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Preface

It is with great pleasure that the University of Washington Bothell releas-
es the 14th edition of the Policy Journal.  This publication reflects out-
standing efforts in scholarship, perseverance and collaboration put forth 
by the authors, student editorial boards, staff and faculty.  We thank all 
who were involved in this process during the 2009-2010 academic year.

The Policy Journal would like to thank Dr. Andrea Stone and Kim Sharp 
for their guidance and patience through the process of bringing this edi-
tion to print.  We would also like to thank the staff of the Writing Center 
for their assistance and support of the authors and Editorial Board.

The Journal would not be possible without the dedication and quality 
writing of the University of Washington Bothell students. We would like 
to thank all authors who submitted manuscripts to be reviewed for pub-
lication.

The opinions expressed in these articles do not necessarily reflect those 
of the University of Washington, its staff, or the Editorial Board.  We 
value this variety of opinions and the rights students  have to express 
them.  Their creativity, as they cover a wide range of interdisciplinary 
topics, is appreciated.

– The 2010 UWB Policy Journal Editorial Board 

We welcome questions and submissions for the 14th edition of the 
Policy Journal at pjsubmissions@uwb.edu.
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Mission Statement

The University of Washington Bothell Policy Journal seeks to pub-
lish research on a broad range of policy topics spanning all disciplines, 
levels of analysis, and national contexts. Our goal is to introduce fresh 
ideas and new voices from around the UW Bothell campus on critical 
shared, local and global issues by providing a space for student authored 
research to inform how we think about all areas of policy. With collabo-
ration from the Writing Center, the Journal offers an opportunity for stu-
dents to hone their writing skills and emerge as more effective writers.



UW BOTHELL POLICY JOURNAL, SPRING 2010

Contents

Queer Politics: Writing for Collaboration and Dialogue.............................................................1
	 Salena	Ashanti	Farris,	and	the	Gay	Straight	Alliance

Decriminalizing Same Sex Acts in Iran: The Role of the United States Government................5
 	 Molly	Larabee

Do Impoverished Women Benefit from Microcredit in the Developing World? .....................15	
	 Gary	Seilheimer

Extraordinary Rendition: The Disregard of Human Life and Human Rights ...........................21
	 Barb	Thomas

The Triad of Cultural Morality Applied to Food Sovereignty.....................................................27
	 Debbie	Brown

United States Arms Transfers and Human Rights...................................................................45
 Damian	Rainey

Media’s Cultural Influence on the Disability Movement and the Homeless.............................51
 Kazue	Woodle

About the Authors....................................................................................................................oo



UW BOTHELL POLICY JOURNAL, SPRING 2010



1UW BOTHELL POLICY JOURNAL, SPRING 2010

QUEER POLITICS: WRITING FOR COLLABORA-
TION AND DIALOGUE
Salena Ashanti Farris and the Gay Straight Alliance
Note from the Editorial Board: The following is a series of artifacts from the Gay/
Straight Alliance at the University of Washington Bothell. The first document, “Queer 
Politics: Writing for Collaboration and Dialogue,” is a synopsis of the process that the 
Alliance was involved in with the Chancellor of the UW Bothell,Dr.  Kenyon S. Chan.  
Following are the GSA’s cover letter to the Chancellor and their letter stressing the need 
for change at the university, as well as Chancellor Chan’s response..

The students involved with the Gay/
Straight Alliance (GSA) at the Univer-

sity of Washington Bothell are committed 
to creating an atmosphere of safety and re-
spect for all persons, regardless of gender 
expression or sexual orientation. One as-
pect of doing this is to create awareness of 
our diverse population here at UW Bothell 
and to offer support and educational oppor-
tunities for those who wish to learn more 
about the subject. Another aspect of our 
mission is to be proactive on campus, and 
bring attention to areas where we can work 
together in order to improve our University 
in the hopes of making this a safe school 

Since UW Bothell has grown so much in 
recent years, we felt the need to initiate con-
tact with  faculty, staff and administration 
concerning some issues we came across in 
our classrooms and shared spaces. After 
discussing possible avenues, we decided 
to write an official letter to the Chancellor 
regarding these incidences and what might 
be done in order to counteract homophobia 
at UW Bothell. We drafted the letter and 
met with a few professors for feedback and 
encouragement.   We submitted this letter 
together with resources that professors said 
would be helpful, to the Chancellor. He fol-
lowed up with us on next steps and sched-
uled a meeting to discuss our concerns and 

suggestions,one of which was a way to hold 
more Safe Zone Trainings in order to bring 
awareness to our campus of queer issues.

Safe Zone Trainings are conducted by the 
Q Center at the University of Washington 
Seattle, and we received much needed sup-
port from the director, Jennifer Self. She 
has so far conducted three trainings this 
year and we hope will continue with this 
work in the future. The Safe Zone Project, 
as stated on their website is, “designed to 
radically reduce prejudice and discrimi-
nation on the basis of sexual orientation, 
gender identity, and gender expression at 
the University of Washington campus and 
create a safe and affirming campus through 
education, skill development and advoca-
cy” (“Safe Zone,” 2010). The Alliance felt 
that a great initial step in creating a safe 
campus would be to ask for more trainings 
in the hopes of raising awareness, and giv-
ing faculty some concrete skills to coun-
teract the homophobia they face in their 
classrooms and offices. The University has 
been extremely helpful and supportive in 
our efforts and we thank them for entering 
into this collaborative process with us. 
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Cover Letter to the Chancellor

Dear Chancellor Chan,

 In the hopes of scheduling and partici-
pating in an open and collaborative process 
with University of Washington Bothell 
administration, faculty and staff, the Gay/
Straight Alliance at UWB are sending you 
this letter that we have drafted in response 
to some of our experiences on campus.

Let me say that this is not intended to be 
negative in any way, but rather an oppor-
tunity for student-led action that can posi-
tively impact our community. Instead of 
focusing on the things that have been road 
blocks for some of our fellow students, we 
would like to see these moments as spaces 
for learning, growing and healing. We be-
lieve that all faculty and administration will 
be supportive, as this move is in line with 
the very values set forth by the University:
• Mission: UW Bothell holds the stu-

dent-faculty relationship to be para-
mount

• Vision: To serve as a catalyst to en-
hance the quality of life throughout 
our region

• Core Values: Transformational edu-
cation, engaged scholarship, and an 
inclusive culture

These are a few of the reasons we chose 
to attend this university and we are very 
proud of our campus because of the free-
dom students have in transforming our 
community for the better. This is also our 
motivation for requesting a meeting with 
those who have the power to ensure stu-
dent success.

I look forward to meeting with you and 
your staff in order to further discuss this 
amazing moment in our campus history.

Sincerely,

Salena Ashanti Farris in collaboration with 
the Gay/Straight Alliance at UW Bothell

Letter to
 the University of Washington from the 

Gay Straight Alliance

To the University of Washington Bothell 
Staff, Faculty, and Administration,

The students involved with the Gay/
Straight Alliance (GSA) at UW Bothell, 
are committed to creating an atmosphere of 
safety and respect for all persons regardless 
of their gender expression or sexual orien-
tation. One aspect of doing this is to create 
awareness of our diverse population here at 
UW Bothell and to offer support and edu-
cational opportunities for those who wish 
to learn more about the subject. Another 
aspect of our mission is to be proactive on 
campus, and bring attention to where there 
is room for improvement in making this a 
safe campus. 

One of the University’s goals is to “build 
an inclusive and supportive community of 
learning and incorporate multicultural con-
tent and diverse perspectives on ethnic and 
racial groups, gender, sexual orientation, 
social class, and special need” (“Mission 
Statement,” 2010). We feel this can be in-
cluded in all of our departments, and while 
diversity is often stressed and many com-
mon themes are enthusiastically discussed, 
such as feminism and critical race theory, 
we have found that queer theory is con-
stantly excluded, or certain assumptions 
are being made in the classrooms and be-
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yond. Our hope is that we can be consistent 
across curriculums. While we recognize 
that issues of gender and sexuality will not 
fit in with all of the classes offered here, 
and we also recognize the professors’ right 
to teach their subjects how they see fit, 
there are many opportunities to be inclu-
sive and to be open and explicit in creating 
safe classrooms.

We are asking for everyone’s support in 
order to actively work towards a safe and 
inclusive campus, as phobia perpetuates 
itself when there are no interventions. In 
order to maintain a healthy learning envi-
ronment, we are offering some concrete 
suggestions for all involved to be success-
ful in these discussions: 
• Please do not assume that all of your 

students identify as heterosexual: there 
are a wide range of sexualities and 
preferences on our campus.

• Refrain from using gendered language 
such as sir and ma’am. It is okay to 
ask how the students prefer to be iden-
tified.

• Let your students know you are an 
ally and will not tolerate harmful 
speech acts in the classroom (“faggot,” 
“dyke” and “that’s so gay” are often 
heard).

• Include diversity in your handouts, 
films, books, and articles.

• Be explicit in your syllabi that ho-
mophobia is not allowed in the class-
room.

• Know that you do not have to know 
everything or be comfortable speak-
ing about this subject in order to be an 
ally.

 If you have any questions or other sug-
gestions/examples of how you create a safe 
learning environment, please feel free to let 

us know so we can share this with other 
professors. Below are resources and infor-
mation if you would like to learn more.

Thank you for all your hard work and 
dedication to providing a safe space for all 
to be successful learners.

The Gay/Straight Alliance at the 
University of Washington Bothell

Here are a few helpful websites:

1. American Civil Liberties Union, 
LGBT project. www.aclu.org/lgbt/

2. Bisexual Resource. www.biresource.
net/

3. Equal Rights Washington. equalright-
swashington.org/

4. Gay, Lesbian, Straight Education Net-
work. www.glsen.org

5. Human Right Campaign. www.hrc.
org/

6. Parents, Families and Friends of Les-
bians and Gays. community.pflag.org

7. Polyamory Information and Resourc-
es. www.polyamory.org/

8. Project 10. www.project10.org/
9. Safe Schools Coalition. safeschoolsco-

alition.org/
10. Seattle Young People’s Project. www.

sypp.org/past-sypp-initiatives/queer-
youth-rights/

11. Sex Educator Tristan Taormino. www.
puckerup.com/EN/home/

12. Sexuality Education by Marshall 
Miller and Dorian Solot. www.sexuali-
tyeducation.com/safe_sex.php

13. Voice of the Shuttle website. vos.ucsb.
edu/browse.asp?id=2711

14. University of Washington’s Q Center, 
directed by Jennifer Self. depts.wash-
ington.edu/qcenter/
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Letter from 
Chancellor Kenyon S. Chan and Vice 

Chancellor Susan Jeffords
to  the University Community

Dear Colleagues,
 

We would like to call your attention to 
the letter attached to this email.  This letter 
has been sent to us by students in our Gay/
Straight Alliance.  Their letter reminds us 
of the important role we play in ensuring 
an open and safe educational climate in our 
classrooms and other settings throughout 
the campus.

The letter offers some concrete sugges-
tions for us to consider and prompts us to 
reflect on our own experiences and behav-
iors on campus.   They also provide some 
resources that you may find useful.

In our meeting with students, we fully 
endorsed their efforts to continue to im-
prove our campus climate.  They reminded 
us that we must continue to provide train-
ing for faculty, staff, administrators, and 
students to recognize difficult and inap-
propriate words and deeds and training on 
how to continuously assess and improve 
our campus climate for all students, faculty 
and staff.

We are committed to providing resources 
for training and monitoring around these 
issues.  We will ask our Teaching and 
Learning Center to continue to develop 
specific training about these issues for our 
faculty and will ask Human Resources to 
develop training opportunities for staff and 
administrators.  Further, we will ask the 
new Council on Diversity to include these 
discussions in their agenda.

We support the Safe Zone Project and 

urge all of us to participate in the proj-
ect’s training (see depts.washington.edu/
qcenter/?q=safezone).   The next UW Both-
ell training is scheduled for Friday, Febru-
ary 19 from 11:00-2:30.

Hurtful and inappropriate language, bul-
lying and harassing behavior, and other 
forms of exclusion and disrespect are all 
things that this UW Bothell community has 
never tolerated.  We would like to thank the 
Gay/Straight Alliance for reminding us that 
we must continuously examine our envi-
ronment and renew our commitment to a 
safe and inclusive campus.

Best wishes,

Kenyon Chan and Susan Jeffords  

References
University of Washington. (2010). Q Cen-

ter. Safe Zones. from depts.washington.edu/
qcenter/?q=safezone

University of Washington Bothell. (2010). Mission 
Statement. from www.bothell.washington.edu/
about/mission.
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Decriminalizing Same Sex Acts in Iran: The Role of the 
United States Government
Molly Larabee
Abstract: In Iran, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) peoples have been 
victimized since the Islamic Revolution of 1979.  Thousands of Iranian men and women 
have been intimidated, harassed, arrested, tortured, subjected to cruel corporal punish-
ment, and executed.  LGBT peoples are compelled to live in fear behind closed doors 
because of their sexual orientations or gender identities (Ireland, 2005).  

To enact change, we not only need to modify our way of thinking about others in the 
world, we also need to encourage our government to revolutionize its foreign policy and 
do everything possible to support the prevention of human rights violations being com-
mitted against LGBT Iranians.  

Methodology
My research was conducted over the 

span of three months. I conducted inter-
views with different contacts established in 
Washington D.C., most notably Mark Bro-
mley from the Center for Global Equality.  
I also spoke with local Iranian immigrants 
in order to get a better sense of Iranian cul-
ture from an “on the ground” perspective.  
Talking with people was beneficial in di-
recting the course of my investigation and 
determining which avenues were worth 
further exploration.

By December, the research was coming 
to a close and the resulting paper was wrap-
ping up.  Although three months was not the 
lengthiest amount of time, I am confident 
that the research accomplished provides a 
solid foundation upon which further, more 
extensive research may be conducted.

Terminology
People describe their sexuality in a multi-

tude of ways.  Terms are constantly evolv-
ing in both meaning and context.  For the 
purposes of this paper, I will use the most 
widely accepted terminology in interna-

tional human rights discourse- Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT).  
It is not possible to fully encompass the di-
versity of the people and groups discussed 
here. These particular terms are not meant 
to exclude anyone, or affix an erroneous 
identity onto anyone.  It is important to 
mention the terms used in Iranian culture 
to describe LGBT people and issues.  The 
term al-mithliyya al-jinsiyya, literally in-
terpreted as sexual sameness, is used by 
scholarly and academic articles as well as 
serious newspapers to describe homosexu-
ality.  Conversely, popular media use the 
loaded term shaadh, which translates to 
“queer, pervert, or deviant.”  Iranian gay 
people call themselves mithli, which sim-
ply translates to “gay” (Whitaker, 2006).  
The language used concerning the LGBT 
population is always important, but this is 
especially true in terms of Iran.  The dis-
criminatory names used by popular media 
spread negative messages to all that see or 
hear, making an activist’s job that much 
more difficult.The use of different terms 
is important to understand in order to be 
aware of the significance they play within 
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the framework of Iranian society.  
Human Rights

Why violations matter 
As Irene Khan, Secretary General of Am-

nesty International says, “there is no path 
to sustainable security except through re-
spect for human rights“ (Khan, 2004, para. 
7).  That respect must be cultivated for the 
betterment of our society and for the great-
er world at large.  We must create a civili-
zation that will rise up and say, “Enough is 
enough.  Change is necessary now.”  

Sexual rights are human rights
Since valuing human rights is absolutely 

necessary for the development of our so-
ciety, we must include human rights for 
everyone in our society. This is why the 
violations being committed against LGBT 
individuals are significant.  We cannot ex-
pect to evolve while simultaneously leav-
ing whole groups of people behind.  

LGBT peoples are important to protect 
because sexual rights stem from human 
rights.  National laws in the Middle East 
include discriminatory stipulations that 
permit violations such as honor killings, 
virginity testing, forced marriage and fe-
male genital mutilation.  As a result, hon-
or-killing perpetrators receive sentence re-
ductions, marital rape is not criminalized, 
abortion is illegal, and same-sex relations 
are criminalized.  “These violations extend 
beyond the realm of sexual, reproductive 
and bodily rights and gender equality: they 
constitute major impediments to develop-
ment, social justice and equality as they ob-
struct access to economic, political, social 
and educational opportunities” (Ilkkaracan, 
n.d., para. 4).  The effects of these kinds of 
discriminatory actions are far reaching and 
the consequences for continuing to crimi-

nalize same sex acts will be dire.

Background
Islamic Revolution of 1979

The Islamic Revolution of 1979 was pop-
ulist, nationalist and later Shi’a Islamic. It 
was, in part, a conservative backlash against 
the Westernizing and secularizing efforts 
of the Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi.  The 
Shah was considered a puppet of a non-
Muslim Western power (the United States) 
whose culture was contaminating that of 
Iran.  The leader of the Iranian revolution, 
Shia cleric Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 
first came to political prominence in 1963 
when he led opposition to the Shah and his 
“White Revolution,” which was a program 
of reforms to break up landholdings, grant 
women the right to vote, provide equal-
ity in marriage, and allow religious mi-
norities to hold government office.  What 
began as an authentic and anti-dictatorial 
popular revolution based on a broad coali-
tion of anti-Shah forces soon transformed 
into an Islamic fundamentalist power-grab 
(Del Giudice, 2008).  Before the revolu-
tion, LGBT people were able to live freely, 
but post- revolution, Shari’a law was ad-
opted.  Along with these strict laws came 
a penal code that criminalized homosexu-
ality, thereby ending the ability of LGBT 
peoples to live openly in Iran.  In the 30 
years since the revolution, an increasingly 
hostile environment has forced LGBT peo-
ple to flee Iran or risk detention, corporal 
punishment, or death.  
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Relationship with the U.S.

