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Indulging in a wide spectrum of ideas, beliefs, and perspectives is a 
critical cornerstone of democracy. After all, it is often debates over 
differences of opinion, such as whether to legalize abortion, how 

to treat prisoners, or when to enact the death penalty, that shape our 
society and drive it forward. Such diversity of thought is frequently 
regarded as the hallmark of a healthy and civilized culture. As the 
Reverend Clifford Schutjer of the First Congregational Church in 
Mansfield, Ohio, declared in a 2001 sermon, “Surrounding oneself 
with only like-minded people, restricting what we listen to or read 
only to what we find agreeable is irresponsible. Refusing to entertain 
doubts once we make up our minds is a subtle but deadly form of arro-
gance.” With this advice in mind, Introducing Issues with Opposing 
Viewpoints books aim to open readers’ minds to the critically diver-
gent views that comprise our world’s most important debates.

Introducing Issues with Opposing Viewpoints simplifies for students 
the enormous and often overwhelming mass of material now available 
via print and electronic media. Collected in every volume is an array of 
opinions that captures the essence of a particular controversy or topic. 
Introducing Issues with Opposing Viewpoints books embody the spirit 
of nineteenth-century journalist Charles A. Dana’s axiom: “Fight for 
your opinions, but do not believe that they contain the whole truth, or 
the only truth.” Absorbing such contrasting opinions teaches students 
to analyze the strength of an argument and compare it to its opposition. 
From this process readers can inform and strengthen their own opin-
ions, or be exposed to new information that will change their minds. 
Introducing Issues with Opposing Viewpoints is a mosaic of different 
voices. The authors are statesmen, pundits, academics, journalists, cor-
porations, and ordinary people who have felt compelled to share their 
experiences and ideas in a public forum. Their words have been collected 
from newspapers, journals, books, speeches, interviews, and the Internet, 
the fastest growing body of opinionated material in the world.

Introducing Issues with Opposing Viewpoints shares many of the 
well-known features of its critically acclaimed parent series, Opposing 
Viewpoints. The articles are presented in a pro/con format, allowing read-
ers to absorb divergent perspectives side by side. Active reading questions 
preface each viewpoint, requiring the student to approach the material 
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thoughtfully and carefully. Useful charts, graphs, and cartoons supplement 
each article. A thorough introduction provides readers with crucial back-
ground on an issue. An annotated bibliography points the reader toward 
articles, books, and Web sites that contain additional information on the 
topic. An appendix of organizations to contact contains a wide variety of 
charities, nonprofit organizations, political groups, and private enterprises 
that each hold a position on the issue at hand. Finally, a comprehensive 
index allows readers to locate content quickly and efficiently.

Introducing Issues with Opposing Viewpoints is also significantly 
different from Opposing Viewpoints. As the series title implies, its pre- 
sentation will help introduce students to the concept of opposing view-
points and learn to use this material to aid in critical writing and debate. 
The series’ four-color, accessible format makes the books attractive and 
inviting to readers of all levels. In addition, each viewpoint has been 
carefully edited to maximize a reader’s understanding of the content. 
Short but thorough viewpoints capture the essence of an argument. A 
substantial, thought-provoking essay question placed at the end of each 
viewpoint asks the student to further investigate the issues raised in the 
viewpoint, compare and contrast two authors’ arguments, or consider 
how one might go about forming an opinion on the topic at hand. Each 
viewpoint contains sidebars that include at-a-glance information and 
handy statistics. A Facts About section located in the back of the book 
further supplies students with relevant facts and figures.

Following in the tradition of the Opposing Viewpoints series, 
Greenhaven Press continues to provide readers with invaluable exposure 
to the controversial issues that shape our world. As John Stuart Mill once 
wrote: “The only way in which a human being can make some approach 
to knowing the whole of a subject is by hearing what can be said about it 
by persons of every variety of opinion and studying all modes in which it 
can be looked at by every character of mind. No wise man ever acquired 
his wisdom in any mode but this.” It is to this principle that Introducing 
Issues with Opposing Viewpoints books are dedicated.

Women’s Rights6



IntroductionIntroduction

The status of women’s rights varies from country to country. 
Whereas women in some areas of the world are focusing on 
getting equal pay for equal work, others are petitioning for 

the right to stay home—or not stay home—with their children. Some 
women seek greater representation in business and politics, and oth-
ers pursue equal opportunities in health care and education. In some 
parts of the world, however, women are fighting a particularly hor-
rifying practice known as female genital mutilation, which the World 
Health Organization and numerous other groups have called a viola-
tion of women’s human rights and an extreme form of discrimination 
against them.

Female genital mutilation (FGM) is a procedure in which a girl’s 
or woman’s external genitals are cut, scarred, or partially or entirely 
removed. It is incredibly painful and can cause a woman to go into 
shock, bleed profusely, and become prone to infections or sores. It 
also prevents her from experiencing any sexual pleasure and, in some 
cases, from having children.

FGM is most commonly practiced in the western, eastern, and 
northeastern areas of Africa—surveys show it is practiced in at least 
twenty-eight countries on that continent. Women also undergo the 
procedure in some Asian and Middle Eastern countries, and among 
some immigrant communities in the United States and Europe. It 
is usually carried out on young girls between infancy and age fifteen 
(occasionally it is performed on grown women) by a tribal medical 
practitioner who also practices circumcision.

The World Health Organization estimates that between 100 mil-
lion and 140 million girls and women worldwide have undergone 
some form of female genital mutilation. Africa is home to the highest 
number of females living with the consequences of FGM—on that 
continent alone there are believed to be more than 92 million girls 
older than age nine who have undergone the procedure, and another 
3 million are at risk for it every year.

Communities that practice FGM do so for several reasons. Some 
societies believe female genital mutilation is necessary in order to 
properly raise a girl. Others believe it is an important rite of passage 
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that prepares women for marriage and adulthood. Some cultures do it 
to put limits on the sexuality of their girls—if girls are unable to feel 
sexual pleasure, it is believed they will be more likely to be faithful to 
their future husbands. In fact, in some cultures, men will only marry 
women who have had their genitals mutilated. Other cultures mis-
takenly believe that a woman who has undergone FGM will always 
stay a virgin. Finally, some cultures believe that FGM makes girls 
more attractive as it gives their genitals a smooth look and is said to 
enhance a man’s sexual pleasure.

Interestingly, in cultures where FGM is practiced, it is usually 
supported by both men and women. Experts say girls may want to 
undergo the procedure to fit in or to avoid being rejected by their 
family and friends. Other studies have found that girls may want to 
undergo the procedure to prevent being ostracized from their com-
munity and to be able to find a husband willing to marry them.

But even if girls willingly undergo the procedure, it is not one 
they enjoy. “I was genitally mutilated at the age of ten,” remembers 
Hannah Koroma, a girl from Sierra Leone. “The pain was terrible 
and unbearable. . . . I was badly cut and lost blood. . . . I was geni-
tally mutilated with a blunt penknife. . . . Sometimes I had to force 
myself not to urinate for fear of the terrible pain. I was not given any 
anesthetic in the operation to reduce my pain, nor any antibiotics 
to fight against infection.”1 Koroma is one of millions of girls who 
have undergone this irrevocable procedure in nations such as Chad, 
Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Niger, Sudan, Yemen, and many 
others. In some of these nations, the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) estimates that the prevalence of girls and women who 
have been genitally mutilated is more than 90 percent of the female 
population.

A multitude of international organizations, including the Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights; the United Nations 
Development Programme; Amnesty International; Human Rights 
Watch; the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization; and the United Nations Development Fund for 
Women, have denounced female genital mutilation as a barbaric 
violation of women’s rights. “FGM is recognized internationally as a 
violation of the human rights of girls and women,” states the World 
Health Organization.
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It reflects deep-rooted inequality between the sexes, and con-
stitutes an extreme form of discrimination against women. It 
is nearly always carried out on minors and is a violation of the 
rights of children. The practice also violates a person’s rights to 
health, security and physical integrity, the right to be free from 
torture and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, and the right 
to life when the procedure results in death.2

Some progress is being made in curbing this disturbing practice. 
In April 2009, for example, ten villages in western Niger publicly 
denounced the practice of female genital mutilation and called for all 
people living in the region to stop performing it. One practitioner, 
Kompoa Tamkpa, explained she had stopped performing the pro-
cedure because she realized it was hurting women. “I have given up 
the bad work, because it does not bring anything to our village,” she 
said. “We thought it was good for women, that it was going to bring 
them success. But we found out that it does not bring anything.”3 In 
Niger, efforts by UNICEF and other organizations have resulted in 
the rate of genital mutilation dropping by more than half between 
1998 and 2006. But about 66 percent of women in the west of the 
country are still believed to undergo the procedure.

Reducing the number of women who are genitally mutilated is just 
one of the many forms women’s rights battles can take. Others—such as 
receiving equal pay for equal work, being equally represented in schools 
and professions, having adequate access to health care, voting rights, 
and political representation—have a place on women’s rights agendas 
in almost every nation in the world. These and other women’s issues 
are discussed in Introducing Issues with Opposing Viewpoints: Women’s 
Rights. The wealth of information and perspectives provided in the 
article pairs will help readers come to their own conclusions about the 
status of women’s rights in the United States and other nations.

Notes
1. Quoted in Amnesty International USA, “Female Genital Mutilation: 

A Fact Sheet,” 2009.
2. World Health Organization, “Female Genital Mutilation,” Fact Sheet 

No. 241, May 2008.
3. Quoted in CNN.com, “African Villages Denounce Female 

Circumcision,” April 15, 2009.
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What Is the Status of 
Women’s Rights?

Women gather in Montpelier, 
Vermont, to rally in support of 
equal pay for women.
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In the following viewpoint Judy Goldberg 
Dey and Catherine Hill argue it is an injus-
tice that women continue to be paid less 
than men for working the same jobs. They 
explain that women are often pushed into 
lower-paying fields or are forced to be the 
primary caregiver for their children, which 
limits the amount of time they spend in the 
workforce. But even when women earn the 
same degrees as men, enter the same fields, 
and even hold the same positions, Dey and 
Hill claim they are paid less and are given 
inferior working conditions. The authors 
argue that although women have made 
many gains in recent decades, society will 
not be equal until women are paid equally 
for their work.

Judy Goldberg Dey and Catherine Hill are 
associated with the American Association of 
University Women Educational Foundation, 
a nonprofit advocate of equality and educa-
tion for girls and women.

What Is the Status of Women’s Rights?

Judy Goldberg Dey and Catherine Hill, Behind the Pay Gap, Washington, D.C.: American Association of 
University Women Educational Foundation, 2007. Copyright © 2007 AAUW Educational Foundation. 
All rights reserved. Reproduced by permission.

Viewpoint

1
Women Are 
Paid Less than 
Men
Judy Goldberg Dey and
Catherine Hill

“The gender 
pay gap has 
become a 
fixture of 
the U.S. 
workplace 
and is so 
ubiquitous 
that many 
simply 
view it as 
normal.”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. According to the authors, how much less do women earn than 

men ten years after graduating from college?
 2. How do male and female salaries compare in the field of educa-

tion, according to Dey and Hill?
 3. What percent of mothers do the authors say were out of the 

workforce in 2003? What percent of fathers were out of the 
workforce?

Women have made remarkable gains in education during the 
past three decades, yet these achievements have resulted in 
only modest improvements in pay equity. The gender pay 

gap has become a fixture of the U.S. workplace and is so ubiquitous 
that many simply view it as normal. . . . 

Women Still earn Less
One year out of college, women working full time earn only 80 per-
cent as much as their male colleagues earn. Ten years after graduation, 
women fall farther behind, earning only 69 percent as much as men 
earn. Controlling for hours, occupation, parenthood, and other fac-
tors normally associated with pay, college-educated women still earn 
less than their male peers earn.

Individuals can, however, make choices that can greatly enhance 
their earnings potential. Choosing to attend college and completing 
a college degree have strong positive effects on earnings, although 
all college degrees do not have the same effect. The selectivity of the 
college attended and the choice of a major also affect later earnings. 
Many majors remain strongly dominated by one gender. Female stu-
dents are concentrated in fields associated with lower earnings, such 
as education, health, and psychology. Male students dominate the 
higher-paying fields: engineering, mathematics, and physical sciences. 
Women and men who majored in “male-dominated” subjects earn 
more than do those who majored in “female-dominated” or “mixed-
gender” fields. For example, one year after graduation, the average 
female education major working full time earns only 60 percent as 
much as the average female engineering major working full time earns.



The choice of major is not the full story, however. As early as one 
year after graduation, a pay gap is found between women and men who 
had the same college major. In education, a female-dominated major, 
women earn 95 percent as much as their male colleagues earn. In bio-
logical sciences, a mixed-gender major, women earn only 75 percent 
as much as men earn. Likewise in mathematics—a male-dominated 
major—women earn only 76 percent as much as men earn. Female 
students cannot simply choose a major that will allow them to avoid 
the pay gap.

Burden of Child Care Falls on Mothers
Early career choices, most prominently occupational choices, also play 
a role in the gender pay gap. While the choice of major is related to 
occupation, the relationship is not strict. For example, some math-
ematics majors choose to teach, while others work in business or 
computer science. One year after graduation, women who work in 

Women earn Less than Men
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computer science, for instance, earn over 37 percent more than do 
women who are employed in education or administrative, clerical, or 
legal support occupations. Job sector also affects earnings. Women are 
more likely than men to work in the nonprofit and local government 
sectors, where wages are typically lower than those in the for-profit 
and federal government sectors.

The division of labor between parents appears to be similar to that of 
previous generations. Motherhood and fatherhood affect careers differ-
ently. Mothers are more likely than fathers (or other women) to work 
part time, take leave, or take a break from the work force—factors 
that negatively affect wages. Among women who graduated from col-
lege in 1992–93, more than one-fifth (23 percent) of mothers were out 
of the work force in 2003, and another 17 percent were working part 
time. Less than 2 percent of fathers were out of the work force in 2003, 

and less than 2 percent were work-
ing part time. On average, moth-
ers earn less than women without 
children earn, and both groups 
earn less than men earn.

The gender pay gap among 
full-time workers understates the 
real difference between women’s 
and men’s earnings because it 
excludes women who are not in 
the labor force or who are working 
part time. Most college-educated 
women who are not working full 

time will eventually return to the full-time labor market. On average, 
these women will then have lower wages than will their continuously 
employed counterparts, further widening the pay gap.

the Pay Gap Is Not About Different Choices
What can be done about the gender pay gap? To begin with, it must 
be publicly recognized as a problem. Too often, both women and 
men dismiss the pay gap as simply a matter of different choices, but 
even women who make the same occupational choices that men make 
will not typically end up with the same earnings. Moreover, if “too 

Fast Fact
The U.S. Department of 
Labor reported in 2007 
that whereas the median 
annual income for female 
full-time workers was 
$35,102, men earned 
$45,113.
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many” women make the same choice, earnings in that occupation 
can be expected to decline overall.

Women’s personal choices are similarly fraught with inequities. The 
difference between motherhood and fatherhood is particularly stark. 
Motherhood in our society entails substantial economic and personal 
sacrifices. Fatherhood, on the other hand, appears to engender a “wage 

Motherhood and fatherhood affect careers differently. Mothers are more likely than fathers to 
work part-time or take a leave from the workplace.
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premium.” Indeed, men appear to spend more time at the office after 
becoming a father, whereas women spend considerably less time at 
work after becoming a mother. Women who do not have children 
may still be viewed as “potential mothers” by employers, who may, as 
a result, give women fewer professional opportunities.

Men and Women Should Be treated equally
Ideally, women and men should have similar economic opportuni-
ties and equal opportunities to enjoy meaningful unpaid work, such 
as parenting. Improving women’s earnings could have positive con-
sequences for men who would like to spend more time with their 
children but who can’t afford to reduce their work hours. Likewise, 
workplace accommodations for parenting could be valuable for 
fathers as well as mothers. Other groups may also benefit from greater 
flexibility in the workplace, including older workers seeking “partial 
retirement,” students hoping to combine work with study, and work-
ers with other kinds of caregiving responsibilities.

The pay gap between female and male college graduates cannot be 
fully accounted for by factors known to affect wages, such as experi-
ence (including work hours), training, education, and personal char-
acteristics. Gender pay discrimination can be overt or it can be subtle. 
It is difficult to document because someone’s gender is usually easily 
identified by name, voice, or appearance. The only way to discover 
discrimination is to eliminate the other possible explanations. In this 
analysis the portion of the pay gap that remains unexplained after all 
other factors are taken into account is 5 percent one year after gradu-
ation and 12 percent 10 years after graduation. These unexplained 
gaps are evidence of discrimination, which remains a serious problem 
for women in the work force.

Let’s Make equality a Reality
Women’s progress throughout the past 30 years attests to the possibil-
ity of change. Before Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 19641 and 
Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972,2 employers could—
and did—refuse to hire women for occupations deemed “unsuitable,” 

1. Title VII made it illegal for employers to discriminate on the basis of gender.
2. Title IX made it illegal for any education program or activity to discriminate on the basis of gender.
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fire women when they became pregnant, or limit women’s work 
schedules on the basis of gender. Schools could—and did—set quo-
tas for the number of women admitted or refuse women admission 
altogether. In the decades since these civil rights laws were enacted, 
women have made remarkable progress in fields such as law, medi-
cine, and business as well as some progress in nontraditional “blue-
collar” jobs such as aviation and firefighting.

