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Preface

T

he Center for Women's Global Leadership is pleased to publish this
booklet as the third in its series of working papers on Women and
Human Rights. This series is intended to promote international discussion of
critical conceptual and strategic questions regarding women's human rights
and the development of a human rights agenda that incorporates women's
perspectives and experiences.
This booklet, written by the Global Center's Associate Director,
Mallika Dutt, introduces our U.S. women's human rights program initiated
in 1994. Since its inception, the Center has included women from the U.S.
in all its activities, and has considered global education on women's human
rights within this country as one of its mandates. Nevertheless, we have not
seen a significant movement toward the use of the human rights framework
emerge among women here. We believe that a women's human rights
movement in the U.S. is needed both to strengthen women's organizing
around domestic issues by putting them in a global context and to address
more forcefully how U.S. policies affect women's human rights elsewhere.
We have therefore decided to develop a specific program in this country to
help catalyze a domestic movement around women's human rights.
Mallika Dutt came to the Center as Associate Director in early 1994
with a particular interest in developing such a U.S. women's human rights
movement. Her concept paper on the theoretical and strategic issues that
such an effort involves served as the background document for the U.S.
Strategic Planning Meeting held by the Global Center in April of 1994.
Based on that meeting, she has further developed that paper into this
booklet which examines the questions about and obstacles to using a
human rights framework in the U.S. and suggests many concrete directions
that such organizing can take. We hope that it will serve as a useful tool for
those seeking to work toward a women's human rights movement in this
country.
I particularly want to thank Mallika Dutt for writing this booklet and
for pushing the Center to engage more in human rights work in the U.S. The
preparation of this publication has been ably assisted by Sam Frost, Deevy
Holcomb, Virginia Ahearn, Cadence Giersbach, and Cynthia Madansky.
Finally, we want to thank Margaret Schink of the Shaler Adams Foundation
for her continual support and belief in the importance of this work and
Sister Fund, Rockefeller Family Fund and Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation
which also support our U.S. women's human rights project.
Charlotte Bunch
Director

Foreword

T

his pamphlet provides a framework for discussing how human rights
can be a useful political tool to advance the concerns and agendas
of women in the United States. Human rights principles offer the
potential for a global normative vision with an analysis that connects
gender to race, class, religion, sexuality, culture etc. My aim is not to
recommend a totalizing ideology that subsumes difference, but rather to
suggest a framework of principles that will enable women to challenge
the location of power. My hope is that we will develop a human rights
language that is able to incorporate difference in a positive and
empowering way while we forge an alternative global vision.
This paper was originally written in preparation for a three-day
Strategic Planning Meeting convened by the Center for Women's Global
Leadership in April 1994. This meeting brought together twenty women
from around the country to explore the use of human rights in
organizing for social change in the United States.1 The meeting began a
dialogue among women who organize around diverse issues such as
reproductive health, lesbian and gay rights, economic justice, the
impact of the religious right, violence against women, and labor rights.
Some of the questions explored by Institute participants were: Is
human rights a transformative vision or does it merely provide an
additional tool for organizing? Would the framework of human rights
help to build an alternative economic agenda? Is the goal to build a
human rights movement or to have women organize in a different way?
Is it possible to build a common agenda among women that goes
beyond the issue of violence against women, and could the concept of
human rights help to create this common agenda? The meeting
generated some provocative discussions that highlighted many of the
1 The report from the Strategic Planning Meeting is available from the Global Center
Participants included: Valorie Caffee, N) YWCA; Rhonda Copelon, International
Women's Human Rights Law Clinic-CUNY Law School; Liliana Cortes, MADRE; Dianne
Forte, National Black Women's Health Project; Wenny Kusuma, La Casa de Las Madres,
Cece Madupe Fadope, U.S. Women of Color Delegation to the International Conference
on Population and Development; Elmira Nazombe, Church World Service; Suzanne
Pharr, The Women's Project; Susan Roche, University of Vermont; Cecilia Rodriguez, The
Funding Exchange; Rinku Sen, Center for Third World Organizing; Marsha Sfeir,
Education Wife Assault; Vivian Stromberg, MADRE; Dorothy Q. Thomas, Human Rights
Watch-Women's Rights Project; Urvashi Vaid; Ingrid Washinawatok, Indigenous
Women's Network; Leah Wise, Southerners for Economic Justice and several staff
members from the Center for Women's Global Leadership.

challenges to using a human rights framework in local organizing.
While this paper cannot provide definitive answers to these questions, it
is my hope that it will be a catalyst for discussions among women
around the country that might prove useful in building a multi-issue
movement for social change.
I wish to thank all the participants for their invaluable contribution
to my understanding of both the value and the limitations of using
human rights as an organizing framework in this country. My thanks
also to Leni Marin who has been the source of so much support in this
work. I also want to thank Charlotte Bunch, Susana Fried, Sam Frost,
and Niamh Reilly for their help with this paper. I look forward to a
collaboration with increasing numbers of women as we move toward
the creation of a society based on respect for the fundamental human
rights of all.
Mallika Dutt
Associate Director

in

Introduction
he world is undergoing significant transformations which provide
both new opportunities and pose serious challenges to the creation
of a just world order. The politics internal to most countries around
the world occurs against the backdrop of some common global
trends.' For example, with the break-up of the Soviet Union, the force
of socialism as an alternative to capitalism has been seriously
undermined. The free market system is now regarded as the only viable
economic system. This trend towards the free market model of
economics, combined with technological innovation and increasingly
fluid capital, has resulted in the creation of an international global
economy. Such emphasis on the "market" as the answer to all
economic problems, in conjunction with unfettered capital mobility,
has led to the growing power of transnational corporations and a
corresponding decline in the role of the state. Recent international
economic accords, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT),
have further consolidated the power of transnational corporations and
eviscerated state sovereignty.2

T

For many Third World countries, sovereignty has long been
circumscribed by the power of the North and by the role of such
multilateral institutions as the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF). Third World debt and the corresponding
balance of payments problems are addressed through the provision
of an increasing number of larger loans that have more and more
conditions attached. These conditions, known as structural
adjustment programs (SAPS), have generally required the dismantling
of social services, the removal of subsidies and reduction of government
employment, and the promotion of export-oriented growth strategies.
The consequences for a majority of people, and especially for
women, have been devastating. In the United States, particularly
during the Reagan and Bush years, similar structural adjustments have
taken place, although it is important to note that the U.S. is not subject
1 For an excellent and lengthy discussion of some of these issues, see Kothari, Rajni.
Growing Amnesia: An Essay on Poverty and the Human Consciousness. (New York:
Viking Press, 1993).
2 Brecher, Jeremy. "After NAFTA: Global Village or Global Pillage." The Nation. December
6, 1993.
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to the strictures imposed by the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund.3
Parallel to the trend toward the globalization of the economy has
come an increase in religious fundamentalism as well as in the assertion
of ethnic identity. Religious fundamentalism, whether it be Christian,
Jewish, Hindu, or Muslim, has infused public debate on many issues
through an organized and concerted focus on definitions of the family
and the state. Religious fundamentalism places great emphasis on the
role of culture and religion in society, and in particular on the role of
the family.4 Since women are held responsible for the well-being of the
family and are often considered to be the site of the preservation of
tradition and culture, the growing power of religious fundamentalism
reinforces patriarchal notions of appropriate roles for women both
within the home and without. Restrictive prescriptions about dress,
public mobility, and sexuality have surfaced worldwide, accompanied
by an increase in violence against women who break these rules. Gains
that have been made in some countries in the areas of reproductive
control, sexual choice, divorce, child support, and access to the work
force are now often under attack. The rise in ethnic nationalism is a
separate yet interlinked phenomena. In many cases, ethnic nationalism
is the underlying motivation for the demand for statehood; it is also a
common reason for bloody conflicts between majority and minority
communities within geographic territories. Often, this too demands
control over women's sexuality and reproduction in order to maintain
the "borders" of ethnic identity.
These global trends have manifestations in the United States. The
economic globalization process and the Reagan-Bush legacy have
spurred a decrease in real wages, a rise in contingent or temporary
work, the loss of jobs, and a continuing growth in homelessness and
poverty. As the very basis of democracy, the electoral process in the
U.S. faces a predicament as fewer and fewer citizens vote and people
become increasingly cynical about representational politics. In terms of
the increased influence of religious fundamentalism in the U.S., the
religious right has used issues like abortion and lesbian and gay rights to
capitalize on people's uncertainties about their livelihood and increase
its power in policy-making and in setting social agendas. It has also
fomented the currents of racism prevalent throughout the U.S., with the
result that anti-immigrant sentiment is on the rise and people of color

