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Dear Readers,

 After having studied abroad in Paris last Spring semester, I have 
returned to my life in Burlington and therefore to Conscious as well. For 
those of you who know of us, or have seen an old issue lying somewhere 
on campus or downtown, we have successfully produced our 4th issue and 
we intend to satisfy at least some element of your curiousity.
 In embarking on our mission to promote an overall consciousness 
of local, national and international affairs, we initially decided that our 
publication should be deemed a global awareness magazine. Through-
out the semester, however, we have re-evaluated the meaning of ‘global 
awareness.’ While the term ‘global’ may redirect our attention to what is 
happening elsewhere throughout the world, we realize the importance 
of our own community. We have therefore chosen to retreat from an ap-
proach solely based on what is happening abroad and delve into our own 
paradigm as students living in Burlington, Vermont. 
 Through highlighting local issues in addition to a global perspec-
tive, we hope to more efficiently expand beyond the boundaries of our 
own lives. The more intimate a relationship we establish and maintain 
with our own community, the more capable we become at analyzing what 
is happening throughout the world. 
 Despite geographical boundaries, we have made an effort to under-
stand, and that effort is quintessential to the progress of humanity.

Enjoy.

Chloé, editor
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In Western society the image of women 
veiling themselves for religious purposes is 
mostly seen as an oppressive act, linking the 
veil to sexism and violence. However, many 
Muslim women see veiling as an important 
part of their daily lives, making the choice 
themselves to cover their bodies. Though the 
Western concern seems to have moral validity, 
there judgement is denying women basic 
rights in European countries, and pushing 
Muslim society even further away from the 
Western world.

First, it needs to be stated that Muslim 
women, being forced to wear the veil at 
gun-point, or by other means in their home 
countries is a clear violation of individual 
rights. There is of course, need for concern 
when lives are at risk for choice 
of dress, but what about 
women who make the choice 
based on their own free will? 
Countries such as France, 
Italy and the Netherlands 
made legislative bans in 
order to keep Muslim women 
from veiling in certain public 
spaces, and now the Vatican 
has weighed in on when and 
where these women should be 
allowed to veil while residing 
in many European nations. 
Cardinal Renato Martino 
concluded that, “immigrants 
must respect the traditions, 
culture and religion of the 
nations they go to.” However, 
in the countries previously mentioned, culture 
and tradition are vastly different for many 
citizens, not to mention that the Vatican has 
no problem with nuns veiling themselves 
for similar religious reasoning. This lack of 
cultural relativism is denying women basic 
rights, based on Muslim prejudice.

In an article for BBC News, Tamanna 
Rahman explains quite clearly her choice to 
veil herself using a hijab (a veil that covers 
her entire body except for her face). Though 
she veil’s for religious purposes, she see’s 
practicality in veiling as well. She explains that, 
“The hijaab is more than a symbol of being a 
Muslim woman, it is more than an observance 
of religious practice - it has a wider purpose. 
Many women might believe that the hijab is 
actually there to subjugate women, and to 
keep us in the background, when in fact its 
purpose and its effect is the exact opposite.” 
She goes on to describe western women’s 
vision of beauty, and the amount of time, 
money and effort spent on living up to what 
society considers “beautiful”. She argues that 
the simplicity and modesty of the veil allows 
her to be free from male judgement, easily 
being able to focus on her own goals as a 
woman.

The Western world is currently scared 
and angry with Muslim societies, and ignorance 
of their culture is breeding uncertainty and 

unwarranted hatred. Though Muslim women 
are concerned about radical hatred towards 
their religion many state that this does not 
deter them from veiling. Rajnaara Akhtar, of 
the Assembly for the Protection of the Hijab 
in Britain, said, “women should not abandon 
the key outward symbol of their faith. It’s not 

Photo: Michael Fairchild

The Choice to Veil
      words by Sophia Fraioli
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about life and death. It’s not so extreme that 
if we step out of our house with our hijab 

we are going to get attacked.” These women 
deserve to have their rights protected while 
still being able to respectfully practice their 
own religion.

The Feminist movement in the United 
States and in European nations is based on 
a women’s right to choose. Many legislators 
believe that banning this “act of oppression” 

and forcing them to unveil will liberate 
Muslim women, freeing them from the chains 

of sexism. Or maybe they just can’t stand 
looking at someone who chooses to dress 
differently from their wives or themselves. 
Whatever the case, it is clear that there 
are misconceptions being made about 
women and the choices they can make. Do 
opposers of veiling really believe that these 
women are so ignorant about their rights 
that they can’t make informed decisions? 
These women are not misguided, they are 
following teachings that exist in their own 
religion and legislators forcing them to 
unveil are just as misogynistic as the men 
in the Middle East forcing women to veil. 
Labeling these pieces of legislation as dd 

acts in the name of female rights, is just 
plain insulting.

The Agricultural Industry
  Amidst Capitalist Tendencies
    words by Tierney Wilson

 As avid consumers living in an 
increasingly socially aware society we are 
constantly faced with questions that demand 
us to consider the origins of the products that 
we are consuming. While such demands are 
present in all areas of our capitalist-oriented 
economy, they are particularly apparent in 
regard to food consumption practices. Whether 
entering a neighborhood deli, a supermarket, 
or a national chain such as Wal-Mart, we are 
bombarded with overwhelming amounts of 
product information that is meant to help 
inform us, for better or worse, about the 
contents of what we eat. When strolling down 

food aisles we see hundreds of products that 
claim any number of health benefits, such as 
low fat, low calorie, high calcium, high fiber, 
and so on. Unfortunately, as consumers we 
have a tendency to get caught up in these 
terms, and often neglect to question who or 
what sets the standards for food production.
 The United States food supply and 
agriculture system is considered a private 
industry that functions within the U.S. 
capitalist economic model. Similar to how the 
Department of Treasury and Federal Reserve 
provide transparency to the nation’s financial 
system, the nation’s food supply system 
is also administered by a fraction of the 

This article contains information originally published on 
BBC.com.

Sikh Gurdwara, Long Island. Photo: Michael Fairchild
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national government. According to its mission 
statement, the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) provides “leadership 
on food, agriculture, natural resources, and 
related issues based on sound public policy, 
the best available science, and efficient 
management.” The USDA, in conjunction with 
the United States Congress, is responsible 
for enacting legislation and public policy 
regarding the production and distribution of 
food. However, since the food supply system 
is a private industry the USDA is meant to 
play a passive role as industry regulator. Its 
purpose is not to control markets, but rather 
to ensure industry efficiency and continuing 
economic development in free competitive 
markets. Nevertheless, by adhering too 
closely to capitalist tendencies in its creation 
of agriculture legislation throughout history 
the USDA has enabled the creation of an 
agricultural environment that tends toward 
mass production based on quantity over quality.
 The detriments of this new type of 
agricultural environment are evident through 
an economical, political, and social viewpoint. 
Economically, there has been a surge in the 
number of large firms, or agribusinesses, 
who have essentially established a 
monopoly within the 
agriculture 
i n d u s t r y , 
u l t imate ly 
driving out 
mid-size and 
small farm 
p r o d u c e r s 
from the market. These firms are 
driven by capitalist motives, and tend to 
neglect nutritional value in favor of cutting 
costs, maximizing profits, and increasing 
shareholder wealth. Politically, agriculture 
interest groups, such as the meatpackers, 
have been able to establish a large presence 
in Washington, which is often used to 
convince legislators to vote in favor of mass-
production. And socially the U.S. population 
has been misguided into adhering to diets 
based on consumption of inexpensive foods 
that lack any real nutritional value. Ultimately, 
the USDA has failed the U.S. consumer and 

