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INTRODUCTION:

THE CENTER'S GOALS

AND CONCEPT OF

THE INSTITUTE

he Center for Women’s Global Leadership was founded as a project of

Douglass College, Rutgers University in 1989. It seeks to deepen an
understanding of the way in which gender affects the exercise of power and the
conduct of public policy globally. Its mandate is to:

* promote the visibility of women and of feminist perspectives in public
policy decision making and implementation globally;

* increase women’s participation in local and national governments as well as
international agencies;

* build international linkages among women in local leadership that enhance
their effectiveness and expand their global consciousness.

The Center pursues these objectives through a variety of programs including
an annual two week residential Women’s Leadership Institute; global education
events throughout the year; visiting associates; strategic planning activities;
publications and a resource center. The first Women’s Leadership Institute,
held in June 1991, is the subject of this report.

Over the past two decades, encouraged by the United Nations Decade for
Women (1975-1985), female leaders have worked through community-based
and popular movements to formulate alternative policies in areas ranging
from housing and health care to national security. Typically, however, these
efforts are hampered by women’s lack of institutional power and are ignored
in the policymaking process which is still largely controlled by men. Thus
women leaders are obstructed in their efforts to effectively advance their
agendas in the public policy sphere. The programs of the Center for
Women’s Global Leadership aim to assist women in their efforts to overcome
this structural injustice.
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The Center views women’s leadership as vital
to ending female subordination and to
formulating more effective responses to world
problems. We approach the issue of leadership
as both one of advancing individual women as
leaders and of advancing women’s collective
leadership on policy issues. We therefore seek to
provide opportunities for diverse women who
are leaders at the local level to come together to
expand their skills, to make contacts, and to
develop strategies globally. We also work to
make more visible the leadership that women as
a group have taken in providing new
perspectives and approaches to public policy
issues that are often ignored at the global level.
Women’s leadership and feminist transformative
perspectives on all issues are needed today in
order to create alternative policies to those that
have proven ineffective to meet the problems
faced by our societies.

WHY AN INSTITUTE ON WOMEN,
VIOLENCE AND HUMAN RIGHTS?

The Center’s first three year program is
organized around a specific theme—Women,
Violence and Human Rights—in order to address
women’s leadership from a concrete standpoint,
rather than abstractly. We see this topic as a
critical area where women’s leadership is essential
but not yet well-organized internationally. No
government determines its policies toward other
countries on the basis of their treatment of
women, and the human rights community has
generally ignored the massive violations of gender
violence. Yet sex discrimination and violence are
often matters of life and death as reflected in the
higher malnutrition rates of girls than boys in
many countries, or, in the reality of domestic
violence as the leading cause of injury to women
worldwide.

We also chose this focus on Gender Violence
and Human Rights because it crosses national,
class, racial, age, and ethnic lines. At the same
time, this issue illustrates how these factors are
intertwined with the subordination of women
and it intersects with almost every other
concern, such as militarism, racism, economic
exploitation, the health crisis, etc. As women’s
local organizing against violence in its many
forms has grown rapidly throughout the world
over the past decade, there is much women can
learn from each other’s efforts. For while
violence takes different forms according to its
cultural context, the problem exists everywhere
and working on it offers unique opportunities to
build bridges across cultures, to learn from both
similarities and differences, and to link strategies
globally.

In every region, women are now focusing
public debate on issues of gender violence and
human rights. In response to the local initiatives
of women, the international community is slowly
recognizing the systemic nature of the issue and
interest is growing in the topic of women’s
rights as human rights. For example, in
February 1989, the United Nations Committee
on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)
adopted a resolution calling on countries to
report on national legislation to protect women
from violence and asked its secretariat to study
the problem. Since that time, other United
Nations agencies as well as a few governments
and non-governmental organizations have begun
to recognize the importance of gender based
violence to the issues of equality, development,
and human rights.

The Women’s Leadership Institute was
intended to strengthen women’s leadership in
this area and to give it a more coordinated
international focus. It was designed to provide
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opportunities for individual women leaders from
different regions around the world to exchange
experiences and to look for global responses that
The Institute
also sought to advance women’s collective

complement their local actions.

leadership so that their diverse voices can be
channeled to forge a feminist transformation of
perspectives on all global issues—not just on
“women’s issues.” The Institute addressed
questions of how to increase women’s power, to
assist female leaders in the formulation of policy
alternatives on these issues, and to strategize
about ways to ensure that women’s perspectives
are included in public debates.

BACKGROUND TO THE INSTITUTE

The first year of the Center’s existence (1989-
1990) was spent in planning and development of
the idea. This included fund-raising and
discussing the Center with others in and out of
the University and from around the world. The
highlight of this process was an International
Planning Meeting held May 28-31, 1990 to
ensure input into the Center’s direction from
other countries at an early stage. We invited 21
women from diverse regions and projects who

Some of the participants in
the New Jersey Speak-Out:
Monica O'Connor, Charlotte
Bunch, Hina Jilani, Qiyamah

Rahman, Shamima Ali, and

Siriporn Skrobanek.

have considerable experience in their countries in
the areas of violence and human rights and/or
have been engaged in women’s leadership
development nationally to advise us. The
participants evaluated the projected programs of
the Center with an eye to what activities would
most assist local groups in their area and what
would have the greatest impact in shaping how
the international community approaches these
issues. They discussed questions that the Center
should consider as priorities throughout its work,
such as how to make violence against women
seen as a public policy issue linked to other
national priorities, like development and peace.
The International Planning Meeting
considered the problem of women, violence and
human rights on several levels. First, each
participant reported on work being done to
address violence in her region and what aspects
of the problem seemed most urgent there.
Second, the group looked at violence against
women as an individual and family issue and
discussed how it can be understood more as a
major political question for society. Finally, four
working groups proposed strategies around
violence against women as it relates to four

areas: peace and militarism; development and
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multi-national corporations; cultural, racial and
religious fundamentalism; and human rights.
These discussions served as a guideline for
shaping the sessions at the first leadership
institute.

