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Dear Reader, 

Welcome to the Fall 2018 Edition of The Grassroots Journal! A subsidiary of Borderless 
World Volunteers, the journal strives to serve as an interdisciplinary forum for research and 
reflection on international development issues. 

Whether it is your first time stumbling across this journal or you are already an avid follow-
er, and whether you are a student in international development or the subject is completely 
foreign to you, I believe you will find yourself immersed in the captivating content found 
within these pages. This edition features art and articles on a wide-range of topics, some of 
which look critically at the world we live in, but also some of which simply celebrate its 
cultural and natural beauty and diversity. 

I discovered The Grassroots Journal and applied to be a writer before I had even set foot 
on McGill campus in the summer before my first year. Since then, I have been dedicated 
to the journal in multiple capacities: in my first year as a Writer, second year as VP Fund-
raising/External, third year as Assistant Editor, and now, in my fourth and final year, as 
Editor-in-Chief. It has been incredible to see the journal evolve and grow over the years, 
and it is an absolute honour to be dedicating my graduating year to leading the journal into 
its future. 

That being said, this edition would not be possible without the previous Editor-In-Chief’s 
who have empowered and inspired me, the current executive team (Louise Efthimiou, 
Cameron Lee, Maggie Nevison, Naisha Sajnani, Lucy Brock, Grace Hu), and all of the 
artists and writers who contributed. 

We hope that our work sparks your interest and inspires you to delve deeper into the study 
of international development. We encourage you to explore more by visiting our website, 
thegrassrootsjournal.org, where we post content like this several times a week, following 
us on Facebook and Instagram, and looking out for next semester’s print edition! 

Sincerely, 
Maria Fustic 
Editor-In-Chief
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Running out of Space
by Marilou Cameron

 In recent years, our global pop-
ulation has continued to increase expo-
nentially to what some may consider a 
critical number. With the current pop-
ulation hovering around 7.7 billion, 
predicted to surpass 8.6 billion by 2030, 
issues have surfaced regarding the need 
for sustainable human practices to main-
tain the health of the planet (United Na-
tions). We are currently approaching 
what is referred to as a carrying capacity, 
which is a limit on the number of people 
the Earth can sustain based on available 
resources and space (World Population). 
The question of when we will reach our 
carrying capacity doesn’t only apply to 
population dynamics, but also to the 
side effects of having so many people on 
the planet, such as the seemingly endless 
production of waste. In 2016, the World 
Bank recorded 2.01 billion tonnes of 
waste that had been generated by cities, 
a staggering number that is projected to 
increase to 3.40 billion tonnes by 2050 
(The World Bank). While the crisis of 
increasing waste from a growing popu-
lation affects us all, those living in devel-
oping countries are considerably more 
at risk of facing the consequences of our 
consumerist society (The World Bank).

  In countries that do not have 
strict regulation on garbage dispos-
al, waste is disposed of as people see 

fit, whether that be through burning 
or the careless dumping of trash (The 
World Bank). These unregulated forms 
of disposal are often overlooked due 
to the fact that enforcing proper waste 
management can take 20-50% of a mu-
nicipal budget and is therefore too ex-
pensive for most low-income countries 
to afford (The World Bank). Inefficient 
waste management has multiple nega-
tive consequences, such as soil and wa-
ter contamination, the release of harm-
ful greenhouse gases, air pollution, 
endangerment of wildlife, and impacts 
on the health of those living near dump 
sites, including sites that use contami-
nated resources (Metropolitan Transfer 
Station). All of these factors contribute 
to the continuation of climate change, 
and the consequences of the buildup of 
methane fumes being released into the 
atmosphere can even lead to political vi-
olence and unrest in affected communi-
ties (The World Bank). For example, in 
Kingston, Jamaica, the city’s inefficiency 
in properly handling waste management 
caused an uproar in inner-city commu-
nities, provoking people to barricade 
the entrance of their communities with 
larger appliances, such as refrigerators, 
air conditioners, and washing machines 
(Kaza). These barricades prevented po-
lice officials from entering the commu-
nities in order to pursue arrests, sending 
a clear message to the government that 
the people wanted adequate waste man-
agement services to be provided to ev-
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eryone (Kaza).

 Low-income countries are not 
only at risk due to their own lack of 
waste management funding, but also be-
cause of the global waste trade and the 
import of waste from developed coun-
tries. Many countries, such as China, 
have long been importers of both solid 
and plastic waste from other nations, 
with an import of over 163 million met-
ric tonnes of waste in 2016 alone (CBC 
Radio). However, at the start of 2018, 
the Chinese government announced 
that they would be implementing a strict 
ban on the import of 24 different catego-
ries of waste materials, creating a global 
concern about where the tonnes of trash 
would now end up (CBC Radio). Chi-
na’s goal in this ban is to focus more so 
on their own recycling industry, due to 
their growing economy and power as a 
key global actor (CBC Radio). For coun-
tries like the US, which has long been a 
top ten exporter of plastics, the issue of 
finding somewhere new to export waste 
is very pressing (Dhiraj). It is estimated 
that the US itself will run out of space 
in its domestic landfills within the next 
eighteen years, according to a recent re-
port by the Solid Waste Environmental 
Excellence Protocol (SWEEP) (Dhiraj). 
As a developed country that currently 
exports about 12.4% of the world’s waste, 
it is crucial that the US finds a new desti-
nation for its waste (Dhiraj).

 Perhaps the issue at hand isn’t 
about where our waste will go in the 
future, but what will happen if we con-
tinue in our consumerist habits, expo-
nentially increasing the amount of waste 
produced as the population continues to 
grow. While many developed countries 
are able to export their trash and there-
fore not “see” it in their day to day lives, 
what will occur when more bans, such as 
the Chinese one, are implemented, thus 
forcing these nations to find a way to 
dispose of their waste within their bor-
ders? Having to deal with this problem 
first hand may just be what some nations 
must face in order to realize the critical 
impact their actions are having on the 
planet.
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Venezuela Photo Series
by Cristina Castro, Luis F. Urbina

“Earlier this year I put together a photo exhibition on the current situation in Venezuela. 
The pictures give an insight into the current social and economic crisis by showing the 

horrible conditions in which people live in Caracas. This project was specifically done in 
response to the visit of a UN representative (de Zayas) who denied that Venezuela was 

going through a humanitarian crisis.

Young boys are seen walking the streets barefoot begging for money and food. Yet, de 
Zayas claims that during his 8-day visit to Caracas, (he) did not see any street children 
and also did not see any person begging: ‘I have not seen a single beggar in Caracas 

although I walked and drove across the entire city.’

The president of the Red de Casa Don Bosco – an organization that works to aid home-
less children in different cities of the country- says that everyday they receive children 

in need of food, a shower, and a place to wash their clothes. In the last trimester of 2017, 
they reported a 40% increase, closing the year with an average of 60 kids requesting 

their services (only in the Municipality of Chacao). According to their observations, the 
average age of the kids they receive has lowered to 11 years, as compared to 15 in 2009. 
‘There are even children as young as 7 or 6 and teenagers carrying toddlers’. This situa-
tion is repeated across the 10 houses across the country. (source: Crónica Uno, February 

2018).”
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Against the Global Gag Rule - My Body, My Rules
by Hyeyoon Cho

It’s been a year since Donald Trump enacted the Global Gag Rule, which is a 
policy that requires foreign NGOs receiving US global health assistance to cer-
tify that they do not use their own non-US funds to 1) provide abortion services 

2) counsel patients about the option of abortion or refer them for abortion, and 3) 
advocate for the liberalization of abortion laws. This has led to hindering progress 
on health outcomes, and women have less access to contraception as well as treat-
ment of HIV, malaria and child health. Consequently, this policy drives abortion 

underground and causes high rate of maternal morbidity and mortality. According 
to WHO, in Kenya alone, seven women die each day due to unsafe abortion. In 

Nigeria, women suffer from pains of pregnancy and childbirth, and maternal death 
is still prevalent in South Africa due to the dangerous procedure of illegal abortion 
(IWHC, 2018). These issues are certainly preventable, if only access to abortion 

and health care services are mobilized equally.
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Abortion rights in ArgentinA 
– how women Are fighting for 

their lives
by Alix Publie

 Recent events in Latin America 
have been less than fortunate for wom-
en. Brazil saw the rise to power of its 

extreme right candidate Jair Bolsonaro 
(an openly sexist, racist, and homopho-
bic man) while in Argentina a bill legal-
izing abortion was passed by Argenti-
na’s house of representatives only to 
be rejected a month later by the more 

conservative senate. In Argentina, abor-
tion is only legal in cases of rape and 
if the pregnancy presents risks for the 
mother’s health or life. Thousands of 

clandestine abortions are performed ev-
ery year however and as a result, unsafe 
abortion is one of the leading causes of 
maternal death in the country1. These 

particularly repressive laws on abortion 
are, in great part, due to the very strong 

influence the Catholic Church still 
exercises over the country and the rest 
of the continent. This religious influ-

ence has translated into strong political 
and social pressures that have made the 
debate on reproductive rights stigma-

tized and restricted from the discussion 
in the public sphere. However, through 
unified and persistent feminist action 
and protests, the issue has broken free 

1 Stewart, Emily. “Argentina’s historic vote to decriminalize abortion, explained”, Vox, 8 
August 2018, https://www.vox.com/2018/6/13/17460824/argentina-abortion-bill-ni-una-menos 
2 Bellucci, Mabel. “Women’s Struggle to Decide About Their Own Bodies: Abortion and 
Sexual Rights in Argentina.” Reproductive Health Matters, vol. 5, no. 10, 1997, pp. 101. 

from silence and is now more vocal 
than ever. Over the past few months, 
hundreds of thousands of people have 
taken to the streets to show their sup-
port for legal, free, and safe abortion 
for all women, and they will continue 

to do so until their demand for this 
basic human right is met.