has willingly enabled the industrialization 
of agriculture and food production.
 The harmful economic effects due to the 
rise of agribusinesses are evident throughout 
all agricultural markets. In an article that was 
published in a 2006 issue of Nutrition Today, 
James Tillotson states that “it is the large farm 
and livestock operations with annual sales of 
$250,000 or more, that are now responsible 
for sourcing over 70% of ours crops and 
livestock.” Tillotson, a professor of Food Policy 
and International Business at Tufts University 
Friedman School of Nutrition, states in the 
article that, “In a 15-year period, from 1989 to  
2003, small farm operations have lost 15% of 
their total annual sales to larger agribusiness 
operations.” The recently released results of 
the 2007 Census of Agriculture, a statistical 
study conducted by the USDA every five years, 
reinforces the notion that although some 
farms are getting larger, greater percentages 
are significantly shrinking in size. The 2007 
report acknowledges that “between 2002 and 
2007, the number of farms with sales of less 
than $2,500 increased by 74,000. Meanwhile, 
“the number of farms with 

sales of more 
than $500,000 
grew by 46,000 
during the 
same period.” 
It is important 

to acknowledge 
that the large farms 

are not independently owned, but 
rather are fragments of agricultural giants, 
such as Monsanto and DowAgroSciences. 
These findings highlight the increasing level of 
size disparity that exists within the agriculture 
industry, which ultimately has made it nearly 
impossible for small or mid-size farms to 
survive in such an uncompetitive arena.
 In addition to their monopolization 
in the economic realm of the agricultural 
industry, big agribusinesses have also 
established a powerful presence in the political 
realm of society. With an excess amount 
of money at their disposal, agribusiness 
interest groups, such as the American Farm 
Bureau, have a significant amount of buying 
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power over politicians in Washington.
 When campaigning for office, especially 
in states with large farming economies, many 
politicians are dependent on the support of the 
farming industry. According to the Center for 
Responsive Politics, agribusiness lobby groups 
gave $64,554,074 to federal campaigns and 
voting parties in 2008. Among the list of the 
top-twenty contributors are familiar names 
such as General Mills, Kraft Foods, and 
Dean Foods. (Dean Foods, the largest milk 
manufacturing company in the country and 
owner of local milk bottler Garelick Farms, 
was recently accused by Sen. Bernie Sanders 
(D.-Vermont) of illegally monopolizing 
the dairy industry in New England.) These 
types of companies are the main suppliers 
of a majority of the processed foods that 
occupy supermarket shelves. Agri-lobbying 
group interests focus on the continued 
industrialization of agriculture, as well as the 
continued support of government subsidies.
 Michael Pollan, food expert and 
author of the recently released “In Defense 
of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto”, sums up 
the uncontrollable political power held 
by agribusinesses, saying that the USDA 
“is captive of agribusiness. It is owned by 
agribusiness.” Ultimately, their heavy influence 
on Washington politics has facilitated the 
development of agricultural policy that favors 
the use of genetically engineered chemicals 
over environmental safety and human health.
 With their focus on economic profit 
and the interests of agribusinesses, the USDA 
is failing to provide accurate and relevant 
information to the ultimate consumer. 
The federal government has deeply rooted 
interests in agribusinesses, and as a result 
has ceased to ensure the public that they 
are consuming the most nutritious foods. 
The USDA has repeatedly directed millions 
in agricultural subsidies to the corn, wheat, 
and soybean industries, which are main 
ingredients in processed foods. While many 
supporters of industrialized agricultures 
argue that it allows for cheaper food prices, 
opponents argue that overall it causes 
more harm than good. They believe that 
conventional foods provide little nutrient 

value and are a main cause in the recent rise 
in obesity and diabetes among Americans.
 Barry Popkin, professor of nutrition at 
the Carolina Population Center at the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, points out 
that, “we put maybe one-tenth of one percent 
of our dollar that we put into subsidizing and 
promoting foods through the Department of 
Agriculture into fruits and vegetables.” As a 
result of this disproportionate allocation of 
tax-payer funds high-fat, high-sugar foods 
are much cheaper to buy than wholesome 
foods like fruit and vegetables. This places 
many Americans who already struggle to 
make ends meet at a severe disadvantage 
in trying to maintain a balanced diet.
 With an increasing number of health 
issues facing Americans today, it is important 
that people be given access to a selection of 
foods that are both healthy and affordable. 
The USDA needs to reconsider its role as 
industry regulator and stop catering to the 
wants and desires of big agribusinesses, 
whose products are toxic to the health of the 
population. Food is not a luxury, but rather a 
necessity for human survival, and therefore the 
USDA should be focused on creating a market 
that is based on nutrition rather than profit.

This article is attributed to the Bill Moyers Journal, the 
Center for Responsive Politics, the United States Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) Economic Research Service 
(ERS), as well as various scholarly articles:

Barkema, Alan, “Reaching Consumers in the Twenty-First 
Century: The Short Way around the Barn”, American Jour-
nal of Agricultural Economics, Vol. 75, No. 5, Proceedings 
Issue (Dec., 1993), pp. 1126-1131.

Fields, Scott, “The Fat of the Land: Do Agricultural Subsi-
dies Foster Poor Health?”, Environmental Health Perspec-
tives, Vol. 112.14 (Oct., 2004), pp. A820-A823.

Lauck, Jon, “American Agriculture and the Problem of 
Monopoly”, Agricultural History, Vol. 70, Issue 2 (Spring 
1996) pp. 196-206
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Farmers markets, cooperatives, and supermarkets are not the only 
places the conscious consumer can look to bring home local foods. 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) is one of the most responsible 
ways to eat seasonal, local food bought directly from a farmer. CSA 
farms originated in the 1960s in Switzerland and Japan in response to 
unstable food markets and increased imports of foreign food. Commu-
nities would pay the salary of a farmer and the cost to run the farm 
while both sides share the risks and benefits of producing their food. 
They sprouted in communities throughout the US around the mid 80s, 
but now most systems of CSA are based on subscriptions in which con-
tracts are made between farmer and consumer.

How it works is the farmer offers a certain amount of shares to be 
purchased by the public. Each share consists of a season’s worth of veg-
etables, but sometimes included are eggs, cheese, bread, meat, and other 
farm products. Each month during the season consumers can go pick 
up their share from the farm which gives them a chance to talk with 
the farmer who grew their food; a connection that is rarely made in 
the modern day of industrialized agriculture where the Jolly Green 
Giant might as well be the farmer.

Look to see if a farm close by has CSA shares. Most of the time one 
person can pick up shares to limit unnecessary trips, but riding a bike 
should never be out of the question!

