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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

GLOBAL FEMINISM AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

by NIAMH REILLY

Dissertation director:
Professor Steven Bronner

The primary purpose of this dissertation is to document and explore the 

significance of transnational feminist activism in the 1990s and, in particular, its 

utilization of a universal human rights framework. Toward this end, the Global 

Campaign for Women's Human Rights (1990-95) is used as a case study in 

contemporary feminist organizing that has significant implications for how we 

approach feminist projects and human rights practice in a globalizing era. The 

dissertation aims to arrive at a deeper understanding of a number of important 

projects and themes. These include: linking theory to transformative political 

practice; examining how "global feminism" can address internal critiques of the 

feminist project; arguing the importance of the universal (in terms of the 

particular); elaborating feminist critiques of traditional human rights thinking 

and practice; situating the feminist project in a context of globalization and 

global trends; and (re)defining accountability for the arbitrary exercise of 

power in a globalizing era.

It is argued that unpacking the different moments of the Global 

Campaign offers the possibility of mapping out a "theory of feminist practice," 

which is called Global Feminism. In explaining the success of the Global

ii
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Campaign, five mutually constitutive moments are identified that have worked 

together to create an effective and expanding social movement linking diverse 

women and perspectives. These are (1) a global consciousness and analysis 

that examines and questions the exercise of power internationally; (2) an 

overarching ethical framework with global resonance; (3) a "common issue" of 

concern to women across diverse boundaries; (4) purposive networking and 

building of linkages toward activism; and, (5) concrete opportunities with a 

global dimension around which to collaborate conceptually and strategically.

Special attention is given to the issue of violence against women, which 

is used as a point of departure to elaborate feminist critiques of traditional 

human rights practice. In doing so, the dissertation explores what is required 

to achieve accountability for violations of human rights by private actors, in 

private contexts. Finally, Globalizing forces and trends, particularly understood 

from a gender perspective, form the socio-economic and historical context with 

which the dissertation is primarily concerned.
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1

INTRODUCTION

The primary purpose of this dissertation is to document and explore the 

significance of transnational feminist activism in the 1990s and, in particular, its 

utilization of a universal human rights framework. Specifically, I use the Global 

Campaign for Women's Human Rights (1990-95) as a case study in 

contemporary feminist organizing and argue that it has significant implications 

for how we approach feminist projects and human rights practice in a 

globalizing era. My aim is not to present the Global Campaign per se as an 

ideal type -- like any political process, to varying degrees, its development and 

activities have been subject to internal and external critiques and contestation. 

Rather, my goal is to illuminate the ways in which the Global Campaign has 

successfully negotiated in practice many issues and concerns raised on a 

theoretical level. In doing so, I use the campaign to extrapolate key moments 

in building a transformative political project where the diversity of subject 

positions and the importance of globalizing trends are recognized. This 

dissertation, therefore, aims to arrive at a deeper understanding of a number of 

important (and/or timely) projects and themes. These include: linking theory 

to transformative political practice; examining how "global feminism" can 

address internal critiques of the feminist project; arguing the importance of the 

universal (in terms of the particular); elaborating feminist critiques of traditional 

human rights thinking and practice; situating the feminist project in a context of
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globalization and global trends; and (re)defining accountability for the arbitrary 

exercise of power in a globalizing era.

Linking Theory and Practice

The Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights constitutes a highly 

successful and transformative social movement. It has brought women's 

human rights concerns to light, achieved concrete policy changes (especially at 

the international level), challenged prevailing terms of power, and importantly, 

it has continued to extend and deepen its own networks toward sustaining the 

movement. Consequently, I argue that unpacking and identifying the different 

moments of the Global Campaign -  conceptual, ethical, organizational and 

institutional -- offers the possibility of mapping out a "theory of feminist 

practice," which I call Global Feminism. I am proposing, therefore, that a case 

study of "feminism in action" yields valuable insights into the relationship 

between feminist theorizing and feminist practice.

Further, I would contend that the Global Campaign, in demonstrating a 

feminist critique of human rights thinking and practice, also advances the 

project of defining a "political theory of human rights." Because utilizing (and 

challenging) universal human rights discourse and practice is integral to the 

Global Campaign, an analysis of the campaign also informs a political, as 

distinct from a foundational or philosophical, theory of human rights. The latter 

are often justifiably criticized for reducing universal human rights to the formal
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equality of individuals. A political theory of human rights, on the other hand, is 

concerned with the way human rights thinking and practice can further social 

and economic justice, as well as political equality.

Addressing Internal Critiques of the Feminist Project

A second related set of issues at the heart of this dissertation concerns 

how feminist projects can respond to the many critiques, by women of color in 

particular, which argue that established feminist analyses and programs have in 

reality only reflected the specific concerns of white, middle-class, U.S. and/or 

European women (hooks 1984). I would argue that effective responses to such 

"internal" critiques of feminism call for more theorizing around feminist practice 

and less feminist theorizing around philosophical categories (where the greater 

part of the debate has occurred). This trend is largely due to the ascendance 

of postmodern tenets in feminist writing in recent years. While postmodern 

feminist theorizing echoes, and claims to surpass, socio-economic critiques of 

established liberal feminism as exclusionary and subordinating, it does so on a 

profoundly abstract level. Even as postmodern feminist analyses have 

deepened the understanding of the multiple interconnected relations of power 

in which women are situated/constituted, they have virtually ignored questions 

of feminist practice.

Critiques around issues of "feminism and difference," I would argue, can 

only be genuinely responded to in the context of feminist practice. This means

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



4

reflexively examining and self-consciously changing feminist practice so that 

diverse women and their concerns are made integral to any feminist project. 

Historically, women's studies/feminist theory (unlike traditional academic 

disciplines) has been firmly linked to activism informed by critiques of the 

exercise of power in the family, civil society, and the state. However, 

postmodern approaches have obscured the importance of feminist activism -  

both as an important arena where critiques of feminism are being responded to 

in concrete ways, and as a site of investigation that can yield alternatives to the 

political paralysis that has characterized much of feminist theorizing over the 

last decade. In this vein, for example, I argue that central to the success of the 

Global Campaign is a practical, ethical, as well as theoretical, commitment to 

linking diverse women in collaborative action toward social change. Moreover, 

the Global Campaign provides copious examples of how such linkages can take 

place across boundaries of race, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, culture, and 

geography, as well as across "professional" divides such as community activism, 

media, law, policy, and academia -  without leveling difference or invoking 

universal principles that impose the agendas of dominant groups.

Further, the uniform rejection by postmodern feminisms of all 

Enlightenment metanarratives, including natural (universal human) rights or the 

idea of a "unified female subject" as grounding feminism, forms a wholly 

inadequate basis for transformative political action. Such approaches insist on 

a feminist project that resists unity, emphasizes difference, and primarily 

assumes oppositional modi operandi. From this perspective, universal principles

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



5

are understood as inherently oppressive and serving only to annihilate 

difference. I argue that the Global Campaign for Women’s Human Rights 

demonstrates that - contrary to postmodern accounts - a strong universal 

moment is not only possible but necessary in the construction of a viable, 

nonoppressive, feminist practice that links diverse women.

Arouino the Importance of The Universal fin Terms of the Particular)

In explaining the success of the Global Campaign, I posit five mutually 

constitutive moments that have worked together to create an effective and 

expanding social movement. These are (1) a global consciousness and analysis 

that examines and questions the exercise of power internationally; (2) an 

overarching ethical framework with global resonance; (3) a "common issue" of 

concern to women across diverse boundaries; (4) purposive networking and 

building of linkages toward activism; and finally, (5) concrete opportunities with a 

global dimension around which to collaborate conceptually and strategically.

Taken together, I argue, these five moments constitute a Global Feminism that 

preserves the tension between universality and difference as an integral dynamic 

in transformative political organizing. As such, Global Feminism respects and 

builds upon the diversity of women and simultaneously retains a commitment to 

an ideal of universality that is process oriented rather than substantive. The latter 

understanding of universality is contained in the idea of "an overarching ethical 

framework with global resonance." In the case of the Global Campaign, a
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widespread commitment to universal human rights serves as such an "ethical 

framework with global resonance." However, the emphasis on process over 

specific content means that this occurs on the understanding that the realization 

of universal human rights is in terms of the inclusion of previously excluded or 

invisible areas of human rights abuse or concern, and with an acceptance that 

priorities and agendas will vary with local contexts. It also entails a view of 

human rights discourse and practice not as transcendent, but as contingent and 

open to contestation and revision.

This process-oriented understanding of universal human rights is also 

illustrated by the centrality of a "common issue” of concern to women across 

diverse boundaries, especially in terms of catalyzing and sustaining the Global 

Campaign. Violence against women was, and continues to be, such an issue 

within the campaign. The prevalence of violence against women in every society, 

across all socio-economic and cultural divides, graphically demonstrates the 

arbitrary exercise of power over women and girls as a global phenomenon. The 

fact that the type and mode of violence against women varies significantly with 

the geo-cultural context -  from battery and rape, to dowry-related assaults, 

honor killings, and female genital mutilation -- underscores that the analyses of 

the "causes" of the violence and the redress needed also vary with the local 

context. However, the rejection of all forms of violence against women, and the 

ethical standpoint that sees them "as the same thing," is made possible by the 

idea of universal human rights to which everyone is entitled regardless of gender, 

race, religion, or any other distinction.
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Feminist Critiques of Traditional Human Rights Thinking and Practice -- 

Reinterpreting State Accountability for Human Rights

The impertance ef the issue gf violence against women in the Global 

Campaign also serves to highlight a third objective of this dissertation -- an 

elaboration of feminist critiques of traditional human rights thinking and practice. 

One of the most significant gains secured by the Global Campaign for Women's 

Human Rights has been achieving recognition, within the international human 

rights community, that violence against women is a violation of human rights.

The magnitude of this rhetorical gain cannot be overstated. It signals a new 

departure within a human rights regime that has evolved over fifty years to a 

point where it focuses almost exclusively on violations of human rights 

perpetrated directly by state actors. This definition of the denial of human rights 

cares only about acts of commission, or what states do to violate rights. When 

private actors or entities violate human rights -- such as Transnational 

Corporations which repress union activity, networks of individuals who engage in 

contemporary forms of slavery, white supremacist gangs who harass or murder 

members of minorities, or rebel militias who rape and terrorize members of civilian 

communities -  the human rights system, seeing only what states do directly, has 

been slow to condemn and/or take action if at all.

The women's human rights movement has magnified these contradictions 

by adding perpetrators of violence against women to the possible list of offending
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private actors. By introducing graphic accounts of gender-based violence into 

human rights fora, the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights 

demonstrated irrefutably that acts of violence against women (incest, rape, forced 

prostitution, battery, burning, and so on) violate human rights as surely as torture 

inflicted on prodemocracy activists by the military of a repressive regime. 

However, the vast majority of acts of violence against women take place in the 

home or the community and at the hands of spouses, boyfriends or family 

members. Addressing violence against women as a human rights issue, 

therefore, underscores the inadequacy of a system of human rights protection 

that focuses only on what states actors do to violate human rights and not on 

what states fail to do to protect human rights from the actions of private actors. 

Using the issue of violence against women as a point of departure, this 

dissertation elaborates feminist critiques of human rights practice. In doing so, it 

explores the reinterpretation of the public/private dynamic that is required, both 

above and below the state, in order to achieve accountability for the violation of 

human rights by private actors, in private contexts.

Situating Feminist Projects in a Context of Globalization

Globalizing forces and trends, particularly understood from a gender 

perspective, constitute a fourth major theme of this project and form the socio

economic and historical context with which the dissertation is primarily 

concerned. A reality of increasing globalization makes a study of transnational
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feminist activism both timely and potentially critical in shaping contemporary 

debates. While "globalization" as a late-twentieth-century catchall term is 

problematic, it is used here chiefly to indicate the "widening, deepening and 

speeding up of worldwide interconnectedness in all aspects of contemporary 

social life, from the cultural to the criminal, the financial to the spiritual" (Held 

et al. 1999).

Economic globalization is perhaps the most readily recognized dimension 

of the globalization process. It has been fueled by a global trend of national- 

level privatization and deregulation, set in motion in the Thatcher/Reagan 

period, and accelerated by the end of the cold war in 1989. Economic 

globalization is characterized by the growing power of a relatively small number 

of Transnational Corporations (TNCs), greater mobility of capital, greater 

mobility ("flexibility") of labor, and the emergence of global trade and global 

finance markets. The term economic globalization is often used to suggest a 

benign or positive process of economic growth for individual countries, 

increased employment and skills development opportunities for labor, and a 

greater choice of cheaper goods and services for consumers. However, it is 

evident that the intensified globalization of capitalism in recent decades has 

also been accompanied by growing inequality between richer and poorer 

countries, the trampling of basic human rights, environmental destruction, and 

greater job insecurity and erosion of labor rights in the developed economies 

(UN 1999; Cox 1997; Burbach etal. 1997).
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In tandem with economic globalizing forces, a number of related 

negative "global" trends are emerging. The end of the cold war and its forty- 

year polarization of international relations, together with accelerating economic 

globalization, have created conditions wherein the role of the nation/state and 

national identity are undergoing dramatic renegotiation. Ethnic and identity- 

based wars and conflicts fought out in the middle of civilian populations in 

countries like Rwanda and the Former Yugoslavia, for example, are just one 

symptom of these changes, as are the related refugee and displaced persons 

crises. Likewise, growing global disparities have fueled trafficking in women 

and children for the purposes of economic and sexual exploitation, as well as 

other forms of organized international crime. At the same time, rising 

fundamentalisms -  religious and political -- can undoubtedly be partly 

understood as reactions to a globalization process that is perceived as 

"Westernization" or "Americanization." The latter perception is not surprising 

when one considers the globalizing communications industry, for example, 

where twenty to thirty large U.S. or European TNCs dominate the global 

markets for news, entertainment and television (Held et al. 1999).

Importantly, patterns of globalization and global trends, like civilian- 

centered conflicts, increased trafficking, the destruction of local environments, 

and rising fundamentalisms all affect women in very specific and devastating 

ways. As global capital seeks out cheaper and more docile labor forces, for 

example, women (traditionally marginalized by labor movements and socialized 

within sexist social relations) have been specifically targeted to work in export
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zones in the developing world. Similarly, tens of thousands of poor women, 

primarily from southeast Asia, Eastern Europe, and parts of Latin America, are 

trafficked each year for the purposes of prostitution, domestic labor, or other 

forms of work on a bonded-labor basis (Skrobanec et al. 1997). Likewise, when 

conflicts take place in the middle of civilian populations, women are subjected 

to policies of genocidal rape and forced pregnancy as their bodies are literally 

used as battle grounds. Women have also been great losers in the enforcement 

of "global" IMF/World Bank policies like structural adjustment programs (SAPs), 

which cut social spending and shift responsibility for social care from the state 

back to women, for instance, or destroy small informal enterprises where 

women are most active economically.

Given the enormous gender implications of globalizing forces and global 

issues, it is increasingly clear to women's organizations that they have a stake, 

and often an urgent need, to be involved in decision making that shapes 

globalization and in moves to check the exercise of transnational power. The 

Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights is one significant example of how 

women are participating in this move to assert greater control over the 

globalization process and to construct feminist projects within a globalizing 

context. As such, this study aims to contribute to the ongoing wider dialog 

around globalization and democratic accountability.
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Accountability in a Globalizing Era

A fifth related theme running through this project concerns the issue of 

ensuring accountability for the exercise of power -  political, economic, and 

cultural -- in a context of globalizing forces and global trends. In particular, as 

mentioned, globalization is precipitating a renegotiation of the role of the 

nation/state wherein both the state's efficacy and legitimacy as the primary unit 

of public policy and democratic accountability are being contested. Many 

smaller countries, like Ireland, which have joined the European Monetary Union, 

for example, no longer have domestic control over interest rates as a means of 

managing their economies. As a result, when Irish voters support a particular 

political party because of its stance on monetary policy and that party wins 

power, there is now no guarantee that those views will be translated into 

practice. Arguably, therefore, traditional links between electoral democracy and 

policy making have been weakened. Similarly, notwithstanding real issues of 

corruption among antidemocratic elites in Third World countries, the power of 

states in the developing world to determine and resource national policies is 

also seriously undermined by the overwhelming influence of IMF/World Bank 

requirements. Likewise, states in every region are increasingly competing with 

each other to attract global capital, often at the expense of social development 

and decent working conditions, rather than proactively determining economic 

policy consistent with traditional views of "sovereign" state actors. There are 

many other examples of global developments (such as environmental
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degradation or trafficking) that further demonstrate the weakness of individual 

states acting alone. Put simply, while nation/states will undoubtedly remain 

very significant actors in shaping local and global realities, the transnational 

exercise of power calls for transnational mechanisms of accountability as to the 

exercise of that power. I would argue that the United Nations, and the current 

international human rights regime in particular, offer the best hope (with 

necessary transformations) of delivering the institutions and processes that can 

challenge the arbitrary exercise of power that falls outside of the purview of 

national-level democratic accountability.

Against such a background, this dissertation documents one social 

movement intent on utilizing the international human rights system as a source 

of accountability mechanisms. In doing so, the Global Campaign for Women's 

Human Rights also illustrates another less discussed but critically important 

dimension of globalization -  the upsurge in transnational nongovernmental 

organizing, mobilizing, and social movements that are proliferating vis-a-vis UN 

sites. The latter are emerging as part of a rediscovery, facilitated by new 

technologies, of the power of transnational solidarity in local struggles. In 

addition to being manifestations of globalization themselves, however, such 

movements are also seeking to challenge the threats to human rights, 

democratic accountability, and the environment posed by globalization and 

global trends. As such, transnational social movements are likely to be key 

actors in a transformation process that hones and shapes human rights 

processes and institutions to bring greater accountability to bear on globalizing
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forces and global trends. This project, therefore, identifies and explores 

feminist perspectives on emerging debates around the redefinition of 

accountability for the exercise of power in a globalizing era.

The foregoing themes and questions are investigated and elaborated in 

the chapters that follow. Chapter 1 considers the philosophical roots of 

contemporary human rights thinking and argues that prevailing ideas of 

universal human rights are deeply influenced by Kantian liberalism, and most 

importantly by his notion of the categorical imperative, based on a premise of 

the equal value of each individual. This chapter also outlines the historical 

development of the current human rights regime. In particular, it explores the 

ways in which the international relations system -- structured by strong state 

sovereignty and territorialism -  has fostered legalism in human rights practice 

and obstructed progress on realizing substantive human rights agendas.

Chapter 2 charts the development of advocacy for women's human rights 

over the last number of decades. I emphasize the significance of the UN 

Decade on Women in fostering the conditions for a qualitative shift in women's 

human rights advocacy from a governmental and expert-driven process to one 

grounded in a global social movement. This chapter also documents the 

development of one part of this movement -- the Global Campaign for Women's 

Human Rights, which forms the basis for positing Global Feminism as a "theory 

of feminist practice" in a globalizing era. In this context, I also explore the way 

in which the movement for women's human rights has sought to redefine
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prevailing ideas about state accountability for human rights, particularly to 

include abuses perpetrated by nonstate actors.

Chapter 3 attempts to contextualize the Global Campaign, and the Global 

Feminism it suggests, in relation to major trends in feminist writing over the last 

three decades. Specifically, I argue that Global Feminism has roots in earlier 

liberal, socialist, and radical accounts of the feminist project. In contrast to 

contemporary antiuniversalist postmodern accounts, Global Feminism reflects a 

return to the feminist tradition of linking theory to practice. Further, I argue 

that in answering the critiques of mainstream feminism from the perspective of 

women of color and Third World women, a universalist stance that takes global 

relations into account is imperative.

Finally, Chapter 4 explores a number of themes central to the discussion 

of women's rights as human rights in a globalizing era, including the 

longstanding debate between universalist and relativist accounts in human 

rights literature, and the gender-specific dimensions of globalizing processes 

and trends. In particular, this chapter elaborates more fully on the five 

constitutive moments of Global Feminism (a global consciousness and analysis; 

an overarching ethical framework with global resonance; a "common issue" of 

concern; networking and building of linkages toward activism; and concrete 

opportunities with a global dimension around which to collaborate conceptually 

and strategically) and considers these in relation to the major themes and 

concerns raised throughout this project.
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CHAPTER ONE

PHILOSOPHICAL AND POLITICAL ORIGINS OF HUMAN RIGHTS

While the term "human rights" was popularized in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 as a way of asserting the accountability of 

sovereign states vis-a-vis the international community, human rights ideals are 

clearly linked to natural rights discourses, which asserted the "rights of man" 

vis-a-vis the State. Questions about foundations, justification, and the nature 

and extent of rights have pervaded both earlier natural rights discourse, as well 

as contemporary debates around the universality of human rights. The 

question of "foundations" has generally been seen as requiring the definition of 

some universal aspect of human nature, from which supposedly universal or 

universalizable specific rights are inferred.

The focus on foundations and justification in theorizing around human 

rights has prompted trenchant criticism of human rights ideas from diverse 

points along the philosophical/political spectrum. Positivist and utilitarian critics 

argue that the only "real" rights are benefits conferred through national 

legislation or positive laws. Bentham's often-quoted opinion that the "rights of 

man" are "nonsense on stilts" reflected his belief that the French Declaration 

mistakenly gave the name "rights" to what were, in fact, reasons for "wishing 

certain rights were established." From Bentham's perspective, a "natural right" 

is not a real right just as "hunger is not bread" (Bentham). Communitarians, to 

the extent that they acknowledge the significance of rights, view them as
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context-specific and in the service of the community, rather than deriving from 

any universal attributes of individuals (Sandel 1982, Walzer 1990). In large 

part, Marxist thinkers have viewed natural (human) rights rhetoric with 

suspicion -  as an ideological statement of the conditions necessary for the 

accumulation of wealth by those who were gaining the most out of the 

industrial revolution. More recently, many feminist and postmodern critics 

eschew human rights ideals as examples of repressive false universalization 

concealed by Enlightenment "metanarratives." None of these views of human 

rights, however, from the positivist to the postmodern, can explain why and 

how it is that the discourse of "universal human rights" today forms an integral 

part of transnational, transformative political activism by (and on behalf of) 

marginalized and oppressed groups and individuals around the world. I would 

contend that human rights theorizing and debate (in focusing only on questions 

of foundations and justifications) has failed to account for the political 

significance of human rights discourse and practice. Furthermore, I would 

argue that developing such a political analysis of human rights is pivotal to 

understanding and devising practical responses to questions of 

difference/particularity and democratic accountability in an era increasingly 

defined by globalization and the changing role of the nation state.

The Philosophical Origins of Human Rights

The evolution of current dominant conceptions of human rights owes
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much to Locke and the Anglo-American liberal tradition, as well as to Kantian 

liberalism and ethics. Hobbes represented a significant turning point in that he 

articulated the idea of natural rights and consent as a rebuttal to divine right 

justifications of authority. For him, natural rights were unlimited in the state of 

nature. However, upon entry into the "social contract" all natural rights are 

voluntarily forfeited (except that of self-defense) in return for the protection of 

the Sovereign and social order. In contrast, Locke believed that the "chief end" 

of the agreement among "men" to put themselves under Government "is the 

preservation of their property. To which in the state of nature there are many 

things wanting" (Laslett 1960, 395). In this framework, parties to the "social 

contract" give up unlimited "equality, liberty and executive power" so that their 

natural right to "property," that is, "Life, Liberty and Estates," can be 

guaranteed under the State. Locke believed that natural rights derived from 

natural law (the will of God discerned through reason), which teaches 

humankind that "all being equal and independent, no one ought to harm 

another in his life, health, liberty and possessions." (Second Treatise. II.6).

More recent critics of Locke, and social contract theorists in general, effectively 

argue that Locke delivers a set of natural rights that, far from being universal, 

focus on the freedoms necessary to underpin the economic advancement of 

the emerging middle classes (MacPherson 1962). Similarly, from a feminist 

perspective, Carole Pateman has demonstrated that the "social contract" as 

invoked by Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Kant, in fact connotes a gendered, 

fraternal contract premised on the conjugal right of males over females, and
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not a universal contract treating all persons equally (Pateman 1988). Arguably, 

the Lockian legacy to the contemporary human rights paradigm is evident in 

the way that property rights (or the rights underpinning capitalist 

accumulation) are in practice among the few "economic rights" (as compared 

to the right to housing, for example) accorded the same urgent status as basic 

civil and political rights. Equally integral to the human rights paradigm, 

however, is a Kantian legacy wherein human rights are understood as a moral 

framework and a source of speculative ideals that underpin the transformation 

of societies, and international and transnational relations.

Kant recognized two kinds of "external laws" -  natural laws and positive 

laws. Natural laws are laws involving an immanent duty of obligation, 

regardless of legislation. Positive laws, on the other hand, are laws that can 

neither obligate, nor be laws, without external mechanisms to ensure 

compliance. At the same time, Kant considered that natural laws are laws of 

justice and provide the fundamental principles for all positive legislation. For 

Hobbes, positive laws could not be inconsistent with natural laws because any 

law approved by a ruler implicitly had the consent of the people. Against 

Hobbes, Kant argues that individuals have natural rights that cannot be 

overridden by positive laws, especially with regard to traditional basic 

freedoms. Kant, therefore, saw positive law as subordinate to natural law, or 

what is now known as the liberal "rule of law." Contrary to legal positivists, 

who believe that there is "legal obligation" that is distinct from "moral
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obligation," for Kant there is one kind of obligation: the categorical imperative - 

- moral obligation as determined by "practical reason."

The categorical imperative is Kant’s ultimate moral principle. It stems 

from the idea that ail human beings possess "practical reason" that generates 

principles of conduct that are capable of becoming "universal laws," which by 

definition bind all human beings. Categorical imperatives demand actions 

because they are the "right thing to do," regardless of the interests, needs, or 

wants of the individuals involved. The categorical imperative, therefore, 

presupposes an autonomous or free will as the essence of humanity. This 

ethical principle of universal law gives rise to Kant's theory of justice in the 

form of the "universal law of justice," which in turn demands three basic 

classically liberal principles in the regulation of the "external freedom" of 

individuals. The first is "freedom" revolving around an idea of the individual as 

an autonomous (albeit morally constrained) choice maker and as "an end in 

himself." For Kant this principle of freedom gives rise to natural (human) rights 

to freedom of expression and freedom of action. The second basic principle is 

that of "equality with all as subjects," that is legal equality vis-a-vis the State, 

which formed the basis for rejecting the system of institutionalized unequal 

class privileges in Kant's Prussia. For Kant, however, such political equality was 

still consistent with the "utmost inequalities in the mass and degree of 

possessions" (Reiss 1970, 75). Finally, Kant's universal law of justice also 

entails a principle of the "independence of citizens" on which Kant bases 

arguments for the right to the democratic participation of "active citizens"
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(excluding women who Kant saw as "passive citizens") in the creation of 

legislation that governs them.

The enormous influence of Kant’s thinking in the development of 

twentieth-century human rights law and practice is evident on many levels.

Kant's influence is especially clear in the privileging of civil and political rights 

over economic and social rights, and in the understanding that only "legal 

equality" (and not social and economic equality) is fundamental to "justice." 

