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OURS BY RIGHT: 
WOMEN'S RIGHTS AS 
HUMAN RIGHTS 

Joanna Kerr, Ed. Published by Zed 
Books (1993). 

With the approach of the Fourth 
United Nations Fourth World Con- 
ference on Women, this is an obvi- 
ous time to reflect upon the progress 
made with respect to the promotion 
and protection of women's human 
rights. The last such conference, held 
in Nairobi, Kenya, generated a docu- 
ment entit1ed"TheNairobi Forward- 
Looking Strategies for the Advance- 
ment of Women," the purpose of 
which is to "provide a framework for 
renewed commitment by the inter- 
national community to the advance- 
ment ofwomen and the elimination 
of gender-based discrimination." In 
addition to the "Forward-Looking 
Strategies," human rights activistscan 
refer to the Convention on the Elimi- 
nation of All Forms of Discrimina- 
tion Against Women (CEDAW) and 
the Declaration on the Elimination 
ofviolence Against Women as inter- 
nationally recognized declarations 
condemning all forms of disuimina- 
tion based on sex. It would seem, 
then, that there is no shortage of 
documentation supporting women's 
human rightsand calling for the elimi- 
nation of gender-based discrimina- 
tion. More problematic, of course, is 
the enforcement of the norms articu- 
lated in thcse documents. As Joanna 
Kerr points out in her introduction, 
laws and institutions can be changed, 
but without a similar alteration in 
societal values, few gains can be 
achieved. 

The impressively diverse case stud- 
ies in this book-whose chapters are 
based on presentations delivered at a 

conference held in 1992 called "Link- 
ing Hands for Changing Laws- 
Women's Rights as Human Rights 
Around the Worldn-reveal a mix- 
tun of achievements and h t ra t ions  
experienced bywomen's human rights 
organizations around the world. The 
most persistent theme in Part 11, 
'Women's Rights-Caunuy Experi- 
ences," is that the legal existence of 
rights seldom corresponds with social 
practice. In her chapter "Special Chal- 
lenges Confronting Latin American 
Women," Silvia Pimend notes that 
the recent trend in many Latin Ameri- 
can countries toward democratization 
has provided fertile ground for an 
increase in women's political activi- 
ties. Democracy, however, is an in- 
complete project if it does not, in 
effect, represent women. For exam- 
ple, writes Pimental, women's consti- 
tutional rights in Brazil were substan- 
tially broadened in 1988 with the draft- 
ing of a new constitution which ex- 
plicitly states that it is the duty of the 
state to restrain domestic violence. 
But because a patriarchal culture pre- 
vails in most Latin American societies, 
rights which exist for women legally 
do not necessarily exist in practice. At 
best, according to Pimental, these 
rights are used only erratically in the 
application of the law. 

The situation Latin American 
women find themselves in is by no 
means uncommon. The constitution 
of Pakistan, Rashida Patel tells us, 
declares that all citizens are qual be- 
fore the law and are entitled to equal 
protection. It hrther states that dis- 
crimination on the basis ofscx is not to 
be tolerated. The experiences of 
women in Pakistan, however, suggest 
otherwise. According to Patel, women 
suffer disproportionately from pov- 
erty and neglect, the latter being espe- 
cially notable in the areas of health 
care and family planning. As well, the 
Maukzw (religious leaders) currently 
enjoy considerable influence and 

power. In 'Women Living Under 
Muslim Laws," Marie Aim& HClie- 
Lucas lists some of the punishments 
meted out to Muslim women for 
perceived social and religious trans- 
gressions: death by stoning or 100 
lashes for alleged adultery in Paki- 
stan; the loss of women's right to 
marry in Algeria-women must be 
given in marriage by a wali (matri- 
monial tutor); the allowance of men 
to kill their womenfolk for adultery 
in Iraq. 

In addition to concerns raised 
about the legislative as opposed to 
the practical existence of human 
rights, another theme emerges from 
the chapters, which is the role of 
donor agencies and, as one author 
discusses, whether they should im- 
pose conditionalities alongwith their 
funding. 

Without exception, the contribu- 
tors refer to insufficient hnding as a 
chronic problem their organizations 
must endure which hinders their 
ability to accomplish their goals. 
Donors, in turn, consider whether 
their funding should be contingent 
upon recipient country states meet- 
ing certain conditions, such as po- 
litical reform or an improved human 
rights record. The argument for 
conditionalities is that theylendsup- 
port to groups fighting for human 
rights by applying external, and 
highly visible, pressure. But there are 
also problems with this strategy. 
Elizabeth MdUlister writes that de- 
veloping countries may resent 
conditionalities for one or more of 
the following reasons: conditionalicy 
may be regarded as an invasion of a 
nation's sovereignty; it reflects power 
inequities; and it invokes a paternal- 
istic approach in that it suggests that 
donors know what is best for their 
recipients. McAllister, a reprcsenta- 
tive from the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), con- 
cludes that as a strategy, 
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conditionality is ineffective and pos- 
sibly inappropriate. A strategy of co- 
operation and accountability, she ar- 
gues, is therefore preferred. 

