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Charlotte Bunch Interview: "Women's Rights are Human Rights"

English Transcript | Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rYIL67yq7vw

(00:06) | think it would be great if we could start with how you identify yourself and what you do.

(00:12) | identify myself as an activist, a writer, a teacher, and an organizer. | see my work as part of a
movement to strengthen the ideas of feminism and human rights worldwide. | do this in various ways, but I'm
probably best known as an organizer and a writer, because those are the roles people see most prominently.

(00:41) My effort to organize a movement to bring women's rights as human rights onto the international
agenda has been the core of my work for the past 20 years. To achieve this, | helped found the Center for
Women'’s Global Leadership, which has trained women globally on how to use the international human rights
system. Initially, much of our work focused on understanding what it means to see women's rights as human
rights and how this strengthens our work. We also worked on accessing the United Nations and human rights
treaties to make them viable at national and local levels.

(01:14) The Center's work includes building networks, such as one for women human rights defenders, which
supports activists under attack worldwide. We also focus on resources for this work. Over the last five years,
I've been active in the Gender Equality Architecture Reform (GEAR) Campaign, which successfully created a
new UN agency, UN Women, to strengthen the UN's voice on women’s rights globally. This work involves
both UN-level and grassroots efforts, constantly bridging the local and global to support each other more
effectively.

(02:23)
Interviewer: Why is it important for women to get involved in leadership positions internationally?

(02:28) There are two main reasons. Firstly, involvement at the international level impacts women'’s lives,
similar to how monitoring and engaging with governments at national and local levels does. The United
Nations and its associated bodies are the only form of global governance we have today. Decisions made there
significantly impact women'’s lives, such as how development money is spent, family planning policies, and global
standards on violence against women. Thus, involvement is crucial because it affects women’s lives directly.

(03:24) The second reason is that international involvement strengthens women working at national and local
levels. Knowing about international policies gives them greater tools for local work. For instance, women who
participate in international arenas like the Commission on the Status of Women or monitor the CEDAW
convention become more powerful advocates in their own countries. They can use what their governments
have pledged at the international level to lobby and strategize more effectively at home. Essentially, the local
and global levels feed into each other and are interconnected.

(04:25)
Interviewer: Can you talk about what women’s issues are currently around the world?

(04:29) Women's issues globally are similar to those in the United States, though they often manifest
differently. It’s not that the issues are different but rather how power and these problems manifest in women's
lives. The major issues include violence against women, which can take various forms such as date rape in the
US or honor killings in other countries. Women's poverty and economic empowerment is another significant
issue, as women globally lag far behind in economic power, impacting their lives. Additionally, women’s control
over their bodies, in terms of reproductive rights and sexuality, remains a critical issue.

(05:31) These issues may manifest differently in different cultures, like female genital mutilation in some
countries versus domestic violence in the US. However, they stem from the same core issues of controlling
women's sexuality and violence against women. Women globally are working for economic and political
empowerment to have a voice in politics and change their living conditions, addressing issues of poverty and
violence. In conflict zones, sexual violence becomes more pronounced, but it’s linked to broader patterns of
abuse.

(06:04)
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Interviewer: A lot of people would say these are personal issues, not political ones. Can you talk about what’s
wrong with that?

(06:07) Violence, in all situations, is used to control people. Human rights are about preventing the state or
powerful individuals from abusing others. For example, we have laws against murder and other forms of
violence. Yet, when it comes to violence against women, it's often seen as a cultural or domestic issue.
However, violence against women is no different from other forms of violence and should not be dismissed as
merely personal or cultural. Historically, women were considered the property of men, which has extended
into cultural justifications for violence against women.

(08:54) We need to rethink what we mean by culture and recognize that human rights are cultural questions.
Changes in how women are seen and treated are recent even in the West, so this is an evolving global issue.
Women worldwide are asserting their rights and challenging cultural norms that justify violence against them.
The fight against violence against women is part of a broader effort to challenge all forms of violence and
oppression.

(1ol
Interviewer: Do you encounter a lot of resistance in this work?

