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INTRODUCTION 

  

The theme on the problems faced by women proved to be the most challenging and delicate topic 

dealt to date by the General Secretariat for On-going Formation during these past years. First, 

because it means entering into the realm of a very complex reality; secondly, the abundance of 

reading materials and the varied realities of women makes it more difficult to come up with a 

material that would exhaustively described the real situation of women today and; lastly, the 

organization and conceptualization of this work is merely based on the human male perspective, 

thus a female perspective would eventually complete the whole puzzle. 

  

Let us begin our reflection by way of trivia. Please do read carefully and attentively. The 

following is a list of 25 Fast Facts about Women around the World. Some are quirky, some serious, 

and others are just downright depressing:
[1]
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1. 80% of the 50 million people around the world who are affected by violent conflicts, civil 

wars, disasters, and displacement are women and children. 

2. In 2004, 48.8% of the seats held in parliament in Rwanda were held by women. Contrast 

that to Cuba where 36% of the seats were held by women, and the USA, where 14.3 % of the 

seats were held by women. Saudi Arabia and the Solomon Islands are just two countries where 

there are no women in parliament (UNDP, Human Development Report 2004). 

3. In 76 countries, less than half the eligible girls are enrolled in secondary school. 

4. Women own only 1% of the world’s land. 

5. Approximately three million women in the USA sport tattoos. 

6. A Saudi Arabian woman can get a divorce if her husband doesn’t give her coffee. 

7. 43% of Australian marriages end in divorce. of those who remarry, 65% of them will 

divorce again. By the time you try for marriage number 3, your chance of getting divorced is 

about 75%. 

8. The women of the Tiwi tribe in the South Pacific are married at birth. 

9. It is illegal to be a prostitute in Siena, Italy, if your name is Mary. 

10. In parts of Malaya, the women keep harems of men. 

11. The two highest IQ’s ever recorded (on a standard test) both belong to women. 

12. In Kenya where 38% of the farms are run by women, those women manage to harvest the 

same amount per hectare (2.47 acres) as men, despite men having greater access to loans, 

advice, fertilizers, hybrid seeds, insecticides. And when women were given the same level of help, 

they were found to be more efficient than men, and produced bigger harvests. 

13. Over half a million women die in childbirth every year in Africa and Asia. 

14. Nearly 1/2 of all Indonesian women have had their first child by the time they are 17. 

15. In the USA, unintended pregnancies account for almost half of all pregnancies. 

16. According to The World Health Org., 40 per cent of girls aged 17 or under in South 

Africa are reported to have been the victim of rape or attempted rape. 

17. In Sweden, 76% of mothers work, the highest percentage in the developed world. 

18. Australia, New Zealand and the US are among a handful of governments that do not 

require women to be paid some form of maternity leave. In countries as diverse as Russia, 

Colombia, Laos and Morocco, the government foots the entire bill for three to six months of 

maternity leave. 

19. By age 55, 95% of all U.S. women have married. 

20. In 2007 the world’s richest self-made woman was Ms Zhang Yin, a Chinese paper 

recycling entrepreneur. 

21. Only 5% of Hollywood feature films are directed by women. 

22. Today, Japan leads the world in condom use. Like cosmetics, they’re sold door to door, by 

women. 

23. Seventy percent of women would rather have chocolate than sex (Poll taken in a 1995 

women’s magazine). 

24. Australian women have sex on the first date more than women the same age in the USA 

and Canada. 

25. China is considered the next big marketing opportunity for the tobacco industry because 

only 3.8% of Chinese women smoke, compared with 63 % of adult males. 

  

What does this list say to you? How much information do we know about women issues? Are we 

sensitive to the pressing condition of women around the world? These are prevalent concerns we 

have to address as friars especially in the aspect of initial and on-going formation. When we speak 

of the situation of women we speak about their right as a principal component of their dignity as a 

human being. Women’s right around the world is an important indicator to understand global well-

being. This is a very important affirmation with regards to respect of human rights in general. But, 
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despite many successes in empowering women, many unresolved issues still exist in all areas of 

life. Many may speculate that women’s right are only an issue where religion is law. Some thinks 

that this is an issue at all. Last year, Inter Press Service (Mar 15, 2011) reported that a U.N. body 

dealing with women's rights is seriously concerned at the growing list of formal reservations lodged 

by member states - even as they sign and ratify an international treaty to eliminate gender 

discrimination. Of the 161 countries ratifying the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women, about 44 have said they will not implement certain provisions of 

the treaty on political, constitutional, cultural or religious grounds. This recent development 

signifies greater concern on how human rights are upheld especially women’s right in particular. 

  

This pivotal issue about the current situation of women today urges us to respond to the demands 

of the world for the total liberation of the person, thus taking on the responsibility of promoting 

justice among all peoples of today divided by reason of age, nationality, race, religion, wealth, 

education and (sex). It is for this reason that we are called to work in the midst of the world, 

sharing in its hopes and sorrows and helps it discover the value and full significance of human 

life.
[2]

  

  

This new, yet old form of poverty experienced in many parts of the world invites us to identify 

and respond to it. As a creative apostolic force, we should look for the most appropriate means for 

responding to the ever-changing condition of the society.
[3]

 More than ever, we are called to stand 

with the Blessed Virgin Mary at the countless crosses of humanity
[4]

 and in every suffering of a 

woman (our mothers, sisters, daughters and friends) we are urged to commit ourselves to solidarity, 

especially among those people with whom we minister. 

