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Dear Reader, 

It is with immense pleasure that I present to you the 2020 print issue of The 
Grassroots Journal. A subsidiary of Borderless World Volunteers, the Journal 
serves as an open platform for interdisciplinary discourse regarding internation-
al development. 

The last four years at McGill have provided me with some of the most difficult yet 
rewarding experiences of my life, and always at the center, was my connection 
to The Grassroots Journal. Having joined as a writer in my first year, I have had 
the pleasure in subsequent years of taking up various positions within the jour-
nal’s executive team, concluding my final year at McGill as the Editor-in-Chief. 
Of the many valuable lessons that my involvement with the journal has taught 
me, one in particular has taken root in all areas of my life. That is, a little bit of 
compassion can go a very long way. 

As we currently navigate our way through a global pandemic, we are facing 
unprecedented issues on an international scale. Now, more than ever, we must 
join hands and shape our future together as a global community. This year’s 
issue seeks to reflect upon the profound interconnectedness of our societies, 
raising awareness on topics like the Climate Crisis, Grassroots Movements for 
Social Change, Sustainable Development, and more. Focusing on change from 
the bottom-up, we believe that grassroots communities are at the foundation 
for cataclysmic social change. However, it is first by committing to the virtues of 
compassion, empathy, and humility that such a potential can be harnessed. 

I am grateful to have worked with such an incredible team this year, as this issue 
would not have been made possible without the hard work of our executive 
team as well as our talented writers and artists. I would also like to give spe-
cial thanks to Artistic Director Emilienne Hamel and Assistant Editor Su Goh, for 
their invaluable contributions to the journal.  

Our mission at The Grassroots Journal is to encourage readers like yourself to 
critically engage, reflect, and communicate within the discourse of Internation-
al Development. In this issue, we hope to leave you with more questions than 
answers, and in this way, hopefully inspire you to bring these questions to light 
in your own communities. 

Yours Sincerely, 

Cameron Bada Lee

Editor-in-Chief
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Comfort Women and 
Historical Amnesia
by Jiwoo Jeong

A R T I C L E

women”. It is said that around 200,000 
women and girls from Korea, China, 
the Philippines, and other colonies 
have been exploited for sex (Fifield). 

Discussing the sexual brutal-
ity inflicted by Imperial Japan and 
how the reconciliation is at quarrel is 
pivotal. History is being rewritten by 
right-wing nationalists and organi-
zations, who downplay the nation’s 
responsibilities for past events. Japa-
nese historians believe that comfort 
women can be paralleled to women 
working as prostitutes in Amsterdam 
(Fifield), claiming that these women 
were prostitutes by choice. Further-
more, the Japanese government has 
“threatened to withhold UNESCO 
funding to prevent comfort wom-
en documents from being added to 
the Memory of the World’s Register, 
a global project to preserve histor-
ical records” (Walsh, Nicole Percy & 
Adam). Survivors who are still alive 
are having to face the erasure of their 
own gruesome experiences from his-
tory.

The co-leader of the Japan 
Restoration Party, Toru Hashimoto, 
told reporters that “in the circum-
stances in which bullets are flying like 
rain and wind, the soldiers are run-
ning around at the risk of losing their 
lives. If you want them to have a rest 
in such a situation, a comfort wom-
en system is necessary. Anyone can 
understand that” (“Hashimoto Says 
‘Comfort Women’ Were Necessary 
Part of War.”). Although the address 
seems remorseful, by going onto 
claim that the responsibility is “also” 
Japan’s, coupled with the remark that 
the slavery was necessary and under-
standable, there exists a negligence 

 Throughout history, pursuits 
of hegemony have often been trailed 
by the perpetuation of systematic 
rape and sexual violence. Exploitation 
of female sexuality has been regarded 
as a “spoil of war”, with women being 
seen by men as “chattel available 
to victorious warriors” (“Women 
2000.”). Sexual violence during wars 
may take place in order to “terrorize 
the population, break up families, 
destroy communities, and, in some 
instances, change the ethnic make-
up of the next generation” or to 
“deliberately infect women with HIV 
or render women from the targeted 
community incapable of bearing 
children” (“Rwanda, Genocide, 
Hutu, Tutsi, Mass Execution, Ethnic 
Cleansing, Massacre, Human Rights, 
Victim Remembrance, Education, 
Africa.”).

One of the most notorious 
examples of institutionalized sexual 
violence – sexual slavery to be more 
precise – is that of coercing females 
from colonies of Imperial Japan into 
performing sexual favors for the Im-
perial military. These females are re-
ferred to by the euphemism, “comfort 

of wrongdoing and an impartial ret-
rospection. It truly is a shocking claim 
which implies it was the responsibil-
ity of the colonized females to ser-
vice the colonizers and relieve them 
of their fatigue. The connotation of 
Hashimoto’s statement is patronizing 
and includes a clear objectification of 
these comfort women as though they 
were a necessary possession of the 
soldiers. Many of these survivors have 
passed away without proper closure 
– and far from it, are now being la-
beled as prostitutes by the Japanese 
government (Walsh, Nicole Percy & 
Adam).

Revisionism bleeds into 
modern society as a toxic mentality 
whereby perpetrators fabricate and 
distort their own truths. The comfort 
women issue is more than “just a na-
tionalist issue; [it] is a women’s issue 
... an issue of violence against wom-
en”, said the Comfort Women Justice 
Coalition president Judith Mirkinson 
(Walsh, Nicole Percy & Adam). In light 
of recent female empowerment and 
the cry for equality and due justice, 
it appears to be more important now 
than ever to address these issues of 
the past in conjunction with those of 
the present: the elders who had their 
youths forcefully taken away from 
them must be respected, remem-
bered and receive the atonement 
they sincerely deserve.
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Life
by Cathy Xie

Watercolour and 

Gouache

This piece is dedicated 

to the theme of doom 

and bloom. The in-

tertwining flowers over-

whelm the skull, show-

ing that there’s always 

hope in life. As long as 

we are living, we should 

look to find solutions 

to our problems rather 

than avoiding them.



 Sugar is arguably one of the 
most historically significant goods 
ever to be traded, processed, and 
consumed. Sugar production and 
the birth of the sugar industry in the 
Americas has a grim and lengthy past. 
While sugar was the driving force of the 
transatlantic slave trade in the 16th-
century, today the industry has bent 
the truth on health studies, disguising 
the fact that most refined sugars are 
not vegan, and continuing to exploit 
cheap labor in developing nations 
(Whipps, O’Connor, Bratskeir, Cole).
A Bitter Backstory

Sugar, once known as White 
Gold, was the focal point of the Mid-
dle Passage, a system that transport-
ed Africans to Central America to be 
sold into slavery, moved goods to Eu-
rope so that the European superpow-
ers could reap the benefits of this la-
bour and then reinvest their profits in 
ships that travelled back down to Afri-
ca to repeat this cycle (Whipps). While 
sugar cane, which now accounts 
for 80% of produced sugar, is native 
only to Southeast Asia, Brazil actually 
produces more sugar than any other 
country (Whipps). This turnover in 
production happened over multiple 
centuries. The first slave boats arrived 
in the Americas in 1505, and by the 
middle of the 1800s nearly 10 million 
Africans had been forcibly transport-
ed to the New World (Whipps). Sugar 
was by far the most important good 
being harvested in Central America, 
and many historians have argued that 
if Britain had not been so focused on 
protecting their sugar plantations in 
the Carribean, then the thirteen orig-

inal colonies of the United States may 
never have gained independence 
(Whipps).

An Insidious Industry

Not only could sugar have 
been responsible for shaping global 
superpowers as we know them today, 
but it has also significantly changed 
global health. In the past few years it 
has been revealed that the sugar in-
dustry has been manipulating nutri-
tional science for decades. In 1967, the 
Sugar Association paid three Harvard 
scientists what would today be about 
70,000 CAD to cherry pick certain 
facts in a study that would downplay 
the connections they found between 
sugar and heart disease, and instead 
to link these health complications to 
saturated fats (O’Connor). Similarly, 
the Coca-Cola company spent mil-
lions of dollars on research trying to 
minimize the link between sugar and 
diabetes, and several candy makers 
have funded studies that try to argue 
children who eat candy weigh less 
than those who don’t (O’Connor). In 
addition, one of the three Harvard sci-
entists that was paid off by the Sugar 
Association became the head of nutri-
tion at the United States Department 
of Agriculture, helping draft some of 
the government’s first dietary guide-
lines for food companies (O’Connor).

An Increase in Illness

The results of these influences 
by companies that rely on sugar pro-
duction is that there is a huge amount 
of misinformation at the consumer 
level. While many people believe that 
the worst thing for one’s heart is fat 
content, both the American Heart As-
sociation and the World Health Orga-
nization, among others, have warned 
that added sugars may have more to 
do with increasing the risk of heart 
disease than fat (O’Connor). New 
studies are showing the truly terrible 
effects of added sugar on the health 
of those in countries who eat more 

processed foods. The World Health 
Organization estimates that issues 
in regulating blood sugar kill about 
four million people a year (Brooks). 
While genetics certainly plays a sig-
nificant role in diabetes, the number 
of patients with diabetes has doubled 
since 1980 (Brooks). In 1920, diabetes 
was relatively unheard of in coun-
tries such as Kenya and Uganda, but 
by 1970 sugary products had spread 
from the Americas to these regions, 
and diabetes clinics were popping up 
in every major city (Brooks). If we take 
a look at the island nation of Tokelau 
in the South Pacific Ocean we can 
see the effects of sugar as opposed 
to that of fat. In the 1960s, Tokelau-
an food markets were relatively un-
touched by western products, but 
more than half of the average Toke-
lauan’s daily caloric intake came from 
fat, much of it saturated (Brooks). At 
this time about 6% of Tokelauans 
had diabetes (Brooks). But by 2014, 
as Tokelauans imported more sugary 
goods, sugar-consumption per capita 
rose from eight pounds a year to fif-
ty-four pounds, and currently 38% of 
all Tokelauans have been diagnosed 
with diabetes (Brooks). It is unclear 
as to whether these health concerns 
are the direct result of higher sugar 
intake or the obesity that is some-
times the result of a high-sugar diet, 
but sugar has definitely played a role 
in these numbers. Unfortunately the 
impact of sugary products dispropor-
tionately affects communities of co-
lour. Indigenous Americans are more 
than twice as likely and black Amer-
icans are 1.7 times as likely as white 
Americans to get diabetes (Brooks). 
The lack of restrictions that govern-
ments in North America put on food 
companies therefore has a greater ef-
fect on these communities. Further-
more these health problems can be 
very expensive, meaning they place 
greater financial strain on people of 
color.

