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Do women’s rights remain the privilege of the developed world?











Let’s get a few things straight.  ‘Rights’ and ‘privileges’ are very different things.  A privilege, we can say with relative ease, is a special possession or advantage over another.  Privileges and privileged people, because of their special possessions and advantage over others have, throughout history, been relatively easy to spot.  Things like crowns are a good clue, as are jodhpurs and large hats.  To be privileged or to be seen as privileged you must contain or possess something that most people don’t – a title perhaps, or a pashmina made from a rare guinea fowl’s hind.  


A ‘right’, on the other hand, is a slightly trickier business.  ‘Rights of women’ has been a point of contention for some time and men throughout most recorded history have discussed ‘rights of man’.  There is much evidence to suggest that ‘human rights’ as a political notion is a modern phenomenon, with bombing raids on Serbia by NATO in 1999 revealing and reacting to Slobodan Milosevic’s ‘human rights violations’.  Conversely, human rights became the standard of international justice as a prevention to conflict, created within a global community devastated by two world wars.  In 1948 the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights asserted ‘the recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.’  These ideas were not wholly innovative, as framers of the declaration closely followed the model established by the French ‘Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen’ nearly two hundred years earlier.  The French Revolution of 1789 injected an early ‘human right’ sentiment into popular collective consciousness, spurning proponents and critics of a new, universal human right around the globe.  Historically speaking, women’s rights movements tend to follow behind the trail of human right political momentum, vocalising female oppression when the opportunity to challenge what it means to be ‘human’ arises.  Mary Wollstonecraft, often hailed anachronistically as the ‘first feminist’ wrote ‘Vindication of the Rights of Woman’ as a reaction to the heat generated by the French Revolution on this very subject.  She called, alongside the rights of man, the rights of women also – not for rights sake but for what those rights would enable, that is, what they would allow women to become, good mothers, wives, Christians and citizens.  The absence of voting or schooling rights for women stunted their social development, keeping them in a state of perpetual infancy, preventing them from realising all their human potential.  The rights Wollstonecraft advocated were unique to the ‘woman’ type of human being, that is, she focused on their reproductive and nurturing capabilities, but remained relevant to the cause of the time, in their appeal to a universal human right denied by a misconceived political authority. 





Bell Hook’s work on the plight of the African American woman during the civil rights movement mirrors this trend.  While Martin Luther King or Ray Wilkins are well remembered names, the energies of Rosa Parks, Fannie Lou Harper or Daisy Bates – women who campaigned equally as tirelessly for the cause - are lost in history.  Hooks claims that during the civil rights movement, black males followed the example of white male patriarchs, instead of striving for political ends on their terms, they simply aped their oppressors, perpetuating prejudice not eliminating them.  Like Wollstonecraft she has to make an additional plea on behalf of women within a male schema, a schema that would be, if no protest was heard, an essentially male movement.  Similarly, the UN Declaration of Human rights was only amended almost half a century later, in 1995, when delegates of the World Conference on Women ratified a platform calling ‘the human rights of women include the right to have control over and decide freely and responsible on matters relating to their sexuality, including sexual and reproductive health, free from coercion, discrimination and violence.’  A study of human rights therefore requires, for better or worse, a historically male lense in order to understand how ‘human rights’ discourse provides women with, essentially, this reproductive footnote.  This does not mean it is necessarily unworkable or that its consequences are necessarily unjust.  Human rights recognition, even through a male lense, does serve worthy and admirable purposes.  We have a right to protection, a right not to starve, a right to raise our families in safety, a right to seek refuge – these rights can apply to men and women equally.  The footnote, though essential to be recognised, is better than no footnote at all.





Now, if ‘rights’, which have a rather complicated and delicate history, are very different things to ‘privileges’, which on the whole, don’t share such a history - then how can they even be considered as compatible?  If, as the UN declares, the world is composed of a single human family all with equal and unalienable rights, then surely all ‘privilege’ in the world would be rather obvious, floating somewhere above the human family, perhaps in a concord or in a extremely fast Ferrari?  In one world with one family, rights and privileges are very different things.  Rights and privileges are incomparable things.  Unless, of course, we are talking about two very different worlds, where one woman’s right is another woman’s privilege.





