.  Troy Hailparn, an OB-
GYN from New Jersey who is licensed 
for laser vaginal surgery (a laser-based 
surgery modified from a procedure 
used for the treatment of stress urinary 
incontinence) explains that cosmetic 
gynecology is far more lucrative and 
secure than the traditional business of 
healing women and delivering babies.29  
Hailparn’s advertisements suggest that 
vulval reconstruction surgery will help 
women “Feel sexy again” and “Feel 
confident again.”  She charges $5,000 
for hymenoplasties, $8,000 for vaginal 
tightening, $7,000 for labiaplasty, and 
$4,000 for pubic mound liposuction.30 

How has the medical community 
been assessing the growth of SBM?  
Currently, the pertinent professional 
bodies, including the American College 
of Obstetricians and Gynecologists 
as well as the Society of Gynecologic 
Surgeons, take no official stance on the 
issue, although various organizational 
leaders have expressed their objections.  
The ethics committee of the American 
College of OB-GYNs stated in June 
2004 that “doctors may not be able to 
fully inform their patients about the 
procedure because it doesn’t appear in 
the medical literature.”31  Thomas G. 
Stovall, a recent president of the Society 
of Gynecologic Surgeons, commented 
that hymenoplasty is “a totally bogus 
procedure.”32  Apparently, a schism has 
grown within the medical community 
with some doctors frowning upon SBM 
and others appreciating its economic 
growth potential for professional 
benefit. 

Female Circumcision

Source: www.who.org
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A Contrast of Cultures

What differentiates female 
circumcision from sexual 
body modification?  Beyond 

physical discrepancies, the most 
immediate response is that FC is not 
usually voluntary, while SBM is done by 
women of their own volition.  However, 
this does not take into account the rising 
number of educated, upper-class young 
women of the Middle East and Northern 
Africa who visit medical clinics to have 
their circumcision done in a sterile, 
professional environment.  True, FC 
has strong roots within patriarchal 
societies, and has been argued to be a 
mechanism, similar to Chinese foot-
binding, for subjugating women by 
stunting their sexual capabilities.  Sev’er 
suggests that “the real function of [FC]…
is to make women’s sexuality scrutinized, 

painful, and devoid of pleasure”33 and 
Aldeeb Abu-Sahlieh supports this by 
stating that FC is a mechanism for 
“sexually binding” women.34  To the 
West, sexuality has become intimately 
coupled with personal identity and the 
pursuit of individual satisfaction.35  Thus 
the common argument has evolved that 
non-Western societies use circumcision 
to rob women of their natural sexual 
power, and therefore their individual 
identity and social importance.  Since 
FC reduces sexual pleasure among 
women, then, it follows in the Western 
mind that females have a subservient 
role in society.  Support for this idea is 
widespread, as many women from these 
countries hold subjugated roles within 
their households and communities. 

This condescending philosophy of 
Western feminists has little bearing on 
women of the Middle East and Africa, 
who for decades have suffered Western 
women’s “sisterarchy” and empty 
promises of sexual equality.  Critics of 
the development of sisterarchy feel that 
African women, not “Western big sisters,” 
should be responsible for exploring 

the social dynamics engendered by the 
operation.36  According to the small but 
vocal group of Eastern feminists who 
denounce FC, Western pity feminism 
assumes that “Westerners, whether 
feminist or otherwise, are better able 
to apprehend and interpret reality than 
Africans [and other Eastern women].”37  
Pity feminism demonstrates a blatant 
disrespect for the Eastern women it aims 
to “save,” treating them as helpless victims 
who have been trampled by the foot of 
patriarchy, rather than deserving genuine 
compassion: sisterhood over sisterarchy. 

Sisterarchy is only further perpetrated 
with the rising popularity of SBM.  Bodily 
modification in the US is often encoded 
in language implying Western women’s 
agency or sense of “choice” in electing to 
have the surgery done.  But vulval surgeries 
are not completely autonomous choices; 
they are motivated by social expectations, 

media imagery, and gender relationship 
imbalances.  Many women tout pleasing 
their husband as their motivation, or aspire 
to a beauty ideal by arriving at the doctor’s 
office with photos of female pornography 
stars.38  Perhaps vulval reconstructive 
surgery does not reduce sexual pleasure, 
but that is not the sole component to this 
issue. What is striking is the universality 
of genital modification practices and the 
hypocrisy of Western women who take 
issue with non-Western modes of and 
reasons for genital modification but do not 
contest the practice in their own society. 