Likewise, Kant's distinction between "ethics" and "justice" as two moments of 

morality continues to be a defining distinction and sticking point in the practical 

struggle to implement international human rights principles. Kant's framework 

views ethics as involving moral obligations (comprehended through "internal 

freedom") that cannot be externally enforced, whereas justice, by definition, 

relates entirely to the regulation of "external" freedom. These two moments of 

morality are mirrored in the ongoing distinction in international human rights 

practice between human rights as unenforceable declarations1 of what "ought 

to be" while human rights treaties or conventions aim to be "legally binding" 

and quasi-enforceable.2 The same dichotomy reinforces a particularly rigid 

distinction in international human rights thinking and practice between 

formal/legal civil and political rights on the one hand, which have been 

understood as the "real" (enforceable) human rights, and more substantive 

economic, social, and cultural rights on the other hand, which, at best, have 

been viewed as desirable but not enforceable or essential to human rights 

implementation.
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The foregoing dichotomies and distinctions go to the heart of ongoing 

ideological battles in the international human rights arena which contest 

practices that have emanated from privileging civil and political rights over 

economic and social rights (that is, meeting basic human needs). The same 

hierarchy of rights structures the rationale for waging war (legal or otherwise) 

on antidemocratic states. It also permits a system of Third World indebtedness 

and economic restructuring, devised in the interests of wealthy developed 

countries, which allows tens of thousands of people to die each year as a direct 

or indirect consequence of poverty. Marx's critique of liberal rights -  although 

inadequate from a gender perspective -  continues to be pertinent in assessing 

failures to realize and implement human rights as expressed in the myriad 

human rights documents that have been agreed over the last half century. 

Marx's rejection of natural rights, is based upon the distorted and partial 

accounts they contain of liberty, "the separation of man from man," and 

equality, where "every man is equally regarded [by the state] as a self- 

sufficient monad." Such "political emancipation is a reduction of man to . . .  

an independent and egoistic individual, and to . . .  a [mere] citizen" (Tucker 

1978,46). Human emancipation on the other hand, emerges when "man...has 

recognized and organized his own powers, so that he no longer separates this 

social power from himself as political power" (ibid.). Marx's critique, therefore, 

which rejects rights that are purely formal and calls for political organizing that 

integrates the social, economic, and political aspects of emancipation, remains

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



23

central to current social movements that are engaging human rights discourse 

as a political and ideological vehicle for achieving social and economic justice.

Given a legacy of twentieth-century totalitarian Marxism, however, the 

only viable socialist approach to realizing rights and equality substantively is 

one that is nonteleological and grounded in democratic values (Bronner 1990). 

What makes a socialist (or feminist) critique of human rights discourse 

qualitatively different from a similar critique of liberal democratic discourse, 

however, is the fact that the former operates in the global and international 

arena where issues of global distributive justice are paramount and where 

there is a democratic vacuum in the way that internationai and transnational 

relations are conducted. This distinction requires further exploration in order to 

highlight the obstacles to realizing a substantive vision of human rights that are 

quite different from the obstacles to realizing a substantive vision of equality 

"below the state." Challenging the gap between legal equality and more 

substantive accounts of what equality demands is a central purpose of 

transformative political programs at the level of the democratic nation-state. 

However, the international arena, notwithstanding globalizing forces, continues 

to be understood primarily as a composite of sovereign states where, 

heretofore, there has been little room for the development of democratic 

processes of accountability. This in turn presents particular obstacles to 

transformative political projects that seek to challenge the gap between formal 

and substantive interpretations of human rights in a global/transnational 

context.
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It is helpful first to consider what the prerequisites are for bridging the 

gap under conditions of a democracy within a nation-state. Clearly, the 

political task of realizing substantive equality requires democratic civil and 

political rights and, importantly, the ability to exercise them, not only through 

the vote and various kinds of representative government, but also through 

political mobilization and action, and the removal of discriminatory barriers to 

equal participation. Such democratic politics are ultimately underpinned by a 

commitment to Kantian ethics, wherein the civil and political rights and 

freedoms of all individuals are guaranteed as the minimum requirements of a 

just state. Beyond this, defining and achieving economic and social justice, 

with regard to gender, race, class, and so on, becomes a process of political 

and ideological struggle wherein the States is held accountability for the 

arbitrary exercise of power (whether by the State or by private actors, in public 

or private, or in political, economic, or social spheres). It also involves defining 

the concrete requirements for the realization of genuine equality -  substantive 

as well as formal -  in any given context.

In Socialism Unbound, for example, Stephen Bronner posits an account of 

socialism as such a political project guided by a "socialist ethic," which "situates 

the subject within a determinate context to illuminate what demands 

transformation in accord with the emancipatory values it projects" (p.155). For 

Bronner, the "practical criterion" for undertaking a critique of such a 

determinate context, and for assessing what emancipation requires in that 

context, is democratic accountability. Further, Bronner defines democratic
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accountability as the "restriction of arbitrary socio-economic or political power" 

(p. 156). Bronner's vision of the socialist project, shaped and underpinned by a 

socialist ethic, is very pertinent to understanding the role and method of any 

social movement that aims to realize (and create) commitments to human 

rights. Building on Bronner’s definition of democratic accountability, a feminist 

political account of human rights might extend his definition to include the 

"restriction of arbitrary social, economic, cultural or political power." Such a 

definition reflects the imperative of human rights movements to demand 

accountability (via states and intergovernmental avenues) for violations of 

human rights in all spheres of human activity (including, for example, in the 

family), in addition to human rights directly affected by the global capitalist 

accumulation process. Realizing and activating such a vision of democratic 

accountability is a profoundly challenging undertaking within the confines of 

nation-state democracies, but is doubly so in an international arena defined by 

a deference to state sovereignty wherein the international arena is "above 

democracy."

The current human rights system has evolved within an international 

relations regime that has been highly resistant to democratization and 

democratic accountability. Against this backdrop, I would argue that a Kantian 

privileging of political equality vis-a-vis the State over social and economic 

equality has translated into strong legalism in the international arena, which 

has severely constrained the understanding of what it means to implement 

human rights. As Franz Neumann noted "all traditional legal conceptions
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[especially that of external sovereignty] are negative ones. They limit activities 

but do not shape them" (1957,17). An account of human rights, therefore, 

that has human rights law as its primary focus, does not contain an adequate 

theory of the exercise of power, which for Neumann, necessarily entails 

"empirical sociological studies of the locus of political power" (ibid.). Within a 

democratic structure, under the right conditions, the struggle to realize rights 

substantively, and to establish accountability for the exercise of power 

documented in this way, can be driven "below the state" through political 

organizing and mobilizing. In contrast, the human rights regime, conceived as 

a monitoring system from "above the state," where avenues of democratic 

participation and accountability are severely underdeveloped, has stalled in a 

climate of legalism -  wherein activities are "limited" but not "shaped." Such 

legalism equates compliance with international human rights standards with the 

creation of international legal treaties and their formal ratification (as distinct 

from proactive implementation) by sovereign states. In addition to a limited 

democratic infrastructure at the transnational level (which might otherwise 

move the process of ensuring accountability for human rights beyond legalism), 

the situation is exacerbated by a strong concept of state sovereignty and 

autonomy that pervades the operation of international relations. One major 

contradiction that arises when human rights overlay such an international 

relations system (which is also Western-centered), is the way in which human 

rights issues, by definition, are understood as "foreign policy" concerns. The 

human rights regime was instituted to safeguard against abuses of human
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rights by overly autonomous sovereign states, while at the same time state 

sovereignty and autonomy continued to define the basis of international 

relations. The result is political and administrative resistance to human rights 

accountability within sovereign states; the substantive implementation of 

human rights standards domestically is something that sovereign states, by 

definition, are not required to do. Instead, human rights standards are used as 

tools by usually stronger and richer countries to makes demands on poorer or 

ideologically offensive states. In comparison to national legislation, therefore, 

where (assuming a democratic system) the electorate and NGOs can 

legitimately (if not always effectively) monitor the translation of law into policy 

and practice, the translation of human rights law into national policy and 

practice is greatly complicated by the strength of legalism and state 

sovereignty in the international system. In other words, even though the 

international human rights system was set up to challenge state sovereignty on 

questions of the maltreatment of individual citizens (or groups of citizens), the 

tension between seeking accountability for abuses of human rights and 

deferring to state sovereignty often sees the latter winning out (Picciotto 

1997). The result is a legalistic, statist bias in the human rights system that 

has constrained a more substantive understanding and implementation of 

human rights standards.

In summary, therefore, the privileging of liberal political rights vis-a-vis 

the State, the legalism of the human rights regime (given a transnational 

democratic vacuum), and strong state sovereignty in international relations
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have all fostered a kind of statism that has proved inimical to more substantive 

progress in realizing human rights agendas. Such a statist/state-centered bias 

in the development of the human rights regime means that the enjoyment of 

human rights has been defined as the absence of direct, state-perpetrated 

violations in the public sphere, rather than as the active, substantive 

implementation of human rights standards and requirements domestically.

This dissertation seeks to identify, from a gender perspective, how this 

historical development of human rights thinking and practice has contributed to 

multiple failures in implementing and safeguarding human rights in practice.

One aspect of the foregoing developments that is particularly pertinent 

here is the way in which legalistic and state-centered approaches to human 

rights thinking and practice ignore, minimize, or actively obstruct the role and 

significance of political organizing by NGOs as part of a "global civil society" in 

seeking the substantive realization of human rights. In addition to the 

possibility of individuals or other states "legally challenging" a particular state 

for its breach of specific articles of a given treaty, for example, all states that 

have signed a treaty are also required to submit regular, publicly evaluated 

reports to the relevant intergovernmental treaty bodies detailing how they are 

implementing commitments domestically. The fact that over the last several 

decades this potential avenue of transnational accountability remains largely 

unknown, underdeveloped, and without proper participative structures 

underscores the barriers to democratic participation within a human rights 

regime constrained by legalism, strong state sovereignty and a democratic
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deficit "above the state." I would argue that in order to move the human 

rights agenda from a formal legalistic to a substantive one, a number of key 

concepts and fundamental premises of political theory need be rethought and 

redefined. This includes expanding the scope of what is meant by state 

accountability for human rights, challenging traditional ideas of sovereignty that 

resist democratic accountability "above the state," and developing new ways of 

thinking about democratic participation and civil society at the transnational 

level.

Despite the narrow set of natural rights that Kant understood to flow from 

morally constrained freedom, his idea of the "categorical imperative" -- 

understood as the moral claims of individuals, by virtue of their humanity, to be 

recognized and treated as "ends in themselves" -- remains central to universal 

human rights today. The idea that there are "human rights" as against 

positive, nationally legislated legal rights, is critical to a vision of human rights 

as a transformative political project underpinned by democratic principles 

because it provides the basis for demanding change. From this perspective, 

taking the categorical imperative as a point of departure contributes to an 

understanding of human rights as a framework that facilitates the translation of 

normative claims in the realm of "ethics" into the realization of "justice."
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The Emergence of Twentieth-Century Universal Human Rights Discourse

Natural rights doctrine reached the height of its influence around the time 

of the French and American revolutions but declined in popularity throughout 

the nineteenth century. This reflected the fact that the newly ascendant 

Bourgeoisie were no longer revolutionary and embraced instead Utilitarianism 

as the moral and political doctrine that best suited its class interests. Broadly 

speaking, Utilitarianism treats the satisfaction of desire as the primary criterion 

of what is "good" or "right" and regards the morality of actions as dependent 

on the consequences for overall human well-being. While rights may form part 

of a utilitarian approach, human rights, grounded in a Kantian presumption of 

the fundamental value of each human being, do not. However, a commitment 

to a Kantian version of natural rights is very much present the twentieth- 

century discourse of universal human rights. Prompted by abhorrence at 

atrocities demonstrated in two world wars, especially the genocide perpetrated 

under Nazism, the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 

asserted the idea that simply by virtue of being human, people everywhere and 

under all circumstances had certain inalienable rights. The postwar era 

similarly delivered an impetus to the further development of democratic 

doctrine, including ideas of human rights.

Arguably, though, universal human rights discourse is different from that 

of earlier natural rights on a number of fronts. The twentieth-century idea of 

universal human rights entered public discourse in a less abstract mode -
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primarily on the back of a politically negotiated and carefully worded document 

that could be said to reflect an international consensus of the day. The 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights was drafted jointly by representatives 

from eight countries -- Australia, Chile, China, France, Lebanon, the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and the USSR. It was examined and revised in 

detail by the 18 member Commission on Human Rights, was the subject of 81 

meetings and 168 amendments of the Third Committee of the General 

Assembly, and, finally, was adopted by the General Assembly -  forty-eight 

votes for, none against, and eight abstentions (Robertson and Merrills 1996,

28).

Further, twentieth-century human rights discourse is without theological 

foundations and, to the extent that human rights are justified, it is as necessary 

practical responses to the world's problems. The preamble of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, for example, asserts the "inherent dignity and the 

equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family [as] the 

foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world." Furthermore, it 

pronounces "the advent of a world in which human beings shall enjoy freedom 

of speech and belief, and freedom from fear and want, has been proclaimed as 

the highest aspiration of the common people" (Brownlie 1992,21). The 

discourse of "universal human rights," therefore, also differs from that of 

natural rights in that it explicitly encompasses political and civil, as well as 

economic, social, and cultural rights. In addition to the traditional natural 

rights including the "right to life, liberty and security of person," freedom of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



32

opinion and expression, the right to vote and take part in government, and the 

right to due process and equal treatment before the law, there are also 

substantial economic and social rights "indispensable for . . .  dignity and the 

free development o f . . .  personality." These include the right to work and to 

social security and, the rights to fair remuneration and nondiscrimination, the 

right to form and join trade unions, and the "right to a standard of living 

adequate for the health and well-being...induding food, clothing, housing, and 

medical care." Clearly, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is the 

contingent product of a specific political and historical milieu. The "rights" 

contained in it shift between "generic" rights required in the context of a 

commitment to democracy and the rule of law, as well as, some highly specific 

rights. For example, the freedom to form and join a trade union is a specific 

right derived from "freedom of association." The fact that it is named in this 

document reflects a political imperative and struggle to ensure that the "right 

to property" (unregulated capitalism) does not defeat "freedom of association" 

(labor movement demands). The significance of the inclusion of economic 

rights in the UDHR is not that there would now be universal economic rights 

that belonged to everyone by virtue of our humanity, but that human rights 

discourse was moving in the direction of recognizing the "indivisibility" of 

human rights wherein, by virtue of our humanity, there are specific economic 

rights that we are entitled to claim, rights that are inextricably linked to 

traditional political and civil rights, and which are required if a substantive 

vision of human rights is to be realized.
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The human rights regime that was to evolve over the coming decades, 

however, was to be defined by a major chasm between those who viewed 

political and civil rights as the "real" human rights (Western developed 

countries, especially the United States and the United Kingdom) and those who 

asserted that that economic, social, and cultural rights are more important (the 

Communist bloc and developing countries). A persistent cynicism about the 

ability of a rights framework to deliver economic and social justice was also to 

define the development of human rights discourse over the coming decades. 

The traditional "Marxist" suspicion of rights was evidenced when six Soviet Bloc 

countries abstained from the General Assembly vote to adopt the UDHR. While 

it is critical to recognize the antidemocratic ideology behind this event and the 

abuses of human rights that have occurred under communist regimes, it is also 

important to acknowledge that the emphasis by Communist countries on socio

economic rights represented more than the empty rhetoric of totalitarian 

states. A liberal rights framework that equates free-market capitalism with 

democratization is a far cry from a substantive human rights agenda. Similarly, 

recently emancipated postcolonial nations in the developing world also had 

grounds to view with suspicion a new world order that was controlled by 

powerful developed countries and was at the mercy of cold war politics. It was 

arguable from this perspective that human rights discourse simply disguised 

new forms of Western imperialism. The end of the cold war, however, offers an 

opportunity to redefine the international human rights paradigm. The global 

stand-off between the West and the Communist bloc had completely
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dominated the development of human rights thinking and practice -  

exacerbating the political gap between political/civil and economic/social rights, 

damaging the cause of economic justice, fostering the dominance of Western- 

driven human rights priorities, and stifling the articulation of Third World 

concerns. Consequently, the 1989 collapse of the Communist bloc represented 

a moment of new possibilities for human rights insofar as it is one of the few 

discourses with global resonance capable of articulating the cause of economic, 

social, and political justice in an integrated and action-oriented framework. In 

this context, the second World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna (1993) 

became a watershed process, and the resulting Vienna Declaration and 

Programme for Action (1993), which reaffirmed the universality of human 

rights as indivisible and interdependent reflected a significant departure in the 

historical evolution of the twentieth-century human rights paradigm.

As will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter, a further 

obstacle to realizing the expansive intent of universal human rights discourse is 

the neglect of violations in private contexts. Specifically, given the statism of 

the international relations paradigm and a process of human rights 

implementation understood as converting "moral" rights into quasi-legal 

"positive" rights in international covenants, the human rights regime came to 

focus on states as the primary entities perpetrating human rights abuses. As a 

result, forbearance by the State, or negative liberties against the State, came 

to be equated with a completed human rights agenda. This eclipsed violations 

of human rights by individuals and other nonstate actors, including violence
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against women in the home, or the actions of white supremacists against

people of color. In this regard, Okin notes:

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights . . .  is frequently referred to as 
being addressed exclusively to governments as potential violators of 
human rights, and not at all to individual persons.. . .  [T]he Declaration 
by no means [has as] its sole intent to warn governments against their 
own potential for violation. To the contrary, besides hardly mentioning 
governments at all, it suggests strongly that at least some of the 
obligations correlative to the rights it pronounces fail on individuals as well 
as on states. (Okin 1981, 239)

On the level of implementation, therefore, the scope and definition of universal 

human rights has been constrained by earlier natural rights discourse and the 

prevailing international relations regime. At the same time, human rights 

discourse differs from natural rights in that there is more flexibility and less 

finality in the interpretation of what human rights actually are. While, it could 

be argued that this underscores the weakness of human rights, I would 

suggest that this open-endedness, in an age where globalization and 

recognition of particularity are paramount, is one of the main reasons why 

human rights discourse has enormous appeal and international resonance as a 

moral framework. Human rights thinking and practice is a work in progress in 

a way that natural rights by definition were not. While the UDHR has been a 

very influential document, it was never intended to be, nor is it, interpreted as 

a final statement. On a practical level, it is constantly open to interpretation, 

reinterpretation, and extension in the course of monitoring the various treaties 

designed to make the UDHR a reality, and in the naming of new rights and the
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drafting of new treaties and standards toward the same purpose.

Liberal Statism and the Institutionalization of Human Rights Practice

In the decades since the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights in 1948, international human rights thinking and practice evolved to 

focus primarily on narrowly defined civil and political rights. This includes 

important but limited concerns, such as denials of freedom of association and 

expression, arbitrary arrest, torture in detention, and the death penalty 

perpetrated by state actors. As a result, many aspects of human rights 

protection and promotion are ignored, especially in the area of economic, 

social, and cultural rights, and in contexts where nonstate actors are the 

perpetrators of abuses. Over the decades, NGO initiatives have been 

instrumental in challenging and broadening the interpretation and 

implementation of human rights by extending the remit to include previously 

ignored or invisible violations. These include, for example, disappearances, 

racial discrimination, religious intolerance, and contemporary forms of slavery. 

Social movements have also pushed for the recognition of "new rights," such as 

the right to development, the rights of the child, and women's rights as human 

rights. These efforts have brought more attention to the role of private actors 

-  individuals and/or institutions -  who violate human rights. Nonetheless, the 

operation and resourcing of UN institutions and processes for the protection
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and promotion of human rights continue to reflect a strong bias in favor of 

formal civil and political rights vis-a-vis the State. The UN International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), for example, continues to 

receive more financial and administrative resources than any other human 

rights instrument and has far more effective implementation mechanisms.

As mentioned earlier, the broader international paradigm and set of 

normative principles that structure political and economic relations, nationally 

and internationally, is central to understanding the prevailing state-centered, 

legalistic bias in how the "realization" of human rights standards has been 

interpreted. This dates to the mid seventeenth century, when the Westphalian 

World Order began to emerge, one underpinned by four key principles: 

territoriality, sovereignty, autonomy, and legality (McGrew 1997, 3). 

Territoriality is the central organizing principle of modern political organization, 

whereby the legal jurisdiction and the scope of state authority is set and limited 

within a specific territorial area. The sovereignty principle constructs the state 

as the ultimate source of legal and political authority while the idea that each 

state is autonomous and the best judge of how to conduct its own internal and 

external affairs renders states virtually immune to external accountability.

Given that states are sovereign and autonomous entities and there is no legal 

authority beyond the state, the relations between states are subject to 

international law only by consent.

The idea of universal human rights, popularized in the wake of World War 

II through the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the
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establishment of a United Nations Commission on Human Rights3 was, 

therefore, a major challenge to the Westphalian order. Member states of the 

newly formed United Nations (UN) were forced to account for the sordid 

realities of concentration camps, genocide, mass destruction, and the one 

million displaced persons that had resulted from the alliance of military 

technology, fundamentalist nationalism, and virulent racism. For those who 

worked for a UN Declaration of Human Rights, the reason why "civilized" states 

had engaged in such heinous acts was that there had been a general failure to 

make human rights fundamental in the business of nation building, that state 

sovereignty had been too absolute, and that the time had come for an 

international system of accountability in order to ensure that states were no 

longer permitted to trample the human rights of individuals with impunity. The 

UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights, therefore, represented a major 

challenge to the "public/private" divide in the global arena, wherein the 

domestic affairs of a state had been constructed as "private" vis-a-vis the 

international community, and the latter was given tentative leeway to intervene 

in the affairs of individual states and hold them accountable to international 

human rights standards.

Not surprisingly, the process to draft the Declaration in 1947 was shaped 

by the political, economic, and cultural debates and divides of the time -  many 

of which continue to define human rights concerns today (Lash 1973,46-73). 

Former First Lady and women's rights advocate Eleanor Roosevelt chaired the 

drafting process. The gender-neutral terms "All human beings," "Everyone,"
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and "No one" were written into the Declaration, as opposed to "All men,"

"Every man," and "No man" after protests from a woman delegate from India 

who effectively argued that the latter terms would be interpreted to exclude 

women in future applications of the Declaration. The Chinese delegate pushed 

for the priority of collective rights over individualism, while the Lebanese 

participant, a Christian humanist, argued for the centrality of the "human 

person." The delegates from the then Soviet Union emphasized employment 

and economic well-being while the United States focused on personal freedom.

Having gained the support of the then 55 UN member states, the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) emerged as a moral blueprint 

enshrining the principles of nondiscrimination and equality, and the duties of 

states to promote the "universal and effective recognition and observance" of 

the civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights contained in the 

Declaration. It reflected therefore, however tenuously, a "common standard 

of achievement," to which delegates from diverse perspectives, cultures, and 

geo-political standpoints had subscribed. Viewed in this light, far from being 

the final word on human rights, the Universal Declaration represented a first 

step toward the effective realization of human rights and the institutionalization 

of measures to ensure human rights accountability in an international 

framework. How universal human rights, including questions of accountability, 

would be subsequently defined and put into practice depended upon many 

factors, including the distribution of power and wealth internationally and the
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relative effectiveness of the nongovernmental (NGO) human rights movements 

that were to follow.

It is noteworthy that smaller states were eager to produce a human rights 

covenant that would be legally binding while the emerging cold war 

superpowers favored a declaration of aspirations. Significantly, the United 

States was resistant to a legally binding commitment because of fears that 

African Americans would utilize such an avenue of redress against 

discrimination and racism at home. This highlights another dominant feature 

of the emerging human rights regime, one that was facilitated by a deference 

to state sovereignty and autonomy at the international level. Most Western 

states preferred to understand human rights as an aspect of their foreign 

policy, as a way of criticizing and coercing other states from outside, rather 

than as a standard that they were obligated to realize internally. This paradox 

continues to frustrate the substantive implementation of international human 

rights standards, which, in the final analysis, can only be implemented by 

governments. Yet, resistance to outside "interference," reflected in the 

consensual and ultimately "voluntary" basis of the human rights system, 

alongside widespread legal dualism,4 means that states can and do frequently 

resist adhering to agreed human rights standards domestically. As a result, 

forcing a country to observe human rights becomes a matter of realpolitick 

rather than a form of transnational "democratic accountability."

Following the adoption of the UDHR, the Commission for Human Rights 

commenced an eighteen-year process to introduce legally binding treaties of
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covenants5 that would "enforce" the human rights contained in the Declaration. 

Although the Declaration (and the political forces it articulated) represented a 

challenge to the primacy of state sovereignty and autonomy, its 

implementation remained constrained by the continued centrality of the 

Westphalian principles that were reiterated in the UN Charter itself. In 

particular, Article 2 asserts that the UN Organization is "based upon the 

principle of the sovereign equality of all its Members" and that "nothing 

contained in the . . .  Charter shall authorize the United Nations to intervene in 

matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any State" 

(Brownlie 1992, 4). However, the ability to invoke Article 2 is limited. A 

comprehensive report on racism in South Africa addressing this question 

concluded that

The United Nations is unquestionably justified in deciding that a 
matter is outside the essentially domestic jurisdiction of a State 
when it involves systematic violations of the Charter's principles 
concerning human rights, and more especially that of non
discrimination, above all when such actions affect millions of 
human beings, and have provoked grave international alarm.
(United Nations 1953)

After four years of debate on whether economic, social, and cultural rights

should be included alongside political and civil rights in a single legally binding

agreement, in 1952, the UN General Assembly finally decided that there should

be two separate covenants. There were wide ranging proposals from different

countries for intensive monitoring mechanisms but the United Kingdom and the

United States were very cautious and wanted only ad hoc committees. The

then Soviet Union opposed all such arrangements on the grounds that they
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would violate state sovereignty. Initially, it was narrowly agreed to establish a 

permanent Human Rights Committee to adjudicate interstate disputes and 

proposals to provide for individual or group complaints procedures were firmly 

rejected (Robertson and Merrills 1996, 31). The texts of the two covenants -- 

the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) -- 

were first circulated for discussion in 1954 but not completed until 1966.

During that time a great deal of renewed discussion surrounded the "right to 

self-determination." This appears in both covenants and reflects the urgency, 

from the perspective of new postcolonial states - largely in the developing 

world, of prioritizing and protecting this right at this time. Importantly, much 

debate also ensued around whether the obligations set out in the covenants 

are immediate or progressive with the rights in the ICESCR ultimately being 

deemed progressive, while those asserted in the ICCPR were couched in more 

urgent and immediate language.

The same divides persisted in the discussions and decisions made with 

respect to monitoring the treaties. Significantly, the Human Rights Committee 

evolved into the monitoring body exclusively overseeing the ICCPR and 

emerged as the more effective and better-resourced instrument of the two. By 

1966 it also had an "optional protocol" that states could ratify in addition to the 

treaty allowing individuals to bring complaints against a state in cases of 

violation of civil and political rights. States were required to submit periodic 

reports under both covenants, but procedures for monitoring the ICESCR were
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vague and resources were inadequate. Not until 1985 was a dedicated ICESCR 

Committee, similar in remit to the Human Rights Committee, established to 

oversee implementation of the covenant.6 Generally however, the rights are 

asserted more weakly in the ICESCR than in the ICCPR where States parties 

"recognize" or "undertake to ensure" rights rather than assert their inherent 

existence. For example, rather than "everyone has the right to work" and 

"everyone has a right to join trade unions," the ICESCR declares that States 

Parties "recognize the right to work" and "undertake to ensure the right of 

everyone to . . .  join trade unions." This contrasts with the rights asserted 

more unconditionally in the ICCPR, including "Everyone shall have the right to 

recognition everywhere as a person before the law" and "No one shall be 

subjected to torture, or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 

punishment."

