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The Madres de Plaza de Mayo - Linea Fundadora - during their weekly Thursday 
march in Buenos Aires, Argentina. 
Photographer: Natashe Dekker

‘At the end of the [20th] century, we were not only witnesses, but also part of 
women’s struggles for their rights on various fronts, starting with the family.  
From there to the streets. From there to the mountains. Today, some govern 
countries and others propose or promote a revolution of thought and language, 
and of patriarchal practices in the exercise of power.’

(Interview with Domingo Hernández Ixcoy, Maya-K’iche’ leader; Ardón 2012)



6 Patriarchy is used to describe systemic and institutionalised male domination and the cultural, political, 
economic and social structures and ideologies that perpetuate gender inequality and women’s subordination 
(Just Associates 2012).

7 ‘Deep structure’ describes hidden layers within organisations and movements where unconscious or even 
conscious but hidden processes occur, including taken for granted assumptions about gender roles and the 
place of women (Rao and Kelleher (2005); Srilatha Batliwala, BRIDGE e-discussion March 2012).

1.1  why ‘Gender and Social Movements’?

Social movements, defined as ‘an organised set of constituents pursuing a common 
political agenda of change through collective action’ (Batliwala 2012: 3), play a 
particularly important role, now more than ever, in global struggles for equality and 
transformation. Across the world there is an active, mass-based demand for an end to 
gendered injustice and a challenge to patriarchal power6  in all domains of our social, 
economic, political and cultural lives. In response to this demand there has also been 
significant progress in naming and taking action to challenge sexism, redistribute power 
and opportunities and respond to and prevent violations of women’s and girls’ rights. 
Social movements – led by feminist, women’s and gender justice activists and their 
movements – have been pivotal in envisioning, instigating, making and sustaining these 
changes. When it comes to making an impact on transforming gender power relations, 
social movements matter. 

Experience shows, however, that while women’s rights and gender justice are ‘on the 
agenda’ – from the domestic sphere and the street to organised civil society debate 
and governmental platforms and policies – practitioners and activists still encounter 
tremendous resistance to changing gendered politics and practice, and shifting the ‘deep 
structure’7 of movements and organisations affiliated to movement goals. As movement 
activists point out, ‘social movements that commit to “gender equality” in words but 
don’t come through [in practice] don’t because there is no fundamental shift of hearts 
and minds’ (Susanna George, BRIDGE e-discussion October 2011).

This report points to the fact that while progressive social movements are vital in 
forwarding visions of justice, they are themselves not immune to gender-based 
discrimination and inequality. In that light, the report makes the case for engaging 
with questions of women’s rights and transforming gender power relations across 
social movements committed to progressive visions of society. To do so, it draws on 
effective and promising strategies and reflects on challenges from existing movement 
practice. It incorporates both social movement theory and experience and analysis 
from social justice activists from across the world, who are engaged in supporting the 
advancement of women’s rights and gender justice as part of women’s movements 
and other social movements working towards development, human rights, justice, 
sustainability and peace.

In their politics and practices women’s and feminist movements create various 
forms of counter-culture and alternative power relations. Set in the context of other 
social movements, this implies that integrating gender perspectives is not just 
about ‘including’ women or ‘thinking about’ men and gender minorities but, rather, 
considering what a gendered politics provides in terms of alternative ways of being, 
seeing and doing that in themselves serve to transform patriarchal power relations.