The participants also defined the Center’s
unique role as a cross-cultural catalyst for
expanding the exploration of conceptual and
practical concerns about gender violence and
human rights at the international level. The
focus on this topic was seen as timely, since
there is both an increasing need for global
coordination around gender violence and an
emerging awareness of the need for women’s
voices in discussions of human rights. Given the
early stages of these developments, the Center
could play a critical part in helping to frame
public policy debates and in bringing attention
to the vital role women play as leaders in this
area. The leadership institute was seen as an
important vehicle for this work.

SELECTION OF PARTICIPANTS

The first Women’s Global ILeadership
Institute was held June 3-15, 1991 with 23
participants drawn from many fields - lawyers,
policymakers, teachers, health care workers,
researchers, journalists, and activists. (See list
and descriptions of their work in Appendix A.)
Following the advice of our international
planning meeting, the first Institute was small
and participants were required to commit
themselves to stay for the entire two week
period. This amount of time and commitment
was crucial to having an in-depth cross-cultural
experience where people were able to build trust,
learn from each other, and develop strategies
together. At the same time, we limited it to
only a two week period (including time for
travel) so that women with busy schedules and

10

families would find it conceivable to take off
time to come.

In order to learn more about who might be
doing this work and go beyond our personal
networks, the application process for the
Institute was open. We mailed announcements
of the Institute with an application form to
about 2000 groups and individuals around the
world, including women’s media, asking them to
spread the word. We received over 200
applications primarily from Asia, Africa, and
Latin America where we had concentrated our
The staff then reviewed the
applications and consulted with our international

outreach.

advisory committee and other regional contacts
in order to select the most appropriate
participants.

Our criteria centered on bringing women who
were local leaders with at least two years
experience in women’s organizing but who had
not necessarily had much international exposure.
We also wanted women who could be expected-
based on their previous work or their
organizations— to share their experience with
others in their regions and to multiply the
institute’s impact. We sought a regional balance
as well as a mixture of professions and of women
working in both women’s projects and with
human rights groups. Further, the Institute was
focused on the political and policy implications
of gender violence and human rights and not
primarily on services, so we wanted women with
experience and interest in this area. Iinally we
wanted women with varying levels of expertise,
both older and emerging leaders, but all of
whom had demonstrated a cooperative leadership
style.

The decisions proved difficult as there were
three times as many good applicants as we could
accommodate, and we realized how few such
opportunities exist for women internationally,
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Eventually we selected 23 participants from
around the world: 6 from Asia and the Pacific; 5
from Latin America and the Caribbean; 4 from
Africa and the Middle East; 3 from East and
West Europe; and 5 North Americans with
diverse backgrounds as part of our commitment
to global education of women within our own
region. In addition, several women from outside
of the US were part of the staff and organizing
team for the Institute which contributed
significantly to its global flavor. (See lists in
Appendix B.)

Prior to the Institute, participants were sent
background materials for the sessions and asked
to fill out a questionnaire on their interests,
skills, and expectations for the Institute. While
they were not required to write formal papers,
they were asked to discuss the materials and
questions with other women in their projects
and to prepare with them materials they would
bring to the Institute to demonstrate the work
and ideas from their region. This provided a
means of focusing on the topic and involving
others in the experience as well as ensuring that
resources from around the world were available
at the Institute.

THE PROCESS AND AGENDA OF THE
INSTITUTE

The two weeks of the Institute included full
group plenaries, workshops, skills sessions,
panels with outside resource people, and public
events. Throughout the Institute participants
explored gender violence in all its dimensions
with a major focus on developing strategies for
change, going beyond the academic seminar
format of simply exchanging views at a
theoretical level. The issues and skills addressed
were based on the work of the Center over the
past two years, the ideas expressed at the

International Planning Meeting in 1990, and the
suggestions and strengths of the selected
participants. While outside resource people were
invited for specific sessions, the participants
themselves were the primary resources.

The agenda had three phases. The initial three
days were internal, open to only the participants
and the Center organizing team, who shared
experiences, discussed projects and problems, and
exchanged organizing strategies. This initial stage
of the Institute provided a crucial time to build a
sense of trust, explore common purposes, and
define the group’s priorities.

This process began with the Center’s
description of our goals, expectations and agenda
for the Institute. Each participant then gave a
presentation of the issues of violence and human
rights in her region, the work of her
organization, and her expectations for the
Institute. On the second day, Charlotte Bunch,
Director of the Center, presented our theoretical
framework for approaching gender violence and
human rights which was the basis for how the
topics of the Institute were organized.

The rest of this phase consisted of a plenary
and several workshops led by participants which
focused on “Organizing and Developing Policies
and Education to End Gender Violence.” The
Center for Anti-Violence Education/Brooklyn
Women’s Martial Arts also led the group in a
self-defense demonstration and discussion of
community efforts to prevent violence; this
provided an occasion to move our bodies after
days of talking as well as to introduce the
participants to this type of community work.

