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CHAPTER ONE

Equality between men and women seems like a new 
battle. Maybe that’s because recent events have 

made us more aware of the issue.
On January 21, 2017, millions of people marched for 

women’s rights. The events included Washington, D.C.’s 
largest protest ever. There, six-year-old Sophie Cruz 
said, “There are still many people that have their hearts 
filled with love. Let’s keep together and fight for the 
rights.”

New York activist Tamara Burke had come up with 
the #MeToo idea in 2006. Burke worked to make the 
public more aware of violence. A new #MeToo 
campaign began on October 15, 2017, with a Twitter 
post by actress Alyssa Milano. It immediately took off. 
Millions of people banded together to recognize 
violence and harassment suffered by women.

A Very Old 
Question
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These are not new 
battles. Women have 
argued for their rights 
since ancient times. 
Around 42 BCE, a 
Roman named Hortensia 
insisted women should 
not have to pay for a war. 
“Why should we pay 
taxes when we have no 
part in the honors, the 
commands, the 
statecraft?” she asked.

Women have also 
spoken out against 
unfair treatment. “Most 
humiliating is the old custom, of treating women no better than 
cows or horses,” wrote Qiu Jin (1875–1907). Sanchi Honnamma 
asked her fellow South Indians, “Wasn’t it a woman who bore 
them, wasn’t it a woman who raised them, why do they always 
blame woman, these boors, these blind ones.”

Some Swedish people want the word hen to replace the 
Swedish words for “he” and “she.” Hen is neutral. That is, it 

does not mean “he” or “she.” People who want hen taught in 
schools say it helps children see women and men as equal. 

Others believe hen confuses children.

FINDING THE RIGHT WORD

Qiu Jin



Chapter ONE

6

Once our eyes have been opened, 
we cannot fall asleep again.  

We are alive. We are awake. 
—Raicho Hiratsuka

On the other hand, many 
thinkers have denied men 
and women can be equal. 
Aristotle (384–322 BCE) 
believed men should rule and 
women should obey. More 
recently, American lawyer 
Phyllis Schlafly said work for 
equality between men and 
women was “doomed to 
failure because it is based on 
an attempt to repeal and 
restructure human nature.”

Aristotle
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A Very Old Question

Pink is the girls’ color. Blue is the boys’ color. In the 
United States and Europe, we learn that lesson as 

babies. But it wasn’t always the case. Jo Paoletti, a 
Maryland professor, discovered parents once chose 

colors that looked best against their child’s skin. The 
pink-blue idea didn’t get popular until the 1940s.

THE COLOR CODE

Today, philosophers’ ideas help activists work 
toward equal treatment for women.

But can women and men ever be equal? Should 
they be? Yesterday and today, philosophers have 
taken up such questions. The answers may change 
all our lives.
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