It is probably worth baring in 
mind that CIDA is in the business of 
development and that the imposition 
of conditionalities could curtail their 
operations significantly. In other 
words, it is in CIDA'S interest not to 
adopt such a strategy. Unfortunately, 
Oun By Right offers no such critique 
of the role of the donor despite its 
promise to consider the role funding 
agencies play in women's human 
rights promotion. None of the chap- 
ters provides a thorough or critical 
analysis of the relationship between 
donor and recipient. Rather, the au- 
thors confine themselves to calls for 
additional funding-with the excep- 
tion of Carolyn Hannon-Andenson, 
who raises the concern that women's 
issues have become marginalized in 
many development agencies through 
the creation of Women in Develop- 
ment (WD) programmes. 

The book's strength lies primarily 
in its case studies (and Marsha A. 
Freeman's excellent chapter on the 
CEDAW), which are thoughtful and 
informative. These chapters demon- 
strate that, as Kerr points out in her 
conclusion, while oppression may be 
culturally-specific in form, women 
around the world are nonetheless 
united in their subordination, be it 
economic or social-a message which 
will be delivered yet again at the 
Fourth UN Conkrence on Women in 
Beijing. 

CHALLENGING RACISM 
AND SEXISM: 
ALTERNATIVES TO 
GENETIC 
EXPLANATIONS 

Ethel Tobach and Betty Rosoff, Eds. 
New York: The Feminist Press, 1994. 

Ever since the revolutionary develop- 
ments taking place in the science of 
genetics one question has persistently 

been raised: is it possible to improve 
the quality of human behaviour 
through the transmission of particu- 
lar types of genes? This question has 
raised an unending debate, with some 
scientists holding a position for and 
others against. A paper presented by 
J. Philippe Rushton in 1989 asserted 
emphatically that genes determine 
the difference in intelligence, socio- 
economic status, brain size and sexual 
behaviour. The issue was not only 
critically debated, but it culminated 
into a book which has dealt with it at 
length. The book under review in 
fict is a critique of Rushton's thesis of 
genetic determinism. 

The editors, Ethel Tobach and 
Betty Rosoff, introduce readers to the 
existing paradox between science and 
societal processes, which to them has 
resulted in the emergence of racism 
and sexism in human society. They 
have argued that the struggles of the 
oppressed seeking equality have of- 
ten been without support from the 
scientific community. The opposi- 
tion to their cause has been coming 
from the pseudo-scientific theory of 
genetic determinism which asserts 
that genes not only determine the 
characteristics of all organisms, but 
also program the cognitive, emotional 
and social processes that guarantee 
genes' succession. Despite the tall 
claims, the editors point out that the 
genetic deterministic explanation it- 
self is not complete, as there is lack of 
consensusamong the scientists. Many 
in the divided scientific community 
do not subscribe to such a viewpoint 
and therefore described it as a non- 
isme. Rather, they believe that genes 
alone do not influence human behav- 
iour, whatever influence there is is 
due to their interaction with environ- 
mental factors. 

The articles by Hubbard, Tobach 
and RosolT, Woodward, Kaplan and 
Rogers, Reid, and Green included in 
the first part of this collection exam- 
ine the concepts of racism and sexism 
from the perspective ofbiology, physi- 
ology and psychology. The key issue 
raised in this part is: can biology and 
physiology account for racism and 
sexism which are also socio-psycho- 

logical categories? The answer cer- 
tainly is in the negative, as biological 
or psychological explanations cannot 
explain the differences between indi- 
vidual and group behaviour. The in- 
adequacies of such explanations are 
obviously due to the fict that no- 
where db they take into considera- 
tion the role of class and history in 
human evolution and behaviour. The 
other questions discussed at length 
relate to the adequacy of genetics in 
bio-medical research and human evo- 
lution; the inadequacy of molecular 
genetics; socio-biological interpreta- 
tions of genetic procws; and unsci- 
entific usages of morphology and 
harmond processes. The stress is laid 
on the idea that instead of generaliz- 
ing the genetic influences, an analyti- 
cal distinction between the genetic 
functions affecting the human body 
and the factors having a bearing on 
human evolution must be made. In 
this context, it is important to re- 
member that besides biological and 
physiological factors, environmental 
factors affect human evolution con- 
siderably. The articles by feminist 
scholars make it clear by referring to 
the impact of racism and sexism on 
the development of educational and 
social policies, which &ect the women 
and their evolution in varying. Thus, 
a critical examination of biological, 
physiological, and psychological ex- 
planations of racism and sexism re- 
veals their one-sidedness. From the 
methodological and empirical point 
ofview, a holistic explanation ofthese 
phenomena is highly desirable. This 
in fact is emphasized as an alternative 
to genetic determinism. 

The second part-philosophical 
and historical issues in racism and 
sexism comprising four theoretical 
papers-examines racist and sexist 
discrimination which has been going 
on in human society for a long time. 
The basic question raised here is how 
feminist movements have dealt with 
the question of the relationship be- 
tween race, gender, and class. It is 
pointed out that understanding about 
the above question has been inad- 
equate. The reason for this is the 
conception of women as a universal 
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