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





While women grow half of the world’s food and do two-thirds of the world’s work, they only earn a tenth of the world’s income. According to the UN, poverty disproportionately affects women everywhere and this trend is increasing. Despite these appalling statistics, Western women hail that their feminist fight is over and pronounce feminism dead. They dance on its grave and equate the term to ugly, fat women with bushy legs and Julia Robertesque-armpits. But is the fight really over? Has the West’s feminist movement been so successful that women’s rights are now only a struggle in the developing world?





There is no doubt that throughout the world women have achieved much in the last century. In 1920, women in the US gained the vote years before many developing nations, inspiring women worldwide. The empowerment of women in the First World is often explained through education and employment. Simone de Beauvoir, one of the world’s leading feminists, alludes to education in her book, The Second Sex, “At ten the little girl is quicker and more clever than her brother; at twenty the young fellow is a man of wit and the young girl a great awkward idiot, shy and afraid of a spider. Women should be given just as much instruction as boys, if all of them could have access to culture as naturally as men, they would profit by it.”





The belief amongst Western feminists and others has always been that if women are given books and a pen, their choices will expand, and so will their ability to exercise those choices. Sounds easy enough doesn’t it? However the reality of the situation doesn’t paint that clear a picture. In Kuwait’s and Qatar’s national universities, women now make up fully 70% of the student body. Even in Saudi Arabia, where women are not allowed to drive or even travel without their male guardian’s consent, some 55% of the kingdom’s university students are female. Not bad for a region that is often trounced upon for being stuck in the middle-ages. Higher education in Canada, by comparison, comprise of only 51% of women. In fact, Russia and America share the same percentage of women enrolled in secondary school, probably much to the latter’s consternation. The point to be drawn is that within both richer and poorer nations there exists a wide variation of female education. Thus schooling as professed by so many Westerners should not be considered the only doorway to equality. Nor should education be considered as such a strong benchmark of the developed world’s egalitarian society. 





So if education is not to be considered than perhaps employment should be. The philosophy is such that if women are gainfully employed and contribute to the family’s financial burden, consequently she has more bargaining power at home. The examples of many socialist states however severely detract from this argument.  





Putting to practice Friedrich Engels’s teachings that stress gender equality as a central socialist tenet, many countries banned polygyny, child marriage and marriage payments. Men’s rights to unilateral divorce rescinded and so did automatic custody of children. Cuba chose to spend a larger percentage of GNP on daycare provision than almost any other country in the world. In Russia, women comprise 51% of the total labour force, compared to 46% in the U.K. Yet despite all this, women’s predicament in these developing nations is very much the same as that in the developed world. What has transpired worldwide is that women face the double burden of their jobs and household chores. From 1968 to 1969 when Cuba had a surge of women joining the workforce, a whopping 76% dropped out citing domestic labour as the main cause.   





The case of China also sheds light on the issue. Despite the Middle Kingdom’s women being 25% more economically active than France’s madames, it has not affected gender equality at all.  Female infanticide, selective abortion and neglect of female children due to the one-child-policy are extreme and horrifying cases of sexism. China’s women despite having gained the so-called key to empowerment through monetary independence are instead having to cull their own daughters.





What is important here is to recognise that both rich and poor nations are not always achieving emancipation through women’s employment or education. Too often, the West tends to assume that “power” and “status” are cross-culturally recognised as monetary power thus placing emphasis on jobs and schools. 





Western anthropologists’ observations of many Southeast Asian islands, including Bali and South Sulawesi, have always praised the complementarities between the opposite sexes. They often highlight the high status that these island women enjoy, citing examples of their historical control of family finances where men have tended to receive allowances from their wives. However, this does not mean that these islands have achieved equality either. Rather the prevalent view in those parts is that exerting force or engaging in such activity reveals a lack of spiritual power and consequently diminishes prestige. In Euro-America, we tend to identify power with economic control. Thus whoever controls the purse-strings is boss. But as the above example shows, one should always be careful to subject Eurocentric views of equality. 





One enlightening research that was published in 1993 was a comparison of men’s worldwide contributions to housework. The article examines whether wives’ relative resources and cash contributions affect husband’s domestic labour between countries of varying economic development. The study revealingly concludes that wives’ relative funds had no consistent effect on husbands’ regularity of housework participation and nor did levels of national economic development. 60% of South Korean wives reported that their husbands frequently helped with the chores compared to one-third of American husbands. What is especially illuminating as well, is that women within one culture may have a seemingly high status, but individual women cannot translate this relative status back into their homes. The results of this study thus disprove the argument that women can find emancipation through employment and schooling. Despite women’s increasing monetary independence, gender segregation shows little indication of decreasing. Men still stubbornly believe that the apron is women’s rightful uniform.    