The middle phase of the Institute consisted of
four days with selected outside resource people
who joined us in discussions of gender violence
as related to four broad themes: “Human Rights
and International Law,” “Development,
Militarism, and the State,” “Race, Culture,

I1
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Religion and Family,” and “Women’s Health
and Sexuality.” The resource people generally
came for the whole day. They were women who
had worked with the Center from the
University, from the wider NJ-NY-DC area, or
from other countries but in the US at the time
of the Institute. (See list in Appendix B). Each
morning began with a panel on the day’s subject
consisting of both outside resource people and
participants with expertise in that area, followed
by a plenary discussion. In the afternoon, we
met in small groups on topics that emerged out
of the issues raised during the morning. While
most working groups developed specific
strategies, some worked on further defining the
issues, and a few were skills sessions with
resource people in specific areas like feminist
therapy. Each group designated a note taker and
a discussion leader and reported back the
group’s conclusions at the end of the day.

The final four-day phase of the Institute
sought to solidify the group’s work and prepare
it for presentation to the public.
theme discussed in this phase was feminist

A primary

organizing, structures, process and leadership.
Based on the trust built in the group and the
problems that had been revealed in previous
sessions, the group chose to discuss issues such
as the use of the term “feminist” and problems
of power and leadership in women’s groups.
In addition, Ruth Mandel, Director of the
Center for the American Woman and Politics at
Rutgers, presented their work on the issues of
women in public leadership. This led to a
lively discussion of women in politics and how
to both encourage more women to run for
public office and create conditions so that they
represent the concerns of women at the grass
roots once there.

During this time, we looked at the
interrelation of the main themes and how to

12

work on them cross-culturally including
discussion of international networking and the
relationship between local groups and global
projects. Throughout the Institute, women who
worked with other networks, such as IWRAW
(International Women’s Rights Action Watch)
and ISIS International or had attended
international events on this topic, such as those
held by The Global Fund for Women and
Match International, shared their experiences
and provided information on these resources. In
addition we compiled a list of such networks and
a calender of national, regional, and international
events, days, and years related to the themes of
violence and human rights. The group also
discussed follow-up work that it hoped the
Center would undertake, such as coordination of
the “16 Days of Activism Against Gender
Violence” campaign described in the conclusion
to this report.

Throughout the Institute participants shared
practical skills that would enhance their work. In
this final phase, special sessions were held in
areas requested by some, such as fundraising,
the use of computers for networking, and hands-
on training in the use of video.

Finally, each participant chose an area in
which she wanted to do more in depth work.
Small groups further developed strategies and
prepared a report for the conclusions of the
Institute in the areas selected: Education,
Health, Human Rights, Development, and the
Law. The final day of the Institute was spent
presenting working group reports, providing
feedback which was subsequently incorporated
into the groups’ reports, and evaluating the
Institute.

Two public events were also held to
introduce participants to the New Jersey and
New York communities. An International
Women’s Speak-Out entitled No More Violence:
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Women Claim their Human Rights was held on
June 7th at the Douglass College Student Center
for the Rutgers and New Jersey communities.
Seven of the participants from diverse regions
spoke about work in their countries, and local
women’s organizations were invited to display
their materials and let participants know about
their work. On June 14th in New York, we held
a reporting session for representatives from the
UN, foundations, and non-governmental
women’s, human rights, and development
We described the work of the
Institute and introduced the participants who
then presented the conclusions of the final five
Those attending the meeting
were also introduced so that participants could

organizations.

working groups.

make contact with them in the future and during
the reception at the International Women’s
Tribune Centre which followed. The reception
celebrated the completion of the Institute and
provided a wider context for participants to meet
more people interested in their work.

THIS REPORT

This report seeks to provide basic information
about the Institute and to present it as a model
for organizing internationally. Participant
evaluations of the Institute indicate that it was a
useful approach, although they felt that we tried
to cover too much territory and occasionally
sacrificed in depth what we gained in breadth
Overall they liked the three
phases of the agenda and the utilization of
While they

enjoyed meeting so many outside resource

and diversity.
themselves as resource people.

people, they felt that there had been too many to
fully appreciate them.

The following six chapters of this report
summarize the major discussions of the Institute
and the strategies devised in each area. They do
not present a sequential or verbatim description
of each separate panel or working group held on
that theme, but organize the information from
all the sessions
The quotes from individuals are

in that area into an overall
summary.
taken from the tapes in order to provide a flavor
of the meeting and to acknowledge that these
ideas came from particular people. However, no
one is quoted in enough detail to represent
adequately their full participation, and we hope
that none of the quotes is taken out of context.
These chapters are uneven because many
sessions were held in some areas, like human
rights, while only a few were devoted to others
like religion and culture, which had no final
working group developing strategies. Never-
theless, we hope that they prove valuable to those
who were not at the Institute but are interested
in its proceedings. In particular, we recommend
the strategies sections at the end of each chapter
which do represent the collective wisdom of the
groups on each theme and have been edited only
slightly to provide more context and clarity to
the ideas.
developed by the working groups and were
accepted by the whole body in principle, no votes
were taken and every participant may not agree

While these were the strategies

with all the ideas expressed here.