Iran and the United States are declared 
enemies and as such do not have a relation-
ship.  Trade between the two countries is 
prohibited, and Iran has been known to con-
sistently seek nuclear capabilities as well 
as sponsor terrorism, making it impossible 
for relations to exist between the two coun-
tries.  Another area of objectionable be-
havior is Iran’s dismal human rights record 
and lack of respect for its own people.  The 
Iranian government supports violent oppo-
sition to the Middle East peace process and 
encourages Islamic extremism (State gov, 
2009).  While openly condemning Islamic 
extremism, in its dealings with Iran, the 
“United States government has never cited 
homophobia as a dangerous aspect of Is-
lamic extremism” (Moore, 2006).

The Role of Women

The correlation between the women’s 
rights movement and the LGBT rights 
movement, although not a primary com-
ponent of this paper, warrants a brief men-
tion.  The women’s movement has been 
an integral part of enacting change for the 
LGBT population worldwide.  Although 
both women’s and LGBT issues are im-
mensely complex, they share common 
threads that enable the LGBT movement to 
piggyback on the success of the women’s 
rights movement.  The gradual relinquish-
ing of traditional thoughts and concepts, 
and the establishment of new interpreta-
tions and norms, works in favor of LGBT 
peoples. The women’s movement goes first 
and knocks down previously impenetrable 
barriers.  The evolution of marriage pro-
vides an excellent example.  “Although 
some feminists thought the entire institu-

tion should be abolished, others proposed 
and made popular a modern ideal of mar-
riage as a union of equals based on love 
and respect. This ideal has room for gay 
couples where the traditional model did 
not” (Moyer, 2009, para. 12).  One hopes 
evolutions of thought such as this will open 
minds and relax people into an acceptance 
of not just women, but eventually LGBT 
people as well.  It would help if women’s 
rights activists and supporters would bring 
LGBT issues into the discourse, paving the 
way for LGBT activists and supporters.  
Historically, the women’s rights movement 
has been helpful with this plan and for that 
“the gay liberation has been deeply in-
debted to that of the women’s movement” 
(Maddison, 2001, p.1).

American Queers and Iranian Men

The world’s LGBT population does not 
see everything through rainbow-tinted 
glasses.  There is a disconnect between the 
“rah rah rah” of the American gay rights 
movement and the quiet of life on the down 
low that can be found in other regions of 
the world.     Yasmin Nair (2009), a gay 
advocate with the Bilerico Project writes, 
“‘Coming out,’ as defined by the U.S. ‘gay 
community,’ has become a dangerous ex-
port.  We’ve [as a nation] recently decided 
that there’s an international gay commu-
nity that has goals and ideals in common 
across borders, and we have no qualms 
in asserting that ‘gay rights’ are the same 
everywhere” (para. 8).  What counts as 
“gay” in the U.S. may be same sex desire 
that can’t be defined as such elsewhere.  
Case in point, men in Iran might have sex 
with each other but still see themselves 
as “straight,” continuing to live with their 
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wives and children.  According to the logic 
of idealistic American LGBT peoples, such 
men just need to come out and be happy 
under rainbow-hued umbrellas; an attitude 
that’s both simplistic and dictatorial.

This has problematic implications for ac-
tivists with Western ideals of equality.  In 
urging populations to simply “come out,” 
with no attention paid to their values or be-
lief systems, progress is stifled.  Seeing “out 
and proud” as the only alternative to a life 
in the “closet” (another Western construct) 
does more harm than good in that it is not 
only is dangerous, but it isolates the Iranian 
LGBT people.  If the LGBT population in 
non-Western societies cannot identify with 
the construct of “gay” that is thrust upon 
them, they may reject our efforts entirely 
because there is little interest in morphing 
into a doppelganger of American gay cul-
ture.  For these reasons, cultural sensitiv-
ity is key in being able to enact the type of 
change society is content to live with.

Policy 

Current importance of policy changes

In terms of the United States government, 
there is no existing policy specifically re-
garding the protection of the LGBT pop-
ulation in Iran.  The U.S. has condemned 
Iran for the heinous treatment of its own 
people, expressly recognizing the violence 
being committed against the LGBT popu-
lation.  No foreign policy has been enacted 
to motivate Iran into changing its current 
conduct.

“American diplomats have long 
argued that U.S. foreign policy 
should reflect our values as a 
nation. LGBT Americans must 
now make similar demands. With 
even a modest level of pressure, 

the U.S. diplomatic establishment 
could be nudged into following the 
lead of many European countries in 
openly and assertively standing up 
for basic human rights protections 
on behalf of LGBT communities 
overseas” (Bromley, 2007, p. 5). 

In order to be most effective “the United 
States must stop throwing its diplomatice 
weight behind efforts to block sexual and 
reproductive rights. These U.S. positions 
embolden nations that are most opposed 
to the recognitions of even basic LGBT 
rights” (Bromely, 2007, p. 9)

During the tireless discussion of policy, 
democratic systems, and social change, the 
actual suffering taking place on Iranian soil 
is forgotten.  It is important to remember 
that each day we fight for change, there are 
regular people like you and me whose lives 
are being affected--and sometimes ended- 
while governments bide their time for-
mulating opinions and stances.  The man 
talked about here was a regular person for 
which help came too late.  Hopefully that 
will not be the case much longer.  
December 4th 2007: Execution of child 

offender Makwan Moloudzadeh 

Execution for a crime committed at the 
age of 13 is a gross abuse of international 
human rights standards, which prohibit 
the execution of those convicted of crimes 
committed under the age of 18 (amnestyu-
sa.org).

Mr. Moloudzadeh, 21, was accused of 
raping three boys when he was 13 years 
old.  At this trial the key witnesses recanted 
their statements, claiming to have lied to 
authorities under duress.  It also came out 
during trial that authorities coerced Mr. 
Moloudzadeh’s confession, and he plead 
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 not guilty.  On June 7, 2007, the Seventh 
District Criminal Court of Kermanshah 
in Western Iran found him guilty and sen-
tenced him to death.  Despite an appeal, the 
Supreme Court upheld his death sentence 
on August 1, 2007 (Gays Without Borders 
[GWB], 2007).  

This caused an international uproar in 
the human rights community. Heroic ef-
forts were made to save his life.  Different 
groups, including Amnesty International, 
Human Rights Watch, and Everyone Group 
started letter writing campaigns, petitions, 
and other similar actions to draw attention 
to the case.  On November 14, 2007 Iranian 
Chief Justice, Ayatollah Seyed Mahmoud 
Hashemi Shahrudi, nullified the impend-
ing death sentence of Mr. Mouloodzadeh.  
In his opinion, the Chief Justice wrote, the 
death sentence was in violation of Islamic 
teachings and went against the law of the 
land.  

Following Iranian legal procedure, the 
case was then sent to the Special Supervi-
sion Bureau of the Iranian Justice Depart-
ment, a group of judges that are responsible 
for reviewing cases and ordering retrials 
when errors have been shown to be com-
mitted. Going against the Chief Justice, the 
panel of judges ratified the original court’s 
decision and ordered the death sentence re-
instated (GWB, 2007). 

Days later, on December 4, 2007, before 
any more campaigns could be conducted, 
or any more signatures could be acquired 
for a petition, Mr. Moloudzadeh was exe-
cuted just before dawn inside a cold prison 
without his family or lawyer present.  His 
death came days after a panel at the UN 
General Assembly passed a resolution call-
ing for a moratorium on the death penalty.  
Today there are more than seventy-five 

child offenders, just like Mr. Moloudza-
deh, on death row in Iran (Ireland, 2007; 
Amnesty, 2007).

Will traditional methods work?

There are many methods that govern-
ments can employ when attempting to af-
fect a change on another country’s human 
rights policies.  For instance, cancelling 
ministerial visits, discontinuing trade, with-
drawing ambassadors, and closing embas-
sies (Luard, 1981).  However, what options 
does a government have when dealing with 
a country (such as Iran) that does not cur-
rently enjoy any of those privileges? Does 
this mean traditional methods of diplo-
macy will be ineffective?  Not necessarily.  
There are ways of accomplishing human 
rights goals without having to conjure up 
alternative methods.  Although a facelift of 
sorts is needed in order to update the ap-
proach for dealing with Iran specifically, a 
full lobotomy where traditional techniques 
are immediately deemed ineffective is ex-
cessive and not required.

The human rights violations being com-
mitted against the LGBT population in Iran 
are relatively new-within the last few de-
cades, and therefore require new approach-
es that work in tandem with conventional 
methods.  Though traditional policy can be 
effective, this does not mean revolutionary 
methods should not be considered.  What 
must be suggested is a community-led, 
grass roots approach that enacts change on 
a personal level; the type of change the Ira-
nian people want because they are activat-
ing that change themselves.
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Community Based Efforts

I recently learned about an organization 
called Tostan and immediately my thoughts 
turned to Iran.  The description of the or-
ganization as stated on their website is a 
powerful one: 

“Tostan’s mission is to empower 
African communities to bring 
about sustainable development and 
positive social transformation based 
on respect for human rights.  Tostan 
is an international organization that 
benefits greatly from worldwide 
support.  Yet we remain dedicated 
to local, grassroots empowerment 
in both our program and our 
organization, and over 99% of 
Tostan’s paid staff is African” 
(Tostan, 2007).

Upon hearing Tostan’s philosophy, Iran 
came to mind because similar efforts im-
plemented there could prove effective in 
an increasingly changing climate.  Indeed, 
the LGBT community in Iran has made it 
known that they are ready for change.  They 
have cried out for help through newspaper 
articles, documentaries, and anonymous in-
terviews, all we have to do is listen.  Molly 
Melching, the founder of Tostan, says,

 “It’s almost impossible to change 
one by one.  People will continue to 
do what they think other people are 
doing.  Creating a critical mass or 
core group initially takes time, but 
eventually leads to rapid, universal 
results” (personal communication, 
October 7, 2009). 

 Iranian LGBT individuals have indeed 
reached critical mass.  They are so op-
pressed and beaten down, there is nowhere 
to go but up.  Creating an organization that 
would work to empower them could be in-

credibly beneficial in bringing their cause 
to the forefront of the world stage, while 
simultaneously improving from within.  

Improvement from within is crucial be-
cause research shows prescriptive mes-
saging does not work (Melching, personal 
communication, October 7, 2009). Organi-
zations cannot expect to go to Iran and tell 
the people they are doing things incorrectly, 
or there is only a single way to accomplish 
something.  Telling people what is best for 
them ultimately alienates and creates re-
sistance.  To help the LGBT population in 
Iran, there must be internal efforts made to 
enact change.  The extent of financial and 
structural efforts needed for implementa-
tion is unknown at this time, but is worth 
pursuing further.  

Hurdles to suggested methods
Lack of awareness

The current U.S. State Department’s an-
nual human rights report on Iran is over 
sixteen thousand words long.  One hundred 
and fifty six of those words belong to dis-
cussion of LGBT issues.  At the bottom of 
the report, under the title “Other Societal 
Abuses” is where one would find those one 
hundred and fifty six words.  This serves 
as a major hurdle for human rights activ-
ists hoping to change U.S. policies.  How 
can one succeed in changing entire policies 
when the issue is barely on the radar of 
government discourse?  
Lack of economic or diplomatic ties

Lack of diplomatic ties cannot stand in 
the way of action.  Governments with no 
ties to the U.S. typically represent the most 
heinous human rights violators and as a re-
sult, their citizens need help the most. In 
order to support the people of Iran, “the 
United States must declare in words and
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and show in deeds that, in spite of any 
changes in its economic or diplomatic ties 
with the Iranian regime, it is always on the 
side of the Iranian people and their demo-
cratic efforts”(Milani, 2005, p.53).
Hypocricy

The hypocrisy that exists within United 
States policy should not go unnoticed or 
unchallenged.  There are instances of hy-
pocrisy found in every government, but 
that does not make it right.  There needs 
to be accountability regarding the actions 
taken and decisions made by our govern-
ment, especially considering the United 
States of America is considered by many 
to be one of the most powerful countries 
in the world.  Whether those that idolize 
America are right or not, the fact remains 
that we are constantly being observed and 
our actions ripple throughout the rest of the 
world.  When hypocrisy is recognized, the 
world needs to hold the U.S. accountable 
for its unjust actions. 

In 2006, the Bush administration backed 
an Iranian initiative to block United Na-
tions consultative status to organizations 
working to protect the rights of LGBT peo-
ple (Human, 2006).  This act was not only a 
reversal of policy. In siding with the Irani-
an government, in a vote at the United Na-
tions, the U.S. government set a discrimi-
natory precedent that effectively quashed 
any support the U.S. had been building for 
the international LGBT community.  The 
repercussions of those actions will be felt 
for years to come, as policy reversal will 
take years.  

The Obama Administration has not done 
all that it can to support the LGBT popula-
tion.  On the campaign trail, Barack Obama 
told LGBT voters that the Defense of Mar-
riage Act (DOMA) should be repealed.  

Upon election however, his administration 
has defended DOMA, a move that has out-
raged and disappointed many LGBT rights 
supporters (LGBT, 2009). 

Despite these public acts of hypocrisy, 
the words “with liberty and justice for all” 
are recited during the Pledge of Allegiance 
every day by millions of schoolchildren.  
It will never be too soon to stop govern-
ing with hypocrisy and take real strides to-
wards ending human rights violations that 
are happening in our own backyard and 
making those words ring true for once and 
for all.
 Attempting to export western culture

In 2006, the United States Congress al-
located sixty-six million dollars to promote 
free media, personal freedom, and a better 
understanding of western values and cul-
ture (State, 2009).  Human rights activist 
Shirin Ebadi argues that, “democracy can’t 
be imported. It must be indigenous. [Irani-
ans] believe that the best Washington D.C. 
can do for democracy in Iran is to leave 
them alone. The fact is, no truly national-
ist and democratic group will accept such 
funds” (Ebadi & Sahimi, 2007, para. 9).  
Imposing the U.S.’s own culture and ide-
als onto Iran’s in a cookie cutter-like fash-
ion can cause more harm than good.  The 
United States should drop the elitist atti-
tude that every other country in the world 
aims to have identical policies, procedures, 
and values.

Transferring established policies
At this time, the U.S. does not have ex-

isting policies that are protecting the hu-
man rights of LGBT populations in oth-
ercountries that would be transferable to 
Iran.  The level of assistance that Iran has 
received regarding LGBT issues is on par 
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with the level of assistance other countries 
have received.  The issue is not one coun-
try receiving more aid and assistance while 
Iran is left out, the issue has been and con-
tinues to be that the policies simply do not 
yet exist.

 Recommendations
Government 

We must take stock of the needs pertinent 
to individual countries and respond accord-
ingly with sensitivity. Remember that “any 
broader effort to extend official U.S. dip-
lomatic or financial support more directly 
to LGBT communities in especially hostile 
environments–and often in socially, reli-
giously and culturally complex countries– 
must proceed cautiously” (Bromley, 2007, 
p.4).  As a government, we cannot continue 
efforts to blanket every corner of the world 
with the “American Dream.”  
Civil society 

Join forces with local LGBT groups and 
promote awareness of LGBT issues abroad.  
The average person is not aware of the per-
secution of millions going on at any given 
moment around the world.  
International partners

Urge the United States to take part in 
progressive action that promotes change in 
policies, programs, and thoughts.  Do not 
let constant adversity break down the lo-
comotion of the movement and remember 
that it is always a good time to be on the 
right side of history.

To achieve equality, social justice and 
democratization, we must:

Revise and reinforce legal systems
Legal systems that do not represent and 

protect all people are faulty and must be 
changed.  By taking into account all of 

its constituents, a government can ensure 
equality of care and rights.  Once appropri-
ate changes are made, these legal systems 
must be enforced, so they become more 
than words on paper.
Adopt and implement comprehensive 
rights-based education and policies

There will be no progress without educa-
tion.  Programs and policies that focus on 
rights-based education need to be prolific in 
order to break into mainstream conscious-
ness and change societal norms.  Enacting 
programs that utilize the Tostan model are 
especially encouraged.
Increase budgetary allocations for pro-
grams and institutions 

In order to assure equality and social 
change, there must be an appropriate avail-
ability of funds for the implementation of 
programs and institutions.  Without proper 
funding, many programs and policies es-
sential for carrying out change may not 
come to fruition, leaving thousands of 
LGBT Iranians without protection. 

Conclusion
Although one might think equality is a 

battle that cannot be won in Iran, it is im-
portant to recognize that great change takes 
time, and small steps can eventually turn 
into great strides. Every time Iranian schol-
ars, artists, students, and business people-
come to a conference, go to school or come 
to work in the United States, they have a 
small opportunity to educate other Irani 
ans upon their return home and share what 
they have learned.  This enacts evolution of 
thought, creating more accepting and open 
people.  Although not remarkably valiant 
efforts, these could be great starts, but un-
fortunately this type of travel is not current-
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ly allowed for Iranians.  In most cases they 
are not allowed to come to school or work 
in the U.S. and travel freely back home 
again.  The small step of allowing Iranians 
to travel freely between our borders is an 
example of how the United States can be-
gin a positive relationship with Iran, and 
possibly create foreign policies that Irani-
ans accept.  

