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Is gender inequality a thing of the past in modern Western societies? 
Main notion: the idea of progress 

 

 

"I measure the progress of a community by the degree of progress which women have achieved." 

B.R Ambedkar (1891-1956), (male) Indian jurist. 

"I do not wish women to have power over men; but over themselves." 

Mary Shelley (1797-1851), English novelist 

 Once put on the same footing as children from a legal point of view - and after years of political 
struggle - women are now likely to be the leaders of their own life and can even yield enormous 

power over other people’s destinies.  
For instance, Forbes lists two women in its top 10 of “The World Most Powerful people” (namely 

Angela Merkel at n°3 and Janet Yellen, the Chairwoman of the US Federal Reserve, at n°6). 
Similarly, TV host Oprah Winfrey is believed to be the richest African American person in the 20th 

century.  
However, we may wonder to what extent these outstanding figures really exemplify what it is like 

to be a “member of the weaker sex” in supposedly developed countries today...   

 

FINAL TASK: Take part in a debate over the question: “Do women (still) need legal adjustment to 
be treated as men’s equals?” 
 
TARGET LEVEL: Réagir et dialoguer / B2 « développer idées et opinions de manière précise à propos 

d’arguments concernant des sujets complexes ; argumenter et réagir aux arguments d’autrui » 
 

LEARNING GOALS 
 The key dates of 

the struggle for 
women’s rights 
from the 19

th
 

century to these 
days 

 The concepts of 
“glass ceiling”  and 
“affirmative action 

 The vocabulary of 
inequality, 
discrimination, 
injustice and 
prejudice 

 The vocabulary of 
success and “one 
upwomanship” 

 Talking about the 
habits and 
customs of the 
past (USED TO ; 
WOULD) 

 REVISION The 
passive voice 

 REVISION Past or 
present perfect? 

 REVISION The 
pronunciation of 
the “-ed” ending 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/maryshelle144756.html?src=t_women
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STEP 1 – Signs of progress 

ACTIVITY 1 SPEAKING Where can gender inequality be spotted? 

 

1. Divide into groups. Focus on the domain at stake in your document and analyze the latter 

as precisely as possible.  

2. Discuss how your document illustrates the idea of progress.  

3. Make a 5-minute oral presentation of your document in front of the class. 

Document 1 
 

 
Source: The Wall Street Journal 
http://blogs.wsj.com/economics/2013/09/17/male-female-pay-gap-hasnt-moved-
much-in-years/  

Document 2 
 
“Oprah Winfrey biography: 
Life and Career”  
 
(Source: WatchMojo.com ; 
https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=cGf85-bQmEQ May, 
2011) 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Document 3 

  
Source: http://students.oneonta.edu/vishka93/A2/css/Gender-page.html  

 
 
 
 

http://blogs.wsj.com/economics/2013/09/17/male-female-pay-gap-hasnt-moved-much-in-years/
http://blogs.wsj.com/economics/2013/09/17/male-female-pay-gap-hasnt-moved-much-in-years/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cGf85-bQmEQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cGf85-bQmEQ
http://students.oneonta.edu/vishka93/A2/css/Gender-page.html


Document 4 
 

 
Source: http://365reasonstobeafeminist.tumblr.com/post/103484148795/328-because-of-gender-inequality-in-the-
united  

 
Document 5 
 

 
Source: http://students.oneonta.edu/vishka93/A2/css/Gender-page.html  
 

http://365reasonstobeafeminist.tumblr.com/post/103484148795/328-because-of-gender-inequality-in-the-united
http://365reasonstobeafeminist.tumblr.com/post/103484148795/328-because-of-gender-inequality-in-the-united
http://students.oneonta.edu/vishka93/A2/css/Gender-page.html
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ACTIVITY 2.1 SPEAKING Women’s Rights Today 

Describe this document and identify:  

- the issue at stake   - the possible context (event, place, time, country…) 
- the source cited in the bigger poster     - the kind of opinions against which  these women 

are reacting 
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STEP 2 – a History of Struggle 