  

This module for on-going formation prepared by the General Secretariat for On-going 

Formation and in collaboration with the General Secretariat for Justice and Peace and 

Evangelization of Peoples hopes to present a panoramic view of the current situation of women in 

the world. It aims to educate our friars on significant facts, issues and concerns of women of today.  

  

  

I. WOMEN AND CHRISTIANITY 

  

The Apostolic Letter Mulieris Dignitatem of John Paul II affirmed the fullness and significance 

of womanhood by stating a fact that the dignity and vocation of women has been and is and will 

always be a subject of constant human and Christian reflection. This affirmation is made evident in 

the statement of the Church’s Magisterium present in the various documents before, during and 

after the Second Vatican Council. Pope Paul VI showed relevance of the so-called ―sign of the 

times,‖ when he conferred the title ―Doctor of the church‖ upon Saint Teresa of Jesus and Saint 

Catherine of Siena. He emphasized in one of his discourses that: ―Within Christianity, more than in 

any other religion, and since its very beginning, women have had a special dignity…;it is evident 

that women are meant to form part of the living and working structure of Christianity in so 

prominent a manner that perhaps not all their potentialities have yet been made clear.‖
[5]

 

  

The Book of Genesis outlines a very fundamental anthropological truth: "God created man in his 

own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them" (Gen 1:27). This 

particular passage point to man as highest form in the order of creation. The creation of man and 

woman in equal degrees derives from the fact that they were created according to the image of God. 

God entrusted dominion over the earth to the human race, men and women, who derive their dignity 

and vocation from the common ―beginning‖.
[6]

 John Paul stressed that from the beginning, both are 

persons, unlike the other living beings in the world about them. The woman is another ―I‖ in a 

common humanity. From the very beginning they appear as a ―unity of the two‖, and this signifies 
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that the original solitude is overcome, the solitude in which man does not find ―a helper fit for 

him.‖
[7]

 

  

From the beginning of the early Christian church, starting with Jesus, women were important 

members of the movement. The examples of the manner of Jesus reveal his attitudes toward women 

and show repeatedly how he liberated and affirmed women. It is universally admitted, even by 

people with a critical attitude towards the Christian message, that in the eyes of his contemporaries, 

Jesus became a promoter of the dignity and vocation of women. The gospels of the New Testament, 

especially Luke, often mention Jesus speaking to or helping women publicly and openly, contrary to 

the social norms of the time.
[8]

 He reached out to the marginalized in his society and thus, his appeal 

was great.
[9]

 Martha's sister Mary sat at Jesus' feet being taught, a privilege reserved for men in 

Judaism. Jesus had female followers who were his sponsors,
[10]

 and he stopped to express concern 

for the women of Jerusalem on his way to be crucified, 
[11]

 while Mary Magdalene is recorded to be 

the first person to have the privilege of seeing Jesus after resurrection. 
[12]

 It is also important to 

stress that in his important discussion of marriage and its indissolubility, Jesus appeals to the 

beginning of creation. The ethical principle, which from the beginning marks the reality of creation, 

is being confirmed by Jesus in opposition to that tradition which discriminated against women. 

Somehow in recognition of Jesus’ concern of condition of women during his time, women show to 

him and to his mystery a special sensitivity which is characteristics of their femininity. 

  

As time went on and the disciples continued to spread Jesus' message by word of mouth, groups 

of Christians organized within the homes of believers. Those who could offer their home for 

meetings were considered important within the movement and assumed leadership roles.
[13]

 

  

The letters of Paul—dated to the middle of the 1st century CE—and his casual greetings to 

acquaintances offer information about Jewish and Gentile women who were prominent in the 

movement. His letters provide clues about the kind of activities in which women engaged more 

generally.
[14]

  

- He greets Priscilla (Prisca), Junia, Julia, and Nereus' sister.
[15]

 

- Paul writes that Priscilla and her husband risked their lives to save his life. 

- He praises Junia (or Junias) as "prominent among the apostles" or "well known to the 

apostles", who had been imprisoned for their labor. Some theologians understand the name to be 

that of a woman, suggesting that Paul recognized female apostles in the Church.
[16] 

 

- Mary and Persis are commended for their hard work.
[17]

 

- Euodia and Syntyche are called his fellow-workers in the gospel.
[18]

 

  

Some theologians believe that these biblical reports provide evidence of women leaders active in 

the earliest work of spreading the Christian message,
[19][20]

 while others reject that understanding.
[21]

 

The evidence also indicates that these women "ministered" in supporting roles of the church much 

as the women who followed Christ supported his ministry. 

  

It can be noted that from the very beginning of the early Christian church, women were indeed 

important members of the movement, although some complain that much of the information in the 

New Testament on the work of women has been overlooked.
[22]

 Some also argue that many 

assumed that it had been a "man's church" because sources of information stemming from the New 

Testament church were written and interpreted by men. Recently, scholars have begun looking in 

mosaics, frescoes, and inscriptions of that period for information about women's roles in the early 

church.
[23]

  

  

From the early patristic age, the offices of teacher and sacramental minister were reserved for 

men throughout most of the church in the East and West.
[24]
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_views_about_women - cite_note-Weinrich-11 Tertullian, the 

2nd century Latin father, wrote that "It is not permitted to a woman to speak in church. Neither may 

she teach, baptize, offer, nor claim for herself any function proper to a man, least of all the 

sacerdotal office" ("On the Veiling of Virgins"). 