Conclusions

This is a difficult issue to resolve 
because it spans multiple cultures 
and countries, but I do believe a 

universal standard can be reached.  FC 
and hymenoplasty in rural regions is an 
apparent human rights concern because 
of the risks of disease, disfigurement, 
and death, but circumcision of girls and 
women in urban societies is a different 
issue.  A teenager who visits a clinic in 
downtown Cairo to have her clitoral hood 

removed is not entirely different from 
a peri-menopausal woman who visits 
a clinic in Manhattan to have her labia 
tucked and her hymen reconstructed.  
Both will have their operations done 
in sanitary, professional environments, 
both will suffer only the risk of scarring 
and reduced sexual pleasure, and both 
are plagued by centuries-old notions 
of fitting a feminine ideal within a 
patriarchal society. 

Thus, while groups like the American 
College of OB-GYNs express unease 
over vulval surgery, I do not think 
an official stance would be the wisest 
choice.  To firmly accept SBM would 
reveal Western hypocrisy in its handling 
of FC, and to firmly ban SBM would put 
a barrier on the rights of women to do 
with their bodies as they wish—with far-
reaching consequences that could enter 
various other medical domains. The 

overarching goal, therefore, should be 
to discourage body modification based 
on cultural, masculine, or religious 
notions of the female physical ideal; 
but if it must persist, to wholeheartedly 
support efforts to perform surgeries 
under anesthesia and with a licensed 
medical professional in an antiseptic 
environment. Both Eastern and Western 
OB-GYN medical students must be 
educated on the processes of FC and 
SBM and the associated ethical issues in 
order to spread their knowledge of the 
surgery to their patients and the public.

In the face of groups that insist on 
continuing a controversial practice, 
education and empathy—not ignorant 
banning or preaching—are necessary to 
move beyond the notions of sisterarchy 
that arise when one practice is encouraged 
by one culture, and forbidden and 
ridiculed by another.  The resolution of 
the old female problem of molding to 
cultural ideals will not be within sight until 
feminists across the globe can put aside old 
stereotypes and hierarchies and commit 
themselves to lasting social change.

“It is hypocritical for Western feminists o crow about the plight of poor 
women outside Europe and the United States when they themselves are stuck 

within the same business of beauty and subjugation.”



sixdegrees
20

Sierra Leone

One court rose as yet another 
immaculate building in a 
city famous for housing 

international agencies and institutions; 
the other stood like a gleaming 
aberration beside humble dirt roads.  
The buildings housed the International 
Criminal Court and the Special Court 
for Sierra Leone: each thought of at one 
time as the new face of international 
justice.  The former is in The Hague, the 
Netherlands—continents away from the 
crimes in question.  The latter is mere 
miles from the scenes of the crimes it 
investigates. 

I sat in both in the summer of 2006 
monitoring war crimes trials. The view 
from inside both is nearly identical.  
International press and nongovernmental 
organizations imprinted highlights of 
the day, chronicling the transgressions 
of fallen leaders.  Family members 
of the victims and accused sat looking 
for justice or at least some sense of the 
peace they were promised.  Most were 
dulled by the minutiae of international 
trials.  The atmosphere was serene, with 
only the steady buzz of the monitors 
and electronic translation breaking the 
silence.  The sanitized scene seemed far 

The Special 
Court for Sierra 
Leone and the 
International 
Criminal Court’s 
Democratic 
Republic of Congo 
Investigation
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removed from the primal brutality of the 
atrocities committed in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo and Sierra 
Leone, respectively.

