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ACADEMIC PRAISE FOR FLYING
“☆ ☆ ☆ 1/2 (3.5 out of 4 stars) Highly recommended! Not once over the cours of six hours does the film seem self-indulgent: Fox’s 
soul-baring honesty feels both profound and universal.”

- M. Johanson, Video Librarian (March-April 2008)

“What is interesting about the film is the cross-cultural perspective gained throught the many interviews with women in other 
countries. The educational excerpts (one of two additional DVDs) are... the most useful, as the condense hours of the documentary 
into themed segments. Fox is to be commended for her candor and for the unique technique of ‘passing the camera,’ which lends 
itself well to capturing the feel of personal conversations among female friends.”

- Mary Laskowski, University of Illinois Library, Urbana, Library Journal (April 2008)

“Luckily for the educational market, Ms. Fox offers the very best way to use her film in a classroom setting. She includes the full 
series of episodes in an Educational Package, plus discs that contain chunks of her longer film organized by topic. This is an excellent 
way to turn six hours of ‘confessional’ into two minute or even ten minute portions that can be shown in class to spark discussion 
or serve as a writing prompt. As a tool for a researcher, such as a graduate student in Women’s Studies or a feminist filmmaker, 
this film is of great value. Portions of it can be put to use ina classroom setting with the DVD excerpts. For those library collections 
supporting a graduate program in filmmaking, feminist film studies, visual communications or women’s studies, this film would be 
good addition.”

- Ciara Healy, Media Services Librarian, Wake Technical Community College
Educational Media Reveiws Online

“You could happily talk for days about Fox’s Flying: storytelling, filmmaking, genre, globalism, feminism, sexuality, family, repres-
sion, aging, love... I’m breathless.  What a rich film! An elegant, engaging demonstration, in both form and content, of how the 
personal is political.”

- Lydia Foerster, Advocacy Video, The New School

“In the age of reality TV, this documentary series merges the personal documentary with cultural criticism. Not only is the self-re-
flection fascinating in terms of filmmaking, but Jennifer Fox confronts issues haunting women for decades here and abroad.”

- Marsha Rock, Director of Broadcast Journalism, New York University

“Remarkable about FLYING is the way it deconstructs that ‘voice of authority’ so often associated with knowledge production in 
documentary narratives. This film gains its credibility and earns our trust on another level altogether: through the filmmaker as 
protagonist whose strength lies precisely in her vulnerability, and who occupies a place along the biological timeline where the dif-
ficult choices facing many women too often remain unspoken. She has brought dignity, humor, and tremendous love to these ques-
tions, both the existential and the squarely pragmatic, and her scope of address is uncommonly wide, reaching men and women 
alike, across social classes and national cultures.”

- Angelica Fenner, Cinema Studies Institute, University of Toronto

“The idea of viewing six hours of anyone’s rampage throughout the world of female sexual mores, encounters and life-choice con-
sequences seemed daunting at best. That was before I veiwed FLYING: CONFESSIONS OF A FREE WOMAN, Jennifer Fox’s riveting 
docufemalentary. Once I hit ‘play’ on the DVD I was her captive until the film ended and I realized, without ever meeting her in 
person, Jennifer and I had become friends.”

- Su Bedell, Adjunct Professor, Women’s Studies & 
Communications Departments, William Paterson University

“Beautifully and intimately shot, Jennifer Fox once again pushes the boundaries of documentary in her new series.”

Alice Elliott, Kanbar Institute, Tisch School of the Arts, New York University

“In FLYING:CONFESSIONS OF A FREE WOMAN, Jennifer Fox has used her individual life as a New York professional woman as a 
frame to enter the worlds of several communities of women across the world. The film explores issues of women living under male 
dominance, including sexuality--rape, prostitution, forced marriage, pregnancy, childbirth, infertility, female genital mutilation 
and masturbation. It also presents women--in the US and elsewhere--struggling to create new alternatives for family life and for 
work. The range of women’s lives is enormous--from a ‘free’ Western style to traditional closed communities. The values underly-
ing the differences are explored using Jennifer Fox’s exceptional creative gifts.”

- Alice H. Deakins, PhD, Professor of English & 
Women’s Studies,William Paterson University
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
This guide is designed to help you use the FLYING: CONFESSIONS OF A FREE WOMAN Educational DVD Package as the cen-
terpiece of an educational event. It contains a wealth of contextual information as well as discussion initiators, data, figures, 
resources, and other ideas for how to help participants think more deeply about the issues in the film. The discussion questions 
are designed for a wide range of audiences; rather than attempting to address each question, choose one or two that best 
meet the needs and interests of your group.

Controversial topics often make for excellent discussions. By nature, these same topics also give rise to deep emotions and 
strongly held beliefs. As a facilitator, you can create an atmosphere where people feel safe, encouraged, and respected, in-
creasing the likelihood that they will be willing to share openly and honestly.

The two-disc Educational Excerpt DVD set consists of 18 segments (eight segments on Disc One and ten segments on Disc 
Two) which have been categorized alphabetically by subject matter. 

Discussion Sparks for each segment are highlighted in a yellow box.

Controversial Quotes from both sides of the issue are highlighted in a blue box.

Statistics for each topic are highlighted in a green box.

Resources are highlighted in an orange box.

We have created this guide with hopes that it will help inform students, educators, and concerned citizens about the myriad 
issues many women face around the world  on a daily basis. Most of all, we hope budding activists will see the film and realize 
that they too can make a difference. FLYING is not just Jennifer Fox’s story; it is the story of every woman who has ever fought 
for something she believed in and found herself and those around her changing and growing in the process.

While we hope the Educational Excerpts and Guide are used for group discussion in your school classroom, places of worship, 
a friend’s home, a public library, etc. you can always refer to the FLYING website for more information at: 
www.flyingconfessions.com.

Dear Colleague,

“What does the modern woman want? Where 
does she fit in today’s world?”

Never before in our collective human history have 
so many women had such autonomy to construct 
a life of their own creation. Yet, the terrain is still 
rocky and ‘choice’ does not necessarily bring hap-
piness, let alone freedom. Meanwhile, old models 
of femaleness still haunt women everywhere.

FLYING: CONFESSIONS OF A FREE WOMAN is an 
exploration of what it means to be a woman in the 
21st century. I traveled around the world for five  
years asking women (and men) intimate questions 

about their lives. From NY to India, South Africa to Cambodia, Paksitan to Russia, I 
met so many amazing women who shared their personal stories with me, so that I 
may share them with you. 

It is my hope that the Educational DVD Package of FLYING will continue the dia-
logue and allow you to share your own stories. Please visit the FLYING website to 
learn more about the film and/or share your story at: www.flyingconfessions.com.

Thank you,

Jennifer Fox

DIRECTOR’S NOTE 1
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INTRODUCTION

FLYING: CONFESSIONS OF FREE WOMAN is a six-part film that takes a personal experimental approach to female life in the 
21st century. The series narratively and visually interweaves aspects of filmmaker Jennifer Fox’s own life over three years – from 
age 42 to 45 - with the lives of diverse and courageous women from around the globe. In ways that are both humorous and pro-
found, the film searches for new models of femaleness, examining changing gender roles and the efforts of women everywhere 
to comprehend and define for themselves what it means to be a woman in these times. What are the struggles of women in 
this era of new sexual and economic freedoms, shifting gender relations, a rise in religious fundamentalism, and AIDS? What 
have been their journeys to self-definition and self-expression?  Are they winning or losing in their own eyes? Have things really 
changed between men and women?  And is there a new model of the female that we can now begin to define?
 
For 20 years, Fox has been investigating and experimenting with the relationship of form to content and narrative to documen-
tary, creating intimate portraits of individuals and families. Her first feature film, Beirut: The Last Home Movie (Best Docu-
mentary and Best Cinematography, Sundance 1988), about a family in war-torn Beirut, steals from feature fiction strategies 
and has been used in film theory and criticism classes as a model of innovation. The 1999 PBS 10-part series An American Love 
Story (included on the Ten Best Television Series list of that year by the New York Times and five other national publications), 
about an interracial family, mimics serial drama and is considered to be one of the most comprehensive portraits of one family 
ever produced. The methods of breaking down walls and gaining access to worlds otherwise closed to a general population are 
utilized in new ways in FLYING to expand the boundaries of the discussion about the position of women in the 21st century.
 
Never before in our collective human history have so many women had such freedom to construct a life of their own creation. 
Yet old structures and realities still haunt us; many women are looking for new role models, but finding them difficult to identify 
for lack of precedent and because even today women so often remain the invisible, silent class. While social constructs isolate 
us into subgroups, many women of all ages, classes, and cultures around the world express surprisingly similar concerns and 
struggles. From South Africa to California, from Sweden to India, the film creates a cross-cultural story about common experi-
ences of modern female life on issues such as love, socialization, marriage, work, childrearing, aging, violence, spirituality, death, 
and politics.
 
The film takes as a hypothesis that owning and controlling one’s own sexuality is the center of a woman’s power and self. It also 
hypothesizes that the inverse is true: if a woman does not control the emotional and sexual life of her own body, she cannot be 
fully empowered. With all the advances that women have made for themselves, patriarchal systems still exist across the globe. 
Rarely is a woman fully in control of her own body or her own fate. In some cultures, the subjugation is often overt—female 
genital mutilation, the veil, lack of access to abortion, dowry, and rape as a tool of warfare. Just as often it is insidious—social 
condemnation of women who take joy in their sexuality, harassment defended as “harmless” flirtation, legislation prohibiting 
sexual education in schools and the consequences of the subsequent lack of knowledge, the equation of “female” or “feminine” 
with weak, incompetent or emotionally volatile.
 
The reality is that the dangers and obstacles faced by women in their journey to womanhood transcend boundaries. For women 
from European capitals to Saharan villages - regardless of socio-economic status, class, race, nationality, or religion - claiming 
one’s sexuality and pleasure is a hard-fought, silent battle from childhood into old age. It requires confronting the internal and 
external mores placed on our pleasure by nearly every religious, societal, and family system that exists. It also requires dealing 
with the constant threat and reality of physical violence, including domestic violence, sexual abuse and sexual disease. The own-
ership of one’s own sexuality is rarely discussed in the home, public forums, or the media, leaving women and girls with little 
information and few choices. How can girls and women safely find their way?

The filmmaker postulates that much of what makes up the lives of modern women often goes unnamed, unacknowledged, and 
unspoken. There is a secret world women move in. Wherever they go, there is a code that we speak, a membership we belong 
to by mere existence. Silently, effortlessly, when no one is looking, we slip into “woman-speak,” the language of the marginal-
ized, encoded since our birth. This film will attempt to enter into this secret world of women’s language, relationships, survival 
techniques and lives, in the hopes of charting a truer picture of modern female life and sharing that with women and men across 
the globe. To examine these complex threads of female life requires a new filmmaking methodology that will make visible the 
hidden and mirror some of the new dynamics women are creating in their lives.

11
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FLYING takes an experimental narrative approach, employing new innovative techniques that reflect the interactions unique 
to women. Subjects explore a new way of expression by “passing the camera” between the so-called filmmaker and the so-
called film subject during the filmed conversations. This methodology directly addresses the imbalance of power that so many 
documentarians struggle with, as famously posited by Susan Sontag in On Photography: “To photograph is to appropriate the 
thing photographed. It means putting oneself into a certain relation to the world that feels like knowledge - and, therefore, like 
power.” By passing the camera, the traditional idea of the interview is dropped, as roles are rotated at all times to mirror the 
relationship that women have with each other and their unique, circular way of figuring out their lives through sharing and dia-
logue. The camera becomes a tool that deepens conversation and intimacy between filmmaker and subject, rather than a tool of 
separation, objectification, and power. Boundaries are broken; the subject becomes both participant and creator.
 
This new technique is employed around the world in search of the meaning of modern female life. The camera is “passed” with 
other women (and men) while in motion on planes, trains, cars; inside their homes, in intimate environments such as bedrooms 
or kitchens; or in public, places such as bars or restaurants or in the park. These conversations are married to scenes of the select-
ed women in the spaces where they feel they “put their lives together” and make themselves whole. Spaces such as their work-
place – midwife, teacher, designer, doctor, manager, waitress, musician, cleaner, writer, therapist, filmmaker; or in their hobbies, 
such as dance, sculpting, running, or listening to music; or in their relationships with their partners, their children, or their dogs. 
Often conversations take place around food – preparing food and eating food – where the best talks usually take place.
 
While it is impossible to be comprehensive in the representation of women, Fox has interviewed and built relationships with 
women representing a diverse range of classes, races, nationalities, religions, orientations, and ages. Fox has invested the time 
necessary to build trust, and the intimacy captured in the film reflects carefully nurtured relationships. She has been traveling 
widely, returning multiple times to countries to be with women as their stories unfold, as a true confidante. For example, during 
the past three years, Fox has made countless trips to South Africa, where she has created lifelong friendships with women who 
were strangers before the start of this production. Fox has visited diverse parts of the USA, Britain, France, Finland, Lapland, 
Bosnia, India, Russia, Argentina, Pakistan, Venezuela, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, South Africa, and Cambodia.

Fox’s travels have taken her around the world and into the lives of women who, with no map or known destination, are testing 
boundaries and forging new spaces for themselves. Fox is on her own personal journey to figure out how she fits into the world 
as a single, working, sexual, childless woman. Along the way, she is also trying to figure out whether she wants children, con-
fronting the possibility that she has waited too long to conceive, and grappling with the decision of whether to adopt. Hidden 
behind her white, middle class American background, Fox shares many of the struggles of women around the world that allow 
her to connect with the women she meets: she has had to work hard to overcome the traditional values with which she grew 
up and to navigate the social mores imposed on all women. She herself was sexually abused as a young teenager and was almost 
raped later in life. Her quest will provide a narrative thread through the stories of other women she meets.

All of the women have been filmed in an attempt to answer intense narrative questions: What does it mean to be free? How 
are we contesting the prescriptions of the status quo, consciously or unconsciously, out of necessity or out of desire? How are 
we reinventing both ourselves and the very idea of being a woman? The series circles back and forth between the filmmaker’s 
story and the stories of other women. This theme of “passing back and forth” and its circular metaphor permeate the film and 
the images. The series is a combination of hand-held roving images, intense conversations, visual food orgies, intimate group 
conversations, and changing landscapes, as the filmmaker roams the world and meets up with various women.  Together, 
filmmaker and participants will discuss and share the struggles and stories of modern life in pursuit of some definition for this 
strange New World.
 
By examining the myriad paths available to women today, the obstacles that still exist, and the consequences of our choices, 
viewers are challenged to reexamine their own paths and choices. This experimental and experiential drama will be a collective 
search to make sense of being a woman in the modern world.

INTRODUCTION 3
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Chapter Two: TEST PILOTING

Chapter One: NO FEAR OF FLYING

Living the Free Life...
USA (NYC, Wyoming), Lapland, South Africa (Capetown)

Meet Jennifer and her family of female friends. All are in different predica-
ments: L’Dawn is going through a seven-year divorce that leaves her strug-
gling to support her two girls. Mindy is broken up with her rock-star boyfriend 
(although they still have sex) only to decide to marry him because she wants 
to have a baby. And Pat, a professional blues singer, is diagnosed with a brain 
tumor, leading to an operation and the painful after affects. Jennifer herself 
spends a lot of the time traveling the world for work: she is free and “single” 
and struggling with “commitment phobia”. She has a secret married lover in 
South Africa but also decides to take a new boyfriend, a Swiss man named 
Patrick. Meanwhile, unable to pay the rent, L’Dawn moves her girls back to 
the Indian reservation she grew up on in Wyoming. In New York, it is time 
for Mindy’s wedding and they are going to have the after-party in Jen’s loft.  
Patrick arrives for the event. Later, Jen discovers she is pregnant by Patrick 
and questions how she will continue her globetrotting career. After an early 
miscarriage, Jen realizes she now wants a child, but is it too late?  Her mind is 
left reeling: what is this strange modern life she is living?

TICK TOCK The Biological Clock.... The Single Woman
USA (NYC, Wyoming, Philadelphia), Britain (London), France (Paris), South Africa (Johannesburg, Capetown) 

After the miscarriage, Jennifer’s biological clock rings an alarm. Jennifer fought 
for sexual freedom her whole life in lieu of family and security, but now won-
ders if she missed some essential female experience? Jen canvasses her friends 
about the dilemma. She returns to her mother for guidance —only be reminded 
that all three women who raised her – her mother, aunt, and grandmother -- 
told her never to marry, because men control you forever. But being a single 
woman has it’s own problems. She is confronted with what it feels like to be 
the only unmarried, childless sibling. No matter how free she thinks she is, she 
can’t shake the other message with which she was raised: that a woman needs 
a husband to have children. Meanwhile Jen watches as her girlfriend Mindy 
gives birth to a baby girl. Jen decides enough is enough: she will stop using birth 
control with her two men and let fate decide. She takes off around the globe to 
see how women from other cultures are dealing with the issue. What she finds 
is that many women are raising children alone, and don’t seem to miss a man 
for anything except occasional sex! Maybe Jen can change her beliefs and go 
solo too...

4
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Chapter Three: EXPERIENCING TURBULENCE

The Price of Sexual Freedom 
USA (NYC, Mass, San Fran, Phila), India (Bombay, Calcutta, Nagpur)

Jennifer returns home to New York to a shocking message: her lover’s wife has 
discovered the affair and her lover can’t see her anymore. Her friends all weigh 
in on the price and morality of relationships with married men. Meanwhile, 
Jen must pull herself together because Patrick is arriving for a vacation. They 
spend a week together and she tells Patrick everything, but still mourns for her 
lover. She goes to visit her friend Paula, who helps her face the guilt she feels 
over her lover’s marriage. Back in New York, she is introduced to Paromita, a 
32-year old community organizer from India, who invites her to visit. She flies 
off to a rural Indian village, where she clashes with Paromita, her family, and 
friends over sexual values. While Paromita, like Jen, has decided not to have 
children, Paromita seems more at peace with the decision. Paromita leads Jen 
on a surprising, sometime hilarious, exploration of the sexual rules in Indian 
culture, making Jen reflect on her own “free” values. Paromita advises her to 
give up her lover and marry the good man, Patrick. She flies home to discover 
she is pregnant by Patrick for the second time; but this time she is ready to 
have a baby... 

Chapter Four: CRASH AND BURN

The Things All Women Share....
USA (NYC), Russia (Moscow & suburbs), Britain (London); Cambodia (Phnom Pen and Poi Pet)

Jen miscarries again. Heartbroken, she tries to consult her mother to no avail. 
She heads for Russia where she meets Svetlana, a divorced ex-Party leader, 
whom she confides in about her miscarriage. Sveta, who had two daughters, 
confesses to having her first sexual pleasure years after marriage in an affair. 
Jen reveals her own struggle to have pleasure after being sexually abused at 
thirteen by a teacher who tricked her into having sex. Sveta convinces Jen that 
she must fly to see Patrick on her way home. But in Zurich, Patrick fails to 
understand her sadness over the miscarriage. On the flight home, Jen meets 
Sabrina, a young British woman, going to see her girlfriend trying to become 
an actress in the Big Apple. But on arrival Sabrina finds her girlfriend trapped 
in a bad man situation. In the aftermath, Jen decides she must break up with 
Patrick. Jen flies off to Cambodia, where she meets Chanthol, who runs a shel-
ter for trafficked women and girls. Jen discovers that many of the prostitutes 
had also been tricked into losing their virginity, leaving them un-marriageable. 
Here, women are divided into ‘good girls’, ripe for marriage and motherhood, 
and whores -- the same values Jen’s mom and Gram imposed on her growing 
up. Now Jen must fly to Africa for work, but her ex-lover has written that he 
just wants to be “friends”...

5
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Chapter Five: WALKING AWAY FROM THE WRECK

The Secret of Male Power...
South Africa (Johannesburg, Capetown), Pakistan (Islamabad & Afghanistan Border), 
Somali Exiles in England (Manchester & Sheffield)

Jen arrives in South Africa to teach and finds her lover is separated from his 
wife. The two can be together openly. Things look promising since Jen must 
be in Africa a lot for work now. Jen leaves her lover briefly to fly to Pakistan 
where she meets Muslim women opposing the oppressive rules of male domi-
nation. Her new friend Shazia is unable to marry, because working and leaving 
the house, men see her as “tainted”. They go to the villages where women tell 
how their husbands and brothers police their lives. Jen is happy to be with such 
an open man, but when she returns to Africa to teach again, her lover begins to 
be jealous. Jen visits her girlfriends Theresa and Lucilla – who also were sexu-
ally abused as girls -- and discusses the feeling of being “bad” that leads to com-
promising relationships as adults. Jen again must continue her journey. But her 
lover apologizes and they plan a vacation when Jen returns. She continues to 
England to meet Amina, a Somali woman fighting FGM (female genital mu-
tilation). To Jen’s surprise, she discovers that the old women circumcise the 
young girls to make them pliant for their future husbands. Jen realizes that her 
mother and Gram also tortured her emotionally -- like Amina’s grandmother 
tortured her physically -- to insure Jen was marriageable to a man. She flies to 
South Africa for the launch of the film project, only to find her lover’s jealousy 
has escalated. Jen must break up with him or destroy herself. Is it Patrick who 
allowed her freedom and accepted her sexuality, not her lover? 

Chapter Six: BREAKING THE SOUND BARRIER

Female Life Backwards: New Technology for the “New Woman”
USA (NYC, Massachusetts, Philadelphia, Wyoming, San Francisco)

Patrick and Jen renew their relationship and realize that time is running out 
to have a child. They decide to try IVF -- In Vitro Fertilization. With Patrick in 
Zurich, Jen rushes into IVF alone in New York. Her midwife friend Paula comes 
to the rescue. Meanwhile, still ill from the effects of the brain tumor opera-
tion, Pat is thrilled to soon be a “Granny.” Pat tries a new cure, and begins to 
sing again. Mindy and George question whether Jen can be a mother with her 
lifestyle. As Jen prays to get pregnant, Mindy discovers that she is about to 
have a second child and wonders if she can handle being a single parent again 
with George touring so much. In Wyoming, divorced L’Dawn goes back to 
work, but draws support from her close relationship with her children, which 
Jen hopes to emulate. In New York, Patrick arrives for the big day of retrieval 
and implantation.  All goes well, but suddenly Jen’s Gram is hospitalized. As 
her mother and aunt gather around her dying grandmother, Jennifer is finally 
able to forgive and see her roots in these three women. When the IVF fails, 
another internalized myth falls away as she learns that her female identity 
doesn’t depend on having a child. Against all odds, she loves Patrick, but it 
doesn’t mean she must give up her self. Will she use another woman’s egg to 
get pregnant? Or adopt? As a free woman, she can make up her own rules and 
her own type of family.... 

6
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INTRODUCTION TO FLYING AND JENNIFER FOX

As the film begins, Jennifer tells us how she “never wanted to be a girl.” She admired 
her father who was leading a busy professional life while “her mom was stuck at home 
with [the] kids.”  Jennifer is living the life she thought she wanted as a filmmaker and 
teacher. As she enters her forties, however, Jennifer begins feeling perplexed with her 
life: she feels invisible, as though she has been in hiding for 42 years. She decides to 
pick up her camera to investigate this modern female life. Surprisingly, as she films and 
passes the camera around with her friends across the world, Jennifer realizes that even 
though her friends come from different cultures, classes, and backgrounds, they are all 
sharing the same confusion. 

In the Western world, from the late 19th century through the 20th century, First Wave and Second Wave women’s movements 
led constant struggles to advance women’s status. Step by step, women made inroads: They gained the right to vote, access 
to economic opportunities, and control of their reproductive rights. As a result, today many women live with more sexual, re-
productive, and economic freedom than their foremothers. However, the last few decades have seen a “blacklash” against the 
women’s movements (Faludi, 1991). Notably, New Right intellectuals and politicians have attempted to undermine feminism. As 
Traube puts it (1994), “in the New Right imagination is the underlying narrative of the patriarchal family under siege,” conserva-
tives and traditionalists argue that “by supporting the career ambitions of women, it lures them away from their domestic roles 
and erodes the authority of male breadwinners.” She further writes that “feminism epitomizes moral laxity for neoconservatives, 
who view it as a collective expression of female selfishness and irresponsibility.” Notwithstanding the New Right’s attacks on 
feminism, Traube further points to the “transformation that ‘feminism’ has undergone in media representations.” Citing Probyn 
(1990), she notes how “[the] New Women who populate late-1980s and 1990s mass culture are uniformly preoccupied with do-
mesticity. If they have not ‘chosen’ to return home like the “neotraditionalists” homemakers...they are either nervously listening 
to their biological clocks or busy combining motherhood with career.” Somehow, this postfeminist turn in media representations 
of women uncannily echoes the New Right’s antifeminist rethoric (Faludi, 1991). Matheson (1992) summarizes Faludi’s thesis: 

Commercial media wisdom tells us single career women are desperate for marriage but will be left on the shelf: if women 
choose economic independence and professional fulfillment over marriage and child-bearing, the cost will be dreadful -
- loneliness, nervous breakdowns, the loss of femininity.  Newsweek writer Kay Ebeling labeled feminism “the great ex-
periment that failed, which has robbed us of that one thing upon which the happiness of most women rests -- men”. In 
Hollywood’s infamous Fatal Attraction, a high profile career woman turns psychopath in her desperate desire to become a 
wife and mother. Pop psych books like Smart Woman/Foolish Choices tell us women are suffering from widespread distress 
as a consequence of feminism. 

