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The idea of connection that Six Degrees Magazine embodies does not just refer to the link between Stanford 
and the rest of the world, but also to the links of passion and interest within Stanford’s population.  In any 
department, you can find countless undergraduates, graduate students, staff, and faculty who are deeply involved 
with human rights issues, and who are dedicated to using their academic work to bring change to the world.  
This pervasive human rights culture is then reflected back on the entire Stanford community – through speaking 
events, discussions, conferences, demonstrations, and the many student groups fighting for their pertinent 
human rights cause.  Students often comment on the ridiculously large number of student groups on campus, 
but to me it is a hopeful symbol of Stanford’s commitment to human rights.  Stanford STAND fights to 
end genocide.  Stanford FACE-AIDS fights to end HIV/AIDs.  Students for Sustainable Stanford fight for 
environmental justice.  Stanford Amnesty International fights to end human trafficking.  Stanford Says No To 
War fights for peace. The Stanford Labor Action coalition fights for workers’ rights. And countless groups on 
campus fight for Latino rights, Asian rights, African American rights, Women’s rights, Gay rights and more.  As 
you know, the list goes on.  I think it is truly amazing to see not only the diversity of causes at Stanford, but also 
the diversity of students dedicated to those causes.  For me, 6 Degrees is a place where all of this diversity can 
be linked together under the umbrella of human rights, a place where Stanford students can learn from other 
Stanford students, and a place for those not yet involved to enter into the world of human rights.  Thank you, 
and please enjoy this issue!

Jared Naimark
Chief Copy Editor

After a great deal of work from all the staff we are pleased to present the 2012 
winter issue of Six Degrees: The Stanford Journal of Human Rights.   It is our mission 
to educate the Stanford community on human rights struggles across the globe in 
hopes that knowledge will yield activism.  We try to balance our articles between 
personal accounts, hard research analysis, and explorative reports hoping to highlight a 
variety of problems and territories that will interest a range of readers.  

We are branching out in this issue and exploring video as a media for human rights 
education and action.  For this issue we had staff members go out and interview two 
Stanford alumni who screened their films at the UNAFF film festival this past fall.  In 
addition to reaching to new media we plan on doing more advocacy work in the spring 
to educate the Stanford community through means reaching beyond the journal.   

Thank you to everyone who submitted articles and photos for the journal, and 
a special thanks to all the Six Degrees Staff who worked countless hours editing, 
organizing, and designing.  

Britt Jensen
Editor-in-Chief
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The Nobel Peace Prize was partially 
awarded to Tawakkol Karman, a Yemeni 
woman and human rights activist who 
led many of the recent protests against 
the Yemeni government. However, 
the government continues to blatantly 
disregard the human rights of its citizens. 
On October 10, pro-government 
“thugs” attacked a peaceful women’s 
march celebrating her win.  Throughout 
the Arab Spring, in which Yemen played 
a pivotal role in January, the country 
has held out as a bastion of intolerance, 
violently suppressing peaceful protest. 
Protestors are calling for an end to 
corruption and government meddling 
with the constitution.  

President Saleh, in power since 
1978, refuses to yield to the violence 
erupting in major cities all over Yemen, 
killing at least 100 unarmed bystanders 
or protesters just in the month of 
September and injuring countless 
others.

On September 14, the UN issued 
a report declaring that the Yemeni 
government has used “excessive and 
deadly force” against peaceful protestors 
killing hundreds and wounding 
thousands.  The report called for action 
to alleviate a humanitarian crisis.  
Security forces have been using  RPGs 
and snipers against peacefully marching 
protestors and the death toll has risen, 
especially in Sana’a and Ta’izz. Islamic 
militants with ties to Al-Qaeda also 
roam the country, further destabilizing 

the already divided country.
The government has also resorted 

to cutting off basic utilities like water 
and electricity in order to punish the 
civilian population; these methods 
disproportionally harm those not 
intended as targets of retaliation: 
children, the poor, and refugees. In 
addition, with no confidence in the 
Yemen judiciary to persecute these 
wrongs and no further indication of 
President Saleh stepping down, citizens 
have no way of pursuing justice. It 
is only recently with the killing of al-
Qaeda leader Anwar al-Awlaki, that the 
Western media has turned its attention 
back to Yemen, after lauding the 
success of Libya and Egypt; controversy 
surrounds his killing as well, bringing 
up the morality of extrajudicial action 
taken by the United States, which 
targeted Anwar al-Awlaki with drones 
because of his involvement in al-Qaeda.

— Sophia Paliza 

FRANCE 

On October 4, 2011, the United 
States announced a waiver to the 
Child Soldiers Prevention Act that 
allows our government to provide 
military assistances to countries using 
child soldiers. Without offering much 
further explanation, President Obama 
determined that the waiver, which 
applies to Chad, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, and Yemen, was 
in “the national interest.” In 2009, 
the government of Chad drafted 

refugee children for use as guards and 
combatants in its desert battles against 
rebel forces; the army of the Democratic 
Republic of Congo forced children to 
carry ammunition and supplies through 
the jungle, and some died under their 
weight; and in Yemen, children as 
young as 14 make up about fifty percent 
of both the government and rebel 
forces. The Child Soldiers Prevention 
Act is specifically designed to prevent 
abuses like the ones systematically 
perpetrated by the countries that would 
receive assistance by way of this waiver. 
Human rights activists thus believe 
that the waiver completely undercuts 
the law and its intent. “Countries 
that keep using child soldiers aren’t 
going to get serious about ending the 
practice until they see the US is serious 
about withholding the money,” noted 
children’s rights advocate Jo Becker of 
the Human Rights Watch.  

Thus far, only Chad has signed an 
agreement with the United Nations 
stating that it will demobilize its child 
soldiers. Chad was exempted from 
the Child Soldiers Prevention Act 
as a reward for hosting an estimated 
280,000 refugees from the Darfur 
region of Sudan. Yemen continues 
to receive assistance from the US as 
support in the fight against Al Qaeda. 
And finally, the Congolese government 
receives assistance in helping its military 
to become more professional and fight 
rights abuses. The nations in which 
child soldiers are used are expected 
to receive over 200 million dollars in 
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military assistance for the 2012 fiscal 
year. 

— Anisha Mudaliar

In Jordan, many of the 70,000 
migrant domestic workers from 
Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and the Philippines 
experience severe infringements on their 
human rights. These women face harsh 
systemic and systematic abuse despite 
Jordan’s recent legal reforms. 

Having left their own countries due 
to pressing financial need, migrant 
domestic workers are especially 
susceptible to abuse in the workplace. 
According to Human Rights Watch, 
employers deprive domestic workers 
of their human rights by beating them, 
locking them inside the house, denying 
them access to medical care, and failing 
to feed them. 

Furthermore, employers often require 
migrant workers to work for more than 
16 hours a day, which is exacerbated by 
the fact that non-payment of salaries 
is common. Such abuse can take place 
over extended periods of time, such 
as months and even years, because 
recruitment agents frequently remove 
the workers’ passports upon arrival 
and fail to give them a copy of the 
labor contract. Since labor contracts 
generally specify the amount of time, 
usually two years, the migrant workers’ 
labor is necessary, removing these allows 
employers to detain them for extended 
periods. In addition, when searching for 
help, abused migrant workers cannot 

prove their identity or status as legal 
laborer to the authorities without these 
documents. 

In order to fight the obvious 
encroachments on migrant workers’ 
human rights, Jordan has responded by 
implementing legislation. In 2003, it 
began using a Unified Standard Contract 
for migrant domestic workers and in 
2008 they officially became protected 
by national labor laws. In 2009, Jordan 
specified the rights of migrant domestic 
workers, criminalized slavery and forced 
labor, and strengthened regulations on 
worker recruitment agencies. Finally, 
in 2010, the government created a 
minimum wage of $200 per month as 
well as increasing the number of labor 
inspectors to enforce new regulations. 

However, human rights violations 
at the expense of migrant domestic 
workers persist in Jordan, as other 
aspects of Jordanian law facilitate abuse. 
One such law states that workers cannot 
leave the employer’s house without 
his permission. Not only does this 
impede the workers’ rights to freedom 
of movement guaranteed under 
international law, but it also hinders 
any attempts at reporting abuse to 
authorities. As a result, Human Rights 
Watch estimates that about 50,000 
migrant domestic workers are confined 
to the house around the clock. 

Those migrant workers who find an 
opportunity to escape encounter further 
obstacles because Jordan does not have 
any shelter for domestic workers facing 
abuse. The only viable alternative is 

going to overcrowded embassy shelters 
whose staff sometimes abuse escapees or 
send them back to abusive employers. 
Thus, the future of Jordan’s substantial 
migrant domestic worker population 
appears grim. 

— Kelly Luyken

Since the outbreak of the Somali 
Civil War in 1991, Somalia has lacked 
a functional central government. The 
weak, divided, and corrupt transitional 
federal government backed by the 
United States and other donors has 
been ineffective in reining in conflict 
between warlords, Islamist militias, and 
forces armed by foreign governments, 
and does not even have complete control 
over the capital city of Mogadishu.

The insurgency of the Islamist 
militant group Al-Shabaab began in 
2006. Consisting of approximately 
3,000 fighters and 2,000 allied 
gunmen, Al-Shabaab controls southern 
Somalia. Since 2007, Al-Shabaab has 
claimed affiliation with Al Qaeda. 
In August, a force of 9,000 African 
Union peacekeeping troops from 
Uganda and Burundi forced what Al-
Shabaab called a “tactical pullout” from 
Mogadishu, leaving the transitional 
government with unusual control over 
the city. However, on October 4, Al-
Shabaab planted a truck bomb that 
exploded outside a fortified government 
compound in a part of Mogadishu 
thought to be secured by the transitional 
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government. At least 70 people, 
many of them students awaiting 
exam results, were killed. Continued 
violence by Al-Shabaab over the next 
week forced a hospital to close, and 
hundreds of Somalis fled Mogadishu 
as the transitional government lost 
its newly gained control over the 
capital. Al-Shabaab’s actions over the 
last five years have been called war 
crimes, because they often focus on 
civilians or educational institutions: 
victims of other attacks include Somali 
lawmakers, street cleaners, and the 
students at a graduation ceremony 
in 2009. Al-Shabaab’s attacks are 
not limited to Somalia; in 2010 the 
organization killed dozens in Uganda, 
and the United States has concerns 
about its spread into Yemen. In mid-
October, Kenyan forces entered 
southern Somalia, prompting attacks 
in Kenya that al-Shabaab may be 
responsible for.

During the summer of 2011, a 
famine engulfed east Africa. Drought 
and diminished agricultural production 
continue to affect millions of Somalis. 
Al-Shabaab has been blamed for much 
of the suffering, because it blocks the 
efforts of international relief groups. 
The drought has turned into famine 
(as defined by rates of death and 
malnutrition) most frequently in areas 
that Al-Shabaab controls. In the days 
before the truck bomb, Al-Shabaab 
also conducted an attack on Dhobley, 
a town that was significant as a transit 
point to Kenyan camps for conflict 
and famine refugees. 

Over the last year the United 
States has been redoubling its efforts 
in support of Somalia, which consist 
primarily of drone attacks against 
Al-Shabaab militants and monetary 

contributions to arms for the African 
troops in Somalia. The United States 
has outsourced the actual fighting of 
Al-Shabaab to African companies and 
soldiers, due in part to memories of 
the failed American military campaign 
in Somalia almost 20 years ago. In 
September, the UN Security Council 
called for increased African Union 
peacekeepers in an attempt to control 
the attacks on civilians and conflict-
related sexual violence, so that the 
transitional government can gain 
enough control to hold democratic 
elections.

— Lila Neahring

In early September a video 
surfaced allegedly showing Uruguayan 
peacekeepers assaulting an 18-year-old 
Haitian man. The alleged rape was 
captured on a cell phone and occurred 
sometime in July. The one-minute 
video shows the Uruguayan men 
laughing as they restrain the Haitian 
man, who lies facedown on a mattress 
with his trousers pulled down.