The best way for the United States gov-
ernment to assist Iran is clear.  In order to 
further the efforts of human rights activists 
working towards ending the criminaliza-
tion of LGBT peoples in Iran, both domes-
tic and foreign U.S. policies must change.  
“Decriminalization is not the whole answer, 
but it is a key step towards respecting, pro-
tecting, and fulfilling the human rights of 
LGBT people” (Love, 2008, p.38). 
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Do Impoverished Women Benefit from Microcredit 
in the Developing World?
Gary Seilheimer
Abstract: The problem of extreme poverty continues to exist for over one billion people 
around the world.  This article is a brief analysis of the literature and research reporting 
on charitable microlending activities.  These activities were originally developed in the 
1970s, and are meant to help impoverished populations develop economically and social-
ly.  I found that two forms of microlending have developed--charitable and commercial; 
while the charitable method is still successful at helping people become independent by 
developing businesses and personal wealth, the commercial methods often lead to con-
tinued oppression and abuse of the developing population.  Thus, it appears that chari-
table microlending activities are more beneficial to the economic and social development 
of impoverished people.  More research needs to be done to find ways to expand the use 
of charitable microlending practices.

Women are an especially vulnerable 
group in emerging economies for a 

number of reasons:  they live in poverty and 
raise children without the help of a spouse 
more commonly than men, and more often 
than men are targeted by oppressive soci-
etal elements.  Impoverished women that 
can build wealth can help themselves out 
of extreme poverty, but they need a way to 
build that wealth.  Entrepreneurship and 
other self-employment activities have been 
identified by economists as viable methods 
in building wealth and a route to self-suffi-
ciency and independence.   It is important to 
know if the best method for impoverished 
women to build personal wealth in the de-
veloping world is through microlending 
activities by charity banks.

The emerging economies in many parts 
of the world are still stagnant.  Business 
theorists Khavul, Bruton, and Wood (2009) 
indicate that the emergence of these econ-
omies relies on the development of busi-
ness, and the dominant form of business in 
many parts of the developing world is fam-
ily business (Khavul, et al, 2009).  Family 

business is often entrepreneurial and relies 
on strong family and community forces.  
Communities are formed through extended 
family relations, kinship ties, “clanship” 
identifications, religious groups, and the 
more formal relations with business, public 
and governmental agencies.  All of these 
ties can be enabling forces in either the 
success or failure of family business.  

Family business in some regions and 
cultures is informal:  family business op-
erators have no real legal tie to a specific 
plot of land, no real ownership of a place 
or tools to do work, or any formal agree-
ments or bonds to do work or produce a 
product (Khaval, et al, 2009).  This lack 
of legal standard represents the informal 
economies that many people reside with-
in, and this “informalness” is what defines 
and drives their entrepreneurial behaviors.  
These informal economies can abet the ex-
clusion of families and communities from 
society.   This exclusion leads to a disad-
vantaged socioeconomic condition making 
them vulnerable to differential treatment 
by larger regional social structures. 
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Any group of people that is in the best 
position to use family business practices 
needs a way to find success.  Because these 
groups reside within their own informal 
forms of society, they may respond best to 
informal business methods and practices.

One informal business practice is micro-
lending.  In microlending practices, a loan 
is given directly to an individual or group 
to be used to kick start their business.  This 
type of loan avoids the activities of credit 
checks and predatory lending/repayment 
practices used by traditional lenders and 
banks.  Borrowers must agree to certain 
provisions, such as positive social habits of 
children’s education and healthful practic-
es.  There are no written contracts between 
lender and borrower, and “solidarity lend-
ing” helps ensure loans are repaid.  Soli-
darity lending is defined as a group lending 
practice in which all members of a small 
group receive loans and each member en-
courages the others to repay loans on time, 
but no member is responsible for another’s 
loan repayment (Yunus, 2007).

Microlending has a long history of use, 
dating back to the 1700s in Ireland, in 
America during the 1800s, and was a part 
of the Marshall Plan for European eco-
nomic recovery and rebuilding after World 
War II.  In the more distant times of na-
tional and regional construction business 
was much less formal in how loans were 
promised and repaid.  In the times after 
World War II, economic reconstruction of 
Western Europe was more formal.  Fami-
lies, and the villages and towns in which 
they lived, were the beneficiaries of formal 
regional and international banking loan ac-
tivities, bringing the opportunity for them 
to start businesses.  This is an example of 
how lending activities can build personal, 

community, regional, and national wealth.
In contemporary times, appropriate fi-

nancial and banking services need to be 
available to the people in need of them.  In-
formal services and banking methods need 
to be available to the uneducated women 
living in impoverished conditions; in this 
way they are more likely to understand and 
take part in banking activities.  In many 
developing countries women are often the 
only money-earner of the family, either be-
cause there is no husband, or the husband 
is unable to work.  These women are raised 
in impoverished conditions, and without 
help live their entire lives desperately poor.  
They usually come from families that have 
no financial wealth and are in the lowest 
economic classes of their society.  They 
cannot borrow money formally from banks 
because they have no physical collateral 
to offer to secure the loan.  Without mon-
ey, these women cannot develop personal 
small businesses of any type and frequently 
rely on begging.  They never have enough 
money at any time to buy the things neces-
sary (seed and tools to grow crops or thread 
and fabric to make clothes) to start a busi-
ness.  Some form of money-lending would 
be beneficial to them.  Microlending activi-
ties through banks can be beneficial to im-
poverished women because it gives them 
the chance to develop small businesses and 
a chance at self determination and indepen-
dence. 

A contemporary version of microfinance 
was started by Bangladeshi banker and 
economist Muhammad Yunus. He founded 
the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh in the 
1970s.  In 2006 he and the bank jointly 
received the Nobel Prize for his work 
in economics.  As defined for use by the 
Grameen Bank, microfinance is the scheme 
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of giving very small loans to extremely 
impoverished people (initially women in 
Bangladesh) that are self-employed.  It is 
meant to generate income and build wealth 
as a way to ease personal poverty.  His 
goal was to find a way of helping specific 
people out of poverty, especially women.  
Rather than just providing very short term 
relief, he wanted a way for economically 
impoverished women to develop their own 
personal economy with lasting effect.  As 
a quasi-informal lending practice, his no-
collateral loans were small enough to make 
repayment possible but large enough to 
make a substantial difference.  He defends 
his continuing practice of this microfinance 
system as a policy that grows the economy 
of individuals and communities. 

V. K. Sapovadia, a business management 
professor in India, researches lending prac-
tices.  The recipients of these microloans 
are in such financially poor states that they 
cannot qualify for traditional loans from 
traditional lending institutions because 
they have no collateral to promise and no 
capital worth.  Because they have no vis-
ible wealth to offer, they are invisible to 
the stable economic parts of society.  Mi-
crocredit is distinguished from traditional 
banking and credit practices because of 
certain stipulations.  The microloans are in 
small amounts, and the lending terms are 
short in length and have certain social ex-
pectations attached to them.  Because these 
recipients are expected to encourage each 
other to repay their loans a collective at-
titude of positive peer pressure is created.  
The policy of microcredit is expected to 
build positive social habits such as entre-
preneurship, generation of employment, 
and trust (Sapovadia, 2006).  This research 
by Sapovadia supports the findings of Kha-

val, Bruton and Wood (2009).  
Research done in South Africa by academ-

ic public health and finance researchers for 
the University of California-Berkeley, Yale 
University and Dartmouth College (Fer-
nald, Hamad, Karlan, Ozer, Zinman, 2008) 
and poverty and development researchers 
from China (Xing, Fan Luo, Zhang, 2009) 
agree in their findings about the multiple 
benefits of microfinancial intervention pro-
grams to women in developing regions.  
These programs offer relief of immediate 
debt, provision of money to start small 
personal business, support of entrepreneur-
ship, and relief from mental and emotional 
stress of constant debt and poverty. 

From a holistic and health standpoint, 
continuous inability to adequately pay bills, 
or to “catch up”, creates significantly high-
er levels of stress for individuals and fami-
lies (Fernald, et al).  Even small charitable 
organizations (community food banks, or-
phanages) that are relied upon by people in 
financial need can experience stress if they 
are unable to adequately support the recipi-
ents of their services.  The stress becomes 
structural within the society.

Policies of large commercial organiza-
tions are driven by profit.  Administra-
tive costs in large charitable organizations 
can be high (Carver, 2005; Paton, 2002), 
reducing the amount that goes to the end 
recipient severely.  Donations by payroll, 
although providing the option of selection 
of charity, often have the highest level of 
reduction with some of the lowest yield.  
Donations by checks to large organizations 
often do not allow targeting the donation.  
Tithing goes into religious organization 
coffers and its use is directed by religious 
leaders; its direction can be limited and is 
mostly non-secular.  On the other hand,
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microlending institutions, because of poli-
cies related to helping the poor rather than 
earning profit, can pinpoint loans to very 
specific projects, events, or individuals in 
need, thus reducing administrative costs.  
There is also less waste of money because 
fewer hands handle it and no paperwork is 
generated before it gets to the beneficiary; 
therefore, the concept of microlending can 
be seen as a model of efficiency.  

Women in the lowest economic classes 
of a society were the original beneficiaries 
of microloans and, over time, this scheme 
has enlarged to include all impoverished 
(Yunus, 2007).  Even though the loans are 
small, the benefits to the women are great 
because they have a method of working 
their way out of poverty without incurring 
large debt.  This eases the burden and op-
pressive nature of market economies on 
these women.  Public health sciences and 
gender equity researchers at the Univer-
sity of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, 
South Africa, Kim, Watts, Hargreaves, 
Ndhlovu, Phetla, Morison, Busza, Porter, 
Pronyk (2007), find there is potential for 
empowerment of women by making them 
visible to an economic social structure.  
Microloans can be an effective way to em-
power individual women through self -care 
related to new business skills, improve-
ments in self esteem and self confidence, 
conflict resolution and self-decision mak-
ing, and expanded social networks (Kim, 
et al, 2007).

International microfinance banking con-
sultant and researcher at the Centre for Eu-
ropean Research in Microfinance, Jessica 
Schicks, finds that a failure of microfinance 
is that administrative costs can be high in 
relation to the amount of the loan (Schicks, 
2007).  The transactions are loans, and 

need to be repaid.  In for-profit commercial 
banks this creates a burden of paperwork 
and worker time.  According to Schicks 
(2007), another caveat of microfinance is 
that there can be competing entities trying 
to make loans.  Even though some microfi-
nance institutions start out as charitable or-
ganizations (and are often grant receivers), 
they sometimes become private business 
enterprises. As private enterprises they de-
velop their own ethical behaviors related to 
business and profit.

Policy theorist Miriam Carver (2005) 
points out that the program and adminis-
trative costs affect how efficiently money 
is handled in banks.  Carver suggests that 
donors pay closer attention to the “ends” 
of a donation rather than to the “means” 
when deciding which charitable organi-
zation needs donations.   In that way, the 
real “worth” of the donation is seen.  These 
granting organizations are often micro-
credit lenders, deciding who shall benefit 
from microloans.  If it can be easily deter-
mined by a donor which lending institution 
is most efficient with its lending practices, 
good decisions can be made. 

Administrative-costs-to-expenditure 
(ACE) varies widely between charities.  
Financial management and social enter-
prise analyst Rob Paton (2002) analyzed a 
funded research project that looked at ad-
ministrative costs of charitable organiza-
tions and tried to determine why there is 
so much variance.  He found through dis-
cussions with charity finance directors that 
different approaches to cost allocations 
caused wide variations in ACE ratios. The 
fundamental differences in the way chari-
ties use their money and the way decisions 
are made in relation to their accounts cause 
the variation in costs.  Paton reported that
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the trend is going toward lower ACE ratios.  
Smaller organizations are closing the gap 
between their higher ACE ratios and the 
lower ratios that large organizations report, 
both of which are good news.

Schicks (2007) gives background infor-
mation on microfinance and describes the 
recent discussions on the development of 
commercial banking related to microfi-
nancing.  Although this form of finance 
came about through charity banks, com-
mercial banks have been taking advantage 
of this type of loan to earn profit.  Chari-
table banks were originally partially fi-
nanced by donated grant money; commer-
cial banks that provide microloans use the 
interest gained to finance further loans, of-
ten cyclically to the same borrowers.  Even 
though the loan and repayment procedures 
(commercial banks require paperwork) are 
similar between the two forms of banks, the 
social consequences are not.  The charita-
ble banks put into use methods of socially 
reinforcing repayment of loans, and also 
potentially positively alter social structures 
within a community.  Commercial banks 
often are solely interested in repayment.  

Another problem with microfinance lend-
ing practices by commercial banks that are 
interested solely in repayment and profit, is 
that there have been reports of significant 
punishment for non-repayment of loans.  
Intimidation and physical abuse are com-
mon punishments for failure of women to 
repay commercial loans.  Women living in 
poverty are often vulnerable to coercion 
and abuse, and risk being ostracized from 
the community.  By not sharing the ethical 
policies and standards of charity banks and 
charitable lending practices, for-profit com-
mercial banks continue to oppress women.  

There is also indication from academic 

research done in South Africa that mental 
and emotional stress is not relieved equally 
among all recipients of loans (Fernald, et 
al, 2008).  Men show greater relief from 
stress after receipt of microloans than do 
women after a period (two years) of contin-
uous borrowing/repayment.  There is also 
the concern by some financial analysts that 
continuous borrowing/repayment does not 
actually relieve the condition of poverty, it 
just allays the condition of it by the contin-
uous use of borrowed money. The repay-
ment schemes of some commercial lenders 
make it impossible for some borrowers to 
reduce or relieve their impoverished life 
conditions.  

Harvard Business School management 
and accounting professors Datar, Epstein, 
and Yuthus (2009) report on a case example 
of one woman in Latin America who has 
benefitted from microloan activity.  There 
were two benefits which enabled her finan-
cial recovery and success--the practicality 
of the loan itself, and the small business 
methods she learned along with getting the 
loan.  Basic financial management tools 
were taught to her as she used the loan 
money to develop a business.  This training 
was vital in her ability to succeed at a faster 
rate.  This case reflects the original idea of 
the Yunus/Grameen Bank scheme. 

There have been negatives to the policy 
of microlending activities including abuse 
and oppression of individuals and small 
communities by higher economic levels of 
society, as well as the advent of for-profit 
microlending activities that are more con-
cerned with profit-making.  In spite of those 
negative activities, ethical microlending 
continues.  Women that have lived in ab-
ject poverty succeed as entrepreneurs and 
as head-of-households when they parti-
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cipate in ethical borrowing schemes.  That 
allows them to develop good business and 
social habits, which in turn build economic 
and social stability.  Ethical and responsible 
microlending activities can be driving eco-
nomic forces in regions affected for gen-
erations by poverty.  Through microlend-
ing schemes, impoverished women have 
become empowered by increasing their 
personal wealth, aiding in the develop-
ment of their community, elevating kinship 
and community strength, and have abetted 
healing from the long effects of poverty.  
Microcredit can be a successful activity if 
engaged in properly and ethically.  
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Extraordinary Rendition: The Disregard of Human 
Life and Human Rights
Barb Thomas
Abstract: Since the abuses at Abu Ghraib were uncovered in (2004), policies concerning 
the practice of extraordinary rendition have been moved to the forefront of national and 
international debate.  While the covert nature of rendition makes it impossible to know 
the exact number of rendered people, 1,763 cases have been clarified since 2009.  This 
article analyzes case studies, current policy discussions, and international human rights 
documents pertaining to extraordinary rendition.  According to Article 9 of the Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, no one shall be subjected to arbitrary 
arrest or detention and it shall not be the general rule that persons awaiting trial shall be 
detained in custody.  Rendition cannot be utilized as a viable counterterrorism tool by the 
U.S. if it is violating international human rights and putting its own citizens in danger. 

On September 26, 2002, Canadian 
citizen Maher Arar was headed from 

New York to Montreal on a business trip. 
He was detained in New York City where 
U.S. immigration authorities determined 
that he was a member of Al-Qaeda, a for-
eign terrorist organization. They demanded 
that he voluntarily agree to be sent to Syria, 
where he was born as opposed to his home 
in Canada. Arar refused with fears of being 
tortured in Syria, but a week later he was 
flown from New Jersey to Jordan. Margaret 
Satterthwaite (2006), Faculty Director for 
The Center for Human Rights and Global 
Justice writes that: 

Local authorities in Jordan chained 
and beat Arar before bundling him in a 
van and driving him across the border 
to Syria, where authorities beat Arar 
with electrical cables, interrogated 
him about his acquaintances and 
beliefs, and kept him in a tiny cell for 
months at a time. After the Canadian 
government intervened, Syrian 
authorities released him in October 
2003 (p. 6). 

Three years later, a Commission of Inquiry 
set up by the Canadian government found 

no evidence of Mr. Arar committing any 
offense or being a threat to the Canadian 
Government. 

Since September 2001, the practice of 
extraordinary rendition has been a topic 
of great debate.  The Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (2005) defines extraordinary ren-
dition as “a counter-terrorism technique, 
whereby individuals suspected of involve-
ment in a terrorist-related activity are trans-
ferred by one Government to others” (para. 
2). In this process, it is suspected that these 
prisoners are being transferred from states1  
that do not torture to states that allow tor-
ture, and are often referred to as “ghost de-
tainees.” Since 2009, the Working Group 
on Enforced or Involuntary Disappear-
ances2  has been able to clarify 1,763 cases 
over the past five years and 52,952 cases 
since its inception in 1980. It is impossi-
ble to know how many people have been 
extraordinarily rendered, but according 
1. For the remainder of this paper I will use the term state in 
lieu of other accepted designation terms such as “country,” and 
“nation-state.” 