3 Alternative Women in Development (Alt-WID). Reaganomics and Women: Structural
Adjustment U.S. Style, 1980-1992. (Washington, DC: Center of Concern, 1992).
4 See Hardacre, Helen. "The Impact of Fundamentalisms on Women, the Family and
Interpersonal Relations" in Marty, Martin E., and R. Scott Appleby, eds. Fundamentalisms
and Society. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1993).

are being scapegoated for the country's problems. While the U.S. faces
a complex number of internal crises as a result of domestic policies and
changes in global politics, American foreign policy continues to be
interventionist without the check that used to be imposed by the
presence of the Soviet Union as a balancing world power.
The changing role of the state in the trend towards globalization of
economics and politics poses new challenges to grassroots organizing.
The state has generally been a primary focus of movements for social
change where people have struggled to make it more accountable to
marginalized or oppressed groups in society. The focus on the state has
taken different forms. In some parts of the world, the authoritarian or
the heavily bureaucratic structure of state power has been an obstacle
to achieving justice and therefore, groups have attempted to dismantle
or reform the state apparatus. In other countries, the struggle to achieve
justice has tended to focus on transforming the electoral system so that
it will be more representative of different groups. However, with the
growing conservatism vis a vis the "welfare" state in Western countries
and the globalization of the market system, it has become more
difficult to hold the state accountable for its actions. The issue of
accountability has therefore become increasingly complex since it is
even more difficult to hold the "market" accountable for the effects it
has on society.
At the same time that women all over the world grapple with these
contemporary political processes, they continue to contend with
pervasive, day-to-day violence. Women experience female foeticide;
selective malnourishment; domestic violence; and rape and torture on a
mass scale in times of peace and war, in refugee communities, at home,
and in the workplace. In addition, the problems of unequal wages,
unpaid labor, land ownership, and access to resources like water and
f i r e w o o d continue to pose serious obstacles to women's f u l l
participation in civil society.
Women have struggled against these difficulties at multiple levels,
including the family, society, the state, and international systems. A
deeper understanding of the roles that class, race, sexuality, culture, and
geography play in defining women's experiences has developed
through these struggles. Despite the very real differences that exist
among women, vibrant communities of women combatting myriad
forms of injustice can be found all over the world. In fact, women's
movements have become a powerful voice for change globally.
The trends touched on above combine to create a state of flux
across the globe that provides women's movements with important
opportunities to participate in and define the new world order. This

potential can only be realized if women recognize the possibilities and
move from a process of networking toward creating strategies that will
have greater impact. A movement in this direction requires an
understanding of the interconnectedness of women's oppression across
identity and issue lines; it also requires a political analysis that connects
local organizing to global trends and movements. Organizing in this
manner can happen at many levels and in collaboration with diverse
movements and actors. This paper examines human rights as a useful
framework for women to consider in their work to challenge and define
this new world order.

-'if

'if-

• Part One*

Understanding
Human Rights
A

n understanding of human rights requires some insight into why it
would be useful in local and global organizing. In addition, it is
important to compare and contrast the legal and normative bases of the
human rights paradigm in order to understand their constraints and
potential for advancing women's concerns. This section lays out the
importance of the human rights framework for U.S. women's
movements; it also describes how women's political perspectives can
transform it into an effective organizing tool. This section also argues for
a more fundamental value-based understanding of human rights which
could provide an underpinning for defining civil society.

Why A Human Rights Framework for
Women in the United States?
The need to create a human rights movement for women in the
U.S. is critical for two broad reasons. First, even though there is a
tendency for Americans to assume that "human rights" is generally an
overseas matter, a human rights framework could be used quite
advantageously to further women's concerns in this country. Second,
given the changing global structure and the role of the United States as
a superpower, it is essential for U.S. women to participate in such a
movement. This is critical not only because women in the U.S. are
affected by global economics and politics, but also because our
government's actions affect women all over the world.

At the national level
Women's concerns have always been marginalized or considered
secondary to what are seen as the "more critical" issues that face
society. The move to categorize women's rights as human rights forces
public recognition that the resolution of women's issues is fundamental
to the success of many current initiatives. For example, there is

increasing public concern about violence in society, and both media
and the government place great emphasis on ending this violence.
Women have faced domestic violence, rape, and sexual harassment at
epidemic levels for decades, but this has not been seen as a major social
problem. One way to encourage more public attention to such issues is
to insist that violence against women is a human rights violation that
therefore cannot simply be dismissed as a "private matter." This strategy
was used successfully on a global level at the second UN World
Conference on Human Rights held in Vienna, June 1993.
Using a human rights framework for analysis and organizing creates
a basis for women to come together across different issues.6 Women's
position in society is the result of a confluence of factors, yet organizing
tends to be single-issue oriented. Such "single-issue" political
organizing in the U.S. has resulted in fragmented women's movements:
domestic violence activists have little to do with advocates for homeless
women, even though battered women comprise a large percentage of
the homeless population. Child-care workers who work in day care
centers do not often organ ize with domestic workers, even though the
wages of both are kept low by forces in society that benefit from their
lack of unity. There is also very little strategic interaction between
welfare organizers and reproductive rights activists, even though
women on welfare have been the targets of repressive reproductive
policies. A human rights framework, which brings a holistic perspective
to the needs and rights of each individual, enables women to bring
together the wealth of knowledge of organizing around specific issues
to create a shared agenda at local, national, and international levels
without detracting from their specific area of organizing.
The human rights framework also enables women to work across
differences of race, class, culture, ethnicity, religion, and sexual
orientation, and to build on the strengths of identity-based organizing
while moving beyond its limitations. The concept of human rights
requires an articulation of basic fundamental rights to which all human
beings are entitled. The creation of a human rights agenda that is
meaningful for all women requires that we better understand the ways
in which gender is mediated by race, class, and other factors. To ensure
such a perspective, it is necessary to involve women from diverse
constituencies in defining the agenda from the outset.
Using human rights as a framework allows groups to hold the
United States government accountable for its acts of commission
and omission with regard to the violations of the human rights of
6 For a discussion on the need for multi-issue organizing see Pharr, Suzanne. "Multi-Issue
Politics." Transformations. Vol.9, No.1. (January/February 1994).

women. For example, a local strategy used by poultry workers to
ensure better compliance with occupational safety laws by the
f a c t o r y owners w o u l d be strengthened by h i g h l i g h t i n g the
government's human rights responsibility for fundamental workplace
safety rights. Toward this end, groups should d e m a n d U.S.
c o m p l i a n c e w i t h internationally recognized human rights. A
l i t i g a t i o n component that pointed out specific v i o l a t i o n s of
international law could help such a strategy.
The movement towards human rights is not meant to be a
"new" movement diverting people's energies and resources from the
specific struggles in which they are engaged; rather, it is an effective
means to connect people who are committed to various issues in
an effort to strengthen activist work at the local, national and
international levels.

At the global level
Discussing women's concerns within a human rights framework
leads to an understanding that what happens in the U.S. is inextricably
connected to global factors; actions taken by the U.S. affect the rest of
the world, and global factors have considerable impact on events
internal to the U.S. Therefore, issues within the U.S. need to be
examined in the context of a dialogue with the rest of the world. The
recognition that questions of women's rights in the U.S. are also
questions of human rights internationally creates the basis for such
a dialogue.
At present, popular domestic perception regards human rights
violations as phenomena external to the U.S. in which the U.S. plays a
key policing role. This perception makes human rights violations
effectively invisible in the domestic arena, and also allows the U.S. to
act with impunity in the rest of the world. Women the world over often
bear the brunt of violations of human rights condoned or committed by
U.S. players in such matters as arms sales, "rest and recreation" for
soldiers, and exploited labor in free trade zones. As women in this
country organize within a human rights framework, they need to
demand that the U.S. incorporate respect for human rights in its policies
and actions overseas and at home.
Women in many countries have begun to incorporate a human
rights perspective into their domestic agendas, and they are meeting at
the regional or global level to share strategies and to address the
interconnectedness of women's oppression. For example, women in the
Philippines, South Korea and Japan worked effectively to force an
historic recognition of the human rights violations of "comfort women"

by the Japanese government during World War II. 7 Further, women in
different ethnic communities within the United States are forging
connections with women in their home countries in efforts to stop the
exploitation of migrant women workers. Women in the U.S. could
devise strategies to counter the global exploitation of women workers
by transnational corporations in this country, as in other parts of the
world, by developing a human rights agenda that demands international
standards of accountability for corporate behavior.

