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Preface

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

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

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

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

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

leadership in providing more humane directions for our societies has never

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

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

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

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

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

Vienna World Conference on Human Rights in 1993, the International

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

Copenhagen World Summit on Social Development in 1995, women have

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

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

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

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

governmental organizations in discussion about how to look at the world

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

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

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

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

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

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

abilities, and nationality.

In the context of these world conferences, the international

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

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

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

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

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

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

response to the first UN Decade on Women,1 to the Vienna Tribunal on



IV W I T H O U T R E S E R V A T I O N S

Violations of Women's Human Rights in 1993 and all the thousands of local

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

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

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

also move from being victims to becoming survivors engaged as political

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

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

The strategy of holding hearings and Tribunals locally and regionally,

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

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

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

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

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

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

as another Global Tribunal in Beijing. Without Reservation documents this

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

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

Human Rights.

The Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing

demonstrated the extent to which the world had begun to recognize

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

humanity continue throughout the world. For those who understand the

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

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

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



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

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

conferences and to move from visibility to accountability. The discussions

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

to meet the challenges of the next century.

Charlotte Bunch,

Executive Director

Center for Women's Global Leadership

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

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





Women's Human Rights
from Vienna to Beijing

PART ONE
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Introduction: From Visibility to Accountability

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The modern idea of universal human rights was popularized in the wake of

World War II through the Universal Dedaration of Human Rights (1948) and

the establishment of a United Nations Commission on Human Rights

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 wanted a UN Dedaration of Human Rights, the

explanation for why so-called civilized countries 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 with impunity upon the human rights of individuals. The UN

Dedaration of Human Rights therefore represented a major challenge to the

public/private divide in the global arena: The international community was

given a tentative opening to question the "private" affairs of individual states

and to hold them accountable to international human rights standards.

Not surprisingly, the process of drafting the Dedaration 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.1

Eleanor Roosevelt, former United States first lady and a women's rights

advocate, chaired the drafting process. The gender-neutral terms "All human

beings," "Everyone," and "No one" were written into the Dedaration, as

opposed to "All men," "Every man," and "No man" after protests by a

woman delegate from India who effectively argued that the latter terms

would be interpreted to exclude women in future applications of the

Dedaration. 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

Soviet Union emphasized employment and economic well-being while the

United States focused on personal freedom. Smaller states were eager to
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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 and others would utilize such an

avenue of redress against discrimination and racism.

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

Universal Declaration of Human Rights emerged as a moral blueprint

enshrining the principles of non-discrimination 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 therefore reflected, 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 for all and toward the institutionalization of measures to

ensure human rights accountability in an international framework. How

universal human rights would be subsequently defined and put into practice

— including questions of accountability — depended upon many factors such

as the distribution of power and wealth internationally and the relative

effectiveness of the non-governmental human rights movements that were

to follow.

The story of international human rights since 1948 can be told in a

variety of ways. It can be seen as the elaboration of a legal system.

Alternatively, it can bee seen as the development of human rights policy in

international relations where, too often, human rights standards have been

selectively applied to justify particular foreign policies by the more powerful

players in the global arena. The history of human rights can also be told in

terms of the popular movements that have resisted specific abuses, such as

state-sponsored torture; or movements that have advanced the human rights

of particular groups such as indigenous peoples; or more recently, the

movement for women's human rights, which has contested the invisibility of

both gender-based human rights abuses and women's perspectives on

human rights in international agendas. The ways in which human rights are

defined and implemented are frequently challenged and revised, and while

this process is shaped by ideological and political power struggles, changes in
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definition or policy often reflect victories for justice and for the spirit of the

Universal Declaration. The successes of the international movement for

women's human rights are examples of such victories.

THE MOVEMENT FOR WOMEN'S HUMAN RIGHTS

The movement for women's human rights crystallized around the second

World Conference on Human Rights (Vienna, 1993). It emerged in response to

numerous concerns and reflected the collaboration of women's efforts

in diverse contexts. In particular, many women in different regions believed

that the issues they were organizing against — especially different forms of

gender-based violence such as battery, rape, female genital mutilation, female

infanticide, or trafficking and forced prostitution — were human rights crises

that were not being taken seriously as such by the international community.