Restrictions placed on sugar com-5NEWS MAGAZINE
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panies, or companies that use sugar, 
would have to take into account the 
fact that sugar is an addictive sub-
stance (Brooks). The sugar industry 
has managed to insert itself into all 
aspects of what we consume, be it 
bread, canned foods, energy drinks, 
etc. (Brooks). Sugar may even have 
helped spur widespread nicotine ad-
diction, as sugar added to cigarettes 
makes inhaling tobacco smoke feel 
less harsh. This has allowed smokers 
to fully inhale the tobacco into their 
lungs, which absorb nicotine much 
more readily than the inside of some-
one’s mouth, giving smokers a better 
high and getting them addicted more 
quickly (Brooks). If anyone has tried to 
go sugar-free for a while, they’ll have 
found that it is nearly impossible un-
less you cut out all processed foods, 
basically leaving you with fruits, veg-
etables, whole grains, and meat. If 
we really want people to try to cut 
down on sugar, we’ll need to rethink 
the food industry and the regulations 
that have been shaped by decades of 
misinformation.

A Vegan Vendetta

Sugar beets are the main in-
gredient in about 20% of refined sug-
ar, but sugar made from sugar beets 
is the only refined sugar that is truly 
vegan (Whipps). Most sugar is made 
from the sugarcane crop. In the pro-
cess, sugarcane stalks are crushed 
to separate the juice from the pulp. 
The juice is then heated and distilled 
until it becomes crystallized, which 
is when it is filtered and bleached 
using bone char, which gives sugar 
the white color we are familiar with 
today (Bratskeir). While refined sugar 
doesn’t actually contain bone char, 
which is generally made by heating 
cow bones at extremely high tem-
peratures until they reduce to car-
bon, depending on definitions of 
veganism, processing the food using 
animal products makes it non-vegan. 
Some companies rely on alternatives 

for the bleaching process, such as 
granular carbon, but since these are 
processes and not ingredients, com-
panies are not legally obligated to list 
which method they use on their food 
packages (Bratskeir).

Cruel Conditions

While several countries now 
have Fairtrade certifications that they 
give to companies who can prove 
they do not use forced labour, labour 
violations are still hugely prominent 
in the sugar industry (ILRF). High-
lights of reports on the sugar indus-
try done by the International Labour 
Rights Fund in 2004 included serious 
violations found in Guatemala, Nica-
ragua, Costa Rica, and El Salvador. In 
Guatemala, where it is against policy 
to hire women and children in the 
sugar industry, the ILRF found wom-
en working for lower than minimum 
wage, as well as children as young as 
ten who were forced to participate in 
labour to help support their family 
(ILRF). Even though most sugarcane 
cutters worked twelve hours a day, 
seven days a week, they were unable 
to make enough to cover their ba-
sic needs (ILRF). Furthermore, 75% 
of workers reported workplace acci-
dents, and workers who complained 
about low wages or unsafe working 
conditions were said to be blacklisted 
at other farming mills (ILRF). Nicara-
gua, Costa Rica, and El Salvador had 
similar complaints, which also includ-
ed being exposed to unsafe chem-
icals, little access to potable water, 
and a lack of help or accountability 
from companies in response to inju-
ries and illnesses directly related to 
the sugar farming (ILRF).

The immense history of the 
sugar industry, that may have helped 
shape global politics as well as influ-
enced mainstream scientific views, 
means that sugar sales have affected 
our very culture. There are even posi-
tive connotations to the word “sugar,” 

including variations such as “sweet,” 
“sweetheart,” “honey,” while most of 
us give a negative significance to the 
word “fat.” Stanton Glantz, a professor 
of medicine at UCSF and an author of 
a study on the role of nutrition and 
heart disease, has acknowledged, 
“It was a very smart thing the sugar 
industry did, because review papers, 
especially if you get them published 
in a very prominent journal, tend to 
shape the overall scientific discus-
sion” (O’Connor). Shaping the scientif-
ic discussion around sugar has trick-
led down to mold views on sugar in 
the public sphere. While most people 
know that sugar is bad for you, few 
are aware of its role in the slave trade, 
the manipulation of scientific facts 
and subsequent consequences on 
global health, and the industry’s con-
tinued participation in unjust labour.
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Fast Fashion
by Rachel Diotte-Lyles

A R T I C L E

Many would be shocked to find out 
that fast-fashion is the second most 
destructive industry in the world af-
ter oil, with a global supply chain em-
ploying 58 million people worldwide. 
(Sweeny 2015; Moorhouse & Moor-
house 2018) -- I certainly was.

Fast-fashion is able to get the new-
est trends to customers rapidly and 
inexpensively. Brands like Zara, For-
ever21, and Fashion Nova run a busi-
ness model that distributes quick 
style to customers in an inexpensive 
way. When we shop from fast-fashion 
retailers, it rarely crosses our minds 
how our clothing is made and the 
negative consequences of it.

We live in a world governed by capi-
talism: for companies, making a prof-
it and lowering production costs are 
their main priorities.

This is often achieved at the expense 
of our natural environment (“Why 
do we need a fashion revolution?”). 
The fast-fashion industry has a vast 
environmental impact. Production 
intensively uses water resources and 
contributes to water pollution too. 
Cotton, which is used in the produc-
tion of nearly half of today’s clothing, 
is amongst one of the most water-in-
tensive crops -- even referred to as the 
“thirsty crop” (Drew and Yehounme 
2017). The production of one cotton 
based shirt requires at least 2,700 li-
tres of water. Putting this into per-
spective, 2,700 litres of water is equiv-
alent to what an individual would 
drink in a period of two and a half 
years (Drew and Yehounme 2017).

Leather, on your boots or bag, also 
comes at the cost of environmental 
destruction. The production of leath-
er requires large amounts of feed, 
land, water, and fossil fuels just to 
raise the livestock needed (“Environ-
mental impact”), combine this with 
the pollution that comes alongside 
the manufacturing process of leather 
and the damage is far-reaching.

The pollution arising from fast fash-
ion production has a significant im-
pact on the areas surrounding the 
factories. Exposure to the chemicals 
used at all stages of production leave 
workers’ health at risk. In particular, it 
has been found through studies that 
leather tannery workers have a 20-
50% greater risk for cancer (“Environ-
mental impact”). The quality of water 
in areas surrounding textile factories 
also harms the communities that rely 
on it as a source. Therefore, it is often 
those who are in the Global South (for 
example, Bangladesh) producing our 
clothing that suffers the most dras-
tic environmental and health conse-
quences of our mass consumption.

On the consumption side, the dispos-
ability of fast-fashion has led to vast 
amounts of clothing waste in land-
fills. An average American citizen will 
produce 82 pounds of textile waste in 
a single year, resulting in more than 
11 million tons of waste, originating 
from the United States alone (“Envi-
ronmental impact”). We are consum-
ing and disposing at a rate faster than 
ever, and we actually purchase 400% 
more clothing today than we did only 
twenty years ago (“Why do we need a 
fashion revolution?”).

Although the Global North, in particu-
lar benefits from fast-fashion and the 
Global South suffers (in terms of en-
vironmental and health consequenc-
es). When it comes to consumer goods, con-
sumers, and therefore us, corporations will 
respond to our actions. Already, as more and 
more consumers become educated behind 

the realities of the industry, shifts are being 
made towards safe practices -- directly con-
tributing to an improvement of conditions 
for the workers in developed countries 
themselves. Shifting our habits sends 
a message to fast-fashion corpora-
tions -- Recently, for example, H&M 
has been moving towards a more sus-
tainable model as consumers become 
increasingly aware of its impacts.

Making a conscious effort to support 
sustainable brands, not only for the 
environment but for the lives of those 
who produce our clothing, is neces-
sary if we are to get fast-fashion retail-
ers to adapt and move towards more 
sustainable production models.
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Newfound Hope in the 
Fight Against Malaria
by Marilou Cameron

Malaria is a life-threatening disease 
predominantly impacting lower in-
come families in sub-Saharan Af-
rica(WHO). There are 15 countries that 
account for over 80% of all malaria 
cases, three of the top four contribu-
tors being in Africa: Nigeria, the Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo and 
Mozambique (WHO). Together, these 
three countries represent 41% of the 
cases, but they are only a fraction of 
the 91 countries reporting nearly 216 
million cases of malaria in 2016 alone 
(WHO). Solely in 2015, 88% of global 
cases reported were in Africa, as well 
as 90% of the deaths, perpetuating 
this health crisis and leaving a large 
population highly at risk of contract-

ing the parasite (WHO). However, 
the ever-evolving medical field has 
recently brought discoveries to light 
that may change these statistics for-
ever; vaccines capable of decreasing 
malaria transmission rates. Along 
with these advances have come 
widespread preventative measures 
to help in the fight against malaria.

Malaria is transmitted through the in-
sect bites of infected female Anoph-
eles mosquitoes, which have been 
described as “malaria vectors” (WHO). 
Malaria primarily impacts young chil-
dren under the age of five, pregnant 
women and travelers or migrants 

that have not previously been ex-
posed to these parasites (Yeung). 
Children under five are particularly 
vulnerable as they have yet to de-
velop partial immunity, unlike adults 
who have been exposed to the par-
asite for a much longer time (CDC). 
This lack of immunity brings the dai-
ly death toll to 730 globally, or one 
child every two minutes (UNICEF).

While malaria itself can be a threat 
to life, it poses other burdens on its 
survivors. Incapable of working or at-
tending school when ill, the disease 
perpetuates a cycle of poverty and 
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financial stressors for under-served 
communities (UNICEF). Malaria is also 
rampant in rural communities, where 
adequate resources such as clinics are 
widely unavailable or understaffed 
(CDC). The scarcity of resources in 
these communities contributes to 
the socioeconomic entrapment indi-
viduals face, maintaining a cycle of 
poverty and instability, both of which 
result in ineffective control measures 
and malaria-prevention efforts (CDC). 
Beyond this scope, governments and 
the families of sick individuals are also 
impacted in a financial context. As of 
2000, malaria has cost sub-Saharan 
Africa a yearly sum of $300 million 
for mere case management; this does 
not include additional resources or 
assistance (UNICEF). Meanwhile, fam-
ilies unable to report to their jobs in 
order to care for their loved ones will 
lose out on wages and may be re-
placed, all while having to foot pre-
scription drug bills, travel expenses 
to reach adequate healthcare, the 
purchase of preventative measures 
for disease transmission and in the 
case of death, funeral costs (CDC).

