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Foreword

by Charlotte Bunch

“Women's rights are human rights” has become an important rallying cry for women around the world in
the 1990s. It expresses both women'’s determination to claim our full birthright as one half of humanity and
our exasperation that such an obvious assertion has taken so long to gain international acceptance. As the
recognition of women's and girl's human rights has grown over the past decade, so too has the need for
more works that explore and expound upon their meaning.

Local Action/Global Change speaks to this need through human rights educational materials that explain and
give examples of issues in women’s human rights, while also providing exercises that allow for exploration of
the particular ways in which these questions affect the lives of any group of women or men, girls or boys.

The idea that women'’s rights are human rights is at once both simple and complex. Its power lies in the
fact that it is simuftaneously ordinary and revolutionary. On the one hand, it makes common sense to
declare that as human beings, women and girls have human rights. On the other hand, it is a radical recla-
mation of our humanity and right to equality which has transformative potential. The full incorporation of
women'’s and girls' lives into human rights concepts and practice exposes the failure of countries worldwide
o accord females the human dignity and respect they deserve simply as human beings. A human rights
framework also provides tools to define, analyze, and articulate women's experiences of violation and to
demand redress in ways already recognized by the international community. Finally, it provides a common
framework for bringing together women'’s diverse experiences and developing a wide array of strategies for
change.

The language of human rights cuts to the core of women'’s and girls’ inequality. Denial of human rights
means denial of the fundamental components of being human. 1t is the dehumanization of women that fos-
ters and supports discrimination and violence against women and girls, from rape in wars across cultures to
economic exploitation and culturally rationalized restrictions on basic freedoms. Human rights principles
demand an end to practices that treat women and girls as less than full human beings. Thus, the language of
human rights assists in the task of identifying violations and violators, who should be held accountable for
these abuses, and what are the remedies for them.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948 out-
lines the world's consensus on the human rights that all people have in relation to such matters as security
of person, slavery, torture, freedom of movement and speech, as well as social security, work, health, educa-
tion, and citizenship.  In Article 2, it clearly stipulates that these human rights apply to all equally,“‘without
distinction of any kind such as race, colour, sex, language..or other status" Nevertheless, tradition, prejudice,
and social, economic and political interests have generally excluded women from prevailing definitions and
interpretations of these basic human rights and relegated women to secondary and/or “'special interest” sta-
tus in human rights matters. Thus, how women and girls have experienced human rights abuse has been
largely invisible or seen as exceptional. The "“typical’ human rights victim as well as human rights advocate
has largely been seen as male. Only when women suffer the same violations as men do they generally
evoke a response from the international community; and only recently have the gendered nature of many of
these experiences, such as the sexual torture of political prisoners, begun to be recognized.

Women's peripheral status has been exacerbated and sometimes justified by the division of life into “‘public”
and "'private” spheres that prevails in so many societies. Since the “public’’ sphere is seen as the focus of
interaction between state actors and citizens, abuses of that relationship have been the focus of human
rights advocacy. However, much of the abuse of women and girls is at the hands of individual male partners
and/or family members and is often overlooked by governments even when there are laws against it. Thus,
many violations of women's human rights committed in the name of family, religion, and culture have been
hidden by the sanctity of the so-called private sphere, and the perpetrators have enjoyed immunity from
accountability for their actions.

The status of citizen has also often been exclusionary, entailing gender, racial and socio-economic bias and
privileges which marginalize most women. It has been primarily men with privilege who predominate in
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public and governmental realms. Therefore, the human rights issues which have been given the most atten-
tion have tended to be those to which they are most vulnerable — abuses of civil and political rights such
as the right to freedom of speech, religion and assembly, or questions of arbitrary detention, political impris-
onment and torture.

In the past few decades, there has been growing pressure on the international human rights community to give
greater emphasis to issues of social and economic rights and the right to development as well as to issues of
racial and ethnic discrimination. The demand for attention to women's human rights both builds upon and
extends this call for a more inclusive human rights agenda. Women'’s ability to exercise civil and political rights
and to participate in public life is often eclipsed by the ways in which their other human rights are denied.
Understanding women'’s rights as human rights thus involves recognizing the interconnectedness of human
rights and not placing one type of right above another.

A human rights perspective also helps to illuminate the complicated relationship between gender and other
aspects of identity, such as race, class, religion, age, sexual orientation, disability; cutture and refugee or migrant
status. The forms that discrimination and violence against women and girls take are usually shaped by how gen-
der interfaces with such other factors, For example, if poor women of a particular ethnic group are forcibly
sterilized, discrimination on the basis of class and race as well as gender contribute to this human Hghts viola-
tion. Or as the recent exposure of rape of women in war and conflict has demonstrated, the gender and
racial/ethnic components of these violations cannot be separated out.