The conclusion of this report discusses the
organizing and networking decisions of the
Institute and what has been done to date. We see
these as guidelines for the work of other groups
and for our second Women’s Leadership Institute
on Women, Violence, and Human Rights to be
held in the second half of June, 1992.
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WOMEN'S RIGHTS AS

HUMAN RIGHTS

“When we first began to conceptualize our rights we called our struggle
“women’s rights” or ‘feminism.” We did not think in terms of “human
rights” because we were trying to understand what was distinct in
women’s experience. Having conceptualized “‘women’s rights” we now
know what is missing in the mainstream definmition of human vights. Our
demand that “‘women’s rights are human rights” is a return 1o the
mainstream, but not to fit ourselves in on the old terms, but to transform
the very definition of human righis.” .
— CHARLOTTE BuNcH

A vision of “human rights” transformed was the underlying force that
motivated the Institute as women worked to understand the complexity of
existing international organizations and law while struggling to push beyond
their limitations. Workshops and panel discussions explored a range of topics,
from the agendas of the U.N. human rights bodies and NGOs like Amnesty

International, to a feminist reconceptualization of “human rights.”

Participants
came away with a better sense of the work to be done and of new possibilities
for collaboration and action.

A core question for feminists is whether the notion of “rights” and
international law offer anything useful to women in their struggle for equality
and dignity. Some argue that international human rights instruments are
formal, distant documents unlikely to empower women or women’s communities
in securing greater control over their lives. At the same time, as Bunch points
out in her background paper for the Institute, “Women’s Rights as Human
Rights: Toward a Re-Vision of Human Rights,” the notion of human rights is
one of the few moral visions ascribed to internationally and is one of the few
concepts that speaks to the need for transnational activism and concern about
the lives of people globally. The group generally agreed to the usefulness of a
human rights framework, although there was much discussion about its
limitations as presently conceived.



BY WAY OF BACKGROUND

In principle, international law accords
significant weight to the notion of gender
equality. The Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948), for example, entitles all to “the
rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration
without distinction of any kind, such as race,
colour, sex, language, religion, political or other
opinion, national or social origin, property, birth
or other status.”

Since 1948, U.N. human rights bodies have
adopted over 23 major conventions, including
the Convention against Genocide (1948), the
Convention on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination (1965), and two overarching
treaties: the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, and the International Covenant
on Lconomic, Social, and Cultural Rights.
They have also drafted five treaties relating
specifically to women, the most significant of
which is the Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW).
“equal rights for women, regardless of their

This far-reaching treaty calls for

marital status, in all fields political, economic,
social, cultural and civil...”

In practice, though, women’s rights and
women’s concerns have never been taken
seriously by the “mainstream” human rights
bodies. With but a few exceptions (e.g., traffic
in women and genital mutilation),” the
Commission on Human Rights has almost totally
1ignored gender-related violations and

governmental laws and practices that
discriminate against women (although protecting
the rights of women is part of the commission’s
mandate). As Elsa Stamatopoulou, Director of
the United Nations Centre on Human Rights,
told participants, “By the time human rights

debates reach the General Assembly, women’s

issues from a human rights angle are practically
absent. Such issues are discussed as ‘social’
items, implicitly of lesser political importance.”
Pressure from the specialized Commission on
the Status of Women—created at the same time
as the more powerful Commission on Human
Rights—has encouraged some increased attention
to women’s issues within the U.IN. system. The
Commission orchestrated the drafting of the
women’s rights convention (CEDAW), a binding
treaty that has been ratified by 110 state parties
(not including some key actors like the United
States and India). But as Stamatopoulou asks:
Has the creation of special women’s rights
treaties and mechanisms created symbolic
recognition at the expense of action? Has the
problem been acknowledged only to be
marginalized?
While there has
been more “activity” around women’s issues
recently, women’s rights have not been taken up
at the highest levels of U.N. decision making.
The Human Rights Committee, the leading
U.N. body that investigates human rights

The answer is largely yes.

violations, for example, has demonstrated an
almost total lack of gender awareness in its
discussions of the rights protected under the
International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights. The Committee issues general comments
on each article describing what it considers the
most important dimensions of each right. When
discussing the right to “bodily integrity” and
“right to life,” for example, the Committee did
not even mention the physical violence that
many women face daily in their lives.” Another
major treatise on torture and international law
goes on for several hundred pages without
mentioning the role that sexual violence plays in
the intimidation and punishment of women.*
While all international law suffers some for
lack of enforcement, oversight of the women’s

WOMEN’S RIGHTS AS HUMAN RIGHTS
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rights convention is especially weak. States
parties are required to submit status reports
to the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), a
monitoring body made up of 23 “experts” who
are elected by States parties, but serve in a
The Committee requests
statistics on such things as women’s participation

personal capacity.

in government, girl’s access to education, and
family law. But public censorship is the only
enforcement tool available for encouraging state
parties to come into compliance with the treaty’s
standards. Also, CEDAW does not have the
authority to investigate individual or group
claims of violation as does its “mainstream”
cousin, the Human Rights Committee. And
CEDAW is marginalized in every way: it
receives less staff and money to complete its
work, and is based in Vienna instead of Geneva
where the “real” human rights bodies are based.

Other factors also limit the usefulness of
CEDAW in addressing women’s concerns.
First, governments must ratify conventions
before they become binding. Hina Jilani noted
that women’s groups must develop an
international strategy to push for universal
ratification. She noted, however, that even
though Pakistan has not ratified CEDAW (or
any other human rights treaty), she has
successfully appealed to principles enshrined in
CEDAW when arguing a sex discrimination case
before Pakistan’s supreme court. - Other
countries have ratified CEDAW but have
entered “reservations,” some of which go to the
core of women’s freedom and autonomy. In
fact, States parties have made more reservations
to CEDAW than to any other major treaty.
Bangladesh, for example, has disallowed any
provision that contradicts the teachings of Sharia
law and the United Kingdom has reserved its
right not to enforce certain provisions.