Why Human Rights?
The Concept of Human Rights
Human rights arise from a fundamental notion of people's
humanity. These rights are considered inherent and inalienable to the
very essence of being human. Human rights include social, political,
cultural, economic and civil rights and have often been defined through
the struggles that people undertake to ensure the conditions for a just
social and economic order. As Charlotte Bunch puts it, "The concept of
human rights, like all vibrant visions, is not static or the property of one
group; rather, its meaning expands as people reconceptualize their
needs and hopes in relation to it." 8 The notion of human rights has
political resonance as an international ethical vision and can be used to
hold states and other actors accountable for actions or omissions that
violate these rights. Philip Harvey captures the normative and strategic
utility of using human rights when he notes:
Few weapons are as powerful in the struggle for social justice
as a popular human rights claim. The existence of such a claim
can galvanize support for a progressive movement, demoralize
the opposition, and alter the terms of public debate concerning the
movement's goals. To counter a credible human rights claim it is
not enough to argue that the policies needed to secure the right
lack public support. A human right is an entitlement that even
democratically elected majorities cannot infringe. This is what
gives human rights claims their bite—even in democratically
governed societies—and causes public discussion to transcend
the normal boundaries of political debate.9
7 Sajor, Lourdes. "Women in Armed Conflict Situations." Prepared for the Division for the
Advancement of Women, DPCSD: Expert Croup Meeting on Measures to Eradicate
Violence Against Women, New Jersey, October 1993. See also, Sterngold, James. "Japan
Admits Army Forced Women Into War Brothels." New York Times. August 3, 1992. A2,
and Pollack, Andrew. "Japan Plans Payment for Forcing Women Into Brothels During
War." New York Times. August 31,1994. A 1 .
8 Bunch, Charlotte. "Women's Rights as Human Rights: Toward a Re-vision of Human
Rights." Human Rights Quarterly. Vol. 12, No. 4. (1990).
9 Harvey, Philip. "Unemployment as a Human Rights Issue." Peace & Democracy News
(Winter 1992-93), p.41.
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One question that often gets raised with respect to using a human
rights framework is why we should use the language of "rights,"
especially given our experiences with its limitations in this country.10
Rights language has been criticized because it places too much
emphasis on the individual at the expense of the community. Further, a
reliance upon a discourse of rights often means that disenfranchised
groups become reliant on the state to grant them their rights. Also, the
very legal definition of rights limits the kinds of demands that may
possibly be placed on the state. These factors can lead popular
movements to define their goals in relation to state-defined parameters.
Another criticism that is often leveled at rights discourse is that it fosters
the creation of rights which potentially conflict and which then have to
be balanced against one another. This problem of competing claims
finds an expression in the demands of the religious right in the U.S. for
recognition of the rights of the foetus over those of the mother; it has
also surfaced in the demands of father's rights activists for custody of
children in situations of divorce which has created particular difficulties
for battered women.
But, while these criticisms are valid, they do not undermine the
important role that the assertion of rights has played in significant social
movements in this country. The notion of rights is a critical tool for
empowerment. As Patricia Williams points out, "the [black] experience
of rights-assertion has been one of both solidarity and freedom, of
empowerment of an /nternal and very personal sort; it has been the
process of finding the self."11 When one moves to define those rights as
fundamental human rights, one is claiming the notion of a self in
relation to others, a claim which, for historically disempowered groups
of people, is an important step in declaring their humanity.
This notion of human rights as normative, as distinguished from
legal, can provide a value-based challenge to the religious rights's
rhetoric around morality. Human rights rest on respect for the human
dignity of all and should inform the values on which we construct our
families, communities and states. Ethics, values and morality are far too
critical to our existence to be left to the religious right; we should reclaim this terrain and human rights can provide an underpinning for our
definitions of ethics and morality.
This understanding of human rights places their articulation in a
political and oppositional framework which allows women to redefine
10 For a more detailed discussion of the rights debate see Schneider, Elizabeth. "The
Dialectic of Rights and Politics: Perspectives from the Women's Movement." NYU Law
Review. No. 61. (1986), p.589; see also, Williams, Patricia. "Alchemical Notes:
Reconstructed Ideals from Deconstructed Rights." Harvard Civil Rights Civil Liberties
Law Review. No. 22. (1987), p.401.
11 Williams, p. 414.

and use human rights as a powerful mobilizing tool. In staking our
claim to humanity, women move human rights discourse out of the
limited legal paradigm of specialized international instruments and
bureaucracies into the realm of subversive political action. But before
elaborating on the use of human rights as a strategy to mobilize people
and transform existing social, political and economic structures, I shall
describe the mainstream universe of human rights which is primarily
legal in nature.

Human rights instruments and mechanisms
In legal terms, human rights usually refer to a set of rights, ranging
from c i v i l to e c o n o m i c , that are described and explained in
international and regional human rights instruments. 1 2 These
instruments usually take the form of treaties which are signed and
ratified by countries who are members of the United Nations or other
regional bodies. These "member countries" are required periodically to
submit reports on their compliance with the provisions specified in
treaties to the appropriate monitoring offices of the United Nations or
the regional equivalent.
The Magna Carta of this terrain is the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights'3 (Universal Declaration), which was adopted by the UN
General Assembly in 1948. The Universal Declaration includes the rights
to life, liberty, and security of the person, equal pay for equal work, a
standard of living adequate for health and well-being, education,
freedom from slavery, and equal protection of the law. The rights
described in this instrument inhere to all persons "without distinction of
any kind, such as race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other
opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status." The
importance of the Declaration lies in the fact that all member-states to
the United Nations accept the normative universal principles of human
rights that it enumerates, whether or not they have ratified specific
human rights conventions. It therefore establishes a universal code of
behavior against which actions of governments can be judged.
Two subsequent treaties, the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights™ (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic,

Social and Cultural Rights^ (Economic Covenant), codified the
12 For a brief discussion of human rights instruments and women, see International League
for Human Rights. "Human Rights at the United Nations: Women's Rights are Human
Rights." In Brief. No.24. (November 1989).
13 United Nations. Universal Declaration of Human Rights. RES217/A/lll. 10 December 1948.
14 United Nations. International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. RES2200/A/XXI.
16 December 1966.
15 United Nations. International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.
RES2200/A/XXI. 16 December 1966.
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provisions of the Universal Declaration in 1966. These have the force of
law for countries that have ratified them. The critical difference
between the ICCPR and the Economic Covenant is that the former
provides for the immediate implementation of civil and political rights
while the latter Covenant calls for the progressive realization of
economic, cultural and social rights based on the abilities of
government to implement them. This difference has enabled
governments to enforce, protect and promote economic and social
rights at a much slower pace than civil and political rights. Despite its
self-defined role as champion of universal human rights, the U.S. has
been particularly recalcitrant in ratifying human rights treaties. In 1993,
the U.S. finally ratified the ICCPR, but it is not a signatory to the
Economic Covenant. The possible uses of the ICCPR in local organizing
are discussed later in this paper.
There are several conventions that specifically address the rights of
women, including treaties on prostitution, maternity, political rights,
and nationality. Chief among them is the 1979 Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Womerf6 (CEDAW),
which the U.S. has not yet ratified but which is presently under
consideration. This convention has a broad mandate covering political
and economic rights but a considerable number of states have ratified it
with a large number of reservations which serve to undermine its intent.
In addition, unlike the ICCPR and the conventions on Race and Political
Torture, CEDAW does not have an individual complaints procedure.
This means that individual cases cannot be heard by its monitoring
committee; the passage of an optional protocol that enables women or
non-governmental organizations to bring direct complaints is needed to
change this limitation. Following the unprecedented recognition of
women's concerns at the UN World Conference on Human Rights in
1993, there is now a move to create such a procedure for CEDAW.
Regional human rights instruments and bodies provide an
additional forum in which to assert human rights. As a member of the
Organization of American States, the U.S. is bound by the provisions
related to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. However,
the U.S. has not yet ratified the American Convention on Human
Rights?7 It is important for the U.S. to ratify this convention because it

16 United Nations. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women. RES 34/180. 18 December 1979.
17 Buergenthal, Thomas. "The Inter-American System for the Protection of Human Rights"
in John, Louis B. and Thomas Buergenthal eds. International Protection of Human
Rights. (Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., U.S.A., 1973). See also, Buergenthal, Thomas,
Robert Norris and Dinah Shelton. Protecting Human Rights in the Americas—Selected
Problems. 3rd Edition. (Arlington, VA: N.P. Engel, 1990).
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contains a built in individual complaints mechanism which would
enable challenges to U.S. violations of human rights.
A recent addition to the arsenal of human rights conventions under

the OAS is the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention,
Punishment and Eradication of Violence Against Women.™ The
provisions of this Convention are far reaching in that it underscores that
women have the right to be free from violence in both the public and
private spheres, including the home, educational institutions, and
health facilities; that violence can be physical, sexual or psychological;
and that it includes rape, torture, and trafficking in women. Women
were significantly involved in drafting this convention and ratification
by the U.S. would provide women here with an additional legal tool in
their fight against violence.
While the use of human rights as an organizing tool should not
be limited by legal constraints, it is important to recognize that the
international consensus on certain universal human rights principles
as codified in conventions and other international documents provides
an international measure against which government behavior can
be evaluated.