     -Phil Fandel

A Follow-up to 
  Tierney’s Words...
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 There is no objection that our lakeside 
city of Burlington is a picturesque, serene 
community. Dubbed as one of the safest, most 
family-oriented atmospheres, this town is 
renowned for its liberalism, rigorous education 
system, environmental consciousness, and 
all around wholesomeness. However, with 
inevitable obligations and daily class or work 
schedules, we tend to overlook the diversity 
embodied by the city we all share.
 Strip each individual currently living in 
Burlington of freedom and of luxury. Revoke 
everyone’s job, money, and home. Imagine 
Burlington as a ravaged war zone, where 
college students are  rebel military groups, 
where instead of coffee cups and cigarettes, 
everyone is carrying guns and a grudge. 
Congolese refugee Didier K. Poso was subject 
to this before he made his extraordinary 
journey to the Burlington he now calls home. 
Five years after he, his former wife, and their 
three children were salvaged from what 
remains of the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Poso has become an established, 
self-made businessman who has exceeded 
beyond simply adapting to life in America; he 
has paved a new, independent life for himself 
that was unimaginable in the Congo. His story 
is one of inspiration and reverence.
 Fortunately for Didier K. Poso and t 
refugees who have immigrated to America 
through non profit organizations such as the 
USCRI and more locally, the Vermont Refugee 
Resettlement Program, the U.S. has provided a 
safe haven for people fleeing perpetration and 
turmoil. Sadly, assistance to refugees from 
the Congo, Rwanda, and Uganda has been 
limited due to the inevitable psychological 
and emotional impact their experiences have 
had on them.
 The Rwandan genocide of 199was a

horrific massacre resulting in over 800,000 
immediate deaths. In the mid to late 1900’s, 
the Tutsis and the Hutus, all Rwandans, were 
deemed independent of Belgian colonial 
control. It was only a matter of time before 
the racial superiority instilled by the Belgians 
would erupt. Of the 800,000 Tutsis who 
were slain mercilessly by their Hutu enemies, 
women, children and innocent civilians 
were tortured, raped and killed. Due to 
the attempted extermination of the Tutsi 
population, there developed a group of strong 
Tutsi rebels with nothing on their minds but 
revenge. Sensing this vengeance, the Hutus 
were forced to flee their tiny country. More 
than 1 million Hutu genocide perpetrators 
and their families crossed the border into 
Zaire (Democratic Republic of Congo), seeking 
refuge and protection. The war could have 
ended at this point, the Tutsis remaining in 
Rwanda and the Hutus in Zaire, but given the 
current state of both Rwanda and the Congo, 
we know this is not the case.
 The Hutus who fled to Zaire were, as 
stated, primarily the genocide leaders, who 
surely had not abandoned their agenda 
despite leaving their land. The Tutsis 
remaining within Rwandan borders foresaw 
the formation of a stable, organized Hutu 
counter-movement; therefore, in hopes of 
crushing any further development in Zaire, 
they invaded and demanded the return of 
all Hutu refugees. Any who disobeyed the 
demand were immediately killed. Powers 
unbalanced and loyalties deceived, Rwanda 
and Zaire remained unsettled and unsafe. 
The second invasion of the Congo has been 
referred to as Africa’s First World War. Since 
the first battles of the Rwandan genocide 
through to today, over 5 million have lost their 
lives through murder, disease, starvation, 
and unmentionable torture. Foreign nations 
such as the U.S. were met with complications 
regarding intervention. Both ethnic groups in 
conflict were at fault and making an ally would 
have been both impractical and dangerous. 

Old Gadgets and a New Life                                        
words by
 Allie Beauregard
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More importantly however, the civilians 
caught in the midst of the turmoil needed to 
be rescued, or at least provided with an outlet 
for temporary safety.
 Life in the Congo is still one of uncertainty 
and instability. There is no real government, 
just rebel groups with weapons and hatred. 
No one leader or group has legitimate control 
and the fear of genocide is omnipresent. Boys 
in school are removed from the classroom and 
given guns to begin military training. Women 
and children are raped and murdered in the 
masses. People are slaughtered on the basis 
of their Hutu or Tutsi ethnicity, and nothing 
else. The country is in disarray, and regardless 
of the military dangers, there exists disease 
and starvation that accompany any nation 
functioning under these circumstances. Life 
is a matter of staying alive, not living.
 When America does provide relief 
for innocent refugees, it does so through 
programs such as USCRI. Congolese families, 
as well as refugees from elsewhere, leave 
behind their crumbling homeland and come 
to cities like Burlington where the Vermont 
Refugee Resettlement program greets them. 

VRRP provides them with the (moral) support 
and (financial) means necessary to starting 
a life in America. This consists of assisting 
refugee families with their first home, first 
job, learning English, and any other abetment 
needed to assimilate into the American culture 
and lifestyle.
 For most of his life, Didier K. Poso lived 
among the African turmoil that has gone 
on for over a decade. Luckily, he and his 
family were given the opportunity by USCRI 
and VRRP to come live in our city, leaving 
behind a completely foreign world in hopes 
of experiencing the freedom embodied by 
our country. Usually, VRRP aims to support its 
refugees from 8 months to a year, however, 
when Poso arrived in 2004, he was out of the 
program after 3 short successful months. 
Now 5 years later, he is an English speaking 
American citizen who completely provides for 
himself financially and still aspires for more.
 Poso first worked at the nearby Rhino 
Foods Company, where he earned his first 
paycheck as a refugee in America. In doing 
so, he got his first taste of the working 
lifestyle to which we Americans are so 

Didier k. poso 
in his store 
on college 

street, across 
from the 

fletcher free 
library.

Photo:  Sophia Fraioli
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accustomed. From here, Poso made enough 
money to support himself without the aid 
of VRRP. He appreciated the hard work and 
benefits that Rhino Foods provided, as well 
as the stability and purpose it put into his 
new routine. However, this was not the career 
Poso envisioned himself serving permanently. 
Given the new freedom and opportunity that 
came with being an American, Poso saw no 
reason to stop while he was ahead. Never 
before had he been exposed to a community 
where success is encouraged.
 Used Electronics Inc., located on College 
Street a few doors down from the YMCA, is 
Poso’s business. Always knowing he would 
master the world of 
entrepreneurship, 
Poso used the 
money he had 
made at Rhino 
to purchase the 
property and begin 
business. I had the 
pleasure of visiting 
Used Electronics 
Inc., and speaking with its proud owner to 
see where he saw himself, both now and in 
the future. Poso was beaming as he explained 
in detail the African grocery store he would 
someday own. The electronics, he claimed, 
was just for now, a way to start business and 
raise more funds. As with many businesses, 
both local and capital, the economy is no 
friend, and Poso has experienced this struggle. 
Unhindered by this roadblock, he sees past 
the recession, and aims for a future where 
his business will flourish, both culturally and 
financially.
 What exactly comprises an African 
grocery store? Poso hopes to bring traditional 
African foods and specialties, such as goat 
and banana plantains, into the Burlington 
community. There are many dishes and food 
items that, despite our efforts, just cannot be 
fully provided for in Burlington that in Africa 
would be the norm. Food aside, Poso’s store 
would also branch into the field of cosmetics, 
providing tones and products made especially 
for people of African descent, another 
commodity that is necessary and scarce in 

typical American businesses. Holding true to 
his roots, Poso has already begun and intends 
to broaden his collection of African films 
for sale. Once the electronics are sold and 
business increases, Burlington will see a new 
store full of culture and diversity for some, 
and a sense of home and comfort for others.
 While programs like MBDP, Minority 
Bank Deposit Program, will give some small 
financial aid to Poso’s store, he is proud to say 
that almost the entire business has been self-
funded and will remain that way. As mentioned, 
Poso was out of the VRRP program after only 3 
months. He never took loans from the bank or 
sought other outside financial assistance. Yes, 

there were 
s a c r i f i c e s 
to be made 
along the 
path to 
success, but 
the weight of 
these surely 
trumped the 
memories of 

what life would still be in the Congo. For now, 
Poso will tend to his beloved store alongside 
current girlfriend Sandrine, while his former 
wife and 3 children reside in Cape Cod, MA. 
When asked how he felt about these two 
locations, Cape Cod and Burlington, Poso was 
heartfelt for the kind of life Americans are 
allotted. He could not get over the education, 
the democracy, and the blatant opportunities 
to which he has been exposed.
 Schoolwork, jobs, social lives and 
relationships consume most of our time as 
students. We tend to forget why we are even 
complaining or stressing. I am so appreciative 
that I had the chance to talk to Didier K. Poso 
about his life here and in the Congo, for it 
helped me and will hopefully help others to 
stop and recognize the life we have been 
given and how it is a life some would die for 
and others will die without.