The video was the latest in a series 
of incidents that have sparked outrage 
and protests within Haiti against 
MINUSTAH (a French acronym 
for the United Nations Stabilization 
Mission in Haiti). In December 2007, 
100 Sri Lankan soldiers were deported 
from Haiti due to charges of sexual 
abuse of under-age girls. In 2005, UN 
Troops killed 23 people in Cité Soleil, 
one of the poorest slums in the country. 
And in 2010, UN peacekeeping forces 
from Nepal inadvertently caused an 
outbreak of cholera in Haiti, killing 
6,000 people and infecting hundreds 
of thousands.

The complaints of MINUSTAH 
range from those of abuse to more 
mundane complaints of UN bases 
leaking polluted waters. Some 
protesters demand MINUSTAH 
transform its mission from military 
peacekeeping to development. Others 
see MINUSTAH as an occupying force 
and demand its immediate expulsion.

MINUSTAH entered Haiti in 
2004, after the U.S. coup d’état against 
Haiti’s first democratically elected 
president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, and 
has worked to repress demonstrations 
supporting the ousted president.

UN representatives publically 
maintain that MINUSTAH’s role is 
to stabilize a nation ravaged by natural 
disaster, criminality, and corruption – 
problems which eclipse the capacity of 
Haiti’s inadequate security forces and 
social services. .  MINUSTAH’s mission 
is an extension of the constant foreign 
interventions Haiti has sustained over 
the last few decades by the U.S. and 
Western powers, ostensibly engaging in 
the project of “state building”. Some, 
such as former president Aristide and 
his supporters, challenge the concept 
of “state building” in the “Third 
World”, arguing that it is an extension 
of imperialism in a postcolonial era. 
According to such criticism the recent 
assault by Uruguayan peacekeepers 
was not an aberration, but rather a 
manifestation of coercive UN policy 
intended to subjugate rather than 
uplift a struggling nation. Haiti, 
perhaps more than any nation, requires 
a genuine commitment to human 
rights on behalf of the international 
community, not just the UN. Given 
such a commitment, sexual assault by 
peacekeepers would not only be an 
exception but an impossibility.

hot spots
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While the 2010 earthquake was 
perhaps the most devastating incident 
in recent memory, Haiti’s recent 
history is filled with harsh realities of 
a rocky relationship between internal 
government and foreign aid.  The 
natural disaster of the earthquake only 
augmented the hardships created by 
these man-made disasters.

— Najja Kossally

Burma has been under military rule 
since 1962 and is home to some of the 
world‘s worst human rights abuses.  
According to the UK Campaign for 
Burma, abuses perpetrated by the 
military regime include forced labor, 
one million displaced people, around 
2,000 political prisoners, widespread 
use of torture, use of child soldiers, and 
rape as a weapon of war.  Furthermore, 
many of these abuses are kept quiet, 
because Burma is a closed state, and 
the regime strictly controls media flow 
both in and out of the country.   Much 
of the hope for ending these abuses 
and bringing peace and stability to 
Burma lies with Aung San Suu Kyi, the 
Nobel Peace Prize-winner who leads 
the National League for Democracy 
(NLD) in Burma. 

 In November 2010 she was 
released from her third round of house 
arrest (now totaling 15 years), yet the 
so-called democratic elections held 
shortly afterward were a sham:  NLD 
candidates were banned from running 
and the military still retains control 
over most of the government.

 However, this past fall an 
interesting trickle of news began 
flowing out of Burma, indicating a 
possible transition to a more open 

and just state.  First, in September, 
the Burmese government announced 
it would suspend construction on the 
Myitsone project, a highly controversial 
hydroelectric dam planned for 
construction on the Irrawaddy River 
with Chinese funding.  If constructed, 
the dam would have destroyed a unique 
ecosystem and an important cultural 
heritage site, in addition to displacing 
indigenous people downstream.  This 
decision was hailed as a rare success 
for human rights and environmental 
activists in Burma.  

Then, in October, news came 
of Burma’s plans to release political 
prisoners, sparking talks of lifting 
sanctions and easing international 
pressure.  However, as it became 
clear that Burma would only release a 
couple hundred prisoners rather than 
the 2,000 currently incarcerated, the 
“progress” being made in Burma was 
called into question.  

Is Burma really making strides to 
open up its government to the will 
of the people, or is it just a political 
ploy to ease international pressure?  
The international community has 
an obligation to keep a close eye on 
Burma during this period of possible 
transition, but should proceed 
cautiously.

— Jared Naimark

Over the last several months 
Syria has been repeatedly featured in 
international news as different groups 
report the country’s decline into a 
hotbed of violent political and social 
unrest. Prompted by other movements 
in the ‘Arab Spring’, civilian protests 
began in March as people expressed 

their anger at decades of economic 
hardship, political repression and 
corruption in the Middle Eastern 
country. Human rights abuses have 
been a central issue in reports from Syria, 
with accounts of brutal crackdowns 
coming out of the beleaguered country 
everyday. Incumbent President Bashar 
al-Assad has been specifically targeted 
by the international community for 
authorizing the government to send 
tanks and troops to crackdown on 
protesters, among other human rights 
abuses. 

In a written statement commenting 
on the situation in Syria, U.N. High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 
Navi Pillay called “…on all members 
of the international community to take 
protective action in a collective and 
decisive manner, before the continual 
ruthless repression and killings drive 
the country into a full-blown civil 
war”. In October 2011 a UN Security 
Council resolution with targeted 
financial measures to increase pressure 
on the Syrian regime and its enablers 
was vetoed by China and Russia. 

Despite the blow to international 
efforts to weaken the regime in Syria, 
the United States continues to impose 
its own punishing sanctions on Mr. 
Assad as well as certain senior Syrian 
officials for their human rights abuses. 

Human rights groups around 
the world continue to call for an 
international unilateral response to 
the overwhelming force shown by Mr. 
Assad and his government. According 
to reports, at this moment the country 
teeters precariously on the edge of a full 
blown civil war – which will inevitably 
mean further and devastating loss of 
human life.

— Yvette Dickson-Tetteh
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LIBERIA
Population: 3,786,764
Literacy: 57.5%
Area comparison: slightly larger than Tennessee
Natural Resources: iron, timber, diamonds, gold, hydropower
Life Expectancy: 57 years
US freed slave colony from 1822 - 1847

by Gillian Collins

Beyond the Prize: 
Peace-Building and Women’s Rights in Liberia

story and photos by Gillie Collins

Teenage girls gather outside the Hope Community Center in Congotown, Liberia. This 
summer, Gillie worked with these students to found a storytelling organization at the center.
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The Nobel Peace Committee’s decision epitomiz-
es trends in the international community’s conflict 
resolution and development strategies, including 
new emphasis on gender-specific experiences of both 
war and peace. In 2000, for instance, the UN Se-
curity Council adopted Resolution 1325, establish-
ing violence against women in armed conflict as an 
international security issue and calling for women’s 
leadership in peace-building.  The resolution urges 
international actors to support women’s civil society 
groups and invest in women’s leadership programs. 
Together, the Nobel Peace prize winners seem to 
testify that UN ideals can materialize in practice—
even identifying Liberia as a promising case study for 
gender-conscious peace-building.   

The international community is right to recog-
nize war as a gendered experience. “Rape and pil-
lage” is not an archaic proverb, and no population 
is more familiar with this reality than Liberian ci-
vilians. Liberia’s civil war ravaged the country from 
1989 to 2003, uprooting social fabrics, pitting 
neighbor against neighbor, and depriving Liberi-
ans of fundamental human rights—right to life, to 
a violence-free existence, to health, education, and 
economic livelihood.  Civilians, particularly women 
and children, bore the brunt of the violence. Rape 
and sexual violence prevailed as weapons of war, and 
(very rough) statistics indicate that three-quarters 
of Liberian women were raped during the conflict. 
Since 2003, the country has resurrected a degree 
of stability and security, but cultures of widespread 
impunity—especially pertaining to gender-based 
violence—do not end when the fighting stops. In 
the aftermath of Liberia’s war, gendered differentials 
across Human Development measurements, includ-
ing healthcare and literacy, are stark. As the interna-

tional community engages the gamut of militarized 
intervention, disarmament, reconciliation, and post-
conflict development, policies must account for the 
gender-specific experiences and consequences of war. 

As much as women are victims of war, they are 
also pioneers of peace. Gbowee’s Nobel Prize is a 
victory for thousands of invisible, female peace ac-
tivists worldwide. A victim of domestic violence 
herself, Gbowee worked as a trauma counselor 
during the war, treating former child soldiers from 
then-president Charles Taylor’s army. Gbowee then 
participated in the Women in Peace-building Net-
work (WIPNET), an organization that connects 
female activists in sixteen West African countries. 
In 2002, Gbowee spearheaded the Women of Li-
beria Mass Action for Peace (WLMAP), a nonvio-
lent movement that helped secure Liberia’s peace 
via sex strikes, community prayers, and threats of 
witchcraft. Leading protesting at fish markets, soc-
cer fields, and peace talks in Ghana, Gbowee forced 
President Charles Taylor to confront the collective 
voice of Liberian women.

As the international community aims to trans-
form Resolution 1325 from normative rhetoric to 
effective policy, Gbowee’s vision and organizational 
skills—framed alongside WLMAP’s locally-driven 
action plan—offer “best practices” for mobilizing 
women in peace-building. Women of Liberia Mass 
Action for Peace was successful because the approach 

In 2011, two Liberian women—President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and 
peace activist Leymah Gbowee—received the nobel Peace Prize “for 
their non-violent struggle for the safety of women and for women’s rights 
to full participation in peace-building work.” 

Rape and domestic abuse levels 
are persistent and staggering. 



was homegrown; what international NGO or UN 
mission, for example, would have advocated sex 
strikes or “curses” to expedite peace? Unlike many 
“peace-building” programs designed by donor coun-
tries, Gbowee’s organization was created by and for 
local women, congruent with Liberia’s sociopoliti-
cal fabric. In order to promote women’s rights in 
post-conflict contexts, the international commu-
nity should support regional coalitions, such as 
WIPNET, and assist local civil society groups, such 
as Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace.  

Especially in Liberia, supporting local civil soci-
ety means seeing behind and beyond the country’s 
political elite.  A comprehensive and sustainable ap-
proach to nation-building demands reform from be-
low, just as Gbowee’s movement testifies. At the sur-
face, President Sirleaf ’s election seems to elaborate 
the narrative that Gbowee began, defining Liberia 
as a model of gender-conscious peace-building. Un-
fortunately, President Sirleaf ’s international celeb-
rity does not reflect her tenuous domestic support. 
While Sirleaf ’s position as a female head of state 
marks a step forward for women in the international 
political arena, her term has born little consequence 
for the average Liberian woman. 

President Sirleaf ’s credentials—her international 
connections, Harvard 
degree, and scru-
pulous rendition of 
“Standard English” 
(as opposed to Libe-
rian “colloquois”)—
have given Westerners 
reason to envision a brighter future for Liberia, at-
tracting the international community’s technocratic 
“peace-building” brigade, including countless IN-
GO’s, 10,000 UN troops, and an enormous expa-
triate population. Unfortunately, President Sirleaf ’s 
international celebrity status has done little to im-

prove Liberians’ access to human rights. 9 out of 
10 Liberians still live on less than $1.25 a day, and 

governmental corrup-
tion remains palpable. 
Quality healthcare 
and education are 
still virtually inacces-
sible, and, by many 
accounts, Sirleaf ’s ad-
ministration has failed 

to improve women’s status in society. Rape and do-
mestic abuse levels are persistent and staggering. 

The day after Sirleaf received the Nobel Prize, 
the streets of Monrovia, Liberia erupted in an enor-

feature.liBeria
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Just outside Monrovia, a woman crushes and sells 
rocks for a living alongside Tubman Boulevard.

