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Introduction 

This essay examines the subject of Susan Okin’s book of the same title1, namely whether 

feminism and multiculturalism have fundamentally contrary objectives.  I will examine Okin’s 

perspective on this subject, compare it to other views, then describe my own perspective.   

Okin’s View 

Ms. Okin frames the argument in terms of protecting the rights of individuals in what she views 

as oppressive cultures.  She views herself as a champion of the individual rights of women in these 

cultures.  From the onset she isn’t afraid to use very inflammatory language to describe their plight, for 

example quoting a reporter that African women viewed polygamy as “an inescapable and barely 

tolerable institution.”2  Okin contrasts her view with Will Kymlicha, who advocates that ‘minority 

cultures should be protected by special rights’ because ‘societal cultures play so pervasive and 

fundamental role in the lives of their members.’3  Okin assesses the role of women as critical for 

maintaining a culture because ‘far more of a woman’s time and energy goes into preserving and 

maintaining the personal, familial, and reproductive side of life.’4   

She invokes mythology from Greek, Roman, and Abrahamic religions (Christianity, Islam, and 

Judaism) to maintain that most cultures have control of women by men as one of their principal aims.  

She points to cultures from the rest of the non-Western world to claim that their cultures seek to 

control women’s sexual and reproductive capabilities through clitoridectomy, polygamy, and forced 

1 S.M. Okin, Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women?, Princeton Paperbacks, 1999. 
2 Ibid, p. 10. 
3 Ibid, p. 11. 
4 Ibid, p. 13. 
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and/or child and/or rapist marriages.  Culture and tradition are equated with the control of women in 

these exotic (non-Christian) lands.  While Western cultures ‘still practice many forms of sex 

discrimination,’ women in unspecified ‘more liberal cultures’ are ‘legally guaranteed many of the same 

freedoms and opportunities as men.’5   

Okin discusses the battle between individual and group (cultural) rights in minority cultures as 

the former being ‘truncated or violated’ but the latter.6  Most cultural defenses in legal cases are 

described as the defendant’s cultural group defining women’s role as to ‘serve men sexually and 

domestically.’7  She concludes this argument by asserting that cultural defenses violate women and 

children’s rights to equal protection under the law.8   

Okin chastises defenders of multiculturalism such as Kymlicka for failing to address conflicts 

between gender and culture.  She describes cultures as being liberal versus discriminatory or patriarchal, 

and summarizes the need for special rights for cultural minorities because ‘cultural extinction would be 

likely to undermine the self-respect and freedom of group members.’9  Based on this concern for 

promoting ‘liberal’ values we should judge cultures based on ‘the degree to which each culture is 

patriarchal and its willingness to become less so.’10  Even Kymlicka wants to support cultures that do not 

engage in sex discrimination, but virtually no culture in the world today could meet such a standard 

within the private sphere.  Okin states without citation that ‘self-respect and self-esteem require more 

than simple membership in a viable culture’11 because our place in our culture is important to the 

development of those traits.   

5 Ibid, p. 16. 
6 Ibid. p. 17. 
7 Ibid. p. 18. 
8 A reference to the Fourteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution, http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/ampage?collId=llsl&fileName=014/llsl014.db&recNum=389.   
9 S.M. Okin, Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women?, Princeton Paperbacks, 1999, p. 20. 
10 Ibid, p. 21. 
11 Ibid, p. 22. 
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Okin concludes that minority group rights ‘may well exacerbate the problem’12 instead of 

helping to solve it.    Her solution is that it is acceptable for minority cultures to either become extinct or 

alter themselves to reinforce the equality of women.13  Judging groups that claim special cultural rights 

gives us license to examine ‘inequalities within those groups,’14 especially sex discrimination in the 

private sphere.   