 The debate over abortion is not 
new in Argentina. It can be traced back 
in the 1970s when a wave of feminist 
sentiment began to spread and develop 
across the country and organized fem-
inist groups like the Unión Feminista 
Argentina (UFA, Argentine Feminist 
Union) and the Movimiento de Lib-
eración Femenina (MLF, Movement for 
Women’s Liberation) incorporated free 
and legal abortion for all women as part 
of their political demands.2 These femi-
nists broke the silence on this issue and 
on sexuality in general, bringing themes 
which were traditionally confined to the 
private sphere, to the public and politi-
cal spheres. The military dictatorship in 
Argentina (1976-1983) silenced these 
feminists, some of whom were even 
forced into exile due to the increasing 
violence perpetrated by the military 
junta demonstrated. Once the dictator-
ship had to come to an end, feminists 
resumed their activities. As the issue of 
abortion broke in public spheres, they 
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changed the slogan from “Free and 
legal abortion” to “Decriminalization 
of abortion”3 stating clearly and more 
concretely their objective regarding 
the issue. In 1987, the Comisión por 
el Derecho al Aborto (Commission for 
the right to abortion) was created by 
Dora Coledesky, a prominent Argentine 
feminist, and other women supporters.4 
The creation of this commission repre-
sented a milestone for the evolution of 
the abortion debate. During the 1990s 
and early 2000s, feminists continued 
their active efforts without real impact 
on the political scene however. After a 
series of summits with different femi-
nist groups and human rights organiza-
tions known as Encuentros Nacionales 
de Mujeres (National Encounters of 
Women), the Campaña Nacional por 
el Derecho al Aborto Legal, Seguro y 
Gratuito (National Campaign for Right 
to Legal, Safe and Free Abortion) was 
born in 2005. This campaign, still very 
much in action today, leads the abortion 
debate on the pro-choice side. Since 
2007, the Campaign has proposed 
various bills to decriminalize – remove 
from the law any potential criminal 

3 Bellucci, 101.  
4 Tarducci, Mónica. “Escenas claves de la lucha por el derecho al aborto en Argentina.” Sa-
lud Colectiva 14 (2018), pp.427
5  Bellucci, 102.   
6 Specia, Megan. “What to know about Argentina’s vote on abortion”, The New York 
Times, 8 August 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/08/world/americas/argentina-abor-
tion-explainer.html
7  Stewart, Emily. “Argentina’s historic vote to decriminalize abortion, explained”, Vox, 8 
August 2018, https://www.vox.com/2018/6/13/17460824/argentina-abortion-bill-ni-una-menos

punishment for having or performing 
a safe abortion5 – and legalize abortion 
for all cases up to a certain time in the 
pregnancy (usually fourteen weeks) to 
the Congress, but has always been met 
with rejection. In March 2018 however, 
the Campaign introduced another draft 
decriminalizing abortion for pregnan-
cies up to fourteen weeks that was 
taken up for discussion in the Congress. 
The bill also guarantees free and safe 
access to abortion, that is, dispensed in 
public hospitals and clinics by medical 
professionals, up to fourteen weeks, 
and after that, it allows a woman to 
terminate her pregnancy in case of rape 
or if the pregnancy presents threats to 
her health or her life.6 On June 14th, the 
bill was passed by the diputados (rep-
resentatives) with an extremely close 
vote (125 against and 129 in favor).7 
This was a historic cornerstone for 
Argentina’s politics and society. Never 
before was the abortion issue so openly 
discussed in the Congress and let alone 
approved a few months after its intro-
duction on the floor of representatives. 
The bill was rejected by the senate 
on August 8th 2018, in a rather close 
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vote once again (38 against and 31 in 
favor).8 Although many had expected 
the bill not to be approved by the more 
conservative senators, it was a particu-
larly strong blow to Argentine feminist 
militancy and to the pro-choice move-
ment around the world, especially after 
Ireland overwhelmingly voted to repeal 
its ban on abortion in a referendum 
a few months before, in May of that 
same year, a defiant move against an 
extremely strong Catholic influence.9

 The feminists fighting for the 
right to legal, free, and safe abortion 
haven’t succeed completely in the 
political sphere, but they have certainly 
revolutionized Argentina by introduc-
ing the debate so openly. They have 
been met with massive popular support, 
not only by intellectuals and human 
rights activists, but by all sectors of 
society, particularly youth, who mo-
bilized massively for the cause. The 
participation of young people on the 
pro-choice side has never been seen 
before in Argentina’s history. Women 
between the ages 14-29 are particular-
8  Braslavsky, Guido. “El Senado rechazó la legalizacón del aborto: no se prodrá volver 
a tratar este año”, Clarín, 9 August 2018, https://www.clarin.com/politica/senado-rechazo-legal-
izacion-aborto-podra-volver-tratar-ano_0_SkMmKEKHm.html
9  de Freytas-Tamura, Kimiko. “Ireland Votes to End Abortion Ban, in Rebuke to Cath-
olic Conservatism.” The New York Times, The New York Times, 26 May 2018, www.nytimes.
com/2018/05/26/world/europe/ireland-abortion-yes.html.
10  Elizalde, Silvia, and Mateo, Natacha. “Las jóvenes: entre la “marea verde” y la decisión 
de abortar.” Salud Colectiva 14 (2018). pp.434.  
11  Pieper Mooney, J. E. “Militant Motherhood Re-Visited: Women’s Participation and Polit-
ical Power in Argentina and Chile.” History Compass, vol. 5, no. 3, 2007, pp. 975–994.
12  Elizalde, Silvia, and Mateo, Natacha. “Las jóvenes: entre la “marea verde” y la decisión 

ly active in the movement as they are 
the most impacted by the issue.10 The 
abortion debate has penetrated private 
and public spheres through political, 
social and cultural discourse every-
where in Argentina. This can be seen 
through the extensive use of the pañue-
lo verde (green handkerchief) around 
the country (particularly in the capital 
city of Buenos Aires) attached to school 
backpacks or handbags. The pañuelo is 
a famous and powerful symbol of pro-
test in the country which was first used 
by the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, 
the Argentine mothers who marched 
to protest the disappearance of their 
children during the military dictator-
ship (1976-1983).11 It is now part of the 
visual rhetoric of the pro-choice move-
ment, a way honoring and remembering 
the Mothers’ legacy. Moreover, it has 
popularized the movement globally 
under the expression “marea verde” 
(green tide) or “ola verde” (green 
wave). In 2015, the feminist movement 
against gender violence in Argentina 
#NiUnaMenos (Not One Less) was cre-
ated12 by predominantly young activists 
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and rapidly became globally recog-
nized, thanks to social media where 
the hashtag had been visibly trending 
for months on end (and still is to this 
day) as the movement started protesting 
on the streets, supporting the Nation-
al Campaign for Right to Legal, Safe 
and Free Abortion, through impressive 
gatherings called “pañuelazos” (name 
derived from the pañuelo). On the days 
of vote on the abortion bill in the Con-
gress (23rd of June and 8th of August), 
massive marches took place in front of 
the Congress building. Some estimate 
as many as one million people marched 
on the pro-choice side, the majority 
were young women, most of them 
high school or university students.13 
They demonstrated all night until next 
morning, camped outside the doors of 
Congress, waiting for the final result of 
the vote to be announced. These young 
women are defining the debate on abor-
tion and the sociopolitical environment 
in Argentina like never before. They are 
determined, resourceful and persistent.

 The fight for legal, free and 
safe abortion isn’t confined to Argen-
tina. The marea verde (green tide) has 
submerged many other countries in 
de abortar.” Salud Colectiva 14, (2018). pp 436.
13  Elizalde, and Mateo, 436. 
14  Blurton, Chande. “‘El Arcoiris Feminista’: Argentina’s Historic Abortion Bill Sparks 
International Activism.” The Bubble, 7 July 2018, www.thebubble.com/el-arcoiris-feminista-ar-
gentinas-historic-abortion-bill-sparks-international-activism/?highlight=abortion.
15  Blurton, Chande. 
16 Elizalde, Silvia, and Mateo, Natacha. “Las jóvenes: entre la “marea verde” y la decisión 
de abortar.” Salud Colectiva 14 (2018). pp.436.  

Latin America. Generally, Latin Amer-
ica has some of the strictest laws when 
it comes to abortion. The Dominican 
Republic, El Salvador and Nicaragua 
prohibit the procedure under all cir-
cumstances. A majority of countries, 
like Argentina and Brazil, allow it in 
cases of rape and threats to the moth-
er’s health/life. Cuba and Uruguay 
are currently the only countries where 
abortion is legal in all cases.14 Howev-
er, following Argentina’s example, the 
emergence of pro-choice movements 
all over the continent has been rapidly 
growing. Movements have surfaced in 
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Ecuador, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru and 
Venezuela,15 some even adopting the 
pañuelo as symbol of their resistance. 
Again, the rapid and easier spread of 
ideas and information has made pos-
sible by social media. Indeed “cyber-
activism”16 has been shaping the ways 
in which new generations protest and 
exercise their citizenship, ultimately 
giving them a voice in the political 
narratives of their countries. The efforts 
of Argentine feminists which led to the 
introduction of the bill to decriminal-
ize and legalize abortion to the house 
of representatives and then the senate 
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has inspired Latin American activists 
all over the region and given hope to 
millions of women still living in pa-
triarchal societies where their political 
agency is constantly undermined. 