However, since 2010, malaria child 
mortality rates have dropped by 
34%, illustrating a decrease in trans-
mission and better preventative 

measures (UNICEF). Increasing edu-
cation on preventative equipment, 
such as insecticide-treated mosquito 
nets (ITNs) and, long lasting insec-
ticide treated nets (LLINs), as well as 
a broader availability of antimalarial 
drugs and intermittent preventive 
treatment during pregnancy (IPTp) 
have contributed to a decrease in 
overall transmission rates (UNICEF). 
More recently, a pilot programme be-
tween three countries- Ghana, Kenya 
and Malawi- have launched a vaccine 
that has been developed for over 30 
years (Yeung). The RTS,S vaccine has 
the goal of immunizing 1 million chil-
dren by 2023 in the pilot programme 
participating countries, primarily tar-
geting regions with high transmis-
sion rates (Yeung). In trials, the vac-
cine is found to be only 40% effective, 
however, researchers hope to contin-
ue ameliorating the formula and have 
decided to go ahead with the launch 
as the benefits of this vaccine far out-
weighs its shortcomings (Yeung). A 
multitude of global health organiza-
tions have fronted the $700 million 
cost associated with the develop-
ment of this vaccine and its imple-
mentation into the pilot programme 
(Yeung). The RTS,S vaccine is complex 
however, as it needs to be adminis-

tered four times in increments of six, 
seven, nine and 24 months in order 
to be most effective, posing a prob-
lem for rural communities (Yeung).

Hope has not been lost as research 
continues, with the promise of a new, 
more effective vaccine named PfSPZ 
(Yeung). While this vaccine brings 
its own personal set of challenges 
along, such as needing to be stored 
in liquid nitrogen and requiring high 
parasite doses, it could prove to be 
more than twice as effective as RTS,S 
(Yeung). New discoveries continue 
to arise, namely the discovery that 
a widely available drug that treats 
parasitic infections, Ivermectin, has 
been found to also have the po-
tential of killing malaria-carrying 
parasites, rendering human blood 
poisonous to mosquitoes (Yeung).

Scientific innovation and discov-
ery continues to further our under-
standing of human health and dis-
ease, promising a bright future for 
eradicating diseases like malaria, 
however grim their history may be.
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towards Muslims as cultural others 
who could pose a threat to national 
security. I will begin with an introduc-
tion to multiculturalism and the ten-
sions that are so often found in multi-
cultural societies. Following this, I will 
utilize examples and arguments from 
the literature I have gathered from 
the fields of development, religion, 
and sociology to show the precarious 
position of Muslim minorities. Finally, 
I will discuss the importance of rec-
ognizing linkages between develop-
ment and religion and the dangers of 
failing to do so.

There are few if any, na-
tion-states in existence today that 
have wholly homogenous societies. 
For heterogeneous countries, there 
are two ways that the government 
and society can choose to handle 
this national diversity. The first is 
through multiculturalism, in which 
the state recognizes the rights of mi-
nority groups, provides equal cultural 
rights for all of its citizens, and places 
a strong emphasis on inclusive moral 
values and human rights (Takamura, 
2018b). The other option is majori-
tarian nationalism which entails pri-
oritizing the values of the majority 
over those of minority groups, with 
an emphasis on the protection of 
that nation and the fear of the cultur-
al or ethnic other (Takamura, 2018b). 
While multiculturalism seems to be 
the ideal situation for religious and 
ethnic minority groups, there are of-
ten tensions that come along with it 
due to certain incompatibilities. One 
of these, as discussed by Paul Wether-
ly, is the conflict between freedom of 
speech and religious beliefs.

Wetherly discusses the Dan-
ish cartoon affair which incited in-
ternational debate after the Danish 
paper Jyllands-Posten published 
twelve cartoons which depicted the 
Prophet Mohammed in September 
of 2005 (Wetherly 2012: 38). In Islam, 
depiction of the Prophet is forbidden, 

and the Muslim community viewed 
the cartoons as “insulting and intol-
erant” to their religion, especially a 
cartoon depicting the Prophet with a 
bomb in his turban, linking him with 
fundamentalist terror organizations 
(Wetherly 2012: 37). The Muslim com-
munity quickly began protests while 
the Danish argued that the cartoons 
were protected by freedom of speech, 
which they viewed as a necessity for 
“good society” (Wetherly 2012: 38). 
By connecting a central figure of Is-
lam with terrorism, the cartoons per-
petuated the false belief that Islam is 
an inherently violent faith and that all 
who practice it are associated with 
terrorism (Wetherly 2012: 40). The 
classification of the Muslim commu-
nity by the West as a singular homog-
enous entity is likely responsible for 
the difficulties and stereotypes Mus-
lim migrants are faced with in West-
ern nations. Assuming that the large 
and diverse population that practices 
Islam looks, thinks, and acts the same 
is a gross oversimplification that can 
lead to peaceful and law abiding cit-
izens facing backlash, hate, and even 
physical and psychological harm due 
to the actions of fundamentalist ter-
rorist groups who co-opt Islam for 
their own malicious ends. This linkage 
between religion and development is 
incredibly important. If it is ignored, 
the continued othering of cultural 
minorities could lead to much larg-
er conflicts and greater harm, and a 
solution to produce a more inclusive 
form of multiculturalism would be 
impossible to find. It should be noted 
that the tension between develop-
ment and religion is not experienced 
evenly by all religions. For instance, 
when a Christian man is responsible 
for a mass shooting, government and 
news agencies focus on the man who 
committed the crime and discuss his 
mental health and possible personal 
motivations. In these cases, the per-
petrator is rarely called a terrorist, and 
his sins are not projected onto every 

P A P E R

Illiberal Policies for Mus-
lim Minorities: The Link 
Between Religion and 
Development 
by Alexa DeRosa

The important linkages be-
tween development and religion 
have long been ignored in develop-
ment discourse and practice. Viewing 
development through a cultural lens 
can uncover this unseen variable, 
which has such a powerful influence 
over governments and societies. Dis-
crimination on the basis of religion 
prevents human development by 
oppressing minority religious groups: 
their access to public services is re-
stricted and they are prevented from 
practicing their religion as they wish. 
In “Development and Religion: A 
Different Lens on Development De-
bates”, Katherine Marshall argues that 
leaving religion out of the discussion 
of development is a dangerous mis-
take as it is often a “blind spot” that 
can lead to the failure of develop-
ment initiatives. She suggests that 
the reason religion has gone unac-
knowledged is due to the “hard-won 
traditions of separation of state and 
religion” which have become “deeply 
ingrained” in so many of the coun-
tries involved in the development 
dialogue (Marshall 2001: 343). In this 
essay, I will be analyzing the tension 
between development and religion 
through an examination of the treat-
ment of Muslim minorities in the 
West, specifically surrounding the 
issues of veiling and migration. This 
analysis will highlight the tensions 
within multicultural societies that 
arise due to the construction of fear 
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white Christian man in the country 
or throughout the world. If the same 
event occurred, but was perpetrated 
by a Muslim man, “terrorism” is the 
first word to be used and his crimes 
are projected onto all Muslims. This 
leads to society becoming increas-
ingly intolerant and fearful of Muslim 
minorities and governments imple-
menting illiberal policies which tar-
get Muslims under the guise of pro-
tecting national security

The crisis of multiculturalism 
which occurred in the United King-
dom following the 7/7 terror attacks, 
is a prime example of the illiberal pol-
icies that follow an intensification of 
the tensions within multiculturalism. 
Illiberal policies are based on a nation-
alist mentality that seeks to protect 
those seen as legitimate members 
of a nation from those seen as the 
‘Other’ often through anti-immigrant, 
racist, or islamophobic laws (Takamu-
ra, 2018b). In the case of the United 
Kingdom, the 7/7 attacks led to the 
rejection of multiculturalism across 
the political spectrum, followed by 
the creation of assimilationist poli-
cies which unequally targeted the 
Muslim migrants, as a liberal regime 
implemented illiberal policies under 
the guise of protecting the state. As 
a modern European nation, the Unit-
ed Kingdom’s culture and values are 
based on gender equality, sexual free-
dom, the separation of church and 
state, and freedom of speech (Kund-
nani 2012: 159). Islam can be seen as 
subversive to many, if not all of these 
values. The West views Islam as a re-
ligion which oppresses women and 
hides their sexuality and strives for 
the creation of Islamic states where 
government and religion go hand in 
hand. The Danish cartoon affair dis-
cussed above exemplifies how Islam 
has also been portrayed as an enemy 
of free speech. This clash of values 
was a key cause of the tension of mul-
ticulturalism within the United King-
dom which was amplified tenfold by 

the terror attacks on London leading 
to an increased portion of British so-
ciety being fearful of Muslims and the 
government implementing illiberal 
policies. One key assimilation effort 
was the state-led production of Mus-
lim subjects with values and identities 
that align with British culture through 
testing and oath requirements for 
prospective migrants and citizens. 
Another was the government spon-
soring ‘moderate Muslim’ role mod-
els, and restrictions on the expres-
sion of “extremist views” (Kundnani 
2012: 162). Along with these illiberal 
assimilation efforts there were larg-
er-scale illiberal policies that target-
ed the Muslim minority such as the 
Preventing Violent Extremism pro-
gram. Under this program, funding to 
start and support “opposition to the 
ideology behind violent extremism” 
was provided to all local authorities 
which had more than two thousand 
Muslims residing within their juris-
diction (Kundnani 2012: 164). Jacqui 
Smith, the home secretary of the 
United Kingdom, described the aim 
of this program as  “challeng[ing] the 
misreading of Islam...which justifies 
terrorism” (Kundnani 2012: 164). In 
this case, a secular government was 
supporting one reading of Islam over 
another, and prescribing what is con-
sidered a ‘good’ and ‘bad’ reading of a 
minority religion within the country. 
This interference directly subverts the 
separation of church and state which 
is held in such high esteem by West-
ern governments. Instead of imple-
menting the liberal policies expected 
of a multicultural state, the United 
Kingdom chose a more aggressive 
approach reminiscent of the assertive 
secularism of France and the Ataturk 
regime in Turkey.

