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Abstract

Whether sanctioned by society, made into law, or simply tolerated, gender-based
abuse and discrimination against women occurs in virtually every country
throughout the world. Under democracy and dictatorship, in times or war and
times of peace, the human rights of women and girls are violated daily, and often
systematically. Although the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human
Rights proclaims: “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and
rights”, women’s freedom, dignity and equality are persistently compromised by

law and custom in ways that men’s are not.

Through the articulation of Third World women’s writing and first person
dialogue, this study seeks to explore the relationship between cross cultural
violence against women, and the cultural or religious practices that are often used
to legitimate its existence. Through the use of four specific case studies - women
in Islam, the Taliban as an example of religious fundamentalism, female genital
mutilation and the international trafficking of women for sex tourism - I attempt
to position the international phenomenon of violence against women within
today’s globalised world economic structure. Through exploring and revealing the
cross cultural nature of gender violence, this study attempts to illustrate how
patriarchal values are reinforced through religious, cultural and political structures

in both western and Third World society.

Through the utilisation of human-centered anthropological methodology, this
study aims to present a wide ranging discussion of these complex issues in such a
way that the world view of the women who the study is about is presented as
paramount. Through recognising and naming my location as a western woman
writing about the lives of women in the Third World, I hope to make it clear from
the outset of this study that I do not intend to speak for, or on behalf of, women
whose experiences I have not shared, but aim instead to address and discuss a
range of complex issues that are of vital importance not only to the discipline of
anthropology, but to the wider world in which we live.
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Preface

The impetus for this study first almost two years ago during a conversation with
my uncle regarding the practice of female genital mutilation (FGM). Like most
liberal westerners, he was horrified to learn that millions of women and girls
world-wide were still being subjected to such a ‘primitive’ custom. However,
much to my uncle’s horror, I began to defend the practice. I argued that perhaps
he just didn’t understand the issues behind female circumcision. Had he thought
about the reasons why mothers continued to do this to their daughters? Or did he

believe they were just cruel or too stupid to realise that this was an ‘uncivilised’

act?

As a consequence of my background in the discipline of anthropology and
resulting predisposition towards cultural relativism, this response was an instant
reaction for me. Sometime after the conversation, however, I realised that in
defending those who allow FGM to continue, I was, in fact, effectively defending
the practice itself. The more I thought about this, the more it disturbed me, as I
realised that I too was deeply morally opposed to the unnecessary sexual
mutilation of young girls, who in many cases do not even realise what is
happening to them. As a result of this encounter, I began to wonder what cultural
relativism really meant. If I was happy to defend FGM because of my belief in
cultural relativism, where could I draw the line? If I wanted to continue to purport
the view that we as westerners should not judge the practices of those in cultures
we do not understand, would I ever be able to make a moral stand on any issue?
As a thinking capable person, is it not important for me to be able to have strong
opinions abut what I believe to be right and wrong?

It was around about this same time that my interest in feminism also began to take
off. I started to wade through all the negative connotations associated with the
idea of interpreting life from a “women’s perspective’ only to realise that because
I am a woman, everything about this seemed to make perfect sense! Before long I
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began making connections between all kinds of seemingly unrelated things. I soon
realised that, as a woman, it was these connections that had been missing from my
approach to anthropological thinking all along. I began to realise that seeing
issues of racism and colonialism as separate from gender and class was like trying
to figure out a puzzle with only half the pieces. Without the factoring of a gender
perspective, the anthropological method I had been introduced to began to seem

more and more limiting.

As a result of this process, a huge can of worms opened up before me, not just in
relation to how I could balance my opposition to FGM with my beliefs in cultural
relativism, but in regards to how I thought about life in general. To cut a long
story short, what you are about to read can be seen as part of this ideological
journey. In choosing this kind of methodological approach to the question of
women’s human rights, it has been necessary for me to explore a whole range of
diverse issues that contribute to the unique nature of women’s life worlds in the
context of Third World society. In light of this, the following thesis is
considerably longer than may be considered ideal for a study of this kind.
However this reference is included not as an apology, but rather as an explanation
for the length of the text that follows.



Table of Contents
IO EIIIRE . i oo A AR S R GRS A S ORI
AChuOWIEUEBICRER. .ot imrhsit bttt st mn st e e s bbb bin
L B e O —,
Section One: Creating a Context
T ERORMEEION o i A v A s s s S AR
CRRPTEE COIRE oo imasiaimmiss s o s e A S S e

Universalism verses Relativism - The Case for Human Rights
Universalism and Human Rights Discourse

Defining Cultural Relativism

Anthropology, Relativism and Human Rights........ccccccviviiiivvcniirencnneeiennes

Women, Universalism and Relativity

Relativism, Rights and Responsibility............ccooeiiiiciieiiiiiiiiiiiiineicces

Harm, Universalism and RelatiVISIL.......ccccimeinssosisssisisssassisssnsnnsssosasssnsansss

Relativism and Tolerance
Concluding Thoughts

Chapter Two

Women’s Rights as Human Rights - A Western Perspective

Gender Violence as a Human Rights ISSu€............cooviiiiiiiiiiiicincnnnnnnen.

Women and Inequality: The Roots of Gender Discrimination

The Public / Private Dichotomy as a Barrier to Women’s Human Rights.....
Women’s Rights and the United Nations............ceniecenseneniniiseesnscsnens
Women and Rights in Cross Cultural Analysis.........c.cccceeeiiiiiiiniiinnnn.

Women’s Human Rights and Cultural Politics
Concluding Thoughts

.......................................................................