With the establishment of Christian monasticism, other influential roles became available to 

women. From the 5th century onward, Christian convents provided opportunities for some women 

to escape the path of marriage and child-rearing, acquire literacy and learning, and play a more 

active religious role. In the later Middle Ages women such as Saint Catherine of Siena and Saint 

Teresa of Avila, played significant roles in the development of theological ideas and discussion 

within the church, and were later declared Doctors of the Roman Catholic Church. 

  

In every age and in every country we find many "perfect" women (cf. Prov. 31:10) who, despite 

persecution, difficulties and discrimination, have shared in the Church's mission. It suffices to 

mention: Monica, the mother of Augustine, Macrina, Olga of Kiev, Matilda of Tuscany, Hedwig of 

Silesia, Jadwiga of Cracow, Elizabeth of Thuringia, Birgitta of Sweden, Joan of Arc, Rose of Lima, 

Elizabeth Ann Seton and Mary Ward.
[25]

 

  

The Protestant Reformation ended female convents, which had existed within Roman 

Catholicism, and which the Reformers saw as bondage.
[26]

 By shutting down female convents 

within the movement, Protestantism effectively closed off the option of a full-time religious role for 

Protestant women, as well as one which had provided some women a life in academic study.
[27]

  

  

Today, despite the advancement of ideas with the regards to the understanding rights of women 

in the society at large, many progressive Christians disagree with the traditional male-authority and 

female-submission paradigm. Christianity has traditionally given men the position of authority in 

marriage, society and government. This position places women in submissive roles, and usually 

excludes women from church leadership, especially from formal positions requiring any form of 

ordination. The Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches, and many conservative Protestant 

denominations assert today that only men can be ordained—as clergy and as deacons. 

  

Some 19th-century Christian authors codifying challenges to traditional views toward women 

both in the church and in society. Only since the 1970s have more diverse views become 

formalized. 

  

There are four main viewpoints in the modern debate. They are known respectively as: 

1. Christian feminism.
[28]

 A movement that has had a profound impact on all of life, 

challenging some traditional basic Christian interpretations of Scripture with respect to roles for 

women.
[29]

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_views_about_women - cite_note-RBMW-24 

2. Christian Egalitarianism.
[30]

 Christian Egalitarians' interpretation of Scripture brings them 

to the conclusion that the manner and teachings of Jesus, affirmed by the Apostle Paul, abolished 

gender-specific roles in both the church and in marriage. 

3. Complementarianism.
[31]

 Complementarians believe that God made men and women to be 

equal in personhood and value but different in roles. They understand the Bible as teaching that 

God created men and women to serve different roles in the church and the home.
[32]

 

4. Biblical Patriarchy
[33]

 affirms the equality of men and women, but goes further in its 

expression of the different gender roles. It asserts that "a husband and father is the head of his 

household, a family leader, provider, and protector" and that the "God-ordained and proper 

sphere of dominion for a wife is the household and that which is connected with the home".
[34]

 

  

  

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_views_about_women#cite_note-Weinrich-11
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tertullian
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/anf04.iii.iv.i.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_monasticism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Convent
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catherine_of_Siena
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teresa_of_Avila
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doctors_of_the_Church
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn25
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protestant_Reformation
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn26
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn27
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protestants
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clergy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deacons
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn28
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_views_about_women#cite_note-RBMW-24
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn30
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn31
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn32
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn33
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn34


Copyright © CURIA GENERALIZIA OSM, Piazza San Marcello, 5 – Roma 

II. THE DIGNITY OF A WOMAN ACCORDING TO BLESSED JOHN PAUL II
[35]

 

  

A woman's dignity is closely connected with the love which she receives by the very reason of 

her femininity; it is likewise connected with the love which she gives in return. The truth about the 

person and about love is thus confirmed. With regard to the truth about the person, we must turn 

again to the Second Vatican Council: "Man, who is the only creature on earth that God willed for its 

own sake, cannot fully find himself except through a sincere gift of self". This applies to every 

human being, as a person created in God's image, whether man or woman. This ontological 

affirmation also indicates the ethical dimension of a person's vocation. Woman can only hand 

herself by giving love to others.
[36]

 

  

From the "beginning", woman - like man - was created and "placed" by God in this order of love. 

The sin of the first parents did not destroy this order, nor irreversibly cancel it out. This is proved by 

the words of the Proto-evangelium (cf. Gen 3:15). Our reflections have focused on the particular 

place occupied by the "woman" in this key text of revelation. It is also to be noted how the same 

Woman, who attains the position of a biblical "exemplar", also appears within the eschatological 

perspective of the world and of humanity given in the Book of Revelation 
[37]

 She is "a woman 

clothed with the sun", with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of stars (cf. Rev 12:1). 