In addition to the lesser status and resourcing accorded to economic, 

social, and cultural rights in the face of cold war politics and the hegemony of 

Western individualism, the invisibility and secondary status of women's rights 

within the human rights regime is also evident in the institutional arrangements 

that developed around women's rights at the UN. The Commission on the 

Status of Women and the Commission on Human Rights were established at 

the same time, both with a remit to promote and protect human rights, with 

the former deemed necessary to guarantee that women's concerns would be 

both "mainstreamed" and addressed separately as needed. Despite this vision, 

which, at the time, put the CSW ahead of most national-level mechanisms for
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achieving sex-based equality, a huge disparity soon emerged both in status and 

in the allocation of resources between the CSW and the CHR. The 

administration of the CSW was isolated and underfunded in Vienna, while the 

rest of the human rights machinery developed in the key UN cities of Geneva 

and New York. There was no connection between the work of the two bodies 

and the area of "women's rights" was seen was very distinct from the more 

important "human rights."7 This trend is also reflected in the fact the Women's 

Convention has the most reservations of all the human rights treaties, whereby 

states reserve the right to be "exempt" from certain articles of the treaty -  

usually to do with women's role in the family and cultural or religious practices.

The journey sketched out above, from Declaration as moral blueprint to 

quasi-legally binding covenants, reflects a number of critical issues in the 

evolution of human rights thinking and practice. First, the development of any 

human rights standard or instrument takes place in a particular political, 

historical, and socio-economic context and is negotiated among competing 

interests. At the same time, such processes are reasonably representative in 

that UN members are afforded opportunities to deliberate and "represent" their 

states’ positions.8 This is especially the case in the foregoing debate, which 

took place over eighteen years. As such, human rights standards generally 

embody uneasy compromises between ideological perspectives and analyses, 

as well as between regions and cultures, rather than simply reflecting the 

uniform imposition of Western values on all participants. While the 

compromises reached often reflect hegemonic power imbalances, they can also
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reveal moments of contestation that can shift the balance of power in favor of 

the weaker party.

Second, the split between the ICCPR on the one hand, and the ICESCR on 

the other, and the predominance of that debate from 1948 to 1966 and 

beyond, mirrored the ongoing cold war politics. The United States and other 

developed Western powers pushed for a liberal laissez-faire interpretation of 

universal human rights, emphasizing the individual freedoms needed to 

underpin a capitalist economy -- "freedom to innovate and to invest time, 

capital and resources in the processes of production and exchange" (Evans 

1997,135). The East European states, on the other hand, viewed human rights 

as a "point of departure towards a new world order that sought to deliver 

economic and social justice" (ibid.). At the same time, developing countries 

also emphasized the need for economic and social rights and, early on, lobbied 

for the acknowledgement of the "right to development." Although developing 

countries concurred with the United States in wanting economic and social 

rights to be progressively achieved rather than defined as immediate 

obligations, this was not because of an ideological deference to needs of the 

free market, but because to guarantee such rights in most developing countries 

would be impracticable. The focus instead has tended to be on the collective 

"right to development," which underscores the collective obligations of 

wealthier nations in facilitating such development.
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Conclusion

The political, normative, and conceptual constraints that the emerging 

human rights regime faced in 1948 set the stage for a conservative 

interpretation of human rights implementation. An international relations 

framework, with its deference to state sovereignty and autonomy, translated 

into strong legalism and resistance to supranational accountability. At the 

same time, where accountability and external scrutiny were envisaged, it was 

only with respect to direct violations perpetrated by states. The hegemonic 

influence of the United States within the UN, and its brand of free-market 

liberalism, ensured that the split between civil and political rights on the one 

side, and economic, social, and cultural rights on the other, took the form of a 

deeply engrained hierarchy whereby the former were dubbed "first generation 

rights," and the latter "second generations rights," even though the 

development of the relevant treaties took place in parallel and both came into 

being in December 1966.

For the next twenty-five years a dualistic hierarchy of rights came to 

symbolize and reinforce both East-West and North-South divides and severely 

to limit understanding and practice as to what it means to implement universal 

human rights in the world. The way in which this hierarchy has been 

conceptualized and institutionalized has obscured the fundamental reality that 

civil and political rights -  and more generally democratic accountability -  are 

necessary preconditions for achieving social and economic rights. But further,
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it has obscured recognition of the fact that that formal civil and political rights 

alone are insufficient conditions for realizing substantive visions of human 

rights. For instance, the fact that liberal democracies permit all citizens to run 

for elected office, and yet empirically, their representative bodies do not reflect 

the racial and gender composition of the societies they represent, highlights 

the existence of discriminatory structural barriers to political participation that 

affect some members of society in particular ways. The removal of such 

barriers to the exercise of political and civil rights, and the realization of 

genuine equal opportunities, requires state policies in social and economic 

arenas. In this sense, civil and political rights are inextricably connected to 

economic and social rights.

At the same time, the path of development followed by the international 

human hghts regime has also precluded consideration of women's human 

rights concerns by ignoring the actions of private actors, by not taking seriously 

gender-based abuses such as wartime rapes or sexual abuse as torture, and by 

effectively rendering the economic, social and cultural realms "private," or at 

least more immune to interrogation on human rights terms than "public 

sphere" civil and political rights. However, following the end of the cold war in 

1989, and the consequent preparations for a second World Conference on 

Human Rights (Vienna 1993),9 a well-organized and extensive NGO social 

movement emerged to challenge the political and conceptual deficiencies that 

had paralyzed human rights implementation to date. The resulting Vienna 

Declaration and Programme for Action is widely accepted as reaffirmation of
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the UDHR and as a blueprint for implementing human rights in a post-cold war 

era (Boyle 1995). In addition to the extensive treatment of women's rights as 

human rights, the Vienna Declaration, moved beyond the traditional 

civil/political versus economic/social/cultural stalemate to acknowledge the 

"indivisibility and interdependence" of all human rights (Boyle 1995). In 

particular, it declared that "democracy, development and respect for 

fundamental freedoms are interdependent and mutually reinforcing" (para. 8). 

Clearly, there are many questions around the copious gaps between rhetoric 

and reality. Nonetheless, Vienna did reflect a substantive shift in emphasis in 

human rights rhetoric, one wrought primarily by human rights social 

movements seeking concrete changes. In large part, therefore, the degree to 

which this new emerging human rights paradigm facilitates real change in the 

direction of social justice rests on the strength of the NGO movements that are 

seeking implementation of human rights commitments -  locally and 

internationally.
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1 In addition to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, other examples 
include the Declaration on the Right to Development and the Declaration on 
the Elimination of Violence Against Women.

2 This includes, for example, the International Covenant on Political and Civil 
Rights; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; the 
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination; and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women.

3 The UN Commission on Human Rights (CHR) is the most influential human 
rights decision-making body in the UN system. It was established in 1946 by 
the Economic and Social Council of the UN (ECOSOC) as a "functional 
commission" reporting to ECOSOC and the General Assembly. The CHR has 53 
state members elected in regional groups by ECOSOC for four-year terms. It is 
responsible for broadly monitoring observance of existing human rights 
standards; recommending new standards; authorizing investigation of human 
rights violations; and receiving complaints of human rights violations.

4 where national constitutions and laws are legitimately viewed as distinct and 
superior to international standards and laws

5 A human rights treaty is a formal quasi-legal agreement among states. It 
creates binding, although ultimately unenforceable, obligations on the part of 
states to protect and promote the human rights of individuals. Each human 
rights treaty creates mechanisms to monitor state compliance with the human 
rights standards it contains. This sometimes includes an individual complaints 
procedure, but always entails periodic reporting by states to the UN. Examples 
of human rights treaties are the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (1976); the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (1976); the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination (1966); the International Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1979); the Convention Against 
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman and Degrading Treatment (1984); and the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989).

6 It is noteworthy that the work of any Treaty Committee applies only to those 
countries that have ratified the treaty in question, underlining again the 
imperative of state sovereignty in the international order.

7 This situation has changed quite dramatically since the Vienna Conference
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and a significant aspect of the work of international movement for women's 
human rights since Vienna has been to seek and secure greater powers for 
CSW and its broader machinery.

8 Clearly there are issues around the democracy deficit in UN processes that 
are beyond the scope of this dissertation to fully address.

9 The first World Conference on Human Rights had taken place with little input 
from NGOs 25 years earlier in Tehran.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE DEVELOPMENT OF WOMEN’S HUMAN RIGHTS ADVOCACY 

Eariv Efforts at Advancing Human Rights for Women

From the proclamation of the Universal Declaration in 1948 through the 

1970s, the work of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW)1 reflects a 

primary, and at times paradoxical, goal of achieving equality between men and 

women while acknowledging that sex-based differences may demand special 

measures in order to protect women's human rights. For example, CSW 

sponsored the Convention on the Political Rights of Women (1952), the 

Convention on the Nationality of Married Women (1957), and the Convention 

on the Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage, and Registration of 

Marriage (1962) (D'Sa 1987). Such efforts were both "corrective” in 

endeavoring to make explicit what the "equal treatment of women" entails, and 

"protective" in recognizing women's vulnerability to abuse (Hevener 1983). By 

the mid 1960s, however, it was clear to members of the Commission on the 

Status of Women that in the application of human rights to women, 

nondiscrimination and equality demanded a more comprehensive approach -  

one that acknowledged the structural nature of sex-based discrimination which 

permeated socio-economic and cultural power relations and mores. 

Consequently, in 1967 the General Assembly of the UN adopted the Declaration 

on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women. However,
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nondiscrimination and equality of women vis-a-vis men remained the primary 

orientation and, in 1979, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) was adopted by the General 

Assembly. CEDAW was the first attempt to establish an international, 

comprehensive, legally binding instrument that addressed discrimination 

against women as an obstacle to the realization of women's political and civil, 

as well as social economic and cultural rights, "on equal terms with men." The 

Convention thus reflected a strong liberal feminist influence and a move away 

from "protective" measures, which were seen as exclusionary and 

subordinating of women. Instead, it was hoped that CEDAW would offer the 

possibility of true "gender-neutral equality" (Hevener 1983). Such faith in 

(quasi) legal documents as harbingers of change, however, failed to 

understand the centrality of political movements in making human rights real. 

Without a global social movement to monitor and drive implementation, 

substantive progress on such intergovernmental commitments to women's 

human rights would remain elusive.

The mainstream human rights community had seen the development of 

such a movement in the early 1970s when Amnesty International was 

established -- the NGO so instrumental in giving effect to the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Indeed, Amnesty International must be 

credited with playing a pivotal role in creating awareness of human rights 

abuses in the minds of ordinary people worldwide, as well as in fixing the idea 

that state-sponsored acts such as torture, or detention because of political
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beliefs, define human rights violations. However, in the course of developing 

its remit and extending the scope of its work, up until the late 1980s (when 

women within the organization began to argue for more attention to violations 

of human rights as women experience them), the vast majority of the people 

helped by Amnesty International were male political activists. During the same 

time period there were no comparable NGO initiatives monitoring the human 

rights of women. Recognizing the significance of political organizing to realizing 

human rights standards, Fran Hosken (1981) recounted how she had 

approached Amnesty International about working with her organization, 

Women's International Network News, on women's rights. Amnesty responded 

by saying that "they could not concern themselves with women except women 

as political prisoners." Hosken then asked how it is that "sexual assault, wife- 

beating, genital mutilation, depriving women of food, clothes, shelter, or 

gainful employment" are outside the "self-ascribed domains or action fields of 

all so-called human rights groups?" (ibid., 8). Just as the work of Amnesty 

International and similar groups had helped to animate and make real the 

human rights contained in the UN civil and political treaty, the protection and 

promotion of human rights in the lives of women would require a social 

movement formed for that purpose. I would argue that Global Campaign for 

Women's Human Rights, described below, reflects the convergence of multiple 

forces and players in the creation of such a movement. Further, it signals a 

qualitative shift in the way women's human rights advocacy proceeds -  away
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from a reliance on legalism toward linking of international laws and standards 

to local political activism.

In keeping with the legalism of the UN human rights system more 

generally, the creation and adoption of the Declaration and Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) had been 

largely driven by a "top-down" processes. That is, it reflected the efforts of 

members of the Commission on the Status of Women as well as feminist legal 

scholars, academics, and experts concerned about the lack of progress in the 

substantive implementation of women’s human rights. The development of 

women's human rights standards and instruments was seen, therefore, as a 

process of law making that was completely separate from other efforts 

undertaken by the CSW at the time to advance the situation of women. In 

particular, parallel developments included the declaration of 1975 as 

International Women's Year, followed by the launch of a UN Decade for 

Women (1976-1985). However, the successes of the UN Decade for Women 

(UNDW), not least the emergence of many women-focused NGOs in every 

region, created the conditions for transforming advocacy around women's 

human rights from a kind of legalistic expert activity to a social movement. As 

a result, women's movements and NGOs with extensive grassroots connections 

directly engaged human rights discourse and practice on behalf of women for 

the first time.

Toward the end of the UNDW feminist scholars began to consider the 

possible role of the Women's Convention (CEDAW) as a tool in challenging the
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public/private dynamic operational in the human rights arena, wherein 

violations against women had been "privatized" and women's potential 

contributions to an "integrated" public sphere were obstructed (Eisler 1987). 

Similarly, some pointed to the transformative moment of CEDAW in its call to 

States to utilize "temporary measures aimed at accelerating de facto equality 

between men and women" (art. 4), or to "modify the social and cultural 

patterns of conduct of men and women" (art. 5) (Sheldon 1987). As yet, 

however, the international women's movement had not engaged and utilized 

human rights rhetoric, institutions, and processes in concrete political struggles 

to bring about change in the day-to-day lives of women. As will be discussed 

below, the conditions for such a shift materialized around preparations for the 

Second World Conference on Human Rights (United Nations 1993).

However, notwithstanding the significance of political mobilization in 

advancing human rights and the limits of an overly legalistic approach that 

overlooks the substantive requirements of rights implementation, the 

importance of human rights standards and laws as a means of criticizing 

national laws that legalize or condone discrimination cannot be discounted. In 

this sense, it remains imperative that in addition to raising awareness of 

violence against women or reproductive rights as human rights issues, the 

women's human rights movement also must continue to push for the 

nondiscriminatory application of traditional civil and political rights. 

International law scholar Cecelia Medina, for example, addressing women's 

rights as human rights in Latin America examined the national civil, criminal,
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and labor laws of several countries in her region. She found that many such 

laws represented severe Infringements on women's rights that would benefit 

from reform in light of international human rights instruments. For example, 

she cited laws where men could legally forbid their wives from working outside 

the home and where adultery committed outside the family home is a criminal 

offence for women only (Medina 1985). Similarly, as mentioned above, the 

efforts of women within traditional human rights groups like Amnesty 

International and Human Rights Watch, who promoted gender awareness in 

the execution of their organizations' mandates, were also key in sensitizing the 

human rights community to women's human rights issues. This includes, for 

example, consideration of the gender-specific ways in which political 

imprisonment or torture are inflicted on women (Neuwirth 1987).

Nonetheless, the received approach to human rights, which heretofore 

gave priority to protecting citizens from certain types of direct state coercion or 

violence, arguably left male-defined family, cultural, and/or religious rights 

intact at the expense of women's human rights. This is evidenced by the 

failure, in 45 years of UN human rights activities, to recognize different forms 

of violence against women -  perpetrated by private actors or states -  as 

violations of human rights. The willingness of the human rights community (UN 

and NGOs) to turn a blind eye to cultural practices that are harmful to women 

and girls in the name of "respecting" the religious or cultural identity of a 

community is also indicative of a deference to male-defined norms. At the 

same time, the failure to prioritize effective measures to monitor violations and
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advance implementation of socio-economic rights also obscured the recognition 

of structural, gender-based, socio-economic violations that prevail in every 

region.

The Nairobi Forward Looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women 

(FLS) -- a consensus document produced by 157 countries at the UN World 

Conference on Women in Nairobi (1985) -- represented a significant step along 

the way toward linking the more rarified domain of advocacy for women's 

human rights to general UN and NGO activities around "the advancement of 

women." Under the rubric of "Equality, Development and Peace," the language 

of the FLS reflected a different approach to the "advancement of women" from 

that prevalent in the human rights arena. It did not focus primarily on 

discrimination against women vis-a-vis men, or on formal political and civil 

equality. More in tune with the emerging global women's movement which 

"took o ff' during the UNDW, the FLS placed greater emphasis on the deeper 

structural and institutional changes that need to occur in societies everywhere 

if women are to be full and equal participants in public and private life. Taking 

the economic, social, and cultural aspects of women's oppression more 

seriously, the FLS called for flexible working conditions, affordable and 

accessible childcare, the relief of undue hardships on women (such as fetching 

water), and attention to the rights of migrant and domestic workers. To a 

degree, this emphasis broadly reflected the political influence of Third World 

states vis-a-vis Western states in this particular facet of UN activity. In 

addition, the FLS reflected the input of accredited women's NGOs like DAWN
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(Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era), who had worked 

extensively throughout the UNDW to put "women in development" (WID) 

issues on the international development agenda (Bunch 1987, 322). More 

generally, buoyed by the UNDW, women from every region were becoming 

more effective in organizing and having their voices heard at the international 

level, so that between 1975 and 1985, "women's networking, exchanges and 

global action had significantly developed" (ibid.) In addition to DAWN'S work 

on WID, for example, the Asian Women's Research and Action Network 

prepared a shadow report for the Asia/Pacific region monitoring progress on 

the implementing the UNDW objectives; Sudanese women convened a 

workshop to develop a "unified message on the eradication of female 

circumcision"; and the African American Women's Caucus organized a major 

conference to develop inputs to the Nairobi process (ibid.). (At the same time, 

however, it is noteworthy that the involvement of most NGOs in Nairobi was 

confined mainly to the parallel NGO forum and did not engage significantly with 

the policy-making intergovernmental forum.) It is also worth noting that while 

the FLS covered a comprehensive range of concerns as they affect women,2 

and the introductory sections contained some brief references to the 

importance of human rights standards and instruments, the role envisaged for 

human rights ideas, practice, and institutions in realizing the FLS vision for the 

"advancement of women" was completely peripheral. It was not until after the 

Nairobi conference and the UNDW, in light of the gains and obstacles 

encountered over the previous decade, that feminist activists and scholars and
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women's NGOs began to reflect more closely on the significance of women's 

marginalization within the existing human rights regime. A new wave of 

feminist commentary began to emerge that reevaluated the possible strengths 

of international human rights discourse and processes in creating greater state 

accountability at the national level for abuse by private actors (Cook 1994a, 

228) and with respect to economic inequality (Butegwa 1994,495), as well as 

a means of mobilizing and linking women from diverse geo-political and cultural 

standpoints in common cause (Bunch 1990). This turn in thinking is best 

described as a move toward a transformative political approach to women's 

human rights (ibid.) -- a change in thinking reflected in the emergence of the 

Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights.

A Transformative Political Approach to Women's Human Rights

In the mid 1980s, Gabriella -  a Filipino network of women's organization - 

- began using the slogan "women's rights are human rights." This was one 

manifestation of an emerging pattern of women's movements internationally 

claiming women's human rights. The assertion that "women's rights are human 

rights" aimed to rebuke the widespread denigration of the fight for women's 

rights as something that is "Western," or "middle class” and secondary to 

national liberation or labor movements, for example, and certainly not 

connected to questions international relations and global politics. As already 

discussed, the UN Decade on Women (1976-1985), which had facilitated the
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proliferation of women's NGOs in the Third World, as well as the further 

establishment of UN programs targeting the advancement of women, were also 

a critical development in supporting burgeoning movement for women's human 

rights.

At the same time, the issue of violence against women was emerging 

globally as among women's most urgent concerns. During the 1980s, whether 

women's organizations in the developing world had focused on economic 

empowerment, legal literacy, or reproductive health, the issue of violence 

against women became increasingly visible as a major obstacle to the well

being and advancement of women across the board. The Latin American 

Feminist Encuentro, held in Bogota, Columbia, in 1981, for example, declared 

November 25th "International Day Against Violence Against Women." The 

fight against violence in the family in Europe and North America, evident in 

women's refuge and shelter movements, was also an important surviving arena 

of "second wave" women's organizing, amidst a backlash against feminism in 

the media and in society generally.

In the early 1990s regional women's networks that reach thousands of 

women's groups and projects, such as Women in Law and Development in 

Africa (WiLDAF), the Asia Pacific Forum on Women Law and Development 

(APWLD), the Caribbean Association for Feminist Action and Research (CAFRA), 

and Women Living Under Muslim Laws (WLUML) were also developing 

strategies focusing on gender-based violence. Within the United Nations, the 

Committee on the Elimination of All FOrms of Discrimination Against Women
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(CEDAW), which oversees the Women's Convention, and the Commission on 

the Status of Women responded by developing a Draft Declaration Against 

Violence Against Women, which was finally adopted by the General Assembly 

in December 1993. Women's networks and NGOs that target the UN's 

responsibility to women, such as the International Women's Rights Action 

Watch (IWRAW) and the International Women's Tribune Centre (IWTC) also 

focused on violence against women, while influential funding bodies like the 

United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) made the issue a 

major programmatic area.

The late 1980s also saw many gains secured through women's leadership 

within the traditional human rights community. Advocates of women's human 

rights made substantial advances in key organizations like Amnesty 

International and Human Rights Watch. For example, Amnesty conducted 

studies and issued reports on rape in detention as a form of torture and other 

gender-based forms of persecution on the part of state actors. Human Rights 

Watch, which has a somewhat broader mandate than Amnesty’s focus on 

nondemocratic, state-sponsored abuse, carried out a number of investigations 

on violence against women, on the "honor defense" in Brazil (whereby men 

who kill women who have dishonored them or the family are treated leniently 

by the judiciary), and on the abuse of women in Islamic states such as Kuwait 

and Pakistan. These initiatives represented valuable steps forward for women's 

human rights and greatly supported the incorporation of women into 

mainstream human rights frameworks and mandates. However, much work
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still needed to be done on making visible, in human rights terms, the vast 

spectrum of abuses that were specific to women.

In the early 1990s several initiatives, focusing on violence against women 

and involving feminists in traditional human rights arenas, forged links with 

women's movements internationally. The issue of violence against women 

represents a critical challenge for the human rights community because it is a 

form of abuse that is extremely widespread and life threatening (Heise 1989; 

Carrillo 1991). The widely regarded economist Amartya Sen has argued, for 

example, that current demographic patterns in Asia suggest that as many as 

one million women are "missing" in the region as a result of the discriminatory 

allocation of basic resources, as well as, life threatening cultural practices and 

biases like son-preference. Taken together, this results in such gender-specific 

human rights abuses as female infanticide, the systematic malnourishment of 

girl-children, and dowry-related deaths (Sen 1990). The reality of direct and 

structurally mediated gender-based violence, therefore, presents multiple 

challenges to the realization of human rights for women. An understanding of 

human rights implementation that ends with the signing of international 

treaties, is only concerned with what states do directly to violate human rights, 

fails to recognize the centrality of social movements and political activism in 

making rights real, and restricts its concerns to formal civil and political rights 

vis-a-vis the state, does not comprehend the nature of gender-based violations 

or offer adequate mechanisms to prevent and redress violations of women's 

human rights. While issues surrounding gender-based violence do not exhaust
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the spectrum of violations directed at women and girls, they do provide a point 

of departure on a journey which inexorably exposes the interconnectedness of 

all human rights -- economic and social as well as political and civil -- even as 

the latter are preconditions of the first.

The Center for Women's Global Leadership, directed by Charlotte Bunch, 

was established in 1989 to facilitate the visibility and effectiveness of women 

taking leadership on global issues. The work of the Center quickly became 

focused on challenging the marginalization of women's concerns within 

traditional approaches to human rights. Its programs set out to explore ways 

in which women could strengthen their work by using universal human rights 

concepts and processes, which until now had been subject to overly limited 

interpretations. The mandate of the Center crystallized in the following years in 

the coordination of a Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights, which 

gathered momentum in preparation for the second UN World Conference on 

Human Rights (Vienna, June 1993) and culminated in a Global Tribunal on 

Violations of Women's Human Rights at the Vienna conference.3 The 

Campaign continues to seek the implementation of the Vienna Declaration's 

commitments to women and, more recently, those contained in the Beijing 

Platform for Action (Beijing, 1995)

Recent trends in the gender analysis of human rights are reflected in a 

wide range of feminist writing on the subject. A great deal of this work 

advances the task of fine tuning arguments and interpretations of (quasi) legal 

human rights processes and procedures to seek the inclusion of previously
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ignored, gender-specific violations in human rights agendas. In addition to 

addressing domestic violence as a violation of human rights (Cook, 1992), this 

also includes arguing for the recognition of fear of female genital mutilation, or 

lesbian persecution, for example, as grounds for political asylum (S. Goldberg 

1993, P. Goldberg 1993). At the same time, there is also growing awareness 

of the pivotal importance of linking such (quasi) legal and academic arguments 

to social movements and political organizing for women's human rights. This is 

evidenced, for example, in the recent work of a coalition of groups in 

submitting amicus curiae to the war crimes tribunals for the Former Yugoslavia 

and Rwanda, arguing for the prosecution of rapes, or the intense cross-regional 

efforts to ensure that gender sensitivity and concerns are fully articulated in 

the remit of the UN's new International Criminal Court. In addition, however, 

the current focus on women's rights as human rights entails a growing interest 

in documenting and exploring the significance of activism by women within the 

human rights arena per se and the challenge it poses to the prevailing human 

rights paradigm (Bunch 1995, Friedman 1995, Stamatopoulou 1995, Chen, 

1995). The following section documents the main elements of one case study 

in such activism -- the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights -  and 

forms the basisfor positing Global Feminism as a theory of feminist practice 

(as discussed in chapter 4).
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The Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights

A major point of departure for the Global Campaign lies in the recognition 

that, despite the Universal Declaration of Human Rights' stated unconditional 

applicability to all human beings regardless of sex, many violations of women's 

human rights have been ignored and/or condoned by societies and 

governments in every region of the world, and, more importantly, have not 

been included in the agendas of the international human rights community. It 

is not surprising therefore, that when the United Nations resolved to hold its 

second World Conference on Human Rights (the first had taken place in 1968), 

the proposed agenda made no reference to women, nor recognized any 

gender-specific aspects of human rights. Yet, between 1991 and the time the 

World Conference ended in Vienna (June, 1993), gender-based violence and 

women's human rights emerged as one of the most talked-about subjects in 

the human rights world, and women were recognized as an effective human 

rights constituency. The final statement issued by the 171 participating 

governments at the conference, the Vienna Declaration, devotes several pages 

to the "equal status and human rights of women" as a priority for governments 

and the United Nations; further, it sounds an historic call for the elimination of 

"violence against women in public and private life" as a human rights 

obligation. This progress on women's human rights did not happen suddenly or 

by accident, but was the result of a well-organized and broad-based
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transnational movement for women's human rights that gained momentum in 

the early 1990s.

In 1991, international, regional, and local women's groups began meeting 

to strategize on how to make women's human rights perspectives more visible. 

