
PHI 1700: Global Ethics 

Session 21 
April 19th, 2016 

Okin, “Gender Inequality ���
and Cultural Differences” 



We have been discussing: 
 

•  how to think of “oppression” in our era  
–  (as a structural phenomenon with many different “faces”) 

•  the connection between oppression & essentializing social groups 
–  “Oppression has often been perpetrated by a [mistaken[ conceptualization ���

of group difference in terms of unalterable essential natures” (Young) 

•  anti-essentialist strategies to combatting oppressive structures 
–  …which challenge the idea that one’s group membership ���

determines their individual characteristics, capabilities, and preferences 

Today we will consider in depth ���
some practical challenges faced by people ���
who want to dismantle oppressive structures. 
 

 

Ø  Specifically, we will delve into a conflict between  

a)  efforts to promote gender equality on a global scale 
b)  concerns about paternalism,  

–  i.e. imposition into others’ way of life without their consent 2	  



  Susan Moller Okin (1946 – 2004)  considers ���
  the possibility of developing “principles of justice” ���
  for economic & social development that are appropriate ���
  for all nations and cultures. 

 

Ø  She especially focuses on whether there can be a unified feminist approach 
to promoting gender equality across all cultural contexts. 

 

–  She will explain how anti-essentialism about women ���
calls into question the likelihood of implementing strategies ���
to address gender inequality that will be equally effective ���
for women in vastly disparate social circumstances. 

 

 

Ø  Okin will investigate how well feminist theories of justice developed in 
industrialized Western nations “work when used to look at the very 
different situations of some of the poorest women in poor countries” (9) 

–  She will argue that there are some practical strategies that can and ���
should be used to promote gender equality in rich & poor nations alike. 

•  This is because she believes the problems of women in other nations are 
generally similar, but more extreme than the problems of Western women. 
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How do we go about securing global gender equality? 
 

•  Okin asks, “Does the assumption ‘that there is a generalizable, identifiable 
and collectively shared experience of womanhood’…have any validity, 
–  or is it indeed an essentialist myth, rightly challenged                                   ���

by Third World women and their spokesfeminists?” 
 

•  She is asking if in addressing ���
gender inequality, it is ever appropriate ���
to make generalizations about ���
what all women want or need, 

•  …or whether doing so is a disservice ���
to non-Western women, ���
as many anti-essentialist critics of ���
Western feminism have charged. 

Ø  Intersectional feminist theorists have accused traditional approaches ���
to combatting gender inequality of ethnocentrism ���
(a bias towards the way things are done and thought of in one’s own culture), 

 

–  failing to recognize that women in different subgroups                   ���
 a) experience different forms of oppression, and                             ���
 b) may have distinctive wants & needs. 4	  



e.g., 
 

•  Angela Harris “shows how ignorance of the specifics of a culture ���
mars even thoroughly well-intentioned feminist analyses ���
of women’s experiences of oppression with that culture” 

•  Elizabeth Spelman wrote that ���
“the focus on women ‘as women’ ���
has addressed only one group of women – namely, ���
white middle-class women of Western industrialized countries” 

–  She advocates that “rather than first finding out ���
what is true of some women as women ���
and then inferring that this is true of all women, 

–  we have to investigate different women’s lives ���
and see what they have in common” 

Ø In response, Okin argues that���
looking at the specifics of other women’s lives ���
simply reveals that “the problems of other women ���
are ‘similar to ours but more so’” – 
–  which means that we can object to them & combat them 

with similar tactics as we use against inequality in the U.S. 5	  



   Okin observes that development theorists  
  (people interested in figuring how to helps societies ���
  become more just, effective, and prosperous)                                          

  have historically neglected gender inequality. 
 

One reason that gender inequality ���
hasn’t been on their radar is that 
 

»  they typically look at families as the unit of analysis                                               
for how well a society is doing economically, 
•  (e.g., analyzing the income, possessions, and 

productivity of a whole household) 

»  …without paying much attention to ���
the dynamics between family members, 
Ø which “obscures intrahousehold inequalities ���

of resources & power” along gender lines.  

•  Okin’s book Justice, Gender, and the Family 
argues that in order to produce justice ���
in society as large, ���
we need to start by securing justice ���
within families – which involves correcting ���
for historical inequality. 
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Okin argues that it is a mistake to overlook gender inequality ���
when seeking to improve the conditions of a society at large: 
 

•  “the omission…of gender, & of much of women's lives…from theories of justice 
[and theories of development] …is significant for three major reasons. 