...........................................................

............................................................................

................................................................................................



vi

BEBRRPEEE WINCR. ... cva vovisiisssn i st o o A T P S 57
Third World Women, Globalisation and Development

Commercial Colonialism: Trade Liberalisation and the South.......................59

Third World Dept and the Role of International Financial Institutions.......... 62
Unilateralism, Development and Human Rights...............cccooniiiiiiiiininn. 65
The Impact of Globalisation on Women in the South.............................. 68
Conclnding THhonGhES. ...cinmimmaisiamiisim it s isissriinsssssrmesssmssss se 72
L . 75
The Politics of Feminism - A Third World Women’s Approach
Gender Oppression, Patriarchy and the Colonial Process..............ccccceueeee. 79
Creating a Context: Key Factors in Third World Feminist Discourse............ 81
North / South Politics and the Construction of the Third World Woman....... 82
Representing Women in Cross-Cultural Analysis...........ccccocoiiiiiieiiiieeninnnn. 86
Breaking Down the Barriers: Suggestions For a Way Forward..................... 89
Conalnditng PROBIHIR. ... imbiovmsimsninmimmmins s s s s st 92

Section Two: The Case Studies

Research Methodology.............cccoueeveeeriereieeneeeeeeeeseseseessesssesesssessesseassessessessssssessesns 97
Making Contact Over the Internet...............ooooiiiiiiiiiiiiiccienes o~ 99
Women Living in New Zealand..............cooooviiiiiiciiiiceieeceeee e 103

CREPIRE FIVE. ..ocoinn i i s s i s e s 107

Women and Religion - The Case of Islam
Islam, Women’s Rights and CEDAW...............cccoomiriinnnnsnenansnnnnas 109
Why is Islam Considered Oppressive to Women by Outsiders?................. 111
The Role of Women in Patriarchal SoCIety...........ccceveimiiriiivinaeiniarenennnnnnns 113
What is Religious Fundamentalism?.............ccocoviiiiiiiiiiiiiciniiicenieaeee. 121
Fundamentalism, Modernism and the Private Sphere..................ccccveneee. 124



vii

Women, Modernism and the West........ccoveoiiiiiiiriiniiiiereceeerereseeneeeesesssnens 127
Coehiting ThOURIER .. v s i i R T T e 130
(G T 17 G0 O S U OS 133
Religious Fundamentalism - The Taliban in Afghanistan

R I Y T o oo T B Y O R e AR 135

Wonken and (he Tallbai ..o i sy e 137

The Taliban, Islam and Human Rights...............covuuiiieiiiiiiiiiiiii e 140

Interriatiohal DIVOREIBIE: .. .. wcusmrinsiisamisnsismmsaseriim i 143

YWhy Ish't Mot Beit DOHEY ... s s mmsrmsonimensibistsares o aysnnis 145
e I ORI oo s mscnmmnins s o smios s 3SR R SR P S FH ST 146
CRAPLEr SEVEIL............ccooveerrricciieneesenreesesisrsresssssenssessamannsssssasenssnnsensnsnnssnsnnsnssns 149
Female Genital Mutilation

What is Female Genital Mutilation?.............cccccvvmiiieiiniiiiiiiiiiree e 150

History and Origins 0f FGM..............ooiiiiiiiiiie e e 152

Why Does FGM Continue? - Social and Cultural Justifications.................. 153

FGM as a Rite 0f Passage.........cceveveiiieieiieeiicee e 156

BGM, SEXA0A PRSI < v wovnissus i smsss i ma s o ann s 158

EOV antl IS, . ussmrmimmmsinasminnavissimrss s R ey 161

The Effects of FGM on Women: Health Complications.............cccccoveeeenn. 163

PEyohaloR i) TVRIOBTR oo st sasuin s s SRS s mb s e 165

Sexual Health Problems..........cccooiiiuiiieiieieeiiiecieeies e ae e eee e 166

FOM and Human RIGHES. ... susmssssismmsisnmsmmssvassss s assisis 168

FGM. Femnism atid the West .....uuinamniimniunmmiiissmsissssses 169

How Can Women From the West Help to Eradicate FGM?...................... 175

Lookmg ABBA... ....oomicinmmanuin s s A s A S S 179



viii

ERIPERE IEREINE . < vaciscicvanconners oomsooss e s S o S S5 R A i 45 A S S 185
Transnational Trafficking of Women for Sex Tourism
BBUTIE. o connsr s ik s smsomsan e ol R o s s M A Ao 187
DNEIRL..«. v oot G iy R R R O A i P S R S R S 188
What Makes Women Vulnerable to Trafficking?..........ccccccevveiiiiineeenennn 190
How Do Patriarchy, Culture and Religion Contribute to Trafficking?........193
Enslaved and BRonted . ..ooinunnnmn sttt 197
The Effects of Forced Prostitution on Trafficked Women.............cc.......... 201
Trafficking, Poverty and Tourism: The Global Picture..............................205
Trafficking and Human Rights...............coooiiiiiiiiiiii e 208
Why Doesn’t Human Rights Law Protect Women from Trafficking?......... 210
WHBE Call B8 DO nisimasiimisimssis s s e 212
e AN 0T T O ST SRR, 215
CONCIUSIONS. ..ottt e et eae e e e enn e e e aeneenan 216
DR TRINEER: oo osvcosr SNSRI s e ssoesses uoRe A T R swers oot e RO o ek 223

DRI, .. i s oo 0 A 5 A a5 235