The UN World Conference on Human Rights became a natural vehicle to 

highlight the transformative visions of human rights thinking and practice that 

were being developed and discussed by these women's groups. One strategy 

that emerged to broaden grassroots women's involvement was an annual 

campaign of "16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence." The "16 Days" 

linked November 25, International Day Against Violence Against Women, to 

December 10, International Human Rights Day and has grown steadily as an 

annual campaign over the past several years. It links women's groups and 

networks in dozens of countries in every region of the world in events and 

actions aimed at realizing human rights commitments in local contexts (for 

example, see the report issued by the Center for Women's Global Leadership 

[1992]). During the first "16 Days" campaign in 1991, a petition drive was 

initiated (in English, Spanish, and French) calling upon the United Nations 

Human Rights Conference "to comprehensively address women's human rights 

at every level of its proceedings" and to recognize "gender violence, a universal 

phenomenon which takes many forms across culture, race, and class. . .  as a 

violation of human rights requiring immediate action." The petition was 

subsequently translated into twenty-three additional languages and distributed 

by sponsors at the local, national, and regional levels. By the time the World

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



67

Conference arrived, one thousand sponsoring groups had gathered almost a 

half million signatures from 124 countries. Both the petition and the "16 Days" 

campaigns played a number of key roles in the broader movement for women's 

human rights. They facilitated the further mobilization of grassroots support 

for the Global Campaign, served to promote gender-aware human rights 

education, and strengthened lobbying efforts by women ~ both around specific 

legislation and/or national policy debates, as well as, lobbying with respect to 

human rights policy and implementation at the international level.

At the same time, regional movements for women's human rights set 

about transforming the limited interpretations and applications of human rights 

in their countries. At the official regional preparatory meetings for the Vienna 

World conference held in Tunis, San Jose, and Bangkok, women's NGOs 

insisted that women's human rights be discussed. For example, groups in Latin 

America organized a women's human rights conference called "La Nuestra" 

(Ours) prior to the regional meeting on San Jose and prepared a 19 Point 

Agenda to take there.4 Women were also present to give their perspectives at 

other national preparatory and other nongovernmental events. For example, 

Women in Law and Development Africa (WiLDAF) held a series of regional 

women's meetings to define women's human rights concerns from which a 

regional women's paper was written and presented at the final international 

preparatory meeting before the World Conference (Butegwa 1993). Although 

the Asian regional meeting was held very late in the preparatory process, Asian 

women were able to benefit from the work that had already been done in the
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other regions. They drew upon these efforts as well as regionally specific 

issues and succeeded in integrating women's perspectives into the final Asian 

NGO statement despite opposition from their governments.

Regional, national, and global documents were written, exchanged, and 

tailored by women in this process. In addition several global meetings were 

held by different organizations to develop some common points of emphasis to 

present in Vienna. Therefore, by the final meeting of the International 

Preparatory Committee held in Geneva (April 1993) to draft the conference 

document for Vienna, women were prepared with "common demands" -  as 

distinct from a consensus document -- to present to the governments. At this 

meeting, historic coalitions crossed longtime divisions not only along 

North/South and East/West lines, but also between women working in 

government, nongovernmental organizations, and United Nations agencies.

This strategic collaboration among diverse women succeeded in two critical 

areas. First, it effectively pressured for the inclusion of text on women in the 

draft document, which was accepted by governments at the Geneva meeting -- 

a process that more or less assured its passage later in Vienna. Second, it 

formed the basis for many women to continue working together across these 

lines in Vienna and beyond, in preparation for the Fourth World Conference on 

Women in Beijing in 1995.

This phase of active lobbying for the inclusion of women in the Vienna 

proceedings and in the international human hghts agenda was also 

accompanied by grassroots international hearings, which were launched as part
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of the second "16 Days of Activism" campaign in 1992. The hearings aimed to 

articulate more precisely the spectrum of issues behind the global petition drive 

for recognition of women's human rights. Major public hearings were 

convened in Argentina, Costa Rica, India, Nepal, and the United States with 

dozens of speakouts in other locations to document female human rights 

abuse. The resulting testimonials were recorded, and the documentation sent 

to the UN Commission on Human Rights as well as to the Secretariat of the UN 

World Conference, thereby providing concrete evidence of the need for human 

rights mechanisms more responsive to women's lives.

Importantly, in February 1993, a one-week Strategic Planning Institute 

(organized by the Center for Women's Global Leadership) focused on how 

women could most effectively influence events at the Vienna conference. The 

meeting brought together approximately twenty-five "women leaders" from 

around the world who had already made significant strides toward addressing 

women's rights as human rights regionally and locally.5 The specific tasks of 

the meeting were twofold: first, to plan a "Global Tribunal on Women's Human 

Rights" that would be held as part of the nongovernmental activities in Vienna; 

and second, to facilitate the further development of a set of recommendations 

on women's human rights that could be utilized, as appropriate, by women to 

inform and lobby governments at the Vienna conference. Participants at the 

meeting also pooled information on other women's initiatives being organized 

as part of the NGO Forum in Vienna and discussed how to create a presence 

for women at the conference. This later developed into the "Rights Place for
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Women" -- a physical meeting space for daily exchange of information and 

strategizing for the duration of the World Conference on Human Rights.

The Vienna Tribunal on Violations of Women's Human Rights: Redefining 

Accountability for Human Rights

The Vienna Tribunal on Violations of Women's Human Rights, took place 

at the UN World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna (June 15,1993). 

Throughout its activities prior to the Conference, the Global Campaign had 

sought to make visible and define the ways in which women suffer gender- 

based human rights abuses. The Vienna Tribunal was planned as a concrete 

demonstration -  both to the Conference participants and (via the media) to 

the world -- of how beino female is the risk factor in making many women 

vulnerable to routine abuses. The goal was to underline that many gender- 

based abuses are clearly forms of "torture," "terrorism," or "slavery," and yet, 

had not been defined as such and had gone unchecked within the current 

human rights regime. The event also built on strong tradition of popular 

tribunals and hearings within the human rights movement more generally.6

Thirty-three women from twenty-five countries presented testimony to 

the Tribunal. By expressing the horrendous consequences of female human 

rights violations, the Tribunal speakers courageously conveyed the urgency of 

realizing the slogan "women's rights are human rights."7 The Tribunal ended 

a long silence within the international human rights community surrounding
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gender-specific abuses and squarely posed challenges to governments and the 

international human rights community to take effective action. The testimonies 

covered five interconnected topic areas: Human Rights Abuse in the Family;

War Crimes against Women in Situations of Conflict8; Violations of Bodily 

Integrity; Violations of Women's Socio-Economic Human Rights; and Political 

Persecution and Discrimination. Although the testimonies were presented in 

discrete categories, the concerns of the testifiers were often interrelated, 

demonstrating the indivisibility of human rights for women. In its own way, 

each set of testimonies challenged the failure of traditional approaches to 

human rights to comprehend and respond to gender-specific violations of 

human rights.

The accounts of abuse in the family and of violations of bodily integrity 

demonstrate that while the forms of violence against women may vary with the 

cultural context (battery, burning, acid burns, female genital mutilation), there 

is a "universal moment" to the threat or use of violence against women across 

cultures that is captured in the idea of human rights violation (Bunch and Reilly 

1994).9 And yet, the human rights regime as it had been constituted and 

developed over almost fifty years did not understand such attacks on women 

as "violations of human rights" because such abuses do not appear to involve 

the "arbitrary use of state power" and the denial of "civil and political rights." 

Clearly, the latter are essential to securing the conditions for the substantive 

achievement of social, cultural, and economic rights so that the socio-economic 

and cultural basis that fosters and justifies acts of violence against women are
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eradicated. The difficulty is that, in practice, the UN human rights machinery 

and its raison d'etre have crystallized around a primary concern not with "civil 

and political rights as preconditions" of this kind, but with ensuring the 

establishment of civil and political rights at the moment where those rights are 

required to resist state repression. Resistance to state repression is 

fundamental to the freedom of all human beings. The problem from a gender 

perspective, however, is that even when a repressive state is replaced by a 

liberal state, the socio-economic and cultural basis that fosters and justifies 

acts of violence against women generally remains intact. It is in this sense that 

the movement for women's human rights is critical of privileging narrowly 

defined civil and political rights so that the very definition of human rights 

precluded consideration of many human rights abuses as women experience 

them. From this perspective, feminist human rights advocates argue that in 

defining human rights abuse solely in terms of the "arbitrary use of state 

power," we have created a human rights system that ignores one of women's 

most common experiences of the "arbitrary" (unaccountable) use of power and 

violence -- domestic violence. While perhaps overstating the case, One 

observer explains that the primacy of narrowly defined civil and political rights 

is "directed toward the protection of men within public life, their relationship 

with government. But these are not the harms from which women most need 

protection" (Charlesworth 1994).

The important point, however, is to recognize the need to ensure that the 

spectrum of human rights violations affecting women are made visible and
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subject to accountability in human rights terms. This entails, among other 

things, rethinking and extending the scope of state accountability for violations 

of human rights so that private, nonstate actors are also understood as 

potential perpetrators of violations of human rights and "privatized" sites, 

including the family, are perceived as potential arenas of human rights abuse. 

Rethinking accountability for human rights in this way requires a substantive 

shift in the definition, away from a focus on the "commission" of violations by 

states, that is, the direct perpetration of human rights abuses by state actors, 

to a concept of "omission" on the part of states, whereby the state is held 

accountable for what it has failed to do to actively safeguard the enjoyment of 

human rights (Roth 1994). This means, for example, that when the actions of 

private actors (whether the perpetrators be abusive spouses, white 

supremacists, or antiunion employers) violate the human rights of others under 

their jurisdiction, the states involved should be called to account through 

human rights processes and procedures.

Further, the testimonies of the Global Tribunal underscored that the 

marginal or subordinate position of women in socio-economic and cultural 

terms, even where formal political and civil human rights are in place, leaves 

women vulnerable to violence, harassment, intimidation, and economic 

dependence in their daily lives. It is now well-documented, for instance, that a 

major reason why women remain in abusive relationships is the fact that they 

are economically dependent on their abuser and/or have dependent children 

who they could not provide for alone (Women's Aid 1995). One testifier,
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Perveen Martha, an extremely poor woman from Bangladesh, described 

numerous incidents of beatings, burnings, and death threats at the hands of 

her husband and other members of his family. When Perveen, who was 

nonliterate and totally dependent on her husband, escaped to her parents' 

home, she said "they would take me back to my husband's house and plead 

with my in-laws to let me stay" (Bunch and Reilly 1994, 27). More generally, 

women's socio-economic marginalization is reflected on multiple levels 

including diminished access for women and girls to resources, such as food, 

medicine, education, paid work, and leisure/rest time; various obstacles to 

accessing political power and decision making; and limited input to cultural and 

religious values and decision making (which impact women disproportionately - 

- especially in the context of "communal" or communitarian political cultures). 

The marginalization of women then, (economic, social, cultural, and political) 

both reflects and facilitates the erosion and denial of female human hghts.

The Global Tribunal testimonies also demonstrated that, notwithstanding 

the emphasis within the human rights regime on achieving formal legal rights, 

there persists a widespread failure on the part of legal and judicial systems 

around the world to insure that cases of family violence are prosecuted and 

justly sentenced, and that women are protected from violence throughout 

these processes (also see, for example, Kelleher and O'Connor 1999). Such 

systematic failures reflect the continuing denial of "equal protection of the law" 

and "the right to an effective remedy by the competent national tribunal" (UD, 

arts. 3 and 8) as well as the right "that the competent authorities shall enforce
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such remedies" (ICCP, art. 3(c)). The lack of national-level redress with respect 

to violence against women, therefore, reflects a failure to implement women's 

civil and political human rights stemming from gender-based discrimination in 

legal and judicial systems globally (as documented by Medina and others). In 

another case presented in Vienna, the Tribunal heard how Margaret Dravu in 

Uganda had been subject to frequent attacks from her partner. On one 

occasion, he grabbed her, beat her, kicked her, after which he threw her "onto 

the lit lamp .. . causing bums all over her body" (ibid., 28). Yet more than two 

years later the perpetrator had not been arrested or his whereabouts located.

In circumstances where some of the testifiers had managed to get their cases 

addressed by the judicial system, the outcome often added to the suffering 

already endured. One man in the United States had abused his stepdaughter 

over many years after her mother's death and was described by an expert 

witness in his trial as a "sadistic, manipulative, compulsive and repetitive child 

molester." Yet he was released from a treatment facility for such offenders 

after just eighteen months into a seven to nine year sentence (ibid., 29).

Other Tribunal testimonies in the area of political persecution and 

discrimination also highlighted the omission of women and gender perspectives 

in more traditional definitions of human rights violations centering on political 

persecution, wrongful detention, and torture. Gertrude Fester, an 

antiapartheid activist who had been imprisoned in South Africa told how "in the 

offices where I was taken for interrogation, I was never let out of anyone's 

sight. . .  [but nonetheless]. . .  had to be stripped when I returned from
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interrogation. I soon realized that it was to humiliate me rather than search 

me" (ibid., 76). Other testimonies included accounts of rape as a form of 

torture and/or a weapon of war as well as forced military prostitution -- none 

of which had received serious attention from mainstream human rights groups 

before this decade.

The task of the Global Campaign is not one of rejecting the importance of 

civil and political rights or the need to limit state power, either in situations of 

conflict and social upheaval, in the context of democratization, or in the day-to- 

day running of democratic societies. Rather, it is to assert the genuine 

interdependence, and the need to ensure the gender-aware definition and 

implementation, of all rights. The Global Campaign and the Vienna Tribunal 

testimonies demonstrated that to convert the slogan "women's rights are 

human rights" from rhetoric to reality, a structural and political analysis of 

human rights is required as distinct from the formal/legalistic approaches that 

have prevailed. Central to such an analysis is a theory of human rights 

practice, of how to make substantive progress on implementing and monitoring 

socio-economic and cultural rights, underpinned by civil and political rights.

This necessarily requires an understanding of the interconnection between 

abuses of civil and political rights on the one hand, and of economic and social 

rights on the other. The testimonies of the Global Tribunal in the area of socio

economic violations addressed violations against women migrant workers, for 

example, many of whom are vulnerable to multiple abuses as "hidden" 

domestic workers in private homes, as discriminated-against ethnic minorities,
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and as "stateless" people lacking citizenship and formal rights vis-a-vis the 

State. Maria Lourdes de Jesus, who is from Cape Verde and now lives in Italy, 

for example, testified to the human rights violations she and others in similar 

situations had experienced as migrant African women working as domestic 

workers in Europe. She told of women who "suffer sexual assault in silence in 

order to avoid being fired" and highlighted the fact that "it is difficult to 

document the violations for various reasons including the fact that many of the 

violations occur within private homes where migrant women fear losing jobs, or 

are ashamed and embarrassed to talk about experiences they would prefer to 

forget" (ibid., 65).

The accounts presented at the Tribunal also included gender-specific 

affects of "structural violence" in the treatment of indigenous peoples in the 

Philippines, for example, or stemming from the imposition of structural 

adjustment programs in Bangladesh (ibid., 69) or in the Caribbean (ibid., 71- 

72), where social spending has been cut and female-dominated sweatshops 

have proliferated. The links between poverty and unequal development 

globally, and the increased incidence of forced prostitution and trafficking were 

also highlighted as urgent human rights concerns of women (ibid., 51). Moving 

toward the effective realization and protection of women's human rights, 

therefore, requires a gender-aware understanding of human rights as 

"interdependent and indivisible" as recognized in the Vienna Declaration and 

Programme of Action (1993). That is, we must identify and work to transform 

oppressive socio-economic conditions as human rights abuses per seand as
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barriers to the substantive enjoyment of civil and political rights and the 

development of democratic culture -  even while formal civil and political rights 

are the necessary conditions for engaging in such transformation. This is a key 

element of the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights. Furthermore, this 

is so for all women, and not only a "Third World" agenda. Economic 

marginalization, like violence against women, is an ever-present possibility 

and/or reality in women's lives (United Nations 1999). Such marginalization is 

related to structural forces of global capitalism, unequal development, and 

Western-imposed structural adjustment programs, as well as to direct and 

indirect discrimination vis-a-vis access to education, paid work, credit, and land 

ownership/inheritance (especially in agrarian societies). As such, formal 

equality and human rights instruments can only ever be partial strategies in the 

realization of human rights.

Finally, in highlighting violations of women's human rights as 

demonstrable transnational occurrences, the Tribunal testimonies were also 

significant in challenging another major bias in the dominant human rights 

regime -  the idea that human rights violations do not happen in so-called 

developed countries, but are the exclusive preserve of Third World/developing 

and usually nondemocratic states. From this perspective, human rights treaties 

and agreements are viewed in the North not as standards to be achieved 

domestically, but as platforms from which to judge the non-Westem world.

This Western/Northern bias in human rights thinking and implementation is a 

justifiable source of tension and disagreement in the international arena. The

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



79

Global Campaign and Tribunal aimed to underscore the fact that no country or 

region has a "good human rights record," especially when it came to violence 

against women. Rosa Logar, coordinator of the Austrian Women's Shelter 

Network, for example, cited several statistics on violence against women in 

Europe, and particularly in Austria. In all of Europe (excluding the former 

Soviet Union) between 12 and 24 million women and girls are subject to 

violence annually, and there are currently between 800 and 1000 shelters and 

social institutions for abused women and children, which house between 

32,000 and 40,000 women and children on any given day (Bunch and Reilly 

1994, 22). In highlighting violence against women as a violation of human 

rights, the Global Campaign and Tribunal asserted the existence of human 

rights as commitments to be upheld by all countries, as a matter of national 

and local policy, rather than as tools to be used selectively by Northern 

countries in the context of "foreign affairs" or "international relations."

In sum, the testimonies of Global Tribunal for Women's Human Rights, in 

making visible gender-specific violations of human rights -- civil and political, as 

well as economic and social -  underscored the need to expand the notion of 

state accountability for human rights if such abuses are to be prevented and 

adequately redressed. Taking all human rights seriously, therefore, calls for a 

more comprehensive approach to state accountability. This means that states 

must be held accountable not only for the direct commission of human rights 

abuses, but also for its omissions -  its failures -  to stop violations perpetrated 

by nonstate actors, including private individuals, transnational corporations,
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and/or private institutions. Furthermore, in order to tackle the structural 

dimensions of human rights abuses mediated through the global economy and 

through war and conflict, such an expanded approach demands that states are 

held accountable for violations resulting from the actions or policies of any 

international institution of which that state is a decision making or voting 

member, including international financial institutions such as the World Bank, 

the IMF, and the World Trade Organization, or bodies like the Security Council 

or NATO.

In order to achieve this level of accountability for human rights in practice, 

each state must ratify all international human rights agreements and refrain 

from directly perpetrating violations of human rights as is expected under the 

present human rights regime. In addition, however, a revised understanding 

of human rights accountability requires a proactive stance with respect to 

human rights monitoring and implementation. This includes, for example, 

monitoring and addressing the human rights impact -  including the gender 

dimensions -  of all legislative and policy decision making in local, national, and 

international forums (including international financial institutions) in order to 

ensure that all human rights principles and agreements are upheld. It also 

means that states must be expected to take concrete steps to prevent human 

rights abuses by nonstate actors -  either private individuals or institutions -  

and to promote a culture of respect for human rights throughout the society. 

Furthermore, in holding accountable non-state actors who have violated human 

rights, the state must ensure due process and fair and appropriate punishment
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for violators as well as gender-sensitive compensation for victims where 

relevant. Finally, at the international level, states must be accountable as 

members of international governing or policy-making bodies, such as the UN 

General Assembly, Security Council, or the international financial institutions, 

and adhere to international human rights obligations in these contexts. 

Ultimately, however, such a vision of human rights accountability, will require 

further tempering of state sovereignty and the development of more effective 

transnational arenas of human rights accountability (such as the International 

Criminal Court). New institutional arrangements are called for wherein states 

would be called to account, not only for their role in preventing human rights 

abuses as home and abroad, but also with respect to failures to ensure that the 

global policies they make and engage in do not violate human rights, and that 

the polices of nondemocratic transnational bodies and actors also adhere to 

human rights standards.

Outcomes from Vienna

The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action was adopted by 

consensus by 171 member states of the United Nations at the close of the 

second World Conference on Human Rights. As such it is the most recent and 

authoritative statement of the international community's commitment to human 

rights as a framework into the twenty-first century for global relations, social 

interaction, and the rights of individuals (Boyle 1995). The impact women had
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on the outcome of the conference is first evident in the preamble to the Vienna 

Declaration, which states that the World Conference on Human Rights is 

"deeply concerned by various forms of discrimination and violence to which 

women continue to be exposed all over the world." Generally, a major theme 

of the declaration is the reaffirmation of the universality of all human rights 

regardless of differences in political, economic, and cultural systems. This 

classically Liberal premise is especially important for women whose human 

rights are often eclipsed in the name of protecting diverse cultures or 

traditions. In addition, the declaration reiterated that all human rights are 

"indivisible,. . .  interdependent and interrelated" so that it cannot be argued 

that the establishment of formal legal, civil, and political rights alone constitute 

the fulfillment of the human rights agenda without the substantive realization 

of human rights in economic, social, and cultural arenas. In particular, the 

declaration states that "the human rights of women and of the girl-child are an 

inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal human rights." Further, 

"[t]he human rights of women should form an integral part of the United 

Nations human rights activities, including the promotion of all human rights 

instruments relating to women" (Part I, paragraph 18).

Female human rights were singled out for attention in a number of 

sections throughout the declaration in addition to the section specifically 

addressing women’s human rights. For example, with regard to the human 

rights of children, the declaration urges states "to repeal existing laws and 

regulations and remove customs and practices which discriminate against and
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cause harm to the girl-child." It further calls for effective measures against 

female infanticide and other violations affecting girl-children such as "harmful 

child labor, sale of children and organs, child prostitution, child pornography, as 

well as other forms of sexual abuse" (Part II, paragraphs 48 and 49). The 

conference document expressed deep concern about "violations of human 

rights during armed conflict, affecting the civilian population, especially 

women" and called upon "states and all parties to strictly observe humanitarian 

law" in this regard (part I, paragraph 29). In addition, the declaration included 

discrimination against women in its condemnation of "gross and systematic 

violations" that "constitute serious obstacles to the full enjoyment of all human 

rights" (Part I, paragraph 30).

There are nine paragraphs under the title "The equal status and human 

rights of women" in Part II of the Vienna Declaration. The critical points of this 

section include a recognition of the importance of "working toward the 

elimination of violence against women in public and private life" as well as "the 

elimination of all forms of sexual harassment, exploitation and trafficking in 

women." The section also calls for "the elimination of gender bias in the 

administration of justice and the eradication of any conflicts that may arise 

between the rights of women and the harmful effects of certain traditional or 

customary practices, cultural prejudices and religious extremism." Further, 

regarding conflict and war situations, the declaration affirms that violations of 

women's human rights, including "murder, systematic rape, sexual slavery, and 

forced pregnancy," are violations of the fundamental principles of international
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human rights and humanitarian law" (paragraph 38). Concerning health and 

reproductive rights, women ought to enjoy the "highest standard of physical 

and mental health throughout their life span" and have access to "adequate 

health care and the widest range of family planning services." (paragraph 41). 

This section also "underlines the importance of the integration and full 

participation of women as both agents and beneficiaries in the development 

process" (paragraph 36). It further asserts that the "human rights of women 

should be integrated into the mainstream of United Nations system-wide 

activity" (paragraph 37).

Specific human rights policy recommendations include urging that treaty 

monitoring bodies, special rapporteurs and working groups facilitate women's 

access to these avenues of redress and "include the status of women in their 

deliberations and findings" (paragraph 42); that the Commission on the Status 

of Women and the Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women "quickly examine" the possibility of introducing an individual 

complaints procedure to the Women's Convention (paragraph 40); and, the 

universal ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women and the reduction in the excessive number of 

reservations to that convention (paragraph 39). The conference also 

supported the decision of the Commission on Human Rights to consider 

appointing a special rapporteur on violence against women in its 1994 session 

and called upon the General Assembly to adopt the Draft Declaration on
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Violence Against Women and urged States to "combat violence against women 

according to its provisions" (paragraph 38).

In December 1993 the General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the 

Elimination of Violence against Women which, for the first time, provides a 

definition of violence against women that all of the member states of the 

United Nations have agreed to work toward eliminating. The Declaration states 

that violence against women is "any act of gender-based violence that results 

in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to 

women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivations of 

liberty, whether occurring in public or private life" (art. 1). The definition 

continues to specify violence in the family including battery, sexual abuse of 

female children, marital rape, dowry-related violence, and female genital 

mutilation. It also cites violence in the general community including rape, 

sexual abuse, and sexual harassment at places of work, in educational 

institutions and elsewhere. Finally, the definition includes violence perpetrated 

or condoned by the state, wherever it occurs.

The Declaration stipulates the responsibilities of states to eliminate such 

violence at the national level as a matter of human rights policy by ensuring 

that women who are subjected to violence have "access to the mechanisms of 

justice and...to just and effective remedies for the harm that they have 

suffered; states should also inform women of their rights in seeking redress 

through such remedies" (art. 4 (d)). States should develop "preventative 

approaches [to gender-based violence]. . .  and ensure that the re-victimization
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of women does not occur because of laws insensitive to gender considerations" 

(art. 4(f)). Governments are also called upon, unconditionally, to provide 

"adequate resources for their activities related to the elimination of violence 

against women" (art. 4 (h)). In addition, states are requested to "facilitate and 

enhance the work of the women's movement. . .  in raising awareness and 

alleviating the problem of violence against women" (art. 4 (o)). At the 

international level, states are called upon to ratify the Women's Convention 

(CEDAW) and withdraw any reservations they hold to the convention (art.

4(a)). Also, in the course of "submitting reports as required under relevant 

human rights instruments of the United Nations, information pertaining to 

violence against women and measures taken to implement the present 

Declaration" should be included (art. 4 (m)).

In March 1994, the 50th session of the Commission on Human Rights 

adopted a resolution on Integrating the Rights of Women into the Human 

Rights Mechanisms of the United Nations in which it decided to appoint a 

"special rapporteur on violence against women, including its causes and 

consequences, who will report to the Commission on an annual basis" 

beginning in 1995 (paragraph 6). Radhika Coomaraswamy was subsequently 

appointed as special rapporteur with a mandate to be carried out "within the 

framework of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and all international 

human rights instruments." She has the responsibility to "seek and receive 

information on violence against women" and its "causes and consequences" 

and to "respond effectively" to that information. While the rapporteur's remit
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includes cooperation with all aspects of the UN human rights machinery, it is 

particularly significant to the task of mainstreaming women's human rights that 

the Commission on Human Rights is obligated to "regularly and systematically 

include in their reports available information on human rights violations 

affecting women.”

All of these developments reflect significant responses from the 

international human rights community to the demands of the Global Campaign 

for Women's Human Rights. They indicate a substantive shift in the human 

rights discourse away from a statist, negative rights paradigm, to a gender

conscious understanding of human rights as indivisible, wherein the terms of 

power operating in social, economic, and cultural processes and structures are 

also taken into account. However, the challenge of ensuring the 

implementation of the foregoing measures in an effective manner, and of 

enacting the more nuanced aspects of this paradigmatic shift, is a complex and 

difficult one, the realization of which will require continued vigilance and 

political mobilization on the part of women and all progressive movements for 

human rights.

