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Dear Reader, 

It is with great pleasure that I present to you the Fall 2017 edition of The Grassroots Jour-
nal. A subsidiary of Borderless World Volunteers, the Journal strives to serve as an open 
access forum for discourse relating to international development. 

Aside from our semesterly print edition, The Grassroots Journal publishes creative pieces 
and articles online several times a week at thegrassrootsjournal.org. Topics covered by our 
staff writers and artists this fall have included Grassroots Organizations, Natural Disas-
ters, and Indigeneity, and we are fortunate to have been able to expand to other topics for 
our print edition thanks to the many contributions received from the McGill community 
this semester. 

The Grassroots team has doubled in size this year, and for the first time ever includes staff 
artists. I am proud to say that this year’s writers and artists have consistently produced 
some of the highest quality pieces in our history. The entire team deserves many congratu-
lations for their work, which can be found either online or in the following pages. 

The print edition would not have been possible without the passion and hard work put in 
by our VP Fundraising/External Cameron Lee, Artistic Director Louise Efthimiou, Assis-
tant Editor Maria Fustic, and Copy Editors Olivia Adams and Albert Park. 

As writers and artists, it is our hope that our work inspires you to reflect, to criticize and 
to communicate. We encourage all readers to delve deeper into their international devel-
opment studies and share their thoughts and findings as we have. 

Sincerely, 
Emma Gunther
Editor in Chief 
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Make A Wish

There are two main ideas layered 
into this piece. The first being 

that cultural identity is  inextri-
cable from the environment that 
produced it. The second idea is 
a reflection on “selfie tourism” 
and how often tourists go to a 
place and superimpose them-
selves on the culture and land. 
In the end, the most lucrative 

selling feature of travel is that the 
tourist can consume the land and 
culture and make it part of their 
own identity. The combination 
of these two ideas leads to the 

conclusion that place and culture 
are a joint product in the tourism 

industry.

Wasteland

There are two main ideas layered 
into this piece. The first being 

that cultural identity is  inextri-
cable from the environment that 
produced it. The second idea is a 
reflection on “selfie tourism” and 
how often tourists go to a place 
and superimpose themselves on 
the culture and land. In the end, 
the most lucrative selling feature 

of travel is that the tourist can 
consume the land and culture and 
make it part of their own identity. 

The combination of these two 
ideas leads to the conclusion that 
place and culture are a joint prod-

uct in the tourism industry.



SELF-DETERMINATION CON-
FLICTED WITH SELF-INTER-
EST IN THE 1920s

by Edwina Booth-Clibborn

___________________

A reflection on General Levi’s devotion 
to the cause of Iroquois sovereignty 
in the face of the League of Nations’ 
increasingly self-interested members. 

In a footnote found at the back of 
Conversations with Remarkable Native 
Americans, Joëlle Rostkowski remarks: 

“I discovered Deskaheh’s mission in 
the archives of the League of Nations 
and immediately felt that his memo-
ry was worth preserving...Now that 
the Declaration on the Rights of the 
Indigenous Peoples has been adopted...
he appears as the founding father of 
Indian diplomacy on the international 
scene.1”

These are strong words for a footnote, 
conveying the motivations behind this 
paper. The implications of Deskaheh’s 
Geneva visit illustrate the importance 
of preservation and memory, since it 
is as relevant now as it was at the time 
for continuing the Iroquois struggle 
for sovereignty. The significance of 
the movement rests on several levels. 
Deskaheh was the first to travel on an 
Indigenous passport and journey as 
a member of the First Nations to the 
League of Nations’ headquarters. This 
paper will consider and question 1) 

1  Rostkowski, Joëlle. Conversations with Remarkable Native Americans. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2012). 119.

2  Ibid.
3  Rostkowski, Joëlle. Conversations with Remarkable Native Americans. 113.
4  Speck, Frank G. Midwinter Rites of the Cayuga Long House. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1949).7.

The self-interests of (imperial) mem-
ber states dominating the League of 
Nations, and 2) How Western notions 
of statehood are incompatible with 
Indigenous views of nationhood. The 
argument will be constructed around 
the premise that ‘sovereignty’ is not 
neutral but imbued in colonial history; 
Deskaheh was unable to state legitima-
cy for the self-determination of the Six 
Nations, as he was confined to voicing 
his cause within colonially constructed 
frameworks and terms.

General Levi, otherwise known 
as Deskaheh or by his personal name 
Sohyówa, meaning Great Sky, was a 
Cayuga chief, a member of the Sour 
Springs Longhouse, an activist, and a 
spokesman of the Six Nations of the 
Grand River Land. The year 1917 saw 
General Levi appointed as the new 
hereditary chief of the Confederacy 
Council of the Six Nations.2 Rostkows-
ki notes Deskaheh as being “known for 
his negotiating ability and his oratorical 
skills,”3 which saw him advance to 
deputy speaker of council in 1918 and 
then speaker in 1922. Deskaheh was 
“a devout Long House communicant 
and leader, well versed in the teachings 
of his forbearers.” Being thoroughly 
conversant with the English language 
in addition to several of the Iroquoian 
languages, he was indispensable in car-
rying out research on the reserves. He 
was ever genial and willing to cooper-
ate in the same thoughtful manner in 
which he served as a chief and leader.”4

The short-term consequence 
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stemming from a RCMP raid of the Six 
Nations territory for an investigation 
into liquor manufacturing, unauthorised 
by the council, motivated Deskaheh to 
take the cause of Iroquois sovereignty 
to the League of Nations.5 The three-
day raid targeted Deskaheh’s home, 
and the 1920 amendment of the Indian 
Act, specifically the establishment of 
the Compulsory Enfranchisement Act, 
was another catalyst in inspiring action 
for sovereignty. The act was introduced 
to overcome the slow rate of voluntary 
enfranchisement, “if a panel of three 
properly appointed persons judged [an 
Indigenous person] to be fit for full 
citizenship status.”6 The Soldier Settle-
ment Act of 1919 was another threat; 
it “enabled the federal government’s 
alienation of reserve lands for distri-
bution to returning non-Indian war 
veterans.”7 These three government 
acts provided stimulus for Deskaheh’s 
movement and the momentum to reach 
out to Britain, in view of its alliance, 
and  the League, in view of its found-
ing principles – to maintain world 
peace through collective security, disar-
mament, and the settling of internation-
al disputes through negotiation. 

In 1921, Deskaheh travelled 
to England. Deskaheh wrote a tes-
tament defending his plea, entitled, 
‘Chief Deskaheh tells why he is over 
here again’. He emphasised his com-

5 Donald B. Smith, “DESKAHEH,” in Dictionary of Canadian Biography.

6  Ibid., 248.

7  Johansen, Bruce E., and Barbara Alice Mann. Encyclopedia of the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois Confederacy). 35.

8  Chief Deskaheh. Tells Why He Is Over Here Again. (Fleet Street, London: Kealeys Limited, 1924). 3.

9  Ibid., 7-8.

10  Ibid., 8.

11  Ibid., 7.

12  Ibid., 4.

mitment to the alliance Britain and 
the Six Nations had shared “for over 
two hundred and fifty years,” through 
stating the terms of what it means to be 
allies: “we wish no one-sided alliance, 
nor will we ever be subjects of another 
people, even of the British.”8 Deska-
heh expressed, “we who live to-day 
have a special right at Geneva,” due 
to the lack of support from Britain, 
who “refused to keep good the British 
Crown’s promise of protection, pledged 
not only by Royal document delivered 
to Captain Brant, which we hold, but 
under the old covenant chain of friend-
ship.”9 His plea was emotional, as the 
Six Nations “helped to make possible 
the League of Nations, and did our full 
share by your side in the Great War.”10 
Not more than 5 years later, Deskaheh 
describes in emotive terms, “we have 
neighbours now hungry for lands we 
still own,” meanwhile, “the Indian Of-
fice will not permit us to use that land, 
to have income from it, or to make a 
sale of it ourselves,”11 suppressing any 
possible agency. Hence, “wishing to 
send me upon this mission, my people 
insisted that I seek asylum south of the 
Great Lakes, while they were raising 
the necessary funds to send me.”12 A 
special despatch to the Globe in 1923 
publicised this initiative: “Indians sell 
pigs for ‘Independence’; 1,500 fol-
lowers of Deskaheh raising campaign 



fund of $10,000.”13 Hence, Deskaheh 
remained in Geneva for over a year, 
“financially supported by a Swiss 
group, the Bureau International pour la 
Défense des Indigènes.”14 He fought in 
the name of the struggle “against Cana-
da’s attempt to eliminate the traditional 
governing structures on the Six Nations 
reserve and elsewhere, and impose 
the political system mandated by the 
Indian Act.”15 

Deskaheh was a revolution-
ary in being the first person to own a 
passport “issued on the reserve” and to 
have flown on a Six Nations passport 
that gave him “diplomatic standing.”16 
His declination to declare himself 
a British subject held ramifications 
from the British Passport Agency, who 
refused to issue him a passport that 
would be internationally recognised. 
Furthermore, the Canadian Immigra-
tion Department could not be forced 
to recognise the document issued by 
the Six Nations, because “as a na-
tive-born citizen of Canada, Chief Levi 
General would not require a passport 
on returning to the Dominion.”17 The 
implications of this feat were pivotal 
in demonstrating the potential for such 
a movement to spread internationally 
in spite of the barriers imposed by the 
governments in Ottawa and Britain. 
All this being said, his absence was 
utilised to dismantle the Hereditary 
governance system, introducing free 

13  Special Despatch to, The Globe. “Indians Sell Pigs for Independence.” The Globe (1844-1936), Apr 19, 1923. 

14  Ibid.

15 Smith, Keith D. Strange Visitors: Documents in Indigenous-Settler Relations in Canada from 1876. (North York, Ontario: University of Toronto Press, 2014).

16  “Six Nations Row Near Settlement.” The Globe (1844-1936), Jan 09, 1923. 

17  Ibid. 

18 Belanger, Yale D. “The Six Nations of Grand River Territory’s: Attempts at Renewing International Political Relationships, 1921-1924”. Canadian Foreign Policy Journal 13 (2007): 39-40.

19  Rostkowski, Joëlle. Conversations with Remarkable Native Americans. 113.

elections on the reserves under a Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police occupation; 
“the council house was invaded and 
secured by RCMP and declared off 
limits to further political activity. This 
was followed by the removal of the 
wampum belts cataloguing Six Nations 
history, symbols of formal Six Nations 
relationships with both the British and 
Dutch monarchies.”18 The removal of 
the wampum belts was paramount and 
cannot be underappreciated regarding 
relations with the British and Dutch, 
as they represented their historical 
alliance. On that account, although the 
inception of the Six Nation passport 
represents pioneering steps taken by 
Deskaheh, that he was confined to 
working within a colonial framework 
on an unequal footing was of great 
import in limiting his endeavours. 

For all the unegalitarian 
treatment, The Redman’s Appeal for 
Justice did inspire much sympathy and 
it “secured the assistance of human-
itarian and support groups and was 
encouraged by several member govern-
ments.”19 September 27th, 1923 denotes 
the day in which Estonian, Irish, Pana-
manian and Persian delegates requested 
a copy of the Six Nations’ petition. 
The Persian delegate even requested 
that the League Council give special 
consideration to the injustice, howev-
er he was “informed that the matter 
could not be dealt with as the [League] 
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Assembly’s session was nearing com-
pletion.”20 The request was denied on 
the grounds that “no Canadian delegate 
was present.”21 A sponsor was required 
to file a formal appeal to the League, 
prompting Deskaheh to write to the 
Queen of the Netherlands. This was 
momentous for the Six Nations, as they 
“considered this to be an important mo-
ment of renewal with the first European 
power to have established diplomatic 
ties with the Hereditary Council in 
the seventeenth century.”22 The Swiss 
were also ones to evoke “such strong 
sympathies […] for Deskaheh, that in 
the fall of 1924 the Mayor of Geneva 
convened a meeting of friendly states 
at the City Hall, where Deskaheh was 
finally able to deliver his address, 
albeit to an impromptu forum devoid of 
any other authority than the power of 
publicity.”23 This conjugation illustrates 
the implications of Deskaheh’s Geneva 
visitation and perhaps it also demon-
strates one proportion of the public, 
stepping away from colonialism in 
solidarity with the Six Nations. Be that 
as it may, the warm reception given by 
the Swiss was not reflected by the real 
politique of the times, where self-inter-
ests of League members pertained to 
policies in the 1920s and 1930s.

There is importance in ac-
knowledging the divide amongst the 
Six Nations community, as not all 
members supported Deskaheh. Herein 
20      Belanger, Yale D. “The Six Nations of Grand River Territory’s: Attempts at Renewing International Political Relationships, 1921-1924”. 39.

21  Ibid., 39.
22  Ibid., 37.
23  Ibid., 39.
24  Special Despatch to, The Globe. “Deskaheh Disowned in Pushing Claims to Nations’ League.” The Globe (1844-1936), Dec 27, 1922. 