 Since abortion in Argentina is 
punishable by law, entirely accurate 
and comprehensive data is hard to mea-
sure/find. Many cases are inevitably left 
out of the official numbers. That being 
said, some studies have been carried 
out nonetheless. In a report ran by the 
World Health Organization in 2008, 
Latin America (the Caribbean included) 
has the highest number of unsafe abor-
tions, an estimate of 31 cases per 1000 
women aged 15-44 years compared to 
2 cases in Europe. This same report 
clearly states that “Women are likely 
to resort to an unsafe abortion when 
faced with an unplanned pregnancy and 
provisions for safe abortions are re-
stricted, unavailable or inaccessible.”17 
It also mentions that when abortion is 
prohibited by law, the mortality rate 
from unsafe abortions is high. In fact, 

17 World Health Organization Report. Unsafe Abortion Incidence and Mortality. pp.6 
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/75173/WHO_RHR_12.01_eng.pdf;jsession-
id=3B59D2944B77B2E0BF73CD42ED167ED9?sequence=1
18 Ministerio de salud. Anáisis de la Mortalidad Materno Infantil. pp.5 http://www.msal.gob.
ar/images/stories/bes/graficos/0000001229cnt-analisis-mmi-2007-2016.pdf
19  Parvini, Sarah. “Argentina Bans Abortion in Most Cases. So Why Is Its Abortion Rate 
Far Higher than That of the U.S.?” Los Angeles Times, Los Angeles Times, 29 Oct. 2017, www.
latimes.com/world/mexico-americas/la-fg-argentina-abortion-20171029-htmlstory.html.
20  Nielsen, Sarah. “#AbortoLegalYa: A Broader Look at Reproductive Rights in Latin 
America.” The Bubble, 7 July 2018, www.thebubble.com/abortolegalya-a-broader-look-at-repro-
ductive-rights-in-latin-america/?highlight=a%2Bbroader%2Blook%2Bat.
21  http://www.deis.msal.gov.ar/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/2016-Tabla40.html 

in Argentina, unsafe abortion is one of 
the leading causes of maternal deaths, 
causing 18% of the total amount of 
maternal deaths in 2016 according to 
study carried out by the Health Min-
istry of Argentina.18 The government 
estimated that between 370,000 and 
522,000 abortions (almost all illegal) 
are carried out each year,19 while pro-
choice organizations have claimed that 
450,000 to 600,000 unsafe abortions 
are performed each year and 150,000 to 
200,000 result in deaths from complica-
tions.20 For more than half of the cases, 
the women are under 29 years of age 
(between 20 to 25 years old especial-
ly).21 Women and girls (some as young 
as 14 years old) are dying every day 
from complications from unsafe abor-
tions. Feminists demonstrating in the 
streets are not only marching for gender 
equality and the right to control their 
own bodies, they are defending for life 
and marching for a woman’s right to 

life. 

 The number of illegal abortions 
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in Latin America is rising every year 
and is likely to keep doing so if wom-
en are not exposed to legal, safe and 
free abortions as well as contraception 
methods.22 Unwanted pregnancies are, 
in most cases, terminated, no matter the 
laws prohibiting doing so. By asking 
for the decriminalization and legaliza-
tion of abortion, women aren’t asking 
for permission to get an abortion, they 
are asking for the state to protect their 
lives. This major health issue is more 
than a political battlefield where liberal 
and conservative politics play out. It is 
a fundamental right to life that must be 
guaranteed. Legal, free and safe abor-
tions shouldn’t be a privilege in devel-
oped countries, it should be a funda-
mental right, available to all women not 
matter their socio-economic status and 
geographic location. 
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Prayer Flags
by Lyly Pei

Traditionally, prayer flags come in five colours - blue, white, red, green, and yellow. They stand 
for the five elements of space, air, fire, water, and earth. The flags are inscribed with mantras, 

prayers and protective inscriptions and are raised to mark auspicious occasions. The Tibetans be-
lieve they are activated by the wind, purifying the air, spreading good will and compassion to all.
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Hıdrellez
 by Ceren Muratli

Hıdrellez is a special tradition that has been practiced for centuries, through-
out the Turkic world. It is a day of celebration to welcome Spring or Summer; 

the revival of nature. 
On the eve of Hıdrellez, young girls excitedly perform one ritual which is 

called ‘the Play of Wish’. During this ritual, they put signs, like a mint leaf or 
a ring, for their wishes (such as health, love,money) in a water filled bowl and 

bury them under rosewoods. The following day, they draw their signs from 
the bowl, while singing folk songs and each sign determines what the next 

year would bring to them.
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life is not for sAle
by grAce hu

 Currently, 59% of the 36.9 mil-
lion people across the globe diagnosed 
with HIV are taking targeted prescrip-
tion drugs to treat their illness (“Global 
HIV and AIDS Statistics”). One of 
these drugs is Daraprim, which is used 
to treat malaria and prevent parasitic 
infections in AIDS patients (Smith, L.). 
In 2015, Turing Pharmaceuticals raised 
the price of Daraprim from $13.50 to 
$750 after purchasing its U.S. distri-
bution rights from CorePharma, repre-
senting a 5000% increase in price per 
unit (Smith, L.).
 The decision was met with 
public outrage, and the CEO of Turing 
Pharmaceuticals, Martin Shkreli, was 
denounced as “the most hated man 
in America” (Sidahmed). In 2016, 
Turing Pharmaceuticals reduced the 
price to $375 for some hospitals, and 
Shkreli justified his original price hike 
by stating that the drug was “woeful-
ly underpriced” (Sidahmed). Shkreli 
was eventually charged with fraud and 
sentenced to seven years in prison. Yet 
as of 2018, Daraprim still sits at $750 
in most pharmacies (Smith, A.).
 The truth is, Turing Pharma-
ceuticals wasn’t the first company to 
raise the price of Daraprim--the drug 
only cost $1 per pill back in 2010, 
before CorePharma increased the price 
to $13.50, representing a 1350% price 

increase (Long). Although Daraprim 
still only costs a dollar per pill interna-
tionally, patients in the U.S. have not 
been so lucky (Long).
 There’s a fragile balance be-
tween encouraging scientific innova-
tion through monetary incentives and 
controlling drug prices so that vul-
nerable populations are able to access 
life-saving medications. In recent 
years, China has been moving away 
from centralized price control while the 
government still maintains regulating 
power to lower certain prescription 
drug prices by an average of 44% (Lo). 
Meanwhile, in both India and South 
Africa where there is a high prevalence 
of diseases such as AIDS and malaria, 
tight pricing policies and mechanisms 
such as the Single Exit Price have been 
administered (Lo). The actions of these 
countries’ governments are drastically 
different from the U.S. government, 
which lets companies set drug prices 
however they see fit. The differences 
in the attitudes of these governments 
stems from the nature of the econom-
ic systems present in these countries, 
namely whether or not there exists a 
centralized health care plan that can 
cover the costs of various medications 
for citizens. Most of the prescription 
drug costs in India are paid out of pock-
et by the patients themselves, so it’s un-
derstandable that the government must 
take a hard stance in pricing policies so 
the drugs remain affordable (Lo).
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 In an industry where the pricing 
of a product can directly influence an 
individual’s chances of survival, it is 
important that effective strategies are 
implemented in order to ensure that 
life-saving drugs remain available and 
accessible to everyone. Although Dara-
prim’s price hike controversy is a prime 
example of companies prioritizing 
their own financial gain over the health 
of millions of people, there remains 
hope in the industry that regulating 
forces such as government institutions 
will be able to alleviate such issues by 
establishing boundaries to prevent the 
exploitation of human health.
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the PeoPle’s DemocrAcy: De-
mAnDing PoliticAl AccountAbili-

ty AnD its effects on enDing civ-
il wAr in nePAl AnD sri lAnkA

by victoriA PugA

 At the heart of every internal 
conflict are the domestic stifles of the 
public, whose views and protests fuel 
the narrative of the insurgent group. A 
civil war persists because it has divid-
ed the population as a whole, fracturing 
it into factions that support the rebel 
groups or the central government, and 
presents itself on a larger scale than a 
minor rebellious movement. It places 
the legitimacy of the ruling state into 
question and the outcomes of both the 
civil war and regime are in the hands 
of the citizenry. As it is the positions of 
the general populace that fuel each side 
of the conflict, it is also the sway of the 
public that can determine who emerges 
victorious and by which means. This is 
significantly prominent in the cases of 
the Sri Lankan and Nepalese civil wars. 
 The civil war in Sri Lanka 
spanned 26 years, beginning with the 
First Eelam War from 1983 to 1987 
(Diaz & Murshed 288). After 35 years 
of tensions between the minority Cey-
lonese Tamils, of the northeastern prov-
inces, and the majority Sinhalese popu-
lation, conflict erupted as the radicalized 
Tamil separatist group, the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), began 
an armed insurgency against the weak 

centralized government. They accused 
the regime of neglecting minority rights 
and fought with the goal of separat-
ing the Tamil controlled territory from 
the remainder of Sri Lanka (Uyangoda 
105). However, the group’s question-
able reputation and exclusive agenda 
could not muster the support of the gen-
eral public. Furthermore, the Sri Lankan 
president, Mahinda Rajapaksa, used the 
LTTE’s later defeat as a means to uni-
fy the country, grow the economy and 
further development as a whole. Indeed, 
this helped  justify the government’s 
swift military victory in 2009 that ended 
the conflict.  
 Unlike the Sri Lankan case, Ne-
pal’s civil war ended in negotiations 
made between the Maoist rebel group, 
The Communist Party of Nepal, and 
the constitutional monarchy in power 
(Bohara, Mitchell & Nepal 109). Mo-
bilizing after political reforms in 1990, 
this rebel group began protesting the 
new form of government and the in-
equalities it protected in 1996, which 
wrongfully neglected the majority of 
the population. The party gained signif-
icant support, both in the common and 
elite spheres, while the regime’s polit-
ical strategies decreased its popularity. 
Because of this, it became fundamental-
ly necessary to broker peace to end the 
conflict (Sharma 1247).
 Although Nepal and Sri Lanka 
are similar in size, location and history, 
their experiences with civil wars in the 



24

early 2000s differ on the fundamental 
way each conflict ended. Nevertheless, 
for each case, the opinions of the citi-
zenry on the insurgent groups, the cen-
tral government’s political stability and 
the effects of ending the conflict on their 
nation’s economy, directly produced the 
varying outcomes of the Sri Lankan and 
Nepalese civil wars. This essay will ap-
ply this theory to each case in order to il-
lustrate the differences in how each state 
reacted to their situation and how that 
changed the outcome of the conflict. 