There is already a growing body of work concerning the nature of women’s and 
feminist movements and their characteristics and concerns (see, for example, Antrobus 
2004; Batliwala 2012; Feree and Tripp 2006). This report takes a different approach that 
has so far received much less attention. It considers how broader social movements are 
thinking about women’s rights and gender justice, and asks what solidarity with other 
movements means for the agendas of women’s and gender justice movements. There is, 
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A recent statistical analysis drawing on data from studies over the past 20 years from 70 
countries quantifies the leading role that autonomous women’s and feminist movements 
have played in instigating government action on violence against women and girls. 
Surveying data over four decades (1975–2005), the study also shows that more 
comprehensive government responses emerge in countries with stronger women’s 
and feminist movements working against violence against women. Autonomous 
feminist activism8 is also a more significant factor in influencing progressive policy than 
having progressive political parties in power, more women in the legislature, or overall 
improvements in national economic standing. (Source: Htun and Weldon 2012)

Feminist movements – the leading factor in shaping progressive policy on 
violence against women

8 Autonomous feminist activism refers to feminist activism independent of or outside formal organisational 
control or direction.

9 Occupy is an international movement that protests against the current economic structures that distribute 
wealth unevenly. It began in the USA in 2011 with protests in the financial centre of Wall Street in New York 
City (Sahasranaman 2013).
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of course, great diversity in the visions and strategies of progressive social movements. 
This report aims to draw out this complexity through case studies, comparative 
analysis, and reflections of activists engaged in social movements. 

1.2  why are social movements relevant?

Recent history has shown that social movements remain a significant force for 
challenging inequalities and exclusions in society and for proposing new models and 
visions for more egalitarian and just social, economic and political power relations. In 
the context of women’s rights and gender justice, women’s movements have led the 
way in pushing forward progressive agendas and challenging gender-biased social and 
cultural norms at a popular level as well as in law, policy and institutional practice, with 
tremendous strides made in establishing formal equality and shifting thinking and social 
practice in the past half century (see the box below and section 3.4. for further analysis). 

a moment when movements are in the spotlight

Thanks to recent mass uprisings such as the revolutions in North Africa and the Middle 
East, and the Occupy movement,9  there is renewed interest among development and 
human rights non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and donors in social movements 
on how to contribute to movement-building for gender equality and justice and rights 
overall. This presents an opportunity to refine understandings of social movements and 
how best to contribute to this momentum of investment. There is also consequently a 
need to better understand the dynamics of social movements and how NGOs and donors 
can engage with movements in the most beneficial ways towards shared visions of 
change on women’s rights and gender justice (see Dütting and Sogge 2010).

Social movements as a force for democracy and justice

Citizen-based movements for democracy and political transformation peaked in 
countries in North Africa and the Middle East from late 2010, resulting in the overthrow 
of long-standing repressive political regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen. 
These events have revived discussion around the power and potential of mass-based 
citizen action to transform societies and create new forms of political participation and 



10 Mainstream development refers to frameworks and practices around development as defined and advanced  
by governmental agencies and large donor institutions. It is commonly used in the context of critique, and 
to describe frameworks derived from, or predominantly developed in, the global North and that support 
neoliberal economic approaches and governance models in line with the current status quo.

11 Popular conservatism is mass-based support for social, political and economic ideas that support the 
preservation of, or a return to, the traditional status quo and power relations.   

12 Far-right refers to a set of ideologies that espouse extreme social, political and economic conservatisms and 
rejection of social and cultural diversity, often linked to racist, sexist, xenophobic and homophobic views, 
including legitimising acts of violence against specific groups.

13 Popular progressivism is mass-based support for social, political and economic ideas that support justice, 
redistribution and the transformation of societies towards inclusion, equality and democracy.
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political voice, including in the domain of governance, and in ways that foreign policy or 
development interventions have not yet been able to do (Sholkamy 2012). The complex 
gender dynamics of these movements are evident in two ways. On the one hand, women 
have been active participants and playing a leadership role in mobilising protests and 
articulating inclusive visions of democracy, in particular among progressive supporters 
of these changes. On the other hand, women revolutionaries have faced critique and 
harassment by family members and in the public arena, as well as gender-based violence in 
the streets by fellow protesters and State actors (Sholkamy 2013; Tadros 2013). In all contexts 
the revolutionary visions inclusive of women’s rights have been undermined in post-
uprising governments as political parties framed with conservative Islamic views on gender 
roles and women’s rights have taken power, and the involvement of women in protests 
has not been matched by the active inclusion of women in the newly elected or interim 
governments (Kandiyoti 2012). This trend echoes across history, and deserves interrogation. 