25  “Peace is Objective of Indian Chiefs.” The Globe (1844-1936), Nov 23, 1922. 
26  Ibid. 
27     Hauptman, Laurence M. Seven Generations of Iroquois Leadership: The Six Nations Since 1800. (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2008). 134.

lies the importance of recognising how 
colonialism was seeping through and 
affecting the stance of some Indigenous 
on the reserves themselves. The Globe 
claimed that Deskaheh was “not autho-
rised by the people of the Six Nations 
to refer their case to the League.”24 
Chief A.G. Smith of the Mohawks is 
quoted on the subject of the Loyalist 
party: “a new party has been formed 
on the Tuscarora Reserve of the Six 
Nations Indians […] and its aim is to 
come to an amicable settlement with 
the Dominion Government on the 
matters which have so long disturbed 
the peace.”25 Chief Smith explicitly 
states his opposition to Deskaheh and 
that “it is ridiculous to think that we 
should constitute an independent nation 
within the Dominion.”26 This statement 
is reflected by the Canadian undersec-
retary Pope in Ottawa: “the Six Nations 
are not a state within the purview or 
meaning of Article 17 of the Covenant 
of the League of Nations” because 
they are “subjects” of the “British 
Crown domiciled within the Dominion 
of Canada” and thus owe a “natural 
debt of allegiance to His Majesty’s 
Government.”27 Therefore, there were 
those who were manipulated and had 
faith in the government’s actions, such 
as the under secretary’s justification 
behind the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police force presence “for the purpose 
of suppressing illicit distilling and 



maintaining law and order generally 
for the protection of the law-abiding 
Indian populace.”28 Additionally, there 
was much resistance against arbitra-
tors, particularly of foreign nationality, 
being consulted by Deskaheh rather 
than local spokespeople to settle the 
case of status. Deskaheh’s appeal to the 
Netherlands also incited criticism: “the 
members strongly protest against the 
high-handed actions of Levi General 
and David S. Hill and can see no good 
results in their visiting Yankee lawyers 
and Dutch Embassies.”29 Thus, there 
were those who wanted closer alliances 
with the government in Ottawa, ironi-
cally perhaps influenced themselves by 
statements made from Ottawa, and did 
not want to face further alienation from 
the Canadian public.

The historian Ruth Henig’s 
chapter on “Conciliation or Coercion? 
The Development of the League in the 
1920s,” suggests the League’s capac-
ity to fight for self-determination was 
ill-fated from its very establishment 
with the absence of American mem-
bership. Within the first paragraph, 
Henig acknowledges “Italian and 
Japanese leaders were intent on con-
solidating and where possible extend-
ing their own territorial and colonial 
interests,”30 highlighting how those 
colonial concepts were still integral 
despite Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen 
Points that included self-determination. 
Furthermore, the other two primary 

28  Ibid., 134.

29  Special Despatch to, The Globe. “Deskaheh Disowned in Pushing Claims to Nations’ League.” The Globe (1844-1936), Dec 27, 1922. 

30  Henig, Ruth B. The League of Nations. (London: Haus Publishing, 2010). 75.

31  Ibid., 175.

32  Ibid., 175.

33   Special Despatch to, The Globe. “Deskaheh’s Hopes are Doubly Dashed.” The Globe (1844-1936), Sep 19, 1923. 

members, Britain and France, were 
chiefly concerned with European 
interests, particularly in view of Ger-
many, therefore limiting the concern 
for Iroquois sovereignty. From the 
establishment of the League there were 
many flaws weakening its agency, thus 
it is unsurprising that Deskaheh was 
not given preference over the newly 
joined member, Canada. Hence, the 
friction between League members and 
their ulterior motives were apparent 
from its inception and also through the 
diplomatic incidences. 

Nonetheless, socially, eco-
nomically, and humanitarianly the 
League achieved success that “was 
much greater than anticipated in 1920,” 
though those tasks were “seen very 
much as ancillary to its main objective 
of securing peace through the political 
cooperation of its member states.”31 
Henig identifies that League members 
recognised “that work to improve peo-
ples’ living or working conditions and 
to combat the spread of disease, drug 
traffic and slavery would all contribute 
indirectly to strengthening international 
peace and co-operation.”32 Never-
theless, the main members, Britain, 
France, Italy and Japan, needed finan-
cial and military support from Cana-
da. The Globe reported: the “League 
decided that it could not be justified in 
meeting [Deskaheh’s] demands.”33 The 
Encyclopedia of the Haudenosaunee 
briefly concludes, “several months of 
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effort did not win Deskaheh a hearing...
in large part because of diplomatic 
manipulation by Great Britain and 
Canadian governments that were being 
embarrassed by Deskaheh’s mission.”34 
Kenneth Deer, educator, journalist 
and UN Indigenous representative, 
has written how “the Haudenosaunee 
have always been leaders on the in-
ternational scene,” and that Deskaheh 
“was stopped from speaking to the 
League of Nations as Great Britain 
objected.”35 Thus, a reflection on the 
League’s commitment to the protection 
of small nations within the context of 
the Iroquois during the 1920s implies 
how self-interest held more weight than 
self-determination. 

Deskaheh’s visit represents 
a turning point where it becomes 
clear that “the ideas of nationhood 
and sovereignty he and Six Nations 
leaders held dear had recently been 
pronounced antiquated and were no 
longer embraced by the international 
community.”36 The historian Belanger 
determines, “citing international politi-
cal membership in the form of historic 
treaties and political covenants was 
also no longer sufficient to guarantee 
recognition of Six Nations political 
sovereignty or territorial protection 
within Canada.”37 Therefore the argu-
ment that a ‘neo-colonialist approach’ 
was taken by the League regarding 
Deskaheh’s mission is supported. It is a 
34   Johansen, Bruce E., and Barbara Alice Mann. Encyclopedia of the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois Confederacy). (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2000). 74.

35  Rostkowski, Joëlle. Conversations with Remarkable Native Americans. 98.

36   Belanger, Yale D. “The Six Nations of Grand River Territory’s: Attempts at Renewing International Political Relationships, 1921-1924”. 40.

37  Ibid., 40.

38  Ibid., 38.

39   Hauptman, Laurence M. Seven Generations of Iroquois Leadership: The Six Nations Since 1800. 134.

40 Special Despatch to, The Globe. “Deskaheh’s Hopes are Doubly Dashed.” The Globe (1844-1936), Sep 19, 1923. 

41  Ibid. 

further example of Indigenous peoples’ 
affairs being downplayed in the face 
of international relations and potential 
economic expansion. Belanger identi-
fies how it was technological advanc-
es and new political ideologies that 
strengthened international relations for 
the major powers and ensured that In-
digenous sovereignty was disregarded. 
Enforced by the Indian Act, there was 
still a notion that the Indigenous were 
“in need of civilising” and this provid-
ed justification for “new states to carve 
out an economic stronghold based on 
territorial gains to the detriment of 
Indigenous peoples.”38 This was to the 
extent that Hauptman gathered how 
by “late summer of 1923, the British 
protested the Netherlands’ ‘uncalled 
for interference’ in the ‘internal affairs 
of Canada,”39 thus active lobbying was 
executed by the British to cease other 
countries support for the Indigenous. 

The Globe reported in a des-
patch titled, “Deskaheh’s Hopes are 
Doubly Dashed:”40 

“Chief Deskaheh, head of the 
rebellious element on the Six Nations 
Reserve has finally met defeat before 
the highest court, [… he] was permitted 
to put his case before the League but 
that his arguments were of no avail, 
and the League decided that it could 
not be justified in meeting his de-
mands.41”



These words, ‘rebellious’ and ‘finally,’ 
convey the demeaning and submissive 
tone held by reporters, while ‘could 
not be justified’ conveys the mindset of 
the time. There are countless examples 
illustrating the divide of thought, for 
instance The Globe’s brief description 
of Deskaheh’s mode of conduct in 
Geneva: “stalking through the streets 
in full Indian regalia, from feathers to 
moccasins, his impassive countenance 
brought men back to the primitive 
period of American history.”42 Deska-
heh was confined to being typecast as 
an ‘Indian,’ which may have overshad-
owed his mission for Iroquois sover-
eignty.  Reporting subjectivity must be 
noted as The Globe states, “it is known 
fact that the Six Nations today are the 
most prosperous Indians in the Domin-
ion, so why make a change?”43 contra-
dictingly preceeded by, Deskaheh had 
“enjoy[ed] taking trips at the expense 
of the poor people of the reserve.”44 

Though ultimately unsuccess-
ful, Deskaheh’s presentation to the 
League of Nations with The Redman’s 
Appeal for Justice is illustrative of the 
Handenosaunee position, many items 
of which remain unresolved in the pres-
ent.45 A reflection of his legacy marks 
how Deskaheh was the first North 
American First Nation to attempt to de-
fend Iroquois sovereignty in the face of 
an international forum. Anthony Martin 
42 Special Despatch to, The Globe. “Relief is Provided by Chief Deskaheh.” The Globe (1844-1936), Sep 08, 1923. 

43 Special Despatch to, The Globe. “Deskaheh Disowned in Pushing Claims to Nations’ League.” The Globe (1844-1936), Dec 27, 1922. 

44  Ibid. 

45 Smith, Keith D. Strange Visitors: Documents in Indigenous-Settler Relations in Canada from 1876. 128.

46 Paisley, Fiona. “Australian Aboriginal Activism in Interwar Britain and Europe: Anthony Martin Fernando”. History Compass 7 (2009).

47  Ibid.

48  Rostkowski, Joëlle. Conversations with Remarkable Native Americans. 113.
49 Belanger, Yale D. “The Six Nations of Grand River Territory’s: Attempts at Renewing International Political Relationships, 1921-1924”. 30.

50  Ibid., 31.

Fernando was an Australian Aboriginal 
activist who “hoped that debate about 
the right of national self-determination 
espoused by Wilsonian international-
ism might be extended from European 
ethnicity to the future of the colonized 
peoples of the world.”46 Nevertheless, 
his aspirations were cut short as Paisley 
states he was deterred by the self-in-
terests of imperial nations, particular-
ly Britain, which was “a conclusion 
confirmed to him at the time by the 
Levi General case.”47 In spite of not 
out-rightly succeeding, Deskaheh’s leg-
acy is remembered and has marked the 
way for others. When looking at more 
recent history, Deskaheh’s mission “has 
been a source of encouragement for 
the Native American NGOs who came 
to the United Nations in Geneva in 
the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s to defend 
indigenous rights.”48 These events are 
significant in underlining the contin-
uous efforts to fight for rights in the 
face of strong opposition and facing the 
belief that “Indians were a dying race 
of wards to the government’s guardian-
ship and destined to disappear.”49 When 
considering that “prior to the 1950s, 
Indigenous peoples’ actions were often 
presented as the random acts of a naïve 
and uninformed populace seeking what 
many considered to be undue political 
recognition and acceptance of their 
claims,”50 significance is only height-
ened. 
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This paper has illustrated the 
entitlement within the League of Na-
tions and the power that the British in 
particular, but also the Canadians, held 
internationally in being able to sup-
press Deskaheh’s mission. Deskaheh 
was attacked and silenced from within 
Canada and internationally, resulting in 
self-determination being flawed by the 
domination of the self-interests of the 
imperial nations. This flaw was only 
to be repeated in the 1930s with the 
Abyssinian and Manchurian crisis that 
the League of Nations failed to respond 
to, despite its own founding principles. 
Hence, the institution of sovereignty 
is portrayed to have been lacking in 
neutrality and rather imbued in colonial 
history. Deskaheh’s mission for sover-
eignty of the Iroquois was curtailed as 
he was unable to express his concerns 
to other nations without neo-colonial-
ism entirely affecting the way in which 
is mission was interpreted and under-
stood. In his last speech in March 1925 
he rightly declared his mission “has 
gone into the records where your chil-
dren can find it when I may be dead.”51 
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TITLE: PROSELYTISM AND DE-
VELOPMENT: RELIGIOUS FREE-
DOM AND HUMANITARIANISM 
IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

by Mehar Gujral

___________________

The relationship between proselytism 
and international development is 
fraught with tension. One of the more 
complicated religious freedoms, pros-
elytism is understood as the activities 
conducted by religious organizations or 
individuals to communicate their reli-
gion and convert people to their own 
religious beliefs (Ferrari, 253). Interna-
tional covenants, such as the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
and the International Covenant on Civ-
il and Political Rights (ICCPR), affirm 
the right to proselytize under religious 
freedom. Article 18 of the ICCPR pro-
tects a person’s “right to freedom of [...] 
religion including the freedom to have 
or to adopt a religion or belief of his 
choice.” In addition, the article states 
that the “freedom to manifest one’s 
religion or beliefs may be subject to 
only such limitations as are prescribed 
by law and are necessary to protect […] 
the fundamental rights and freedoms 
of others.” However, while the right to 
personal religious conversion is widely 
recognized, it is clear that proselytism 
can have negative social, political and 
economic consequences. 

In an eight-year review of faith-based 
actors in international development 
by the Berkley Center for Religion, 
Peace, and World Affairs, proselytism 
was identified repeatedly as a primary 

concern. The report found that while 
religious organizations make significant 
contributions to development efforts 
globally, there is evidence of these 
groups misappropriating development 
aid to convert poor and vulnerable 
communities to their own religious ide-
ologies. For example, there are stories 
of religious groups handing out Bibles 
during relief work after the devastating 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami in Aceh, 
Indonesia, and offering raw cash incen-
tives as well as computer and English 
training to attend church in Cambodia 
(Marshall et al, 14). In these situations, 
the primary objective of the religious 
organizations was not to help people 
but to convert them, which is conten-
tious from a humanitarian perspective. 
For several reasons, the relationship 
between proselytism and development 
is contested, controversial, and can 
violate the human rights of affected 
communities to maintain their tradi-
tions, especially in unstable societies.