Mainstream emphasis an civil and political rights
Violations of civil and political rights receive greater attention in
the West than violations of economic rights. This emphasis on civil and
political rights exists despite the existence of the Economic Covenant,
and is the result of several factors. The notion of rights has been central
in the political development of the West and has reflected the idea that
there is an almost contractual relationship between the individual and
the state. We can see this quite clearly, for example, in the American
Declaration of Independence and the French Declaration of the Rights
of Man and the historical circumstances in w h i c h they were
formulated.19 A major push for the legal articulation of human rights
followed the Second World War; mass discrimination against people
because of their race, religion, or nationality led to an increasing
emphasis on the ideas that freedom of speech, freedom of association,
and freedom of political opinion are rights that have to be guaranteed
by the state, i.e., that they are civil and political rights.
The Cold War exacerbated and solidified this Western emphasis
on civil and political rights since economic, social and cultural rights
were seen as the province of the Soviet side of the iron curtain.

18 Organization of American States. Inter-American Convention on the Prevention,
Punishment and Eradication of Violence Against Women. June 9 1994.
19 See Levin, Leah. Human Rights: Questions and Answers. (UNESCO Press, 1981).
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The indivisibility of rights that was guaranteed by the Universal
Declaration and subsequent documents thus became divided, and
rights were compartmentalized into separate and competing
categories. This fragmentation of a coherent set of universal rights has
given governments across the world a way to legitimize their abuses
of rights in either category by insisting that one sort must be realized
before the other. Thus, authoritarian regimes rationalize their
curtailment of civil and political rights by insisting that development
and economic well-being must be accomplished first, and Western
democratic regimes ignore abuses of economic, cultural and social
rights by giving priority to civil and political rights. The tendency of
most Western human rights organizations to call attention to the
infringement upon civil and political rights by state practices such as
torture, mass execution, and arbitrary arrest and imprisonment while
ignoring violations of socio-economic rights has further contributed to
this division.
In the United States, human rights are generally understood as
rights that are predominantly civil and political and that are violated in
countries other than the U.S.. The U.S. government sporadically
intervenes via military, economic, or diplomatic means in order to
pressure governments to stop violating human rights, as we can see, for
example, in recent U.S. experiences with China and Haiti. But human
rights violations are usually recognized by the U.S. government only
if it is in the economic or military interest of the country to do so.
Often, as in Guatemala, Nicaragua, and El Salvador, human rights
violations occur on a massive scale with the active support of the
U.S. government.20
Despite some of the political limitations outlined above, the notion
of human rights continues to have great resonance. In many countries,
it has been used to challenge dictatorships and government excesses. In
Latin American, for example, powerful movements, often led by
women, have challenged mass scale executions, tens of thousands of
"disappearances," and other forms of political repression.21 The
activism that precipitated severe repression in Tiannenman Square in
China provides a recent example of a student-led movement based on
human rights.
20 See Human Rights Watch. The Bush Administration's Record on Human Rights in 1989.
(1990). See also, Walker, Thomas W., ed.. Reagan versus the Sandinistas: The
Undeclared War on Nicaragua. (Westview Press: 1987).
21 Alvarez, Sonia E. Engendering Democracy in Brazil: Women's Movements
in Transitional Politics. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1990). See
also Schirmer, Jennifer G. "'Those who die for life cannot be called dead': Women
and Human Rights Protest in Latin America." Feminist Review. No.32. (Summer 1989).
pp 3-29.
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Rights and their relation to community and culture
The notion of human rights has often been criticized for placing the
needs and concerns of the individual over the needs of the community.
However, the framework of human rights has been used both to
highlight discrimination and/or abuses suffered by particular groups of
people and to assert demands for communities' control over their own
lives and over resources that are often exploited by external forces.
Historically, however, women's needs and rights have often been made
subservient to a community interest defined by men. This has been
particularly true in movements for self-determination as in the recent
cases of South Africa and Palestine. Therefore, definitions of community
must be challenged and reformulated to incorporate the recognition of
the human rights of all its constituents.
The issue of cultural and/or religious differences and their
relationship to a universal notion of human rights has been particularly
thorny for women. 22 Various forms of inequality, discrimination and
oppression that are experienced by women are often justified in the
name of culture and/or religion. Therefore, some groups argue that
certain practices like the veil and female genital mutilation, and other
cultural or religious mores that oppress women, should not fall within
the purview of human rights monitoring. Still others argue that universal
human rights are not respectful of differences amongst women, and that
they should not be used as a standard for critical evaluation.
In order to be effective, therefore, a women's human rights
framework must address these competing ideas about culture and
religion. Some women's groups have addressed these issues by
separating those oppressive practices based on culture and those that
are based on religion by demonstrating how these can differ amongst
countries and within regions of the same country that claim the same
culture and/or religion. By exposing these differences, women have
demonstrated that none of these practices can claim universal moral
legitimacy and that they are not inherent to any culture or religion.23
In the U.S. and other Western countries, the issue of culture and
religion has been debated within movements, particularly among
minority groups, that demand the recognition of differences. This
demand has evolved as a reaction to the imposition of ideas of
universality based on views of reality shaped by white, Western, male,
heterosexual, upper-class, Christian norms. Because of the power
22 See Gender Violence and Women's Human Rights in Africa. Center for Women's Global
Leadership. (1994).
23 H6lie-Lucas, Marie Aim6e. "Women Living Under Muslim Laws" in Ours By Right:
Women's Rights as Human Rights. Kerr, Johanna, ed. (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Zed
Books/Washington DC: The North South Institute, 1993).
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imbalances between dominant and minority groups, such impositions
have had devastating consequences for people of color, lesbian and gay
people, poor people, and other oppressed groups. Immigrant groups,
people of color, Native American peoples, and minority religious
groups in particular have demanded recognition of their culture and/or
religion in their efforts to counteract the cultural hegemony of dominant
groups. For women in these minority constituencies, the assertion of
culture or religion has often been made in such a way as to consolidate
the patterns of oppression within that particular community. Thus,
women who raise their voices against domestic violence and rape
within their communities are often silenced because their struggle is
perceived as threatening to undercut either the men of the community
or the entire community itself. The tendency of many women who are
part of the dominant culture and/or religion not to recognize the
patterns of oppression fostered within their own culture makes it even
more difficult for women of color to work in solidarity with them. This
difficulty is exacerbated when such women perceive the oppression of
women in minority communities as an inevitable aspect of that minority
culture or religion, both of which are then labeled as inferior.
The difficulties raised by the imposition of racist and sexist
universal norms do not necessarily imply that the principles that define
the human rights framework—which can be based on an understanding
of differences and power relations—inevitably lead to a biased and
coercive universality. There is no contradiction in the assertion that
human rights are universal at the same time that they recognize
difference. In fact, a legitimate movement against a coercive
universality should not dismiss the power of a set of universal principles
that demand a just world order. This is especially so where demands for
respect for difference that are expressed in terms of the protection of
culture and/or religion serve to oppress women. The need for such a
universal moral understanding to protect fundamental human rights has
even greater resonance in the face of the growing power of religious
fundamentalism in the North and the South.
Of course, the mere invocation of the words "human rights" is not
a magic mantra that will automatically result in the creation of mass
movements across difference. The concept of human rights is a tool and
a strategy that women can use to reclaim the notion of rights in a
subversive and transformative way; it is a mechanism to bring people
together to struggle toward a society that is based on a fundamental
respect for the human rights of all people in all their diversity.
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Pladng Women on the
Human Rights Agenda
Although there are cursory references to sex discrimination in
official United Nations documents, women historically have been
invisible in the human rights discourse. The attention that is given to
human rights violations of a civil and political nature, such as torture,
disappearance, lack of freedom of expression, and slavery, looks at
these abuses primarily in terms of their effect on men. Their effect upon
women has been the object of response only when this appears to be
the same as their effect on men. Therefore, rape and sexual harassment
of women in war situations, gender-based violence in refugee
populations, female malnourishment, economic exploitation of migrant
workers, and the denial of women's freedom of expression by religious
and cultural mores are either dismissed as being of a private nature or
justified in the name of culture and religion. States are rarely held
accountable for their role in perpetuating or for benefitting from the
continued subordination of women. In addition, the human rights
community internationally has generally ignored the massive scale of
gender-based persecution.
Over the past decade, women have organized around placing the
specific experiences of women within a human rights framework. In
response to the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights, the
international community has begun to recognize the systemic nature of
gender-based violence.24 The UN member states at the 1993 UN World
Conference on Human Rights, in Vienna, Austria adopted the Vienna
Declaration and Programme of Action25 which calls for greater attention
by the international human rights community to the human rights of
women; it also recognizes violence against women, in both public and
private arenas, as a human rights issue. The Vienna Declaration,
adopted by 170 countries including the United States, states:
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
political, civil, economic, social and cultural 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 international community.