Contrasting Views 

Okin’s article is followed by many responses from various perspectives, both for and against her 

viewpoint.  Some key arguments made by them are the following: 

Feminist poet and writer Katha Pollitt agrees with Okin, claiming that ‘feminism sets itself in 

opposition to virtually every culture on earth.’15  Immigrants, as she calls them, should assimilate into 

Western culture because they ‘after all, made a decision to come here.’16  Pollitt links multiculturalism 

to white liberal guilt,17 and points out that it’s okay to oppress women and children, but no one will use 

multiculturalism to justify alternative financial practices, for example.   

Canadian political philosopher Will Kymlicka speaks for himself, agreeing with Okin’s goals.  

Group rights are fine if they help promote ‘justice between intercultural groups,’ but not if they 

‘exacerbate gender inequalities.’18  He distinguished between internal restrictions and external 

protections (interesting change of noun choice!).  The former is a group placing limits on their own 

members, the latter is a group right to protect that minority from the majority culture.  He and Okin 

differ on the definition of internal restrictions.  Okin views feminism and multiculturalism as being 

fundamentally opposed, but Kymlicka sees the need to examine larger societal institutions that are 

12 Ibid. p. 22. 
13 Ibid, p. 22-23. 
14 Ibid. p. 23. 
15 Ibid, p. 27. 
16 Ibid, p. 28. 
17 Ibid, p. 28. 
18 Ibid, p. 31. 
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male-focused.   Finally he points out that feminism and multiculturalism both advocate special rights 

sometimes, in the former case through laws such as affirmative action and many other gender-specific 

laws.   

Political feminist theorist Bonnie Honig disagrees with Okin, and focuses on Okin’s lack of 

understanding of culture and the viewpoint of minority culture members with respect to their own 

cultures.  I love Honig statements ‘culture is something rather more complicated than patriarchal 

permission for powerful men to subordinate vulnerable women’19 and ‘culture is a living, breathing 

system for the distribution and enactment of agency, power, and privilege among its members and 

beyond.’20  Honig places the examples used by Okin in their correct cultural contexts, and is careful to 

point out that Western culture is not less patriarchal than other cultures, but is differently so.   

Law professor and philosopher Azizah Al-Hibri finds three fatal problems with Okin, namely that 

1) she clearly writes from a Western liberal perspective, and lumps all other cultures into a big Other, 2) 

she conflates very different belief systems as all being equal, and 3) is in conflict with American 

constitutional principles.21  Al-Hibri notes that Okin equates religion with culture, depends only on 

secondary sources, and has no understanding of the differences between Judeo-Christian beliefs and 

Islamic principles.  Al-Hibri equates patriarchal with hierarchical, and mostly focuses on a detailed 

understanding of Muslim practices and how they differ from Okin’s view of them. 

Israeli politician and academic Yael Tamir agrees with Okin, and maintains that special group 

rights discourage a culture from reforming and innovating naturally.22  She writes in very binary terms – 

e.g. men have an orthodox point of view, cultures are fighting for their survival unless they get all of 

their cultural rights honored, and agents of change are portrayed as feeble-minded.  Society must be 

able to change while retaining its identity, and group rights prevent that natural change from occurring. 

19 Ibid, p. 36. 
20 Ibid, p. 39. 
21 Ibid, p. 41. 
22 Ibid, p. 47. 
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Jewish studies historian Sander Gilman brings a historic perspective, noting that male 

circumcision was once viewed the same as how female circumcision is now often viewed with horror.  

He’s very condescending toward Okin, but points out that she views practices she doesn’t like as 

abhorrent.  He notes that women are not a single homogeneous category, and spends most of his essay 

discussing circumcision.  His best quote was that “one person’s defining ritual is another person’s 

meaningless superstition.”23   

Law professor Abdullahi An-Na’im favors working within cultures to improve them, rather than 

Okin’s hegemonic imposition of cultural relativism.  He looks at the broader issues of human rights and 

how gender rights fit within the context of racial, economic, and social rights.  He notes that Okin is 

ready to accept whatever the majority culture’s standards for gender equality,24 and instead 

recommends mediation among the many interrelated rights.   