I set off last summer to concretize 
a phrase I had heard repeatedly since 
my first days of college: international 
justice.  Two years, dozens of case 
studies and breathless newspaper 
articles, and several classes later, I felt 
I could barely move without bumping 
into the buzzwords.  Reconciliation.  
Impunity.  Precedent.  Peace.  Justice.  
Somehow courts would accomplish all 
this?  I was as skeptical about the theory 
then as I had been originally optimistic 
when I had read about United Nations-
administered courts who intended to 
both punish criminals1 and prevent 
future atrocities.2  As I traveled to the 

two institutions supposed to be the 
future of international justice,3 I silently 
hoped that what I would find would 
counter my cynicism.

These courts were the latest 
innovations in international criminal 
law.  Fifty years after the Holocaust 
prompted the promise of ‘never again’,4 
atrocities in the former Yugoslavia and 
Rwanda exposed the world’s failure to 
match its action to its rhetoric.5  Adapting 
the judicial model of the Nuremberg 
Tribunal that tried Axis leaders, the 
United Nations (UN) created the 
International Criminal Tribunals for 
the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and 
Rwanda (ICTR).6  Composed of judges 
and prosecutors around the world,7 the 
ICTY and ICTR held trials for those 
most responsible for the violence, in 

by Krishanu 
Sengupta

Experiments in International Justice: 

Many chi ldren,  such as  th is  chi ld,  were  conscr ipted as  soldiers  and  
d ismembered dur ing the c iv i l  war  in  S ierra  Leone,  which Char les 
Taylor  of  L ib er ia  is  accused  of  having inc ited.
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locations far from the actual atrocities—
The Hague, the Netherlands and 
Arusha, Tanzania. 

But hampered by various problems 
such as billion-dollar budgets that 
comprised up to 10 percent of the 
UN’s budget8 as well as allegations of 
the work having little effect on domestic 
reconciliation and judicial revitalization,9 
the two tribunals soon exhausted the 
UN bureaucracy and member states’ 
patience.  The ‘tribunal fatigue’ bred 
two new options: a hybrid court jointly 
administered by the UN and the war-
ravaged country, and a permanent 
international court to try cases from all 
over the world. 

A Dubious Creation

The UN was initially asked to 
form a war crimes tribunal in 
Sierra Leone in response to the 

country’s bloody civil war.  It balked at 
the suggestion. The country’s civil war 
conjured up the bestial images of Rwanda, 
complete with rebel groups composed 
of child soldiers know notoriously for 
hacking the limbs off their victims. But 
at the time of the war’s end in 2004, the 
UN had grown exhausted with the cost 
and glacial pace of the ICTY and ICTR.  
Each had swallowed over $250 million 
per year –15 percent of the UN’s general 
budget – and needed 2000 employees 
to run properly.10 
Thus, the UN 
Security Council 
opted instead 
to pursue a less 
costly option 
which would 
shift greater 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
to the state. 
In a bilateral 
agreement with 
the Government 
of Sierra Leone, 
the UN formed 
the Special 
Court for Sierra 
Leone (SCSL) 
– a bold and 

When I told my supervisors at the NGO 
I was working in, the Sierra Leone Court 
Monitoring Programme, that I wanted 
to observe domestic trials first to gauge 
the spillover effect of the Special Court, 
they raised their eyebrows knowingly.  I 
found out why the next day.  The State 
Judiciary was typical of Sierra Leone: 
an immaculate white edifice gilded with 
gold housing the equivalent of a District, 
Appellate, and Supreme Court in three 
stories of air-conditionless, bursting 
inefficiency. 

The norm of the District Court was a 
lengthy forty-five minutes of proceedings 
for one trial, with defendants lectured 
by judges in legalese they intermittently 
understood, which likely resulted in the 
hearing’s postponement for lack of a 
witness or crucial document.  The most 
decisive action I saw was the issuing of 
an unenforceable bench warrant for a 
defendant who had left the country a year 
ago.  The High Court, or Appeals Court 
of the country, had a high-profile treason 
case of a senior spokesman for the 
defeated rebel group, the Revolutionary 
United Front, which took an entire week 
of hearings merely to process the request 
of the defendant to receive a physical.  
These and the other trial courts around 
the country were the only form of legal 
system available to 70 percent of the 
population, and were characterized 
by shortcomings in due process and 

allegations of 
corruption.15

Heading to the 
SCSL with these 
incipient images of 
the Sierra Leonean 
judicial system on 
my mind, I hoped 
the court would 
not disappoint.  It 
had been lauded 
as a leap forward 
in the model of 
international courts 
by supporters, 
c o m b i n i n g 
domestic and 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
crimes in its 

controversial move since within this state 
government members were suspected 
of commissioning war crimes.11