Conclusion

I have sought to demonstrate that the 1990s movement for women's 

human rights, exemplified by the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights, 

represents a new departure in the advocacy women's human rights. This has
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entailed the direct engagement of human rights discourse and practice by 

women's social movements and NGOs (many with grassroots constituencies) in 

contrast to earlier government and "expert-driven" women's human rights 

initiatives of the 1970s and 1980s. In addition, the movement for women's 

human rights has challenged prevailing understandings of state accountability 

for human rights by insisting that the state is accountable for all violations of 

human rights -  whether perpetrated by state or private actors or through acts 

of commission or of omission. Further, this argument for greater state 

accountability vis-a-vis the actions of nonstate actors extends both "below and 

above" the state. It is concerned with bringing abuses in private spheres to 

light, but also with the challenge of creating greater accountability for the 

arbitrary exercise of power by nonstate actors "above the state," such as 

transnational corporations or NATO, for example.

At the heart of this process is the insistence that feminist activism (and 

analyses) must take into account a reality of increased globalization. This calls 

for an approach that displaces the nation-state as the basic unit of socio

political analysis and situates the feminist project in a context where global 

forces and trends play a defining role in shaping local experience. This 

includes global capitalism and communications, rising fundamentalisms and 

ethnic-based conflicts, growing transnational activism, and increased 

intergovernmental cooperation. This perspective entails a critical gender

conscious analysis of unequal economic development and global capitalism 

underpinned by the polices and actions of unaccountable international financial
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institutions and transnational corporations. In an era of increased globalization 

and the reducing power and efficacy of nation states, it is no coincidence that 

the framework of international human rights is becoming more important to 

progressive transnational social movements seeking accountability around the 

exercise of power. The Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights is an 

example of such a movement. It engages the international arena through the 

discourse of universal human rights, with a view to demanding accountability 

on behalf of women with regard to the exercise of power in public and private 

arenas -- in political, as well as economic, social, and cultural domains. In all 

arenas of feminist activism, challenging and rethinking the role of the state 

with respect to the "private sphere" is central. Similarly, the issue of violence 

against women has been pivotal to the reevaluation of state accountability in 

human rights thinking and practice. In documenting violence against women 

as a human rights issues and asking what must be done to ensure 

accountability in human rights terms, women's experiences of violence 

demonstrate that women as individuals (embedded in homes and/or families), 

and indeed all people, must have the ability to define where the public/private 

line gets drawn in relation to their experience so that they are enabled to 

invoke accountability to human rights standards wherever the abuse occurs.

By assertively placing the realities of violence against women on the 

international human rights agenda, women have secured opportunities, in 

terms of a shift in human rights discourse and concrete international-level 

policy changes, to redefine the understanding of state accountability for human
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rights as encompassing both direct state abuse and failures on the part of the 

state to prevent abuses.

Importantly, these developments have occurred without an emphasis on 

women's equality with men, and do not flounder on questions of "equality 

versus difference" among diverse women.10 Rather, the Campaign has 

emphasized how diverse women's experiences have not been consistent with 

the promise of human rights as laid out in the Universal Declaration. 

Furthermore, the various treaties, which allegedly interpret the Universal 

Declaration for all, in reality interpret them from particular, male, Western, first 

world, standpoints and perspectives. The Global Campaign, therefore, seeks 

the universality of human rights by insisting that particularity, along its many 

loci (gender, race, class, geo-politics and so on) be taken into account.

At the same time, the Universal Declaration, and its related human rights 

instruments and standards, are treated as negotiable rather than 

"foundational.” The interpretation of  existing human rights standards (and 

indeed the development of new ones) is and should be open to all by virtue of 

their membership in the "human race," and needs no further grounding than 

that. Nonetheless, existing human rights standards, do serve as "regulative 

principles" (or proxies for such principles) in contexts of concrete political 

activism and dialog. In this sense, existing human rights standards "ground" 

human rights by setting parameters around which there is a reasonable level of 

agreement, and in relation to which human rights can be actualized in people's 

lives. This argument requires further elaboration around the kinds of
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safeguards that need to be in place to challenge "interpretations" of human 

rights that, in effect, promote human rights violations rather than eliminate or 

prevent them. Such safeguards, at a minimum, require a premise of the equal 

value of each human being and a commitment to basic democratic principles.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that women's collaboration in the 

Global Campaign is process oriented and purposively organized to promote the 

regionally balanced participation of diverse women. In this context, the 

Northern, developed countries are viewed as one relatively "small" region. 

Furthermore, the Campaign is not constructed around securing a "consensus" 

in relation to gender-specific issues, or ensuring that diverse women "speak 

with one voice." Rather it suggests a feminism that seeks to secure a 

transnational public space where the specific concerns of diverse women can 

be addressed in ongoing, action-oriented dialog under the rubric of human 

rights accountability.

The Global Campaign has also taken on the important task of 

documenting and delineating the ways in which civil and political rights, on the 

one hand, and economic and social rights, on the other, are interrelated in the 

lives of women. By articulating accounts of abuse and violation perpetrated 

against women from such a perspective, the testimonies of the Campaign (of 

trafficked women or migrant workers, for example) demonstrate the 

incoherence of artificially separating civil and political rights from economic, 

social, and cultural rights. In short, the Campaign demonstrates how, in the 

lives of women, the complex of human rights is an irreducible whole.
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ENDNOTES

1 The UN Commission on the Status of Women was established in 1946 as a 
"functional commission" of ECOSOC. It has forty-five state members elected 
by ECOSOC for four year terms. CSW makes recommendations to, and drafts 
reports for, ECOSOC, including recommendations on urgent/crisis situations 
affecting women's human rights.

2 This includes, for example, employment, health, housing, agriculture, trade, 
and science as well as the situation of women with special needs -  migrant 
women, refugee and displaced women, and women with disabilities.

3 While the Center for Women's Leadership has been the primary 
coordinator/facilitator of the Global Campaign, the positive impact and 
successes achieved by the Campaign are due to the participation of hundreds 
of women's organizations and collaborating groups and the thousands of 
individual women who continue to constitute the Campaign itself.

4 For a detailed description see Satellite Meeting "La Nuestra" 1992. The 
methodology behind this activism is described in Suarez 1995.

5 Within the context of the philosophy of the Center for Women's Global 
Leadership, the term "leader" rejects elite definitions of leadership. Rather, the 
term "women leaders" encompasses, on an equal footing, women taking 
leadership in marginalized and relatively privileged arenas, across a spectrum 
of contexts including grassroots and community organizing; activism around 
specific issues such as racism, refugee rights, reproductive rights, or women's 
literacy; national level policy making; and arenas including academia, human 
rights law, or medicine.

6 The Permanent Peoples Tribunal, based in Rome, for example, coordinates 
substantive investigations that deliver "judgments" and recommendations for 
redress of a range of issues from environmental disasters to war crimes.

7 The Vienna Tribunal: Women's Rights are Human Rights! is a video 
documentary of the event distributed in the United States by Women Make 
Movies.

8 This was especially important given that less than hundred miles away the 
war in the Former Yugoslavia was ongoing along with the growing awareness 
of the existence of genocidal "rape camps."

9 This is not to say there is a single uniform analysis of gender-based violence 
across cultures, or that there is one set of possible responses to ending such 
abuse. Rather the "universal moment" forms the basis for cross-cultural
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collaboration among women aimed at ending violence against women.

10 This is not to say that there is not criticism from within and outside the 
Campaign with regard to the differential terms of power, privilege, and 
marginalization that inhere in the mutual relation of the "diverse" standpoints 
present in the movement. Rather the Campaign proceeds on the understanding 
that responding to and problematizing such critiques is an ongoing aspect of 
the project, but one that occurs in such a way as not to preclude strategic and 
practical forward movement.
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CHAPTER THREE 

SITUATING GLOBAL FEMINISM: 

THE CONTEXT OF FEMINIST THEORY

The Global Campaign for Women’s Human Rights, and the Global 

Feminism it suggests, represent a particular moment and convergence of ideas 

in the development of feminist thinking. This chapter attempts to situate 

Global Feminism in relation to some of the key feminist debates of the last 

three decades.

Global Feminism and Feminist Theorizing - An Overview

Early liberal feminism (typified by Wollstonecraft and J. S. Mill) first 

problematized sex-based inequality in access to education and public life in the 

late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries respectively. Their analysis embraced 

an Enlightenment understanding of human progress as based upon the triumph 

of "mind" and "reason" over "body" and "desire." This approach, focusing on 

equality in the public sphere, presupposed a middie-class subject (whose 

freedom was facilitated by female domestic servants, for example). Nor did 

early liberal feminism consider that repressive sexual morality was a source 

women's oppression -  only that men should be equally subject its rules 

(Bryson 1992,43).
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In practical terms, early liberal feminism called for gender-neutral 

education to enable women to enter the public arena and partake in the 

rational life of the mind and public politics on a equal footing with men. Formal 

legal equality for women was argued from this basis, including the right to vote 

and to work. Both Wollstonecraft and Mill assumed, however, that such 

participation in public life would not take place where women chose to marry 

and raise children. The traditional sex-based division of labor in the private 

domain of the family was not called into question. The idea was that not all 

women would be forced down the wife/mother road, but would have the 

option of pursuing a career outside the home instead. The early liberal feminist 

view, therefore, was that political equality could be achieved through 

minimizing the significance of sex-based differences in the public sphere and 

promoting a gender-neutral vision of citizenship. The snag is that the public 

and private spheres are interrelated. If society at large continues to "expect" 

that women carry the burden of domestic responsibilities, then even with 

formal equality, the participation of women in the public domain (politically, 

economically, culturally) will be severely curtailed. Such a view fails to 

recognize that, in practice, sexism pervades socio-economic and cultural power 

relations. This results in the perspectives and experience of men (usually 

propertied, white, and with "wives" to take care of day-to-day needs) becoming 

the standard around which political participation occurs and public policy is 

made. Taken together, carrying the burden of family responsibilities, facing 

direct discrimination, and having less access to the economic and cultural
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resources and networks that support different kinds of advancement, women 

continue to be marginalized. For these reasons, even when equal in law, 

women the world over are underrepresented in public office and in the 

decision-making echelons of most social, economic, and cultural institutions.

Attempting to explain and resolve the continuing inequality and exclusion 

of women, even with the introduction of formal/legal equality advocated by 

early liberal feminism, raised a theory/practice quandary that has been at the 

heart of feminist thinking for the last two decades. In arguing for the 

"equality" and "equal treatment" of men and women, you ignore actual 

differences in lived experiences that serve as obstacles to genuine equality 

between men and women. For early radical feminists such as De Beauvoir 

(1952) and Firestone (1979), the "different" female body is explicitly implicated 

as the source of women's oppression. From this negative account of female 

biology, women's bodies act to imprison them and thwart the realization of 

female subjectivity. The transformation of women's lives and the realization of 

female subjectivity requires acknowledging and transcending the 

"embodiedness" of women. De Beauvoir, for example, rejected the societal 

obligation imposed on women by virtue of their reproductive capacity to be a 

"woman" by being a "mother," and in doing so being less than "human.

Firestone also believed that women could not be liberated until they were 

literally freed from the "tyranny of reproduction," by which she had in mind 

"relocating" the reproductive process outside women's bodies. This radical 

analysis of women's biology as inimical to the attainment of female subjectivity,
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evident in De Beauvoir, and especially Firestone, was subsequently much 

criticized for reinforcing the antifemale bias in the understanding of human 

progress (Young 1990b, 77).

From another corner, perhaps more influential in shaping popular feminist 

discourse, other radical feminist writers pointed to a system of patriarchy, 

which must first be challenged and dismantled before women's liberation could 

be realized (Daly 1978, MacKinnon 1989, Dworkin 1981). Such radical feminist 

accounts of patriarchy argued that the most important locus of power and 

domination in society was not in capitalist economic relations as socialists and 

Marxists argued, or in the public sphere of politics as liberals maintained.

Rather, it is in the sexual exploitation of women, enforced through the use of 

violence and coercion. More optimistic radical feminist accounts sought to 

explicitly celebrate female culture (Rich 1977), explore lesbian-feminist 

strategies for combating patriarchal modes of oppression, and provide analyses 

of "heterosexism" and the exclusion of lesbian perspectives in mainstream 

feminist theory and activism (Bunch 1987c, 1987d; Rich 1980). The great 

contribution of radical feminism is in highlighting the significance of sexual 

exploitation, compulsory heterosexuality, and violence against women in 

understanding the oppression of women. However, as a source of strategies 

for social change, it was flawed on a number of fronts. Often adopting a 

dogmatic view of the state and liberal law as tools of patriarchal oppression, 

radical feminism dismissed the importance of formal equality and the liberal 

rule of law as underpinning political strategies that would create greater
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accountability for the sexual and physical abuse of women. Further, while 

separatism (one logical conclusion and political strategy to emerge from radical 

feminist analyses) may be a workable option for some, it does not provide the 

basis for a broad-based social movement because it ignores the day-to-day 

reality of the majority of the world's women.

Throughout the 1980s, the "equality/difference" debate continued to 

dominate Western feminist debates. Several feminist writers focused on the 

"difference" between men and women from a supposedly positive stance 

(Ruddick 1980). They argued that feminism must identify and embrace that 

which is positive about women's experiences and perspectives within traditional 

female roles and sought to resist the denigration of traditional spheres of 

women's activities and work. These arguments vary in the degree of 

essentialism that is invoked, but they all contain the idea that women’s 

traditional connectedness with nature and motherhood renders them more 

concerned with the survival of humanity and the environment, which suggests 

that they are highly suitable to be leaders and decision makers. Such 

perspectives seek to replace androcentrism with "gynocentrism" as the point of 

departure from which to universalize what it means to be human (Young 

1990b). Influential feminist academics, like Gilligan and Elshtain, argued that 

women possess gender-specific sensibilities or psychologies that are not 

biological but socially constructed and transmitted. These qualities, they 

argue, should be drawn upon to improve the lot of men and women and 

society generally. Their work posits ideas of women as nonconflictual, pacifist,
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and complex moral thinkers by virtue of their experiences as caretakers in 

societies everywhere. However, even while claiming that their analyses are 

empirically based, the work of "difference feminists" is extremely problematic in 

its crude division of human subjectivity on the basis of sex and its middle-class 

bias (presupposing a stay-at-home nurturing mother and career father). Such 

accounts, are inevitably essentializing and create "false universals" from 

particular standpoints that are not only biased in terms of class, but also in 

terms of race, culture, sexual orientation and so on. In addition, such 

"difference feminism" is revisionist ~ it ignores the realities of women's 

oppression when forced into "nurturing roles" and reinforces stereotypes about 

women that have facilitated their subordination in the first place.

Another dominant strand of feminist theorizing in the 1970s until the mid 

1980s was concerned with going beyond liberal feminist priorities and 

reconciling feminist and Marxist analyses. Broadly speaking, socialist feminism 

begins with the premise that the situation of women cannot be understood and 

transformed without an analysis of the concrete socio-economic context in 

which they are situated. Catherine MacKinnon argued that such a reconciliation 

of feminism and Marxism was impossible given the "depth of the antagonism" 

and "separate integrity of each theory." However, others attempted to 

provide analyses of women's position within capitalism that had not been 

provided by classic Marxism. The latter had assumed that under advanced 

capitalism, women (and children) would be drawn into the paid labor market, 

pulling wages down and thereby intensifying exploitation. It did not envisage a
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persistent "male breadwinner" ideology that would serve to exclude women 

from paid work and/or depress female wages given their "secondary . 

importance" to family income. Socialist feminists explored the links between 

unpaid work in the home and needs of capitalism (Vogel 1983), and the way in 

which the associated devaluing of traditional areas of "women's work" 

translated into low-paid, female-dominated job ghettos (Hartmann 1983). 

Socialist feminism posited the idea that patriarchy had a separate history and 

ideology that must be taken into account alongside that of capitalism if the 

route to women's liberation is to be identified and realized (Barrett 1988, 

Hartmann 1981).

Undoubtedly, a great deal of socialist feminist scholarship can be faulted 

for being overly preoccupied with winning the acceptance of gender analysis 

within the socialist/Marxist paradigm. Nonetheless, I would argue that the 

commitment evinced in socialist feminist approaches, to analyzing the material 

conditions that underpin women's oppression, is critical to any feminist project 

that aspires to be both credible and politically viable. In this regard, the 

Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights, in its analysis and actions has 

clear roots in the socialist feminist tradition.

The 1980s also saw the articulation of trenchant criticism, from African- 

American feminists and others writing from diverse marginalized standpoints, 

of the feminist project -  liberal, radical and socialist (hooks 1984, Moraga and 

Anzaldua 1983). They had cause to criticize the mainstream women's 

movements for being too middle-class, too white, or otherwise exclusionary,
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and for failing to address the concerns of women who are poor or members of 

minority communities. Later in the decade, feminist writers and scholars, like 

bell hooks, Audre Lorde and Elizabeth Speiman, and historians, such as 

Jacqueline Jones, looked at feminism and women's history in the United States 

from the perspective of women of color. They pointed to the invisibility of 

African-American women's concerns in white, middle-class agendas, which had 

focused on formal equality, the right to enter the labor force, sexual 

exploitation, and the right to abortion. They argued that without a 

comprehensive analysis of racism and the inclusion of the perspectives of 

diverse women, feminist theory and practice amounted to a white, middle-class 

agenda vis-a-vis white, middle-class men. The history of slavery for African- 

American women, for example, is one of enforced labor, poverty, and the 

routine denial of motherhood, in contrast to the enforced idleness and 

motherhood of middle-class white woman and their confinement to the private 

sphere. A more recent example of class/race blindness of the mainstream 

"feminist movement" is found in the AIDS crisis, where the failure to 

acknowledge and respond to the HIV/AIDS epidemic among women was 

undoubtedly related to the fact that, initially, poor African-American women 

were the primary group of women affected.

By the late 1980s/early 1990s, such grounded political critiques of 

mainstream feminism had fundamentally shifted the terms of the debate for 

feminist scholarship and activism. The debates between "equality" and 

"difference" feminists, which had implicitly focused on the relationship between
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white, middle-class men and women in heterosexual family units, were soundly 

displaced as priorities of the feminist project. Instead, the urgency of 

theorizing the interconnected nature of power -- along multiple loci including 

race and class, in addition to gender, was underscored. The message to 

feminist scholars and activists was that a feminist project -  

academic/theoretical or practical -- could no longer proceed on an assumption 

of women as a monolithic group with a "natural" common agenda. Broadly 

speaking, this realization raised a number of critical questions about the role 

and mode of action of feminist projects. As discussed in the final section 

below, postmodern feminists have responded to the recognition of the 

multiplicity of subject positions by rejecting all universal principles and 

"metanarratives" in seeking to end oppression in the lives of diverse women. 

From this perspective, only particular agendas of resistance are possible in 

response to highly localized experiences. In contrast, I would argue that 

recognizing the multiplicity of subject positions among women signals the 

welcome demise of essentialist or teleological feminist analyses. More 

importantly, it poses a challenge to creating feminist analyses and action 

programs that concretely address the political critiques of women from those 

multiple standpoints. What is required, therefore, is a theory of feminist 

practice and not a politically paralyzing feminist metaphysics. The account of 

Global Feminism, presented in chapter 4, aims to contribute to this task.
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Third World Feminism

In addition to the challenge posed to the feminist project by diverse 

women within national-level movements, mainstream feminism has also been 

taken to task in the international arena. While the emergence of Women in 

Development (WID) research and programs was a triumph of sorts in relation 

to the total invisibility of women within the development paradigm, many WID 

approaches failed to contest the development paradigm per se and the 

overarching polices of its institutional structure, including the World Bank and 

the International Monetary Fund. Initially the idea was to include women in 

the development process as it was already defined. However, this resulted in 

isolated women's projects that were tacked on to broader development 

programs. Women from the South (through initiatives like DAWN ~ 

Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era) have since questioned 

this approach and have produced analyses of the gender dimensions of the 

policies (such as Structural Adjustment Programs [SAPs]) and the debt crises 

and insist that a critique of global economic relations is essential to any 

feminist response to development issues. Women in the South have also 

challenged the "anthropological" lens that Western women employ in relating 

to Third World women -- seeing them, perhaps unconsciously, as part of 

nature, as native, as exotic, as backward. From this perspective, first world 

women fail to acknowledge their privileged location in a system that 

(re)produces the global inequalities that foster forms of oppression affecting
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women in the Third World. Another related dominant mode used by some 

Northern women in relation to women in the developing world is that of the 

"missionary” (apart from actual religious missionaries). This entails women in 

the West seeking to "help” women in the Third World and (implicitly or 

explicitly) operating out of "guilt, condescending charity, or the false imposition 

of [their] models on others" (Bunch 1987b, 304).

More generally, mainstream Western feminism has been faulted for 

reinforcing internationally what it claimed to be challenging -- namely, 

dominating, universalizing, individualistic, Western paradigms that are rooted in 

dualistic thinking. It is argued that Westerners (or more pointedly, the white 

privileged male leadership representing the West in the world) have taken their 

particular experience and free-market values as the norm and imposed upon 

everyone else an identity as "different from" and implicitly inferior to them. In 

doing so, they have justified the creation of elaborate systems of subordination 

based on race, class, and gender, including, for example, traditional slavery, as 

well as the more contemporary varieties such as military sexual slavery and sex 

trafficking. At its worst, Western feminism has been characterized as a related 

form of colonization where white Western women impose their own limited and 

nonrelevant agenda on women in the Third World for the sake of exercising 

their dominant location in the world. Feminist anthropologist Aihwa Ong 

(1988), for example, wrote that "first world feminists defined themselves in 

opposition, not to first world men, but to Third World women, who are viewed 

as their social inferiors." Further, she insisted, "we cannot talk about gender
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inequality in non-Western countries without situating our analysis in the 

context of cultural imperialism and geopolitical ranking of nations in the world."

Mainstream Western feminism has been challenged, therefore, for

assuming that gender can be a primary category of analysis in understanding

all women's oppression without fully comprehending that gender and its affects

are experienced differently -- not only across class, race, sexual orientation and

the like -- but also according to culture, geo-politics, and postcolonial

experience. It is argued that women in reality contend with a complex of

oppressive forces that operate along multiple fronts. This analysis demands a

recognition that women occupy different identities that are rarely mutually

exclusive and that confer different terms of power/powerlessness. Women,

therefore, view the world from standpoints and perspectives that shift and

vary, coming in and out of focus as the moment and place demands and

depending upon who or what women are resisting, challenging, and seeking to

change. Feminist economist Bina Agarwal (1994) captured some of the

complexities involved in positing transnational feminism in the following way:

When I position myself. . .  as a woman challenging patriarchy,. . .  
especially in relation to body politics, I can stand with Western feminist[s]. 
. . .  But when I position myself as a Third World Woman, I find myself on 
a different side of the platform, questioning the often ethnocentric 
preoccupations of First World feminist academia with its economic and 
intellectual privilege. And finally, when I position myself as a privileged 
Third World woman academic in my own culture, I stand vulnerable to 
interrogation by my less privileged sisters and seek to build bridges with 
them.

The 1990s has seen the emergence of further attempts at feminist 

theorizing that takes into account the perspectives of Third World women
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(Mohanty 1991b, Sandoval 1991, Goetz 1991). Part of the task of this literature

is to posit revised ways of thinking about resisting oppression and/or bringing

about social transformation from the perspective of, or in response to critiques

from the standpoints of Third World women. This writing also builds on the

critique of feminism by women of color in the United States. For example,

Sandoval (1991) asserts that feminism to date -- in the various forms it has

been theorized and practiced: liberal, Marxist, radical/cultural, and socialist --

can be understood as a series of modes of oppositional consciousness, all of

which have failed to comprehend and express the perspectives of women of

color. According to Sandoval, "U.S. Third World Women" (Sandoval's term for

women of color in the United States) have demonstrated a new form of

oppositional consciousness -  "differential consciousness" -- which is fluid and

flexible and wherein there is no single agenda; women contradict each other

and they pursue different solutions. She writes:

The differential mode of oppositional consciousness depends upon the 
ability to read the current situation of power and of self-consciously 
choosing and adopting the ideological form best suited to push against its 
configurations,. . .  to self-consciously break and reform ties to ideology 
(Sandoval 1991).

For Sandoval, such a form of consciousness is imperative to achieving the 

coalitions across differences that are key to moving forward. However, like 

many writing out of a postmodern perspective, Sandoval emphasizes the role 

of oppositional consciousness in resisting oppression rather than theorizing how 

women might achieve positive concrete changes together and still respond to 

the critiques around difference and domination. However, because of the lack
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of unity to the category "woman," Sandoval doubts the ability of feminism to 

address the concerns of diverse women.

While Sandoval focuses on the subjective dimension of resistance,

Chandra Mohanty situates "Third World Feminism" in a broader context of 

international political economy and postcolonialism (1991a, 1991b).

Emphasizing that Third World women are not a monolithic category, she still 

asserts that we can identify opportunities for coherent "Third World feminist" 

struggles that are based on "common differences." That is, even as different 

women in the Third World experience oppression differently, they do so in 

relation to common systems of power and domination that affect all Third 

World women. Power and domination must be seen as omnipresent. Mohanty 

utilizes feminist sociologist Dorothy Smith's idea of "relations of ruling" as a 

way to express the myriad dimensions of power that are exercised through a 

"complex of management, government, administration, professions, and the 

intelligentsia, as well as the textually-mediated discourses that coordinate and 

interpenetrate it." Racial, sexual, and class biases pervade this complex, and 

different women -  both within and outside the so-called Third World -  are 

affected differently and experience different terms of power across the lines of 

class, race, geography, and so on.

Viewed from this perspective, economic globalization takes on a new 

significance. While globalization is experienced through SAPs in the South -  

where devaluation of currency devastates women running cottage enterprises - 

- women in other parts of the world, including Europe and North America, are
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facing downward pressure on wages and diminished job security in order to

meet the demands of the global economy. Rather than seeing such trends as

the outcome of "natural" economic forces within national boundaries, a critical

feminist global analysis sees the effects of SAPs in the South and "economic

rationalization" in the North, as flowing from a common set of global capitalist

institutions, practices, and polices. Likewise, violence against women takes

different forms across regions and cultures -  from domestic violence and

coercive reproductive practices, to dowry deaths, honor killings, and female

genital mutilation -  yet there is a common moment to the use of violence

against women which is contained in the idea of patriarchal domination. So

Mohanty situates Third World feminist struggles at the "intersection of these

relations of ruling," whereby women may experience the domination of these

relations of ruling differently but still recognize the common complex of

domination that they face.

This analysis mirrors a great deal of what Bunch said in the early 1980s in

relation to "prospects for global feminism:"

Feminism is not about a list of issues, it is about developing a particular 
perspective on all matters that touch our lives. Women in different 
countries clearly have different priorities; but if feminism is a universally 
applicable perspective, it will provide a framework for all those concerns, 
no matter how diverse. (Bunch, 1987)

Bunch further posited that an emerging global feminist movement was

discernible in the early 1980s, but has not yet "given birth to a common

language and analysis." Ultimately, the feminist transformation of human
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rights discourse and practice, evident in the Global Campaign for Women's 

Human Rights, is key to articulating such a "common language and analysis.”