As much as women are victims of 
war, they are also pioneers of peace.  



mous rally—a rally for Sirleaf ’s opponent in the 
fall 2011 election, the Congress for Democratic 
Change (CDC) party. After failing to win 50% of 
the vote in the first round of elections, President 
Sirleaf faced CDC candidates William Tubman and 
George Weah in a highly contested follow-up. Tub-
man, an experienced diplomat, and George Weah, 
a national soccer star, presented a genuine threat 
to President Sirleaf ’s second term, regardless of the 
president’s Nobel Prize. Although Sirleaf managed 
to win the election, she was by no means a shoo-in, 
and the realities of Liberia are far more complicated 
than the president’s global stardom suggests.  Presi-
dent Sirleaf ’s original supporters, especially women, 
questioned their allegiance to an administration that 
failed to improve their life prospects. Sirleaf disap-

pointed her constituents on the very human rights 
issues for which she received the Nobel Prize. The 
week of November 7th, 2011, deadly riots erupted 
in Monrovia upon Sirleaf ’s reelection.

The 2011 Nobel Peace Prize not only validates 
three women’s lifelong accomplishments, but also 
spotlights women’s roles in peace-building glob-
ally. 

We must recognize the announcement as a 
moment to remember that gender empowerment 
and conflict-resolution go hand in hand: promot-
ing peace requires promoting women’s rights, and 
promoting women’s rights requires promoting 
peace.  To this end, the international community 
must see beyond the easy-to-see, identifying and 
supporting grassroots agents of peace and recon-
struction.

8
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Four cousins gather outside their house 
in a village near Robertsport Airport.
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Luis Benitez, the genial mountain guide, paused 
when he saw me coming down and leaned into 
his ice axe planted in the snow of the slope 

above him.
“Hey Sam, how’re you feeling?”
“Good . . . tired,” I replied, my voice weak.
“I’ll bet you are,” he laughed. “Why don’t you go 

back to base camp, get yourself a Coke, go to college, 
find a hot boyfriend—how ‘bout a junior—and forget 
this scene for a while,” he said. 

This was one of the first conversations I had coming 
down from the top of Everest in 2007. Benitez was 
headed up for his group’s own summit bid, what 
would be his sixth summit of the peak. After our 
conversation, he continued on to the top of the world, 
but once he got there he did not experience the usual 
euphoria. 

“I felt pretty disillusioned,” he told me over 
the phone while he walked his dogs around his 
neighborhood in Colorado.  

This disillusionment stemmed from an event that 
occurred about seven months before, while we were on 
Cho Oyu, the 26,906-foot Himalayan giant 19 miles 
west of Everest. While I was high up on the mountain 
making my summit bid, Benitez was back at base 
camp, where he witnessed a tragic event unfold.

On Sept. 30, 2006, Benitez and about 100 
other mountaineers heard gunshots coming from 
the Nangpa La, a 19,050-foot-high mountain pass 
between Tibet and Nepal, visible from camp. Still 
used for commercial trade, it and other similar passes 

were the historical gateways for Tibetans into Nepal, 
allowing for the settlement of the well-known Sherpa 
communities in Nepal’s high Himalaya. It has now 
become known as the “poor person’s refugee gate.” 

“Many wealthy Tibetans can buy their way out of 
the country,” Benitez explained. “But [poorer] Tibetans 
can’t do that . . . their only choice is something like 
this pass—they can’t afford bribes, they can’t afford 
permissions.” 

The Chinese border patrol had opened fire on about 
70 Tibetans who were making an attempt to flee by 
way of the pass. Even with crude weaponry and aim, 
they managed to lodge a fatal bullet into the back of 
Kelsang Namtso, a 17- year-old nun hoping to escape 
into India in order to freely practice her religion and 
realize her dream of meeting the Dalai Lama. 

I didn’t hear about the incident until I returned to 
base camp, and even then I only heard a few scattered 
details. “There was a body on the pass . . . but don’t 
worry, it’s been cleaned up now,” they told me. It was 
only after I returned to the US that I realized the tragic 
irony that while I, a 17-year-old American, stood on 
top of the mountain under which, by some Buddhist 
legends, the instructions on how to save the world 
from chaos are buried, Chinese officials prodded the 
lifeless body of a 17-year-old nun who had made a 
desperate attempt for a better life, taking photos with 
her body and the summit in the background. 

Benitez said it made sense to him that the story I 
received was left vague: Some of the guides, individuals 
from the western world running businesses for western 

TIBET
Status: Region of China. 
Government in exile seeks great autonomy
Population: 2.62 million 
Area: 1.2 million sq km (471,700 sq miles)
Major languages: Tibetan, Chinese
Major religion: Buddhism
Life expectancy: 67 years
Main exports: Handicrafts, livestock

COLD 
tRAIL
by Samantha Larson
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clients, didn’t want the information to get out for fear that 
they wouldn’t be able to get permits to return the next year. 
The Chinese government would have no incentive to make 
it easy to climb there if they felt climbers would become 
witnesses who could report on incidents such as this.

Benitez said he was appalled when he learned that no 
one else planned to report the incident. After he wrote an 
anonymous article for the website Explorers Web, a couple 
of other guides found out and, Benitez said, “[They] came 
down on my head for speaking out. It was a cussing and 
screaming match.” Then they told him that the Chinese 
government had his name, suggesting that he’d better get 
out of there. 

After Benitez was safely home, British journalist 
Jonathan Green picked up his story. “He told me that if 
we did the story, I’d have to name names [of who tried to 
cover it up], I’d have to call the whole thing out. I knew if I 
did, it was going to change my career. I felt that something 
was broken [in the mountaineering community], so I 
chose to collaborate on the article.”

According to Benitez, the release of the article had the 
feared effect: it caused permitting and logistics to become 
much more difficult on Cho Oyu. Green’s article in Men’s 
Journal denounced the climbers who chose to remain 
silent about the event, fracturing the mountaineering 
community—not just about whether to continue to fuel 
“summit fever”, the phenomenon often referenced when 
mountaineers seemingly put their own glory ahead of 
helping their fellow man, but also over what would be the 
best course of action for the greatest number of people in 
Tibet. “I get it,” he said, “we provide work and revenue to 
Sherpas and the Tibetans. It’s a loss of income to them . . . 
it affects their livelihood. But, to me, the bottom line for it 
all was a question of human rights.”

The net effect of the publication of the event is unclear. 
Benitez says the Chinese government “still calls [the 

incident] normal border management, to this day.” What’s 
more, China built a new garrison port to catch refugees 
going over the pass. Attempts to get the incident recognized 
as a crime against humanity were stalled because “it was 
not a genocide,” says Benitez. 

But filling in the void of awareness about China’s 
relationship with Tibet may still be important. Benitez 
equates the level of knowledge of the average Chinese person 
about the treatment of Tibetans to that of Americans in the 
13 colonies in regards to Native Americans. “They’re told 
[by the government] that they’re bringing infrastructure, 
health care, religion . . . isn’t it great? They don’t hear about 
border shootings or mass killings due to religion—it’s all 
perspective.”

“This is the first time in 50 years that Westerners have 
seen and spoken out about it.” Benitez continued, “It’s a 
sticky subject for climbing and human rights because we 
don’t know what to do with it.”

Many wealthy tibetans can buy their way out of the country. But [poorer] 
tibetans can’t do that . . . their only choice is something like this 
pass—they can’t afford bribes, they can’t afford permissions.“ ”
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The extreme inequity between rural and urban areas is 
a central problem in Guatemala. Living in a rural area 
generally means lower wages, fewer job opportunities 

and inferior education. According to the Inter-American 
Development Bank, “educational quality is much lower for 
students from low-income families, most of whom attend public 
schools” (IDB 1998). The Escuela Nueva, or New School, an 
innovative rural school reform project which originated in 
Colombia and is now being pursued in Guatemala, attempts 
to address these disparities in educational and economic 
opportunities. The Escuela Nueva program, led by the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID) in 
conjunction with the Guatemalan Ministry of Education, was 
designed to promote the human capital of rural, indigenous 
children in Guatemala to alleviate poverty and widespread social 
inequality. The program was designed amidst growing demands 
for indigenous redress following centuries of exclusion and in 
the wake of widespread genocide against indigenous peoples. 
The major objective of Escuela Nueva was “to improve the 
efficiency, coverage, and quality of basic education services to 
rural populations that have traditionally had the least access to 
education services” (Chesterfield & Rubio 1997). 

In an effort to combat the stark disparities between 
educational attainment of urban and rural children, the Escuela 
Nueva program fostered the development of multi-grade schools 
serving rural, indigenous communities. Both USAID and The 
Guatemalan Ministry of Education, the implementers of the 
program, hail the Nueva Escuela program a major success for 
increasing access to education for rural, indigenous children 
primarily through the program’s emphasis on teacher control—
curriculum is developed by teachers who have experience in rural 
areas and are directly invested in the success of the program—
and the implementation of student learning guides that allow 

the program to be flexible and adaptable to the local context and 
student learning needs. 

However, initial increases in child enrollment at the primary 
level have not been sustained at the higher level, nor has the 
program found success in its attempt to expand beyond its 
initial experimental group. I conclude that selection bias, the 
voluntary nature of the experimental group, and variation in 
income among families in the experimental and control groups 
have oversold the benefits of the program. Ultimately, I find that 
an inability to effectively incentivize parental investment in child 
education has undermined the efficacy of the Escuela Nueva 
system, while cultural divides that inhibit interaction between 
urban and rural educators have impeded the expansion of the 
program. Nevertheless, I note the recent proposal of a subsidy 
system by the Director of the Escuela Nueva program Professor 
Oscar Mogollon as a possible solution to incentivize long-term 
investment in human capital and decrease dropout rates of rural, 
indigenous children. 

Prior to the implementation of the Escuela Nueva program, 
the educational system for rural children in Guatemala was highly 
inefficient with high dropout and repetition rates. According to a 
comprehensive analysis of the educational system in Guatemala 
by Chesterfield and Rubio of USAID [1997], it took an average 
of 11.6 years of instruction for one student to graduate sixth 
grade. In 1996, 49.9% of girls and 51.2 % of boys that enrolled 
in 1991 in urban areas completed sixth grade, while only 18% 
of girls and 21.8% of boys that enrolled in rural schools in 1991 
graduated sixth grade (Chesterfield & Rubio 1997). In 1989, 
there were over 3,200 rural primary schools that had only one 
teacher to teach six grade levels. For students in these schools, 
the prospects were even worse, as less than 10% of children in 
rural, multi-grade schools finished sixth grade (USAID, 2009). 
Reasons for these poor results include irrelevant curriculum, a 

GUATEMALA
Population: 13,824,463 
Languages: Spanish (official) 60%, Amerindian languages 40%
Life Expectancy: 70.88 years
Literacy: 69.1% (total population)
   male: 75.4%,  female: 63.3% 
School Completion Expectancy (primary to tertiary education): 11 
years (total population),  male: 11 years,  female: 10 years

the Escuela nueva 
Program in Guatemala
How Old School Problems Are Limiting Reform by Keith Calix
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lack of resources and training for teachers, and poor student 
attendance. Low attendance can be attributed to the following: 
the need for child labor during key planting and harvesting 
seasons, delayed primary school entry because of difficulties 
for small children in reaching schools, the curriculum’s lack of 
relevance to children’s daily lives, and traditional, ineffective 
pedagogy (Chesterfield & Rubio 1997). 

The development of the Escuela Nueva program was a 
supply side reform project that began in 1993 and involved the 
government, teachers, communities, foreign aid agencies, and 
non-profit and private organizations. The program was piloted 
in 100 one-teacher rural schools in two locales of the western 
mountainous region in Guatemala. The pilot schools were 
selected largely based on the degree of interest demonstrated by 
highly motivated teachers. As a result of successes in these 100 
schools, another 100 schools were added to the project (Kraft 
1998). Teachers and administrators in these pilot schools were 
very involved in creating and implementing the components of 
the Escuela Nueva schools. They helped to create the curriculum, 
student self-instructional workbooks, and teacher guides. They 
also instituted teachers’ circles in which teachers gathered 
to review new teaching materials, shared information and 
experiences, and partook in in-service training. The multifaceted 
Escuela Nueva schools also integrated active pedagogy, and 
flexible promotion as a means to promote retention.  