24 Bunch, Charlotte, and Niamh Reilly. Demanding Accountability: The Global Campaign
and Vienna Tribunal for Women's Human Rights. (New York: UNIFEM, 1994).
25 United Nations. World Conference on Human Rights: The Vienna Declaration and
Programme of Action. A/CONF.157/23. 25 June 1993.
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The use of such gender-inflected language throughout the Vienna
Declaration is due in large part to the extensive and concerted
organizing of women's groups around the world. Indeed, in his
testimony to the House Foreign Affairs Committee, John Shattuck,
Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs,
stated that "women's groups were among the best organized and most
effective of the hundreds of non-governmental organizations
participating in the Conference."26
In addition to the incorporation into the Vienna Declaration of
language that acknowledges the human rights of women, the Global
Campaign made other gains at the Vienna World Conference on
Human Rights. Notable among these were the calls of member
governments both for the appointment of a UN Special Rapporteur on
Violence Against Women, and for the integration of gender perspectives
throughout the UN human rights machinery. The Vienna experience
demonstrates the power that can be generated in mobilizing women
from the grass-roots level to have a forceful impact on international
human rights instruments and policy mechanisms. Translating these
rhetorical and symbolic victories into meaningful change for women
will, of course, require vigilance, monitoring, and follow-up action.
When we articulate human rights from the perspective of women,
we are not restricted merely to making legal demands of the state. The
very existence of human rights in their indivisibility and universality
requires that all actors in society be accountable for their protection and
promotion. A popular movement that is based on human rights must
also demand accountability for lack of enforcement or for violations of
human rights not only from the state, but also from a broad array of
actors such as employers, hospitals, schools, health providers,
international financial institutions, other non-governmental
organizations, and individuals.
In focusing on violence against women as a human rights violation,
for example, it becomes apparent that the state is only one of the many
actors responsible. Women experience violence at the hands of male
strangers, family members, religious institutions, hospitals, armies,
transnational corporations, and multilateral institutions. Using a human
rights framework, women can insist that the state be held accountable
for its lack of enforcement of laws proscribing such actions or for its
active participation in the violence perpetrated by these actors. Doing
so breaks down the artificial distinction between the private and public
26Testimony by John Shattuck before the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee
on International Security, International Organizations and Human Rights. September
29, 1993.
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spheres that has been used to relegate women's concerns to a
secondary status.27
However, while women must hold the state accountable for
violations of women, it is also important to hold other actors
accountable. This broadening of responsibility moves human rights
from being dependent only upon state action for enforcement to exact
accountability at all levels of society. This expansion of accountability is
particularly important given the changing nature of state sovereignty
and the increasing globalization of the world economy which have
placed limits on the ability of governments to regulate economic
policies and corporate behavior.
An articulation of human rights grounded in the experiences of
women also makes us realize that we must take into account the
intersections between gender and race, class, sexual orientation,
ethnicity, religion, culture and geographic location. The oppression
experienced by women is usually the result of more than one factor. For
example, African-American women's experience of rape cannot be
separated into distinct issues of race and gender and their human right
to nondiscrimination is necessarily based on race and sex. Similarly, a
human rights analysis of the forced sterilization of poor women of color
by the medical establishment in the U.S. implies that the definition of
rights would have to address the intersection of class, race, and
gender.28 Further, when we examine the large numbers of women who
experience sexual harassment in the workplace, a definition of their
human rights would require an understanding of how their class
location or immigrant status often determines their choices.29 Women's
articulation of human rights can provide a way of addressing many of
these interconnecting issues and thus be the basis of a vision of a social
order beneficial to all people.
Similarly, the very process of defining women's human rights
collapses the historical and artificial distinction between civil and
political rights and social and economic rights. The link between
27 For a longer discussion of the private/public division, see Romany, Celina. "State
Responsibility Goes Private: A Feminist Critique of the Public/Private Distinction in
International Human Rights Law" in Cook, Rebecca J., Ed.. Human Rights of Women
National and International Perspectives. (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1994).
28 For information about the sterilization of poor women of color see Nsiah-Jefferson,
Laurie. "Reproductive Laws, Women of Color, and Low-Income Women" in Taub,

Nadine and Sherrill Cohen, eds.. Reproductive Laws for the 1990s: A Briefing
Handbook. (Newark, NJ: Women's Rights Litigation Clinic, School of Law—Newark,
Rutgers University 1989).
29 For information about the workplace conditions of immigrant women see Equal Rights
Advocates. "Immigrant Women's Rights and Employer Sanctions under the 1986 Immigration
Reform and Control Act" in Public Policy Perspectives. (San Francisco, CA: 1992).
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domestic violence and women's poverty provides an example. Women
who are abused by their husbands are unable to seek recourse because
the legal system fails to provide security, which is a violation of
women's civil rights. 30 When women leave, they often become
impoverished and homeless because of discrimination in employment
and lack of access to resources. This constitutes a violation of their
social and economic rights. Thus, women cannot compartmentalize
their experience into violations of civil and political rights on the one
hand and violations of economic and social rights on the other. Rather,
a definition of their human rights of necessity incorporates both sets
of rights.
In claiming their rights as human rights, women insist upon the
recognition of their fundamental humanity. While this sounds like an
unnecessary statement, the dehumanization of women has been the
basis of discrimination and violence experienced by women all over
the world.

30 Heise, L. and J.R. Chapman. "U.S. Reflections on a Movement: The U.S. Battle Against
Women Abuse" in Schuler, M., e d . Freedom From Violence: Women's Strategies From
Around The World. (UNIFEM: 1992), pp.257-297. See also, Faulkner, Anne, et al.
Family Violence = Family Law Violence. (Toronto, Canada: Mothers on Trial, 1993).
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• Part Two*

Organizing With
Human Rights
T

here are many ways in which the human rights framework could be
used to organize and mobilize women around the United States^ In
practice, methods will emerge from a process of discussion that should
involve women from diverse segments of society, including churches,
block associations, the labor movement, the environmental justice
movement, and women's movements. It is important to move beyond
narrowly constructed definitions of what constitute "women's issues"
while at the same time retaining women at the center of the discussion.
The goal is to create a human rights agenda that connects women
across identity and issue and that builds stronger strategies for action
which w i l l ultimately work to transform the existing world order.
Organizing methods could include popular education, hearings and
tribunals, national and international campaigns, strategic media
coverage, conferences, and litigation formulated to further a women's
human rights agenda. The suggestions below are inter-related, but for
ease of reference are described in separate sections.

Popular Education
Popular education can involve women in an empowerment process
that leads to the definition and claiming of their fundamental human
rights. It is only when people feel a sense of entitlement that political
action to claim that right follows. A sample series of workshops could
begin with a discussion of popular notions of human rights which focuses
on how discrimination or exploitation experienced by women constitutes
a human rights violation, and follow with an exploration of the ways in
which such an approach can be useful to local organizing. The workshop
could identify human rights violations by examining the difficulties
women face in their day-to-day lives and by connecting those violations
to other issues at the national and international levels.31 Participants
31 See Suarez, Maria and Roxana Arroyo. "Tough Challenge for Women's Rights
Educators" Human Rights Education: The Fourth R. Vol. 3, No. 3. (Fall 1993).
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would be encouraged to see the connections between different forms of
oppression and exploitation, and to develop an understanding of their
lives in the context of national and global events. A presentation of the
formal human rights system, including a description of treaties, the U.N.
system, and enforceability and accountability issues, could follow.
Participants would be encouraged to explore the utility and the
limitations of the existing human rights framework, and then invited to
articulate their own human rights agenda. Audio-visual tools such as the
video of the Global Tribunal on the Violations of Women's Human Rights,
held at the Human Rights Conference in Vienna, could be used to
generate discussion.
Curriculum could include information about other multilateral
institutions like the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, US
AID, and explain what impact they have on women's human rights. The
curriculum could also include information that describes local, national
and international processes which affect the UN system, and give
concrete suggestions about how women can participate in events like
the world conferences. Workshops could be conducted with grassroots
organizations, students, and regional groups as well as with national
organizations.
The basic format outlined above could be modified according to
the needs of the group. For example, if one were to engage in such a
workshop with an immigrant women's organization focused on
domestic workers, the discussion could begin with what human rights
are at issue. Women might identify exploitation within the work-place,
violence within the family, and immigration-related concerns, as some
of the difficulties they face. Factors that led to their migration, such as
civil war or poverty in their home country, could be brought out to
demonstrate the connections between global forces and their presence
in the U.S. The discussion might move to the attempt to identify what
human rights are being violated in each of these scenarios: the rights to
life, to security of person, and to livelihood, for example, might emerge
as the human rights at stake. The next step would be to identify who
was violating these rights. The intimate partner, in the case of domestic
violence, the employer, in the case of workplace exploitation, and the
government, in the case of immigration persecution, might emerge as
violators. The discussion could then identify which of these rights had
already been recognized by the government in either national laws or
international treaties. In this example, relevant local and national laws
along with the International Convention on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights, the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees32, or
32 United Nations. Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. RES429 V. 14 December
1950.