A Revolution for One or Many: Inter-
nal Characteristics of the Insurgent 
Groups
 The success or failure of a rebel-
lion is directly linked to its public image 
and specifically how it garners support 
from the locals. Consequently, this re-
flects on how its opposition reacts and 
on how the conflict will ultimately end. 
Given a group that is beloved by the 
public, the central government would 
have to act carefully to restore state or-
der and to not cause a national uproar. 
On the other hand, dealing with a rebel 
faction that is isolated or even threaten-
ing to the public would require swifter 
and more extreme actions to remove the 
threat quickly and regain the support of 
the populace.  
 In the case of Sri Lanka, the 
LTTE was seen as an isolated group 
with its own agenda: “[The LTTE] is 
spearheading an armed struggle for po-

litical independence for the Tamils as a 
response to institutionalised racism and 
violence against the Tamil people by a 
Sinhala-dominated state. In short, it is 
waging a ‘national liberation struggle’” 
(Nadarajah & Dhananjayan 88). The 
group did not portray the view of a uni-
fied Sri Lanka under a more just rule; on 
the contrary, it only advocated for Tam-
il nationalism and the full separation of 
the northeastern provinces. This made 
it difficult for anyone outside that spe-
cific ethnic group and ideology to back 
the movement. Furthermore, on the side 
of the Sinhalese, there also were strong 
nationalistic groups to rival the LTTE. 
These political groups, however radi-
cal in their own rights, represented the 
ethnic group of a much larger majority 
compared to the regionalised minority 
of the Tamils. Therefore, the LTTE al-
ready began their campaign at a disad-
vantage given their restricted pooling 
area.  
 Apart from the LTTE’s isolated 
nature, during the civil war, its violent 
tendencies and the political climate of 
the time led the group to be labelled as 
a terrorist organization (Uyangoda 105). 
Particularly following the events of the 
9/11 terrorists attacks on the United 
States, groups that were violently in-
surgent, such as the LTTE, were large-
ly considered to be terrorists. Thus, in 
this framework of the war on terror, it 
was justified for the central government 
to retaliate and even destroy the group 
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completely with brute force (Diaz & 
Murshed 283). This barred the LTTE 
from getting any support from interna-
tional actors and pushed foreign states 
to back the Sri Lankan government, ir-
relevant of whether they agreed with the 
national policies or not. What was more 
detrimental to the LTTE’s cause was the 
effect they had on the local population. 
The already ideologically isolated insur-
gent group was further removed from 
the majority non-Tamil population on 
the pretense that they were the enemy of 
the state and the wellbeing of the public. 
During a time of attempted peace talks 
between the Third and Fourth Eelam 
Wars, the LTTE were recorded to have 
violated the ceasefire more than 3400 
times. This lies in stark contrast with the 
government’s 270 violations (Diaz & 
Murshed 291). Such an example, along 
with countless others, solidified their 
reputation as a self-serving, national-
istic minority group that was a serious 
threat to the prosperity of the Sri Lankan 
general public. They could no longer be 
negotiated with and thus they needed to 
be stopped (Nadarajah & Dhananjayan 
99).   
 Contrary to the LTTE, the Mao-
ists in Nepal were seen as the defenders 
of the rural public, the likes of which 
made up the majority of the country’s 
population. It was this popularity that 
contributed to the need for peace talks 
between the party and the central gov-
ernment (Sharma 1247). The Maoists 

accused the government of maintaining 
its discriminatory practices of the old 
feudal system from before the consti-
tutional monarchy. They pointed to the 
clear neglect of investment into agri-
cultural development, the field in which 
87% of the population was employed 
(Sharma 1237). Furthermore, they advo-
cated for minority rights and purposely 
avoided ethnically diverse regions when 
conducting their attacks. This proved to 
be crucial as Nepal is a highly diversi-
fied society with many minorities and 
over fifty different spoken secondary 
languages (Bohara, Mitchell & Nepal 
116). Nonetheless, the party refrained 
from becoming isolated in a minority 
sphere as they also advocated for the 
rights of the common and rural people 
in general. Thus, the Maoists became 
more successful compared to the LTTE 
because they were able to garner the 
support of the general public. The gov-
ernment knew that they could not defeat 
the Maoists with military force because 
doing so would only turn them into a 
martyr and raise support for their cause. 
This situation served as an incentive for 
conducting peaceful negotiations (Shar-
ma 1247). 

Monopolizing Nationalism: the Cen-
tral Government’s Legitimacy as a 
Unifying Force
 With the state already divided 
during a civil war, the government’s 
capacity to unify the country is funda-
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mental in deciding the outcome of the 
conflict. In a state where the central 
government has a strong monopoly over 
force, political influence and public will, 
it is simple and more efficient to root 
out insurgency with military operations. 
However, when the ruling body lacks 
this authority or has a negative image in 
the public sphere, it must negotiate with 
the rebel faction as it is not the sole actor 
holding significant power and influence. 
These different paths are clearly visible 
in the contrasting cases of Sri Lanka and 
Nepal.
 During its war with the LTTE, 
the Sri Lankan government held onto 
the loyalty of its voters and political 
elites by promising political reforms and 
divisions of power following the end of 
the civil war. These reforms referred 
to the government’s claim that it was 
willing to address the ethnic problem 
underlying the civil war once the LTTE 
was defeated. In addition, they created 
the Tissa Vitharana Committee in 2006 
to find a cross-party political solution 
to the grievances between the Tamils 
and the Sinhalese. In 2008, the commit-
tee suggested decreasing the powers of 
the centralised government and giving 
some to regional councils, by which the 
Tamils would have greater representa-
tion in the Sri Lankan government (Uy-
angoda 109). Although these reforms 
were largely replaced by economic pol-
icies following the end of the war, they 
were, during the conflict, convincing 

enough to international and domestic 
parties that were in favour of peace but 
also ethnic representation in the govern-
ment. The Sinhalese nationalist parties 
actually opposed the promised reforms. 
However, they remained supportive of 
the government’s efforts to prevent the 
Tamil rebels from achieving their sep-
aratist goal (Uyangoda 109). Indeed, 
as described by American sociologist 
Charles Tilly, the government’s swift 
use of force to remove the rebellion was 
seen as a form of state building in which 
the regime used the war to rid itself of 
political rivals while protecting the in-
terests of its primary support groups 
(i.e. Sinhalese political parties) (Diaz & 
Murshed 283). These efforts  rallied  a 
unified front behind Sri Lankan Presi-
dent Rajapaksa with the common goal 
of quickly defeating the insurgence and 
returning to an agenda of development.
 Nepal’s case, however, is an ex-
ample of a large opposition to the ruling 
regime and its actions by the majority 
of the populace. This resulted in nego-
tiations with the rebel group due to the 
government’s lack of unity. Following 
failed peace talks with the Maoists, King 
Gyanendra dissolved the parliament in 
2002. He then declared a state of emer-
gency and imposed ‘direct rule’ in 2005. 
This included putting the leading poli-
ticians under house arrest, restricting 
freedom of press and closing the coun-
try’s telephone lines, internet and FM 
radio systems (Hutt 120). These actions 
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were claimed as a means to preserve the 
security of the country, but they were 
still seen as a negative grasp for power. 
 During this period, the King in-
creased the use of military force in the 
campaign against the Maoists. By late 
2002, the number of state killings com-
pared to those of the communist group 
was 5 to 1 (Bohara, Mitchell & Nepal 
116). This furthered the animosity to-
wards the state as many lost belief in 
its legitimacy: “(…) citizens hold the 
power to threaten political elites with 
loss of power if they violate agreed lim-
its on government” (Bohara, Mitchell 
& Nepal 113). Given this definition of 
social capital, this situation describes a 
case of government neglect for account-
ability which is then addressed by the 
country’s social capital or citizenry. In 
this case, it resulted in seven of the ma-
jor political parties negotiating with the 
Maoists to end the conflict and the direct 
rule, subsequently restoring democra-
cy to the country (Sharma 1246-1247). 
Therefore, the government’s incapacity 
to please the general public and political 
parties led to it being forced to negotiate 
with the rebel group to restore unity.   

The Economy: a White Flag or a Ral-
lying cry?
 Economic development can be 
equally stifling or perpetuating for a 
civil war depending on the motives and 
aftermaths of the conflicts. Apart from 
physical financial gains or losses of 

armed combat, the economy can be used 
as a political tool to either rally the pub-
lic behind the promises of a more devel-
oped future or to bring forth the finan-
cial inequalities within a regime. Both 
situations cause different outcomes in 
the wars as it further pushes the public 
to choose a side.
 Similar to the strategy taken with 
the regime’s promised political reforms, 
president Rajapaksa’s government in Sri 
Lanka argued that their economic devel-
opment plan could not be put into place 
until the LTTE rebellion was defeated. 
The war itself left the country in high 
financial debt due to defense costs that 
reached around $2 billion USD (Uyan-
goda 109). Nevertheless, with newly 
found peace, this placed the state in a 
position to receive loans and begin re-
building. This would not had been pos-
sible had the LTTE not been defeated 
already. The International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) then did fulfill a loan of 
$2.6 billion USD to the state, therefore 
allowing them to begin the promised de-
velopment. This process relied fully on 
the success of the government over the 
rebels, and formed a direct causal link 
between peace and development: “(…) 
a notion of development that centres on 
and is informed by economic improve-
ment as a common pattern that relies on 
a top-down definition of development 
and is a by-product of reducing group 
grievances to a mere economic proxy 
(per capita income)” (Diaz & Murshed 