In the decades since the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the

international human rights community focused primarily on certain aspects of

civil and political rights, which address important but limited concerns such as

the denial of freedom of expression, arbitrary arrest, torture in detention, and

the death penalty when perpetrated by state actors. Some non-governmental

initiatives have led to broadening the implementation of human rights in areas

such as the right to development, the rights of the child, as well as around

issues like disappearances, racial discrimination, religious intolerance, and

contemporary forms of slavery. However, the UN International Covenant on

Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) still receives more resources than other human

rights instruments and has more effective implementation mechanisms. Such

an approach to human rights, which emphasizes the protection of citizens

from certain types of direct state coercion, facilitates the protection of

male-defined culture, family, or religious rights, often at the expense of the

human rights of women. Further, the failure to develop effective measures to

monitor violations and secure implementation of human rights in the

socio-economic arena has hindered recognition of the gender-specific impact

of socio-economic violations which prevail in every region.

The challenge to human rights thinking and practice posed by

women at the Vienna World Conference on Human Rights, and later at the

International Conference on Population and Development (Cairo, 1994), the

World Summit on Social Development (Copenhagen, 1995), and the Fourth

World Conference on Women (Beijing, 1995), reflects a movement that has
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emerged over the past decade. This initiative has its roots in the growth of

diverse women's movements globally during the UN Decade on Women

(1976-1985). Since then, women have continually raised the question of why

"women's rights" and women's lives are treated as secondary to the "human

rights" and lives of men. By insisting that "women's rights are human rights,"

women are asserting that widespread gender-based discrimination and

abuse of women is a devastating reality as urgently in need of redress as

other human rights violations. Advocates for women's human rights seek

to demonstrate both how traditionally accepted human rights abuses are

specifically affected by gender, and how many other violations against

women have remained invisible within prevailing approaches to women's

human rights. Violations of women's human rights committed in the "private

sphere" of the home, for example, or in the context of familial or intimate

relationships, have not been considered within the purview of a govern-

ment's human rights obligations.

The Global Campaign for Women's Human Rights — a loose coalition

of groups and individuals worldwide concerned with women's human rights

— formed in preparation for the World Conference on Human Rights in

Vienna. One of the Campaign's early actions was a petition drive that aimed

to gather 100,000 signatures calling upon the Vienna conference to

"comprehensively address women's human rights at every level of its

proceedings." Having contributed to women's success at the Vienna

conference, the initiative culminated three years later in Beijing at the Fourth

World Conference on Women, this time with a call to implement the Vienna

Declaration's commitments to women's human rights and to incorporate

them into the Beijing Platform for Action. By the time of the Beijing

conference, the petition had well over one million signatories, it had

circulated in 148 countries, was translated into 26 languages, and had gained

over 1,000 sponsoring organizations (see Appendix B for a reprint of the final

petition and Appendix C for a full report on the petition campaign). The

annual campaign of "16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence"

(November 25 - December 10), was also launched by the Center for Women's

Global Leadership in 1991. Its aim was to promote public awareness about

gender-based violence as a human rights concern and to lobby for specific

commitments to women's human rights locally, nationally, and globally

especially in the context of the UN world conferences.
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Following the enthusiastic response to the petition drive, the second "16

Days" campaign (1992) called upon participants to hold grassroots hearings

in order to demonstrate more clearly how violence affects women and what

it means for women's perspectives to be incorporated into human rights.

From November 1992 on, women began to convene public hearings and

speakouts to document individual complaints and group cases of violations

of women's human rights. The resulting testimonials were recorded and the

documentation sent to the UN Centre for Human Rights. At the same time,

regional women's groups began to focus on the forthcoming World

Conference on Human Rights to be held in Vienna and to articulate their

demands to that global forum. As part of this process, the Center for

Women's Global Leadership held an international Strategic Planning Institute

in early 1993 to plan how to influence events in Vienna effectively and to

place violence against women squarely on the conference agenda. One of

the strategies to emerge was the holding a Global Tribunal on Violations of

Women's Human Rights as part of the Non-Governmental Organization

(NGO) Forum in Vienna.2

Prior to the Vienna conference, the Global Campaign made a strate-

gic decision to emphasize issues of gender-based violence since they illustrate

best how traditional human rights concepts and practice are gender-biased

and exclude a large spectrum of women's human rights abuse. Different

forms of violence against women clearly parallel other types of human rights

violations that the international community has already condemned, such as

torture, enslavement, and terrorism, so they were a useful starting point for

formulating and demonstrating a gender perspective on human rights. In

Vienna, the message that "violence against women violates human rights"

came through loud and clear, and it promoted the introduction of new

human rights instruments including the adoption of a UN Declaration on the

Elimination of Violence Against Women and the appointment of a UN

Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women. Women had effectively

challenged the public/private divide in the global human rights arena; they

had exposed violence against women as a human rights violation, whether

perpetrated by a male relative in their home or by a soldier in a war zone.

