Women: How equal are they?

The lives of women all over the world have changed dramatically in the course of the present century, as many of the social, economic and political constraints that have hitherto been curtailing their freedom have been eradicated. After succeeding in winning their right to vote, women have gained equality with men in many a field, and one of the main developments has been the increasing number of female population in paid employment. In other words, society nowadays has every prerequisite for progress and success. Nevertheless, although most people have been disabused of irrational beliefs regarding women's equality, and the latter enjoy a considerable amount of freedom, there is plenty of evidence attesting to the contrary.

     
It is an indisputable fact that, ever since the turn of the nineteenth century, women as a whole have gained, to some extent, the rights and freedom that they were formerly deprived of, and are now regarded as an indispensable part of society. In the middle of the nineteenth century, women began to take steps to free themselves from the confines of the home, to which their entire lives were doomed, and tried to emancipate, or rather extricate, themselves from men's gross domination. Living in an era of complete subjugation, and deemed objects of desire, on which one could lavish love or vent animosity, they were forced to rebel against “men's society,” and prove that they were capable of various things, thus refuting the accusations levelled against them. 

     
What we might regard as the cornerstone of their triumphant victory is the fact that in England, in 1918, they contrived to be enfranchised and have a say in the political, social, and economic affairs. Furthermore, the important point is that women's struggle was not terminated as soon as their right to vote was bestowed upon them; they strove far from, and beyond, the approbation of this fight: pertaining to education, women, who in earlier centuries were denied this inalienable “men's right,” have nowadays potentially equal opportunities. They are able to attend universities and colleges, are awarded degrees, and can definitely pursue any sort of career. As a result, they are increasingly represented in Parliament. In 1990, of the total six hundred and fifty members of British Parliament, forty-three were women. Moreover, in British society, as in many other countries in the world, women occupy key posts and are designated roles that only a short time ago would have been entrusted to men. The obvious example is Margaret Thatcher as Britain's first woman Prime Minister.

     
On a financial note, women are able to work in every field that is of interest to them, and are paid on the same bases with men, since the former disparity between men's and women's pay—which was, undoubtedly, iniquitous—has recently been combated. For instance, the Equal Pay Act of 1970 made it unlawful for employers to pay a woman less than a man for the same or similar work, while the Sex Discrimination Acts of 1975 and 1986 outlawed discrimination in matters of employment or training. As a result, there is a degree of flexibility in several jobs, and some employers provide help with child care for working mothers, although there is much to be desired as regards “career breaks” for pregnant women. It is evident that women are no longer thought of as commodities that pass on to their putative husbands, inasmuch as the institution of dowry has been abrogated. 

     
It may have been hard for one to envisage some decades ago that women would some day occupy positions in the church; yet, it is true that in the Church of England and Ireland women were admitted for ordination as deacons in 1986, and the following year the General Synod voted to proceed with legislation to allow them to be ordained as priests. However, despite the fact that “men's society” seems to have espoused women's rights and, to some extent, has taken steps to ensure that these rights are not violated, there are many instances that render a moot point the supposition that women have the same opportunities with men.

     
It is immensely reprehensible that many a woman should be hindered from pursuing a career on account of men's indecorous behaviour. Rather than being acknowledged as respectable members of a working community, females fall prey to male misconduct and, consequently, are precluded from attaining their goals in life. A great number of women are reported to have been repeatedly harassed and molested, which is to be deprecated and condemned. But real discrimination against women occurs in other quarters as well; for example, women sentenced for criminal offences are more likely than men to face incarceration, especially if they deviate from the popular image of “woman as wife and mother.”

     
With regard to women’s emoluments, there is still a noticeable difference between the sexes. In Britain, as early as a decade ago, women’s average hourly earnings were about three-quarters those of men, and there is not a scintilla of evidence to show that the gap is not widening. Furthermore, there is a traditional division between “boys’ and girls’ professions,” since in the leading occupations women are represented by a proportion of less than one to five. At present, the vocations where women are most frequently found are those of pharmacists, opticians, veterinary surgeons, dentists, doctors and solicitors, while only one qualified engineer in two hundred is a woman.

     
As is flagrantly obvious, amid this “rat-race,” women have been overburdened with such onerous responsibilities as bringing up children and attending to the husband and home. So, since it is incumbent on them to deal with so many things, a great number of them are led to abandon their careers, in order to become diligent housewives. In this light, it is impossible for a woman to “come into her own.” And what really precipitates this decision is the way they are still reared; the values inculcated into them by former generations practically enjoin upon them love and sympathy towards men, along with a feeling of contrition and self-abnegation. In addition, women demean themselves by taking part in television commercials, unable to prove that they have intellect as well and inveigled into believing that this is the best way to earn money.  

     
On the other hand, a great number of men claim to be superior, more intelligent and productive, and are of the conviction that women are innately inferior, scattered-brained, and incapable of handling the complexities of business. Apart from that, they reproach women for being physically unsuitable for many professions, provided that they cannot perform hard labour and would be useless as soldiers. In other words, men are reluctant to look upon women as an indispensable part of society, unable to inure themselves to the new socio-political conditions. On the contrary, they seem to view women's liberation as resultant in male redundancy, since they contend that they are insidiously being defrauded of their jobs. Unfortunately, there are a lot of men who would not consent to their wives’ augmenting their income, misconstruing women’s aspirations as a token of recalcitrance against ancient customs and the Bible, which ordains that men and women are not equal. 

     
To believe, though, that women should not be regarded as equal members of society is, at least, execrable, and would be tantamount to acquiescence in the kind of sex discrimination manifest in modern society. Taking into account all that women have accomplished so far testifies in favour of their right to equality. They are endowed with the same qualities and do not merit to be inveighed against, since they have a vital contribution to make in all walks of life. Furthermore, their emancipation can improve relations between the sexes because men come to realise that they too have a contribution to make in the home, and find out that a marriage survives by dint of mutual understanding and respect. Besides, children can best mature and develop sound personalities when brought up by both parents. After all, by augmenting their income, working women enhance their family’s standard of living, and feel useful. 

     
In conclusion, we should stress that women nowadays enjoy considerable freedom and are able to participate in every activity and field. However, we should not lose sight of the fact that there are still some deeply ingrained notions as to men’s and women’s status in society. Men tend to discriminate women on the grounds of sex, considering them inferior and useless, while some women seem to adopt this label and are reduced to disseminating it. This kind of behaviour, though, is inconsistent with democracy and human values, and results in women’s oppression. Nevertheless, if we try to extirpate ignorance and prejudice, we will succeed in making the world a better place. The time is propitious and things bode well for the future.