ACTIVITY 3.1 READING The 19th century British woman 

 

TEXT 1“Ideals of Womanhood in Victorian Britain” by Lynn Abrams (Published: 2001-08-09) 

(source:http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/trail/victorian_britain/women_home/ideals_womanhood_01.shtml  ) 

During the reign of Queen Victoria, a woman's place was in the home, as domesticity and 
motherhood were considered by society at large to be a sufficient emotional fulfilment for females. 
These constructs kept women far away from the public sphere in most ways, but during the 19th 
century charitable missions did begin to extend the female role of service, and Victorian feminism 
emerged as a potent political force. 

The transformation of Britain into an industrial nation had profound consequences for the 
ways in which women were to be idealised in Victorian times. New kinds of work and new kinds of 
urban living prompted a change in the ways in which appropriate male and female roles were 
perceived. In particular, the notion of separate spheres - woman in the private sphere of the home 
and hearth, man in the public sphere of business, politics and sociability - came to influence the 
choices and experiences of all women, at home, at work, in the streets.  

The Victorian era, 1837-1901, is characterised as the domestic age par excellence, 
epitomised by Queen Victoria, who came to represent a kind of femininity which was centred on 
the family, motherhood and respectability. Accompanied by her beloved husband Albert, and 
surrounded by her many children in the sumptuous but homely surroundings of Balmoral Castle, 
Victoria became an icon of late-19th-century middle-class femininity and domesticity.  

Indeed, Victoria came to be seen as the very model of marital stability and domestic virtue. 
Her marriage to Albert represented the ideal of marital harmony. She was described as 'the 
mother of the nation', and she came to embody the idea of home as a cosy, domestic space. 
When Albert died in 1861 she retreated to her home and family in preference to public political 
engagements. 

 

TEXT 2 “Marriage in the 19th century” by John Simkin (Published: September 1997, updated 
February 2015)  

(source:  http://spartacus-educational.com/Wmarriage.htm ) 

In the 19th century Britain women were expected to marry and have children. However, 
there was in fact a shortage of available men. Census figures for the period reveal there were far 
more women than men. There were three main reasons why women outnumbered men. The 
mortality rate for boys was far higher than for girls; a large number of males served in the armed 
forces abroad and men were more likely to emigrate than women. By 1861 there were 10,380,285 
women living in England and Wales but only 9,825,246 men. 

The laws in Britain were based on the idea that women would get married and that their 
husbands would take care of them. Before the passing of the 1882 Married Property Act, when a 
woman got married her wealth was passed to her husband. If a woman worked after marriage, her 
earnings also belonged to her husband. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/trail/victorian_britain/women_home/ideals_womanhood_01.shtml
http://spartacus-educational.com/Wmarriage.htm
http://spartacus-educational.com/Wproperty.htm


The idea was that upper and middle class women had to stay dependent on a man: first as 
a daughter and later as a wife. Once married, it was extremely difficult for a woman to obtain a 
divorce. The Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 gave men the right to divorce their wives on the 
grounds of adultery. However, married women were not able to obtain a divorce if they discovered 
that their husbands had been unfaithful. Once divorced, the children became the man's property 
and the mother could be prevented from seeing her children. 

1. Read the two texts. Then gather in groups and tell your partners what you have understood. 

 

2. Say if these statements are TRUE or FALSE and justify your answers by quoting from the 
text. 

a) People thought that women had their place on the public stage. 
b) The Industrial Revolution brought change to what men and women were expected to do. 
c) Queen Victoria was perceived as a modern, emancipated woman who had numerous 

lovers. 
d) In the 19th century, it was easy for women to get married. 
e) Married women did not possess any wealth of their own until the end of the century. 
f) Man and women were treated equally by justice on the question of divorce. 