The documentation of female human rights abuse gathered

throughout the Global Campaign and at the Vienna Tribunal repeatedly

demonstrated that the prevalence of violence against women in societies
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everywhere is inseparable from their lack of socio-economic power and

status. Similarly, the routine denial of women's bodily integrity in the

implementation of national and international population policies is linked to

the same forces that leave women vulnerable to violence. The Vienna

Tribunal also featured testimonies on violations of women's socio-economic

and cultural human rights and on gender-based political persecution, but

these were largely overlooked by the media. Some women were concerned

that the focus on gender-based violence in Vienna had detracted attention

from other types of human rights issues, especially abuses associated with the

actions of non-state actors like international financial institutions and

transnational corporations, or around policy areas such as women's health.

After the Vienna conference, in addition to pushing for the prompt

implementation of the Vienna Declaration's commitments to women, the

Global Campaign sought to underscore the indivisibility of women's human

rights and the interconnectedness of the civil and political as well as the

social, economic, and cultural dimensions of all human rights. In doing so, the

Campaign set out to deepen its analysis and extend its activities into every

sphere in which women's human rights are under threat.

To move forward in this direction, the Center for Women's Global

Leadership, together with other participants in the Global Campaign

coordinated a series of activities entitled From Vienna to Beijing: Building

Human Rights Accountability to Women. The series included workshops,

strategic planning meetings, and hearings on women's human rights at the

International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) and the

World Summit for Social Development. It culminated in the second Global

Tribunal on Accountability for Women's Human Rights and other activities at

the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing.

The Cairo Hearing on Reproductive Health and Human Rights

advanced the message that "women's health is a human right."3 Women

from the United States, Nigeria, Poland, India, Egypt and Mexico recounted

the human rights abuses they had encountered through involuntary

sterilization, forced childhood marriage and pregnancy, illegal abortion, and

the denial of reproductive and sexual health to disabled women and girls.

The testimonies demonstrated the multiple forces that affect women's

health, including the state, population policies, pharmaceutical companies,

the medical profession, the family, religion, and culture. The Cairo hearing
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further showed that if the international community is serious about women's

human rights as pledged in the Vienna Declaration (a document signed by all

member states participating in the World Conference on Human Rights),

then both a gender-aware approach to health as a human right and effective

strategies to ensure accountability on the part of diverse non-state actors

must be put in place.

The final Programme of Action agreed upon at the ICPD reflected

the pivotal role that the women's movement played in Cairo. In guidelines

for the formulation and implementation of population and development

policies, gains for women included recognition that women's empowerment,

the elimination of violence against women, women's education, and

women's ability to control their fertility need to be cornerstones of

development; that development is a fundamental human right; that

women's reproductive health and rights, including sexual health, along with

maternal mortality and the health impact of unsafe abortions must be

addressed; and that demographic targets need to be underplayed in favor of

a focus on the overall reproductive health needs and plans of women.

The Copenhagen Hearing on Economic Justice and Women's Human

Rights was convened by the Center for Women's Global Leadership

and DAWN (Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era) in

collaboration with others at the World Summit on Social Development.4 The

Summit focussed on poverty, unemployment, and social disintegration, and

thus was a particularly important venue to make visible violations of

women's human rights in the socio-economic arena. The Copenhagen

Hearing questioned prevalent understandings of human rights and broke

new ground in the struggle to ensure human rights accountability by

highlighting in particular the United States' complicity in perpetrating

socio-economic human rights abuses within the U.S. and internationally. The

explicit focus on the United States arose from an acknowledgement of its

powerful position in the world economy as well as its self-proclaimed role as

a world leader on human rights.