Contemporary Debates in U.S. Feminism: The Challenge of Antiuniversalism 

and Multiculturalism

For the last decade, U.S. feminist theorists and writers have been 

preoccupied primarily with two strands of critique. The first is the sustained 

critique that mainstream feminism -- as either political activism or academic 

scholarship -  has excluded the perspectives and concerns of women from 

diverse marginalized groups, and women of color in particular, (hooks 1984, 

Spelman 1988). The second strand of critique results from the growing 

influence of postmodern tenets, which challenge the possibility of universalizing 

"freedom and equality" within a framework Enlightenment discourse. The 

response of feminist theorizing falls into two broad areas. The first is what 

Nancy Fraser (1997) terms "anti-essentialist deconstructionism," while the 

second can be broadly termed multiculturalism. Feminists in the former camp 

claim to deepen feminist critiques of Enlightenment epistemology (Butler 1992, 

Flax 1990). They argue that the notion of a unified human subject, central to 

Enlightenment thought, can only be conceptualized and enacted through the 

construction of subordinate "others." This process manifests itself "along 

material loci such as class, race, gender and so on. In other words, every 

subject is constituted in terms of class, race, gender, and so on, and is situated
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in a nexus of power relations wherein they are alternately oppressor/oppressed 

depending on the moment, or configuration of circumstances, or location. The 

postmodern critique suggests that feminist efforts to mobilize around the 

identity of "woman" (as a biological and/or socially constructed empirical 

category) inevitably replicate patterns of subordination. From such a 

perspective, demanding "women's human rights" is counterproductive, for the 

idea of human subjectivity and its entitlements is only possible through the 

construction of subjugated "others" -- whether it is women vis-a-vis men, or 

marginalized women vis-a-vis the women's movement.

In response to critiques of the feminist project posed by women of 

color and postmodernism, Iris Young advocates a multiculturalist feminist 

theory of politics. Her work is pertinent to the project of theorizing global 

feminism within a human rights framework because it exemplifies a widely 

endorsed mode of contemporary feminist analysis around the failure of 

universalist Enlightenment ideals to "deliver" in the case of women and other 

marginalized groups. Further, her work is based upon a rejection of (human) 

rights discourse, which I believe is fundamentally flawed. I share, in part, 

Young's assessment that there are shortcomings in the institutionalization of 

liberal democracies, which mean that discrepancies in, and abuses of, power 

along lines of gender, class, race, and other "social" categories are not being 

addressed in a way that is consistent with the more radical promise of 

democracy. However, against Young, I argue that utilizing notions of universal
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human rights, and not discarding them, is pivotal to the project of realizing

genuine democracy on a national and global level.

While eschewing the essentialism of what she calls "gynocentric"

feminism, Young nonetheless commends it for "confronting humanist feminism

on one of its core assumptions, namely that the ideal for feminists is a

universal humanity in which all persons equally realize their potential for self

development." She continues:

Gynocentric feminism can reveal [the] ideal of universal humanity as both 
unrealistic and oppressive. This ideal proposes to measure all persons 
according to the formal standards of rationality and rights. But the 
material differences among persons determined by history, region, or 
bodies continue to operate, so some will measure differently. Only an 
explicit affirmation of difference and social plurality, gynocentric feminism 
suggests, offers the hope of overcoming sexism, racism, ethnic 
oppression. (Young 1990b, 86)

For Young, therefore, the idea of "universally articulated rights" is an inherently

flawed product of this paradigm. Furthermore, a commitment to the false

ideal of impartiality, she argues, results in dichotomy rather than unity, a

failure to recognize the role of sympathy or compassion in motivating moral

action, and the exclusion of women's voices (and those of similarly

marginalized excluded groups) from the definition and realization of a justice

society. Young's vision of the feminist project, therefore, is incompatible with a

framework of universal human rights. Instead, building on Gilligan, she argues

for an "emancipatory ethics" that does not oppose reason, on the one hand, to

desire, affectivity and needs on the other. This, she claims, requires explicitly

"promoting heterogeneity in public" as opposed to "unified universality" as the

route to genuine inclusion wherein every marginalized or potentially oppressed
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group has a voice in a radically participative democratic process. Young's

proposed scheme of group representation requires

Self-organization of group members so that they gain a sense of collective 
empowerment and a reflexive understanding of their collective experience 
and interests;. . .  voicing a group's analysis of how social policy proposals 
affect them and generating policy proposals themselves;. . .  having veto 
power regarding specific policies that affect the group directly -- for 
example reproductive rights for women or use of reservation lands for 
American Indians. (P. 124)

The foregoing raises serious concerns around practicability, the essentializing 

dynamic of such a vision, and the possibility for abuse from antidemocratic, 

illiberal corners. However, for all Young's rejection of impartiality and formal 

equality, implementing such a "heterogeneous" public would be impossible 

without impartial rules of procedure and some idea of equal rights, which 

would ensure that no group is over- or underrepresented, or that individuals 

are not misrepresented by group leaders or restricted to one group formation 

as opposed to another. Indeed, far from dispensing with concepts of 

impartiality or universal/generic rights, her scheme presupposes them as she 

takes for granted that "in the late 20th century . . .  citizenship rights have been 

formally extended to all groups in liberal capitalist societies" (p. 114).

In short, it is impossible to imagine that in complex developed societies, 

where extensive bureaucracy and the exercise of State power cannot be 

eliminated, that there can be public accountability as to the exercise of power 

without the rule of law, concepts of impartiality, and a presumption of equal 

generic (human) rights playing a key role. The argument that these 

values/concepts in themselves have prevented the achievement of true equality

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



113

and have actively preserved structural forms of oppression is a false one. The 

reality is that the latter goals can be achieved only through political organizing 

and the democratically mediated development of social programs. The 

conditions for the transformation of socio-economic and cultural relations of 

power, and their concomitant distribution of resources, cannot be created on 

the level of metaphysics -- only on the level of politics. Furthermore, however, 

such conditions must be underpinned by a commitment to formal equality and 

the rule of law if the desired political and socio-economic change is to be 

brought about democratically.

Antiuniversalist feminist critiques such as Young's fail to recognize the 

actual role of universal (human rights) discourse as both a moral framework 

with global resonance and as an overarching discourse that facilitates concrete, 

action-oriented mobilization and collaboration across multiple differences.

Young is primarily concerned with difference and cultural diversity within North 

American societies and the failure of formal equality there to redress the fact 

that social diversity is, all too often, expressed as social inequality. In doing so, 

she throws away the real promise that universal human rights offer to the 

marginalized groups she seeks to protect. I would argue that it is precisely 

through the discourse of universal human rights that collaborative, 

transformative action is taking place -  across geo-political, religious, cultural, 

and social boundaries -  at the international level. The fact that prevalent 

understandings of human rights implementation has reduced that process to 

one of converting "normative" human rights into "positive" legal rights (as
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distinct from proactive action programs) is at the core of feminist critiques of 

received human rights practice. The fact remains, however, that diverse 

women around the world (who have consciously rejected western imperialism 

and all its universalizing tendencies -  including the imposition of western 

brands of feminism in Third World contexts) are invoking universal human 

rights norms in their struggles for empowerment, in the home, at workplaces, 

in public decision making, and in the definition of culture. Ultimately, it is these 

efforts that breath life into human rights ideals in context-specific, meaningful 

ways. More important than simply achieving certain legal rights, therefore, are 

the many ongoing efforts -  driven primarily by diverse transnational social 

movements -- to redefine and reenvision human rights ideas and practice. 

These movements demonstrate that far from annihilating difference, the idea 

of universal human rights is being understood and utilized in ways that link 

diverse groups in the cause of resisting oppression. Antiuniversalist, identity- 

based approaches cannot explain why this is happening -  why many 

movements on behalf of oppressed groups around the world are actively and 

consciously invoking universal human rights claims on behalf of women, 

indigenous people, children, gays and lesbians, and so on.

Recent international feminist organizing, exemplified by the Global 

Campaign for Women's Human Rights, demonstrates that human rights 

discourse acts as a moral framework that links diverse women in organizing 

aimed at bringing about change -  locally and/or internationally. Further, I 

would argue, it is the very recognition of undifferentiated (universal) humanity
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embedded in human rights discourse that makes possible such a movement 

(linking widely diverse women) in the first place. The basis for this solidarity 

and mutual trust, in a context of respect for multiple standpoints and identities 

and a recognition of the related power differentials, resides in two key ideas. 

First is the idea that by virtue of our common humanity we are all equally 

entitled to claim human rights. Second is the understanding that at any point 

in history, actual recognized human rights are always contingent and open to 

contestation and negotiation. Such an approach to human rights is not, 

therefore, about locating a substantive consensus list of rights that apply to all 

people (or all women) in all times and places. Rather it is about providing a 

dynamic framework for claiming the rights (which, by definition, belong to all) 

as embedded, embodied individuals and as members of communities. Formal 

liberal rights and related national legislation are a pivotal part of bringing about 

the necessary transformation(s). However, they cannot substitute for the 

deeper social, economic, and cultural change that is also required, and which 

constitutes the fuller human rights agenda being actively forged by the Global 

Campaign for Women's Human Rights and other human rights movements.

The challenge for feminist theory is not to discard the irreplaceable guarantees 

of a universalist stance, but to tie such a stance to a theory of feminist practice 

that is inclusive and transformative. At the center of such an account of 

feminism is a drive for greater accountability in the exercise of power ~ in 

public and private, nationally and globally, as well as with regard to race, class, 

and gender.
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Liberal feminist philosopher Susan Okin has persistently defended the

importance to feminism of liberal equality and universal principles against

deconstructive and radically muiticulturalist feminist critiques of universality in

feminist theory. Okin (1994) argues the case for a common female experience

of gender-based oppression as the primary basis for feminist theory and action.

She believes that a "generalized subject" is central to any theory of justice. For

Okin "listening to every concrete individual's or group's point of view and its

expression of needs" is not the route to formulating principles of justice as

Young argues. Such an approach, Okin claims, fosters the continuation of

"false consciousness" and cultural relativism, both of which are detrimental to

oppressed groups. She asserts that

Gender itself is an extremely important category of analysis and . . .  we 
ought not be paralyzed by the fact that there are differences among 
women. So long as we are careful and develop our judgements in the 
light of empirical evidence, it is possible to generalize about many aspects 
of inequality between the sexes. Theories developed in Western contexts 
apply. . .  to women in very different cultural contexts. From place to 
place, from class to class, from race to race and from cultural to culture, 
we find similarities. (P. 21)

Ultimately, therefore, Okin endorses a (modified) Rawlsian universalist 

approach, wherein something like the "veil of ignorance" offers the best option 

for limiting the imposition of harmful traditional practices. With respect to foot- 

binding, for example, behind the veil of ignorance she asks: "what pre- 

Revolutionary Chinese man would cast his vote for the breaking of toes and 

hobbling through life, if he might well be the one with the toes and crippled 

life?"
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However, there is some truth to Jane Flax's (1995) response to Okin, 

which faults her for not "seriously addressing the voluminous writings of 

racialized women." In addition, Flax correctly criticizes Okin's methodology, 

which places first world women in an Archimedean location "outside of the 

social relations that produce poor women," and constructs third world women 

as "unresisting and homogenous." However, while these criticisms are 

accurate and reflect significant problems with Okin's work, they do not 

inevitably flow from a universalist stance -- only one that is not politically 

engaged or specifically concerned with theorizing feminist practice. Postmodern 

feminists have uniformly failed to provide an adequate account of 

transformative feminist practice. Nonetheless, I would agree with Flax with 

regard to Okin's work, that in a practical context of cross-cultural political 

organizing,

denial of difference renders claims of solidarity suspect.. . .  [Further,] 
commonality must be a result of open, mutual struggle: it cannot be 
assumed.. . .  Until there are honest acknowledgements of our 
differences. . .  and the multiplicity of positions as oppressors and 
oppressed, the call for unity can only be read as a wish to control others. 
(P. 508)

In contrast, Okin situates the universal moment that would ground 

transnational feminism not in "mutual struggle," but in the observation or 

"study" of women's experiences, which are empirically the same or similar 

across cultures and are, therefore, "evidence" of gender-based oppression.

This differs in significant ways from my understanding of the universal moment 

of Global Feminism, as evidenced in the Global Campaign for Women's Human 

Rights. First, Global Feminism is concerned with identifying the conditions that
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permit global or transnational feminist activism rather than with feminism as a 

purely academic exercise, or one providing a justification for activism in a linear 

fashion. In this context, I argue that universal human rights ideals — as the 

means of articulating potential political claims ~ have been pivotal in facilitating 

collaborative organizing by women across difference. This does not 

necessitate, as Okin's universalist approach does, making arguments that 

diverse women have the same or similar experiences and therefore have the 

same agendas and priorities.1 Rather, it focuses on how women confront the 

structurally mediated power dynamics (in public and private arenas) that create 

different experiences of oppression, which they aim to combat. Flax's criticism 

of Okin's universalist feminist stance to the degree that the latter requires the 

sameness and unity of women's experience, is valid. However, Flax's 

conclusion (and that of postmodern feminism in general) -  that in rejecting the 

idea of a "unified female subject" or "identical female experience" the feminist 

project must reject all universal principles -- is unfounded. The question of the 

universal moment in transnational women's organizing is not whether there is a 

universal "unified female subject" -- for clearly there is not -- but how to 

articulate the common moment in the oppression of diverse women and to 

facilitate a transnational political project that will strengthen efforts (local and 

international) to stop the oppression of women. This does not require a false 

unified female subject. It does necessitate, however, the recognition of a 

universal entitlement to claim one's humanity as well as an awareness that 

what this means in practice will be context specific and locally negotiated.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, I have presented a broad overview of major debates in 

feminist theorizing over the last three decades, with a view to contextualizing 

Global Feminism within the overall development of feminist thinking. Global 

Feminism builds on the liberal, socialist, and radical threads of feminist thinking 

as well as critiques from the perspectives of women of color and Third World 

women. While recognizing the inadequacy of a classically liberal feminist 

approach, which eschews a socio-economic and cultural analysis of power, 

there is no doubt that a commitment to formal equality and democratic 

accountability are fundamental to the philosophy of the Global Campaign for 

Women's Human Rights. At the same time, the legacy of socialist feminism, 

which demands an analysis of the material basis of women's oppression in the 

home and in the economy, reflects a pivotal moment in the analyses and action 

plans of the Campaign -  but in a context where globalization and unequal 

development are also brought into focus. In addition, the recognition, called 

for by radical feminist accounts, that sexual exploitation, compulsory 

heterosexuality, and violence against women are instrumental in the 

subordination of women across class, race, and geo-cultural contexts, is also 

critical in the work of the Global Campaign.

Global Feminism also represents a response to more recent feminist 

debates -  discussions that have revolved around answering two strands of
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internal critique. The first is the "political" critique by women of color (and 

other marginalized women) that mainstream feminism -  liberal, radical, or 

socialist -- has failed to comprehend and address the multiple forms of 

oppression that pervade women's lives vis-a-vis race, class, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, and more recently, geo-politics and the postcolonial legacy. The 

second "philosophical" trend with which feminist theorizing is currently 

preoccupied is the antiuniversalist postmodern critique of Enlightenment 

metanarratives, including the idea of a unified human subject, which is 

understood to ground such ideals as universal human rights. There are two 

broad responses to these critiques: first, the antiuniversalist positions of 

"deconstructive anti-essentialism" (Flax) and multiculturalist theories of 

identity politics (Young); and second, attempts at reasserting a universalist 

feminism within a more traditional liberal framework (Okin), or alternatively, I 

would argue, as reflected in the practice of the global movement for women's 

human rights.

Both antiuniversalist strands fail as neither provides a basis for 

transformative "democratically mediated" politics or a viable account of feminist 

practice that might redress the issues with which they are purportedly 

concerned. Okin's attempt at rehabilitating universality within a liberal, 

empiricist paradigm also misses the point. The universal moment that 

feminism requires in order to "ground” and inform transformative feminist 

projects is not the empirically based, content-oriented one suggested by Okin. 

We do not need to discover an empirical basis (even though it may exist)
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demonstrating a "universal female experience" of a certain issue in order to 

"ground" cross-cultural feminist activism in this area.2 Instead, the universal 

moment in feminism is a Kantian one -  it resides in a moral framework, such 

as human rights, which provides the language and guarantees the conditions 

for women to claim universal human rights from multiply diverse standpoints. 

Beyond this "grounding" of global feminism, genuine issues of false 

universalization or the imposition of dominant agendas on oppressed groups 

must be addressed on the level of practice. The following chapter posits Global 

Feminism as such a "theory of feminist practice," one that takes into account 

questions of power and difference in a globalizing era.
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ENDNOTES

1 Even as violence against women has played a central role as a "common 
issue" in the global campaign, the recognition that the empirical experience of 
such violence varies across culture and location means that appropriate 
analyses and responses to the issue also vary greatly.

2 This is not to say that such empirical research does not play an extremely 
important role in women's human rights advocacy.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

GLOBAL FEMINISM:

TOWARD A THEORY OF FEMINIST PRACTICE

Introduction

Just as Chandra Mohanty argues that a coherent "Third World Feminism" 

can be located, despite the multiplicity of locations and identities of Third World 

women, I argue that a Global Feminism is possible that does not require 

homogeneity of experience or perspective, or even ongoing consensus among 

women across a range of issues.1 More specifically, Global Feminism is posited 

as a "theory of feminist practice" in a globalizing era where the multiplicity of 

subject positions is fully recognized. In this context, Mohanty's metaphor of 

"cartographies of struggles" is a useful one for it signals both the complexity of 

the terrain -- the structures, institutions, and mores -- with which diverse 

women contend in identifying and ending oppression, but also the possibility of 

mapping that complexity and of finding common moments at the intersection 

of diverse paths. As such, "cartographies of struggles" cogently evokes the 

context in which Global Feminism operates and serves as a practical and 

analytical framework that facilitates cross-cultural, transnational feminist 

organizing for change.

The account of Global Feminism developed here primarily builds on the 

concept of Global Feminism first elaborated by Charlotte Bunch (1987b) in the
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early 1980s. As a "theory of feminist practice," I suggest that Global Feminism 

entails five mutually constitutive moments:

• A global consciousness and analysis that examines and questions 
the exercise of power internationally

• An overarching ethical framework with global resonance

• A "common issue"

• Networking and building linkages toward activism

• Concrete opportunities around which to collaborate conceptually 
and strategically with respect to policy-making processes

The term Global Feminism, therefore, is used to connote a particular way 

of thinking about and enacting feminism. It is concerned with feminism as an 

action-oriented tool for bringing about political transformation, as a means of 

linking diverse women, and as a way of understanding the gender dimensions 

of how power is exercised in an increasingly globalized world. In this context, 

gender is understood as a varying constitutive moment in all of our realities, 

which are also shaped by race, class, ethnicity, geo-political location, and so 

on, but as an identifiable locus of oppression nonetheless. Global Feminism, 

therefore, is not simply the study of comparative women's movements in 

different regions, although it necessarily builds upon the successes of these 

movements and demands an awareness of them. Rather, it acknowledges the 

influence of global forces and trends that shape local experiences, and it 

challenges the exercise of power in transnational arenas where mechanisms of 

accountability are deficient or completely absent. The formulation of Global 

Feminism developed here can also be understood as a partial response to
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many of the "internal" critiques of feminism discussed in chapter 3. Insofar as 

a feminist transformation of human rights is integral to the framework of Global 

Feminism explored here, it also answers Kothari's call for a for a theory of 

human rights, based on a transformative, political analysis rather than one that 

relies solely on legalistic strategies that limit the substantive development of 

human rights agendas (Kothari 1989). In this context, "political 

transformation" relates to challenging oppressive terms of power, in public and 

private spheres and across political, economic, social, and cultural arenas.

It is also useful at this point to make some preliminary comments about 

the context out of which Global Feminism emerges. Feminist activism has a 

much longer and more global history than most would recognize (Jayawardena 

1986). But until the recent emergence in the 1970s of women's studies 

programs and gender-specific scholarship around the world, women's 

experiences, analyses, and perspectives had been routinely written out of 

history and consequently out of memory. Likewise, women have been 

excluded from public policy and other decision-making processes. As a result, 

women constantly fight invisibility and apparent unimportance. At the same 

time -  perhaps in proportion to the success or potential impact of women's 

movements -  feminism in every region has been the target of a serious 

backlash ranging from derision in the media to violent attacks and harassment.

A related point to note is that many women activists around the world, 

even as they directly challenge patriarchal power do not, for various reasons, 

embrace the label "feminist" These include the ways in which "feminism" has
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been falsely universalized and imposed on diverse women as a ready-made 

analysis based only on the experience of middle-class, white, Western women; 

the potential negative affects for women who call themselves feminists 

(violence, harassment, or discrimination); and successful "feminism bashing" in 

the media and throughout societies as well as related widespread homophobia.

For the purposes of elaborating Global Feminism, however, I assume that 

when women take actions to resist oppression and contest their exclusion from 

power -  political, social, economic, or cultural -- and they recognize that their 

marginalization is partially or wholly due to the fact that they are women, then 

they are operating out of a feminist perspective. While it is imperative to 

generate dialogues around the contested meanings of feminism and the label 

"feminist," coming to a final agreement on the naming of feminist organizing is 

not in practice, and should not be in theory, a precondition for engaging in 

feminist activism.

Before elaborating the framework of Global Feminism, it is important to 

briefly consider two important issues that are integral to discussions of 

women's rights as human rights and to arguments for the importance of Global 

Feminism. The first is the ongoing tension in human rights thinking and 

practice between universal human rights claims on the one hand, and claims of 

cultural relativism on the other. The second pertinent area is that of 

globalization. In the next two sections, respectively, I review recent debates 

on culture and human rights, and ongoing globalization processes -  both from 

a gender perspective.
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Universal Human Rights. Cultural Relativism, and Gender

Jack Donnelly is most strongly associated with defending a practical 

universaiist stance on human rights. He rejects radical cultural relativism, 

which he defines as the belief that "culture is the sole source of the validity of 

a moral right" and "the mere fact that one is a human being is irrelevant to 

one's moral status" (Donnelly 1989,110-12). This is evidenced by the fact that 

few countries today in any region of the world, he claims, would refuse to 

endorse human rights -  at least on the rhetorical level. Radical universalism, 

on the other hand, entails the assertion that "culture is irrelevant to the validity 

of moral rights." Between these two positions there exists a range of 

standpoints reflecting the tension between universaiist and relativist claims. 

Donnelly situates himself on the universaiist end of the spectrum, as a "weak 

cultural relativist" or "strong universaiist," whereby he recognizes "a 

comprehensive set of prima facie universal human rights, but allow[s] 

occasional and strictly limited local variations and exceptions" (p. 110).

Ultimately, Donnelly believes that existing human rights treaties and 

agreed standards, understood primarily as entitlements that can be claimed by 

all individuals, in effect are universal human rights. He does not accept the 

frequently articulated argument for universality that all cultures can be shown 

to espouse some version of human rights.2 In Islam, for example, injunctions 

that might be represented as signs of deference to human rights, such as the
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obligation to tell the truth or not to kill, in fact, pertain to duties or obligations 

of rulers rather than to the entitlements of the ruled. In fact, Donnelly 

expressly equates acceptance of human rights standards with a process of 

Western "modernization" that is increasingly effected via the processes of 

globalization. This articulation, however, is problematic in practical/political as 

well as conceptual terms. Asserting that the acceptance of human rights is 

"Western" is simply divisive and unhelpful to the task of building transnational, 

cross-cultural movements for human rights. That human rights are grounded 

in a Kantian commitment to the freedom and well-being of every individual (a 

view expressed elsewhere by Donnelly) is indisputable. However, Donnelly 

fails to emphasize that the value of an idea (such as human rights) is not 

determined by the historical or geo-political context of its articulation. A 

political/practical account of human rights (such as Donnelly's claims to be) 

must also find ways of conceptualizing and talking about human rights (and 

this is not just a matter of semantics) that do not place them in opposition to 

(non-Western) "culture" or equate them with "modernization" or "globalization 

as Westernization."

Donnelly's use of overly simple dichotomies is conceptually problematic, 

however. As suggested by Arati Rao in her critique of cultural relativism from a 

gender perspective, the "concept of human rights itself is a historically 

circumscribed and context-bound phenomenon" (Rao 1995,168). This reality, 

she claims, is obfuscated by an "overly simple notion of the relationship 

between culture and human rights in our world of differences. . .  [which has]
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emerged in a dichotomous form, with universalists falling on one side and

relativists on the other" (ibid.). The result, according to Rao, is a

false oppositional dichotomy in which geopolitical boundaries are erased 
and a multitude of cultures are collapsed into two falsely unified packages, 
one bearing the stamp human rights and the other lacking it. Hence the 
search for human rights in "Africa," in "Islam," and so on. (Ibid.)

Noting that "no social groups has suffered greater violation of its human rights

in the name of culture than women," Rao is concerned that women's human

rights will not be realized as long as "falsely rigid, ahistorical, and selectively

chosen" definitions of culture persist in human rights debates.

Despite these problems, I would agree with Donnelly's cynicism about the

use of cultural relativist arguments in the practical political world. These

arguments presuppose a "thriving indigenous cultural tradition and community"

that is justified in defending itself against outside interference -- including the

imposition of universal human rights. Idealized images of tribes, villages, and

benevolent social systems are evoked, which, according to Donnelly, are the

exception instead of the rule. In reality, the modem state, the global

economy, and Western values have long since permeated most of the globe,

North and South, First and Third World. In addition, there is a danger of being

mislead by the cultural relativist claims of "repressive regimes whose practices

have . . .  only the most tenuous connection to the indigenous culture" (1989,

119). Indeed postcolonial reintroducb'ons of traditional courts and

"villagization" programs in Africa, established in the name of returning to an

"authentic culture," have revealed, at best, a "lack of local cultural sensitivity."

Further, practices such as disappearances, arbitrary arrest, and torture, for
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which no one would claim a cultural basis, are also concealed behind relativist 

arguments.

On the other hand, a strong case for cultural relativism (short of 

Donnelly's radical cultural relativism) is contained in the work of Abduliahi 

Ahmed An-Na'im, an Islamic human rights scholar widely regarded in the 

human rights arena. An-Na'im claims that one of the main causes of human 

rights violation is a "lack or insufficiency of cultural legitimacy of human rights 

standards" (An-Na'im 1992,19) and argues that the observance of human 

rights standards can be improved through the enhancement of the "cultural 

legitimacy" of those norms. He refutes the idea maintained by Donnelly that 

existing human rights standards have "universal cultural legitimacy "as many 

cultural traditions have had little say in the formulation of existing standards. 

An-Na'im's Cultural Legitimacy Thesis affirms existing human rights standards 

while seeking to "enhance their cultural legitimacy" via internal dialogue and 

more enlightened understanding of cultural norms and values. He argues that 

"having [first] achieved adequate legitimacy within each tradition, human rights 

actors should work for cross-cultural legitimacy" toward agreement on 

"meaning, scope and method of implementing human rights" (p. 21). This 

requires both internal reinterpretation and cross-cultural dialogue about the 

meaning and implications of norms and values. Ironically, An-Na'im claims that 

his approach is based on the apparently universaiist belief that despite great 

diversity, "human beings and societies share certain fundamental concerns, 

qualities, traits and values that can be identified for a common culture of
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universal human rights." Nonetheless, for An-Na'im the particularities of 

"culture" are paramount and must form an integral part of any approach to 

human rights:

[Culture] provides both the individual and the community with the values 
and interests to be pursued in life. It stipulates the norms and values that 
contribute to people's perception of their self-interest and the goals, and 
methods of individual and collective struggles for power within and
between societies The impact of culture on human behavior is often
underestimated precisely because it is so powerful and deeply embodies in 
our self identity and consciousness. (Ibid., p. 23)

For An-Na’im, universaiist accounts of human rights are mistaken in 

assuming that the shortcomings of cultural relativism can only be defeated by 

"placing morality beyond culture and knowledge beyond both" (p. 25).