2.  Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances are terms referring 
to extraordinary rendition. Other terms are erroneous rendition, 
irregular rendition, or arbitrary detention.
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to White (2005), when the abuses at Abu 
Ghraib3  were finally uncovered, it was also 
discovered that the CIA was holding up to 
100 ghost detainees there. Because of these 
injustices, I argue that extraordinary rendi-
tions are inhumane and violate several cus-
tomary international human rights laws. In 
addition, by rendering citizens of any state, 
the United States stands the chance of los-
ing allies, facing criminal prosecution, and, 
most disturbingly, putting American citi-
zens at risk. 

In a case similar to Maher Arar’s, Abu 
Omar was abducted by the CIA in 2003.  
At the time of his abduction, he was un-
der investigation for terrorism-related of-
fenses by the Italian government. Omar 
was driven to a U.S. airbase and questioned 
about his links with the terrorist group, Al 
Qaeda. The next day he was flown to Egypt 
where “Egyptian officials blindfolded him 
and took him to a secret services building 
in Cairo for interrogation. When he refused 
to act as an informer, he was transported to 
another building and was tortured; electric 
shocks were administered to his genitals, 
and he was hung upside down” (Satterth-
waite, 2006, p. 9). Fourteen months later he 
was released, but then promptly rearrested 
indefinitely under emergency law for being 
a danger to public safety. Because of their 
actions, “U.S. officials are being sought 
for the abduction of Abu Omar” (Satter-
thwaite, 2006, p. 8). Maher Arar and Abu 
Omar’s cases are only two examples of ex-
traordinary rendition. Because extraordi-
nary rendition is in essence kidnapping, or 
abducting; it is illegal, making it difficult 
to find information regarding individual 

cases. But there is enough information out 
there to gain a clear understanding of the 
process and what the prisoners endure. We 
know that extraordinarily rendered pris-
oners are held completely outside of any 
laws, domestic or international. Whether 
these prisoners are innocent or guilty, they 
can never be brought to justice if they are 
hidden from the courts.  

In addition to specific cases of extraordi-
nary rendition, there are many documents 
available to illustrate how the practice vi-
olates several international human rights 
laws. Both the 1949 Fourth Geneva Con-
vention and the 1984 Convention Against 
Torture (CAT)4  speak directly to and against 
extraordinary renditions. And while these 
are excellent documents to reference in re-
gards to extraordinary renditions, I would 
like to focus on the language in the Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) and a more recent docu-
ment, the International Convention for the 
Protection of all Persons From Enforced 
Disappearance (Enforced Disappearance 
Convention) to understand how extraordi-
nary rendition violates international human 
rights laws. 

Article 9 of the ICCPR (1966) states 
that: 

Everyone has the right to liberty 
and security of person. No one shall 
be subjected to arbitrary arrest or 
detention. . . Anyone who is arrested 
shall be informed, at the time of arrest, 
of the reasons for his arrest and shall 
be promptly informed of any charges 
against him. . . It shall not be the 
general rule that persons awaiting trial 
shall be detained in custody (para. 10). 

3.  For more information about Abu Ghraib I suggest reading 
“The Road to Abu Ghraib,” a publication by Human Rights 
Watch. http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2004/06/08/road-abu-
ghraib.

4.  See http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/92.htm for the full 
text of the Geneva Convention and http://www2.ohchr.org/eng-
lish/law/cat.htm for full text of the CAT. 
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People are not secure or free, as the no-
tion of liberty suggests, if they are being 
whisked away to an unfamiliar country 
that is known to torture its prisoners. Ghost 
prisoners are not being informed of the 
charges against them that we are aware of, 
making these critical “War on Terror” ar-
rests completely arbitrary. Article 9 states 
that a person awaiting trial shall not be 
detained in custody. None of these prison-
ers are awaiting trial because they have yet 
to be charged. Similarly, article 14 of the 
ICCPR reads, “Everyone charged with a 
criminal offense shall have the right to be 
presumed innocent until proved guilty be-
fore the law.”  One wonders why they are 
being detained if they are innocent. And if 
guilty, what are the charges? Extraordinary 
rendition violates each one of these ICCPR 
Articles, yet the Bush administration stat-
ed that “the United States has maintained 
consistently that the ICCPR does not ap-
ply outside the United States or its special 
maritime and territorial jurisdiction, and 
that it does not apply to operations of the 
military during an international armed con-
flict5” (Parry, 2005, p. 531). The notion of 
the ICCPR’s invalidity has also been made 
quite clear with the more transparent and 
documented handling of prisoner interro-
gations since the “War on Terror” began. 
If our handling of torture in the U.S. is any 
barometer of how prison transfers have 
been handled, then I suspect that the U.S. 
has violated more human rights laws than 
the average citizen has or will ever be made 
aware of. Former President Bush has de-
cided that the articles of the ICCPR do not 
apply to military operations, yet interna-

tional laws were created to protect domes-
tic and international citizens from exactly 
what Bush deems as “necessary” to prevail 
in the “War on Terror.”  

A more recent human rights document 
that proves extremely relevant to the dis-
cussion regarding rendition is the Enforced 
Disappearance Convention which only 
opened for signatures in June of 2007. The 
language is similar to the 1992 Declaration 
on the Protection of All Persons from En-
forced Disappearance. Article 1 Section 2 
states that “no exceptional circumstances 
whatsoever, whether a state of war or a 
threat of war, internal political instabil-
ity or any other public emergency, may 
be invoked as a justification for enforced 
disappearance” (Enforced Disappearance 
Convention, 2006). This statement negates 
any argument touting the benefits or rights 
of a state to use extraordinary rendition, 
and the very fact that the convention exists 
provides evidence that extraordinary rendi-
tions are indeed taking place. The preamble 
of the Enforced Disappearance Convention 
even goes so far as to say that “certain cir-
cumstances [of enforced disappearances] 
defined in international law, [are] a crime 
against humanity.” Article 7 of the Interna-
tional Criminal Court (ICC) defines crimes 
against humanity as “a widespread or sys-
tematic attack directed against any civilian 
population, with knowledge of the attack” 
(ICC, 2002). In addition to enforced dis-
appearances, if the definition is applied to 
murder, extermination, enslavement, tor-
ture or apartheid, it is also a crime against 
humanity. By definition then, the 52,952 
involuntary disappearances reported by 
The Working Group6  are “widespread,” 
but the question is, who is charged with 

5. Original source found in the 2003 “Working Group Report 
on Detainee Interrogations in the Global War on Terrorism: 
Assessment of Legal, Historical, Policy, and Operational Con-
siderations.” See http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/
NSAEBB127/03.04.04.pdf. 6. See page 1 for Working Group discussion.
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that crime?  There are two important notes 
in regard to both the ICCPR and the En-
forced Disappearance act. First, while the 
U.S. ratified the ICCPR in 1992, a reserva-
tion placed upon the ratification is that it 
cannot be used in U.S. courts. Second, the 
U.S has yet to ratify the Enforced Disap-
pearance Convention. 

Not only does extraordinary rendition 
violate several international human rights 
customary laws, but the example we are 
setting internationally is bound to have 
negative effects on current and future U.S. 
prisoners that are being held in facilities 
abroad. In a 2006 article, law professors 
Weissbrodt and Bergquist say that: 

Terrorists use abduction and 
kidnapping to instill fear. Governments 
who pay lip service to the rule of law 
should not themselves resort to tactics 
employed by the very terrorists they 
battle. By using such reprehensible 
tactics, countries risk alienating 
valuable allies and opening the door to 
further human rights abuses by other 
governments. Extraordinary rendition 
can subvert the rule of law and, hence, 
undermine essential international law 
enforcement cooperation (p.153).

By utilizing the same tactics as terrorists, 
we lose international credibility, respect 
and bargaining power, which place Ameri-
can Prisoners of War (POW’s) in great dan-
ger, not to mention American journalists, 
contractors, or any other citizens who may 
be accused of crimes in another country.  
In a recent hearing before the Committee 
on Foreign Relations, former senator, Vice 
President Joseph Biden discussed how ex-
traordinary rendition strains relationships 
between states and puts the U.S. in a posi-
tion susceptible to criminal allegations and 

possible prosecutions. Biden (2007) stated 
that “Italy has indicted 26 Americans. . . 
[and] Germany has issued arrest warrants 
for an additional 13 United States intelli-
gence officers. The Canadian Government 
Commission has censured the United States 
for rendering a Canadian-Syrian dual-citi-
zen to Syria , where he was allegedly tor-
tured.” In addition, the councils of Europe, 
Sweden, Switzerland and the U.K. have ei-
ther issued reports or started investigations 
into the U.S. rendition program. To combat 
the “War on Terror” or any future conflict, 
and to ensure protection of U.S. citizens 
abroad, the U.S. needs to have allies. The 
rendition program is only creating interna-
tional divides that are negatively impacting 
this endeavor.  At the same hearing, Tom 
Makinowski (2007) from Human Rights 
Watch said that rendition is nothing new, 
but there are differences between how we 
do it now and how it was done in the past: 

In the past when we’ve seized people 
overseas, we brought them to justice, 
we brought them to face criminal trial. 
. . Now, what we have been doing 
is essentially hiding people from 
justice. People have been sent to secret 
facilities or they’ve been held for years 
without any process, not even visits 
from the International Committee for 
the Red Cross (p. 6). 

If a U.S. citizen was abducted and sent to 
a secret prison, the U.S. government would 
be fanatic about pointing out international 
human rights abuses and quickly denounce 
any state that was involved with such be-
havior. As a matter of fact, the U.S. Depart-
ment of State’s policy page states:

 One of the most essential tasks of 
the Department of State and of U.S. 
embassies and consulates abroad 
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is to provide assistance to U.S. 
citizens incarcerated abroad. The 
State Department is committed to 
ensuring fair and humane treatment 
for American citizens imprisoned 
overseas. We stand ready to assist 
incarcerated citizens and their families 
within the limits of our authority, in 
accordance with international law 
(1997, para. 2). 

The double standard gives one the impres-
sion that there is more value placed on the 
life of a U.S. citizen. The U.S. will take the 
international community to task if one of 
its own citizens is in jeopardy, yet disre-
gards the laws when a foreigner’s life is at 
stake.  

New developments regarding extraordi-
nary renditions only further the evidence 
the practice is indeed happening. Recently, 
CIA Director Nominee Leon Panetta as-
sured senators that 

The Obama administration will not 
send prisoners to countries for torture 
or other treatment that violates U.S. 
values as he contended had occurred 
during the Bush presidency (Hess, 
2009). 

 Also, the Special Task Force on Detention 
Policy has just been formed to review the 

lawful options available to the 
Federal Government [in respect to 
renditions]...and to identify such 
options as are consistent with the 
national security and foreign policy 
interests of the United States and the 
interests of justice (Department of 
Justice, 2009, para. 7). 

And finally, it is difficult to deny allega-
tions of rendition when statements like this 
are being made by former CIA agents: 

If you want a serious interrogation, 

you send a prisoner to Jordan. If you 
want them to be tortured, you send 
them to Syria. If you want someone 
to disappear–—never to see them 
again—you send them to Egypt 
(Barnett, 2008, p. 16). 

By examining the cases of Maher Arar 
and Abu Omarare, the language in the IC-
CPR, the Enforced Disappearance Con-
vention, and the new developments regard-
ing extraordinary rendition, it is clear that 
this practice violates human rights laws 
and poses a risk to U.S. citizens on foreign 
soil. The U.S. denies extraordinary rendi-
tions to countries that use torture and view 
renditions as vital counterterrorism tools. 
And perhaps they are right. But to move 
forward, the U.S. must fully expose its cur-
rent and past actions, and abide by interna-
tional human rights standards. Taking these 
actions will create a transparent, humane, 
and accountable rendition program as well 
as providing citizens with reassurance in 
their government.
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The Triad of Cultural Morality Applied to Food 
Sovereignty
Debbie Brown
Abstract: We know that while Zambian women produce 60-80 percent of the food in that 
country they tend to be far more undernourished than the men (Rural poverty in Zambia, 
2010).  They are often denied the right to own property, even though many communities 
in their society are matrilineal and matriarchal (Rural poverty in Zambia, 2010). This 
paper will facilitate a discursive engagement among human development, as outlined in 
Sen’s (1992) capability approach, moral economies (Jackson, Ward, & Russell, 2009), 
postcolonial and third world feminism (Afonja, 2005; Ang, 1995; Mohanty, 2002), and 
various systems of moral philosophy. Drawing from these diverse disciplines, I will con-
struct a framework upon which to build a moral development approach to Global North 
facilitations/interventions around food insecurity issues in Global South societies, and 
specifically address policy implications for women small-scale subsistence farmers in 
Zambia in applying for clear titles to the land they farm.  

We are all in the same boat in a stormy sea 
and we owe each other a terrible loyalty. 

-G.K. Chesterton
Introduction

This paper seeks to engage discursive 
paradigms of “human development” 

(Deneulin & Shahani, 2009), Sen’s “ca-
pability approach” (1992, 1993, 1999, 
2000, 2004), and Jackson, Ward & Rus-
sell’s “moral economies” (2009), feminist 
political economy (Sampson, 2008), using 
postcolonial and third world feminist the-
ory (Afonja, 2005; Ang, 1995; Mihn-Ha, 
1989; Mohanty, 2002; Sandoval, 1991) as 
a framework, will assay the moral issues 
around food security and food sovereignty 
(Desmarais, 2007). Specifically, I will ar-
gue the issues which imbricate the privi-
leged with the marginalized and will plead 
the former’s moral obligation to partner 
equitably with the latter, and to work to-
wards food sovereignty for all. I will argue 
that moral issues are promulgated both 
intra-culturally and inter-culturally, but 
will reject cultural moral relativism.  Fur-

ther, I will argue a third, dimensional mo-
rality which is trans-cultural.  Borrowing 
from the discipline of botany, I will show 
how these intra-, inter-, and trans-cultural 
moralities are co-obvoluted, and are co-
constituted in what I am calling the triad 
of cultural morality.  I will show the triad 
of cultural morality has been, though tacit 
and tacitized, a part of the philosophy of 
cultural studies and related disciplines 
since their inception.  Finally, I will apply 
the triad of cultural morality (with impli-
cations for policy) to women subsistence 
farmers in Zambia, to their desire to own 
the land they farm, and to their struggle for 
food sovereignty. 

Development Models
Feminist political economist Kristen 

Sampson (2008) has, perhaps, stated the 
problem at hand more succinctly than any-
one: “There is consensus that too many 
people have too little to eat” (p. 547).  It is 
critical to note here the word “too” indicates 
society believes this is a wrong state of af-
fairs. If the statement were “many people 
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have little to eat,” it could be interpreted as 
merely a statement of fact.  But “too many 
people have too little to eat” clearly indicates 
moral judgment. The second consensus is 
that the solution to this immoral plight is 
something known as “development.” Stip-
ulating this is an oversimplification, there 
are two basic umbrella approaches (under 
which are many more variants) that can be 
used to define and measure development: 
economic and human. In the economic ap-
proach, development is defined as a rela-
tive scale of growth and its evaluation is 
incomplex.  The higher the gross national 
product and per capita income, the “better” 
the development. Development “happens” 
by way of more traditional (i.e. men’s) 
work, or to use Marx’s term, production.  
“Economic development consists of the in-
troduction of new combinations of produc-
tion factors which increase labour produc-
tivity” (Hunt, qtd. in Barriteau, 2000). The 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (Gates, 
2009) defines development similarly: “Our 
goal: to help millions of the world’s poor-
est farming families boost their productiv-
ity, increase their incomes, and build better 
lives” (empahses mine). Alkire and Deneu-
lin (2009) also have noted that conflicts 
in the economic model, such as between 
saving an endangered species and creating 
jobs, are resolved using economic metrics.  

The human approach, on the other hand, 
is defined by what might be called “the 
good things in life:”  a long life span, edu-
cation, a free press, a fulfilling vocation, a 
wide range of lifestyle choices, low infant 
mortality rate, and so forth.  Its evaluation 
is complex and utilizes multiple metrics.  
Conflicts are not resolved by a single cal-
culation, but rather by which metrics stake-
holders prioritize. Some of these metrics 

may, however, be economic in nature.  A 
low infant mortality rate, for example, may 
depend upon access to quality pre-natal 
care, which depends upon the financial re-
sources of either the state or the individ-
ual. In other instances, increasing income 
would not lead to desired outcomes.  

But, as Jackson et al. (2009) have re-
cently asserted, while in some sense the 
economic is cultural and the cultural eco-
nomic, insufficient attention has been paid 
to what they term the “moral dimensions 
of economic life” (p. 12). Jackson et al.’s 
(2009) breakthrough work on the moral is-
sues surrounding food studies shows that a 
discrete line between the economic and hu-
man approaches to development is unsup-
portable, and that the two are reciprocally 
constitutive in the global economy. How-
ever, Jackson et al.’s analysis is descrip-
tive (i.e. how “such claims are articulated 
through notions of time and space” p. 15) 
rather than prescriptive. Their argument 
rests on only two of the three corners of my 
triad of cultural morality, time and space, 
while overlooking the third and most im-
portant corner, that of dimension.  First, 
however, I will return to a further discus-
sion of the concept of the human model of 
development using Sen’s (1992) capability 
approach.