This portrait of single career women as anxious, distressed, unloved and unfulfilled creatures, is, according to Pulitzer Prize 
winning author Susan Faludi, simply untrue. In her recent book, Backlash, she traces the data upon which this myth is based 
and concludes that they are dodgy at best and usually false. Throughout history, she argues, when women have gained a 
handful of small victories, there has always been a powerful counter-assault -- a backlash that attempts to retract women’s 
newly gained power.  The backlash is set off not by women’s liberation, but by the small possibility that they may achieve 
it. It is a pre-emptive strike to stop women before they really get going. And what better way to stop women from making 
inroads on male territory than to tell them that their professionalism, money and independence will leave them sick, lonely 
and unfulfilled?

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How would you define “freedom” for women today?

• What are the benefits of these freedoms? What are the 
drawbacks?

• Research the definitions of First Wave, Second Wave 
and Third Wave Feminisms.

• How do you relate to feminism?

• Do you consider yourself a feminist? Why or why not?

DISC ONE

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment and Earnings, “1900-2000.” 
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Focusing their research on highly educated women experiencing difficulty 
in both having a career and finding a male partner, Berg-Cross and Scholtz 
(20004) identified multiple globalization trends which are creating the 
single professional women (SPW) phenomena:

1) The globalization of the American brand of “individualism”... has 
raised the bar on the qualities needed in an acceptable mate... The 
Americanized woman with an “individualistic” orientation chooses a 
mate who meets her needs for intimacy, gives her joy, brings her re-
sources she couldn’t otherwise obtain and with whom she is “in love.”  
When societies were more collectivist, the emotional experience of 
“love” had less intensity because intimate and important bonds were 
shared in a much broader social network...In addition, individuality 
fosters a consumer mentality among today’s elite men and women, 
who have trouble committing to any one person because they haven’t 
sampled all the selections available. [...]

3) The globalization of “love” as the primary stimulus for mate selec-
tion is an outgrowth of individualism and the increased economic em-
powerment of women... In the 1960s, 24% of women and 65% of men 
would not marry without love, while in 1994, eighty to ninety percent 
of both genders indicated that they would not marry without love... 
For women, love is triggered by the illusion that they have found 
someone who embodies the masculine ideals of strength, protective-
ness, clear thinking, and problem solving. When a woman sees a man 
who is going to be economically dependent on her (or not an equal 
contributor), unable to improve her social status, and unable to master 
the environment with confidence, she is not inclined to “fall in love.”

“I have yet to meet a man who is struggling over 
the choice of whether to have family or a career.

—Gloria Steinem, (born March 25, 1934) 
American feminist icon, journalist, 

and women’s rights advocate.

“I love people. I love my family, my children... but 
inside myself is a place where I live all alone and 
that’s where you renew your springs that never 
dry up.”

—Pearl Buck, (1892-1973) American writer

“Self-esteem is the basis for feminism because it 
is based on defining yourself and believing in that 
definition. It is regarding yourself as a grown 
up... we’re adults...what bothers me is the impli-
cation that women can only prove themselves by 
having children. All family issues should not be 
women’s issues. They should be human issues.” 

—Susan Faludi, (b. 1959) 
American journalist and author

”We’ve got a generation now who were born 
with semi equality. They don’t know how it was 
before, so they think, this isn’t too bad. We’re 
working. We have our attaché cases and our 
three piece suits. I get very disgusted with the 
younger generation of women. We had a torch 
to pass, and they are just sitting there. They don’t 
realise it can be taken away. Things are going to 
have to get worse before they join in fighting the 
battle.” 

—Erma Bombeck, (1927-1996) 
American humorist 

RESOURCES

• CENTER FOR WOMEN’S GLOBAL LEADER-
SHIP
• EQUALITY NOW 
• FEMINIST MAJORITY FOUNDATION 
• MS. FOUNDATION FOR WOMEN 
• NOW 
 
Friedan, B. (2001). The Feminine Mystique. 
New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company.

Heywood, L. and Drake, J. (1997). Third Wave 
Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism. Min-
neapolis, MN:University of Minnesota Press.

Mohanty, C. (2003). Feminism without Bor-
ders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidar-
ity. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

For more resources please refer to the FLYING 
website: www.flyingconfessions.com

INTRODUCTION TO FLYING AND JENNIFER FOX

STATISTICS

The number of working women has grown considerably over the last 100 
years. In 1900, only 5.3 million American women held jobs in the labor mar-
ket. Currently, 65 million women claim paychecks at the end of the week.

In 1900 women made up 18.4 percent of the working population. Today, 
women make up 46.4 percent of the labor force.

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment and Earnings, “1900-2000.”

While women are increasing their numbers in the labor force, they still 
experience a wage gap relative to men. Research done by the AFL-CIO 
points out:

In 2000, women who worked full time, year round on the national average 
earned 76 cents for every dollar earned by men.

Over her lifetime of work, a 25-year-old woman who works full time, year 
round will earn $525,000 less than a comparable man, by the time she 
retires at 65.

In 1998 approximately 16 million women, or 39 percent of female wage and 
salary earners, were paid low wages.  Even among women who were of 
prime working age (25 – 45), 31 percent worked in jobs that paid low wages.

Note: Low-wage workers are defined as those workers who could not sup-
port a family of four above the government’s official poverty level.

Source:  AFL-CIO.  Fact Sheet: Facts About Working Women.
http://www.aflcio.org/women/wwfacts.htm.  See also: Rutgers Databank on Working 
Women, Center for Women and Work, Table 2, 13-17, www.cww.rutgers.edu.
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Excerpt 1: Theresa & Jennifer, South Africa, Episode 2
Excerpt 2: Mindy & Jennifer, NYC, Episode 1

In the excerpt, Jennifer and her South African friend Theresa discuss their personal ex-
periences with abortion. Back in New York, Jennifer’s friend Mindy recounts the varying 
emotions she experienced while making the decision to have an abortion. 

• “Being ready” is an underlying subtext of many conversations that Jennifer and her 
friends have.

In The Dialectic of Sex, Firestone (1970) developed a theory of gender politics whereby 
she stated that gender inequality originates in the fundamental biological condition of 
women. Firestone argues that pregnancy, childbirth, and child-rearing put women at a 

social disadvantage and therefore they must seize all possible means to escape their biology. She ardently supported abortion 
and campaigned for the use of alternative methods of human reproduction, such as artificial insemination.

• Jennifer talks about waiting for the “perfect moment” to have children and lists several factors that would create that mo-
ment, including finishing her education, establishing a career, achieving financial security, and finding the right man.

Bankole (1998) revealed that women in the USA reported the following reasons for choosing an abortion: 25.5% wanted to 
postpone childbearing; 21.3% could not afford a baby; 14.1% had a relationship problem or a partner who did not want the preg-
nancy; 12.2% felt too young or had parent(s) or other(s) who objected to the pregnancy; 10.8% estimated that a child would 
disrupt the continuation of their education or job.

ABORTION

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How does reproduction limit women’s choices?

• Beyond biology, what makes someone “ready” to have a child?

• How does thinking of oneself as “ready” differ for women and men?

Source: Sociological Images: Seeing is Believing, http://contexts.org/socimages/tag/reproductionabortion/page/2/

ABORTION LAWS AROUND THE WORLD
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In South Africa, 70% of the population believes it is “always wrong” for 
abortion to be performed as a result of monetary concerns on the part of 
the mother (Human Sciences Research Council Review [HSRC Review], 
2004). Simultaneously, however, a policy of “abortion on demand”1 is re-
garded by the South African government as an attempt to combat racism 
by indirectly promoting better quality of life among black women and 
poor black families.

In India, abortions have been legal since 1971 and are viewed as a method 
to curb population growth. However, the number of facilities is limited 
and women in rural areas oftentimes have to resort to ending their preg-
nancy under unsafe conditions. Also, as “Indian society has long preferred 
boys, who do not require the enormous dowry payments that bankrupt many poor families when their daughters marry” 
(“India Considers Registering”, 2007), if a “female child is conceived, chances of abortion are greater than if it is a male child. A 
mother-in-law is famous for enforcing abortion when a female is conceived on many occasions”  (Dewji, 1999). As a result, India 
is considering mandatory registration of all pregnant women in an effort to make it more difficult for couples to abort a fetus 
if they find out it’s a girl (“India Considers Registering”, 2007).

STATISTICS

In 2005, 1.21 million abortions were performed, down 
from 1.31 million in 2000. From 1973 through 2005, 
more than 45 million legal abortions occurred.
[Source: Jones RK et al. (2008). Abortion in the United 
States: incidence and access to services, 2005. Perspectives 
on Sexual and Reproductive Health. 40(1):6–16.]

The overall abortion rate is 21 per 1,000 U.S. women 
(i.e., each year 2.1% of all women of reproductive 
age have an abortion). Black and Hispanic women 
have higher abortion rates than non-Hispanic white 
women do. (The rates are 49 per 1,000 and 33 per 
1,000 among black and Hispanic women, respec-
tively, vs. 13 per 1,000 among non-Hispanic white 
women.)
[Source: Jones RK, Darroch JE and Henshaw SK. (2002). 
Patterns in the socioeconomic characteristics of women 
obtaining abortions in 2000–2001, Perspectives on Sexual 
and Reproductive Health. 34(5):226–235.]

Nearly half of all pregnancies among American 
women are unintended, and four in 10 of these are 
terminated by abortion.
[Source:Finer LB et al. (2006). Disparities in unintended 
pregnancy in the United States, 1994 and 2001. Perspec-
tives on Sexual and Reproductive Health. 38(2):90–96.]

In the 55 countries where abortion is permitted on 
broad grounds, the law usually stipulates some con-
ditions, such as gestational limits, consent require-
ments, counseling and waiting periods, and restric-
tions on where and by whom abortions may be 
performed.
[Source: Alan Guttmacher Institute. (1999). Sharing Re-
sponsibility: Women, Society and Abortion Worldwide. 
New York, NY: AGI.]

—Worldwide, the lifetime average is about 1 abor-
tion per woman. 
[Source: Alan Guttmacher Institute. (1999). Sharing Re-
sponsibility: Women, Society and Abortion Worldwide. 
New York, NY: AGI.]

ABORTION

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How does the availability of abortion influence the decisions of 
the women in these excerpts?

• In your view, should abortion remain a legal option for women? 
Why or why not?

• What are the dangers of abortion within cultures that prefer 
male children?

• How might socioeconomic class, age, or religion influence the 
decision to abort?

• What factors would have to be in place for you to consider having 
a child?

• How is the option to wait for the “perfect moment” or wanting 
to abort a pregnancy affected by socioeconomic class, age, religious 
beliefs, and/or culture?

• Mindy believed that the decision to abort was hers alone to make.

Fathers’ rights have repeatedly surfaced as part of the abortion debate in 
the United States. Over the last thirty years, some states have attempted 
to enforce paternal notification prior to abortion. With Planned Parent-
hood v. Danforth in 1976 and followed by Planned Parenthood v. Casey 
in 1992, these efforts have been struck down by the Supreme Court as 
placing too great a burden on women. A majority of Americans are in 
favor of spousal notification, provided there are exceptions for women in 
abusive situations.

Footnote:

1 abortion on demand is commonly defined as an abortion performed on a woman solely at 
her own request.
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ABORTION

• In the film, Jennifer and her friends openly discuss their personal ex-
periences with abortion. It’s apparent that Jennifer and her friends have 
had access to adequate information on sexual and reproductive health 
issues, unlike some women in other countries.

In Cambodia for instance, public sex education and reproductive health 
services are hindered by several factors:

1) Limited financial resources
2) Literacy
3) The stigma associated with discussions related to sexual health.

RESOURCES

Abortion Laws of the World:
http://annualreview.law.harvard.edu/population/abortion/abortionlaws.htm

Abortion Politics: A Global Review
http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/abortion/

“Abortion Clinic” - A 1983 PBS Frontline episode:
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/twenty/watch/abortion.html

Guttmacher Institute - Abortion:
http://www.guttmacher.org/sections/abortion.php

Abortion Facts:
http://www.abortionfacts.com/

Just Facts - Abortion:
http://justfacts.com/abortion.asp

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• In your community, do you feel empowered to talk freely about 
these issues?

• Do you think you have access to all the information you need 
to make educated decisions about your sexual and reproductive 
health?

“Seventy-seven percent of anti-abortion leaders are 
men.  100% of them will never be pregnant.”

—Planned Parenthood advertisement 

“If we accept that a mother can kill even her own 
child, how can we tell other people to not kill each 
other? Any country that accepts abortion is not 
teaching its people to love, but to use any violence 
to get what they want.”

—Margaret Sanger quotes (American Founder of 
the birth control movement in the United States. 

1879-1966)

“[T]he line between lawful and unlawful abortion 
will be marked by the fact of having sensation and 
being alive.”

—Aristotle, Politics, bk. 7, ch. 6 at 294 
(T.A. Sinclair trans. 1962) (circa 325 B.C. )

“Men tend to take abortion lightly; they regard it as 
one of the numerous hazards imposed on women by 
malignant nature, but fail to realize fully the values 
involved. The woman who has recourse to abortion 
is disowning feminine values, her values, and at the 
same time is in most radical fashion running counter 
to the ethics established by men.”

—Simone de Beauvoir, feminist leader and advo-
cate of legalized abortion, in The Second Sex, 1952

“The greatest destroyer of peace today is abortion, 
because it is a direct war, a direct killing - direct mur-
der by the mother herself... because if a mother can 
kill her own child, what is left for me to kill you and 
you to kill me? There is nothing between.” 

—Mother Teresa, upon receiving the 
Nobel Peace Prize (Dec. 11, 1979)

“So far it has been assumed that the only pregnan-
cies which are aborted are accidental ones and the 
only foetuses destroyed those whose mothers could 
not bear the thought of their becoming children. In 
a just world this would be the case, but the world is 
far from just. Too many women are forced to abort 
by poverty, by their menfolk, by their parents. Pov-
erty has many faces; it may be the poverty of the 
young, the unmarried, the student, the unemployed, 
the female or a combination of these.”

—Germaine Greer, Sex and Destiny

RESOURCES

NARAL Pro-Choice America (Pro-Choice):
http://www.naral.org/

American Life League (Pro-Life):
http://www.all.org/

Planned Parenthood (International, Pro-Choice):
http://www.plannedparenthood.org/

CareNet (International, Pro-Life):
http://www.care-net.org/
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DIVORCE

Excerpt 1: L’Dawn, NYC, Episode 1
Excerpt 2: Kait & Margie, Wyoming, Not in film

L’Dawn, a long-time friend of Jennifer’s, is in the seventh year of a protracted divorce. She 
continues to battle in court for her ex-husband to provide adequate financial support for 
their children. Back in Wyoming, L’Dawn’s daughters, Cait and Margie, tell Jennifer about 
how their parent’s divorce engendered unspoken tensions that have devastated their re-
lationship with their father.

• L’Dawn embraced a very traditional model of womanhood, marrying her childhood 
sweetheart, remaining faithful, committing her life to her children and her marriage. 

• L’Dawn identifies the judicial system and her ex-husband’s atti-
tude towards the family as specific factors which contribute to her 
current situation. 

In 1994, Sumati Dubey (1996), a researcher at the University of 
Illinois, Chicago, conducted a study on reasons given by non-cus-
todial parents for failure to pay child support. 38% claimed they 
did not have the financial means to pay; 23% Were not allowed 
to visit; 14% Had no control of spending; 13% Did not want any 
responsibility for the child; The remaining 12% maintained they 
were not the father.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How does this compare with your expectations of marriage?

• What percentage of the women in your life fits this description of traditional womanhood? 

STATISTICS

Drop in standard of living of females after divorce 
as of 2000:  45%

Estimated number of children involved in divorce 
in 1997: 1,075,000

In 19 states reporting custody in 1997: 72% of cus-
tody cases were awarded to the wife, 9% were 
awarded to the husband. In 16% joint custody was 
awarded.

In 1996, children of divorce were 50% more like-
ly to divorce than their counterparts from intact 
families.

“The fear of making permanent commitments can 
change the mutual love of husband and wife into 
two loves of self - two loves existing side by side, 
until they end in separation.”   

—Pope John Paul II quotes (Polish Pope. 1920-
2005) Roman Catholic Pope 1978-2005

“A divorce is like an amputation: you survive it, but 
there’s less of you.”

—Margaret Atwood, Canadian Writer, b.1939

“Divorced men are more likely to meet their car 
payments than their child support obligations.”

—Susan Faludi, American journalist and author, 
b. 1959

“If divorce has increased by one thousand percent, 
don’t blame the women’s movement. Blame the 
obsolete sex roles on which our marriages were 
based.”

—Betty Friedan, American feminist (1921 - 2006)

According to a study published in the American Law and Econom-
ics Review (2000), women currently file two thirds of all divorce 
cases in the US. Furthermore, in their study titled “Child Custody 
Policies and Divorce Rates in the US,” Kuhn and Guidubaldi (1997) 
concluded that women anticipate advantages to being single, rath-
er than remaining married. All the while, data in the US shows an 
increase in women stepping out of the full-time work force to care 
for and raise their children. 

“Census bureau statistics show a 15 percent increase in the number 
of full-time mother in less than 10 years” Stahl (2004) reported. In 
2002, 55% of women with infant children were in the labor force, 
down from a record 59 percent in 1998. In 2003, the Census Bureau 
estimated there were 5.4 million stay-at-home moms (U.S Census 
Bureau, 2005).

DISCUSSION SPARKS

•  How do you think this increase in women foregoing ca-
reers and de facto financial autonomy might affect their 
ability to initiate divorce and their ability to walk away from 
bad marriages in the coming years?

12
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According to the U.S. Census Bureau, annual support payments such as ali-
mony and childe support increased from $34 billion to $40 billion between 
1997 and 2002 - a growth of 18% after adjusting for inflation (2005). It is 
estimated that each year about $10 billion in court-ordered child support 
is not paid (Find Law for the Public, 1996, 2000). As of 2005, the amount 
of unpaid child support debt in the United States was approaching $100 
billion (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2005).

In an effort to curb non-payment of child support, the U.S State Depart-
ment denies passports to non-custodial parents who owe child support 
until they settle their debts; officials say collections under the program 
doubled in 2007 as a result(Piesyk, 2007).

According to Amato (1994), children of divorce “exhibit more conduct 
problems, more symptoms of psychological maladjustment, lower aca-
demic achievement, more social difficulties, and poorer self-concepts” 
than children in intact two-parent families. Amato goes on to explain that 
several factors are at play in children’s adjustment to divorce, “the amount 
and quality of contact with non-custodial parents, the custodial parents’ 
psychological adjustment and parenting skills, the level of interparental 
conflict that precedes and follows divorce, the degree of economic hard-
ship to which children are exposed, and the number of stressful life events 
that accompany and follow divorce.”

U.S. Census Bureau data for 1998 showed that the highest 
divorce rates are found in the Bible Belt. Eleven southern 
states averaged 5.1 divorces for every 1000 people while 
nine states in the Northeast averaged 3.5 for every 1000. It 
is believed that several key factors contribute to the high di-
vorce rate in the Bible Belt: couples first marry at a younger 
age, the average household incomes are lower, they have 
a lower percentage of Roman Catholics (the Roman Catho-
lic Church does not recognize divorce contrary to Protes-
tantism), and higher education is less common (Robinson, 
2000). Several states have taken measures to curb the high 
divorce rates - in Arkansas, Governor Mike Huckabee has 
declared a “marital emergency” and Oklahoma Governor 
Frank Keating launched a campaign to reduce the divorce 
rate in his state(Latham Moricolli, 2000).

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• In your view, why is the divorce rate so high in the U.S.? 

• Should there be restrictions on divorce? Why or why not? 

• If so, what should those restrictions be?

• In your opinion, how does divorce affect the ability to fulfill parenting responsibilities?

• If you could design a system for partnering and raising children, how would this system function?

• Placing yourself in the shoes of a father, how might your perspective change?

• What reasons might he have for not providing support for his children? 

• Can you think of some of the repercussions of divorce?

• How do those repercussions differ for wife, husband, children?

DIVORCE 13

Source: National Center for Health Statistics, 2005 American 
Community Survey.
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DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Excerpt 1: Khosi, South Africa, Episode 2

While traveling in South Africa, Jen makes a quick trip to Soweto to visit 
with her friend Khosi. Khosi’s home is a typical Soweto household: three 
generations of women living together with no men in sight. The family sur-
vives on the grandmother’s meager pension.

Khosi tells Jennifer how her life has changed now that she is a mother. After 
ending a relationship in which she was physically abused, Khosi confides that 
she has no interest in committing to another relationship, and would rather 
live her life as a single wom.

According the United States Department of Justice (2007), domestic violence is defined as a “pattern of behavior in a any rela-
tionship that is used by one partner to gain or maintain power and control over an intimate partner. Abuse is physical, sexual, 
emotional, economic or psychological actions or threats of actions that influence another person. This includes any behaviors 
that intimidate, manipulate, humiliate, isolate, frighten, terrorize, coerce, threaten, blame, hurt, injure, or wound someone.”

As Del Martin (1981) writes: “wife-beating...is a complex problem 
that involves much more than the act itself or the personal in-
teraction between a husband and his wife. It has its roots in his-
torical attitudes towards women, the institution of marriage, the 
economy, the intricacies of criminal and civil law, and the delivery 
system of social service agencies. Blame is not easily fixed, nor are 
the causes of marital violence readily identified.” Domestic vio-
lence is oftentimes referred to as “an invisible crime,” and “con-
sidered to be an epidemic of global proportions...with devastating 
physical, emotional, financial and social consequences for women, 
children and families around the world “ (Joseph, 2006).

According to the National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention 
and Health Prevention, one in every three women in the world 
experiences sexual, physical, emotional or other abuse in her life-
time.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How do you think Khosi’s previous relationship affected her vi-
sion of men and sense of self?

• Why is Khosi reluctant to commit to a man?  

Khosi lives in South Africa, where according to the South African 
non-governmental organization People Opposing Women Abuse 
(http://www.powa.co.za/Display.asp?ID=2), one in four women are in an 
abusive relationship, a woman is killed every six days by her inti-
mate male partner and women are more likely to be attacked by 
someone they know than by a stranger. 

“Domestic violence does not only happen to adults. Forty 
percent of girls age 14 to 17 report knowing someone their 
age who has been hit or beaten by a boyfriend, and approx-
imately one in five female high school students reports be-
ing physically and/or sexually abused by a dating partner.”

—Dianne Feinstein (American Senator, b.1933)

“The effects of abuse are devastating and far-reaching... 
With this investment, we’re not just providing more ser-
vices, but services that meet the distinct needs of women 
from a broad range of backgrounds, because domestic vio-
lence speaks many languages, has many colours and lives in 
many different communities.”
—Sandra Pupatello, Canadian Politician (b. 1962), Sandra 
Pupatello was sworn in as Minister of Economic Develop-
ment and Trade on September 18, 2006 and remains the 

Minister Responsible for Women’s Issues.

LINKS

http://www.vaw.umn.edu/

http://www.nyawc.org/

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/domesticviolence.html

http://www.ndvh.org/

www.loveisnotabuse.com

www.ncadv.org

www.endabuse.org
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STATISTICS

—Nearly one-third of American women re-
port being physically or sexually abused by a 
husband or boyfriend at some point in their 
lives, according to a 1998 Commonwealth 
Fund survey.

—Intimate partner violence is primarily a 
crime against women. In 2001, women ac-
counted for 85 percent of the victims of in-
timate partner violence (588,490 total) and 
men accounted for approximately 15 percent 
of the victims (103,220 total).

—On average, more than three women are 
murdered by their husbands or boyfriends 
in this country every day. In 2000, 1,247 
women were killed by an intimate partner. 
The same year, 440 men were killed by an 
intimate partner. 

Source: Family Prevention Fund. (n.d). Domestic 
Violence is a Serious, Widespread Social Problem 
in America: The Facts. In Family Prevention Fund. 
Retrieved September 22, 2007 from http://www.
endabuse.org/resources/facts/.

As reported by UNICEF (2000), there is no one single factor at the 
root of domestic violence, but rather “several complex and intercon-
nected institutionalized social and cultural factors” which have his-
torically made women more vulnerable to violence. Notably, to this 
day, women around the world still face the devastating effects of 
“traditional and cultural practices that continue under the guise of 
cultural and social conformism and religious beliefs.” For instance, in 
India, despite the fact that the institution of dowry has been abol-
ished, dowry-related violence is on the rise. Each year, more than 
5,000 women are burned by their spouse and/or in-laws in “acciden-
tal” kitchen fires if their demands for dowry are not met. On average, 
it is reported that five women a day are burned with many more cases 
going unreported.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Khosi explains that it took a while but that she eventu-
ally found the strength and courage to leave her abusive 
boyfriend, saying that “enough is enough... I am a woman 
and I am special and unique, so if he doesn’t appreciate 
me, then hard luck to him.” 