Instead, he argues that moral values must be "authentic" and "not imposed" 

from outside -  an stance that does not sit easily with his acknowledgement 

that culture is fluid and continuously changing. He maintains that a 

"reasonable degree of cultural relativism" will not block external criticism -  it 

will simply privilege internally based criticism, which in the end is likely to be 

more effective in bringing about change. However, in the final analysis, An- 

Na'im insists that the "interpretation and practical application of protection 

against cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment," for example, "must be 

determined by the moral standards of that society."

An-Na'im's approach can be criticized on a number of grounds that 

demonstrate the contradictions involved in maintaining such a nonuniversalist 

human rights stance. First, "cross-cultural dialogue" requires the pL. cicipation 

of people standing "outside" of their own culture in a quasi-impartial exercise
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of evaluation. This suggests an inherently hierarchical scenario where the 

understanding of what is, or what is not, a human right (or a human rights 

violation) in a given cultural context is brokered by the elites of that culture 

according to their judgement of how a particular practice is comprehended by 

(and affects) the "average" member of that culture. The problem is, we can 

never be sure that the human rights of individual members of a community will 

be fully protected within such a communitarian (and presumably elite- 

dominated) dialogue unless we know that all affected individuals are willing 

participants in the prevailing cultural mores and are able to "opt out" if they so 

choose (as suggested by Donnelly). This is especially a concern for women, 

who often constitute the primary locus for the enforcement of cultural mores 

and identity, especially with regard to sexuality, marriage, and reproduction.

An-Na'im's framework also imposes requirements inimical to his own goal 

of a global "common human rights culture" -- a superfluous concept where 

deference is ultimately to "local" moral codes. His rigid delineation between 

"internal discourse" and "cross-cultural dialogue" and his insistence on the idea 

of "authenticity" of cultural values ignores his own fluid and expansive 

definition of culture as continuous (p. 27). His "practical" framework for 

building the cultural legitimacy of human rights assumes that cultural 

boundaries are equivalent to geo-political boundaries and that the latter are 

relatively impervious to external influences -  culturally, economically, and 

politically. This fails to take into account the impact of globalization to which,
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at the close of the twentieth century, no country or culture can reasonably 

hope to be immune.

Furthermore, in asserting that "disadvantaged individuals and groups" 

should use "internal cultural discourse" to seek support for their interests, An- 

Na'im fails to acknowledge the many possible obstacles to articulating such 

positions -- from cultural norms that severely restrict women's public presence 

to active state repression of opposition voices. An-Na'im assumes that to the 

extent there are disparities in the wielding of power within cultures, it is 

manifested in a relatively benign way. He does not consider, for example, that 

violence against women is a well-documented effective means of curtailing 

women's participation in public life (Carrillo 1991) or that poverty, or 

membership in a maligned subculture, often deliver a similar result. In short, in 

his overarching concern to thwart cultural imperialism internationally, An-Na'im 

pays little attention to intracultural difference and conflict.

Like An-Na'im, Rao (1995) believes that culture is mutable and subject to 

negotiation and contestation. Unlike An-Na'im, however, Rao is very cognizant 

of the political processes that surround the negotiation of culture and the 

likelihood that such processes are fraught with gender bias. Rao's analysis on 

this front resonates with the practice of the Global Campaign for Women's 

Human Rights. She argues that we must interrogate the politics of any human 

rights argument based on culture: "First, what is the status of the speaker? 

Second, in whose name is the argument from culture advanced? Third, what is 

the degree of participation in culture formation of the social groups primarily
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affected by the cultural practices in question? Fourth, what is culture anyway?" 

(p. 168). Only then can the merit of cultural claims be fairly assessed from a 

gender perspective. While cultural sensitivity is very important in the 

international arena, it is equally critical to be aware of "intracommunity" 

gender-based oppression.

Similarly, Sharon Horn (1992), writing on female infanticide in China, 

addresses the dangers of cultural relativism for Chinese women. She identifies 

female infanticide and son preference as "traditional and modern practices of 

Chinese culture" and notes how a relativist rights argument allows the Chinese 

government to claim that the "collective right" of economic development 

permits coercive population control polices that effectively deny Chinese 

women reproductive integrity. For Horn, this vision of human rights is no 

better from the perspective of women than the "Western individualist model" 

which claims to be gender neutral. Both approaches, she argues, "reflect the 

decisions and priorities of predominantly male leaderships who define both the 

political sphere and collective interests." Thus, she continues, "situating a 

rights vision in a relativist perspective, which accepts the legitimacy of 

prioritizing the collective interest over "individual" interests is deadly for women 

in the context of a collectivity dominated and defined by men" (p. 293).

While not explicitly addressing gender concerns, Richard Wilson (1997) 

offers another useful view on the relation between culturally specific contexts 

and human rights practice in an era of globalization. He explores 

universalist/relativist debates from an anthropological perspective.
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Anthropology has been dominated by a methodological emphasis on localism 

and strident opposition to the idea of "universal values." According to Wilson, 

this perspective is generally unwilling to concede that some cultural values 

might actively promote "cruel and inhumane practices." Importantly, too, 

Wilson notes that a cultural relativist stance belies the fact that human rights 

thinking and practice has in fact been adopted (and transformed) by many 

marginalized groups for whom it was once foreign and supposedly oppressive. 

He cites, for example, indigenous groups in Guatemala, Panama, Canada, and 

South Africa who have actively engaged in negotiating the content of their 

universal human rights.

For Wilson, cultural relativist arguments are increasingly undermined by 

globalization. Rapidly expanding and integrated networks of communication, 

transport, economic and financial activity, and political organization are altering 

local realities and calling into question the notion of clearly demarcated 

boundaries. In thinking about how to respond conceptually and in practice to 

the rejection of human rights as a form of Western imperialism, Wilson's 

understanding of globalization and its implications for advancing human rights 

is more useful than that of Donnelly, who equates both with a process of 

"Westernization." Wilson correctly cautions against the idea that globalization 

means homogenization, Westernization, and modernization -- it also means the 

proliferation of diversity. We should not see globalization as implying a process 

of global moral convergence or a convenient closure of the 

relativist/universaiist chasm. Indeed, as globalization proceeds a "diversity of
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normative orders may still prevail, and . . .  be exacerbated by global processes" 

(p. 12). What is new about globalization is that "moral differences are not 

reliant on enclosed systems as before, but are more fragmented and 

susceptible to transnational flows of moral values" (p. 12). It follows, for 

Wilson, that the "universality of human rights . . .  becomes a question of 

context, necessitating a situational analysis" (ibid.).

Wilson's analysis of globalization, therefore, is pivotal to his articulation of 

the "universal" moment in human rights. From his perspective, the universality 

of human rights arises in practice because "it is possible to have 

contextualization without relativization, since one can keep open the possibility, 

and . . .  the likelihood that contexts are linked in a variety of [global] 

processes" (p. 12). In attempting to understand the way in which human rights 

are "universal," the question of whether (and in what ways) human rights exist 

in the legal/customary codes of traditional societies is not the right one.3 

Rather than look for conceptual similarities in different moral traditions, Wilson 

argues, we should examine how moral values "traverse contexts" — how 

concepts are implanted in contexts different from those in which they originate.

In terms of human rights, this entails an analysis of how human rights law 

"frames and shapes localised normative orders and how they in turn resist and 

appropriate international law" as well as "how social actors develop distinct 

ways of using transnational law in national courts to construct a case as a 

human rights case." (p. 13). This understanding of how human rights work 

and the acknowledgment of the importance of themafzing the context of
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globalization echoes the analysis and political approach of the Global Campaign 

for Women's Human Rights.

In summary, Jack Donnelly’s universaiist arguments have appeal as an 

antidote to the disingenuous use of cultural arguments to conceal flagrant 

abuses of human rights by oppressive states. However, he unnecessarily 

equates acceptance of human rights with a process of 

Westernization/modernization, thereby invoking a false dichotomy between 

"culture" and human rights and ignoring the need for a practical account of 

human rights to reflect a more complex understanding of the relation between 

cultural identity and building human rights movements. While An-Na'im 

provides useful insights into the role of cultural legitimacy in building a global 

human rights culture (which, I argue below, are reflected in the work of the 

Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights), he fails adequately to theorize 

disparities in power and intracommunity conflict in negotiating culture, 

especially affecting women, as outlined by Rao and Horn.

Finally, Wilson's approach to globalization is very useful in negotiating the 

relationship between culture/cultural identity and a universaiist stance on 

human rights, without invoking crude dichotomies or notions of cultural 

"authenticity." It highlights the need to investigate the "global ecumene" -- 

global networking as a process whereby cultural values "traverse contexts" and 

are absorbed, adapted, and used in context-specific ways. From such a 

perspective, the meaning of human rights is not understood as a static 

snapshot of "culturally bounded and set values," which are then imposed upon
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others, but as continually constituted through concrete struggles in a context of 

"global interconnections" that evince both common (universal) and particular 

moments. I see this analysis of the Global Campaign as such an investigation 

into global networking and its role in sustaining a universaiist stance on human 

rights.

Globalization

In answering the questions "Why Global Feminism?" and "Why now?" it is 

helpful to explore the relevance to women of current global trends and forces. 

The word "globalization" has become a catch-all term to signify an array of 

multifaceted developments occurring on multiple levels around the world. 

Whatever the phenomenon in question however, there is invariably a gender 

dimension to it, and it always has particular implications for women ~ even as 

these vary with race, ethnicity, religion, class, geo-political location and so on. 

On the economic front, for example, globalization is seen to entail greater 

"mobility of capital," which means that transnational capitalist producers have 

greater freedom to seek out the least expensive work force while the 

governments of poorer countries compete with each other to make their labor 

force the cheapest, most flexible, and most docile available. The historical 

undervaluation of women workers and their exclusion from trade unions leave 

them particularly vulnerable to exploitation under these conditions. The result 

is that increasingly the majority of employees in menial, low-paid work in free-
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trade zones are very young women (Peterson and Runyan 1993,91-105). 

Similarly, one face of the greater "mobility of labor" is the growing number of 

(often male) computer science graduates who move freely within Europe and 

North America, all the while enhancing their skills and incomes. Another face 

of this phenomenon are the waves of Filipina domestic workers who are 

encouraged to leave their country to work long hours under harsh conditions in 

affluent homes in the Middle East, Europe, or North America because their 

government needs the foreign currency they earn to service the national debt. 

Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) in the developing world that require the 

devaluation of currency and cuts in social spending have destroyed women's 

small enterprises and have increased the burden on women to provide social 

services previously provided by the government (Sparr 1994, 10-30). The 

"transition to market economies" in Eastern Europe has equally had adverse 

effects on women in that region. They are losing their jobs, state-funded 

childcare, and reproductive rights and are increasingly the victims of trafficking 

-- all in the name of democratization.

The late-twentieth-century global trend of wars and conflict situations that 

revolve around ethnic or religious identities, which are conducted in the middle 

of civilian populations, also has enormous implications for women. Examples 

abound, including Somalia, the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, Liberia, Burundi, 

Chechnya, Lebanon, Northern Ireland, and Palestine. In addition to the fact 

that rape and mass rape have been documented as "weapons" of war in such 

conflicts, women and their dependent children make up most of the war
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refugees. Further, as the primary caretakers, women bear the brunt of coping 

with the long-term devastation to the physical and mental well-being of the 

war's victims as well as the damage done to the environment and the society's 

infrastructure.

It is important to underscore that globalization is not an objective or 

"natural" phenomenon that is inexorably occurring in an independent mode. 

The paths of globalizing forces are shaped by political and economic 

negotiation and agreement among national and transnational governing bodies, 

as well as through the policies and actions of far less accountable entities, such 

as the international financial institutions and transnational corporations. As 

nonstate actors become more influential and globalizing trends more 

predominant, the efficacy and legitimacy of the nation-state -- the traditional 

vehicle for securing democratic accountability -  is brought into question 

(McGrew 1997, chapter 1). However, it is possible to argue that these 

developments also represent positive opportunities for the reconceptualization 

of democracy and human rights (Held 1995, Falk 1995, McGrew 1997). From 

this transformationalist perspective, globalizing trends also herald strengthened 

transnational social movements, especially the human rights and women's 

movements, at the junction of which the Global Campaign for Women's Human 

Rights is situated. The result is a growing number of human rights safeguards 

and agreements, many of which have yet to be fully implemented, but which, 

nonetheless, offer a potentially vital means of ensuring democratic and human 

rights accountability in a globalized era
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The UN Decade on Women (1976-85), as discussed in chapter 2, can also 

be understood as a manifestation of globalization in the women's movement. 

The decade facilitated the proliferation of NGOs in the Third World, increased 

the linkages among women's groups both within the southern hemisphere and 

across the North/South divide, and fostered the establishment of additional UN 

programs with respect to the advancement of women. Prior to the UN Decade, 

initiatives to mobilize an international women's movement focused on single 

issues such as women's suffrage or peace, and, more importantly, were 

"Northern" movements involving women largely from Europe, North America, 

and sometimes Australia (see, for example, Rupp 1997). The UN Decade 

signaled more extensive participation on the part of women from the South, 

who challenged the hegemony of the North on the global stage. Arguably, 

then, a daily reality marked by the influence of globalizing trends in every 

arena (political, economic, social, and cultural), calls for globalization to be 

taken into account in feminist, human rights, and democratic theorizing. The 

framework of Global Feminism explored here seeks to address this need.

Global Feminism: A Theory of Feminist Practice

The framework of Global Feminism posited here is centrally informed by 

my interpretation of the philosophy and activities of both the Center for 

Women's Global Leadership and the wider Global Campaign for Women's 

Human Rights.4 Based on observation and analysis of the successes of the
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Campaign, I argue that it suggests a "theory of feminist practice" -- Global 

Feminism ~ which involves five mutually constitutive moments:

• A global consciousness and analysis that examines and questions 
the exercise of power internationally

• An overarching ethical framework with global resonance

• A "common issue"

• Networking and building linkages toward activism

• Concrete opportunities around which to collaborate conceptually 
and strategically with respect to policy-making processes

* * * * *

A global consciousness and analysis that examines and questions the 

exercise o f power internationally

This begins with the assumption that the international arena must be 

understood in terms of interconnected patterns of domination along geo

political and geo-economic lines, as well as, in terms of gender, race, class, and 

culture. Further, simple dichotomies which pervade the (North's) 

understanding of international relations such as North/South, Christian/Islamic, 

First World/Third World, communist/free-market, and so on, must be 

problematized in terms of gender, race, and class. For example, poverty 

thrives in the so-called First World, Islam is not a monolithic movement 

invariably associated with antidemocratic values, Christian fundamentalism 

exists and potentially promotes violence (bombing abortion clinics, for
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example), and "free-marketization" is not equivalent to democratization. In the 

context of the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights, this analysis is 

expressed by an insistence that human rights abuses in developed/Western 

countries are taken seriously, including poverty or the failure of states 

adequately to address violence against women. It also entails acknowledging 

that the impoverishment of Third World countries and global inequality, as well 

as sexist norms, are impediments to democratization and the meaningful 

exercise of civil and political rights. In this sense, the Global Campaign 

advances a substantive understanding of human rights as "indivisible" and 

problematizes the standpoint that abuses civil and political rights by the State 

are more important than abuses of human rights by private actors and 

violations in socio-economic arenas.

On the positive side, a global consciousness also involves recognition that 

trends toward globalization offer new opportunities for collaboration among 

diverse groups and individuals seeking to advance social justice internationally 

and solutions to global problems -  whether environmental degradation, child 

labor, or violence against women. As such, Global Feminism reflects an 

optimistic response to globalization in keeping with the "transformationalist" 

perspective within International Relations, which looks forward to greater 

democratization and a vibrant global civil society in a "cosmopolitan world 

order" (Held 1995). Further, greater intergovernmental cooperation at the UN 

level, tied to the further institutionalization of human rights, affords the 

potential of securing accountability with respect to the arbitrary exercise of
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power by transnational and nonstate actors, as well as by states. Indeed, if 

one considers the participation of NGOs to be integral to building transnational 

accountability, international human rights processes and procedures, at 

present, offer one of the only avenues points of access for NGOs. In all other 

UN fora the participation of social movements and "concerned citizens" is ad 

hoc and more susceptible to political obstruction.

* * * * *

An overarching ethical framework with global resonance

In the case of the Center for Women's Global Leadership, which began its 

work in 1990, the overarching framework that afforded the greatest 

possibilities of facilitating global links among women was that of human rights. 

The international framework of human rights can be understood and analyzed 

from a variety of angles -  as a system of intergovernmental or supranational 

institutions and procedures, a body of international law, or a "regime" in 

international relations. This dissertation, however, is most concerned with 

human rights as a framework for transnational political activism, and relatedly, 

as a common ethical vision asserting that each human being has rights, which 

states and civil society have a moral obligation to observe. This latter 

understanding of human rights is best known through its expression in the UN 

Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948) and, as Donnelly has noted, the 

Declaration together with other subsequent treaties and agreements do
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represent a significant degree of consensus in the international community.

While there are many rifts and disagreements around which human rights are

most important, few governments, or heads of states, would reject the idea

that individuals have human rights per se. As a broadly expressed moral

vision, then, I agree with Donnelly that the idea of universal human rights in

practice affords a common point of departure for diverse people.

The work of Jack Donnelly and Rajni Kothari also represent attempts to

advance political accounts of human rights practice (as distinct from

philosophical justifications for rights). As such, many of their ideas are

reflected in the ethos and practical approach of Global Feminism with respect

the human rights system. Donnelly's definition of human rights is particularly

pertinent in this regard:

Human rights are a social practice that aims to realize a particular vision
of human dignity and potential by institutionalising basic rights___
[Further] there is both a constructive interaction between moral vision and 
political reality and a constructive interaction between the individual and 
society...which shape one another, through the practice of human rights. 
(Donnelly 1989,18)

Donnelly's view that the act of "claiming" as central to what human rights are 

about also captures a major aspect of the Global Campaign's practice. From 

this perspective, human rights do not "come into being" until they are 

contested, ignored, or violated and then claimed in the context of a struggle to 

institutionalize the rights in question. In this way, human rights are "extra- 

legal" and act as a moral force that drives transformation. Consequently, 

dominant approaches to human rights that are legalistic (and focus only on
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human rights treaties) overlook the critical role of human rights discourse as an 

overarching ethical framework. Further, Donnelly's understanding of human 

rights as mutable and evolving "in response to such factors as changing ideas 

of human dignity, the rise of new political forces, technological changes, new 

techniques of repression, and even past human rights successes" (Donnelly 

1989, 26) also captures a key aspect of the Campaign's philosophy. This 

understanding of the evolution of the human rights framework as 

fundamentally characterized by a process of ongoing (re)definition, 

(re)interpretation, and contestation -  alongside a claim to universality -  

underscores the argument that the universal moment of human rights does not 

reside in the possibility of a definitive, identifiable list of human rights that is 

valid in all times and all places. Rather, the mutability of human rights 

definitions, suggests that the universal moment of the human rights framework 

resides in the process of accountability it facilitates rather than in the rights it 

produces.

Rajni Kothari also calls for a theory of human rights grounded in the 

political (Kothari 1989). However, he is more critical than Donnelly of 

dominant Western, legalistic, state-centered approaches to human rights 

wherein human rights advocates focus almost entirely on fighting "atrocities 

committed by the state, [and] not in dealing with the sources of these 

atrocities in the structure the state and of civil society" (ibid., 20). Kothari 

believes that a human rights movement is necessary and possible, which 

"comprehends the reality in which it is placed and develops a relevant
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theoretical perspective" including a "political theory of democratic 

transformation." In doing so, such a movement must "draw diverse social 

movements, citizens' initiatives, and grassroots awakening into its orbit" and 

limit competition among identity or single-issue social movements. This 

understanding of universal human rights, as to articulate diverse particular 

claims and demand accountability in terms of universal rights, captures the 

approach of the Global Campaign and its use of human rights as "an ethical 

framework with global resonance."

Ironically, just as many voices within feminist and political theory today 

pronounce the idea of universal human rights to be at best without foundation 

and at worst a source of domination in the world politics, the rhetoric of human 

rights as universal, indivisible, and inalienable has been receiving ever widening 

affirmation.5 Global Feminism does not suggest, however, that human rights 

are universal in the sense of being a static set of rights -- as determined in 

Western developed countries -  that can be applied in a uniform way in all 

places and at all times. As argued earlier, a major raison d'etre of the Global 

Campaign for Women's Human Rights (the practical application of Global 

Feminism considered here), is to challenge the false universalization of 

Western, statist, free-market conceptualizations of human rights. At the same 

time, a global feminist analysis of human rights does not privilege relativist or 

communitarian claims over individually held human rights, where the former 

can conceal violations against women in the name of the cultural or religious 

integrity of the community (Rao 1995, Horn 1992). Rather, Global Feminism
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argues it is because human rights are universal that women are entitled to 

define -  from their diverse and particular locations -  what the realization of 

human rights entails for them. This is very different from saying that women 

decide their rights in a relativist vacuum, for the struggle to contest the 

meaning and definition of their human rights is always based on the 

understanding that there are universal human rights to be claimed. Integral to 

advancing these claims, therefore, is a participative process of dialogue rooted 

in the principle that the content of universal human rights must resonate with 

local concerns and be defined by and with the input of contextually situated 

women.

The universality of human rights, therefore resides in the practical, day-to- 

day recognition that they form a set of "regulative principles" underpinned by a 

dual commitment to the well-being of every individual and a respect for the 

rule of law and participatory democracy. In this sense, human rights are 

treated as "contingent universals" where particular claims around how they are 

implemented, what constitutes human rights violations, which entities and 

individuals are accountable, and how human rights concerns are prioritized are 

all negotiated with the participation of those affected. In characterizing this 

process of local negotiation and actualization of "universal human rights" in 

culturally and contextually specific ways, the idea of a "global ecumene" is very 

relevant (Wilson 1997). As discussed earlier, it suggests there is a process of 

local-global engagement, whereby certain values in the global milieu (in this 

case, human rights) are adapted to local contexts. These "adapted values"
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also provide the vocabulary for building the cross-cultural solidarity wherein the 

universal moment resides.

By the same token, a number of the prerequisites articulated as part of 

An-Na'im's "Cultural Legitimacy Thesis" on strengthening human rights (An- 

Na’im 1992), accurately reflect the dynamic at work in the way the Global 

Campaign has proceeded and partially account for its successes -- especially in 

relation to the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna. Cross- 

cultural dialogue was (and continues to be) integral to the Campaign and no 

doubt has contributed to its "legitimacy" as a cross-cultural women's 

movement. Likewise, that dialogue could not have been effective without, in 

An Na'im’s words, "sufficient sensitivity and due consideration" to valid 

differences in "objectives and methods of struggle."

As An-Na'im's approach suggests, the Campaign began by accepting the 

validity of human rights per se but assumed a critical analysis of the 

interpretation of human rights to date, and an open question as to what human 

rights mean to diverse women. However, unlike An-Na'im's vision, the "cross- 

cultural dialogue" of the Campaign occurred alongside (rather than after)

"internal dialogues" in the form of regional conference preparatory meetings.

At these regional meetings, women contested definitions of human rights 

"within their culture." Importantly, therefore, a framework of universal human 

rights, mirrored in the concrete organization of a world conference, created the 

conditions for "cross-cultural dialogue." This, in turn, strengthened women's 

participation in "internal dialogue" in a way which would not otherwise have
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occurred. However, while, An Na'im's emphasis on dialogue is useful to a 

degree, his approach is limited by an inadequate analysis of the "politics of 

naming culture," a failure to problematize the idea that culture is monolithic 

and impervious to globalization, and too great a reliance on elites, as opposed 

to social movements, in building the legitimacy of human rights.

In summary, I suggest that a global feminist approach to human rights 

builds on the idea of universal human rights as an "overarching ethical 

framework with global resonance." As such, the existence of human rights per 

se are not disputed, on the understanding that existing standards and 

commitments are open to interpretation, from multiply diverse locations, in a 

process characterized by a commitment to the well-being of all individuals and 

principles of participative democracy.

* * * * *

A "common issue"

In the late 1980s women around the world steadily began to raise the 

issue of violence against women as a major obstacle to women's advancement, 

well-being, and health. The reality or threat of violence came into focus as a 

common factor in women's lives in every region, and a growing body of 

research demonstrated that it cut across all socio-economic and cultural 

categories (Heise 1989, Pietila and Vickers 1990). While women in North 

America and Europe set up refuges and shelters for battered women, women
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in Africa began to challenge customary legal practices that permitted the 

physical abuse and dispossession of widows or the practice of female genital 

mutilation, and women in Asia organized against female infanticide, or dowry- 

related abuse and homicide, or trafficking in women. An important aspect of 

the issue of violence was that no region could claim immunity, which meant 

that and the North could not evade the issue by asserting that it occurred in 

"backward" undeveloped countries only. The recognition of the reality of 

violence against women was also important to advancing the idea of human 

rights as universally applicable to all regions, North and South, thereby bridging 

the universalist/relativist gap in practical terms. As the Center for Women’s 

Global Leadership began its work within a human rights framework, the issue 

of gender-based violence was a natural one to pursue given the vitality of 

ongoing organizing around the issue in every region.

It is important to note that in identifying a common issue, the Campaign 

looked to broad concerns that grassroots and national groups were already 

addressing in multiple locations. There was a full understanding that the 

"content" of that issue (domestic violence, dowry abuse, etc.) and the 

strategies developed to counter such oppressive forces would, and should, be 

locally determined and context specific. The issue of violence against women, 

therefore, reflects their diverse positions vis-a-vis a complex of "relations of 

ruling," which are nonetheless permeated with identifiable gender bias. This 

accommodates a range of analyses and realities with respect to diverse 

experience of violence against women. It includes, for example, traditional
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radical feminist accounts that emphasize male violence in the home, but it also 

encompasses the reality of harmful traditional practices that are carried out by 

other women, or the ways institutionalized or direct racism may obstruct 

women of color who are victims of domestic violence from receiving proper 

attention from the police, the medical profession, or refuge staff because of 

their race.

Networking and building linkages toward activism

Global Feminism has as its driving process a commitment to action- 

oriented networking and the building of linkages among women across multiple 

boundaries including class, race, ethnicity, religion, and sexual orientation, both 

within local and national-level communities and across geo-political divides.

Global Feminism calls for networking that is not just the purview of 

international elites but which links women globally in their local contexts. It 

fosters exchange across "professional" divides including grassroots organizing, 

service provision, academia, the medical and legal professions, and the world 

of lobbyists and policy makers. It challenges the hierarchies that traditionally 

permeate interaction between the different levels of work (Bunch 1987,304-5). 

