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HANDOUT 2 

Gender equality and women's rights - some helpful definitions 

Women’s rights campaigning is, at its simplest, campaigning to promote women’s rights and gender equality.

Gender equality is the situation where women and men are recognised as equal and are treated equally with the same status, power, resources, responsibilities and opportunities for fulfilling their potential.

Women's rights are basic rights and freedoms that all women and girls are entitled to as human beings, and are enshrined in law. The concept builds on the notion of human rights which are shared by all women, men, girls and boys.  The notion of women’s rights started to be used because of the traditional bias against the exercise of women’s and girls’ rights.  It was seen that, in the context of a society where women and men had unequal power, women’s rights needed to be specifically recognised and fought for.  

Feminism is a movement based on the belief that women and men are equally valuable.  Many women and men advocating for women’s rights and gender equality refer to themselves as a feminist.  There is no single definition of feminism as it is a political movement and therefore any definition becomes part of a political dialogue.  Feminism analyses each individual issue or problem in the context of a set of power relations between women and men.

Patriarchy is the dominant social system that prioritises men, and encourages systemic bias against women and girls and their rights.  A patriarchal society consists of a male-dominated power structure throughout public life, within institutions and political structures, as well as in individual relationships.  Patriarchal norms are deeply embedded across all societies.

“Advocacy must be based on an analysis of what needs to be changed and why.. this analysis must be feminist, because only feminism gives an analysis of patriarchy and how it is linked to the structures and relationships of power between women and men that perpetuate violence and poverty – the crises that confront us”

Peggy Antrobus, Founder of DAWN, a leading feminist network in the global south.
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