28

298). With this understanding, the econ-
omy transformed into a general problem 
affecting the entire populace and not 
simply one minority. It thus justified 
Rajapaksa’s government’s placing of 
its agenda following the end of the civil 
war on economic development instead 
of ethnic grievances. 
 In a similar fashion, the Nepal-
ese economy played an important role in 
brokering peace with the Maoists. The 
country’s economic standing was also 
a rallying force for the general public. 
However, in this case, it was the gov-
ernment who was accused of financial 
neglect towards the majority of its pop-
ulation. After decades of neglecting the 
economic situation of the generally ru-
ral populace, the Nepalese government 
implemented economic reforms in 1986 
in an attempt to accelerate the develop-
ment process. These reforms aimed to 
increase exports and the annual GDP 
while reducing the national deficit. To 
do so, reforms and investments in the 
labour market and infrastructure were 
decreased primarily in the agricultur-
al field. Furthermore, exports from the 
urban sector were increased to encour-
age a shift towards a more industrialized 
economy rather than one based in farm-
ing and primary goods. This did have 
some positive impacts: for example, 
the GDP’s annual growth rate increased 
from  3% to 4% by the mid-1990s. How-
ever, it drastically disadvantaged the 
majority of the population that was em-

ployed in the rural sector. Development 
in this sector became stagnant while 
others grew. The country’s real income 
began to fall to a negative rate when in-
flation was taken into account, and the 
inequalities between the rural and urban 
classes only grew (Sharma 1242-1244).
 It is on this economic crisis that 
the Maoists built their platform against 
the government; they were able to suc-
cessfully call to a frustrated public to 
mobilize (Sharma 1245). Given the peo-
ple’s dire and disadvantaged positions, 
many of them being unemployed, it was 
predictable to see the unifying force of 
the Communist Party: “Production pays 
wages that depend on group-specific 
productivity; while combat helps the 
group attain a fixed payoff that is condi-
tional on victory” (Swee 106). In more 
simple terms, the citizens had nothing 
more to lose, and supporting a group 
that acknowledged inequality on the po-
litical stage was an opportunity for the 
public to invite policy change. As previ-
ously stated, it then remained easier for 
the party to hold on to public support as 
the economic disparities affected 87% 
of the population. Consequently, this 
would prove essential in convincing the 
government to choose a peaceful solu-
tion to the conflict, given that it would 
be the only method possible to appease 
the impoverished public.

Conclusion
 In conclusion, the solutions 
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found by the governments of Sri Lan-
ka and Nepal to resolve their respective 
civil wars were in direct correlation with 
the wills of their citizens. In the case of 
Sri Lanka, the rebel group, the Liber-
ation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, was de-
feated in a state military operation that 
was widely accepted by the public. This 
was due to the group’s negative image 
as a Tamil separatist and terrorist group, 
the government’s appeal as a unifying 
actor and the promise of economic de-
velopment for the country once the war 
ended. For Nepal, however, the public 
would not have supported a military as-
sault on the Communist Party of Nepal 
since the latter was widely regarded as 
having brought to light the inequali-
ties facing the majority rural populace. 
In addition, the government’s extreme 
abuse of power and neglect of the coun-
try’s economic development further fu-
elled the public to demand for a com-
promise with the Maoists to end the war 
rather than return to the previous status 
quo. The contrasting cases of these two 
very similar states illustrate the varying 
effects civil conflict can have on differ-
ent countries as well as the power of 
public opinion in times of turmoil and 
war.
 

Works Cited

Bohara, Alok K., et al. “Opportunity,-
Democracy, and the Exchange of Politi-
cal Violence.” Journal of Conflict Reso-

lution, vol. 50, no. 1, 2006, pp. 108-128.

Diaz, Fabio A., and Syed M. Murshed. 
“‘Give War A Chance’: All-Out War as 
a Means of Ending Conflict in the Cases 
of Sri Lanka and Colombia.” Civil Wars, 

vol. 15, no. 3, 2013, pp. 281-305.

Hutt, Michael. “Nepal and Bhutan in 
2005: Monarchy and Democracy, Can 
They Co-exist?” Asian Survey, vol. 46, 

no. 1, 2006, pp. 120-124.

Nadarajah, Suthaharan, and Dhan-
anjayan Sriskandarajah. “Liberation 
Struggle or Terrorism? The Politics of 
Naming the LTTE.” Third World Quar-
terly, vol. 26, no. 1, 2005, pp. 87-100.

Sharma, Kishor. “The political economy 
of civil war in Nepal.” World Develop-
ment, vol. 34, no. 7, 2006, pp. 1237-

1253.

Swee, Eik L. “Economics of Civil 
War.” Australian Economic Review, 

vol. 49, no. 1, 2016, pp. 105-111.

Uyangoda, Jayadeva. “Sri Lanka in 
2009: From Civil War to Political Un-
certainties.” Asian Survey, vol. 50, 

no. 1, 2010, pp. 104-111.



30

“This summer I spent a month photographing development issues in Japan.”          
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unDerstAnDing lAbor exPloitA-
tion through the lens of glo-

bAlizAtion
by xinyAng zhAng

Introduction

 In 2013, a five-storey building 
called Rana Plaza collapsed in Bangla-
desh. This building was used as a gar-
ment factory, which produced clothes 
for Canadian corporations such as 
Hudson’s Bay Company and Joe Fresh. 
Many workers worked in this building 
for long hours, yet their workplace 
safety could not be protected. In this 
accident, more than 1,000 people died 
and approximately 2,500 were injured 
(Alam and Hossain 2013). In this essay, 
I will argue how globalization, a prod-
uct of neoliberal economic reforms that 
change the business practices of multi-
national corporations (MNCs), leads to 
serious problems of labour exploitation 
in developing countries. More specif-
ically, MNCs that establish plants in 
developing countries, multilateral insti-
tutions that support neoliberalism, and 
suppliers in plants who fail to realize 
ethical labour regulations are the main 
actors that lead to labour exploitation in 
the developing world. Labour exploita-
tion can also pose more dilemmas. It 
not only violates human labour rights 
and impedes human development but 
also intensifies inequalities in the global 
market chain. Although problems relat-

ed to labour exploitation are complex, 
certain potential solutions can tackle 
these problems: unions should provide 
more access to hear labourers’ voices; 
MNCs should provide better safety 
measures; governments should expand 
the scope of inspection of enforcement 
of labour law.
  
Interconnections between Globaliza-
tion and Labour Exploitation

 Globalization leads to labour 
exploitation through neoliberal eco-
nomic reforms. Globalization is defined 
as the process of increasing interactions 
and interconnectedness of all activities 
across national borders. It underpins a 
transformation in the organization of 
human affairs by linking together and 
expanding human activity across re-
gions and continents (Haslam, Schafer, 
and Beaudet 2012: 109). The key impli-
cation of globalization is time-space 
compression. The advancement of 
technology lowers the costs and speed 
of transportation and communication, 
which can facilitate rapid economic in-
tegration at the global scale. Globaliza-
tion expands international production 
networks and creates global commodity 
chains, which are based on highly spe-
cialized divisions of labour. Developed 
countries usually provide manufactured 
goods that have high value while devel-
oping countries provide raw materials 
and services of low value. 
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 Global commodity chains 
are changed through neoliberalism. 
Neoliberals advocate for pro-market 
dogma and the retreat of states. States 
privatize corporations that are orig-
inally state-owned, therefore, these 
corporations become market-oriented 
and prioritize profits. Neoliberals also 
advocate for export-oriented industri-
alization and foreign direct investment. 
Thus, corporations are encouraged to 
expand their business to a global level. 
Because of this, more MNCs have 
been developed since the neoliberal 
economic reforms became popular in 
the 1980s. John Dunning defines an 
MNC as an “enterprise that engages 
in foreign direct investment (FDI) and 
owns or controls value-adding activities 
in more than one country” (quoted in 
Haslam, Schafer, and Beaudet 2012: 
198). MNCs establish plants in devel-
oping countries to save on labourers’ 
wages, and these labourers are usually 
low-income people with vulnerabilities, 
including women and children. There-
fore, neoliberal economic reforms lead 
to the production of highly vulnerable 
populations in developing countries and 
the over dependence of cheap labourers 
in a global commodity chain. In other 
words, MNCs intend to make profits 
efficiently as they impose pressure on 
plants in developing countries. To ful-
fill buyers’ requirements, these plants 
usually compromise the safety and 
health of their workers. Thus, economic 

globalization is embedded in neoliber-
alism, and MNCs’ business practices 
are changed by these neoliberal eco-
nomic reforms. MNCs that become 
profit-seekers drive labour exploitation 
in developing countries. 

Factors and Actors

 MNCs, multilateral institutions, 
and suppliers in plants are the main 
actors of labour exploitation. MNCs 
exploit labour by establishing plants 
in developing countries where costs of 
labour are low and legal regulations 
are lenient. MNCs adopt an efficiency 
seeking strategy: if they locate their 
manufacturing plants in low-wage 
countries, costs of labour and capital 
will be reduced, and their global oper-
ations will be more efficient. In coun-
tries where legal regulations are not 
strict, exploiting labour becomes more 
prevalent. For example, as government 
regulations for banning child labour 
become stricter in the U.S., tobacco 
industries are moving to South Asia 
where child labour is very common. A 
survey conducted by the Southeast Asia 
Tobacco Control Alliance (2013) in 
2008 illustrated that, in the Philippines, 
47 percent of children in areas where 
the tobacco industry was present were 
involved in child labour. In addition to 
that, child labourers’ payments are low. 
Thus, if the Western tobacco industry 
were to move to the Philippines, it 
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would be harder for local governments 
to regulate problems of child labour 
and labour exploitation. 
 Multilateral institutions that 
promote neoliberalism are a second 
factor in promoting labour exploitation. 
Institutions such as the Bretton Woods 
Agreement drive developing countries 
to adopt neoliberal economic reforms 
by providing financial assistance. 
Therefore, governments of developing 
countries need to deregulate their econ-
omies, export more, and participate in 
global markets. To attract consumers 
in developed countries, they have to 
devalue labour. A race to the bottom 
takes place, and workers become the 
target of exploitation. For instance, 
after the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) was signed, the 
Mexican government established the 
maquiladora program, which allowed 
duty-free importation. This program 
aimed to eliminate barriers to trade, 
but the working conditions of these 
plants were poor. According to Rosen-
berg (2017), workers earn fifty cents 
per hour and work for up to ten hours 
a day, six days a week. Moreover, 
because the living costs in southern 
Mexico are high, many workers end up 
living in shanty towns around plants 
that lack electricity and water. Although 
agreements such as NAFTA promote 
free trade, the working conditions of 
those in Mexico are not humane, and 
wages are extremely low. Thus, there 