Sen’s Capability Approach
Sen (1992) defined development as peo-

ple having “greater freedoms today than 
they did in the past” (p. 5).  His theory is 
peculiarized by the employment of three 
imbricated schemes:  functionings, capa-
bilities, and agency.  Functionings are the 
things, ideas, or activities people value and 
have reason to value (Sen, 1993).  Capabil-
ity is the freedom people have to choose 
from among the available functionings-- to 
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choose from among all possible lives they 
have “reason to value” (Sen, 2000, p. 87).  
Finally, agency is the ability to act upon 
those capabilities and access the function-
ings for themselves and (more significant-
ly) for others (Sen, 2000).  For example, 
being bodily nourished is a functioning.  
The freedom I have, as a person living in 
the United States with certain financial 
resources, to access healthy and whole-
some food is a capability. When I use my 
voice, e.g. by voting, I am using my agen-
cy, which can be exercised individually or 
corporately.  Sen’s capability approach to 
human development is sharply crystallized 
in his observation that no citizenry with 
a democratic vote has ever experienced a 
famine (1999).  His contributions to the ex-
posure of the substratum of poverty, neo-
liberalism, gender inequality, and famine 
can hardly be overstated. However, the 
capability approach, like Jackson et al.’s 
(2009) moral economies, is incomplete.  If 
Jackson et al. are descriptive, then Sen is 
evaluative (Alkire & Deneulin 2009), but 
neither is yet prescriptive.  

In introducing my triad of cultural mo-
rality, I will show that we shy away from 
the words “moral” and “morality.” While 
we seem to hesitate at the thought of be-
ing “prescriptive” as to what capabilities 
should be prioritized and by whom, in prac-
tice feminists, human geographers, cultural 
anthropologists and sociologists, critical 
and cultural studies theorists all bring mor-
al issues and prescriptive remedies to the 
food sovereignty table (and many other is-
sues) every day.  Why are we so afraid of 
the word “morality,” and why have we giv-
en over its proprietary rights to those who 
measure development by amoral (at best) 
economic indicators?  While we often talk 

about the “ethical issues” surrounding de-
velopment in general and food sovereignty 
in particular (Patel, 2008; Pimbert, 2009), 
I maintain that “ethics” is a weaker word 
than “morals.” I wonder why it is accept-
able to lay down some “rules of conduct” 
(ethics, n.d.) when it comes to our engage-
ment with life-and-death issues such as 
food sovereignty, while making a “distinc-
tion between right and wrong” (morals, 
n.d.) makes us squeamish? 

Triad of Cultural Morality
In what follows, I turn to a discussion of 

the triad of cultural morality.  I will argue 
that the corners of the triad are time, space, 
and dimension.  Subsequently, I will apply 
these principles to Kajoba’s (2002) case 
study of farmers in Zambia.  The research 
asked  women  small-scale farmers wheth-
er they would want information regarding 
how to secure individual land title, under 
the Zambian Lands Act of 1995 (GRZ, 
1995), to the land they are already farming.  
I will frame the triad of cultural morality 
around postcolonial and third world femi-
nist theory as it applies to rural develop-
ment in general and Zambian women farm-
ers in specific. 

Before discussing each corner of the triad 
of cultural morality separately, it is impor-
tant to note that the temporal, spatial and 
dimensional aspects of the triad are co-
obvoluted, one layer arranged in an offset 
pattern over the next, like the petals of a 
flower. Though they can be discussed sepa-
rately, in actuality they cannot be separated 
from each other without destroying the 
whole.  

We know that cultural moralities shift 
through time, the first corner of the triad 
of cultural morality.  In 1855, for example, 
when David Livingstone “explored” what 
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is now Zambia, he was acting on a religious 
and personal moral imperative to end the  
slave trade, another shifting cultural moral-
ity, by implementing Britain’s “civilizing 
mission,” which consisted of the “3 C’s”—
Christianity, Commerce, and Civilization 
(Pakenham, 1991). In 1923, Europeans 
found it morally acceptable for the British 
South Africa Company to cede control of 
Zambia (by then called Northern Rhode-
sia) to the British government. They called 
their imperial government a “protectorate” 
(Pakenham, 1991).  In 2010 we recognize 
that past moralities were faulty: based on 
bad science, bad religion, and commercial 
greed.  Moralities continue to shift through 
time.

We also know that cultural moralities 
shift through space, the second corner of 
the triad of morality.  In the US, for ex-
ample, polygamy is a crime which carries 
prison time for those convicted.  In Zambia, 
polygamy is legally authorized and is fairly 
widespread, affecting about 16 percent of 
married women (Gender equality, 2008). 
Various countries, cultures, religions, and 
regions have divergent standards around 
the moral question of concurrent marriage 
partners. To use a present-day example, 
the President of the U.S., Barack Obama, 
is married to one woman; the President of 
South Africa, Jacob Zuma, has three con-
current spouses, and is engaged to a fourth 
woman (Dixon, 2010).  Moral values shift 
not only between spaces (inter-spatially, i.e. 
between the US and South Africa) but also 
within spaces (intra-spatially, i.e. among 
differing communities within South Afri-
ca).  We see that intra-spatial shift happen-
ing now, as the Los Angeles Times (Dixon, 
2010) has reported women’s rights groups 
and AIDS activists are critical of President 

Zuma’s multiple marriages.  Dixon (2010) 
has observed of Zuma that “his views mir-
ror the sometimes conflicting values of his 
nation’s constitution, which enshrines gen-
der equality but also protects traditional 
cultural practices and customary law.”

Finally, cultural moralities shift across 
time and space, or dimensionally, the third 
corner of the triad of cultural morality. Di-
mensional morality centers around how dif-
ferent times and spaces of morality interact 
with each other (i.e. how the US and South 
Africa treat each other despite different 
cultural ethics around the polygamy ques-
tion).  The larger question the dimensional 
corner of the triad of morality asks is how 
do we all—nations of the Global North and 
nations of the Global South—now engage 
with each other, our ever-shifting morali-
ties, and our shifting economies to repair 
what we now consider to be not just faulty 
moral choices but immoral choices on the 
part of the Northern nations in the past?  And 
furthermore, do we of Northern descent ac-
knowledge the immoralities that are pres-
ently ongoing against the global South, e.g. 
“assistance” in the form of neoliberal poli-
cies, globalization, structural adjustment, 
“food aid,” a new  “green revolution,” the 
export of environmental degradation, and 
decades of indifference towards the worst 
health threat the world has ever faced?  To-
day Zambia faces almost insurmountable 
challenges from poverty and AIDS. An es-
timated 16 percent of adults are HIV posi-
tive, and over 710,000 Zambian children 
have been orphaned by AIDS (Country 
Profile: Zambia, 2009). The average life 
expectancy in Zambia is 38 years. The per 
capita income is US $490. About 75 per-
cent of the population lives on less than US 
$1 per day and 50 percent of the population 
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is unemployed (Country Profile: Zambia, 
2009).  Perhaps better and more humbling 
questions are: Can the global North work 
together with the global South to remediate 
these immoral actions?  Is it even possible 
to partner equitably when such huge power 
differentials still exist?  Our arrogance and 
imperial elitism is apparent. One example 
is a quote from Bill Gates’ (2009) annual 
letter, describing who the Gates Founda-
tion is and what they do: “A combination 
of scientific innovations and great leaders 
who are working on behalf of the world’s 
poorest people [and who] will continue to 
improve the human condition” (emphases 
mine).   
Cultural Moral Relativism vs. Universal 

Morality
Before moving on to the Zambian case 

study, I will address what will surely be 
a critique of the triad of cultural moral-
ity: Isn’t this just cultural moral relativism 
with a new title?  I will show in this section 
that cultural moral relativism is dissimilar 
to the triad of cultural morality in signifi-
cant and, in view of policy implications, 
consequential ways. Although there are 
several sub-types, in brief, cultural moral 
relativism is a variant of moral relativism 
which maintains all ethical truth is relative 
to a defined culture (Mead, 2009, original 
1928). In cultural relativism, it is never 
true to pronounce that a behavior is right or 
wrong.  Rather, it is only true that a particu-
lar behavior is right or wrong relative to a 
specific culture. For example, the cultural 
relativist may well agree that it is moral-
ly wrong to deny women the right to own 
property in the modern-day United States, 
but would never countenance the idea that 
it is morally wrong to deny women the 
right to own property per se. That decla-

ration presupposes the actuality of an ob-
jective ethical standard that, ether-like, is 
existent in the fabric of the universe—the 
very philosophical position cultural rela-
tivism rejects. Cultural relativists postulate 
it could be morally wrong to deny women 
the right to hold property in some cultures 
and in other cultures could be morally right 
to deny women the right to hold property, 
based on the socially constructed reality 
each discrete culture produced.

The advantage in holding this philosophy 
is that it grants us the luxury of being able 
to keep our own personal or societal moral 
convictions without being “judgmental” re-
garding alternative defined cultures that do 
not hold those same convictions. I could, 
for example, as an American, believe it is 
morally wrong to use mind-altering drugs 
while at the same time recognizing the 
moral right of some indigenous American 
societies to smoke peyote as part of their 
religious practice. If I reject cultural rel-
ativism, then on the face of it I ought to 
censure those societies for acting immor-
ally, and perhaps should even impose legal 
consequences upon them for transgress-
ing that immutable law. Then, however, I 
must wrestle with the idea that I am acting 
imperially and that doesn’t sit easily with 
me. Thus, cultural moral relativism ap-
pears attractive to me. I can say, with no 
philosophical impediment, that in my soci-
ety using mind-altering drugs is immoral, 
and still maintain that in other societies it is 
moral.  In this present European/American 
social/political milieu, where “tolerance” 
is loudly being proclaimed the highest vir-
tue, this philosophy emerges as a seductive 
option.

But this advantage of cultural moral 
relativism is also its very disadvantage. 

The Triad of Cultural Morality Applied to Food Sovereignty
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Cultural relativism constrains us from 
condemning the actions of other defined 
cultures where we may otherwise deem it 
appropriate or even necessary. In a culture 
that holds slavery to be morally acceptable, 
for example, it may appear appropriate to 
publically condemn that practice and the 
society that permits it. In a culture practic-
ing “ethnic cleansing” it may even appear 
morally right to corporally intervene in 
that culture to stop a practice we find mor-
ally abhorrent but which is believed by the 
dominant ethnic group in the other culture 
to be morally good and right.

But in order to be able to condemn or 
intervene in the practices of those cultures 
we need to acknowledge an overarching 
moral ethic that is not culturally construct-
ed or is socially constructed globally.  We 
need to be able to believe there are some 
practices which are wrong, no matter who 
is engaging in them. And this puts us in a 
quandary because it puts us right back into 
the position of being judgmental, intoler-
ant and imperial.  This is the dilemma with 
which philosophers and theologians have 
wrestled, in one form or another, for thou-
sands of years.

In praxis we seem to move between these 
diametrically opposed philosophical para-
digms quite easily.  Many feminists, for 
example, champion the right of people to 
practice their religion with no state interfer-
ence as long as that religion does not subju-
gate women.  Worshipping different gods in 
different cultures is seen through a cultural 
relativist lens, while subjugating women 
is perceived as violating an overarching 
moral imperative. In other words, although 
we often give lip service to cultural relativ-
ism, we very often act as though we believe 
in universal ethics.  For example, the UN 

has passed a Declaration on Human Rights, 
naming basic rights to which every human 
in every culture is entitled.  

Michael S. Gazzaniga (2005) is a cogni-
tive neuroscientist at UC Santa Barbara, 
and the most widely recognized bioethi-
cist in the world.  He has made significant 
inroads in split brain research, and has re-
cently edited The Cognitive Neurosciences 
III, which contains the seminal work of 
200 scientists and is considered the sour-
cebook for this new field. Gazzaniga has 
pioneered research on how the left brain’s 
“need to interpret” may be applied to ex-
plaining such topics as prejudice, evolu-
tion, and religion (The Social Brain: Dis-
covering the Networks of the Mind , 1987).  
Gazzaniga has argued the human brain is 
a conglomerate where several processes 
go on simultaneously but separately, and 
he has discussed how we manage to per-
ceive just a single unified experience for 
ourselves.  It is our split-brain functioning 
that allows us to believe both at the same 
time in cultural moral relativism and over-
arching moral imperatives.  He has further 
argued (in Wilkins & Christians, 2008) 
that as our world continues to shrink due 
to instant mass communication  will and 
in fact must move towards planetary moral 
imperatives—such as an extension of cur-
rent UN human rights conventions, yet he 
has expressed his view that universal ethics 
are not socially constructed:

I am convinced that we must commit 
ourselves to the view that a universal 
ethics is possible, and that we ought 
to seek to understand it and define it. 
It is a staggering idea, and one that on 
casual thought seems preposterous. 
Yet there is no way out. We now 
understand how tendentious our 
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beliefs about the world and the nature 
of human experience truly are, and 
how dependent we have become on 
tales from the past. At some level we 
all know this. At the same time, our 
species wants to believe in something, 
some natural order, and it is the job of 
modern science to help figure out how 
that order should be characterized.  (p. 
96)

The Triad of Cultural Morality as Dia-
lectic Connector

This is precisely what the triad of cul-
tural morality accomplishes. It allows us 
to reconcile the dialectic of cultural moral 
relativism and universal moral ethics.  Mo-
ralities shift in time and in space, and most 
important to this discussion, in dimen-
sion, the third leg of the triad which cen-
ters around how divergent cultures socially 
construct morality towards each other.  It 
frees us to believe that in some cultures it 
is morally right to use mind-altering drugs 
and in others it is morally wrong while at 
the same time believing that it is always 
wrong to subjugate women and that in cer-
tain circumstances it may be morally ap-
propriate to denounce or even intervene in 
another culture where women are being so 
subjugated.  

Which specific behaviors are morally 
culturally relative and which are univer-
sal is, of course, always and everywhere 
the grand question.  It has been debated by 
philosophers, theologians, politicians, and 
mothers for millennia and will be for mil-
lennia to come.  Yet I propose we cannot 
afford to wait until every possible action 
is sorted into the right category when it 
comes to issues of immediate consequence 
such as food sovereignty (see Funtowicz & 
Ravetz, 1990, for a discussion of post-nor-

mal science). And so, working within an 
admittedly less-than-perfectly settled phil-
osophical framework, where some choices 
are universally moral or immoral, whereas 
others are culturally morally relative, let us 
turn to postcolonial and third world femi-
nist theory. I will show that, informed by 
Sen’s (1992) capability approach, we can, 
with the triad of cultural morality, construct 
a theoretical and philosophical scaffold on 
which to build towards some positive policy 
implications for women subsistence farm-
ers in Zambia who want to exercise their 
capabilities and apply for title to the land 
they farm, a functioning they have reason 
to value.  Basing models of development 
upon a moral foundation is not unheard of 
in the literature: burgeoning research in the 
field of agri-food studies has become pro-
gressively “outed” in its moral intentionali-
ty.  I purposively use a term borrowed from 
the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 
Queer, Questionsing and Intersex com-
munity to show the radicalized nature of 
professing there is such a thing in this post-
modern age as morality and to emphasize 
that in the past, development literature’s 
involvement with morality has been tacit-
ized, or “in the closet”: it was there but no-
body was acknowledging it.  Jackson et al. 
(2009) have noted this new “moral turn” in 
naming out loud what was formerly merely 
silently assumed:

Recent work in agri-food studies has 
also become increasingly interested in the 
moral and ethical aspects of contemporary 
food systems and especially in how ethics 
shape the development of new and “alter-
native” forms of production-consumption 
networks.  (p. 13)
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Contribution of Postcolonial and Third 
World Feminism

Postcolonial and third world feminism, 
as well as capability approach offer much 
with which to inform policy recommenda-
tions.  Postcolonial feminism, sometimes 
known as third world feminism (and some-
times differentiated from it), is a form of 
feminist theory which centers around the 
idea that sexism, racism, and classism, 
are, in postcolonial nations, the continuing 
negative effects of colonialism (Weedon, 
1999).  Postcolonial feminists have sharply 
critiqued western feminists, because west-
ern second-wave feminism has a history 
of believing they are feminism per se, and 
their discourses have often seemed to im-
ply they are representing all women glob-
ally. Because of this history, one of the key 
tenants in postcolonial feminism has been 
that by classifying women as a singular, 
cohesive group, they are only defined by 
their gender and not by other important 
identifications such as class, race, or reli-
gion (Minh-ha, 1989). It has been similarly 
postulated by postcolonial feminists that 
white middle- and upper-middle class west-
ern feminists have suppressed the voices of 
non-white, non-western women (McEwan, 
2001; Mohanty, 1991). While white subur-
ban housewives were lying in their queen 
sized beds wondering “Is this all there is?” 
(Friedan, 1963), subaltern women (Spi-
vak, 1988) were being oppressed in ways 
unimaginable to the sweater-set women of 
The Feminine Mystique (Friedan, 1963). 
This tension between western white femi-
nists and postcolonial feminists (and west-
ern black feminists) has not been entirely 
resolved.  Ang (1995) has advocated a nec-
essary separation:

While a politics of inclusion is 

driven by an ambition for universal 
representation (of all women’s 
interests), a politics of partiality does 
away with that ambition and accepts 
the principle that feminism can never 
ever be an encompassing political 
home for all women, not just because 
different groups of women have 
different and sometimes conflicting 
interests, but, more radically, because 
for many groups of ‘other’ women 
other interests, other identifications 
are sometimes more important and 
politically pressing than, or even 
incompatible with, those related to 
their being women. (p. 192)

Mohanty (1991, 2002), on the other hand, 
has reversed her original position and more 
recently has advocated finding “connec-
tions” among feminists:

[In 1991] my priority was on 
difference, but now I want to recapture 
and reiterate its fuller meaning, 
which was always there, and that is 
the connection to the universal. In 
other words, this discussion allows 
me to emphasize how differences are 
never just differences. In knowing 
differences and particularities, we 
can better see the connections and 
commonalities, because no border 
and boundary is ever complete or 
rigidly determining. The challenge 
is to see how differences allow us to 
explain the connections and border-
crossings better and more accurately, 
how specifying differences allow us 
to theorize universal concerns fully. 
It is this intellectual move that allows 
for my concern for women of different 
communities and identities to build 
coalitions and solidarities across 
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borders. (p. 505)
African feminists have long critiqued 

the economic (neoliberal) approach to de-
velopment (Afonja, 2005).  They have de-
constructed western feminism in order to 
reconstruct culture-specific paradigms that 
may yield superior prototypes of devel-
opment and enhance the apprehension of 
feminism as globally constituted (Afonja, 
2005).  Afonja’s (2005) position has been 
that the African decolonization scheme 
should be tri-partitioned; first, to decolo-
nize autobiography, second, to recover pre-
colonization historical agency, and third, to 
assimilate found cultural knowledge and 
memories into the universal store of human 
knowledge.