the need to build popular progressivism

Despite important progress, there is still a mixed ‘big picture’ for progressive agendas. 
Formal ‘wins’ around gender justice are constantly challenged by the realities of persistent 
gender inequality in social, economic and political domains alongside remarkably 
high rates of violence against women and girls (United Nations 2010). Women’s 
marginalisation is exacerbated by the realities of a crisis in mainstream models and 
visions of development,10  economic growth, governance and human rights, on which, in 
the past decade, the majority of global resources have been focused. Northern economies 
have been grappling with financial crises, and Southern countries experiencing shifting 
geopolitical power, including the rise of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, 
with varied impacts on governance, economic autonomy, trade and inequalities. 

The varied picture for progressive victories is set against a rise in mass-based religious 
fundamentalist movements and the growth of ‘popular conservatism’11  across the 
world, which in some cases is directly attacking legal, policy and social gains already 
made and shifting norms against equality and inclusion in areas as diverse as migration 
and reproductive rights. In the global North religious fundamentalist and far-right12  
movements are gaining ground in capturing the imagination at community level and 
gaining footholds in mainstream political power (Göle 2011; Joyce 2009). Contemporary 
fundamentalist movements in the global North and South tend to construct their agendas 
around a defence of traditional gender norms, maintaining patriarchal control over the 
family, sexuality and reproduction, and gendered social roles (ASTRA 2012; Balchin 2011; 
Bop 2008; Castells 2011; Kaoma 2009). Women themselves, in particular young women, 
are often mobilised and active in conservative and fundamentalist movements, including 
in actions that further undermine women’s rights or assert retrogressive notions of culture 
and tradition that limit women’s autonomy (Balchin 2011, Sumaktoyo and Rindiastuti 
2010). This in turn raises the question of the state of ‘popular progressivism’13  – mass-
based movements for equality, rights and inclusion and the strength of these to speak 
back at a popular level through votes, or resistance in community platforms and affirming 
progressive social norms. 



14 An equal society is one in which everyone can flourish. The diverse needs, situations and goals of individuals 
are recognised, discrimination and prejudice are removed, and the economic, political, legal, social and 
physical barriers that limit what people can do and be are tackled (Burchardt and Vizard 2007).
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1.3  why are women’s rights and gender justice 
critical for progressive social movements?

an integral component of progressive activism globally

Feminists and women’s rights activists and movements have historically been situated as 
part of progressive social theorisation and social action. Movements for women’s rights 
and gender justice have been among the most visible of social movements globally, with 
broad-based membership and a range of successful actions to challenge injustice and 
discrimination and build more inclusive methods and frameworks for achieving equality 
in multiple areas.

a ‘ground up’ demand for social transformation 

The call to fully engage with and advance women’s rights and gender justice is a ‘ground 
up’ demand that came out of women’s own mobilisations across the world and over 
centuries. As such it is firmly ‘on the table’ as an ethical and practical imperative for 
all those working on development, human rights and democratisation. The fact that 
there is still reticence to acknowledge and promote the full spectrum of women’s rights 
and gender justice concerns in social movements and in institutions affiliated to them 
raises concerns regarding the accountability and political commitment of progressive 
movements to full equality.14 As women’s rights activists commonly ask: ‘How can a 
movement that is itself unequal produce equality?’

a necessary component of full justice

Engendering the analysis of the political and technical challenges we face as well as 
integrating gendered political goals into the solutions that we seek is necessary to fully 
achieve justice in all areas, including the economy, the environment, politics and social 
life. Today any cutting-edge intervention or forward-thinking initiative around rights, 
democracies and equalities ultimately needs to include women’s rights and gender 
justice in its analysis of inequality and its visions and methodologies for change. Indeed, 
without this, interventions are unlikely to succeed in their goals of contributing to full 
equality and complete social transformation. As one e-discussion participant noted, 
‘Social change is not possible without changing power relations, and power relations 
don’t change if you don’t address gender and racial relations’ (Atila Roque, BRIDGE 
e-discussion October 2011).