This article contains information attributed to Didier K. 
Poso, gaurdian.com, vrrp.org & fms.gov.
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Boys from the 
Rurhiira 

Millenium Village 
school in 
Muzungu, 

Western Uganda.
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Exploitation of 
  Appalachian Mountains

words by Wanda Gortner
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In the past decade, American energy 
needs have become a dominant issue for the 
nation.  Between the turmoil in the Middle East, 
fluctuating gas prices, and the Alaskan drilling 
debate, oil has been the focus of conversation.  
But if you look beyond the controversy stirring 
up so much publicity for the oil industry, it 
is the coal industry that constitutes 50% of 
America’s energy requirements.  While oil 
restraints are currently in the spotlight, the 
abundance of coal available to be mined allows 
the industry to slide beneath the radar. 

Most people are aware that coal 
mining is dirty business, raising a variety of 
environmental and health concerns, but aside 
from a faint call for cleaner coal, the mining 
process has limited sanctions.  Coal mining is 
a historic American industry, and the country’s 
continued reliance on this resource has 
caused the process of extraction to develop 
with time.  An alarming trend used more and 
more frequently is the use of a specific coal 
mining tactic called mountaintop removal. 
This process, started in southern Appalachia 
in the 1970’s, has been regarded as strip 
mining on steroids, a description that isn’t far 
from the mark.

The generalized process involves 
removing the layers of land covering the coal, 
rather than traditional deep mining tactics that 
predominantly leave the surface land intact. It 
is far more intense than original strip mining 
methods because the entire mountaintop 
is destroyed and removed, leaving the area 
flattened and bare.  This technique is used 
because it increases the efficiency of typical 
strip mining from forty percent of the coal seam 
being extracted to as much as one hundred 
percent.  Although it isn’t the only area in the 
country to partake in this tactic, mountaintop 

removal mining begun in the southern 
Appalachia region and with coal reserves 
estimated at billions of tons, it remains most 
prominent in this region, with a troubling 
number of downplayed consequences.

Long before any mining was done, the 
region was agricultural in nature, but when 
the natural resource of coal in the hills of 
Appalachia was needed to fuel the increasingly 
industrialized nation, the economic landscape 
of the region was forever changed.  Coal 
companies, realizing their potential for 
profit, gained control of as much land as 
possible.  Specific tactics were used such as 
getting poorly educated rural farmers, who 
were refusing to give up their land to sign a 
complicated agreement called a “broad form 
deed”.  Through these deeds, farmers retained 
the “surface rights” to their land, while coal 
companies bought “mineral rights” to the coal 
buried deep beneath it.   During the early days 
of coal mining, when these agreements were 
made, the method of extraction used was 
deep mining, with numerous miners digging 
beneath the surface to access the coal seam, 
leaving the surface intact.  Decades later, 
with new methods of surface mining being 
used, the companies would continue to cash 
in on their deeds, ripping the farmlands to 
shreds.  Political corruption in the region left 
the farmers unprotected from the greed of 
the coal companies.

As there were very little regulations or 
competition at the beginning of the coal era, 
there was little protection from the Appalachian 
residents who soon found themselves owned 
by wealthy elites who built company towns in 
which coal miners could live. Around seventy 
8% of coal miners and their families lived 
in company owned towns during the 20th 



Southern New Zealand, Photo: Brian Burke
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century when coal mining was at its highest 
boom.  Often times the owners of these coal 
companies used the money to control local 
government and keep any legislation from 
interfering with their business practice, 
marking these times as politically corrupt.

No career could be guaranteed in 
coal mining, as the pay was often far from 
substantial and the work was dangerous.  It 
took one accident for an entire household 
to fall apart, especially if the head of the 
household was put out of work.  What made 
this worse was that the economics of coal 
mining almost guaranteed insecurity for the 
region, as the industry itself was volatile.  The 
nature of the occupation was dangerous at 
best, fatal at worst, with guaranteed negative 
effects on the miner’s lungs as a result of the 
constant contact with coal dust.  However, 
with the coal companies’ control over the 
land, there were few to no other options for 
the men of Appalachia to provide for their 
families.  As of 1951, the average years of 
school for a coal miner was only 5.4 years, 
with a high of 6.6 years. Coal mining had 
effectively taken over not only the economic 
conditions of the coal towns, but by relation 

the social expectations of the people as well.
In 1968, Lyndon Johnson stood on the 

porch of a Southern Appalachian coal miner 
and declared war on poverty.  40 years later, 
the poverty level in Appalachia is at 30%, the 
exact same as it was the day Johnson declared 
he would change it.  Looking at the poorest 
areas in the United States, areas marked as 
“distressed” economically, are almost all 
mining towns. One of the biggest proponents 
of the continuation of coal mining in 
Appalachia is the coal miner.  This is because 
coal mining is a family business; the son of a 
coal miner will more than likely follow in his 
father’s footsteps.  Since shrewd businessmen 
were able to take over the lands of Appalachia 
for coal mining, the Appalachian people have 
bound themselves to the industry, and the 
trend is only perpetuated with the spread of 
mountaintop removal.

There are supporters of mountaintop 
removal in the Appalachian region and the 
primary reason for this support is economically 
charged.  Proponents of mountaintop removal 
in Appalachia believe that this form of “land 
cultivation” not only provides one of the only 
sources of economic income for these areas, 



People living in these coal towns get a 
variety of illnesses as a result of coal mining 
as well.  Whether it’s sickness related to the 
sludge impoundments, or severe bronchial 
problems resulting from the constant coal dust 
poisoning the air, little is done to protect these 
people or their rights.  In one town in West 
Virginia, the children come in from recess with 
blackened shoes and a darker complexion as 
a result of the thick coal in the air.  80% of the 

elementary 
s c h o o l 
c h i l d r e n 
regularly go 
home with 
d i f f e r e n t 
types of 
i l lnesses, 
the school 

located about 400 yards away from the 
mine.  This elementary school of 280 children 
is located directly beneath three billion 
gallons of coal slurry (the toxic by-product 
of the coal washing process).  Studies have 
shown that these children show a high rate 
of nausea, diarrhea, vomiting, and shortness 
of breath.  These symptoms equate to blue 
baby syndrome, a serious condition linked to 
excessive minerals and sedimentation in the 
drinking water of the children.  The long-term 
effects of this syndrome include liver, kidney, 
and spleen failure as well as bone damage and 
cancers of the digestive tract. When parents 
petitioned to have either the slurry cleaned or 
the elementary school moved, their requests 
were entirely shut down and ignored by the 
local government.  Even amidst a growing 
number of incidents at other mines and the 
available information proving the threat of 
mines in such close proximity to towns, 
corrupt local governments do nothing to help 
the people.

