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PREFACE

Preface

T
hroughout history, women have been absent from those arenas in which
important decisions concerning the political definition of rights have tak-
en place. Women have been confined to a space of shadows and
domesticity, a situation which was well-expressed by Xenophon in the
fourth century BC: "The Gods have created women for the domestic func-

tions and men for all other functions." The fight for the recognition of women's
humanity, and thus of their entitlement to human rights, has a long history that
continues to the present day. To be confined to only one social space, the home,
has meant that through the centuries men have played the role of intermediary
between women and all the other spheres of social life. To mediate such a rela-
tionship is a formidable exercise of power, even for those men who do not have
access to wealth and social prestige.

If there is one intriguing pattern that seems to cut across centuries and different
civilizations, it is that a woman is always less entitled to rights than a man. This is
so in spite of the inequalities of social class, race, ethnicity, religion, and culture
that permeate societies and affect both men and women. Perhaps it is this puz-
zling universality that helps to explain why, more and more, women's movements
for equity and social dignity are becoming international.

I consider the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights and its Global Tri-
bunal on Violations of Women's Human Rights to be a central and key part of this
process. The international campaign which called upon the United Nations to rec-
ognize that violence against women is a human rights violation reflects a growing
movement that is grounded in the assumption that Women's Rights are Human
Rights.
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The Tribunal was a successful and most necessary event that clearly revealed to
governments, UN officials, and other sectors of the NGO world the extent to which
women are submitted to violence, the wide-spread incidence of so-called domes-
tic violence, and the general disrespect that exists for women's physical and
emotional integrity. The Tribunal testimonies, by women from very different
countries and backgrounds, are pieces of a unique tapestry that point to a com-
mon story of disrespect and violation that occurs even today at the turn of the
century. Since neither nationality, class, race nor religion are determining factors
in either the roots or prevalence of such violence, The Tribunal called for a revi-
sion of the concepts of public and private spheres, and of individual and social
rights, in the formulation of national and international laws and regulations.

The Tribunal is also evidence of a failure, the failure of most societies to recog-
nize women as full citizens, as human beings who are entitled to civic, social and
political rights, to the recognition of themselves as human beings, and thus to pro-
tection by national and international human laws and procedures.

Using different strategies and instruments, women continue to build roads that
will lead them, as full citizens, into the national and international public arenas.
Let us keep working together for a time when campaigns and tribunals like this
will no longer be necessary.

Jacqueline Pitanguy

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

Director of CEPIA (Citizenship Studies, Information, Action)
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Chapter 1

The Global Campaign for

T
he United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, proclaimed in
1948, states unconditionally that it applies to all human beings "without
distinction of any kind such as race, colour, sex, language., .or other status"
(Article 2). Nevertheless, many violations of women's human rights con-
tinue to be ignored, condoned, and perpetrated by societies and

governments in every region of the world. A particularly clear example is gender-
based violence against women, which has not been understood as a human rights
issue much less as one requiring attention from the international human rights
community.

It came as no surprise, therefore, that the United Nations resolution to hold
its second World Conference on Human Rights (the first had taken place in 1968)
did not mention women or recognize any gender-specific aspects of human
rights in its proposed agenda. Yet, by time the World Conference ended in Vienna
in June 1993, gender-based violence and women's human rights emerged as one
of the most talked-about subjects, and women were recognized as a well-
organized human rights constituency. The final statement issued by the 171
participating governments at the Conference—The Vienna Declaration—devotes
several pages to treating the "equal status and human rights of women" as a prior-
ity for governments and the United Nations; further, it sounds an historic call
to recognize the elimination of "violence against women in public and private life"
as a human rights obligation. This progress on women's human rights did not
happen by accident.