 

–   …The first is obvious: women matter (at least they do to feminists),                  
and their well-being matters at least as much as that of men.  

•  As scholars of development have recently been making clear,                     
the inequalities between the sexes in a number of poor countries have             
not only highly detrimental but fatal consequences for millions of women.  

–  [Philosopher Amartya] Sen…has recently argued that ���
as many as one hundred million fewer women exist ���
than might normally be expected on the basis of ���
male/female mortality rates in societies less devaluing of women….” 

»  The implication is that neglecting women’s needs is  
literally a matter of life-and-death: 

•  it appears that women die at much higher rates than men     
in countries where their well-being is not considered      
when assessing the well-being of the society as a whole. 
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•  The second reason…is that equality of opportunity for women and girls –  
but also for increasing numbers of boys – is much affected                            
by the failure of theories of justice to address gender inequality.  

–  Okin explains that approaches to development typically ignore the fact that  
»  depriving women of high-paying jobs (or failing to give them 

equal pay for equal work) can keep countries impoverished. 

•  Households supported by single women are much more likely to be in     
chronic poverty: e.g., “In the U.S.…three-fifths of all chronically poor 
households with children are among those supported by single women.” 

–  It has been recently estimated that throughout the world                               
one-third of households are headed by single females… 

–  Many millions of children are affected by ���
the higher rate of poverty among such families.” 

»  Poverty could be alleviated by taking measures ���
to ensure that women are able to earn as much as men can                                     
in order to support their families. 

•  But if the relationship between gender inequality & poverty ���
is not recognized, no such measures are taken, ���
and economic development of a society remains stunted. 8	  



•  She elaborates: “…the gendered division of labor has a serious & direct impact ���
on the opportunities of girls & women, which crosses the lines of economic class.  

–  The opportunities of females are significantly affected                                             
by the structures and practices of family life,  
•  particularly by the fact that women are ���

almost invariably primary caretakers, ���
which has much Impact on their availability for full-time wage work.  

–  It also…renders them less likely…to be considered economically valuable. 
 

Ø  This “operates ‘similarly but more so’ within poor families in many poor countries.  

–  There, too, adult women suffer – often more severely – ���
many of the same effects of the division of labor as do women in richer countries.  

•  But, in addition, their daughters are likely to be ���
put to work for the household at a very young age,  

•  are much less likely to be educated and to attain literacy                              
than are sons of the same households  

•  and, worst of all – less valued than their brothers –                                        
they have less chance of staying alive because                                               
they are more likely to be deprived of food or of health care” (12) 9	  



Okin adds that the tendency to not count labor done in the home as “work”         
applies to developed and developing countries alike                                                        
–  but it has more significant consequences for women in poor countries. 
 

–  “…the situation of poor women in poor countries is not qualitatively different 
from that of most women in rich countries but, rather, similar but worse, 
•  for even more…of the work done by women (& children) in poor countries ���

is rendered invisible, not counted, or subsumed under men’s work. 

»   [E.g.,] The work of subsistence farming, tending to animals,       
domestic crafts…, and the often arduous fetching of water & fuel                 
are all added to the category of unrecognized work of women              
that already exists in richer countries.  

•  …women who do all these things                                                         
are listed [by policymakers] as housewives,   

•  even though their tasks are as critical to the wellbeing of              
their families & to national production as are the men's” (11) 

Ø  So when policymakers are considering how to aid development of poor countries, 

Ø  they are likely to overlook the fact that women’s work is crucial to ���
the prosperity of families (and consequently, that of the whole society) 
•  and won’t think to ensure women are justly compensated for their labor. 10	  



•   Third, …the failure to address the issue of ���
just distribution within households is significant 
because the family is the first, and arguably ���
the most influential school of moral development, 

–  It is the first environment in which we experience ���
how persons treat each other, in which we have ���
the potential to learn how to be just or unjust.  

•  If children see that sex difference is ���
the occasion for obviously differential treatment, ���
they are surely likely to be affected in ���
their personal and moral development. 

–  They are likely to learn injustice ���
by absorbing the messages,  

»  if male, that they have some kind of 
"natural" enhanced entitlement and,  

»  if female, that they are not equals ���
and had better get used to being 
subordinated if not actually abused.”  