In Turkey, the Islamist move-
ment attempting to bring religion 
out of the private sphere and back 
into the public sphere has been met 
with resistance, especially from Ke-
malist women who follow Ataturk-

ism (Gole 2013: 85). As was the case 
in the United Kingdom, some Turkish 
citizens have seen this movement as 
a threat to their modernization and 
secularist values (Gole 2013: 90). Un-
der Ataturk’s secular rule, the wear-
ing of religious head coverings had 
been banned in an attempt to force 
religion out of the public sphere, 
which he believed was the key to Tur-
key becoming a modernized nation. 
Fatema Mernissi, an Islamic feminist, 
devised what she called the three 
dimensions and functions of veiling 
which support the secular opposi-
tion to the practice (Gole 2013: 83). 
She says veiling functions visually, to 
conceal women’s bodies, spatially, to 
construct a boundary between men 
and women, and morally, to indicate 
the division between the public and 
private spheres (Gole 2013: 91). This 
echos the fears of British society on 
the ways that Islam subverted their 
national values and it is this fear that 
too often gives way to illiberal policies 
such as the headscarf ban seen in Tur-
key. The repeal of the headscarf ban 
in 1991 reinforced these fears and Ke-
malist women worried the perceived 
subordination of Muslim women 
would threaten their own rights. Gole 
studies educated Muslim women in 
Turkey who choose to veil despite 
their family’s objections and universi-
ty regulations to prove that this fear 
is unfounded, and that the Western 
perception of veiling is a top-down 
projection that does not consider the 
agency of Muslim women. This top-
down policy and the view that it is 
the job of the West to ‘save’ and ‘civi-
lize’ populations they believe to be in-
ferior because they do not share their 
same values, is a key issue in devel-
opment studies today.  This could be 
resolved by acknowledging the im-
portant linkages religion shares with 
both development and culture. There 
is a significant power imbalance be-
tween Western developed nations 
and developing nations in regards 
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to development policies. Too often, 
it is Western developed nations de-
termining what development is, who 
is developed, and how other nations 
should develop, with no input from 
those nations themselves or consid-
eration for their local contexts. Until 
development agencies and practi-
tioners acknowledge the superiority 
bias of Western countries and begin 
to include developing nations in the 
creation of their initiatives, the essen-
tial link between religion and devel-
opment will continue to be ignored 
and religious minorities will continue 
to face discriminatory treatment in 
both developed and developing na-
tions.

The French experience of the 
Burqa ban follows a similar path to 
that of Turkey, although the French 
ban is still in effect today. The sim-
ilarities in the two cases are not sur-
prising because Ataturk based his 
secularist movement in Turkey on 
French secularism policies. Forcing 
religion into the private sphere and 
banning public displays of religion 
were ideas that Ataturk borrowed 
from the French. One significant dif-
ference between the two contexts 
is that Turkey is a majority Muslim 
country while France is not. While 
Turkish fears were based on Islam’s 
subversion of modernization, in the 
French context there is also the fear 
of the cultural other as was seen in 
the earlier discussion of Denmark and 
the United Kingdom. France was the 
first country in Western Europe to ban 
face-covering garments – while the 
law did not explicitly mention Islam, 
it was obviously targeted towards 
Muslim women (Stack 2018). Again, 
as is so often seen in multicultural na-
tion-states, this law was passed under 
the rhetoric of protection and securi-
ty. In the past year, some beach towns 
in France took the ban a step further 
and banned full-body swimsuits of-
ten worn by Muslim women, which 
led to news coverage of women be-

ing dragged off the beach by police, 
essentially for showing too little skin. 
Alongside the protectionist justifica-
tion, the burqa ban is supported by 
French feminists. Feminists argue that 
veiling threatens gender equality as it 
violates women’s femininity by hiding 
their bodies from the male gaze and 
thereby de-sexualizing them (Scott 
2007: 52). However, Scott argues that 
racism based in islamophobia was a 
more important motivation for the 
ban on head coverings than protec-
tionist or feminist causes (Scott 2007: 
65). Ultimately, she saw it as an issue 
of representation and viewing Islam 
as the cultural ‘other’ which is unable 
to be assimilated into secular French 
society (Scott 2007: 48). Although 
there was no explicit mention of reli-
gion in the law, ignoring the religious 
motivations and implications behind 
it would hinder any development 
discourse when looking at inequality 
and underdevelopment within devel-
oped nation states.

Yet another example of states 
following in France’s dangerous foot-
steps is the recent case of Quebec. In 
2017, Quebec enacted the first law 
regarding face coverings to be seen 
in North America. The law bars any-
one wearing a face covering from re-
ceiving public services or working in 
government jobs (Stack 2018). This 
greatly affects the daily life of Muslim 
women who choose to veil as they 
cannot ride public transportation, 
work in certain sectors such as educa-
tion and medicine, or receive publicly 
funded healthcare (Stack 2018). While 
proponents of the law say it will en-
sure religious neutrality, in practice, it 
specifically targets Muslims. The reli-
gious neutrality argument falls apart 
when the government refuses to re-
move crucifixes from its courtrooms 
at the same time as implementing 
this new headscarf policy. This can 
be explained by the fact that Chris-
tians are the majority within Quebec 
and Muslims are a minority, meaning 

that Quebec is leaning more towards 
assertive secularism and majoritarian 
nationalism than multiculturalism.

Assertive secularism, as seen 
in the examples of France, Turkey, 
and Quebec above, acknowledges a 
linkage between religion and devel-
opment, however it is both negative 
and unfounded. Assertive secular-
ism sees religion as the antithesis of 
modernization and modernization 
as a necessity for development. Law-
rence Harrison included secularism 
as a factor that he believed to distin-
guish progressive from static cultures 
implying that religion is a hindrance 
to development (Harrison 2000: 62). 
On the other hand, Max Weber ar-
gued that the Protestant work ethic 
had an affinity to capitalism which al-
lowed Protestants to thrive in capital-
ist economies and that religions like 
Confucianism that included social 
hierarchies and irrational values were 
unsuitable for economic success 
during industrialization (Takamura, 
2018a). I believe that both of these 
viewpoints are flawed. Religion is an 
important factor in development not 
because it hinders development, but 
because it plays such an important 
role in shaping cultures and social 
practices that ignoring its importance 
can hinder development. While I par-
tially agree with Weber in his sugges-
tion that behaviors and values based 
in Protestantism helped Protestants’ 
success, I disagree that the values 
instilled by other religions such as 
Confucianism would hinder develop-
ment. They may, however, be incom-
patible with the Western way of de-
velopment, which is too often seen as 
the only way to develop. Bottom-up 
development practices have been 
extremely effective at determining 
what is needed at the local level in or-
der for development to occur. Kather-
ine Marshall of the World Bank wrote 
that “programs fail when...designers 
ignore perspectives that may well be 
known, even by the small children in 
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a community” (Marshall 2001: 368).

In this essay, I have examined 
how ignoring the role of religion and 
development can be a detriment 
to the development of ‘developed’ 
Western countries. There is also an 
argument for the role of religion in 
developing countries which can be 
seen by the frequent success of faith-
based organizations working at the 
grassroots level. This may be because 
looking at development through a 
religious lens will find “blind spots” 
that may doom a development proj-
ect before it has even begun. While 
these issues warrant further examina-
tion, I believe there is equally import-
ant research that needs to be done 
on development within developed 
countries. The obstacles Muslim mi-
norities face in Western countries are 
a hindrance to their overall human 
development as defined by Amartya 
Sen’s Human Development Index. 

The Quebec law prohibiting those 
wearing face coverings from receiv-
ing public healthcare could impact 
the health of Muslim women living 
in the province. The Turkish ban on 
head coverings in universities can 
prevent the ability of Muslim wom-
en to receive higher education. With 
life expectancy and education being 
two of the three measurements of the 
Human Development Index, there is 
a strong argument that ignoring the 
influence of religion on development 
could affect the ability of such pop-
ulations to develop. Marshall argues 
that “the role of religious institutions, 
leaders, and programs in the devel-
opment process is one of the more 
significant blind spots in past devel-
opment initiatives” (Marshall 2001: 
368). Acknowledging religion and 
the influence it has in all countries, 
contexts, and sectors is essential in 
moving forward towards develop-
ment practices that are inclusive and 

enjoy long term success. By keeping 
an open mind and looking at devel-
opment issues through the lens of Is-
lam, development practitioners, gov-
ernments, and NGOs would be better 
equipped to protect Muslim minori-
ties from illiberal policies that hinder 
their ability to develop. On a broader 
scale, examining development prac-
tices and discourse through the lens 
of religion will help avoid detrimental 
blind spots and further development 
goals across the board.
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On March 27th, 1976, Argen-
tina was plunged into the bloodiest 
authoritarian regime that the coun-
try has ever known (Arditti, 2002). 
Shortly after seizing power, the mili-
tary replaced the Argentine Constitu-
tion with a statute called the Process 
of National Reorganization (Arditti, 
2002). This, along with a loosely de-
fined Doctrine of National Security, 
indicated the threat of communism 
to Argentina (Arditti, 2002). Under 
this guise, the regime “implemented 
a program of state terrorism aimed 
at eliminating political dissent…” and 
perceived communist threats. (Kaiser, 
2005, p. 3). Over the next seven years, 
this program justified gross human 
rights violations and extreme vio-
lence against the Argentine people, 
including “the systematic abduction, 
torture, and killing of activists”, as 
well as a-political or non-involved cit-
izens (Kaiser, 2005, p. 3). In addition to 
documented murders, an estimated 
30,000 people were ‘disappeared’; an 
effective repressive strategy that pro-
duced no bodies, thus, no incriminat-
ing evidence (Brysk, 2013). The major-
ity of people targeted were under the 
age of 35 and over 25% were women, 
3% of whom were known to be preg-
nant (Arditti, 2002). Women, pregnant 
women particularly, were subject to 
inhumane treatment in detention, in-
cluding sexual violence, torture, mu-
tilation, and the kidnapping or kill-

ing of their newborn babies (Kaiser, 
2005). Yet, despite the criminalization 
of dissent or protest, the mothers of 
the disappeared became the most 
outspoken and influential group chal-
lenging this repressive regime. The 
Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza 
de Mayo emerged as a new kind of 
political actor, intent on finding truth 
and justice for their families (Brysk, 
2013). Since their creation, they have 
been at the forefront of Argentine 
society, engaged in a constant and 
unwavering struggle for truth and 
the protection of human rights (Pau-
chulo, 2009). Yet, contrary to expec-
tations, this maternal movement was 
sustained past democratization and 
maintains considerable relevance in 
modern Argentina.   This paper con-
siders this perplexing persistence 
and establishes three explanatory 
factors: The initial factor is structural, 
referring to the limited and lengthy 
process of democratic consolidation 
that occurred post-authoritarianism 
in Argentina. The second factor refers 
to the movement’s use of a collec-
tive narrative and external resources, 
both nationally and internationally. 
The final factor is the movement’s 
all-encompassing characteristics, fa-
cilitated by its lack of political affilia-
tion and social ideology. These three 
elements work together to explain 
the lasting influence of the Mothers 
and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo 
and the movement they advanced.