 

3. Pick out a sentence in Text 2 showing that 19th British women were in a state of submission 
throughout their lives. 

 

4. Pick out the words or expressions meaning: 

TEXT 1 TEXT 2 

 La maternité 

 L’épanouissement 

 Des théories 

 Puissant  

 Amener  

 Simple  

 Incarner 

 Douillet, confortable 

 Un manque, une pénurie 

 Le recensement 

 « les femmes étaient plus 
nombreuses que les hommes » 

 Les revenus 

 Un motif (légal) 

 Infidèle 

 « on pouvait empêcher la mère de 
voir ses enfants » 

 

ACTIVITY 3.2 LANGUAGE STUDY The 19th century British woman 

1. Copy the underlined segments. For each of them: 

- Identify the verbal group 
- Describe what it is made of 
- Translate the whole segment 

 

http://spartacus-educational.com/Wmatrimonial.htm
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ACTIVITY 3.2 LANGUAGE STUDY (cont.) The 19th century British woman 
 

2. Translate these sentences into English. 

 a) La reine Victoria vivait (bel et bien) dans un environnement simple, c’est pourquoi elle était perçue comme une 

femme respectable par ses sujets. 

b) Au 19
ème

 siècle, les femmes ne devenaient  presque jamais indépendantes. (c’était une fatalité) 

3. Compare these two sentences: 

a) The law said that women would give all their earnings to their husbands and, unfortunately, the situation hasn’t 

changed in some countries. 

b) In those days, women used to give all their earnings to their husbands whereas today, most women can have their 

own bank account. 

Explain in French the difference between the structures “WOULD + BV” and “USED TO + BV” 

4. Pick out all the verbs or verbal expressions having the same meaning or an equivalent meaning 

to the verb TO BE. 

ACTIVITY 4.1 LISTENING - SPEAKING Two key figures of the fight for female suffrage 

 

In groups of four students, split the workload between the two documents.  

- From your notes, give an oral biography of the activist you have worked on to your partners. 

 

- Take notes from your partners’ biographical report. Then write a short biography of the 

suffrage activist they have focused on. 

 

IN THE UK 
 

“The suffragettes: Emmeline Pankhurst (1858 - 1928)”  (BBC Four)  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VDXR6cjmSbc  
 

 
 

IN THE US 

“Susan B. Anthony” (Studies Weekly) 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jes9o3tNfA4  

 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VDXR6cjmSbc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jes9o3tNfA4
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ACTIVITY 4.2 SPEAKING Female suffrage in 21st century USA 
 

 
1. Describe these two documents 

and compare them. 
 

2. Apart from the incertitude 
associated to polls, how do you 
explain these numbers?  

 
Additional data: 
 

 Republican candidate Donald 
Trump eventually won the 
election by 304 electoral votes to 
227 for Democratic candidate 
Hillary Clinton, on November 9th 
2016. 
 

 Today, there are around 165 
million women and 160 million 
men in the USA. 

Document 1: 

 
Source: 
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/10/maps-
presidential-election-race-gender-age  

 

Document 2 

 

Source: http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/data-points  

 

http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/10/maps-presidential-election-race-gender-age
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/10/maps-presidential-election-race-gender-age
http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/data-points


ACTIVITY 5 READING An unlikely feminist heroine 

Norma McCorvey dead: 'Jane Roe' in Roe v Wade court battle that legalised abortion in the 
US dies aged 69 (Rachel Roberts ; Saturday 18 February 2017) 

Source: adapted from http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/norma-mccorvey-dead-
jane-roe-v-wade-abortion-court-battle-legalisation-us-dies-69-a7587846.html  

Former heroine of reproductive rights who later turned pro-lifer dies in her home state of Texas 

The woman whose high court battle led to the legalisation of abortion in the US has died at 
the age of 69. 

Norma McCorvey, who was “Jane Roe” in the landmark Roe v Wade case heard at the 
Supreme Court in 1973, died of a heart condition in an assisted-living facility in Katy, Texas. (…) 

Ms McCorvey dramatically changed her views on abortion in her later life, becoming a born-
again Christian and an active campaigner in the pro-life movement. 