Firstly, present-day proselytism cannot 
be separated from the history of colo-
nial conquest and the reality of un-
balanced power-relations between the 
Western world and the ‘Global South.’ 
As the religion of the European colonial 
powers, Christianity in many ways was 
the “religious arm” of colonialism and a 
justification for the exploitation of local 
people. Emboldened by Christ’s Great 
Commission to “make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,” 
Christian missionaries disseminated 
Gospel doctrine to Africa, the Amer-
icas, and Asia in order to convert the 
native people (American Standard Ver-
sion Bible, Matthew 28:20). However, 
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such efforts also marginalized local 
traditions. 

In his memoir of his time in Ethiopia, 
missionary Daniel Flickinger states that 
“our theological views are not as foolish 
and corrupting as theirs [Ethiopians], 
and that we are not believers in witch-
craft, devil-worship, and a thousand 
other foolish things, is simply because 
the light of Heaven shines upon us” 
(80). This ‘othering’ and dismissive 
attitude towards local belief systems, 
prevalent in missionary work and the 
larger Christian “civilizing mission” of 
colonialism, sowed social division in 
fragile societies that can still be seen to 
this day (Jones and Manda, 197). Be-
yond the North-South Divide between 
developed and developing countries, 
there is an inherent imbalance of power 
in proselytism with someone provid-
ing proselytism, and someone lacking 
something that needs to be corrected 
through proselytism (Ucko).

Secondly, within this colonial legacy 
and North-South power imbalance, the 
religious groups that engage in human-
itarian initiatives around the world 
have access to economic, political, and 
knowledge-based resources that local 
communities do not. Hundreds of 
religious organizations benevolently 
provide food, education, and shelter to 
people in communities stricken with 
poverty or natural disaster. However, 
some of these groups use develop-
ment assistance as a mode of access to 
proselytize vulnerable communities, 
which lack resources to compete in the 
modern “religious marketplace” (Ban-
darage). For example, Valerie Tarico, a 
former evangelical, describes the plight 

faced by non-Christian parents to send 
their kids to “a bare local school or a 
Christian school that provides paper, 
pencils, and books.” This choice vio-
lates the right of parents “to ensure the 
religious and moral education of their 
children in conformity with their own 
convictions,” as guaranteed by ICCPR 
Article 18. In these situations, religious 
conversion occurs not due to the word 
of God but in exchange for material 
necessities.

Thirdly, recognizing the foundation 
of inequality upon which it operates, 
proselytism is most controversial and 
most at risk of violating human rights’ 
in fragile and conflict situations with 
significant religious tensions. This can 
be seen most clearly in the Middle East 
where Islam and Christianity, both 
religions with a theological impera-
tive to convert others, have clashed 
significantly after the terrorist attacks 
of September 11th, 2001. According to 
Thomas Farr, many Christians in the 
West believe that Islamist extremism 
and jihad are violent expressions of an 
Islamic proselytism project, while many 
Muslims believe that the United States 
is undermining Islam by supporting 
Christian missionaries. These tensions 
can be exacerbated by government 
initiatives such as the Office of Faith-
Based Community Initiatives launched 
by the U.S. State Department in 2013 
that supports Christian evangelical 
organizations advancing development 
objectives in the global South. Eliza-
beth Hurd argues that the government’s 
support of select faith-based organiza-
tions is tantamount to an endorsement 
of specific religious denominations and 
a corresponding marginalization of less 



desirable counterparts. Within these 
fragile contact zones, proselytism can 
sow division and activate historic faith-
based fault lines between communities.

In conclusion, this article does not 
mean to diminish the noble intentions 
of missionaries and other faith-based 
development actors who dedicate their 
lives to humanitarian causes. There 
is evidence showcasing the positive 
effects of modern religious organiza-
tions, including the spread of literacy 
and human rights (Farr). However, the 
question is not of the good intentions 
of religious individuals but of systemic 
oppression that has allowed faith-based 
organizations take advantage of vulner-
able sections of society, such as children 
and the disabled, by proselytizing in 
the name of development. As stated 
by Martin Luther King Jr., “In the end, 
it is not a struggle between people at 
all, but a tension between justice and 
injustice. Nonviolent resistance is not 
aimed against oppressors but against 
oppression” (120). When humanitarian 
assistance by religious groups comes 
with ulterior motives or “strings,” it 
is unethical and problematic for the 
overall advancement of human rights. 
Moving forward, Reverend Dr. Hans 
Ucko of the Church Sweden puts it 
best: “Faith-inspired development 
organizations should not need to share 
their faith to be involved in repairing 
the world (tikkun olam), which should 
be an affirmation of people of faith and 
of no faith.”
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MEASURING NGO’s SUCCESS: 
A COMPREHENSIVE PERFOR-
MANCE INDICATOR1

by Marko Palaming De Guzman

___________________

Introduction

Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) are not new to project manage-
ment and evaluation as they regularly 
look at the efficiency and the effective-
ness of their project.2 They rely on these 
procedures to plan, and to measure the 
impacts, outcomes, and outputs, which 
also helps them gather feedback and 
learn from the project that addresses 
a specific goal.3 Equitas – Internation-
al Centre for Human Rights Education 
wants to cause political change, which 
is defined as the promotion of great-
er political participation towards the 
strengthening of democratic citizen-
ship. However, there is still no mutu-
al agreement within the NGO field on 
the main components and measures of 
performance. This study asks: to what 
extent are NGOs successful in their spe-
cific goal of political change? What de-
termines whether they succeed or fail, 
and what are indicators of success and 
failure? 

1  This paper is produced in full fulfillment of the requirement of Poli 599 (Internship:Political Science). The author 
takes full ownership of the analysis, views, and opinions of the Play it Fair Program in Indonesia and Montreal. The views expressed 
in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views, the official policy, position, or analysis of Equitas-International Centre for 
Human Rights Education, its officers, partner organizations. They should not be utilized in real-world analytic products as they are 
based on primary and very limited information gathered during the author’s internship at Equitas, the summer of 2016. Assump-
tions made within the analysis are not reflective of the position of any entity of Equitas. 

2  UNDP Evaluation Office 2002: 5.

3  Ibid., 12. 

The Puzzle and the Argument

It is common to say that a proj-
ect succeeds when it is effective and ef-
ficient. However, this paper argues that 
efficiency and effectiveness are neces-
sary but not sufficient measurements of 
success.  An NGO must also consider 
the social embeddedness of the project 
in  the community.  The social embed-
dedness variable determines whether 
the project can permeate the organiza-
tion or the institution. Efficiency, effec-
tiveness, and social embeddedness then 
become crucial to the NGO’s pursuit of 
a successful project or program. These 
three indicators together are compre-
hensive because they deal with both the 
project’s quantity and quality. In this 
way, the NGO sustains its goal of politi-
cal change. The effect of the project also 
lasts longer when the communitytakes 
part in sustaining it. This study argues 
that an NGO is successful when it is 
able to mobilize vulnerable groups into 
becoming solution-seekers of their own 
problem. An NGO succeeds because it 
takes a role as an agent of change. 

Social embeddedness connects 
to efficiency and effectiveness in this 
paper. The three indicators mentioned 
above interact with one another nom-
inally, not ordinally because they all 
deal with results-based management 
(RBM). An RBM is a monitoring and 
evaluation strategy to achieve a clearly 
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specified results.4 Thus, one indicator is 
not more valuable than the other; they 
share equal weight in our measurement 
of an NGO’s project performance. Ef-
ficiency deals with an NGO’s internal 
(tangible) performance measure, which 
account for how the NGO utilizes the 
financial resources it has for the proj-
ect.5 The indicator of effectiveness deals 
with an external (intangible) indicator, 
which is about social return on invest-
ments and impacts, or how the project 
influences the NGO’s intended benefi-
ciaries.6 Moreover, social embedded-
ness provides the network that sustains 
and protects an NGO’s goal of political 
change.7 To do this, the NGO needs to 
target local champions or stakeholders 
involved in the project.8 An NGO also 
needs to make sure that the project re-
flects the public interests of the commu-
nity. 

The Organization 

The goal of the Play it Fair of 
Equitas-International Centre for Hu-
man Rights Education program is to 
promote human rights, non-discrimina-
tion, respect for diversity, and peaceful 
conflict resolution in existing programs 
for children aged 6-12 through play. 
The program components include an 
educational toolkit, training, on-go-
ing collaboration, follow-up, support, 
and evaluation. The program partners 
with municipal agencies, communi-
ty-based organizations, day camps and 
after-school programs both in Canada 

4  UNDP Evaluation 2002: 9. 

5  Blauert and Quintanar 2000: 43.

6  Ibid., 46. 

7  Castells, 2008: 83. 

8  Equitas 2013: 7.

and internationally. 

Method and Limitations

The data in this paper includes 
field notes, participants’ training evalua-
tion forms, and end of summer surveys. 
The author also relies on documents and 
notes provided by the Equitas Project 
Officer for Asia, who took part in the 
PiF Jakarta project in 2010. The study 
is not generalizable or representative 
of the entire NGO practice because the 
sample size of this paper is relatively 
small. Given that the two identical pro-
grams are located in two different cities; 
other confounders potentially cause the 
success of failure of the NGOs being 
studied. They include geographical dif-
ferences, population size, types of insti-
tutions, and religion. 

Literature Review

This section first surveys theories of 
NGOs and two indicators (i.e., efficien-
cy and effectiveness) that explain the 
success or failure of an NGO’s goal of 
political change. Then, it highlights the 
central contribution of this paper, focus-
ing on a comprehensive indicator. This 
comprehensive indicator incorporates 
the two indicators with social embed-
dedness. 

A Donor-Driven Agenda

Since the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals in 2000, partnership has 
become the norm in development dis-



course. Local NGOs from the South 
(SNGOs) partner with Northern NGOs 
(NNGOs). Stemming from the do-
nor-driven agenda of NGOs, this part-
nership is about an NGO aid chain 
where institutions or individual do-
nor(s) give grants, funds, or subsidies to 
NNGOs to partner with SNGOs.9 They 
both put in place projects and programs 
related to development that provide ca-
pacity for the building of villages and 
communities by local people, who ben-
efit from this agenda. This chain is hi-
erarchical because funding is coming 
from the NNGOs and being received by 
the SNGOs. Thus, the NNGO priorities 
take precedence over those of local re-
cipients.10 Figure 1 shows this hierarchi-
cal aid chain. 

Source: Adapted from Harrison, T. 2007. “The Role of Contes-
tation in Partnerships.” Journal of InternationalDevelopment. 

19, 389-400. DOI: 10.1002/jid.1373 

In this agenda, governments are 
assumed not to be good at delivering 
public services. NGOs are much closer 
to the public and believed to be good at 
delivering public services poor and vul-

9  Sampson 2003: 4.  

10  Ibid., 6.  

11  Jordan and van Tuijl 2006: 10.

12  Nazzari, McAdams and Roy 2007: 176. 

13  Jordan and van Tuijl 2006: 13.

14  Equitas and UNHR 2011: 11. 

nerable sectors need. Thus, NGOs need 
to be accountable to their stakeholders, 
which means increasing their monitor-
ing, evaluating, and reporting practic-
es.11 

A Transformative-Driven Agenda

NGOs need to rely on devel-
opment discourse to prove their work. 
The norm in our current time is the util-
isation of a participatory development 
discourse. As the word participatory 
implies, this approach is grassroots and 
transformative in nature. An NGO re-
lies on a bottom-up approach to devel-
opment that occurs when local actors 
take part in the decision-making and 
decide on priorities of the community.12 
From the case study, Equitas applies 
two approaches: human rights- based 
and participatory. A human rights-based 
approach focuses on respecting and pro-
tecting the rights and dignity of all; this 
approach follows international human 
rights standards to promote and pro-
tect human rights. It also enforces ac-
countability of duty-bearers (the state) 
and the right-holders (citizens).13  The 
Participatory approach considers that 
everyone has an equal say and rights 
as active participants to claim justice 
against abuses and inequality. It once 
again holds duty-bearers accountable 
and gathers global citizens to take ac-
tion according to their situation.14 
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A Mandate-Driven Agenda 

A mandate-driven agenda exists 
when an NGO is neither donor-driven 
nor transformative driven. NGOs with 
a mandate-driven agenda consider their 
mission and vision as their main prior-
ity. There are two types of NGO activ-
ities according to the World Bank: op-
erational and advocacy activities.15 An 
operational activity refers to the project 
management, which can take a large 
scale or a small-scale local or interna-
tional outreach. An advocacy activity is 
about campaigning or lobbying related 
to human rights issues.16 Equitas per-
forms these two types of activities by 
providing individuals the tools to shape 
attitudes and positive behaviours, thus 
contributing to lasting social change. 17 
That is why they offer resources, train-
ing programs, and capacity building ac-
tivities with the goal of educating, em-
powering, and creating lasting change 
in a community.