On April 30th, 1977, fourteen 
mothers gathered at the Plaza de 
Mayo, the traditional center of civic 
life in Buenos Aires, Argentina (He, 
2017). These mothers, some of whom 
were also new grandmothers, were 
organized around a specific demand: 
“to locate all the children who were 
kidnapped and disappeared by po-
litical repression and restore them to 
their legitimate families” (Gatti, 2014, 
p.82). Two of the fourteen protesters 
disappeared shortly after that first 
demonstration, and yet these wom-

en continued to meet weekly (Ardit-
ti, 2002). Given the nature of such 
disappearances, families were left 
hopeless; they had no information on 
their children’s status, whereabouts, 
or living conditions (Balustein, 1999). 
Hence, these women were “the or-
ganized expression of hundreds of 
mothers and other [relatives] who 
[had] searched individually for their 
loved ones in police stations, hospi-
tals, and morgues” (Pauchulo, 2009, p. 
95). These women, week after week, 
despite tremendous fear and legisla-
tion that cast them as illegal subver-
sives, confronted the repressive re-
gime (Arditti, 1999), publicizing and 
personalizing the disappeared and 
their estimate of 500 missing chil-
dren, many of whom were living with 
regime officials with no knowledge 
of their true identity (Arditti, 1999). 
This directly countered the silence 
and systematic concealment fostered 
by the state. Shortly thereafter, the 
mothers and grandmothers sub-di-
vided and formed the Association 
of Mothers and the Association of 
Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo 
(Pauchulo, 2009). Despite the sepa-
rate associations, these women of-
ten campaigned together with white 
headscarves, forever bound by their 
shared grief and the search for their 
children (Pauchulo, 2009). Together 
they make up the movement that this 
paper examines. 

Many internal factors signifi-
cantly undermined the military, and 
this, in combination with escalating 
international criticism, eventually led 
to the military’s announcement of 
upcoming elections in late 1983 (Ar-
ditti, 2002). Raul Alfonsín, a civilian 
politician from the Radical Party, ran 
and won on a human rights agenda, 
promising to investigate the abuses 
committed in the military regime (Kai-
ser, 2005). However, in preparation 
for this alteration of power, the mili-
tary issued a measure called the “Final 
Document on the Struggle Against 
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Subversion and Terrorism” which was 
“a self-amnesty in which pride for the 
‘mission accomplished’ scantily re-
ferred to certain ‘mistakes’ that might 
have been committed” (Kaiser, 2005, 
p.5). Thus, when President Alfonsín 
was inaugurated on December 10th, 
now known as Human Rights Day, 
many of the members of the military 
had already ‘excused’ their past be-
haviour in the name of National Reor-
ganization. This began the pattern of 
investigations of injustice that would 
continue in Argentina for decades to 
come. 

Alfonsín’s democratic election 
and human rights agenda instilled 
widespread hope and optimism 
across Argentina, including among 
the Mothers and Grandmothers of 
the Plaza de Mayo (Lebon & Maier, 
2010). Quickly after his inauguration, 
he created the Argentine Nation-
al Commission on the Disappeared, 
popularly coined ‘the Truth Commis-
sion’ and launched the justice process 
to place top military officials on trial 
(Kaiser, 2005). The commission pro-
duced 50,000 pages of testimony re-
garding the names and fates of those 
disappeared (Arditti, 2002). The first 
major trial in 1985, deemed the “tri-
al of the century’, charged top com-
manders with 711 counts of, illegal 
detention, torture, rape, and murder 
(Arditti, 2002). However, this justice 
process, and thus the optimism of the 
mothers and grandmothers, proved 
short-lived. O’Donnell and Schmit-
ter, upon examining Latin American 
transitions away from authoritari-
anism, identified a problem (Balán, 
2019).   Where human rights viola-
tions were the worst, they were the 
most challenging to deal with, and 
thus, government action was often 
insufficient. Yet, these contexts were 
also the ones that most needed ad-
equate action for democracy (Balán, 
2019). Argentina exemplifies this 
phenomenon. This is primarily be-
cause members of the military, who 

were directly responsible for the vio-
lations, retained significant influence 
after the return of Argentine democ-
racy (Arditti, 2002). Thus, it is no sur-
prise that the previously mentioned 
‘trial of the century’ found almost 
50% of the commanders innocent of 
all crimes (Arditti, 2002). Furthermore, 
President Alfonsín later approved two 
subsequent laws, now known as the 
“Amnesty Laws” (Kaiser, 2005). The 
first applied limitations to new pros-
ecutions, the second acquitted both 
potential and existing defendants on 
the basis of following orders. Taken 
together, they worked to reduce the 
efficacy of military prosecution (Kai-
ser, 2005). This effort was fully realized 
in 1990, when Alfonsín’s processor, 
President Menem, issued a pardon to 
military members previously convict-
ed (Arditti, 2002). The atmosphere of 
impunity was so pervasive, that even 
General Videla, who had been con-
victed of a life sentence, command-
ed an apology from the democratic 
government (Arditti, 2002). Given 
this, the Mothers and Grandmothers 
of Plaza de Mayo, who had previously 
demanded truth and justice, felt that 
little had been accomplished (Bonner, 
2007). Although theories of democra-
tization predict the reduced saliency 
and depoliticization of human rights 
activism created during authoritari-
an incumbencies, this did not apply 
to the maternal movement.  (Bonner, 
2007).  

Moreover, the Government’s 
inability to sufficiently address past 
human rights violations and fulfill 
the demands of the mothers and 
grandmothers’ movement, allowed 
them to maintain relevance in dem-
ocratic Argentina. A lack of real re-
sults provided an opportunity for 
the mothers and grandmothers to 
successfully transition from expos-
ing human rights abuses to advo-
cating for the deepening of democ-
racy through proper reconciliation 
and remembrance. They argued that 

true democracy requires that “those 
guilty of atrocities must admit their 
crimes and accept punishment” (Ar-
ditti, 1999, p. 6). Accordingly, these 
women mobilized in opposition to 
these unjust laws, appealing directly 
to their representatives and conduct-
ing public protests (Lebon & Maier, 
2010). Their persistent effort, includ-
ing finding kidnapped children, legal 
testimony, and public outreach, con-
tributed to the incarceration of sev-
eral members of the military regime 
(Lebon & Maier, 2010). For example, in 
1996, the Grandmothers Association 
advanced the argument that the kid-
napping of children was not the work 
of individuals, as had been previously 
tried and pardoned, but a systematic 
plan enacted by the regime (Arditti, 
2002). This new legal strategy result-
ed in numerous prosecutions and 
lengthened the sentences for several 
officers (Arditti, 2002). Additionally, 
the movement assumed the position 
of promoting a sense of national re-
membrance. Their continued pres-
ence and emotional dialogue sur-
rounding the disappeared “defied the 
numbing and the active forgetting 
that the culture of impunity fosters” 
(Arditti, 2002, p. 29). Thus, the limited 
process of democratic consolidation 
not only left the mothers and grand-
mothers’ initial demands unsatisfied 
but also encouraged the expansion 
of the movement, thereby reinforcing 
their relevance. 

The movement’s newfound 
role in democratic society necessi-
tated the transition from individual 
grievance towards a collective narra-
tive. This transition marks the second 
explanatory factor in the movement’s 
persistent relevance. The mothers 
and grandmothers went beyond their 
personal grievances and the con-
demnation of the military’s repres-
sive actions and began to promote 
collective demands for society as a 
whole (Ros, 2012).  Using the judicia-
ry as their primary vessel for change, 
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they reframed their movement as a 
pursuit of justice for all (Arditti, 2002).  
Additionally, the Grandmothers’ con-
tinued search for disappeared grand-
children and their effort to reunite 
families demonstrated a form of 
reconciliation and progression. “The 
centrality and effectiveness of their 
new expressive strategy… meant 
that [their] protest catalyzed and 
synthesized the wider human rights 
movement” (Brysk, 2013, p. 12). Fur-
thermore, their social legitimacy as 
relatives of the disappeared provided 
a justification for human rights pro-
tection in a way that resonated with 
all members of the society (Bonner, 
2007). This legitimacy allowed the 
maternal movement to not only sup-
port much broader demands but also 
worked to solidify their relevance in 
an evolving Argentinean society.

This enhanced organizational 
fabric led to the development of an 
interdisciplinary team of other Argen-
tinean activists, psychologists, and 
lawyers, within the movement, (Ar-
ditti, 1999) allowing them to not only 
meet but champion the exhaustive 
and varied directions of their work.   
For example, the movement ad-
vanced the concept of a new human 
right—the right to identity (Arditti, 
1999). This outlines that states must 
respect the right of children to their 
identity, including their birth name, 
family ties, and nationality (Arditti, 
1999). This, along with their other 
work concerning child’s rights, went 
on to develop articles seven, eight, 
and eleven of the United Nations’ In-
ternational Convention on the Rights 
of the Children (Gatti, 2004). These 
three articles are known globally as 
the “Argentine Articles” and are the 
most important articles for adoption 
and child trafficking (Gatti, 2014). In 
addition, their activism and coop-
eration with other human rights or-
ganizations “impelled the Trials for 
Truth and Justice and the 2005 deci-
sion of the Supreme Court of Justice 

to declare the Amnesty laws uncon-
stitutional and void, thus putting 
an end to twenty years of impunity” 
(Lebon & Maier, 2010, p. 108). These 
achievements, recognized global-
ly, demonstrate the success of the 
Grandmothers and Mothers of Plaza 
de Mayo as a newfound human rights 
movement. 