(11:04) Of course, there is significant resistance. Women have always faced backlash when organizing for
change. The early days of feminism in the US faced intense backlash, which continues today. These are
entrenched powers and gender stereotypes that are being challenged. While there is resistance, there is also a
tremendous amount of energy for change. Women'’s lives are changing due to economic shifts, technology, and
conscious feminist and human rights efforts. This creates opportunities to defend and empower women in
various situations.

(12:08)

Interviewer: Charlotte, you're known for the famous phrase you coined. Can you tell us about it and its
meaning?

(12:12) The phrase "women’s rights are human rights" emerged from the late 80s feminist movement. Many of
us were examining global women’s issues and questioning why they weren't seen as human rights abuses. For
instance, in my work on sex trafficking and sexual tourism, we asked why trafficked women weren't treated as
victims of human rights abuses. This realization led to asserting that women'’s rights are indeed human rights. |
spent years convincing human rights organizations that violence against women is a human rights issue. The
breakthrough came when | saw Filipino women holding a conference titled "VWWomen’s Rights Are Human
Rights." That assertion became a rallying cry and guided our work at the Center for Women's Global
Leadership.

(16:03)
Interviewer: What would you say to someone who disagrees with that point?

(16:07) To understand why women's rights are human rights, we must show the specific abuses women face.
Human rights are about protecting human dignity, and issues like degrading treatment and arbitrary detention
affect women profoundly. Domestic violence, for example, can be seen as torture. Extrajudicial executions, a
human rights term, occur when women are killed outside judicial processes. We showed how these human
rights concepts apply to women's experiences. Human rights should include state responsibility to prevent
abuses, not just direct actions by the state. Laws on domestic violence have changed globally due to this work,
but we still need to ensure they are implemented effectively.

(20:20)

Interviewer: When did you realize this was your calling in life?

(20:25) | feel like my life was preparing me for this work. | grew up outspoken, encouraged by my family to
take my life seriously. In college during the 1960s, | became involved in the civil rights movement and anti-war
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efforts, which shaped my political perspective. This involvement made me consider how | wanted to spend my
life and work on social justice issues.

(21:31)
Interviewer: What was the atmosphere like for a woman at that time?

(21:33) The civil rights and anti-war movements were crucial, but they also had deep sexism. Attitudes toward
women were unchallenged, leading to everyday sexism within the movements. For instance, men often
competed to be the spokesperson, sidelining women’s voices. This wasn’t due to individual malice but cultural
norms. The women’s movement emerged to challenge these attitudes and integrate an understanding of
sexism into broader social justice efforts.

(24:21)
Interviewer: It seems like it was a broadening of a central idea.

(24:23) Yes, we used to say, "Revolution is a symphony of liberations." Real change involves many different
players and perspectives. It’s not about competition for who is most oppressed, but about hearing diverse
experiences to create the best solutions. This broader perspective includes recognizing women's roles in
addressing issues like violence, economic empowerment, and political participation. We need to consider
diverse voices to make global changes toward justice and equity.

(26:33)
Interviewer: What do you think are the most important issues moving forward?

(26:35) The core issues—violence against women, reproductive rights, economic empowerment, and political
participation—remain constant. What changes are the ways these issues manifest. For example, while we now
have legal rights to abortion, access is increasingly restricted. The struggle adapts to new political moments,
such as the rise of conservative women's voices challenging feminist ideas. Our work must address these
evolving challenges while maintaining focus on the fundamental issues.

(28:47)
Interviewer: Is there only one point of view women should have about reproductive rights?

(28:50) No, women, like men, have diverse perspectives. However, there is a feminist point of view that
emphasizes control over one’s body. While not all women may agree, | believe this is a core feminist principle.
Feminism, as a worldview, includes certain fundamental principles, and reproductive rights are central to it.

(29:37)
Interviewer: Why do you think people label themselves as pro-choice or pro-life?

(29:40) This issue touches deep emotions because it involves fundamental values about life and autonomy.
People have strong moral and ethical beliefs about the beginning of life and the role of women in society. The
challenge is finding a way to respect diverse views while ensuring women have the right to make decisions
about their own bodies. It’s a complex issue involving religious, cultural, and personal beliefs.
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Translation into Farsi
Charlotte Bunch Interview: "Women's Rights are Human Rights" - YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rYIL67yq7vw
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