22

the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women could be highlighted. The workshop could then move
to the creation of a campaign that highlighted human rights violations
experienced by the domestic workers to demand accountability by
employers and/or the government.
The fundamental principles of self-definition and empowerment are
already being used by women around the country as they work for
change. Adding the human rights lens enables women to connect this
work to national and international processes and movements,
effectively linking the local with the global.

Local and National Campaigns
for Women's Human Rights
Women in the United States could develop campaigns for women's
human rights incorporating many issues. Campaigns could have
different components, such as education, mobilization, and litigation,
geared to specific objectives. I have used economic justice, violence
against women and reproductive rights issues to illustrate the concept.

Economic and Social Rights
The human rights framework could be used to counter the
scapegoating of women on welfare; to demand well-paying jobs and
benefits; to insist on safe working conditions for women, which
mcludes the elimination of sexual harassment; and to ensure that
women's needs are included in all discussions about trade, financial
and economic policies. Movements addressing each of these
components individually have, of course, accomplished a great deal,
but a human rights framework would add a cohesive element to a
campaign for action.
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides a powerful
tool around which to organize and highlight the fact that economic
issues, particularly those of economic justice, are inseparable from
social and political issues. There are several provisions in this
document which call for just and favorable work conditions;
protection against unemployment; the right to a standard of living
adequate for the health and well-being of the individual and family,
which includes food, clothing, housing, medical care and social
services; and the right to security in the event of unemployment,
sickness, and old age. These kinds of provisions that are included in
human rights instruments could be identified and utilized in
buttressing the demands of the economic justice agenda. For example,
23

identifying unemployment as a human rights issue,33 international
declarations, such as the UN Charter3* and the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, which support the right to employment, can be used
to put pressure on the U.S. government. In addition, campaigns could
push for the United States to ratify the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights which would be more legally
binding in this area. Litigation around these provisions could seek to
establish socio-economic rights on firmer footing than have Supreme
Court decisions in this area.
Putting an economic justice agenda within the framework of
human rights moves the demands beyond the status of "women's
issues" to a normative plane that demands the creation of a just
economic system, not as a matter of special dispensation, but rather as
a matter of human rights. To frame the discussion in human rights terms
also connects women struggling for economic justice in this country
with women around the world. For example, in the trade strategies that
are currently being pursued by the U.S., the exploitation of women's
work provides a key ingredient for success. A human rights strategy
would facilitate women in the U.S. joining forces with women in other
countries to prevent being manipulated against one another in the
process of exploitation. Given the role that the U.S. plays at the global
level, women in the U.S. should be integrally involved in the creation
of a just international trade structure which has at its basis respect for
human rights everywhere.
Human rights treaties and customary law provide mechanisms to
counter the increasing exploitation of women because they create
international systems of accountability for governments, corporations
and other multilateral institutions.35 For example, to counter some of the
adverse effects of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
women from Canada, the U.S., and Mexico can use the American
Convention on Human Rightsib to demand guarantees for human
rights.37 This regional convention already has enforcement mechanisms
and structures, but campaigns within both Canada and the U.S are
necessary for its ratification. Similarly, women can also look to
33 Harvey, Philip. "Unemployment as a Human Rights Issue." Peace & Democracy News
(Winter 1992-93).
34 United Nations. United Nations Charter. DPI/1398. July 1944.
35 Browne, Harry and Beth Sims. Runaway America: U.S. Jobs and Factories on the Move
(Resource Center Press, 1993).
36 Organization of American States. American Convention on Human Rights. OEA/Ser
A/16. 22 November 1969.
37 Minnesota Advocates for Human Rights. "No Double Standards in International Law
Linkage of NAFTA with hemispheric system of human rights enforcement is needed—
Canada, Mexico & the United States must become full partners in the Inter-American
System of Human Rights." December 1992.
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International Labor Organization conventions to address economic
globalization issues. As with all law, enforcement will depend on a
vigilant and organized constituency of women here and in other
countries. Women could also create a Charter for Human Rights
Accountability for transnational corporations and other employers who
do not fall directly within the purview of international conventions and
push for its incorporation into the newly forming World Trade
Organization.
The World Summit for Social Development, scheduled for March
1995 in Copenhagen, will bring together government leaders to agree
on joint action for a number of issues including alleviation and
reduction of poverty, expansion of productive employment, and
enhancement of social integration. This and other international fora
offer U.S. women the opportunity to plan strategies with women from
around the world to counter government policies that have
impoverished women, and to explore alternative economic and trade
structures based on a fundamental respect for human rights.

Violence Against Women
In the United States, violence against women is a problem of
staggering proportions: a woman is battered every 15 seconds,38 one
out of every five women will be raped in her lifetime, and almost half of
all female homicides will be committed by the victim's male partner.39
Race, immigrant status, and class crosscut gender to further exacerbate
violence against women. Despite the enormous social and economic
costs of this problem, public debate centers on how to prevent violence
on the streets while it ignores the day-to-day reality of violence in
women's lives. Enforcement of existing laws is lax, and women are
frequently victimized by the legal system as well as by the perpetrators
of the violence themselves.
The particular kinds of violence that constitute this epidemic of
violations of women's human rights are committed by both private
actors and the state. However, women in the anti-violence movement
have had a difficult time obtaining recognition that domestic violence,
for example, is not simply a "private" act but one that is perpetrated
with the complicity of society and the state. The Violence Against
Women Act, which was recently passed by Congress as part of the
Crime Bill, moves us closer to this recognition because, for the first
time, the U.S. government recognizes that gender-based violence
38 National Coalition Against Domestic Violence. "National Estimates and Facts About
Domestic Abuse." N.C.A.D.V. Voice. Winter 1989. p.T2.
39 Heise, Lori, with Jacqueline Pitanguy and Adrienne Germain. 255 World Bank
Discussion Papers. "Violence Against Women: The Hidden Burden." 1994.
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constitutes a violation of women's civil rights.40 Women can buttress
these gains by using a human rights framework.
At the World Conference on Human Rights in June 1993, the U.S.

signed the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action which
recognized "the importance of working towards the elimination of
violence against women in public and private, the elimination of all
forms of sexual harassment... [and] the elimination of gender bias in the
administration of justice" (Section C). A national campaign would be
well-placed to demand that the U.S. meet its commitment and eradicate
violence against women within its borders.
In addition to demanding recognition for domestic violence as a
specific human rights violation, women could utilize provisions of other
conventions like the ICCPR to demonstrate the pervasive and brutal
nature of violence against women in U.S. society. For example, Article
7 of the Civil and Political Rights Convention announces the "right not
to be subjected to torture and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment." To demand recognition for domestic violence as a form of
torture proscribed by international human rights standards would
underscore the seriousness of the rights violations experienced by
millions of women in the country and could potentially elevate the
issue to the level of a national emergency.1"

Health and Reproductive Rights
Control over reproduction and access to the health care that is
essential to this control is at the core of efforts to empower women to
become full actors in society. In setting reproduction and health issues
within the framework of human rights, women are able to counter their
abuse from the standpoint of promoting human dignity and social
justice. 4 2 In making this move, it is critical for women to link
reproductive rights to civil and political rights as well as to social,
economic and cultural rights.
Women encounter barriers to the f u l l enjoyment of their
reproductive rights from a variety of sources. The family, cultural and
social mores, religious fundamentalism, family planning services, lack
of basic health care services, international donors, pharmaceutical
40 Title IV, Violence Against Women, Violent Crime and Law Enforcement Act of 1994,
H.R. 3355.
41 For a longer discussion see Copelon, Rhonda. "Intimate Terror: Understanding Domestic
Violence as Torture" in Cook, Rebecca, Ed. Human Rights of Women: National and
International Perspectives. (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994).
42 For a fuller discussion see Correa, Sonia and Rosalind Petchesky. "Reproductive and
Sexual Rights in Feminist Perspective" in Sen. G, A. Germain, and L. Chen, eds..