In 1995 and 1996, more 
Escuela Nueva schools were 
started by private non-profit and 
religious organizations outside 
the government. By 1998, there 
were 283 government schools 
and over 1,000 privately funded 
multi-grade Escuela Nueva 
schools throughout Guatemala.

The Escuela Nueva Program 
promotes multi-grade schooling 
as a means of increasing the 
access and quality of rural 
education. Multi-grade schools 
enroll students of multiple ages and grade levels to be taught in 
the same classroom. Therefore, Escuela Nueva schools receive 
additional training and instructional materials that are expressly 
designed to improve learning in heterogeneous classrooms.

 The program creates a sense of ownership among educators 
and puts a great emphasis on teacher involvement in the design 
of lesson plans and effective teaching methodology. Teacher 
circles, or groups of teachers from nearby schools, meet regularly 
to train, support each other, and adapt learning materials. These 
teaching circles also provide instructors of Escuela Nueva schools 

with regular opportunities to seek help on implementation or to 
revise or reject particular components. Because instructors are 
given more of a leadership and participatory role in shaping the 
curriculum, they are more likely to be invested in the success 
of the program, as the results will reflect the policies they have 
helped develop. In fact, 84% of teachers involved in the pilot 
program had previously lived in the rural areas where they 
worked for at least 5 years, indicating a continued commitment 
to improving rural education (Rubio 2005). 

Additionally, the program includes teachers’ guides and self-
teaching instructional materials for students, which are designed 
especially for multi-grade classrooms by practicing rural primary 
school teachers—educators directly invested in maximizing 
their time in the classroom and in meeting the needs of their 
students. These self-instructional materials, furthermore, are 
based on modular learning activities, often performed outside of 
the classroom in small groups. In addition, the content is closely 
related to children’s lives in the rural agricultural community. 

The program’s ability to increase enrollment rates of first grade 
students during its experimental phase has led USAID and the 
Guatemalan Ministry of Education to declare it a “major success 
for indigenous people…unlike any other in Guatemala’s history” 
(Chesterfield and Rubio 1997). According to their findings, in 
terms of enrollment and efficiency, Escuela Nueva schools were 
better than other one-teacher schools, or Escuelas Unitarias. 

In 1994, 58% of first grade 
girls and 66.3% of first grade 
boys in Escuela Nueva schools 
entered second grade compared 
to 53.2% of Escuela Unitaria 
girls and 51.9% of Escuela 
Unitaria boys. In addition, a 
greater percentage of Escuela 
Nueva students completed sixth 
grade in six years than those in 
Escuela Unitaria schools: 18.3% 
of Escuela Nueva girls and 
24.5% of Escuela Nueva boys 
compared to 10.4% of Escuela 

Unitaria girls and 10.9% of Escuela Unitaria boys (Chesterfield 
& Rubio. 1997). Additionally, children in Escuela Nueva schools 
scored higher than their Escuela Unitaria counterparts on both 
Spanish and Mathematics exams administered by USAID in 
conjunction with the Guatemalan Ministry of Education, 
although the results of these examinations administered in 2002 
are currently under review (de Baessa 2002). 

These results, however, have not been reproduced in higher-
grade levels. For example, in 1999, the percentage of students 
that completed the sixth grade in rural Guatemala remains at an 

In an effort to combat the stark 
disparities between educational 
attainment of urban and rural 
children, the Escuela nueva 
program fostered the development 
of multi-grade schools serving 
rural, indigenous communities.
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abysmal 19% for girls and 24% for boys—just a 1% increase for 
girls and a 2.2% increase for boys when compared to completion 
rates in 1991, two years before the start of the program. This 
inability to sustain enrollment of rural children suggests both a 
lack of efficient teaching methods and a lack of incentive to keep 
children enrolled in school. 

It is difficult to evaluate the efficacy of the Escuela Nueva 
program beyond its small-scale experimental stage for a number 
of reasons. Though initially controlled by USAID and the 
Guatemalan Ministry of Education, the adoption of Escuela 
Nueva reforms by various other organizations complicates the 
evaluation process of the program, as variation in implementation 
can result in widespread variation of student outcomes. The 
multi-grade treatment may differ depending on how rural 
schools are managed and financed. For example, training varies 
and is not always provided, and allocation of resources may also 
vary depending on the organization running the reform.

The initial stages of the program emphasized the direct 
involvement of teachers in the design and modification of the 
program. The voluntary participation of many highly motivated 
educators was a major driving force behind the program’s early 
success. However, public teacher education is traditional and 
urban-based in Guatemala and, therefore, does not train teachers 
for work in Escuela Nueva schools. At the same time there is a 
strong stigma against teachers in rural areas due to the prevalence 
of indigenous children in these areas. This has resulted in 
minimal interaction between rural and urban educators. Unlike 
teachers of the Escuela Nueva system that can pass along valuable 
teaching advice within teacher circles, teachers in urban areas 
attempt to apply old teaching methods to a new system resulting 
in little to no effect. This may explain why small-scale success has 
proven challenging to replicate on a large scale, especially among 
non-volunteers, those not involved in the experimental phase. 
If expansion of the program is to occur successfully, dialogue 
between unfamiliar urban educators and more experienced 
rural teachers must happen or the cultural divides that pervade 
Guatemalan society will continue to have a negative impact on 
the sustainability of the Escuela Nueva program.  

Additionally, the initial treatment could have been influenced 
by the Hawthorne effect, in which rural schools respond 
positively to the mere presence of outside collaborators and 
researchers. Thus, it is important to follow rural schools beyond 
the initial years of the treatment in order to rule out any 
influence the Hawthorne effect might have had. The evaluations 
of the Escuela Nueva program in Guatemala, however, focused 
on a small number of schools in the early stages of the program’s 
development which limits the reliability of the results collected 

and casts doubt on its long-term success. 
In order to effectively evaluate the impact and success of the 

Escuela Nueva program, one must determine whether direct 
exposure to the program increased human capital and retention 
rates among rural and indigenous Guatemalan children. To 
conduct this evaluation, students exposed to the intervention 
must be compared to those who were not exposed to the Escuela 
Nueva program, with all other factors being equal. However, 
these guidelines were not necessarily upheld throughout the 
evaluation. The control schools were apparently chosen for 
their similarity to treated schools (de Baessa 2002), but there 
are no pre-tests or baseline data that are reported to confirm 
this assertion. In addition, students in Escuela Nueva programs 
had slightly lower levels of poverty than students of the control 
group. Such variation in income has a direct impact on student 
attendance. Families with lower incomes are more likely to 
take their children out of school so they can work because a 

majority of rural families live on a day-to-day basis. For these 
families, the benefits of immediate financial relief oftentimes 
outweigh the costs of allowing the child to continue his or her 
education. Therefore, because students in the Escuela Nueva 
program came from families with higher overall incomes than 
children in the control group, they were more likely to stay in 
school. Furthermore, the early implementation of multi-grade 
interventions in Guatemala was targeted at volunteer schools. 
Unless control schools are drawn from a similar group of 
volunteers – and the studies available offer no evidence of this –it 
introduces a positive bias. An apparently successful intervention 
may be due to the preexisting motivation of an outstanding 
group of teachers and administrators, rather than the actual 
program. 

To correct for the program’s inability to retain rural students 
in higher-grade levels—retainment levels in sixth grade have only 
increased 1% for girls and 2.2% for boys—a subsidy program 
has been proposed by Professor Oscar Mogollon, the Director 
of the Escuela Nueva project. The introduction of a subsidy to 
parents’ incomes would increase the number of children who 

For these families, the benefits of 
immediate financial relief oftentimes 
outweigh the costs of allowing the 
child to continue his or her education. 
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remain in school by eliminating these children’s need to earn 
money. If subsidies can reflect the wage the child would make 
by working and not attending school, a particular family could 
overcome its budget constraint, increasing the likelihood that 
the child will remain in school. Considering the initial success of 
the program in increasing enrollment rates of younger children, 
implementing a subsidy program at higher grade levels could 
lead to an increase in the number of years of schooling completed 
by reducing the incentive to send children to work. 

Even though the Escuela Nueva Program is the first 
comprehensive program of its time to address educational 
disparities of rural and indigenous Guatemalan children, and 
has received praise for its success in increasing enrollment 
rates among first grade students, I find that both its design 
and implementation are insufficient to sustain long-term 
growth and development. Both selection bias arising from the 
selection of volunteer schools and the relative heterogeneity of 
the experimental and control groups have skewed the data to 
suggest that the program was more successful that it actually 
was. Furthermore, racial and cultural barriers that impede 
interaction between urban and rural teachers limit the expansion 
of the program beyond its initial phase. In order to promote 
the program’s expansion, open dialogue between rural and 
urban educators must occur. In addition, the subsidy program 
proposed by Professor Oscar Mogollon can combat high dropout 
rates by matching the rising opportunity costs of working and 
by rewarding higher-grade achievement. Thereby, the Nueva 
Escuela program can improve and sustain the quality of and 
access to education for the children of rural Guatemala. 
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It is an exciting time for human rights. The increased 
interconnectivity of people all over the world due 
to globalization and the advent of technology have 

created a global citizenship that privileges us with 
insight into the lives of people from all corners of the 
world. It has also allowed us to create global frameworks 
that facilitate us to work together to ensure basic 
fundamental rights to everyone.  The global recession 
and the vulnerability of world economic systems have 
also led us to an interesting crossroads from which 
policymakers look to increase development and quality 
of life in the future. These conditions together have 
given birth to an enabling environment for theorists 
and practicioners alike to focus on women’s rights. 
Many from the private to the public sector are realizing 
the critical importance of empowering women both as 
an economic tool and also as a human right.i  Because 
of its multiplier effect on development, prominent 
figures like World Bank president, Robert Zoellick, 
say that pledging to eradicate maternal mortality and 
empower women through education is a smart idea.
ii  The mainstream attention to the importance of 
women’s rights is exciting, important, and overdue, but 
the way that it is being approached is problematic and 

frankly not correct. 
International rhetoric surrounding the importance 

of women’s rights and of engaging women to promote 
economic development has created global norms 
for how to proceed. Since the 1990s, there has been 
a global shift of focus on the importance of targeting 
vulnerable people, such as women, in efforts to 
promote human rights.iii  Support for the mantras 
of popular journalists and celebrities promoting 
education for women, such as Nicolas Kristof, has 
become very popularized. Kristof has grown as a public 
figure who preaches that women “hold up half the sky” 
and claims that if women are given an education the 
whole world will change. If simply educating women 
was really a panacea to the grotesque inequalities 
women have endured throughout history, would there 
still be widespread female infanticide, restriction to 
reproductive rights, feminization of poverty, unequal 
pay, and terrible violence against women, even as we 
observe a global rise in access to education?iv  Women 
are inevitably limited by the cultural constructs that 
define their surroundings. Wouldn’t it therefore make 
sense to also educate men in order to work toward a 
synergistic realization of global human rights for both 

by Emily Rains

Although the term “feminism” has a history in English linked with women’s activism from 
the late 19th century to the present, it is useful to distinguish feminist ideas or beliefs from 
feminist political movements, for even in periods where there has been no significant political 
activism around women’s subordination, individuals have been concerned with and theorized 
about justice for women.

- Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy

Stuck at a Crossroads?
How Current Efforts to Promote Women’s Rights Won’t Work
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sexes and by both sexes? Yes, women do “hold up half 
the sky”, but this means that we need to engage the 
other half to help guarantee women’s rights.  