Despite the progress women have made, gender pay equity in the 
workplace remains an issue. Improvements to federal equal pay laws 
are needed to ensure that women and men are compensated fairly 
when they perform the same or comparable work. Flexibility, mean-
ingful part-time work opportunities, and expanded provisions for 
medical and family leave are important to help women and men 
better balance work and family responsibilities. Making gender pay 
equity a reality will require action by individuals, employers, and 
federal and state governments.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoRS’  
ARGuMeNtS:

the authors rely on several statistics to make their argu-
ment that women earn less than men. explain which of 
these statistics most compelled you to agree with their 
argument. Why? Which of these statistics did you find 
least compelling? Why?
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In the following viewpoint Steve Chapman 
argues that women are not paid less 
than men. If women earn less than men, 
Chapman says, it is because they choose 
to enter lower-paying fields. Furthermore, 
according to Chapman, women choose to 
work fewer hours than men and to remove 
themselves from the workforce in order to 
raise children. These choices might result in 
lower salaries, but in Chapman’s opinion, 
it cannot be fairly said that women are not 
paid equally for the same job performance. 
He concludes that it is the professional 
choices men and women make that deter-
mine the difference in their salaries, not a 
discriminatory society.

Steve Chapman is a columnist and an edi-
torial writer for the Chicago Tribune.

AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. According to Chapman, how many more hours a week do men 

work than women?
 2. What can three-quarters of the wage gap be attributed to, 

according to the author?
 3. Who is Claudia Golden? How does the author factor her into 

his argument?

Steve Chapman, “The Truth About the Pay Gap,” Reason.com, April 30, 2007. Copyright © 2007 Creators 
Syndicate, Inc. Reproduced by permission.

Viewpoint

2
Women Are 
Not Paid Less 
than Men
Steve Chapman

“The pay 
disparity 
caused by 
. . . choices 
[made by 
women] can’t 
be blamed 
on piggish 
employers.”



New Year’s Day is called that because it begins a new year, 
and Thanksgiving has that name because it’s an occasion 
for expressing gratitude. But Equal Pay Day, observed this 

year on April 24, is named for something that, we are told, doesn’t 
exist—equal pay for men and women.

It Is Not Clear the Pay Gap even exists
The National Committee on Pay Equity used the occasion to 
announce that among full-time workers, women make only 77 cents 
for every dollar paid to men. . . . 

And the effort got new fuel from a report by the American 
Association of University Women (AAUW) Educational Foundation, 
which says women are paid less starting with their first jobs out of 

In the viewpoint the author asserts that women choose to raise children or work part-time, and 
as a result, they earn less over time than men. 
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college, and that the deficit only grows with time. Pay discrimination, 
says AAUW, is still “a serious problem for women in the work force.”

In reality, that’s not clear at all. What we know from an array of 
evidence, including this report, is that most if not all of the discrepancy 
can be traced to factors other than sexism. When it comes to pay equity, 
we really have come a long way.

Women Choose Career Fields that Pay Less
On its face, the evidence in the AAUW study looks damning. “One 
year out of college,” it says, “women working full-time earn only 80 

percent as much as their male col-
leagues earn. Ten years after grad-
uation, women fall farther behind, 
earning only 69 percent as much 
as men earn.”

But read more, and you learn 
things that don’t get much notice 
on Equal Pay Day. As the report 
acknowledges, women with col-
lege degrees tend to go into fields 
like education, psychology and the 
humanities, which typically pay 
less than the sectors preferred by 
men, such as engineering, math 
and business. They are also more 
likely than men to work for non-

profit groups and local governments, which do not offer salaries that 
[major league baseball player] Alex Rodriguez would envy.

Women Choose to Raise their Children and Work Less
As they get older, many women elect to work less so they can spend time 
with their children. A decade after graduation, 39 percent of women 
are out of the work force or working part time—compared with only 
3 percent of men. When these mothers return to full-time jobs, they 
naturally earn less than they would have if they had never left.

Even before they have kids, men and women often do different 
things that may affect earnings. A year out of college, notes AAUW, 

Fast Fact
According to Linda Babcock 
and Sara Laschever, authors 
of Women Don’t Ask: 
Negotiation and the Gender 
Divide, men negotiate with 
their employers for more 
money four times more 
often than women do. When 
women do negotiate, they 
tend to ask for about 30 
percent less than men do.



Women Choose Different Career Paths than Men
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women in full-time jobs work an average of 42 hours a week, com-
pared to 45 for men. Men are also far more likely to work more than 
50 hours a week. 

other Factors Account for Differences in Pay
Buried in the report is a startling admission: “After accounting for all 
factors known to affect wages, about one-quarter of the gap remains 
unexplained and may be attributed to discrimination” (my emphasis). 
Another way to put it is that three-quarters of the gap clearly has inno-
cent causes—and that we actually don’t know whether discrimination 
accounts for the rest.

I asked Harvard economist Claudia Goldin if there is sufficient 
evidence to conclude that women experience systematic pay discrimi-
nation. “No,” she replied. There are certainly instances of discrimina-
tion, she says, but most of the gap is the result of different choices. 
Other hard-to-measure factors, Goldin thinks, largely account for the 
remaining gap—“probably not all, but most of it.”

The divergent career paths of men and women may reflect a basic 
unfairness in what’s expected of them. It could be that a lot of moth-
ers, if they had their way, would rather pursue careers but have to stay 
home with the kids because their husbands insist. Or it may be that 
for one reason or another, many mothers prefer to take on the lion’s 
share of child-rearing. In any case, the pay disparity caused by these 
choices can’t be blamed on piggish employers.

We Are Close to true equality
June O’Neill, an economist at Baruch College and former director 
of the Congressional Budget Office, has uncovered something that 
debunks the discrimination thesis. Take out the effects of marriage 
and child-rearing, and the difference between the genders suddenly 
vanishes. “For men and women who never marry and never have 
children, there is no earnings gap,” she said in an interview.

That’s a fact you won’t hear from AAUW or the Democratic presi-
dential candidates. The prevailing impulse on Equal Pay Day was to 
lament how far we are from the goal. The true revelation, though, is 
how close.
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eVALuAtING tHe AutHoRS’  
ARGuMeNtS:

Both Steve Chapman and Judy Goldberg Dey and 
Catherine Hill, authors of the previous viewpoint, dis-
cuss the role choice plays in the pay gap. Chapman argues 
that women are paid less as a result of choices they make 
regarding the fields they enter and the time they take off 
to raise children; Dey and Hill disagree. After reading 
both viewpoints, with which perspective do you agree? to 
what extent do you think choice influences the amount 
men and women are paid?
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Vivian Gornick is the author of The 
Solitude of Self: Thinking About Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton and The Men in My Life. 
In the following viewpoint she uses the 
example of the 2008 presidential election 
to argue that women still face severe bar-
riers in politics. She discusses how Hillary 
Rodham Clinton, who ran for president, 
was criticized not for her policies but for 
her hair, figure, demeanor, and appear-
ance. On the other hand, Gornick says, 
Sarah Palin, the Republican vice presiden-
tial nominee, was grossly unqualified for 
the position and put on the ballot sim-
ply because she was a woman. Although 
Gornick appreciates the fact that women 
were involved so heavily in the presiden-
tial campaign, she thinks the way in which 
these women were treated and selected for 
candidacy indicates how far women have 
yet to come in American politics.

Vivian Gornick, “Feminism, Post-Election,” Los Angeles Times, November 9, 2008. Reproduced by permis-
sion of the author.

Viewpoint

3
Women 
Face Severe 
Barriers in 
Politics
Vivian Gornick

“The degree 
to which 
this trashing 
[of Hillary 
Rodham 
Clinton] 
persisted 
administered 
a shock to 
the system 
of anyone 
who wanted 
to believe 
that simple 
woman-
hating was a 
thing of the 
near past.”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. What sexist T-shirts were made popular by the 2008 campaign 

of Hillary Rodham Clinton, as reported by the author?
 2. According to Gornick, why was the nomination of Sarah Palin 

for vice president evidence of sexism?
 3. What does the term Pandora’s box mean in the context of the 

viewpoint?

For a second-wave feminist like myself, this election year [2008] 
has been a roller-coaster ride: exciting, and sick-making, and 
yet again exciting. We have seen an eminently qualified woman 

[Hillary Rodham Clinton] contend for a presidential nomination and 
fail, at least in part because she was demonized as a dragon lady; then 
we have seen a shamefully unqualified woman [Alaska governor Sarah 
Palin] handed a vice presidential nomination, at least in part because 
she was a walking advertisement for Mrs. America. Taken together, 
such unforeseen events have been remarkable, especially insofar as 
they remind us of where we are, as a culture, in the centuries-long 
struggle to normalize equality for women.

Proof in 2008 that Sexism Lives on
The second wave of American feminism is now in a period of qui-
etude, even of setback. After nearly 40 years of noisy activity on behalf 
of women’s rights, a large part of the country thinks the revolution’s 
been won, another large part thinks what feminists have accomplished 
amounts to a drop in the bucket, and yet a third part remains irre-
deemably opposed to feminist values. Such an extraordinary division 
of viewpoint indicates that whatever the gains for women have been, 
they are by no means indisputable, much less guaranteed a lasting life.

An incontestable piece of evidence that high-level sexism persists 
in the United States was the astonishing treatment meted out to 
Hillary Rodham Clinton throughout her tortured campaign to win 
the Democratic Party’s nomination for president. She was trashed all 
over the country—in the papers, on television and on the Internet—
solely, repeatedly, insultingly, not as a Washington insider, or as a 
senator who endorsed the Iraq war, or as a member of a would-be 
political dynasty, but as a woman.
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Woman-Hating Is Alive and Well
She was routinely characterized as strident and aggressive; criticized 
on her hair, her clothing, her figure; called an uppity woman on 
television; and on the Internet one could see a notice that read, “The 
bitch is back ’08,” as well as a video of a man at a rally screaming at 
Clinton, “Iron my shirt.”

The degree to which this trashing persisted administered a shock 
to the system of anyone who wanted to believe that simple woman-

An unequal World
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hating was a thing of the near past. It is painful and instructive to 
realize that it was unthinkable to level equivalent open racism at 
[then presidential candidate] Barack Obama. Obviously, if you were 
so inclined, you could think racist thoughts, but you could not speak 
them; whereas, with sexism, it was no holds barred.

Another indisputable piece of evidence that sexism is still very much 
with us was the nomination of Sarah Palin for vice president on the 
Republican ticket: a piece of cynicism that was truly an insult to all 
of us, women and men alike. Palin was chosen, with an ugly wink at 
the country, because she was a sexy, cheerleading fundamentalist. It 
was as though the conservatives felt free to say, “You want a woman? 
We’ll give you a woman”—as they trotted out a parody of American 
politics that could have been invented by [novelist] Thomas Pynchon. 

Feminists Have More Work to Do
At the same time, it has been thrilling to see thousands upon thou-
sands of women (and men too) rise up in righteous anger against the 
sexism inherent in both Clinton’s defeat and Palin’s ascent. The twin 
event has politicized people who, until that moment, did not think 
they had feminist politics. The spectacular protest is a true measure 
of how far American feminism has actually come—how much deeper 
it has penetrated the shared sensi-
bility of the body politic than we 
have generally realized—and how 
far it has yet to go. This aspect of 
a hardly credible election year has 
been a joy and a high for many of 
us, and a salutary reminder that 
the struggle over women’s rights 
remains one of the longest and 
most resilient on human record.

The modern women’s move-
ment dates from the 1792 publi-
cation of [writer] Mary Wollstonecraft’s “Vindication of the Rights 
of Woman.” Written in the wake of the French Revolution, this 
remarkably radical treatise posits that women need to use their minds 
more than they need to be mothers and wives, in the same way that 

Fast Fact
A woman has never been 
elected to the office of the 
president of the United 
States. Forty-four men have 
served as president from 
1789 to 2009.



men need to use their minds more than they need to be fathers and 
husbands. Not instead of, just more than.

Every 50 years since that time, the movement has raised its head, 
opened its mouth, made yet another effort to have that sentiment 
heard, absorbed and acted on. Each time around, its partisans have 
been renamed—new women, odd women, free women, liberated 
women—but in actuality, they are always the same women. And, 
while they have had different issues to take up—the right to vote, or 
divorce, own property, go to medical school—their underlying mes-
sage has always been the same: The conviction that men by nature 
take their brains seriously, and women by nature do not, is based not 
on an inborn reality but on a cultural belief that has served our deep-
est insecurities. That is the real issue, and around it there has collected 
over these two centuries a great amount of thought and feeling, and 
an even greater amount of anxiety, in women and men alike.

The author says that during the 2008 presidential campaign Hillary Clinton was criticized 
for her hair, figure, and clothing in a way a male candidate would not have been. 
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Women Have More Barriers to Break in Politics
It is, I think, safe to say that the question of equality for women, 
each and every time around, has opened a Pandora’s box of fear, 
hope and confusion that is existential in its very nature and has made 
its resolution even more recalcitrant than the matter of equality for 
people of color. In short: Behind the idea that it is natural for women 
to take an equal part in the world-making enterprise lies an internal 
self-division—a conflict of social will—that, at this moment, is far 
from clarified. Someday, perhaps, it will be, but today is not that day.

However, an election year such as we have just had in the United 
States should make every feminist in the country eager to press on.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoR’S  
ARGuMeNtS:

Gornick explains that Hillary Rodham Clinton and Sarah 
Palin are two very different women—yet each of their 
experiences running for office in 2008 demonstrated dif-
ferent aspects of sexism. Do you agree with her on this 
point? Why or why not? use evidence from the viewpoint 
in your answer.
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In the following viewpoint, Scottish author 
Magnus Linklater argues that women no 
longer face severe barriers in politics. He 
points out that women now hold top posi-
tions in almost all professional and political 
organizations—women govern cities; head 
important councils; act as legal and educa-
tional leaders; run boardrooms, banks, parlia-
ments, universities, and military operations 
all over the world. In Linklater’s opinion, it 
is difficult to claim that women face severe 
barriers when they have achieved so much. 
In areas where women have not achieved as 
much as men, Linklater explains it is because 
women have made different career choices, 
choosing to embrace a more satisfying but 
less ambitious job, for example. Linklater 
urges members of society to stop acting as if 
there is some sort of glass ceiling that women 
are unable to break through and accept the 
fact that women are no longer discriminated 
against in politics or other fields.

Magnus Linklater is a Scottish journalist 
and a former newspaper editor.

Viewpoint

4

Magnus Linklater, “Concept of a Glass Ceiling for Women Not as Clear as It First Appears,” The Scotsman, 
January 7, 2007. Reproduced by permission.

Women No 
Longer Face 
Severe Barriers 
in Politics
Magnus Linklater

“It may 
be that 
women, far 
from being 
trapped 
beneath a 
glass ceiling, 
have wisely 
decided to 
ignore it 
altogether.”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. Why is the author skeptical of claims made by the Equal 

Opportunities Commission that women continue to face preju-
dice in politics?

 2. How does the author explain the relative absence of women 
from top jobs?

 3. What does the term status-conscious mean in the context of the 
viewpoint?

What is all this talk about a glass ceiling—or even, as the 
new woman speaker of the US House of Representatives 
[Nancy Pelosi] called it last week, a “marble ceiling?” It 

has been splintered so often now I am beginning to wonder whether 
it exists at all. Perhaps it is like the emperor’s new clothes—more real 
in the imagination than in fact. We look around Scotland and see 
women running our cities, our councils, our legal profession and our 
education authorities; we find them on boardrooms and in banks. 
They are on the front benches of our parliament, leading two of our 
political parties, acting as Lords Lieutenant, heading up universities 
and financial institutions, even, for heaven’s sake, being appointed 
Yeomen of the Guard and exported south to defend the Tower of 
London. And still we talk about glass ceilings. At least let’s smash the 
cliché, even if we can’t avoid the argument.

equality organizations Are Self-Serving
The complainers, I notice, are usually organisations such as the Equal 
Opportunities Commission [EOC], which has a vested interest in 
promoting the notion of persistent inequality rather than in not-
ing progress made. Its annual report announces, with weary predict-
ability, that hundreds of women are missing from top jobs. There 
should, it says, be many more female judges, senior police officers, 
council leaders, company directors and MSPs [members of Scottish 
Parliament] than there are now. The only thing holding them back is 
the prejudice of a male-dominated society, and the reluctance of com-
panies to allow women the flexible working hours that would allow 
them to take time off to look after their children and their homes.



We should recognise two things right away about the EOC. First, 
that on the day it starts issuing a report saying that women are mak-
ing excellent progress, taking on a number of top jobs previously 
held by men and doing very well, thank you, that day it might just 
as well pronounce itself redundant, losing its healthy subsidy and its 
well-paid appointments. Secondly, it is about to be absorbed into 
the new Commission for Equality and Human Rights, which means 
that its complaints, far from dying away, will now be redoubled. Get 
ready for many more reports along the same lines—the glass ceiling 
concept is about to be double-glazed.

Women Have Made Massive Progress
But its claims should be examined with deepest scepticism. Is there 
really, despite all the massive progress made by women on the job 
front, despite the legislation which enforces equality, and despite the 
publicity which surrounds it, a hidden barrier to promotion that oper-
ates against women and is holding them back? Are the male bastions 

The author asserts that the glass ceiling for women has been broken in many professions, 
including politics.
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of power still jealously guarded and the prejudices of male-dominated 
organisations still firmly intact? Or is the truth that the feminine 
approach to work is fundamen-
tally different to that of men?

That the feminine approach 
cherishes values such as job sat-
isfaction, self-fulfilment, and 
the worthwhile nature of work 
rather than the desperate need 
for advancement which fuels the 
male ego? A woman executive in 
a bank, for instance, is more likely 
to give her attention to the proj-
ect she is managing, rather than 
to wonder where the next career 
change is coming from. She may 
well find it faintly ridiculous, not 
to say a waste of valuable time, 
when she observes the efforts 
that go into the lobbying for pro-
motion, and the need for status 
which drives her male counterpart into the boss’s office demanding 
a raise, a larger desk and a longer title.

Women Make or Break their own Success
To suggest that women create their own barriers to progress, and 
are often content to do so, is to invite fury and contempt from the 
campaigners, but after a lifetime in journalism, one of the most male-
orientated professions I know, I would say the relative absence of 
women from the top jobs has less to do with male prejudice than with 
the different approaches women adopt to the jobs that they are given.

