
Women, Huh.

Nicholas Kristof spoke at the Westminster Town Forum on October 8 on a crisp, sunny fall day in downtown Minneapolis.   Kristof, a New York Times columnist and graduate of Harvard and Oxford has won two Pulitzers and published several widely-read books. His latest, written with his wife, is called “Half the Sky: turning oppression into opportunity for women.”  It was the basis for his comments.

He began with a story he wrote a few years ago.  A young girl who lived in one of the poorest parts of China was by far the best student in her school but she had to drop out because her parents couldn’t (or wouldn’t) pay the $13 in required school fees.  The response was immediate and overwhelming.  Kristof received hundreds of small checks (“Most of them were for $13 -- New York Times readers are sometimes pretty cheap”), but one wire transfer was for $10,000.  Kristof collected the money and got it to the school, which meant that all the girls in the province could stay in school, being judged “not on their chromosomes but for their intellectual capability.”

Kristof was so pleased he called the large donor to thank him.  The donor was puzzled. “But I only gave $100.”  Apparently the bankers at Morgan Guaranty had problems with decimal points.  Kristof called them and asked “on the record” if they were ready to send bankers to rural China to kick these girls out of school.  The bankers decided “under the circumstances” to make “a donation.”

The young girl became the first in her village to graduate from high school and found a good job.  The school became the top school in the province, which generated new roads, better electricity and other improvements --  “all because some bankers got the decimal points wrong.”

Kristof thinks that the oppression of women is the “key moral challenge of our times”.  In the nineteenth century it was slavery.  In the twentieth it was totalitarianism.  Now it’s gender equity.  

He asked the audience to guess:  are their more women or men in the world?  Ninety-plus percent of us thought more women.  Wrong.  Women outnumber men in the U.S. and Europe, but in the rest of the world it’s the other way around.  The imbalance is due to many things:  young girls in poorer countries have less access to food and medical care; there is widespread “sex-selective abortion;” families value sons more than daughters.  

“If a son gets sick, he is rushed to a clinic.  If a daughter gets sick, the mother feels her forehead and says ‘let’s see how she is in the morning.’ ” The mortality of breast-fed infants is about the same for both genders, but once parents have a choice of who gets scarce food, the boys win.  Fifty percent more girls between the ages of one and five die than boys of the same age.

There is also more violence directed against girls.  Acid attacks against young women are frequent in India and other Asian countries.  Seventy-five percent of young women in Liberia have been raped at least once.

But if oppression against women is “the central moral challenge” in the world, women also offer the “greatest natural resource for underdeveloped countries -- more valuable than seams of gold or mines of diamonds.”  Study after study shows that educating girls reduces birthrates, improves local economies and leads to better environmental practices.  

One reason is that women make better economic decisions, especially in very poor nations.  Men tend to spend discretionary income on alcohol, tobacco, sugary drinks and prostitution.  Women invest it in their families -- paying for healthy food and education.

Kristof proposed a four-point agenda for turning worldwide oppression against women into opportunity.  

First, we need to act immediately to curtail sex trafficking.  This is human slavery on a massive scale and it’s an international disgrace that we continue to ignore it. At the height of the slave trade in the 1780s, about 80,000 Africans a year were sold into slavery.  In the first decade of this century more than 800,000 girls a year are sold for sex trafficking.

Kristoff told the story of two girls, ages 14 and 15, he met in a brothel in Cambodia while researching the sex trade.  One had been sold by her stepfather, the other kidnapped by a neighbor.  The mother of one had searched all over the country for her missing daughter, but when she finally found her she didn’t have the money to buy her back from the brothel.  

Kristof knew that both girls would very likely be dead of AIDS before their mid-twenties.  “I called the New York Times lawyers and asked, ‘what is our policy on buying human beings?’  Not surprisingly, we didn’t have one.” So he bought them. He wrote about the incident in his columns.

Second, we need to act to stop the rise in maternal mortality.  Worldwide, one woman dies at childbirth every minute.  They are mostly poor and mostly rural.  They have no access to proper medical care and frequently are undernourished. There are twenty serious injuries for every death.

Third, we need to expand empowerment of women through microfinance. Kirstof told the story of a woman in Lahore whose husband drank away whatever money they had and was chronically unemployed.  She got a $65 microloan to set up an embroidery business.  She was good at it and her work sold in the cities.  Soon she hired her daughters to help.  Then she hired other villagers.  Then she needed a truck driver, so she hired her husband.  The economy of the whole village improved.

Microfinance includes more than just microloans.  Kristof thinks microsaving is equally important.  In poor, rural areas, there is no place to save.  Putting cash into tin cans is not secure.  There are no reliable banks.  Government organizations are corrupt.  In some places individuals charge interest of as much as 80% just to hold savings.

Finally, we need to focus on educating girls.  The problem of sex trafficking is not just with men -- women own brothels and are just as involved in the “business.”  Rural women, especially, are victims of routine wife beating and other kinds of violence promoted by “patriarchal attitudes transmitted by both genders.”  Education breaks this chain in many ways.

A girl in a village in Uganda was the top student in her local school at age nine, but there was no money for school.  Then her family received six goats from Heiffer International.  They sold the milk and used the money for education.  The girl was the first to graduate from her school, went on to high school and recently graduated from Connecticut College. She gave the graduation speech, citing her successes -- “all because of a goat.”