Women from Tanzania, the United States, the Philippines, Mexico,

and Cuba testified in Copenhagen about violations resulting from structural

adjustment programs (SAPS), budget cuts that target social welfare

measures, and trade polices and economic sanctions that are indifferent to

human rights. They recounted stories of forced prostitution, the abuse of
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migrant workers, and environmental destruction — all of which are growing

in the face of economic globalization. While women did not transform the

Social Summit's final Programme of Action, there were positive advances

towards a gender-aware understanding of human rights as indivisible and

towards greater accountability on the part of international financial institu-

tions. These advances included an affirmation of the importance of core

human rights standards — civil, political, economic, social, and cultural —

including the rights to development; a commitment to promote gender

equality and improve the status of women; a recognition of the increased

burden on women created by poverty, along with a broad definition of the

family and a call for the valuation of women's unremunerated work; the

advancement of the rights of workers, including migrant workers, and

indigenous people; and an acknowledgment that SAPS must be reviewed to

reduce their negative impact and that International Financial Institutions

should give higher priority to social lending.

THE BEIJING TRIBUNAL

The Global Tribunal on Accountability for Women's Human Rights took place

September 1, 1995 at the NGO Forum held as part of the World Conference

on Women but in the city of Huairu some 40 kilometers outside of Beijing.

The Vienna Tribunal had achieved greater visibility for violations of women's

human rights, especially those perpetrated in private contexts. The Cairo and

Copenhagen hearings advanced a gender-aware understanding of the

indivisibility of human rights by exposing the lines between women's

economic and social marginalization and violations of bodily integrity, and by

challenging economic polices that inexorably foster the impoverishment and

exploitation of women. The Vienna Declaration had contained many

exemplary commitments to women's human rights and further positive

agreements had emerged from both Cairo and Copenhagen.

As the Beijing conference approached and plans were underway for

parallel NGO events, women's groups and networks around the world were

eager to see the rhetoric of recent UN conferences put into effect in

ways that would make a difference in women's daily lives. They wanted

governments to be accountable for the realization of their promises; they

wanted governments to be accountable for violations of women's human

rights in which they were involved, either through direct action or through
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inexcusable inaction; and they wanted governments to hold accountable

both individual and institutional private perpetrators of female human

rights abuse.

The Global Tribunal on Accountability for Women's Human Rights

was planned as a major public forum that would move the women's human

rights agenda forward from visibility to accountability, from awareness of

violations of women's human rights to active implementation of women's

human rights. Like previous hearings and tribunals, the Beijing Tribunal set

out to provide a high-profile public venue to hear women's voices, to

document women's human rights violations, and to foster a political climate

in which such abuses would no longer be tolerated. In addition, the Beijing

Tribunal aimed to build upon the Global Campaign's successes in the area of

gender-based violence, and to further the Campaign's objectives to realize

women's human rights in the social, economic, and cultural domains. The

event was also envisioned as an opportunity to demonstrate the strength

and creative strategies of the movement for women's human rights. In

addition to presenting accounts of violations of women's human rights,

testifiers were urged to incorporate into their statements concrete strategies

and recommendations for achieving accountability in the areas addressed.

The process of organizing the Beijing Tribunal followed a path

similar to that taken in previous hearings convened or co-convened by the

Global Center. Sponsoring groups for the event included the Asian Women's

Human Rights Council, DAWN, the Global Alliance Against Trafficking in

Women, ISIS Internacional — Chile, Women in Law and Development in

Africa, Women Living Under Muslim Laws, and the United Nations

Development Fund for Women. A regionally representative International

Coordinating Committee was formed to identify and develop potential cases

for presentation at the Tribunal. The Coordinating Committee was comprised

of participants in the Global Center's 1995 Strategic Planning Institute as well

as women from groups that had collaborated in the organization of the

Vienna, Cairo and Copenhagen hearings (see Appendix E). In addition to

focusing on the interconnected thematic areas of gender-based violence,

women's health and bodily integrity, and the indivisibility of women's human

rights, the Tribunal cases were selected to reflect the diversity of women's

experiences across geo-politics, race, class, sexual orientation, ethnicity and

religion. In order to highlight the strategies and analyses that women had
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developed in response to female human rights abuses, it was agreed that

first-person testimonies were not essential and that strong testimonies from

advocates could also be very effective. First-person testimonies were

only included in cases in which the survivor was actively engaged as an

organizer in seeking redress, and/or was receiving ongoing support from an

organization represented on the Coordinating Committee. The uncertainty

around logistics and conditions for the NGO Forum provided further reason

for not bringing vulnerable survivors to testify in China where it might be

difficult to meet their needs.