Coal is accountable for almost half of 
the energy production of our country.  By 
no means can we eliminate the use of coal 
tomorrow, but the method of extraction 
needs to be immediately amended and 
alternative energy sources more earnestly 
sought after.  Even in the more recent events 
of environmental legislation, little to no 

but also creates more usable countryside for 
further commercial growth.  They believe that 
by flattening the mountains, more land is 
open to development.  In actuality, the way 
the land is packed from mountaintop removal 
leaves the land practically unusable. The heavy 
drag-lines and other huge machinery moving 
around on the ripped up soil create an unevenly 
packed ground, not ideal for building. As 
for mountaintop removal providing a steady 
source of 
employment, 
this is 
comple te ly 
false. The 
coal industry 
is no longer 
providing a 
large number 
of jobs to huge coal towns specifically because 
of mountaintop removal.  In Kentucky, coal 
related employment has dropped 60% in the 
last 15 years due to massive technological 
advances, and other states follow the trend.  
Coal is becoming an increasingly mechanized 
industry. This increased mechanization and 
utilization of expensive heavy equipment 
means there are no small operators, only a 
few very large corporations.  Even the select 
jobs that are available for the locality are not 
well paid and are hardly worth it considering 
the severe health risks.

The truth of the matter is that the coal 
industry is exploiting the poverty stricken areas 
of southern Appalachia because they know 
the people will accept any kind of economy 
to keep afloat.  But in reality this reliance 
is circular.  The immediate need for a coal 
economy was created by the coal companies 
taking advantage of poor farmers in the past. 
It is perpetuated today because any other 
chance for an alternate economic system, one 
related for example to agriculture, has been 
wrecked by the coal industry’s pollution. The 
detrimental effects on air and water, as well 
as deforestation, eliminate any chance for 
alternate industrial growth.  Ironically, the 
only other major industry of Appalachia is 
tourism geared toward the rustic mountain 
views.
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regulation of mountaintop removal is improved.  
The technique of mountaintop removal is 
disastrous in ways beyond even the obvious, 
disturbing environmental concerns that are 
tearing apart the Appalachian region.  There 
are other technologies available for cleaner 
extraction of coal and have been available 
as early as the mid 80s, but without stricter 
legislation, there will be no incentive for the 
coal companies to utilize this technology.             

Certain steps must be taken to change 
the situation in Appalachia.  The industry 

needs to be reassessed before it continues.  
There can be no hope for coming generations 
in the region unless there is a drastic 
overhaul on the economic landscape.  With 
the elimination of these toxic mining sites 
and perhaps increased incentives for both 
commercial and industrial growth to the area, 
change is possible.

Crossing the Ugandan-Rwandan 
border on September 15th of this year I had 
no idea what to expect. Around one million 
Tutsis were slaughtered during the Rwandan 
genocide and a shocking 95% of Hutus 
participated in the killings. I had learned so 
much about the genocide in my studies, but I 
never thought I would come face to face with 
families directly affected by the tragedy and I 
had no idea what I would discover.

The first thing I noticed upon entering 
the country was completely unrelated to the 
genocide. The road leading us to Rwanda, from 
Uganda, was in incredibly poor shape; there 
were massive potholes and lakes forming in 
the middle of the road from the recent rain 
with little vegetation surrounding it. When we 
had officially crossed the border, the scenery 
completely changed. Suddenly the road leading 
us to the capital, Kigali, wound through a 
mountainous environment, as opposed to the 
wetlands through which our taxi-van drove 
in Uganda. The road itself was freshly paved, 
with trees lining the entire way and through 
the trees we could see a lush landscape of 
bursting agriculture. I was blown away by the 
condition of Rwanda; it looked and felt like 

a completely different place than Uganda, 
where I had been spending my time until this 
point. Although there are many excuses for 
the decay of Uganda’s development, it became 
very clear to me that all of the aid pouring 
into Uganda was not making its way to the 
people and the development of their country 
but instead going straight into the pockets of 
bureaucrats. However in Rwanda, the country 
was thriving through a government exercising 
more of a grassroots method in distributing 
aid.

After absorbing the initial shock of 
the country’s success developing despite 
the genocide, the effects began to show 
themselves. Although knowing there is not one 
person or group to blame for the genocide, I 
couldn’t help but want to place at least some 
of the blame on the Hutus, who had actually 
participated in the killings. This feeling was 
intensified after visiting the Nyamata and 
Ntarama memorial sites.

Nyamata, was a site where 12,000 
Rwandans had retreated for safety. However, 
these “safe havens” were essentially ploys to 
pile as many Tutsis in one room, and wipe 
them out completely. This particular site was 

The Rwandan Genocide: 
   Forgiveness Prevails

words & photo by Elliot Boblitt

This article contains information originally published 
on appalachiancommunityfund.org, coalriverwind.org 
& wesjones.com.
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the location where 12,000 had been murdered. 
I felt a cold chill as I walked into the church 
and was instantly confronted with heaps of 
the victims clothes piled on benches. Looking 
upwards, there were thousands of holes from 
gunshots, littering the tin roof and letting 
in light from the sky outside. As I exited the 
church and walked towards the back I came 
across three mass graves that held the 12,000 
victims. The graves were open for us to visit 
and as we descended 10 coffins underground, 
everything I had learned about the genocide 
felt incredibly real. Bones of the victims had 
not been laid to rest in coffins, but instead 
placed on shelves and many of the skulls I 
passed had been completely smashed. The 
reality was almost too much as I climbed the 
steep steps out of the grave, and I was left 
wondering how such extreme violence could 
ever be forgiven.

Before leaving Rwanda I visited the 
Central Kigali Prison. I thought this visit 
was to learn more about the prison system 
in Rwanda since the genocide, but I soon 
learned the purpose was to listen to unheard 
stories, from killers themselves. Everything 
I had learned about the Rwandan genocide 
in school, combined with the horrible sites I 
had just seen at the memorials had made me 
dehumanize the people who perpetrated the 

crimes. Going into the prison I felt 
somewhat uncomfortable with 
who I was about to encounter.

Once inside we learned 
some brief facts of the prison. 
It is co-ed, it houses minors 
and adults together and it had 
no reports of any violent crimes 
among the prisoners.  They 
participate in daily activities 
and the majority of them have 
family members or friends who 
come every day for a picnic style 
lunch anywhere on the prison 
grounds. This prison seemed 
more like a summer camp than 
a place for adults to serve time 
for the vicious crimes they had 
committed. . We were then 

brought into the prison church 
where we were told to sit on a stage while 
a group of around 400 prisoners performed 
songs, dances and even potato sack races 
for us. While I can say that I have never been 
more confused by the conflicting images 
surrounding me, a part of me was enjoying 
the entertainment. The light-hearted skits 
were followed by testimonies from a few of the 
prisoners who had partaken in the genocide. 
These testimonies ended by the men stating 
that they knew they had done wrong and were 
now at peace with serving the time for their 
crimes.

A month has passed and I still can’t 
make sense of what I experienced that day. 
I am now able to recognize that there are 2 
sides to the Rwandan Genocide, and to realize 
that those who perpetrated the crimes are 
human too. The genocide that began in April, 
1994 were horrific, but it happened and in 
the year 2009, people have learned to cope, 
forgive and proceed with their lives. Instead 
of leaving the country angry, I experienced 
a shifting of paradigms. I learned, like the 
Hutus and Tutsis, to forgive.