Zambian Case Study1 
Kajoba’s (2002) groundbreaking study 

has shown that a great many women in 
Zambia have been forced to live with land 
insecurity, and in many cases food insecu-
rity, since they do not have secure title to 
land, even in the study area which has tra-
ditionally been matrilineal and matriarchal, 
although due to the continuing influence of 
western imperialism it has been slowly but 
steadily becoming more patriarchal. The 
results of his research showed the majority 
of women farmers were not allocated land 
directly by headmen but obtained land, if at 
all, through a male relative. 

Therefore, the women farmers univer-
sally expressed the desire for more infor-
mation on how to secure individual title 
to the land which they cultivate, using the 
Zambian Lands Act of 1995, after Kajoba 

informed his interviewees that such an op-
tion exists. This land title application would 
require approval not only from the official 
Zambian government, but also from tradi-
tional leaders, per the Lands Act. To ignore 
the customary village chiefs, headmen, and 
other stakeholders in favor of the official 
government, Kajoba has warned future 
researchers, would be counter-productive 
and could destabilize rural societies to the 
detriment of all.

Since the 1970s, Kajoba has stated, there 
has been a great concern by African gov-
ernments regarding the condition of women 
in agricultural policies and Rural Develop-
ment Programs. The concern has been that 
these programs have discriminated against 
women, even though women are the ma-
jor food producers. It has been argued that 
women have been denied equal access to 
inputs such as land, credit, appropriate 
technology and extension services. 

According to Kajoba, the literature on 
women and land tenure has seemed to em-
phasize the point that in many Zambian 
ethnic groups, such as the matrilineal Be-
mba of the Northern Province, the Tonga of 
Southern Province and the Lozi of Western 
Province, both men and women tradition-
ally, pre-colonially, had access to and con-
siderable control over communal produc-
tive resources such as land. However, this 
equality seems to have been undermined 
beginning in the colonial period, when 
much of the land was privatized, and the 
deeds were given by the imperial govern-
ment to male heads of households in their 
name only.  Additionally, the empire fun-
neled productive resources such as land 
and inputs to men.  The men were then en-
couraged to begin producing for the mar-
ket, while women remained as subsistence 

1. This section, in its entirety, except where otherwise noted, 
has been summarized from Professor Gear M. Kajoba’s 2002 
paper, Women and land in Zambia: a case study of small-scale 
farmers in Chenena village, Chibombo district, central Zambia 
in  EASSRR, vol. XVIII, pp. 36-61.
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cultivators with no title to the land and few 
inputs, making even mere subsistence dif-
ficult. These patriarchal power and deci-
sion-making structures included first those 
which operate at the local community level 
such as chiefs, headmen and other male 
kin, i.e., husbands, uncles or brothers. At 
the next level, were national power struc-
tures which put in place policies and legal 
provisions, guiding access to and control 
over land and other factors of production. 
These legal structures are either customary, 
statutory, or both. 

However, in the matrilineal/matriarchal 
systems, women have had usufructuary 
rights proceeding from the land. (Usu-
fructuary rights are “the rights of enjoying 
all the advantages derivable from the use 
of something that belongs to another, as 
far as is compatible with the substance of 
the thing not being destroyed or injured” 
[usufruct, n.d.]) In other words, though the 
land had been deeded to a male relative, the 
women who cultivated it were entitled to the 
fruits of their labor. But these rights could 
not always be exercised. The introduction 
of cash crops and increasing land scarcity 
have both been contributing factors in this 
erosion of women’s land rights, since land, 
which traditionally had only been allocated 
to women for family food production, has 
been reduced in priority to land which is 
retained by husbands for cash crops.  

As a result of these insecure rights to 
land, the fruits of a woman’s labor on the 
land have often belonged to her husband 
and not to her, if she has been unable to 
exercise usufructuary rights. Thus the hus-
band has been allowed to appropriate the 
proceeds from the sale of the crops and the 
women may not have had the capability to 
influence the distribution of the produce 

and income from her husband’s fields, nor 
has she had legal recourse to prevent this 
type of inter-family land grabbing. This 
usually has had negative consequences on 
women’s ability to maintain household liv-
ing standards, as it is the women’s obliga-
tion to provide food for their families.

During the course of his research, Kajoba 
explained the implications of having title 
to land to the women farmers in his study 
area; he explained those implications es-
pecially in terms of security, which would 
flow from such legal entitlement. It was 
explained that a small-scale farmer who 
is empowered with title deeds feels more 
secure on the land and can therefore use it 
more intentionally and undertake improve-
ments such as building permanent houses, 
sinking boreholes or even fencing the gar-
dens. Furthermore, it was pointed out to 
the women farmers that title deeds could 
be used as collateral for securing agricul-
tural loans from lending institutions, loans 
with which they could purchase farm in-
puts that could greatly increase yield. After 
this explanation, the women were asked to 
indicate whether, sometime in the future, 
they would be interested in learning how 
to apply for such title to the local head-
man and the Zambian government, if they 
could be certain that other women farmers 
were doing so and also could know that the 
traditional leaders were cooperating fairly 
with the application process. One hundred 
percent of the women present answered 
Kajoba in the affirmative. 

Feminist Political Economy
Recognizing that structural adjustment 

has failed to facilitate development as de-
fined by any model, neoliberals are floating 
new (and sometimes re-floating old) ideas 
for increasing food security.  Some, such as 
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Gates (2009) have called for a new Green 
Revolution given with the assurance that 
faith will be well-placed in future biotech-
nology and Genetically Modified Organ-
isms (GMOs).  Others, such as some multi-
national corporations (Ensuring the Social 
Well-Being of One Billion Farmers, 2010) 
and the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (2006) have encouraged increased 
global trade and investment.  

Feminists nearly universally have reject-
ed neoliberalism in any stripe (Desmarais 
2007; Friedberg 2004; Alkire & Deneu-
lin 2007; Sampson 2008; Sandoval 2000; 
Sen 1992) and have been ever increasingly 
critical of globalization, in the context of 
development, as defined by the capabil-
ity approach which valorizes humans’ de-
sired personal and corporate achievements. 
Globalization can be conceptualized as 
a necessary causation theory, explicating 
the undeviating, indiscriminately escalat-
ing, broadening co-mutual assimilation of 
domestic sovereign prosperity. Resource 
management systems in paracletive rela-
tionship with universal world-wide market 
schemes, vis-à-vis transfer of public con-
trol to private enterprise, inside speculation 
transaction regulations,  intercontinental 
stock market imbrications, the internation-
alization of the military-industrial-corpo-
rate complex, and planetary, mushrooming 
capitalism, exponentially assisted by tech-
nology and time/space-disregardant com-
munications networks.  

It is against this backdrop of neoclassi-
cal economics that feminist political econ-
omists have called for a new, peculiarly 
feminist and feminized economic model.  
Sampson (2008), following Power (2004) 
pointed out a large gap in the three catego-
ries of neoclassical economic activity—

production, distribution and consumption.  
She has noted that social reproduction, 
the nurture and care of the family and lo-
cal community and other socially gendered 
processes of community cohesion--work 
traditionally assigned to women--is not fac-
tored into the neoliberal model, although it 
clearly undergirds the entire market econo-
my. Sampson (2008) has further noted that 
this dismissal of gendered work does not 
only affect women; all genders in margin-
alized classes and races may experience its 
negative effects disproportionately.  Power, 
which is socially constructed, and is realized 
through the control of material resources, 
is a crucial concept in understanding eco-
nomics. A feminist political economy, ac-
cording to Sampson (2008), calls for an en-
tirely new economic model which, instead 
of being based on power relations, is based 
on socially feminized aspirations such as 
cooperative creativity, the nurture and care 
of humans, non-human animals, the envi-
ronment and the social relationships that 
are the very fabric of the concept of quality 
of life.  Economic well-being should not be 
evaluated merely by amassed wealth but 
also by what Sen (1993) has called, “the 
heterogeneity of human needs.”  Sampson 
(2008) has postulated that some of these 
needs may be expressed as altruism, em-
pathy, creativity, beauty, and divers human 
entitlements, discrete from income.  These 
may be considered feminine or feminized 
functionings, and therefore considered 
“less than” masculinized functionings, 
such as capital gains. Even though it is 
women’s reproductive, nurturing, domestic 
and community work that produces many 
of these well-being freedoms and capabili-
ties, it is the whole of society who benefits 
(Sampson, 2008).  Sampson (2008), after 
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Nelson and Goodwin (2005), has proposed, 
in fact, that a fourth category of economic 
activity, in addition to production, distribu-
tion, and consumption, is “resource main-
tenance” and includes the aforementioned 
traditionally women’s (unpaid) work. This 
is a more holistic (and realistic) view of the 
economy. 

The economy, of course, operates within 
socially and politically constructed param-
eters.  Food insecurity, for example, is not a 
problem of too few resources—a problem 
to be surmounted by more and better pro-
duction. There is enough food right now to 
feed every person on Earth adequately (Nor, 
2001).  Food insecurity stems from a mald-
istribution of resources such as land, food, 
agricultural inputs, work, and wealth—all 
of which are socially and politically con-
structed (Sampson 2008).  Sampson (2008) 
has summarized feminist political economy 
by asserting:

Economic activity and the production 
systems at work in an economy are 
to be evaluated not merely in narrow 
terms of efficiency, productivity, 
utility, and profit maximization, but in 
a broader view of how it contributes 
to the sustaining and flourishing of 
life and the creation of adequate, 
sustainable livelihoods. (p. 549)

Building on this radical new feminist po-
litical economy, and on the groundbreak-
ing work of feminist economists such as 
Sampson (2008), I have begun to imagine 
a different world. Imagining an economy 
which values women, women’s work, 
women’s values and moralities, and which 
factors in the true value of econo-system 
services (borrowing and modifying this 
term from ecology), one can imagine such 
a society fairly and equitably distributing 

the resources necessary to produce food 
everywhere for everyone. One can imag-
ine a world in which food is completely 
decommodifized, and access to healthy 
nourishment is never limited by financial 
constraints.  

Policy Implications
This paper will put forth some sug-

gested policies which allies in the Global 
North  may utilize to support the women 
subsistence farmers in Zambia who have 
invited such a partnership, and which may 
be broadened, extrapolated and embedded 
into wider policy guidelines for facilitating 
food sovereignty issues in other actualities.  
The triad of cultural morality is a structure 
on which to build a moral feminist political 
economy informed by feminized values, 
guided by postcolonial feminist concerns 
and the capability approach, being em-
powered to exercise immediate agency by 
post-normal science, and finally examining 
a case study in Zambia in which marginal-
ized women reached out to a researcher in 
order to gain vital knowledge in order to 
parlay that knowledge into land ownership 
and, ultimately, food sovereignty.   

Grassroots action and full participation 
by the women small-scale farmers, who 
want to learn how to apply for clear title 
to land under the Zambian Lands Act of 
1995 in the role of lead researchers (while 
allies act in support roles and as assistant 
researchers), is imperative.  Afonja (2005) 
has strongly charged that “[A major prob-
lem] of development that African women 
must therefore grapple with [is] the exclu-
sion of local women from participatory 
development projects…” (p. 16).  Further, 
she has warned “Neglecting grassroots 
feminism may engender irrelevant poli-
cies…” (p. 16).  It is essential, therefore, 
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for social science researchers, NGOs, and 
other ally organizations offering support, to 
act in only secondary roles, carrying out an 
agenda set by the women farmers involved 
in the project.  Additionally, any participa-
tory action research must be truly and fully 
“participatory” from the agenda-setting to 
the question-posing to the actualization of 
the agreed-upon scheme.  

The second step; and one which Kajoba 
(2002) has most staunchly insisted upon, is 
the full participation and complete buy-off 
on the education project by local chiefs, 
headmen and other stakeholders, both be-
cause it is required by governmental law 
(GRZ, 1995, p. 271) and because if the 
chiefs and headmen aren’t consulted, the 
entire local rural economy and body poli-
tic could be severely destabilized.  Kajoba 
(2002) has attested that these traditional 
leaders have their own fears such as the 
fear that if women own their own land they 
will be politically independent and may 
disrespect the headmen in other matters in 
the future.  There is also a fear that if wom-
en hold land, they may sell it to corpora-
tions and/or foreigners.  A third fear is that 
women smallholders may default on their 
loans received by using their land as collat-
eral. Strong efforts must be undertaken to 
address these fears and put them to rest vis-
à-vis policy clauses or amendments meant 
to ameliorate those concerns. For example, 
a regulation could be written that prohibits 
the sale of any village land to multinational 
corporations (Kajoba 2002). If the chiefs’ 
and headmen’s fears are thus allayed, Ka-
joba (2002) has stated that the local cul-
ture could be turned around to actually 
promote, rather than hinder, the process.  
Kajoba (2002) has taken the view that this 
process must be done in a fully transpar-

ent, democratic, peaceful manner through 
non-antagonistic community meetings and 
other participatory forums.  

Kajoba (2002) stops short of prescribing 
what should happen once the permission 
of the stakeholders has been granted to the 
women’s allies to assist the women in gain-
ing clear title to the land they farm.  There 
may certainly be many appropriate strate-
gies for transferring the knowledge neces-
sary to apply for land ownership.  Written 
texts, such as a document outlining the 
procedure, would most likely not be appro-
priate, as the majority of the women sub-
sistence farmers are either illiterate or have 
low literacy skills (Kajoba 2002).  Under 
this scenario, if only the literate women 
were able to own land, a power differential 
would appear and the less literate women 
could potentially be further marginalized.  
Oral transmission of the instructions could 
be one method of knowledge transmission.  
If the instructions are too long and com-
plex to memorize in their entirety, perhaps 
different families could be entrusted with 
different steps of the overall procedure.  An 
advantage of this strategy could be that the 
village would then need to work together 
in community to help each other, thus re-
inforcing strong community relations and 
giving the entire community as a whole a 
sense of empowerment.  Additionally, gov-
ernment officials may be willing to travel to 
the villages from time to time to reinforce 
the knowledge as well as update the com-
munity on any new or revised parts of the 
process.  Allies could also supply the vil-
lage with the material resources necessary 
to complete the application, such as forms, 
writing implements, and so forth.  One de-
sired outcome could be to have each vil-
lage become entirely self-sufficient in the 
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land ownership application process so they 
could exercise their corporate agency and 
not be in a place of relying on outside al-
lies for assistance.  The freedom to be self-
sufficient is often valorized as a desired 
functioning under the capability approach.  
If the entire village feels self-sufficient and 
further feels there is a fair and equitable 
route to land ownership for as many villag-
ers as possible, that could become a highly 
valued capability as well as a development 
marker.  Different capabilities inter-relate 
and enable each other.  Thus, when devel-
opment interventions increase capabili-
ties in one area, other capabilities are also 
strengthened.  For example, the filling out 
of the application forms could inspire a lit-
erate villager to become a volunteer litera-
cy teacher to less literate community mem-
bers.  When literacy skills are improved, 
women may be more likely to send their 
children to school, seek health care, take 
reproductive health measures—all this in 
addition to consistent high estimations of 
themselves and their abilities.

I cannot emphasize strongly enough, 
however, that no Global North ally who 
wishes to assist women small-scale farm-
ers in Zambia in obtaining land titles may 
choose which of these, or any other, strat-
egies to employ.  The women and allied 
stakeholders themselves must be trusted to 
choose the strategy that is best for them.  
Researchers and other allies cannot enter 
the situation with any preconceived ideas as 
to how the process will work.  Allies must 
also be prepared for the possible eventual-
ity of a less-than-desired outcome (from 
their perspective).   They may not be able 
to obtain permission from the traditional 
village leaders to even explain to the com-
munity that a legal route exists for women 

to obtain land.  The women in a particular 
village may not see the possible benefits of 
land ownership and may not choose to ap-
ply. The official Zambian government may 
reject a high percentage of applications, as 
may the traditional leadership.

Policies enacted by the official govern-
ments of Global North nations, financial 
resources could be allocated to assist Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs), uni-
versity researchers, and other allies who are 
facilitating participatory action research. 
Another government policy could under-
write literacy programs, especially literacy 
programs that serve women.  Furthermore, 
governments could, via grants to NGOs, 
provide farm inputs necessary for success-
ful harvests to women smallholders. 