One can say she is a Woman of cosmic scale, on a scale with the whole work of creation. At the 

same time she is "suffering the pangs and anguish of childbirth" (Rev 12:2) like Eve "the mother of 

all the living" (Gen 3:20). She also suffers because "before the woman who is about to give birth" 

(cf. Rev 12:4) there stands "the great dragon ... that ancient serpent" (Rev 12:9), already known from 

the Proto-evangelium: the Evil One, the "father of lies" and of sin (cf. Jn 8:44). The "ancient 

serpent" wishes to devour "the child". While we see in this text an echo of the Infancy Narrative (cf. 

Mt 2:13,16), we can also see that the struggle with evil and the Evil One marks the biblical 

exemplar of the "woman" from the beginning to the end of history. It is also a struggle for man, for 

his true good, for his salvation. Is not the Bible trying to tell us that it is precisely in the "woman" - 

Eve-Mary - that history witnesses a dramatic struggle for every human being, the struggle for his or 

her fundamental "yes" or "no" to God and God's eternal plan for humanity? 

  

While the dignity of woman witnesses to the love which she receives in order to love in return, 

the biblical "exemplar" of the Woman also seems to reveal the true order of love which constitutes 

woman's own vocation. Vocation is meant here in its fundamental, and one may say universal 

significance, a significance which is then actualized and expressed in women's many different 

"vocations" in the Church and the world. 

  

The moral and spiritual strength of a woman is joined to her awareness that God entrusts the 

human being to her in a special way. Of course, God entrusts every human being to each and every 

other human being. But this entrusting concerns women in a special way - precisely by reason of 

their femininity - and this in a particular way determines their vocation. 

  

The moral force of women, which draws strength from this awareness and this entrusting, 

expresses itself in a great number of figures of the Old Testament, of the time of Christ, and of later 

ages right up to our own day. 

  

A woman is strong because of her awareness of this entrusting, strong because of the fact that 

God "entrusts the human being to her", always and in every way, even in the situations of social 

discrimination in which she may find herself. This awareness and this fundamental vocation speak 

to women of the dignity which they receive from God himself, and this makes them "strong" and 

strengthens their vocation. 
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Thus the "perfect woman" (cf. Prov 31:10) becomes an irreplaceable support and source of 

spiritual strength for other people, who perceive the great energies of her spirit. These "perfect 

women" are owed much by their families, and sometimes by whole nations. 

  

In our own time, the successes of science and technology make it possible to attain material well-

being to a degree hitherto unknown. While this favours some, it pushes others to the edges of 

society. In this way, unilateral progress can also lead to a gradual loss of sensitivity for man, that is, 

for what is essentially human. In this sense, our time in particular awaits the manifestation of that 

"genius" which belongs to women, and which can ensure sensitivity for human beings in every 

circumstance: because they are human! - and because "the greatest of these is love" (cf. 1 Cor 

13:13). 

  

Thus a careful reading of the biblical exemplar of the Woman - from the Book of Genesis to the 

Book of Revelation - confirms that which constitutes women's dignity and vocation, as well as that 

which is unchangeable and ever relevant in them, because it has its "ultimate foundation in Christ, 

who is the same yesterday and today, yes and forever".
[38]

 If the human being is entrusted by God to 

women in a particular way, does not this mean that Christ looks to them for the accomplishment of 

the "royal priesthood" (1 Pt 2:9), which is the treasure he has given to every individual? Christ, as 

the supreme and only priest of the New and Eternal Covenant, and as the Bridegroom of the 

Church, does not cease to submit this same inheritance to the Father through the Spirit, so that God 

may be "everything to everyone" (1 Cor 15:28).
[39]

 

  

  

  
III. A TAPESTRY OF WOMEN’S CONDITION IN THE WORLD

[40]
 

  
  

A) WOMEN IN THE DEVELOPING SPHERE 

  

In developing areas dominated by non-Western culture, women remain more or less subjugated, 

and in some countries they are stripped of any human rights. Exploitation and abuse of women, 

including outright violence, are acceptable in countries where women have an inferior social status 

by customary or formal law. Violence against women and girls is a direct corollary of their 

subordinate status in society. Primitive cultures have beliefs, norms, and social institutions that 

legitimize and therefore perpetuate violence against women. 

  

  

1. Denial of Property Rights 
  

Outright violence is not the only form of subjugation directed against women. The United 

Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) study Women’s Land and Property Rights in 

Situations of Conflict and Reconstruction (2001) documents the economic subjugation that results 

from the absence of property rights for women (details of this report’s findings are discussed later). 

Access to land is crucial in many African countries where subsistence farming is the main source of 

livelihood. In such countries, including Kenya, Liberia, Rwanda, Ghana, Tanzania, and Zambia, 

women usually lose their land when they are widowed because their entitlement to the land is 

founded on their marriage. According to the customary law, they gain access to their husbands’ land 

through marriage, but they do not gain property rights. When they are unmarried, they have access 

to their parents’ land as long as their parents are alive. Women in those countries may inherit their 

fathers’ land only in the absence of male heirs, and even then their legacy is likely to be challenged 

by other male relatives. In theory, women may own property according to the formal civil law. 
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Access to land entails access to water, which is an invaluable resource in agrarian societies. 