She was 22 years old, unmarried and living in poverty with addiction issues when she 
became pregnant in 1970, and in desperation took her fight not to have the baby all the way to the 
Supreme Court, where she won her case by 7-2. 

Her victory was hugely significant for women in the US but largely an irrelevance to her own 
predicament, as the case dragged on for two and a half years, long after she had given birth and 
given up the baby for adoption. 

She divided opinion then and now as the protagonist in an emotive story that goes to the 
heart of American culture, regarded as a heroine by some and as a harbinger of murder of the 
unborn by others. 

When she filed her lawsuit, she was not seeking a landmark decision that would legalise 
abortion for all American women but simply for the right to end her own pregnancy safely and 
legally. 

Since the ruling, it is estimated that around 50 million legal abortions have been performed 
on women in the US, although later court orders have imposed some restrictions on the availability 
of abortion. 

Questions 

1. What is “Roe v Wade”? Use elements from the text to define it as precisely as possible. 

2. Why do you think Norma McCorvey didn’t use her real name at the trial? 

3. Explain the difference between “pro-life” (l. 7) and pro-choice. 

4. What does the phrase “she won her case by 7-2” suggest about how the American 

Supreme Court functions? 

5. To what extent was Norma McCorvey a champion of women’s rights? 

Vocabulary (define, explain or translate) 

Dramatically – a born-again Christian – predicament – to drag on – a harbinger –  

a landmark decision  

 

http://www.independent.co.uk/author/rachel-roberts-0
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/norma-mccorvey-dead-jane-roe-v-wade-abortion-court-battle-legalisation-us-dies-69-a7587846.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/norma-mccorvey-dead-jane-roe-v-wade-abortion-court-battle-legalisation-us-dies-69-a7587846.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/abortion
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/her-case-legalised-abortion-in-the-us-she-is-the-very-symbol-of-the-pro-choice-movement-but-now-jane-1597642.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/donald-trump-big-threat-abortion-rights-roe-v-wade-states-restrictions-sarah-weddington-a7540531.html
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STEP 3 – Affirmative action: a sign of respect for women? 

ACTIVITY 6.1 SPEAKING What is “affirmative action”? 

 

“All of us do not have equal talent, but all of us should have an equal opportunity to develop our 

talents.” 

(John F. Kennedy, 35th President of the United States from 1961 to 1963) 

1. Comment upon this sentence and say to what extent it may concern women in western 

societies. 

2. Do you agree with Kennedy’s statement? Debate the sentence with your partners. 

ACTIVITY 6.2 READING What is “affirmative action”? 

 

In the coming days, the U.S. Supreme Court is expected to rule in a potentially landmark 
case on the constitutionality of affirmative action. The original lawsuit was filed on behalf of Abigail 
Fisher, a woman who claims that she was denied admission to the University of Texas because 
she is white. But study after study shows that affirmative action helps white women as much or 
even more than it helps men and women of color. Ironically, Fisher is exactly the kind of person 
affirmative action helps the most in America today. 

Originally, women weren’t even included in legislation attempting to level the playing field in 
education and employment. The first affirmative-action measure in America was an executive 
order signed by President Kennedy in 1961 requiring that federal contractors “take affirmative 
action to ensure that applicants are employed, and employees are treated during employment, 
without regard to their race, creed, color, or national origin.” In 1967, President Johnson amended 
this, and a subsequent measure included sex, recognizing that women also faced many 
discriminatory barriers and hurdles to equal opportunity. Meanwhile, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
only included sex in the list of prohibited forms of discrimination because conservative opponents 
of the legislation hoped that including it would sway moderate members of Congress to withdraw 
their support for the bill.  

Still, in a nation where white women and black people were once considered property — 
not allowed to own property themselves and not allowed to vote — it was clear to all those who 
were seeking fairness and opportunity that both groups faced monumental obstacles. 