Elliot is currently studying abroad in Uganda. Be-
cause of violence near her homestay location, the 
group traveled to Rwanda as a safety precaution.

Nyamata Genocide Memorial where 12,000 were killed.
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Conscious has maintained its 
reputation as a magazine aimed at promoting 
global awareness both on campus, as well 
as in the greater Burlington community. 
Our mission has been to educate people on 
topics that they may have never heard about 
previously, or hadn’t been able to grasp the 
concept in its entirety. Global awareness has 
been defined as being tolerable of cultural 
differences and knowledgeable of a whole 
host of cultures and their relevance. During a 
Q&A panel in my Psychology of Women class, 
I listened and realized that global awareness 
is a notion pertaining to the entire world, but 
that it can also be a thriving subculture on our 
very campus. Toby MacNutt, a courageous, 
bold fellow UVM student with a powerful 
story and an even more powerful drive to 
encourage awareness on campus, sparked my 
inspiration to write this article. Before hearing 
her speak, I was one of the “unaware”, I was 
unknowledgeable about LGBTQA services, 
and unaware that something called “gender 
fluidity” even existed. So, my goal for this 
article is to use Conscious as a soapbox to 
promote awareness in other people - to make 
them more conscious.

So I figured maybe we could start off by 
discussing what LGBTQA services is, and 
what its role is on campus:

LGBTQA services stands for Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and Ally, 
and they provide services to queer students 
on campus who fall under that heading. They 
have various events including a community 
meal or a game. They do educational outreach 
on campus with student groups as well as staff 
and faculty, and they are also available to help 
with instances of bias. If there’s harassment 
going on they can get involved, or if a student 

feels uncomfortable or unsafe in their housing 
then they’re available as a resource for that as 
well.

And what has your specific involvement 
been in LGBTQA or other organizations?

I haven’t been super involved with 
LGBTQA services specifically. I did help last 
winter to plan a queer retreat weekend for 
queer students to talk about their experience of 
being queer and being on campus and dealing 
with family—all those sort of things. I’ve been 
in a planning committee for a number of 
different events—some of them with LGBTQA 
services, some of them freelance, some of 
them with other organizations. I’ve worked 
with the Center of Health and Wellbeing on 
trans-inclusivity by training their staff to be 
more receptive to trans-students and more 
able to help trans-patients. I’ve worked with 
the medical school to doing queer trainings. I 
was a program director for transgender space 
housing in L&L. I’ve worked at the Translating 
Identity Conference as well…

Yes, what was that? UVM hosted it?

It’s a UVM event, it’s been going on for, 
I think, five, maybe six years now. 

And TIC stands for?

TIC is the Translating Identity 
Conference. We had a 2-day conference 
once, but it’s typically a 1-day conference 
that’s student run, student planned, and 
free. We solicit proposals for sessions from 
people here on campus, in town and all over 
the place; we’ve had a great variety of people 
come in and talk about different topics from 
Transgender 101, which I’ve done in the past,

Gender Fluidity:
 Insight from Toby MacNutt

an interview by Tamara Bondy
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the trans-population in prisons, the latest 
surgical techniques for transition, or we hold 
sessions for partners of trans people to talk 
about their experience – a whole variety of 
things. It’s the largest student run conference 
of its sort in the country. It’s the largest free 
conference of its sort in the country as well, 
and last year we had over 600 attendees.

So I guess, more specifically, we can talk 
about what “gender” means to you...

 Our typical definition, because as I’ve 
said, I’ve done Trans 101 working with a num-
ber of different groups in a number of capaci-
ties, and the typical intro definition I give is 
that there is sex and there is gender. Sex is a 
biological construct, and gender is a sort of 
psychological or social construct. Judith But-
ler is a gender theorist, and queer theorist, 
and she refers to gender as a performance 
- so sex is something you have or you are, 
and gender is something you do. That is a lit-
tle bit simplistic, because that construes sex 
as an immutable and inherent quality which 
is not necessarily so. There are over 200 in-
tersex conditions, and there are conditions 
that don’t fall neatly into the male or female 
categories. Of course with transsexual tran-
sitioning, there are all sorts of ways to alter 
your physical body and your biological sex, 
so sex can be just as complicated as gender. 
I personally think that gender is more obvi-
ously a construction, but I am a social con-
structionist. We have our constructed binary 
in this culture, male/female, but throughout 
the world, throughout time, there have been 
cultures with all sorts of options – third gen-
ders, alternate genders, or gender fluidity. 
That’s a large and nebulous topic.

Yes, it is. But perhaps you could elaborate 
on the meaning of gender fluidity…

 I identify as gender fluid, or as gen-
der queer. That means that gender is sort of 
an adventure for me. I wake up in the morn-
ing and am like, “What gender will I be to-
day?” I’m not one of those people who can 
pick their clothes out a night ahead of time, 

because I’ll be like, “I’ll be femme tomorrow 
and wear a skirt and nice tights,” and then I’ll 
wake up and be like, “No! Overalls!” It can be 
fun, it can also be stressful because fluidity 
is unusual—it’s not what people are used to. 
And even within the transgender community 
you’re sort of expected to pick your gender 
and stick with it. If you decide you’re going 
to transition then you’re leaving one gender 
and going to another one, but it’s a one-time, 
one-way process for most people. So, I con-
fuse people sometimes. I even upset them, or 
make them uneasy in some way or another. 
I’ve had two relationships fail because of this. 
Folks who met me as one gender, in both of 
these cases trans-men, female to male, who 
met me in my more butch self didn’t know 
how to deal with my shifting towards a more 
feminine identity/presentation; they just 
didn’t know how to deal with it. Either they 
weren’t attracted to women, or were uncom-
fortable because they had transitioned from 
female to male and my own comfort with my 
female body was something that was alienat-
ing to them. It could be a number of things, 
but it can definitely cause some problems.

And I feel like society is so reliant on be-
ing gender-schematic, and when gender 
doesn’t apply it’s throwing their schema 
out of order…

 Whenever I’m applying for a job, or 
when I was looking for a new apartment, I 
would wake up and be like, “Okay, I have to 
put together a coherent and cohesive gender 
identity today. It needs to make sense to the 
people I’m going to be interacting with in a 
legal setting and whom I need to approve of 
me so that I can move on with my life.” So 
they’re going to see my legal name and my 
various identifying paperwork that is going 
to tell them I’m female. I can be a queer fe-
male, probably, but I still need to put some-
thing together that will make sense to them. I 
have to sit down and think about it carefully. 
Dealing with my family is another example. 
My folks came to TIC last year. They came to 
my session which really helped. But, if I see 
my mom’s family for example, I don’t want to 
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be too queer around them because it’ll make 
them uncomfortable. I need to make sense to 
them. I make perfect sense to me, but that 
doesn’t make sense to everyone else.

Since gender fluidity is so contrary to hav-
ing a specific gender identity, what would 
a proper gender-pronoun be, then, for a 
gender-fluid individual?

