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The 1980s and 1990s saw the collapse of authoritarian regimes in
many parts of the world. This revitalized the debate over democratic
and participatory governance and gave a major impulse to human
rights agendas. In this context, women’s movements flourished as
strong advocates of women’s rights and attained a considerable num-
ber of legal and institutional advances. And yet the last two decades
of the twentieth century also saw the ascendance of neo-liberal
agendas in many parts of the world, with regressive social and eco-
nomic consequences. This has placed significant constraints on the
substantiation of human rights in general, and women’s rights in
particular.

From their diverse regional perspectives, the contributions to this
volume reflect on the gender content of the new policy agenda and
how it has been translated and contested in disparate local con-
texts. The volume grows out of a two-year (1999-2001) research
project at the United Nations Research Institute of Social Develop-
ment (UNRISD) in Geneva. Some of the commissioned papers which
appear here were presented and discussed at an UNRISD Workshop
that took place in New York on 3 June 2000, coincide with the Gen-
eral Assembly Special Session for the Beijing Plus Five Review. At
this meeting, six members of the research team, and the editors of
the volume, presented their work on issues of gender justice, devel-
opment, and rights. The immediate output from the Workshop was a
short report circulated at the Special Session of the General Assembly.
Later, the edited version of the report was published as an issue of
the UNRISD Conference News series, Gender Justice, Development
and Rights: Substantiating Rights in a Disabling Environment.

Financial assistance for the preparation of this manuscript, and the
UNRISD Workshop in New York, was provided by the Swedish Inter-
national Development Agency (Sida) and UNRISD’s core funders,
the governments of Denmark, Finland, Mexico, the Netherlands,
Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.

Thandika Mkandawire
Director
UNRISD
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Introduction

Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi

The 1990s were a landmark in the international human rights move-
ment and saw many positive changes in women’s rights as well as
in human rights more broadly. This collection of theoretical and
empirical studies reflects on these gains, and on the significance
accorded in international policy to issues of rights and democracy
in the post-cold war era. It engages with some of the most pressing
and contested of contemporary issues—neo-liberal policies, demo-
cracy, and multiculturalism—and in so doing invites debate on the
nature of liberalism itself in an epoch that has seen its global ascend-
ancy. These issues are addressed here through two optics which cast
contemporary liberalism in a distinctive light. First, by applying a
‘gender lens’ to the analysis of political and policy processes and,
by deploying the insights gained from feminist theory, this volume
provides a gendered account of the ways in which liberal rights, and
ideas of democracy and justice, have been absorbed into the political
agendas of women’s movements and states. Second, the case stud-
ies contribute a cross-cultural dimension to the analysis of modern
forms of rule by examining the ways in which liberalism—the dom-
inant value system in the modern world—both exists and is resisted
in diverse cultural settings.

The twelve chapters—whether theoretical and general, or case
studies of particular countries—reflect on a key moment in inter-
national policy-making. The collapse of authoritarian regimes in the
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, in Latin America and other parts
of the world, gave issues of rights and democracy a major impulse,
and simultaneously revitalized debates over development policy. The
cluster of UN summits held in the 1990s provided NGOs with a pub-
lic forum and stimulated debate, both domestic and international,
over policy. In these various policy arenas, women’s movements and
their representatives were active participants. The decade saw the
growing size and influence of an international women’s movement,
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one linked through regional and international networks and able to
collaborate on issues of policy and agenda setting. At the same time,
the return to civilian rule in many previously authoritarian states
presented women’s movements with an opportunity to press for polit-
ical and legal reform at the national level. By the end of the decade
all but a handful of the world’s states had signed up to the proposals
for gender equity contained in the Beijing Platform for Action, and
to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW), one of the most significant bodies of inter-
national law pertaining to women.! In their reports to the United
Nations’ mid-term review meeting in 2000 to assess progress many
governments claimed to have put in place policies that were achieving
positive results. Quota systems had brought more women into par-
liaments; many discriminatory laws had been amended or scrapped;
women had attained new rights in the family and assurances that
existing rights would be respected. Political reforms such as decent-
ralization had increased local participation and had brought many
more xzvomen to leadership positions at community and government
levels.

In much of the world, however, these advances in political and legal
rights were not matched by significant progress in the achievement
of greater social justice. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s income
inequalities rose in all but a few states, while poverty remained a
persistent, even a growing, phenomenon in many countries both
developed and developing. The new economic model introduced from
the mid-1970s had brought high social costs and a mixed record of
economic achievement. This ambivalent character of the record of the
1990s lies at the heart of the international policy agenda. This rests
on two central elements: the consolidation of a market-led develop-
ment model; and a greater emphasis on democracy and rights. The
extent to which these two elements could be reconciled or came into
conflict has been the subject of much scholarly and political debate
in the period since. It was the issue that dominated the discussions
of the international women’s movement at the 1995 global summit
on women held in Beijing, and it has continued to perplex parti-
cipants in subsequent regional mid-term reviews. At these meetings
as government representatives reported on the not insignificant pro-
gress that had been made in improving women'’s rights, NGOs and
women’s movement representatives deplored the disabling economic
and social conditions that helped to keep large numbers of women in
a state of poverty and deprivation.