are multiple institutions that contribute 
to this situation of labour exploitation 
but fail to effectively tackle the issue. 
 Although MNCs have attempt-
ed to protect labourers, their regulations 
ignore the social contexts of developing 
countries, and suppliers in plants can-
not afford high costs of ethical regula-
tions. Therefore, suppliers are the third 
factor in labour exploitation. Aguinis 
argues that MNCs have tried to fulfill 
corporate social responsibility and have 
taken actions to protect labour rights 
(quoted in Jackson 2015: 2). Indeed, 
exporters impose ethical regulations of 
conduct and labour standards on plants. 
Main standards of ethical regulations 
include compliance with local labour 
laws and workplace regulations, hu-
mane treatment, minimum wages, and 
regulation of working hours. It seems 
that this is a way to protect labour, but 
plants in developing countries usually 
have difficulty in realizing these ethical 
regulations (Takamura 2018, March 
21). The main reason is that these 
regulations are created in a Western 
discourse that ignores very complicated 
local contexts. Meanwhile, suppliers 
face high costs for these ethical regula-
tions designed by Western corporations. 
For example, the Tiruppur garment 
industry is one of the largest exporting 
clusters in India. Western buyers have 
imposed many codes of labour regula-
tions on this industry. However, accord-
ing to De Neve (2009), “when buyers 
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started asking their suppliers to comply 
with labour codes and standards, no 
companies in Tiruppur were fulfilling 
the required labour regulations” (67). 
According to De Neve (2009: 67-68), 
buyers asked officers to collect age 
certificates to confirm the age of all 
workers, but local workers did not have 
this kind of certificate. Thus, the so-
cial compliance officer tried to collect 
birth certificates instead, but some aged 
workers did not have birth certificates. 
Finally, the officer obtained one med-
ical certificate, which was then used 
as the document to confirm the age of 
a worker in Tiruppur. However, the 
buyers wanted medical certificates for 
all workers, which was too complicat-
ed of a task to fulfill. This is a typical 
instance of how difficult it is for local 
plants to realize labour regulations cre-
ated by Western exporters. Confirming 
the age of workers may be an easy task 
in the West, but in developing coun-
tries there is a higher cost of time and 
human resources needed. These costs 
are obstacles to fulfilling ethical labour 
regulations. 

Dilemmas Inherent in Labour Ex-
ploitation

 Although globalization pro-
motes economic growth, it impedes 
human development and wellbeing by 
creating labour exploitation. In addi-
tion, it intensifies unequal power rela-

tions in the global market. Admittedly, 
globalization has made contributions 
to economic growth. For developing 
countries, inviting foreign investments 
can lead to more economic and em-
ployment opportunities. However, al-
though the world income is increasing, 
its distribution is unequal. According 
to the World Inequality Report 2018, 
between 1980 and 2018, people in the 
top one per cent income group captured 
twenty-seven per cent of total income 
growth while people in the bottom fifty 
per cent income group captured only 
twelve per cent of total growth (World 
Inequality Lab 2018). During the 
process of globalization, rich people’s 
incomes grow faster, and poor peo-
ple’s incomes grow slower. Although 
unequal distribution is driven by many 
complex factors, MNCs that take most 
of the capital surplus created by labour 
in developing countries can be consid-
ered a main contributor. 
 Labour exploitation driven by 
globalization also violates human rights 
of labour and impedes human develop-
ment. Many scholars regard economic 
growth as the ends for development 
without considering human wellbe-
ing. Admittedly, economic growth 
correlates with many other indicators; 
however, human development should 
be deemed as the ends, and materi-
al success should be considered as a 
means. According to Amartya Sen, 
development should be humanized and 
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should increase human capabilities such 
as freedoms, choices, and potentials, 
which can develop human wellbeing. 
The violation of human rights means 
limiting capabilities and constraining 
human wellbeing (Takamura 2018, 
January 29). For example, when Sri 
Lanka opened Free Trade Zones (FTZs) 
to attract foreign investors, the infra-
structure provided for the workers was 
at a low level. Moreover, some workers 
are sexually abused in factories, which 
is a particular way that female workers 
are exploited. According to Weera-
suriya (2005), a research conducted 
by the Women’s Center regarding the 
Katunayake Free Trade Zones workers 
showed that 71 percent of workers were 
suffering from headaches, 40 per cent 
of them had back aches, and 55 percent 
of them lacked free time. The FTZ’s 
inhumane working conditions con-
strained workers’ resources and capa-
bilities because many of them suffered 
from physical and mental pain when 
they sacrificed their personal lives to 
work. In addition, the workers did not 
have the opportunity to improve their 
wellbeing. Considering these cases, the 
development of globalization should 
instead deem human development as a 
goal rather than a means.
 Labour exploitation intensifies 
the unequal power relations embed-
ded in the global market. As discussed 
above, exporters usually impose ethi-
cal labour regulations on local plants. 

This imposition creates an unbalanced 
power relation between buyers in 
developed countries and suppliers in 
developing countries. Many suppliers 
are trying to fulfill these regulations 
under fear and intimidation. First, sup-
pliers and manufacturers are deemed 
unprofessional by buyers. According 
to De Neve, “Lin Wong, who works 
as a quality controller for an upmarket 
Italian brand ... depicts Tiruppur man-
ufacturers as reckless children who can 
never be left on their own” (2009: 69). 
These buyers do not fully trust local 
manufacturers. As described by De 
Neve (2009: 68-69), their relationship 
is similar to the relationship of teach-
ers and students who have to be taught 
and tested. Furthermore, while buyers 
think that they have technological 
knowledge and willingness to learn, it 
is not the case for the local suppliers. 
Western buyers’ actions usually show 
that they are superior without consider-
ing the local people’s understanding of 
corporate social responsibility. Buyer 
representatives told De Neve that they 
felt “cleansed” after they set up a moth-
ers’ and toddlers’ nursery in Tiruppur 
because they felt that they did some-
thing good. However, in local people’s 
opinions, social responsibility is just 
the local way of working, which is 
natural. These nursery and other philan-
thropic institutions have nothing to do 
with social responsibility. Here, West-
ern buyers are imposing their values on 
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local people and are intervening moral-
ly in local development. Through these 
labour regulations, Western exporters 
are creating unbalanced power relations 
with suppliers in developing countries. 

Potential Solutions

 To tackle the problem of labour 
exploitation, unions should provide 
better ways for workers to voice their 
opinions. MNCs should provide better 
infrastructure. Additionally, govern-
ment inspection should be carried out 
more efficiently. Unions can provide 
better access for workers to make 
complaints; they should invest more in 
training supervisors. More specifically, 
they should invest in anti-discrimina-
tion training. There is a tendency that 
female workers do not want to talk to 
male supervisors because their needs 
are usually not met, and they may be 
questioned when they want to have a 
leave day (International Labour Or-
ganization 2012: 28). Although this 
unequal gender relation in India may 
not be eliminated, unions can hire more 
female supervisors who can specifically 
help female workers meet their needs.
 MNCs should be at the fore-
front of corporate social responsibility. 
They are already responsible for im-
proving safety measures such as fire 
escapes. For example, after the collapse 
of Rana Plaza in Bangladesh, many 
MNCs promised to improve infrastruc-

ture. Learning from this tragedy, MNCs 
should protect the safety of labourers 
before accidents happen. Furthermore, 
while India has made progress in im-
proving labour laws, the government 
should enlarge the scope and role of 
labour inspection to ensure its enforce-
ment (44). For example, if the govern-
ment in Bangladesh could exert more 
efforts in inspections of the working 
place, they could find out whether the 
working conditions are dangerous and 
could take actions to protect labourers 
efficiently. 

Conclusions 

 Globalization has made a lot of 
contributions to economic growth, but 
it has also brought many challenges. 
Developing countries do not equally 
benefit from the process of globaliza-
tion, and they are under the burden of 
problems caused by it. One serious 
problem is labour exploitation. Since 
the neoliberal economic reforms devel-
oped in the 1980s, MNCs have become 
the main driver of labour exploitation in 
developing countries. They seek profits 
and lenient regulations. Multilateral 
institutions such as the Bretton Woods 
Institutions who support neoliberal 
approaches like the free market provide 
opportunities for MNCs to establish 
plants in the developing world. Suppli-
ers in local plants lack capabilities for 
realizing ethical labour regulations due 
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to the high cost of resources. Therefore, 
labour exploitation inevitably happens 
and leads to more obstacles to develop-
ment. It makes rich people richer and 
poor people poorer. More importantly, 
it limits human capacities and ignores 
human development as well as intensi-
fies the unequal power relation between 
buyers and suppliers in the global 
market. Only through efforts exerted 
by governments, unions, and MNCs 
together will labour exploitation in this 
globalized context be reduced. 
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Tree of Life
by Emilienne Hamel

With a focus on our present efforts to represent environmental value 
in a capitalist system, I wanted to speak to the ethics of the consump-

tive cycle on both society and the natural world.