16

Further, NGOs have seldom used the
machinery that is available—like the petitioning
process under the Human Rights Committee—to
press “mainstream” bodies to address violations
of women’s rights.
need for women’s groups to better understand

Participants noted a great

their options for pressuring influential bodies to
take up women’s rights. Likewise Jilani noted
that “strong women can do a lot even with weak
She called for greater pressure

from women’s groups on governments to elect

instruments.”

dedicated, committed women as “experts” on
CEDAW’s oversight committee.

ORIGINS OF NEGLECT

During her panel presentation, Stamatopoulou
helped participants understand some of the
origins of international law’s neglect of women’s
human rights. Some of the myopia no doubt
stems from the overwhelmingly male com-
position of mainstream human rights bodies.
But even other objections couched in human
rights “theory,” represent a fundamental
reluctance to take women’s lives seriously. As
Stamatopoulou observed, “The United Nations
does not need new legislative texts to improve
the situation of women. The law is there and so
are the mechanisms. What is missing is the
political will.”

Part of this reluctance stems from an
underlying schism over the relative importance
of civil and political rights vs. economic, social
and cultural rights. Despite rhetoric about the
indivisibility of human rights, traditional civil
and political rights have received the lion’s share
of attention within mainstream human rights
discourse. Human rights theorists from the
West—particularly the United States—see
“rights” as the duty of governments not to

interfere with the civil and political liberties of
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its citizens. By contrast, many Third World
nations argue for the primacy of economic and

social rights, guarantees that create a positive
obligation on governments to meet basic human
needs. Since many women’s issues evolve from
their position as the majority of the world’s
poor, the general neglect of economic and social
rights means that women’s concerns are further
neglected.

Perhaps more significant is the mainstream’s
insistence on a division between public and
private responsibility. Traditional human rights
theory primarily focuses on violations
perpetrated by the state against individuals, like
torture, wrongful imprisonment, and arbitrary
executions. Under this framework, mainstream
theorists do not recognize wife assault and other
forms of violence against women as human
rights violations because such acts are
perpetrated by private individuals, not the state.
As Bunch observed, “violence against women is
the touchstone that illustrates the mainstream’s
limited concept of human rights.”

Participants at the Institute challenged this
public/private split as a politically constructed

Group celebration of
Institute: Ana Carcedo,
Siriporn Skrobanek,
Jana Chrzova, Roberta
Clarke, and

Pat Mahmoud.

barrier to keep women down. As Stamatopoulou
noted, “the distinction between private and
public responsibility has been used to justify
inaction by the state and continued
subordination of women.” And it is selectively
applied: As Lori Heise observed, the human
rights community has proven willing to stretch
the boundaries of “state responsibility” to
accommodate the concerns of men.
“Mainstream human rights groups have taken on
the phenomenon of “disappearances” in
Argentina, murder of indigenous rubber tappers
in Brazil, and racially-motivated hate crimes—all
abuses perpetrated by private individuals,” she
noted. “But when it comes to the beating and
murder of millions of women each year, their
hands are tied.”

Participants also noted the absurd distinctions
that evolve when the public/private dichotomy is
applied to the reality of women’s lives. Rape by
a police officer, for example, becomes a violation,
while rape by a stranger, husband, or
acquaintance does not. As Ana Carcedo of Costa
Rica remarked, “How can one say that the life of
a political prisoner killed by the government is
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worth more than the life of a women killed by
her husband?” Some participants argued that
the state could be held responsible for failing to
protect the woman, especially in countries where
there are discriminatory laws and prosecution
practices.
omission rather than action, the consequences for
the woman are the same.

Even where the crime is one of

FEMINIST RECONCEPTUALIZATION
OF HUMAN RIGHTS

The group spent considerable time both in
large-group discussion and individual workshops
discussing possibilities for a feminist “re-
visioning” of human rights. Some of the early
discussion focused on how different forms of
violence might be recast to fit readily-
acknowledged types of abuse. Amnesty
and Refugee

Development, for example, have been arguing

International Women in
that rape is often a form of torture used to
intimidate women into submission.

But panelists Rhonda Copelon and Celina
Romany from the CUNY Law School Human
Rights Project urged participants to go beyond
extending existing human rights law, to
criticizing the very structure of the debate.
“Unless we re-conceptualize the foundation of
human rights theory,” declared Romany, “we
may end up arguing for the ‘inclusion of women’
in a framework that is inadequate for us.”

Participants described how mainstream
definitions were inadequate for a feminist vision
of human rights.
participants noted that human rights language

Several Latin American

and practice accord women the right to exist
only through their relation to others. “Our
value derives from our role as mothers or
wives,” said Magally Huggins, since “we exist to

give birth, or for the pleasure of men.”

Simone
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Diniz noted the irony of a worldview where
women are the acknowledged bearers of
humanity, but are not considered fully human
themselves as in Brazil, where, “The fetus is
more human than the vessel.”

The group concluded that the notion of
“personhood” was key to reconceptualizing
women’s rights.
right to exist apart from any role or relationship
they might have.
sonhood” also directly counter the notion of

Women have a fundamental

Rights grounded in “per-
women as property. The group preferred
appeals to “personhood” more than to
“controlling one’s own body” because the term
seemed more inclusive. While “controlling one’s
body” includes reproductive rights and sexuality,
it ignores women’s civil and political rights.
Personhood connotes the full responsibilities and
privileges of citizenship as well as personal
control.