Conclusion
This paper set out to facilitate a discur-

sive engagement among human develop-
ment (as outlined in Sen’s (1992) capabil-
ity approach), moral economies (Jackson et 
al. 2009), which acknowledge the reality of 
the co-obvoution of the economic and the 
human in the global economy, postcolonial 
and third world feminism (Afonja, 2005; 
Ang, 1995; Mohanty, 2002), and various 
systems of moral theory in an attempt to 
construct a framework upon which to build 
a moral approach to Global North facilita-
tions around food insecurity issues in na-
tions of the Global South, focusing specifi-
cally upon facilitating women small-scale 
subsistence farmers in Zambia who desire 
to apply for clear titles to the land they 
farm.  The paper has introduced the triad 
of cultural morality, through which we un-
derstand that moralities shift through time, 
space, and dimension and allows us to rec-
oncile the dialectic assertion that morality 
is both culturally relativistic and a univer-
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sal imperative at the same time. Kajoba’s 
(2002) case study in Zambia related the 
important news that women subsistence 
farmers wanted to apply for land owner-
ship under the Zambian Lands Act of 1995.  
Applying the aforementioned theoretical 
discourse in conjunction with the triad of 
morality, several policy implications were 
delineated but with the extremely strong 
caveat that any and all possible strategies 
and desired outcomes must be generated by 
the Zambian women and all relevant stake-
holders, and that Global North allies must 
play a secondary, supportive role—they 
must perform as the “participant research-
ers” while giving the title “lead researcher” 
to the stakeholders.  The triad of cultural 
morality approach valorizes personal and 
corporate empowerment and the freedom 
to exercise capabilities as important devel-
opment goals while at the same time being 
careful not to assume European/American 
feminist political economy values are cul-
tural values per se. 
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United States Arms Transfers and Human Rights
Damian Rainey
Abstract:  As the largest supplier of arms in the world, the United States has limitations in 
place regarding their transfer to nations with abysmal human rights records. This analysis 
examined the effect a country’s human rights record has on the likelihood of receiving 
weapons from the United States. This analysis also explored whether political freedom 
or civil liberties, had the greater influence on this likelihood. Other country level factors 
were also included in the analysis. Data from 2001 to 2008 was analyzed using two lo-
gistical regression models, a general one and a fixed effects model. The analysis showed 
that the volume of weapons purchased, and the level of political freedom affects the 
likelihood of receiving arms from the United States. This research supplies a basic un-
derstanding of recipients of U.S. armaments. It also provides a first step towards further 
understanding of the factors that may influence the transfer of arms. 

United States foreign aid was unified 
under the Foreign Assistance Act 

(FAA) of 1961. This act formalized U.S. 
foreign aid programs, and separated U.S. 
military and non-military aid (Foreign As-
sistance Act, 1961). The agency that result-
ed from this act, USAID, was created to 
manage loans, development efforts, health 
promotion, and food distribution (Foreign 
Assistance Act 1961). USAID managed 
non-military aid Military aid was managed 
by the Departments of State and Defense 
via the Foreign Military Financing (FMF) 
program (Foreign Assistance Act, 1961). 

The FMF provided the framework for 
loans and arms sales to foreign countries. 
As a stipulation of providing aid, the FAA 
forbade military aid and the sale of arms to 
countries that are known violators of human 
rights (Foreign Assistance Act,1961). Over 
the years, these limitations were expanded 
to include countries known to harbor ter-
rorists, pursue nuclear weapons, and traffic 
in narcotics. Even though this was the rule 
of law, the United States was still able to 
provide military aid to countries not nor-
mally eligible to receive aid. This aid was 
provided through other channels available 

to the government (Jones, 2006). Covert 
actions undertaken by the CIA did not fall 
under the FMF and did not have to meet 
the standard (Berrigan, 2005). The human 
rights provision was also waived when the 
situation was defined as critical to national 
security, or beneficial in promoting democ-
racy (Hartung, 2001).

Today, the United States is the largest 
supplier of weapons in the world. Annual 
exports in the first part of the 21st century 
ranged from $5 billion to $8 billion dol-
lars (Berrigan, et al, 2005). Much of this 
is in the form of military aid through the 
FMF. This is important. Since the attacks 
of September 11th 2001, foreign military 
aid has increased as part of the war on ter-
ror. The overall financial expenditures of 
the program have grown by over 30%. 
The number of countries that are now in 
the FMF have increased almost 50% since 
2001 (Berrigan, 2005). In addition, certain 
countries saw their aid increased by over 
300% if they were deemed critical to the 
war on terror (Berrigan, 2005). Many of 
these countries were ineligible before 2001 
(Berrigan, 2005). 

This is problematic to the United States 
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Research Questions
     The purpose of this analysis is to ex-

amine how human rights records affect the 
likelihood of a nation receiving military 
aid from the United States: 

 
1. Does a country’s human rights record af-
fect the likelihood of the United States pro-
viding weapons to a country?  

2. Which aspect of human rights, political 
freedoms or civil liberties, has a greater 
influence on the likelihood that the coun-
try will receive weapons from the United 
States?

3. What other factors may influence the 
likelihood that the country will receive 
weapons from the United States?

Data
This analysis will use data from the 

2002-2009 Freedom in the World report, 
and the Arms Transfers database from the 
Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI) covering the years 2001 
to 2008. 

The Freedom in the World report is a 
survey of 193 countries and 16 territories. 
The survey measures freedom in the areas 
of civil liberties and political rights. Coun-
tries are rated in these areas on a scale of 1 
(high degree of freedom) to 7 (low degree 
of freedom). In addition to these scales, the 
report also contains population data. The 
reports from 2002-2009 reflect data from 
2001-2008.

Rainey

for several reasons. As U.S. policy attempts 
to recover from the loss of standing in the 
realm of human rights, associating with 
abusive regimes may be seen as hypocriti-
cal. Historically, the United States has lost 
standing in the area of human right due to a 
history of military aid being used for human 
rights abuses. To enhance U.S. influence, 
and prevent the spread of communism dur-
ing the Cold War, training was provided at 
the School of the Americas to military and 
police from other countries (Jones, 2006). 
Unfortunately, the school included many of 
the most notorious abusers of human rights 
(Jones, 2006). To further fight the spread of 
communism, weapons were provided to na-
tions, but were used in internal crackdowns 
of citizens in countries such as Indonesia, 
Turkey, and Columbia (Hartung, 2001).

     There also exists a history of U.S. 
aid being used against U.S. forces, due to 
the transitional nature of some of the gov-
ernments that have received aid. In During 
the Vietnam War, there were instances of 
aid that was meant for South Vietnam be-
ing diverted to North Vietnam through cor-
rupt officials (Berrigan, 2005). Early in the 
reconstruction of Iraq, cases were noted 
where members of the police force would 
divert weapons and supplies to insurgent 
forces (Berrigan, 2005). Other situations 
illustrate the problem of shifting alliances. 
Arms supplied during the Cold War to the 
Shah of Iran became the property of inter-
ests unfriendly to the United States after 
the Iranian Revolution of 1979 (Weiner, 
2008). There are also instances of a for-
mer aid recipient retransferring that aid to 
entities with goals counter to U.S. goals. 
(Weiner, 2008).
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  SIPRI’s Arms Transfers database col-
lects transactional information from the 
documents of national governments, the 
records of international organizations like 
NATO and the IMF, and from journals and 
newspapers. The database has information 
on the amount of a particular weapon sys-
tem sold or bought by a country, the date 
of the order, the date of delivery, the dol-
lar amount of the transaction held constant 
in 1990 US dollars, and a measure of the 
volume of arms traded. The years used for 
this analysis, 2001 to 2008, contained in-
formation on approximately 100 different 
countries. 

Variables
The variables used in analyses are de-

scribed below:

Overall TIV: SIPRI’s Trend Indicator 
Value (TIV). This is a measure of the vol-
ume of weapons purchased by a country. 
Figures, in the hundred millions, are cal-
culated in 1990 US dollars for the sake of 
comparison across time, and to measure a 
country’s share of the overall import and 
export market. 
NATO Membership: Binary variable 
that indicates whether a country was a 
member of the North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization. NATO is a collective defense 
organization, of which the United States 
is a member. 
Mideast: Binary variable indicating 
whether a country is located in the Middle 
East.
Population: The population of a country 
in the tens of millions.
Political Rights: Rating of political rights 
experienced in a country. Citizens of a 
country are asked ten questions in three 
categories: electoral process, political plu-
ralism and participation, and functioning 
of government. Additional questions are 
asked for monarchies.
Civil Liberties: Rating of civil liberties 
enjoyed in a country. Citizens of a nation 
are asked fifteen questions in four catego-
ries: freedom of expression and belief, as-
sociational and organizational rights, rule 
of law, and personal autonomy and indi-
vidual rights. 
Human Rights: Measure of 1 (high degree 
of freedom) to 7 (low degree of freedom) 
that averages the scores from the Political 
Rights and Civil Liberties measures.

United States Arms Transfers and Human Rights
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Research Design
To answer the research questions, four bi-

nary logistic regression models were used. 
The outcome variable was a binary vari-
able of whether a country received arms 
from the United States. 

The first model used binary logistic re-
gression to determine if the Human Rights 
variable was a significant contributor to the 
likelihood of a country receiving arms from 
the United States (see Model 1).

Model 1: 
ZUS_ARMS = b0 + bTIVXTIV + bNA-
TOXNATO + bMIDEASTXMIDEAST + 
bPOPXPOP+ bHRXHR

The second model used a fixed effects 
model to account for unobservable charac-
teristics within countries (see Model 2).    

Model 2: 
ZUS_ARMS  = ui + bTIVXTIV + bNA-
TOXNATO + bMIDEASTXMIDEAST + 
bPOPXPOP+ bHRXHR

The third model used binary logistic re-
gression to determine which component of 
human rights, political rights or civil liber-
ties, was a larger factor in whether a coun-
try received arms from the United States 
(see Model 3).

Model 3: 
ZUS_ARMS = b0 + bTIVXTIV + bNA-
TOXNATO + bMIDEASTXMIDEAST + 
bPOPXPOP+ bPOLXPOL+ bCIVXCIV

The fourth model used a fixed effects 
model to account for unobservable charac-
teristics within countries (see Model 4).    

Model 4:
ZUS_ARMS  = ui + bTIVXTIV + bNA-
TOXNATO + bMIDEASTXMIDEAST + 
bPOPXPOP+ bPOLXPOL+ bCIVXCIV 

Results
Question 1: Does a country’s human rights 
record affect the likelihood of the United 
States providing weapons to a country?

Based on the results of the binary logis-
tic regression (Table 1), the likelihood of 
a country receiving arms from the United 
States decreases the worse the country’s 
human rights record is. This likelihood 
also increases if the country is located in 
the Middle East. A country is more likely 
to receive weapons from the United States 
if the country is a member of NATO, and as 
the country increases the volume of weap-
ons that it purchases. 



49UW BOTHELL POLICY JOURNAL, SPRING 2010

United States Arms Transfers and Human Rights

Once a fixed-effects model is used (Table 
2), the only factor found to significantly in-
fluence the likelihood of a country receiv-
ing weapons from the United States is the 
volume of weapons purchased. As more 
weapons are purchased, the likelihood in-
creases.  

Questions 2 & 3: Which aspect of human 
rights, political freedoms or civil liber-
ties, has a greater influence on the likeli-
hood that a country will receive weapons 
from the United States? What other factors 
may influence the likelihood that the coun-
try will receive weapons from the United 
States?

Of the two variables that represent differ-
ent aspects of human rights, political free-
dom has a greater effect on the likelihood 
of a country receiving arms from the Unit-
ed States. It is also the only human rights 
variable that is statistically significant.

When the within country factors are con-
trolled for in the model, the variable for po-
litical rights is still the only human rights 
variable that is statistically significant. Of 
the other variables, the volume of arms 
purchased is the only variable that is statis-
tically significant. 

Discussion
The results point out a few things about 

how human rights may influence United 
States arms sales. The data suggests that 
human rights, specifically political rights, 
do play a role in whether a country receives 
arms from the United States. The amount 
of weapons a country purchases also mat-
ters.

One interesting point is that political 
freedoms were a significant factor. Civ-
il liberties were not. This may require a 
closer examination of what “freedom” and 
“human rights” mean to decision makers 
in government. It is possible that differing 
cultural standards may account for some 
degree of variance in what a civil liberty is, 
but the level of participation in government 
may have standards that are more universal 
across nations. Another factor to consider 
is the role a politically engaged populace 
may have on the stability of a nation. The 
data suggests that the United States chooses 
governmental stability as a key factor when 
choosing to sell arms to a nation. The data 
also suggests that the ability of a nation’s 
populace to formally address concerns 
(governmental legitimacy) is considered 
more important than a populace’s ability to 
address grievances outside of the electoral 
system.  

This promising result requires closer ex-
amination. While it would satisfy the popu-
lace and government that the United States 
does not supply weapons to states that vio-
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late the general principles of human rights, 
this conclusion is based solely on publical-
ly available data. In the past, many of the 
more controversial arms agreements were 
either covertly carried out by branches of 
government or by individuals acting on be-
half of the government (Weiner, 2008). 

Other reasons to closely examine the data 
are the many other factors associated with 
the decision to supply arms. Although this 
analysis captures some of the reasons, the 
presence of major terror organizations in a 
country may influence if the United States 
will supply weapons. Another factor could 
be the supply of weapons at the sub-nation-
al level, such as to rebel organizations.

While not exhaustive, this research high-
lights the role of the United States as a ma-
jor supplier of weapons. It is highly unlike-
ly for a private citizen to know the entirety 
of arms related actions undertaken by the 
United States government. This study sup-
plies a high-level view of the majority of 
countries receiving arms from the United 
States. This research provides an initial 
step to understanding the many forces that 
come into play when the United States de-
cides to supply weapons to a country. If 
necessary, the policies of nations that seek 
arms from the United States could be influ-
enced to pursue actions that support human 
rights.
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Media’s Cultural Influence on Disability Movement 
and the Homeless
Kazue Woodle

According to Lewis Thomas, we are not 
solitary beings. We are all connected 

to and dependent on each other (Capra, 
1982).  We humans are part of systems 
which are “intricate web[s] of relations in-
volving the exchange of matter and ener-
gy” and information in cycles. Our society 
is like an organism that is “self-organizing 
and self-regulating…Any serious distur-
bance will not be limited to a single effect 
but is likely to spread throughout the sys-
tem… [The] effect could be amplified by 
its internal feedback mechanism”. (Capra, 
1982) This research identifies and focuses 
on persons with disabilities (PWD) because 
their population has more than forty-nine 
million people in America and they are the 
largest minority of citizens (US Census 
Bureau, 2010). In addition, forty percent of 
the homeless are war veterans (Facts and 
figure, Now on PBS, 2009). I argue that 
the media is the information system the na-
tion’s politics and has a moral responsibil-
ity to the public; therefore, the government 
must implement policies concerning fair 
and equitable representation of PWD and 
the homeless in order for citizens to make 
informed judgments in Democracy. This 
research focuses on the interdependence 
between the media and social movements, 
and emphasizes practical things citizens 
can do through the media as well as poli-
cies concerning media and disability. 

Americans watches T.V. six hours a day 
on average (Farsetta, 2006). Considering 
that amount of time spent, we can conclude 
that today’s media is integrated in culture. 
Media can be the primary storyteller in 

America when the working class fami-
lies are the majority in which both parents 
work and want to watch TV just to relax 
after work while children watch TV in their 
room. According to Kilbourne (2000), chil-
dren, on average, watch T.V. six and a half 
hours per day. She states that this is the first 
time in human history that children learn 
not from people and things, but from popu-
lar culture through the media (Kilbourne, 
2000). Frank Luntz, a political consultant 
in the T.V. program frontline The Persuad-
ers, claimed that "eighty percent of our life 
is ruled by emotion and only twenty percent 
is ruled by intellect.” There is power in the 
screen. Media has the power to constantly 
project an image of PWD that fits more 
easily into the dominant culture. While T.V. 
does not replace the important institutions 
in communities like schools and churches 
for civic gatherings, it is important to rec-
ognize that we are all listening and watch-
ing in our own environment, and our way 
of looking shapes our thinking. Citizens 
in democracy cannot depend on media to 
represent a society such as PWD, but must 
acknowledge responsibility and our impor-
tant role as citizens in our social life in our 
culture to develop healthy world views and 
our identity of who PWD really are.

Analogies between societies and organ-
isms are found by scientific evidence in 
Systems Theory. Wright states in his book, 
NONZERO, that information technology 
constitutes a nervous system. The better 
the nervous system, the better the survival 
of the organism (2001). Considering the 
health of our information system as our ner-
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vous system, the root cause of the problem 
in society may be traced back to the mass 
media. The American economy prospered 
when information flowed freely in the past. 
However, America today faces problems 
with information flow when the main-
stream media is driven only by maximiza-
tion of profit.  Consequently, the nation’s 
information systems are structured not to 
represent the true reality of persons with 
PWD and the homeless who may not be 
recognized or considered as big consumer. 
Without public oversight for policies con-
cerning their human and civil rights in the 
media, PWD and/or the homeless continue 
to be invisible in mass media. 

 Jenny Morris, a disability rights theorist, 
states that, “Disabled people are those peo-
ple with impairment who are disabled by 
society” (O’Brien, 2004, p. 155). People 
with disability in one function of body or 
mind could participate in society as long as 
given the opportunity to reach their poten-
tial.  Disability studies argue that our society 
focuses on “ablism” or “discrimination in 
favors of the able-bodies” (O’Brien, 2004, 
p155). Why not speak of the language of 
“the differently abled”? (O’Brien, 2004, p. 
133) Language reformation can start with-
in the media, beginning with the disability 
movement. Because the language holds us 
back from where we should be, pejorative 
terms must not be used in the media.  New 
ways of interaction through the media can 
change society’s destiny.  Consistent grass 
roots disability activism will be most effec-
tive in forms of media, including films and 
visual arts, by increasing awareness among 
the general public. 