                      Another vital aspect 
of the successful persistence 
of this movement stems from 
their involvement with external 
organizations. For example, the 
publicized calculations of the 
numbers of victims and casualties 
were prepared by Amnesty 
International (Arditti, 1999). These 
same calculations were integral 
components of the grandmothers’ 
and mother’s initial protests 
and later demands for collective 
remembrance. Additionally, a 
crucial tool in the search for missing 
grandchildren has been the National 
Bank of Genetic Data, which collects 
and stores genetic samples of 
Argentineans searching for relatives 
(He, 2017). This bank was created 
through financial and educational 
support from scientific institutions 
in the United States, France, and 
Sweden (Brysk, 2013). Without this 
bank and the use of genetic data, the 
grandmothers would not have been 
nearly as successful in this search. 
Moreover, because of their routine 
disagreement with state actions, 
the maternal movement took their 
demands to the international level 
from the start (Arditti, 1999). Thus, a 
significant aspect of these women’s 
work was international outreach. 
This is exemplified by the 150 groups 
contacted within the first two years of 
their existence (Arditti, 1999). At the 
international level, the movement 
was supported by allies through the 
existence of an international human 
rights regime (Brysk, 2013). This 
created an “information network” and 
“principles of moral independence” 

that “helped propagate [their] 
concerns across national boundaries”. 
(Brysk, 2013, p. 53). The image of 
grieving mothers resonated with 
people across the world and further 
supported their cause (Brysk, 2013). 
This support cannot be understated. 
They were nominated on five 
different occasions for the Nobel 
Peace Prize, notwithstanding various 
other international awards (Barnes 
de Carlotto & Sarsanedas, 2017), 
they toured the United States with 
Amnesty International and spoke at 
European conventions on human 
rights (Arditti, 2002), and their move-
ment originally consisted of fourteen 
mothers, but by 1981, these women 
were leading mass demonstrations 
of thousands, and then tens of thou-
sands (Brysk, 2013). It is evident that 
this international support and rec-
ognition contributed to the success 
of the mothers and grandmother’s 
movement. This, in combination with 
their transition from personal pleas to 
a collective narrative of human rights, 
strengthened and solidified their in-
fluence in Argentina. 

At this point, it is clear that the 
limited process of democratic consol-
idation maintained and even encour-
aged the relevance of the maternal 
movement. It is also clear that their 
successful use of collective narratives 
and external resources fostered fur-
ther influence in modern Argentina. 
The final factor concerns the unique 
characteristics of the movement, 
which remained relatively stable 
throughout time. The following state-
ment from Estela Carlotto, the presi-
dent of the Grandmothers of Plaza 
de Mayo, articulates these defining 
qualities,

  “The movement…[is not] 
a typical movement; it’s 
not a group of women who 
gathered with a particular 
aim, to carry out a task, or 
with lives, ideals, or ambitions 
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in common. No. We founded 
a group summoned by grief, 
a struggle, and our search. 
The call came from a military 
dictatorship, not from us. We 
didn’t know each other; we 
came from different cultures, 
religions, and economic, and 
political backgrounds. All 
that was put aside; it didn’t 
matter…our aim was the 
search for our sons, daughters, 
and grandchildren” (Lebon & 
Maier, 2010, p. 102). 

These all-encompassing character-
istics continue to be true today, as 
the movement retains a plethora of 
social views and maintains distance 
from party politics (Arditti, 2002). It 
has been argued that a lack of politi-
cal alignment is a hindrance, working 
to curtail a social movement’s capac-
ity for transformative social impacts 
(Brysk, 2013). However, the contem-
porary maternal movement demon-
strates that this is not the case. The 
politically independent nature of the 
movement created a new kind of ac-
tivism, one that was inclusive, gener-
alized, and non-partisan. This allowed 
them to continue to criticize and 
demand action from the Argentine 
government, whether it concerned 
historical violations or present-day 
inequalities (Pauchulo, 2009). Addi-
tionally, the movement’s continued 
use of white headscarves symbolized 
and exaggerated these women’s im-
age as mothers, which reinforced the 
link between protecting the family 
and human rights protection (Bon-
ner, 2007). Hence, the movement 
not only represented maternal inter-
ests but also widely held traditional 
values and universal human rights 
(Bonner, 2007). Thus, these wom-
en were able to use their role as the 
‘protectors of the family’ to broaden 
and extend their appeal to a magni-
tude of social groups (Bonner, 2007). 
This notion is illustrated in Argentine 
President Nestor Kirchner’s speech 

to the United Nations. He stated that 
human rights have a central place 
in his political agenda “because we 
are the children of the Mothers and 
Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo” 
(Bonner, 2007, p. 1). His decision to 
frame the centrality of human rights 
in these women, despite their lack of 
political affiliation, demonstrates the 
widespread acceptance and inclusiv-
ity of the movement. This inclusive 
dimension is important because it 
allowed the movement to transcend 
social and political ideologies, incor-
porating both conservative and pro-
gressive ideals. 

Importantly, many of these 
mothers were housewives and 
old-fashioned in nature, largely em-
bodying traditional gender roles 
(Bonner, 2007). While this appears to 
present a barrier to the advancement 
of women’s rights, it actually result-
ed in the opposite effect. The moth-
ers and grandmothers, as one of the 
first expressions of female activism, 
“placed gender in their struggle, sim-
ply by carrying out [their] endeavours 
as women…” (Lebon & Maier, 2010, 
p. 100). Additionally, their activism, 
even as “traditional” women, neces-
sitated the politicization of moth-
erhood and thus, the private realm 
(Lebon & Maier, 2010, p. 100). This 
was no easy task, as they were initially 
burdened by their perceived power-
lessness (Brysk, 2013). However, “their 
ultimate power came from the polit-
icization of their social legitimacy as 
mothers…” (p. 10). Thus, despite their 
lack of “feminist ideals”, they directly 
contributed to the development of 
Argentina’s current progressive wom-
en’s movement. 

This is further illustrated by the 
mothers and grandmother’s current 
contributions to Argentine society.   
The maternal movement’s historical 
activism and legacies have inspired 
modern social movements. For ex-
ample, the recent movement centred 

on improving female reproductive 
rights featured green headscarves, 
inspired by the white headscarves of 
the mothers (Lebon & Maier, 2010). 
Also, several women from “the Picket-
ers” movement, which is focused on 
unemployment and other economic 
conditions, gathered their inspiration 
from the maternal movement’s strug-
gle (Lebon & Maier, 2010). Yet, these 
legacies do not indicate the reduced 
presence of the mothers, instead, 
serving to complement their con-
tinued work. Today, the movement 
includes a variety of other concerns, 
targeting social justice in its entire-
ty. Seen as a referential institution 
on human rights issues and a means 
of collaboration, the mothers and 
grandmothers intervene on issues 
that they believe to concern children, 
the elderly, or marginalized popu-
lations (Lebon & Maier, 2010). They 
now run considerable educational 
reforms, such as their creation of a 
“popular university”, which attempts 
to provide accessible higher educa-
tion for the economically disadvan-
taged (Pauchulo, 2009). They have 
also been involved in Indigenous pro-
tests and advanced land-distribution 
demands (Pauchulo, 2009). Moreover, 
although they did not all agree on the 
morality of abortion, the mothers and 
grandmothers were, nonetheless, in-
volved in the recent protests for the 
decriminalization and legalization of 
abortion (Lebon & Maier, 2010).  Thus, 
the relatively conventional and inclu-
sive characteristics of the maternal 
movement contributed to both their 
past success and their continued rele-
vance in Argentina today. By appeal-
ing to the masses, regardless of polit-
ical orientation or social values, they 
were able to maintain their influential 
position as the longstanding defend-
ers of universal human rights.

Four decades and over two 
thousand marches later, the Mothers 
and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo 
are still marching. As of 2019, 129 



grandchildren have been discovered 
and over 1,000 of the military regime 
officials have been tried (Abuelas 
De Plaza de Mayo, 2019). They enjoy 
global recognition for their efforts, 
hailed as human rights guardians by 
influential political leaders and hu-
man rights organizations worldwide. 
What had started as a personal plea 
for answers amidst a violent regime 
expanded into an unprecedented 
campaign for universal human rights.  
The continued presence of this move-
ment presented a puzzle to those 
that predicted its demise upon de-
mocracy’s return. This paper, through 
historical analysis, clearly illustrates 
three factors that explain this per-
sistence. The lengthy and limited pro-
cess of democratic consolidation that 
occurred post-authoritarianism not 
only did not fulfill the movement’s 
initial demands for truth but forced 
them to actively work to counter the 
unsatisfactory judicial processes. Ad-
ditionally, the movement was able to 
expand through the use of a human 
rights narrative and external orga-
nizations, thereby enhancing their 
support. Finally, the movement’s 
unique characteristics created both 
widespread approval and significant 
legacies. These factors illuminate the 
continued existence and relevance 
of the Mothers and Grandmothers of 
Plaza De Mayo and their correspond-
ing movement. 
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Introduction

Biodiversity and Maasai live-
lihoods are eroding away in East Af-
rican protected areas and adjacent 
pastoral lands. Given that “most of 
the world’s biodiversity occurs out-
side of state-designated protected 
areas,” it is obvious that future suc-
cessful biodiversity conservation 
must involve a reconceptualiza-
tion from its current neoliberal and 
state-centric materializations to 
overcome the simultaneous and in-
terrelated crises of climate change 
and biodiversity loss (Neumann 
2005 p. 152). For “Sustainable De-
velopment” to be a truly novel and 
transformative approach, the addi-
tion of an environmental consider-
ation to a largely unchanged eco-
nomic development paradigm is 
not sufficient. Many of the impacts 
of the economic paradigm that fa-
cilitate privatization and commodifi-
cation, as implicated by its neocolo-
nial western industrial origins, seem 
to be inherently in conflict with the 
goals of the sustainability consid-
eration, as this essay will show has 
been the case in the rangelands of 
pastoral East Africa. The expulsion 
of many Maasai herders from their 
land, often to create protected wild-
life parks or settlement areas under 
the assumption that un-industrial-
ized human societies are inherently 
“backwards” and environmentally 
destructive, has resulted in the sub-
sequent commodification of land, 

livestock, labour, and tourist mar-
kets. This has had various unequal-
ly distributed impacts on pastoral 
livelihoods and hindered the goals 
of long-term sustainability and con-
servation, particularly when ana-
lyzed in the context of the climate 
crisis and the sixth mass extinction 
that the global community current-
ly faces. This essay will first exam-
ine the goals and contradictions of 
Sustainable Development, followed 
by an examination of the dynamics 
of commodification and fragmen-
tation in the Amboseli ecosystem 
and the Kaputiei Plains in Kenya and 
their impacts on pastoral livelihoods 
and sustainability. It will conclude by 
placing conservation and develop-
ment dynamics in East Africa in the 
larger context of the climate crisis 
and the 6th mass extinction, arguing 
for a more transformative approach 
than the currently conceived Sus-
tainable Development paradigm of-
fers if the goals of conservation and 
development are to be meaningful-
ly realized.

