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Preface

The world has changed dramatically since the first UN World Conference on

Women in Mexico City in 1975. At the end of this century, we find ourselves in

a time of many transitions as power blocs shift and the global economy

redefines the conditions of everyday life. This process is accompanied by

considerable upheaval and violence, where the need for women to take

leadership in providing more humane directions for our societies has never

been greater. The Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995

marked the culmination of a series of UN World Conferences in the 1990s

through which women have sought to exert such influence on global policy

making and have begun to emerge as a significant force for the 21st century.

From the Earth Summit on the Environment in Rio in 1992 to the

Vienna World Conference on Human Rights in 1993, the International

Conference on Population and Development in Cairo in 1994, and the

Copenhagen World Summit on Social Development in 1995, women have

shown how gender interfaces with all issues and have begun the process

of redefining global policy-making to include the experiences of the female

half of the population. These UN conferences have served as global town

meetings where women have engaged governments, UN agencies, and non-

governmental organizations in discussion about how to look at the world

through women's eyes. This process has also sought to demonstrate how

women's perspectives can transform policies and lead to new solutions

in every area from the environment and population to peace and human

rights. Women have also utilized UN world conferences and the activities

surrounding them to meet, debate, and build alliances amongst ourselves

across lines of culture, religion, race, class, sexual orientation, age, physical

abilities, and nationality.

In the context of these world conferences, the international

movement for women's human rights has grown and emerged as a political

force. One of the most potent feminist strategies — speaking the truth of our

lives — women have broken the silence on abuses they suffer and have

exposed them as the crimes and human rights violations that they are. This

strategy can be seen in everything from the International Tribunal on Crimes

Against Women held in Brussels in I976, which was a non-governmental

response to the first UN Decade on Women,1 to the Vienna Tribunal on
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Violations of Women's Human Rights in 1993 and all the thousands of local

and regional hearings and speak-outs that women have held around the

world over the past two decades. As women testify, they not only make

visible the abuse to which all too many females are regularly subjected. They

also move from being victims to becoming survivors engaged as political

actors in changing their own lives and in creating the conditions necessary to

end such abuse in the lives of millions of women around the world.

The strategy of holding hearings and Tribunals locally and regionally,

as well as internationally, was adopted by the Global Campaign for Women's

Human Rights as part of the effort to gain recognition of gender-based

human rights violations at the UN World Conference on Human Rights in

Vienna in 1993. The powerful impact of the Vienna Tribunal led the Center for

Women's Global Leadership to coordinate a series of hearings entitled "From

Vienna to Beijing," which included hearings in Cairo and Copenhagen as well

as another Global Tribunal in Beijing. Without Reservation documents this

last milestone in the evolution of the international movement for women's

human rights: The Beijing Global Tribunal on Accountability for Women's

Human Rights.

The Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing

demonstrated the extent to which the world had begun to recognize

women's rights as human rights and served as a referendum on the human

rights of women. The voices in favor of women's human rights prevailed, by

and large, and protected the gains that women had made in Rio, Vienna,

Cairo, and Copenhagen. However, this was not achieved without backlash

and considerable opposition from a wide range of conservative forces, both

religious and secular, that sought to return women to our "proper" place of

subordination and silence. The ferocity of the opposition to women's human

rights demonstrated, as it had in Vienna and Cairo, that the challenge to the

human rights of women is at the forefront of the attack on human rights and

democracy in the world today. From rape and forced pregnancy in Bosnia and

Rwanda to the stoning of women in Iran and the violent attacks on abortion

clinics in the USA, life and death struggles over the rights of women to our

humanity continue throughout the world. For those who understand the

importance of human rights to the creation of a civil and humane society, it

is vital to realize that this is the cutting edge on which rests the defense of

the human rights of all people, men as well as women.



The global dialogue about women's human rights has expanded rapidly from

Vienna to Beijing. It is now vital to continue this dialogue beyond world

conferences and to move from visibility to accountability. The discussions

presented in this book not only document the Beijing Tribunal but speak to

the on-going struggle for accountability to women's human rights at every

level. We seek a commitment from governments, UN agencies, and all

members of civil society, without reservation. The 21st century needs the full

strength and vision of its women to realize a more just social order. The

world's women demand unconditional respect for our human rights as the

basis upon which we take up the full responsibilities of citizenship and seek

to meet the challenges of the next century.

Charlotte Bunch,

Executive Director

Center for Women's Global Leadership

NOTES
1. This ground breaking event is documented in the book: Crimes Against
Women: Proceedings of the International Tribunal, Diana Russell and Nicole Van

de Ven, eds. (California: Frog in the Well, 1984).
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