Some denounced the agreement as 
compromising the impartiality of the 
Special Court for Sierra Leone (SCSL).  
They felt it indicated only that the 
honeymoon period for international 
criminal justice was over, the days of 
bloated global courts giving way to leaner 
but meaner local operations.  However, 
with a rising incidence of lower-profile 
civil wars, a cheap and politically costless 
solution for simulating international 
action had been found.  The SCSL 
was set to have a completion date of 
four to five years, strikingly similar to 
Nuremberg’s fifteen-month tenure and 
different from the ICTR and ICTY’s 
nearly two decades of operation.  
Two other such hybrid courts would 
also be created in Kosovo and East 
Timor, as well as a similar structure in 
Cambodia.12

Successes and Shortcomings of the 
SCSL

My first week in the country’s 
capital, Freetown, was spent in 
the city’s one domestic court.  

While the Special Court’s budget in the 
past year to try nine people13 was $26 
million,14 the domestic legal system 
functioned on pittance in comparison.  
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two institutions supposed to be the 
future of international justice,3 I silently 
hoped that what I would find would 
counter my cynicism.

These courts were the latest 
innovations in international criminal 
law.  Fifty years after the Holocaust 
prompted the promise of ‘never again’,4 
atrocities in the former Yugoslavia and 
Rwanda exposed the world’s failure to 
match its action to its rhetoric.5  Adapting 
the judicial model of the Nuremberg 
Tribunal that tried Axis leaders, the 
United Nations (UN) created the 
International Criminal Tribunals for 
the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and 
Rwanda (ICTR).6  Composed of judges 
and prosecutors around the world,7 the 
ICTY and ICTR held trials for those 
most responsible for the violence, in 

The Special Court for Sierra Leone was set up jointly by the Government of Sierra Leone 
and the United Nations to try those who bear the greatest responsibility for serious 
violations of international humanitarian law and Sierra Leonean law.
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statute16 with an Outreach Unit that 
utilized NGOs and former soldiers.  I 
had chosen a particularly exciting time 
to be in Sierra Leone; the first African 
head-of-state to be indicted by an 
international tribunal, former Liberian 
President Charles Taylor, was being 
transferred to The Hague because of 
concerns about the destabilizing effect 
on Liberian security.17  I also had come 
when trials of all three combatant parties 
in the ten-year civil war—the Armed 
Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) 
and the Revolutionary United Front 
(RUF) who had conspired to successfully 
oust the ruling government as well the 
Civil Defence Front (CDF) paramilitary 
force supporting the government—were 
ongoing. 

As I walked up to the Court, I noticed 
the ubiquitous red laterite soil of the 
country was replaced by a perfectly 
manicured green lawn.  Inside, I was 
introduced to the heavily American staff 
of the Office of the Prosecutor and the 
equally large British contingent of the 
Defense Office.  Though the number of 
Sierra Leoneans on the staff was more 
than 50 percent,18 no more than two were 
on a team of the Defense or Prosecution 
in any of the three trials. But unlike the 
domestic courts, it seemed substantive 
progress was made in every case each 
day due to the diligence of the judges, 
the Outreach Unit’s local reporting 
apprising the public of proceedings, 
and the defendants’ 
constant conferrals 
with their lawyers. 

Yet, in my time 
there, much of the real 
revelations about the 
Court’s impact on the 
people of Sierra Leone 
came from outside the 
courtroom.  One aspect 
of the Court’s work 
that has been lauded 
by certain scholar 
was its prosecution 
of not only the two 
groups that had lost 
the war—the AFRC 
and RUF—but also 

the CDF, which had helped the current 
government of President Ahmed Tejan 
Kabbah return to power. The prosecution 
of all parties was viewed by outsiders as 
a sign of the Court’s even-handedness.  
But listening to people at the Freetown 
YMCA where I stayed and on public 
transportation, it became clear that many 
Mende people had been alienated by the 
Court’s prosecution of CDF leaders who 
had protected them when the RUF laid 
siege to the city in 1995. 