Sustainable Development and 
Neoliberal Conservation  

The Brundtland Report pub-
lished by the World Commission on 
Environment and Development in 
1987 coined the term “Sustainable 

Development,” which would lat-
er lead to the release of the United 
Nations “Sustainable Development 
Goals” blueprint agenda, adopted 
by all UN Member States in 2015. 
These include goals like “end pov-
erty in all its forms everywhere” 
(Goal 1), “decent work and econom-
ic growth” (Goal 8), “take urgent ac-
tion to combat climate change and 
its impacts” (Goal 13), and “halt and 
reverse land degradation and halt 
biodiversity loss” (Goal 15), (Sachs 
2015 p. 486-489). As these programs 
are expanded in an attempt to reach 
even the most remote, impover-
ished, and subaltern populations, 
economic growth and environmen-
tal sustainability are perceived not 
only as no longer antagonistic (as 
they have been for so long), but 
necessarily synergistic. The primary 
logic of Sustainable Development is 
that poverty causes environmental 
degradation, so poverty must be re-
duced, which is done by promoting 
a very narrow and arguably coercive 
type of economic development; the 
“dominant model of expansionist 
industrial capitalism...   now cham-
pioned as the cure for both pover-
ty and environmental degradation” 
(Neumann 2005 p. 84-85). Long-held 
assumptions about the mechanics 
of capital are thus transformed, such 
that capital now attempts “not to 
transform nature but to conserve it 
(i.e., in sequestered carbon or offset 
biodiversity) in order to create value 
from it” (Brockington 2014 p. 121). 
We can see this process at play in the 
creation of biodiversity reserves and 
national parks in East Africa, which 
has been enabled by the discursive 
construction of issues surrounding 
environmental degradation and 
biodiversity loss “in such a way to 
suggest [that] a global perspective 
and top-down approaches in deal-
ing with nature and natural resourc-
es [are necessary].” (Neumann 2005 
p. 119). The transformation of con-
served nature into capital leads to 
the creation of a “fictitious conser-
vation” related to Marx’s concept of 
commodity fetishism: through “con-
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servation without any direct basis in 
material, socio-biophysical nature, 
the valorization of actual conserva-
tion activities is alienated from those 
activities themselves” (Igoe 2014 p. 
205). This “fictitious conservation” 
ethic enables the use of Garret Har-
din’s Tragedy of the Commons argu-
ment (1968) to justify the dual state 
goals of protecting biodiversity and 
concentrating settlements to cen-
tralize political and economic con-
trol of the citizenry, often through 
the “forced removal of people who 
lived and laboured in landscapes 
and the subsequent erasure of 
those removals” (Neumann 2005 p. 
135; Igoe 2014 p. 206). Additional-
ly, conservation enclosures in Africa 
may help to “free labour in countries 
where labour for capitalist enterpris-
es historically has been in short sup-
ply” (Neumann p. 133-134). In East 
African rangelands, this has lead to 
the commodification of land, labour, 
livestock, and tourist markets: pas-
toralists are removed from their land 
(and thus livelihood source) under 
the guise that the goals of develop-
ment and conservation will be best 
achieved through market activities 
and protected areas, respectively, 
rather than through holistic pastoral 
production systems that have been 
refined and perfected to reflect the 
specificities of the local environment 
for centuries. Thus, Sustainable De-
velopment presents previous con-
tradictions regarding the tensions 
between sustainability and human 
economic activity as no longer rele-
vant, and as such fails to rigorously 
address how these contradictions 
can be overcome. Igoe (2014) re-
minds us why the commodification 
of conservation is unlikely to achieve 
Sustainable Development goals: it 
is unlikely that “turning nature into 
a giant bundle of capital assets will 
automatically result in the global 
spread of holistic stewardship prac-
tices,” especially when this transfor-
mation is only possible through the 
“systemic deadening of animate 
ecologies and noncapitalist human 
ontologies” (p. 219). Said differently, 

the privatization of “natural resourc-
es” brings them into a global cap-
italist marketplace that, given the 
history of the relationship between 
capitalist industrialization and envi-
ronmental degradation, is unlikely 
to suddenly present a silver-bullet 
solution for the protection of human 
and environmental dignity and jus-
tice that many policy makers seek. 

The Contradictions of Sustain-
able Development in Pastoral 
Rangelands 

The fact that global biodiver-
sity losses have accelerated during 
the same period where the num-
ber of protected conservation ar-
eas have dramatically increased is a 
somber indication of the ecological 
contradictions embodied in fortress 
conservation schemes like nation-
al parks, let alone the political and 
social justice ramifications of these 
schemes. Elinor Ostrom explores 
the sustainable advantage of certain 
common-pool resources in Govern-
ing the Commons (1990), with the 
implications evident in East Africa as 
privatization of tenure has accom-
panied the proliferation of protect-
ed conservation areas and, together, 
jeopardized certain goals of Sustain-
able Development. Land titling in 
the savanna causes fragmentation, 
which severs the longstanding mu-
tualistic coexistence of people and 
wildlife, as harder boundaries are 
erected to protect crops and fields 
from wildlife (Reid 2012 p. 161). The 
diversification of income sources 
amongst Maasai that has followed 
dispossession and commodification 
of their landscapes are “as often an 
expression of poverty and insecuri-
ty as of positive choices and invest-
ment,” with few households benefit-
ing from diversification (Homewood 
2009). The majority of rural house-
holds have seen little improvement 
in their incomes and standards of 
living from land privatization and 
economic opportunities targeted 
towards the rangelands, while con-

servation schemes, like protected 
areas, ultimately lead to “disposses-
sion, alienation, and ultimately im-
poverishment of rural people around 
protected areas,” who have few pos-
itive alternatives to turn to (Home-
wood 2009; Matose 2014 p. 66). 
Many Maasai who have been driven 
off their land have become stock-
less, landless, unskilled migrants in 
Kenya’s urban slums (Homewood 
2009). The privatization and com-
modification of the landscape that 
has followed Maasai dispossession 
“secures primarily the rights of influ-
ential minorities, such as the urban 
elite, rather than the rural popula-
tion; those of farmers over herders; 
and those of male heads of house-
holds rather than women” whose 
decisions about the land are likely 
to be less conservation-compatible 
(Reid 2012 p. 117; Homewood 2009). 
Because the wider poverty impacts 
that they suffer from as a direct re-
sult of privatization are nuanced and 
culturally-specific and thus illegible 
to growth-centered bureaucracies, 
the “downward spiral into poverty” 
(Homewood 2009) faced by pasto-
ralists is obscured while the benefits 
of these schemes receive dispropor-
tionate praise. This dynamic high-
lights the contradiction whereby 
“conservation priorities at the mac-
ro-level, and development priorities 
at the household level, are rarely 
well-aligned” (Homewood 2009). 
Although newer community-based 
conservation schemes may be more 
ecologically and politically sound 
than fortress conservation in theory, 
in practice, they fail to live up to their 
Sustainable Development goals by 
refusing to meaningfully address 
the issue of land and resource rights. 
By positing that the redistribution of 
market benefits to local community 
entities will lead to greater econom-
ic and social justice, which is “hardly 
supported by the historical record 
of natural resource commodifica-
tion,” community-based conserva-
tion schemes that fail to probe the 
failures of previous economic devel-
opment initiatives will necessarily 
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reproduce the same inequities and 
contradictions as their predecessors 
(Neumann 2005 p. 150; Homewood 
2009). These contradictions render 
us “undermining the very support 
structures for our biological survival 
and cultural vitality,” despite interna-
tional development rhetoric about 
finally doing the opposite (Sachs 
2015 p. 452). 

The Amboseli Ecosystem

The Amboseli ecosystem is 
an area straddling the border be-
tween Kenya and Tanzania, known 
and prized worldwide as one of 
East Africa’s “conservation jewels,” 
with humans, livestock, and wild-
life co-creating and cohabitating 
the fecund and teeming ecosystem 
for centuries (Burnsilver et al 2008). 
However, there has been a long-
term shift in land tenure systems in 
Amboseli since the late 1800s, from 
extensive pastoralism by Maasai on 
communally-held rangelands to in-
tensive pastoralism and cultivation 
on privately held land, leading to 
an increase in the fragility of wildlife 
populations and seasonal migra-
tions as well as new economic and 
cultural struggles among Maasai 
themselves (Burnsilver et al 2008). 
The Maasai and their livestock have 
coexisted with wildlife in historical-
ly synergistic ways for several hun-
dred years, but in 1911, the British 
coerced the pastoralists from the 
fertile lower slopes of Mount Kili-
manjaro to a reserve that was both 
less productive and disease-ridden, 
driving them there “at gunpoint and 
[corralling them] along with their 
cattle in a virtual human zoo” (Reid 
2012 p. 190-195). As more and more 
non-Maasai moved into the Am-
boseli plains and demarcated the 
best land as their own, attracted by 
the potential of wildlife tourism and 
conservation, fragmentation of the 
ecosystem sharply increased. This 
was largely due to the expansion of 
protected areas and farms as well as 
a shift from communal land tenure 

under this atomized ecological and 
property tenure condition, forcing 
many Maasai to abandon pastoral-
ism all together and take up crop cul-
tivation.  Profits from irrigated farm-
ing is ten times that received from 
livestock production, but uses four 
times the amount of water, with the 
potential for crops to fail three out of 
every four years, increasing risk and 
vulnerability to market and climate 
shocks (Reid 2012 p. 190-196). Wild-
life have disappeared where people 
have settled and farmed; additional-
ly, Maasai attitudes towards wildlife 
are shifting quickly from tolerance 
to animosity, with increasing inci-
dences of elephant spearings (Reid 
2012 p. 199). Moreover, the melting 
of the Mount Kilimanjaro ice cap due 
to anthropogenic climate change is 
causing the disappearance of Mon-
tane forests down the mountain, 
on which both Maasai and wildlife 
rely (Reid 2012 p. 192-193). Pastoral 
livelihoods and biodiversity in the 
Amboseli ecosystem have therefore 
been, in general, destroyed by the 
policies that intended to “improve” 
them. This is a microcosm for the 
proliferation of the ideology of cap-
italist conversation across subaltern 
geographies, which has had the his-
torical tendency to jeopardize the 
lives and livelihoods of those least 
able to articulate resistance to its 
penetration; including humans like 
the Maasai who have been marginal-
ized by the hegemony of extraneous 
institutions, but also including live-
stock, wildlife, and the non-human 
world whose wanton destruction is 
justified through supposed impera-
tives of economic “productivity.” 