It is hard to know where to begin when looking for explanations as to why the world has become so alarmingly and, increasingly, unequally divided into two different worlds.  The division of the world into ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ portions is a point of contention in much international and development discourse.  The evolutionary or biological connotations of the term have been criticised for masking a relationship based on violence, conquest and exploitation of land, nature and women.  Maria Mirs finds the concepts dangerous because it suggests that those who find themselves ‘underdeveloped’ could eventually ‘catch-up’ with those who have already reached the pinnacle of the world economic social pyramid1.  This also shapes the imaginations and expectations of those living under ‘developing’ conditions.  Furthermore, this ‘catching up’ may not only be possible for all people, sexes, classes and religions – it may not be desirable.  In Africa, which regularly makes the headlines for its baffling military regimes and human atrocities, we see a continent economically, socially and politically in decline.  In Sierra Leone, the life expectancy of an adult is 35.  This is a developing country and women’s rights – as we understand it – do not appear to be acknowledged.  Women’s rights, as we know it, consist of reproductive freedoms, the right to contraception, the right (in the UK at least) to abortion, the right to maternity leave, the right to protection from rape and domestic violence, the right to prosecute against discrimination on gender or harassment in the workplace, rights that can be traced through a progressive Western industrial, political and philosophical history.  It is hard to find demonstrations of those rights in Sierra Leone, seemingly because the country does not appear to have ‘developed’ to our level.  We can say that compared to Sierra Leone, women’s rights do remain the privilege of the developed world.  But in saying this, we may well be guilty of the very thinking responsible for the state of Sierra Leone in the first place.   Like many states in Africa, Sierra Leone is an example of a state, a western concept, grafted on to an African region containing its own ethnic, linguistic or clan divisions not recognised by the artificial borders imposed after independence.  During the Cold War, superpower actors provided patronage alliances in return for Cold War support.  After the Cold War, there was a massive shift in social and political arrangements, and the consequences this has in Africa in commerce, warfare and governance are emerging relatively recently (Reno).  Rulers in African ‘weak states’, such as Sierra Leone, cannot make claims to sovereignty because of their internal legitimacy, or bureaucratic efficiency and as a result are prone to attempted overthrow by individuals who can monopolise resources or weapons – resulting in a new, ‘warlord’ politics.  Rulers under pressure from World Bank insistence on policy reform, in exchange for loans on which they depend, can only combat internal warlords and retain their authority outside the state institutions, which results in their own adoption of a warlord behaviour.   External actors in the form of private firms, creditors and even ‘developed’ state officials create trading alliances, branching out the African constituencies to a global level and further weakening the state institutions, causing havoc for the fabric of those societies.  This results in the militarization of the economy and the disjointed development of the state as a whole.  It is not the place here to go into detail on the demise of African economies, though William Reno’s ‘Warlord Politics and African States’ is an essential read on this matter, the point here is to briefly demonstrate that the many cases presented to us in support of the idea of two, very different, worlds are almost always a distortion of the reality that lies behind, that is the reality of one, complex, economic and political system.





Defenders of liberalisation and proponents of open market participation, particularly in developing countries, point to policy flaws or mismanagement of governments when things appear to go wrong.  This may be the case, but there seems to be a tendency to confuse cause with effect.  The cause of the developing world and it’s increasing decline into poverty must surely be a product of it’s previous links with the developed world, if the developed world has until recently been inextricably and beneficially linked to it.  The remedies proposed by the developed world’s early departure, that is the formation of the state, does not appear to be working in the same form as it itself enjoys.  How does this relate to women’s rights?  It relates to women’s rights in rather the same logic.  Given that ‘women’s rights’, as previously discussed, have arisen in Western discourse through a particular industrial, political and philosophical history, it would not be inaccurate to conclude that ‘women’s rights’ are a particular western concept.  They are legally, institutionally and often bureaucratically recognised and legislated, they work through the mechanisms of the Western, developed world.  In understanding ‘women’s rights’ we must understand how the state works and how politics within that state works and how women are viewed within the political authority of the state.  This is the problem of assessing the rights of women in the developing world.  We necessarily look for something resembling a state so we can recognise its institutions, as they are in our framework of understanding ‘how things work.’  We might find evidence from a written report in a developing country that a woman can ask a doctor for a condom.  She may have women’s rights, the right to reproductive control.  But if that doctor is one in forty thousand, our methods of understanding are slightly off kilter.  The point is, in many cases, comparing developed and developing worlds is not only misguiding, it can be extremely damaging.  We may overlook examples of women’s rights within the developing world purely because they do not apply to our own particular frameworks.  An event recorded in British history as the ‘Aba riots’ but known by Africans as the ‘Women’s War’ took place in South-eastern Nigeria in 1929 illustrates this.  





‘This event, hidden form history involved tens of thousands of Igbo women who organised demonstrations in Calabr and Owerri provinces – against British imperialism and their own African chiefs – whom they accused of carrying out the new British edict to tax women.  These women – without any help from their own man, combined forces across tribal lines and began their protests, called ‘making war’ or ‘sitting on a man’.  It was the traditional way of expressing revolt – masses of women, dancing, singing scurrilous songs that detailed the women’s grievances and insulted the chiefs (including questioning their manhood) and banging on the men’s huts with the pestles they used for pounding yams.  Traditionally they might last all day until an apology came and the man mended his ways.  The British bought out troops and murdered fifty women and wounded another fifty but the women had won their point – the tax was not imposed.’2 





Do women’s rights remain the privilege of the developed world?  One woman a week dies from domestic violence in the United Kingdom.  One a week.  We  have no yam pestles.  We have houses with doors that lock.  The comparisons of two worlds has to stop.  One human type and two very different worlds is perhaps the greatest mistake our founding fathers have made.   One world, with one history and one economic system must be recognised.  Only after this is recognised can we scrutinise it accurately and only then do we stand any chance of creating viable solutions.  The existence of two human types living within this one world is a contentious issue, though it is undeniable that one of the two has, throughout history, been marginalised.  Fortunately, this is changing.  The full contribution of this one type of human and how this type of human will shape global political authority as she, slowly but steadily, fulfils her human potential has, quite simply and rather excitingly, yet to be seen …  














1 Maria Mirs ‘Captalism and development’





2 Dunayevskaya, Raya ‘Rosa Luxemburg and the Women’s Movement.’
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