Action to Protect and Promote the Human Rights of Women and Girls

Taking action for women's and girls’ human rights involves a shift both in thinking about human rights and in talk-
ing about female lives. It entails examining the human rights framework through a gender conscious lens, and
describing women's lives through a human rights framework. Looking at the human rights framework from
women's perspectives has revealed how much current human rights practices have failed to account for many of
the ways in which already recognized human rights abuses often affect females differently than males. This
approach does not deny the importance of existing human rights concepts and activities, but calls for more gen-
der sensitivity in their application if they are to fully include the experiences of the female half of the population.

Viewing women's and girls’ lives through a human rights framework has also brought new clarity and powerful
tools to bear on “‘women’s issues.” For example, the movement to draw attention to violence against women
as a hurman rights issue has buitt on the Universal Dedlaration’s fundamental premise that “No one shall be sub-
ject to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment,” as well as on other human rights
treaties. Human rights vocabulary has helped to define and articulate women's and girls' experiences of viola-
tions such as rape, female genital mutilation, and domestic violence in ways that raise the level of expectation
about what can and should be done about them. Understanding such violence in terms of human rights estab-
lishes unequivocally that states are responsible for such abuse whether committed in the public or private
sphere. |t also raises questions about how to hold governments accountable when they are indifferent to such
abuses and what sorts of mechanisms are needed to expedite the process of redress for violations of women.

The concept of women's human rights has opened the way for hard questions to be posed about the official
inattention and general indifference to the widespread discrimination and violence that women and girls expe-
rience around the world. Whether used in political lobbying, in legal cases, in grassrocts mobilization, or in
broad-based educational efforts, the idea of women’s human rights has been taken up by women across many
boundaries and has facilitated international networking and the creation of collaborative strategies.

Over the past decade, a global movement has emerged to challenge limited notions of human rights that have
deemed the lives of women secondary to other human rights questions. The United Nations World
Conference on Human Rights held inVienna in 1993 became a natural vehicle to highlight new visions of
human nghts thinking and practice. lts initial call did not mention women nor did it recognize any genderspe-
dific aspects of human rights in its proposed agenda. Since the conference represented a historic reassessment
of the state of human rights in the world, it became the unifying public focus of a worldwide Global Campaign
forWomen's Human Rights—a broad and loose international collaborative effort which sought to integrate
women into the conference agenda. The concept of women's human rights provided a common framework
for collaboration around broad and similar concerns about the status of women, while also providing a way to
articulate the diverse pressing human rights issues specific to particular political, geographic, economic, and cul-

tural contexts.
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By the time the World Conference convened, the idea that “women's rights are human rights” had
become the central focus of thousands of advocates all over the world and one of the most discussed
“new" human rights debates. The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, signed by |71 governments
present at the conference is intended to indicate the agreement of the international community on vari-
ous aspects of human rights. It states unequivocally that:

“The human rights of women and of the girl-child are an inalienable, integral and indivisible part of
universal human rights. The full and equal participation of women in the poltical, civil, economic,
social and cuftural life, at the national, regional and international levels, and the eradication of all
forms of discrimination on grounds of sex, are priority objectives of the intermational community!’

Another achievement of women growing out of the Vienna conference was the appointment by the UN
Commission on Human Rights of a Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women whose job it is to
report each year to the Commission on such violence and what the UN and governments should be
doing about it as a human rights issue. Women also continued to lobby for and gain wider recognition of
women's human rights at subsequent United Nations Conferences. For example, at the International
Conference on Population and Development in Cairo in 1994, women's reproductive rights were explicit-
ly recognized as human rights. The Platform for Action at the IV World Conference on Women in Beijing in
995 became an agenda outlining the human rights of women and what it will take to achieve them.
Most recently, advocates for women's human rights succeeded in getting rape, forced pregnancy, and sex-
ual slavery recognized as crimes against humanity in the statute for the creation of an International
Criminal Court at its founding in Rome in 1998.