Where possible, members of the Coordinating Committee were

asked to work with the testifier to prepare a "summary of accountability"

that identified specific human rights agreements, laws, and standards that

had been violated; outlined the political or legal strategies that had been

utilized, or were planned for the future, to demand accountability for the

human rights violations described in the testimony; and posed further

demands and recommendations to governments, UN entities, and/or private

actors. To assist with this and other technical aspects of the Tribunal,

an International Human Rights Advisory Group was also formed (see

Appendix F). Many participants in the Advisory Group shared their expertise

with the Tribunal speakers and/or the members of the International

Coordinating Task Force by reviewing draft testimonies and helping

to develop the accountability dimensions of the cases. This included

assistance with the formulation of appropriate human rights demands,

recommendations, and actions to promote accountability and to benefit the

particular case in question and/or other cases in similar situations. This

process gave rise to important contributions to the Beijing Tribunal that are

presented in Chapter 6. Other Advisory Group members, including Sunila

Abeyesekera, Rebecca Cook, Alda Facio, Mel James, Alice Miller, Donna

Sullivan, and Dorothy Thomas, worked with the Tribunal judges in

developing recommendations for accountability in specific cases as well as

more generally.

An expert panel of three judges presided over the Tribunal and

commented on how to advance accountability around specific cases, or

aspects of those cases, within their areas of expertise. The judges were:

Jacqueline Pitanguy, the founder and Executive Director of CEPIA

(Citizenship, Research, Information and Action) in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and
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a longtime activist on women's human rights issues including violence

against women and reproductive rights. Trained as a political scientist,

Pitanguy was president of the first National Council for Women's Rights in

Brazil and was Brazil's representative to the UN Commission on the Status of

Women for several years. Pierre Sane from Senegal has been the Secretary

General of Amnesty International since 1992. Previously, he was Director for

West Africa and for East and Southern Africa for the International

Development Research Centre in Ottawa. Educated in France, the UK, and

Canada, Sane holds an M.S.C. in Political Science from the London School of

Economics. Sharon Hom, a Chinese-American, is Professor of Law at the City

University of New York Law School. She was a Fulbright scholar in China and

has published extensively on international human rights and feminist theory.

The Beijing Tribunal was an early and formative event at the NGO

Forum and set the tone for many of the activities that followed.

Approximately two thousand people crowded into the Huairou International

Convention Center to hear twenty-two testifiers from seventeen countries —

ranging from Bangladesh and Brazil, to Kazakhstan, the United States, and

Zimbabwe. The Tribunal opened with welcoming statements from Niamh

Reilly, Coordinator, Noeleen Heyser, Director of UNIFEM, Radhika

Coomaraswamy, UN Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, and

Charlotte Bumch, Director of the Center for Women's Global Leadership.

Charlotte Bunch then moderated the day's proceedings which consisted of

testimonies presented in four thematic areas: violence against women in the

family and in conflict situations, economic discrimination and exploitation,

violations of health and bodily integrity, and political persecution. Each

section of testimonies was moderated by women active in the women's

human rights movement: Gladys Acosta of the Instituto Legal de Servicios

Alternatives (Colombia), Bisi Adeleye-Fayemi of Akina Mama Wa Afrika (UK),

Farida Shaheed of Women Living Under Muslim Laws (Pakistan), and Mallika

Dutt of the Global Center. The Tribunal ended with statements from the

judges moderated by Roxanna Carrillo of UNIFEM.

The Beijing Tribunal, along with the World Public Hearing on Crimes

Against Women held the following day and coordinated by the Asian

Women's Human Rights Council, helped demonstrate the centrality of human

rights to many of women's most serious concerns. This provided a key point

of intersection between the NGO Forum and the agenda of the UN
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Inter-governmental conference. The distance between the NGO Forum in

Htiairou and the inter-governmental conference in Beijing made it difficult

for many women who wanted to lobby during the first week of the

conference when the two events overlapped. Nevertheless, lobbying efforts

were strengthened by the high visibility of women's human rights activities

at the NGO Forum. Another event that linked the two was the dramatic

delivery at the governmental conference of thousands of the Global

Campaign's petitions to the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.

As a result of these and other efforts, a gender-aware human rights

perspective permeated debates around the Beijing Platform for Action.

Previous UN conferences on women had been seen primarily as about

"women and development" or "women's rights." However, the Beijing

conference saw the expansion of what is generally considered to be a

"human rights issue" to encompass the wider set of concerns that women

had been organizing around from the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 through the

UN conferences in Vienna, Cairo, and Copenhagen.