•  video: bit.ly/1SQLhiV 11	  



Okin elaborates: 
 

–  “the still remaining unequal distribution of benefits and burdens ���
between most parents in two-parent heterosexual families ���
is likely to affect their children's developing sense of justice… 

•  [And] When such basic goods as food and health care ���
are unequally distributed to young children according to sex, ���
a very strong signal about the acceptability of injustice ���
is surely conferred. 

–  The comparison of most families in rich countries with poor families ���
in poor countries – where distinctions between the sexes often start earlier 
and are much more blatant and more harmful to girls – ���
yields, here too, the conclusion that, in the latter case, ���
things are not so much different as "similar but more so."  

•  Many Third World families, it seems, ���
are even worse schools of justice and ���
more successful inculcators of the inequality of the sexes ���
as natural and appropriate than are their developed world equivalents. 

–  Thus there is even more need for attention to be paid to ���
gender inequality In the former context than in the latter.” 
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Since the situation of women in rich & poor countries is similar, ���
Okin suggests two principles of development ���
that hold across national/cultural contexts: 
 
 

1)  First, the dichotomization of public & domestic spheres ���
must be strongly challenged.  

•  …Challenging the dichotomy will…point attention ���
to the inequities that occur within households ���
– various forms of abuse, including ���
the inequitable distribution of food & health care.” 

–  This is, as Virginia Held also argued, a false dichotomy, 
»  the perpetuation of which keeps men & women ���

from living lives in which their gender ���
does not determine their opportunities & experiences. 

2)  Second, and following from the above, ���
the unit of analysis both for studies and for much policy-making ���
must be the individual, not the household.” 

•  The point here is to avoid neglecting gender inequalities within families 
when we strategize about making nations more just & prosperous.  
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So far, Okin has been emphasizing how women in rich and poor nations ���
experience the same kinds of problems, but to different degrees. 
 

•  She notes, however, that “the situation of some poor women ���
poor countries is …distinctly worse than ���
– that of most Western women today. 

»  Okin notes that some women experience difficulties ���
that were long ago eradicated for Western women,  
•  such as “prohibit[ion] ���

(by religiously based laws or oppressive cultural norms) 
from engaging in paid labor…���
even when they have no other means of support” 

»  E.g., in parts of India, “[women] are prevented from ���
taking paid employment by rules of caste, or purdah.  

•  For such women, it can indeed be liberating ���
to be helped…to resist the sanctions Invoked against 
them by family elders, neighbors, ���
or powerful social leaders.” 
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•  “…women are surely distinctly less free ���
if they are not allowed to engage in [wage labor], ���
especially if they have no other means of support.  

–  Many employed women in Western industrialized countries ���
still face quite serious disapproval if they are ���
mothers of young children or if the family's need ���
for their wages is not perceived as great.  
•  But at least, except in the most oppressive of families ���

or subcultures, they are allowed to go out to work. 

–  By contrast, …the basic right to be allowed ���
to make a much needed living for themselves ���
and their children is still one that many women ���
in the poorest of situations in other cultures are denied.  
•  Here, then, is a real difference-an oppressive situation ���

that most Western women no longer face.” 

»  Okin is suggesting that, for problems like this, ���
it is appropriate (or even morally necessary) ���
for Western women to intervene to improve the situation ���
of non-Western women, 
•  to ensure equality of women’s rights and opportunities ���

across national boundaries. 15	  



 But to understand where concerns about paternalism come in, 
 let’s consider a specific issue: the veils worn by many Muslim women. 

–  Most Islamic scholars interpret the Qur’an ���
as advising that women cover their hair for modesty. 

•  Many Muslim women choose to wear headscarves or veils (hijab)���
to demonstrate their commitment to Islam, ���
including the value it places on female modesty 

•  However, in some places (such as Iran, since 1979), ���
women (of all faiths) are required to wear veils in public, ���
and non-compliance is punishable by fines or violence. 

•  In other places (such as public schools in France, since 2004, ���
as part of a law banning conspicuous religious symbols), ���
women are banned from wearing veils. 
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What would some of the normative ethical theories we’ve considered ���
say about the veil? 
 

1)  Would a utilitarian (interested in promoting the greatest good ���
for the greatest number of people) recommend ���
a) a ban on the veil, b) a requirement for women to veil, or c) neither? 

2)  Would a Kantian (committed to never using other people as mere means, ���
and respecting human autonomy) recommend ���
a) a ban on the veil, b) a requirement for women to veil, or c) neither? 