According to the Women’s Crisis Center (Women’s Crisis Cen-
ter, n.d), “on average, in the U.S., a woman is beaten nine 
times before she places the first call to police for help.  
Only 7% of spousal assaults are reported to the police.” 
For many women, ending an abusive relationship is a 

complex emotional and material decision to make. Notwithstanding the fear of reprisal by the perpetrator or the wish to keep it 
a private matter, many women stay in unhealthy and dangerous relationships because they may feel that they will not be able 
to support themselves and their children. Furthermore, it is believed that the most dangerous time for a woman in an abusive 
relationship is when she tries to leave. In some instances, it may actually increase the risk of physical harm or even death for the 
woman and/or her family and children. 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Do you think Khosi’s lack of education and financial dependency 
made her more vulnerable to domestic violence?

• In your culture, can you pinpoint particular legal frameworks, 
societal institutions and beliefs that contribute to ongoing do-
mestic violence against women? 
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DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

As a result of aggressive women’s campaigning throughout the 1990’s, laws on domestic violence are slowly being enacted 
around the world. 

Noteworthy examples include: 

“The South African Domestic Violence Act of 1998 grants a temporary Protection Order in cases where the court is satisfied 
that the actions of the aggressor pose ‘imminent harm’ to the complainant. This ruling allows protection of the health, safety, 
and well-being of the applicant, and includes a provision for the aggressor to be evicted from the matrimonial home while 
continuing to provide monetary relief to the applicant.”
Source: UNICEF (2000, May 31) Violence against women and girls still a global epidemic. In UNICEF Press Centre. Retrieved on September 24, 2007 from  
http://www.unicef.org/newsline/00pr45.htm. 

“Scotland Yard recently encouraged the government to enact new laws that would force doctors, social workers, and other 
professionals to report incidents of domestic violence. The Scotland Yard proposal would make it mandatory for professionals 
who are aware of such incidents to inform a (new) risk assessment panel. The panel’s assessment could lead to swift police 
action to deal with the most dangerous offenders, anger management therapy for others, and timely help for victims. This 
recommendation was based on research that showed that, in many cases of domestic murders, health workers, housing of-
ficers, and others often knew about previous assaults but did not share the information with one another. This has resulted in 
the deaths of some victims.”
Source: Joseph, J. (2006) Agency Response to Female Victims of Domestic Violence: The British Approach, Criminal Justice Studies, 19 (1), page 45 

RESOURCES

Martin, D. (1981) Battered Wives. San Francisco, CA: Volcano Press.

Evans, P.(1996) The Verbally Abusive Relationship: How to Recognize It and How to Respond. Cincinnati, OH: Adams Media 
Corporation

Bancroft, L (2003) Why Does He Do That? Inside the Minds of Angry and Controlling Men. New York, NY: Berkeley Trade.

Crompton, V., Kessner, (2004) Saving Beauty from the Beast: How to Protect Your Daughter From an Unhealthy Relationship. 
New York, NY: Little, Brown and Company

Murray, J. (2001) But I Love Him: Protecting Your Teen Daughter from Controlling, Abusive Dating Relationships. New York, 
NY: Regan Books

Levy, B. (2006) In Love and In Danger: A Teen’s Guide to Breaking Free of Abusive Relationships . Berkeley, CA: Seal Press

Wilson, K.J. (2005) When Violence Begins at Home: A Comprehensive Guide to Understanding and Ending Domestic Abuse. 
Alameda, CA: Hunter House. 

United Nations Children’s Fund (2000) Domestic Violence against Women and Girls. Innocenti Digest, No.6.Florence, Italy: In-
nocenti Research Center.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How do a woman’s beliefs about herself and about womanhood influence how she deals with physical 
abuse from a partner?

• What gives women the strength and ability to leave abusive situations?

• What obstacles exist for women who want to leave abusive relationships?

• What resources exist in your community to help women get out of abusive relationships?

• While some countries such as South Africa and the United-Kingdom are moving towards aggressive 
legislation, enacting special laws aimed at curbing domestic violence, the United States is going the route 
of advocacy support. What is your opinion?

• Do we need stricter laws or more awareness and advocacy?
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FAMILY VALUES

Excerpt 1:  Jennifer and her family, Philadelphia, Episodes 1 & 2 

In the excerpt, Jennifer visits her parents in Philadelphia. Her entire family, father, 
mother, siblings, aunt and grandmother are gathered for a family reunion. Jennifer 
takes this opportunity to reflect back on the power dynamics and gender roles she 
witnessed growing up. The women who raised her expected that she would get mar-
ried and have children. However at 42, Jennifer is single and does not have any chil-
dren...

Depending on the time and culture, singlehood has always been more or less stig-
matized. Historically most societies have expected adults to enter into marriage and 
have children. History is rich with examples of single people being viewed as outcasts. 
For instance, in the early New England states, “social and economic sanctions were 

placed upon women and men who did not marry. At the same time, between 1780 and 1920 in parts of the United States and 
Europe, singlehood was often seen as a respectable alternative to marriage for women, if these women were willing to devote 
their lives to the service of others.” (Marriage and Family Encyclopedia, n.d) 

A drastic social shift occurred in the 1970s. Women, with access to more educational and economic opportunities, were able to 
enjoy greater independence and could make an active choice of whether or not to marry. This contributed to “challenging at-
titudes about the desirability and necessity of marriage” and created “a new and more positive recognition of singlehood”
recognizing it as “a meaningful and multidimensional lifestyle in its own right” (Marriage and Family Encyclopedia, n.d). How-
ever, while singlehood is increasingly perceived as a valid option, “married heterosexual couple remains the typical and expected 
lifestyle choice:

...the status of being never married remains somewhat ambiguous or marginalized. Never married individuals are seen as 
violating societal expectations for “appropriate” gender role behavior. Even the term never married is structured as a nega-
tive. For those who remain single, it is difficult to locate positive role models to support and validate their singlehood choice 
or circumstance. Further, the perception of singlehood tends to differ by age or stage of life. Being single is a normative and 
expected social role in youth and early adulthood. However, with increased age, the likelihood of marrying diminishes, and 
the meaning of singlehood often changes as it is seen as a less expected but more permanent state.

The never married in later life are subject to stereotypes that portray older adults in general, as well as those associated with 
individuals who have failed to marry. In Anglo-American culture, the terms spinsterold maid for women, and confirmed bach-
elor for men, may have become outdated, yet their stereotypical meanings persist. Single women particularly may be seen in 
a negative light, perhaps because expectations remain strong that women will fulfill the nurturing and caring roles most often 
associated with being married—that of wife, mother, grandmother, and care provider for other family members.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How did Jennifer’s mother, aunt, and 
grandmother prepare her for “proper woman-
hood?”

• What happens to the relationships between 
generations when a daughter rejects core no-
tions or values of her elders?

• What messages did Jennifer receive about 
single women?

• Why did her family see her as “unattached” 
even when she was in a long-term relation-
ship?

• How are single women viewed in your fam-
ily or community?

Cross-national time trends from the International Social Survey 

Source: Scott, J. (2006) Family and Gender Roles: How Attitudes Are Changing. 
GetNetWorking Paper 21.
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“To put the world right in order, we must first put the nation in order; 
to put the nation in order, we must first put the family in order; to put 
the family in order, we must first cultivate our personal life; we must 
first set our hearts right.”

—Confucius, (551 BCE-479 BCE) Chinese Thinker and Philosopher

“Nobody has ever before asked the nuclear family to live all by itself in 
a box the way we do. With no relatives, no support, we’ve put it in an 
impossible situation.”

—Margaret Mead, American Cultural Anthropologist (1901-1978)

“A woman can take care of the family. It takes a man to provide struc-
ture. To provide stability. Not that a woman can’t provide stability, I’m 
not saying that... It does take a father, though.”

—Tom Delay, American Politician (b. 1947) interview, Feb. 2004

FAMILY VALUES

Jennifer recollects that gender roles were clearly ascribed in her family: her father 
was the breadwinner and decision-maker while her mother, aunt, and grandmother 
were the care givers.

With the Industrial Revolution in Europe came “a gendered distinction between paid 
labor, associated with men, and the now privatized domestic sphere of the household, 
associated with women.” This contributed to the emergence of a clear ascription of 
gender roles with men assuming provider roles and women mediator-nurturant roles 
(Marriage and Family Encyclopedia, n.d). However this clear distinction of roles be-

tween husband and wife was never a possibility for poorer families. This assignment of roles along gender lines “was eroded 
further during the twentieth century as ever increasing numbers of women entered the work force and feminist activists suc-
cessfully broke into male-dominated professions and reduced the wage disparities between males and females. Such develop-
ments have encouraged yet another view of the family as an equal partnership between wife and husband (Ruether,2000 cited 
in Marriage and Family Encyclopedia).

While the common perception is that there have been significant changes in traditional values in the family sphere, Scott 
(2006) points out that the cross-national analysis of attitudinal change data “does not support the claim that there has been 
a revolutionary change in attitudes towards family behaviors and sexual values” and estimates “that the demise of traditional 
family values has been exaggerated.” In regards to ascribed gender roles within the family, she writes:

“..Undoubtedly ideology is changing, and gender patterns of domestic behavior are also changing, albeit very slowly and 
with men changing less quickly and to a lesser extent than women. The virtue of cross-national research is that it allows a 
glimpse of the way normative climates may vary in part because of different traditions and policy regimes. Ingelhart and 
Norris (2003) have described the rising tide of gender equality. They rightly point out that tides can ebb and flow, with 
some reversals in the opportunities for men and women to share work and family life more equitably. The Spanish ‘house 
work law’, as it is dubbed, might have greater symbolic value than influence on court judgements. Paternity leave in Britain 
is somewhat similar, with its symbolic importance far greater than its puny entitlements. But such policies do help shift ex-
pectations and this in turn may make public opinion more willing to embrace future efforts to reduce gender inequalities.”

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Compare the lessons or values that Jennifer learned from her 
mother and from her father.  How do they differ?

• What role does gender play in those differences?

• What lessons did Jennifer learn from how her father treated 
her mother?

• What did you learn about relationships, gender roles, and 
power from the way that your parents treated each other? 

RESOURCES

de Beauvoir, S. (1953). The Second Sex. New York, NY: 
Knopf.

Greer, G. (2002). The Female Eunuch. New York, NY: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

Walters, M., Carter, B. et al. (1991). The Invisible Web: 
Gender Patterns in Family Relationships. New York, NY: 
The Guilford Press.
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FAMILY VALUES

Jennifer explains how she had the acute perception that her father had 
power while her mother had very little latitude to make any decision.  

While power dynamics within marriage vary from one culture to another, 
oftentimes when women become wives, they move “into a new status 
defined and constrained by ruling social conventions, religious teachings, 
and formal legal systems” (http://family.jrank.org/pages/1759/Wife.html). 
Historically, in most patriarchal societies, wives have had a very subordi-
nate role and were oftentimes viewed as the property of their husband. 
To the contrary, in cultures where women own valuable property, wives 
have held higher status. This is the case of the matrilineal Dobu of Papua 
New Guinea. There, “wives along with their brothers are the owners of 
clan lands while husbands are somewhat marginal “strangers” in the fam-

ily system” (Fortune 1932 cited in http://family.jrank.org/pages/1759/Wife.html). 

Jennifer’s father believes that both boys and girls should be raised to know that they can do whatever they set their minds to, 
so there is no difference between raising girls and boys.  He believes that the women in the family taught Jennifer fear instead 
of encouraging her to pursue her dreams the way that he did. Jennifer responds that “maybe they were afraid because they 
were women.”  

Kent writes how, in the 1960’s and 1970’s radical feminists asserted that men’s domination was the root of the oppression 
women endured. According to them, “if women were to be liberated they would have to arrive at a ‘consciousness’ of their 
oppression: A patriarchal society depends in large measure on the experiences and values of males being perceived as the only 
valid frame of reference for society, and...it is therefore in patriarchal interest to prevent women from sharing, establishing, 
and asserting their equally real, valid, and different frame of reference, which is the outcome of different experiences.” (Dale 
cited in Kent, 2004)

Once radical feminists started to engage in “consciousness-raising” sessions they “gained understanding of how patriarchy oper-
ated in the most insidious ways to make women complicit in subservience to men...and became convinced that they would have 
to remove themselves from sexual and social relationships with men” (Kent, 2004).

With regards to the father-daughter dyad and women’s empowerement, Sageman (2004) offers an interesting perspective. 
She writes:

In the father-daughter dyad, women are not made to play the role of selfless nurturers, but rather are allowed an oppor-
tunity to have their own needs for nurturance and attention be attended to. As fathers, men are comfortable being caring 
and supportive toward their daughters. Women who have been raised by such men can feel comfortable with being valued, 
successful, and paid a good salary for their work.

In raising their daughters, men show the capacity to understand and respond to women’s needs for nurturance and empow-
erment. Women who are raised in this atmosphere of support and mentoring from their fathers are able to attain power 
and successful careers.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Do you believe that women can sometimes be complicit in their subservience to men and reinforce their own op-
pression?

• Do you share Jennifer’s father’s view that boys and girls should be raised the same notwithstanding their sex?
Why or why not?

• What might women be afraid of that men would not fear and vice versa? 
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FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION (FGM)

Excerpt 1: Amina & Friends, Somali women living in the UK, Episode 5

Traveling to England, Jennifer meets with Amina, a Somali wom-
an, who went through Female Genital Mutiliation (FGM) as a 
child. Now living in the UK, Amina works tirelessly to end the 
practice; she invites Jennifer to one of the lectures she conducts 
to help educate people on FGM issues and practices. The follow-
ing day, Amina and some of her friends share their experiences of 
FGM with Jennifer.

Female Genital Mutilation, also known as female circumcision or 
female genital cutting, occurs throughout the world. It is a thou-
sand-year-old ancestral procedure mostly practiced in African 
and Middle Eastern nations and to a lesser extent in some Asian 
countries. FGM has also become more prevalent in Europe, Aus-
tralia, the USA, and Canada among immigrants from countries 
where FGM is commonly practiced. In the USA, because of growing concerns for the health of women and girls, a bill to ban 
FGM was introduced in the House of Representatives by Pat Schroeder (D-Col) in 1994. It was later passed into law in 1996. One 
should mention that clitoridectomy was actually practiced in the UK and in the USA during the 19th and early 20th centuries as 
a treatment for lesbianism, masturbation, as well as hysteria (Castledine, n.d)

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), the pro-
cedure varies in degrees and can be categorized in the follow-
ing types: 

TYPE I: Excision of the prepuce, with or without excision of 
part or all of the clitoris

TYPE II: Excision of the clitoris with partial or total excision of 
the labia minora
            
TYPE III: Excision of part or all of the external genitalia and   
stitching/narrowing of the vaginal opening      

TYPE IV: Pricking, piercing or incising of the clitoris and or 
labia; stretching of the clitoris and/or labia; cauterization by 
burning of the clitoris and surrounding tissue; scraping of tis-
sue surrounding the vaginal orifice or cutting of the vagina; 
introduction of corrosive substances or herbs into the vagina 
to cause bleeding or for the purpose of tightening or narrow-
ing; and any other procedure that falls under the definition 
given above.     

The most common form of FGM is the excision of the cli-
toris and the labia minora (about 80% of procedures). The 
most extreme type is infibulation (15% of all cases) (Council 
of Europe, 2002). The WHO estimates that between 100-140 
million girls and women alive today have experienced some 
form of the practice (WHO, n.d). WHO & UNICEF further es-
timate that up to 3 million girls in Sub-Saharan Africa, Egypt, 
and Sudan are at risk of genital mutilation annually (UNICEF, 
2005).

“Even though cultural practices may appear senseless or de-
structive from the standpoint of others, they have meaning 
and fulfill a function for those who practise them. However, 
culture is not static; it is in constant flux, adapting and reform-
ing. People will change their behaviour when they understand 
the hazards and indignity of harmful practises and when they 
realize that it is possible to give up harmful practices without 
giving up meaningful aspects of their culture.”

—Female Genital Mutilation, 
A joint WHO/UNICEF/UNFPA statement, 1997

map courtesy of http://www.afrol.com

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Do you think the practice of FGM should be stopped?

• Why or why not?

• Who should take responsibility for stopping it? 
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• In the film, while discussing the practice, Amina’s friends disagree about 
whether or not they would have their daughters circumcised if they still lived in 
Somalia. Some of them argue that they would probably end up doing it because 
they would want to belong, to fit in with the culture.

The age at which girls go through FGM ranges from seven days old to young 
adulthood. FGM is usually performed by a traditional practitioner with girls and 
women restrained, cut with un-sterile, rudimentary instruments (razor blade, 
knife, glass, etc) and without anesthetic. In urban areas and/or among the more 
affluent, it may be performed in a health care environment by medical personnel. 
The procedure results in severe physical and psychological health consequences, 
both from the practice itself and from its aftermath. 

The reasons given by families for having FGM performed include (European In-
formation Centre Against Violence/ WAVE Office, 2001):

• Psychosexual reasons: reduction or elimination of the sensitive tissue of the 
outer genitalia, particularly the clitoris, in order to attenuate sexual desire in 
the female, maintain chastity and virginity before marriage and fidelity during 
marriage, ensure lineage purity and paternity, increase male sexual pleasure (in 
many cultures, sexual pleasure can only be experienced by men)

• Sociological reasons: identification with the cultural heritage, initiation of girls 
into womanhood, social integration and the maintenance of social cohesion

• Hygiene and aesthetic reasons: the external female genitalia are considered 
dirty and unsightly and are to be removed to promote hygiene and to provide 
aesthetic appeal

• Myths: enhancement of fertility and promotion of child survival

• Economic: It is much easier to find husbands for circumcised daughters

• As a child in Somalia, Amina believed that FGM was mentioned in the Koran and was a precept of Islamic faith. Therefore she 
assumed it was normal for her to undergo the procedure.

While some Muslim communities practice FGM in the belief that it is required by 
the Islamic faith, the procedure actually predates Islam. Indeed, as previously men-
tioned, FGM is an ancestral procedure the orgins of which are quite obscure. In cul-
tures where it is an accepted norm, FGM is practiced by Muslims, Christians, Jews, 
animists and non-believers alike. When it comes to female sexuality and reproduc-
tive functions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam share some similar beliefs and ideolo-
gies. The three religions of the Book have traditionally portrayed women as “sexu-
ally insatiable, [lacking] self-mastery over desire,” and ready to “entertain sexual 
relations with any man if not controlled by various means.” These beliefs resulted 
in the elaboration of intricate “pollution and purity codes surrounding the female 
body” as well as chastity being a “major component in the construction of the ideal 
woman, particularly in view of widespread concerns with purity of lineage” (Clancy-
Smith, 2004).

STATISTICS

• Burkina Faso: Prevalence 76.6 %.  Type II 
performed throughout the country in all but 
a few provinces.

• Djibouti: Prevalence 90-98%. Type II- Per-
formed on girls of Yemeni origin. Type III is 
most common among the Issa and Affar

• Egypt: Prevalence 97.3 %  Types I,II and III 

• Ethiopia: Prevalence 79.9%. Type I com-
monly practiced among Amharas, Tigrayans 
and the Jberti Muslims living in Tigray. Type 
II most commonly practiced form: The Gu-
rages, Tigrayans, Oromos and the Shankilas 
practice this form. Type III practiced in the 
eastern Muslim regions bordering Sudan and 
Somalia. Type IV, also referred to as “Mariam 
Girz” is practiced mainly in Gojam in the Am-
hara region. 

• Indonesia: Prevalence 100%. Types I, IV

• Somalia: Prevalence 90-98%. Type I prac-
ticed mainly in the coastal towns. Type III: 
approximately 80 % of all circumcisions.

Source: Dietrich, H.L. (2003). FGC Around the 
World. FGC Education and Networking
Project. Retrieved September 10, 2007 from http://
www.fgmnetwork.org/intro/world.php 

FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION (FGM)

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• What role does religion play in beliefs about “proper womanhood” and how women should be treated?

• Can you identify religious rituals which aim to control female sexuality?

• While Jennifer did not undergo FGM, she realizes that somehow her grandmother, with her own methods, did try to control 
her sexuality. Why is it that both Amina’s and Jennifer’s grandmothers wanted to control their granddaughter’s sexuality? 

• What are some of the ways in which your culture tries to control female sexuality? 
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While garnering ready publicity in Europe and the USA, FGM has become a focus of debate among scholars and a point of con-
tention between Western feminists and African women. On one hand, as pointed out by Castledine (n.d), scholars disagree as 
to whether FGM is an issue of cultural relativism or a violation of human rights.

Indeed, some people argue that because FGM is a specific aspect of a culture’s identity, people outside the culture have no right 
to criticize or to change the practice, and any Western attack on the procedure is deemed “an ethnocentric, modern example 
of cultural imperialism.”

On the other hand, because the practice is often “objectified as a ‘savage’ and ‘exotic,’” discourse about FGM easily plays “into old 
stereotypes about Africa” (Johnson-Odim, 2004). As a result, Johnson-Odim (2005) explains that African women who are work-
ing towards eradicating FGM find themselves at odds with Western feminists. They feel that it makes their job more difficult by 
deflecting attention away from many other critical problems that African women struggle against, such as unclean water, mal-
nutrition, and AIDS. They argue that these issues should require the same level of attention in the West as FGM has received.

RESOURCES

Female Circumcision Bill:
 http://www.eskimo.com/%7Egburlin/female.html

US Representative Pat Schroeder’s 1993 bill prohibiting female genital mutilation.

Female Genital Mutilation Education and Networking:
 http://www.fgmnetwork.org/index.php

Includes general information, country reports, links.

Female Genital Mutilation Network:
Offering education materials, speakers, and general information on FGM.

Forward USA:
Dedicated to the abolition of female genital mutilation.

National Organization of Circumcision Information Resource Centers:
NOCIRC is a non-governmental organization (NGO) in roster status with the 

Economic and Social Council of the United Nations.

Tostan:
Provides educational programs dedicated to ending FGM. Funded by UNICEF.

FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION (FGM)

DISCUSSION SPARKS

•   What kinds of pressures lead women to accept FGM?

•   What are the consequences of resisting?

•   How is it different from male circumcision?

•   What does this ritual suggest about a particular culture’s perception of female sexuality?

•   Do you believe women themselves perpetuate their own objectification and subordination?

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• What do you think?

• What is the appropriate role for Western women who oppose FGM?

• How might that role differ from the role of women from cultures that 
continue to practice FGM?

• Given the cultural importance of FGM, how do you think its eradication 
can be achieved?

“At age fourteen, when Nura became a woman, 
mother followed the only tradition she knew 
and arranged for Nura’s circumcision to be per-
formed in a small village some miles from Ri-
yadh... Nura, nude from the waist down, was 
held by four women on a bed sheet that had 
been spread on the ground... She felt a sharp 
pain in her genital region... Thoroughly fright-
ened, she saw blood pouring from her wounds. 
She was carried into a tent and her lacerations 
were dress and bandaged... Her wounds healed 
quickly, but she did not understand the implica-
tions of the procedure until her wedding night; 
there was unbearable pain and much blood. As 
the condition persisted, she grew to dread sex 
with her new husband. Finally, after becoming 
pregnant, she saw a Western doctor who was 
appalled at her scars. He told Nura that her en-
tire external genitalia had been removed.... To 
the doctor’s surprise, it was my mother who had 
insisted upon the circumcision of her daughters. 
She herself had endured the rite; she was certain 
it was the will of Allah.

—Princess Sultana Al-Sa’ud 
as told to Jean Sasson, in Princess (2004)

“Then the scissors went down between my legs 
and the man cut off my inner labia and clitoris. 
I heard it, like a butcher snipping the fat off a 
piece of meat. A piercing pain shot up between 
my legs, indescribable, and I howled. Then came 
the sewing... Female genital mutilation predates 
Islam. Not all Muslims do this, and a few of the 
peoples who do are not Islamic. But in Somalia, 
where virtually every girl is excised, the practice 
is always justified in the name of Islam.”

—Ayyan Hirsi  Ali, Dutch Feminist, b. 1969, 
Infidel 
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ILLNESS AND MORTALITY

Excerpt 1: Caroline, Germany, Episode 2 (19:18)
Excerpt 2: Pat, NYC, Episode 1 (3:09)

Jennifer and her best friend Pat, a blues singer, have known each other for over 
twenty years. Back in the 80’s, they lived in Jennifer ‘s loft enjoying the carefree 
life of young artists.  On the evening of celebrating her 50th birthday, Pat tells 
Jenifer that she has been diagnosed with a brain tumor and will have to be admit-
ted into the hospital the next day to have an operation. For both Pat and Jennifer, 
this rings an abrupt wake-up call: They will not be “young forever.” 

While, in general, women’s life expectancy is higher than men’s, a number of 
health factors and gender bias put women at a comparative disadvantage. Indeed, 
health is not merely a function of physiology and biology, rather it is strongly de-
termined by social, political and economic forces. Because of persistent discrimi-
nation against women, unequal power relationships, lack of education, poverty and economic dependence, gender inequities 
in nutrition and food distribution, as well as negative cultural attitudes toward women and girls, millions of women worldwide 
are deprived access to health care. 