As an editor I was well used to journalists knocking on my door, 
applying for promotion, asking for salary reviews, and suggesting 
ways in which their roles could be expanded or enhanced. They were 
almost always men. They wanted to know who was likely to fill a post 
that had fallen vacant, to complain that someone doing the same job 
as them was paid more, or to enquire what plans I had for improving 

Fast Fact
In 2008 Alaska governor 
Sarah Palin became the first 
woman on a Republican 
presidential ticket when 
she ran as Senator John 
McCain’s vice presiden-
tial candidate. In 1984 
Geraldine Ferraro became 
the first woman to run on 
any presidential ticket when 
Democratic presidential 
candidate Walter Mondale 
selected her to be his run-
ning mate.



More Women enter Politics every year



35What Is the Status of Women’s Rights?

their pay or conditions in view of the excellent contribution they were 
making to the paper. The women who came in to see me had, by and 
large, a different agenda. They usually did so to discuss the job itself. 
They wanted to know how I thought it was working out, to discuss 
their current approach to it and suggest ways in which it could be 
done better. They rarely raised the issue of salaries or position.

Let’s Not Pretend a Glass Ceiling exists
I accept that one by-product of this approach was that women’s pay 
frequently lagged behind the general level of their male counterparts. 
I would also have to admit that, when the top jobs fell vacant, one 
tended to think of the pushy, demanding male candidates first, rather 
than the quietly efficient woman who was doing a first-class job and 
seemed perfectly happy to continue with it. But to describe this as a 
glass ceiling—an invisible and impenetrable barrier to progress per-
petuated by men—seems absurd. What emerges, on the contrary, is 
a picture of women taking their jobs more seriously and adopting a 
more mature and responsible approach to them than their aggressive 
and status-conscious male colleagues.

Sometimes, perhaps, that meant that they were a few rungs lower 
down the career ladder, but mostly they seemed to derive more sat-
isfaction from their work than the men did. And since, these days, 
there is less interest in joining the rat race and a greater emphasis on 
work that offers flexible time, a greater sense of job fulfilment, and the 
opportunity to improve the quality of life rather than career advance-
ment for its own sake, it may be that women, far from being trapped 
beneath a glass ceiling, have wisely decided to ignore it altogether.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoR’S  
ARGuMeNtS:

the author of this viewpoint uses the terms glass ceil-
ing and marble ceiling to make arguments about women 
in politics. In your own words, describe what you think 
these terms mean. then, state whether you agree with the 
author’s opinion of how relevant this glass-ceiling concept 
actually is to women’s status in politics and other fields.
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Does Islam Respect 
Women’s Rights?

Chapter 2

A woman demonstrates in 
Egypt. The rights of Muslim 
women are hotly debated, and 
vary from country to country. 
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Jill Carroll describes the work of Wazhma 
Frogh, an Afghan woman, in the follow-
ing viewpoint. Frogh uses religious argu-
ments based on the Koran to show that the 
Koran does not support the ill treatment 
of women. Rather, she claims the Koran 
grants rights to women, and these should 
be the basis of reform in Muslim nations 
like Afghanistan. Frogh believes that only 
religious arguments matter to the people 
of Afghanistan, so arguments for women’s 
rights are best framed in that context. 

AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. What languages did Frogh speak when quoting verses from the 

Koran to the mullah in a conservative district in northeastern 
Afghanistan? Why might she have used those languages?

Does Islam Respect Women’s Rights?

Jill Carroll, “Inside Islam, a Woman’s Roar: Wazhma Frogh, an Afghan, Uses Her Religion to Press for 
Women’s Rights—and Development Agencies Take Note,” The Christian Science Monitor, March 5, 2008. 
Copyright © 2008–2009 The Christian Science Monitor. All rights reserved. Reproduced by permission from 
Christian Science Monitor (www.csmonitor.com).

Islam Respects 
Women’s 
Rights
Jill Carroll

Viewpoint

1

“Islamic 
scholars—
from the 
United States 
to Yemen— 
. . . are using 
religious 
jurisprudence 
to argue 
that women 
have greater 
rights under 
Islam.”
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 2. What is a common type of education for many mullahs in 
Afghanistan?

 3. How did Frogh manage to change her father’s opinion of 
women?

Just hours after Wazhma Frogh arrived in an isolated, conservative 
district in northeastern Afghanistan in 2002, the local mullah was 
preaching to his congregation to kill her. Ms. Frogh was meddling 

with their women with her plan to start a literacy program, he told 
the assembly.

As she walked past the mosque 
during noon prayers, his words 
caught her ear. Shocked, she 
marched straight into the mosque. 
In a flowing black chador that left 
her face uncovered, she strode past 
the male worshipers and faced the 
mullah. Trembling inside, she 
challenged him.

“Mullah, give me five minutes,” 
she recalls saying. “I will tell you 
something, and after that if you 
want to say I am an infidel and I 
am a threat to you, just kill me.”

She then rattled off five Koranic 
verses—in both Arabic and the 
local Dari language—that extol 

the virtues of education, tolerance, and not harming others. She criti-
cized local practices of allowing men to use Islam to justify beating 
their wives, betrothing young girls, and denying women an education.

The room was silent. All eyes were on Frogh and the mullah. Then 
the mullah rested his hand on her head.

“God bless you, my daughter,” he said.
With that, Frogh won permission to start the literacy program that 

later helped women from Badakhshan Province participate in local 
government and run for the national assembly.

Fast Fact
A 2005 Gallup poll asked 
women in predominantly 
Muslim countries whether 
they thought women in the 
Muslim world think gender 
inequality is a big prob-
lem in their society. Only 
5 percent of respondents 
in Saudi Arabia answered 
“yes,” and just 2 percent 
of women in Egypt and 
Morocco answered “yes.”



Where rigid interpretations of Islam relegate women to second-class 
status, Frogh uses rhetorical jujitsu to turn religious arguments on their 
heads and win women’s rights. Her steely determination has earned 
her attention in Washington.

“In a country where religion is so important to people, we need 
to understand the religion,” she says. Arguments based on principles 
of universal human rights or on what international conventions say 
don’t persuade many Afghans to support reforms, she says. “[M]y 
experience in the last 10 years is this does not matter to the people in 
Afghanistan,” she says. Only religious arguments hold sway.

The international development field has lately seen more of that 
approach, says Rachel McCleary, a fellow at the Center for International 
Development at Harvard. In the 1960s and ’70s, foreign aid became 

Women’s Rights in Islam
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more secularized, but now religious groups are a growing presence in 
international development work, says Ms. McCleary.

Frogh is like a number of Islamic scholars—from the United States 
to Yemen—who are using religious jurisprudence to argue that women 
have greater rights under Islam, convince leaders in Muslim communi-
ties to make reforms, or even turn around extremists who use Islam to 
justify violence. As an Afghan Muslim, Frogh is in the best position 
to persuade other Afghan Muslims to support her various projects, 
experts say.

“The fact [that] this woman is from within, and from the cul-
ture and society is much more powerful and salient than if a woman 
from outside said the same thing,” says Eileen Babbitt, professor of 
International Conflict Management Practice at Tufts University’s 
Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy.

the Power of Religion 
Indeed, Frogh believes so deeply in the power of religious arguments 
to bring reforms, she plans to get a graduate degree related to Islam. 

Muslim women in Indonesia demonstrate for more rights. 
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She says many mullahs in Afghanistan are usually only schooled by 
their fathers, who may be illiterate and not understand the Koran’s 
original Arabic, even if they have memorized it. Her breadth of reli-
gious knowledge is key to persuading local religious leaders.

“My goal is to really represent Islam. It’s not a religion that oppress-
es women,” Frogh says. “Of course it’s very risky. I may lose my life 
during this process, but if I am able to open a door for rights for one 
woman, then it is worth it.”

She has worked for various humanitarian and development agen-
cies to give women greater rights and education in Afghanistan. Now 
she works for the Canadian International Development Agency in 
Afghanistan, consulting on the suitability of projects there, imple-
menting a gender-equity policy, and conducting feasibility studies 
and other preparations for new projects.

Changing Men’s Perceptions
The mullah in Badakhshan Province is one of many men she per-
suaded to change with regard to their ideas about women. The first 
was her father. When her wealthy family fled upheaval in Afghanistan 
in the 1990s for Pakistan, her father, a rigid former Army officer, had 
a hard time supporting the family.

Frogh, then in eighth grade, thought of a way to help. She offered 
her landlord’s children tutoring in exchange for cheaper rent.

“It made a difference in the way my father perceived me,” Frogh 
says. “He thought women are consumers [who could] never be pro-
viders.” He even began to consult her on family decisions.

“Because I was able to have that status in the family, it got me 
thinking. I could be a lawyer and help other people,” she recalls. Even 
as a child, injustice needled her. She resented the fact that women ate 
in the kitchen while men dined in the living room. Girls swept the 
yard, but boys played in it.

Her Nation’s Future: Hopeful, tenuous 
At the age most American teenagers are learning to drive, Frogh 
crouched at night on the family’s toilet in Pakistan studying English. 
Only there could she turn on a light without disturbing anyone in 
their one-room home.
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Now, not yet 30, she has President [George W.] Bush’s atten-
tion. In February she and women from three other countries met 
with Washington policymakers and aid donors to discuss women and 
security. The president made a surprise appearance during the group’s 
meeting with the first lady. With her usual directness, Frogh described 
Afghanistan’s future to the president as hopeful but tenuous.

“There is not justice,” she recalls telling Mr. Bush. “The Taliban 
is very much all over the country. Those [who] have violated human 
rights, they are the ones in the government.” Frogh’s solution: After 
her studies, aim high. “I want to be chief justice.”

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoRS’  
ARGuMeNtS:

In this viewpoint, Frogh argues that Islam does not 
oppress women. Compare this view with the next view-
point by Riffat Hassan, who argues that some of the cur-
rent practices in Islamic countries do oppress women. 
What is the reason for the difference of opinion? Support 
your answer with evidence from each viewpoint.
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In the following viewpoint Riffat Hassan 
argues that Islam does not respect women’s 
rights. Although the Koran, the Muslim 
holy book, technically grants women the 
right to get a divorce, the right to inherit 
property, and the right to acquire an educa-
tion, Hassan says that most Muslim soci-
eties do not uphold these rights. Instead, 
Hassan says that in many Muslim coun-
tries women are the victims of honor kill-
ings, infanticide (when girl babies are 
killed at birth), and female genital mutila-
tion. Furthermore, Muslim men are more 
concerned with controlling the sexuality 
of Muslim women than protecting their 
rights—this is why many are locked away 
in houses or behind veils, unable to oper-
ate freely and equally in society. For all of 
these reasons, Hassan concludes that Islam 
in practice does not respect women’s rights.

Riffat Hassan is a Pakistani American 
theologian and a leading Islamic feminist 
scholar of the Koran. She is a professor of 
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Riffat Hassan, “Are Human Rights Compatible with Islam? The Issue of the Rights of Women in Muslim 
Communities,” The Religious Consultation, accessed March 8, 2009. Reproduced by permission.

Viewpoint

2
Islam Does 
Not Respect 
Women’s 
Rights
Riffat Hassan

“Muslim 
culture has 
reduced 
many, if 
not most, 
women to 
the position 
of puppets 
on a string, 
to slave-like 
creatures 
whose only 
purpose in 
life is to 
cater to the 
needs and 
pleasures of 
men.”
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religious studies at the University of Louisville, Kentucky, and the 
founder of the International Network for the Rights of Female Victims 
of Violence in Pakistan.

AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. What, according to Hassan, is a common crime in the Muslim 

nation of Pakistan?
 2. A Muslim woman’s husband is her gateway to what, according 

to Hassan?
 3. What does the Koran say about a woman’s right to divorce? 

What does Hassan say is practiced in Muslim societies?

Muslim men never tire of repeating that Islam has given more 
rights to women than has any other religion. Certainly, if 
by “Islam” is meant “Qur’anic Islam” the rights that it has 

given to women are, indeed, impressive. Not only do women partake 
of all the “General Rights” [such as the right to acquire knowledge, 
divorce, or inherit money], they are also the subject of much par-
ticular concern in the Qur’an. Underlying much of the Qu’ran’s 
legislation on women-related issues is the recognition that women 
have been disadvantaged persons in history to whom justice needs 
to be done by the Muslim “ummah” [community]. Unfortunately, 
however, . . . a review of Muslim history and culture brings to light 
many areas in which—Qur’anic teaching notwithstanding—women 
continue to be subjected to diverse forms of oppression and injustice, 
often in the name of Islam, while the Qur’an because of its protective 
attitude toward all downtrodden and oppressed classes of people, 
appears to be weighted in many ways in favor of women, many of 
its women-related teachings have been used in patriarchal Muslim 
societies against, rather than for, women.

Muslim Cultures Seek Control of a Woman’s Body
Muslim societies, in general, appear to be far more concerned with 
trying to control women’s bodies and sexuality than with their human 
rights. Many Muslims when they speak of human rights, either do not 
speak of women’s rights at all, or are mainly concerned with how a 
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women’s chastity may be protected. (They are apparently not worried 
about protecting men’s chastity.)

Women are the targets of the most serious violations of human 
rights which occur in Muslim societies in general. Muslims say with 
great pride that Islam abolished female infanticide; true, but, it must 
also be mentioned that one of the most common crimes in a number 

Pakistani women protest the government’s reaction to the honor killings of five Pakistani 
women who were shot and buried alive in August 2008. 
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of Muslim countries (e.g., in Pakistan) is the murder of women by 
their husbands. These so-called “honor-killings” are, in fact, extreme-
ly dishonorable and are frequently used to camouflage other kinds 
of crimes.

Females Are treated as Second-Class Citizens
Female children are discriminated against from the moment of birth, 
for it is customary in Muslim societies to regard a son as a gift, and 
a daughter as a trial, from God. Therefore, the birth of a son is an 
occasion for celebration while the birth of a daughter calls for com-
miseration if not lamentation. Many girls are married when they 
are still minors, even though marriage in Islam is a contract and 
presupposes that the contracting parties are both consenting adults. 
Even though so much Qur’anic legislation is aimed at protecting 
the rights of women in the context of marriage women cannot claim 

equality with their husbands. The 
husband, in fact, is regarded as his 
wife’s gateway to heaven or hell 
and the arbiter of her final des-
tiny. That such an idea can exist 
within the framework of Islam—
which, in theory, rejects the idea 
of there being any intermediary 
between a believer and God—
represents both a profound irony 
and a great tragedy.

Muslim Women Are Not truly Granted 
the Rights offered in the qur’an
Although the Qur’an presents the idea of what we today call a “no-
fault” divorce and does not make any adverse judgements about 
divorce, Muslim societies have made divorce extremely difficult for 
women, both legally and through social penalties. Although the 
Qur’an states clearly that the divorced parents of a minor child must 
decide by mutual consultation how the child is to be raised and that 
they must not use the child to hurt or exploit each other, in most 
Muslim societies, women are deprived both of their sons (generally at 

Fast Fact
According to the World 
Health Organization, 88.5 
percent of female genital 
mutilations—a painful pro-
cedure that scars a woman’s 
genitals—have occurred in 
Muslim nations.
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age 7) and their daughters (generally at age 12). It is difficult to imag-
ine an act of greater cruelty than depriving a mother of her children 
simply because she is divorced. Although polygamy was intended by 
the Qur’an to be for the protection of orphans and widows, in practice 
Muslims have made it the Sword of Damocles [an ever-present peril] 
which keeps women under constant threat. Although the Qur’an gave 
women the right to receive an inheritance not only on the death of 
a close relative, but also to receive other bequests or gifts during the 
lifetime of a benevolent caretaker, Muslim societies have disapproved 
greatly of the idea of giving wealth to a woman in preference to a man, 
even when her need or circumstances warrant it. Although the purpose 
of the Qur’anic legislation dealing with women’s dress and conduct 
was to make it safe for women to go about their daily business (since 
they have the right to engage in gainful activity as witnessed by Surah 
4: An-Nisa’ :32) without fear of sexual harassment or molestation, 
Muslim societies have put many of them behind veils and shrouds and 
locked doors on the pretext of protecting their chastity, forgetting that 
according to the Qur’an confinement to their homes was not a normal 
way of life for chaste women but a punishment for “unchastity.”

“Polygamists and Taliban,” cartoon by Bob Englehart, The Hartford Courant, April 23, 2008. Copyright 
© 2008 by Bob Englehart and The Hartford Courant and PoliticalCartoons.com. All rights reserved.
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Muslim Societies Subjugate Women
Woman and man, created equal by God and standing equal in the 
sight of God, have become very unequal in Muslim societies. The 
Qur’anic description of man and woman in marriage: “They are your 
garments/And you are their garments” implies closeness, mutuality, 
and equality. However, Muslim culture has reduced many, if not 
most, women to the position of puppets on a string, to slave-like 
creatures whose only purpose in life is to cater to the needs and plea-
sures of men. Not only this, it has also had the audacity and the 
arrogance to deny women direct access to God. It is one of Islam’s 
cardinal beliefs that each person—man or woman—is responsible 
and accountable for his or her individual actions. How, then, can the 
husband become the wife’s gateway to heaven or hell? How, then, 
can he become the arbiter not only of what happens to her in this 
world but also of her ultimate destiny? Such questions are now being 
articulated by an increasing number of Muslim women and they are 
bound to threaten the existing balance of power in the domain of 
family relationships in most Muslim societies.