The Center for Women's Global Leadership, for example, organizes annual 

residential international leadership institutes as well as strategic planning 

meetings which are more focused on achieving specific objectives. The
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regional backgrounds and experience of the participants is balanced so that the 

participants act as resources to each other. (In a typical group of twenty-five 

participants, for example, no more than three would represent the North 

American/European region.) The worldwide petition drive of the Global 

Campaign for Women's Human Rights, which ultimately gathered over one 

million signatures in more than 130 countries and in dozens of languages, or 

the annual "16 Days of Activism against Gender Violence,1' linking International 

Day against Violence against Women (November 25) to International Human 

Rights Day (December 10), are examples of more broad-based networking 

activities that link local initiatives within a framework of international solidarity 

and purpose. The success of the Global Campaign, both in terms of ensuring 

the policy outcomes from Vienna and in being a credible as a cross-regional 

women's movement, is deeply connected to the fact that it encompassed 

opportunities for broad-based grassroots participation, linked to concrete 

national, regional, and international level lobbying initiatives and actions, which 

in turn involved the collaboration of diverse women.
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* * * * *

Concrete opportunities around which to collaborate conceptually and 

strategically with respect to policy-making processes

Although this element is closely related to the preceding one, it is also a 

distinct aspect of a global feminist approach with implications for the concepts 

of citizenship and participation in a globalized era. In addition to creating 

opportunities for taking action such as the "16 Days" campaign or organizing 

popular hearings, it is important that women utilize policy-making processes at 

the local, national, and international levels to expand and strengthen their 

networks and to acquire the skills and expertise necessary to influence those 

processes. The Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights targeted a series 

of UN world conferences beginning with the World Conference on Human 

Rights (Vienna, 1993) and culminating with the Fourth World Conference on 

Women (Beijing, 1995). The Campaign utilized these major global forums to 

promote public awareness, develop the Campaign, and seek concrete 

commitments to women's human rights. As a result, there are now many new 

and renewed intergovernmental agreements to promote and protect women's 

human rights. The focus of the campaign has now shifted to pressuring 

national governments for domestic level implementation.

A number of writers have begun to talk about NGO activity around UN 

forums (especially the series of UN conferences mentioned above) as stark
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evidence of an emerging "global civil society" and a shift away from the nation

state as the primary locus of the contestation of political power. Women's

NGOs in particular are seen as playing a pivotal role in this transition

(Dickenson 1997, Schoener, 1997). Dickenson argues that Beijing marked the

emergence (in contrast to four previous UN world conferences on women) of

"a fully globalized women's movement." Further, she views the conference as

constituting the "global feminist transformation of liberal democracy" wherein

the "possibilities of self-determination, long denied at the nation-state level,

may be realized by circumventing the nation-state form above or below"

(Dickenson 1997,110-11). This understanding of NGO activities at UN sites,

while perhaps overstating the case for Beijing, reflects a transformationalist

approach to the analysis of international relations that anticipates and

advocates the progressive democratization of transnational arenas as a

necessary response to globalization. I would also situate the global feminist

framework advanced here in this tradition, which looks forward to a scenario

of "Cosmopolitan Democracy" where:

People can enjoy membership in the diverse communities which 
significantly affect them, and accordingly, access to a variety of forms of 
political participation. Citizenship would extend, in principle to 
membership in cross-cutting political communities from the local to the 
global. (Held 1995, 272)

Conclusion

By way of conclusion, I want to consider recent responses to the ongoing 

international movement for women's human rights from feminist theorists at 

opposite ends of the theoretical spectrum -  a "universalist" (Susan Okin) and
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a "relativist" (Aihwa Ong). Susan Okin's assessment of the "global movement 

to recognize women's human rights," especially around the Vienna Human 

Rights Conference (1993) and the Beijing World Conference on Women (1995), 

notes that the process has entailed "considerable. . .  rethinking of the concept 

of human rights" (Okin 1998). In particular, she highlights the success of the 

movement as challenging the immunity, in human rights terms, of "private 

actors" who perpetrate abuses within the family. She sees the primary 

significance of the movement, therefore, as paying greater attention to "what 

happens within families" and putting issues on the international human rights 

agenda like domestic violence, reproductive freedom, and "inequality of 

opportunity between the sexes in education, employment, housing, credit and 

healthcare."

While Okin's account of some of the gains made is accurate, by reading 

the movement as mainly concerned with "equality between the sexes" and 

"equality of opportunity," she misrepresents it as a strategy of human rights 

experts intent on advancing a Western liberal feminist agenda in the global 

arena. Such an account does not take into account the pivotal role and 

significance of grassroots engagement or the balanced regional participation of 

women in generating the policy outcomes in Vienna or Beijing. The extensive 

gains of the movement at these venues could not have achieved without the 

broad-based, cross-regional mobilization of women, which in turn relied upon a 

critical analysis of global capitalism and of new forms of Western imperialism 

inherent in first world/third world terms of power.
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Further, in equating forward movement in a (women's) human rights 

agenda as encroaching on "cultural" values, Okin ultimately reinforces the idea 

that women's human rights as necessarily at odds with claims to "respect 

cultural differences." She correctly notes that the "relevance" or "sanctity" of 

"cultural practices" is often claimed with respect to "issues having to do with 

sexuality, marriage and divorce, reproduction, inheritance and power over 

children." She also points to the real threats posed by rising religious 

fundamentalisms, which are invariably couched in opposition to "Western or 

"white" values" -  including notions of female equality and freedom. However, 

Okin is too dismissive of the fact that these developments take place in a 

context of postcolonialism as well as Western economic and cultural (not to 

mention military) global hegemony, which activists in the women's human 

rights movement also ardently challenge.

Okin's failure to understand the successes of the recent movement for 

human rights primarily in terms of its mode of political analysis and cross- 

regional activism (as distinct form the development of human rights laws and 

standards) also marks a failure to comprehend that any "feminist agenda" 

emerges from a context-specific, concrete struggle for change. Likewise a 

"global feminist agenda" can only emerge from concrete, cross-regional, cross- 

cultural collaborative action by diverse women. Further, such collaborative 

actions are informed not only by the liberal feminist critique of the 

public/private divide vis-a-vis the State and family, but also by a thorough-
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going critique of globalization in a postcolonial era, underpinned by the

exigencies of global capitalism.

Ong (1997), on the other hand, explicitly considers the prospects for

cross-cultural collaboration between "Western feminists" and feminists situated

in Asia. Reflecting on the recent upsurge in feminist nongovernmental

organizing at UN conferences, and especially around the Fourth World

Conference on Women (Beijing, 1995), she notes the emergence of a kind of

"strategic sisterhood" in "confronting the global crisis of economy and polity":

Strategic sisterhood is a new transnational and transcultural strategy to 
confront the entangled issues of globalization and women's rights. 
Globalization, in the sense of the intensified capitalist integration of the 
world, has spurred feminists to seek their own global strategy to fight for 
women's rights bypassed or trampled in the rush to economic 
development. The term strategic sisterhood implies a contingent North- 
South feminist partnership for intervention in different countries where the 
gender gap is pervasive, but it also suggests a [problematic] transnational 
notion of citizenship for all women, regardless of their economic, cultural 
or national differences. (P. 2)

Citing the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights as an example of 

"strategic sisterhood," Ong characterizes its two major strategies as 

formulating "norms of gender and equality that are universally applicable and 

putting pressure on particular governments to protect women's interests and 

rights within their own borders" (p. 3) Much of this approach, she claims, is 

too legalistic, too focused on "macro-level interventions," and insufficiently 

sensitive to cultural differences. She goes on to assert that "liberal feminism, 

expressed in international forums [such as the Global Campaign], is 

fundamentally about women's rights as individual rights with men in their
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society and in the global economy." Instead, in order to support women's 

rights in Asian countries Ong argues, Western feminists must understand the 

"regime of truth -- cast in the language of family, community, and nation, that 

localises and fixes female subjects in succeeding webs of power relations."

This means that there can be no "single international sisterhood, but many 

possible negotiable and partial collaborations between feminists in different 

countries." Such instances of strategic sisterhood are based upon a "weak" 

universal of female emancipation, which does not privilege Western, 

individualist, rights-based paradigms to the exclusion of "alternative visions of 

female citizenship."

In many ways, Ong's vision of what "strategic sisterhood" should entail is 

fully consistent with the model of Global Feminism suggested by the Global 

Campaign for Women's Human Rights. The problem is that Ong makes many 

flawed assumptions that preclude recognition of this possibility. In using the 

blanket term "Western feminism," Ong tautologically defines all initiatives with 

substantial Western feminist involvement as monolithic and traditionally liberal. 

Fedwa Malti-Douglas (1997) warns against the dangers of this logic. She 

describes the tendency for Third World women, like El Saadawi, for example, 

who challenge sexism within their own cultures, to be labeled and dismissed as 

"Western feminists." This dynamic is present in Ong's critique in that it 

assumes a priori that the movement is being driven by Western feminists and 

based upon an individualist, imperialist concept of human rights. In doing so,

Ong and others (Romany 1995) are in danger of rendering invisible the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



160

hundreds of women's groups in the Third World who have actively created and 

endorsed and the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights.6

It is true that in the 1970s and 1980s women's rights initiatives within the 

international human rights arena were primarily driven by feminist legal 

scholars and activists who prioritized women's equality vis-a-vis men (without 

an analysis of economic inequality) and generally cast women's formal rights in 

opposition to "culture." However, the 1990s has seen the emergence of a 

qualitatively different approach, one that has flowed from the political 

mobilization and active participation of diverse women and has largely been 

facilitated by the proliferation and strengthening of women's NGOs in every 

region during and since the UN Decade on Women. The current movement for 

women's human rights challenges Western-centric and gender biases in 

dominant human rights regime. This includes questioning its failure to address 

violations perpetrated by nonstate actors -  from spouses to transnational 

corporations -  as well as violations of human rights that flow from economic 

exploitation, both nationally and in the context of unequal development and 

global inequality.

At the same time, the movement also advocates for the "individual" 

human rights of women. Ultimately, that's what any human rights movement 

is about -  protecting the freedom and dignity of each person in the face of the 

arbitrary exercise of power from whatever comer -- the State, TNCs, the 

imposition of "harmful cultural practices" by "the community," or abuses 

perpetrated by spouses. To ignore this interpretation of "individual" human
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rights and to dismiss the human rights agenda as Western or "individualist" is 

disingenuous because it fails to examine the analysis and practice of the actual 

movement and chooses instead to make assumptions based on what the "logic 

of the metanarratives" suggest. The problem is not the language of human 

rights or the privileged role of the individual therein; the problem is in the 

limited practical realization of human rights ideals. This must be 

comprehended through an analysis of the arbitrary exercise of socio-economic 

and political power and transformed through a grounded, context-specific 

movements for human rights. Only in the context of such movements can the 

concrete abuses, emanating from first world/third world terms of power, 

Western imperialism, gender bias, and so on, be confronted as they erode and 

deny the human rights of real people -- as individuals, or as members of 

specific regions, or countries, or communities.

Ong calls on "Western feminists" to have more regard for "alternative 

political moralities." In fact, the Global Campaign was built upon a conscious 

process designed to ensure the collaboration of diverse women who are gii 

acknowledged to be embedded in "alternative political moralities" -  as Ong 

calls them. There is one vital difference: unlike Ong's vision, the practice of 

the Campaign proceeds on the assumption that "Western women" are not a 

monolithic entity and also occupy "alternative political moralities" -- otherwise 

the idea merely reinforces a Western-centered first world/third world 

perspective that assumes "Western political morality" as the norm. The 

challenge is to recognize and leam from such "alternative political moralities"
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and recognize the moments of cultural specificity that warrant respect within a 

framework of deference to universal human rights. It is significant that Sisters 

in Islam -- the group cited by Ong as "an instructive example for Western 

Feminism" -- aims to promote progressive readings of the Qur'an, contest 

harsh Islamic codes that penalize (discriminate against women), and generally 

work to make existing international human rights standards acceptable in 

Islamic cultural contexts.7 Importantly, however, I would argue that there are 

limits as to which "alternative political moralities" are acceptable and consistent 

even with Ong's concept of "strategic sisterhood." If Sisters in Islam endorsed 

the prosecution of rape victims for "fornication" under Islamic zina codes, for 

example, it is very unlikely that Ong would continue to highlight the group's 

methods as "instructive to Western feminism." In reality, in the absence of 

some version of Kantian ethics, as represented in a framework of universal 

human rights, it is impossible to adjudicate when and where to defer to 

"alternative political moralities" and claim to advance human rights. In this 

way, universal human rights serve as a framework of open-ended regulative 

principles, which set the boundaries within which diverse women collaborate 

and engage in "strategic sisterhood" of the kind espoused by Ong.

In sum, the account of Global Feminism presented here suggests a 

framework for globally conscious feminist action rather than a single theory of 

women's oppression globally. In this way, it does not posit "universal" theories 

of women's oppression, or offer justifications for the feminist project. Instead 

it offers a theory of feminist practice in a globalizing era -  of how women's
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organizing and solidarity across diverse lines can be made more effective and 

extensive. In doing so, Global Feminism takes as its point of departure the 

unacceptable reality of women's marginalization on multiple levels vis-a-vis the 

"relations of ruling" that structure the context in which they live. Further, it 

asserts the necessity of the greater participation and visibility of women in 

decision making at every level. At the same time there is a "universal" moment 

to the feminist project described here, one that is articulated through a 

transformative discourse of universal human rights. It is important to underline 

however, that while few world governments or social movements would today 

dispute the existence of human rights, there is enormous disagreement and 

contestation as to the nature and role of human rights around multiple axes -- 

including North-South, East-West, individual-group, and gender-based lines. In 

this context universality, as the assumption that a particular set of Western- 

biased rights exhaust the meaning of human rights, is strongly rejected. 

However, the notion of (universal) human rights per se is not.

Global Feminism, therefore, acknowledges the postmodern critique of 

universalist positions that generate and impose static "false universals," 

epitomized in the legalism and formal rights emphasis in the received human 

rights regime. However, a global feminist approach rejects the idea that this is 

the only possible manifestation of universalist claims and argues for the 

centrality of dynamic universal principles in challenging oppression in a 

globalized era. Further, political theorists who reject notions of universality 

(feminist, postmodern, and communitarian), fail to acknowledge that there are
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countless proponents of universal principles (actual political actors) who occupy 

fully conscious, politicized, nondominating, and often marginalized standpoints. 

As a result, antiuniversalist critiques have failed to theorize an important reality 

about how universal principles operate ~ to subvert dominating terms of power 

instead of inexorably (re)producing them.
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ENDNOTES

1 This section draws on my work from 1989 to 1995 as an organizer and 
researcher with the Center for Women's Global Leadership, Douglass College, 
Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey. The Center was founded in 
1989 under the directorship of Charlotte Bunch who in the 1960s was a 
founder of the women’s liberation movement in Washington, D.C. Inspired by 
the UN Decade on Women (1976-1985) and convinced of the need for an 
approach to feminist organizing that included women working together 
internationally, Bunch sought to establish extensive links with women's groups 
in Latin America, Asia, and Africa. The Center was conceived of as the 
international dimension of a widely recognized range of feminist programs at 
Douglass College -  the women's college of Rutgers University. The objectives 
of the Center are to promote the visibility and effectiveness of women taking 
leadership around global issues and to develop linkages toward action among 
diverse women.

2 Robertson and Merrills (1996) describe this approach to human rights as the 
"universal tradition" as distinct from the liberal and socialist interpretations.
For example, Hammurabi (d. 1750 B.C.), a king of Babylon who codified the 
laws of Mesopotamia and Sumeria, and Cyrus the Great (6007-529? B.C.), 
founder of the Persian Empire, have been cast as early promoters of human 
rights. More generally it is claimed that the "moral worth of the individual" (as 
distinct form human rights per se) is not the unique preserve of any one 
tradition and may be found in the work of prophets, poets, and philosophers 
from cultures and religious traditions around the world, including in India, 
Japan, China, Persia, Russia, Turkey, Egypt, Sub-Saharan Africa, and pre- 
Columbian Latin America. From this perspective, the West does not have a 
monopoly on the subject, it just happens to have more recently produced the 
"best known formulations and instituted the most effective systems of 
implementation -- nationally and internationally."

3 Here Wilson agrees with Jack Donnelly that comparing notions of human 
dignity and limits on arbitrary power with human rights is not valid.

4 The name "Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights” was coined to 
describe the extensive organizing efforts by women in every region to ensure 
that women's human rights would be included on the agenda of the World 
Conference on Human Rights (Vienna, 1993). Thousands of groups and 
dozens of networks participated in the Campaign, the leadership of which 
included the Center for Women's Global Leadership, Women Living Under 
Muslim Laws, Women in Law and Development in Africa, ISIS International 
(Chile), and the Asian Women's Human Rights Council. The Campaign's 
activities included lobbying, women's human rights hearings, a worldwide
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petition drive, and an annual campaign of "16 Days of Activism Against Gender 
Violence" (Nov. 25 - Dec. 10). For a full account, see Bunch and Reilly 1994.

5 This is evidenced by the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action (1993), 
for example, and the subsequent reorganization of human rights programs at 
the UN under the auspices of a newly created office of UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights.

6 While there are very real and important issues, beyond the scope of this 
dissertation, around the distribution of resources among NGOs, both across 
and within regions, and the relative strength of Northern and metropolitan 
NGOs, this should not be used as an excuse to erase the significance of 
genuine collaborations among these groups, or to assume that the agenda 
invariably is defined by the better-resourced groups.

7 A group whose objectives are not incompatible with Sisters in Islam -- 
Women Living Under Muslims Laws -- was a founding member and ongoing 
supporter of the Global Campaign.
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CONCLUSION 

GLOBAL FEMINISM AND HUMAN RIGHTS

In this dissertation I have endeavored to present Global Feminism as a 

theory of feminist practice in a globalizing era. Such a theory needs to respond 

to current trends and issues, such as globalization and the related process of 

redefining the nation state, as well as critiques from within feminism as to the 

direction and practice of the feminist project. As an account of feminist 

practice that is built upon a framework of universal human rights, it must also 

address both cultural relativist and postmodernist antiuniversalist positions. In 

terms of the legacy of earlier approaches to the feminist project, Global 

Feminism builds on liberal, socialist, and radical threads of feminist thinking, as 

well as on critiques from the perspectives of women of color and Third World 

women. While recognizing the inadequacy of a classically liberal feminist 

approach (in that it fails to comprehend the socio-economic and cultural 

dimensions of the arbitrary exercise of power), Global Feminism retains a 

fundamental commitment to formal equality and democratic accountability. At 

the same time, the legacy of socialist feminism, which calls for an analysis of 

the material basis of women's oppression in the home and the workplace, 

reflects a pivotal moment in the analyses and action plans of the movement for 

women's human rights -  only in a context where globalization and unequal 

development are also brought into focus. In addition, radical feminist 

accounts, which emphasize sexual exploitation, compulsory heterosexuality,
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and violence against women as instrumental in the subordination of women 

across class, race, and geo-cultural contexts, also inform a global feminist 

approach.

Regarding critiques of mainstream feminism vis-a-vis its failures 

adequately to account for the exercise of power along multiple loci (class, race, 

geo-politics, and so on), I argue that an effective response resides not in 

"postmodern" analyses of the logic of universalist metanarratives, but instead 

in the development of a theory of feminist practice that sets out the conditions 

for addressing the marginalization and oppression of concretely situated 

women who occupy diverse subject positions. The theory of feminist practice 

presented here also rejects radical multiculturalist accounts, which dismiss the 

universal principles contained in the idea of (generic) equality and the liberal 

rule of law, and propose instead models of identity-based "participative 

democracy" that are ultimately essentialist and questionable in their claim to 

deepen democracy. Instead, the reality of the marginalization and oppression 

of women (along lines of class, race, geo-politics, and so on), can only be 

addressed through a political practice, the purpose of which is to articulate and 

advance the particular claims of differently situated marginalized women.

I posit Global Feminism as such a viable theory of feminist practice and 

suggest that it has five constitutive moments: (1) a global consciousness and 

analysis that examines and questions the exercise of power internationally; (2) 

an overarching ethical framework with global resonance; (3) a "common 

issue"; (4) networking and building linkages toward activism; and (5) concrete
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opportunities around which to collaborate conceptually and strategically with 

respect to policy-making processes. This account combines a philosophical 

stance of deference to universal principles (in the form of universal human 

rights) with a fundamental respect for the multiplicity of subject positions 

occupied by diverse women. The latter is expressed in the acknowledgement 

that feminist agendas emerge from concrete struggles, and that a global 

feminist project necessarily demands an organizing practice that is cross- 

regional, cross-cultural, collaborative, and grounded in the concrete situations 

of diverse women. In this regard, it is important to emphasize that women's 

collaboration in a global feminist framework is process-oriented and purposively 

organized to promote the regionally balanced participation of diverse women. 

Further, such collaboration is not constructed around securing "consensus" 

positions in relation to gender-specific issues, or ensuring that diverse women 

"speak with one voice." Rather it suggests a feminism that seeks to secure a 

transnational public space where the specific concerns of diverse women can 

be addressed in ongoing, action-oriented, dialogue under the rubric of human 

rights accountability.

More generally, Global Feminism, in keeping with the approaches of Jack 

Donnelly and Rajni Kothari, encompasses a transformative political account of 

human rights, rather than one that is concerned with establishing foundations 

of justifications for human rights (Rawls). On the question of cultural 

relativism, Global Feminism rejects the cultural relativist stance that human 

rights are "Western" in any static sense, that they invariably reflect a form of
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Western imperialism, and that "authentic" moral values must be "culturally 

specific" (An Na'im). As argued by Rao and Horn, women, often constructed 

as pivotal to symbolizing and reproducing the cultural values of a community, 

are especially vulnerable to violations of their individual human rights in the 

name of the cultural integrity of the "community." The idea that human rights 

ideas are "Western" further belies the active engagement of diverse groups in 

every region of the world in defining and animating human rights ideas in 

context-specific ways. While ideas of universal human rights are clearly 

"grounded" in a Kantian (and to that extent, "Western") ethic, wherein every 

individual is considered to be an end in themselves and of equal moral worth, 

the value of these ideas is not determined by the historical and geographical 

context of its articulation. Rather, the meaning and application of human 

rights is constantly subject to political contestation and (re)interpretation. The 

universal moment resides in the role of human rights as a set of regulative 

principles -  contingent universals -- that facilitate the articulation of previously 

marginalized concerns and the claims of oppressed people. Legitimate 

questions around domination and oppression vis-a-vis North/South or First 

World/Third World axes, as well as in terms of gender, race, class, and so on, 

can only be addressed through a universal framework, where all the human 

rights of all are recognized, and their substantive realization is demanded.

Global feminism also recognizes the importance of taking into account an 

international context of globalization and of the shifting role of the nation-state. 

In doing so, it undertakes an immanent critique of prevailing human rights
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practice. In particular, the Global Campaign highlights how an international 

relations framework, with its deference to state sovereignty and autonomy, has 

translated into strong legalism and resistance to transnational accountability.

At the same time, where accountability and external scrutiny did materialize, it 

was only with respect to direct violations perpetrated by states. Further, a 

global feminist analysis of the human rights regime acknowledges that the 

hegemonic influence of the United States (and its free-market liberalism), 

ensured that the split between civil and political rights on the one side, and 

economic, social, and cultural rights on the other, came to symbolize and 

reinforce both East-West and North-South divides and severely to limit 

understanding and practice as to what it means to implement universal human 

rights in the world.

Moreover, the way in which this hierarchy has been conceptualized and 

institutionalized has obscured the fundamental reality that civil and political 

rights -  and more generally democratic accountability ~ are preconditions for 

achieving social and economic rights. Importantly, however, it has also 

obscured recognition of the fact that formal civil and political rights alone are 

insufficient conditions for realizing substantive visions of human rights. The 

removal of discriminatory structural barriers to the exercise of political and civil 

rights, and the realization of genuine equal opportunities, requires state 

intervention and accountability vis-a-vis in social and economic arenas. In this 

sense, civil and political rights are inextricably connected to economic and 

social rights.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



172

At the same time, this path of development of international human 

rights obstructed consideration of women's human rights concerns. If human 

rights frameworks are to grow in credibility and viability as an integral 

dimension of the global political economic system in the twenty-first century, 

the questions raised around human rights implementation by the experiences 

of women must be answered. By ignoring the actions of private actors, by not 

taking seriously gender-based abuses (such as wartime rapes), and by 

effectively rendering the economic, social, and cultural realms immune to 

human rights accountability, the received approach to human rights has been 

gender blind. However, the end of the cold war in 1989 saw the second World 

Conference on Human Rights (Vienna 1993) endorse a substantive shift in the 

definition of human rights toward an explicit recognition of women's rights as 

human rights and an emphasis on the indivisibility as well as the universality of 

human rights. Further, these changes were wrought primarily by human rights 

social movements seeking concrete changes and, in large part, the degree to 

which this new emerging human rights paradigm facilitates real change in the 

direction of social justice rests on the strength of the NGO movements that are 

seeking implementation of human rights. On a related note, I have also sought 

to demonstrate that the 1990s movement for women's human rights, 

exemplified by the Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights, represents a 

new departure in the advocacy women's human rights. Among other activities, 

this has fostered unprecedented direct engagement with human rights 

discourse and practice by women's social movements and NGOs (many with
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grassroots constituencies) in contrast to earlier government and "expert- 

driven" women's human rights initiatives of the 70s and 80s.

Furthermore, the foregoing developments demand a revised 

understanding of state accountability -  one that seeks accountability for the 

arbitrary exercise of political and socio-economic power. In the context of 

human rights thinking and practice this means that states must be held 

accountable not only for what they do directly to violate human rights (as has 

been the case heretofore), but also for what they have failed to do to protect 

human rights from abuses perpetrated by nonstate actors -  including 

international financial institutions, transnational corporations "above the state," 

and, importantly, private individuals (such as abusive spouses) "below the 

state." It is necessary to move beyond a "statist" view of human rights 

wherein there is "a strict dualism between international and municipal law and 

a reluctance to accept that international legal obligations restrict state 

autonomy unless very clearly accepted through the 'consent of the state" 

(Picciotto 1997, 19). Instead, according to Picciotto, human rights practice 

must move toward a "new universalism, involving close interaction or symbiosis 

between international and national law, accepting that international law can 

create rights and duties not only for states but also for individuals and 

transnational corporations" (ibid.).

Animating human rights practice, therefore, entails expanding it beyond 

its current existence as a narrow legalistic process that pays little attention to 

the substantive realization of human rights. It also includes pushing the
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definition of human rights beyond the "absence of state repression." This call 

parallels that of Franz Neumann vis-a-vis the democratic state wherein: "the 

problem of modern democracy is much less the fencing of political power than 

its rational utilization and provision for effective mass participation in its 

exercise" (1957, 16). In the face of intensified globalization, the time has 

arrived to envisage such a role for the democratic nation state on the global 

stage. Such a role would not be stifled by a defensive notion of territorial state 

sovereignty, but would embrace the participation of states in global legal 

regimes that are underpinned by a commitment to democratic accountability 

and human rights and monitored through the effective participation of social 

movements and "global citizens."

At the heart of Global Feminism therefore, is the insistence that feminist 

activism (and analyses) must take into account a reality of increased 

globalization. This calls for an approach that displaces the nation-state as the 

basic unit of socio-political analysis and situates the feminist project in a 

context where global forces and trends play a defining role in shaping local 

experience. Such an account builds on a critical gender-conscious analysis of 

unequal economic development and global capitalism and the roles of 

unaccountable international financial institutions and transnational corporations 

therein. In an era of increased globalization and the weakening nation states, 

it is no coincidence that the framework of international human rights is 

becoming more important to progressive transnational social movements 

seeking accountability in the exercise of power. The Global Campaign for
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Women's Human Rights is an example of such a movement. It engages the 

international arena through the discourse of universal human rights and with a 

view to demanding accountability on behalf of women with regard to the 

exercise of power in public and private arenas -  in political as well as 

economic, social and cultural domains.
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