India most typically illustrates the health consequences of discrimination against women. There is a direct correlation between 
the health of Indian women and their lower status in society. Indeed, while girls are viewed as economic burdens, sons are 
strongly favored in Indian households as they are expected to care for aging parents. This bias often results in discriminatory 
treatment against daughters. As reported by the World Bank, the most dreadful evidence of this is the large number of “miss-
ing women” (i.e., girls and women who have apparently died as a result of past and present discrimination). Recent studies 
estimates, there is about 35 million missing females in India 

In countries like Ethiopia, India, Nepal and Nigeria where child marriage (beginning at age 10 or 12) is common, childbearing 
puts young girls at a greater risk to develop health problems. As reported by the NGO Interact Worldwide, “girls under 15 are 
five times more likely to die of pregnancy-related complications than women over 20, and pregnancy remains the leading cause 
of death for 15-19 year old girls around the globe. Young women are often unable to make informed choices about their sexual 
and reproductive health due to a lack of information, taboos about discussing sex and expectations of passivity. In some societ-
ies, young women are not allowed to seek health care without the permission of their husband or family members.”

Number of Women Diagnosed with Breast Cancer in the US 1996-2006 by Age and Type of Disease

Source: NCI-funded Breast Cancer Surveillance Consortium co-operative agreement (U01CA63740, U01CA86076, U01CA86082, 
U01CA63736, U01CA70013, U01CA69976, U01CA63731, U01CA70040). Downloaded xx/xx/xxxx from the Breast Cancer Surveillance 
Consortium website - http://breastscreening.cancer.gov/ .
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ILLNESS AND MORTALITY

At the time of her diagnosis, Pat is a 50 year-old single female with no 
immediate family around her. Studies have shown that women’s health 
is indexed on marital status and the presence of children in the family: 
Among women with children age five and under, married women were 
significantly more likely than single women to report excellent or very 
good general health (69.7 percent vs. 53.0 percent) and less likely to re-
port fair or poor health (7.5 percent vs. 12.5 percent). 

Pat expresses her fear of the stigmas that come with being identified as 
“a sick person.”

People diagnosed with illnesses experience minor and major distortions 
in the image of the self. Illness can have a profound impact on one’s self-
image as it creates a divergence between the current appearance of the 

patient and the way he or she remembers appearing in the past. Furthermore, “the visible stigma of disease, and disease-related 
inability to return to work or to pursue other accustomed activities, may pose a grave threat to one’s self-esteem.” (Kihlstrom, 
Kihlstrom, n.d )

While traveling through Europe, Jennifer makes a stop in Berlin to visit Caroline, a 
fellow filmmaker. The mother of two grown children, Caroline has been divorced for 
over a decade and lives in a communal house. Months later, Caroline’s world is shaken 
with a diagnosis of ovarian cancer: she now has to undergo extensive surgery and 
chemotherapy.

The fifth most common cancer affecting women, 1 out of every 69 women will be di-
agnosed with ovarian cancer in her lifetime. Unfortunately, Ovarian cancer is difficult 
to diagnose because symptoms are easily confused with the symptoms of other dis-
eases. As a result, only 19% of all ovarian cancers are found at the developing stages 
and the vast majority of cases are diagnosed only when the cancer has spread.  About 
78 percent of patients with ovarian will survive 1 year from the date of diagnosis. 
More than half will survive more than five years. 

Although the number of deaths from ovarian cancer continues to increase, major advances in chemotherapy and surgery have 
started showing some results and this is translating into improved survival, increasing from 36 percent in 1970 to 50 percent in 
late 1980s and 1990s.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How might illness alter one’s sense of identity?

Pat is in her fifties with no children of her own. In the segment she questions the reasons why she did not start a family. 

• Why does facing one’s mortality raise questions about the decision not to have children? 

• Would you agree with philosophies which posit that having a child symbolizes how we transcend death as humans?

“Time is shortening. But every day that I challenge this cancer 
and survive is a victory for me. Cancer victims who don’t accept 
their fate, who don’t learn to live with it, will only destroy what 
little time they have left.”

—Ingrid Bergman, Swedish Actress, (1915-1982) 

“Cancer changes your life, often for the better. You learn what’s 
important, you learn to prioritize, and you learn not to waste 
your time. You tell people you love them. My friend Gilda Rad-
ner used to say, ‘If it wasn’t for the downside, having cancer 
would be the best thing and everyone would want it.’ That’s 
true. If it wasn’t for the downside.” 

—Joel Siegel, Film Critic for Good Morning America 
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While Caroline found that the loss of her hair made her feel vulner-
able, somehow it was simultaneously liberating. Historically, female 
hair is often characterized as a symbol of youth, power, sexuality and 
fertility. Elisabeth Gitter, a professor of Victorian literature, points 
out that folk, psychoanalytic traditions, and literature concur, “that 
the luxuriance of the hair is an index of vigorous sexuality, even of 
wantonness.” Thus, legends of seductive mermaids and mythological 
forest nymphs tending to their flowing locks “constitute sexual ex-
hibition... the more abundant the hair, the more potent the sexual 
invitation.” 

Kneier et al. reports that cancer can be enormously damaging to a person’s self-esteem, often as a result of drastic changes in 
“appearance, physical abilities, independence and one’s role and identity within their family or occupation.” However, one’s ill-
ness may simultaneously represent an immense opportunity, as Kneier mentions, “in finding additional sources of self-esteem 
within [oneself],” whether it be the way one copes with illness or the renewed appreciation for the love received from family 
and friends. 

ILLNESS AND MORTALITY

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Reflecting on Caroline’s story, in what ways 
does serious illness challenge one’s perspective 
on life and love as individual?

• How do you think cancer is viewed in your 
culture and community?

• Have you, or a loved one, been faced with a 
serious illness?

• How did you react/cope? 

STATISTICS

USA

Gender disparities. Significant gaps exist between the care re-
ceived by men and women in the United States. Across measures 
in the 2004 NHQR with data by gender: 

• Women receive better care than men for 18 percent of mea-
sures, worse care for 22 percent, and comparable care for 59 
percent. 

• Women tend to receive better preventive care for cancer and 
cardiovascular disease than men, while men tend to receive 
better treatment for end stage renal disease and heart disease. 

Racial/ethnic and socioeconomic disparities. In addition to gen-
der disparities observed among women, racial/ethnic and socio-
economic disparities are also evident. Of measures with data for 
women in the 2004 NHDR: 

• Black women receive poorer quality care than whites for 53 
percent of measures and have worse access to care for 29 per-
cent. 

• Hispanic women receive poorer quality care than non-His-
panic whites for 60 percent of measures and have poorer access 
for 87 percent. 

• For services unique to women, blacks and Hispanics both re-
ceive poorer quality care for 75 percent of measures.

WORLDWIDE

• Two of the most important health issues affecting women 
today are pregnancy-related sickness and death and HIV/AIDS.

• 47% of people infected with HIV globally are women, 57% of 
those infected in Africa are women, and 75% of young people 
infected in the world are female.

Source: U.S Department of Health and Services. (2004). Women’s Heath 
Care in the United States, Selected Findings From the 2004 National 
Healthcare Quality and Disparties Reports. AHRQ. Retrieved October 14, 
2007 from http://www.ahrq.gov/qual/nhqrwomen/nhqrwomen.htm

RESOURCES

http://www.ovariancancer.org

http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/ovarian-cancer/DS00293

http://www.cancer.gov/cancertopics/types/ovarian

http://www.nationalbreastcancer.org/

http://www.pinkribbongirls.org/

http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/breast-cancer/DS00328

http://www.cancer.gov/cancertopics/types/breast

www.cdc.gov/women/

www.who.int/topics/womens_health/en/
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IN VITRO FERTILIZATION (IVF)

Excerpt 1: Jennifer, NYC, Episodes 1 (52:13) & 6 

Given that Jennifer is well into her 40’s, her OB-GYN suggests several techniques 
that would increase her odds of getting pregnant. He ultimately recommends she 
goes through with IVF.

IVF, In Vitro Fertilization, is a laboratory procedure in which sperm are placed 
with an unfertilized egg in a Petri dish to achieve fertilization. The embryo is then 
transferred into the uterus to begin a pregnancy or is cryopreserved (frozen) for 
future use. IVF was originally devised to permit women with damaged or absent 
Fallopian tubes to have a baby. Normally a mature egg is released from the ovary 
(ovulated), then enters the Fallopian tube, and waits in the neck of the tube for a 
sperm to fertilize it. With defective Fallopian tubes, this is not possible. The tech-

nique was first developed for humans in the United Kingdom by Patrick Steptoe and Robert Edwards. The first IVF baby, Louise 
Joy Brown, was born in England in 1978. The event was marred by deep intense controversy with many arguing over the safety 
and morality of the procedure.

Note: In vitro fertilization means “fertilization in glass.” A baby born by in vitro fertilization is inaccurately known as “test tube baby.” 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Would you ever try IVF? Why or why not?

• Because of rapid progress achieved in Assistive Reproductive Techonology (ART), reproduction 
is now separated from sexuality. 

• Within the context of sexuality and reproduction, does your opinion of ART change?
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• Jennifer and Patrick are not married and did not have to fill any paperwork pertaining to the state and/or nature of their rela-
tionships. All in all, it pretty much boiled down to issue of whether or not they could financially afford the procedure.

As Jennifer is 45, her insurance won’t cover IVF. When Jennifer mentions the whole cost of the procedure which amounts to 
about $13,000.00, Patrick is taken aback and suddenly concerned with how much they will have to spend.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• In your view, should there be a maximum age after which women should not bear a child?

• Where would you draw the line and why?

• As the life expectancy of women increases, do you think it forces us to rethink how this “biological age limit?”

• When it comes to IVF, the Roman Catholic Church is opposed, arguing that infertility is a call from God to adopt children. 
Is bearing children a basic human right?

• What drives the desire to have a child that is related to you biologically? 

• Moreover Jennifer’s mother asks, “Does everybody need a child?” How would you answer her?

• In the film, Jennifer tries to get reassurance from her mother that she would be up to the task of raising a child.

• What messages did Jennifer get about motherhood from her mother?

• What messages did you get about motherhood from the way that your mother parented?

• Do you measure and grasp the responsibilities that come with having a child? 
Does it feel daunting, exhilarating to you?

IN VITRO FERTILIZATION (IVF)

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• In your view, should health insurers be required to cover the cost 
of IVF, regardless of the age of the patient and/or whether or not a 
couple is married?  Why or why not? 

• Research how infertility health coverage is being legislated in your 
state or country.

• Jennifer is 45 at the time she goes through the procedure. When IVF was first developed, it was originally intended for couples 
who experience fertility problems. However the technique is now widely used by women who have postpone motherhood for 
personal and/or career reasons. Furthermore, given the advancements of science, ever-older women can now get pregnant as 
illustrated by these recent cases (Sharma, 2007):

In December 2006, a 67-year-old Spanish woman became the world’s oldest mother, after having undergone IVF in the 
United States. In October 2007, it was reported that a 60-year-old single Japanese woman became pregnant from a donated 
fertilised egg. 

She received her IVF treatment in the United States, but upon returning to Japan, she was rejected by clinics because of her 
age. She eventually found an obstetrician known for handling controversial pregnancies willing to handle her case. 

“women in their 50s and 60s are just as capable of being good mothers as women in their 30s and 40s. The research was based 
on the mental and physical health of 150 women, a third of whom had become parents in their 50s after receiving IVF with 
donor eggs... The study clearly states that once their children are born, older women are just as good at raising them.”
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In France, IVF is strictly regulated by a bioethics legislation. The technique is solely reserved to heterosexual married couples 
or heterosexual partners having lived together for more than two years. The patient must be under 42 years of age at the time 
of IVF .

Since France does not allow IVF for homosexual couples, many lesbian women resort to Belgium in order to have access to the 
procedure. Due to this discrimination, homosexual rights organizations are battling against current bioethics policies in France.

IN VITRO FERTILIZATION (IVF)

“The day Louise Brown got made was the day that 
a core aspect of human life, reproduction, moved 
from a mystery to a technology, moved from some-
thing that we were in awe of to something that we 
manipulate. And that was really the significance. It 
put reproduction under our control. If you add Lou-
ise Brown to the ‘birth control pill’ you really see a 
fundamental shift in human life, because what used 
to be something that most of our ancestors thought 
of as determined by God or the gods, all of a sudden 
got determined by a person about when and how to 
have a kid. As profound as your going to get, in all of 
human existence there’s nothing more contentious, 
morally in dispute and the object of discussion than 
sex.  So learning to do things without sex, that might 
lead to babies, learning to make a break between pro-
creation and reproduction, there’s nothing more basic 
you’re going to change before or since in the history 
of humanity” 

—Arthur Caplan, Ph.D Emmanuel and Robert Hart 
Professor of Bioethics and Director of Bioethics 

Center at the University of Pennsylvania, on the 
implications of the first test tube baby, Louise Brown 

“The difficulty of IVF or of any fertility issues is the 
hope and the shattered hope, the dream that it might 
happen this time and then it doesn’t happen.”

—Brooke Shields, American Actress

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• In your view, should a person be married in order to have a child?

• Should non-married women and lesbian couples be eligible for IVF?  Why or why not?

• ART and IVF breaks down and renders obsolete the traditional mother-father family model causing ethical and legal con-
cerns in many countries. Indeed, some people argue that children could experience psychological problems if they are raised 
without a mother and father. How do you feel about this issue?

• Research and compare how the issue of IVF and ART for same-sex couples is being handled/legislated in several countries.

LINKS

https://simplyivf.com/

http://www.bmj.com/archive/6992ed.htm

http://www.fertilityproregistry.com/content/ivf.asp

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com//articleshow/410920.cms?

http://www.fertilitynetwork.com/index.html
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A MALE PERSPECTIVE

Excerpt 1: Richard Fox, Philadelphia, Episode 2
Excerpt 2: Tyrone, South Africa, Episode 5
Excerpt 3: S’Bu, South Africa, Episode 5

In America, Richard Fox, Jennifer’s father, discusses his thoughts on the differ-
ences and/or similarities between raising boys and girls.Tyrone, a 31-year-old 
South African man who works as a DJ, talks about his perspective of how men 
see women. S’Bu, another young South African man, talks with Jennifer in the 
back of a taxi cab about men and women. 

Men’s relation to feminism is an impossible one... the point after all is that this 
is a matter for women, that it is their voices and actions that must determine 
the change and redefinition... Women are the subjects of feminism, its initiators, 
its makers, its force... Men are the objects,... agents of the structure to be trans-

formed,... carriers of the patriarchal mode; and my desire to be a subject there too in feminism--to be a feminist--is then only 
the last feint in the long history of their colonization. 

-Heath, Stephen. “Male Feminism.” Dalhousie Review 64.2 (Summer 1984): 70-101.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• What do you think about Ty-
rone’s argument about how men 
view sex and women?

• Why is there such a double 
standard?

• How is it perpetuated?

DISC TWO 30
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Janel Holland and her colleagues surveyed the heterosexual practice among young people in both London and Manchester. They 
report in the book The Male in the Head their extensive and deep research on the ways both femininity and masculinity are 
constructed in heterosexual romance and relationships and subsequently expose how male privilege is reproduced inside het-
erosexuality (Marecek, 2000). Reviewing the book, Marecek (2000) writes how The Male in the Head “tells a compelling story 
about the regulatory power of institutionalized heterosexuality”:

And just what is the male in the head’? It signals the asymmetry, institutionalization and regulatory power of heterosexual 
relations (1998: 171). The male in the head encompassed, for instance, the unexamined cultural assumptions about the pre-
eminence of men’s sexual needs. These assumptions often led the young women to acquiesce in negotiations about intimate 
contact, penetrative sex and condoms. The male in the head regulated expectations and meanings surrounding women’s 
bodies, such that women were expected to exert considerable effort to present bodies that would produce pleasure for men. 
Furthermore, the male in the head censored discourses that might legitimate women’s pleasure or place them in control of 
their sexual performance. Thus, young women often ceded the definition of the relationship to their partners. There was 
little evidence for a female in the head among these young heterosexual adults. (The authors included some interesting 
speculations about whether such a figure might appear among lesbian-identified women.) Instead, the male in the head also 
regulated the expectations, meanings and practices of young men. Young men had a strong sense of their own entitlement 
to physical pleasure, coupled with a dim sense of women’s bodies and sexual needs and wishes. The male in the head involved 
expectations of sexual prowess, vigor and competence that produced competition and strutting in male peer groups. The 
male in the head constructs masculine men as knowledgeable, forceful and active sexual agents; thus, it condones the use of 
forceful persuasion, deceit and even coercive pressure to get sex from women. At its extreme, the male in the head creates a 
world of heterosexual gender relations in which both men and women are left with constricted identities, inhibitions in com-
munication, alienation from bodily pleasure, as well as heightened risk of HIV/AIDS and unintended pregnancies. [...]

[It] shows that the creation of masculinity is not the province of men alone. Instead, male–male practice and male–female 
practice are mutually constitutive (as when young men must recount their sexual exploits to their male peer group), if not 
continuous with one another. Holland and her colleagues also challenge the notion of a ‘battle between the sexes’ – that is, 
the inevitable opposition of male and female interests. One of their most striking observations is that even in the arena of 
heterosexuality (which is often construed as a win–lose situation, with men and women having diametrically opposed goals 
of sex and love), femininity and masculinity are not opposed. In many instances, women colluded with male power and did 
not resist (or even recognize) male dominance. In the heterosexual politics of everyday experience, at least for the unmar-
ried young adults in this study, the privileging of masculinity was a shared activity. Also, these young adults handily put to 
rest...the notion that feminism has toppled men’s self-confidence, marginalized men in emotional relationships and allowed 
women to run roughshod over male egos and sensibilities. Even if young men and women resisted or rejected the demands 
and constraints of masculinity, they were still subject to the conventions of heteronormativity. These conventions privileged 
masculine meanings and desires, and, in doing so, reinstated a gendered power imbalance. Among these young people, femi-
nism seldom entered overtly into their identities and practices. When it did, it did not shift the balance of power in significant 
ways... [wounded] males, limping along under the weight of female entitlement and empowerment and burdened by sexual 
guilt, were not to be found on the real-life terrain that the researchers investigated. Susan Faludi’s (1999) recent foray into the 
lives of blue-collar workers and working-class boys in the United States similarly failed to turn up male angst or ire over femi-
nism. Although many men expressed a sense of futility about the future, few blamed women or feminist demands for equality.

A MALE PERSPECTIVE

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Both Tyrone and S’Bu express worldviews that define women as passive and men as active. 
Where else have you seen this kind of worldview? Is it accurate?

• What do you see as the role of a father?

• Is a father-daughter relationship different from a father-son relationship? 

• Can a father parent both boys and girls without differentiating, as Jennifer’s father explains?

• Jennifer talks about using men’s comments as a standard by which to judge herself. 
Have you ever done that? How did it make you feel?

31



http://www.flyingconfessions.comhttp://www.flyingconfessions.com

Excerpt 1: Paromita, India, Episode 3
Excerpt 2: L’Dawn, NYC, Episode 1
Excerpt 3: Chanthol, Cambodia, Episode 4

Jen travels to India to meet her new friend Paromita. Paromita leads an uncon-
ventional life for an Indian woman. She has decided against getting married 
as she wants to preserve her economic independence and dedicate her life to 
grass-roots work.

In India, a wedding is considered one of the greatest, if not the greatest event in 
a family; marriage is regarded as essential for virtually everyone and marks the 
passage to adulthood. The arrangement of marriages are informed by the “com-
plex permutations of Indian social systems.” The union “depends little upon in-
dividual volition but instead occurs as a result of the efforts of many people. 
Arranging a marriage is a critical responsibility for parents and other relatives of 
both bride and groom. Marriage alliances entail some redistribution of wealth 

as well as building and restructuring social realignments, and, of course, result in the biological reproduction of families.”

In India, as in many societies across the world, power structures are still patriarchal. Women are confined to a domestic role and 
engage in very limited activity within the wider society. Furthermore, the wife’s legal rights are eroded to such an extent that it 
prohibits any independence. Indian women have little autonomy, “living under the control of first their fathers, then their hus-
bands, and finally their sons.” (Chatterjee, 1990; Desai, 1994; Horowitz and Kishwar, 1985; The World Bank, 1996 cited in Velkoff 
and Adlakha, 1998). In the Western hemisphere, up until the late 20th century, under the law of coverture, women’s rights were 
nonexistent as men had complete possession of their wife’s bodies. Indeed, “married women had no rights or existence apart 
from their husbands. The popular aphorism ‘my wife and I are one and I am he’ described a situation in which a married woman 
had no legal rights to her property, earnings, freedom of movement, conscience, body, or children. All resided in her husband.” 
Throughout the 19th and 20th century, feminist movements sought to bring forth reforms that would create a society in which 
husbands and wives would have equal rights and status. Interestingly, “feminist reforms were sometimes ancillary to nationalist 
or communist goals” Kent, 1994). Indeed, nationalist and communist parties supported feminist organizations as they recog-
nized that their success depended a lot on their ability to mobilize women. This was notably the case in Russia as Kent further 
writes:

...the Bolshevik Revolution of November 1917 brought to power a government committed to the emancipation of women. 
Ultimately seeking the dissolution of the family a the only true means by which women could make themselves the equals 
of men, the communist regime introduced a new family code in 1918 that raised women’s status to that of men’s, made mar-
riage a civil rather than a religious matter, gave children born out of wedlock identical legal rights to those whose parents 
were wed, and made divorce readily available to both parties.

However, Kent argues that the family legislation “brought more rather than less hardship to women”:

Easy divorce, free sexual unions, and an inability to enforce child payments on the fathers of children born out of marriage 
created distress for many women abandoned by husbands and sexual partners. One party member, harkening back to the 
slogan of the French Revolution, declared that the new laws had brought women ‘liberty, equality, and maternity’.

MARRIAGE CRITIQUES

“One advantage of marriage, it seems to me, is that when you fall out of love with each other, it keeps you together until maybe 
you fall in love again.”

—Judith Viorst, (b. 1931) American author, newspaper journalist, and psychoanalysis researcher 
 
“It is not a lack of love, but a lack of friendship that makes unhappy marriages.”  

—Friedrich Nietzsche, (1844 –1900)German philologist and philosopher 

“Marriage is the triumph of imagination over intelligence.” 
—Oscar Wilde, (1854–1900) Irish playwright, novelist, and poet

“A good marriage is one which allows for change and growth in the individuals and in the way they express their love.”
—Rainer Maria Rilke, (1875-1926) German poet and novelist

“Keep your eyes wide open before marriage, and half-shut afterwards.”
—Benjamin Franklin, (1706-1790) American statesman, scientist, and philosopher
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MARRIAGE CRITIQUES

L’Dawn and her high school sweetheart divorced after years of marriage. Although she 
used to believe in marriage, she tells Jennifer that she now sees it solely as an institu-
tion. Meanwhile, Jen is slowly coming to the realization that marriage requires more 
than passionate love, it needs something more solid to make it work and flourish.  

Ancient philosopher Cicero wrote that the first bond of society is marriage. Historically, 
most ancient cultures needed to ensure the perpetuation of the species, a framework 
to control “the granting of property rights, and the protection of bloodlines.” They 
relied on the institution of marriage to handle these needs. For instance, ancient He-
brew law required a man to become the husband of a deceased brother’s widow (His-

tory of Marriage).

In the film, Jennifer talks about the many partners she has 
had and the deep passion and love she experienced with 
them. However she is adamant that none of these love sto-
ries were sustainable in the long-term. She believes that any 
one of these adventures would have killed her in the end. She 
is beginning to see that her low-key relationship with Patrick 
is a better fit for a long-term relationship. Jennifer’s thoughts 
seems to align with what renowned French actress Simone 
Signoret once said about marriage: “Chains do not hold a mar-
riage together. It is threads, hundreds of tiny threads which 
sew people together through the years. That is what makes a 
marriage last --more than passion or even sex!”

While traveling to Cambodia, Jen meets Chanthol, a woman 
who has dedicated her life to women’s rights.  Although Chanthol was educated and working, she conformed to her country’s 
tradtion of arranged marriage and married a stranger, many years her senior.  When it comes to sexuality and marriage, the no-
tion of pleasure seems foreign to her.  To her, a marriage solely serves the purpose of building a family.

Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a 
family.  Marriage shall be entered into only 
with the free and full consent of the intend-
ing spouses.
- Article 16 UDHR
 
While Chanthol didn’t want to marry because 
she saw wives being beaten and forced to do 
housework, her mother said she was a wom-
an and had to have a family, further stating 
that if she did not marry, “when [she] gets 
old, no one [will] take care of [her].”

Across the world, having family and more 
specifically children is a source of social secu-
rity for parents in their old age.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Compare L’Dawn’s opinion with the messages about marriage that you 
have received from media, personal experience, and your family.

• What does it mean to believe in an institution?

• What are your expectations about marriage?

• How might those expectations affect the success of a marriage?

• In your view, how do you see the correlation between marriage and 
family in society?

• Do you want to get married?  Why or why not? 