Law professor Robert Post claims that ‘feminism is dedicated precisely to constraining the 

available repertory of such [diverse gender] roles.’25  He uses recurring examples from Orthodox 

Ashkenazi Judaism to show that cultural norms can be a precondition of choice, or a restraint on choice 

for its members.  He doesn’t try to prescribe a solution, because our culture is based on long historical 

evolution. 

Political theorist Bhikhu Parekh agrees with Okin, and suggests four areas to improve the 

strength of the latter’s argument.   First is to address that some sane adults consent to clitoridectomy, 

polygamy, or other ‘oppressive’ practices.  Second is that liberalism has no single definition of 

fundamental values.  Third is that Okin’s definition of the equality of the sexes is too liberal, and fourth 

is the need for liberalism to learn from multiculturalism instead of trying to impose a monopoly on 

thought.   

23 Ibid, p. 57. 
24 Ibid, p. 61. 
25 Ibid, p. 65. 
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Dutch-American sociologist Saskia Sassen agrees with Okin, but points out that culture is also 

very oppressive in other dimensions such as class and immigrant status, not just gender.   

English professor Homi K. Bhabha points out that Okin has a limited concept of liberalism, and 

lumps all minority cultures into a single Other.  Okin’s lack of consideration of other key issues, such as 

poverty, caste, and illiteracy in India and racism, gun culture, and welfare in America means ‘her version 

of liberal feminism shares something of the patronizing and stereotyping attitudes of the patriarchal 

perspective.’26  Pitting younger women against the long co-opted older women smacks of a colonialist 

divide and conquer approach. 

Legal scholar Cass R. Sunstein agrees with Okin, and looks in detail at how her claims relate to 

religious institutions, namely how much does (or can or should) secular law ‘control discriminatory 

behavior by or within religious institutions?’27  He supports the asymmetry thesis, which maintains that 

civil and criminal law still applies to religious institutions, but sex discrimination laws do not. 

Israeli legal, moral and political philosopher Joseph Raz agrees with Okin, and wishes she 

accounted for cultural minorities such as homosexuals, or people with mental or physical disabilities. 

Law professor Janet E. Halley largely agrees with Okin, and points out the key need for 

identifying intentional constriction of rights on the part of the culture.  For instance, racial discrimination 

without intent to do so is seen as less offensive, and Halley draws related examples from Native 

American land rights conflicts.   

Law professor and philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum praises Okin and focuses her attention on 

the religious ‘founding myths.’28  The fundamental conflict among religion, justice, and law and how 

they influence each other is examined in connection with feminism.  Nussbaum maintains that a liberal 

26 Ibid, p. 82. 
27 Ibid, p. 85. 
28 Ibid, p. 105. 
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state should protect ‘the ability to search for good in a religious way’29 and balance that against respect 

for persons.  She proposes that we should ask ‘whether a proposed law … really does impose a 

“substantial burden” on people’s free exercise of their religion’30 and if it does, then the law is 

unacceptable.    

Volpp points out that the abhorrent practices Okin focuses upon are generally quite rare events 

in modern society, and similar horrors also occur in the “enlightened” West, such as child marriages or 

polygamy in some Christian sects.31  Volpp’s critique of Okin includes noting that clothing choices in the 

West are regarded as merely fashion options, but in the mysterious Other world they are mindless 

cultural practices.  The perceived modern standards were hailed by colonial invaders as a cure for the 

‘primitive’ practices under Islam.  Volpp points out the need for examining other forms of oppression, 

such as poverty, class, and race.  Gender and race are seen by Okin as mutually exclusive, even though 

one’s identity can’t be disassembled that way.  Are women in minority cultures supposed to become like 

Western women?  Or men?  Binary thinking produces impossible choices like these. 