Women in these societies are responsible for bringing the water for domestic and farm use, 

spending eight hours on average walking to and from a water source, collecting the water and 

carrying it back. One thousand liters of water are required to grow one kilogram of grain. Although 

a woman can carry as much as fifteen liters per trip, it is of course not enough. For many women, 

life revolves around the chore of fetching the water, which is crucial for their families’ survival. The 

customary law in African societies regards the fetching of water as strictly woman’s work, 

denigrating for a man. In some places, a man is prohibited even from assisting a woman in 

retrieving the water. The social status of the water fetchers is on a par with that of cattle. When a 

woman’s access to water is restricted because of distance, time constraints, or illness, she must use 

lower-quality water. Unfortunately, 80 percent of all illnesses in under-developed countries are 

transmitted by contaminated water,
[41]

 so the resort to inferior water sources poses a serious threat to 

health. 

  

  

2. Honor Killing 
  

Islamic law stimulates honor killings in Muslim countries and occasionally among Muslim 

immigrants in Western countries. Women who dishonor the family include rape victims, women 

suspected of engaging in premarital sex, and women accused of adultery. According to the 

UNIFEM report Violence Against Women: Facts and Figures, more than one thousand women are 

killed in Pakistan every year for dishonoring their families. A 2002 study of women killed in 

Alexandria, Egypt, indicates that 47 percent of them were killed by a relative after they had been 

raped. In Jordan and Lebanon, 70 to 75 percent of the perpetrators of these so-called honor killings 

are the women’s brothers.
[42]

 

  

  

3. Dowry –related Subjugation 
  

The Asia Observer reported in 2002
[43]

 that the practice of dowry is prevalent in all 

socioeconomic groups in India. A young woman’s family must pay a dowry in order to avoid the 

stigma of having an unmarried daughter. Dowry is regarded as the bride’s contribution to the 

marriage because she is unlikely to have paid employment. The dowry is usually paid in the name 

of the groom or his family. In some cases, it is treated as the wife’s inheritance, and the assets are 

placed under her name, but once she is married, she may lose control over these assets. Even when 

the dowry is paid, the woman’s in-laws may continue to blackmail her family for additional 

payments and kill her if their demands are not met. Young wives are sometime driven to suicide 

under the pressure of such blackmail. Dowry-related killings occur predominantly in South Asia. 

According to the UNIFEM report Violence Against Women, almost fifteen thousand dowry deaths 

are estimated per year in India, most of them in kitchen fires designed to look like accidents.  

  

The heavy cost of providing a dowry makes many parents prefer sons to daughters. The expense 

of a dowry turns a son into an asset and a daughter into a liability. Among the results has been a 

proliferation of female infanticide and sex-selective abortion. In 2005, the United Nations 

Population Fund reported that the proportion of females in the 0-6 age range had declined 

precipitously. Female infanticide ―goes largely uncensured, undetected, unpunished and 

unmourned.‖ According to the Asian Observer, parents are encouraged by unsavory medical 

practitioners who advertise their abortion services with the claim that 6,000 rupees ($122) paid 

today to abort a female fetus is cheaper than paying a lot more later for a dowry.
[44]
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4. Lack of Legal Protection 
  

The gap between customary law and formal law, whether in regard to land ownership, honor 

killing, or dowry, leaves women helpless and confused about their actual rights. Says Isha Dyfan, a 

lawyer and women’s advocate from Sierra Leon: ―First, there is the colonial law, and then the 

customary law, and also Muslim law in our system. For women, and even for lawyers, this 

proliferation of law is like a minefield, and really discourages them from facing the legal system‖.  

  

According to the UNIFEM report Women, War, and Peace,
[45]

 the vestiges of colonial law are 

not necessarily more progressive than the indigenous customary law. In Mozambique, Portuguese 

colonial law regarded the man as the head of the household. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

Belgian colonial law required married women to obtain their husband’s permission before 

undertaking a judicial action. Confusion about the status of women, however, is not limited to 

Africa or India. In Guatemala, one article of the law provides for the equality of spouses in civil 

marriages, whereas another article declares that the husband is the representative of the household. 

In addition, because most Mayan couples live together in common-law marriages, the Guatemalan 

law cannot be applied to their situation. In Asian countries such as Bhutan, Burma, and Nepal, 

socio-cultural and religious constraints hamper the implementation of legal reforms, and women fail 

to take advantage of the new opportunities accorded to them by such reforms. They are either 

ignorant of these reforms or unable to overcome the traditional norms in which they were brought 

up. 

  

  

5. Exploitation of Underage Girls 
  

In March 2001, the United Nations Children’s Fund released a report highlighting the continuing 

practice of marrying underage girls, effectively ending their chance for education. An extreme case 

is Nepal, where 7 percent of girls are married before the age of ten, and 40 percent by age fifteen. In 

the Democratic Republic of Congo, Mali, Niger, Bangladesh, and other countries, large percentages 

of girls are married before their eighteenth birthday. The problem is so acute because of the 

numerous risks from pregnancy-related complications for girls who are not physiologically ready to 

bear a child. According to the United Nations report, pregnancy-related death is a leading cause of 

mortality for girls ages fifteen to nineteen. Early marriage and pregnancy are not the only hazards 

for underage girls. In Southeast Asia, many young girls are sold into prostitution by their poor 

families.
[46]

 

  

B) THE WESTERN CONTRAST
[47]

 

  