The Beijing Platform for Action reasserted the universal and holistic

nature of women's human rights. Governments agreed to promote and

protect women's human rights to freedom from violence, to sexual and

reproductive health that is free from discrimination and coercion, and to

equal rights to inheritance for women and girls — although not the "right to

equal inheritance." Further, governments undertook to pursue and punish as

war criminals the perpetrators of rape and sexual violence against women

and girls in situations of armed conflict. Universal ratification of the

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against

Women (CEDAW) was also supported by the Platform, along with the

introduction of an optional protocol to strengthen its implementation and

the integration of women's human rights throughout the UN system. In all of

this, commitments to women from previous conferences were maintained

and were expanded in several areas, including the protection of human

rights activists; the acknowledgement that systematic rape during armed

conflict is a war crime, and in some cases a crime against humanity; the

recognition of the rights of women to control over their sexual and

reproductive health; and the qualification of parental rights to ensure they

respect the privacy and access to information of adolescents and children.
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Fifty odd years after World War II, the human rights of people everywhere

continue to be disregarded through racism, xenophobia, fundamentalism,

the displacement of entire populations through war, and even the genocide

that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights sought to make impossible.

In addition to the gender-specific human rights violations that all of these

entail, there is now also recognition of a wider range of human rights

abuses that affect women in particular. Clearly, a human rights framework is

needed more than ever, one that moves human rights from rhetoric to

reality and that guarantees human rights to all without reservation. The

diverse women who are part of the international movement for women's

human rights are well-positioned to provide leadership in this direction.

Following the Beijing conference, participants in the movement can

proceed in the knowledge that they have secured many victories for the ideal

of universal human rights; they have gained many concrete commitments to

women's human rights which, if enacted, will go a long way toward ensuring

the reality of human rights for all. A vital piece of this process is establishing

accountability for human rights in a rapidly changing world where global

trends and forces increasingly shape local experience. It is hoped that the

testimonies of women and their strategies recorded in this book will

contribute to this important endeavor.
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Opening Remarks

Niamh Reilly
Tribunal Coordinator, Center for Women's Global Leadership

I am very pleased to welcome you to the Global Tribunal on Accountability

for Women's Human Rights. Over the past several months in preparing for

this event, I have had the good fortune to work with dozens of individuals

and groups whose daily commitment to advancing women's human rights

has made this Tribunal possible.

I especially want to thank the 22 women who have come here today

to share their testimonies with you and who have shown great courage in

surmounting many obstacles — including those of simply getting here.

This Global Tribunal on Accountability for Women's Human Rights is

the culmination of a series of hearings and tribunals that we have convened

with others since the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993.

The women who have testified at these hearings have strengthened and

inspired a growing movement for women's human rights. They have made

violations of women's human rights visible and they have helped to insure

many critical UN and Governmental commitments to furthering women's

human rights.

Here today, as we gather to witness 22 testimonies about violations

of women's human rights, we call for those commitments to be made real.

We call for the words to be transformed into actions so that the kinds of

human rights abuses that we will hear about today can have redress and so

that further violations can be prevented. In short, we call for accountability

for women's human rights.

On that note, I am delighted to introduce the director of UNIFEM —

the United Nations Development Fund for Women — Noeleen Heyzer, whose

life's work has been dedicated to addressing women's issues and concerns.
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Noeleen Heyzer
Director, United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM)

My sisters, welcome to this Global Tribunal on Accountability for Women's

Human Rights. Your energy is tremendous and transformative. It has trans-

formed the silence of violence, the silence of the violation of women's lives,

brought it into the open, and demanded from many authorities and the

violators, accountability, and from this conference, action.

Sisters, please allow me to say a few words in Chinese:

(English Translation:) Greetings to you, We are very happy to be here.
This opportunity can help us to understand women's experiences. We
are not afraid of asking questions, discussing different issues, and
solving problems, Because we women work very hard, we can
improve our skills very fast. Our methodology is helping each other,
exchanging experiences, and strengthening friendships.

