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CYNTHIA FUCHS EPSTEIN

The Global Subordination
of Women

The “woman question” is not just one among many raised by injustice,
subordination, and differentiation. It is basic. The denigration and seg-
regation of women is a major mechanism in reinforcing male bonds,
protecting the institutions that favor them, and providing the basic
work required for societies to function. To ignore this great social di-
vide is to ignore a missing link in social analysis.

I will not illustrate my thesis about the persistence of the world-
wide subordination of the female sex with pictures, graphs, or charts,
Instead I call on readers’ imaginations to picture some of the phenom-
ena that illustrate my thesis. Imagine most women’s lifetimes of every-
day drudgery in households and factories; of struggles for survival
without access to decent jobs, Imagine the horror of mass rapes by
armed men in ethnic conflicts, and of rapes that occur inside the home
by men who regard sexual access as their right.* Imagine also women's
isolation and confinement behind walls and veils in many societies.
Some examples are harder to imagine—for example, the 100 million
women missing in the world, first brought to our attention by the
economist Amartya Sen (1990), who alerted us to the bizarre sex ratios
in South Asia, West Asia, and China. He pointed to the abandonment
and systematic undernourishment of girls and women and to the poor
medical care they receive in comparison to males. International hu-
man rights groups have alerted us to the selective destruction of
female fetuses. It is estimated that in China and India alone, 10,000,000
females were aborted between 1978 and 1998 (Rao 2006). Also hidden
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