Initially, I was very excited about programs 
promoted by the human rights community that 
targeted women to help improve equity. I became 
particularly fascinated by the gender disparate spread 
of HIV in developing countries; ¾ of young people 
with HIV in sub-Saharan Africa are women.v  With 
this in mind I decided to spend some time working 
with a nongovernmental organization (NGO) in rural 
Tanzania on HIV prevention. What I quickly noticed 
was that many women were educated about how to 
protect themselves from HIV, but were powerless to do 
so. The Tanzanian government even says that AIDS is 
problematic because it continues to ravage the country 
despite widespread knowledge of the disease and how to 
prevent it.vi  In Tanzania I met several women firsthand 
who shared with me how society had informed their 
personal experiences. I met a woman who knew her 
husband had extramarital affairs with sex workers, but 
she could not stop him and could not use a condom 
within marriage because of religious imperatives. She 
asked me if there was anything she could possibly 
do to protect herself from HIV. Clearly this woman 
knew how to protect her health, but the power to do 
so was completely in the hands of her husband. I also 
met someone who was rejected by society and called a 
prostitute because her husband had died of AIDS. This 
is unfortunately not uncommon and adds to the stigma 
surrounding HIV/AIDS in the region, as well as further 
biases against women. Because women do not have 
the right to land ownership, AIDS widows have their 
children taken away and are left homeless and usually 
HIV positive.  Regardless of whether she had been 
knowledgeable about how to protect her health, she 
was left completely powerless. I also met a woman who 
knew about HIV and testing and desperately wanted to 
know her HIV status but her husband would not allow 
her to get tested because of the stigma surrounding the 
tests. These were only three women but unfortunately 
they are representative of many women who have had 
similar experiences. Cultural constructs undeniably 
limit women’s ability to protect themselves.

The Tanzanian university students who worked at 
the same NGO as me were considered very progressive, 

and yet the men were still split about half and half on 
whether or not they would consider women equal. 
The overall consensus regardless of equitable views 
echoed societal norms that male sexuality was seen 
as uncontrollable, which is a common excuse for 
power imbalance in relationships in the region.vii  This 
imbalance of power is clearly not confined to East 
Africa. When I lived in Russia, domestic violence was 
painfully visible. In the United States, women hold 
less than 25% of Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Math (STEM) jobs and in Japan only 11% of 
engineers are women. In South Africa, more than 1 in 
5 women are victims of rape by age fifteen. In India, 
China, and Korea, although sex selective abortion is 
illegal, hundreds of thousands of female fetuses are 
aborted each year because of preference for a male 
child.viii  Gender power imbalance is clearly still a global 
norm, but what is frightening is that this imbalance 
continues to persist, even though women are gaining 
greater access to education and are being made aware of 

their rights in efforts to achieve gender parity. So why 
isn’t it working?

I started realizing how important education programs 
for young men could be in order to work with those in 
decision-making positions to allow these women the 
ability to make choices about their health. When I got 
back to the U.S. I did some research on programs that 
focused on working with men to promote more gender 
equitable ideologies. I found very few organizations 
that adopted this strategy, despite the fact that the 
literature showed that this strategy seemed successful in 
enabling women. An example of what little I did find 
was an encouraging anecdote regarding female genital 
mutilation (FGM). Many women actually choose to 
undergo and impose FGM on their daughters. This 
seems shocking. But because the girls will otherwise 
be ineligible for marriage in their society and are 

Women are inevitably limited by 
the cultural constructs that define 
their surroundings. 



dependent on marriage for economic survival, what 
choice does a girl have, even if she is aware of the dangers 
and of the implications for repression of female sexuality? 
Yet I learned about an instance where young men in a 
community stood up and said that they didn’t want to 
marry women who had undergone the procedure. Norms 
started to change.ix  Involving men in efforts to empower 
women can have very significant effects.

But if engaging men in education and discussion on 
topics that also benefits women can be so successful, 
then why did I only find a handful of studies engaging 
men, while dominant mainstream policy is so insular? If 
women’s abilities to exercise their rights are constrained 

by the contextual factors that perpetuate inequitable 
norms, then it should make sense that persuading those in 
positions of power (heterosexual men) to change deeply 
ingrained norms may be the most efficient way to sustain 
change. Global rhetoric that stresses that targeting women 
in human rights education is a panacea to the injustices 
of the world is problematic.  This approach inevitably 
pigeonholes the movement and leaves out the half of the 
population that may have more power to assist women to 
enjoy the rights they have long deserved. Focusing efforts 
only on educating women not only runs the risk of being 
inefficient if women are unable to execute their rights in 
a sexually imbalanced society, but it also alienates the half 
of the population that not only needs to be engaged, but 
also may want to be engaged to redefine norms. Women’s 
rights should not merely be considered women’s rights but 
should be considered human rights and something that all 
people should work together to strive for.  Michel Sidibé, 

director of UNAIDS says, “Gender equality must become 
part of our DNA—at the core of all of our actions. This 
will require a social revolution.”x  I agree. If gender 
equality is to become a part of our DNA, everyone must 
be engaged.

We are at a crossroads. People are paying attention to 
human rights and global development. Human rights 
violations are no longer justified by cultural relativism, but 
rather global citizenship enables a sense of accountability 
and responsibility to ensure a basic set of fundamental 
rights to everyone. As we forge our new path, we can 
attempt to make change without redefining outdated 
inequitable constructs, which will inevitably lead back to 
the same problems. Or we can seize the energy surrounding 
human rights and work tirelessly to end the subjugation 
of women. It is an exciting time for women’s rights, but 
we need to make sure to take the movement in the right 
direction by working together with men and women alike 
or risk being stuck at this crossroads forever.
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DAMMInG tHE

this 17-year-old boy guided us back down the muddy slopes from Sipti in torrential rains. On his forehead are grains of rice, a traditional Hindu custom for ensuring safe journeys.

I was staring out the window of a crowded 
and ornately decorated Nepali bus. 

A few crucial feet to the side, but what 
seemed like right below, a cliff dropped off 
several thousand feet in typical Himalayan 
fashion, and if I squinted my eyes I could see 
a snaking river was barely visible at the nadir 
of the lush slopes. My seatmates were a crate of 
particularly vocal juvenile chickens and a 50kg 
sack of rice. I’d been curled up in a modified 
fetal position –what with the chickens and 
the rice –for the better part of 37 hours out 
of Kathmandu. Occasionally the high pitched 
yodeling blasting from blown-out speakers was 
interrupted by the din of the bus’s horn –a 
complicated and cacophonous multi-tone circus 
melody –which the slightly manic driver used on 
tight turns to alert the vehicles travelling in the 
other direction.  There’d been nothing but forest 
for over a hundred kilometers, but there in the 
distance stood a towering yellow crane abutting 
a concrete-reinforced wall. We had arrived at the 
Chamelia Hydropower Project. 

I was in Nepal with my friend, Trevor 
Wallace, a junior at Sarah Lawrence College, to 
shoot a documentary film about the impact of 
hydroelectric power on a remote rural populace. 
With a vast network of rivers rushing southward 
from the highest mountains in the world, Nepal 
boasts nearly limitless hydroelectric potential. 
Over the course of the last ten years, more and 
more of that potential has been exploited as 
Nepal’s energy demands have increased and it 
has sought to gain additional revenue by selling 
power to India. Hundreds of hydroelectric 
generators -from tiny “micro hydels” that power 
individual villages, to run-of-the-river turbines, 
to large reservoir dams –have sprung up across 
the country’s rural landscape. Most of the 
medium and large-scale projects are funded by 
foreign banks and multinationals, and under 
contract with Chinese construction companies. 

Continued on Page 21
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As budding filmmakers and time-tested travel 
companions, Trevor and I decided to journey to the sites of 
some of these hydroelectric projects to record the stories of 
the villagers across whose rivers the dams are built. We were 
using hydroelectric power as a lens to examine development 
in general: the interactions between often manipulative 
political power brokers and uninformed rural farmers, 
and the seemingly inevitable spread of modern lifestyles to 
an agrarian population, in Nepal’s case galvanized by the 
economic interests of a corrupt and fragmented government.  
Our role was not as human rights workers or (despite the 
inevitable implications) politically minded documentarians, 
but rather as recorders of the human experience: we sought to 
give a voice to the voiceless. 

The Chamelia Project is located in Darchula Province, 
in the Far Western Development Region, one of the least 
accessible parts of the country; in fact road access to the area 
was completed only for the dam’s construction. After a truly 
harrowing bus experience (and glad to stretch our legs away 
from chirping chicks), Trevor and I, along with our recent 

acquaintance and Nepali interpreter, Jagat, found ourselves in 
a prehistoric-looking valley with a massive crane. Here, in the 
village of Balhast, a farming community that until recently 
had no electricity, three hundred Chinese laborers from the 
China GeZhouBa Group (CGZB- the same company that 
built the Three Gorges Dam) live in concrete dormitories 
and work daily on the 70 megawatt Chamelia Hydropower 
Project.

We immediately sought out the Chinese managers and 
decided for the interview that the best approach would be to 
seem like naïve students filming for a school project. It actually 
worked quite well. The managers were surprised and excited 
that I spoke some Mandarin, so upon invitation we hopped 
in their car and they toured us around the dam site. We saw 
Chinese workers with pick axes, mounds of dirt and gravel, 
and huge, mysterious-looking heavy equipment inscribed 
with Chinese characters, along with another large crane. 
They drove us into the water diversion tunnel (which -under 
construction -was still dry), a massive tube that went over a 
mile into the mountainside. They consented to be interviewed 



22

on camera, and at first I asked fairly straightforward questions 
about the technical specifics of the dam, but when I started 
to ask more controversial questions, about funding, displaced 
villagers, and relations with Nepalis, they either pleaded 
ignorance or told what we later found out to be blatant lies. 
(Significant discrepancies in the accounts of management/
politicians and those of impacted residents seemed to be a 
major theme in all the dam sites we visited.)

That night we survived the loudest thunderstorm I’ve ever 
heard. One bolt of lightning struck only a few hundred meters 
away, lighting up the entire valley and briefly transforming 
the crane into a blinding vertical mirror. The next morning, 
Jagat started asking around, and it turned out that the local 
Nepalis were eager to speak to us on camera. The Nepalis 
told a very different story from the Chinese. While, in 
theory, the construction of the dam promised economic 
growth and further development opportunities, the Chinese 
corporation and Nepali government were both deaf to the 
concerns of the local people, who were subjected to the din 
of heavy machinery and frequent dynamite blasts which had 

damaged nearby homes. Furthermore, over 250 families 
had been displaced to the Terrai, the low-lying region in the 
South of Nepal, and paid only one “lak” (about $1400) in 
compensation, while the Chinese managers had said that only 
five families were displaced.

Perhaps most disturbing of all, we discovered a strong 
undercurrent of extremely strained relations between the 
Chinese and Nepali workers. We have footage of several 
people candidly expressing their utter hatred for all Chinese 
people. We learned from the village doctor that one Nepali 
man had been hit over the head with a pick axe by a Chinese 
worker following an argument, leaving him in a critical 
condition and with lasting brain damage.   

It was perhaps because the people of Balhast were so 
marginalized and ignored by the Chinese corporation and the 
Nepali government that they were so eager to speak to us on 
our film. I don’t want to get on my high horse with any

Continued on Page 25



In rural nepal, it seems that women do more hard labor than men. these female farmers in the village of 
Sipti talked to us about how their lives have improved since the micro-hydroelectric generator was installed.





“saving the world” mumbo-jumbo (that’s partially what 
our film is trying to criticize), but we really were in a sense 
giving a voice to the voiceless. We were the first people 
who had listened to the villagers’ concerns, and they were 
incredibly grateful. We couldn’t promise to fix any of their 
problems, but we could promise to show our film to many 
people, who would hear their stories.

After finishing our work in Chamelia we hiked with 
Jagat up a steep hill to the village of Sipti, a beautiful 
village with no road access surrounded by unending corn, 
rice, and cannabis plantations along steep terraced slopes. 
As it was the monsoon season, mist was everywhere and it 
moved quickly up the valleys, obscuring some peaks while 
letting others peek out of puffy frames. We were there to 
examine the micro-hydroelectric project that powered the 
village, which would serve as an interesting contrast to the 
large Chamelia dam one day’s walk down the hill. 

Sipti’s micro-hydroelectric project presented a preferable 
alternative to the Chamelia dam, we learned from speaking 
with local farmers. It was safe and unobtrusive, and it 
was managed and operated by the local community, 
who set and paid their own electricity tariffs. Thus, they 

weren’t marginalized by multinational corporations and a 
government that ignored their concerns.