Population Policies Reconsidered: Health, Development, and Human Rights.
(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1994).
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companies, government population polices, and UN policies all have
an impact on women's reproductive health. A human rights approach
allows women to address the political, economic, social and cultural
dimensions of abuses of women's right to reproductive health. Various
provisions of international conventions provide the basis for demanding
access to health care. For example, Article 12 of the Economic
Convention recognizes the right to enjoyment of the "highest attainable
standard of physical and mental health." CEDAW includes language
that ensures access to information and advice on family planning, the
right to decide freely the number and spacing of children, along with
the means to exercise this right. The fight for recognition of women's
human rights in the area of reproductive health was most recently
apparent at the International Conference on Population and
Development (ICPD) held in Cairo, September 1994. Women's global
organizing led to the adoption by governments of a Programme of
Action 43 which serves as an important tool for women to use in
demanding the protection and promotion of their reproductive health
and rights. The U.S. government, along with others, has recognized
women's empowerment and women's reproductive health and human
rights to be of central importance in population and development
policies. Women must hold U.S. population policy makers accountable
to the words of the Cairo Programme of Action. The Cairo Programme
of Action can be used to challenge coercive contraception policies,
inadequate funding for reproductive health, racist immigration policies,
and oppressive welfare policies.44 Some examples of aspects of the
Cairo Programme of Action that can be used strategically include:
* the recognition of development as a fundamental human right with
particular attention to be given to the socio-economic improvement
of poor women in developed and developing countries. This
recognition could be used by women's movements to counter attacks
on poor women and women on welfare that take the form of unsafe
contraception, penalties for numbers of children, and scapegoating
for flawed economic and social government policies.
* the recognition that "reproductive health is a state of complete
physical, mental and social well-being...Reproductive rights rest on
43 United Nations. Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population
and Development. A/CONF.171.13.18 October 1994.
44 For a discussion of these issues as they relate to the U.S., see Statement on Poverty,

Development and Population Activities prepared by The U.S. Women of Color
Delegation to the International Conference on Population and Development.
(September 1994).
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the basic rights of all couples and individuals to decide freely and
responsibly the number, spacing and timing of their children and to
have the information and means to do so, and the right to attain the
highest standard of sexual and reproductive health. It also includes
the right of all to make decisions concerning reproduction free of
discrimination, coercion and violence..." Women could demand
that the shift in emphasis in the document from family planning to a
more holistic reproductive health care approach based on human
rights be implemented in our own service delivery programs as well
as in USAID policies and other programs of U.S.-based organizations
that operate overseas.
* the recognition that documented and undocumented migrants
should be protected against racism, ethnocentrism and xenophobia.
Women could challenge the population policies of the U.S
government as they relate to anti-immigrant measures that are being
introduced at both the state and federal level (including in health
care plans).
Through their visibility at the ICPD, women have put the world on
notice that religion and culture can no longer be used to compromise
women's fundamental human rights. It is clear that the oppressive forces
of fundamentalism are present in every region. In the U.S., Christian
fundamentalism has fostered anti-abortion terrorism and promoted
"family values" that are racist, homophobic and inimical to women's
reproductive self-determination. Now, there is an opportunity for
women in the U.S. to build stronger links with women internationally in
a common struggle against the prescriptions that emerge from such
fundamentalisms.
Representatives Patricia Schroeder and Constance Morella plan to
introduce legislation to incorporate some provisions of the Programme
of Action of the UN International Conference on Population and
Development into national law.45 Women should both keep close watch
on the legislation to ensure that the needs of all women are addressed,
and to mobilize for its passage.

45 Congressional Caucus for Women's Issues. Beyond the Numbers, Beyond the Brackets
Taking Cairo Home. (Washington D.C. 1994).
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Global Campaign for
Women's Human Rights
For the past few years, the Center for Women's Global Leadership
and other organizations have been active in a Global Campaign for
Women's Human Rights. This campaign has had several components,
including hearings and tribunals, the 16 Days of Activism Against
Gender Violence campaign, and a petition drive. Local and national
women's human rights campaigns in the United States could be
connected with the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights, and
use its mobilization strategies and the human rights framework to push
for concrete change for women in the U.S.

Hearings and Tribunals
Hearings and tribunals are powerful mobilizing tools that have
been instrumental in illustrating further what are women's human rights
issues at the local, regional and global levels.
The Global Tribunal on Violations of Women's Human Rights,
which took place at the conference in Vienna, highlighted the failure of
existing human rights laws and mechanisms to ensure women's human
rights. Women from 25 countries testified to abuses of their human
rights in five thematic areas: 1) Human Rights Abuse in the Family,
2) War Crimes Against Women, 3) Violations of Women's Bodily
Integrity, 4) Socio-economic Rights, and 5) Political Persecution and
Discrimination.46 The Global Tribunal legitimated women's experiences
of human rights abuse and played a symbolic role in bringing forward
the voices of tens of thousands of women who could not be there. In
addition, as a media event that had an extensive international audience,
it created pressure on UN delegates to pay heed to women's demands.
At the ICPD in Cairo, a Hearing on Reproductive Health and
Human Rights provided a forum for women to testify about a range of
human rights abuses related to reproductive health issues. Women
spoke about the health impact of unsafe abortion; the deleterious
impact of child marriages in which girls with unformed pelvic bones
suffer loss of muscle control over bodily fluids during child delivery; the
effect of the Dalkon Shield; policies regarding the reproductive health
of mentally disabled women; the gross violations perpetrated by
medical institutions; and the effect of patriarchal control and women's
subsequent loss of control over their children. The testimonies
46 Testimonies of the Global Tribunal on Violations of Women's Human Rights at the
United Nations World Conference on Human Rights, Vienna, June 1993. Center for
Women's Global Leadership 1994.
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conveyed the human significance of the message that "Women's Health
is a Human Right" and why this right should not be compromised under
any circumstances.
Women in many countries have used hearings and tribunals as a
strategy to bring to light human rights violations within their own
societies. This could be done in the United States at the local and state
levels, either by targeting specific themes or making visible the general
patterns of difficulty that women face in their day to day lives.
For example, in San Francisco in 1993, a hearing was organized by
immigrant, women's and human rights organizations to document
human rights abuses experienced by immigrant and undocumented
women in the U.S. Women testified about a range of violations
including abuse by the Border Patrol upon lawful entry into the country,
sexual harassment in the workplace, domestic violence, abuse suffered
during detainment at Guantanamo Bay, and the way in which
immigration laws compound and exacerbate such abuses. The hearing
received widespread media attention and provoked anti-immigration
groups to demand that INS arrest any undocumented women who
might testify.47 The testimonies from this hearing were documented and
presented at the UN World Conference on Human Rights.48
A series of hearings on racism as a violation of human rights in the
United States was recently conducted in several cities around the
country by the World Council of Churches and the National Council of
the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A.49 Testimony revealed the many
patterns of racism against people of color as demonstrated in
inadequate housing, disproportionate concentration in menial jobs,
workplace discrimination, lack of health services, dismal education
systems, disproportionate rate of imprisonment and imposition of the
death penalty, police brutality, and biased immigration and refugee
policies. The Hearings also revealed the presence of many political
prisoners in the U.S., the widespread nature of environmental racism,
the colonial status of Puerto Rico, Native American and Hawaiian
peoples, and the marginalization of youth. Among other
recommendations, the conveners of the Hearings called for the UN

47Marinucci, Carla. "Foes of immigrants push for arrests." San Francisco Examiner
February 28, 1993. A-2.
48 Marinucci, Carla. "S.F. Rights Group gets ear of U.N.." San Francisco Examiner. June 6,
1993. A-6. See also. Women on the Move: Proceedings of the Workshop on Human
Rights Abuses Against Immigrant and Refugee Women, Vienna Austria 1993. Family
Violence Prevention Fund 1993.
49 News Release, Statement by the World Council of Churches/National Council of
Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. Eminent Persons Team which conducted Hearings on
Racism as a Violation of Human Rights in the United States. 19 October 1994,
Washington, D.C.
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Human Rights Commission to monitor the U.S. government's
performance in fulfilling its international obligations under international
human rights law, and especially under the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.50
At the upcoming World Summit on Social Development, the Center
for Women's Global Leadership plans to convene a Hearing which
focuses on women's socio-economic rights violations by the U.S.
government or which it condones, both within and outside the country.
The Hearing will parallel the Summit's focus on poverty, unemployment
and social marginalization and demand changes in government policy.
Various types of hearings and tribunals can be used to hold
different actors accountable for violations of women's human rights
depending on what the situation requires. Local and national hearings
and tribunals could be organized before the IV World Conference on
Women and beyond as a way to bring attention to women's human
rights and to the demands for their protection and enforcement in the
United States.