Since the early days of the Industrial Revolution women in Europe and North America have 

made considerable progress towards equality with men, although much remains still to be done. Of 

course, the industrialization of Western countries at first had not improved the status of women, but 

had degraded them even further by exploiting them and their children in factories as cheap labor. In 

the preceding relatively prosperous agrarian culture women had worked on an almost equal footing 

with men and had been skilled in many occupations. Families were still "producing units", and 

women received recognition for contributing their substantial share. The factory system changed all 

that by breaking up the traditional extended family with its large household and by giving people 

specialized monotonous tasks behind perpetually moving machines. Women and children were, 

however, paid much less for such work than men, and thus their economic "value" declined. It took 

many decades of struggle before unionization and legal reform ended the crassest form of this 

discrimination. 
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At the same time, middle- and upper-class women were increasingly confined to the home with 

little to do except to take care of their children. Their husbands no longer worked inside the house, 

but were absent during most of the day. These idle women often played the role of frail, sensitive 

creatures who had "the vapours" and fainted in any "indelicate" situation. On the other hand, many 

of them also became critical of their position in society. They found time to devote themselves to 

various religious and moral causes and even to become interested in abolition and the women's 

rights movement. Eventually, both working-class and bourgeois women insisted on change and 

contributed to the success of feminism. This success still is not total, and, as we all know, even in 

the industrialized countries women continue to fight for equal rights. Today, however, in addition to 

economic issues, problems of sexual self-determination have come to the foreground. 

 

It must be remembered, of course, that the relatively liberated and affluent women of Europe and 

North America are only a small minority of women in the world today. In the nineteenth and 

twentieth century, women achieved significant progress in the economically progressive areas 

dominated by Western culture, including North America, Europe, and Australia. 

  

In contrast with the dire condition of women in developing countries, the condition of women in 

Western countries is now outstanding. Young women in the United States and Europe are as likely 

as young men to acquire a college degree.
[48]

 Moreover, these college degrees are not confined to 

traditional occupations for women, such as teaching and nursing. Women enter law school and 

medical school in growing numbers. As of the year 2000, women composed 47 percent of law 

school students in the United States, and 42 percent of legal aid attorneys and public defenders in 

the United States are women.
[49]

 In Great Britain, women compose 60 percent of medical school 

students—as many as 70 percent at some universities .
[50]

 One-third of the professional degrees in 

law, medicine, and business in North America and western Europe are now granted to women. 

Consequently, women’s representation in public office in these parts of the world has risen 

dramatically (Spain and Bianchi 1996, 76). According to the U.S. Department of Labor Women’s 

Bureau (2006), 38 percent of working women in the United States as of 2005 held managerial and 

professional positions, and 23 percent of chief executive officers were women. 

  

With economic freedom and thrust for equality for women, there has been a considerable impact 

on the traditional family model, in which man is the breadwinner and woman is the caretaker, has 

been seriously challenged. According to the U.S. Census 2000, nearly one in three working wives 

out-earns her husband, and one in four fathers provides childcare while the mother is at work. 

According to The First Measured Century, a study of the social changes in the United States during 

the twentieth century, women gained in every aspect of their lives. In 1924, 87 percent of married 

women spent four or more hours each day doing housework. By 1977, the comparable figure was 

43 percent. By 1999, it had plummeted to 14 percent .
[51]

 

  

As the time and effort required for household chores diminished, married women no longer 

needed to stay at home. Whereas married women’s employment used to reflect badly on their 

husbands’ earning ability, no such implication arises today. Husbands are no longer expected to 

earn enough income to support their wives and children, and married women are expected to share 

in the burden of earning a livelihood for their families.
[52]

 Moreover, as women have gained more 

education, their jobs have evolved into lifetime careers, without an intermission for rearing their 

children. These working mothers have created a demand for day-care facilities for their children. 

Many mothers have opened family day-care centers in which they care for their own children and 

receive pay for taking care of other children. As marriage became a less urgent economic need for 

women, they deferred marriage to pursue their education or to launch their careers. 
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C) WOMEN IN A GLOBALIZED SOCIETY 

  

Women today are caught between the two conflicting forces of globalization and backlash social 

movements. The pressures of globalization draw them out of villages into factories and export 

processing zones, breaking down age-old patterns of female subordination and isolation. Local 

patriarchs, losing economic and political power to global forces, see this breakdown of the 

traditional family as the most disturbing aspect of globalization, the place where they must reassert 

control or lose everything. The women are caught in an intolerable contradiction, pulled at once 

towards a commercialized future and pushed back into a traditional past. Everywhere globalization 

is producing a widening gulf between rich and poor, with women and children making up a 

disproportionate percentage of the latter group. This is true not only in Africa, Asia, and Latin 

America, but also among the poor, minority, and immigrant populations of North America and 

Europe.
[53]

 

  

  

  

IV. WOMEN’S RIGHT: HER STORY IN HISTORY
[54]

 

  
UN support for the rights of women began with the Organization's founding Charter. Among the 

purposes of the UN declared in Article 1 of its Charter is ―To achieve international co-operation … 

in promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all 

without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.‖ 

  

Within the UN’s first year, the Economic and Social Council established its Commission on the 

Status of Women, as the principal global policy-making body dedicated exclusively to gender 

equality and advancement of women. Among its earliest accomplishments was ensuring gender 

neutral language in the draft Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  

  

The landmark Declaration, adopted by the General Assembly on 10 December 1948, reaffirms 

that ―All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights‖ and that ―everyone is entitled 

to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as 

race, color, sex, language, religion, … birth or other status.‖  

  

As the international feminist movement began to gain momentum during the 1970s, the General 

Assembly declared 1975 as the International Women’s Year and organized the first World 

Conference on Women, held in Mexico City. At the urging of the Conference, it subsequently 

declared the years 1976-1985 as the UN Decade for Women, and established a Voluntary Fund for 

Decade.  