In my experience traveling and filming for ten weeks, 
Nepali people are not opposed to development –most, in 
fact, welcome it –they simply feel that they deserve to be 
listened to, and to maintain control over their own natural 
resources. A balance between growing energy demands, 
ecological conservation, and local residents’ autonomy 
can be achieved if emphasis is placed on a deeper level of 
respect and communication between those with power and 
those without, the hardworking backbone of a beautiful 
agrarian nation.

During my time in Nepal, in addition to our digital 
camcorder, I brought along a Leica M2 analog camera 
(a recently acquired family heirloom) and eighty rolls of 
black-and-white film. I photographed every person we 
interviewed, and I plan to include the still images in the 
film, which Trevor and I are currently editing. Our film 
will be titled “Pani”, which means water in Nepali. When 
it’s finally finished, we hope that the characters’ stories 
come across as compellingly as they did when we first 
heard them.
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this man and his grandson live in a house on a steep hill near the village of Sipti. they 
stood, mirroring one another’s posture, for an entire minute while I took their photo.



Four years ago, there was no malaria in the Chamelia area, but since construction on the dam began, the local doctor has seen dozens of 
cases. The pools of stagnant water left in the wake of heavy machinery are ideal breeding grounds for the mosquitos that carry the disease.
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by André Zollinger

‘Uncontacted’ tribes 
and the Politics of Life

The continual discoveries of so-called uncontacted tribes 
pose interesting practical and theoretical questions. In 1964, 
anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon established contact with 
the - then largely isolated - Yanomami tribe. Since then they 
have become ethnographic stars. Still, over the past few 
decades the Yanomami have been deprived of their land and 
previous way of life and forced into a dependent relationship 
with outsiders. In an attempt to avoid repeating the policies 
that engendered the destruction of Yanomami culture, 
humanitarians around the world have suggested a policy of 
not touching tribes – or, at least, touching only through the 
lens of a camera. However, popular portrayals and government 
policy work hand in glove. The policy of contact only through 
photography exhibits continuity with past policies because 
it perpetuates the notions of the “noble savage” as well as 
the human/nature divide. Whether exploiting tribal lands 
for resources, or protecting the supposed tribal pre-modern 
state of innocence, both policies are implicitly based on an 
ontological view of humanity as something separate from 
nature, a view that I will argue is at the heart of what makes 
any kind of contact at this point so violent.  

 
Ever since the 1970’s, when the state of Brazil discovered 

vast amounts of gold and precious metals in Yanomami 
territory, the state has systematically undermined the tribe’s 

way of life. In “Contact,” a short documentary about the 
Yanomami, filmmaker Geoffrey O’Connor shows the 
destruction of Yanomami culture through violent contact 
with the garimpeiros (gold miners). The film depicts how 
the garimpeiros believed they were bringing “progress” to 
the primitive Indians by establishing resource-extractive 
industries and commerce, whereas instead they acculturated 
and disintegrated the tribe by severing all connection to a 
previously autonomous way of life. There are images of 
Yanomami wearing western clothing, shopping in grocery 
stores with their children, struggling to speak Portuguese, 
and begging garimpeiros for food or money. Through the 
construction of roads and airstrips, the natural barriers that 
formerly protected the Yanomami have been eroded and as 
more people from the outside come in, a formerly vibrant 
native culture becomes subservient to a dominant mode of 
life. Such pervasive eradication of a culture constitutes by 
some definitions a type of genocide.

Throughout the military regime in the 70s as well as the 
presidency of José Sarney in the late 80s, Brazil’s policy was 
to refuse to consider any rights that the indigenous people 
might claim. Brazil pursued a developmentalist plan of 
modernizing its economy in order to catch up to the West. 
Hence the state of Brazil viewed any ecological and indigenous 
rights arguments to limit development of the Amazon as a 

Brazil
Racial demographics:
 white 53.7%, mulatto (mixed white and black) 38.5%, 
 black 6.2%, other 0.9%, unspecified 0.7%
Life expectancy: 72.53 years
GDP per capita: $10,800 
GDP: 2.172 trillion (rank with rest of world: 9)
Unemployment of youth (age 15 - 24): 17.8 %

Representation, policy, and the 
creation of a sub-human group
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threatening discourse originating from developed nations 
that wanted to “internationalize” the Amazon and keep Brazil 
economically backward.

In 1990, newly elected president Fernando Collor de 
Mello transformed the rhetoric about the Yanomami. In 
order to secure funds for development from the International 
Monetary Fund, Brazil needed to publically address human 
and environmental rights issues 
raised by the international 
community. While Collor 
promised to prioritize these 
issues, the government eventually 
decreased the original land grant 
to the Yanomami by 2/3 (Eusebi 
1990: 19). 

As devastating as the 
confrontation of the Yanomami 
with garimpeiros and the government was, the confrontation 
with anthropologists raised even more grievances, and 
involved exploitation of a different kind. 

 
Napoleon Chagnon was one of the first anthropologists to 

study the Yanomami in the 1960s. Chagnon’s contribution to 
discourse on the Yanomami is complex. He rejected the myth 
about noble savages, portraying the Yanomami as “fierce 
people.” As journalist Patrick Tierney argued, “In Chagnon’s 
writing, the Yanomami became both unique and normative, a 
one-of-a-kind tribe held up as a model for humanity’s earliest 
type of warfare, sexual competition, and economy” (Tierney 
2000: 13). Hence, while Chagnon rejected the cliché of 
the noble savage, he instituted new norms for evaluating 
the Yanomami. Conclusions about the Yanomami could be 
used to support or refute arguments about human nature, 
which inform theory on how we to organize our society 
today. Tierney continues, “Chagnon’s ferocious Yanomami 
have become proof to some social scientists that ruthless 
competition and sexual selection cannot be legislated away 
by idealistic do-gooders” (14). Chagnon refuted the concept 
of the noble savage, but disseminated an equally reductionist 
portrayal of the Yanomami – one of ferocity instead of 
nobility. Study of these tribes was directly tied to evolutionary 
biology, but problematically reduced the tribes to symbols.

Researchers later refuted much of Chagnon’s claims. The 
Yanomami actually have low levels of homicide compared to 
world tribal cultures as well as to Amazonian cultures. (Padilha 
2010). Compared to other tribes, they are fearful of outsiders. 

Chagnon made his observations of the Yanomami when a 
civil war erupted in the tribe. His subsequent description of a 
“fierce people” is therefore a classic case of what Charles Mann 
calls Holmberg’s mistake – taking the current conditions of 
a given experimental group as the natural conditions that 
existed in the past. 

The tragic example of the 
Yanomami highlights how 
indigenous groups – especially 
those in relative isolation – 
face challenges from multiple 
sides. On one side, there 
is the threat coming from 
the loggers and miners who 
come to exploit resources. 
This is probably the most 

obvious threat in terms of its potential for causing immediate 
violence. Another threat, however, lies in the very people and 
institutions that seek to protect tribes from the garimpeiros – 
namely the anthropologists and the Brazilian Indian Affairs 
Agency (FUNAI), the organization which grants permission 
to make contact. Along with the noble desire to protect the 
tribes from development and to raise awareness about diverse 
forms of life, these groups of people also bring a particular 
set of interests. Interests could range anywhere from finding 
information that is publishable and fits into a contemporary 
debate to addressing the unethical treatment of indigenous 
groups. Cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s New York 
Times review of Patrick Tierney’s book helps summarize the 
main problem with Chagnon’s study: “…something was 
seriously amiss in the relation between these confident and 
determined soi-disant ‘scientists’ with their cameras, their 
vials, their syringes, and their notebooks and the beset and 
puzzled, put-upon ‘natives’ to whom they looked for facts to 
fill them with—something in their encounter was deeply, and 
mutually, misconceived… The problem was that the anthros 
(and the medicos), reductionist to the core, conceived the 
object of their study not as a people but as a population..” 
(Geertz 2001). Thus the attitude of Changnon and other 
anthropologists was not dissimilar from that of the garimpeiros. 
They reduced the Yanomami to an object which exhibited 
certain predictable and explainable qualities. All of the 
problems of the Yanomami – murder, disease, acculturation, 
disintegration, and war – stemmed from this basic attitude of 
regarding the Yanomami as a passive population which I will 

Chagnon refuted the concept of 
the noble savage, but disseminated 
an equally reductionist portrayal 
of the Yanomami – one of ferocity 
instead of nobility. 
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argue leads to infantilization.
In tandem with anthropology, photography and 

videography depicts the Yanomami in ways that are perhaps 
aimed at garnering sympathy, yet perpetuate hierarchical 
understandings of tribal cultures. In May 2008, a video 
of newly discovered isolated tribes in the Peru-Brazil 
border went viral online after it was broadcast on a BBC 
television series about uncontacted people. The narrator 
in the video is José Carlos Meirelles, one of the directors 
of FUNAI. Flying over the Amazon jungle on a small 
airplane, Meirelles describes his mission to photograph the 
isolated tribes “using a stabilised zoom lens to minimize 
disturbance” (Survival International 2011). The main 
purpose of photographing is to prove to the world that 
these tribes exist and to raise support to help them gain 
protection from the Peruvian government, which had not 
been enforcing laws regulating illegal logging and mining. 
After expressing awe at the existence of such a primitive 
tribe in the twenty first century, Meirelles says, “One image 
of them has more impact than a thousand reports” (Survival 
International 2011). This is followed by a series of images 
showing the Indians below, living in rudimentary huts, 
with red dyed skin, pointing with their fingers and arrows 
at the airplane passing 
above. If we don’t 
shoot pictures, we are 
told by Meirelles, the 
garimpeiros will shoot 
guns.

Funai’s visual 
media campaign 
reflects Brazil’s current 
policy towards other tribes. The government does not 
want to create any more ex-primitives. Given the tragedies 
and ongoing controversies and lessons learned from the 
Yanomami, the current attitude is that the primitives 
should be allowed to stay primitives. Ideally, they should 
be given voluntary isolation. The policy has been changed 
from contact to avoidance of contact. Hence, this myth 
of the untouched, pristine tribe continues today with 
the latest findings of isolated groups in the Amazon near 

the Brazil-Peru border. The high value that is placed on 
their lives might seem like it humanizes them, yet their 
depiction in the BBC video, being filmed from above, is a 
depiction that resembles a human zoo.  

Images of the isolated tribes are needed in order 
to show the world that they exist and to fight for their 
preservation. Still, as shown in the video, the people who 
are being photographed are clearly affected by the airplane 
that approaches to take pictures. Although this method is 
less directly violent than an encounter with the garimpeiros 
might be, the tribes are disturbed and perhaps dramatically 
impacted by this encounter, contrary to the goals of 
protection championed by FUNAI and NGOs such as 
Survival International. 

In addition to visual portrayals, linguistic portrayals 
also perpetuate hierarchy. The policy of keeping the 
Indians in “voluntary isolation” is problematic for several 
reasons. Firstly, because of its impossibility, demonstrated 
by the issue of airplane disturbance. Secondly, “voluntary” 
isolation assumes a kind of human agency that does not 
exist in the isolated parts of the Amazon. The environment 
itself has a kind of agency in producing this isolation in the 
first place. The term “voluntary isolation” also animalizes 

indigenous groups in the 
way it incorporates them 
into the legal structure 
of the state.  The idea 
of “rights” comes from 
European juridical thought 
and political philosophy, 
originating with the idea 
of natural rights, which all 

humans are endowed with upon entering the social contract. 
Isolated tribes are treated as living in a “state of nature” 
(Agamben 1998: 106). They have never reciprocally been 
recognized for their rights, as a minority would normally 
negotiate with a majority in order to enter into a system 
of rights. Therefore, indigenous rights groups have helped 
make the sovereignty of the state more totalizing by granting 
rights to isolated tribes that have not been “touched” and 
have not communicated through language their intention 

Giving rights to someone who can’t 
speak is a form of infantilization, similar 
to the way rights are given to children, 
for example. 
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in a rights framework. Giving rights to someone who can’t 
speak is a form of infantilization, similar to the way rights 
are given to children, for example. Combining this with 
the idea of voluntary isolation becomes a form of making 
sub-human subjects because these groups can never really 
become adults in the scheme of rights.