During the recent escalation of media attention on the Arab states, most of the debate surrounding women’s rights have centred, ridiculously enough, on a tiny piece of cloth that Muslim women adorn on their head. Scantily-clad Western women in their micro-mini skirts have rallied for their Middle Eastern sisters, calling for their freedom and equality. The hijab, or veil, has been seen as a symbolic sign of exclusion and submission. But this is yet another example of Western women’s imposition of their view of equality. Throughout the revolution of Iran, women wore the veil as an act of protest against the Shah and western values. Donning the veil was in fact an act of political empowerment, providing Iranian women with the opportunity for political participation. 





Many onlookers commonly assume that the cause for sexual inequality in Arab states is Islam itself. This is ultimately wrong. The Koran itself is not unkind to women. Centuries before Christian women in the West, Muslim women enjoyed full property rights. Khadija, the Prophet’s first and only wife, was a shrewd businesswoman who actually employed the Prophet Muhammad. The trouble nowadays lies more in how the holy text – as well as the hadiths, or Prophet’s sayings, that inform Sharia law – are interpreted. Muslim feminists have always used the theological basis of Islam to carve their own paths to freedom. One of the strategies used by these feminists is termed equity; where two separate sets of rights for women and men exist but which overall are accorded an equal status. Therefore Muslim women do not necessarily pursue the same goals as Western women, and often they believe that equality in the Eurocentric view denies femininity and devalues the role of domestic providers.  





Women’s right when compared globally encounters further problems because the West and the developing world are inevitably caught in an entangled web of dependency and exploitation. First World countries have significantly moulded the Third World’s history through imperialism. Power relationships between the sexes that were defined during that era have left long lasting impressions shaping the way women are perceived nowadays. The Kongo tribe of central Africa provides a potent example. Through contact with Portuguese slaves the tribe slowly abandoned matrilineal inheritance. Faced with an increased demand for labour to hunt for slaves, the Kongolese men started to claim their children and sell them off. In Zambia and Malawi, women were robbed of their matrilineal identity by common law. And in 1892, a Boer government grabbed 90% of the land of Southern Africa’s biggest woman, the Rain Queen of the Lobedu. Colonial administrations in Africa also introduced cash crops and modern agricultural technology to men and not women. As a result women were left behind with the traditional low-yielding production of food crops. A woman from the African National Congress’s secretariat once succinctly said, “In our country white racism and apartheid have degraded the African women more that any male prejudice.” 





Unfortunately, the end of colonialism did not lessen the developed world’s affect on gender inequality in the Third World. Instead it took the form of development projects and ignorantly established a sexist system. Euro-America in their haste to do good, unwittingly promoted aid through development policies which were likely to work against women. These projects tended not to view women as integral to the economic development process. High investments were made in women’s reproductive rather than productive roles concentrating mainly in population programs. This is starkly reflected in the budget allocations of the U.S Agency for International Development, United State’s main vehicle for bilateral foreign assistance programs. From 1992- 1997, population programs averaged $440 million as compared with $5 million for women-in-development programs. NGOs offered women the opportunity to produce goods that relied on traditionally feminine skills for the home such as sewing, knitting, and the crafts. Not taking into account women’s previous work and skills in farming, trading and other activities. What’s even worse is that these women were not offered skills that would help them obtain jobs after the NGO project ended.  





When scouring through the plethora of literature devoted to women’s education one of the main reasons espoused is that female schooling is positively related to lowering child birth and controlling population growth. In 2000, the World Bank published a report entitled “Engendering Development” that was pro female education, arguing that countries would achieve faster economic growth and would be less corrupt to boot. Economic growth and lowering birth rates are definitely great bonuses, but all these reasons are simply missing the point. What about the pure fact that all human beings are equal and that women should have a right to education, just as much as a man?  International agencies today deal less with social justice issues than with productivity. What is being considered is how to most effectively use resources rather than combating the real injustice that lies at the problem. By couching the explanations for female inclusion in such language, developed nations are exacerbating the problem and entrenching the idea that women are secondary.





With all this said, basic human rights in certain developing nations remain a privilege for men. In Saudi Arabia women have yet to gain the vote and in Sudan and Egypt, female circumcision is still widely practiced. Honour killings in Jordan account for more than 20 deaths every year, and the terrifying reality of female infanticide is still prevalent in India and China. All these reasons add up to the fact that women right’s in certain Third World countries are definitely lagging behind. 





However, what must be kept in mind is that Eurocentric views on feminism do not aid women’s worldwide efforts towards parity. The overblown emphasis on education and employment do not necessarily equate to emancipation, as women in industrialised countries should know all too well. In order to truly realise women’s empowerment, the correction of social attitudes has to be incorporated into education and fought at every hint. Women do not escape the blame for being subjugated. Thinking of ourselves as victims in itself perpetuates our inferior status. There is no doubt that women everywhere have played a part in preserving these unfair conditions. The household is arguably the one place which has the most effect on social attitudes and this is where the correction should begin. 