Islam Needs to Reflect and Change
However, despite everything that has gone wrong with the lives of 
countless Muslim women down the ages due to patriarchal Muslim 
culture, there is hope for the future. There are indications from across 
the world of Islam that a growing number of Muslims are beginning 
to reflect seriously upon the teachings of the Qur’an as they become 
disenchanted with capitalism, communism and western democracy. 
As this reflection deepens, it is likely to lead to the realization that the 
supreme task entrusted to human beings by God, of being God’s depu-
ties on earth, can only be accomplished by establishing justice which 
the Qur’an regards as a prerequisite for authentic peace. Without the 
elimination of the inequities, inequalities, and injustices that pervade 
the personal and collective lives of human beings, it is not possible to 
talk about peace in Qur’anic terms. Here, it is of importance to note 
that there is more Qur’anic legislation pertaining to the establishment 
of justice in the context of family relationships than on any other 
subject. This points to the assumption implicit in much Qur’anic 
learning, namely, that if human beings can learn to order their homes 
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justly so that the human rights of all within its jurisdiction—children, 
women, and men—are safeguarded, then they can also order their 
society, and the world at large, justly. In other words, the Qur’an 
regards the home as a microcosm of the “ummah” and the world 
community, and emphasizes the importance of making it “the abode 
of peace” through just living.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoRS’  
ARGuMeNtS:

Both Riffat Hassan and Jill Carroll, author of the previ-
ous viewpoint, agree that Islam in theory grants certain 
rights to women. yet they disagree on whether Muslim 
women are able to take advantage of these rights in 
modern society. After reading both viewpoints, what is 
your opinion on whether Islam respects women’s rights? 
explain your answer using evidence from the viewpoints 
you have read.
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In the following viewpoint, Harris Zafar 
argues that injustices against women in the 
name of Islam are not actually Islamic. He 
describes cases of violence against women 
in Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of Islam. In 
one case, a group of unveiled schoolgirls 
were killed in a fire because Saudi “religious 
police” would not let them leave the burn-
ing building uncovered. In another case, 
a Saudi teenager who was gang-raped by 
seven men was forced to serve time in jail: 
It was decided that she was partially respon-
sible for causing the rape because she left her 
home unescorted by a male guardian. Zafar 
says that nowhere in Islam are justifications 
for these sorts of acts found. He concludes 
that Islam is a just and peaceful religion that 
has been co-opted by religious zealots.

Harris Zafar is a business analyst and 
the president of a youth organization at a 
Portland, Oregon, mosque.

Harris Zafar, “Justice in Islam: Saudi Outrages Against Women Not Islamic,” Oregonian (Portland, OR), 
February 17, 2008, p. E3. Reproduced by permission.

Viewpoint

3
Violence 
Against Women 
in the Name of 
Islam Is Not 
Islamic
Harris Zafar“The 

Prophet 
Muhammad 
came to give 
more rights 
to women; 
not to take 
away their 
rights.”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. According to Zafar, what happened to an American business-

woman while visiting Saudi Arabia?
 2. What percent of the Saudi university students are women, 

according to Zafar? What percent of Saudi workers are women?
 3. What punishment does Zafar say a Saudi teenager received after 

she was gang-raped by seven men?

Imagine this scene: A group of colleagues enters Starbucks to use 
the wireless Internet. They order coffee, find a table and sit down 
with their laptops. They are then approached by a mob of men 

known as the “religious police,” who arrest the one woman in the 
group for sitting with men who are not related to her. In court, 
instead of being declared guilty or not guilty, she is called a sinner 
and thrown in jail.

How does this sound? Unrealistic? 
Well, believe it because this is exact-
ly what happened recently to a U.S. 
businesswoman in Saudi Arabia 
who went to a Starbucks with an 
unrelated male colleague. Though 
wearing the traditional headscarf 
and long black coat, she was arrest-
ed, strip-searched, forced to sign 
false confessions and called a sinner.

Islam Never Wanted Girls 
and Women to Die
This is an impractical attempt to force religious practices onto people. 
Saudi Arabia has become infamous for its religious police (known by 
the Arabic word “mutaween”), who have the power to arrest unrelated 
men and women caught socializing; seize products regarded as “un-
Islamic”; and enforce Islamic dress codes and dietary laws.

In March 2002, these police forcibly barred schoolgirls from escap-
ing a burning school in Mecca because the girls were not wearing head- 
scarves and black coats. Consequently, 15 girls died and 50 were 
injured.

Fast Fact
The first National Experts 
Meeting to Fight Domestic 
Abuse Against Women and 
Children determined after a 
two-day conference in May 
2008 that there is no justi-
fication for abuse of women 
and children in Islam.



A Saudi woman adjusts her 
veil in a Saudi Arabian 
shopping mall. Religious police 
patrol the malls to ensure 
women follow the strict tenets 
of Islam.
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Last summer, they also arrested and deported every member of the 
minority Ahmadiyya Muslim Community who were praying in a 
private residence, simply because they disagreed with the sect’s mod-
erate views.

the Homeland of Islam Has Violated the Religion
As a Muslim who understands and follows true Islamic tenets, such 
cases sadden and infuriate me. The whole idea of “religious police” 
is absurd. Religion cannot be imposed on anyone. The Holy Quran 
openly declares in Chapter 2, verse 257: “There shall be no compul-
sion in religion.”

Islam finds its roots in Saudi Arabia. Yet women in that kingdom 
particularly face discrimination in matters like education, employ-
ment and the justice system. Although they make up 70 percent of 
university enrollment, women comprise just 5 percent of the Saudi 
work force. They cannot travel abroad, be admitted into a hospital, 
examined by a doctor or leave the house without permission or com-
pany of an immediate male relative.

A Strict, and Wrong, Interpretation of Islamic Law
Women also face discrimination in the Saudi legal system because of 
the country’s strict interpretation of Shariah law.

Recently, seven men abducted a teenage woman with an unrelated 
man from a mall in Saudi Arabia and raped her. In October [2007], 
the seven men were sentenced to two to nine years in prison, but the 
woman was also convicted of breaking the law by not having a male 
guardian with her and for being alone with an unrelated man. She 
was sentenced to six months in prison and 200 lashes.

Where is the justice in that? A victim of gang rape, she must face 
legal punishment?

Islam Has Been Co-opted and Skewed
Nowhere in Islamic jurisprudence will you find such a rule. This is 
not Islam. The Prophet Muhammad came to give more rights to 
women; not to take away their rights. This case drew international 
outrage, resulting in the woman’s pardon by Saudi Arabia’s king.
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It is so sad to see the definition of justice so skewed in Saudi Arabia. 
I openly declare that these enemies of justice are not following any 
Islamic principles related to justice. Islam says that everyone is answer-
able for their actions to God only. The right to impose religiousness 
has not been granted to anyone, especially to those who do not even 
understand the religion.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoR’S  
ARGuMeNtS:

Zafar describes crimes against women that have taken 
place in Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of Islam. If you were 
a Muslim, what would you say about such crimes? Would 
you agree with Zafar that these crimes are not Islamic? or 
would you agree with other authors in this chapter that if 
Muslims commit these crimes, they must be tied somehow 
to Islam? explain your reasoning.
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The veil protects and honors women, argues 
Yvonne Ridley in the following viewpoint. 
She explains that the veil helps Muslim 
women be respected and taken seriously 
by men. In Western cultures, women are 
forced to use their body to get attention; 
Ridley says this causes them to dress shame-
lessly and degrade themselves. But veils 
help Muslim women be appreciated for 
more than just their sexual beauty. A veiled 
woman is respected for the things she says 
and does, not just by the way she looks, in 
Ridley’s opinion. Furthermore, veiling helps 
remind men that women are to be respected 
and cherished. She concludes that the veil 
is a feminist symbol that offers women self-
respect and honor.

Yvonne Ridley is the political editor of 
Islam Channel TV in London and the coau-
thor of the book In the Hands of the Taliban: 
Her Extraordinary Story.

Does Islam Respect Women’s Rights?

Yvonne Ridley, “How I Came to Love the Veil,” Washington Post, October 22, 2006, p. B01. Copyright 
© 2007 The Washington Post Company. Reproduced by permission of the author.

Viewpoint

4
the Veil 
Protects 
Women’s 
Rights
yvonne Ridley

“What 
is more 
liberating: 
being judged 
on the length 
of your skirt 
and the 
size of your 
surgically 
enhanced 
breasts, or 
being judged 
on your 
character and 
intelligence?”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. Describe how Ridley was treated after she converted to Islam. 

What kinds of comments did people make to her because she 
was wearing a veil?

 2. To which other outfit does the author compare the veil? Why?
 3. In what ways does Ridley say Muslim women can be thought of 

as radical feminists?

I used to look at veiled women as quiet, oppressed creatures—until 
I was captured by the Taliban.

In September 2001, just 15 days after the terrorist attacks on 
the United States, I snuck into Afghanistan, clad in a head-to-toe blue 
burqa, intending to write a newspaper account of life under the repres-
sive regime. Instead, I was discovered, arrested and detained for 10 
days. I spat and swore at my captors; they called me a “bad” woman 
but let me go after I promised to read the Koran and study Islam. 
(Frankly, I’m not sure who was happier when I was freed—they or I.)

From Captive to Convert
Back home in London, I kept my word about studying Islam—and 
was amazed by what I discovered. I’d been expecting Koran chapters 
on how to beat your wife and oppress your daughters; instead, I 
found passages promoting the liberation of women. Two-and-a-half 
years after my capture, I converted to Islam, provoking a mixture of 
astonishment, disappointment and encouragement among friends 
and relatives.

Now, it is with disgust and dismay that I watch here in Britain as 
former foreign secretary Jack Straw describes the Muslim nikab—a 
face veil that reveals only the eyes—as an unwelcome barrier to inte-
gration, with Prime Minister Tony Blair, writer Salman Rushdie and 
even Italian Prime Minister Romano Prodi leaping to his defense.

“Islam offers Women So Much”
Having been on both sides of the veil, I can tell you that most Western 
male politicians and journalists who lament the oppression of women 
in the Islamic world have no idea what they are talking about. They 
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go on about veils, child brides, female circumcision, honor killings 
and forced marriages, and they wrongly blame Islam for all this—their 
arrogance surpassed only by their ignorance.

These cultural issues and customs have nothing to do with Islam. 
A careful reading of the Koran shows that just about everything that 
Western feminists fought for in the 1970s was available to Muslim 

Some argue that veiling helps Islamic women be respected for their mind and personality 
rather than their appearance. 
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women 1,400 years ago. Women in Islam are considered equal to men 
in spirituality, education and worth, and a woman’s gift for childbirth 
and child-rearing is regarded as a positive attribute.

When Islam offers women so much, why are Western men so 
obsessed with Muslim women’s attire? Even British government min-
isters Gordon Brown and John Reid have made disparaging remarks 
about the nikab—and they hail from across the Scottish border, 
where men wear skirts.

the Veil offers Women Modesty and Pride
When I converted to Islam and began wearing a headscarf, the reper-
cussions were enormous. All I did was cover my head and hair—but I 
instantly became a second-class citizen. I knew I’d hear from the odd 
Islamophobe, but I didn’t expect so much open hostility from strangers. 
Cabs passed me by at night, their “for hire” lights glowing. One cabbie, 
after dropping off a white passenger right in front of me, glared at me 
when I rapped on his window, then drove off. Another said, “Don’t 
leave a bomb in the back seat” and asked, “Where’s bin Laden hiding?”

Yes, it is a religious obligation 
for Muslim women to dress mod-
estly, but the majority of Muslim 
women I know like wearing 
the hijab, which leaves the face 
uncovered, though a few prefer 
the nikab. It is a personal state-
ment: My dress tells you that I 
am a Muslim and that I expect to 
be treated respectfully, much as a 
Wall Street banker would say that 
a business suit defines him as an 
executive to be taken seriously. 
And, especially among converts 

to the faith like me, the attention of men who confront women with 
inappropriate, leering behavior is not tolerable.

the Veil Is a Symbol of Feminism
I was a Western feminist for many years, but I’ve discovered that 
Muslim feminists are more radical than their secular counterparts. 

Fast Fact
A 2007 poll conducted by 
the Pew Research Center 
learned that in fifteen out 
of sixteen Muslim countries 
surveyed, the majority of 
women believed they should 
have the right to decide 
whether to wear a veil.
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We hate those ghastly beauty pageants, and tried to stop laughing in 
2003 when judges of the Miss Earth competition hailed the emergence 
of a bikini-clad Miss Afghanistan, Vida Samadzai, as a giant leap for 
women’s liberation. They even gave Samadzai a special award for “rep-
resenting the victory of women’s rights.”

Some young Muslim feminists consider the hijab and the nikab 
political symbols, too, a way of rejecting Western excesses such as 
binge drinking, casual sex and drug use. What is more liberating: 

“Women’s Sports Clothing Middle East and Western,” cartoon by Andy Singer, May 3, 2006. Copyright 
© 2006 by Andy Singer and PoliticalCartoons.com. All rights reserved.
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being judged on the length of your skirt and the size of your surgically 
enhanced breasts, or being judged on your character and intelligence? 
In Islam, superiority is achieved through piety—not beauty, wealth, 
power, position or sex.

I didn’t know whether to scream or laugh when Italy’s Prodi joined 
the debate [in 2006] by declaring that it is “common sense” not to 
wear the nikab because it makes social relations “more difficult.” 
Nonsense. If this is the case, then why are cellphones, landlines, 
e-mail, text messaging and fax machines in daily use? And no one 
switches off the radio because they can’t see the presenter’s face.

the Veil encourages Respect, Not Violence
Under Islam, I am respected. It tells me that I have a right to an educa-
tion and that it is my duty to seek out knowledge, regardless of whether 
I am single or married. Nowhere in the framework of Islam are we told 
that women must wash, clean or cook for men. As for how Muslim 
men are allowed to beat their wives—it’s simply not true. Critics of 
Islam will quote random Koranic verses or hadith [oral traditions], but 
usually out of context. If a man does raise a finger against his wife, he 
is not allowed to leave a mark on her body, which is the Koran’s way 
of saying, “Don’t beat your wife, stupid.”

It is not just Muslim men who must reevaluate the place and treat-
ment of women. According to a recent National Domestic Violence 
Hotline survey, 4 million American women experience a serious assault 
by a partner during an average 12-month period. More than three 
women are killed by their husbands and boyfriends every day—that is 
nearly 5,500 since 9/11.

Violent men don’t come from any particular religious or cultural cat-
egory; one in three women around the world has been beaten, coerced 
into sex or otherwise abused in her lifetime, according to the hotline 
survey. This is a global problem that transcends religion, wealth, class, 
race and culture.

Women Are Subjugated in the West More than in Islam 
But it is also true that in the West, men still believe that they are supe-
rior to women, despite protests to the contrary. They still receive better 
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pay for equal work—whether in the mailroom or the boardroom—and 
women are still treated as sexualized commodities whose power and 
influence flow directly from their appearance.

And for those who are still trying to claim that Islam oppresses 
women, recall this 1992 statement from the Rev. Pat Robertson, 
offering his views on empowered women: Feminism is a “socialist, 
anti-family political movement that encourages women to leave their 
husbands, kill their children, practice witchcraft, destroy capitalism 
and become lesbians.”

Now you tell me who is civilized and who is not.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoR’S  
ARGuMeNtS:

yvonne Ridley converted to Islam after she was captured 
by the taliban, the former rulers of Afghanistan. Does 
knowing the author’s background influence your opinion 
of her argument? If so, in what way?
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Writer Danielle Crittenden conducted 
a social experiment in which she wore a 
burka, a head-to-toe veil popular in Saudi 
Arabia, around Washington, D.C., for sev-
eral days. In the following viewpoint she 
explains why she thinks veils violate wom-
en’s rights. Muslim societies use the veil to 
cover up women because men are unable 
to control their sexuality, she explains. 
Keeping them covered relegates them to 
second-class citizens, which in turn makes it 
easier for men to subjugate women in other 
ways, she says, such as oppressing, maim-
ing, even murdering them. Crittenden 
concludes that the veil is a dangerous tool 
used by Muslim cultures to excuse violence 
against women. It prevents women from 
participating fully and equally in society, 
and thus Crittenden recommends it not be 
tolerated in free, Western societies.

Danielle Crittenden, “Islamic Like Me: Why the Veil Is a Threat,” HuffingtonPost.com, December 13, 2007. 
Reproduced by permission.

Viewpoint

5
the Veil 
Violates 
Women’s 
Rights
Danielle Crittenden

“What the 
[Ku Klux] 
Klan outfit 
represents 
to someone 
of African-
American 
descent is 
exactly what 
the burka 
should 
represent to 
every free 
woman.”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. Describe the experience of Lina, an eighteen-year-old Muslim 

girl who lives in Derby, England.
 2. Crittenden thinks the veil symbolizes a “whole category” of 

people that can be treated as what?
 3. According to the author, which two governments have taken 

steps to ban all forms of veiling?

My series about my adventures in a Saudi burka1 generated a 
lot of fascinating comments [by readers] . . . who insisted 
that our Western culture was more sexually oppressive 

than the burka. Today I’ll deal with the frequently-made-observation 
by readers: If a woman wants to wear a burka in a democratic society, 
what’s it to us?

the Veil Is a Symbol of an Intolerant Culture
Just because veiling is culturally different from our customs, why should 
we feel threatened by it?

A good question. Tolerance of other cultures and religions is one of 
the founding pillars of a democratic society. Certainly I found the tol-
erance with which I was greeted all week in my burka to some degree 
heartening: Whatever thoughts, opinions, surprise, fear or anger my 
appearance provoked in others was, with rare exception, suppressed; 
everywhere I went most people went out of their way to be polite—
when they weren’t utterly indifferent to how I looked.

Yet tolerance in a free society should not extend to accepting (or 
ignoring) practices that violate our laws and our norms. Honor kill-
ings; female genital mutilation; female illiteracy; women forced to 
hide their faces in public; women forbidden to leave the house with-
out the company of a man: these are phenomena which we, in the 
West, imagine happen in other places, to women far away in the 
Middle East or living among distant Muslim tribes.

But we are out of touch with what is happening in democratic 
societies—until it is shockingly brought to our attention. The 

1.  The author conducted a social experiment in which she walked around Washington, D.C., for several days 
in a burka.
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murder of a 16-year-old Muslim girl by her father in Toronto—
allegedly for the girl’s refusal to wear hijab [a veil]—is now being 
decried as Canada’s first honor killing. It may better be described 
as the first one we officially know about. For how many of us here 
know that female genital mutilation takes place in the United 
States? How many of us realize that women in allegedly free soci-
eties such as Holland and England are being imprisoned in their 
homes, by their own husbands and parents? How many are aware 
that women in places as familiar as northern Italy or upstate New 
York have been victims of the “honor killings?”