41

governing sustAinAbility

by JonAthAn-felix giroux

The challenges with global governance
 Between 1995 and 2017, we 
have lived twenty of the warmest years 
on record, five of them occurring after 
2010.1 The facts as presented by science 
are unequivocal; ecological degradation 
and pollution come with a plethora of 
global consequences and risks, global 
warming being one of them. Today, ex-
treme weather events, natural disasters, 
and a failure to mitigate and adapt to cli-
mate change are listed as the most im-
portant global risks by the World Eco-
nomic Forum (2018). 
 The issue of climate change is 
global, and no single organisation nor 
sector can act unilaterally to solve the 
vast problems at hand. The best path 
forward is one where synergies are cre-
ated within the sustainability sector by 
consolidating efforts. Thus, there is a 
need for international, cross-sector col-
laboration and coordination. 
 To inspire and guide an effective 
global shift, it is argued that we need a 
common definition and framework for 
sustainability (Kates et Al., 2001; Bro-
man & Robèrt, 2015). This common 
agenda needs to be independent of scale 
and universal enough to bridge the sub-
cultures of science, business, govern-
ment and the plural sector (Broman & 
Robèrt, 2015). In other words, we re-
quire a shared system and a common 

agenda to achieve “collective impact” 
(Kania & Kramer, 2011). For instance, 
partnerships between the plural, private 
and public sectors (PPPPs) create the 
opportunity for a cooperative environ-
ment where each sector can leverage its 
core capabilities and combine them in 
order to “rebalance society” (Mintzberg, 
2014). 
 In reference to Hardin’s (1968) 
well-known article, the world is current-
ly faced with a “Tragedy of the Com-
mons” (Verweij & al., 2006). Conse-
quently, we require concerted action 
and structure to avoid depleting our 
shared resources and environment fur-
ther. In 1987, world leaders gathered to 
do exactly that by ratifying the Montreal 
Protocol, aimed at protecting the ozone 
layer by phasing out the production of 
substances responsible for ozone deple-
tion. Though imperfect (Pearce, 2017), 
it is one of the most successful attempts 
at global environmental governance 
(Solheilm, 2018). However, revolution-
izing our economy and halting climate 
change are matters far more complex 
than phasing out and banning pre-iden-
tified products. 
 Though the effects of GHG emis-
sions on our climate have been known 
for more than a century (Arrhenius, 
1906) and the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) was founded 
thirty years ago, we are yet to see much 
effective progress. Even if countries 
respect their Paris Agreement engage-
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ments signed in 2016, global warming 
is expected to reach and surpass 1.5 °C 
by 2030 (IPCC, 2018). By all accounts, 
relying on current approaches for col-
lective global action to solve the issues 
of climate change is utopic. 
 Issues of the scale and complex-
ity of climate change and environmental 
degradation are “wicked problems” (Rit-
tel & Webber, 1973). To truly acknowl-
edge and incorporate the plurality of the 
objectives of all stakeholders, global 
climate governance and policy require 
incredible flexibility and creativity. To 
be effective, global governance must 
follow the pragmatic and holistic ap-
proach of “clumsy solutions” (Verweij 
& al., 2006), a method which inherently 
fosters the necessary openness to allow 
actors with divergent world views to or-
ganize in achieving a certain objective, 
such as fighting climate change. For 
natural ecosystems to become resilient, 
they require complexity, diversity, and 
co-evolved relationships to be cultivat-
ed and connected (Maser et al., 2015), 
as do social systems, such as organiza-
tions.

Reconnecting with natural systems
 If we imagine a large typical ag-
ricultural field, we can observe endless 
rows of wheat, blending beautifully with 
the colors of the sunset, and dancing to 
the wind with a soft rustle. This vast and 
golden dance is exclusive, nothing else 
than its own kind is allowed around. 

These large monocultures are an aber-
ration compared to any natural system. 
Think of the efforts and capital spent on 
GMOs, pesticides and all kinds of tech-
nological fixes made to produce these 
crops. In natural environments, such 
order and structure are unattainable and 
undesirable. Biodiversity is critical for 
a forest’s resilience, health, and beau-
ty. Natural systems have evolved over 
millions of years, survived catastro-
phes, and adapted to major changes due 
to their adaptability. Humanity is faced 
with rapid ecological and social chal-
lenges and our social systems can learn 
a great deal from natural systems on 
how to adapt to a “new normal” in order 
to mitigate the risks of climate change.
 Intrinsic to natural systems are 
their emergence, complexity, and con-
nectedness, making them highly adapt-
able and resilient. To be effective, the 
climate movement needs to embody 
these characteristics with intent. A top-
down approach, which is typically fa-
vored by governing bodies in address-
ing grand challenges, is unwarranted 
in this uncertain and byzantine context 
(Sabel & Victor, 2017). Similar to the 
pesticides swept over swaths of wheat, 
applying a large-scale top-down solu-
tion to a wide array of problems pre-
vents diversity to thrive, negatively im-
pacting our collective resilience. Naomi 
Klein explains that our only “source of 
hope in this crisis will have to come 
from below” (2014), not from the top. 
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Understandably, stakeholders direct-
ly affected by an issue are the ones in 
the best position to identify the prob-
lems they face, making them a critical 
actor in the development of solutions 
(Prell et al. 2007; Abson et al., 2016). 
All around us we see the bubbling and 
emergence of organizations addressing 
the largest challenge in modern history. 
Paul Hawken (2008) estimates the num-
ber of organizations working towards 
alleviating environmental and social ills 
is neighbouring the two million mark, 
making it the largest social movement 
in history. 
 Increasingly, our social system 
is favoring conditions for emergence 
and complexity (Hausmann, Hidalgo et 
al., 2011). This raises two main ques-
tions, (1) how do we best connect and 
coordinate local and divergent efforts to 
achieve global impact, and (2) how do 
we scale grassroots initiatives without 
losing the movement’s substance? 
 It is not enough to have orga-
nizations emerging in a large forest of 
complexity. To optimize efforts and im-
pact, organizations need to learn from 
each other; they need to be connected. 
A resilient structure needs to be flexible 
in order to navigate through the innova-
tions and the work being done. There is 
no single solution, and identifying the 
“winners” is not realistic in an uncertain 
context (Etzion, 2018). Policy needs to 
promote “ambitious experimentation” 
(Etzion, 2018), while decision makers 

need to monitor and share the learnings 
from the field. By having a “participa-
tory architecture”, the movement would 
allow for “heterogeneous actors to in-
teract constructively over prolonged 
timespans” (Ferraro, Etzion & Geh-
man, 2015). This is somewhat similar 
to efforts in developing entrepreneurial 
hubs, where entrepreneurs interact and 
learn from each other. 
 However, unlike the start-up 
model of exponential growth and scale, 
organizations, especially NGOs, work-
ing on alleviating environmental and so-
cial ills need different strategies to opti-
mize their impact. One key strategy to 
expand coverage is through influencing 
other actors, such as government, cor-
porations, and fellow NGOs (Uvin, Jain 
& Brown, 2000). For instance, an NGO 
can train employees at a multinational 
firm on systems thinking or ecological 
awareness. Collaboration and dialogue 
are key to lifting local actions to a glob-
al level (Won-Soon, 2017). The public, 
private and plural sectors can consol-
idate efforts in creating a constructive 
cycle, which will ultimately lead to scal-
ing impact without stretching any single 
organization’s limited resources (Mintz-
berg, Etzion & Mantere, 2018).

Collision
 Ideally, all sectors would be 
committed in consolidating their efforts 
at all levels. However, many institutions 
such as the World Trade Organization, 
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the International Monetary Fund and the 
World Bank are propagating a specific 
ideology based on market fundamental-
ism which collides with the grassroots 
and local initiatives working to better 
their own environments. These interna-
tional economic institutions serve the 
interests of their constituents, corporate 
and financial players, not the general 
common interest (Stiglitz, 2002). 
 There are numerous examples 
of institutions colliding with the prog-
ress achieved by the environmental and 
social movements. In 2013, the Ontario 
government in Canada was forced by 
the WTO to abandon its Green Energy 
Act, a holistic program aimed at creat-
ing environmental and social prosperity 
in the province.2 The WTO report stated 
that the support provided by the provin-
cial government to develop the renew-
able energy sector violated international 
law and trade agreements (WTO, 2013). 
In a similar face-off, fifteen NGOs, in-
cluding the Sierra Club and Greenpeace 
USA, wrote a powerful letter in support 
of India’s domestic solar energy program 
and demanded that the United States not 
bring this case to the WTO. Beyond 
these instances, NGOs and think tanks 
“see troubling signs that climate policy 
may increasingly be determined by the 
WTO and similar arenas based on trade 
law rather than on climate science and 
the real-world necessities of building a 
green economy.”3 

 International market liberaliza-
tion has had perverse effects in many de-
veloping countries due to the top-down 
and dictatorial approach of international 
financial institutions. It has been well 
studied and documented that financial 
liberalization benefits developed nations 
with advanced economies the most, 
while actually slowing down the growth 
of emerging markets (Gamra & Plihon, 
2010). Stiglitz, former Chief Econo-
mist at the World Bank, insists that for 
countries to benefit from globalization, 
the pace of change must be determined 
internally (2002). This supports the idea 
that local emergence creates the condi-
tions for a sustainable society and de-
velopment. Nonetheless, reforms have 
been implemented proving that these 
ungoverned global forces can have a 
positive impact. To avoid colliding with 
agents of change, these institutions will 
need to broaden their scope to include 
environmental and social awareness to 
their policies and act as a structuring 
force, serving the needs of local popula-
tions and organizations. They will need 
to view markets only as tools, for “they 
make a good servant but a bad master 
and a worse religion” (Hawken & al., 
1999). 

Cultural shift
 Many technical solutions are 
appropriate for solving key issues in 
the case of environmental change, and 
a pragmatist and experimental approach 
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will lead to notable breakthroughs. 
However, these are not nearly enough, 
nor ultimately appropriate for dealing 
with the wicked complexity of sys-
tems. Sustainability management often 
sees a trade-off between people, plan-
et and profit as a necessary balancing 
act. However, “the [triple-bottom-line] 
wasn’t designed to be just an accounting 
tool. It was supposed to provoke deeper 
thinking about capitalism and its future” 
(Elkington, 2018). Institutions and orga-
nizations are governed by us, the people. 
Thus, for change to be truly impactful 
it needs to happen on the human level; 
it must come from within. We have to 
go beyond policy and policing, we need 
an important cultural shift, a collective 
metanoia. 
 Indigenous peoples have been 
calling for modern, Westernized societ-
ies to elevate their level of conscious-
ness. The Hau de no sau nee have shared 
their philosophy and principles based 
on peace and nature to demonstrate that 
there is an alternative story to be told and 
heard (1977). The Great Law of Peace 
(NA), by the Six Nations and translated 
by Murphy, exposes a way of life that is 
connected to nature, creating harmony 
between their nations and their environ-
ment. Their teachings are incredibly rel-
evant to our modern reality, and there is 
a lot to be learned and applied from their 
wisdom.
 To “nurture human nature” (Ra-
worth, 2017) we must reconnect with 

our sense of empathy, a quality “central 
to our humanity” (Trout, 2010). Further-
more, we need to expand our empathic 
understanding to include the fauna and 
the flora, ecosystems that we have been 
pillaging for far too long. If we make 
natural systems flourish, they will make 
us thrive. Inevitably, education will be a 
driving force behind this cultural shift. 
Schools need to equip their graduates 
with the necessary tools and knowl-
edge to tackle environmental change 
and the grand challenges of our centu-
ry. Management faculties need to stop 
producing “hollow men and women” 
(Waddock, 2005). They must teach the 
business leaders of tomorrow ecological 
awareness, mindfulness and social in-
clusion. Ultimately, our hearts will be at 
the core of this transformative journey, 
paving the way for a healing world. We 
must open ourselves to love and let it 
permeate the fabric of our society. Only 
then will institutions, organizations, and 
policy truly allow for and reflect a har-
monious society.

