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reFlectiOnS and areaS FOr FurtHer explOratiOn

6
reflections and areas 
for Further exploration

Guadalupe Cuba, a community defender from Cusco, Peru.
Photographer: Annie Thériault

This report makes the case for progressive social movements to fully integrate 
women’s rights, gender justice and challenging patriarchal power into their politics 
and change visions and strategies. Social movement activism continues to play a 
pivotal role in defining, demanding and instigating change in all arenas of social, 
political, economic and cultural life. Movement-based demands to end violations 
of women’s rights and transform gender power relations towards justice are now 
firmly on the table. However, through evidence drawn from a diversity of social 
movement experiences, this report has also shown that achieving full support 
for women’s rights and gender justice remains an incomplete task and a point of 
struggle. A commitment to transforming gendered power is still for the most part 
inadequately prioritised, or at times even contested, in the politics and practice of 
progressive social movements.
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6.1  reflections

In as much as women’s rights and gender justice are understood as necessary 
conditions for justice and equality for all, this report calls for progressive social 
movements to think more actively about and implement ways to catalyse gendered 
transformation. It has presented a range of ‘routes to change’ for movements to 
consider in their journey toward the ideal gender-just movement set out in section 
5.1. What final reflections can be drawn from the arguments, evidence and strategies 
presented in the preceding chapters?

building solidarity and inclusive alliances is key

In the light of enormous external challenges – including rising fundamentalisms, 
militarism, accelerating climate change and financial crises – it is more important than 
ever to build inclusive alliances between women’s movements and other progressive 
social justice movements to help build popular progressivism and leverage social 
transformation for all. Recognising the value of solidarity is the first step forward.  
It is equally important to acknowledge that disagreement is a natural part of building 
alliances, and that paying attention to the factors that might divide groups and 
confronting these with respect and honesty is essential.  

History has shown that it is those most affected by discrimination and injustice that are 
likely to lead in raising questions and calling for inclusion or a change in a movement’s 
visions and methods. Change agents raising questions about the invisibility of 
women’s concerns, questioning the use of culture or tradition to reinforce oppressive 
gender norms, or calling for roles within movements to be subjected to a critical gender 
lens may themselves face backlash and need support and solidarity as they mobilise 
and lead change processes. 

Constant attention to the intersections of gender and other axes of marginalisation  
and inequality are also important in building movements representative of the  
diverse realities people experience in their daily lives, and also provides a rich  
basis for building common cause with other excluded interests and voices,  
towards the achievement of justice for all.

transformation requires unblocking deep patriarchal structures 

Sustained change will only take place once actors in movements – especially 
movement leaders – name and begin to engage with the deep structure of patriarchal 
gender norms and the ways that these manifest in movement imaginations, power 
dynamics and roles. As this report has shown, ‘there are patriarchal set-ups in the 
movements, and accepting a feminist analysis on issues will expose the contradictions 
within the movement itself’ (Shalmali Guttal, BRIDGE e-discussion, September 
2012). Moves to transform deep structure may be instigated by crises such as cases 
of gender-based violence committed by movement members, through mobilisation 
from within, or by external actors raising questions, offering or asking for solidarity, 
or through training and consciousness-raising. As feminist movements have affirmed, 
the process of questioning gender power relations in our personal lives and practices is 
a valid component of activism. It requires methods that not only build individual and 
collective critical consciousness but also engage people’s emotions and provide space 
to reflect and heal personally and collectively.
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it is essential to remain reflexive and rethink political visions 

Movements are defined by their political visions – propositions for new ways of 
ordering our world. Given this, a commitment to women’s rights and gender justice 
ultimately needs to move beyond questions of representation or gender-focused 
policies to re-imagining movement politics in ways that acknowledge gendered 
demands and visions of justice. Furthermore, all social movements, including 
women’s movements, benefit from holistic approaches to equality and justice, taking 
an intersectional approach and championing arguments and actions that respond to 
the human rights of all people. This process of re-envisioning needs to remain active 
as political demands change in terms of definitions of gender, in particular with the 
emergence of queer, transgender and intersex movements, new activist constituencies 
and shifting external power dynamics.

investment in gender-just movements and feminist movement-building is vital  
if sustainable change is to be made

The upsurge of interest among development and human rights NGOs and donors to 
engage with social movements and invest in movement-building after pro-democracy 
revolutions marks an important opportunity to grow support for social movements. 
Where organisations or donors play a movement-building role, they also need to 
consider their responsibility in ensuring that questions of transforming gendered 
power and advancing women’s rights and gender justice are central.  

There is tremendous potential, alongside challenges, in harnessing the power of 
organisations linked to movements, and donors funding movement agendas and 
movement-building, for promoting transformative change. While acknowledging 
critiques of the role of NGO-isation on women’s and gender justice activism, it 
is nevertheless evident that women’s movements and feminist agendas remain 
comparatively under-resourced and poorly supported in institutional domains, 
especially in comparison to other meta-justice issues. As such, exploring ways to 
increase resources and organisational support for movement activism for women’s 
rights and gender justice, alongside ways to increase organisations’ accountability to 
movements, remains a priority.  

6.2  areas for further exploration

While this report has begun a process of discussion on routes for gender-just change 
in social movements, it is clear that going forward further work in a number of areas 
would be extremely useful. These are discussed below. 