In Western democracies, religious freedom is not only tolerated 
but encouraged. Women’s rights are not only respected, but legally 
enforced. Most of the time, these two principles are thoroughly 
compatible. Yet in recent years, women’s rights have been systemati-
cally undermined by Islamic religious authorities operating in full 
and knowledgeable defiance of the law. . . . 

In Britain, Muslim women are increasingly speaking out against Islamic laws that they say 
subjugate women. 
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the Veil Is used to Imprison Women
Consider what is happening already. . . . 

The BBC reported that a Muslim dentist in Bury, England made 
a woman wear Islamic dress as the price of accepting her as a patient 
in the National Health Service. The dentist is said to have told the 
patient that unless she wore a headscarf she would have to find anoth-
er practice. . . . 

In Derby, England, an 18-year-old woman named Lina finally 
escaped to a women’s shelter after being imprisoned by her parents in 
their home. Until then, Lina had never worn Western clothing. Her 
parents, immigrants from Pakistan, insisted she wear the jilbab, a head-
to-toe covering favored by conservative Muslims. When she turned 16, 
her parents informed her that she was “engaged” to her first cousin, a 
21-year-old man she detested. When she balked, her parents withdrew 
her from school and locked her in her room, where they told her she 
would remain until she consented. They padlocked her door, locked 
the windows, installed spikes along the top of the backyard fence so she 
couldn’t climb over. For two years, she was allowed out of her room 
only to do housework, and beaten frequently. . . . 

the Veil Represents Heinous Crimes Against Women
The tribal practice of female circumcision/genital mutilation is being 
forced upon girls in the United States and other Western countries.

•  From the Boston Globe: Based on the census data of 2000, 
the African Women’s Health Center at Brigham & Women’s 
Hospital, which tracks the practice, estimates that 228,000 girls 
and women in the United States have either undergone female 
genital mutilation or are at risk. “Some experts who work in the 
communities, say they have not seen evidence of a flourishing 
underground practice . . . [but] they do believe . . . that some 
immigrants might send their daughters back to their native coun-
tries for the procedure. . . .”

•  From the same source above: In Seattle in 1996, Somali mothers 
giving birth at the Harborview Medical Center requested that 
their daughters be circumcised [mutiliated] as well as their sons. 
The hospital devised a compromise: the girls would be “nicked” 
on the clitoral hood, in a symbolic gesture meant to deter the 
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families from performing the traditional practice. The plan, which 
the immigrants supported, was to perform the procedure under 
local anesthetic when the girls were old enough to give informed 
consent. When news of the proposal broke, public outrage forced 
the hospital to back down from its compromise.

Women are being murdered on Western soil, victims of “honor 
killings.”

•  In 2004, a Turkish immigrant was charged with killing his wife 
and critically injuring his two daughters in their Scottsville, NY 
townhouse. In his court defense, he argued that he had acted 
as a matter of honor: He had attacked his wife and daughters 
after learning that his brother had molested them. He also said 
his four-year-old daughter had been “sullied” by a gynecological 
exam. . . . 

Veils Are used to Control Women
And these are only a handful of examples that have taken place world-
wide in democratic countries. So to go back to my original question: 
What does all this have to do with tolerating a woman on the subway 
with a burka?

I would argue: Everything. The more pervasive and familiar a sight 
it becomes in our society, the more indifferent we will become to its 
meaning—and to those who are forced to wear it. For the burka 
. . . is not itself a religious garment: “North American and European 
Muslim leaders insist that the Koran does not require full cover-up, 
that little more is required than modest clothes and a headscarf.” 
Indeed, there is much debate within Muslim circles as to what the 
few vague verses in the Koran that refer to female dress actually mean 
(just Google “hijab” and you’ll pull up dozens of sites engaged in this 
very question). What it is is a cultural and even political garment, 
imposed upon women in societies where they are regarded as prop-
erty, not human beings. Even if a woman takes it up willingly—as 
some do—that doesn’t detract from the burka’s symbolism. As some 
[readers] have noted, many of these women veil themselves in order 
to protest Western culture and show their defiance towards it.

That’s honest of them—and we should be honest in return, by 
not accepting their defiance—nor their forced compliance—in our 
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free societies. . . . I [have] compared the wearing of a burka with the 
wearing of a [Ku Klux] Klan robe:

If I had chosen to walk about Washington in a white hood and sheets 
rather than black ones, I doubt I would have encountered such universal 
politeness. And yet, what the Klan 
outfit represents to someone of 
African-American descent is exact-
ly what the burka should represent 
to every free woman. Those who 
impose it upon women believe 
that a whole category of human 
beings can be treated as property; 
that this category may be beaten, 
sold into marriage, divorced at 
whim, denied education and work, 
raped with impunity, and stoned 
to death for offenses that would be 
pardoned in a man. For the wearer of the white hood, the subjugated 
category is defined by race. For the wearer of the black hood, it’s defined 
by sex. Otherwise the two garments carry the same meaning—with the 
slight variation that one is worn by the would-be oppressor, the other 
by the oppressed.

the Veil Is a Violation of Human Rights
For this reason, and as the price of joining secular society, the 
French and Turkish governments have taken steps to ban all forms 
of hijab. Americans needn’t—and obviously shouldn’t—have to 
go that far. Minimally, we should not cave to pressure tactics nor 
tolerate customs that are hostile to a democratic understanding of 
human rights.

Many societies have recognized that under certain circumstanc-
es, concealment is something more than a personal choice. As long 
ago as 1875, the U.S. Congress attempted to prohibit the wearing 
of Ku Klux Klan robes. In the last days before the fascist takeover, 
the Italian parliament banned the face masks worn by fascist bands. 
Kemal Ataturk’s Turkish reformers banned hijab—not only the veil, 
but even just the head covering—in all public places.

Fast Fact
According to the Global 
Campaign to Stop Killing 
and Stoning Women, in 
August 2008 the Taliban 
ordered women in Pakistan 
to wear the veil or face dis-
figuring acid attacks.
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I’m hanging up my burka for now. It’s lovely to breathe in fresh 
air again—both literally, without a mask, and figuratively, in the 
debate my series has inspired among you. That’s what we do in a free 
society—debate, women equally alongside men.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoRS’  
ARGuMeNtS:

In this viewpoint, Danielle Crittenden compares the veil 
to the white robes adopted by the racist group the Ku 
Klux Klan. In the previous viewpoint yvonne Ridley com-
pares the veil to a business suit. What does each author 
mean by their comparisons? Which outfit do you think 
the veil more closely resembles—a Klan robe or a business 
suit? explain your reasoning.
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In the following viewpoint, Melissa Robinson 
argues that nowhere in Islam are honor kill-
ings encouraged or condoned. Rather, the 
Koran states that women and girls are sup-
posed to be honored by their families and 
never abused, hurt, or murdered. Robinson 
acknowledges that honor killings are a prob-
lem in Muslim societies, but she points out 
that there are many cultures and religions 
that experience domestic violence and mur-
der. She explains that misogynistic (anti-
woman) statements have been made not just 
by Muslim imams (religious leaders) but 
also by Christian saints, Italian philosophers, 
American revolutionaries, French existential-
ists, Baptist preachers, historians, scientists, 
poets, and others. She concludes that honor 
killings are not inherently an Islamic prob-
lem; however, when they occur in Muslim 
families, they should be condemned by 
Muslims everywhere as being un-Islamic.

Melissa Robinson is the director and 
cofounder of the American Islamic 
Fellowship.

Does Islam Respect Women’s Rights?

Melissa Robinson, “‘Honor Killings’ Contort Religion,” Global Content, July 14, 2008. Reproduced by 
permission.

Viewpoint

6
Islam 
Condemns 
Honor 
Killings
Melissa Robinson

“The 
problem of 
domestic 
violence is 
not unique 
to Muslims.”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. Who is Sandela Kanwal?
 2. What two verses does the author quote from the Koran? How 

do these help support her argument?
 3. What is Baitul Salaam, as described by the author?

As an American Muslim, I was horrified to read about the tragic 
death of Sandela Kanwal in Clayton County, Ga., allegedly at 
the hands of her father in a supposed “honor killing.”

According to area police, Kanwal’s father killed her because she 
left her husband. According to the twisted logic of “honor killings,” 
Kanwal ruined the “honor” of the family by leaving her arranged 
marriage.

Islam Never Allows Murder
It would be easy to point a finger at all Muslims and rail against such 
barbaric traditions. But this I can tell you: I am a Muslim, born and 
raised in Tennessee, and I do not subscribe to this brand of honor.

As a co-founder of the American Islamic Fellowship, an Atlanta 
area organization of more than 200 Muslims, I can tell you that our 
organization does not subscribe to any interpretation of Islam that 
condones murder in the name of religion or honor. To me and our 
membership, this is an abhorrent expression of a universal phenom-
enon of misogynistic thinking that targets women as the guardians 
of a community’s honor.

All Cultures Struggle with Domestic Violence
It comes from the mouths of Christian saints, Italian philosophers, 
American revolutionaries, French existentialists, Baptist preachers, 
modern historians, European scientists, English poets, and Muslim 
imams, just to name a few: “It is still Eve the temptress that we must 
beware of in every woman.” “It is said in the state of adultery, the 
responsibility falls 90 per cent of the time on the woman.” Why?

“Because she possesses the weapon of enticement,” and “A wife is 
to submit herself graciously to the servant leadership of her husband.”



Honor Killings in America
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Who said which comment? The first came from St. Augustine, 
the second from an Imam in Australia, and the third from a Baptist 
preacher.

While the problem of domestic violence is not unique to Muslims, 
we are still struggling to eliminate this kind of “honor killing” from 
our communities internationally. In Pakistan, a predominantly Muslim 
country, there were 107 honor crimes [in 2007], according to the 
Pakistan Human Rights Commission. It is critical that we speak out.

the qur’an Condemns Violence Against Family
The Qur’an states, “Show kindness to parents, and to family, and 
orphans, and the needy, and to the neighbour who is of your kin 
and the neighbour who is not of kin, and the fellow-traveller and the 
wayfarer” and “When you divorce wives, and they are about to reach 
their term, then hold them back honorably or set them free honor-
ably; and hold them not back by injuring them so that you commit 
aggression, and whoever commits that, then indeed he does wrong.” 
This means that we cannot, under any circumstances, allow physical 
abuse in families. To do so would be to violate these fundamental 
Qur’anic injunctions.

I call upon all Muslim leaders 
and mosques to preach from the 
pulpit this Friday [the Muslim 
holy day] that this kind of vio-
lence is unacceptable. We need 
to help our communities heal and 
lead the way to a brighter, safer 
future. We need to stop allowing 
our religious texts to be used to 
justify cruel behavior. We have a 
humanitarian obligation to speak 
out against those who commit 
such atrocities.

Muslims Must Speak out Against 
Violence Done in Islam’s Name
As a Muslim, I have a religious obligation to speak out against oppres-
sion and injustice and to protect the rights of the disenfranchised. As 

Fast Fact
Islamic law does not explic-
itly condone or sanction 
honor killings, accord-
ing to the organization 
Gendercide Watch. In addi-
tion, the Koran, the Muslim 
holy book, makes no men-
tion of honor killings.
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a woman and a Muslim I am horrified by the tragedy of Sandela’s 
death; I refuse to allow her death to be swept under the rug.

I invite all people of faith to join me in denouncing all kinds of 
violence and abuse. We must work together to bring an end to this 
malady that afflicts us all.

In Atlanta, the organizations dedicated to fighting domestic vio-
lence are always in need of our support.

A few of these in the Atlanta area include the Muslim-run wom-
en’s shelter, Baitul Salaam, the South Asian organization, Raksha, in 
addition to the Women’s Resource Center for Domestic Violence, 
the Partnership Against Domestic Violence, and the International 
Women’s House.

Last March [2008], the American Islamic Fellowship in partnership 
with the Progressive Muslim Network in Washington D.C. and I 
AM: American Muslim in Phoenix, AZ launched “Not in Our Name: 
United Against Domestic Violence”—a campaign to unite all people 
of faith in an effort to bring an end to this problem that affects all 

In India Muslim men warily watch Muslim women protest an honor killing. The author 
states the Koran says women and girls are to be honored by their families, not abused.
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of our communities. Another Muslim initiative to fight domestic 
violence internationally is the Peaceful Families Project.

We need to support these efforts so that no life is ever taken in the 
name of religion.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoRS’  
ARGuMeNtS:

Melissa Robinson casts the problem of honor killings 
as one of domestic violence. How do you think Robert 
Spencer, author of the next viewpoint, would respond to 
this characterization? quote both authors in your answer.



75

In the following viewpoint Robert Spencer 
argues that Islam is used to justify honor 
killings, which are the murder of girls and 
women who have betrayed their family’s 
honor. He discusses the case of two teen-
age Muslims who were killed by their father 
because they had boyfriends. Spencer says 
that although there is nothing in the Koran, 
the Muslim holy book, that encourages 
men to kill women for such an offense, 
such crimes occur too often in Muslim 
societies and families to simply be a mat-
ter of domestic violence. Furthermore, 
he cites examples of Muslim countries in 
which Islam has been used to justify vio-
lence against women. Spencer says that it is 
impossible to claim that Islam has nothing 
to do with honor killings when the majority 
of such murders occur in Islamic contexts. 
Spencer encourages Muslim leaders around 
the world to speak out about this injustice if 
they truly believe their religion has nothing 
to do with it.

Does Islam Respect Women’s Rights?

Robert Spencer, “Honor Killing in Texas,” Human Events, vol. 64, January 14, 2008. Copyright © 2008 
Human Events Inc. Reproduced by permission.

Viewpoint

7
Islam 
Condones 
Honor 
Killings
Robert Spencer

“Honor 
killing, the 
practice of 
murdering a 
female family 
member who 
is believed to 
have sullied 
the family 
honor, enjoys 
widespread 
acceptance in 
some areas of 
the Islamic 
world.”
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Robert Spencer is the director of Jihad Watch, an organization that 
keeps tabs on Islamic extremism. He is the author of The Politically 
Incorrect Guide to Islam (and the Crusades) and The Truth About 
Muhammad.

AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. Who is Yaser Abdel Said?
 2. Who is Aqsa Parvez?
 3. On what grounds did the Jordanian parliament vote against 

increasing penalties for honor killings in 2003?

Amina Said, 18, and her sister Sarah, 17, smile happily in one 
widely circulating photo, and Amina is wearing what looks 
like a sweatshirt bearing the name “AMERICA.” But their 

fate may have been the herald of a new, disquieting feature of the 
American landscape: honor killing. Amina and Sarah were shot dead 
in Irving, Texas, on New Year’s Day. Police are searching for their 
father, Yaser Abdel Said, on a warrant for capital murder.

An Honor Killing in texas
The girls’ great aunt, Gail Gartrell, told reporters, “This was an honor 
killing.” She explained that Yaser Said had long abused the girls, and 
after discovering that they had boyfriends, had threatened to kill 
them—whereupon their mother fled with them. “She ran with them,” 
said Gartrell, “because she knew he would carry out the threat.” But 
Said found them, and apparently did carry it out.

Honor killing, the practice of murdering a female family member 
who is believed to have sullied the family honor, enjoys widespread 
acceptance in some areas of the Islamic world. However, Islam Said, 
the brother of Amina and Sarah, has denied that the murders had 
anything to do with Islam at all. “It’s not religion,” he insisted. “It’s 
something else. Religion has nothing to do with it.”

And to be sure, the Qur’an or Islamic tradition does not sanction 
honor killing. Muslim spokesmen have hastened, after the recent 
killing in Canada of another teenage Muslim girl, Aqsa Parvez, by 
her father to tell the public that honor killing has nothing to do with 



Islam, but is merely a feature of Islamic Culture in some areas. Aqsa 
Parvez was sixteen years old; her father, Muhammad Parvez, has been 
charged with strangling her to death because she refused to wear 
the hijab. Shahina Siddiqui, president of the Islamic Social Services 
Association, declared: “The strangulation death of Ms. Parvez was 
the result of domestic violence, a problem that cuts across Canadian 
society and is blind to colour or creed.” Sheikh Alaa El-Sayyed, imam 
of the Islamic Society of North America in Mississauga, Ontario, 
agreed: “The bottom line is, it’s a domestic violence issue.”

Islam Has Been used to Justify Honor Killings
But these dismissals are too easy, principally because they fail to take into 
account important evidence. In some areas, honor killing is assumed to 

Mourners in Mississauga, Ontario, Canada, attend a memorial service for honor killing 
victim Aqsa Parvez. She was murdered by her father for refusing to wear the hijab.
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be an Islamic practice. There is evidence that Islamic culture inculcates 
[teaches by frequent instruction] attitudes that could lead directly to the 
murders of these two girls in Texas. In 2003, the Jordanian Parliament 
voted down on Islamic grounds a provision designed to stiffen penal-
ties for honor killings. In a sadly 
typical consequence of this, a 
Jordanian man who murdered his 
sister because he thought she had 
a lover was given a three-month 
sentence, which was suspended for 
time served, allowing him to walk 
free. The Yemen Times published 
an article insisting that violence 
against women is necessary for the 
stability of the family and the soci-
ety, and invoking Islam to support 
this view.

Since Islam is used as the jus-
tification for such barbarities, 
it becomes incumbent upon 
Muslim spokesmen to confront this directly, and to work for posi-
tive change, rather than simply to consign it all to culture, as if that 
absolves Islam from all responsibility. For this is the culture that 
apparently gave Yaser Said and Muhammad Parvez the idea that they 
had to kill their daughters. It is a culture suffused with its religion, 
thoroughly dominated by it—such that a clear distinction between 
the two is not so easy to find.