UNIFEM is pleased to have been a sponsor of a series of global hearings on

women's human rights that is culminating here in Beijing at the Fourth World

Conference on Women. UNIFEM, in its commitment to the world's women, is

pleased to support the initiative of women's groups in the critical role of

shaping strategies for action. Such strategies are necessary for shaping a

world where women's rights are recognized as human rights; a world free

from all forms of violence; a world where women can participate in cultural,

economic, and political decision-making; a world where women are treated

as legal adults, able to exercise their fundamental rights of citizenship and

democratic participation; and a world where women have control over

their own bodies and lives in the private realm, without which it is often

impossible to exercise our public rights.

Women want a world where we can have equal access to shelter,

food, education, health, a secure environment, and the right to equal wages.

We are not waiting for permission to have our human rights recognized, but

rather are stating that issues like female infanticide, illiteracy, violence

against women, female sexual slavery, and the feminization of poverty are all

fundamental human rights issues and must be addressed as cornerstones of

all human development agendas.
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While some aspects of human rights are the same for men as for women,

many human rights violations are based upon gender divisions. The ways in

which women are abused and the ways in which they experience torture,

imprisonment, slavery, displacement, and other violations are often specially

shaped by their being female. Let me give you a real life example. I recently

heard a story of how a blind woman in Pakistan was raped by her employer

and his son. Because she had to make sure that there were four male

witnesses who would testify to her being raped, they would not accept the

fact that she was raped. Being blind, she could not tell who were present but

she could recognize their voices. That was not acceptable, so she was jailed.

She was jailed because she was accused of seduction. I could go on, but this

form of violation must not continue.

I know from my participation in the Copenhagen Hearing on

Economic Justice and Women's Human Rights at the UN World Summit on

Social Development that the testimonies you will hear today, the stories of

these courageous women who dare to bring before you their lives, their

suffering, their scars, will be moving and powerful testimony to the obstacles

and violations that millions of women around the world confront every day.

But I also know that these women are not simply victims. They are initiators

of change, a change towards the end of abuse for many other women. They

are the creators of a new world where violence against women will no longer

exist, and where we can create a world of peace, not just for ourselves but

for our children.

Thank you.
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Charlotte Bunch
Director, Center for Women's Global Leadership

Greetings on behalf of the Center for Women's Global Leadership. The first

thing I would like to do is ask all of you to join me in thanking Niamh Reilly,

the Tribunal Coordinator, for making this event happen today.

I would also like to thank all of the incredible women around the

world who have worked so hard to make this Tribunal a reality. As Niamh

said, it is really a testament to the existence of a global movement of women

that this Tribunal has been possible, against all the odds. Further, it is a

testament to the potential of this global movement to change the conditions

of life for all people in the 21st century. There were many times in the last

few months that I doubted this, but today looking out at all the determined

women who have made it to this NGO Forum and to this tribunal, I believe

it again.

In 1993, at the United Nations World Conference on Human Rights in

Vienna, our first Global Tribunal on Violations of Women's Human Rights

declared that women were tearing down the wall of silence that has

surrounded the abuse of the human rights of women for too many centuries.

Today, as we did at the International Conference on Population and

Development in Cairo and at the Social Summit in Copenhagen, we seek to

remind the world, on the occasion of the Fourth World Conference on

Women, that there are still only a few holes in that wall of silence. There is

still too much abuse that is hidden. Women are still enslaved, tortured, muti-

lated, and killed in every region of the world every day. Too little has been

done to end these abuses.

Therefore, we are here today to challenge the UN conference that

begins next week — a conference that claims to defend the human rights

of women — and to demand accountability from both the governments

attending it and from the United Nations. We are here to ask: What are they

doing to fulfill the promises made to protect and promote the human rights

of women? What have they done to fulfill the promises made in Mexico City

in 1975, the promises made again in Copenhagen in 1980, and again in

Nairobi in the Forward Looking Strategies produced there in 1985. What

about the promises made to women in Vienna at the World Conference on

Human Rights in 1993? Most of these promises remain unfulfilled. We do not
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need more words, we want action. We want to know concretely what wiJI

they commit themselves to in the conference next week. What commitments

will they make to take effective action to end violations of the fundamental

human rights of women to life and to human dignity? What will they do to

make the promises of this new document — this Platform for Action — more

than just another set of words?

In this last decade of the 20th century, and at this conference, the UN

is on trial. The UN is on trial before the peoples of the world. We live in a time

of great upheaval, transition, and change, and the question many are asking

is, will the UN rise to fulfill the vision of its original statement of purpose as

a defender of the human rights of all people? Or must we go elsewhere to

find a way to promote and protect the human rights of women and other

marginalized and oppressed peoples of the world?