Methods and practices for transforming deep structures in social  
movement contexts

There is as yet little guidance, training material or theorisation around the complex 
area of tackling gendered deep structures in social movements. This report has begun 
to explore this area, but further work is needed to document existing, and develop new, 
practical strategies for movements to adapt and try. These strategies might include 
techniques drawn from feminist organising and movement-building, such as small-
scale consciousness-raising and reflective learning approaches, and from organisational 
change methods such as gender audits and policy reviews. 
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possible roles for formalising accountability mechanisms on gender justice

Many feminist and women’s rights activists express frustration that despite vibrant 
women’s movements and widespread formal acknowledgement of the importance 
of making the fight for justice more gender-aware, there is still a limited sense of 
accountability to these agendas within progressive movements. This sparks the 
question of whether there is use in having more formalised methods and structures 
of accountability, in particular in contexts where movements organise and engage 
in formal ways with each other – for example, in shared physical spaces such as 
conferences, in inter-movement networks or where movements engage through 
organisational platforms. One key question to ask is: ‘Should women’s movements and 
activists play a “watching” role, monitoring and speaking out about what is happening 
in social movements and reflecting back [when] they are replicating the same power 
imbalances that occur in the very structures we are challenging, or sometimes 
negotiating away core parts of the agenda, which too often includes women’s rights?’ 
(Joanne Sandler, BRIDGE e-discussion, October 2011). In terms of accountability tools, 
there are existing methodologies such as gender audits used in organisations49 which 
could be adapted to respective movement contexts, as well as existing initiatives to 
track global resourcing for women’s rights.50 

Mapping what works for building effective and equitable alliances

This report and related materials have started to build an evidence base of what works 
in integrating concerns of gender justice into social movements, including in building 
strategic alliances. What do we know from practice is needed to build an effective 
alliance?

‘Too often we seek to forge alliances without having first articulated the differences 
– building upon commonalities, without doing the deeper structure work. This 
works fine if the alliance is a quick fiery public action to protest something [...] 
but the work of building consensus and longer-term working together will take a 
lot more work peeling away at the layers of centres and peripheries and power 
dynamics’ (Susanna George, BRIDGE e-discussion, March 2012). 

For feminists and women’s rights advocates, there are recurring challenges around 
building alliances with social movements that do not yet have a gendered politics, 
notably when it comes to a willingness to take progressive approaches to questions 
of culture and tradition, bodily integrity and sexual and reproductive choice. In that 
light, ‘[i]t would be great to know more about how to join in an effective way. And 
how to avoid ending up negotiating competing interests, rather than converging and 
complementary interests that propel long-term change’ (Joanne Sandler, BRIDGE 
e-discussion, October 2011).

Within women’s and feminist movements themselves, more work is needed on how to 
move beyond the current dilemmas about ‘when to cooperate and when to resist’ (Islah 
Jad, BRIDGE e-discussion, March 2012), and how to build intersectional approaches 
that take into account the diversity and related political claims of all women. 

49 Examples of gender audit tools include Moser (2005) and International Labour Organization (2007). 
50 The ‘Where is the Money’ initiative of the Association for Women’s Rights in Development has led the way in 

producing new research and analysis that tracks funding patterns and needs of women’s rights organisations 
globally. See http://www.awid.org/Our-Initiatives/Where-is-the-Money-for-Women-s-Rights. 
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building and investing in gender-just social movements

In order for both established movements to transform their external agendas and 
internal dynamics, and new movements to develop with gender justice at their core, 
it is essential to invest in gender-just movement-building and to support movements 
in ways that allow long-term planning and sustainability. Doing this will maximise 
the potential for social transformation that is representative of actual social demands, 
inspiring a new generation of activists and bringing long-term benefits for everyone. 

Movement-building investments for gender justice can include creating safe spaces 
for movement activists or leaders to come together with time for dialogue, reflection, 
learning, and the building of trust. It may also include supporting the development 
of feminist leadership, and new knowledge and analysis on women’s rights and 
gender justice that is specific and appropriate in particular movement contexts. It is 
also essential to ensure that resources are available to sustain activist well-being and 
support women human rights defenders. If feminists and gender equality advocates 
are to lead the transformation of social movements, building energy, security, self-care 
and peer support is critical.  

Further research, documentation and analysis

There is still a documentation and research gap around the history of women’s and 
feminists’ activist involvement in progressive social movements across the world, and 
the challenges and successful strategies used to advance gender justice in movements. 
Much of this information is anecdotal or profiled in internal reports that do not have 
wide circulation. The following are some of the key questions that further research 
could address:

•	 How do we engage and transform the gendered deep structure of movements? 
Are there lessons to be learned from transforming other deep structure dynamics 
in movements that can be drawn on and developed?

•	 What are existing models and experiences of alternative gender roles and 
divisions of labour within mixed-gender social movements? How can these be 
sustained?

•	 What are existing models of intersectional approaches that fully integrate gender 
dimensions in current or emerging social movements? 

•	 What accountability mechanisms have been developed and used by movements 
committed to women’s rights and gender justice, including ways of addressing 
violence against women within movements?

•	 What happens in mixed-gender movements where women have taken on new 
roles in movement membership and leadership to effect external change? Do 
these altered power dynamics continue after change has been achieved, or is 
there pressure to return to traditional gender norms?

•	 What are the perspectives and strategies on feminism, women’s rights and 
gender justice among new generations of movement activists and emerging social 
movements?

This report has begun a process of exploration on these issues. It is hoped that this 
process can continue and grow, and that more gender-just movements can be built, 
supported and experienced, ultimately contributing to changing our societies towards 
full justice and equality. 