Rights should be made available to all 
persons including PWD (Quinn, 2004). We 
human beings have “equal value, claiming 

equal rights” However, we fail not to “take 
action accordingly” (Quinn, 2004, p. 13).
Human dignity, autonomy equality, and sol-
idarity (Quinn, 2004, p.19).” are the “basic 
values conceptualiz[ing] the freedom that 
human rights advance and support” (Quinn, 
2004, p. 19). Those values are “central to 
the system of basic freedoms postulated by 
human rights law” (Quinn, 2004, p. 26). 
Disability challenges society to live up to 
its values and demands international law to 
protect the human rights of PWD. The cor-
rect way to view the disabled is in terms of 
their rights (Quinn, 2004). Because of their 
relative invisibility, PWD are “treated… as 
object[s] to be protected or pitied” (Quinn, 
2004, p. 14). It is wrong to view PWD as 
objects because they are “subjects in their 
own rights” and deserve legal protections 
as human beings (Quinn, 2004, p. 13).

Human rights should be used to “restore 
full civil rights” (Quinn, 2004, p. 26). Ac-
cording to Quinn, “the  state has a responsi-
bility to tackle society created obstacles in 
order to ensure full respect for the dignity 
and equal rights of all persons” (Quinn, 
2004, p. 14). “The human rights model 
focuses on the inherent dignity of human 
being[s],” however “medical character-
istics” does not by any means reduce the 
entitlement for “inherent dignity of human 
being[s]” (Quinn, 2004, p.14).

According to Quinn (2004), human rights 
works most effectively as a visibility proj-
ect in the context of disability because “the 
core problem of disability movement is the 
“invisibility” of people with disabilities 
(PWD) in the system of freedom” (Quinn, 
2004, p.23). The United Nations human 
rights system can help to attain “the vis-
ibility project” through media in America 
Rights should be available to all persons 
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(Quinn, 2004, p. 23).
President Obama’s signed “stimulus bill 

includes fifty million for the National En-
dowment for the Arts” (Meacham, 2009). 
When the bill is signed, money should be 
largely spent for visibility arts projects on 
disability. In the United States, forty per-
cent of the population has a disability phys-
ically and/or mentally (Switzer, 2003). As 
Quinn (2004) stated in Moral Authority for 
Change, human rights influence PWD and 
the community most effectively as a vis-
ibility project because the core problem of 
the disability movement is the invisibility 
of PWD. As an example, six hundred fifty 
million people worldwide are PWD, of 
which “200 million are children” that most 
people may not be aware of (World Health 
Organization, 2007). This is the largest mi-
nority group underrepresented in America 
as well as the rest of the world underrep-
resented in the main stream media. The 
media has to represent forty percent of the 
population of American PWD, which is the 
largest minority. 

The documentary film and arts projects 
by PWD could be exhibited or performed 
in a variety of ways to reach the masses and 
explore the unacknowledged demographics 
of PWD. Through culture, media can am-
plify the preferred effect for PWD and the 
homeless in three ways. The first way is to 
appeal to the individual’s emotions, which 
is a prerequisite for mass-mobilization in a 
relatively short amount of time. The second 
way is to give an accurate representation of 
real people’s suffering with disabilities and 
increase awareness and understanding of 
the reality of people with disabilities. The 
third way is to reach out to all demograph-
ics who are not interested in disability is-
sues in the form of media as a part of their 

entertainment and education. Empower-
ment of PWD comes through systematic 
involvement of the media. It is important 
to note that this is cost effective since many 
films and documentaries are already pro-
duced, and if distributed effectively, can 
reach out to the large population of people 
for them to be educated to make informed 
judgments. We see PWD much more in dai-
ly life compared to in the media, and lack 
of presence can result in a withdrawal of 
PWD from the public sphere.  Such cases 
in the media result in a negative influence 
on civil rights and human rights of PWD. 
In the course of the civil rights movement, 
as an example, African Americans advo-
cated for themselves to have a positive rep-
resentation of their ethnicity in the media 
and refused to be secondary citizens. They 
also had their T.V. shows produced clearly 
for the purpose to be represented and are 
therefore included in society as first class 
citizens. A non textual form will work the 
best when systematically incorporated in 
the media. 

As an example, the wheelchair logo rep-
resents PWD, but may not be the best rep-
resentation because there are many differ-
ent types of special needs we call disability. 
Blindness is one. Some people may have 
legs but no arms. Some people are deaf. 
Some people may have a cognitive disabil-
ity. We generalize and simplify disability 
with the wheelchair logo to communicate 
to each other in society. For example, park-
ing lots, public rest rooms, and public trans-
portation require the wheelchair logo to be 
present.  There is good in using a universal 
sign simply because of its instant recogni-
tion. However, the wheelchair logo excludes 
people that don't use wheelchairs for their 
disability. However, there is hope since the 
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misconception and mistreatment of people 
with disabilities are internalized within us 
through images circulated in society; we 
are capable to reverse the effect just doing 
the opposite by demanding to include the 
idealized images of people with disabili-
ties on any visual media. Mass media must 
shift outdated stereotypical representation 
and the lack of representation of PWD to 
a structural framework that addresses root 
causes of “disabled” persons and poverty. 
Mass media influences much of society’s 
framework and is unchallenged, without a 
proper oversight committee discussing the 
role of media and its moral responsibility 
and liability. Increasing pressure on the 
mass media for a policy oriented approach 
is vital.

Hartley (2002) defines culture as “a pro-
duction and circulation of sense, meaning 
and consciousness. The sphere of mean-
ing, which unifies the sphere of production 
(economics) and social relations (politics),” 
and most importantly in my view, “culture 
is the sphere of reproduction not of goods 
but of life” (Hartley, 2002, p. 51). Culture 
is the sphere in which we interact to build 
better communities daily through interac-
tive media. Culture, through media, “of-
fers a fertile metaphor for the cultivation 
of minds” (Hartley, 2002, p. 51). He em-
phasizes the importance of culture, saying 
that “this usage of the term culture roughly 
coincided with the establishment of the 
first stage of the modern market economy 
of agrarian capitalism” (Hartley, 2002, p. 
51).

Films that deal with disability and disabil-
ity rights in popular culture, such as Music 
Within (2007), can be presented as a part 
of social media education. After conduct-
ing interviews with PWD, it is clear that 

some films are enjoyed by PWD because 
of the realistic presentation of the identity 
problems they face.  Born on the Fourth 
of July featuring Tom Cruise, Passion 
Fish (1992) featuring Mary McDonnell, 
and Water Dance (1992) featuring Wesley 
Snipes are recommended as “disability” 
films. These movies have something in 
common; the protagonists are depicted in 
their entire life’s cycle, incorporating what 
PWD consider important aspects of one’s 
life (IMBD, 1990-2010). Those values are 
social issues of war, employment, sexual-
ity, relationships and marriage, as well as 
identity in one’s community and country. 
It is not a binary opposition of before and 
after, but life’s journey along with the dif-
ferent phases of human cycle such as aging 
or illness, and accidents people face daily. 

In civilized society, unpleasant things 
are often not tolerated. The University of 
Washington Seattle’s faculty organized a 
study group on the local media’s coverage 
of the homeless (Stygall, 2008). According 
to their research, “the media and City of 
Seattle together portray images of home-
less people negatively when the City of Se-
attle practices “sweeping” encampments of 
homeless people on city-owned property” 
(Stygall, 2008, p. 1).  Scholars come from 
a variety of disciplines: “rhetoric, writing 
studies, linguistics, discourse analysis, vi-
sual rhetoric, and communications” (Sty-
gall, 2008, p. 1). They concluded that there 
is an urgent need for policy to regulate un-
truthful local media coverage of homeless 
people, because “fear-based discourses 
dominate the media coverage, both print 
and visual media” (Stygall, 2008, p. 1). 
However, homeless communities took con-
trol of the images portrayed by the media 
by “replacing the hazmat suits for the pink 
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tents and an American flag was attached to 
its sign” (Stygall, p21, 2008). The research 
is an example of the power in interactive 
media creating real change. 

PWD and the homeless are different 
conditions of being human. The first thing 
needed for the compassionate approach is 
to understand that there are unexpected in-
cidents, such as illness, accidents, or unfor-
tunate upbringings that are out of control 
for anyone. According to the local news-
paper, Real Change (Duprey ,2009), in an 
article titled “Governor Seeks Seep Cut-
ting Human Services,” Marvin Gnad, 47 
and homeless, found his melanoma cancer 
returned  as well as the pain of rheumatoid 
arthritis and a hernia ( Duprey ,2009). Un-
able to work at a fulltime job at the Bakery 
in Seattle,  he took a part time job, but he 
just couldn’t work any longer and became 
homeless (Duprey, 2009). His disability 
caused the loss of his job, leading to pover-
ty and homelessness. In December of 2008, 
he received his first check of $339 from the 
General Assistance-Unemployable pro-
gram (GAU) that Governor Gregoire pro-
posed ending July 1, 2009 to balance the 
state budget (Duprey, 2009). 

According to Duprey (2009), Washing-
ton State’s Governor Gregoire proposed “a 
state budget to end the $160 million welfare 
program in the 2009-2010 begins July 1, 
2009” (Duprey, 2009, p.4).This could lead 
to cutting food, medical care, or the mental 
health services for Gnad and 21,000 oth-
ers ( Duprey, 2009). Trying to make up the 
$5.8 billion budget deficit that the in two 
years, budget cut proposal were: 1) $252 
million in Washington State’s Basic Health 
Plan “for the working poor (a 43 percent 
cut that will affect more than 30,000 peo-
ple)” (Duprey, 2009, P.4) 2) One hundred  

million dollar reimbursements to hospitals 
and 3) Fifty three million dollars for chem-
ical dependency and mental health care.  
Real Change newspaper represents PWD 
and the homeless and brings up political 
issues.   

Mass media must shift outdated stereo-
typical representations and lack of repre-
sentation of PWD to a structural framework 
that addresses root causes of “disabled” 
persons and poverty. Mass media contin-
ues to dominate much of society’s frame-
work unchallenged and without discussion 
of its role or its moral responsibility and 
liability. The government must implement 
policies concerning fair and equitable rep-
resentation of PWD and the homeless for 
citizens to make informed judgments in 
Democracy. 

Cutting services to PWD and the homeless 
is a political issue. When the public lacks 
awareness and consciousness of political 
issues, the marginalized people in society 
are left out. History shows in extreme cases 
where the disabled are even killed. In The 
Origin of Nazi Genocide from Euthanasia 
to the Final Solution (Friedlander, 1998), 
persons with disabilities (PWD) were col-
lected as patients to serve as experimental 
subjects and killed; they were systemati-
cally hidden. Statistics at Hartheim pro-
vided an “exact account of future expen-
ditures saved by killing the handicapped” 
(Friedlander, 1995, p.110). “Statisticians 
figured that 70,273 ‘disinfections’ saved 
the German Reich 885,439,980 RM over a 
period of ten years. Computing future sav-
ings of food, for example, 70,273 murdered 
patients saved Germany 13,492,440 kilo-
grams of meat” (Friedlander, 1995, p.110). 
“Utilitarianism designed to rationalize eu-
genics and …created the killing center” 
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(Friedlander, 1995, p.110). This is the ab-
solute worst example of saving money or 
balancing a budget regarding PWD and the 
homeless. This is not a widely known fact 
about the holocaust in Nazi Germany; that 
it started with PWD and extended to the ra-
cial holocaust of Jewish people just after 
dehumanizing PWD as less than human for 
their disabilities. This is an example of an 
attack on the humanity of PWD and is an 
assault on the integrity of us all. We should 
hold government to a higher standard. The 
local news media brought up the individual 
violation of human rights of PWD. 

All citizens can be a part of a collective 
group by supporting a local newspaper, like 
Real Change, whose mission statement is, 
“The reason of their existence is to create 
opportunity and a voice for low-income 
people while taking action to end home-
lessness and poverty” (Real Change, Feb 
11, p. 2) According to their mission state-
ment, social change must be approached by 
activities with the following principles 

• All people have the right to dignity. 
• Diversity has intrinsic value. 
• Poverty is political—systemic 
change is necessary. 
• Building community is essential to 
social change. 
• Political effectiveness requires 
staying power. 
• Solutions to poverty must involve 
people who are directly affected. 
• Risks are necessary to create positive 
change. 
• Meeting people where they are 
honors their skills and potential. 
• We are committed to quality, 
professionalism, and accountability in 
everything we do.
(Real Change, February 11, 2009, p. 

2). 
The principles of this newspaper can be 

society’s principles. If society fails to meet 
Gnad’s individual needs, what will hap-
pen to the collective? Human rights begin 
at the local community level. Without or-
ganizations like the local newspaper, Real 
Change, to bring the spotlight to the social 
injustice and inequality PWD face, society 
will continue to fail PWD. Eliminating ser-
vices for PWD without coordinating non-
government and non-profit organizations, 
or volunteer assistance is going to be cata-
strophic. The problems PWD face today 
are a result of the disintegration of society 
that can affect other areas of public life. 

People’s mindsets and societal norms 
about people with “disabilities” are the 
very reasons the disability movement is 
hindered. An education about the topic of 
disability rights is important, but not ev-
erybody can afford to attend school to be 
educated. However, films can reach to de-
mographics otherwise unreachable. The 
films can be presented in classes for inter-
disciplinary scholars to be interconnected 
to the important issues (media/human 
rights/disability rights/ social study) en-
countering fact and reality and knowledge 
that make us thirsty for truth.  If disability 
films are presented in classes or conferenc-
es, their personal narratives will appeal to 
each individual’s emotions and can inspire 
them to be a part of grassroots efforts of 
the disability movement. Individuals are 
the foundation of social change and films 
can challenge the misconception of what 
disability really is. Individuals, not groups, 
take actions. 

Civil rights are achieved by human effort 
and do not self evidently belong to us. Ruth 
Obrien (2004) states that the Federal Com-
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munications and Commission (FCC) will 
not advance the public good but respond 
more to the concern of business or orga-
nized labor. Therefore, PWD must have 
an organized advocate agency to work on 
lobbying the mass media. Activists must 
insist on rights like how Rosa Parks didn’t 
give up her seat to a white male in a bus 
at Montgomery, Alabama, 1955. This trig-
gered a massive protest all over the United 
States (Rosa & Raymond Parks Institute 
for Self Development, 2008). After Rosa 
Parks was arrested, the African Americans 
in Alabama and sympathizers of all races 
organized a boycott of the city bus for 
381 days.  Mass media coverage was in-
tense. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was their 
spokesperson who taught nonviolence. 
People started tactics of "sit-ins, eat-ins, 
and swim-ins for similar causes” (Rosa & 
Raymond Parks Institute for Self Develop-
ment, 2008). Thousands of people joined 
the "protest" to demand equal rights. 

The United Nations may gradually take 
initiative with regards to cases of viola-
tion of the human rights issues of PWD. 
Voluntary coordination of local states is 
of course necessary in terms of ratification 
of Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR). Some important questions that 
arise are: why has it taken so long to have 
a convention for PWD? Why has the Unit-
ed States of America, as a leading country 
in the world, still not signed and ratified 
UDHR, which was written in 1948? There 
is no enforcing mechanism of human rights 
until states have agreed on terms. 

What is needed in the current period is 
an education through interactive media in 
culture and through policies concerning 
media. The exchange of information must 
be designed to help us create community 

and make human connections as well as a 
sense of unity and shared purpose. Citizens 
in a democracy need access to accurate in-
formation that represents true people, es-
pecially when those people are suffering. 
People can successfully govern themselves 
based on the knowledge they have—in 
other words, a well functioning democracy 
requires an accurately informed citizen; if 
people are not informed accurately, there is 
no meaningful democracy. 

Media must be considered as a public 
trust, in part because of its inherent influ-
ential power. Therefore, profit should not 
be the only reason for its existence. We 
must rather maximize the influence of the 
media to the advantage of PWD and to cre-
ate normalcy of PWD as a visibility proj-
ect; media was underutilized in the past. 
We should not accept the language of op-
pressors in terms of popular terms and us-
age (Charlton, 1998). People are likely to 
choose the descriptive term most distrib-
uted through media. However, defining the 
term or usage about PWD is important in 
a democratic society. Because of the im-
portance of language, especially its pejora-
tive forms, we should not leave the deci-
sion power only to the media or FCC or the 
government. Rather, oversight committees 
in nongovernmental organizations or non-
profit organizations should be a vital part 
of integration to maximize the effective-
ness of media. The Disability Advocacy 
Agency should lead the public opinion uti-
lizing mass media’s influence in culture. 

Mass mobilization must begin at the in-
dividual level and the media has a moral 
responsibility to the public concerning fair 
and equitable representation of PWD and 
the homeless as integral parts of the public. 
There is a gap between reality and public 

Media’s Cultural Influence on Disability  Movement and the Homeless
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understanding which stems from the me-
dia. Therefore, the expertise of research-
ers and the finest knowledge available to 
us should be presented to us as a part of 
media’s mandate. People’s actions or inac-
tion in the community depends on our abil-
ity to make an “informed” judgment. The 
public must increase pressure for policies 
and laws provoking a more comprehensive 
approach. 
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