Conventional Measures: Efficiency 
and Effectiveness and their frame-
works

Two categories of performance mea-
surements are internal and external 
indicators. The internal indicator is a 
measure of the efficiency of an NGO, 
which includes gauging its funding, 
budgeting efficiency, expenses, and 
costs.18 The external indicator concerns 
the effectiveness of the NGO’s relation-
ship with its environment, including lo-
15  World Bank 2011: http://docs.lib.duke.edu/igo/guides/ngo/define.htm

16  Willetts 2001: http://www.staff.city.ac.uk/p.willetts/CS-NTWKS/NGO-ART.HTM 

17  Equitas and OHCHR 2011: 24. 

18  Ritchie and Kolodinsky, 2003: 370.

19  Keeley 1978: 272; Connolly, Conlon, and Deutsch 1980: 212. 

20  Equitas and OHCHR 2011: 58.

cal NGOs.19 The chart on the following 
page illustrates the components of these 
two indicators. 

Although many indicators are 
available to NGOs, their agenda still 
determines their preferred indicators. 
For example, a donor-driven NGO will 
pay more attention to the efficiency of 
its project. It can check for their fund-
raising efficiency, financial transparen-
cy, and programs/projects financial effi-
ciency. This internal indicator functions 
by following a logical framework. A 
log frame comprises inputs, activities, 
outputs, immediate outcomes, interme-
diate outcomes, and impact.20 A trans-
formative-driven NGO will focus on 
indicators of effectiveness and applies 
an input-impact framework that assess-
es inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, 
and impacts. A mandate-driven NGO 
will focus on an indicator of effective-
ness. In doing so, it applies a common 
outcome framework that considers pro-
gram-based measures (e.g., satisfaction 
and participation), community-based 
measures (e.g., community building 
and socioeconomic change), partici-
pant based measures (e.g., knowledge, 
behaviours, and status), and the orga-
nization-based measures (e.g., finance, 
structures, and management). This out-
come framework ensures that they are 
performing their mission and vision. If 
an NGO possesses all these agendas, 
then it will use both efficiency (internal) 
and effectiveness (external) indicators. 



An Additional Measure: Social Embeddedness 

The social embeddedness indicator provides the network that sustains and pro-
tects a political change agenda of an NGO. In 1985, Mark Granovetter defined so-
cial embeddedness as people’s economic activity that is embedded in the network 
of social relations.21 An NGO project is an economic activity by itself, managed 
by local champions, leaders, or by the entire community. Yet, NGO evaluation of-
ficers overlook this element when they do performance management.22 Thus, this 
paper proposes a comprehensive indicator that incorporates efficiency, effective-
ness, and social embeddedness. 

If a project becomes integrated into the community, meaning there is a 
large organizational buy-in, then changes from an individual level may trickle 
down to organizational and community levels. Its effects may spill over to other 
partnering organizations. This increases the promotion of greater political partici-
pation to strengthen democratic citizenship. These three levels of changes, coupled 
with the comprehensive indicator, show the impact of a project. The next section 
examines PiF Indonesia and PiF Montreal according to the level of changes and the 
comprehensive indicator. Equitas sees the importance of focusing on individuals 
first because, without individuals, change within the organization and the commu-
nity would not be possible. Equitas also recognizes that change does not occur in 
a vacuum. It takes time and reinforcement to maintain the change an organization 
desires.23 Thus, the success of the program is determined by the program’s capac-
ity to meet the indicators of efficiency, effectiveness, and social embeddedness in 
generating change in the individual, organizational, and community-wide levels.

  Indicators and 

Level of Change High Efficiency Gains High Effectiveness Gains

 

High Social Embeddedness Gains

  Individual Change Increase in the number of staff 
trained: increased productivity

Positive changes among children: more 
sensitive to positive values

Positive changes among staff: ownership of 
frontlines workers’ position as mentors and 

role models

Organizational 
Change

High frequency in the use of 
toolkit

Shift in organizational culture (staff 
meetings, hiring policies)

Organizational

Buy-in of Managerial Personnel

Community-level

Change

Increase in monitoring and 
evaluation practices as part of 

engagement strategy 

Increase in community empowerment 
activities

Increase in engagement of parents and other 
stakeholders

21  Boekema and Rutten 2004: 603. 

22  Norma 2014: 458.

23  Ibid., 11. 

A Comprehensive Indicator of NGO Performance Measurement
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Table: The comprehensive indicator of NGO 
performance measurement tells someone 
what variables to look for within the project 
or a program of an NGO.

Analysis

1. The Play it Fair (PiF) Montreal

The paper begins by setting the 
context of Montreal, where the Play it 
Fair program started. In 2006, the City 
of Montreal approached Equitas want-
ing a concrete tool to promote respect 
for diversity in their various summer 
camps and after-school programs. The 
relationship with the City of Montre-
al has provided access, visibility, and 
credibility to the creation and founda-
tion of the Play it Fair program. This 
partnership enabled Equitas to replicate 
the program in Canada and other metro-
politan cities of the world, including in 
Jakarta, Indonesia. 

1.1. The Efficiency of the PiF Montre-
al 

The PiF Montreal program 
succeeds, because it is able to meet the 
requirements for the three indicators of 
efficiency, effectiveness, and social em-
beddedness. First, it is efficient because 
it prioritizes increasing the number of 
staff trained in a given partner organi-
zation. PiF officers either conduct the 
training with the help of supervisors or 
managers from the partner organization 
or they let these supervisors or manag-
ers train their own staff. This is rooted 
in the idea that by training the trainers, 
Equitas helps the partner organization 
increase their productivity. The more 
frontline staff are trained in the use of 

24  Equitas Annual Report 2016: 12. 

the toolkit, the more they are able to 
incorporate group discussion skills and 
conflict resolution techniques in their 
work, which would improve their job 
performance. PiF Montreal staff of-
fered 14 training sessions this summer 
alone—3 for the upper-level manageri-
al staff and 11 for frontline staff. They 
have trained 221 coordinators and camp 
counselors from 22 camps in 13 bor-
oughs of Montreal.  

Additionally, the training rein-
forces the dynamic relationship among 
partners and improves their skills, 
which they bring to their local organiza-
tions. It has helped participants to share 
their ideas and strategies to improve 
their activities among other partners 
of PiF Montreal. One coordinator said 
to me: “I found it very useful that we 
learned about games that can relate and 
help with issues that we have in camp 
and you equipped us with post game 
discussion tools which all make discus-
sions more fun and engaging for kids.”24  
This example shows that participants 
gain human capital skills by attending 
the training. 

The PiF activities are also de-
signed to be flexible and diverse, so 
frontline workers can adapt them to par-
ticular situations they encounter. This 
program is designed to enable the local 
partner to incorporate the PiF program 
into their existing child development 
program without worrying about the 
sufficiency of resources. In this model, 
Equitas is fulfilling its agenda as do-
nor-driven, transformative, and man-
date-driven because it becomes a re-
source for the local institution, it imparts 



educational knowledge and approaches, 
and meets its goal of educating others 
on human rights. 

Furthermore, the PiF program 
is efficient because it engages the local 
partner in the monitoring and evaluation 
process. This stakeholder engagement 
strategy assures a community-wide 
change. PiF officers do this by conduct-
ing site visits to coach frontline workers 
on the use of the toolkit, to observe the 
use of the toolkit, and to suggest ways 
to improve the toolkit implementation. 
They also do follow-up through phone 
calls and emails for troubleshooting and 
to monitor the progress of the program. 
This allows PiF staff to make necessary 
interventions and adjustments to the 
program, which ensures targets are be-
ing met through a collaborative process. 
Local partners can ask to receive more 
promotional materials, extra toolkits, 
or training as deemed necessary. In the 
end, the local partner decides what is 
best for their organization and how they 
can make better use of the PiF program. 
The PiF officers do not have the final 
say on what to do, however, they ensure 
that the local partners develop their own 
strategies to promote human rights, en-
courage a space of dialogue, and rein-
force the ability of frontline workers to 
intervene and prevent bullying, intimi-
dation, and conflicts encountered during 
camps and after-school programs. What 
matters for PiF officers is that the part-
ner organization keeps the educational 
approach and adapts camp programs to 
their context. 

1.2. The Effectiveness of the PiF Mon-
treal

25  Cooper and Morrison 2013: 10. 

PiF Montreal is an exemplary 
program that mobilizes children and 
women to become equipped with skills 
to implement human rights program-
ming. This is possible, because the tool-
kits and the educational approach of the 
PiF program are easy to use and rely on 
the strength of a participatory and inclu-
sive approach to social change.25 The 
educational approach of PiF covers two 
parts: a game and a group discussion. 
The game allows children to share a con-
crete experience in a group setting. The 
group discussion helps them to engage 
in a critical reflection by following three 
steps. First, the children discuss what 
they feel. Then, the discussion moves to 
asking “think questions”, which encour-
ages children to reflect on their behavior 
during the game and in other contexts. 
This is when frontline workers make 
the link to human rights values of co-
operation, respect for diversity, fairness, 
inclusion, respect, responsibility, and 
acceptance. The last set of questions is 
action-based. Here, children are expect-
ed to propose ways of integrating these 
values into their daily lives.

The PiF program is effective 
in using games to illustrate teamwork 
and participatory approach to problem 
solving. The PiF program promotes fair 
play in games by creating a concrete 
experience for youth to understand in-
clusion, tolerance, cooperation, and re-
spect for diversity. For example, they 
promote a different version of musical 
chairs. When the music stops, a chair 
is removed, but instead of excluding a 
player, the children have to cooperate 
together to include all the children in 
the activity. The children have to work 
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together to figure out how everyone can 
share and develop a sense of fair play.

Frontline workers observe pos-
itive behavioural changes among chil-
dren. They report that children become 
more sensitive to positive values, more 
inclusive, more knowledgeable of their 
rights and responsibilities, and can ap-
ply the lessons and values to other situa-
tions. This positive change also empow-
ers children to take leadership roles. For 
example, a coordinator reports that they 
played the toolkit game called “From 
Saturn to Jupiter.” If the statement ap-
plies to the child, then that child will go 
to Saturn and if it does not relate at all 
then the child goes to Jupiter. The coor-
dinator says that “[they] wanted kids to 
recognize each other’s differences and 
similarities as well as to create a sense 
of group cohesion. Kids were very en-
thusiastic to find out each other’s likes 
and dislikes.”26 This example shows the 
extent to which the program becomes 
an instrument to teach a valuable lesson 
about the respect for diversity. 

In a campsite called Camp St. 
Raymond in Notre-Dame-de-Grace, 
the program delivers an organizational 
change within the camp. There was a 
shift in the organizational culture, par-
ticularly in the way the manager con-
ducted staff meetings. The author assist-
ed in one of the group meetings attended 
by frontline camp counselor workers, 
and observed that the manager repeat-
edly referred to the human rights values 
of cooperation and respect for diversity. 
She also created an environment con-
ducive to a safe space group discussion 
and an open forum on how to improve 

26  Ibid, 11. 

implementation of the PiF program in 
their summer camp. Each week for 12 
weeks straight, their camp focuses on 
the seven human rights values. Each 
of the camp counselors assumed the 
responsibility to find games and activi-
ties that correspond to the chosen value. 
They review the procedure of the games 
and practice them during the staff meet-
ing. This goes to show the strength of a 
participatory approach to social change. 
It motivates and encourages the entire 
group to participate in designing and 
choosing the activities, which empow-
ers camp counselors to take ownership 
of their role.  

The PiF Montreal is also ef-
fective in increasing community en-
gagement activities.  For 8 consecu-
tive years, the partners from the City 
of Montreal were invited to organize a 
Play it Fair Day in honour of the Na-
tional Youth Day on August 12. Three 
boroughs organized the said event. In 
the borough of Montreal-North, they 
gathered 400 children from 7 different 
camps in one place to play games that 
deal with values of collaboration, re-
spect for diversity, and responsibility. 
This year, the team from the borough’s 
Sports et Loisirs also received the an-
nual Play it Fair award for the excep-
tional contribution of the organization 
in fostering human rights values among 
kids of their borough. The Mayor of the 
borough, Christine Black, was present 
to receive the award. The other camp-
site, YMCA Westmount, has success-
fully gathered around 50 kids to play 
the games of the toolkit. Camp St. Ray-
mond from NDG also estimated around 
90 kids who participated in the Play it 



Fair Day. The event is made possible 
due to the community engagement of 
the upper-level managers, city/borough 
officers on child development, and the 
frontline camp counselors. The reason 
why these individuals are important in 
project implementation is the topic of 
the social embeddedness indicator. 

1.3. The Social Embeddedness of the 
PiF Montreal 

The social embeddedness in-
dicator is crucial because it determines 
whether the program can assimilate to 
the culture and norms of the organiza-
tion.Thus, it is important for PiF of-
ficers to find strategic partners whose 
mission aligns with the program, which 
helps in the substantial growth of PiF in 
Montreal. This social embeddedness in-
dicator is dependent on the ownership 
of the frontline workers of their role as 
mentors and role models, as well as the 
organizational buy-in of executive lead-
ership in a given partner organization. 
In other words, the goal of social em-
beddedness is for the program to find its 
permanent home and place in an orga-
nization. 

To ensure that there is a 
multi-level organizational buy-in, 
the program or project must motivate 
frontline workers to remain enthusias-
tic about it. It is equally important for 
management levels and supervisors to 
portray enthusiasm about the program. 
They are actually the people who can 
determine whether the program will 
find its home at the host organization. 
An organizational buy-in is defined 
here as the willingness of a group or an 
individual to support an action or a de-
27  Lipsky 1969: 45. 

cision. A prominent scholar on change 
management named John Kotter of the 
Harvard Business School (1995) ad-
vances that for a buy-in to work, the 
managers must create a clear vision and 
must communicate it effectively. If this 
vision is clear, feasible, and attainable, 
then one will see a champion effect in 
which supervisors and frontline workers 
will buy-in to the demand for the needs 
of the program. This example shows 
a top-to-bottom organizational buy-in 
that dictates whether a program or a 
project will be implemented.

