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| amwiting this on International Wnen?s Day, March 8, a holiday | renenber well
fromits start in 1975. In 1999, | was heading the UN Associ ation of San Francisco,
responsi ble for public l|ecturing about UN issues: what the UN can and cannot do.

The UN can set standards, but has no real enforcement mechani sm such as stopping a
war or protecting citizens fromabuse. It can provide help in energencies: such as
food in a famne, aid in natural disasters, and prograns that provide vaccines

agai nst Polio, which it alnpst eradicated globally. And it does have an internationa
court that has no enforcenent provision. Obedience is voluntary.

Worren?s condi ti ons becanme a gl obal issue after nodern countries began permtting
worren to vote. The emanci pation of wonen from status of property to personhood has
been sl ow but steady since the 1920s, except in those countries with dictators or
religious rule. Dictators poison elections and all that goes with them such as

equal ity of wonmen. But representative governnents eventually put dictatorships out of
busi ness---until the next tine.

The UN created the International Year of the Whrman in 1975, and hosted a series of
conferences, the first in Mexico City in 1975 and the fourth in Beijing, npbst notable
because the Anerican del egati on was headed by Hillary Rodham Cinton. Before the
conference, she solicited input fromAnerican universities, UN Associations, and
worren?s societies. Mdst notable was Cinton?s speech, in which she said that "wonmen?s
rights are human rights and human rights are wonen?s rights." This notion of fended
del egations fromreligious fundanmentalist countries, who stood up and wal ked out.

Progress for wonen has been very uneven around the world. Even in 2023, in countries
such as the United States, the battle agai nst wonen?s equality still rages. The two
forces agai nst recogni zing the equal humanity of women and nmen are politica
conservati smand religious fundamentalism

Political conservatismhas its roots in the belief that the past was better than the
present, particularly on gender issues. Political progressives believe that the
future will be better than the past, and have been in the forefront of inproving the
status and lives of wonen. Historically, the progressives have dom nated nodern
governments, which puts themin the majority as voters. Polls confirmthis.

Formerly progressive, the US suffers froma flawed denocracy. Elections are not
determ ned by sinple nmpjority votes; rather we have a systemthat grants equal power
to states, regardl ess of popul ation, which gives us the undenocratic Electora

Coll ege and the US Senate. In elections, we see the gap between El ectoral Coll ege
nunbers and popul ar vote. Qur flawed denocracy is responsible for the reversal of

| aws supporting wonen?s autonony and the unpopul ar and undue power of the gun | obby.

Alaw with a 50-year history that gave wonmen autonony over their bodies (Roe v Wade)
was overturned by an unseemy conservative Suprenme Court, again a flaw in denocracy.
Now t he vari ous states can deci de whether wonen have the right to abortion or
not---an issue that should be medical and not political. W now have the spectacl e of
fornmerly conservative and autocratic Latin American countries catching up to the
liberation of women while the USis retreating to the bad ol d past.

The worl d is going through a phase of retreating fromdenocracy to autocracy, as we
see in Hungary, Poland, and Russia, and liberalization in Chinais in retreat as a
| eader rids hinself of any competition. | believe this is a phase which will be
reversed once nore.

Conventional religion has had a parallel fate, with progressivismseeking to provide
nore equal ity and denocratization. But orthodox religion is punching back

Reactionary |Islam has conpletely reversed the nodernization of Afghanistan, returning
worren to the traditional status of slaves.

Angry progressives are denonstrating in dictatorships and religious fundanentali st
states such as Iran and Turkey, and in denocracies such as Israel, fighting against
fundanental i sts and an authoritarian el ected president seeking to cancel judicia

i ndependence.

VWhen wonen are the canaries in the coal mnes, their loss of equality endangers
denocracy and progress everywhere. History is on their side. Human rights indeed
i ncl ude wonen?s rights.



686 words
Dr. Laina Farhat-Hol zman is a historian, |ecturer, and author of "How Do You Know
That ? Contact her at Lfarhat102@mail.com or www. gl obal t hi nk. net .