Muslim Leaders Must Speak out
The killings of Amina and Sarah Said raises uncomfortable questions 
for the Islamic community in the United States, questions about the 
culture and mindset that people like Yaser Said bring to this country. 
Now that honor killing has come to Texas, Muslim spokesmen in the 
U.S. have an all the more urgent responsibility to end their denial and 
confront these cultural attitudes. If they don’t, and instead continue 
to glibly insist that religion has nothing to do with what happened 
to these poor girls, the murders of the Said sisters will only be the 
beginning of a new American phenomenon.

Fast Fact
The United Nations esti-
mates there are five thou-
sand honor killings a year. 
These overwhelmingly take 
place in Muslim nations in 
the Middle East, South Asia, 
and Africa and increasingly 
among Muslim immigrant 
communities in Europe and 
the United States.
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eVALuAtING tHe AutHoRS’  
ARGuMeNtS:

Spencer argues that Islam cannot be separated from honor 
killings because such murders occur so often in Muslim 
societies. How do you think Melissa Robinson, author 
of the previous viewpoint, would react to this reasoning? 
to what extent do you think honor killings are based 
in Islam? explain your answer using evidence from the 
viewpoints you have read.



Chapter 3

What Reproductive Rights 
Should Women Have?

Chapter 3

Forty years after the Supreme Court’s 
controversial ruling on Roe v. Wade 
women’s reproductive rights are still a 
hot-button issue. 
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Viewpoint

1

In the following viewpoint Ann Furedi 
explains why it is a woman’s right to access 
abortion. She explains that women must 
have complete control over their bodies 
in order to participate equally in society. 
Both men and women have sex, but Furedi 
points out that women are unique in that 
they alone must bear the consequences if 
that sex results in an unintended pregnan-
cy. She says that abortion helps women be 
unfettered by this burden—it offers them 
autonomy over their bodies, which has 
been declared by the international com-
munity to be a key human right. This right 
is even more important when a pregnancy 
is caused by a rape or another unwanted 
sexual advance. Furedi concludes that no 
woman wants to need abortion, but keep-
ing the procedure available and accessible 
is key to women’s health and equality in 
society.

Ann Furedi is the chief executive of the 
British Pregnancy Advisory Service.

Ann Furedi, “Forty Years On: Why the Abortion Law Still Matters,” Abortion Review, February 12, 2007. 
Reproduced by permission.

Abortion Is 
a Woman’s 
Right
Ann Furedi

“Abortion is 
a necessary 
back-up to 
birth control 
for any 
society that 
is committed 
to equality of 
opportunity 
for women.”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. How many women in the United Kingdom does Furedi say can 

expect to have an abortion at some point in their lives?
 2. According to Furedi, women need control over what in order to 

play an equal role in public life?
 3. According to Furedi, what kind of issue has abortion been 

framed as since it was legalized in the United Kingdom in 
1960?

‘It is a common misperception that British law allows abortion 
on demand,’ wrote Times science editor Mark Henderson on 
28 November [2006], before explaining that women seeking an 

abortion ‘must first jump through several medical and legal hoops’—
including obtaining the approval of two doctors, who must justify 
their decisions on medical grounds. The two-doctor rule, he argued, 
‘does little but waste medical time and resources’, and makes the abor-
tion procedure more stressful for women than it needs to be: ‘Some 
women . . . find it humiliating, to be declared at psychological risk 
when making a choice to end a pregnancy.’

Women Need to Be Able to Access Abortion
Henderson was responding to a major poll about attitudes to abor-
tion in the UK, conducted by Ipsos Mori on behalf of bpas [British 
Pregnancy Advisory Service]. This follows two previous polls, in 1997 
and 2001, and gives some important insights into the British public’s 
views about abortion and how these have changed. So in 2006, it 
emerges that 63% of adults in the UK agreed that ‘if a woman wants 
an abortion, she should not have to continue with her pregnancy’, 
while only 18% disagreed. Furthermore, 59% agreed that ‘abortion 
should be made legally available for all who want it’. This would 
require a change to the existing law, which requires two doctors to 
confirm that a woman meets certain criteria. Indeed, a change to this 
frankly arcane law, which as Henderson suggests serves no medical 
purpose, is long overdue.

Forty years on from the 1967 Abortion Act, the reality of abor-
tion in the UK is very different. The abortion rate in 2005 was 17.8 
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per 1000 women aged 15–44, compared with 8 per 1000 women 
in 1970. At least one in three women in the UK can expect to have 
an abortion. Major advances have also been made in the provision 
and procedure of abortion: in particular, the development of Early 
Medical Abortion (the ‘abortion pill’) which provides a low-risk and 
easily administered form of termination of early pregnancy. It is now 
accepted that abortion is a fact of life: a necessary back-up to birth 
control for couples who want to plan their families. No woman ever 
wants to need to have an abortion, but those who do not want it to 
be legal are in a minority.

Abortion Is too tightly Regulated
Despite the mainstreaming of abortion in practice, however, the law 
on abortion remains restrictive. Britain is one of the few countries 
in Europe and North America that does not allow abortion on the 

Americans tend to Support Legalized Abortion
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woman’s request at any stage. Abortion is our most tightly-regulated 
medical procedure, despite being shown to be a safe solution to a 
problem pregnancy. And yet, pro-choice advocates in Britain often 
seem wary of leading a discussion about reforming the abortion law, 
on the pragmatic grounds that the current legal framework allows 
women to access abortion on demand, even if it does not give them 
that right. Is that enough?

Abortion Is a Woman’s Right
It seems unfashionably fundamentalist to defend the notion that 
women should have a ‘right’ to abortion. But we should remem-
ber what the concept of a right really means. The right to abor-
tion and contraception was a basic tenet of the Women’s Liberation 
Movement in its early years, along with the right to equal pay and 
equal job opportunities, because activists understood that women 
needed control over their fertility to play an equal role in public life. 
When you deny me a means to end my unwanted pregnancy, you 
deny me the opportunity to participate in society in the way that my 
brother or husband can. Better nurseries, better financial support can 
mitigate some of the consequences of motherhood—but nothing can 
mitigate the impact of pregnancy itself, which is why women need 
the means to end it.

This has not changed: it is as true in 2007 as it was in 1967. 
Contraception has improved, but is still fallible. Abortion is a necessary 
back-up to birth control for any society that is committed to equality 
of opportunity for women. The discourse of women’s equality may 
have changed, but its fundamental prerequisites have not.

the Right to Bodily Autonomy
There is also another way in which the right to abortion must be 
nonnegotiable. When we are denied the right to end pregnancy we 
lose our right to bodily autonomy; a fundamental human right cen-
tral to Western civilisation. The ethics of modern medical practice 
is built on the notion that each of us has the right to refuse to com-
promise our bodily integrity. You might find it morally reprehensible 
for me to refuse to give up a kidney that could be transplanted to 
save the life of my son, but there is no law to force me to do it. In 
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the UK, the same is true of birth decisions. In refusing a Caesarean 
section delivery, I may condemn my unborn baby to certain death, 
but I commit no crime in doing so. No doctor can force me to accept 
a medical intervention against my consent, unless I am mentally 
incompetent.

The law forces us to draw a distinction between what is legal, and 
what we regard as morally right and wrong. We accept this because 
we accept that a society able to compel medical intervention without 
consent in the interests of someone else is a greater social evil than 
an occasional un-palatable individual choice. So it is interesting, for 
example, that in a question about approval of abortion in different 
circumstances, the recent Ipsos Mori poll found that less than half of 
the respondents—48%—said that they did not approve of abortion 
when the woman does not wish to have a child. But despite the fact 
they might not approve of abortion under particular circumstances, 
people thought women should be able to exercise that choice: with 
63% agreeing that if a woman wants an abortion, she should not have 
to continue with her pregnancy.

Women Must Be Allowed to Make their own Choices
This unfashionable privileging of ‘rights’ is not divorced from the 
more acceptable stress on responsibility. Surely it is right, if not ‘a 
right’, for women to be allowed to make their own moral choices 
concerning their pregnancy. The decision must be made by someone: 
why should it not be made by the person whose life is most connected 
to it? In Life’s Dominion: An argument about abortion and euthanasia, 
Ronald Dworkin argues compellingly that part of our belief in human 
dignity rests on people having ‘the moral right and moral responsibil-
ity to confront the most fundamental questions about the meaning 
and value of their own lives for themselves.’

Each of us must be answerable to own conscience and conviction; 
this, he argues, is part of what makes us human. To take away our 
responsibility for our moral decisions is to take away our humanity. 
This argument implies we must allow people to make decisions that 
we believe are wrong—because it would be more wrong for us to 
deny them the capacity to do that. As Dworkin argues eloquently: 
‘Tolerance is the cost we must pay for our adventure in liberty’.
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A Public Health Concern
Of course, we can be pragmatic—we don’t have to talk in the language 
of rights. The UK provides an interesting example of where abortion 
access has been expanded and improved by a political administration 
that situates abortion, not as a right, but a public health concern. In the 
UK, the abortion discourse has 
been almost silent as to ‘rights’. 
Since abortion was legalised in 
the 1960s, it has been treated as a 
matter of public health. The fram-
ing of abortion in a personal and 
public health context has made it 
difficult to oppose. When abor-
tion is seen as a health matter, to 
argue against abortion is to argue 
against a doctor’s decision of what 
is best for a patient.

The public health arguments 
for abortion have potential to 
unite social liberals and conserva-
tives. Even those who think abor-
tion is abhorrent draw back from the practical consequences of making 
it unlawful. In the UK there is a broad consensus that abortion is a 
‘lesser evil’, a wrong that is sometimes right.

It may be that the arguments around public health are where 
we can establish the greatest consensus on abortion’s acceptability. 
However, any such consensus will be partial because the moral dimen-
sion will remain contentious. This is inevitable and insurmountable. 
There can be no moral consensus that includes those who believe that 
the destruction of human life in the womb is wrong and those who 
believe it is not. It may be possible to establish a pragmatic consensus 
among those who are prepared to discuss which abortions are less 
wrong than others, but attempts to establish foundations for a broader 
moral consensus degenerate into glibness.

Resolving the Morality of Abortion
Witness, for example, the extent to which many opponents of abor-
tion in the UK now focus their arguments on the problem of late 

Fast Fact
According to a British pro-
choice organization, more 
than 66,000 women die 
each year because they 
are unable to access safe, 
legal abortion services; 
more than 5 million are 
hospitalized because of 
complications from unsafe 
abortions.
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abortions, using emotive images of walking and smiling fetuses 
and contested claims about fetal pain. Rather than arguing wheth-
er abortion is right or wrong, the legal debate tends to become 
focused around the 24-week ‘time limit’, and debates about fetal 
development push the principled issue of women’s rights into the 
background. This is not a debate we can shy away from—and nor 
should we want to.

The morality of abortion cannot be resolved in the abstract. Each 
individual abortion takes place within its own complex set of cir-
cumstances. To understand abortion we need to understand its place 
[in] women’s lives. From the findings of the Ipsos Mori poll, public 
opinion seems to be more progressive than politicians think. It may 
be that we can best build support for legal abortion by putting the 
spin to one side and telling the whole truth: the truth about what 
abortion is, the truth about why women have them, and the truth 
about what it means for women when bodily autonomy is denied. 

Pro-life and pro-choice supporters confront each other in London over whether the legal 
limit for abortion should be twenty-four weeks of pregnancy or less.
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To defend abortion we must win arguments in favour of tolerance 
and encourage an aspiration for liberty. To win the arguments, first 
we must have them.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoR’S  
ARGuMeNtS:

Ann Furedi argues that having access to abortion offers a 
woman the opportunity to participate in society the way 
her brother and husband can. In five to six sentences, 
clarify what she means by this. Do you think she is right? 
explain your answer thoroughly.
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In the following viewpoint (excerpted from 
an online article, see citation), Randy Alcorn 
argues that abortion is not a women’s rights 
issue. Alcorn rejects the suggestion that 
women have any rights to gain from abor-
tion. Rather, he contends that when women 
access abortion, they violate their own right 
to happiness. Furthermore, in Alcorn’s opin-
ion, one can be a feminist without support-
ing abortion. He points out that Susan B. 
Anthony never saw abortion as a women’s 
rights issue—yet no one would deny she was 
one of America’s founding feminists. Alcorn 
says that many women have been tricked into 
thinking that abortion is a woman’s right by 
men who seek to abdicate their responsibil-
ity as fathers. He concludes there will never 
be equal rights for all women unless there are 
equal rights for unborn women.

Randy Alcorn is the founder and direc-
tor of Eternal Perspective Ministries, a non-
profit organization dedicated to teaching 
biblical principles and drawing attention 
to the needy.

Randy Alcorn, “Is Abortion Really a Women’s Rights Issue?” Eternal Perspective Ministries, 2008. 
www.epm.org/artman2/publish/Prolife_abortion/Is_Abortion_Really_a_Women_s_Rights_Issue.shtml.
Reproduced by permission.

Viewpoint
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Abortion 
Is Not a 
Woman’s 
Right
Randy Alcorn

“There can 
be no equal 
rights for all 
women until 
there are 
equal rights 
for unborn 
women.”



91What Reproductive Rights Should Women Have?

AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. Who does Alcorn say referred to abortion as “child murder”? 
 2. What is “terrorist feminism,” as described by one feminist?
 3. According to the author, how many fetuses in Bombay, India, 

were aborted after mothers learned they were carrying girls?

Kate Michelman, former president of NARAL [a pro-choice 
organization], says: “We have to remind people that abortion 
is the guarantor of a woman’s . . . right to participate fully 

in the social and political life of society.” But a pregnant woman can 
fully participate in society. And if she can’t, isn’t the solution chang-
ing society rather than killing children?

Women Do Not Gain Rights by Killing their Children
“How can women achieve equality without control of their reproduc-
tive lives?” Feminists for Life responds:

The premise of the question is the premise of male domination 
throughout the millennia—that it was nature which made men 
superior and women inferior. Medical technology is offered as a 
solution to achieve equality; but the premise is wrong. . . .  It’s 
an insult to women to say women must change their biology in 
order to fit into society.

In her essay, “Feminism: Bewitched by Abortion,” environmen-
talist Rosemary Bottcher argues that the feminist movement has 
degraded women by portraying them as unable to handle the stress 
and pressures of pregnancy without resorting to killing their chil-
dren.

Abortion Is Not Just Surgery
Pro-choice groups consistently oppose efforts to require that abortion 
be treated like every other surgery when it comes to informing the 
patient of its nature and risks. They don’t seem to believe that women 
are capable of making intelligent choices after being presented with 
the facts.
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Serrin Foster, president of Feminists for Life, speaks powerfully in 
“The Feminist Case Against Abortion.” She says that historically the 
primary activists against abortion were women, and ironically “the 
anti-abortion laws that early feminists worked so hard to enact to 
protect women and children were the very ones destroyed by the Roe 
v. Wade decision 100 years later.”

Early suffragette Alice Paul, who drafted the original Equal Rights Amendment, argued that 
abortion was “the ultimate exploitation of women.”
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Many Feminists Have Been Against Abortion
Susan B. Anthony stood for women’s rights at a time when women 
weren’t even allowed to vote. She referred to abortion as “child mur-
der” and viewed it as a means of exploiting both women and children. 
Anthony wrote, “I deplore the horrible crime of child murder. . . .  No 
matter what the motive, love of ease, or a desire to save from suffer-
ing the unborn innocent, the woman is awfully guilty who commits 
the deed.”

Anthony’s newspaper, The Revolution, made this claim: “When 
a woman destroys the life of her unborn child, it is a sign that, by 
education or circumstances, she has been greatly wronged.”

Anthony and other feminists who opposed abortion were fol-
lowed decades later by a new breed of feminists. Most prominent 
was Margaret Sanger, who advocated abortion as a means of eugen-
ics, economics, and sexual liberation. After eugenics fell into disfavor 
following the Holocaust, her organization went underground, then 
later resurfaced as the Planned Parenthood Federation. Sanger and 
others who followed Anthony tried to tie the abortion agenda to the 
legitimate issues of women’s rights.

Dr. Bernard Nathanson says that in the 1960s, he and his fellow 
abortion-rights strategists deliberately linked abortion to the women’s 
issue so it could be furthered not 
on its own merits but on the mer-
its of women’s rights. Abortion 
rode on the coattails of women’s 
rights.

Alice Paul drafted the origi-
nal version of the Equal Rights 
Amendment (ERA), a landmark 
feminist document. But Alice 
Paul referred to abortion as “the 
ultimate exploitation of women.”

One feminist has labeled the 
attempt to marry feminism to 
abortion as “terrorist feminism.” In her words, it forces the feminist 
to be “willing to kill for the cause you believe in.” In their publica-
tion The American Feminist, Feminists for Life features the beautiful 
face of a child and asks, “Is this the face of the enemy?” They argue 

Fast Fact
As of May 2007, there were 
laws in twenty-five states 
that said if a pregnant 
woman is murdered, her 
unborn embryo or fetus can 
also be counted as a victim 
of homicide.



Women’s Rights94

that they stand on two hundred years of pro-life feminist history, and 
that it wasn’t until the 1970s that the women’s movement embraced 
abortion.

Abortion Favors Men, Not Women
Polls indicate that more women than men affirm the unborns’ right 
to life. In fact, “the most pro-abortion category in the United States 
(and also in other nations) is white males between the ages of twenty 
and forty-five. More specifically, “the group that is most consis-
tently pro-choice is actually single men.” It’s ironic that abortion 
has been turned into a women’s rights issue when it has encouraged 
male irresponsibility and failure to care for women and children. 
Shouldn’t men be called upon to do more than just provide money 
to kill a child? Shouldn’t they be encouraged instead to say to the 
woman they’ve made pregnant, “I’ll be there for our child. I’ll do 
everything I can for her. And if you’re willing to have me, I’ll be 
there for you too.”