We see this case at work with 
the partnership of Equitas and the City 
of Montreal. The Parks and Recreation 
department of the City has a vision of 
fostering respect for diversity, so they 
communicated this widely by inviting 
Equitas to develop a program that deals 
with the issue. The Play it Fair develops 
as a complementary program to the ex-
isting children’s program. This partner-
ship works because both organizations 
aim to promote respect for diversity. 
Having the City as a key champion gave 
PIF the credibility to expand into other 
boroughs or even other provinces. 

Now, what will make a differ-
ence is whether the front line workers 
maintain this vision of respect for diver-
sity. To do this, the paper applies a con-
cept called the street level bureaucrats 
coined by Micheal Lipsky, who concep-
tualizes the frontline workers as people 
who meets citizens at the interface be-
tween citizens and the government.27 
They interact directly with citizens (in 
this case, with children and parents) on 
behalf of the state (the City of Montre-
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al). Therefore, the policy implemen-
tation comes down to the people who 
actually implement it. Whether these 
frontline workers deliver the same vi-
sion or message to the children is what 
will make a difference in the project im-
plementation. In the case of PiF Montre-
al, the frontline workers who are camp 
counselors aged 18 and above deliver 
the vision of respect for diversity with-
out reservation. This is observed by the 
frequency of the use of games that deal 
with this topic. Another factor that may 
influence why these frontline workers 
deliver the vision they receive from the 
top executive is the fact that they live in 
a highly diverse and multicultural soci-
ety. So, they see the need to instill the re-
spect for diversity among children. The 
goal of the City of Montreal becomes 
compatible with the frontline workers’ 
own values.  Overall, the PiF Montreal 
shows how change can occur in micro 
and macro-levels. In the case of Play 
it Fair Jakarta, it will become apparent 
later in this paper why the street level 
bureaucrats there share different view-
points on why they use the game and the 
toolkit, or even why they find it useful at 
all in the first place.  

   Indicators Efficiency Effectiveness Social Embeddedness

Activities are flexible 
and diverse

Easy to use The importance of a cham-
pion effect

Budget-friendly

The role of training, 
follow-up, and 
evaluation

Inclusive and partici-
patory

The strength of a partici-
patory approach to social 
change

A link to mission and values 

Finding a home for PiF

28  Equitas –Where We Work: https://equitas.org/en/what-we-re-doing-and-where/indonesia/ 

29  Arguelles, Milagros. Interviewed by Marko de Guzman. Personal Interview. Montreal, October 14, 2016. 

2. The Play it Fair Jakarta 

Since 1995, Equitas has devel-
oped a strong network of partnerships 
and relationships with NGOs, other civil 
society organizations, government insti-
tutions, and human rights advocates in 
Indonesia. The organization gained ac-
cess to Indonesia’s human rights-based 
NGO by following up with Indonesian 
alumni from their International Human 
Rights Education Program held every 
year in Montreal. Through the help of 
these alumni, Equitas first offered a 
series of workshops with the National 
Commission on Human Rights (Kom-
nas Ham) in 1997, followed by other 
workshops and development projects. 
Equitas did not intend to bring the Play 
it Fair program. It fact, the program’s 
arrival in Jakarta was an afterthought 
when an IHRTP alumnus requested to 
implement the program there. The pi-
lot PiF program in Indonesia started in 
2010 at pesantrens or Islamic boarding 
schools.28 It was a short term program of 
Equitas developed to last from August 
to March 2011 in partnership with the 
Centre for Pesantren and Democracy 
Studies Indonesia, Canadian Embassy 
in Indonesia, and the Canadian Interna-
tional Development Agency (CIDA).29

Micro-Level

Macro-Level



This section will examine 
whether the key factors that positively 
influence the Play it Fair Montreal will 
see in the Play it Fair Jakarta. 

2.1. The Efficiency of PiF Jakarta 

The PiF Jakarta is efficient but 
not enough to meet the “high-efficien-
cy gains” criterion of our comprehen-
sive indicator. First, this pilot program 
trained the head teachers/principals 
from Jakarta and Pontianak, the capital 
of West Kalimantan. By training them 
before the front-line workers, Equitas 
ensured that there will be social em-
beddedness of the project. Then, these 
head teachers trained their own teach-
ers, which empower them to envision a 
human rights program for their school. 
In this sense, everyone was on board to 
implement the program. The toolkit was 
used frequently because Equitas, along 
with the help of administrators, trans-
lated it into Bahasa-Indonesia. Initial-
ly, there was resistance to the program 
because the educational materials were 
all written in English. Thus, teachers 
and parents thought this program has 
a Western perspective and principles. 
That is why Equitas decided to translate 
the toolkit. It helped the organization 
reach more people and ensure that the 
program adapts to the culture and the 
context in Indonesia. 

As of now, the PiF Indonesia 
seems to be efficiently successful. How-
ever, looking at the community-level 
change, it became clear that Equitas 
and the local partner did not increase 
the monitoring and evaluation practic-
es of teachers as much as Equitas does 
with the PiF Montreal. There are vari-

ous reasons for this problem. First, the 
main reason why Equitas was in Jakarta 
was to train human rights advocates and 
government officials on human rights 
education and values. Head teachers 
were invited to the training Equitas 
gave in Indonesia. The Play it Fair pro-
gram was mentioned as one of the tools 
Equitas uses to promote inclusion, re-
spect for diversity, and children’s rights 
in Canada. Teachers loved this idea and 
thought it would also be beneficial to pi-
lot the project there. So, Equitas piloted 
it with the help of the Canadian Inter-
national Development Agency and the 
Canadian Embassy. The international 
organization followed its regular proce-
dure in training advocates by targeting 
the upper-level teachers. The project 
was also envisioned to run for a short 
term period. It was meant to simply 
impart human rights values and let the 
schools adapt the program to their own 
pace. They did not have enough staff to 
train head teachers on monitoring and 
evaluating the program. Head teachers 
also did not have the  capacity and re-
sources to train their own staff. Thus, 
the program was rarely monitored and 
evaluated. This lack of evaluation and 
monitoring training meant no one can 
objectively report whether expected 
results were achieved. Equitas pushed 
through the program because head 
teachers needed it. Yet, both teachers 
and Equitas were not fully prepared to 
maintain the program. 

2.2. The Effectiveness of the PiF Ja-
karta

Despite this lack of monitor-
ing and evaluation practice, PiF Jakarta 
was effective in sensitizing kids to hu-
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man rights values. Kids find the values 
relevant to their lives, and  were eager 
to adopt them. they revised some of 
the games to make them fit the Indo-
nesian culture. There were also shifts 
in organizational culture as seen with 
the teachers’ new strategy to play en-
gaging games with parents and kids 
during  the after school period and the 
weekend. Through the use of the PiF 
program, teachers increased commu-
nity engagement and involvement of 
parents. Teachers built a community 
that is inclusive. Thus, the PiF Jakarta is 
effective because impacts and outcomes 
remain significant. 

2.3. Social Embeddedness of the PiF 
Jakarta

At this time, it is crucial to anal-
yse whether the PiF Jakarta meets the 
social embeddedness indicator. To do 
this, this paper refers back to the con-
cept of street level bureaucrats to exam-
ine if the frontline workers (teachers) 
share the goal with Equitas. If they do 
not share the same message, then there 
might be a divergence of ideas that 
could induce less organizational buy-in. 

In Indonesia, particularly in 
these boarding schools, the teachers are 
wary of Western influence. Boarding 
schools exist so a community can main-
tain the traditional way of living and 
keep their faith alive. Thus, Indonesians 
felt threatened by the PiF program ini-
tially because it came from Canada and 
aims to share ideas about human rights 
values. They perceived values connot-
ing a certain Western, liberal, and un-

30  Arguelles, Milagros. Interviewed by Marko de Guzman.. Montreal, October 14, 2016.

31  Fukuyama 1999, https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/seminar/1999/reforms/fukuyama.htm#6

orthodox approach. Milagros Arguelles, 
the Asian Officer of Equitas, argues that 
not all teachers like the implementation 
of Play it Fair. Equitas also faced opposi-
tion from those who want to control ed-
ucational discourses.30 Yet, the program 
penetrated schools in Jakarta and Ponti-
anak because Equitas partnered with an 
alumnus who is a executive director of 
the Centre for Pesantren and Democra-
cy Studies in Indonesia. She guaranteed 
a minimal organizational buy-in within 
her network of teachers because she had 
vast networks within the community 
and the public sector. Her Centre is also 
not sufficient to champion for the PiF 
program in Islamic boarding school be-
cause of lack of manpower. 

One day, the executive director 
found out that she had cancer, so her 
daughters took over her role in lead-
ing the local NGO. She unfortunate-
ly passed away and the Centre lost its 
grip and social control of the commu-
nity because she had become its pillar. 
This important example shows that an 
NGO needs not only one champion, but 
several to ensure that there is an organi-
zational buy-in of the project from top-
to-bottom within the state and society.  
In other words, a champion’s network 
needs to rely on bonding social capital 
rather than bridging social capital that 
increases the “radius of trust” as Francis 
Fukuyama defines it.31  Bonding capital 
is refers to the links between like-mind-
ed people, or the reinforcement of ho-
mogeneity. It builds strong ties, but can 
also result in higher walls excluding 
those who do not qualify, American col-
lege fraternities being a prominent ex-



ample of such bonding”.32 Bridging social capital refers to “the building of connec-
tions between heterogeneous groups; these are likely to be more fragile, but more 
likely also to foster social inclusion.”33 This reliance on bonding capital creates a 
broad coalition building and empowers someone to continue a project. Thus, social 
embeddedness is inherently linked to conception of trust, network, and influence. 

The lack of follow-up and the short-term nature of the project also hin-
dered the embeddedness of PiF to the community. A seven-months programming 
was not enough time for a new program to become rooted in the life of the commu-
nity. Equitas also lacked manpower, which impeded their work to follow-up with 
the teachers and head teachers who participated in the training.    

 
 Indicators

  
 Levels  

Efficiency Effectiveness Social Embeddedness

Micro-level
Training of head-teachers/
upper-levels.

Sensitization of kids to 
human rights values 

Organizational knowledge 
concentrated among a small 
group of people

Macro-level

Translation of the toolkit to 
Bahasa.

Lack of training, fol-
low-up, and evaluation.

Increase of parents’ involve-
ment.

Lack of bridging capital due 
to reliance of bridging capital 
in building networks/coalition 
(emphasis added). 

3. Play it Fair Montreal and Jakarta: What are their differences? 

The Play it Fair Montreal and Jakarta shares differences that influence 
organizational efficiency. The PiF Montreal has a long-term partnership with the 
City of Montreal, while the PiF Jakarta relied on a short-term partnership with 
CIDA, Equitas, and Canadian Embassy in Indonesia. Having a long-term part-
nership is necessary for the program’s overall sustainability; this actually allows 
time for building trust and relationships, which requires long-term investments.34 
This long-term partnership also enables building a relationship upon principles of 
accountability for results, collaboration, and transparency. This practice ensures 
that the program delivers expected values to stakeholders in a consistent way rather 
than a temporary way. 

The PiF Montreal program is a responsive program because PiF officers 
and local partners are more agile and intervene in a timely manner when needed. 
This has helped the program to generate new ideas and encourage innovation of 
the program. For example, the PiF Montreal is now looking into expanding its 

32  Schuller, T., Baron, S. & Field, J. (2000). Social capital: A review and critic. In S. Baron, J. Field, & T. Schuller (Eds.). Social Capital. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

33  Ibid. 

34  MacIntyre et al, 2013: 264. 
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outreach to formal educational insti-
tutions like kindergarten and elemen-
tary schools. PiF officers have started 
building relationships with English and 
French School Boards in Montreal. The 
PiF Jakarta, however, did not fully de-
velop as a responsive program because 
of time constraints, cultural differenc-
es, and lack of manpower. The Equitas 
Asia Officer was the only person who 
monitored the program while she was in 
Indonesia. The monitoring practice was 
left to teachers; however, they did not 
have the capacity to implement due to 
time, resources, and money constraints. 

Another pitfall affecting  this 
issue was the critical organizational 
knowledge concentrated among a small 
group of people in Jakarta. More train-
ing on monitoring and evaluation prac-
tices could have helped. More general 
PiF training on the use of the manual 
could have also helped in the spread 
of knowledge to the other pesantrens 
teachers, local leaders, parents, and 
perhaps the entire community. Perhaps, 
education was the key element that was 
lacking and not training. Education re-
fers here to the knowledge acquisition 
as it relates to human rights advocacy 
while training is about capacity building 
or giving the skills on human rights ad-
vocacy.  Equitas could have developed 
a strong message on the importance 
of children’s rights and human rights 
values. Lastly, PiF Montreal program 
documents and shares its experience 
and knowledge to its local partners con-
sistently. This practice has helped PiF 
Montreal to foster a strong relationship 
with its partners. The teachers involved 
with PiF Jakarta did not fully document 

35  Equitas 2013

the progress of PiF Jakarta because they 
probably did not have time to do soand 
did not see the need for it. In fact, in a 
study in 2013 conducted by Equitas, 
evaluation of the PiF program was seen 
as a service Equitas offers to its local 
partners, rather than the local partner’s 
responsibility.35 There was a need for 
proactive partnership in which PiF offi-
cers assist local partners to discuss and 
define metrics that would be valuable to 
report on.  