Notes
1. Climate Central. 2018. The 10 hottest 

global years on record. Climate Central.  
http://www.climatecentral.org/gallery/
graphics/the-10-hottest-global-years-on-re-
cord

2. CBC News. 2013. Canada loses WTO 
appeal over Ontario’s green energy pro-
gram.    https://
www.cbc.ca/news/business/canada-loses-
wto-appeal-over-ontario-s-green- 
energy-program-1.1333131 

3. The letter was sent to US Ambassador, 
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Michael Froman, on April 23, 2014. It can 
be found on the Sierra Club’s website. 
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A test of higher eDucAtion
by su ning goh

Education is seen as the ultimate means 
tosocial mobility – the skills and qual-
ifications acquired provide access to 
higher-paying jobs. Higher education 
has long been shown to have a causal 
impact on the ability to earn a higher 
income (Government of Canada). Yet 
in recent years, the number of voic-
es questioning the effectiveness of a 
college degree have grown. Analytical 
articles like “The World Might Be Bet-
ter Off Without College for Everyone” 
by Bryan Caplan and “College May 
Not Be Worth It Anymore” by Ellen 
Shell give compelling evidence that 
our culture of prizing a college degree 
above everything else is an impractical 
one, a controversial argument that I will 
explore later on. While the saturation of 
college degrees presents a problem in 
developed countries, the other extreme 
is the “learning crisis” in the develop-
ing world (Edwards). It seems that all 
over the globe, problems with higher 
education and its purported aims are 
becoming apparent.

To better understand the issue, let’s ex-
amine some of the problems surround-
ing the concept of higher education:

Is higher education accessible?

 The greatest and most obvious prob-

lem regarding education is its lack of 
access. The effectiveness of a school 
is only evident when there are stu-
dents in it, and thus it is important for 
a country’s education system to reach 
as many people as possible. Arguably, 
in situations where there is great social 
inequality, the accessibility to educa-
tion is all the more important. While 
it is undeniable that higher education 
does lead to greater social mobility, its 
inaccessibility creates gaps between 
those who are privileged and those who 
are not – to the extent where “schooling 
exacerbates social inequality” (Ed-
wards).

Nowhere is this more obvious than in 
developing countries, where higher 
education is often exclusively acces-
sible to the most privileged sector of 
society. A study of thirty-five develop-
ing countries in South and sub-Saharan 
Africa – the region where there is the 
lowest rate of university enrollment in 
the world – revealed that poor young 
women were demographically the least 
likely group to enter university (Haver-
gal). A particularly extreme case is 
Guinea, where less than 0.1 percent of 
poor young women enroll in university, 
compared to 1.1 percent of poor young 
men. The most privileged group – rich 
young men – have an enrollment rate of 
15 percent (Havergal).

 The lack of accessibility to higher edu-
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cation is symptomatic of deeper prob-
lems at the primary or secondary levels 
of education.  Although the UN reports 
that enrollment in primary education 
in developing regions reached a high 
of 91 percent in 2015 (“United Nations 
Millennium Development Goals”), the 
key issue lies in whether the students 
enrolled were receiving quality edu-
cation. Studies showed that literacy 
rates and numeracy skills of students 
in various developing countries were 
still alarmingly low even after receiv-
ing primary education: for instance, in 
Malawi and Zambia, over 80 percent of 
students were still illiterate after 2 years 
of schooling (Edwards).

 In developed countries, exclusion 
from highereducation exists in a subtler 
form. Higher education is, in theory, 
open to anyone who would like to 
apply. However, admissions to elite 
colleges such as Ivy League universi-
ties reveal a bias towards applicants 
from more affluent backgrounds. A 
2017 study showed that a child from 
the richest 1 percent is 77 times likelier 
to get into an Ivy League school than 
a child from the bottom 20 percent 
(Thompson). This is significant because 
a degree from these elite colleges has 
the ability to propel its holders to the 
top economic stratum. Thus, if most of 
the graduates from these colleges are 
already wealthy and those excluded 
from these colleges are not, higher edu-

cation will only aggravate pre-existing 
inequalities.

Does higher education lead to econom-
ic improvement?

Given that one of the main reasons to 
advocate for higher education is that 
it has the power to improve individual 
and national economies, it is necessary 
to closely examine whether or not this 
claim is truly achieved in practice.

On an individual level, a college degree 
has a significant improvement on one’s 
earnings. According to the Econom-
ic Policy Institute, Americans with a 
Bachelor’s degree earned 98 percent 
more per hour on average than those 
without a degree (Leonhardt). The 
logic behind this is obvious: college 
education means access to jobs that 
require more skills and are thus high-
er-paying. Yet in our imperfect reality, 
other factors confound this causal link. 
Even when disregarding the level of 
education, one’s race and level of af-
fluence still affect one’s earning poten-
tial (Shell). In other words, there is a 
“glass ceiling” for people from poorer 
backgrounds, or of minority races, that 
“even a bachelor’s degree does not 
break” (Shell).

In developing nations, the link between 
a college degree and high earnings is 
completely overturned. Developing 
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countries face the unusual problem of 
chronic unemployment of the high-
ly-educated (Usher). This phenomenon 
is two-sided, with an outdated model 
of higher education supplying under-
qualified or mismatched graduates to an 
economy whose industries are ill-suited 
to these graduates (Shimeles). On the 
supply side, the poor quality of higher 
education presents a real challenge. 
University graduates attend schools 
that are underfunded and understaffed 
(Usher), only to graduate with a degree 
that fails to prepare them for a profes-
sional job. China is a case study of this: 
the poor quality of teaching in universi-
ties has rendered degrees meaningless, 
leaving 16.4 percent of fresh graduates 
in 2011 facing unemployment (Bloom, 
Altbach, and Rosovsky). Furthermore, 
in many less developed African coun-
tries, higher education still follows 
the colonial model: a heavy focus on 
degrees relevant to the public sector, 
such as management, law and econom-
ics (Shimeles).  This brings us to the 
mismatch with the demand side: such 
an outdated model of higher education 
disadvantages the graduates, due to the 
fact that the private sector (in which 
degrees in accountancy and engineer-
ing for instance are highly prized) 
is the main driver of growth and job 
creation (Shimeles). As a result, many 
industries in less developed countries 
remain technical and require few skills. 
Demand has simply not caught up with 

jobs that require higher skill levels 
(Shimeles). Therefore, the real worth 
of a college degree in a developing 
country provides a counterargument to 
the causal link taken for granted in the 
context of an advanced economy.

On a national level, higher education 
is particularly crucial for developing 
countries. Just as it can serve as a 
means of social mobility for individ-
uals, a highly-skilled workforce can 
help in the economic development of 
a country. The current trend towards a 
technology-centered economy means 
that higher education is the key to 
economic development. For developed 
countries, this imperative translates 
into an educational rat race. From 
high-school being seen as the “frontier 
of education”, to college being a mid-
dle-class essential, it stands to reason 
that at some point in the future, a Bach-
elor’s degree simply won’t be enough 
(Leonhardt). Developing countries find 
themselves caught in a chicken-or-egg 
conundrum. It is unprecedented that de-
velopment in the 21st century requires 
human capital, rather than the manu-
facturing industries of the past (Usher). 
As Usher writes, “There aren’t going 
to be anymore Taiwans or Koreas” 
-- while countries in the 1960s could 
achieve economic development aims 
through mass manufacturing bases, the 
nature of the current knowledge-based 
economy makes this impossible. As 
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the gap between developing and devel-
oped countries widens in educational 
achievement, this challenge will be-
come increasingly insurmountable.

 A more cynical view of the efficacy of 
higher education on national develop-
ment comes from the economist, Bryan 
Caplan. On average, an extra year of 
education raises an individual’s level 
of income by 8 to 11 percent. Howev-
er, an extra year of education across a 
country’s population leads to a 1 to 3 
percent increase in the gross domes-
tic product (Caplan). He explains this 
by referring to the issue of credential 
inflation: while the education level of 
the average jobholder has increased, 
the jobs themselves have not changed. 
Thus what happens in the economy is 
the displacement of lower-educated 
workers, as people with better creden-
tials are hired over other applicants 
for jobs that both are qualified for. It 
is important to note that although this 
may very well be the case in developed 
economies with a significant population 
of highly-educated people, such prob-
lems are not as prominent in develop-
ing countries where regional issues of 
inequality often take precedence.  

 The irony of a college student writing 
on the failure of college education is 
not lost on me. Yet as part of a culture 
that revolves around the (sometimes 
blind) attainment of a college degree, 

it is worthwhile to take a step back to 
reflect on its value and its implicit priv-
ilege. We must question why alternative 
pathways, such as vocational educa-
tion, are generally seen as inferior to a 
college degree. While it is not wrong 
that our culture values and rewards a 
college education, we tread a fine line 
between turning this into a penalty on 
those who are unable to attain it, or 
those who choose to go without.
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