Roberta Clarke noted, however, that how we
present the notion of personhood to our
communities is very important. We should not
appear to be against wives and mothers per se,
but against how marriage and motherhood have
been socially and politically constructed. It is no
accident that the media and anti-feminist forces
have exacerbated the distinction between
feminists and mothers. As Bunch observed, we
are in a “propaganda war” aimed at discrediting
feminism in mainstream society.

BUILDING ALLIANCES

Participants agreed that an important step in
getting women’s rights on the human rights
agenda is to increase cooperation between
women and human rights groups. Presently,
there is hardly any cross-fertilization between
the disciplines, and most feminists know very

little about the intricacies of human rights law.




At the same time, some cautioned against the
dangers of co-optation. There is a real risk of
losing control over the agenda when small
women’s organizations collaborate with more
powerful human rights groups. Dorothy
Thomas, Director of the Women’s Rights
Project at Human Rights Watch, suggested that
feminist and human rights groups seek joint
funding for projects so that women retain
control over their agenda. Agreeing with the
danger of co-optation, Rana Nashashibi
nonetheless spoke for many when she added that
“we also must be careful that we don’t allow
our fear of co-optation to leave us isolated.”
Sarada Balagopalan presented the Decade for
Human Rights Education (1991-2001), an NGO
initiative to advance a wholistic concept of
human rights worldwide as an area for
collaboration. Women’s groups can utilize the
Decade as a time to promote an understanding
of women’s rights as human rights with others
A small
group discussed using the decade as a vehicle for

involved in human rights education.

educating women locally about human rights,
including helping them to see violence against
They
concluded women must take leadership in

them as a human rights concern.

defining and advancing the human rights agenda
for the 21st Century.

There was also productive discussion of
possibilities for collaboration between women’s
groups and two veteran human rights groups,
Amnesty International (AIT) and Human Rights
Watch. Both international groups have recently
launched efforts to raise the visibility of human
rights abuses against women., These were
described by resource people present from the
two groups.

Suzanne Roach of Amnesty explained that for
the first time, Al has begun reporting on certain
violations that women experience because they
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are women. She emphasized, however, that Al’s
new focus extends only to violations that fall
within Amnesty’s “strictly defined mandate,”
which includes monitoring the rights and
treatment of political prisoners, pressuring
governments to release prisoners of conscience,
Among
Amnesty’s new areas of concern are rape as a

and fighting capital punishment.

form of torture within these situations, arrests
and disappearances of women’s rights activists,
sexual abuse of women refugees by police and
soldiers, and the denial of pre-natal and
postnatal care for women prisoners. The
organization issued its first report on women,
“Women in the Front Line,” and launched a
campaign on women’s human rights as part of
Amnesty’s 30th anniversary this year.

Dorothy Thomas explained that Human
Rights Watch monitors compliance with all
aspects of the Convention on Civil and Political
Rights, not just those related to prisoners,
making its mandate broader than Amnesty’s.
Human Rights Watch also plays an advocacy
role, pressuring the United States Government
to make foreign aid decisions based on a realistic
appraisal of a country’s human rights record.
According to Thomas, the Women’s Project is
breaking new ground by holding governments
responsible for “complicity” in the action of
private individuals—like violent husbands—who
violate women’s human rights. The project will
highlight instances in which the state plays a role
“by legally sanctioning violations of women’s
rights or by routinely tolerating abusive practices
in which the risk factor is being female.”

In general, participants were enthusiastic about
these initiatives, but they felt that human rights
groups should take their lead from women in the
affected countries in making such reports.
Thomas explained that Human Rights Watch
would only proceed if feminists in the host country
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felt that an international collaboration would
advance their own agenda. Fach partner in such
an effort brings to the project its own strengths:
local groups have the hands-on experience and data
necessary to make a convincing case, while groups
like Amnesty and Human Rights Watch have
expertise in arguing such cases and bringing them
to the attention of the international media. If such
efforts are to be persuasive, better documentation
of cases and gender-specific data on arrests,
prosecutions, sentencing and the like is needed.
Jilani suggested that international human
rights groups should either be prepared to
respond immediately when a violation has
occurred or acknowledge in their reports that
evidence may have been doctored in the months
prior to their investigation. As it stands now,
international reports sometimes undermine the
validity of local accounts by making them appear
sensationalist; in reality, international observers
only get part of the story because they arrive
months or years after the incidents occur.
Siriporn Skrobanek of Thailand expressed
frustration over why her local Amnesty group
would not take up the issue of trafficking in
women. She now understands the limitations of
Amnesty’s mandate, but she, like many
participants, said this information is not well
understood in their countries. Participants
recommended that Amnesty and other human
rights groups educate the public on their
particular mandates and develop a “pass-oft”
policy of referring individuals to groups that are
better positioned to help when they cannot take
They should not assume that women’s
groups know what are their options within the

a case.

human rights community.

Based on the panel and several workshops,
the group developed the following recom-
mendations for integrating women’s rights into
the on-going human rights discourse:
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LOCAL/NATIONAL STRATEGIES:

1. Develop educational materials and/or
summaries of Institute discussions to share
with your organization and other women’s
groups and human rights NGOs.

2. Form local working groups or women’s
human rights organizations to strategize
and “re-conceptualize” the specific
women’s human rights issues in a given
setting.

3. Sponsor workshops for funders, human
rights NGOs, and women’s organizations
concerning violence against women and
women’s human rights.

4, Introduce the concept of gender violence
as a violation of human rights in working
with victims as well as to police, social service
agencies, ctc.

5. Make contact with local women’s studies
or other sympathetic departments at
universities to encourage collaborative
research projects around violence and other
women’s rights issues.

6. Identify and cultivate positive relationships
with women (and men) working within
human rights organizations or join such
groups to raise these concerns.

