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Cultural Traditions: Honor vs. Change 

 Martha Nussbaum raises an important question in her article, “Women and 

Cultural Universals”: do all the world‟s cultures deserve equal respect? Her feminist 

views on the mistreatment of women in foreign countries are as controversial as Faludi‟s 

exploitation of bizarre rituals and violent traditions that occur at The Citadel—an all boys 

academy, and Chua‟s idea that attempting to change other cultures to better fit American 

ideals is actually tearing these societies apart. What right does a culture (be it an entire 

society or a collection of boys all going to the same school) have to exist untouched? In 

the articles by Nussbaum, Faludi, and Chua, examples are given that demonstrate the 

conflict between honoring the traditions and culture of a society or group of people, and 

changing these cultures and traditions because they clash with modern views of human 

rights, non-discriminatory laws, and the spread of democracy and free markets.   

 Martha Nussbaum writes, in her article “Women and Cultural Universals,” that a 

vast majority of women in foreign countries are considered to have little or no value, and 

are not only denied the right to an education, but also to get a job and speak out against 

politics they disagree on.  Nussbaum explains that subjecting women to such disagreeable 

conditions can have a domino effect on other areas of their lives.  For example: in India, a 

widow named Metha Bai is forced to stay inside her home with her children at all times, 

even as this inhibits her from getting a job to pay for food.  For this woman, “the absence 

of freedom to choose employment outside the home is linked to other capability failures, 



in the areas of health, nutrition, mobility, education, and political voice” (Nussbaum 

377).  Nussbaum also introduced a list of “Central Human Functional Capabilities,” 

which she explained should be applied to every culture, and guaranteed for every human 

being.  A few examples of her necessary functions are “being able to live to the end of a 

human life of normal length, being able to have good health,” and “being able to laugh 

play, and enjoy recreational activities” (Nussbaum 373). But critics argue, claiming that 

this list of human rights might apply to a woman from the United States, but not to a 

woman from India.  Roberto Gargarella, a professor of philosophy in Buenos Aires, states  

              Nussbaum does not offer sufficient support for her claims that her account of the 

capability approach applies to all women. Nussbaum's background country perspective,  

from the United States, is not representative of all Western countries; and in the same 

way, the main subjects of her assessment of women's lives, Indian women, are not 

representative of all women. The conclusions of the    book are standard of any defense of 

liberal egalitarianism. In conclusion, the list of basic human capabilities presented in this 

book appears less the product of a dialogical reflection—"the result of years of cross-

cultural discussion"--but rather of a monological reflection, framed in similar terms to 

any other liberal egalitarian philosopher (IDEA 4).  Should her list of necessary functions 

be applied to all societies, no matter their religion or culture?  Would it even be possible 

to make a significant change and better the lives of women in intolerant countries? Susan 

Faludi demonstrates that it is possible to bring change to even the most obstinate cultures, 

as The Citadel accepted its controversial first female recruit, though at a great price. 

 Susan Faludi‟s “The Naked Citadel” begins with a description of why the male 

cadets of the Citadel think their masculine traditions should be honored and kept 



“sacred”, and ends with their small sub-culture being stripped of everything they had 

been fighting against—as the first female cadet in Citadel history was enrolled.  

According to Faulkner, the tradition of an all-male student body at a state-funded school 

was one tradition that did not deserve to be honored.   She sued the Citadel on the basis 

that single-sex education at a state-funded school is discriminatory and unconstitutional 

(CNN.com 2). Faludi digs deeper, investigating exactly why the male cadets were so 

enraged by the admission of a woman into their military academy, and was curious as to 

what the cadets could possible say that would justify the existence of this tradition.   

What she found was not pleasant: violent hazing rituals, evasive Citadel administrators, 

and extreme racial and homosexual prejudices. When interviewing cadets, they all 

seemed to project the same belief: “[women] will have a deleterious effect on the Corps 

of Cadets” (Faludi 145). An unhappy ex-cadet, Pat Conroy, mused that “the Citadel 

taught me the exact kind of man I didn‟t want to be,” (Faludi 142) and a black woman to 

graduate from the Citadel years later has said “the freshman year thing was horrible…I 

was called all kinds of [names,] you name it" (Brown 9). It wasn‟t long before she found 

one of the main reasons for the cadets making life at the Citadel seem so unappealing to 

women: the preservation of the all-male communal bathroom.  The cadets seemed to 

believe that sharing stall-less showers and toilets is “at the heart of the Citadel 

experience”.  “I know it sounds trivial, but all of us in one shower, its like we‟re all one, 

we‟re all the same, and—I don‟t know—you feel like you‟re exposed, but you‟re safe,” 

offers one cadet (Faludi 134).  Obviously the views of the cadets should be honored--no 

matter how bizarre they seem, but because their anti-female enrollment policies are truly 

unconstitutional, this is one cultural boundary that had to be crossed. 



 Amy Chua‟s “A World on the Edge” describes another type of conflict: should we 

slow the spread of democracy and free trade to destitute countries because of the 

deleterious and violent effects demonstrated by those who resent the fact that rich ethnic 

minorities now have exclusive control of their nation‟s economic opportunities? Those 

who avidly support globalization seem to think that democracy is a kind of cure-all for 

the problems of the world.  They think that the fairest political system and the most 

efficient economic system, when combined, will sweep away “ethnic hatred, religious 

zealotry, and other „backward‟ aspects of underdevelopment” (Chua 107). In the book 

The Lexus and the Olive Tree, Thomas Friedman says that “the spread of free markets 

and democracy around the world is permitting more people everywhere to turn their 

aspirations into achievements, erasing not just geographical borders, but human ones.” 

(Friedman 20) Chua has a different opinion, however, as she describes how Americans 

are viewed as the world‟s market-dominant minority, “wielding outrageously 

disproportionate economic power relative to our numbers” (Chua 106).  Because of this, 

the Chinese of Southeast Asia, the whites of Zimbabwe, and others view us with great 

resentment. Chua demonstrates the reason for this resentment with a story from her own 

life: her Aunt Leoni, a 58 year old single Chinese woman living in the Philippines, was 

killed one night by her Philippino chauffer. When Chua asked a policeman why the 

Chinese are targeted for violent crimes so frequently, the Philippino man explained that 

the Chinese have more money.  Indeed, the Chinese make up less than 1% of the 

population in the Philippians, although they control as much as 60% of the economy, 

including almost all of the banks, hotels, and airlines (Chua 103). These explosive 

relationships between the rich and poor are only getting worse, as Joseph E. Stiglitz 



describes in his book, Globalization and Its Discontents. “A growing divide between the 

have and have-nots has left increasing numbers in the Third World in dire poverty, living 

off less than a dollar a day” (Stiglitz 5). The actual number of people living in poverty in 

the last decade has increased by almost 100 million, while the total world income 

increased by an average of 2.5 annually (Stiglitz 4). Suicide bombers in Israel, genital 

mutilation in Jakarta, and the murders of Chinese in the Philippians are just a few 

examples of how unhappy these countries are with the spread of globalization to their 

areas.  Though globalization has its benefits, these people are screaming to have their 

cultural traditions and ways of life honored.  McDonalds and Hollywood cannot be thrust 

upon these countries without severe repercussions.  

 In all of these articles, a choice must be maid: honor the traditions and culture of a 

society, or mold and change it into what someone else views as more perfect, more 

economic, or more socially acceptable?   

 

 

 