     RESOURCES

http://www.smartmarriages.com/index.html 

http://www.clasp.org/publications.php?id=6

http://www.academicinfo.net/gaymarriage.html

McLanahan, S. et al. (2005) Marriage and Child Wellbeing. 
The Future of Children Vol. 15 No 2. THE WOODROW WILSON SCHOOL OF PUBLIC AND INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS Princeton-Brookings

http://www.futureofchildren.org/usr_doc/FOC_policy_brief_fall_05.pdf
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MARRIAGE CRITIQUES

Human rights documents clearly stipulate that marriage should be entered into with the free and full assent of the partners. 
However, in some cultures women are forced to marry men who have been chosen for them by their parents, family or guard-
ians. This is particularly true of young women and girls. Across the world child marriage “is held as a deeply entrenched social 
and economic institution, which is enshrined in religion or tradition...the practice is similar in many ways to the social dynamics 
related to female genital mutilation (FGM) which is also reinforced by social norms.” (Internationational Planned Parenthood 
Federation [IPPF], 2006).

The IPPF further explains that the practice of child marriage is being perpetuated for the following reasons:

• Family ties 
A means of consolidating powerful relations between families, for sealing deals over land or other property, or even for set-
tling disputes.  In parts of South Asia, the practice of families using young girls to settle family feuds is a form of child mar-
riage, which is driven by tradition and family ties. In Pakistan, the practice of ‘vani’ requires giving away girls in marriage to 
relatives of murder victims, as compensation for crimes committed, or to settle feuds between families or clans.

• Control over sexuality and protecting family honor 
Child marriage is traditionally recognized as necessary for controlling girls’ sexuality and reproduction.

• Tradition and culture 
In communities where child marriage is prevalent there is strong social pressure on families to conform. Failure to conform 
can often result in ridicule, disapproval or family shame. 

• Gender inequality 
In many societies worldwide power structures are still overwhelmingly male-dominated or patriarchal. Under such condi-
tions, the marriage of girls is perceived as a necessary way of reinforcing existing norms. It ensures that girls and women 
accept their domestic roles and have a limited role within the wider society. 

• Poverty and economic survival strategies 
In traditional societies – where infant mortality was very high and survival depended on a family’s ability to produce its own 
food or goods for sale – child marriage helped to maximize the number of pregnancies and ensure enough surviving children 
to meet household labor needs. Although the costs of raising children (e.g. funding education) may increasingly put pres-
sure on families to reduce the number of births, parents in rural communities least impacted by outside influences are still 
motivated by traditional desires for large families...

STATISTICS

US

Over the last several decades, marriage in the US has declined, 
while cohabitation, divorce and unmarried childbearing have 
increased.

From 1970 to 1996, the marriage rate in the United States 
fell by a third, from 77 to 50 marriages per 1,000 unmarried 
women.

From 1960 to 1998, the number of unmarried, cohabiting cou-
ples increased nearly tenfold, from 439,000 to 4.2 million.

Divorce rates also increased from 9 to 23 per married couples 
from 1960 to 1980, before declining slightly and remaining 
steady at 20 per 1,000 through 1998.

Births to unmarried women increased from 11 to 33 percent 
of all births from 1970 to 1994, then leveled off through 
1999.  Nationally, 1.3 million children are born out-of-wed-
lock each year.

Source: Marriage Statistics. (n.d). Chicagoland Marriage Resource 
Center. Retrieved on October 27 from http://www.chicagolandmar-
riage.org/marriage_statistics.htm

STATISTICS

Worldwide

It was estimated in 2004 that, within the next decade, more 
than 100 million girls in the developing world would be mar-
ried before the age of 18.

Source: Wise Up For Women, interact worldwide <http://www.
interactworldwide.org/objs/-23696124-wise_up_for_women.pdf> 
Retrieved October 15, 2007

The UNICEF statistical study on child marriage confirms 
that the practice is most common in South Asia, where over 
48 percent of 15–24-year-olds were married before they 
reached 18. In Africa this figure is 42 percent (though this 
rises to over 60 percent in parts of East and West Africa), 
and in Latin America and the Caribbean the figure is 29 per-
cent. In the Middle East, child marriage is common in Ye-
men and Palestine, where about half of all girls under 18 
were already married.

Source: Ending child marriage: A guide for global policy action 
(2006). London: IPPF <http://www.unfpa.org/publications/detail.
cfm?ID=310&filterListType=1> Retrieved October 27, 2007
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Excerpt 1: Jennifer and Gerry, NYC and Philadelphia, Episodes 4 & 6 

In the excerpt, Jennifer finally talks to her mother, Gerry, about her attempts to have 
children with Patrick.

Mother-daughter relationships became a focus of scholarly inquiry during the second 
wave of feminism (1960s and 1970s). Henwood (1995) remarks that the topic started 
to emerge as part of a “criticism of the institution of motherhood for undermining 
women’s potential for achievement, so that women remained under male or patriar-
chal control.” She writes:

In her widely read and popular text My Mother My Self (1977/1990), Nancy Friday located the origins of her continuing 
feelings of dependency, insecurity and sexual guilt in an over-identification with her mother, arguing that women have to 
break their infantile connections to their mothers if they are to achieve the feminist project, as outlined by Betty Friedan 
(1963/1965), of finally ‘growing-up’ to take their full place in an adult world. Adrienne Rich in Of Woman Born (1976/1977), 
was concerned to explore the ‘enduring and complex’ relationships between mothers and daughters, which she also saw as 
involving deep reservoirs of anger and bitterness, in the light of the restrictions placed upon women’s mothering of their 
daughters by wider patriarchal structures and relations. Challenging the inevitability of the destructiveness of the emotional 
and psychic interplay between mothers and daughters, however, Rich argued for ‘courageous mothering’ as a way of forging 
strong lines of confirmation between women.

Nancy Chodorow’s thesis The Reproduction of Mothering (1978) brought to the level of explicit theory some of the main 
assumptions and viewpoints which had hitherto tended to remain more implicit within feminist research of the time. [...] 

The starting-point for Chodorow’s specific argument was the proposal that girls potentially share a double identification with 
their mothers as primary carer/care-receivers and for sharing a common gender. This, she maintains, can lead mother-daugh-
ter dyads to remain in a more prolonged state of psychological mergence than parings of mothers and boys. Developing this 
point further, Chodorow suggests that boys can readily identify socially marked genital difference, and are encouraged by 
parents and society at large to transfer their original identification to a more detached and unavailable paternal figure, and 
that this tends to lead them to develop a rather rigid (and, ironically, precarious) sense of their own separateness or ego 
boundaries; she describes this as a ‘masculine gender identity’. On the other hand, girls, by her account, continue in a state 
of intense identification with their first love object (their mother), and consequently develop a more nurturing and caring 
‘feminine’ gender identify which endows them in the longer term with a capacity and desire to become mothers themselves. 
In her book, Chodorow suggests that most girls are eventually successful in transferring their erotic desires to male objects, 
but she does not see this as displacing completely a deeply ingrained emotional attachment to their mother. In turn, she ar-
gues that girls (and women) will tend, in consequence, to experience intense feelings of ambivalence towards their mothers, 
as they continue to struggle for a sense of appropriate boundaries, separation and autonomy throughout life.

MOTHER - DAUGHTER RELATIONSHIPS

“Before sisterhood, there was the knowledge - transitory, fragmented, perhaps, but original and crucial - of motherhood 
and daughterhood.”

—Adrienne Rich, (b. 1929) American poet, essayist, and feminist

“Your son is your son till he gets him a wife; but your daughter’s your daughter all the days of her life.”
—(17th century English proverb)

STATISTICS

Worldwide 

• It was estimated in 2004 that, within the next decade, more than 100 million girls in the developing world would be married 
before the age of 18. 

Source: Interact Worldwide. (2007). Wise Up For Women. London, UK: Interact worldwide.

• The UNICEF statistical study on child marriage confirms that the practice is most common in South Asia, where over 48 per-
cent of 15–24-year-olds were married before they reached 18. In Africa this figure is 42 per cent (though this rises to over 60 
per cent in parts of East and West Africa), and in Latin America and the Caribbean the figure is 29 per cent. In the Middle East, 
child marriage is common in Yemen and Palestine, and here about half of under-18s were already married.
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RESOURCES

Links

http://www.smartmarriages.com/index.html 

http://www.clasp.org/publications.php?id=6

http://www.academicinfo.net/gaymarriage.html

http://www.futureofchildren.org/usr_doc/FOC_policy_brief_fall_
05.pdf

In their text, Adult Mother-Daughter Relationships: A Review of the Theoretical and Research Literature, Shrier et al. (2004) 
further elaborate on Chodorow’s deep and extensive research and thesis:

Chodorow asserts that the development of girls (in contrast to boys) and the capacity of parenting, particularly for mother-
ing, is based on very different experiences, reactions, and needs in relation to the girl’s mother. These differences “cut off 
and curtail relational possibilities for parenting in boys, and keep them open and extend them in girls” (Chodorow 1978). 
She concludes from both clinical cases and ongoing women’s discussion groups focusing on mother-daughter relationships, 
that the special relationship between mothers and daughters during the pre-Oedipal periods leads to particular problems in 
female development with separation and individualism and with ego and body-ego boundary confusion. As she states “A girl 
does not simply identify with her mother or want to be like her mother. Rather, mother and daughter maintain elements of 
their primary relationship which means they will feel alike in fundamental ways” (Chodorow, 1978).

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How well do you know your mother?

• What do you know about her childhood or about her experiences when she was your age? 

• How well do you think your mother knows you?

• What kinds of things do you talk about?

• What topics are taboo and why?

• What produces tension in mother-daughter relationships?

• What is your relationship with your mother like?

• What did your mother teach you about mothering?

• Has your mother influenced your desire or lack of desire to have children?

• How much have you internalized your mother’s character?

• Which parts of you are reflections of her?

• Which parts are distinctively different?

Books of interest

Ingman, H. (2000). Mothers and Daughters in the Twentieth Centu-
ry: A Literary Anthology. New York, NY: Columbia University Press,

Crew, H.S. (2000). Is It Really Mommie Dearest? Daughter-Mother 
Narratives in Young Adult Fiction by Hilary S. Crew. Lanham, MD: 
Scarecrow Press,

McLanahan, S. et al. (2005) Marriage and Child Wellbeing. The Fu-
ture of Children Volume 15 No 2. THE WOODROW WILSON SCHOOL 
OF PUBLIC AND INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS Princeton-Brookings

MOTHER - DAUGHTER RELATIONSHIPS 37

INTERACTION OF DAUGHTERS’ EDUCATION WITH MOTHERS’ EDU-
CATION FOR DAUGHTERS GENDER ROLE BELIEFS

Source: Dempster-McClain, Donna, Mary Ann Erickson, and Phyllis 
Moen. “Their Mother’s Daughters? The Intergenerational Transmission 
of Gender Attitudes in a World of Changing Roles”. Journal of Marriage 

and the Family, Vol. 59, No. 2 (May 1997).
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MOTHERHOOD CHOICES

Excerpt 1: Gihan, France, Episode 2
Excerpt 2: Mindy, Suburban Philadelphia, Episode 6
Excerpt 3: Kethiwe and Friends, South Africa, Episode 2
Excerpt 4: Caroline and Marjory, England, Episode 2

Gihan and Jennifer discuss how their personal narratives influenced 
their ambivalence about having children. Because of what they ex-
perienced growing up, they found the idea of becoming of a mother 
overwhelming. They were scared they would turn into their mothers: 
Miserable homemakers, consumed by rage and anger. 

Gihan and Jennifer belong to a category of women who have been 
termed “early articulators... [a] tiny minority of nonconformist women 
[who] are certain that they want nothing to do with having a child, and 
having one would wreak havoc in their lives” (Meyers, 2001). How-
ever, Meyers notes that for the majority of women, “a strong desire for 
childbearing is in place at an early age.” 

“Women’s Liberation is just a lot of 
foolishness. It’s the men who are dis-
criminated against. They can’t bear chil-
dren. And no one’s likely to do anything 
about that.” 

—Golda Meir, (1898-1978) 
Fourth prime minister and 

founder of the State of Israel

“When you are a mother, you are never 
really alone in your thoughts. A mother 
always has to think twice, once for her-
self and once for her child.”

—Sophia Loren, Women and Beauty, 
(b. 1934) Italian film actress

“Mothers are fonder than fathers of their 
children because they are more certain 
they are their own.”                    

—Aristotle, (384 BC – 322 BC) 
Greek philosopher

“A daughter is a mother’s gender part-
ner, her closest ally in the family con-
federacy, an extension of her self. And 
mothers are their daughters’ role model, 
their biological and emotional road map, 
the arbiter of all their relationships.” 

—Victoria Secunda, Author 

“The best thing that could happen to 
motherhood already has. Fewer women 
are going into it.”                       

—Victoria Billings, (b. 1945) 
American journalist, author

“Take motherhood: nobody ever thought 
of putting it on a moral pedestal until 
some brash feminists pointed out, about 
a century ago, that the pay is lousy and 
the career ladder nonexistent.”

—Barbara Ehrenreich, (b. 1941) 
American feminist, socialist and 

political activist

Thanks to the legality and availability of contraception and abortion, motherhood 
has become a choice for women today in the Western world. Yet, according to Mey-
ers, “matrogynist imagery has colonized many women’s reproductive imaginaries.” 
She asserts that “culturally entrenched tropes and images that bond womanhood to 
motherhood usurp women’s voices and their autonomy.” She further contends that 
both a “pronatalist discourse” coupled with a lingering “matrigyno-idolatry under-
cut women’s self-determination” and curtail their use of agentic skills with respect 
to motherhood:

While it would be wrong to claim that no woman ever makes a full autonomous 
reproductive decision -either to have children or not to have them -the evidence 
of women’s testimony suggests that the women who do are exceptional. A strik-
ing feature of much of the testimony is that it clusters either around the pole 
of casualness or around the pole of adamance. Some women regard having chil-
dren as an inevitable part of life

“I can’t remember if I ever thought I had a choice. I think I thought you just 
did it. You grow up and you have children.” (Ireland 1993, 70) [...]

But most women experience desires about motherhood as psychic postulates 
that govern the course of their adult life. Thus, desires about motherhood are 
generally formed well before women are equipped to make autonomous deci-
sions, and, implacable as these desires are, they are subsequently insulated from 
open-minded reflection and modification.

Meyers considers that the ability for women to gain “autonomous control over 
motherhood decisions” shall be a “prime feminist objective” and urges feminists to 
lobby for “women’s capacity to contend with the pronatalist figurative regime.” She 
estimates that “for the same reasons that postpatriarchal societies should guaran-
tee women’s right to abortion, it would remain desirable for women to marshal 
their agentic skills when participating in deliberations about becoming mothers.” 
She writes:

What is so pernicious about pronatalist discourse, in my view, is that it defeats 
autonomy by harnessing highly directive enculturation to unconscious process-
es that are codified and consecrated in a standard-issue self-portrait and self-
narrative.

Hence, she writes that it is critical that “caregivers and educators...modify their 
practices and actively promote skills that enable women to discern the detrimental 
impact of matrigynist figurations on their lives, to envisage dissident figurations, 
and to entrust their lives to those figurations that augment their fulfillment and 
enhance their self-esteem.”
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Gihan is an accomplished journalist and documentary filmmaker who must travel 
often for work. As she was passionate about her career and unwilling to give it 
up, she and her husband came to an agreement: he would manage his job and 
the children when she was required to travel for work. Back in the United States, 
Mindy has made the opposite choice: She has decided to forgo her career in order 
to be with her child. 
 
While women have made phenomenal headway in the workforce, they are still 
facing considerable obstacles when it comes to combining motherhood and work. 
Meyers (2001) writes:

[Motherhood] continues to disadvantage women economically. Adolescents who bear children and assume responsibility 
for raising them have difficulty completing their education and finding decently remunerated work. The 1996 gutting of 
the federal Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program in the United States has increased the economic peril 
of solo mothers exponentially. Moreover, mothers who live with male partners and who do not work outside the home 
are vulnerable to impoverishment in the aftermath of separation or divorce. Yet, working outside the home does not ad-
equately protect mothers from this hazard, for they often find career advancement stalled. Since mothers serve as primary 
caregivers in most families, they are obliged to take time off to meet their children’s needs or to fill in when paid child-care 
arrangements fall through. In addition, their “leisure” time is typically consumed by homemaking tasks -cooking, cleaning, 
and, of course, caring for the children. Job performance and hence salary increments are often casualties of this physically 
and emotionally grueling domestic regimen. Despite expanded paternal participation in child care in some social sectors 
and despite some employers’ parent-accommodating programs, such as on-site daycare and flextime, the economic costs 
of motherhood remain substantial. Feminists should continue to campaign against these socially inflicted liabilities.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• For many societies, having children is a rite of passage into adulthood for women.  How does having children change a 
woman’s status in the eyes of her family and community?

• If a woman “proves” her adulthood by bearing children, what are the implications for women who never have children?

• Listening to Jennifer’s and Gihan’s stories, how did their experiences of their families influence their desire for children?

• How has your childhood influenced your choices around becoming a parent?

• How are women’s choices about motherhood influenced by their culture or religious beliefs?

• While Mindy is still struggling with the challenges of full-time motherhood, she affirms, “nothing will put you in touch 
with yourself as much as having a kid.”  Why do you think that might be the case?

MOTHERHOOD CHOICES 39
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Interestingly, in the last couple of years, the media has been report-
ing on what seems to be a new trend: Women - notably highly edu-
cated professionals - opting out of the workforce to stay at home to 
raise their children. Wallace (2007) reports that in “the last decade, 
the number of college-educated mothers working outside the home 
dropped 7%.” While investigating this shift, she posits a critical ques-
tion: “Why did these women turn their backs on corporate America to 
be home with their kids? Did they opt out or did they run out of op-
tions?” and gets some interesting answers from Sociologist Pam Stone 
and philosopher Linda Hirshmann. According to Stone, “women aren’t 
opting out, they are being shut out.” She contends that most are leav-
ing their careers with regrets:

“I really expected that I was going to hear them telling me all about family and all about the pulls of family,” Stone said. “But 
instead what I found is they were talking a lot about work, and it was the conditions of their jobs that were really forcing 
them out, forcing them into making a decision.”

Hirshman asks why women bear the responsibility to combine work and family, “If working part-time is such a great idea, why 
aren’t men doing it?”

MOTHERHOOD CHOICES

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How did Gihan feel motherhood would affect her work life?

• In your view, why might a woman need to do something beyond parenting in order to feel fulfilled?

• What are your expectations about work and family?

• How and why do expectations about the responsibilities of parenting and work differ for men and women?

• Research how different countries are promoting sociopolitical and socioeconomic structures which allow men and 
women to both have a career and play an active role at home.

STATISTICS

According to the Census Bureau, there are about 
6.8 million full-time stay-at-home mothers nation-
wide, compared to 5.2 million reported in 2002. 
There are nearly 1 million at-home fathers. The 
same report shows that 88% of at-home mothers 
report staying home to care for their homes and 
families. That figure was 15% for stay-at-home fa-
thers. Forty-two percent of at-home mothers had 
children under three in their households.

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce Economics and 
Statistics Administration U.S. CENSUS BUREAU. (2004). 
America’s Families and Living Arrangements: 2003. 
Population Characteristics. Retrieved January 4, 2008 
http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/p20-553.pdf 
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The South African women in the clip are all single mothers busy raising children, 
pursuing careers, and enjoying being single and female. In the United-States, single, 
independent mothers are often stigmatized.

In 1992, the Vice-President of the United-States, Dan Quayle, sharply condemned 
the show Murphy Brown for having its eponymous lead character become a single 
mother. It sparked an intense and divided national debate “over the consequences of 
family structure for children and for the nation as a whole” with some people arguing 
that single motherhood has no negative effects on children while others contending 
that it was the root of child poverty and delinquency (MacLanahan and Sandeful, 

1994). All the while, as MacLanahan and Sandeful notice, “others argued that even if single motherhood [is] harmful in some 
way, we should not say so for fear of stigmatizing single mothers and their children.” Interestingly, Traube (1994) contends that 
the show might actually have been seen by some second wave feminists “as one more foray in a campaign to redomesticate inde-
pendent women.” She further remarks that Murphy Brown’s “postpartum performance of [Aretha Franklin’s Natural Woman] 
redefined professional autonomy in terms of lack, as an attempted denial of true womanhood which was shown to be rooted in 
the distinctive difference of the maternal body.”

As MacLanahan and Sandeful (1994) write, single motherhood in the United States is controversial mainly because of - but not 
limited to – the politics of race and gender:

MOTHERHOOD CHOICES

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How might a single woman’s experience of mother-
hood differ from someone who is raising a child with a 
partner?

• If given the choice, would you consider having children 
as a single person? Why or why not? 

• Do you think a woman needs a man to raise children?

• If so, does she have to be married to him?

• What do you think about a single woman adopting 
a child?

• For women who adopt children, how do you think 
motherhood has changed their approach to sex and 
relationships with men?

• How does having a child affect a single woman’s op-
portunity to date or explore relationships?

• How might having a child have opened Marjory’s heart 
to the possibility of a new relationship?   

Even today, many people view the term “single mother” as a codeword for “black, welfare mother.” And they continue to 
view the debate over single motherhood as a debate over whether high poverty rates in black communities are due to lack 
of opportunities or to choices about marriage and childbearing made by black women and men. Thus, it is not surprising 
that discussions of single motherhood precipitate strong reactions in many parts of the country.

Most recently, single motherhood has come to be associated with women’s independence and gender equality. The fact 
that Vice-President Quayle chose Murphy Brown, a white professional woman, as the focus of his remarks makes this link 
quite explicit. In this case the issue is not so much whether single motherhood is an achieved or ascribed status; the issue is 
whether women have the right, in a moral sense, to pursue careers, to live independently from men, and to raise children 
of their own. For many advocates of women’s rights, the answer to each of these questions is clearly yes. They view public 
concern over single motherhood as an attempt to force women back into the traditional roles of housewife and home-
maker “for the sake of their children.”

LINKS AND RESOURCES

http://www.workingmother.com 

Davies, B. and Welch, D. (1986). Motherhood and Feminism: 
Are they Compatible? The Ambivalence of Mothering, AN-
ZJS, 22(3).

DiQuinzio, P. (1999). The Impossibility of Motherhood: Fem-
inism, Individualism and the Problem of Mothering (Think-
ing Gender). London, UK and New York, NY: Routledge.

Douglas, S. and Michaels, M. (2004). The Mommy Myth: The 
Idealization of Motherhood and How It Has Undermined All 
Women. New York, NY: Free Press.

Glenn, E. (1993). Mothering: Ideology, Experience, and Agen-
cy (Perspectives on Gender).  London, UK and New York, NY: 
Routledge

Ladd-Taylor, M. and Umansky, L. (1998). “Bad” Mothers: The 
Politics of Blame in Twentieth-Century America. New York, 
NY: NYU Press

O’Reilly. A. (2004). From Motherhood to Mothering: The 
Legacy of Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born. Albany, NY: 
State University of New York Press

Rich, A. (1995). Of Woman Born: Motherhood As Experience 
and Institution. New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company; 
Norton Pbk. Ed edition
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PROSTITUTION & SEX WORK IN CAMBODIA

Excerpt 1: Chanthol & Socheata; The Womyn’s Agenda for Change & The Cambodian Prostitutes Union, Cambodia, Episode 4

Jennifer travels to Cambodia, a country located in Southeast Asia 
with a population of over 13 million people. Most Cambodians 
are Buddhists of Khmer extraction; there is also a significant 
Muslim Cham population, as well as ethnic Chinese, Vietnamese 
and some animist tribes. 

Cambodia is mostly known for the brutal regime which the Khmer 
Rouge, led by Pol Pot, imposed in the 70s. It saw the perpetration 
of genocide as well as the annihilation of the cultural, economic, 
social, and political fabric of the country. The United-Nations in-
vestigators estimated that 1-3 million people were killed by the 
Khmer Rouge (Shawcross, 1985).

Afters years of turmoil, conflict and warfare, the country has regained some political stability. However, in the last 15 years, it 
has acquired “the reputation of being a place where one can have easy and inexpensive access to women and child prostitutes 
as well as a source and a transit point for trafficking women and children into prostitution” (Human Rights Task Force on Cam-
bodia, 1996).

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• What do you know about Cambodia?

• What are the sources of your information?

• How credible or comprehensive are those sources?

• How did this segment challenge or affirm what you 
believed to be true about Cambodia?
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Jennifer meets women from the Cambodian Prostitutes’ Union. The 
women explain how they were deceived and forced into prostitution.

As stated by Alexander (2001) the need to make money is largely the 
primary impetus to join the sex-industry. Alexander further elaborates 
that “this is true whether the trigger is desperate poverty in remote 
rural communities in sub-Saharan Africa or South East Asia, or the need 
to supplement a meager welfare check in the United States...or high-
paying part-time work to pay for an education.” Depending on the 
“degree of desperation” of the individual, the decision is more or less 
‘active;’ however “the effect of a context imposed from outside, within 
which the decision is made” cannot be ignored.