Conclusion 

The analysis section of this pa-
per reveals several trends and show that 
the effectiveness, efficiency, and social 
embeddedness of PiF Montreal and PiF 
Jakarta differ significantly. This paper 
concludes with two general concerns. 
The first concern is with respect to im-
proving accountability and partnership, 
then with respect to building a more 
sustainable program. 

4. Delivering Results by Improving 
Accountability and Partnership 

An NGO is successful in its 
goal of political change to the extent 
that it is able to mobilize vulnerable 
groups of the given society to become 
leaders of their own development. This 
action requires the NGO to conduct per-
formance measurement to monitor and 
evaluate the effect of their program. By 
comparing PiF Montreal and Jakarta, 
this paper reveals the need for Equitas 
to improve its accountability to benefi-
ciaries and donors. One way of improv-
ing accountability is for Equitas to en-
sure that its local partners are trained to 
monitor and evaluate the progress of PiF 



program. Training comes with costs. 
Equitas receives funding from the 
Canadian International Development 
Agency (CIDA), corporate donors, 
and individual donors. Accountability 
mechanisms like monitoring and eval-
uation tools, performance indicators, 
and frameworks must be simplified 
across NGO work and among the re-
quirements grantors and fund giving 
institutions and donors asked to their 
grantees.  This simplification of per-
formance measures allows for greater 
emphasis on creating a program that 
is socially embedded or integrated 
into the community. Emphasis must 
be given to the NGO’s ability to docu-
ment and share experiences or lessons 
learned. 

5. NGOs Equal Responsibility: To-
wards a More Sustainable Program 

Equitas unintentionally fos-
ters  recipient-to-donor dependency in 
the Play it Fair program implementa-
tion in Jakarta. The Centre in Indone-
sia relies heavily on Equitas to perform 
tasks like monitoring and evaluation 
despite Equitas’ aim to incorporate 
participatory approach in their role 
as partner NGOs. As demonstrated in 
this paper, this recipient-to-donor de-
pendency has to do with the manner 
the Equitas represented itself to the 
Centre for Pesantren and Democra-
cy Studies in Indonesia. Equitas took 
the role of service provider, while the 
Centre became its local beneficiary. 

This service provision is, in fact, part 
of what Equitas aims to do, however, 
it should not be the main reason that 

drives it to partner with local NGOs. 
Equitas must exist to educate, to em-
power, and to ignite political change. 

Stakeholders involved in any 
project implementation, including the 
program officer, teachers, and other 
recipients need to see themselves as 
policy ‘implementers’ and not solely 
service providers. In other words, the 
Equitas’ program officer should not 
bear the responsibility of monitoring 
and evaluating the progress of the 
program alone. The partner teachers 
and the staff of the Centre in Indone-
sia were also equally responsible for 
monitoring the program. Both NGOs 
were accountable to one another and 
to their donor providers. Equitas re-
ceived funds from the public and pri-
vate agencies to implement the project 
in Indonesia. Thus, they are account-
able to the Centre because they are 
their recipient organization. They then 
provided skills, human rights knowl-
edge and tools as part of their agree-
ment. On the other hand, the Centre in 
Indonesia was accountable to the chil-
dren they serve as well as to Equitas 
that expected a successful implemen-
tation of the program. 

Ultimately, PiF officers are 
the architect and carpenters. They built 
the program while the recipient orga-
nization became the tenant of the PiF 
program. The local and street bureau-
crats; the teachers, and head teach-
ers are the residents and caretaker of 
that home. They must do “chores” 
like monitoring and evaluating the 
program to maintain and sustain it in 
the  long-run. This recipient-to-donor 
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dependency puts into question whether 
international organizations like Equi-
tas are maintaining the existing power 
structure that upholds the interests of 
the state through their project. Equitas’ 
PiF program in Indonesia was funded 
by the Canadian Embassy and CIDA, 
which  both support projects meant to 
increase respect for human rights. This 
interest may be seen as imposing on  the 
local NGO, especially when recipients 
and cultural knowledge are not ade-
quately considered  in the project im-
plementation. Clearly, lack of resources 
and distance of donor NGO to its recip-
ient NGO matter. 
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Dear Mother Nature,

Please forgive us. We’re sorry for the 300+ species we drove to ex-
tinction. We’re sorry for the 78 million acres of your beautiful forests 
we chop every year. We truly are sorry for the 5.25 trillion pieces of 
plastic afloat in your great oceans.

But please help us. We’re dying and we don’t know what to do. These 
disasters you inflict upon us are a result of our doings. Killing you is 
just the same as killing ourselves. But please understand that we are 
flawed. We need time to believe in you.

Remind us, once again, of your beauty. Reveal the mountains you 
carve out of soil, the oceans you melt out of air, the light you pour out 
of dark. Release the beauty you create out of life. Remind us of this 
eternal existence you nurture for us. 

Would you please, Mother Nature, forgive what we’ve done?

Love,
Humans



INDIA VS. CHINA: THE RE-
LATIONSHIP BETWEEN LAW 
AND ECONOMIC DEVELOP-
MENT

by Corrina Vali

___________________

Introduction

China and India are not only the world’s 
two most populous countries, but are 
also the second and seventh largest in 
terms of GDP.1 While the World Bank 
downgraded its 2016 global growth 
forecast from 2.9 per cent to 2.4 per 
cent, India and China grew at 7.6 per 
cent and 6.9 percent respectively in 
2015.2 With the rise of these two coun-
tries since the 1990s, economists and 
social scientists have questioned the 
sustainability and inclusivity of their 
rapid economic growth. India has im-
mense economic potential with a young 
population, a high skilled service sector, 
and a consumer demand-driven econo-
my. However, it is hampered by a large 
and corrupt bureaucracy, a lack of infra-
structure, and social underdevelopment. 
On the other hand, the manufacturing 
and export-led Chinese economy has 
been slowing down as a result of low 
domestic demand and extensive govern-
ment intervention. 

Arguably, the political systems of the 
two countries, namely parliamentary 
democracy in India and one-party rule 
in China, have deeply impacted their 

1    Charles Riley and Ivory Sherman. “World’s Largest Economies”. CNN Money. Accessed August 2, 2016, http://money.cnn.com/news/economy/
world_economies_gdp/

2  “Gdp Growth (Annual %).” The World Bank, http://money.cnn.com/news/economy/world_economies_gdp/.

3 “Brief History of Law in India.” The Bar Council of India, http://www.barcouncilofindia.org/about/about-the-legal-profession/legal-educa-
tion-in-the-united-kingdom/.

economic trajectories. However, this pa-
per examines the relationship between 
law and economic development in In-
dia and China. Firstly, it analyzes the 
evolution of the legal systems in both 
countries, and discusses the importance 
of alternative dispute resolution mecha-
nisms. Moreover, this paper attempts to 
explain the different economic growth 
trajectories of India and China post 
market liberalization reforms through 
a legal lens. It argues that China’s lim-
ited legal infrastructure and basic rule-
based substantive law has provided the 
Communist Party of China (CCP)-led 
bureaucracy more discretion to effi-
ciently design and implement economic 
reforms. On the other hand, India’s in-
herited extensive legal and political sys-
tems are prone to mismanagement and 
have made it costlier to maintain a busi-
ness friendly environment. Lastly, the 
paper emphasizes that law and econom-
ic development are mutually reinforcing 
processes, and both China and India are 
responding to their economic require-
ments using unique legal reforms.

The Indian Legal System

The modern Indian government system 
and constitution have been inherited 
from two hundred years of British co-
lonial rule over the country. India ad-
opted its written constitution in 1950 
after gaining independence in 1947, and 
established a parliamentary democracy 
with three branches- the legislative, the 
executive and the judiciary.3 The con-
stitution also proclaimed India to be a 
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socialist country, which led to the na-
tionalization of major industries such 
as transport, steel and communications. 
From 1947 to 1991, India came to be 
known as a “license raj”, infamous for 
its corrupt bureaucracy, excessive regu-
lations and slow nationalized industries. 
On the verge of economic failure, the 
government in 1991, decided to imple-
ment market liberalization reforms after 
four decades of import substitution. Do-
mestic laws, such as intellectual proper-
ty laws, were amended to fulfill India’s 
obligations under the World Trade Or-
ganization (WTO).4 Moreover, the gov-
ernment created independent regulatory 
authorities in specialized fields of eco-
nomic activity such as capital markets, 
telecommunications, electricity, insur-
ance, etc. These independent regulato-
ry agencies were assigned legislative, 
executive as well as judicial functions. 
The Arbitration and Conciliation Act of 
1996, replaced the old Act of 1940 to 
make the alternative dispute resolution 
system “efficient and effective”.5 Since 
2002, India has eased Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI), created “fast-track 
courts” and amended the Code of Civil 
Procedure for faster resolution of partic-
ular conflicts. Having risen as a robust 
economic power with untapped poten-
tial, the current Indian government un-
der Prime Minister Modi has aimed to 
push through the next set of major eco-
nomic reforms. For example, the Coal 
Mines Bill of 2015 opens up the nation-

4  Ashok Kotwal, BharatRamaswami, and Wiliam Wadhwa. “Economic Liberalization and Indian Economic Growth: What’s the Evi-
dence?”. Journal of Economic Literature 49, no. 4 (2011): 1152-99.

5  Krishna Sarma, Momota Oinam and Angshuman Kaushik “Development and Practice
of Arbitration in India –Has It Evolved as an Effective Legal Institution “. Center on Democracy, Development, and The Rule of Law Freeman. 
Number 103 (2009).

6  Naidu, M Venkaiah. “Under Pm Modi, Decision Making Has Replaced Policy Paralysis Witnessed During Upa Regime, Writes Ven-
kaiah.” The Indian Express, May 26 2016.

7  Shah, Rakesh Kumar Singh and Aditi. “India’s Pro-Business Modi Storms to Historic Election Win.” Reuters, May 16 2014.

alized sector of coal mining for domes-
tic and foreign investors. In addition, 
the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code 
was passed in the 2016 Budget, which 
creates time-bound processes for insol-
vency resolution for companies and in-
dividuals.6 The relative stability of the 
consumer demand-driven Indian econo-
my in the aftermath of the 2008 financial 
crisis and consistently high growth rates 
have attracted more international inves-
tors, and encouraged domestic ones to 
explore its vast consumer market. This 
push by entrepreneurs, investors and 
middle class consumers ushered in the 
Modi government in 2014, with the 
primary mandate of economic devel-
opment and efficient administration.7 
Thus, the bilateral relationship between 
economic and legal development is re-
flected in the current Indian scenario.

The Chinese Legal System

The Chinese legal system has been 
influenced by three significant forc-
es- namely, the Chinese Empire based 
on Confucian and Daoist beliefs, the 
dismissal of law after the Cultural Rev-
olution, and legal rebuilding since the 
1970s. Firstly, Confucianism empha-
sizes the importance of the community 
over the individual, and led to the cre-
ation of a system based on hierarchical 
relationships in the political and social 
spheres. Li (a system of social norms 
and morality) was more preferable than 



fa (legal enforcement).8 This also ties in 
with the concept of “non-action” intro-
duced in Daoism, which promotes the 
creation of a “natural state of harmony” 
from which action emerges naturally. 
Another important tenet of Daoism is 
the “unity of opposites”, which sug-
gests that both sides of any argument 
are both right and wrong.9 Thus, media-
tion and arbitration are more preferable 
than adjudication and legal enforcement 
according to these philosophies. While 
“non-action” places immense value in 
an implicit social and political contract 
to maintain societal harmony, the “uni-
ty of opposites” encourages consensus 
and subjectivity rather than an objective 
rule of law. Imperial China is consid-
ered renzhi (rule of man) rather than 
fazhi (rule of law), with the legal system 
an implement to govern and control the 
public for the benefit of the rulers.10 This 
combination of Confucian and Dao-
ist philosophy and the structure of the 
Chinese empire created a legal system 
that was discretionary, bureaucratic and 
ambiguous. This ritual and patron-cli-
ent relationship-based system was 
successful in the 18th century Chinese 
economy. However, it limited the scale 
and flexibility of Chinese businesses in 
comparison to Western enterprise as ex-
pansion became difficult beyond clans 
and social groups. It was only with the 
advent of Western merchants in the 19th 
century and the growth of private enter-

8  Burke et. al, “The Legal Systems in India-China”.

9  Witzel, Tim Ambler and Morgen. Doing Business in China. 2004.

10  Burke et. al, “The Legal Systems in India-China”.

11  Faure, David. “Company Law and the Emergence of the Modern Firm.” In China and Capitalism. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University 
Press, 2006: 27.

12  Ibid., 47.

13  Ebrey, Patricia Buckley. “Four Modernizations Era.” University of Washington, https://depts.washington.edu/chinaciv/graph/9confour.
htm.

14  Burke et. al, “The Legal Systems in India-China”.

prise in Europe, that the Company Law 
of 1904 was passed.11 This is significant 
because “Company Law replaced the 
idea of privileges granted by imperial 
charter with state recognition for pri-
vate mercantile initiative in return for 
tax”.12According to Faure, this process 
of legal transformation in China is still 
incomplete. 