Today, we ask that you listen respectfully to the stories of these

courageous 22 women and realize that, although each is an individual story,

behind each one there are millions of women whose stories are similar,

whose rights are violated in these and other ways every day of every year, in

every country of the world. These stories are concrete manifestations of the

problems addressed in the critical areas of concern in the Platform for Action

that the World Conference on Women takes up next week. So we ask that

you listen to these testimonies, that you hear not only these stories, but also

the echoes of both the millions of women who have died from similar abuse

and the cries of women who are struggling to stay alive and to bring change

so that others will not suffer such violation in the future.

I would now like to introduce Radhika Coomaraswamy, who is the

director of the International Centre for Ethnic Studies in Sri Lanka. Radhika is

a concrete manifestation of one of the victories of the women's human rights

movement in Vienna in 1993. That conference made a commitment to seek

the appointment of a UN Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women.

That post was created by the UN Commission on Human Rights

in I994 and Radhika has been appointed to it. Please welcome Radhika

Coomaraswamy.
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Radhika Coomaraswamy
United Nations Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women,
Its Causes and Consequences

Greetings sisters. I would like to thank the organizers of this Global Tribunal

for inviting me to be a presenter here with you today. We have gathered

together to hear the voices of women who are not so much the victims of

violence, but empowered women who have reversed their victimhood to

make it a source of strength. To tell the story of your victimhood requires a

lot a courage. It is to break the barriers of silence, shame, and privacy, to let

the world know the extent and nature of cruelty and the violations of human

rights in the home, in the community, and by states.

These testimonies remind us of the fundamental fact that women's

rights are human rights, and that women should be the beneficiaries of legal

and community protection. The world of information is controlied by men.

The world of the written word is completely their domain. These oral

testimonies are a dent in this power hierarchy. They give the other point

of view and validate experiences which for all these years have been

hidden from the world. Perhaps the strength of this process is that a

grievance becomes a right and a right leads to a remedy. This ability to get a

remedy, to assert one's rights so as to demand a remedy, is the source of

empowerment. That is why the women gathered here are so special. They

have become empowered, and in that they are an example to all of us.

The doctrine of privacy and the concept of the privacy of the family

are the causes of violence against women in society. These doctrines require

women to be silent when they are battered and wounded. The public-private

distinction has been responsible for silencing women. Today there is a new

approach. Realizing that violence against women is a violation of a

fundamental human right, states are required by standards of due

diligence to prevent and to punish crimes of violence which take place in the

private domain.

Even in the public sphere, trafficking, prostitution, and sexual slavery

are all seen as the private acts of individuals, and therefore are treated less

seriously. It is only in recent years that people have begun to speak out

against this kind of enforced silence in the public sphere. "Sex is a private act,

man and-woman in their relationship enjoy a private contract." It is myths
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such as these that have allowed for a great deal of abuse, and it is perhaps

timely that these are now being challenged by the brave women who have

come forward.

Even in the world of armed conflict, rape and sexual slavery are

treated lightly. It is believed that these are "normal" acts of war. It is only

recently that women who have been kept in sexual slavery are beginning to

make their voices heard. Their claims are now being heard, and new

institutions such as the Tribunal in the Hague are trying to remedy centuries

of injustice — of keeping women silent.

As Special Rapporteur, I receive countless stories of brave women

who are resisting the curtain of shame to come forward and speak their

minds — whether they are "comfort women" from World War II, women

living under muslim laws, victims of armed conflict in Bosnia Herzegovina, or

victims of domestic violence. Just recently we had a hearing on domestic

violence cases in South Asia which more than shocked the conscience. My

hope is to incorporate some of these testimonies into my work so that there

is a record at the international level of the cruelty done to women as

illustrated in individual case studies.

Let me thank the organizers for their courageous vision in bringing

this idea forward. Charlotte Bunch and the Center for Women's Global

Leadership at Rutgers University have truly created a revolutionary

movement, both in Vienna at the World Conference on Human Rights and

now in Beijing. They have given a window of opportunity for the women's

movement to unite based on shared real-life experiences. As Charlotte Bunch

said earlier, the UN is on trial here in Beijing. What redress in the future can

it bring to these 22 women whose stories we are about to hear? How can it

respond to make justice real in the lives of ordinary women?