3)  Would a feminist (committed to equality between the sexes) ���
recommend a), b), or c)? 
•  video: bit.ly/1NkF0zM  
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–  Whatever other ethical commitments they hold,  
•  anti-essentialist feminists would probably emphasize that it is wrong ���

to treat all Muslim women as if they all feel the same way about hijab. 
 
 

Ø  Let’s imagine that a group of scholars decide that ���
veiling oppressive to women and should be banned, 
–  and as a consequence we force foreign countries ���

to overturn their hijab laws, 
–  and punish women who wear hijab (even voluntarily). 

•  Someone could object that even though ���
we are trying to combat oppression & do what ���
we believe is correct (according to ���
whatever ethical theory we use to defend our view), 

Ø  the intervention is unacceptable ���
because it is paternalistic. 

•  In other words, we are assuming ���
we know what’s best for other people ���
(namely, Muslim women), 

•  instead of taking seriously ���
their own perspective on what is best for them. 18	  



But to complicate matters,  
•  the scholars could claim that women who have always been ���

in the oppressive condition of being forced to wear hijab aren’t in a position ���
to know that it would be better for them not to wear veils. 

–  They would be making a point about adaptive preferences:  

Ø as a coping mechanism, ���
people under conditions of oppression may change their mindset so that 
they actually prefer to remain oppressed. 

•  Okin explains: “…we are not always enlightened about what is just ���
by asking persons who seem to be suffering injustices what they want. 
–  Oppressed people have often internalized then oppression so well that ���

they have no sense of what they are justly entitled to as human beings.  
•  …People in seriously deprived conditions are sometimes not only 

accepting of them but relatively cheerful… 

–  …But it would surely be ethically deeply mistaken to attach ���
a correspondingly small value to the loss of well-being ���
of such people because of their survival strategy.” 

»  Okin is saying that we shouldn’t accept that ���
oppressed women don’t need help, simply because they 
sometimes don’t believe that their own condition is morally bad. 
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She continues: 
•  “Let us think for a moment about some of the cruelest or most oppressive  

institutions & practices…– foot binding, clitoridectomy, and purdah. 
–  As [Hanna] Papanek shows, "well socialized" women in cultures with such 

practices internalize them as necessary to successful female development. 
•  Even though, in the case of the former two practices, ���

these women may retain vivid memories of their own intense pain,  
•  they perpetuate the cruelties, inflicting them or at least allowing them 

to be Inflicted on their own daughters.” 

–  Okin’s point is that, through adaptive preferences, ���
women can sometimes be complicit in their own oppression. 

 

–  The phenomenon of adaptive preferences ���
thus poses a challenge to those who emphasize that ���
we must respect the autonomy of people subject to oppression: 

»  Do we respect the preferences of oppressed people, ���
even though we know their perspective ���
may be skewed by their experiences? 

»  Or do we reject their preferences, on the assumption that 
they wouldn’t really want to remain oppressed ���
if they could look at it from our perspective? 
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Okin advises against listening to the preferences of people in countries with 
oppressive systems, 
•  because “well-socialized members of the oppressed group ���

are all too likely to rationalize the cruelties, whereas the men who perceive 
themselves as benefiting from them are unlikely to object.” 

–  She advises instead that we try to teach women in oppressive conditions ���
to look at the issue from a different perspective (i.e., our perspective): 

•  “the women in these cultures, required to think ���
of such practices [differently], might thereby, ���
with a little distance, gain more notion of just how, ���
rather than perfecting femininity, ���
they perpetuate the subordination of women to men.” 

 

She agrees with Martha Nussbaum that  
 

•  it is wrong to let anti-essentialism lead “highly intelligent people, ���
people deeply committed to the good of women and men in developing countries, ���
people who think of themselves as progressive and feminist and anti-racist, ���
[to take] up positions that converge with the positions of…oppression & sexism.  

–  Under the banner of their radically and politically correct "antiessentialism" 
march ancient religious taboos, the luxury of the pampered husband, ���
ill health, ignorance, and death.” 21	  



But Okin does emphasize that intervening in foreign affairs ���
to combat oppression of women worldwide 
•  “does not mean that we should overgeneralize or try to apply ���

"standardized" solutions to the problems of women In different circumstances.” 

–  She recommends “situation-by-situation analysis of women's roles and 
constraints before plans can be made and programs designed,” 

–  and notes that “heiplng to educate women to awareness of their oppression 
requires quite deep and specific knowledge of the relevant culture.” 
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