“Life-ectomy,” cartoon by Gary McCoy, Cagle Cartoons, April 24, 2007. Copyright © 2007 by Gary McCoy, 
CagleCartoons.com and PoliticalCartoons.com. All rights reserved.
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Abortion Is Being used to eliminate Women
One of the ironies of feminism is that by its advocacy of abortion it 
has endorsed the single greatest means of robbing women of their most 
basic right—the right to life.

Abortion has become the primary means of eliminating unwanted 
females across the globe. A survey of a dozen villages in India uncovered 
a frightening statistic: out of a total population of ten thousand, only 
fifty were girls. The other girls, thousands of them, had been killed by 
abortion. In Bombay, of eight thousand amniocentesis tests indicating 
the babies were female, all but one of the girls were killed by abortion.

Because of sex-selection abortions, two-thirds of children born in 
China are now males. In the countryside, the ratio of boys to girls is 
four to one.

Amniocentesis is also being used to detect a child’s gender in America. 
Medical World News reported a study in which ninety-nine mothers 
were informed of the sex of their children. Fifty-three of these preborns 
were boys and forty-six were girls. Only one mother elected to abort 
her boy, while twenty-nine elected to abort their girls.

More girls than boys are now being killed by abortion. To kill an 
unborn female is to kill a young woman. There can be no equal rights 
for all women until there are equal rights for unborn women.

(Footnotes from this edited article may be found in chapter 8 of Why 
ProLife? by Randy Alcorn [Sisters, OR: Multnomah Publishers, 2004].)

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoR’S  
ARGuMeNtS:

Alcorn argues that abortion violates women’s rights. How 
do you think each of the other authors in this chapter might 
respond to this suggestion? List each author and write two 
to three sentences on what you think their response might 
be. then, state your position on the matter—do you think 
having access to abortion improves women’s rights or vio-
lates them?
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Courtney E. Martin is the author of Perfect 
Girls, Starving Daughters: The Frightening 
New Normalcy of Hating Your Body. In the 
following viewpoint she argues that it is 
important that both men’s and women’s feel-
ings be considered when an abortion occurs. 
Too often, says Martin, men are pushed out-
side of the abortion discussion because it is 
considered a woman’s issue. Although she 
acknowledges that men should not be able to 
tell women whether or not to have an abor-
tion, their feelings on the matter deserve to 
be heard. Letting men voice their feelings on 
abortion helps them deal with this impor-
tant event, and it also prevents women from 
bearing the burden of the decision alone. 
Both men and women have a lot to gain by 
incorporating men’s feelings into the abor-
tion discussion, concludes Martin.

Courtney E. Martin, “Why Men Should Be Included in Abortion Discussion,” AlterNet.org, September 6, 2007. 
Reproduced by permission.

Viewpoint
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Feelings When 
Considering 
Abortion
Courtney e. Martin

“There 
must be a 
way to talk 
about men’s 
perspectives 
and 
experiences 
without 
compromising 
women’s 
bodies.”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. Who is Cody, and how does he factor into the author’s argument?
 2. Who are too often thought of as “coat holders and drivers,” in 

Shostak’s opinion? What does she mean by this?
 3. In Martin’s opinion, what can keep abortion safe and less stig-

matized for everyone?

When I was in high school, one of my friends got a secret 
abortion. Though I wasn’t raised in a religious household, 
I remember taking a sheet of white, clean paper and writ-

ing a series of haphazard prayers that I then hid in my sock drawer.
One of them was for Cody,* my friend’s bewildered boyfriend. She 

wanted nothing to do with him, though he was trying his 17-year-
old-teenage-boy best to be supportive; she said it felt like Cody had 
done this to her. I understood, but I also knew that he must be—as 
she was—holding it together all day, crying alone at night, utterly 
confused. Though raised Catholic, he too thought an abortion was 
the right decision, but had no role in the ritual of that choice.

I think of Cody from time to time and wonder what he’s doing 
now. I recently heard a rumor that he’s gone on to study theology. I 
can’t help but wonder if that decision was in some way informed by 
the conversation he was never able to have—with her, with friends, 
with mentors, with his version of god—about his experience of 
abortion.

After all, where is a pro-choice man who wants guidance, commu-
nity or counseling around his experience of abortion to turn?

Men Are Affected by Abortion, too
In the public sphere, the most vocal mention of men and abor-
tion comes in virulently unsympathetic forms: government officials’ 
ethically indefensible, not to mention totally impractical, attempt to 
chip away at Roe v. Wade with consent laws, or pro-life propaganda 
dressed up as counseling for men. It is no surprise that our pathetic 
excuse for sex education in this country makes little mention of abor-
tion and/or the ways in which men might be affected by it.

* Names listed are pseudonyms.
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In the clinical sphere, already spread-too-thin therapists and medical 
staff pay little attention to men’s involvement. Ninety-eight percent 
of clinic counselors are female, so a man hoping to discuss his feelings 
with a peer is largely out of luck.

In the most comprehensive study of men and abortion to date, 
Arthur Shostak, a professor of sociology at Drexel University, who 
describes himself as “unswervingly pro-choice,” found that men’s 
single greatest concern was the well-being of their sex partner and, 
further, that a majority of men would like to accompany their part-
ners throughout the procedure. Most clinics don’t allow men beyond 
the waiting room, something Shostak says is evidence that many think 
of men as “coat holders and drivers.”

Men Deserve a Voice
And in the private sphere, men 
struggle to reach out to one 
another about their experiences 
for a variety of reasons. A stigma 
against abortion overall remains 
(more oppressive in some geog-
raphies than others, of course), 
often keeping both women and 
their partners silent with even the 
closest of friends and family. In 
the same way that contemporary 
men are still groping for ways to be honest with one another about 
all things sexual—abuse, orientation, dysfunction—they just don’t 
seem to have the language to talk about their abortion experiences.

Few young men have fathers or mentors who have authentically 
modeled opening up about the very common experience of unex-
pected pregnancy. Wisecracks and silence are still the norm, despite 
the fact that, according to the Guttmacher Institute, about half of 
American couples have experienced an unintended pregnancy, and at 
current rates, more than one-third (35 percent) of women will have 
had an abortion by age 45.

The pro-choice movement, and feminists in general, seem to have 
historically shied away from the difficult but imperative task of involv-
ing men in conversations about abortion. It is understandable that 

Fast Fact
In 2008 Ohio and West 
Virginia considered mea-
sures that would restrict 
women’s access to abortion 
services by requiring con-
sent from or notice to the 
man involved.
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the movement has been weary; no hot-button issue brings out more 
manipulation than this one. But it is time that feminists’ commitment 
to equality, as well as the quality of both women and men’s lives, 
trumps their fear that acknowledging men’s hardships will only serve 
as fodder for pro-life spin doctors. There must be a way to talk about 
men’s perspectives and experiences without compromising women’s 
bodies. . . . 

Men’s experiences Count, too
As more brave voices . . . make their way into both alternative and 
mainstream media, perhaps boys and men can find a way to enter 
into dialogue with one another, and with their partners, about how 
abortion has affected their lives.

There is a growing, though still inadequate, movement to address 
men’s experiences of abortion. At the forefront is Shostak, author 
of Men and Abortion, Losses, Lessons, and Loves, which is based on 
a survey involving more than a thousand men who responded to 

The author says that letting men voice their opinions on abortion helps them deal with the 
event and relieves pregnant women of the burden of being the sole decision maker.
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questionnaires in the waiting rooms of 30 clinics located in 18 states. 
Other books are not explicitly aimed at but address men, such as 
Unspeakable Losses: Understanding the Experience of Pregnancy Loss, 
Miscarriage & Abortion, by Kim Kluger-Bell, and The Choices We 
Made, by Angela Bonavoglia. Online, pro-choice men can find sup-
port at www.menandabortion.com, a site founded in 2006 and still 
in development.

There is a price to both men and women when men don’t feel 
supported or safe to talk about their experiences with a partner’s 
abortions. Men can be pushed further into anxious masculinity, sub-
consciously convinced that if the world acts like their feelings don’t 
matter, they’ll just pretend not to have them. Women are then bur-
dened with both the physical responsibility of the abortion and the 
entire emotional responsibility of processing what it means.

If both men and women feel like they have a role in the procedure 
and healing—however that’s interpreted by partners, depending on 
their spiritual and/or political beliefs—we will be healthier as a whole. 
Perhaps men, freed from the shackles of silence, will also be more 
prone to help out in the important work of keeping Roe v. Wade intact 
and abortion safer and less stigmatized for everyone.

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoR’S  
ARGuMeNtS:

Martin says that men suffer from abortion down the 
road because they are denied “the ritual of that choice.” 
explain in your own words what you think she means by 
this. What does the ritual of choice mean to you? What do 
you think it might mean to men who have impregnated 
a woman?
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In the following viewpoint Catherine Price 
argues that women should be the prima-
ry decision makers about abortion since 
it is a decision that involves their bodies. 
She discusses a recent trend among men 
who claim to be so scarred by their lovers’ 
abortions that they talk about the proce-
dure as if it happened to them personally. 
Price rejects this suggestion—the only per-
son who can experience an abortion is a 
woman, and thus her feelings on the matter 
are more important. Price understands that 
men may have strong emotions about abor-
tion, but she criticizes pro-life movements 
that convince men they are as involved in 
abortion as women. In Price’s eyes, they are 
not, and it is wrong for men to co-opt this 
important women’s issue.

Catherine Price, “It’s My Abortion, Too!” Salon.com, January 8, 2008. This article first appeared in Salon.com, 
at http://www.salon.com. An online version remains in the Salon archives. Reprinted with permission.
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Catherine Price is a writer whose work has appeared in the New 
York Times, Men’s Journal, and on Salon.com, where this viewpoint 
was originally published.

AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. Who is Mark B. Morrow, and how does he factor into the 

author’s argument?
 2. Why, in the author’s opinion, is it wrong to use men’s grief as a 

weapon in the fight against abortion?
 3. In what way does the author say national conferences on men 

and abortion take advantage of men’s complicated feelings on 
abortion?

 
 
 
 
This text has been suppressed due to author restrictions.
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A man protests against abortion in San Francisco, California. The author says that while 
men are entitled to have feelings about abortion, they shouldn’t be involved in a woman’s 
decision to have one. 

 
 
 
 
This text has been suppressed due to author restrictions.
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Fast Fact
According to the Alan 
Guttmacher Institute, more 
than two-thirds of all abor-
tions are performed on 
women who have never 
been married.
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eVALuAtING tHe AutHoRS’  
ARGuMeNtS:

In this viewpoint Catherine Price argues that men should 
not be involved in a woman’s decision to have an abor-
tion. In the previous viewpoint Courtney e. Martin argues 
they should. Both authors of these opposing viewpoints 
are women—does this surprise you? If so, why? If not, 
why not? After reading both viewpoints, explain what role 
you think men should play in a woman’s decision to have 
an abortion.

 
 
 
 
This text has been suppressed due to author restrictions.
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In the following viewpoint Sarah Carey 
argues that women need to be able to access 
birth control without having to pay a lot 
of money, travel long distances, or get the 
consent of their doctor. Though both men 
and women engage in sex, Carey says only 
women have the possibility of getting acci-
dentally pregnant from the act. Therefore, 
to protect their bodies from unwanted preg-
nancy, they need to be able to access birth 
control with the fewest number of obstacles 
possible. She charges doctors and politicians 
who want restrictions put on birth control 
with seeking to control women’s behav-
ior and to make them feel bad about their 
choices. Carey concludes there is no reason 
why women should have to get permission 
from anyone to protect their bodies from 
unwanted pregnancies.

Sarah Carey writes frequently for the 
Times, a London newspaper in which this 
article originally appeared.

Viewpoint

5

What Reproductive Rights Should Women Have?

Sarah Carey, “Give Me the Pill, Not a Lecture,” Sunday Times, October 29, 2006, p. 17. Copyright © 2006 
Times Newspapers Ltd. Reproduced by permission.

Women Have 
a Right to 
Access Birth 
Control
Sarah Carey
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. What, according to Carey, is “humiliating” for women?
 2. Who uses contraception the least, according to Carey?
 3. What does the word protectionism mean in the context of the 

viewpoint?

 
 
 
 
This text has been suppressed due to author restrictions.
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Fast Fact
A 2004 CBS News/New 
York Times poll found that 
78 percent of Americans 
believe religious pharma-
cists should not be able to 
refuse to sell birth control 
pills to women who have a 
prescription for them.

 
 
 
 
This text has been suppressed due to author restrictions.
 
 
 
 



Birth Control options for Women





Women’s Rights112
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113What Reproductive Rights Should Women Have?

The author says women should have access to the morning-after pill and should not have to 
see a doctor or endure a lecture just to protect themselves from unwanted pregnancies.

 
 
 
 
This text has been suppressed due to author restrictions.
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eVALuAtING tHe AutHoR’S  
ARGuMeNtS:

Sarah Carey quotes from several sources to support the 
points she makes in her essay. Make a list of everyone she 
quotes, including their credentials and the nature of their 
comments. then, analyze her sources—are they credible? 
Are they well qualified to speak on this subject?

 
 
 
 
This text has been suppressed due to author restrictions.
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In the following viewpoint Jay Johansen 
argues that women should not have the right 
to access birth control if the pharmacist dis-
pensing the birth control does not approve 
of the medication’s use. Johansen says that 
many pharmacists take issue with certain 
forms of birth control, and it is a violation 
of their rights to be forced to dispense these 
to someone—it amounts to participating in 
a murder, for them. If a pharmacist does not 
want to dispense birth control, says Johansen, 
a woman may obtain it from many other  
sources—her doctor, another pharmacy, or 
even another pharmacist at the same store. 
Because women have these options, Johansen 
says it is acceptable for pharmacists to refuse 
to fill a prescription for birth control that 
conflicts with their moral principles.

Jay Johansen writes about issues con-
cerning pharmacists for the Web site 
PregnantPause.com.

What Reproductive Rights Should Women Have?

Jay Johansen, “The Conscience of a Pharmacist,” PregnantPause.com, August 27, 2005. Reproduced 
by permission.

Viewpoint

6
Women Should 
Not Always 
Have a Right 
to Access Birth 
Control
Jay Johansen

“Just because 
something is 
legal doesn’t 
mean that 
others are 
obligated to 
help you do 
it.”
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AS you ReAD, CoNSIDeR tHe FoLLoWING queStIoNS:
 1. California, Missouri, and New Jersey each have considered pass-

ing what kind of law, according to the author?
 2. What do gas stations and cigarettes have to do with pharmacists 

and birth control, according to Johansen?
 3. In what way does the author suggest pharmacies are similar to 

Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurants and Ford dealerships?

Should a pharmacist be required to fill any prescription brought 
to him?

Governor [Rod] Blagojevich of Illinois says yes. In April 
of 2005 he issued an executive order requiring pharmacists to fill 
any legal prescription. As of this writing, three states—California, 
Missouri, and New Jersey—are considering laws to this effect, and 
such a law has been proposed in Congress.

What even prompts such a law? Why would a pharmacist not want 
to fill a prescription? Well, some pharmacists have religious or moral 
objections to birth control, especially to forms of birth control that 
can cause very early abortions. They don’t want anything to do with 
what they believe is the killing of an innocent baby.

Pharmacists Have Rights, too 
Prevention magazine printed an article they entitled “Access Denied”. 
While they made an effort to give some balance and present both 
sides, they came down on the side of requiring pharmacists to fill 
prescriptions even if they have moral objections. After giving some 
lip service to the concerns of a pharmacist who does not want to be 
a party to something he considers immoral, they ask, “But at what 
point does personal belief undermine public health? If more women 
lose access to hormonal contraceptives, rates of unintended preg-
nancy and abortions will rise in the US, predicts Beth Jordan, MD, 
medical director of the Washington, DC–based Feminist Majority 
Foundation. . . .  What’s more, oral contraceptives aren’t only used 
to prevent pregnancy. The Pill may cut the risk of ovarian cancer by 
up to 80 percent and is used by women at high genetic risk for this 
hard-to-detect and usually fatal cancer.”



(It is certainly touching to hear that the Femnist Majority 
Foundation, an outspoken pro-abortion group, is concerned that 
something might cause an increase in the abortion rate. This is a little 
like the National Rifle Association wringing its hands in concern that 
some proposed legislation might result in more people buying guns.)

The American Pharmacist Association took issue with the Prevention 
article. “Pharmacists and physicians who refuse to provide access to oral 
contraceptives are painted the villains in an article in the current issue 

There has been much controversy over some pharmacists’ refusal to dispense birth control 
on moral and religious grounds.
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of Prevention magazine, read by 10 million Americans each month. 
The article fails to portray accurately pharmacists’ rights of conscience. 
. . .” They proposed a compromise: Pharmacists should have the right 
to “step away but not step in the way”. They explained that what 
they meant by this was “. . . when a pharmacist has a moral or ethi-

cal dilemma with dispensing any 
product, another pharmacist on 
duty can fill the prescription, the 
patient can be sent to a pharmacy 
that will provide the therapy, or 
other mechanisms can be estab-
lished.” But note that even their 
proposed compromise requires the 
objecting pharmacist to help the 
patient get this prescription filled.

The  Amer ican  Medica l 
Association went a step further. 
They passed a resolution stating 
that they “support legislation that 
requires individual pharmacists 
or pharmacy chains to fill legally 
valid prescriptions or to provide 

immediate referral to an appropriate alternative dispensing pharmacy 
without interference . . . if an individual pharmacist exercises a con-
scientious refusal to dispense a legal prescription, a patient’s right to 
obtain legal prescriptions will be protected by immediate referral to 
an appropriate dispensing pharmacy.” This theoretically affirms the 
pharmacist’s rights of conscience, but all the guarantees are on the 
other side.

Women Have Plenty of Ways to Get Birth Control
In short, the argument for requiring pharmacists to fill such prescrip-
tions is that patients have a legal right to have these prescriptions 
filled, and for a pharmacist to refuse to fill one violates the rights of 
the patient. Advocates of these “must fill” policies or laws regularly 
point out that contraceptives and abortifacients [a substance that 
induces an abortion] are legal, and that this makes the moral objec-
tions of the pharmacist irrelevant.