16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence
and the UN Petition
The Center for Women's Global Leadership also coordinates an
annual 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence as part of the
Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights. The 16 Days Campaign
links November 25, International Day Against Violence Against Women
to December 10, Human Rights Day, and provides a common global
focus for grassroots activism. As women worldwide synchronize their
activities to promote awareness of certain themes (i.e. gender violence,
women in democracy, women's rights to reproductive health), the
campaign serves to both extend women's networking and to increase
the range and location of activities focusing on women' human rights.
In the past, hundreds of women's groups from all over the world have
actively organized around this theme. Women in the U.S. could use the
,16 Days campaign as a mobilizing tool to further their own demands,
as part of a larger global effort.
The Center for Women's Global Leadership also co-sponsors, with
the International Women's Tribune Centre, a petition that calls on the
United Nations to report on its implementation of the Vienna
Declaration (1993) at the UN Fourth World Conference on Women
being held in Beijing in 1995. An earlier version of the petition, which
was endorsed by over 900 organizations, called upon the 1993 UN
50 United Nations. International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination. 21 December 1965.
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World Conference on Human Rights to comprehensively address
women's human rights at every level of its proceedings. The petition
was translated into 23 languages and was eventually signed by half a
million women from 124 countries. The follow-up petition has already
gathered thousands of signatures. This petition could be used as a tool
to inform women in the U.S. about the movement leading up to
women's success at the World Conference in gaining the United
Nation's historic recognition of women's human rights. It could also be
used to encourage women to get involved in efforts to ensure that the
U.S. government actively supports implementation of the Vienna
Declaration both within the UN system and within the United States.

UN Conventions and Mechanisms
The U.S. has recently ratified the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR) but it has done so with many reservations that
prevent the treaty from going further than domestic laws. In addition, it
has refused to ratify the Optional Protocol to the Treaty which enables
individuals to bring direct complaints to the UN Human Rights
Committee. The treaty therefore has limited legal value; however, it
provides a powerful tool to focus international public attention on U.S.
violations of human rights. Pursuant to its obligations under the treaty,
the U.S. has submitted to the UN Human Rights Committee a report on
its compliance with the treaty's provisions.51 This process is critical in
that, for the first time, it will subject the United States to an evaluation
by a global body on its record in the area of civil and political rights
The U.S. compliance report is essentially a codification of most federal
laws under the various provisions of the treaty. Human rights groups
and civil rights groups are presently reviewing the report and will
submit an alternative report to the UN Human Rights Committee before
March 1995 when the Committee w i l l meet to monitor U.S.
compliance. Women need to review the government report and, if
necessary, submit an alternative report to the Committee that highlights
governmental violations of the rights enumerated in the covenant from
women's perspectives. The American Civil Liberties Union and Human
Rights Watch have already prepared a report that outlines U.S violations
of the ICCPR and that contains substantive sections on women.32
51 United States Department of State. Civil and Political Rights in the United States: Initial
Report of the United States of America to the U.N. Human Rights Committee under the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. (July 1994).
52 Human Rights Violations in the United States: A Report on U.S. Compliance with the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Human Rights Watch & the
American Civil Liberties Union.(December 1993).
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Similar documentation of governmental violations of women's
human rights in the terms set out in international conventions could be
presented through other UN mechanisms such as the Working Group
on Contemporary Forms of Slavery. Such a tactic would place the
actions of the United States under international scrutiny and embarrass
the government into compliance with human rights treaties. Western
human rights organizations have extensive experience in publicizing
human rights abuses to embarrass other governments; their tactics could
be used by women's groups to press for specific changes in
governmental policies in the United States.
Local and national campaigns could also call upon the U.S. to
ratify the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women, and the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights. A vigorous and widespread demand for the
ratification of these treaties without limiting reservations would expose
the dissonance between the U.S. government's stated commitment to
human rights and its real actions in this area.

World Conferences
There are several upcoming world conferences which provide women
in the U.S. with the opportunity to further a human rights agenda. These
world conferences present important political arenas in which to
mainstream women's concerns. The conferences can be utilized to
bring pressure to bear on the U.S. government to act in conformity with
an articulated women's human rights agenda in its actions at home and
overseas. The conferences also enable U.S. women to network and
create strategies with women from around the world to demand a
paradigm shift that creates a culture of respect for human rights and
accountability for their violations.
At the World Conference on Human Rights which took place in
Vienna last year, women kicked open the door by demanding that their
rights be recognized as human rights. Vienna made two major
advances: it integrated women into already defined human rights
violations in the area of civil and political rights such as political
torture, and rape in war. Secondly, the conference recognized violence
against women as a human rights issue which also broke down the
artificial distinction between the public and private spheres which had
provided immunity to perpetrators of violations for so long. At the
International Conference on Population and Development held in
Cairo, women moved the understanding of women's human rights to
a deeper level by demanding recognition not only of reproductive
33

rights but also of the rights to health and development. At the upcoming
World Summit on Social Development in Copenhagen, women
are working to incorporate social and economic issues into the human
rights framework. The IV U.N. World Conference on Women in
Beijing in September 1995 provides another opportunity to consolidate
the gains of earlier conferences, and define the struggles ahead
in implementation and accountability for these newly recognized
human rights.
As part of the process toward the Beijing conference, the U.S. has
prepared a country report on the status of women.53 Ten regional
governmental and non-governmental meetings took place around the
country to incorporate women's voices into the process. Many
organizations are involved in the Beijing preparations but so far no
concerted strategies toward having an impact on the U.S. government
in particular have emerged. Women could utilize upcoming
international conferences as mechanisms to pressure the U.S.
government and to network with women in this country and abroad to
demand compliance with a women's human rights agenda.

53 U.S. Report to the United Nations on the Status of Women 1985:1994. Prepared by U.S
Department of State, Bureau of International Organization Affairs, Office of Economic
and Social Affairs 1994.
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Conclusion
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his paper has argued for the use of human rights in domestic
organizing and sought to illustrate how this could be done with
examples for action at the local, national and international level. There
are two questions that I have been asked over and over again which
remain a challenge. The first is whether a human rights paradigm can
offer hope. And second, why human rights would be effective when so
much else has failed in our attempts at social transformation in this
country, especially in light of the post-election political landscape.
It has become clear to me that we will not be successful at
achieving change unless we do at least three fundamental things. First,
we must move beyond single-issue and identity-based politics in order
to create an effective movement for social change. Second, we must reclaim the domain of ethics, values, culture and religion from the
religious right. And third, we must connect our experiences and
organizing with people in other parts of the world and understand better
the global forces at play in our region. The human rights framework
provides the potential for working on all three, and it is in this potential
that I see hope.
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About the Center for Women's Global Leadership
The Center for Women's Global Leadership at Douglass College seeks to
develop an understanding of the ways in which gender affects the exercise of
power and the conduct of public policy internationally. The Center's goals are to
build international linkages among women in local leadership that enhance their
effectiveness, expand their global consciousness and develop coordinated
strategies for action; to promote visibility of women and feminist perspectives in
public deliberation and policy-making globally; and to increase participation of
women in national and international governing bodies and processes.
The Center's activities are based on seeing women's leadership and
transformative visions as crucial in every policy area from democratization and
human rights, to global security and economic restructuring. Further, such
global issues are interconnected and have both local and international
dimensions. The creation of effective policy alternatives demands the full
inclusion of gender perspectives and women in all decision-making processes,
and requires an understanding of how gender relates to race, class, ethnicity,
sexual orientation and culture.
Center for Women's Global Leadership, 27 Clifton Avenue, Douglass
College, Rutgers University, New Brunswick, New Jersey 08903, USA. For
further information call 1 (908) 932-8782; fax 1 (908) 932-1180.
Copies of this book are $5.

Center for Women's Global Leadership Publications
1. Global Center News (three mailings of newsletters and other campaign
mailings). $20/year
2. From Vienna to Beijing: The Cairo Hearing on Reproductive Health and
Human Rights (1994). $6
3. Demanding Accountability: The Global Campaign and Vienna Tribunal for
Women's Human Rights, by Charlotte Bunch and Niamh Reilly (1994). $15
4. Testimonies of the Global Tribunal on Violations of Women's Human Rights
(1994). $15
5. Gender Violence and Women's Human Rights in Africa (1994). $7
6. International Campaign for Women's Human Rights Report 1992-1993. $8
7. Women, Violence and Human Rights: 1991 Women's Leadership Institute
Report (available in English and Spanish). $8
8. Gender Violence: A Human Rights and Development Issue, by Charlotte
Bunch and Roxanna Carrillo (1991). $5

VIDEO: The Vienna Tribunal: Women's Rights are Human Rights
Video of the Global Tribunal on Violations of Women's Human Rights held
at the UN World Conference on Human Rights, Vienna 1993 (Sept. 1994)
To order:
In the U.S.
Outside the U.S.
Women Make Movies
Augusta Productions
462 Broadway, 5th floor
54 Mullock Street
New York, NY 10013
St. John's, NFLD
Phone: (212) 925-0606
Canada A1C2RB
Fax: (212) 925-2052
Phone: (709) 753-1861
Fax: (709) 579-8090
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