In particular, the arrest and 
prosecution of Sam Hinga Norman, 
the CDF leader, had invoked the 
wrath of CDF supporters; they failed 
to understand how President Kabbah 
escaped any charges despite accusations 
of being aware of and even orchestrating 
CDF activity.19  In my second week, 
the Court issued a controversial ruling 
stating that the President did not have 
to testify as a witness in the trial of a 
CDF leader.  The independence of a 
Court created by an agreement signed 
by President Kabbah himself was 
questioned by many.  Additionally, their 
frustration at the SCSL’s exorbitant 
cost despite the country’s billions of 
dollars of debt, was exacerbated by 
this perceived relationship between the 
Court and a President with diminishing 
support.  These matters of domestic 
politics would be remedied partly the 
International Criminal Court (ICC).

The early promise of the ICC  

The Hague, unlike Freetown, is 
seasoned in housing international 
courts.  Dubbed the “international 

city of peace and justice,” it was the location 
of the world’s first Peace Conference in 
1899, which had established the first court 
for the settlement of international disputes: 
the Permanent Court of Arbitration.20  
Home to over 150 international legal 
organizations, it was also selected as the 
seat of the International Court of Justice, 
the Iran-US Claims Tribunal, and the 
ICTY.  Because of this reputation as the 
international legal capital of the world, it 
was chosen as the location for the world’s 
first permanent international court. 

Continuing the international 
community’s enthusiasm for prosecuting 
individuals for war crimes, the ICC was 
established by treaty in 1998. With 
104 ratifying parties, it had jurisdiction 
over half of the world’s states21 and 
is not a UN organ like the ICTY and 
ICTR. Unlike UN-administered courts, 
the ICC’s jurisdiction is not limited to 
investigating crimes in a single country.  
It can prosecute individuals from state 
parties and those who commit a crime 
covered by its statute on the territory of a 
state party.22  While the Security Council 
may refer cases to the Court, it also holds 
the power to suspend investigations; 
the powerful independence of the 
Prosecutor has even been enough 

to incur the active 
opposition of the United 
States, which to date has 
refused to sign onto the 
Court.

The ICC has defied 
many of its critics. Nine 
years since the Rome 
Statute established the 
ICC and only four 
years after becoming 
operational, the Court 
was three months away 
from its first trial.  Its 
Prosecutor’s Office 
(OTP) is investigating 
four situations,23  has 
made two arrests,24 and 

Sierra Leone

Charles Taylor served as President of Liberia and was once Africa’s most prominent 
warlord during the First Liberian Civil War in the early 1990s. He is now in detention at the 
International Criminal Court, where he faces trial by the Special Court for Sierra Leone.
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brought its first witness before a Pre-
Trial Chamber.25  The latest ratification 
by the United Nations’ second-largest 
contributor, Japan,26 provides it with 
a degree of financial security that has 
eluded many of its predecessors.  Of 
late, even the United States has softened 
its opposition to the ICC,27 even 
offering support for its investigations.  
This confluence of factors has given the 
Court considerable momentum as it 
nears its first case.28 

Surprising Strides of the Court 

I was in The Hague working for 
the Unrepresented Nations and 
Peoples Organization.  As an 

NGO representative, I monitored the 
confirmation-of-charges hearing for the 
Court’s first arrested suspect, Thomas 
Lubanga Dyilo of the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo, who was charged 
with forcibly recruiting child soldiers into 
his Eastern-Congo militias infamous for 
their systematic rape and torture.  I also 
attended the meeting of the Assembly of 
States Parties, the legislative oversight body 
of the ICC composed of its signatories.  It 
met annually and was endowed with the 
power to approve the Court’s budget, elect 
its judges, and draft the law of aggression 
included in its statute.29 