So why don’t we engage with these issues more?  We are suspicious of local corruption, the bureaucracies of aid groups and whether or not our help will actually reach the people who need it.  All of these are valid concerns.   But lots of programs do work, and work spectacularly well.  Kristof cited data that show the business metrics of microloans, for instance, rival those of the technology revolution in terms of ROI.

What can we do?  The audience included students from Southwest High who had “adopted” a village in Malawi.  A group of nurses had “adopted” a hospital in Somalia.  Small groups of individuals form “Take Action Clubs” to pool money and help make microloans.

These kinds of activities, Kristof says, “offer a tremendous sense of fulfillment.”  They are the one thing that can improve what sociologists call our “base level of happiness” -- more than making money, being successful in business or sports or even being engaged with a church or spiritual group. “We may have a mixed record of success in helping others,” Kristoff says.  But our engagement in these efforts produces “a perfect record in helping ourselves.”

Q&A

How does religion play into the oppression of women?  It’s a factor, especially in Muslim countries.  But the roles of women are embedded more in the culture of those countries and religion is used to justify them.  People resent westerners trying to “empower” women.  The way to be successful is to stay in the background and let local groups lead.  In Kabul, for instance, providing support to Afghan-lead non-profit groups has been more successful than trying to set up independent organizations.

Reproductive healthcare is a major issue in a lot of poorer countries.  There’s been a lot of “backsliding” in this area because of abortion politics and Bush administration policies.  The best way to cut the maternity mortality rate as well as reduce the mortality rate among young girls is to provide information and assistance for family planning.  Women want help but they can’t get it.  “We’ve lost a decade in this area.  Correcting it should be a no-brainer.”

What has been effective in combatting human trafficking?  Going public and keeping the issue visible.  The international TIP report (Traffic In Persons) tracks trafficking. In Cambodia a lot of the brothels are run by the police.  When TIP reports repeatedly pointed this out, the government tried to clamp down a bit.  The police didn’t shut down their own brothels but they made it harder for others to compete.  One madam’s bribes went up $5 a week.  She turned her brothel into a grocery store because it was more profitable.

What role does sex tourism play in human trafficking.  It’s certainly a factor -- western pedophiles and sexual adventurers get a lot of publicity.  But the biggest group of customers by far is local men.

Why are women better candidates for microfinacing?  They pay back the loans.  They’re not better at running a business than men, but the money they generate tends to be used more productively.  They reinvest in the business, in feeding their families and in education.  Men tend to spend any profits on “entertainment.”

The impact of microfinancing continues to be impressive.  People take out a first loan, then a second and within three to five years their efforts have a dramatic effect on their own standard of living and that of their communities.  It’s not just the money, it’s also the skills that are learned and the rise in the education level.

How can we address the apathy about the oppression of women?  “We in the press do a good job of reporting what happened yesterday.  We’re not so good at reporting what happens every day.” People burn out hearing about this stuff and stop caring.  The massacre in Tiananmen square killed about 500 people and it was front page news.  Every year in China 39,000 baby girls die, but this doesn’t attract attention.

What is the best way to change things?  The moral arguments are strong, but they don’t lead to change.  Kristof thinks other arguments may be more successful.  The business rationale for educating women, for instance, is powerful.  Once a village or a district or a country sees the impact of more educated women (or they hire their husbands) beliefs start to change.  

General Petraeus has made educating girls in Afghanistan a top priority because he sees it as a good defense against embedded paternalistic biases that enable the Taliban, especially in rural areas.  That’s another strong argument.

Kristof also thinks getting young westerners to places like Burma, Cambodia, rural China and Thailand will increase awareness and action.  University study abroad programs need to get students beyond Europe for instance.

We also need to recognize that oppression against women is still a problem in the U.S.  Domestic violence in some of our rural communities is hitting crisis proportions.  Human trafficking here is also misunderstood -- it’s not just foreign women but runaways and young girls with problems at home.  Kristof pointed out that Amber alerts get a lot of short-term attention but there is very little coverage of girls picked up by pimps at bus stations and kept in virtual slavery.

Bottom line?  This is a fight that “we are winning” even if the time frame is long.  Kristof’s wife is Chinese-American.  Her grandmother had bound feet. A hundred years ago Chinese women had no rights and baby girls often weren’t even given names.  A lot has changed, and once countries figure out that educated women are a huge natural resource the pace of change will quicken.

Comment.  The room was near capacity and included a number of non-profit groups (American Refugee Committee, Minnesota International Center) and three high school groups. A quartet of modern day folkies sang songs with a bongo before the talk.  For a moment I thought I was back in church camp.  Then I realized... I was.

This is a subject that gets shuttled to the fringes for most people.  That’s a shame.  Kristof is doing his best to bring both the problems and the solutions back into the mainstream.  Some of his arguments have more power than others.  If you’re as confused as I am about the right course to take in Afghanistan, consider the Petraeus-lead initiative to focus on educating women there.  It may be the best way to confront the Taliban and change the social attitudes that support them.

The economic arguments also have power.  The data are irrefutable -- empowering women in impoverished societies with microfinance, education and hope not only improves their lives but raises the quality of life for their communities and their countries.

There were other interesting bits and pieces:  the story about the Cambodian madam who decided to convert her brothel to a grocery store because the bribes got too onerous is a good example for those who believe it’s only westerners (and especially Americans) who are driven by greed and materialism.  The moral crisis of human trafficking --ten times the number of people every year as were sold into bondage at the height of the slave trade -- should be a wake-up call for all of us.  It won’t be, but it should.

-- Doug Wilhide