 I generally tell people that I don’t have 
a preferred pronoun, which means they can’t 
screw it up. So, some folks call me by female 
pronouns, some folks refer to me with male 
pronouns, some choose various gender-neu-
tral options, and some switch in-between, off 
and on, day to day, sentence to sentence. I 
can’t get too hung up on it because I think 
that the language is just part of the construct, 
and I’m not really interested in the construct 
so what do words matter? Although, it is a 
unique perspective and not one I necessar-
ily share with 
everyone else. 
Some people 
can get very 
particular about 
pronouns. They 
get very of-
fended if you 
pick one that doesn’t ‘suit’ them. I don’t re-
ally know which one/ones is/are right for me. 
There aren’t a whole lot of options that I like. 
Particularly female pronouns are right some-
times but not all of the time, and they only 
cover a small segment of my identity and my 
performance/presentation. Same thing goes 
for male pronoun; they also carry a whole lot 
of extra implications and baggage in the trans 
community. If someone is using male pro-
nouns for me, there may be expectations that 
I may physically transition. So I changed my 
name, and then I changed my pronouns that 
were assigned to me at birth, so “obviously” 
(big air quotes around obviously) I want to 
go on testosterone and go through surgery, 
which is just not the case. And neutral pro-
nouns have so many problems. I don’t really 
like the ‘they/them’ construction because I’m 
not plural, most of the time – sometimes it’s 

fun to be – but I’ve only really let one person 
get away with that. For the other neutral pro-
nouns like ze/hir, ze/zir - all these different 
combinations, they’re mostly really awkward. 
People don’t know them, haven’t heard them 
before, are unsure how to pronounce them or 
write them, don’t know which ones you use 
in which parts of the sentence or how they 
map to ‘normal’ pronouns—they  just com-
plicate things for people. I try not to push 
those on people. They’re probably the closest 
to my actual identity, but they can be just so 
awkward and because I really don’t care that 
strongly about the language, I don’t want to 
cause any hardship for people.

Do you think that your upbringing or com-
munity had an effect on your gender iden-
tity?

Yes, certainly. It’s a toss up how much na-
ture, how much nurture, how much self-de-

terminat ion, 
how much ex-
ternal environ-
mental stimu-
lus…My family 
definitely im-
pacted it. I was 
encouraged to 

be a tomboy growing up. I wasn’t really given 
explicit gender constraints. I was in a Lan-
guage, Sex, and Gender class last spring, and 
there were a lot of female-identified, female-
bodied people, raised female, in the class. 
They were talking about all these things that 
they were explicitly, overtly taught growing up 
about how you sit in your chair, and what you 
do with your feet – all these different manner-
isms and postures that are required for being 
female, and I was like, “People actually said 
that to you??” I didn’t get any of that, and I 
also grew up in rural Vermont, mostly, which, 
I’m sure, impacted the way I was able to per-
ceive myself. There wasn’t a queer presence, 
there wasn’t a queer community, but that 
also meant there wasn’t really an anti-queer 
community. If you really went out of your way 
to be like, “I’m queer!” to the neighborhood 
then probably some people would get upset, 
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but I basically did what I wanted to. I’ve al-
ways done my own thing, and eventually left 
my home-town and discovered like-minded 
people. It was very exciting!

To wrap things up, what would you want 
the take-home message to be for people 
that are reading this article and maybe 
aren’t so aware of the LGBTQA community 
on campus, or of people that don’t fit the 
binary gender model?

 Just go out and talk to people—that’s 
always my take-home message. I’m big on 
bridge-building, coalition building, and intra-
group communications. I meant to say this in 
the previous question so I’ll add a little story. 
I have a jacket with a whole bunch of patches 
on it and one of them is the transgender sym-
bol which has the female sign on the bottom, 
the alchemical symbols, and the male sign up 
in the right corner, and on the other side its 
got a combination of the two, so it’s a line 
with an arrow and a cross. It’s generally rec-
ognizable as some sort of gender ‘thing’ to 
people even if they don’t really know what it 
is. I was down at Muddy Waters one day and 
a man stopped me as I was putting on my 
jacket to leave, and he said, “What is that? Is 
that some sort of feminist thing?” And I sat 
down and had a conversation with him for 15 
or 20 minutes and learned that he’s an Irani-
an man whose lived half his life here, half his 
life there and we discussed the difference in 
gender politics between the 2 countries. We 

had this really mind-blowing and awesome 
conversation just because I was willing to put 
myself out there and talk to people. I had the 
same experience with another patch that says 
“Pansexual” on it, which is a sexuality iden-
tity - being attracted to people of all different 
body and gender combinations not just men 
or women, or both, but everyone. I was at a 
deli, the owner of which is Mediterranean, and 
another customer came in, really bouncing 
off the walls talking, talking, talking a mile a 
minute and talked about Tickle Me Elmo and 
the shopkeeper said to him, very seriously, 
that toymakers were going to go to hell for 
making things in the image of living things, 
trying to give life where only God should have 
that right to create. The next thing to come 
out of this motor-mouth guy’s mouth was, 
“What’s that mean on your badge? What’s 
pansexual?” And I was like oh know, oh know! 
So I just explained it simply that I’m not just 
attracted to men or women, sort of like bi-
sexual but even a little bit broader. And they 
were like, “Cool, learned something new!” It 
was totally fine. So don’t judge people even 
when you think you’ve got them figured out. 
You probably don’t, and people can surprise 
you if you just let them. So go out and talk to 
people. You know, my experience is different 
from other people in the transgender com-
munity, different from other people in the bi 
and pan communities, much different than 
people in the lesbian and gay communities 
Despite certain commonalities, it differs from 
person to person, so just talk to people.

Skyline of dubai. 
Photo: Joe Billotti
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 Dubai is no different than any other 
traditional Arabic country, yet over the pre-
vious three decades drastic cultural changes 
have occurred on the heels of globalization. In 
Arab culture Islam is prevalent in all forms of 
life. The distinct Arabic language, the Ornate 
mosques with spiraling minaret’s, the adher-
ence to a strict religious lifestyle banning the 
consumption of alcohol, the economic, po-
litical, and social concepts derived from the 
written text of Qur’an, the women and men 
dressed in their traditional garments, and the 
kinship based power structure that dominates 
most aspects of Arabic life; all of these char-
acteristics of Arabs and many more portray 
and define the Arab culture. To define some-
one’s “culture” one needs to recognize the 
attitudes and behaviors that are characteristic 
of that particular social group or society. Tra-
ditional Arabic culture is deeply rooted in in-
digenous community-based power structures 
and a nomadic lifestyle. In the case of Dubai, 
critics are opposed to the rapid development 
claiming that the city has been stripped of its 
Arab identity as modernization and amalga-
mation of multiple ethnicities and cultures 
have come to dominate most aspects of life. 
Others argue that Dubai has embraced the 
culture of humanity and has been juxtaposed 
with the global advancement of information 
and technology.

