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Human Rights of Women 
 

 

Dates Thursdays 28 May, 4, 11, 18, 25 June and 2 July 2020 

Times 18.00-20.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

Inspired by our exhibition, Unfinished Business: The Fight for Women’s Rights, this six-week course 

explores a global perspective on women’s rights. Global human rights are supposed to apply to all 

humans everywhere. Their underlying purpose is to respect the human dignity and human freedom of 

everyone. During this course we will explore the critiques of human rights from a variety of 

perspectives. Some people see the potential and value of human rights and their international legal 

framework to enable and empower girls and women, as well as boys and men, to live good, fulfilling, 

free and safe lives. Others advocate radical restructurings of the global international world order with 

deep scepticism of a ‘rights’ approach. Through a combination of talks, discussion and visits to the 

exhibition, this course will enable you to develop your own ideas about global women’s rights. 

 
 

 

Week One 

Universal global human rights: what does that mean in a world of cultural, national, regional and 

personal difference and contexts? How do these relate to gender and women’s lives? In this first 

week, we explore these issues and provide an overview of what the course entails. We connect the 

underlying purpose of international human rights law of respecting the human dignity and human 

freedom of everyone to an understanding of what it means to be human. In particular we unpick what 

that means for women, their experiences and lives. This is connected to the history of the 

development of rights talk through to the present day framework for protection that currently exists.  

 

Week Two  

Building on last week’s framework, in the second week, we begin to consider some personal cases 

brought to courts of violations that happen to women as women. We examine how the absolute and 

universal prohibition of torture, inhuman and degrading treatment has developed in ways that include 

sexual violence against women: a global phenomenon. We examine this through a variety of 

materials including court decisions, from those interpreting non-gender specific legal provisions to 

those involving women only legal protection. This will lead to comparisons of approaches focusing on 
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women only that are gender specific (a difference or radical approach) and a mainstreaming or non-

gender specific  (a ‘sameness’ approach) through women’s movements’ and rights’ agenda.  

 

Week Three 

In this session, we explore how women’s bodies have been regulated. What are the implications of 

this for women’s health and psychological integrity? How have rights to women’s personal and bodily 

autonomy developed and how does this relate to women’s ‘biology’, reproductive rights and the 

ideals of motherhood? How are these materialised in our current world order?  

 

Week Four 

Freedom of expression, conscience and belief, what we feel and think and how that is portrayed to 

the world, our ability to meet up – to assemble and associate - with whom we want and choose: all of 

these are universally guaranteed human rights, yet qualified by social, religious and cultural norms 

and legal regulations. In a world of gender inequality, how are women expressing themselves, 

through appearance, dress, voice, image and performance? What is ‘permissible’ or not? Some 

examples we explore in this session in the context of how human rights arguments are used include 

the Handmaid’s Tale protest groups, the Islamic headscarf and burqa bans. This session includes a visit 

to the exhibition Unfinished Business: The Fight for Women’s Rights. 

 

Week Five  

This week, we investigate how women’s lives are affected by global migration and internal 

displacement caused by conflict.  In what ways do girls and women have or need extra protection and 

rights during these times? We look at how and why sexual violence is used as a weapon of war and 

the continuing threat of it during displacement. We explore developments since the conflict in the 

former Yugoslavia in the 1990s and the formation of the International Criminal Court.  Global ethics 

and women’s peace perspectives form part of this session.  

 

Week Six 

In our final week, we look back at what we have studied and consider the pros and cons of purported 

global protection of the human rights of women. We look at what ways it has been suggested this 

protection and the laws and policies provided could be improved to make them all more meaningful 

for women.  

 
 

Tutor 

 

Jill Marshall is a Professor of Law at Royal Holloway, University of London where she co-directs the 
Centre for the Study of Emotion and Law and leads the Human Rights cluster on Global Challenges 
Research. A human rights lawyer, she works on the relationship between law, human flourishing and 
personal freedom, with a focus on women’s human rights and empowerment. Current projects 
include analysing secrecy, privacy and confidentiality in pregnancy and childbirth, ‘baby boxes’, 
‘children born of conflict’, freedom of religion, expression and identity, especially through dress. She 
has written widely on these topics and is the author of three books including Human Rights Law and 
Personal Identity (Routledge 2014). 
 

 
 

Suggested Reading (further readings will be mentioned in class) 

 

M Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792)  
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CA MacKinnon, Are Women Human? (Harvard 2007) chapters 14-18, 23  

 

A Rao, ‘The Politics of Gender and Culture in International Human Rights Discourse’ in J Peters and A 

Wolper (eds) Women’s Rights, Human Rights: International Feminist Perspectives (Routledge 1995)  

 

J Marshall ‘Conditions for freedom? European Human Rights Law and the Islamic headscarf debate’ 

(2008) 30 Human Rights Quarterly 631-654 

 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the suggested 

reading, will help you get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be provided at each session.  

 
 