The Qing Court’s resistance to reform 
was partially responsible for its over-
throw in order to build the Republic of 
China in 1911. However, the Cultural 
Revolution in 1949 invalidated the en-
tire corpus of law that been in force until 
then. Mao favoured a system of general 
principles interpreted by cadres, which 
used Confucian ideals to reinforce the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s 
power. From 1949 to 1957, China bor-
rowed heavily from the socialist Soviet 
legal system. However, with the CCP 
holding absolute power in legal pro-
ceedings, legal development stopped 
and by the 1970s China had virtually no 
written law13 As a result, a legal system 
was required that ensured the stability 
and continuity of the laws; guaranteed 
the equality of all people before the 
laws and denied anyone the privilege of 
being above the law; and provided that 
the law may be revised only through le-
gal procedures and not at the personal 
whim of a particular leader.14 This pe-
riod saw the reestablishment of legal 
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institutes and the Ministry of Justice. 
However, the rule of law was not pro-
moted as a means to establish a West-
ern-style liberal democracy. Rather, it 
was considered a prerequisite for swift 
economic development, and was thus 
confined to the commercial sector. The 
creation of a rule-based commercial 
sector and economic liberalization gave 
the Chinese economy the boost that has 
transformed it into a manufacturing and 
export giant. Since the early 2000s, Chi-
na has incorporated the rule of law as 
a basic guiding principle into its foun-
dation documents (1997) and amended 
its laws to increase compatibility with 
the World Trade Organization (WTO).15 
However, the majority of the decision 
making power lies in the hands of the 
CCP and the Chinese bureaucracy, since 
citizens do not have the right to political 
participation and free speech. 

Impact of Law on Economic Develop-
ment

The “developmental state” model used 
to describe the state-led economic de-
velopment of East Asian countries such 
as South Korea and China requires a 
unique legal configuration. Stable rights 
of property and contract among private 
actors are ensured but the administrative 
law regime allows “maximum bureau-
cratic flexibility and minimum trans-
parency”.16 In the Chinese case, broad 
laws and an ambiguous judicial system 
allowed state-led bureaucrats to coordi-

15  Peerenboom, Randall. “What Have We Learned About Law and Development? Describing, Predicting and Assessing Legal Reforms in 
China.”. Latrobe Law School Legal Studies Research Paper Series  (2008): 823-71.

16  Ginsburg, Tom. “Does Law Matter for Economic Development? Evidence from East Asia.” Law and Society Review 34, no. 3 (2000): 
836.

17  Ibid.

18  Donald Clarke, Peter Murrell and Susan Whiting. “The Role of Law in China’s Economic Development.” In China’s Great Economic 
Transformation, edited by Thomas Rawski and Loren Brandt, 375-428: Cambridge University Press, 2008: 420.

19  Ding, Chengri. “Effects of Land Acquisition on China’s Economic Future.” Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2004.

nate larger development efforts seen to 
be in the interest of society as a whole, 
such as cartelizing research, channeling 
capital, and structuring market share 
in declining industries.17 Therefore, in-
stead of what Weber would call a “ra-
tional legal system” that focused on 
the entrepreneur’s freedom to operate 
in the market economy, the East Asian 
development model favoured strong 
public-private partnerships wherein the 
state had the ability to manipulate the 
ambiguous legal system in the larger 
interest of society.18 For example, swift 
infrastructure building in China from 
the 1980s onwards, in order to facilitate 
large scale Foreign Direct Investment 
(FDI) and factory creation was only 
possible due to the widespread adop-
tion of the Land Use Rights System 
(LURs). Land ownership and use rights 
have been separated in this system. This 
created an institutional capacity for lo-
cal governments to raise revenues to 
finance urban redevelopment and eco-
nomic reforms.19 According to Chengri 
Ding from the Lincoln Institute of Land 
Policy, “this revenue-raising ability is 
rooted in the land ownership structure 
and power of Chinese government, since 
the state owns virtually all land in cities 
and towns”. Hence, China’s rudimenta-
ry legal system allowed the government 
to structure and immediately implement 
economic decisions. On the other hand, 
land acquisition by the government in 
India remains a controversial issue. For 
instance, the building of the Sardar Sa-



rovar Dam, which would displace the 
local community across the Narmada 
River in Western India, was met with 
a forceful activist backlash. This back-
lash eventually turned into the “Narma-
da Bachao Andolan” or the Save Nar-
mada Movement, which was successful 
in stopping the construction of the dam 
for seven years. The Supreme Court of 
India finally approved the dam, with 
conditions of rehabilitation and replace-
ment. However the project was delayed 
by nearly a decade because of the local 
fishermen’s legal right to private owner-
ship of land.20 The legal process in India 
is therefore more time consuming and 
prevents quick action by the state. An-
other recent legal development in Indi-
an public law is the introduction of the 
Public Interest Litigation (PIL), which 
permits a citizen to espouse the cause of 
others.21 This has led to judicial activ-
ism and has empowered civil society in 
general. However, PILs have also made 
it increasingly difficult for the govern-
ment to make unpopular economic deci-
sions. Moreover, a rise in frivolous PILs 
has overburdened the judiciary, and ac-
cording to former Prime Minister Man-
mohan Singh, “like in so many things 
in public life, in PILs too we may have 
gone too far”.22

Furthermore, some theorists argue that 
a full-fledged legal system is unneces-
sary and even detrimental for a develop-

20  Narula, Smita. “The Story of Narmada Bachao Andolan: Human Rights in the Global Economy and the Struggle against the World 
Bank.” In NELLCO Legal Scholarship Repository, 2008.

21  Burke et. al, “The Legal Systems in India-China”.

22  Chhibber, Maneesh. “To Check Motivated Pils, Govt Works on Law.” The Indian Express, June 27 2011.

23  Posner, Richard A. “Creating a Legal Framework for Economic Development.” The World Bank Research Observer 3, no. 1 (1998): 1

24  Ibid., 3.

25  Jonathan Hay, Andrei Shleifer and Robert W. Vishny. “Privatization in Transition Economies: Towards a Theory of Legal Reform.” 
European Economic Review 40, no. 315 (1996): 566-68.

26  Lasseter, Tom. “India’s Courts Resist Reform; Backlog at 31.4 Million Cases.” Bloomberg.com, January 5, 2015 2015.

ing country’s economic growth. World 
Bank researcher, Richard Posner argues 
that while a basic legal framework for 
protecting property and contract rights 
is necessary for economic development, 
countries must refrain from “open-end-
ed standards or a heavy investment in 
upgrading the nation’s judiciary”.23 
According to him, this system has the 
potential to result in a virtuous cycle 
whereby the modest legal system leads 
to economic growth, thus increasing 
demands for more legal development 
by actors in the free market.24 In addi-
tion, authors Hay, Shleifer, and Vishny 
point out that establishing efficient le-
gal institutions is more expensive and 
time-consuming than enacting rules for 
the existing inefficient institutions to 
administer.25 The “rules first” strategy 
adopted by China reduces the cost of in-
vesting in an elaborate judiciary, while 
also making it easier for the pre-existing 
weak judiciary to implement objective 
rules instead of having to interpret stan-
dards. On the other hand, India’s inde-
pendent and extensive judicial system is 
not just expensive, but also inefficient. 
In 2013, 31.4 million cases were pend-
ing from the local courts to the Supreme 
Court in India.26 Not only is there a 
dearth of qualified judges, but also a ju-
dicial process that is long, cumbersome, 
and riddled with corruption. Therefore, 
at the level of the entrepreneur or inves-
tor, while India may have the right laws, 
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they are incredibly inaccessible. On the 
other hand, the Chinese rule-based legal 
system is more objective and efficient 
in terms of the private sector. This is 
evident in the “Ease of doing business 
Index” released by the World Bank, 
where China ranks 84th, while India 
ranks much lower at 130th.27 Thus, Chi-
na’s less developed but  efficient legal 
system has fostered more economic de-
velopment than India’s large judiciary, 
elaborate constitution, and democratic 
government. 

Legal and Economic Development: A 
Bilateral Relationship

Early development theorists such as 
Weber and North considered a rational 
system of law protecting property rights 
and contracts to be the foundation of 
economic development. This “endow-
ment perspective” effectively explained 
the rise of Western countries, and be-
came the dominant narrative in the in-
ternational community and organiza-
tions such as the World Bank and UN. 
However, Milhaupt and Pistor argue, 
“there is a rolling relation between law 
and markets which serve as two points 
in a continuous feedback loop”.28 They 
posit that while a rational legal system 
is not a prerequisite for early economic 
development, once the market grows, 
rising demand for a business-friendly 
environment results in further legal de-
velopment. 

Hence, India’s economic underperfor-
mance in comparison to China can be 
partially explained by its adoption of 

27  “Ease of Doing Business Index.”http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IC.BUS.EASE.XQ.

28  Milhaupt, Katharina Pirtor and Curtis J. Rethinking the Relation between Legal and Economic Development. Law and Capitalism.  
Chicago: University of Chicago, 2008: 38.

the elaborate British legal system from 
the outset. Some experts would suggest 
that the country’s economic potential is 
undermined by its legal system. How-
ever, many have begun questioning 
the sustainability of China’s economic 
growth, which is slowing down due to 
an overdependence on exports. Further 
research is required to determine any 
causation between the structure of the 
Chinese and Indian economies and their 
legal systems.

Nevertheless, both India and China are 
in the process of combining informal 
and formal forms of business manage-
ment with their legal systems. While 
both show promise, it will be interest-
ing to observe which country emerges 
as a model for sustainable development 
in the next few decades.
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THE DEVIL IN THE DETAILS: 
A FILM REVIEW OF 
“NOT WITHOUT US”

by Claire Avisar
___________________

On June 1st 2017, President Donald 
Trump announced that the United 
States was to pull out of the Paris Peace 
Accord [1], a UN facilitated agreement 
that was signed in 2015 and which 
articulates global goals for fighting 
climate change. As the agreement once 
again overtook news headlines across 
the globe, the international community 
was reminded that climate change is 
prominent and a politically polarizing 
issue. Although the official stance of 
the United States remains unclear, what 
traditional media coverage and politi-
cians continuously fail to acknowledge 
is the discrepancy between what “ac-
cord” means on paper and its actualiza-
tion. What are the real world implica-
tions of environmental policy not only 
at the global and federal levels, but at 
the level of the communities who are 
impacted directly?
 
Filling this gap, Mark Decena and 
Kontent Films created a documentary 
that follows the journey of seven grass-
roots activists committed to creating a 
better world through an emphasis on 
direct action against climate change. In 
addition to highlighting their individual 
experiences as artists, educators, activ-
ists, and active parts of their respective 
communities, the film brings to light 
the challenges, as well as the moments 
of unity, that surrounded the politically 
charged events in Paris during 2015. 
Seeking to portray the earth’s rising 
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temperature as an issue that is not lim-
ited to its environmental impacts, Not 
Without Us captures climate change as 
a matter of human rights, indigenous 
knowledge, economics, community and 
most importantly: the future.
 
Beyond its political and educational 
narrative, the documentary is also a 
stunning achievement in filmography. 
Integrating juxtaposing images of hu-
mans and the natural world throughout, 
the film frames its informational aims 
with scenes of cities and landscapes 
from Bolivia to France. Through these 
moments, the film succeeds in its goal 
of providing a platform for diverse 
voices by balancing the stories of 
Western activists with those coming 
from the Global South. However, the 
film also showcases that communities 
at the point of fossil fuel extraction are 
scarcely considered a priority within 
the decision making processes of inter-
governmental institutions. Serving as a 
powerful reminder of this disparity, the 
striking images of Shell oil spills in Ni-
geria highlight that the impacts of en-
vironmental shifts are felt most directly 
by countries whose geographic location 
and socio-economic standing limit their 
ability to mitigate these effects.
 
With the terrorists attacks in November 
of 2015 leaving France in a state of 
emergency and halting plans to resist 
the “false solutions” advertised at the 
COP21, the film is not shy in address-
ing the tension between the rights of 
individuals as they collide with govern-
mental interests. Nevertheless, the film 
showcases how this political climate 
created a moment of unity for many of 
the environmental advocates. Providing 

a platform on which the activists could 
publicize their indignation, the ban on 
marching and formal assembly put a 
stop to traditional means of protest, yet 
it also enabled a turn towards alterna-
tive tactics like using shoes to replace 
their physical presence.
 
Ultimately, it is in the latter half of  the 
documentary that the criticism of the 
hypocrisy and fragility of the global en-
vironmental policies passed in 2015 is 
truly developed.  As the Paris Accord is 
perceived by the activists to be founded 
upon unsustainable goals, they con-
demn politicians and corporations for 
covering capitalist motives in optimism 
about future climate technologies. In 
particular, one interviewee explains  
that it “promotes unproven and harmful 
market mechanisms, allowing indus-
tries to buy carbon credits that offset 
rather than reduce emissions.”
 
Although the agreement appears to be 
a step in the right direction, the voices 
of Not Without Us question the extent 
to which our global goals are feasible 
and, perhaps more simply, enough. 
Concluding that even if each nation 
involved were to fulfil its pledges, the 
film makes clear that the continued 
extraction of fossil fuels is setting the 
world on track to exceed a safe tem-
perature threshold of 2 degrees as early 
as 2025. With proposed annual aid for 
developing countries capped at $100 
billion by the UN, while worldwide 
military spending exceeds $1.8 trillion, 
this documentary is a startling reminder 
that effective action against climate 
change is a choice, and one that begins 
at the level of the individual.
 