There is a perceived danger of modern, mobile, 
national subjects infecting the natives, who have retained 
a supposedly more pure or naïve way of life, with traces of 
our way of life. Ironically, the policy of no contact , the 
non-management of life, becomes part of the procedures 
for the management and valuation of life. Indigenous tribes 
are valued as part of human cultural diversity, proving 
that there are multiple ways of living that radically differ 
from the norms of globalization. By simply preserving 
this exception embodied by this group of people living 
in an isolated jungle far away from metropolitan areas of 
“civilized” life, “we” can be content with a job well done 
and feel no need to adapt to the isolated groups - never 
mind learn from these groups. We can go on living in the 
homogenized space of mass markets because at least we 
know that there are other diverse forms of life out there 
that safely exist outside of our mode of production. As 
such, these tribes (or our imagination of them) hold great 
symbolic value.

But what happens if we decide to take seriously what we 
learn from some indigenous lifestyles and philosophies? A 
kincentric view of nature would reorient basic ideas about 
nature, culture and human relationship with environmental 
change. The Cartesian mind/body dualism that currently 
informs our notions of rights and our relationship with 
nature privileges the human as an independent actor in the 
world. A kincentric ontology would be more in line with 
notions of human entanglement with the environment 
constituting the character of life. I have tried to show here 
the inadequacy of a system that views nature as something 
external to humanity – as a supply of resources that exists 
simply for humans to exploit. In pointing out the existence 
of kincentric view of nature, I am not simply making a call 
for political correctness (or making a sweeping statement 
about indigenous knowledge) but rather critiquing the way 

our very institutions internalize these notions of “noble 
savages” that are based on the human/nature divide. Given 
such a framework, indigenous tribes that espouse different 
fundamental views appear exotic no matter how we try to 
protect or dignify their existence. Indigenous knowledge 
should not be kept in a museum where all we can do is 
hope to preserve its relics. To move towards a posthuman 
understanding of the world that undoes old divisions, we 
need to let these “uncontacted” philosophies infiltrate and 
challenge the way we conceptualize life in general, and in 
a certain sense become indigenous. Otherwise we are stuck 
in a linear path in which only a narrow set of actors have 
the privilege of being fully human.  
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Introduction

Inspired by the Western feminist notion that access to 
democratic processes like courts and legislative bodies catalyze 
the needed state and communal reactions to deter sexual 
and domestic violence against women, I sought to focus my 
research on a locality that would disrupt that train of thought. 
South Africa was such a country, both in terms of its high 
rates of violence against women, sky-rocketing since its 1994 
transition to democracy, as well as its highly progressive laws 
and policies concerning violence against women. Here was 
a society which, by all accounts, should have reduced rates 
of violence, as well as a polity and citizenry knowledgeable 
about the issue and inspired by these progressive policies to 
stop it. 

Because South Africa’s transition to democracy has also 
witnessed shocking rates of violence against women, I wanted 
to focus my research on not only the meta processes that 
could influence the violence (like a long-standing and very 
recent history of violence, apartheid, and white supremacy) 
but the local violence against women movement in general 
(with the word “movement” an oversimplification of a more 
complicated political and social force) and how it had been 
attempting to work through the tension between progressive 
legislation and failure of that legislation to be adequately 
implemented and to be supported by the community at large. 

As such, I did a general analysis of the violence against 
women/feminist movement at large while at the same time 
doing a case study of a particular feminist organization (my 
host organization Gender DynamiX). I concentrated my case 

study on an organization that not only dealt with gender based 
violence but which examined and spoke about it through a 
transgender lens. Although the original scope of my research 
was framed by the recent reported rise in corrective rape, 
which is defined as sexual violence against lesbian women on 
the basis of their sexual orientation, I widened this research 
into sexual violence against lesbian women to also include 
trans women.

Community Site

Gender DynamiX is an advocacy and activist organization 
that focuses on transgender people’s rights and liberties. 
The organization uses a feminist and human rights-focused 
framework to their efforts. Some of the work they do 
includes grassroots organizing around HIV/AIDS education 
in the townships (the economically depressed and mostly 
black populated areas of South Africa), co-founding and 
organizing a support group for trans sex workers, and 
advocacy concentrating on increasing and expanding access to 
government and medical services for trans men and women. 
All of the staff is trans except Liesl, the Executive Director. 

Methodology

I interviewed trans survivors of sexual and/or domestic 
violence (with my focus being on trans women) and attempt 
to understand how multiple oppressions such as race, 
class, gender identity, and sexual orientation all intersected 
along with the sexual and intimate partner violence they 

Violence, Race, and Feminism: 
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had experienced. I was able to interview nine trans people, 
most of them trans women, on their experiences with sexual 
violence or harassment. I also wanted to be able to examine 
the wider violence against women and feminist movement in 
Cape Town and to do so while being conscious of a history of 
apartheid and the use of violence as a way to catalyze social, 
political, and economic change. How did this violence affect 
women’s lives post-apartheid? Did it at all contribute to South 
Africa’s exorbitant rate of violence against women (the highest 
in a non-conflict area of the world)? And what dialogues, 
feminist and otherwise, were formed in order to address race? 
This, I did through emailing and phoning 20 organizations 
which focused on violence against women, LGBTI issues, or 
feminist organizing and activism and asking for interviews. 

Sexual Violence and Domestic Violence 
Against Trans Women

Coming into the research project, I knew that gaining 
access to an extremely marginalized population would be 
incredibly difficult. I was actually taken aback at how many 
people were willing to sit down with me and discuss their 
experiences, especially when taking into account my identity 
as a Western, white, cis gendered woman. Out of the nine 
people I interviewed, only the sex workers from SWEAT 
personally experienced sexual assault (all of these sex workers 
identified themselves as trans women). However, all had 
experienced some form of sexual harassment which they 
saw as directly associated with their gender identity as trans 
women. The sex workers described how their trans identity 
had catalyzed not only sexual assault but also the failure of 
police and the criminal justice system to adequately address 
their assault once they reported it. One sex worker had been 
assaulted prior to becoming a sex worker as a teenager, with 
the assault stemming from the fact that the perpetrators 
considered her a gay man. The assault occurred in school and 
was described as a gang rape. She stated facing continued 
instances of sexual assault while working as a sex worker. 
Others described instances of being beaten when exposing 
themselves as trans (because of the economic barriers, none 
of the sex workers had been able to have sex reassignment 
surgery or had been able to have hormone injections to alter 
their physical appearance). Because of this, there was an added 
danger of not being able to pass nearly as well as more affluent 
trans people who could afford the hormone injections and 
surgery. Others had been forced to strip down or take off 
their clothes along with beatings after their exposure, which 
although not a rape in the traditional sense, did reveal a 
component of sexual degradation. 

Other trans people interviewed, not sex workers, while not 
personally experiencing sexual assault or domestic violence, 
did speak of sexual harassment as children and teenagers (on 
the basis of being seen as gay or lesbian) as well as during 
and after their transitions. When asked if these issues were 
discussed publicly within the trans community, all spoke 
of the shame and secrecy surrounding the issue, with 
most describing how many trans people feared that if this 
violence is exposed as an issue that significantly affects their 
community it could be used as a reason for those who attack 
trans people to scape goat them or attempt to demonize the 
trans community as a whole.

Gender Dynamix: Results on Advocacy and Activism 
Surrounding Sexual and Domestic Violence

After interviewing with the Director and Fundraising 
Manager of Gender DynamiX, I discovered how the 
marginalization of trans people in South Africa extended to 
the organization as a whole as well. This was a result of two 
main reasons: (1) the LGBTI movement in South Africa is 
dominated by white, affluent men who often feel trans people 
should not fall under the wider “Rainbow Nation” umbrella 
or see their identities as a farce. (2) The feminist movement 
in South Africa, because of its historical and present-day 
tendency to organize itself on the basis of the second-
wave feminist movement, at times will feel a trepidation 
at advocating for trans people, who some feminists see as 
traitors to the movement, and will refuse trans women from 
cis women spaces as a result of their original sex and previous 
gender identity as males. If South Africa is any indication, 
legislation will do little if implementation is not taken 
seriously and if there is not enough focus on community-
based and culturally-sensitive activism and education 
concerning gender roles, how violence functions in a society, 
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and sexual and domestic violence in relation 
to a history of patriarchy, colonization, and 
white supremacy. 



and sexual and domestic violence in relation to a history of 
patriarchy, colonization, and white supremacy. 

Significance of my Findings

(1) Violence Against Trans Women and the Problem of 
Intersectionality

Violence against trans women, as my research suggested, 
is widespread and exacerbated by numerous outside factors 
including unemployment, race, homelessness, and sex 
work. These factors, while not directly causational to sexual 
and domestic violence, do in fact contribute to increased 
vulnerability. For example, if a trans woman is a sex worker, 
she’ll not only face stigma as a result of the assault but also as 

a result of her gender identity. These factors make not only 
re-victimization by police and law enforcement an issue but 
also contribute to the low number of trans women in general 
not reporting their assault to the police or other community 
agencies. 

In addition, because of the stigma already present in 
the wider community, domestic violence is an issue very 
few in the trans community discuss to the outside world. 
Domestic violence not only occurs against a trans person by 
their intimate partner but also by the family of the intimate 
partners. In fact, there are almost as many cases of fathers, 
cousins, or brothers of the intimate partners (most of them 
not trans themselves) physically and emotionally abusing 
trans people. As a result of this, there is obviously a need 
for not only education on intimate partner violence as a 
manifestation of patriarchy but also violence against trans 
people by the community as a manifestation of wider societal 
stigmatization and fear of trans people and other gender non-
conforming people.

(2) The South African Violence Against Women 
“Movement”?

As my research suggested, there is no actual women’s 
or violence against women “movement.” Although pre-
apartheid and immediately following the fall of the regime, 
South African women and activists were able to form cohesive 

partnerships with the hopes that women’s voices and issues 
would be included and represented in state and government 
power, the inclusion of women into parliament and the 
creation of laws addressing violence against women and 
sexual abuse did not readily advance any form of cohesion 
amongst the women’s and feminist groups of South Africa. 
Instead, fragments began forming, particularly in terms of 
race and questions regarding the relationship between NGOs 
and the government. Many of the interviewees described 
tensions between white-led and black-led women’s groups, 
a factor that inhibits lasting partnerships between these 
groups, a factor needed to create and sustain any type of 
movement. And the legacy of this fraction is especially felt 
when examining which women’s groups actually take up 
the issue of corrective rape, which primarily affects black 
lesbian women in the townships. Very few of the white-led 
organizations I interviewed actually engaged with research, 
education, or other types of community activism, partly for 
fear that corrective rape will beget a monopoly that obscures 
violence against women and children in South Africa as a 
whole (not just against poor black lesbian women in the 
townships). And this apprehension on the part of more 
established and white-led women’s organizations means that 
more grassroots, township organizations focusing specifically 
on sexual violence and murder of poor black lesbian women 
will not have partnerships with these more mainstream 
organizations that can allow them access to spaces of power 
(like courts, parliament, government offices) or funding that 
is badly needed. 

Reflections

Another significant issue which I believe requires more 
analysis is the tenuous relationship between the non-profit 
sector in Africa and Western funding channels. Many times 
throughout my internship, I found myself in conversations 
and debates surrounding the question of whether or not the 
West should discontinue funding to the African continent 
while at the same time not absolving themselves of the 
leading role it played in Africa’s current economic, political, 
and social instability. And this question more than applied to 
Gender DynamiX. 