This ambivalent character of the new policy agenda forms the
backdrop to the chapters in this volume. In much of the world,
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and with serious social consequences in many poorer countries, the
new economic policies have failed to deliver the hoped-for prosperity.
Inaugurated under conditions of harsh stabilization and structural
adjustment they succeeded in ending hyper-inflation, but at an unac-
ceptable social cost, as incomes, wages, and employment went into
sharp decline. While enthusiasm for the ‘market fundamentalism’
that reigned during the 1980s has waned, and the Washington-
based financial institutions as well as many governments apply their
economic prescriptions with more caution, the results are hotly
contested. A comparison of regional growth rates for the period
1960-80, when developing countries were pursuing dirigiste policies
with those for the 1980-2000 period, when they were enticed to
‘open up’ to world markets (Weisbrot et al., 2000), provides little
support for those advocating further trade and financial liberaliza-
tion. Moreover, rising income inequalities, coupled with widespread
poverty in many countries, have been accompanied by record levels
of crime and violence. Meanwhile states have downsized, abdicating
former responsibilities in the domains of economic and social policy,
just at the moment when they are most needed to play a coordinat-
ing function between public and private provision. Where not starkly
inadequate, welfare delivery under the new schemes has been patchy.
By the end of the 1990s therefore, following the financial crises
that gripped the former Soviet Union and East Asia, the optimism
that accompanied the spread of democracy in the South and in the
former socialist economies had begun to ebb. The new millennium
entered its first years amidst the unravelling of peace accords, grow-
ing communal violence, environmental setbacks, and a global crisis
occasioned by terrorism and war. If this was not enough to set back
human rights agendas, it had already become apparent that, despite
the dynamism of the human rights movement, a wide gulf remained
between the articulation of global principles and their application in
many national settings. Much the same could be said of democratiza-
tion; the hopes invested in democracy as the most effective system
for the delivery of social justice dimmed when confronted with the
uneven trends in the post-authoritarian transitions across different
regions. The gap between global principles and outcomes is particu-
larly striking in the case of gender equality, women’s rights and access
to decision-making power: for all the advances noted earlier, these
have been modest when judged against the standard of equality.?
Faced with this record, many have come to question the signi-
ficance of the much-heralded global turn to democracy and human
rights. Some have argued that this has represented a new form of
Western hegemony, the sweetener for the bitter pill of neo-liberal
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adjustment and rising inequality; some believe that it amounted to
little more than empty rhetoric with little content or effect. This cri-
tique, persuasive in regard to welfare and equality, is often linked to a
critique of the use of human rights to legitimize policies of ‘humanit-
arian intervention’. But others, both scholars and activists, including
many NGOs working with poor communities and with women, have
argued that democracy and human rights provided the only effective
means to challenge inequality and to advance programmes that would
promote greater social justice and more equitable development.

This debate over what has been termed liberal internationalism,
whether framed as an engagement with neo-liberalism, the new
development agenda, or globalization, continues apace and it is at
once evident that many of the questions posed of the record of the
last few decades are far from new. Indeed in many ways it represents
a contemporary refiguring of a much older concern about the limits
and the potential of liberal systems of governance to effect meaning-
ful reform and to promote social justice. Much of course depends on
what is understood by liberalism, itself a contested analytic terrain
and of variable historical presence. Even what is taken as the found-
ing principle of liberalism, that of individual freedom, has generated
argument over its interpretation in the domains of philosophy, eco-
nomics, and politics. Yet, if liberalism, both political and economic,
has achieved a qualified dominance over other values, incorporating
all but a few states into an increasingly interdependent global sys-
tem, this has not resulted in a process of homogenization of legal or
political culture, or in institutional arrangements. Western liberal
states might share similar conceptions of law and governance that
have shaped their institutions accordingly, but history has left its
mark on the state-society relations that have evolved in each case,
with corresponding variations in the policy domains of welfare and
economic management.

Organization of the Volume

This book is divided into four parts. In Part I, which provides a
theoretical engagement with some of the principal themes of the
volume, Martha Nussbaum, Diane Elson, and Anne Phillips examine
different aspects of liberalism and consider some challenges to its
neo-liberal or contractarian form. Nussbaum’s critique of utilitarian
liberalism and Elson’s analysis of neo-liberal approaches to state—
society restructuring argue for a greater role for the state in public
welfare, while Phillips examines the implications for gender equal-
ity of multicultural claims to citizenship and democracy. From their