The Kaputiei Plains

The Kaputiei Plains are a “one 
of a kind” savanna, supporting “a 
diversity of wild mammals and an 
annual long-distance wildlife migra-
tion” yet separated from the bustling 
Kenyan capital city of Nairobi and its 
6.5 million metropolitan residents 
by only wood and a wire fence (Reid 

to private tenure. Market activities 
intensified in Maasailand from the 
1950s to mid-1980s, leading to a se-
ries of changes in formal land tenure 
rules and economic policies in Kaji-
ado “based on the premise that pri-
vate lands would be managed more 
productively” (Burnsilver et al 2008). 
Promises about compensation for 
loss of land and water resulting from 
privatization were broken. Conse-
quently, Maasai began settling and 
fragmenting their remaining range-
lands into individual parcels, both in 
an effort to ensure title and prevent 
further encroachment and with the 
intention of farming. This is because 
the privatization of land encourages 
sedentarization: as Burnsilver et al 
explain, “herders traditionally offset 
temporal variability in resources by 
using mobility to access ecological 
heterogeneity in the form of discon-
tinuous grazing resources varying in 
quality and quantity across space” 
(2008). Pastoralism as a livelihood 
activity necessarily requires access 
to large amounts of commonly-held 
land, which permits high mobility 
and enables livestock to survive at 
different points in the season. As 
non-Maasai settlement increased 
and pastoralism became increas-
ingly inaccessible, in the 1970s the 
Kajiado District was divided into 52 
ranches owned by groups of Maasai 
with an average size 340 km^2 per 
group in an attempt to “harden” the 
boundaries of Maasai property and 
prevent further encroachment onto 
their pastoral land by the farmers. 
However, the process of privatization 
and fragmentation set off a down-
ward spiral: by the 1990s, the Maa-
sai group ranches had been further 
subdivided and distributed to indi-
viduals, with the average individual 
ranch owner having access to only 
1km^2 of land. Reid (2012) explains 
how when “sedentary herders lose 
access to the wider savanna, they 
thus lose an important way to cope 
with drought; when this happens, 
families become poorer or drop out 
of pastoralism all together” (p. 197).  
Pastoral activities are implausible 
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2012 p. 203). Following the arrival of 
Europeans in the Kenyan Kaputiei 
Plains in the 19th century, the Maa-
sai population was relocated to the 
Laipipia and Kajiado reserves, losing 
access to 60% of their traditional ter-
ritory, including their best grazing 
lands. As the population of the city 
of Nairobi grew, pressure to “save” 
the adjacent wildlife grew along-
side it, leading to the creation of 
Nairobi National Park in 1946, with 
government titles for land owner-
ship within the park boundaries. 
This ended many migration patterns 
throughout the savanna, as fences 
were erected on the landscape be-
tween the park and the city of Nai-
robi; reminiscent of other instances 
of “fictitious conservation,” the solu-
tion had been designed by a gov-
ernment who viewed themselves 
as benevolent and omniscient and 
yet who were removed from the 
physical landscape and positioned 
to benefit from its transformation, 
without input from the groups who 
intimately understood the land-
scape and stood to lose from its 
transformation, resulting in a back-
firing of the policy’s original inten-
tions. Recognizing the problems 
the Maasai were facing as a result 
of their displacement, the govern-
ment established 15 group ranches 
in the late 1960s for 1300 Maasai 
families over 2440km2 of land, hop-
ing to “ensure Maasai ownership of 
their remaining traditional lands, en-
courage sustainable development 
of the rangelands, and redress per-
ceived environmental degradation,” 
which “probably slowed the spread 
of cultivation and the fencing in of 
wildlife-rich pastoral lands by solidi-
fying pastoral control of these large 
areas” (Reid 2012 p. 207). However, 
even these group ranches have un-
dergone subdivision and fencing-in 
since 1986, due to the need to pro-
tect land from further appropriation; 
during this process it was often the 
wealthiest Maasai who received the 
biggest parcels of land in the best 
places, and while the cooperation 
between Maasai allows livestock 

to access more ground, there have 
been fewer communal decisions 
made with regards to the right to 
savanna resources (Reid 2012 p. 
214). Moreover, “once land is pri-
vately held, herders can sell land for 
the first time and they often do” to 
protect their land from settlement, 
game parks, and other purposes 
(Reid et al 2008). But “while the sales 
bring in much-needed cash, these 
cash gains can be short-lived, fol-
lowed by decreases in income from 
the remaining, smaller parcels” (Reid 
et al 2008). This has led to the “trag-
edy of private ownership,” as Maas-
ai who sell their increasingly lucra-
tive land to meet increasingly large 
cash needs necessitated by their 
entrance into private markets are 
“selling wealth to buy poverty” (Reid 
2012 p. 215-217). For many of the 
same reasons examined in Ambose-
li, many Maasai have recently shifted 
their livelihood sources from pasto-
ralism to cultivation. However, crop 
production in the Kaputiei Plains is 
generally only successful one year 
in five (Reid et al 2008). The impacts 
of these changes on wildlife have 
been devastating: Nairobi Nation-
al Park has lost most of its animals, 
with more wildlife being found on 
pastoral lands just outside the park 
rather than within its boundaries 
(Reid 2012 p. 211-213). This happens 
for multiple reasons, including the 
interruption of migration routes, 
a lower diversity of forage, habitat 
loss leading to heightened com-
petition with domestic animals for 
food and water, the lower quality of 
grass within the park following the 
removal of herders, and increased 
poaching due to fragmentation and 
poverty (Reid 2012 p. 212-217). Con-
flict between wildlife and people 
increases as pastoralists sell off their 
land, as “people whose lifestyles 
are incompatible with free-ranging 
wildlife control more and more of 
the land” (Reid 2012 p. 212).

Conclusion: To What Ends? 
Capitalist Conservation, The 

Climate Crisis, and Earth’s 6th 
Mass Extinction 

The significance of these case 
studies is further illuminated when 
we place the conservation and de-
velopment crises in East Africa in 
the wider socio-ecological context 
of our time: global biodiversity loss, 
the atmospheric concentration of 
carbon dioxide, and global inequali-
ty have accelerated during the same 
time period that the Sustainable De-
velopment paradigm has expand-
ed. Jeffrey Sachs (2015) reminds us 
of the grave danger of continuing 
business as usual: “All of our civiliza-
tion- the location of our cities, the 
crops we grow, and the technolo-
gies that run our industry- is based 
on a climate pattern that will soon 
disappear from the planet. The earth 
will become much warmer than it 
has been during the entire period of 
civilization” (p. 40). The recent loss of 
biodiversity has been so substantial 
that scientists have determined we 
have, geologically speaking, entered 
the beginning of the sixth mass 
extinction in the history of planet 
earth and have already exceeded 
the “safe operating limit” for our 
ability to control further biodiversity 
loss (Sachs 2015, p. 41, 447). Human 
activity is driving countless species 
to extinction by destroying their 
habitats and appropriating their 
food and water supply before scien-
tists even discover or classify them 
(Sachs 2015 p. 457). Hydrometeo-
rological disasters- disasters related 
to water and weather- are rising in 
number and severity due to green-
house gas emissions, which will im-
pact global food security and cause 
deadly famines, especially in Africa 
(Sachs 2015 p. 36-37). Droughts will 
increase due to climate change, and 
fragmentation makes both wildlife 
and livestock populations more vul-
nerable to drought or make recovery 
after drought more difficult, further 
destabilizing the already precari-
ous livelihoods of Maasai herders 
(Reid et al 2008). And still, not ev-
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eryone shares in the gains in human 
well-being of historical economic 
development: the world is more 
inequitable than it was one gener-
ation ago, with billions of people 
(disproportionately in Africa) still liv-
ing on less than $2 per day, while di-
rectors of major corporations make 
as much as 30,000 times more than 
their rural African clients (Reid 2012 
p. 13). Only 5% of wildlife income 
in East Africa is captured by Maasai 
landowners, with the rest accruing 
in the “tourism cartel” of largely for-
eign service workers, management, 
and investors, although the Maasai 
still bear the main risk if the tourist 
industry collapses, especially given 
that they can no longer rely on pas-
toralism to feed their communities 
(Homewood 2008). Moreover, the 

gains in wealth, health, and educa-
tion that have occurred over the last 
two centuries were accomplished 
by “turning the earth’s riches- min-
erals, soil nutrients, water, animals, 
plants, fossil fuels- into food, fibre, 
and consumer goods” (Reid 2012 p. 
13). The “tremendous economic cost 
of historical development” is thus 
revealed through newfound (to the 
Western mind only, perhaps) under-
standings of so-called “ecosystem 
services,” which provide a value to 
humans (see Figure 13.1, Sachs 2015 
p. 450) much larger than the sum of 
all the Gross National Products of 
all the earth’s nations. Quite simply 
put, the “foundation of human liveli-
hoods is built on a diverse and resil-
ient supply of the manifold services 
of nature,” which we are continuing 

to erode by converting land to agri-
cultural production and settlements 
in the name of development (Reid 
2012 p. 14). The fundamental con-
tradictions between the goals of 
Sustainable Development and the 
practices of capitalizing upon, and 
often subsequently destroying, na-
ture, forcing subaltern populations 
into market relations where they fail 
to reap substantial benefits, is not 
a phenomenon unique to East Afri-
ca; it is replicated across the globe. 
These environmental and human-
itarian crises, which have acceler-
ated under the temporal period of 
Sustainable Development, clearly 
highlight the need for profoundly 
new approaches to the way human 
societies both transform and distrib-
ute resources.
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