Background on Dubai

 Dubai has been governed for the past 
170 years by a former Bedouin tribe, the Al-
Maktoum family. In the past 30 years Dubai 
has witnessed a wild transformation as they 
opened their minds to the more modern, 
Western world. Since then, the Arab identity in 

Dubai has been overshadowed by both West-
ern and Eastern cultures converging upon this 
small sheikhdom in the Persian Gulf.  The city 
of Dubai has been emblazoned on Western-
ers minds as a global metropolis.  Consider-
ing how the Emirate of Dubai’s infrastructure 
was virtually built overnight, it is relevant to 
compare the amount of time this occurred 
in other prestigious cities like London, New 
York, Shanghai.
 A vital trading hub between eastern and 
Western worlds for centuries, Dubai was a 
central link in trade between English colonists 
and the Indian market.  Before oil became the 
dominant export in the region in the 1930’s 
Dubai was renowned for its pearl industry. In 
1971 the Emirate of Dubai, along with 6 oth-
er emirates received their independence and 
were recognized as the United Arab Emirates. 
Riding the boom in oil prices and petro-dollar 
investments has allowed these once modest 
sheikhdoms, particularly Dubai, to convert 
themselves from desert dwellings to record 
setting skyscrapers and manmade islands in 
under 30 years. In the past 6 years continuing 
development has transformed Dubai’s land-
scape significantly. How did Dubai grow so 
massive some people might ask? Well it took 
exorbitant amounts of capital and the auda-
cious leadership of Sheikh Mohammed to cre-
ate an environment amenable to businesses 
and tourists.
 Global cliental are attracted to the emir-
ate for a number of reasons. Dubai boasts 
one of the world’s largest manmade shipping 
ports and since 1985 has been a free eco-
nomic zone. International companies looking 
to locate and run their businesses here can 
do so customs-tax free and they have the lib-
erty to conduct their business affairs without 
many local government intrusions.

Destination Dubai: 
   Oil, Tourism & Cultural

words by
 Joseph Billotti

Diversity
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 Financial services eventually became a 
dominant facet in Dubai’s economy.  Wealth 
from other superfluous, oil rich Persian Gulf 
nations deposited funds into Dubai’s bank-
ing system, which in effect, helped jumpstart 
tourism in the city. This wealth accounted for 
the billions of petrodollars invested back into 
commercial real-estate or other private real-
estate assets in and around the Persian Gulf.
 Civil unrest elsewhere in the region dur-
ing the 1980’s and 1990’s made Dubai a safe 
place for nations to reserve oil revenue and 
wealth. The country did not undergo much of 
the political and social upheaval that plagued 
the Middle Easterners during the Lebanese 
civil war, Iran-Iraq war, Palestinian Intifada 
and the Gulf War of 1991.
 Converting Dubai into a land of super-
latives has allowed Sheikh Mohammed to reap 
the rewards of tourism and billions of dollars 
in private real estate development.  Dubai’s 
imaginative leader Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Rashid al Maktoum has transformed his emir-
ate into a worldwide tourist destination by 
building some of the most prestigious tour-
ist attractions in the world. Perhaps the most 
important reason people and corporations are 
drawn to Dubai is that the government has 
virtually stripped itself of Islamic laws such as 
those that require women to cover their faces 
and prohibitions of alcohol. Such laws would 
seem otherwise burdensome to Westerners 
not accustomed to Arabic culture.
 Modernization for Dubai does come 
at a cost though. Consisting of a population 
of 1.5 million, the demographic makeup of 
Dubai is roughly 20% national Emirati citizens 
and 80% expatriate residents. Almost half the 
population hails from the sub-continent of 
India and the makeup of national citizens is 
less than 20%. It is hard for Emiratis to iden-
tify themselves as a national unit when they 
constitute a minority of the population. Such 
disparities and cultural amalgamation are re-
quired because the survival of Dubai is reliant 
on tourism, trade, real estate, and financial 
services. Surprisingly Dubai does not control 
vast oil reserves. Roughly 6% of its revenue 
comes from its oil deposits. The neighboring 
emirate, Abu Dhabi, does. In order to attract 

foreign companies and tourists, Dubai has 
had to promote an amenable atmosphere that 
accepts Western and eastern cultural norms.
 Tourists are attracted to Dubai’s illus-
trious nightlife that features many Western 
musicians, DJ’s, clubs, and countless attrac-
tions. Many Westerners and even other Arabs 
vacationing in Dubai prefer a nightlife cou-
pled with libations that would otherwise be 
forbidden for Muslims to consume. The gov-
ernment of Dubai has capitulated somewhat 
to Western normalities. For example, alcohol 
is served in most hotels and establishments 
throughout the emirate. Visitors to Dubai can 
find private and public beaches littered with 
scantily clad vacationers donning bikinis and 
bathing suits. It would be wrong to assume 
that the government of Dubai is completely 
kowtowing to Western cultures. The govern-
ment charts a delicate course between main-
taining its Muslim identity while catering to 
a cosmopolitan expatriate population and a 
booming tourism industry.
 The Dubai government is using mo-
dernity and technological advances to pro-
tract Emirati nationalism across a wide array 
of media outlets. Just this past summer local 
television networks began airing a 15 episode 
cartoon miniseries depicting a young Emirati 
boy named Hamdoon. The purpose of this car-
toon is to boost the nation’s sense of identity. 
Intending to reach young viewers, the creator 
of the cartoon claims it is a program suitable 
for all ages in need of assistance constructing 
a national identity. The government is also re-
sponsible for subsidizing 95% of the mosques 
and employs their Imams. This helps Emiratis 
continue their Arabic tradition and promote 
the Islamic identity to the rest of the com-
munity. Perhaps the government should offer 
expatriates who have lived in the city for 10 
to 15 years citizenship. Naturalization should 
be allowed for those individuals that contrib-
ute positively to the growth and development 
of Dubai’s culture and character. Dubai is de-
signing itself to become a global metropo-
lis. It is aware that some of its identity will 
become saturated with many cultures but it 
is embracing the changes slowly much like 
many of our cultures did as well.
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 Just recently, many of Dubai’s busi-
nesses placed a moratorium on their debt 
obligations. Having invested so much in com-
mercial real-estate whose market values have 
dropped off significantly, Dubai’s highlighted 
tourism sector of the economy might be in 
trouble. Business opportunities will be sought 
elsewhere if Dubai’s businesses continue to 
exhibit difficulties maintaining their financial 
obligations. It would not be surprising to see 
the Emirate of Dubai receive financial sup-
port from the more conservative Emirate of 
Abu-Dhabi. As one of the most liberal states 
in the Middle East, Dubai might feel pressure 
to reform its cultural frivolity from neighbor-
ing countries injecting capital into their pri-
vate sector. Abu-Dhabi, Qatar, Bahrain, and 
Iran have all invested in Dubai and the lead-
ers of these governments would see to it that 
their investments are secure. If a modern, lib-
eral Dubai is failing as we speak, the Sultans 
and Sheikhs elsewhere might seek to impose 
more conservative, Islamic practices in soci-
ety to ensure more positive results.

 Our ancestors carried with them the 
cultures and traditions of their homeland, yet 
they also learned to embrace changes as they 
interacted with people of varying origins in 
newly settled locations. Within this context a 
slow transformation has taken place in West-
ern society over the past 200 years to con-
struct the very fabric of our current culture 
and way of life. This sort of change is the one 
constant that has been prominent in our world 
throughout the course of human civilization. 
Rapid changes not seen in Western societ-
ies have certainly occurred in Dubai but we 
should not be so quick as to criticize change 
and modernity as a catalyst for the loss of 
culture. Rather we should embrace change 
and realize that modern Dubai is home to 
over 150 nationalities that have enriched the 
mosaic of its culture. Dubai wants to stand 
alone in the Arab world and it does.

Thank you for reading. 
To get involved, please contact us at cnscsmag@uvm.edu.

This article is attributed to Dubai News, the CIA World 
Fact Book & Alanoud Alsharekh’s The Gulf Family Kin-
ship Policies and Modernity.
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