7. Develop collaborative projects with and
bring cases to human rights organizations that
utilize human rights concepts and laws on
behalf of women. Request that human rights
organizations pass on issues that do not fall
within their mandate.
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8. Identify upcoming conferences and
programs related to human rights (such as
Dec. 10th activities) or women’s issues and
arrange to have violence against women and
other women’s rights issues addressed.

9. Take advantage of forums on many topics,
such as reproductive rights or traffic in
children, to raise issues of women’s human
rights even if they are not already seen that
way.

GLOBAL STRATEGIES:

1. Write a manifesto or statement declaring
that women’s rights are human rights to be
used as an organizing tool by activists around
the world.

2. Develop an advocacy manual for women’s
groups on options for getting the world
community to recognize violence against
women as a human right’s issue.

3. Create a Women’s Task Force for the
NGO Decade of Human Rights Education.

4. Develop coordinated strategies for ensuring
that violence against women and other
women’s rights issues are addressed at
important events including:

* 1993 U.N. World Conference on Human
Rights

* 1993 U.S./Soviet Conference on Human
Rights

¢ 1993 International Women’s Health
Conference (Uganda)

* 1993 International Interdisciplinary World
Congress on Women (Costa Rica)

* 1994 UN World Conference on Population

¢ 1995 UN World Conference on Women
(China).

1. This article appears in a booklet by Charlotte Bunch
and Roxanna Carrillo on “Gender Violence: A
Development and Human Rights Issue,” Working Paper
No. 1, Center for Women’s Global Leadership, 1991.

2. The Sub-Commission of the Prevention of
Discrimination and Protection of Minorities has addressed
trafficking in women and forced prostitution through its
Working Group on Contemporary Forms of Slavery.
The Sub-Commission has also assigned a Special
Rapporteur to study “traditional practices affecting the
health of women and children,” particularly female
circumcision.

3. See General Comment 7(16), UN Doc.
CCPR/C/21/Rev. 1, p.6, 1989; and General Comment
9(16), UN Doc. CCPR/C/21/Rev.1, p.4, 1989.

4. N. Rodley, The Treaiment of Prisoners under
International Law, 1987.

5. For an example of this approach, see their report,
“Criminal Injustice: Violence Against Women in Brazil,”
released jointly with Americas Watch in October, 1991,
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GENDER VIOLENCE,
DEVELOPMENT AND

THE SEX INDUSTRY

o ver the course of the Institute, the group explored the impact of violence
against women in development and looked at various ways in which
violence shapes and impedes women’s struggles to define and create better lives
for ourselves and our communities. The group considered how to get the
mainstream development community to recognize the significance of gender
violence to the development process and how to broaden traditional notions of
“development” beyond economic growth, bringing a perspective on women’s
rights as part of an alternative approach to development. Specific efforts were also
made to articulate the links between development policy and sex tourism; between
militarism and prostitution; and between refugee vulnerability and sexual assault.

GENDER VIOLENCE: A DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVE

Roxanna Carrillo’s paper, “Violence Against Women: An Obstacle to
Development,” prepared for the Institute as part of a collaborative research
project with the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM)
provided the point of departure for examining the links between violence
against women and development. Some of its statistics were startling:

* Domestic battery is the greatest single cause of injury to women in the
United States.

* Over two-thirds of Korean women are beaten regularly by their husbands.

* One in four Canadian women can expect to be sexually assaulted at some
point in their lives.

* In Papua New Guinea, 61 percent of people killed in 1981 were women, the
majority by their spouses.



The list goes on, with similar statistics
documented for countries as diverse as
Bangladesh, Colombia, Kenya, Kuwait and
Uganda. In addition to causing untold human
misery, violence is often a direct obstacle to
women’s participation in development projects.
For example, a revolving loan project of the
Working Women’s Forum in Madras almost
collapsed when its most energetic participants
dropped out after being beaten by their
husbands (the men saw the women’s growing
empowerment as a threat to their control).

Likewise, the fear and isolation imposed by
domestic violence, denies countries the full
talents of their female citizens. As Lori Heise
observes, “Women cannot lend their labor or
creative ideas fully when they are burdened with
the physical and psychological scars of violence.”
The mental and physical health impact of
violence includes the greater likelihood that
battered women will need psychiatric treatment
or commit suicide along with an increased
demand for emergency care in hospitals and
clinics. Then there is the terrible toll of AIDS,
a risk that women can be forced to assume
through rape. Even in consensual sex, women
may be afraid to raise the issue of condoms for
fear they will be beaten. For example, in
Uganda there are four times as many more cases
of AIDS among girls age 15 to 19 than among
boys, as older men seek younger partners to
lessen their risk of infection.’
paper concludes, “Overall
development agencies and organizations

Carrillo’s

addressing women in development must conduct
their program and project work with an
increased sensitivity to the issue of violence, and
the ways in which development itself brings
forth new forms of gendered violence.”

Based on Carrillo’s assessment, Roberta
Clarke from Trinidad and Tobago, drew a link
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between economic dislocation and domestic
violence. She referred to a study from Guyana
that showed violence was more prevalent among
lower socio-economic groups—the unemployed
and those working in the informal sector. While
it is important to remember that violence crosses
class lines, it does appear that poverty can
exacerbate violence and limit a woman’s
resources to counter or escape from it.