For example, one part of my internship had me assisting 
the organization’s Advocacy Manager prepare and organize his 
upcoming campaign to lobby and pressure the Department 
of Home Affairs within the South African government to 
actively implement Act 49, which states that trans people 
have the right to have their government and other official ID 
documents changed to match the gender they wish to identity 
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wider violence against women and feminist 
movement in Cape town and to do so while 

being conscious of a history of apartheid 
and the use of violence as a way to catalyze 

social, political, and economic change.”
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with (which the South African government currently does 
not enforce unless persuaded with money or the trans person 
has a significant amount of time to lobby the government on 
their own personal behalf, leaving low income and Black trans 
people at a significant disadvantage). This campaign would 
have been especially difficult had Gender DynamiX relied on 
government funding for their work, rather than independent 
and Western avenues. So the question becomes, how do 
South African organizations, especially those advocating 
for radical change from the status quo, fund their work in 
a culturally-sensitive manner while at the same time relying 
on Western funding that often leaves them with little choice 
but to negate this cultural specificity for a more general and 
less complex portrait of their reality? In speaking with staff 
at Gender DynamiX as well as other activists, few agreed 
on the answer, with some contending that the West had a 
responsibility in guiding Africa along while others espousing 
the more radical suggestion that Africa would be the ultimate 
solution to Africa’s problem and that the West should not 
provide funding for fear of making Africa less sustainable 
independent of foreign support.

The identity politics I learned and experienced while 
working at the office and interviewing some of the 
organization’s constituents would prove vital when I was 
invited by the organization to be one of the workshop 
facilitators of Gender DynamiX’s Exchange Programme. 
My workshop aimed to examine the relationship between 
trans women, transfemininity, and feminism, ultimately 
culminating in a discussion and analysis of transfeminism. 
I was able to see, firsthand, the roadblocks that make 
coalitional and intersectional work amongst people with 
the same goals but differing ideas of how to get there. Most 
of all, the experience confirmed to me the extent to which 
feminist and queer activists in Africa relied on a Western and 
American feminist framework to guide their own principles 
and strategies. 

What’s Next?

Based on my research, both in terms of reading material as 
well as actual interviews with feminist and LGBTI activists, 
I believe the feminist and LGBTI movement should attempt 

to ensure that the legacy of apartheid and the use of violence 
by both the regime and the guerilla and anti-apartheid groups 
is always something organizations and activists constantly 
engage with. 

While many researchers have examined how South 
Africans’ relationship with violence and its overwhelming 
use as a method of control, power, and systemic change has 
influenced the country’s extreme rate of violence against 
women and gender based violence as a whole, I don’t think 
nearly enough organizations and activists have actually 
engaged with how this culture of violence has seeped into 
communities and families. As such, the experience gave me 
the opportunity to inform my feminist and queer ideologies 
through a non-Western lens, a viewpoint that will be vital 
to making sure that any feminist organizing and activism I 
engage with is conscious of how marginalized populations in 
various international settings come to experience intersecting 
oppressions and how the West is inextricably linked to these 
social conditions. 

So the question becomes, how do South African organizations, especially those advocating 
for radical change from the status quo, fund their work in a culturally-sensitive manner while 

at the same time relying on Western funding that often leaves them with little choice but to 
negate this cultural specificity for a more general and less complex portrait of their reality?”
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The United Nations Association Film Festival (UNAFF) was founded in 1998 by Jasmina Bojic, 
Stanford professor and film critic.  It was started with help from the Stanford Film Society and the 
United Nations Association Midpeninsula and has expended to host traveling film festivals around 
the world.

UNAFF celebrates the power of films dealing with human rights, environmental themes, 
population, migration, women’s issues, refugees, homelessness, racism, health, universal education, 
war and peace. UNAFF has screened some of the most awarded and talked about documentaries in 
the industry including five that went on to win Academy Awards (The Panama Deception, Thoth, 
The Blood of Yingzhou District, Freeheld and Taxi to the Dark Side) and twenty-one that were 
nominated.

For more information about UNAFF please visit the website: http://www.unaff.org

The following interviews highlight two former stanford students who had their films shown at the 2011 
festival.
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“Film is an especially powerful medium to 
reach people on a broader scale and to bring stories 
to more people around the world” Carol Liu affirms 
emphatically in a discussion of why she chose 
film as her preferred medium of communication. 
“[It] is the best medium to reach audiences today 
because frankly not many people are avid readers 
anymore and print media is definitely going by the 
wayside, leaving room for more online/internet/
video/etc.” Dedicated to celebrating the unique 
power of film dealing with human rights, UNAFF 
was expressly the right venue for Restoring the 
Light, an eye opening and sincere docu¬mentary 
about the challenges and successes of an eye doctor 
providing services to communities in China, 
particularly in the impoverished North West. Her 
motivation for this particular project, she explains, 
was a desire to shed light on a side of China that is 
normally unseen in present media, even in Chinese 
airwaves. 

Following the economic boom of the 
world’s fastest-growing economy, little attention 
has been paid to profound health and economic 
disparities in China. According to a recent 
UNICEF report on health issues in China, “China 
is facing a double challenge. The first might be 
categorized as “unfinished business”—the need 
to reduce disparities in health status between 
China’s relatively affluent urban population and 

people living in remote rural areas, particularly 
ethnic minorities” . National averages, the report 
continues, mask regional disparities. “We assume 
china is doing very well… this [film] is about 
everyday people who are struggling with healthcare 
issues and yet have such hope and resistance at the 
same time… I really felt that these stories needed 
to be shown to the world”. Through the lens of 
humanitarian giving and healthcare, Restoring 
the Light seeks to present audiences with a well-
rounded perspective of China, to show them the 
many parallels between Chinese society, Chinese 
family, and their own. Documentary filmmaking 
allows a different and powerful dimension to 
cross-cultural communication; it shows people 
how connected they are and highlights the role 
that each community, each individual, can play in 
upholding human rights. 

“I think this film has a very universal 
message”.

At the end of Restoring the Light’s debut 
screening at the Hawaii International Film 
Festival, an ophthalmologist approached Carol Liu 
and asked to help one of the child protagonists of 
the film. 

Her hope now is to support this and other 
transfers of aid, and also, simply, to get more 
exposure of areas where human rights can be better 
supported.

(1) Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of 
himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary 
social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, 
widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. 

- Article 25, Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Restoring the Light
An interview with writer, director, 
and producer Carol Liu.

by Yvette Dickson-tetteh
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The Power of Two An interview with Marc Smolowitz, 
director of The Power of Two.

A film that began as a mere documentation of 
the organ controversy in Japan, The Power of Two 
transformed into a story of two sisters, the gift of life, 
and the miracle of breath. Archival footage of the 
young girls struggling with chronic illness augments 
their exploration into the hearts and minds of a country 
on the cusp of breakthroughs in modern medicine. 
Disarmingly evocative at times, but never sentimental, 
the film explores the issues surrounding chronic illness 
and the dearth of organ donation in Japan.  Interviews 
with medical experts, in the United States and in 
Japan, contextualize the problems surrounding organ 
donation, while Marc Smolowitz’s direction gives us 
a glimpse into the patients’ athletic pursuits at the 
transplant games, as well as their participation in the 
Cystic Fibrosis Foundation Great Strides walk in San 
Francisco. 

In 2007, Anabel Stenzel and Isabel Stenzel Byrnes 
wrote a memoir about their lives with cystic fibrosis, 
and how they received lung transplants. They planned a 
book-tour of Japan for October of 2009. Though their 
mother is Japanese, they approached the project wary 

of the cultural gap they needed to bridge—not merely 
as Americans, but as representatives of a controversial 
aspect of healthcare. They prepared by writing 
speeches in English, then having them translated into 
Japanese, and then learning the Japanese. “Going 
there was not about pushing organ donation,” Stenzel 
confided in me when we spoke on the eve of the films’ 
premiere at United Nations Association Film Festival, 
“because obviously it is a very personal decision, and 
it is influenced by so many cultural factors and belief 
systems. It was more about being patient ambassadors: 
going there, telling our story, letting the Japanese 
hear it, and make their own judgments on the topics 
discussed.” Because of this, the book-tour morphed 
into a campaign for patient advocacy. “People with 
chronic illness do not come forward. It is a shame, a 
stigma, and they therefore stay hidden.” Stenzel felt it 
was very crucial for patients in Japan to see her and 
her sister proudly embracing life, rejecting the stigma 
of their illness, and using it as a tool for learning and 
growing as people.

While the rest of the film crew was in Tokyo, 
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there is such a great need for people to really 
recognize and learn what it’s like to receive the gift 
of life, and to know how great the ripple effect is.“

Japan, preparing for the film’s release, Anabel Stenzel 
was the only one representing the California screening. 
The film was already getting an overwhelmingly positive 
reception from film industry and distributors. “We want 
it to be shown in Asia, not just Japan, because organ 
donation affects everyone who needs an organ at the end 
of a life-threatening illness that can be saved by organ 
donation. In America, in Japan, everyday people die 
waiting for organs. Even in the United States, when you 

look at who donates organs, out of all the ethnic groups, 
Asian-Americans are the least likely to donate. They only 
make up about two percent of all organ donors, and they 
make up six percent of people waiting for transplants.” 
Her and her sister’s dream is for the message of their 
film to reach Asian countries and Asian-Americans, too. 
“There is such a great need for people to really recognize 
and learn what it’s like to receive the gift of life, and to 
know how great the ripple effect is.” 

”
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UNAFF (United Nations Association Film Festival) was originally 
conceived to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the signing of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It was founded by Stanford 
educator and film critic Jasmina Bojic with the participation of 
the Stanford Film Society and the United Nations Association 
Midpeninsula Chapter, a grassroots, community-based, nonprofit 
organization. The 15th UNAFF will be held from October 18-28, 
2012 in Palo Alto, Stanford University, East Palo Alto and San 
Francisco. The theme for this year is “HUMAN DIGNITY.”  

UNAFF covers a broad range of subjects including racism, refugee 
protection, population, migration, war and peace, environmental 
themes, homelessness, famine, children, health, women’s issues, 
universal education and economic sustainability. In the past fifteen 
years, twenty one documentaries have received Oscar nominations 
and five have won the Academy Awards for Best Documentary. 
UNAFF continues its presentations year round via the UNAFF 
Traveling Film Festival held at numerous locations throughout the 
United States, as well as internationally.

If you have an interest in filmmaking and/or human rights issues 
this is the perfect chance to get involved in a community-based 
nonprofit organization. It is an opportunity to not only gain 
experience in film festival planning and behind the scenes action, 
but to see many documentaries that are rarely seen elsewhere in the 
US. Plus, it’s a great opportunity to meet and talk with filmmakers! 

To thank you for your help, you will receive a complimentary 
UNAFF film festival pass for you and a guest and a UNAFF t-shirt. 
This is your chance to make a difference for your community and 
increase your own awareness about human rights issues that affect 
people globally. 

1. FUNDRAISING Campaign – Fundraising interns/volunteers 
will identify and contact organizations that can donate money to 
the festival. Prior fundraising experience is a plus, but not required.  
(As a nonprofit organization, we generate funding through 
various grants, foundations, local community organizations and 
corporations.)   

2. SPONSORSHIP Campaign – Sponsorship interns/volunteers 
will identify and contact organizations via e-mails and phone calls 
using an already prepared sponsorship letter. This is different from 
fundraising in that sponsors have a greater commitment (more of 
a partnership) with the UNAFF based on their contribution level. 
Good communication skills are essential.

3. PUBLICITY Campaign – Marketing interns/volunteers will 
be directly involved in generating publicity for the festival through 
the media (online, print, radio and TV). Involvement will include 
assisting in development of press releases and press kits, as well 
as other marketing materials. Interns will also gain experience 
in the coordination and execution of a press conference. Good 
organizational and communication skills are essential.

4. FESTIVAL Logistics – Event interns/volunteers will help with 
promotional festival events, ticket selling/taking, transporting tapes, 
coordinating sessions, selling t-shirts, making sure the bookstores 
and ticket office have brochures, setting up food, pick up and 
escorting filmmakers, mailing, building and maintaining database, 
etc.—all the myriad tasks required to make this a smooth-running 
festival. 

If you are interested please contact us at info@unaff.org or call 
(650) 725-0012. Also, please visit www.unaff.org for more details 
about the festival.

A Call for Interns and Volunteers



the separation between Stanford and the rest of the world 

seems far greater than six degrees, but our connection to 

the world is real. this publication is committed to providing 

an arena for Stanford students to raise awareness of human 

rights issues across the world based on their personal 

experiences and inspirations.
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