Usha Menon describes in detail how Oriya Hindu women in India benefit from and have 

substantial power in what can be seen from the outside as a very patriarchal culture.32  Much of the 

women’s activities are hidden from public in the home, so white male anthropologists can’t access that 

world.  As a result of their investment in the status quo, many Hindu women aren’t drawn to feminism 

because they feel they have agency and power already.  “Women are very conscious of the influence 

they exercise within families, and … it is the women who hold families together”33 therefore it is hard for 

women to see themselves as being the victims of a patriarchy.  The religious concepts of self and one’s 

role in the family and society are also critical elements in this culture.   

29 Ibid, p. 107. 
30 Ibid, p. 112. 
31 Leti Volpp. (2001). Feminism versus Multiculturalism.  Columbia Law Review 101(5):1181-1218. 
32 Usha Menon, Does Feminism Have Universal Relevance? The Challenges Posed by Oriya Hindu Family Practices.  
Daedalus, September 2000, pp. 77-100 
33 Ibid, p. 85. 
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Some such as Lynn Thomas maintain that the most ardent supporters of controversial cultural 

practices such as clitoridectomy are the women and girls who undergo it.34  The Othering of “exotic” 

foreign cultures is a similar distancing as was done to the sexuality of black women when they were first 

discovered by European men.35  The massive damage to the consciousness of colonialized people by 

sometimes well-intentioned white people (like Okin?) is described by Chela Sandoval,36 and the lack of 

ability of such people to speak for themselves is addressed by Gayatri Spivak.37    

My Thoughts 

I’m annoyed that Okin chose fellow law professors and philosophers for most of her responses.  

Only one sociologist and no anthropologists or anyone else with a firm grasp of the concept of culture!  

Most of these people were more likely to cite John Stewart Mill or Pericles than Decartes, Freud, or 

Aristotle. 

In general I tend to favor individual rights very strongly; one political survey I took placed me 

slightly to the political left of Gandhi.  Accordingly choice and agency are key issues for me to consider 

(e.g. per Post, Parekh, and Thomas).  I confess to a knee-jerk reaction to things like clitoridectomy 

because I am particularly sensitive to sensual freedom, but one could argue that my choice to start 

transgender hormone therapy had no less impact on my own sexuality.   

Okin takes ‘feminism’ to be the white middle class liberal feminism she espouses, and I think her 

arguments are terribly weakened by her oversimplification of feminism, ‘liberal’ (Parekh, Bhabha), and 

her drastic binary Othering of all minority cultures (Al-Hibri, Bhabha, Volpp, Hammonds, Sandoval).  I 

agree that assessment of cultural practices needs a historic perspective (Gilman, Post), as well as 

considering race (An-Na'im, Bhaha, Halley, Volpp), class and poverty (Sassen, Volpp, Bhabha, An-Na'im), 

34 Nancy Rose Hunt et al (eds), Gendered Colonialism in African History, Blackwell Publishers, 1997. 
35 Evelynn Hammonds in M. Jacqui Alexander & Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Feminist Genealogies, Colonial 
Legacies, Demcratic Futures, Routledge Press, 1997. 
36 Ruth Frankenberg, Displacing Whiteness, Duke Press, 1997. 
37 Can the Subaltern Speak? Published in B. Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, & H. Tiffin, The Post-Colonial Studies Reader, 
Routledge Publishers, 1995.   
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religion (Sunstein, Nussbaum, Menon), as well as societal and cultural perspectives (Honig, Menon, An-

Na’im, Kymlicka).  I’m less concerned about the legal and justice aspects (Al-Hibri, Nussbaum) simply 

because those vary from State to State and I think this discussion transcends national boundaries. 

Conclusion 

We need to understand cultures before attempting to question or judge their practices.  This 

isn’t convenient, and many like Okin would prefer to sit in their offices and pass judgment on those 

clearly inferior Others that surround us and confuse us with their “primitive” ways.  An ethnographic 

approach takes time, empathy, and an open mind,38 and much more effort than reading a newspaper 

article. 

 

38 JP Spradley, DW McCurdy, The Cultural Experience; Ethnography in Complex Society, Science Research 
Associates, Inc, 1972. 
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