an agreed policy priority and binding legal obligation

Women’s rights and gender equality are established in law and policy internationally 
and to varying extents in most countries in the world, although implementation is 
still inadequate (see UN Women 2011). As such they are already present as a binding 
obligation and ethical commitment by many governments in the form of ratified United 
Nations (UN) agreements such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Beijing Platform for Action and national 
gender equality action plans. In their role as a force for political accountability, progressive 
social movements should at minimum uphold existing gains while pressing for more 
extensive protection and visions of justice in states.



15 The term ‘instrumentalism’ is used to describe the strategic use of a particular community, group or political 
standpoint to advance a goal in ways that do not directly benefit the people or ideas being drawn on or align 
with their own goals.
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In the policy arena there is also an ongoing need to fully uphold movements’ demands 
around women’s rights and gender justice. Looking globally, the international ‘standard-
setting’ era of the 1990s saw women’s movements’ claims for recognition of full rights to 
bodily integrity and choice in international frameworks ‘negotiated down’ to exclude, 
for example, explicit acknowledgment of the right to terminate pregnancy and rights 
regarding sexual diversity (Petchesky 2000). The Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 
framework has also been critiqued for the ‘instrumentalisation’15  of gender equality in the 
interests of economic growth, and for its limited focus on women’s political participation, 
girls’ education and maternal mortality to the exclusion of the full spectrum of related 
women’s rights concerns, including violence against women and girls (Goetz 2007).

1.4  what questions does this report explore?

•	 What are social movements, and why 
do they need to engage more deeply 
on a women’s rights/gender justice 
agenda to achieve social justice goals? 

•	 How have women’s and feminist 
movements worked over time to affect 
social change, including through 
alliances with other social movements? 

•	 How have feminists and gender 
justice advocates worked within social 
movements to bring about gender 
justice?

•	 How have different social movement 
formations engaged with and 
incorporated women’s rights and 
gender justice into their own politics 
and practice? 

•	 What are the challenges in fully 
integrating women’s rights and gender 
justice into the visions and practices 
of social movements across a range of 
issues and locations? 

•	 What are the preconditions for 
constructing gender-just social 
movements, across the full range of 
social justice concerns?

•	 What are effective routes to change 
in transforming social movement 
approaches, strategies and 
conceptual frameworks to fully 
integrate women’s rights and gender 
justice? 

•	 What are the routes for movements 
to challenge their own internal 
discriminatory values and practices?

•	 How can women’s and feminist 
movements strengthen inclusion and 
intersectional approaches that take 
into account emerging constituencies 
demanding rights and justice?

•	 What are the emerging areas that 
future research and reflection 
should consider? 



Gender 

Gender is commonly defined as the socially constructed identities, behaviours and 
practices tied to being a girl/woman or boy/man. There is growing acknowledgment in 
theory, law and social practice that the binary definition of gender (i.e. only two genders) 
does not fully account for the diversity of gender identities that exist, including those of 
trans16 and intersex17 people.

Gender equality

Enshrined in law as a basic right, gender equality refers to measurable, equal 
representation and status between women and men. Gender equality does not imply 
that women and men are the same, but that they have equal value and should be 
afforded equal treatment (Just Associates 2012).

Gender justice

This refers to the ending of – and, if necessary, the provision of redress for – inequalities 
between women and men that result in women’s subordination to men. These 
inequalities may be in the distribution of resources and opportunities that enable 
individuals to build human social economic and political capital. Or they may be in 
the conceptions of human dignity, personal autonomy and rights that deny women 
physical integrity and the capacity to make choices about how to live their lives (Goetz 
2007). Gender justice encompasses but extends beyond formal equality to include 
transforming systems of gendered power in all domains.