  

In 1979, the General Assembly adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which is often described as an International Bill of 

Rights for Women. In its 30 articles, the Convention explicitly defines discrimination against 

women and sets up an agenda for national action to end such discrimination. The Convention 

targets culture and tradition as influential forces shaping gender roles and family relations, and it is 

the first human rights treaty to affirm the reproductive rights of women.  

  

Five years after the Mexico City conference, a Second World Conference on Women was held in 

Copenhagen in 1980. The resulting Program of Action called for stronger national measures to 

ensure women's ownership and control of property, as well as improvements in women's rights with 

respect to inheritance, child custody and loss of nationality. 
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In 1985, the World Conference to Review and Appraise the Achievements of the United Nations 

Decade for Women: Equality, Development and Peace, was held convened in Nairobi. It was 

convened at a time when the movement for gender equality had finally gained true global 

recognition, and 15,000 representatives of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) participated in 

a parallel NGO Forum. The event, which many described as ―the birth of global feminism‖. 

Realizing that the goals of the Mexico City Conference had not been adequately met, the 157 

participating governments adopted the Nairobi Forward-looking Strategies to the Year 2000. It 

broke ground in declaring all issues to be women’s issues.  

  

An early result of the Nairobi Conference was the transformation of the Voluntary Fund for the 

UN Decade for Women into the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM, now part of UN 

Women).  

  

The Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995, went a step farther than the 

Nairobi Conference. The Beijing Platform for Action asserted women’s rights as human rights and 

committed to specific actions to ensure respect for those rights. According to the UN Division for 

Women in its review of the four World Conferences:  

"The fundamental transformation that took place in Beijing was the recognition of the need 

to shift the focus from women to the concept of gender, recognizing that the entire structure of 

society, and all relations between men and women within it, had to be re-evaluated. Only by 

such a fundamental restructuring of society and its institutions could women be fully 

empowered to take their rightful place as equal partners with men in all aspects of life. This 

change represented a strong reaffirmation that women's rights were human rights and that 

gender equality was an issue of universal concern, benefiting all." 

  

In the aftermath of the Millennium Declaration of the September 2000 Millennium Summit, 

gender issues were integrated in many of the subsequent Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

— and explicitly in Goal No. 3 (―Promote gender equality and empower women‖) and Goal No. 5 

(―Reduce by three quarters the maternal mortality ratio‖). The UN system is mobilized to meet 

these goals. 

  

In October 2000, the Security Council unanimously adopted a groundbreaking resolution on 

women, peace and security. Resolution 1325 urged Member States to increase women’s 

representation at all decision-making levels for the prevention, management, and resolution of 

conflict. It urged the Secretary-General to appoint more women as his special representatives and 

envoys, and to expand women’s role and contribution in UN field-based operations. 

  

The Council called on all actors involved in negotiating and implementing peace agreements to 

adopt a gender perspective. It also called on all parties to armed conflict to take special measures to 

protect women and girls from gender-based violence and all other forms of violence that occur in 

situations of armed conflict. These recommendations were further developed in Resolution 1820 

(2008) and Resolutions 1888 and 1889 (2009). In October 2010 the UN Security Council marked 

the 10th anniversary of the adoption of resolution 1325. 

  

In February 2010, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon announced the appointment of Margot 

Wallström of Sweden as his Special Representative on Sexual Violence in Conflict. Ms. Wallström 

has urged seeking accountability for mass rapes committed in the Eastern Democratic Republic of 

the Congo, telling the UN Security Council it should 'turn the tide against impunity.' On 2 July 

2010, the United Nations General Assembly unanimously voted to create a single UN body tasked 

with accelerating progress in achieving gender equality and women’s empowerment. 
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The new UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women – or UN Women – 

merged four of the world body’s agencies and offices: the UN Development Fund for Women 

(UNIFEM), the Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW), the Office of the Special Adviser 

on Gender Issues, and the UN International Research and Training Institute for the 

AdvancementofWomen(UN-INSTRAW). 

 

On 14 September 2010, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon announced the appointment of 

Michelle Bachelet, former President of Chile, as Under-Secretary-General for UN Women.  

 

UN Women became operational on 1 January 2011. 

  

  

  

V. WOMEN AND THEIR RIGHTS TODAY 

  

There has been a tremendous progress in terms of upholding women’s right in some parts of the 

world. On the 30th anniversary of CEDAW Inter Press Service (IPS) listed a number of benefits the 

women’s right treaty has provided around the world, for example: 

- Morocco gave women greater equality and protection of their human rights within marriage 

and divorce by passing a new family code in 2004 

- India has accepted legal obligations to eliminate discrimination against women and outlawed 

sexual harassment in the workplace 

- In Cameroon, the Convention is applied in local courts and groundbreaking decisions on 

gender equality are being made by the country’s high courts 

- Mexico passed a law in 2007 toughening its laws on violence against women 

- And the CEDAW committee in Austria decided two complaints against Austria concerning 

domestic violence in 2007 

- UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon also noted that within the UN itself, the number of 

women in senior posts has increased by 40 percent 

- ―The Convention has been used to challenge discriminatory laws, interpret ambiguous 

provisions or where the law is silent, to confer rights on women,‖ Navi Pillay, U.N. High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, said. 

