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At U.N,, Radicals Regret Lack of “Progress”
and Seek to Feminize Post-2015 Development Agenda

Grace S. Melton

gainst the backdrop of ongoing negotiations over
the United Nations’ new Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), delegates and activists from
around the world met at the U.N. headquartersin New
York last month for the annual Commission on the
Status of Women (CSW), which this year commemo-
rated the 20th anniversary of the Fourth World Con-
ference on Women that was held in Beijing in 1995.
While the CSW meeting has historically been
characterized by contentious negotiations over the
language of outcome documents, the organizers and
delegates this year preferred to minimize contro-
versy, adopting a relatively benign political declara-
tion' on the first day of the two-week meeting, which
did little more than reaffirm the documents that had
been negotiated at past conferences. This decision to
avoid some of the perennial battles that often define
such conferences at the U.N. greatly upset liberal
feminists who were geared up to promote their radi-
cal agenda at this “Beijing +20” commemoration.?
Although 20 years have passed since the historic
1995 conference, the Beijing Platform for Action and
its liberal cheerleaders still give short shrift to the
urgent needs of women,? too often reducing women’s
needs exclusively to matters of sexuality and repro-
duction. Policymakers and delegates seeking to gen-
uinely improve women’s lives ought to identify the
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real problems that women face, and focus on craft-
ing specific solutions to address them. Such poli-
cies include improving maternal and child health
by investing in basic health care, combating human
trafficking and prostitution, and pursuing legal and
economic freedoms, which greatly reduce poverty
and discrimination for women and their families.

Feminists Aggrieved

Not only were the liberal feminists at CSW
aggrieved by the missed opportunity to further their
objectives—among them, promoting contraceptive
use, eliminating any restrictions on or access to abor-
tion, and promoting “sexual rights”—many of them
expressed disappointment about their overall success
in these areas over the past two decades. And right-
ly so: While the far Left did succeed in inserting its
language and objectives deep into the Beijing docu-
ments, it has not managed to gain much new ground
since then, largely due to the efforts of pro-life and
pro-family groups and delegates who have promoted
respect for the national sovereignty of U.N. member
states that protect unborn life in their domestic laws.

At the time, the document that emerged from the
1995 conference—the Beijing Platform for Action—
was considered a great victory for then-First Lady
Hillary Clinton (who led the U.S. delegation to the
conference) and liberal ideologues, broadly enumer-
ating rights and setting ambitious targets for achiev-
ing supposed gender equality in the near future.
Today, radical feminists and their allies in the U.N.
bureaucracy bemoan what they see as a lack of prog-
ress in achieving many of their goals. To a sympa-
thetic crowd, the deputy executive director of U.N.
Women, the U.N. organization dedicated to gender
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equality, proclaimed, “gender equality and women’s
empowerment is humanity’s biggest project in this
century,” and insisted that “progress has been far
too slow.... [I]t’s going to take nearly a century, 81
years, to get gender parity.™ Consider this statement
from U.N. Women’s executive director:

Nearly 20 years after the adoption of the Plat-
form for Action, no country has achieved equal-
ity for women and girls and significant levels of
inequality between women and men persist.
Critical areas of insufficient progress include
access to decent work and closing the gender
pay gap; rebalancing of the care workload; end-
ing violence against women; reducing maternal
mortality and realizing sexual and reproductive
health and rights; and participation in power and
decision-making at all levels.” (Emphasis added.)

Such “areas of insufficient progress” bear remark-
able resemblance to the standard fare on a feminist
wish list, such as seeking “equal pay for equal work,”®
mandating gender quotas, and “mainstreaming a
gender perspective.” The U.N. defines gender main-
streaming as “the process of assessing the impli-
cations for women and men of any planned action,
including legislation, policies, or programmes, in
all areas and at all levels.... The ultimate goal is to
achieve gender equality.”” Gender equality is under-

stood to mean equality of outcomes, not equality of
opportunity or equality before the law.