To watch the trailer or to learn more 
about the film, click the link: http://
www.notwithoutusmovie.com
___________________

(1) Kevin Liptak and Jim Acosta, “Trump on Paris accord: We’re getting out” CNN. 
June 02, 2017.
___________________

Sources:

Liptak, Kevin, and Jim Acosta. “Trump on Paris accord: We’re getting out’.” CNN. 
June 02, 2017.

Not Without Us. Directed by Mark Decena. Kotent Films, 2016. Accessed September 
11, 2017. The Video Project.

GENDER MAINSTREAMING 
HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES 
TO NATURAL DISASTERS
by Maria Fustic
___________________

“Both women and men are part of the 
same society, which, as we know, does 
not mean we have the same rights, ed-
ucation and options to manage, neither 
in ‘normal’ times, nor when a disaster 
strikes.”
 
 — Women, Disaster Reduction and 
Sustainable Development, UNISDR 
Secretariat, April 2003.
 
Especially now, at a time when our 
world is constantly flooded with news 
of natural disasters—whether it be 
Hurricane Maria, Irma, or Harvey, the 
earthquake in Mexico, or the fear of 
volcanic eruption in Bali—we all know 
that there is a need for quick disaster 
relief. However, what is often ignored 
by the population at large, the media, 
and even in humanitarian response by 
governments and NGO’s, is the gen-
dered dimension of natural disasters.
 
 Socially constructed roles and respon-
sibilities of women and men create an 
unequal power dynamic that shapes 
their daily interactions, and even the 
ways in which they experience and 
recover from natural disasters.[1]  
Shocking data shows that disasters 
lower women’s life expectancies more 
than they lower men’s, that women and 
children are 14 times more likely than 
men to die during a natural disaster, 
and that in the aftermaths of disaster it 
is more likely that women will be vic-
tims of domestic and sexual violence.
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[2] The reasons behind these datas are 
vast. For instance, one reason that sex-
ual and gender-based violence (SGBV) 
increases in the aftermath of a natural 
disaster is that that they can cause men 
to no longer be able to solely econom-
ically provide for their families, and 
thus, women have to take on non-tra-
ditional roles outside of the household 
in order to fill in the gap; this trans-
formation of gender relations can be 
perceived as a threat to the husband’s 
masculinity, to which he reacts with vi-
olence in order to prove his continued 
control and power over his wife.[3] To 
respond to these issues, gender must be 
mainstreamed into humanitarian work, 
meaning that it is not just an added el-
ement of consideration, but a constant 
consideration.[4] Gender mainstream-
ing in natural disaster humanitarian 
response allows program implementers 
to recognize that gendered vulnera-
bility reflects historically and cultur-
ally specific patterns of relations that 
intersect with racial, ethnic, religious, 
sexual orientation, and other inequali-
ties.[5] This approach is already widely 
used in development work, at least in 
theory if not in practice, but is just be-
ginning to be discussed in the context 
of humanitarian aid, where the need 
for quick response in emergencies to 
alleviate human suffering is often used 
as the justification for failing to consid-
er gender.[6]

When gender isn’t mainstreamed in 
disaster relief, as is most often the case, 
there is a danger of reinforcing harm-
ful gender norms, increasing gender 
inequality, and hampering the effec-
tiveness of the relief programme. For 
example, people displaced from their 

homes by natural disasters often live in 
makeshift temporary camps, facilitat-
ed by humanitarian actors; seemingly 
simple-to-fix issues such as insufficient 
lighting, a lack of locks on bathroom 
doors, an absence of the distribution 
of feminine hygiene products and easy 
disposal of them, long distances from 
the sleeping area to other facilities, a 
dearth of safe spaces for women and 
children, and so on, are a norm in these 
camps, that unfortun
 
ately continuously cultivate environ-
ments susceptible to SGBV.[7] More-
over, a gender bias exists in the access 
to services; to illustrate, in a situation 
where most outreach workers are men, 
female survivors may feel uncomfort-
able discussing their needs.[8] This is 
especially true in societies where gen-
der norms enforce that women should 
not speak alone with men who are not 
their husbands or family.[9] Human-
itarian work not only runs the risk of 
unintentionally reinforcing harmful 
gender norms but even more reprehen-
sible, humanitarian workers have in too 
many cases intentionally abused their 
position of power by giving out aid in 
exchange for sexual favours.[10]
 
Gender mainstreaming can help over-
come these issues. Humanitarian actors 
should proactively conduct gender 
analyses in areas that are particular-
ly prone to natural disasters before it 
hits. This would encompass learning 
about local gender norms and collect-
ing  gender disaggregated data on local 
demographic trends, power structures, 
poverty and unemployment, migrant 
workers, single parents, persons with 
disabilities, and so on, which can 



inform later emergency responses.[11] 
For example, knowing that when the 
Indian Ocean tsunami hit Sri Lanka in 
2004 many more women than men died 
because women were never taught how 
to swim while men were, has prompted 
NGO’s to provide swimming lessons 
for girls, challenging this harmful gen-
der norm and teaching them a life-sav-
ing skill.[12] Even if data or past 
experience is not available to inform 
a response, gender can still be main-
streamed, especially by collaborating 
with local women’s groups and grass-
roots organisations, who understand 
local contexts.[13] In fact, such col-
laboration should be conducted in all 
cases, but again, the excuse of needing 
to respond quickly is always used as a 
justification for not doing so.
 
It is true that humanitarian responses 
to natural disasters must be quick, 
and this issue is enforced by donors 
with strict time limits on funding.[14] 
However, the affected people are not 
passive victims desperately waiting for 
financial help. Their own identity, and 
the way that identity is perceived and 
acted upon by the people around them, 
shape how natural disasters impact 
their life. Humanitarian organizations 
are beginning to grasp this concept, 
but they are not where they need to be 
yet, and at a time when disasters and 
inefficient responses to them are all too 
common, the excuse of gender consid-
erations being sacrificed for the sake of 
quick response is not all too convinc-
ing. Gender mainstreaming must be 
implemented in our response to natural 
disasters, and this transformation in 
approach must happen as quickly as the 
responses themselves.
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INDIGENOUS PODCASTING: 
RESISTING THE COLONIAL 
PARADIGM   
 
by Taylor Mitchell
___________________
Along with the land of Turtle Island29 - 
more commonly known as “North Amer-
ica” - European settlers also assumed 
possession over Indigenous history. By 
privileging a “definitive sequence of events 
that happened in a certain place over a set 
period of time”30 over the “multiplicity 
of stories”2 central to Indigenous ways of 
knowledge, these settlers constructed the 
categories of “fact” and “fiction” -- and 
considered the former as more important. 
Oral storytelling,31 however, was placed 
in the latter category; Indigenous peoples 
were treated as if the lack of written doc-
umentation - in favor of spoken histories 
- nullified their claims to the land.3 The 
methods Indigenous peoples used to record 
stories and pass down knowledge through 
generations faced attempted erasure by 
the settlers who sought to indoctrinate 
Indigenous children and punish those who 
spoke their mother tongue.3 Though the 
Supreme Court deemed oral storytelling as 
a “legitimate force of evidence” in 1997,32 
the Eurocentric binaries still affect the way 
Indigenous peoples’ stories are represent-
ed in the media. The phrase “fake news!” 

29  Kurt, Miighan. “Turtle Island:  The Original Name for North America.” Manataka American Indian Council, 29 
Mar. 2007, www.manataka.org/page1302.html.

30  Butet-Roch, Laurence. “Virtual Aamjiwnaang: Indigenous Interactive Storytelling.” Ryerson University, 2016.

31  Hanson, Eric. “Oral Traditions.” Indigenousfoundations, indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/oral_traditions/.

32  Hyslop, Katie. “UBC profs say Aboriginal oral history misunderstood | The Hook, A Tyee blog.” The Tyee, The 
Tyee, 6 Feb. 2012, thetyee.ca/Blogs/TheHook/Aboriginal-Affairs/2012/02/06/UBC-profs-say-Aboriginal-oral-history-misunder-
stood/.

33  Taibbi, Matt. ““Objective Journalism” Is an Illusion.” The New York Times, The New York Times, 6 Aug. 
2015, www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2015/08/06/did-jon-stewart-have-a-serious-lesson-for-journalists/objective-journal-
ism-is-an-illusion.

34  “Common Portrayals of Aboriginal People.” MediaSmarts, Canada’s centre for digital and media literacy, medi-
asmarts.ca/diversity-media/aboriginal-people/common-portrayals-aboriginal-people.

35  Press, The Canadian. “Canadian society would be better off with more First Nations voices in the media: UN 
panel.” National Post, 9 Aug. 2012, nationalpost.com/news/canada/first-nations.  

36  “11 Indigenous podcasts for your listening pleasure.” NewJourneys , 24 Jan. 2017, newjourneys.ca/en/arti-
cles/11-indigenous-podcasts-for-your-listening-pleasure.

litters the comment section of most news 
articles; this, indirectly, assumes there is a 
contrastingly “truthful” way of reporting, 
which is often thought to be found in the 
facade of “objective reporting.”33 However, 
if this method is supposed to be the most 
authentic, why are Indigenous peoples un-
der-represented,34 stereotyped,6 and having 
their stories mediated through a settler’s 
journalistic discretion?35 Mainstream 
Western media is still greatly influenced by 
the fabricated binary between “objectivity” 
and “subjectivity,” rendering them unaware 
of how a settler’s privilege obscures their 
portrayal of Indigenous issues. 

“To govern ourselves3 means to govern 
our stories and our ways of telling stories,” 
Maskegon-Iskwew - a métis artist who 
develops Indigenous media arts project - 
said, “We can determine our use of the new 
technologies to support, strengthen and 
enrich our cultural communities.” Driven 
by the desire of Indigenous peoples to 
share their stories on a global scale -— and 
assume agency over their representation— 
Indigenous podcasts have emerged as a 
tool to “decolonize the airwaves.”36 At the 
intersection of digital media, podcasting, 
and Indigenous storytelling, lies the rising 
trend of Indigenous podcasting — whether 
that be Indigenous media platforms like 
“Indian & Cowboy,” Rosanna Deerchild’s 



segment on CBCRadio, or activists launch-
ing their own indie podcasts. The content is 
as numerous and varied as the Indigenous 
communities represented; these podcasts 
discuss everything from relationships be-
tween anti-Blackness and settler colonial-
ism, and the conception of ‘Indigenerdity’ 
through comics and cosplay.8

Committed to “transforming Indigenous 
storytelling, forever,” the critically ac-
claimed Indian & Cowboy is the first 
known independent Indigenous Podcast 
media network, founded in October 2014. 
One particular podcasts is otipêyimsiw-isk-
wêwak kihci-kîsikoh  (“Métis in space”).37 
The show is hosted by Molly Swain & 
Chelsea Vowel, who, over a bottle of red 
wine, review “a sci-fi movie or TV episode 
featuring Indigenous peoples, tropes, & 
themes” from “a tipsy, decolonial perspec-
tive.”9 In S.4 EP#1, Swain and Vowel dis-
cuss Mel Gibson’s film Apocolypto, which 
depicts an Indigenous man escaping the 
crumbling Mayan empire, and running to-
wards capitalism in the process. However, 
the film suggests that mankind still has an 
“emptiness” that will only be filled “when 
the earth gets used up.” Swain and Vowel 
aptly point out human nature is universal-
ized by making the progression towards 
capitalism appear “inevitable,” “linear,” 
and “natural.” Colonization thus appears 
inevitable by extension, as it involves 
Europeans dividing and allocating each 
segment of Turtle Island. This one-sided 
worldview, they suggested, negated a fu-
ture built on “prioritizing relationships and 
sustainability.”

Digital storytelling, however, carries a 
history of its own. Jason Edward Lewis, 
co-founder of Aboriginal Territories in 
Cyberspace, points out that this technol-
ogy supports “a system that’s built on an 
enlightenment era separation of the human 
37  Vowell, Chelsea , and Molly Swain. Métis In Space, www.metisinspace.com/.

and the natural”3 and creates a “clear 
distinction [...] between data and process,” 
thus focusing on the individual over the 
collective.3 Other Indigenous scholars rec-
ognize these concerns, but suggest that they 
can be mitigated by viewing digital media 
as a cosmology -- not a tool. Podcasting 
is not to be seen simply as a medium with 
defined limits, but a world of possibili-
ties. Discussing cyberspace, Steven Loft 
suggests says “who knows how big it is? 
We [Indigenous peoples] can’t conceive of 
its limits [...] We’ve always been part of 
it. We’re only starting to see ourselves as 
part of it.”3 Loft suggests that Indigenous 
artists have the power to expand the limits 
of technology, and shape the way one in-
teracts with it. “Metis in Space”9 appears to 
embody this potentiality. Vowel and Swain, 
in their “unapologetically Indigenous, 
unabashedly female & unblinkingly nerdy” 
way, challenge notions of what content is 
‘worthy’ of scholarly critique, and do so in 
a way that is innovative, subversive, and at 
many times, downright hilarious. Podcast-
ing allows Indigenous stories to be broad-
casted across the world in a way that gives 
Indigenous peoples more agency, flexibili-
ty, and creative liberties -- thus challenging 
colonial legacies, and the stereotypical 
representations that exist within it. 
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