As reported by the United Nations Development Fund for Women [UNIFEM], three modes of entry into prostitution have been 
identified:

• Voluntary indicates that the woman, prostitute-to-be, approaches the owner/manager of a sex establishment herself; 
• Bonded implies the involvement of parents or guardians who receive money from an agency or owner for giving away their 
daughter; 
• Involuntary involves the use of deception and coercion of the women by an agent or owner/manager 

However, the distinctions between them are not as clear as the definitions might suggest. “Voluntary” does not necessarily 
mean free choice or informed consent. Interviews with victims of child prostitution in Thai NGO shelters revealed that many 
girls who said that they “knew” they would be working as prostitutes actually did not know what that meant. They thought 
that it meant “wearing Western clothes in a restaurant”. Many also said that they could leave the brothels freely but when 
asked if they had ever tried, most said that they had not dared because they had no money or because they feared being 
arrested or sold to another brothel. Most also said that they could refuse a customer, but further questioning revealed that 
refusal was virtually unheard of because of the fear of repercussions. [Caye, 1995  cited in UNIFEM, 2002]

In the last decade, the focus of academics has shifted beyond the issue of whether or not women’s involvement in the sex indus-
try is “inherently ‘coercive’ or ‘consensual’” and feminists and advocacy groups have aimed to “reposition sex work as ‘work’ and 
to validate sex worker’s experiences, actions, perceptions, motives and survival skills by recognizing a sex worker’s agency and 
ability to make choices in the global arena” (Petro, 2006), (Kempadoo, 1998). 

PROSTITUTION & SEX WORK IN CAMBODIA

STATISTICS

In South-East Asia, 40% of girls are being sold into prostitution to feed 
their families. (2000)

An estimated 20,000-30,000 Vietnamese woman are currently in Cam-
bodia as sex workers. (2002)

22% of foreign tourists visited Cambodia for sex. (2000)

Source: George Mason University Sexual Assault Services (n.d). Worldwide Sexual 
Assault Statistics. Retrieved on December 21, 2007 from http://www.gmu.edu/
facstaff/sexual/brochures/WorldStats2005.pdf

In a study of 130 prostitutes in San Francisco, California, funded in part by 
Kaiser Permanente and the Prostitution and Research Education project 
of San Francisco Women’s Centers, Inc, 92% said they wanted to leave 
prostitution, but couldn’t because they lack basic human services such as 
a home, job training, health care, counseling and treatment for drug or 
alcohol addiction. Respondents ranged in age from 12 to 61, with an av-
erage age of 28. Nearly 40% were white European/American, one-third 
were African American, and almost 20% were Latina. 

Source: Hughes, D., Sporcic, L. et al.(1999) The factbook on global sexual exploi-
tation. Retrieved on December 21, 2007 from http://www.uri.edu/artsci/wms/
hughes/usa.htm 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• What’s your point of view:  Is prostitution 
inherently exploitative? 

• In thinking about prostitution, Jennifer asks 
why a man would want to have sex with a 
woman this way.  How would you answer 
her? 
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Caufield (2000) writes:

Sex workers are often viewed as victims, sinners, 
drug addicts, derelicts, undereducated and the dregs 
of society. The idea that empowerment could exist 
within this world, other than as a means to propel 
someone out of the industry, is a difficult concept 
for many to grasp. Equally difficult is the idea that 
some women may like certain aspects of their work, 
in addition to the money. 
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PROSTITUTION & SEX WORK IN CAMBODIA

In the film, the women explain to Jennifer how they were tricked into prostitu-
tion, literally becoming trafficked from one place to another. Cambodia, accord-
ing to a report by the US department of State (2005) “is a source, destination, 
and transit country for men, women, and children trafficked for the purposes of 
sexual exploitation and forced labor. A significant number of Cambodian women 
and children are trafficked to Thailand and Malaysia for labor and commercial 
sexual exploitation.” The report calls into question the Cambodian government’s 
commitment to fight human trafficking and particularly observes that Cambodi-
an authorities are failing to combat “severe forms of trafficking,” as well “convict 
traffickers and public officials involved in trafficking”. 

While the trafficking of women and girls is a global problem, it is quite difficult to come by accurate statistics mostly because 1) 
of the illegal nature of the trafficking business; and 2) until 2000 and the signing of the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish Trafficking in Persons, the international community had had trouble agreeing on an accepted definition of “trafficking” 
(Frontline, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/slaves/etc/stats.html#2).

UNESCO has undertaken a global project which aims to evaluate and validate various statements and numbers. According to 
UNESCO (http://www.unescobkk.org/index.php?id=1022), the difficulty to establish proper data lies in the fact that “traffick-
ing of girls and women is one of several highly emotive issues which seem to overwhelm critical faculties. Numbers take on a 
life of their own, gaining acceptance through repetition, often with little inquiry into their derivations. Journalists, bowing to 
the pressures of editors, demand numbers, any number. Organizations feel compelled to supply them, lending false precisions 
and spurious authority to many reports.” The UNESCO findings expose the huge data discrepancies on trafficking produced by 
both government and non-governmental organizations. The year 2001 perfectly illustrates these gaps: 

• the FBI estimated 700,000 women and children were trafficked worldwide 
• UNICEF estimated 1.75 million were trafficked
• the International Organization on Migration (IOM) estimated that merely 400,000 people were trafficked
• the UN revised its figures of trafficked people -- from 4,000,000 to 1,000,000 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• What gender values worldwide allow for prostitution?

• Prostitution is illegal but widespread in Cambodia. What are the implications of these women’s experiences for 
arguments in favor of legalizing prostitution?   

Hughes (2006) reports four approaches to prostitution: 

• Prohibition is a criminal activity, all activities - soliciting, procuring, pimping, and brothel keeping - are criminalized. 
• Regulation/legalization: prostitution is legalized and redefined as sex work, regulations control when, where and how 
sexual services are rendered. This is approach chosen in the Netherlands, Germany, some states of Australia, and some 
counties in Nevada.
• Decriminalization: All laws and regulations concerning prostitution are removed, this is the most popular approach sup-
ported by sex work advocates. This was adopted by New Zeeland. 
• Abolition: Prostitution is considered a harmful activity, there is a legal distinction made between victims and perpetrators. 
Persons used in prostitution or sex trafficking are victims while Johns, pimps, brothel keepers and traffickers are perpetra-
tors and criminalized.  

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Where do you stand in the debate over whether or not legalizing prostitution would benefit women or hurt them?

• Pick an approach to prostitution and investigate and confront the results of that approach in several countries.
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PROSTITUTION & SEX WORK IN CAMBODIA

“To the moralist prostitution does not consist so much in the 
fact that the woman sells her body, but rather that she sells it 
out of wedlock.”
—Emma Goldman, Anarchism and Other Essays. (1869 – 1940), 

Born in Kovno, Lithuania, a province of the Russian empire, 
anarchist known for her political activism and writing

“Marriage is for woman the commonest mode of livelihood, and 
the total amount of undesired sex endured by women is prob-
ably greater in marriage than in prostitution. “

—Bertrand Russell, Marriage and Morals,  (1872-1970), 
British author and philosopher

“There are 80,000 prostitutes in London alone and what are 
they, if not bloody sacrifices on the altar of monogamy?”

—Arthur Schopenhauer, “On Women,” Studies in Pessimism,  
(1788-1860), German philosopher 

“Prostitution exists today because women are objectified sexu-
ally, and because it is considered more permissible for men than 
for women to have purely sexual experiences. “

—Ruth Mazo Karras, Common Women, 
Professor, University of Minnesota 

“Grown men should not be having sex with prostitutes unless 
they are married to them.”

—Jerry Falwell, Crossfire, May 17, 1997 , (1933-2007), 
American evangelical Christian pastor and televangelist

“Prostitution is criminal, and bad things happen because it’s run 
illegally by dirt-bags who are criminals. If it’s legal, then the girls 
could have health checks, unions, benefits, anything any other 
worker gets, and it would be far better. “

—Jesse Ventura, Playboy interview, Nov. 1999, (b. 1951), 
American politician and retired professional wrestler 

“My mother, Maria de Lourdes, is a prostitute, has successfully 
raised me and my three brothers, has paid for my University Lit-
erature degree, and has always loved and helped us. I have to say 
that I am the daughter of a prostitute so that people understand 
that I am fighting for my citizenship rights, as well as they are. 
[...] Prostitutes search for plain citizenship, which includes both 
rights and duties, and to have access to information and mecha-
nisms which ensures safety, health and respect.”

—Leila Barreto, 
co-ordinator of the Prostitute Women’s Group in Belém do Pará

“Butterfield 8, with its call-girl heroine working her way down 
the alphabet of men from Amherst to Yale, appeared at a very 
formative moment in my adolescence and impressed me forever 
with the persona of the prostitute, whom I continue to revere. 
The prostitute is not, as feminists claim, the victim of men, but 
rather their conqueror, an outlaw, who controls the sexual chan-
nels between nature and culture.” 

—Camille Paglia, Vamps and Tramps, (b. 1947),
American social critic, author and teacher 
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RESOURCES

Agustín, Laura. 2005. ‘The Cultural Study of Commercial 
Sex.’ Sexualities, 8, 5, 621-34.

Agustín, Laura. 2006-forthcoming. ‘Fast Money in the 
Margins: Migrants in the Sex Industry’, in Livelihoods at 
the Margins: Surviving the streets, J. Staples, ed., London: 
UCL Press. 

Lim, Lin, ed. 1998 The Sex Sector: The Economic and Social 
Bases of Prostitution in Southeast Asia, Geneva: Interna-
tional Labour Organisation

Links 

NGOs and Networks
Prostitutes’ Education Network (PENet):

www.bayswan.org

http://www.spreadmagazine.org/index.html

http://www.chezstella.org/stella/?q=en/ 

http://www.swopusa.org/drupal/index.php?q=

http://www.iswface.org/

Scholar and Academic Work
http://www.researchforsexwork.org/

http://www.sexworkersproject.org/ 

http://www.nswp.org/ 

http://www.uri.edu/artsci/wms/hughes/pubtrfrep.htm 
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Excerpt 1: Leandra & Sabrina, NYC, Episode 4

In the excerpt, Jennifer meets Sabrina, a 21-year-old English woman, on a flight to 
NYC. When Sabrina’s friend Leandra fails to meet her at the airport, Jennifer invites 
Sabrina home. Over the course of the evening, Jennifer learns that Leandra is work-
ing for a man she met online who promised her a career in singing and modeling.

Many trafficked women are tricked and deceived into sex work. According to the
report by Hughes and Raymond (2001) “the Sex Industry operates in connection 
with many legitimate businesses. The connections between the sex and Internet 
industries shows how the sex industry is able to adapt from its more stereotypical, 
seedy, back streets image into a modern, diversified enterprise. University of Rhode 
Island professor Donna Hughes states, ‘The pimps and buyers on the Internet are 
funding the development and expansion of the commercial Internet’ (Hughes, 
1999).” The report further exposes the phenomenon:

The Budapest Group, consisting of representatives from 40 governments and 10 in-
teragency organizations in Europe, found that organized traffickers and smugglers 
often expand their illegal activities into legitimate businesses such as travel agen-
cies, language schools, vocational institutes and shipping companies. “As a conse-
quence, modus operandi between legal and illegal activities are becoming more 
difficult to distinguish” (The Budapest Group, 1999: 20). This legitimate status wins 

traffickers and profiteers respectability and power, and it also provides a vehicle for laundering money from other illegal 
activities. [...]

Traffickers and pimps recruited a significant number of international and U.S. women. Recruiters or pimps promised money 
and the opportunity to make a lot of money to many of the international (73%) and U.S. (33%) women. Some international 
women were brought into the United States through marriage to U.S. men, especially military personnel.

Some international women answered ads for jobs in the United States or responded to ads placed in “the personals.” Several 
women entered the country independently, arranging for their own legitimate or illegitimate travel documents Pimps re-
cruit young, vulnerable U.S. women in malls and clubs by befriending and creating emotional and drug or alcohol dependen-
cies to entrap them. Pimps are also adept at preying upon women’s vulnerabilities. Coercion and violence are also used. [...]

Sex industries in the United States can be highly mobile. When international women arrive in the United States, they are 
frequently trafficked to various locations in this country. Immigration, law enforcement officials, social service providers, 
advocates and researchers all reported that international women are moved around and domestically trafficked after they 
enter the United States. U.S. women in the sex industry are often domestically trafficked as well. [...]

International women indicated that they had been blackmailed with the pornography made of them. One international 
woman spoke of her husband/pimp threatening her with exposure. “... my husband... shot [pornographic films of] me and 
promised to send the tape to my parents.” 

One U.S. woman reported that undocumented women in the strip clubs were more easily coerced, compelled to labor longer 
hours and pressured into pornography.

In the strip clubs/adult theatre places, they have a lot of girls there from outside without green cards, or illegal aliens. And 
they really work them like they were stupid, and with those girls they really recruit them to do porno. (The club manager) 
has a hold on them, because they don’t have their green card. 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Why were Jennifer and Sabrina suspicious of the men accompanying Leandra?

• If you were suspicious of someone’s intentions, how would you handle it? 

• Why do women shy away from confronting men? 

• How might the Internet impact worldwide trafficking and prostitution?

RISKS 46
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RISKS

STATISTICS

A U.S. study surveying a nationally representative sample of 1,501 
children/youth aged 10-17 who regularly use the Internet found 
the following results regarding sexual solicitations and exposure to 
sexual materials (Finkelhor et al., 20001; Crimes Against Children 
Research Centre, 2002):

• 19% of the children/youth surveyed reported being approached 
for sex through Internet media at least once a year; 1 in 7 of these 
children reported that the Internet sex offenders also attempted to 
contact them by telephone or by mail.

• 24% of all solicitations and 34% of all aggressive solicitations 
were made by adults aged 18 and older.

• 25% of all aggressive solicitations were made by females.

• Chat Rooms were the medium for two-thirds of the solicitations, 
and 24% came through Instant Messaging.

Source: http://www.child-abuse-effects.com/Internet-sex-offenders.html

Source: UNODC Toolkit for combating human trafficking, http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/publications.html

RESOURCES

Coalition Against Trafficking in Women
http://www.catwinternational.org/index.php

UN Global Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking
http://www.ungift.org/ungift/index.html

Polaris Project - Human Trafficking
http://www.humantrafficking.com/

The Protection Project
http://www.protectionproject.org/index.htm

National Center for Missing & Exploited Children
http://www.missingkids.com/cybertip/

SAGE - Standing Against Global Exploitation
http://www.sagesf.org/html/about_main.htm
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SELF DETERMINATION IN PAKISTAN

Excerpt 1: Shazia & Nasrana, Pakistan, Episode 5

Shazia and Nasrana, two Pakistani women, take Jennifer to a rural, grassroots 
women’s rights meeting. The women at the meeting tell Jennifer that their hus-
bands and brothers don’t give them permission to leave the house. They don’t have 
freedom of mobility except when it comes to taking care of household chores.

Since the beginning of the 20th century and more specifically the end of World War 
II, Western countries have experienced deep mutations concerning self-determina-
tion on the personal level, that is the freedom to determinate one’s own fate. How-
ever, in less developed countries (LDCs), women’s condition and status “remain 
unequal to men both in law and in fact, and are not always empowered to make 

choices and changes to their lives” (Interact Worldwide, 2007). One such country is Pakistan, where “the status of women in 
Pakistan is not homogenous because of the interconnection of gender with other forms of exclusion in the society.” While 
there is extensive diversity in the condition of women in Pakistan, overall, the status of women is one of systemic subordina-
tion to men (Asian Development Bank, 2000):

Men and women are conceptually divided into two separate worlds. Home is defined as a woman’s legitimate ideological 
and physical space, while a man dominates the world outside the home. [...]

Gender is one of the organizing principles of Pakistani society. Patriarchal values embedded in local traditions and culture 
predetermine the social value of gender. An artificial divide between production and reproduction, created by the ideology 
of sexual division of labor, has placed women in reproductive roles as mothers and wives in the private arena of home and 
men in a productive role as breadwinners in the public arena. This has led to a low level of resource investment in women by 
the family and the State. Thus, low investment in women’s human capital, compounded by the ideology of purdah (literally 
“veiled”), negative social biases, and cultural practices; the concept of honor linked with women’s sexuality; restrictions on 
women’s mobility; and the internalization of patriarchy by women themselves, becomes, the basis for gender discrimina-
tion and disparities in all spheres of life. [...]

However, the spread of patriarchy is not even. The nature and degree of women’s oppression/subordination vary across 
classes, regions, and the rural/urban divide. Patriarchal structures are relatively stronger in the rural and tribal setting 
where local customs establish male authority and power over women’s lives. Women are exchanged, sold, and bought in 
marriages. They are given limited opportunities to create choices for themselves in order to change the realities of their 
lives. On the other hand, women belonging to the upper and middle classes have increasingly greater access to education 
and employment opportunities and can assume greater control over their lives.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• What does it mean to be “in control” 
of your life?

• How does the prospect of marriage af-
fect that control?

• For Jennifer, Shazia, and Nazrana, 
what are the benefits and costs of not 
getting married?

• How do their different cultures shape 
those benefits and costs?

• How do men benefit by having wom-
en dependent on them?

• How do women benefit by being de-
pendent on men?
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SELF DETERMINATION IN PAKISTAN

Shazia tells Jennifer that at 32 she is still a virgin. In her 
Pakistani community, sexual relationships outside of 
marriage are not permissible. Sex is linked to marriage 
and is solely accepted within the boundaries of married 
relationships. 

In patriarchal society, women’s sexuality is oftentimes 
deemed the property of men: It initially belongs to the 
father and is subsequently owned by the husband. Vir-
ginity can be seen as a valuable property. This leads to 
“rigid demarcation between respectable women (wives) 
whose sexuality and reproductive capabilities belonged 
to one man, and women who were sexually available to 
any man.” This affords men the right to control women 
and “allows for female exclusion from social activities in 
which they might have contact with men that are not 
their husbands, their physical seclusion and instilling 
the notion of the subordinate woman” (Jihad, 2002). In 

Pakistan, the importance of female virginity is further compounded: “the false ideological demarcation between public and 
private, inside and outside worlds is maintained through the notion of honor and institution of purdah in Pakistan. Since the 
notion of male honor and izzat (honor) is linked with women’s sexual behavior, their sexuality is considered a potential threat 
to the honor of the family. Therefore, women’s mobility is strictly restricted and controlled through the system of purdah, sex 
segregation, and violence against them” (Asian Development Bank, 2000).

Shazia also mentions that although she is in love with someone, she does not express it out of respect for her community and 
culture.

“Inequality in the enjoyment of human rights by women throughout the world is often deeply embedded in tradition, his-
tory and culture, including religious attitudes. While respect for diversity and for diverse forms of social and cultural expres-
sion and identity must guide all human rights principles, equally important is the recognition of the dignity and worth of 
women as full human beings. International human rights law has repeatedly stressed that women’s human rights cannot be 
violated on the grounds of cultural or religious norms. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women requests states to modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and women, with a view to 
achieving the elimination of prejudices and customary and all other practices which are based on the idea of the inferiority 
or the superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women.” (Amnesty international)

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• In the U.S. and in most of the west-
ern world, sex outside of marriage is 
common. What do you think accounts 
for such differences?

• Pick a western society and research 
the evolution of attitudes in regards 
to female virginity over the last sixty 
years.

“For me the choice was not between a love marriage or an arranged mar-
riage but between agreeing to this or not getting married at all... An ar-
ranged marriage may seem traditional, but what is not traditional is the 
fact that I’m not abandoning my identity or my career. If I had thought 
it might hurt my political career, I know I would never have taken this 
step. I would never have gotten married at any stage. I would have nev-
er sought personal happiness at the cost of my country. If people have 
given their lives for the cause of freedom and constitutional rule, then I 
surely could have sacrificed marriage and children.”

—Benazir Bhutto, (1953 - 2008), First Female Pakistani Prime Minister,
Source: Tyler Marshall, “Political Maverick Bows to Muslim custom”, Los Angeles 

Times, 08/07/1987.

“As the first woman ever elected to head an Islamic nation, I feel a special 
responsibility about issues that relate to women... To those who claim 
to speak for Islam but who would deny to women our place in society, 
I say:

The ethos of Islam is equality, equality between the sexes. There is 
no religion on earth that, in its writing and teachings, is more re-
spectful of the role of women in society than Islam.”

—Benazir Bhutto, (1953 - 2008), First Female Pakistani Prime Minister,
Source: William Safire, Lend Me Your Ears: Great Speeches in History, 1992
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SELF DETERMINATION IN PAKISTAN

In October 2003, the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage was adopted at the 32nd session of UNESCO’s General Conference. 
Cultural heritage is defined as “practices, representations and expressions, and 
knowledge and skills which are transmitted from generation to generation and 
which provide communities and groups with a sense of identity and continu-
ity.” Women rights activists have raised the issue that defining “social practices 
and rituals” as part of intangible culture raises a “red flag... because of the fact 
that some social practices have been known to be harmful to women and girls.” 
Feminists have also questioned “the compatibility of some concepts of cultural 
rights, especially those that imply group or collective rights, such as multicul-
tural policies with women’s rights and have long argued that in order to end discrimination against women, there must be 
agreement that ‘culture’ is not a valid justification for gender inequality” (Moghadam, Bagheritari, 2005). Indeed, discrimination 
against women is oftentimes perpetrated in the name of culture and religion. As Tripp (2002) writes, “cultural rationales are 
used throughout the world to protect the status quo when it comes to advancing women’s rights... even in the United States, 
which is a democratic country, culture features prominently in arguments against improving women’s rights.”  Therefore, when 
drafting international conventions and declarations, attention must not only be given to existing human rights instruments but 
also to those pertaining to women.  Moghadam and Bagheritari (2005) write:

“...human rights laws and the associated instruments were created with the notion of public rather than private non-dis-
crimination in mind. This is why women’s rights within the private sphere of the family were so long considered outside 
the purview of human rights legislation. In the 1960s and 1970s, Western feminists argued that “the personal is political”, 
and began to popularize the notion that violence in the family was not acceptable and required legal and policy attention. 
Midway through the UN’s International Decade for Women (1976-85), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) was adopted. As the women’s movement grew, so did the focus on violence 
against women. In the 1990s the slogan “women’s rights are human rights” became internationalized, largely through the 
efforts of participants at the UN’s World Conference on Human Rights (Vienna, 1993), and at the Fourth World Conference 
on Women (Beijing, 1995). Today’s array of ‘women-specific instruments’, the most important of which is CEDAW, is the 
result of a long struggle by women’s rights activists and feminist lawyers. However, while many member states have ratified 
CEDAW, it is still the convention with the most reservations, particularly, but not exclusively, in Middle Eastern and Muslim 
countries, where governments have argued that some articles in CEDAW contravene religious law or cultural norms. Thus 
family laws in many Muslim countries continue to discriminate against women in the name of religion and culture.” 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How might these women balance a pursuit of basic freedoms with respect for their culture and heritage?

• How would you define “basic freedoms”?

• What are the messages conveyed by women’s head coverings?

• Ask students to discuss and debate the role of culture in women’s empowerment or lack thereof. 

• Ask the students to draw a concept map about the benefits a community can derive from women’s ability to determine 
their own fate.
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So far, 180 nations have ratified 
CEDAW and the United States is 
the only industrialized country 
not to have signed. Countries 
who have ratified the Conven-
tion must submit regular reports 
on women’s status in their re-
spective countries. Several coun-
tries have ratified CEDAW with 
reservations. These can be found 
at: www.un.org/womenwatch/
daw/cedaw/reservations-coun-
try.htm. (Wise Up For Women)

GDI compared to HDI

Source: 2007/2008 Human Development Report
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SELF DETERMINATION IN PAKISTAN

STATISTICS

• In 2006, approximately 900 million people in the world are 
illiterate, meaning they lack basic reading, writing and arith-
metic skills. 70% of them are female.

• Worldwide, more than half the population of women over 
age 15 cannot read or write.

• 100 million children worldwide are not in school. Over 60% 
of them are girls.

• Two-thirds of the world’s children who receive less than four 
years of education are girls.

Source: Interact Worldwide. (2007). Wise Up For Women. London, 
UK: Interact Worldwide

Women perform two thirds of the world’s work but:
• Women earn one tenth of the world’s income
• Women are two thirds of the world’s illiterate
• Women own one per cent of the world’s assets
• Women comprise 70% of the world’s poor
• On average women hold 15.6% of the seats in combined 
houses of Parliament

• Two-thirds of the world’s 876 million illiterates are women, 
and three-fifths of the 115 million children out of school are 
girls.

• Just 15.6% of members elected to parliaments (both houses 
combined) in the world are women.

• There is no country in the world where women earn as much 
as men. On average women earn from 50% to 80 % of men’s 
wages.

• Since the founding of the United Nations, of the 49 presi-
dents of the General Assembly elected since 1945, only two 
were women.

• There has been no woman Secretary General of the Unit-
ed Nations, nor has there been a woman Director General of 
UNESCO.

Source: UNESCO. (n.d). Gender Equality and Development: Back-
ground Information. UNESCO Social and Human Sciences. Retrieved 
on January 1, 2008 from http://portal.unesco.org/shs/en/ev.php-URL_
ID=8277&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html

RESOURCES

UNIFEM
www.unifem.org

Women’s Environment and Development Organisa-
tion:

www.wedo.org

United Nations Research Institute for Social Develop-
ment:

www.unrisd.org

UN Division for the Advancement of Women:
www.un.org/womenwatch/daw

Human Rights Watch
www.hrw.org/women

Center for Women’s Global Leadership:
www.cwgl.rutgers.edu/globalcenter/about.html

Association for Women’s Rights in Development
www.awid.org

International Women’s Health Coalition
www.iwhc.org

Equality Now
www.equalitynow.org

Center for Reproductive Rights
wwwcrlp.org

“Feminism’s agenda is basic: it asks that women not be 
forced to “choose” between public justice and private 
happiness. It asks that women be free to define them-
selves -- instead of having their identity defined for 
them, time and again, by their culture and their men.”