While 20 years ago in Beijing advocates of “gen-
der mainstreaming” first sought to incorporate a
far-reaching “gender perspective” into all policies
and programs, the political and semantic battles
over gender have expanded to include lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender issues and so-called sex-
ual rights. According to U.N. Women’s definition,
gender

refers to the social attributes and opportunities
associated with being male and female and the
relationships between women and men and girls
and boys, as well as the relations between women
and those between men. These attributes, oppor-
tunities and relationships are socially constructed
and are learned through socialization processes.
They are context/ time-specific and changeable.®

To that end, feminists are pursuing the follow-
ing strategy to influence the post-2015 development
agenda: “It is crucial to link gender mainstreaming
and human rights-based approaches in development
policies and programmes, as gender equality, non-
discrimination on the basis of sex and gender iden-
tity, and access to sexual and reproductive health
and rights are fundamental universal human rights
principles.””
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Secretary-General’s Progress Report

In anticipation of the Beijing +20 commemoration,
the U.N. released the Secretary-General’s report'® on
the world’s progress in implanting the Beijing Dec-
laration and Platform for Action, which generally
painted a less dismal picture of the state of women’s
rights in the world today than that described by the
aforementioned feminists. The report focused more
on basic rights and living standards for women, not-
ing progress in a number of areas. At the same time,
it regrettably continued in some places to misplace
confidence in feminist strategy to achieve further
advances for women.

In its review of the Beijing Platform for Action’s
areas of concern, many of the less controversial
issues are fairly identified and evaluated, such as
women’s access to land, property, and capital as cru-
cial components of economic improvement for poor
women: “Moving beyond access to microcredit and
expanding women’s access to a broad range of finan-
cial services, including appropriate and affordable
savings and credit products, payment and money
transfer services...remains a significant challenge.”"
Unsurprisingly, the report also finds: “One of the
most significant advances towards gender equality in
the past two decades has been the increase in women
and girls’ educational enrolment.”*?

However, the Secretary-General’s report is not
immune to the feminists’ single-minded focus on
so-called sexual and reproductive health and rights
(SRHR):

Maternal deaths, which are largely preventable,
are linked to the low status of women and to inad-
equate health-care services, including the lack of
emergency obstetric care services, low rates of
skilled attendance at delivery and the persistent
denial of sexual and reproductive health and rights
for women and girls in many countries.'”® (Empha-
sis added.)

This statement highlights a genuine problem and
several effective solutions, but then takes a wrong
turn. While preventable maternal deaths are linked
to a lack of adequate emergency obstetric services
and skilled birth attendants, maternal mortality is
not similarly linked to the contentious and nebulous
notions of SRHR—a term that has never been defined
in any negotiated U.N. document. Furthermore, the
report claims that “[u]nsafe abortion also constitutes
aleading cause of maternal mortality,”* citing a dubi-
ous study from the World Health Organization.”” In
fact, increasing the legality and accessibility of abor-
tion does not seem to improve maternal mortality'*—
which should come as no surprise, as abortion, by
definition, does not make pregnancy and childbirth
safer for mothers.

Toward the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)

Now, two decades after the seminal Beijing con-
ference, radical feminists and their allies in U.N.
bureaucracies still marginalize women’s basic needs,
focusing instead on SRHR, which, while still unde-
fined by the U.N., encompasses liberal feminists’ top
priorities of unfettered access to abortion services,
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meeting the manufactured “unmet need” for con-
traceptives,” and “comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion.” The subject of maternal mortality represents
a current battleground for feminists in light of ongo-
ing efforts to create the post-2015 development agen-
da, as the expiring Millennium Development Goals
included a target—which has not been met—to dra-
matically reduce maternal mortality by 2015. The
new SDGs will undoubtedly include new targets for
reducing maternal mortality, and with it, the funds
and attention of donor countries and organizations.
However,

[rlesearch shows the sexual and reproductive
health community devoted to implementing
ICPD [International Conference on Population
and Development issues] does not prioritize
maternal health. They see maternal health only
as one component in a broader agenda about
power inequalities, fertility reduction, sexual
autonomy, abortion, reproductive rights, and
other contentious issues."®

Those who genuinely seek to improve women’s
lives around the world ought to focus on concrete
and measurable objectives' that meet the real needs
of women. These include: improving maternal and
child mortality by investing in basic health care and
trained birth attendants; combating human traf-
ficking®® and prostitution, which affects millions of
women worldwide; and pursuing policies of econom-
ic freedom,?' which go a long way toward alleviating
poverty for women and their families.
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