Gender power relations

Hierarchical relations of power between women and men that tend to disadvantage 
women. These gender hierarchies are often accepted as ‘natural’ but are socially 
determined relations which are culturally grounded and subject to change over time. 
They can be seen in a range of gendered practices, such as the division of labour and 
resources, and gender ideologies, such as ideas of acceptable behaviour for women 
and men (Reeves and Baden 2000).

patriarchy

Systemic and institutionalised male domination and the cultural, political, economic 
and social structures and ideologies that perpetuate gender inequality and women’s 
subordination (Just Associates 2012). 

Feminist movements

Movements that align themselves with feminism as a political ideology and seek to 
challenge inequalities and injustices between women and men, framing these as a 
challenge to patriarchy and patriarchal power relations. Feminist movements have 
historically been built and constituted by women, although men and trans individuals 
also align themselves with the politics of feminism. 

Key gender terms

16 The term trans includes those people who have a gender identity which is different from the gender assigned 
at birth and/or those people who feel they have to, prefer to or choose to – whether by clothing, accessories, 
cosmetics or body modification – present themselves differently from the expectations of the gender 
role assigned to them at birth. This includes, among many others, transsexual and transgender people, 
transvestites, travesti, cross dressers, no gender and genderqueer people (Global Alliance for Trans Equality). 

17 The term intersex is used for a variety of conditions in which a person is born with a reproductive or sexual 
anatomy that does not seem to fit the typical definitions of female or male (Intersex Society of North America).
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1.5  what is meant by ‘gender’ in this report?



women’s movements

Movements of women that are built and constituted by women and seek to challenge 
inequalities and injustice between women and men. Women’s movements may have 
varying approaches to transforming gender power relations, from more conservative 
to more radical. Individuals and groups within women’s movements may not always 
ally themselves with political identity of ‘feminism’. 

Gender justice movements

Movements that challenge gender inequalities and unjust power relations; often used 
in the context of mixed-gender or men’s movements and LGBTI18 movements that 
challenge gender binaries.

18 The acronym LGBTI stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex.
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1.6  what is the Overview report for?

This report is intended for a broad audience interested and/or involved in work 
around social movements and on women’s rights and gender justice. The primary 
audience is women’s rights and gender justice advocates who are part of progressive 
social movement activism (in formal and informal platforms) and are seeking to 
build solidarity for gender justice politics and transformative approaches to gender 
in movements. Other audiences include social movement activists and those 
working in research, and in donor and civil society organisations that are supporting 
movement-building and social mobilisation for gender-just societies. The report 
is designed for an audience with varied exposure to women’s rights and social 
movement theory and practice; it maps out key conceptual frameworks alongside 
examples, analysis and recommendations.

1.7  Scope, structure and additional resources

This Overview Report provides an in-depth exploration of theory, case studies 
and key learning and routes to change drawn from the BRIDGE Cutting Edge 
Programme on Gender and Social Movements. Chapter two outlines a framework 
for understanding social movements and highlights some of the debates, tensions 
and challenges faced by movements. Chapter three introduces women’s and feminist 
movements, their vision and strategies, and the gains they have made over recent 
decades, before exploring the responses to women’s rights and gender justice in 
broader social movements with different constituencies and political foci. Chapter 
four assesses common challenges in building gender-just social movements, and 
chapter five identifies the core elements of gender-just movements and sets out some 
practical routes to nurturing social movements that challenge unjust gender power 
relations in all domains. Finally, chapter six offers some broad reflections and points 
to areas for further research and exploration. 