The framework of women's human rights is not only useful in efforts to lobby for legislative and policy
changes but also provides an important tool for grassroots organizing. Education about the human rights
of women and girls both teaches about the range of rights that governments must honour and functions
as a kind of gestalt by which to organize analyses of gendered experiences. The human rights framework
creates a space in which the possibility for a different account of women'’s lives can be developed. What
is so useful about this framework is that it provides principles by which to develop alternative visions of
women'’s and girls’ lives without suggesting the substance of those visions. The fundamental principles of
human rights that accord to each and every person the entitlement to human dignity give women a
vocabulary for describing both violations and impediments to the exercise of their human rights. The
large body of international covenants, agreements and commitments about human rights gives women
political leverage and a tenable point of reference. And finally, the idea of women's human rights enables
women to define and articulate the specificity of the experiences in their lives at the same time th at it
provides a vocabulary to share the experiences of other women around the world and work coliabora-
tively for change.

This book seeks to demonstrate how the language of human rights can help express, examine and
address the stories of women'’s and girl's lives and put them into a larger framework. Human rights helps
us move beyond rhetoric to action. Women may have vastly different dreams and may work on different
issues in different ways, but the fundamental point that brings us together is recognition that our struggle
for equality is part of the broader struggle for human rights for all. Indeed the future of human rights for
all depends on respect for women’s human rights. For if the human rights of half of humanity can be
belittled and bargained away, then the universality of human rights for all is undermined.

Human rights systems provide a way to hold governments, communities and international institutions
accountable to some basic ethical standards. A crucial part of this is human rights education and the
recognition of one’s rights. This book aims at helping advocates to identify and recognize such claims in
many aspects of women'’s and girls’ lives. The next step is moving from rights recognition to rights
empowerment. Each section of this book provides ideas for organizing for action at the community, state,
regional and/or international level. When advocates for the human rights of women and girls are chal-
lenged at home, regional and international documents can help to keep one from feeling isolated and
be used to demonstrate that governments have already undertaken obligations to recognize and respect
these human rights. We must always work to ensure that these documents and concepts amount to
more than "nice” words on paper. Together, we must find ways to turn the vision of human rights into
action that leads to meaningful change in our lives and in the world. As this book seeks to demonstrate,
through local action, we can bring global change.






Why Local Action/Global Change?

All human beings, female and male alike, are entitled to the same human rights. Yet women and girls have
been consistently neglected in international human rights law and practice. Historically violations based on
biological and gender differences have not been recognized as human rights violations. Even organizations
dedicated to the protection of human rights have often failed to devote attention to abuses against women
or to develop effective methods to investigate gender-based violations. Most women and girls themselves
remain ignorant of their human rights and of the documents and mechanisms that define and protect them.

We use the terminology “human rights’” to emphasize that we are talking about fundamental, indivisible
claims that governments must protect. At the same time, we stress ‘women’s human rights” to underscore
that the practice of human rights is not gender neutral. Women and girls often experience human rights
violations in a manner different from men and boys; the resources women and girls bring to addressing
human rights issues differ as well; and the solutions for bias and abuse against women and girls must reflect
their needs.

A worldwide movement is working toward the recognition and protection of the human rights of women
and girls. Central to that effort is education. Only women who know about their human rights can take
effective action to exercise and advocate for them. Local Action/Global Change was written to be a flexible,
practical tool in the service of this movement—to share information about women's human rights with
women, men, and organizations everywhere, and to initiate and develop strategies for translating these rights
into action for positive social change.

WHO CAN USE LOCAL ACTION/GLOBAL CHANGE?

Because everyone needs to learn about the human rights of women and girls, Local Action/Global Change
was designed for the broadest possible audience. 1t combines information on the principal topics of
women's human rights with exercises for making them meaningful and strategies for taking action to realize
them. The exercises require no special materials or resources, only time to meet and talk. Every effort has
been made to allow for wide differences in cutture, age, religion, geography, economics and politics.

Local Action/Global Change is intended for men and women, individuals and groups, literate people and those

with little or no formal education, and others such as:

*  Governmental, non-governmental or inter-governmental organizations holding trainings for staff about
how specific issues impact women

*  Community organizations holding workshops for activists on the rights of women and girls

*  Social workers, health professionals, and youth organizers seeking to educate the communities they
serve

*  University or senior high school students studying or researching women'’s studies, political science, soci-
ology or human rights

»  Teachers of professional training courses for heatth workers, para- legals, law enforcement officers, social
workers and teachers

*  Secondary school teachers preparing classes on gender studies, contemporary issues or social studies

*  Groups of friends meeting monthly to read and discuss the issues

*  Discussion groups in refugee camps, shelters for battered women, hostels or prisons

*  Rural women visiting a health clinic or literacy programme

*  Women and men working together in collectives, cooperatives or unions

*  Girls and boys working together in youth groups, camps, religious organizations, and other gatherings

* Individual women and men who want to learm more about the rights of women and girls.
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