—Susan Faludi, (b. 1959) 
American journalist and author 

“Look at me! Look at my arms! I have ploughed and 
planted. And ain’t I a woman? I could work as much 
and eat as much as a man—when I could get it—and 
bear the lash as well—And ain’t I a woman?”

—Sojourner Truth, (1797-1883) 
American Abolitionist and Women’s Rights Advocate.

“Feminism is a socialist, anti-family, political move-
ment that encourages women to leave their husbands, 
kill their children, practice witchcraft, destroy capital-
ism and become lesbians.”

—Pat Robertson, (b.1930) American televangelist

“No man is free who is not a master of himself.”
—Epictetus, (c.55 – c.135 C.E.) Stoic Philosopher  

“Feminism is hated because women are hated. Anti-
feminism is a direct expression of misogyny; it is the 
political defense of women hating.”

—Andrea Dworkin, (1946 – 2005)
 American radical feminist and writer.
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Levels and Trends of Feritility in Pakistan 1984-2000

Source: Alam, Iqbal, and Griffith Feeney. “New Estimates and 
Projections of Population Growth in Pakistan”. Population and 

Development Review, Vol. 29, No. 3 (Sep 2003).
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Excerpt 1: Jennifer with Sveta in Russia, Episode 4
Excerpt 2: Theresa, Jennifer, and Lucilla, in South Africa, Episode 2

Jennifer tells Sveta that her track coach sexually abused her when she was 13. At that age Jennifer 
did not understand what sex meant, nor did she grasp the implications of sexual intercourse. 

Jennifer learns that her friend Theresa was also a victim of sexual abuse as a child: a friend’s father 
sexually assaulted Theresa when she was 11 years old. 

In a report by the World Health Organization [WHO] (2002) sexual violence is defined as: “any sexual act, attempt to obtain 
a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or advances, or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed, against a person’s sexuality us-
ing coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting, including but not limited to home and 
work.” 
       
Grounded in the belief that minors ought to be protected, as they cannot fully grasp 
the potential consequences of engaging in sexual acts, countries have statutes governing 
the  age of sexual consent. This refers to the minimum age at which a person is deemed 
capable of legally giving informed consent to engage in sexual acts with another person; 
it is specifically different from the age of majority, age of criminal responsibility, or the 
marriageable age. While the typical age of consent ranged from 10 to 13 in the mid-19th 
Century, due to changes of social attitudes and norms, the median is now 16 to 18 with 
the age going as low as 12 in some countries and as high as 21 in others. Furthermore, as 
the sexual age of consent is informed by cultural and religious norms, many countries do 
not apprehend child sexuality with the same frame of reference. (Waites, 2005).

SEXUAL ABUSE

STATISTICS

Theresa and Jennifer both describe feeling 
“damaged” as a result of the abuse they ex-
perienced. Jennifer even explains how it took 
her years to fall deeply in love with someone 
and trust partners, as well as experience sex-
ual pleasure.

According to WHO (http://www.who.int/gen-
der/violence/sexual_violence/en/index.html), sex-
ual violence and abuse have immediate and 
long-term physical, psychological, and social 
consequences on women’s physical and men-
tal health:

• Physical consequences: Sexually trans-
mitted infections including HIV, unin-
tended pregnancy and subsequent unsafe 
abortion, and injuries including trauma 
to the reproductive tract.

• Psychological effects: Post-traumatic 
stress disorder and depression or other 
serious effects such as suicide attempts.

• Social consequences: Women who suf-
fer from sexual violence often experience 
stigma and face rejection by partners, 
husbands, families, and communities.

Source: World Health Organization. (n.d). Sexual 
Violence. In World Health Organization. http://
www.who.int/gender/violence/sexual_violence/en/
index.html.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Do you know anyone who has been sexually abused?

• In your view, how did the abuse affect them?

• How do those effects compare with effects described by Jennifer 
and Theresa?

Both Theresa and Jennifer were sexually assaulted by people they knew.  
According to U.S Department of Justice (2005), “contrary to the belief 
that rapists are hiding in the bushes or in the shadows of the parking ga-
rage, almost two-thirds of all rapes were committed by someone who is 
known to the victim. 73% of sexual assaults were perpetrated by a non-
stranger — 38% of perpetrators were a friend or acquaintance of the vic-
tim, 28% were an intimate and 7% were another relative.”

According to a document by the George Mason University Sexual Assault 
Services (2005), in “Uttar Pradesh, India, about 2/3 of 98 respondents re-
ported being forced into sex by their husbands” while “in a Cambodian 
Demographic survey, 31% of respondents said women are not justified in 
refusing their husband sex for any of the reasons listed-recent childbirth, 
and knowledge that the husband has HIV/AIDS.”

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• List the reasons women have sex. 

• What percentage of the list involves a woman seeking pleasure?

• What percentage of the list involves coercion?

• How about trying to please someone else?
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A clear point being made in the film is how widespread sexual abuse and violence is throughout the world. Whether you are a 
teenager in an American suburb, a child in South Africa or an adult woman in Cambodia, it is a pervasive problem, that does not 
discriminate along any ethnic, social, or economic lines.

In the nineteenth century, theorists defined women by their sexual functions, constructing them as “both sexually pure and 
purely sexual... sexually comatose or helplessly nymphomaniacal” (Kent, 2004).While the dichotomy of the woman as a whore 
or a virgin still lingers in many countries to this day, the NGO Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network [RAINN] (http://www.
rainn.org/statistics/) reports that in the USA, one in six American women are victims of sexual assault compared to one in 33 men.

According to the WHO (http://www.who.int/hac/techguidance/pht/SGBV/en/index.html), while one of the causes of gender-based sexual 
violence is the subordinate status of females in many cultures, it is not necessarily determined by one single factor but rather 
is the result of several “determinants such as poverty, cultural practices, inequality and societal breakdown.” The WHO further 
underlines that females run an even greater risk of being sexually assaulted in war zones and emergency settings:  “deprived 
of their homes and without community structures to protect them, they become more vulnerable to rape by combatants and 
sexual exploitation by humanitarian actors and intimate partners or husbands. In armed conflicts, sexual violence is often used 
as a tactic in ethnic cleansing or as part of a strategy to destroy community bonds. Women may be viewed as a trophy and are 
forced into sexual slavery and kept to provide domestic services to the armed troops.” As a result of the widespread use of rape 
as a weapon in the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone, recent International Criminal Tribunals have 
included rape and other acts of sexual violence as crimes. Rape and sexual violence is recognized as a crime against humanity 
by the International Criminal Court and is addressed in many international resolutions, protocols and declarations including the 
1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women and the Beijing Declaration (1995).

SEXUAL ABUSE

RESOURCES

Human Rights Watch on Sexual Violence
http://hrw.org/women/sexualviolence.html

Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network (RAINN)
http://www.rainn.org/

Refugees International
http://www.refintl.org/content/article/detail/7934/ 

The World Health Organization Gender Based Violence
http://www.who.int/gender/violence/en/
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Jennifer hesitated to call her experience “abuse” because she felt 
she would have been viewed as a “victim.” As a result, she did 
not tell anybody about her ordeal. For many years, she just put 
a narrative spin on the experience, telling people that she “had 
sex at 13” all the while omitting to say that, as she was going 
through these forced sexual encounters, she felt nauseous and 
terrified.

According to the U.S Department of Justice (2005), sexual as-
sault is one of the most underreported crimes, with more than 
half of crimes left unreported. The causes underpinning the underreporting are numerous. Fear of revenge, stigmatization and 
shame, lack of support, breakdown of public services, and the dispersion of families are some of the reasons listed by the WHO 
(http://www.who.int/hac/techguidance/pht/SGBV/en/index.html). Moreover, with police and other law enforcement authori-
ties being quite rapid to dismiss rape and sexual violence as unimportant crimes provoked by the victims themselves, immunity 
prevails. For instance, the George Mason University Sexual Assault Services (2005) report that under Islamic Law, ordinances 
require women reporting rape to provide a set number of credible male witnesses to verify the crime. Victims unable to provide 
these witnesses are often charged instead with adultery.

It is also interesting to note that historically under the law of coverture in England and the American Colonies, if a woman was 
raped, “the crime was perceived as a form of theft, not from her but from her husband or male relatives” (Kent, 2004).

SEXUAL ABUSE

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• In your view, was Jennifer a victim?

• Is consensual sex between a child and an adult possible, or are 
adult-child sexual encounters inherently abusive?

• Why does abuse so often go unreported?

• What keeps people from speaking publicly about their experiences 
of abuse? 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Why is sexual abuse so widespread?

• What societal structures and beliefs facilitate sexual 
abuse and gender-based violence?

“I prefer to characterize rape simply as a form of 
torture. Like the torturer, the rapist is motivated 
by the urge to dominate, humiliate, and destroy 
his victim.  Like a torturer, he does so by using the 
most intimate acts available to humans -- sexual 
ones.”

—Helen Benedict, Virgin or Vamp, 1992, 
Novelist and journalist

”In most cases an act of unwelcome sex is no more 
bother than being vaccinated, so there’s no point 
going on about it as if it were a fate worse than 
death. With skill and good manners you can avoid 
having to make the sacrifice, but should you find 
yourself in a compromising situation largely of 
your own making, you should stop defending your 
virtue and start worrying about your maturity. It 
will give you something to think about while the 
savage pumper bangs away.”

—Quentin Crisp ( b. 1908), British author. 
Manners from Heaven, ch. 6 (1984).

”Profanation and violation are part of the perver-
sity of sex, which never will conform to liberal 
theories of benevolence. Every model of morally 
or politically correct sexual behavior will be sub-
verted by nature’s daemonic law.”

—Camille Paglia (b. 1947), American author, 
critic, educator. Sexual Personae, ch. 1 (1990).

”I asked myself, “Is it going to prevent me from 
getting out of here? Is there a risk of death at-
tached to it? Is it permanently disabling? Is it per-
manently disfiguring? Lastly, is it excruciating?” 
If it doesn’t fit one of those five categories, then it 
isn’t important.”

—Rhonda Cornum, United States Army Major. 
As quoted in Newsweek magazine, “Perspectives” 
page (July 13, 1992). On being sexually abused by 

Iraqi soldiers during the 1992 Persian Gulf War.
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Source: US Department of Justice, 2000 
National Crime Victimization Survey

Rape and Sexual Assault of Females by Reporting to the Police, 1992-2000

Age Profile of Victims of Sexual Assault
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SEXUALITY IN INDIA

Excerpt 1: Paromita with Two Unmarried Male Co-Workers, India, Episode 3
Excerpt 2: Paromita with A Group of Widows, India, Episode 3

While visiting with Paromita in India, Jennifer has a conversation about sexuality and 
marriage with Paromita and her two single male assistants. The following morning, 
Paromita and Jennifer visit a group of Indian widows where Jennifer again initiates a 
conversation about female sexuality and marriage.

• Located in South Asia, India is currently the second most populous nation in the world 
with an estimated 1.1 billion people. According to the Census conducted in 2001, the 
overall sex ratio in India is 933 females per 1000 males. A secular democracy, India won 

its independence from England in 1948. While a large majority of India’s population (appx 80%) is Hindu, the country also 
boasts the third largest Muslim population in the world - 13% of its total population.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• What do you know about India?

• What are the sources of your information? How credible or comprehensive are those sources?

• How did this segment challenge or affirm what you believed to be true about India? 

• When Jennifer expresses her concern about behaving like a “cultural bulldozer,” Paromita is quick to dismiss her worries stat-
ing that “[they] need bulldozers.” 

On the topic of cultural clashes, it is worth mentioning that the world of feminism has seen deep divergences between femi-
nists in the Western hemisphere and women’s rights leaders in developing countries. “Feminists in Africa, South Asia, and Latin 
America [observe] that North American and European women [enjoy] a degree of prosperity, health, safety, and political 
stability that most women in the world [do] not” (Kent, 2001). As Kent further writes, in these parts of the world “the lega-
cies of colonialism, economic predation, authoritarian dictatorship of the left and right, fundamentalist religious regimes, and 
economic liberalization produced situations unlike those faced by feminists in Western Europe and the United States. Feminist 
concerns in places like Vietnam, China, parts of the Middle East, Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union, Latin America, and 
Africa differ markedly from one another and from Western feminism.” Therefore, specific ideologies and material conditions in 
each country have resulted “in agendas specific to their particular contexts.” 

As a strategic response to the lack of human rights for women in developing countries, organizations have developed culturally 
sensitive programs involving local communities to nurture, cultivate, and “own” human rights. For instance, in 2006, UNFPA, 
the United Nations Population Fund, partnered with faith-based organizations to “reach some of the most vulnerable and 
marginalized communities in the world. A global mapping survey undertaken in 2006 identified 55 partnerships with Catholic, 
Evangelic, Muslim and Hindu groups. Objective evidence about the benefits of reproductive health information and services 
encouraged religious leaders to partner with UNFPA.” (UNFPA, 2006) . The following cases reported by UNFPA, exemplify how 
religious and local leaders, and especially men, can be decisive allies to advance the cause of women and girls’ rights:

“With support from UNFPA, a campaign alerting religious leaders and the public to the dangers of early marriage was 
launched in Badakhshan, a remote province of Afghanistan with the highest maternal death rate in the world. In Colombia, 
a development and peace project run by Jesuit priests led to a UNFPA- supported project that uses community consulta-
tions to make the link between human rights, violence against women and reproductive health. Imams in Mauritania called 
on government officials and police to protect rape victims, not punish them, after UNFPA supported an awareness cam-
paign, established a centre for survivors and helped the Government to collect data on sexual violence. Buddhist monks in 
Cambodia continued to participate in UNFPA-supported training on issues related to the ICPD and promoting HIV preven-
tion among adolescents and youth.” 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• Investigate how, over time, Indian humans’ rights organizations have develop targeted strategies to promote 
women’s rights and enhance gender equality.
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SEXUALITY IN INDIA

• Paromita introduces Jennifer to a group of widows living in a remote village 
of India. Jennifer starts up the discussion by asking the women to describe 
their status in the community. 

“We treat widowhood not as a natural stage in the life cycle of a woman, 
we treat it as some kind of aberration. We accept death but we don’t accept 
widowhood, because somewhere in the Indian psyche, the woman’s identity 
is with the man and the minute he’s not there, it’s something that cannot be 
accepted.” 
—Meera Khanna, Conference organizer of the first international conference 
on widows in South Asia. 

India has almost 40 million widows who often face discrimination and neglect. In traditional Hindu society, inheritance and 
property rights pass from father to son, forcing a widow to rely on her children, particularly sons, for protection. In addition, 
many widows find themselves dishonored (Giri, Meera).

This stigmatization of widows does not exclusively concern Indian women, but also affects women in many traditional com-
munities in other developing countries. As in many other developing countries, widowhood can be characterized as a form of 
“social death” for women and girls. Widows are usually the “least protected by the law because their lives are likely to be de-
termined by local, patriarchal interpretations of tradition, custom, and religion. Unmarried women are the property and under 
the control of their fathers; married women belong to their husbands. Widows are in limbo and no longer have any protector.” 
Besides experiencing the grief and bereavement of losing a husband, widows become outcasts and are vulnerable to various 
forms of gender-based violence, they are viewed “in some way responsible for their husband’s death and must be made to suffer 
for this calamity for the remainder of their lives.”

One positive example in the treatment of widows in the South Asia region is Bhutan. Facing no discrimination imposed by 
tradition or religious customs, widows have equal inheritance rights and are also free to remarry after a one year period of 
mourning. 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How does the status of widows relate to the status of all women in 
the community?

• Research the practice of Sati, a Hindu funeral custom, now rare, in 
which the widow would be burned on her husband’s funeral pyre.

RESOURCES

Bhende, Asha A. 1994. “A Study of Sexuality 
of Adolescent Girls and Boys in Under-privi-
ledged Groups in Bombay. Indian Journal of 
Social Work, 55(4). Bombay: Tata Institute 
of Social Sciences. 

Chen, Marthy, and Jean Dreze. Widows and 
Well-Being in Rural North India. London: 
London School of Economics, 1992.

Chowdhry, D. Paul. 1992. Women’s Welfare 
and Development. New Delhi: Inter India 
Publications. 

Savara, Mira, and C. R. Shridhar. 1992. “Sex-
ual Behaviour of Urban Educated Indian 
Women. Results of a Survey.” Journal of 
Family Welfare, 38(1):30-43.

Williams, Walter. 1986. The Spirit and the 
Flesh: Sexual Diversity in American Indian 
Culture. Boston: Beacon Press. 

Kakar, Sudhir. 1989. Intimate Relations: Ex-
ploring Indian Sexuality. Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press. New Delhi: Penguin 
Books India (P) Ltd.
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SEXUALITY IN INDIA

• In the film, Jennifer mentions that oftentimes if one wants to say something negative about a woman, one calls her “a 
whore.”

In the Indian culture, despite efforts to enhance the status of women, oftentimes “a woman’s body is not seen as an object of 
pride or pleasure, but as something that is made impure every day, an abode of sinfulness...The age-old, yet still persisting, 
cultural splitting of the wife into a mother and a whore, which underlies the husband-wife relationship and which explains the 
often contradictory Hindu views of the woman, is hardly unique to Indian culture, though it may be more pervasive here than 
in other cultures (Kakar 1989, 17 cited in Nath and Naya 1997-2001).”

The woman can either be constructed as “divine, good, or bad - as partner in ritual, as mother, or as whore” depending on the 
social context. During rituals, women are respected, honored, and revered. Reverence is also due to women in their “maternal 
aspect, actual or potential.” However, “it is only just as a woman, as a female sexual being, that the patriarchal culture’s horror 
and scorn are heaped upon the hapless wife” (Kakar 1989, 17 cited in Nath and Naya 1997-2001). 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How is the image of woman constructed in your society? Why is calling someone a “whore” the ultimate insult?

• Discuss how the words whore and bitches are currently utilized in your culture.

Speaking without taboos, Jennifer engages in a free discussion on sexuality with 
Paromita’s aides as well as with the group of widows.

The social construction of sexuality is a by-product of one’s culture. As in other 
societies, sexual behavior in India has evolved over times and has been influenced 
by attitudes, societal and political opinions, as well as religious practices and be-
liefs. The scholarship of Nath and Naya (1997-2001) offers a rich and instructive 
background on the evolution of sexual behaviors and practices in India:

The historical analysis of the status of women shows that in Vedic India, as revealed by its literature, women were treated 
with grace and consideration. However in the postvedic age, there was a slow but steady decline of their importance in the 
home and society. A decline, indeed a distinct degeneration in their status, is visible in medieval India. The purdah system 
of female seclusion, the sati tradition of immolating the widow on the husband pyre, dowry, and child marriages were obvi-
ous in the preindependence period. Following independence from England, however, there was a distinct, if uneven, and 
gradual liberal change in the attitude toward and status of women. [...]

There is a general disapproval of the erotic aspect of married life, a disapproval that cannot be disregarded as a mere medi-
eval relic; this general disapproval of the erotic, even in marriage, continues to inform contemporary attitudes. This is quite 
understandable since changes in sexuality occur at a more gradual pace than transformations in the political and social 
sphere; sexual time, as Kakar suggests, beats at a considerably slower pace than its chronological counterpart. Sexual taboos 
are still so strong in some Hindu communities that many women, especially those in the higher castes, do not have a name 
for their genitals (Kakar 1989, 20).

Cultural taboos may not, despite their pervasive presence in Indian society, affect the sexual expressions of men and women 
across the economic and caste spectra of India. But they can, and apparently do increase the conflicts around sexuality, 
sour it for many, and generally contribute to its impoverishment. This can effectively block many men and women from a 
deep, fulfilling experience of sexual love. Accordingly, the considerable sexual misery one can deduce as being reflected in 
the Indian marriage and family from cultural ideals, prohibitions, and modern fiction, the sexual woes expressed by middle- 
and upper-class women who seek relief in psychotherapy is also evidenced in the interviews Sudhir Kakar and others have 
conducted with low-caste, “untouchable” women in the poorest areas of Delhi.

Most of these women portrayed their experiences with sexual intercourse as a furtive act in a cramped and crowded room, 
lasting barely a few minutes and with a marked absence of physical or emotional caressing. It was a duty, an experience 
to be submitted to, often from a fear of beating. None of the women removed their clothes during intercourse since it is 
considered shameful to do so (Kakar 1989, 21 cited in Nath and Naya 1997-2001). 
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SEXUALITY IN INDIA

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• What does it sug-
gest about Paromita’s 
culture that she had 
no word for “mastur-
bate”?

• How does language 
shape our ideas about 
the world?

• Why would it be 
common and accepted 
for men to masturbate, 
but not women? 

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• From what you can see, what factors shape these women’s and men’s ideas about sex, sexual pleasure, and marriage?

• Why would sexual pleasure be a common goal in some cultures but not in others?

• If you were seeking information on how to achieve sexual pleasure, where would you go?

• From what you see in the film clip, how do cultural expectations for male and female sexuality differ?

• How do those expectations compare to your own culture? What are the similarities and differences?

• What are the sexual norms in your culture?

• Are they different for men and women?  How so?

• Do they change according to age, marital status, or class?

• What happens when one breaks a sexual norm?

• Are consequences different for men and women?

• What are the consequences of revealing one’s sexual history?
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According to Nath and Naya (2001-2004), masturbation is 
generally deemed unacceptable behavior among girls. How-
ever, masturbation is deemed appropriate for for boys as “it 

is considered a preparation for mature sex life. Though boys at 
the younger ages may masturbate together without shame, 
at little more mature ages, they all give it up. This seems 
to be particularly so in the case of married men. In recent 
years, the availability of sexually explicit books, magazines, 
and videos has also acted as major contributory factor for 
male autoerotic activities.”

An illustration of the ancient Hindu practice of Sati, in which a recently widowed 
wife immolates herself on her husband’s funeral pyre.
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• As Gram’s health deteriorates, she does not go back to 
the hospital nor is she admitted into an hospice, rather 
she stays home with the women of the family. Histori-
cally, when an older individual was in need of care, most 
often it was provided by the family. However, as both 
fertility and mortality have decreased, the proportion 

of population at older ages has grown and the number of younger family members available to assume caregiving for older people 
has dwindled. As a result there is a growing need for health care institutions specially dedicated for aging people.

Still, to this day, both in developed and developing countries, caretaking is mostly assumed by family members with only a very 
small percentage of the elderly population being institutionalized. One key difference between the sexes is the higher proportions 
of older women residing in institutions compared to older men. This gap is influenced by at least two factors as mentioned by 
Velkoff and Lawson (1998): “One is that older men are much more likely to be married and, therefore, able to rely on their wives 
for care. A second factor is that the proportion of women in the open-ended age group (e.g., aged 75 and older) who arevat the 
very oldest ages (e.g., aged 90 and over) is higher than the corresponding proportion of men. Because the need for care increases 
with age and proportionately more women are at the oldest end of the age spectrum, the proportion of women in the age group 
75 and older who are institutionalized is greater than the proportion of men.”

In many developing countries, strong family ties often translate in co-residency of older people and their adult children which 
facilitates multi-directional reciprocal exchanges and “support systems between the elderly and their adult children” (Velkoff, 
Lawson, 1998). However, as countries become more developed, there is a growing concern that the family’s role in caregiving for 
the eldery will diminish. Still, recent studies in several Asian countries found that the norm is still for older people to live
with their children.

TAKING CARE OF GRANDMOTHER

Excerpt 1: Gram, Florida, Episode 6

Gram, Jennifer’s grandmother, suddenly falls ill and is admitted into the 
hospital. Jen flies down to Florida to be with her mother and aunt and to 
help with the caretaking. Gram’s health somewhat improves and she is 
allowed to go home from the hospital with Jennifer’s aunt. Once the ma-
triarch is back home, the men of the family return to work while Jen, her 
mother and aunt stay on to keep vigil.

• In the film, Jen’s Gram, a widow, is cared for by her daughters and grand-
daughter while the men of the family play a very limited role.

For many elderly people, both in developed and in developing nations, 
caretaking is predominately provided by their spouse. However, because 

of the sex difference in longevity, older women are more likely than older men to find themselves without a spouse. As a result, if 
they need care, “they have to turn to other family members or to institutions. A recent survey in Spain found that 74 percent of 
older men who were receiving assistance with one or more instrumental activities of daily living had their wife as the caregiver. 
Only 33 percent of older women relied on their husband as the caregiver, while 58 percent were aided by a daughter” (Velkoff, 
Lawson, 1998).

This statistic typically illustrates how caregiving has historically been split along gender lines. In most cultures, women “whether 
they be wives, daughters, daughters-in-law, nieces, or granddaughters, traditionally have been the family members who care 
for the elderly” (Velkoff, Lawson, 1998). However, today, there is a growing concern among public policy experts, that the 
increasing participation of women in the labor force will reduce the pool of potential female caregivers. Nevertheless, studies 
have found that employment does not prevent women from taking on caregiving responsibilities. To the contrary, studies have 
shown that working women are just as likely to become caregivers as are their nonworking counterparts, although working 
women who do take on caregiving tasks may reduce their work hours.