As part of the Cutting Edge programme, a website has been developed to house a 
range of further reading and multimedia materials on social movements, women’s 
rights and gender justice. The website houses the following case studies, developed 
in collaboration with activists in the respective social movements, which inform this 
report.

http://socialmovements.bridge.ids.ac.uk
http://socialmovements.bridge.ids.ac.uk
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David Kelleher and Manjima Bhattacharjya (2013) 
The Amnesty International Journey: Women and Human Rights
This case study looks at Amnesty International’s efforts over the last 25 years to integrate 
women’s rights into its work. The authors conducted a review of relevant literature and 
first-hand interviews with human rights activists, including those who have worked 
with Amnesty in the past, as well as some current staff. They map the trajectory of 
Amnesty’s engagement with women’s rights and consider which strategies worked and 
which did not, pulling out some useful insights for other organisations and movements 
that wish to strategically incorporate women’s rights in their work. 

Pamela Caro (2013) 
Gender equality and women’s rights in the CLOC-Via Campesina movement  
In this exploration of the experiences and strategies of women leaders in the CLOC 
movement in seven Latin American countries, the author demonstrates the impact that 
strong women’s leadership and advocacy within mixed-gender social movements can 
have. She sets out the achievements of the movement in progressing towards improved 
external and internal understandings on gender equality, and considers the challenges 
that still remain.

Manjima Bhattacharjya (2013) 
A Tale of Two Movements: How women’s rights became human rights  
This case study gives an overview of the development of global human rights thinking 
and movements. The author emphasises the importance of women’s movements 
consciously and continuously engaging with and challenging human rights movements. 
Based on a review of key documents and interviews with global and regional women’s 
rights advocates, the study looks at the points of convergence of human rights 
movements and women’s movements, and how they have informed and changed one 
another over the years. 

Vinita Sahasranaman (2013) 
Who is the 99%? Feminist perspectives on Occupy 
The Occupy movement brought economic justice back to the table and was seen by 
many activists as a platform for leveraging national and international attention to 
their demands. But despite its democratic and participatory approach, fault lines 
soon began to emerge. This case study looks at the tensions around Occupy and 
the arguments and needs of women and other groups such as people of colour 
and disabled people. It examines the potential of the movement to highlight these 
tensions and interrogate them positively. 

Hania Sholkamy (2013) 
Gender, activism and backlash: Women and social mobilisation in Egypt 
Women were equal partners in the organisation and enactment of the 2011 revolution 
in Egypt, but the formal structures that have since emerged are much less balanced in 
terms of gender. In this case study, the author looks at how women were involved in the 
revolution, and the cracks that began to emerge. She assesses the state of women’s rights 
in the post-revolution context and comments on the future for gender equality in social 
justice activism in Egypt.  
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Sharon Bhagwan Rolls (2013) 
Defining our Space: Gender mainstreaming strategies in the work of the Global 
Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflict 
This study sets out the ways that the Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed 
Conflict (GPPAC), a global civil society network, adopted a gender policy and 
mainstreaming strategy. It notes the influence of women’s organisations and activists in 
bringing about this positive development, and highlights some challenges for GPPAC in 
the future implementation of its plans on gender equality. 

Solome Nakaweesi-Kimbugwe with Hope Chigudu (2013) 
The LGBTIQ and Sex Worker Movements in East Africa 
In this case study the authors consider the background and development of the 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex and queer (LGBTIQ) and sex worker 
movements in the East Africa region, looking at the connections between the two 
movements and their strategies, tactics and agendas. The links between the two 
movements and feminist individuals and organisations are also highlighted. The 
authors discuss the movements’ key achievements and the challenges that remain, 
and ask what lessons can be learned from this example about inclusive movement-
building for social justice and human rights.

All of these case studies are available at our gender and social movements website. 

The In Brief bulletin that accompanies this report includes an overview summary of 
the report as well as versions of the case studies on CLOC-Via Campesina and the 
global human rights movement. 

http://socialmovements.bridge.ids.ac.uk/case-studies
www.bridge.ids.ac.uk/go/cutting-edge-packs/gender-and-social-movements/in-brief