“Development” itself is often violent to
women as Rosa Bricefio noted. The changes
waged in the name of economic progress have
generally worsened the position of women and
children in third world countries. Workshop
members spoke specifically about the impact of
structural adjustment on the availability of food,
clothing and medical care in their countries. In
Zambia, for example, price subsidies for food
staples have been removed at the insistence of
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). “Not
uncommonly,” notes Felicia Sakala, “mothers
have to wait in line five hours for basic goods.
Hospitals no longer have medicines, so parents
are directed to buy medicines at the chemist, but
usually they don’t have the money.”

CONVINCING THOSE IN POWER

A key strategy discussed was how to get
mainstream development organizations to
understand why violence against women is a
development issue. Without such links,
development resources will remain out of reach
of women’s groups doing work on violence, and
development workers will remain ignorant of
how gender violence affects their projects.

Annette Pypops, who has had first hand
experience with the Canadian International
Development Agency (CIDA), recommended
that groups frame their arguments in the
language of the development mainstream. “We
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have found,” she noted “that appeals to ‘human
rights’ or a women’s right to ‘control her own
body’ have not been persuasive.” Far more
powerful have been arguments that frame
violence as an impediment to women’s work
potential and their participation in development
projects.

Echoing this view, Simone Diniz of Brazil
noted how she often wuses traditional
development arguments when lobbying for
greater support for women-focused projects. “I
point out that improving women’s literacy has
been shown to yield all sorts of secondary
benefits such as improved child survival. Or
that women recycle more of their income back
into the family whereas men spend it on alcohol
and cigarettes.” While Brazilian feminists may
conceive of the issue in terms of a woman’s right
to education and income, they must refer to
child survival as well, in order to capture the
attention of development funders.

There are, however, potential hazards in this
approach. Susana Fried expressed concern that
aligning our justifications too closely to the logic
of the development mainstream can be
dangerous.
economic issue, for example, we use categories
that are defined for us. When we talk about
violence as a development issue or an economic
issue we also must challenge the way
“development” and “economy” are defined.

“When we frame violence as an

Otherwise we risk restricting our argument
rather than expanding their understanding.”
Perhaps one answer, she suggested, is expanding
the number of feminist funders like MATCH.

And yet, feminist funders too rely on strategic
approaches for their own funding. As Pypops
pointed out, MATCH would not have CIDA
money to distribute if they had not been able to
convince CIDA of the relevance of violence to
the agency’s primary concerns.
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This question of tactics raised the deeper
issue of how to expand the conventional
understanding of “development.” Many people
have spoken to the need of broadening
“development” beyond simply economic growth.
But the real challenge, as Lourdes Bueno of the
Dominican Republic observed, is to get the
mainstream to accept arguments based on
“rights” rather than on economic expediency.
“We need to integrate a human rights
perspective into mainstream development theory
and practice,” she noted.

Yet the task of bringing about such broad-
reaching change remains formidable. The most
direct route, participants concluded, would be to
influence mainstream organizations from a more
feminist perspective. This requires networking
among groups about jobs that feminists could
fill.  Alternatively, feminists can seek out and
support progressives who are already working
Crucial to this
approach, however, is a change in feminist
culture which now tends to see working in the
mainstream as a “sell-out.”

inside such organizations.

The movement needs both grassroots activists
outside and women in positions of power inside
who can help institutionalize our gains.
Individuals who choose to work from positions
of power must remain accountable to their
constituencies, and both those inside and outside
of such structures must work together to develop
better mechanisms for maintaining com-
munication and strengthening each other’s work.

RECONCEPTUALIZING DEVELOPMENT

Discussing how to get gender violence on the
development agenda naturally raised questions
about the nature of “development” itself. All
participants agreed that the traditional notion of
“development,” defined solely in socio-economic




terms, is inadequate and misleading when used as
a measure of human progress. The persistence
of violence against women in industrialized
countries is a potent reminder that not only does
economic growth not solve all problems, but
brings with it new forms of violence.

Nilda Rimonte articulated this concern when
she called for a new definition of “progress” in
the international arena. The group discussed the
United Nations Development Program’s
(UNDP) Human Development Report, first
issued in 1990 as an example of moving in this
direction.® The report defines “development” as
a process of enlarging people’s choices: “The
most critical of these wide-ranging choices are to
live a long and healthy life, to be educated and
to have access to resources needed for a decent
standard of living. Additional choices include
political freedom, guaranteed human rights and
personal self-respect.”

Participants liked the emphasis on choice, but
were wary of any definition that did not
explicitly guarantee such choices for women as
well as men. It is useful to note that the 1991
report was more explicit about the issue of

gender—in response to such a critique from
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women both outside and within the UN. The
UNDP Report proposes that the Human
Development Index (a composite indicator
designed to replace GNP as the measure of
“development”) take gender disparities into
account. The 1990 index combined national
income with two social indicators—Ilife
expectancy and adult literacy. The refined 1991
index is based on improved measures of income
and knowledge, and adds new measures for
gender disparity, income distribution, and
human freedom. The report notes: “If gender
disparity is considered—and it must be if human
development is the development of all—Japan’s
number 1 HDI ranking among the 30 countries,
for example, drops to number 17, more than
halfway down, and Finland moves up, from
number 12 to number one.”

There was also consideration of efforts to
include women’s unpaid productive and
reproductive work in the United Nations System
of National Accounts (UNSNA). This economic
accounting system, designed in 1940, forms the
basis of the GNP and GDP measures that drive
mainstream definitions of “development” and

“progress.” In her book If Women Counted,

Panelists at Young
Women’s Forum:
Annette Pypops, Rana
Nashashibi, Ana
Carcedo, Everjoice Win,
and sign language
interpreter standing
behind.
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