Fast Fact
Because birth control 
prevents a human life 
from starting, the group 
Pharmacists for Life 
believes that pharmacists 
who are forced to dispense 
birth control are in viola-
tion of the Hippocratic 
oath—the medical doctrine 
that says medical practitio-
ners should do no harm.



But surely just because something is legal doesn’t mean that others 
are obligated to help you do it. I have yet to hear this line of reasoning 
applied to any other product someone might want to buy. Like, “It 
is legal (for adults) to buy pornography. Therefore, every bookstore 
should be required to sell pornography. For a bookstore to refuse to 
sell a customer pornography would violate the customer’s rights.” 
Or, should every gas station be required to sell cigarettes? Does the 
fact that cigarettes are legal mean that a gas station owner with moral 
objections to smoking has no right to place obstacles in the way of 
smokers by refusing to carry cigarettes?

Indeed, retailers routinely decide not to stock products for all sorts 
of reasons. Kentucky Fried Chicken doesn’t sell pizza. My local Ford 
dealer doesn’t sell Chryslers. My local grocery store doesn’t sell any 
used cars at all. Should we have laws to require every store to carry 
every legal product that exists in the world?

Should Pharmacists Be Allowed 
to Refuse to Sell Birth Control?
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Not a Violation of Patient’s Rights 
How does any of this violate the patient’s rights? If a pharmacist 
refuses to fill certain types of prescriptions, there are surely other 
pharmacists who will be happy to take the business. No one is even 
suggesting that these pharmacists tried to prevent patients from get-
ting their prescriptions somewhere else.

Interestingly enough, Prevention magazine doesn’t even apply this 
logic to their own web site. They have forums where readers may 
post comments, but they include a long list of types of comments 
that they will not accept, including anything “harmful, threatening, 
abusive, harassing, tortious, defamatory, sexist, vulgar, obscene, libel-
ous, invasive of another’s privacy, hateful, or racially, ethnically or 
otherwise objectionable”. Some of these things are illegal, but most 
are not. So just because something is legal doesn’t mean they will post 
it on their web site. Why not? Why don’t they want sexist, vulgar, 
or racist comments on their web site? Surely it is because they have 
moral objections to such things. If they have the right to refuse to be 
a party to conduct that violates their moral standards, why shouldn’t 
pharmacists have that same right?

eVALuAtING tHe AutHoRS’  
ARGuMeNtS:

Johansen argues that if a woman encounters a pharmacist 
who does not want to fill her birth control prescription, 
she can just find another pharmacist who will. How do you 
think each of the authors in this chapter might respond to 
this suggestion? use evidence from the viewpoints in your 
answer. then, state whether you think pharmacists should 
have the right to refuse to fill patients’ prescriptions.



121Facts About Women’s Rights
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Editor’s note: These facts can be used in reports or papers to reinforce 
or add credibility when making important points or claims.

Facts About Women in Politics
The Center for Women in Politics reports the following about women 
who hold political office in the United States:

•  In 2009, ninety women held positions in the U.S. Congress.
•  Seventeen women held office in the Senate.
•  Seventy-three women served in the House of Representatives.
•  In 2007, Democratic senator Nancy Pelosi became the first 

woman to hold the position of Speaker of the House.
•  There were eight female governors in the United States in 2009. 

They presided over the states of Alaska, Arizona, Connecticut, 
Hawaii, Kansas, Michigan, North Carolina, and Washington.

As of 2009 the top ten states with the highest percentage of female 
legislators were:

•  Colorado (39 percent)
•  Vermont (37.2 percent)
•  New Hampshire (37 percent)
•  Minnesota (34.8 percent)
•  Hawaii (32.9 percent)
•  Washington (32 percent)
•  Nevada (31.7 percent)
•  Connecticut (31.6 percent)
•  Maryland (31.4 percent)
•  Arizona (31.1 percent)

According to the International Parliamentary Union (IPU):
•  In 2005, the rate of female representation around the world stood 

at nearly 16 percent.
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•  One-fifth of the world’s parliamentarians elected in 2005 were 
women, according to a report released in February 2006.

•  Just 11 of 187 countries listed with the IPU have no women 
in parliament: Bahrain, Kyrgyzstan, Micronesia, Nauru, Nepal, 
Palau, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saudi Arabia, Solomon Islands, 
Tuvalu, and the United Arab Emirates.

•  Of the thirty-nine countries that held elections in 2005, the num-
bers of women in parliament increased in twenty-eight of them.

As of February 2006, women made up more than 30 percent of par-
liamentary bodies in twenty countries:

•  Rwanda (48.8 percent of parliament was female)
•  Sweden (45.3 percent)
•  Norway (37.9 percent)
•  Finland (37.5 percent)
•  Denmark (36.9 percent)
•  Netherlands (36.7 percent)
•  Cuba (36.0 percent)
•  Spain (36.0 percent)
•  Costa Rica (35.1 percent)
•  Argentina (35.0 percent)
•  Mozambique (34.8 percent)
•  Belgium (34.7 percent)
•  Austria (33.9 percent)
•  Iceland (33.3 percent)
•  South Africa (32.8 percent)
•  New Zealand (32.2 percent)
•  Germany (31.8 percent)
•  Guyana (30.8 percent)
•  Burundi (30.5 percent)
•  Tanzania (30.4 percent)

Facts About Women and Work
In 2007 the U.S. Department of Labor reported the following about 
women and work:

•  Seventy-one million (or 59.3 percent) of U.S. women were work-
ing or looking for work.
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•  Women made up 46 percent of the total U.S. workforce.
•  By 2016 women are expected to make up 47 percent of the labor 

force.
•  Women are expected to account for 49 percent of the increase in 

total labor-force growth between 2006 and 2016.
•  Seventy-five percent of employed women work full time.
•  Twenty-five percent of employed women work part time.
•  Sixty-eight million women are employed in the United States.

The ten highest-paying full-time occupations held by women are:
•  Pharmacist, $1,603 (median weekly earning)
•  Chief executive, $1,536
•  Lawyer, $1,381
•  Computer and information systems manager, $1,363
•  Computer software engineer, $1,318
•  Psychologist, $1,152
•  Physical therapist, $1,096
•  Management analyst, $1,083
•  Computer programmer, $1,074
•  Human resource manager, $1,073

The American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial 
Organizations reports the following about women who worked in 2006:

•  Of women who work, 43.6 percent belong to a labor union.
•  Women in unions earn about 30.9 percent more than women 

who are not members of a union.
•  About 13.8 percent of women do not have health insurance.
•  Approximately 14.1 percent of women in the United States live 

in poverty.
•  Of women over age sixty-five, 78 percent rely on Social Security 

for half or more of their income.
•  Of women sixty-five and older with income, 23.1 percent receive 

a pension.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau:
•  Women in Washington, D.C., earned ninety-one cents for every 

dollar that men earned in 2004.
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•  The five sectors in which women’s median earnings equaled 
$40,000 or more were management of companies and enter-
prises ($41,608); mining ($41,516); professional, scientific, and 
technical services ($41,398); utilities ($40,981); and information 
($40,447).

•  Women earned 90 percent or more of what men did in the fol-
lowing professions: installation, maintenance, and repair; com-
munity and social services; construction and extraction; and 
health care support.

•  Women earned 65 percent of what men did in the following 
fields: legal, sales and related occupations, health care practitio-
ners, and technical professions.

According to a study conducted by McGill University:
•  The United States, Lesotho, Liberia, Swaziland, and Papua New 

Guinea were the only countries out of 173 studied that did not 
guarantee paid maternity leave.

•  Of the 168 countries that do offer paid maternity leave, 98 offered 
fourteen or more weeks of paid time off.

Under the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, U.S. workers are 
allowed to take up to twelve weeks of unpaid leave for maternity, 
family, and other medical needs.

According to the United Nations, maternity leave around the world 
breaks down as follows:

•  Afghanistan: Ninety days at 100 percent of pay
•  Algeria: Fourteen weeks at 100 percent of pay
•  Austria: Sixteen weeks at 100 percent of pay
•  China: Ninety days at 100 percent of pay
•  Congo: Fifteen weeks at 100 percent of pay
•  Cuba: Eighteen weeks at 100 percent of pay
•  Iceland: Ninety days at 80 percent of pay
•  India: Twelve weeks at 100 percent of pay
•  Iran: Ninety days at 67 percent of pay
•  Iraq: Sixty-two days at 100 percent of pay
•  Israel: Twelve weeks up to 100 percent of pay (with ceiling)
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•  Italy: Five months at 80 percent of pay
•  Mexico: Twelve weeks at 100 percent of pay
•  Morocco: Fourteen weeks at 100 percent of pay
•  United Kingdom: Twenty-six weeks at 90 percent of pay for first 

six weeks with a flat rate thereafter

Facts About Violence Against Women in the united States
According to the Family Violence and Prevention Fund:

•  One in five female high-school students has been physically and/
or sexually abused by a date.

•  Eight percent of high-school girls report they have been forced 
to have sex with their boyfriend.

•  Forty percent of girls aged fourteen to seventeen report knowing 
a girl their age who has been hit by her boyfriend.

The National Center for Injury Prevention and Control reports that 
4.8 million women in the United States experience partner-inflicted 
physical assaults and rapes.

According to the Bureau of Justice, 1,181 women were murdered 
by their partners in 2005—equal to about three murders every day.

In 2008 the National Network to End Domestic Violence conducted 
a twenty-four-hour survey of domestic violence shelters and services 
and found:

•  More than twenty thousand adult and child victims of abuse 
sought refuge in emergency shelters.

•  More than ten thousand adult and child abuse victims were living 
in transitional housing.

•  Nearly nine thousand requests for assistance went unmet because 
of a lack of funding.

Facts About Muslim Women Around the World
The United Nations Population Fund estimates that five thousand 
women are killed each year in honor killings, though most experts 
agree the figure is actually much higher.
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A 2005 Gallup poll of the Muslim world found the following percent-
ages of Muslim women who said they were able to make their own 
voting decisions:

•  97 percent (Lebanon)
•  95 percent (Egypt)
•  95 percent (Morocco)
•  94 percent (Turkey)
•  92 percent (Iran)
•  78 percent (Jordan)
•  69 percent (Saudi Arabia)
•  68 percent (Pakistan)
•  The same poll found that: In Turkey, 92 percent of men and 

women believed women should have equal rights.
•  In Morocco, 51 percent of men and 87 percent of women believed 

in equal rights for men and women.
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The editors have compiled the following list of organizations con-
cerned with the issues debated in this book. The descriptions are 
derived from materials provided by the organizations. All have pub-
lications or information available for interested readers. The list was 
compiled on the date of publication of the present volume; the infor-
mation provided here may change. Be aware that many organizations 
take several weeks or longer to respond to queries, so allow as much 
time as possible.

Alan Guttmacher Institute
125 Maiden Ln., New York, NY 10038
e-mail: info@agi-usa.org
Web site: www.agi-usa.org
The institute works to protect and expand the reproductive choices of 
all women and men. It provides women the information and services 
they need to exercise their rights and responsibilities concerning sexual 
activity, reproduction, and family planning. Among the institute’s 
publications are the books Emergency Contraception Has Tremendous 
Potential in the Fight to Reduce Unintended Pregnancy and Striking a 
Balance Between a Provider’s Right to Refuse and a Patient’s Right to 
Receive Care.

American Association of university Women (AAuW)
1111 Sixteenth St. NW, Washington, D.C. 20036
(202) 785-7700
e-mail: info@aauw.org
Web site: www.aauw.org
This national organization promotes education and workplace equity 
for all women and girls. For more than 127 years, AAUW members 
have examined and taken positions on the fundamental issues of the 
day—educational, social, economic, and political.
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Catholics for a Free Choice
1436 U St. NW, Ste. 301, Washington, D.C. 20009
e-mail: cffc@catholicsforchoice.org
Web site: www.cath4choice.org

This organization promotes family planning to reduce the need for 
abortion and to increase women’s choice in childbearing and child 
rearing. It publishes the bimonthly newsletter Conscience.

Center for the American Woman and Politics (CAWP)
Eagleton Institute on Politics at Rutgers University
191 Ryders Ln., New Brunswick, NJ 08901-8557
Web site: www.cawp.rutgers.edu

The Center for American Women and Politics, a unit of the Eagleton 
Institute of Politics at Rutgers, is a leading source of scholarly research 
and data about American women in politics. The CAWP collects facts 
on women in politics, tracks women running for electoral office, and 
analyzes presidential election results. The CAWP also runs the nation-
ally recognized Pathways to Politics program—a two-week camp—
where Girl Scouts learn about women in politics.

the Feminist Majority
433 S. Beverly Dr., Beverly Hills, CA 90212
Web site: http://feminist.org

The organization encourages women to fill leadership positions 
in business, education, media, law, medicine, and government. 
It sponsors projects and a speakers bureau and compiles statistics 
on women in leadership roles. The fund publishes the quarterly 
Feminist Majority Report as well as a newsletter, fact sheets, books, 
and videos.

Legal Momentum
395 Hudson St., New York, NY 10014
Web site: www.legalmomentum.org

Formerly the NOW Legal Defense and Education Fund, Legal 
Momentum is the oldest legal advocacy organization dedicated to 
advancing the rights of women and girls in the United States. The 
organization litigates and establishes public policy strategies to pro-
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mote equality and justice for women and girls. It currently focuses on 
liberating women and girls from violence and works to promote equal 
work for equal pay, good health care, and strong, supportive families 
and communities.

National Abortion and Reproductive 
Rights Action League (NARAL)
1556 Fifteenth St. NW, Ste. 700, Washington, D.C. 20005
e-mail: comments@naral.org
Web site: www.prochoiceamerica.org

NARAL is the nation’s leading advocate for privacy and a woman’s 
right to affordable birth control. NARAL works to protect the pro-
choice values of freedom and privacy while reducing the need for 
abortions. It publishes numerous articles, pamphlets, reports, and 
news briefs about the state of women’s access to birth control in 
America.

National Association of Women Business owners
1511 K St. NW, Ste. 1100, Washington, D.C. 20005
(202) 638-5322
Web site: www.nawbo.org

The National Association of Women Business Owners is the unified 
voice of America’s more than 10 million women-owned businesses. 
The organization offers leadership training and a network for women 
who have been in business for themselves for more than eight years.

National organization for Women (NoW)
1000 Sixteenth St. NW, Ste. 700, Washington, D.C. 20036
Web site: www.now.org

With chapters in all fifty states plus the District of Columbia, NOW 
is one of the largest and most influential feminist organizations in the 
United States. NOW has more than 550,000 members in 550 chapters 
across the United States. It seeks to end prejudice and discrimination 
against women in all areas of life. NOW lobbies legislatures to make 
laws more equitable and works to educate and inform the public on 
women’s issues. It publishes the NOW Times, a newspaper, policy state-
ments, and articles.
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National Right to Life Committee (NRLC)
512 Tenth St. NW, Washington, D.C. 20004
(202) 626-8800
Web site: www.nrlc.org

The NRLC is one of the largest organizations opposing abortion. The 
committee campaigns against legislation to legalize or reduce restric-
tions on abortion. Its Web site provides information on its ongoing 
efforts and a link to its publication National Right to Life News.

National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC)
1211 Connecticut Ave. NW, Ste. 425, Washington, D.C. 20036
(202) 785-1100
Web site: www.nwpc.org

This multipartisan, multicultural organization is dedicated to increas-
ing women’s participation in the political field and creating a politi-
cal power base designed to achieve equality for all women. Through 
recruiting, training, and financial donations, the NWPC provides sup-
port to women candidates running for all levels of office regardless of 
political affiliation.

Planned Parenthood Federation of America
434 W. Thirty-third St., New York, NY 10011
e-mail: communications@ppfa.org
Web site: www.plannedparenthood.org

Planned Parenthood believes individuals have the right to control their 
own fertility without governmental interference. It promotes compre-
hensive sex education and provides contraceptive counseling and ser-
vices through clinics across the United States.

Women’s environment and Development organization (WeDo)
355 Lexington Ave., 3rd Fl., New York, NY 10017
(212) 973-0325
Web site: www.wedo.org
WEDO was established in 1990 by former U.S. congresswoman Bella 
Abzug (1920–1998) and feminist activist and journalist Mim Kelber 
(1922–2004). Since its inception, WEDO has been a leader in organiz-
ing women for international conferences and actions. In 1992 WEDO 
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organized the World Women’s Congress for a Healthy Planet, bringing 
together more than fifteen hundred women from eighty-three countries 
to work jointly on a strategy for the UN Conference on Environment 
and Development.

Women’s Forum Against Fundamentalism in Iran (WFAFI)
PO Box 15205, Boston, MA 02215
e-mail: info@wfafi.org
Web site: www.fafi.org

The Women’s Forum Against Fundamentalism in Iran works to pro-
mote awareness of the special challenges women face living in funda-
mentalist Iran. The WFAFI seeks to promote public awareness through 
research projects and outreach programs as well as policy discussions 
and analysis. According to WFAFI’s mission statement, “We firmly 
believe the political presence, participation and leadership of women 
are instrumental to achieving social, political and economic equality.”

the Women’s Rights Project (WRP)
125 Broad St., 18th Fl., New York, NY 10004-2400
Web site: www.aclu.org/reproductiverights

The Women’s Rights Project was founded in 1972 by Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg. Since that time it has focused on legal battles to ensure 
women’s rights in education and employment and has been an active 
participant in nearly all major gender-discrimination cases that reached 
the Supreme Court. The WRP advocates for victims of domestic vio-
lence as well as for women and girls in the criminal justice system.

Worldwide Islamic Network of Women (WINoW)
e-mail: info@islamwomen.org
Web site: www.islamwomen.org

WINOW is an online global community for Muslim women. It pro-
vides news and information for and about the Muslim community 
and offers guidance for women of Islam in marriage, family, raising 
children, human rights, religious practice, and scripture.
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Islam for today (www.islamfortoday.com). This site was created 
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