DISCUSSION SPARKS

• How do Jennifer’s family members deal with Gram’s aging and death?

• How have members of your family faced aging and death?

• Do you notice any differences between the men and women?

• How does your culture view aging?  Is it different for men than for women?

• In your family, who does the caretaking when someone is ill?

• Why does that role so often fall to women?
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TAKING CARE OF GRANDMOTHER

• Gram is laid to rest following traditional jewish rituals customs: Once 
the coffin is lowered into the grave, Jen and her family cover the coffin 
with a few handfuls of dirt.

Every culture has its own rituals and customs surrounding death. These 
rituals help the bereaved grieve and mourn as well as provide them “pre-
scribed and culturally supported ways to express their grief.” It also of-
fers opportunities and channels to support the bereaved. Indeed, amid the 
chaos and pain caused by death, rituals help structure the difficult days 
following death and can provide a sense of predictability and normalcy. 
Death customs and rituals help answer the following questions:

• How the dying person should be cared for as he or she approaches death, including who should be present and any cer-
emonies that should be performed at the moments before and after death.

• How the body should be handled after death, including how the body should be cleansed and dressed, who should handle 
the body, and whether the body should be buried or cremated.

• Whether grief should be expressed quietly and privately or loudly and publicly, such as with public crying, keening, or 
wailing.

• Whether there are different grief expectations for men versus women or for children versus adults.

• What ceremonies and rituals should be performed and who should participate, such as children, community members, 
friends, etc. 

• How long family members are expected to grieve and how they are expected to dress and behave during the mourning 
period.

• How the deceased should be remembered over the lifetime of the family, such as through ongoing rituals to celebrate or 
communicate with the deceased.

• What new roles are bereaved family members are expected to take on, such as whether a widow is expected to remarry or 
whether an oldest son is expected to become the family leader.

       
One should note, that gender plays a crucial role in death rituals. Oftentimes, specific roles are attributed to men and women 
during the vigil, wake, as well as funeral. For instance, in both Jewish and Muslim rituals, the preparation of the deceased body 
is segregated along gender lines with a man’s body washed by men and a women’s by women.

Interestingly, when King Hussein of Jordan was laid to rest in a state funeral in 1999, one aspect of the ceremony often discussed 
was the absence of women from the funeral procession and the burial. Indeed, the King’s widow, Queen Noor, and other female 
members of the royal household stayed behind at the palace. The explanation offered by news reports was that Islamic rituals 
and customs prohibit women from attending funerals. However, a few days later the Muslim Public Affairs Council put out a 
statement stating that the prohibition of women from funerals was “a cultural tradition garbed in Islamic clothing that varies 
from one place to another.” According to Aslam Abduallah, editor of The Minaret, there is nothing in the Koran, the Islamic holy 
book, that specifically states that women should be prohibited to attend funerals. Preclusion of women “is the general tendency 
of Middle Eastern funerals” but is not necessarily the rule or custom in other parts of the Islamic world (Niebuhr, 1999).

DISCUSSION SPARKS

•   What is the value of these rituals?

•   How does your culture view death and rituals around funeral?

•   Is it different for men than for women?

•   Pick a culture of your choice and investigate how death rituals are observed.

•   Have you ever lost an elderly close to you?

•   How has that loss affected you and the way you see yourself in the world?
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STATISTICS

In 1950, 12 percent of the population in developed countries 
was aged 60 and older compared with 19 percent in 1998.  
By 2025, 28 percent of the population in developed coun-
tries will be older.

The longevity of women is one of many differences between 
men and women. Indeed, Nearly half of women aged 65 
years old or older in 1998 were widowed and 70% of them 
lived alone. As of  2005, 70% of the nearly 5 million older 
adults age 85 and over in the U.S.  were women. One of the 
main challenges in terms of public policy is that the major-
ity of this age group will need assistance in more than one 
activity of daily living.
 

RESOURCES

Older Women: A Diverse and Growing Population (http://
www.aoa.dhhs.gov/factsheets/ow.html) - includes general 
background on economic security of women with brief dis-
cussion of cohort differences

National Center on Women and Aging, Brandeis Univer-
sity (http://www.heller.brandeis.edu/national/ind.html) 
- describes Center’s activities which focus on income secu-
rity (promoting financial security and reducing poverty in 
old age), health issues (identifying barriers to preventive 
health care and combating gender bias in medical research 
and practice), and caregiving (finding better ways to assist 
women providing care to family and friends). 

Women’s Institute for a Secure Retirement (Heinz Family 
Foundation) (http://www.wiser.heinz.org/) Includes a link 
to “WISER Special Report: The Effects of Family Caregiv-
ing,” Winter, 2000, and a Social Security checklist for work-
ing women 

Older Women’s League (http://www.owl-national.org/is-
sues.html) -- includes a number of issue papers, including 
“Facts about Women and Social Security,” “Gender and the 
Social Security System,” and “Gender Bias in the Social Secu-
rity System.” 

The MetLife Juggling Act Study: Balancing Caregiving with 
Work and the Costs Involved -Findings from a National 
Study by the National Alliance for Caregiving and the Na-
tional Center on Women and Aging at Brandeis University, 
November, 1999 (http://www.caregiving.org/content/re-
ports/JugglingStudy.pdf) 
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CHARACTER KEY

Jennifer, 42, NYC: The narrator and main character of this epic film, Jennifer is a modern woman who 
never wanted to be limited by her femaleness, but now finds herself in a crisis over who she is as a woman. 
While juggling her filmmaking career and multi-partner love life, she sets out on a journey to understand 
what it means to be a woman today.

Pat, 50, NYC: A native New Yorker, a blues singer and a long time pal of Jennifer’s, Pat finds herself in a 
crisis when she is diagnosed with a brain tumor and has to go through a major surgery.

L’Dawn, 42, Wyoming: Part Shoshone Indian, L’Dawn and her two girls, recently moved back to her fam-
ily’s Indian reservation home because of a messy divorce. L’Dawn frequents Jennifer’s New York City loft 
to battle for unpaid child support.

Mindy, 27, NYC: A deaf language teacher and on-again-off-again girlfriend of Jen’s old roommate George, 
Mindy struggles with her desire to have children and her need for independence, while looking for the 
right man who can give her both.

Theresa, 28, South Africa: Recently divorced, Theresa is the typical modern woman looking for love in all 
the wrong places. Intimacy is an uphill battle for Theresa whose childhood sexual abuse left her distrustful 
of men.

Khosi, 22, South Africa: A single mother living with her child in Soweto, Khosi shares a house with her 
grandmother, mother and sisters – all of whom are unemployed. Khosi struggles to find work and a healthy 
relationship.

Gihan, 43, France: An adventurous, Egyptian journalist and the mother of two girls, Gihan and her husband 
work out a very modern co-parenting system to enable Gihan to travel for work half of each month. 

Caroline, 52, Germany: Separated with two grown children, Caroline lives in a communal household in Ber-
lin. When suddenly diagnosed with ovarian cancer, she finds unsuspecting fortification in a new love.

Paromita, 34, India: A single woman, civil rights lawyer and the director of rural grassroots organization, 
Paromita is a vital part of her local community, yet she has a secret lover and rejects traditional Indian 
marriage values.

Svetlana, 50, Russia: A divorced ex-Party leader, with two grown children, Sveta confesses that her first 
sexual pleasure only occurred years into her marriage during an affair, which she maintained openly dur-
ing the marriage. 
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Chanthol, 39, Cambodia: A war survivor who witnessed the disappearance and death of most of her family, 
Chanthol founded and directs a non-profit organization to provide shelter for sex workers.

Shazia, 32, Pakistan: A brave young woman living in a village outside of Islamabad, Shazia chooses not 
to marry in the face of harsh criticism from her community in order to find meaningful work outside the 
house.  Nasrana, 26 - Nasrana, 26 years old

CHARACTER KEY

Paula, 51, Massachussets: A midwife, Paula was never able to have children herself, but as she herself jokes; 
‘she has three babies a day!’ Paula is a good friend who is always available for that indispensable girl-talk.

Duska, 34, UK: A Bosnian war refuge, Duska is recently divorced but depends on her mother to help her 
take care of her daughter so she can pursue her career. Duska’s relentless honesty helps her friends stay 
on track.

Leandra, 21 & Sabrina, 21: Sabrina flies from London to NYC to visit her best friend Le-
andra, who moved to NY to go to University. While in NY, Leandra met a man over the 
internet who promised to be her “manager” fo a career in singing and modeling.

Cait, 18 & Margie, 16: Cait and Margie, who live with their mother L’Dawn in Wyoming, 
talk about their parents divorce.

Kethiwe, 32 & friends, South Africa: Kethiwe and her single girlfriends share how they manage 
solo parenting.

Amina, 54, UK: A Somali exile living in the UK and mother of five daughters, Amina fights to end the prac-
tice of FGM (Female Genital Mutilation) with the help of other Somali women in her community.
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S’Bu, South Africa: Jennifer’s friend talks to her about what a flirt she is in the back of a taxi cab.

Tyrone, 31, South Africa: Theresa’s boyfriend talks about the values and judgements men have about sex 
with a woman.

Patrick, 43, Swiss: Jennifer’s new boyfriend, Patrick knows about Kye but chooses to proceed with the rela-
tionship anyway. Patrick’s reluctance to being filmed is a running tension between him and Jennifer.

Kye, 36, South Africa: Jennifer’s secret married lover of three years, Kye is passionate and loving, but was 
clear from the start that he would never leave his wife and children. 

CHARACTER KEY

Richard Fox, Philadelphia: Jennifer father tells Jennifer how he tried to raise his children without differen-
tiating between the boys and the girls. He also talks about how he was disturbed by the way that his wife 
and mother-in-law used fear as a way to teach the kids.

Shirley, 78, Philadelphia: Jennifer’s aunt, who never married, has faithfully taken care of her mother all 
her life. 

Gram, 99, Florida: Jennifer’s grandmother is 99 years old and falls sick. The family gathers around her to 
take care of her.

Geraldine, 76, Philadelphia: Jennifer’s mother was a professional musician before she married and stayed 
home to have five children. She has now returned to work and runs a foundation for deafness research.
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FLYING: CONFESSIONS OF A FREE WOMAN tells the amazing stories of women
around the world using a groundbreaking technique called “ Passing the Camera.”

Continue the story by “ Passing the Camera” with your friends and loved ones.

HOW TO “PASS THE CAMERA”

Would you like to “Pass the Camera” like the women in FLYING do?
Here is what you need:

INSTRUCTIONS:

• Two people - or more
Note – you can “PASS THE CAMERA” with a group,

but if you are looking for intimacy you may get a better result with just two people.

• Small handheld video camera (Mini DV, DVCAM, Hi - 8, etc.)*

• Optional Extra Microphone attached to the camera to get better sound

• Several blank tapes

• Food, coffee, wine

• A few hours of uninterrupted time (turn off the phone!)
Note – it is best to have at least 1 1⁄2 hours free to allow a free flow conversation to emerge...

• A quiet space

EQUIPMENT:

Use a small camera that is easy to use and can be passed between two or more people. (If the
sound on your camera is not so good, it can be helpful to attach an external microphone to the

camera to get better sound, but it is not mandatory. Check at your local video store for suggestions.
Sony makes several inexpensive external mikes that easily attach to home video cameras.)

Make sure you have several tapes on hand because in “PASSING THE CAMERA” 
the conversations are uncontrolled and open ended and you might find your conversations 

lasting for hours. And don’t forget to leave the camera on Auto Focus!

ENVIRONMENT:

Choose a location and invite a friend or family member over. Make sure the environment is fairly
quiet so that you can hear each other well. Choose a comfortable time - such as a meal, a cup of

tea or a glass of wine. Turn off the phone. Give yourself at least an hour and a half of uninterrupted
time to devote to your conversation.

HOW TO BEGIN:

Beginning can be scary, turning on the camera can make people self-conscious and slow the
conversation, but don’t let it deter you! A helpful trick is to turn on the camera and start filming each

other from the moment you meet or as you preparing to sit down. Perhaps you are cooking or
making tea or opening a bottle of wine – turn on the camera at that point and don’t worry about

rolling a lot of tape. It will give you and your friends’ time to get used to the camera, so that when
you start talking about more meaningful things the camera is already part of your environment.

“PASS THE CAMERA”
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WHAT TO TALK ABOUT:
A helpful way to begin the conversation is to talk about what is on your mind, what is bothering you,

or what happened so far during the day. You can also choose a topic you would like to discuss. 
It is best to pick a topic that is “close to the heart”, which you or your friends are currently 

grappling with, not just a theoretical topic.

Here are a few topics to consider to “jump start” your discussion:

It is best not to force yourself to stick to any given topic. 
Regardless of the topic you choose, once you both are comfortable 

you’ll soon be talking about the issues in life that are meaningful to you.

USEFUL TIPS TO “PASS THE CAMERA:

Following the informal flow of conversation, hand the camera back and forth as you each take turns talking. 
It is best when the camera is pointed at the person who is talking and then handed off

when the other person talks not only in order to get the best sound but because all your attention
should be pointed at the person who is speaking. If you are shooting something else your attention

will be somewhere else and “presence” will be lost. In groups, this works well as often several
people are listening at the same time -- simply hand off the camera when you decide to speak up.

Group passings usually evoke a lot of energy and lively debate.

* NOTE: If you have or are passing with someone who has a disability and is unable to hold the
camera, you could experiment with propping the camera on some pillows on your lap, or propping

the camera on a stack of books in the middle of both people in order to easily swivel it back and forth. 
Whatever you decide to prop the camera on, try to make it as comfortable and unobtrusive as

possible so it doesn’t feel like a third observer.

DOES THIS REALLY MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

To experiment, try placing the camera on a third position (using a tripod or a table) and focus on a frame 
that includes you and the other person. Continue your conversation. Do you notice any changes? 

Do you feel differently than when you held the camera in your own hands? Are you more distracted? 
People often say that even though there is no film crew operating the camera, 

the camera on the tripod has a larger presence and self-consciousness increases. 
You decide for yourself and feel free to share your thoughts on our message board.

SHARE YOUR STORY:

SEND US YOUR “PASS THE CAMERA VIDEO TO POST ON THE SITE

Submission clips should run between 2 -4 minutes
Cue your favorite section of your “Passing the Camera” video to post on our site. Please only send
us 2 - 4 minutes of a “Passing the Camera” session. You can edit your video or send it to us as it is.

Please note: The Flying Staff reserve the right to edit the video submission if necessary.

HOW TO SUBMIT:

It’s easy, quick and simple: Post your “Passing the Camera” video on “YouTube” or “Google
Video.” Send us the link and we will post the video on the FLYING CONFESSION website.

“PASS THE CAMERA”

• Abortion
• Illness

• A current relationship
• Career

• Sexual abuse
• Aging

• Freedom

• Being a women
• Being a man

• Motherhood/Fatherhood
• Parenting

• Sex
• Commitment, Monogamy, Multiple partners

• Birth control
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3rd century BC, Roman women filled the Capitoline Hill and blocked every entrance to the Forum when consul Marcus Porcius 
Cato resisted attempts to repeal laws limiting women’s use of expensive goods. “If they are victorious now, what will they not 
attempt?” Cato cried. “As soon as they begin to be your equals, they will have become your superiors.”

Late 14th- and early 15th-century France, the first feminist philosopher, Christine de Pisan, challenged prevailing atti-
tudes toward women with a bold call for female education.

Laura Cereta, a 15th-century Venetian woman who published Epistolae familiares (1488; “Personal Letters”; Eng. trans. Collected 
Letters of a Renaissance Feminist), a volume of letters dealing with a panoply of women’s complaints, from denial of education 
and marital oppression to the frivolity of women’s attire.

The so-called “debate about women” did not reach England until the late 16th century, when pamphleteers and polemicists 
joined battle over the true nature of womanhood.

1769 American colonies based their laws on the English common law, which was summarized in the Blackstone Commentaries. 
It said, “By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in the law? The very being and legal existence of the woman is sus-
pended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated into that of her husband under whose wing  and protection she performs 
everything.”

Swiss-born French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for example, portrayed women as silly and frivolous creatures, born to be 
subordinate to men. In addition, the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, which defined French citizenship after 
the revolution of 1789, pointedly failed to address the legal status of women.

1791 Playwrighter Olympe de Gouges publishes Déclaration des droits de la femme et de la citoyenne (1791; “Declaration of the 
Rights of Woman and of the [Female] Citizen”), declaring women to be not only man’s equal but his partner.

1792 Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), the seminal English-language feminist work, is pub-
lished in England. Challenging the notion that women exist only to please men, she proposed that women and men be given 
equal opportunities in education, work, and politics. Women, she wrote, are as naturally rational as men. If they are silly, it is 
only because society trains them to be irrelevant.

1803 Parliament passes the first British abortion law, prohibiting abortion after quickening. 

In the first feminist article she dared sign with her own name, Louise Otto, a German, built on the work of Charles Fourier, a 
French social theorist, quoting his dictum that “by the position which women hold in a land, you can see whether the air of a 
state is thick with dirty fog or free and clear.” And after Parisian feminists began publishing a daily newspaper entitled La Voix 
des femmes (“The Voice of Women”) in 1848, Luise Dittmar, a German writer, followed suit one year later with her journal, 
Soziale Reform.

1804 The Napoleonic Code of France considers women—like criminals, children, and the insane—to be legal minors. A woman’s 
husband controls her property and, in the case of divorce, gets the children 

Beginning of first-wave feminism of the 19th and early 20th centuries mostly  focusing on women’s legal rights, such as the right 
to vote,

1848 At Seneca Falls, New York, 300 women and men sign the Declaration of Sentiments, a plea for the end of discrimination 
against women in all spheres of society.

[The Seneca Falls Convention is held and launches the woman suffrage movement in the United States. The document produced 
is the Declaration of Sentiments, patterned after the Declaration of Independence.] 

Using the Declaration of Independence as her guide, Stanto proclaims that “all men and women [had been] created equal,” she 
drafted 11 resolutions, including the most radical demand—the right to the vote.With Frederick Douglass, a former slave, argu-
ing eloquently on their behalf, all 11 resolutions passed, and Mott even won approval of a final declaration “for the overthrowing 
of the monopoly of the pulpit, and for the securing to woman equal participation with men in the various trades, professions 
and commerce.”
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1851 The single nonwhite woman’s voice heard at this time—that of Sojourner Truth, a daughter of slaves—symbolized the 
distance between the ordinary and the elite. Her famous Ain’t I a Woman speech is delivered in 1851 before the Women’s Rights 
Convention in Akron, Ohio, but Truth did not dedicate her life to women’s rights. Instead, she promoted abolitionism and a 
land-distribution program for former slaves. In the speech, Truth remarked, “That man over there says that women need to be 
helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or 
over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I a woman?”

Concern in the United States turned to the pending Civil War, while, in Europe, the reformism of the 1840s gave way to the 
repression of the late 1850s. When the feminist movement rebounded, it became focused on a single issue, woman suffrage, a 
goal that would dominate international feminism for almost 70 years.

After the U.S. Civil War, American feminists assumed that woman suffrage would be included in the 15th Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution, which prohibited disfranchisement on the basis of race. Yet leading abolitionists refused to support such inclusion, 
which prompted Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, a temperance activist, to form the National Woman Suffrage Association in 
1869. At first, they based their demand for the vote on the Enlightenment principle of natural law, regularly invoking the con-
cept of inalienable rights granted to all Americans by the Declaration of Independence. By 1900, however, the American passion 
for such principles as equality had been dampened by a flood of Eastern European immigrants and the growth of urban slums. 
Suffragist leaders, reflecting that shift in attitude, began appealing for the vote not on the principle of justice or on the common 
humanity of men and women but on racist and nativist grounds. As early as 1894, in a speech, Carrie Chapman Catt declared 
that the votes of literate, American-born, middle-class women would balance the votes of foreigners: “[C]ut off the vote of the 
slums and give to woman...the ballot.”

Anthony, however, ceded no ground. In the 1890s, she asked for labour’s support for woman suffrage but insisted that she and 
her movement would do nothing about the demands made by working women until her own battle had been won. Similarly, 
when asked to support the fight against Jim Crow segregation on the nation’s railroads, she refused.

1873 Bradwell v. Illinois, 83 U.S. 130 (1872): The U.S. Supreme Court rules that a state has the right to exclude a married woman 
(Myra Colby Bradwell) from practicing law.

1900 By now, every state has passed legislation modeled after New York’s Married Women’s Property Act (1848), granting 
married women some control over their property and earnings.

1914 American activist Margaret Sanger is indicted under the Comstock Act for distributing a birth control pamphlet titled Fam-
ily Limitation.

1916 Margaret Sanger tests the validity of New York’s anti-contraception law by establishing a clinic in Brooklyn. The most 
well-known of birth control advocates, she is one of hundreds arrested over a 40-year period for working to establish women’s 
right to control their own bodies.

1918 New York v. Sanger, 222 NY 192, 118 N.E. 637 (Court of Appeals 1917), National Archives, Records of the U.S. Supreme 
Court, RG 267 (MSDME-CDS C 15:298). Margaret Sanger wins her suit in New York to allow doctors to advise their married pa-
tients about birth control for health purposes.

1918 British birth-control activist Marie Stopes publishes the controversial and best-selling books Married Love and Wise Par-
enthood.

Radical feminists challenged the single-minded focus on suffrage as the sine qua non of women’s liberation. Emma Goldman, the 
nation’s leading anarchist, mocked the notion that the ballot could secure equality for women, since it hardly accomplished that 
for the majority of American men. Women would gain their freedom, she said, only “by refusing the right to anyone over her 
body...by refusing to be a servant to God, the state, society, the husband, the family, etc., by making her life simpler but deeper 
and richer.” Likewise, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, in Women and Economics (1898), insisted that women would not be liberated 
until they were freed from the “domestic mythology” of home and family that kept them dependent on men.

Like the Americans, British suffragists, led by the National Union of Woman Suffrage Societies, had initially approached their 
struggle politely, with ladylike lobbying. But in 1903, a dissident faction led by Emmeline Pankhurst began a series of boycotts, 
bombings, and pickets. Their tactics ignited the nation, and, in 1918, the British Parliament extended the vote to women house-
holders, householders’ wives, and female university graduates over the age of 30.
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Following the British lead, Paul’s forces, the “shock troops” of the American suffrage crusade, organized mass demonstrations, pa-
rades, and confrontations with the police. In 1920, feminism claimed its first major triumph with the passage of the 19th Amend-
ment to the Constitution.

1921 Margaret Sanger founds the American Birth Control League, which evolves into the Planned Parenthood Federation of 
America in 1942.

1923 Egyptian feminist Huda Shaarawi publicly unveils and inspires many other women to do the same.

1931 Margaret Sanger publishes My Fight for Birth Control. 

1935 Anthropologist Margaret Mead publishes Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies, challenging Western assump-
tions about gender relations.

1936 United States v. One Package of Japanese Pessaries, 13 F. Supp.334 (E.D.N.Y 1936) aff’d 86 F 2d 737 (2nd Cir. 1936), won 
judicial approval of medicinal use of birth control.

1937 The American Medical Association recognizes birth control as a legitimate topic for medical school classes. 

1949 French feminist Simone de Beauvoir publishes the controversial and influential Le Deuxième Sexe (The Second Sex). 
Once the crucial goal of suffrage had been achieved, the feminist movement virtually collapsed in both Europe and the United 
States. Lacking an ideology beyond the achievement of the vote, feminism fractured into a dozen splinter groups:

Throughout the United States, as across Europe, Americans believed that women had achieved their liberation. Women were 
voting, although in small numbers and almost exactly like their male counterparts. Even Suzanne LaFollette, a radical feminist, 
concluded in 1926 that women’s struggle “is very largely won.” Before any flaws in that pronouncement could be probed, the 
nation—and the world—plunged into the Great Depression. Next, World War II largely obliterated feminist activism on any 
continent. The war did open employment opportunities for women—from working in factories (“Rosie the Riveter” became an 
American icon) to playing professional baseball—but these doors of opportunity were largely closed after the war, when women 
routinely lost their jobs to men discharged from military service. This turn of events angered many women, but few were willing 
to mount any organized protest. In the United States, the difficulties of the preceding 15 years were followed by a new culture of 
domesticity. Women began marrying younger and having more children than they had in the 1920s. Such television programs as 
Father Knows Best and Ozzie and Harriet reflected what many observers called an idyllic suburban life. By 1960, the percentage 
of employed female professionals was down compared with figures for 1930.

Beginning of second-wave feminism of the “women’s movement,” peaking in the 1960s and ‘70s and touched on every area of 
women’s experience—including family, sexuality, and work.

Women’s concerns were on President John F. Kennedy’s agenda even before this public discussion began. In 1961 he created the 
President’s Commission on the Status of Women and appointed Eleanor Roosevelt to lead it. Its report, issued in 1963, firmly sup-
ported the nuclear family and preparing women for motherhood. But it also documented a national pattern of employment dis-
crimination, unequal pay, legal inequality, and meagre support services for working women that needed to be corrected through 
legislative guarantees of equal pay for equal work, equal job opportunities, and expanded child-care services. The Equal Pay Act 
of 1963 offered the first guarantee, and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was amended to bar employers from discriminating on the 
basis of sex. 
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