  

On the other hand, Margaret Chan attests that: ―Thirty years after the adoption of the Convention 

of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), many girls and women still do not have 

equal opportunities to realize rights recognized by law. In many countries, women are not entitled 

to own property or inherit land. Social exclusion, ―honor‖ killings, female genital mutilation, 

trafficking and increase illness and death throughout the life course.‖
[55]

 

  

  

A) WOMEN WORK MORE THAN MEN BUT ARE PAID LESS 

  

According to Inter Press Service, ―On a global scale, women cultivate more than half of all the 

food that is grown. In sub-Saharan Africa and the Caribbean, they produce up to 80 percent of basic 

foodstuffs. In Asia, they account for around 50 percent of food production. In Latin America, they 

are mainly engaged in subsistence farming, horticulture, poultry and raising small livestock.‖ Yet 

women often get little recognition for that. In fact, many go unpaid. It is very difficult for these 

women to get the financial resources required to buy equipment etc., as many societies still do not 

accept, or realize, that there is a change in the ―traditional‖ roles. 
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B) FEMINIZATION OF POVERTY 

  

The ―feminization of poverty‖
[56]

 is a phenomenon that is unfortunately on the increase. 

Basically, women are increasingly the ones who suffer the most poverty.  

Professor of anthropology, Richard Robbins also notes that: At the same time that women 

produce 75 to 90 percent of food crops in the world, they are responsible for the running of 

households. According to the United Nations, in no country in the world do men come anywhere 

close to women in the amount of time spent in housework. Furthermore, despite the efforts of 

feminist movements, women in the core [wealthiest, Western countries] still suffer 

disproportionately, leading to what sociologist refer to as the ―feminization of poverty,‖ where two 

out of every three poor adults are women. The informal slogan of the Decade of Women became 

―Women do two-thirds of the world’s work, receive 10 percent of the world’s income and own 1 

percent of the means of production.‖
[57]

 

  

  

C) WOMEN AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

  

Many of the above factors also combine to make women more vulnerable to the impacts of 

climate change, as the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) explains: 

Women—particularly those in poor countries—will be affected differently than men. They are 

among the most vulnerable to climate change, partly because in many countries they make up the 

larger share of the agricultural work force and partly because they tend to have access to fewer 

income-earning opportunities. Women manage households and care for family members, which 

often limits their mobility and increases their vulnerability to sudden weather-related natural 

disasters. Drought and erratic rainfall force women to work harder to secure food, water and 

energy for their homes. Girls drop out of school to help their mothers with these tasks. This cycle of 

deprivation, poverty and inequality undermines the social capital needed to deal effectively with 

climate change.
[58]

 

  

  

  

CONCLUSION 

  

Much has been written about the condition of women. This module for on-going formation offers 

a fraction of all the works and researches done on this particular field. There is still much work to 

do especially in the milieu of our pastoral activities and vocation as friars regarding this impending 

and significant issue. Let me end this work by expressing our gratitude to our mothers, sisters, lay 

collaborators in the words of Blessed John Paul II in his Letter to Women published on 29 June 

1995: 

  

Thank you, women who are mothers! You have sheltered human beings within yourselves in 

a unique experience of joy and travail. This experience makes you become God's own smile 

upon the newborn child, the one who guides your child's first steps, who helps it to grow, and 

who is the anchor as the child makes its way along the journey of life. 

  

Thank you, women who are wives! You irrevocably join your future to that of your 

husbands, in a relationship of mutual giving, at the service of love and life. 

  

http://www.newint.org/issue270/270keynote.html
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http://www.globalissues.org/issue/178/climate-change-and-global-warming
http://www.servidimaria.net/sitoosm/en/risorse/formazione/permanente/anno_2012/index.htm#_ftn58


Copyright © CURIA GENERALIZIA OSM, Piazza San Marcello, 5 – Roma 

Thank you, women who are daughters and women who are sisters! Into the heart of the 

family, and then of all society, you bring the richness of your sensitivity, your intuitiveness, 

your generosity and fidelity. 

  

Thank you, women who work! You are present and active in every area of life-social, 

economic, cultural, artistic and political. In this way you make an indispensable contribution to 

the growth of a culture which unites reason and feeling, to a model of life ever open to the 

sense of "mystery", to the establishment of economic and political structures ever more worthy 

of humanity. 

  

Thank you, consecrated women! Following the example of the greatest of women, the 

Mother of Jesus Christ, the Incarnate Word, you open yourselves with obedience and fidelity to 

the gift of God's love. You help the Church and all mankind to experience a "spousal" 

relationship to God, one which magnificently expresses the fellowship which God wishes to 

establish with his creatures. 

  

Thank you, every woman, for the simple fact of being a woman! Through the insight which 

is so much a part of your womanhood you enrich the world's understanding and help to make 

human relations more honest and authentic. 
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