The Court’s infrastructure and 
equipment was strikingly similar to the 
Special Court, but its budget for 2006 
was $160 million, over six times the 
Special Court’s for that year.30  Half 
of this was for the Registry, and over a 
fourth for the Prosecutor’s Office.  But 
based on the enormity of the tasks of 
both of these organs of the Court—the 
Darfur investigation alone had required 
80 visits to 17 countries, even before an 
indictment had been issued—and the 
quality of lawyers and staff involved, 
the fact that it was $100 million under 
Rwanda’s Tribunal’s 2006 budget31 
was impressive.  Also the Prosecutor’s 
Office and Registry had each produced 
a strategic plan that delineated goals 

and routes to achieve them in 2006 
as a basis for evaluating their yearly 
accomplishments. The Registry and Trial 
Chambers had worked hard to keep on 
schedule, finishing the confirmation-of-
charges process for its first case in under 
two months and allowing each side to 
present arguments to aid the judges in 
deliberating on the admissibility of the 
Lubanga’s alleged crimes.  

In the area of Outreach, the 
Court’s Outreach Programme faced 
a redoubtable task.  The Prosecutor 
and Security Council had chosen 
to investigate situations in three 
international hotspots where conflict 
between government forces and their 
opponents persisting: Sudan, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, and 
Uganda.  Already in two of the three 
countries, Sudan and Uganda, the ICC 
faced what many have referred to as the 

peace versus justice dilemma:32 should 
the ICC investigation or prosecution 
take precedent even if it threatens or 
complicates peace in the countries in 
question?  NGO groups from both 
countries attended the Assembly of States 
Parties, and though Sudan had proved 
uncooperative with the ICC, Ugandan 
groups expressed qualified approval of 
the amount of informational workshops 
in sensitive areas in Northern Uganda.  
Borrowing from Sierra Leone’s model, 
the ICC had shown sensitivity towards 
educating affected populations about 
their institution and its purpose.

Musings on the Models for Justice

Reflecting on the months 
alternating between observing 
court procedures and getting 

feedback from the citizens of the affected 
countries, some of my initial pessimism 
has faded.  Dismissing both the SCSL 
and ICC as financial black holes with 
no impact on the post-conflict countries 
they are investigating is misguided; the 
improvement each offers in matters 
of budget and outreach compared to 

previous tribunals has been a result 
of their diligence in learning from the 
unnecessarily motion-heavy and myopic 
shortcomings of their predecessors.  
Outreach has become central to the 
work of courts, and the institutional 
information-sharing between the Special 
Court and ICC is a welcome innovation.  
Judges have kept a tighter rein on 
tangential issues protracting proceedings 
and the work of the Registry of both 
Courts had sped up trials significantly.

Nevertheless, both remain case 
studies in the inherent shortcomings of 
international courts and international 
justice as a whole.  In Sierra Leone, the 
hybrid nature of the Court harmed its 
local reception: most citizens intimated 
collusion between the Court and the 
President and pointed out the hypocrisy 
of essentially granting Kabbah immunity 
while prosecuting CDF officials they 

felt were often following his orders.  
The “spaceship effect” or viewing the 
Court as a foreign, strange institution 
is supported by the paucity of Sierra 
Leoneans in prominent positions in 
the Court and its budget. Maintaining 
distance between current governments 
and the Court, along with justifying the 
budget of hybrid courts in developing 
nations will continue to be persisting 
issues for mixed tribunals. 

The ICC, which will try two cases 
involving the ruling governments of 
the situation countries, will not be 
exempt from these concerns either.  Its 
greatest challenge will be to continue 
to highlight the reconciliatory potential 
and deterrent effect of its investigations 
to the African populations most affected 
by its work.  The lessons of the tribunals 
of Rwanda and Yugoslavia have shown 
that serving as impressive administrative 
and statutory feats is no longer 
enough to justify future experiments 
in international justice.  International 
justice must genuinely take into account 
the sentiments and perceptions of the 
local populations that are the subject of 
its work.

“Outreach has become central to the work of  courts, and the institutional 
information-sharing between the Special Court and ICC is a welcome innovation.”