From http://ideas.time.com/2013/06/17/affirmative-action-has-helped-white-women-more-than-

anyone/ (author: Sally Kohn, published June 17th 2013) 

1. What does Abigail Fisher reproach the legislation for? 

2. According to the journalist, is her complaint legitimate? Explain why or why not. 

3. Summarize the early evolution of affirmative action legislation in the US. 

4. What “monumental obstacles” (l. 19) do you think the author is referring to? 

HELP A definition from the Merriam-Webster dictionary 
 
Affirmative action: “an active effort to improve the employment or educational opportunities of 
members of minority groups and women” 
 

 

http://www.theroot.com/views/fisher-v-university-texas-refresher
http://www.theroot.com/views/fisher-v-university-texas-refresher
http://digitalcommons.ilr.cornell.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1010&context=cbpubs
http://ideas.time.com/2013/06/17/affirmative-action-has-helped-white-women-more-than-anyone/
http://ideas.time.com/2013/06/17/affirmative-action-has-helped-white-women-more-than-anyone/
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ACTIVITY 7 LISTENING Stop Blaming Affirmative Action 

 

“STOP Blaming Affirmative Action for your College Rejection” 
 
(“Decoded”, MTV News, uploaded on April 6th, 2016) 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYb9cZV4TDc  

 
 

1. Read the title and anticipate the contents of the document by formulating how one can link 

college rejection and affirmative action. 

2. Listen to the document several times and pick information about Ashley, Jennifer, Ben, Mia, 

Marcus and Bradley. 

3. Comment upon the tone of the document and the “moral” of this extract. 

ACTIVITY 8 SPEAKING Final Task 

Take part in a 5-minute debate over the question:  

“Do women (still) need legal adjustment to be treated as men’s equals?” 

 Teams of two debaters will be assigned a position on the question. You need to be 

prepared to defend both points of view. 

 You are encouraged to root your arguments in all periods tackled in the chapter, but you 

mustn’t forget to speak about current days above all. 

 You can use argument cards on which you would have taken notes (key ideas, 

personalities, dates…) 

 

Assessment criteria 

Savoir-être et réalisation de la 
tâche 

Contribution au débat Langue (grammaire, 
vocabulaire et prononciation) 

Je suis parvenu à écouter mes 
interlocuteurs sans les couper et 
en utilisant le contenu de leur 
argumentaire pour contrer leurs 
arguments 

6 

Ma contribution a montré à la fois 
une bonne connaissance du sujet 
et une maîtrise judicieuse des 
outils rhétoriques 
 

7 

Je me suis exprimé dans une 
langue correcte, précise et 
fluide 

 
 

6- 7 

J’ai tâché de participer au débat de 
façon constructive mais j’ai dû être 
relancé par le professeur ou un 
interlocuteur à plusieurs reprises 

 
 

3 

Je suis parvenu ponctuellement à 
faire quelques références 
historiques et pertinences 
culturelles et/ou à utiliser 
efficacement des outils 
rhétoriques adaptés 

4 

Je me suis exprimé dans une 
langue globalement correcte 
mais il est arrivé que 
l’imprécision de celle-ci ait nuit 
à la fluidité du débat 
 

4 - 5 

Je ne suis pas parvenu à créer de 
réelle interaction, faute d’écoute 
suffisante et/ou d’une mauvaise 
maîtrise de mon sujet 
 

1 

Je ne suis pas parvenu à faire 
preuve de connaissances 
pertinentes, qu’il s’agisse du sujet 
ou de la technique du débat elle-
même 

2 

Le caractère partiellement 
compréhensible que la langue 
que j’ai parlé a eu un effet 
négatif sur la fluidité et le 
rythme du débat 

1 – 2 – 3 

/6 /7 /7 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYb9cZV4TDc


A FEW TIPS TO TAKE PART IN A DEBATE 

 

 

(extrait du manuel Projects Terminale, J. BAN-LARROSA et alli ; éditions Didier, 2009) 

 


