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Women’s Rights in a Changing World’

ANITA NAYAR ABSTRACT Anita Nayar looks at five key areas where major change is
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occurring and affecting women’s rights. These are Global Power,
Inequality, Fundamentalisms, New Technologies and the
Environment. She asks a series of questions to provoke a debate and
deeper understanding of the interconnection between these issues
and women’'s movements responses to them.
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Introduction

There are five arcas where major change is occurring which clearly affects women's
rights and therefore human rights. But must we accept these changes as inevitablez Will
the religious right inevitably be in control of our countries? Are neo-liberal policies the
inevitable design of our economic policies? Ts climate change inevitablez Can we not
and must we not as feminists challenge the inevitability of these models? After all the
only constant in life is change so why look at the future as somehow predetermined?
We all have a choice of what the future can be.

Global power

With regard to the first area, we are witnessing four manifestations of global power to-
day: (1) Geopolitical power whether unilateralism as represented by the US or emerging
regional powers such as China. India. South Africa and Brazil: (2) the power or weak-
ness of multilateral institutions such as the WTO. IMEF WB. or UN: (3) corporate power
and (4) the power of civil society. These global forces are inter-related and define our
lives by their policies or actions.

Inequality

If we look at the institutional framework of these global forces — particularly the multi-
lateral economic and trade organizations — it is clear that the policies they are promot-
ing and our governments are implementing are creating the conditions that have
deepened inequality. WWomen's and other social movements have attempted to engage in
these policy arenas but have found the spaces for so-called civil society participation
limiting. How can we transform such spaces into mechanisms of accountability; How
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New technologies

While we need to hold unilateral powers, regional
powers., multilateral institutions and right wing
forces in check. let us examine more closely corpo-
rate power and the role transnational corpora-
tions play in the consolidation of global power. A
key arena where corporate power manifests is in
the development of new technologics whether in
the military industrial complex. the fvod and agri-
cultural sectors, or in relation to our reproductive
health. Feminists need to consider why we are
not as engaged in the science and technology are-
na compared with the other arcas addressed
above. The challenge is to hold transnational cor-
porations. and science in particular, accountable
to serve the common good. Given that they operate
across many nation states, a multilateral strategy
is required to develop and implement interna-
tional enforceable standards of corporate conduct.

Environment

With regard to the environment science has made
an important contribution in terms of our under-
standing of ecological concerns. Today very few
scientists and people regardless of corporate
power would dare say we are not facing a major
crisis with climate change. In the last year from
the Tsunami to hurricanes Katrina. Rita. Stanley
and Wilma to the recent earthquake in Pakistan
and India, the crisis is in our face. While corpora-
tions have been actively involved in the environ-
ment whether derailing rivers. drying and
reclaiming marshes. deforestation. or removing
natural barriers making us vulnerable to hurri-
canes. where have we been engaged: Indigenous
and community-based women’s groups in particu-
lar have taken up the call for action on these cru-
cial envirorimental issues yet the collective of
womens movements must take these issues on
board at the global level.

Challenges ahead

Women’s rights movements need to be working on
many fronts and at many levels, working outside
of our silos to engage across our issue areas funda-
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